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Abstract

:

Since the outbreak of the Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia in 2019, several cities have been blocked to prevent the expansion of the infection. This qualitative study aimed to determine the motives of urban residents for visiting urban green spaces during the epidemic (especially within the context of the city blockade), and what might weaken these motives. In total, 47 residents (17 men and 30 women) were recruited from Chengdu, in China, to participate in interviews. A thematic analysis was used to analyze the interview data. According to the results, the motives of the respondents were divided into strong motives and weak motives. These strong motives for visiting UGS can be divided into four themes: “A place for health”, “Escape”, “Social support”, and “A safe and important place for outdoor activities”. Residents classified as the weak motive primarily considered the reasons of “Keep distance with others”, “Potential infection risk” and “Seek compensation”. The results of this study are significant for current and future urban management, green space planning, and social well-being.
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1. Introduction


Urban green spaces (UGS) are essential for activities and relaxation in the city. Regardless of the purpose, most residents in the city use these spaces every day. With the rapid urbanization, daily life in modern cities is moving further away from the natural environment, and various urban outdoor green spaces have become important places for residents to get close to nature [1].



Motive is an internal factor that guides human behavior, derived from the expectation of achieving a specific result or benefit [2]. In addition to the potential health benefits [3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10], other motives for visiting green spaces have been widely studied. An increasing number of studies has shown diverse motives for using green spaces. A study from Singapore shows that men usually choose the neighborhood park closest to their home for physical fitness tests and training. Besides the convenience, respondents are also attracted to neighborhood parks for the sheer appreciation and enjoyment of nature [11]. In Switzerland, the most important motive for visiting nearby UGS is the restoration associated with the experience of nature, while social bonding is considered as the weakest motive [12]. In Hong Kong, many residents visit the park at least once a week for entertainment purposes, and more than half of the respondents said they would visit with their family members and children to enhance family ties [13]. Other studies involved people’s motives, purposes, and reasons for visiting UGS in the general situation, such as breathing clean air, enjoying the natural landscape, quietness, relaxation, accompanying family members, walking pets, escaping from the city, seeing people [13,14,15,16,17,18].



It is worth noting that other studies have also revealed UGS’s unique value and personal experience after disastrous events. After Hurricane Sandy destroyed New York City (NYC) communities in 2012, community gardens played an essential role in NYC’s social and ecological resilience. Chan et al. (2015) surveyed five community gardens post-Sandy in NYC and stated that the community gardens in these cities are a multi-purpose community refuge of extraordinary significance, that promotes personal resilience, restorative greening practices, and the development of supportive communities. Simultaneously, the attachment and meaning of the garden members to these spaces make the community garden a refuge and gathering place after a disaster [19]. The research by Shimpo et al. (2019) also supports these findings, that is, community gardens can provide gardeners with social support, fresh food, safe gathering places, and restorative practices after an earthquake to remind people of normality. Moreover, visits to the garden can relieve stress, share experiences with others, socialize, and help themselves overcome the hardships following the disasters [20]. However, Conradson believes that settings are not intrinsically therapeutic but are experienced differently by different people, just like city parks are virtual spaces for young people to explore and develop their social and individual identities [21]. A study from Brisbane shows that as girls transition from adolescence to adulthood, the role of community parks in their lives also changes from “social interaction” to “retreat” [22]. Besides, the motive of disadvantaged groups for UGS visits is also an emerging research interest. The case study of Koprowska et al. (2020) in Poland suggests that UGS is important for people experiencing homelessness because the homeless can sleep, relax, meet other people, be silent, enjoy nature, and collect resources in these places. This research finds a broad understanding of UGS’s accessibility and attractiveness to one of the most socio-economically disadvantaged groups [23]. These studies show that people hold multiple motives associated with UGS. The motive of people to visit UGS mirrors their needs and expectations. Understanding the motive of visitation is of great importance in ascertaining why people patronize green spaces as well as in understanding their visiting experience [11]. On the other hand, perceived safety is a prerequisite for the use of green spaces, and physical, managerial, and social features may negatively impact safety perceptions, leading to a low visiting motive [24]. Although previous studies have clarified the rank of residents’ motive to visit UGS. However, the research about the residents’ motive to visit UGS during the epidemic is still limited, and the impact of the pandemic on their motives is unclear. More research is needed to expand the results regarding these motives.



In summary, a large body of literature has studied the positive effects experienced in urban green spaces and the motives for visiting UGS. However, there has not been any research related to the urban residents’ motives for visiting outdoor green spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic period (especially in the context of the city quarantine). Understanding these motives is important for current and future urban management, green space planning, and social well-being. Moreover, the results of this study can provide certain recommendations to fulfill public requirements and expectations for visiting UGS in other similar events [18]. Consequently, this study aims to determine the population’s general motive to visit UGS during the confinement period, rather than based on the relative variation among social groups:




	
What is the urban residents’ motives for visiting UGS during the pandemic; and



	
What would weaken the visiting motive.









2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Background


This study takes Chengdu, in the Sichuan Province, as the study area (Figure 1). In December 2019, a novel coronavirus disease broke out in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China. Beginning 23 January 2020, the Chinese government blocked cities gradually and implemented travel and outdoor controls. In addition to their regular work, residents were strictly prevented from going out [25]. On 26 February 2020, the Chengdu Municipal Government downgraded the level of epidemic prevention and control from first to second [26]. Simultaneously, Chengdu began to issue health cards, and residents marked as “healthy” were allowed to go out [27]. Due to this policy, the one-month city blockade was lifted.




2.2. Methodology and Data Analysis


The thematic analysis [28] was used to analyze the data. Thematic analysis, an effective method to analyze qualitative data, is a process of encoding qualitative information to identify, analyze, and report on patterns within data. In detail, it is divided into six steps: (1) data familiarization, (2) generating initial codes, (3) organizing potential themes, (4) revising themes, (5) naming and defining themes, and (6) generating a report (Figure 2) [28]. Familiarity with the interview data is achieved by researchers participating in the interview process, transcribing the interview data and reading it repeatedly. The initial code is generated by encoding important content in the entire interview data, and they will be used to describe the content of the entire interview. The organization of potential themes is achieved by searching for patterns or themes with the same characteristics between codes in different interviews [29]. Revising themes ensures that the data within the same theme can be matched together meaningfully and that different themes can be divided correctly. In the fifth step, all captured themes will be named and defined to ensure that they can be distinguished from other themes. Finally, an analysis report is generated to clearly show the results.




2.3. Participants


A convenience sampling was conducted. We posted recruitment information on a Chinese social media APP (WeChat), including contact numbers, privacy protection statements, volunteer qualifications, research purposes, and a simple outline. Residents could contact one of the authors by phone number; simultaneously, we also encouraged them to recommend family members and friends. The recruited residents from the study area included those who were willing to be interviewed through social media. The restrictions were that they must be at least 18 years old, a resident of Chengdu, and had been living in Chengdu during the infectious disease. Simultaneously, different occupations and ages were chosen to better understand the needs of different groups of people. According to Gill (2014) [30] and Van Manen (1989) [31], the purpose of an interview is to focus on the different experiences among individuals, and to adopt a perspective to provide basic knowledge for research. Most studies have a sample size of 7–28 respondents [32,33,34,35,36,37,38,39]. Besides, Gill (2014) suggests that an adequate sample size is achieved when interpretations are visible and clear and when new informants reveal no new findings [30]. Thus, information saturation would be superfluous. This study recruited 47 residents (17 males and 30 females) from March to May 2020. Participants were between 21–84 years old, with an average age of 35.4 years (SD = 15.4), and most respondents were unmarried (n = 25). We found that the existing sample size allowed us to capture enough individual experiences, and no new information was found. Thus, we believe that the current sample size (n = 47) can provide enough information for the study.




2.4. Materials


The study used semi-structured telephone interviews to explore residents’ motives for visiting urban green spaces during the pandemic. To avoid the psychological pressure on the interviewees, they were all interviewed anonymously and were only asked about age, gender, and occupation (Table 1). A setting of interview question was designed, this semi-structured interview format set core guiding the questions to be raised with each participant. It primarily included: (1) the impact of the pandemic on daily study/life/work, (2) recent visit to UGS, (3) reason for visiting UGS, (4) the activities and experiences at green spaces, (5) reasons that affect or weaken the motive to visit, (6) how to evaluate the role and value of green spaces during the pandemic, and (7) some simple questions about their own experiences. In the broader discussion, we also asked “if the UGS visited during the period of containment was the same as the one they visited pre-pandemic”. The interview was recorded for transcription into spoken language. Then, it was summarized and translated into English. A total of 47 telephone interviews were conducted in the form of individual interviews, each interview lasting approximately 25–40 minutes. The interviewees decided on the interview time, and most interviews were conducted in the afternoon or after dinner. They were informed in advance of the purpose and process of the interview. All interviewees expressed their willingness to participate in the research. To ensure participant confidentiality and anonymity, no identifying information was recorded. Therefore, we were not required by our institutions to submit our research proposals for ethical review.





3. Results


People come to UGS with different motives. According to the analysis results, most of the interviewees showed their strong willingness to visit UGS, and a few indicated a weak willingness. This study categorized these different willingness levels into “Strong motive” and “Weaker motive”. The first section explores participants’ motives to visit UGS, and the reasons that weaken residents’ motive are located in the second section. Each of these themes is discussed in the following sections using the informants’ own words to explain their unique perspectives and experiences.



3.1. Strong Motive


“Strong motive” indicates that the informants affirmed a strong desire for green space and outdoor activities in the interview, and revealed that UGS played an essential role in their daily lives during the pandemic. According to the statements provided, these strong motives for visiting UGS can be divided into four themes: “A place for health”, “Escape”, “Social support”, and “A safe and important place for outdoor activities” (Figure 3).



3.1.1. A place for Health


Beginning 23 January 2020, the Chinese government blocked cities gradually and implemented travel and outdoor controls. Residents were strictly restricted from going out [25]. The city quarantine made residents spend most of their time in their homes, and sedentary behavior increased correspondingly. Among the recorded statements, when asked about the motive for visiting UGS recently, the most frequently mentioned reason were physical health needs. These respondents stated that the community they lived in was strictly controlled, so they could not go outside at will and lacked sufficient outdoor exercise or activities. Moreover, prolonged sedentary time led to increased weight, which caused a decline in physical health. One of the students explained to us: “Yes, it’s a vacation now, so I have nothing to do. I often sit on the sofa and watching TV or playing my mobile phone. Sleep time becomes longer, and then I get fatter.” (male, 25, student)



In addition to paying attention to their health status, some married and middle-aged groups also cared about the health issues of their family members, especially the elderly and the children. In an interview, a mother said that the community garden used to be a place of outdoor activities for her children to play with other kids. Due to the city quarantine, the lack of activities in the green space may have led to potential health risks: “I am most worried about my children and family. Especially my children, I can’t take her out to play. I used to take her to the community garden every day to play with my neighbor’s children. She is still young. If she stays at home for a long time, or if she can’t play with other children, I’m afraid it will have a bad influence on her, such as potential personality disorders…” (female, 30, teacher). Due to the development of urbanization in China, a large number of people live in built-up areas. Residents in many cities live in apartments [40] with no private gardens available [41], and usually no enough space for exercise at home. Thus, many residents have reported a lack of adequate outdoor activity, which leads to deteriorated health conditions. Besides, they also tended to report mental and psychological health problems, such as poor sleep quality, anxiety, worry, and irritability. Some residents stated that being in a natural environment can significantly improve psychological and emotional well-being. As a woman mentioned that, during the containment period, her husband and son lived in another city, so she suffered from frequent insomnia due to trepidation. After being allowed to go out, she often walked in the community garden, which relieved her anxiety and insomnia.



The results of these interview studies show that health benefits are usually the main motives considered by residents when visiting UGS. Many interviewees said that due to epidemics and quarantine policies, they could not participate in adequate outdoor activities or physical exercises, and their physical and mental health was deteriorating. Therefore, visiting these green spaces became an important motive to improve their mental and psychological health.




3.1.2. Escape


For participants, the pandemic, reports of COVID-19, and city blockades were all seen as sources of stress, which was conceptualized as the subjectively appraised stressfulness of distinctive events and minor disturbances of daily life [42]. Some respondents believed UGS was a means of “escape”. Activities (such as picnics, sunbathing, jogging) in the park or other UGS could help them relax and temporarily forget the stress and annoyance of work.



Although many commercial facilities were forced to close during the containment period in China, some particular occupations (police, medical personnel, civil servants) still worked every day. A participant claimed that she had more jobs than before: “No, in fact, my job is more than before, because we are now completely telecommuting… yes, I work from home almost all day” (female, 27, civil servant). On the other hand, a study in China reported that doctors and nurses have a low level of mental health because they have direct contact with patients, leading to anxiety, stress, and even stigma [43]. As one interviewee said: “I work in a hospital, so I feel more stressed because of my work recently. I worry I will be infected, I worry my colleagues will be infected and I worry my family will be infected… In the past, after dinner, I could walk my dog with my husband in the nearby park, and occasionally I would go running there on weekends. These could make me feel better… yes, we have been allowed to go out recently, my husband and I went to the park last night, only half an hour, but it is enough for me” (female, 50, nurse).



Furthermore, people under lockdown are more prone to developing various symptoms of psychological disorders, such as stress, depression, emotional fatigue, and insomnia due to facing the same living environment for a long period [44]. One interviewee stated that he had become depressed and irritated because of prolonging his stay in the same place (home). Therefore, he hoped to visit UGS to relieve negative emotions: “Never! I have never stayed at home for so long. In the first week, I can bear it. I can play mobile phones and watch TV, but after more than 3 weeks, I started to become irritable and depressed… This is a new virus, I don’t know when it will end… I want to go out, even just a walk in the park, I would be very happy” (male, 25, student). Sometimes, interviewees seemed to visit green spaces without a pre-set purpose (such as relieving stress, anxiety, etc.). They merely wanted to “escape” to another environment they used to visit before, which is a form of nostalgia for their former life and self-continuity. A female commented that she used to go to a community garden nearby to rest, but she still chose to visit this garden after the containment period, since it made her feel like she had gone back to the past:


“I don’t know what the future would be like, I’m worried… Sometimes, I go to the community garden to sit and rest because it makes me feel relaxed… It’s just like everything go back to before”.



(female, 30, lawyer)







The results of these interviews indicate that visiting UGS provides residents with a possibility of “escape”. They felt stressed because of the workload, anxiety, or stigma. Staying at home for a long time also negatively influenced their mood, even leading to frustration and irritability. On the other hand, being in a UGS also represented staying away from the urban environment and daily life during the epidemic, which made them feel nervous and annoyed. In these green environments, people can relax and imagine a return to the past, which makes these UGS a therapeutical place.




3.1.3. Social Support


From January 23 to February 26, residents were restricted and stayed home due to the city blockade. Except for daily work and the purchase of necessities, other outdoor activities were prohibited. As a result of the long-term restriction of going out and the obligation to keep a certain distance from others, residents’ daily social behavior was significantly reduced. Social contacts are essential daily behaviors of urban residents and are positively related to better health, well-being, and quality of life. Reducing social behavior will lead to an increase in social isolation and loneliness [45]. At the beginning of the interview, most interviewees explained their aim to improve their health and relax. When we asked about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their social contact, a company employee responded positively to these topics:


“Although I work with my colleagues, you know, we must keep a social distance, so we rarely talk… Yes, and do not chat with others even during the break… Before the epidemic, I often go for a walk in the nearby park with my wife after our dinner, where there are many of my neighbors, we will chat together…”.



(male, 55, bank clerk)







On the other hand, to meet social interaction needs, many residents said they would use social media to connect with friends and family. However, the development of communication technology has reduced the possibility of face-to-face contact. For some people who do not use social networks, face-to-face social interaction is more important [46]. As an informant stated: “I can’t go out, I can’t meet my friends, I feel very bad. I can only contact my friends on mobile phone…” (female, 25, staff). Furthermore, social support has a buffering effect when individuals need to cope with stressful events [47]. When interviewees cannot see other residents outdoors, their perception of the disease’s severity will increase. A small number of interviewees said that their sense of security increases when they are in green spaces (such as a park) because these places allowed them to see other residents, thereby reducing their fear. Simultaneously, cursory interactions (e.g., meeting others, a short chat, or just saying hello) [48] can also promote social support. An interviewee shared his experience with us:


“A month ago, the situation (of the disease) in the city was very serious. Sometimes, I looked out from the window of my home, and there was nobody in the streets. My family and I were very scared… Now, everything has improved, we are allowed to go out. I found other people are gradually moving on the streets, and I also met my neighbors in the park… This is very good, which shows that the situation of the diseases is starting to improve… I am very happy that I can still see them.”



(male, 49, worker)







Therefore, during the pandemic, the park was considered to provide residents with a meeting place. Although residents were prohibited from close contact or long conversations, simple interactions, such as watching others and greetings from a distance, can also promote social support. Thus, overall, the UGS acted as a place for social support during the pandemic.




3.1.4. A Safe and Important Place for Outdoor Activities


Interviewees were asked how they viewed the importance and unique role of UGS during the pandemic and the city quarantine. Generally, residents considered these outdoor green spaces (such as parks and community gardens) safer than other public places (such as shopping malls or city squares). These reasons mainly involved “open space”, “large area”, “being outdoors”, “lower crowd density”, “ventilation”, and “higher air quality”. Following the government’s recommendation, higher air quality is considered the key to reducing the probability of infection, indoor ventilation should be maintained, and prolonged exposure in a closed space should be avoided [49]. Therefore, as an open space with air circulation, UGS is considered to provide residents with a safe outdoor environment to a certain extent. At the same time, some larger UGS (such as urban parks and urban forests) can keep tourists away from each other while exercising or relaxing.



On the other hand, following the COVID-19 outbreak, cities entered a state of quarantine. Many public places (such as shopping malls, gyms, places of community interaction, schools) were banned/restricted [50,51]. Sometimes interviewees began to complain, and they claimed that although residents could go out, many public places in the city were still closed, which led to insufficient public entertainment resources: “I could only be at home every day except for work and do not have any outdoor activities… I used to go shopping and watch movies with friends on weekends. But now, you cannot even go to the cinema” (female, 25, staff). Recreation is essential for active living. The health risks associated with a lack of sports and leisure activities have become critical issues in contemporary public health. Dahmann et al. (2010) believe that the lack of opportunities for play and recreation may lead to social inequities [52]. Obviously, during the COVID-19 pandemic, a UGS in the city is an essential outdoor activity place, because some people cannot get enough recreation/leisure opportunities, which will worsen public health problems in cities. As an older respondent stated: “The green space in the community where I live is very small, and there are no facilities for me to sit down, so (before the epidemic) my wife and I often take a half-hour walk to a park in the city to stroll and sunbathe. That is the only activities we had, and we need such a space.” (male, 83, retired).





3.2. Weaker Motive


“Weaker motive” indicates that the respondent affirmed this kind of motive but expressed hesitation when they were asked if they had used the UGS recently. After discussing the reasons for these hesitations, we divided the reasons for weakening motives into three themes: “Keep distance with others”, “Potential infection risk”, and “Seek compensation” (Figure 3).



3.2.1. Keep Distance with Others


When talking about the recent visitation of green spaces, some interviewees stated that they needed to decide according to the number of users at the time because they wanted to keep a certain distance from others. Interestingly, interviewees with strong and weak motives both mentioned this point. Unlike those with strong motives, some interviewees were worried about the potential infection risk because of too many visitors, which led to a weakened motive for visiting UGS. Among them, those who were married and those who had children emphasized that they were not only worried about themselves but also about their families and children. For instance, a 50-year-old female told us that she used to go to green sporting spaces with her children before the pandemic outbreak. However, she stopped visiting them to avoid being infected: “Two months ago, my children and I went to the greenway to run every day because the environment made me feel relaxed. But now, I will try my best to avoid going to these places, because there are sometimes many people in these places. I am worried that my family and I will be infected” (female, 50, civil servant). Besides, if some green spaces were too small, it would also make the interviewees worry and weaken their motive, because these small green spaces increased the possibility of close contact with others (e.g., passing by, sitting close to someone, and walking the same path).



Sometimes, these interviewees tended to choose visiting periods because with fewer visitors, so they could avoid a close distance with others: “My daughter and I usually go in the afternoon, because other people are working at that time, so only few people there. But we won’t stay too long, we just want some fresh air, so we will go home immediately after we finish our walking” (female, 51, self-employed). On the other hand, they might choose to leave and find another place or use the same one for a shorter period, while maintaining a safe distance: “To keep my weight, sometimes I use the fitness facilities in the community green space. Just make sure no one is standing around me” (male, 25, staff), “…yes, if there are too many people, I will go elsewhere. Of course, you know, contact with other people is inevitable. Sometimes, I will encounter with my friends or colleagues. So, it’s impossible to pretend you have not seen them and without saying hello to them” (female, 30, teacher). However, this kind of motive was sometimes weakened not only due to the fear of “being infected” but also of “infecting others”. As this female teacher said: “…in most cases, you don’t know whether your friend was infected, and you don’t know whether you have been infected…so it’s always a good choice to keep a distance from others”.




3.2.2. Potential Infection Risk


Under the home confinement and urban quarantine, the government urged residents to minimize the frequency of going out to prevent the spread of the infection. Therefore, the perceived infection risk often weakened their motives to go out. Notably, some interviewees explained that they wanted to go out, but worried about the elderly (such as their parents) or their children being infected when they went out. For instance, two interviewees clearly stated that they and their families would not go outdoors during the pandemic because they thought that the risk of potential infection would increase once they went out: “My parents are too old, this disease is very dangerous for them. I still have my own children. I don’t want to be infected. I don’t want them to be infected…So, I don’t think I will specifically go outside for activities or exercises. It is the safest at home” (male, 29, engineer). On the other hand, when asked about some perceived “unsafe” factors, in addition to the number of UGS visitors, they mentioned “people without masks”. A mother told us about her recent visits and said that she significantly reduced the frequency of outdoor recreation (about 1–2 days a week) and avoided crowded areas, especially with persons who did not wear a mask: “…I will go for a walk in the nearby park with my daughter, but we will try our best to choose a place with few people because it seems safe… Of course, if there are too many people, we will change the time or change to a place with few people… especially, some strangers who don’t wear masks will make us nervous, and we will avoid them. Because you don’t know whether he/she is healthy” (female, 50, self-employed). Besides, other informants usually associated “touch” with “virus” when describing their own experiences. They believed that all objects that had been used by others might be “unclean”. The objects in the park’s convenience facilities (i.e., seats, fitness facilities) were the most mentioned: “…I think some parks are still not safe, because a park is a public place, and everyone may have visited those places. However, sometimes, no one will check your health card before entering these parks… although I can take off my mask when there is no one around me, I don’t know which seats are clean… so if an asymptomatic virus carrier has used some facilities, and it will be a disaster for the next user…” (male, 30, teacher).




3.2.3. Seek Compensation


In a broader discussion, some interviewees stated that the UGS visited during the confinement period might have been different from the UGS they visited before the pandemic. Therefore, we continued to ask which places could be chosen as alternatives to meet their needs for outdoor activities or the natural environment. According to the records, the most frequent responses were “rural area/suburbs”, “mountain”, “riverbank”, and “natural scenic areas” due to the large area and the lower possibility of close contact with other people. They believed they could exercise and relax in these areas more safely, as reported by a male respondent: “Before the disease outbreak, I often go to play football in the community green spaces with my son because it was very close and convenient. But now, many people choose to go there, so we wouldn’t… Of course, if I could choose, hiking in a mountain is good, you can exercise in a safe environment.” (male, 38, civil servant)



Moreover, another group of informants reported other forms of urban green space, such as “large square”, “roof garden”, “greenway”, and “balcony”. City squares are usually large and have a broad view. Residents who visit a square can observe their surroundings. At the same time, one can stay connected with others in the square, reducing the adverse impact of social distance. Furthermore, “roof garden” is an interesting topic, although one interviewee said that “roof garden” was a helpless choice: “…sometimes I will go to my roof garden to sit down and take a break. But You know, I’m still in this city, I did not leave here” (female, 24, student). On the contrary, another respondent thought that visiting the roof garden during the pandemic was a safer choice, and the experience could satisfy her need for a natural environment: “Of course, I do need such a space. I like fresh air, and I also want to enjoy the sunshine. But these places (green spaces in the city), now, are too dangerous for me. Recently, I went to my apartment roof garden, where I can see flowers and fresh vegetables. I could stay there all day” (female, 75, retired).



The balcony was an answer that surprised us. Although it is not a green space, two interviewees said that they could observe the parks nearby and plants in the street from their apartment’s balcony, so the balcony seemed to offer a special compensation: “…I still have other choices, such as a balcony, I can move a chair and sit there, and then just look at the city outside in a daze, look at the sky, look at the trees on the road. Sometimes, I found a few pedestrians walking on the road, and it makes me feel like everything is not that bad…” (male, 25, student).






4. Discussion and Implications


Urban green spaces provide residents with inexpensive or free spaces for leisure and social activities, contributing significantly to improving the quality of life and social well-being in cities [53]. The epidemic and the urban blockade policy [54] have significantly changed the daily behaviors of urban residents—at work, in school, while shopping, and in outdoor social activities. Due to the prolonged city quarantine restricting residents’ daily outdoor activities, most interviewees wanted to visit green spaces for different motives.



4.1. Motives for Visiting Urban Green Spaces


Pandemics, COVID-19 reports, and city quarantine are all seen as sources of stress [55], causing considerable mental stress in residents. A study from Italy reported that more than half of its respondents reported different degrees of depression, anxiety, and stress during the urban lockdown period [56]. Leisure experiences or being in green environments such as parks will improve these negative mood states [57]. The distraction hypothesis shows that physical exercise can keep people away from stress stimuli, and meditation and yoga can also distract people and help reduce anxiety in daily life [58]. The natural environment can reduce the activity of the sympathetic nervous system and reduce mental stress [59]. The latest research shows that people in some countries have begun to have serious anxiety and worry about COVID-19, even influencing their normal lives, including reduced social interaction, difficulty sleeping, and panic about the news. Many people expressed the need for mental health experts to help them improve their mood and other psychological problems [60]. People under lockdown are more prone to developing various symptoms of psychological disorders, such as stress, depression, emotional fatigue, and insomnia due to facing the same living environment for a long period. This will potentially lead to a chronic disease [61]. A UGS provides residents with a possibility of “escape”. In these green environments, people can relax and “return” to the past. Jim (2004) believes that humans prefer informal and wild places, which provide a sense of solitude and escape from the urban environment [62]. Lloyd et al. (2008) indicated that the purpose of escaping is more to seek peace, solitude, and getting back to a less structured environment, which means getting rid of stress and having free personal space [22]. A study found that stress also harms people’s psycho-physiological health, and leisure experiences based on green environments can improve these negative mood states [57]. Therefore, the interviewee’s experience indicated that the pressure from work, the pandemic, and a long-term stay in a built environment would create a strong motive to visit a green and natural environment.



It is worth noting that social support is another significant value of UGS during the pandemic. The prolonged city blockade and fear of disease will increase the negative emotions of the residents. A sense of security refers to an emotion generated by the perception of the potential risks to security or safety [63]. Long-term isolation and reports of diseases are stressful events [55] that increase residents’ fear of disease. Social support can alleviate this stress [64]. Francis et al. (2012) state that spending time with others can improve mental health [65]. When interviewees cannot see other residents outdoors, their perception of the disease’s severity will increase. A small number of interviewees said that their sense of security increased when they were in green spaces (such as parks) because these places allowed them to see other residents, thereby reducing their fear. Besides, the fear of the epidemic creates extremely isolated environments, both physically and psychologically. Due to the increase in infected people, many city governments had to block cities and restrict residents’ outings. The city blockade forces residents to spend most of their time in their homes, reducing their daily social behavior. It has been found that a long-term lack of normal social behavior (without contact with people other than family members) may lead to social isolation and more serious consequences, as shown in the literature [66,67,68,69,70]. Social support and social interaction regardless of age or gender can also promote many healthy outcomes, such as improving the sense of well-being perceived by emotions and mood [71], and alleviating symptoms of depression [72,73]. Although face-to-face social interaction is more important than social interaction through the Internet, to meet social interaction needs some residents in the interview stated that they could only use social media to connect with their friends and family. However, whether the source of support is emotional or informational, social support is considered a critical concept that has a major impact on well-being. Social support has a buffering effect when individuals need to cope with stressful events [48]. On the one hand, most informants stated that they often visited these areas with their family members (e.g., parents, husband, wife, or children), while a small number of people chose friends, colleagues, classmates, and other people other than family members. As an extension of the family space, these green spaces provide social interaction and accompany family members to a certain extent. On the other hand, although close contact or long conversations were forbidden, simple interactions, such as watching others and greetings from a distance, can also promote social support [48]. Thus, a UGS is thought to provide residents with a place for support and socialization during the pandemic.



Moreover, a UGS also provided a safe outdoor recreation and exercise place for urban residents during COVID-19, which was very important to maintain residents’ active lives. Studies have found that this is a respiratory disease in which human-to-human transmission occurs through droplets, aerosols, and direct contact. In particular, the droplets generated during speaking, coughing, and sneezing by symptomatic patients can spread to 1–2 m [49]. Besides, although a recent research report shows that people are less likely to be infected by air in indoor environments [74], residents should still reduce the frequency of entering closed public environments and avoid crowded areas [75]. The results of this study are also consistent with our views. Some interviewees indicated that these outdoor green spaces made them feel safe because these public places provide a safer leisure environment. This can be explained by the fact that these green spaces are open rather than closed compared to crowded public places, such as shopping malls, city squares, or supermarkets, and have a lower crowd density, good ventilation, and higher air quality. According to the government’s recommendations, higher air quality is considered the key to reducing the probability of infection; indoor ventilation should be maintained and prolonged exposure in a closed space should be avoid [49]. Therefore, as an open space with air circulation, a UGS is thought to provide residents with a safe outdoor environment to a certain extent. At the same time, some larger UGS (such as urban parks and urban forests) can keep tourists away from each other while performing outdoor activities. On the other hand, residents believed that they lacked the necessary outdoor leisure activities, which would have a potential negative impact on an active life. UGS (especially green spaces with a large area, such as parks) provide residents with a vital space for outdoor activities and leisure. Although the current results show that most interviewees were usually involved in simple activities (such as walking, jogging, dog walking, sunbathing), such outings for leisure and exercise were still useful for improving the quality of residents’ daily lives. Furthermore, to reduce the possibility of infection (or stay near others), respondents were more inclined to choose a large open space area for outdoor activities. However, due to the quarantine policy, although the situation got much better in China in late March and early April 2020, many public places were restricted or forbidden. Thus, the UGS was considered as a safe and important place for outdoor activities during the pandemic.




4.2. Reasons for Motive Weakening


On the contrary, some reasons that weaken the motives for visiting UGS still need attention. Going out or close contacts with others may increase the risk of infection, but long-term home confinement will bring more public health problems [76]. Therefore, addressing (or reducing these risks) and encouraging residents to go out is of great significance for maintaining the city’s social well-being and management. First, some interviewees were worried about the potential infection risk because of other visitors (especially without a mask) in some green spaces. Thus, city managers should provide people with information on disease prevention and protection, and residents should wear a mask while performing outdoor activities, keep a distance of at least 2 m from others, and avoid direct contact for more than 15 min [49]. Second, park managers need to understand how residents use these spaces during the pandemic, as well as limit the number of users during the peak visiting period, set temperature detection measures in places with a large number of visitors, open and encourage residents to go to different parks for activities, and avoid crowds. Meanwhile, they should also increase the disinfection frequency of park facilities, use a mobile application to display the number of visitors in each park, and keep the environment clean [77]. Finally, a study result indicates that COVID-19 has a clear predilection for aged people, given their high mortality rate [78], while children are rarely infected and have less severe symptoms [79]. However, some informants stated they would reduce or even refuse to visit UGS because they were worried that their parents and children would be infected. Therefore, park managers can temporarily set up multiple activity areas specifically for the elderly and children, or activity venues for families.



Notably, the current problem of insufficient space for community green spaces and the uneven distribution of urban green spaces seems to need more attention. Since 1978, China has been carrying out urbanization programs, and a large body of people have poured into cities [40]. Due to the land policies and high housing prices, the residents of many cities live in apartments, with no private gardens available [41]. Simultaneously, most of the old or low-cost communities have a lack of internal green spaces, which can only basically meet the function of landscaping, and it is difficult to provide sufficient entertainment facilities and spaces for outdoor activities. Before the epidemic, most residents often went to nearby parks/green spaces for sports and leisure activities, while some interviewees said that during the pandemic, the existing green spaces could not meet their outdoor leisure and sports/exercise needs. Simultaneously, groups with lower incomes usually lack private cars and can only rely on public transportation. During the epidemic, public transportation was unavailable, which made residents in some areas unable to access enough outdoor green spaces when compared to some other people with a higher income. Moreover, the elderly interviewed were not willing to go further away for safety reasons. On the contrary, they went to the nearest green spaces, such as roof gardens, because few people use these places, and they were often kept isolated from the outside. This shows that distance is an important factor that prevents older people from using public green spaces, especially during the epidemic. A long-distance commute or travel represents a high risk of infection. Another interviewee said that although their community green land could not provide enough space or infrastructure, they would still use the place as compensation. Therefore, the significance of community green spaces/gardens (especially those used by elderly populations) is much greater than that of centralized public green spaces in cities. These community green spaces/gardens can provide convenient and safe venues for nearby elderly people at any time. Besides, Larson et al. (2016) believe that general green spaces (such as community gardens and urban greenways) can also bring many benefits [80]. Managers could consider providing various types of green space resources in some urban areas with less green space (e.g., vertical gardens, green roofs, roof gardens) to reduce the burden of green space usage [77]. From the perspective of true environmental justice, it is critical to provide sufficient and available green spaces for all residents. City managers need to provide specific plans, facilities, and interventions for certain groups [81]. After all, fair health benefits mean far more than fair green space opportunities [82].



Therefore, this study aims to suggest that city managers pay more attention, follow the World Health Organization guidelines, and attempt to meet the daily activities of the crowd while blocking the city. For the current situation, it is necessary to strengthen the safety management of parks and green space in the city, reasonably open and limit the number of people allowed, and encourage residents to undertake appropriate outdoor activities in community green spaces under the premise of taking protective measures. Always pay attention to the physical and mental health of urban residents. For the future planning of urban green spaces, the green space per capita standard should be carefully assessed. The distribution of urban green spaces should be wider to achieve true environmental justice. Simultaneously, the construction of public green spaces and community green spaces in high-density areas with older population should be increased to reduce the commuting time of the elderly, which will promote more use. The epidemic may be long-term, as well as the effects of the disease, and some negative effects may even exceed the time of the epidemic. Currently, the Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia still exists, and many cities and countries are still under a comprehensive blockade. The long-term blockades have restricted residents’ outing and outdoor activities, which have caused serious negative physical and psychological effects. Governments should pay attention to these negative effects to avoid more severe potential health issues.



Moreover, the population density of cities is increasing urbanization, which greatly increases the risk of infection. Various types of urban green spaces may not be able to eliminate these viruses. However, a recent study shows that the smaller the area of a city green space, the higher the confirmed number of infections [83]. It can thus be assumed that UGS can effectively divide urban areas and reduce population density to reduce the infection rate of the population to a certain extent. Simultaneously, reasonably arranging urban green spaces can provide residents with safe outdoor sports and leisure places, meet the daily social needs of the crowd, and maintain their physical and mental health. The benefits of these measures will be long-term and proactive.





5. Conclusions


A widespread epidemic disease, as a special global crisis, will lead to a direct negative impact on many aspects of cities and society [84]. This study aims to review urban residents’ motives for visiting UGS during the COVID-19 pandemic and the city quarantine, and what might weaken these motives. Simultaneously, based on the interviewees’ experience, understanding, and motives, UGS’s importance and unique role during the pandemic are summarized. The results of the study show that because the city quarantine restricted the residents’ daily outdoor activities, most interviewees wanted to visit green spaces to meet different needs. These levels of motives were divided into strong and weak motives. Understanding these motives and reasons is clearly necessary for future urban management, green space planning, and social well-being. More broadly, the results of the study can also provide some recommendations and references for city managers to deal with similar events in the future. Besides, results to date have shown that urban green spaces are highly valuable. These spaces provide residents with safe and free spaces for outdoor activities, and contributed to improving the quality of life and social well-being. At any time, residents need such spaces. Particularly during the epidemic, green spaces provide residents with necessary and safe places for PA and leisure activities, which reduce public health risks and increase the residents’ sense of security. Additionally, the epidemic poses challenges to environmental justice in cities. How to make urban residents obtain enough UGS resources still requires long-term efforts. Finally, some recommendations are proposed for urban green space planning and environmental justice. The benefits of these measures will be long-term and proactive.



If such a crisis occurs again, will our cities be ready?
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Figure 1. The location of the study area. 
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Figure 2. Research framework. 
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Figure 3. The framework of motives to visit UGS. 
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Table 1. Profile of anonymous respondents.
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	No.
	Age
	Gender
	Occupation
	No.
	Age
	Gender
	Occupation





	1
	52
	female
	civil servant
	25
	43
	male
	doctor



	2
	50
	female
	nurse
	26
	50
	female
	self-employed



	3
	55
	male
	bank clerk
	27
	24
	female
	student



	4
	49
	male
	worker
	28
	27
	female
	teacher



	5
	25
	male
	student
	29
	27
	female
	civil servant



	6
	32
	female
	staff
	30
	23
	female
	Student



	7
	50
	female
	civil servant
	31
	29
	female
	staff



	8
	24
	female
	student
	32
	24
	female
	student



	9
	25
	male
	staff
	33
	23
	female
	student



	10
	23
	female
	student
	34
	42
	female
	teacher



	11
	75
	female
	retired
	35
	31
	male
	staff



	12
	83
	male
	retired
	36
	30
	female
	lawyer



	13
	37
	female
	staff
	37
	30
	male
	staff



	14
	51
	female
	self-employed
	38
	25
	female
	student



	15
	35
	female
	unemployed
	39
	25
	male
	staff



	16
	38
	male
	civil servant
	40
	84
	male
	retired



	17
	28
	female
	self-employed
	41
	51
	male
	Teacher



	18
	30
	female
	teacher
	42
	23
	male
	student



	19
	25
	female
	staff
	43
	24
	female
	student



	20
	29
	male
	engineer
	44
	23
	female
	student



	21
	29
	female
	bank clerk
	45
	21
	female
	student



	22
	30
	male
	teacher
	46
	23
	female
	staff



	23
	40
	male
	staff
	47
	30
	male
	staff



	24
	22
	female
	student
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