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Abstract: Relations among neighbors are a key indicator of the strength of a local social commu-
nity, contribute to social cohesion and are an important factor in achieving a higher level of social
sustainability. On the other hand, the environment in which people live plays an important role in
encouraging social contacts and developing relationships between people. In order to establish social
interactions between neighbors within a multifamily apartment building (MFAB), it is necessary to
provide adequate spaces for communication between residents. This was especially emphasized
during the mobility restrictions caused by COVID-19, although this necessity is permanent. This
paper analyzes the influence of the physical characteristics of common spaces in MFABs on the quality
and intensity of contacts among residents of MFABs in the City of Niš, Serbia. In order to determine
the current quality of these spaces as a physical framework for interactions among residents and
to identify the wishes of users regarding interactions with neighbors in these spaces before and
during COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, a survey was conducted. The analysis of the survey results
and numerous examples of housing design led to (1) the formation of guidelines for future designs
of MFABs and (2) recommendations for redefining the standards regulating the field of housing
construction in the region, both applicable during the period of the pandemic and after it.

Keywords: multifamily apartment buildings; neighbors; social interactions; common spaces; COVID-19;
social cohesion; social sustainability

1. Introduction

The grouping of residents in a multifamily apartment building (MFAB) is without any
specific connections, and the spatial proximity will not itself guarantee their sociological
closeness [1,2]. With the increase in the total number of residents, the possibility for
the neighbors to know each other decreases and the feeling of belonging to a certain
social group weakens. Thus, multifamily housing is often characterized by weaker social
relationships [3,4] and a lack of socializing among the residents [5].

In contrast to less urban areas with dominant single-family housing, in which friendly
ties between neighbors are frequent and widespread, for more densely populated areas
with predominant multifamily housing, strong neighbor ties are not common [6–8]. On
the contrary, there is a noticeable negative impact according to various social criteria, such
as social cohesion, social interactions and community building [3,4,9,10]. Higher housing
density, characteristic for areas with MFABs, impairs social interactions [11], reduces the
degree of neighbor ties and trust [12,13] and can lead to alienation among people [5].
Nevertheless, the need for housing in MFABs in cities, which has existed throughout
history, is particularly pronounced today and it is emerging as the economic, social and
moral duty of modern society [14].

Having in mind that neighbor relations are a key indicator of the strength of local
social communities [15,16] and that they can contribute to social cohesion [2], which is
considered a relevant element of social prosperity [13,17], as well as the fact that the physical
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environment plays an important role in encouraging social contacts [2,18], it is obvious that
there is a need to provide adequate spaces for communication between neighbors in MFABs.
This was especially emphasized during the lockdowns and mobility restrictions caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic, when people were obliged to stay home to prevent the spread of
the infection. Since housing had crucial importance during lockdown periods [19], MFABs
have become more than merely a living space [20]. The pandemic has brought many
changes to people’s lives. Among other things, the enforced confinement has encouraged
residents of MFABs to enrich and improve ties with their neighbors [21]. Accordingly, the
pandemic began to make changes in the requirements for housing design [20,22,23].

Although numerous studies have addressed the importance of neighbor relations for
the mental health of the local community and society as a whole, as well as the interrela-
tionship between the housing environment and residents’ social interactions, insufficient
attention has been paid to the relationship between the design characteristics of the spaces
outside the apartments within an MFAB, the so-called common spaces, and the quality
of social communication among neighbors. Specifically, this type of research has neither
been done for the territory of Serbia, nor for the region for the period after the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic. This paper deals with the analysis of the influence of the
physical characteristics of the circulation spaces of the MFAB and the premises inside
the MFAB intended for socializing on the social activities of the residents, and does not
address common spaces such as shops, sports facilities, beauty salons or services within a
building. In terms of temporal effects, the research was conducted after the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic; it includes topic analysis in the living conditions before and during
the pandemic and gives conclusions that are applicable both in the period of the pandemic
and after it.

The goals of this paper are:

1. recognizing the characteristics of common spaces within MFABs that have an influence
in increasing social interactions;

2. surveying users on the importance of common spaces in MFABs for the quality of
neighbor relations and identification of their preferences regarding these spaces;

3. defining guidelines for the design of common spaces in MFABs and recommendations
for improving existing norms.

To achieve these goals, combined methods were used—the method of empirical
cognition, method of observation, conversations with residents and a survey.

The paper concludes that carefully and well-designed common areas of an MFAB
can be a factor that promotes and encourages the development of social ties among resi-
dents and that they can contribute to strengthening social cohesion in the neighborhood,
noting that the implementation of the recommendations should not be temporary, but a
permanent measure.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The next section reviews pre-
vious research on neighbor interactions and the physical environment that favors such
relationships. Section 3 explains the potential of common spaces in MFABs to initiate
social ties among neighbors. Section 4 describes the context and main characteristics of
housing in MFABs in Serbia, and looks at the data and methods applied. Then, the results
are presented in Section 5. Section 6 provides an analysis of the results and discusses the
research findings. Finally, Section 7 draws conclusions and indicates some considerations
for further research.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Importance of Relationships between Neighbors

Neighborhood relations represent a significant part of every person’s social net-
work [8,24]. Good relations between neighbors contribute to the general satisfaction with
housing [25]. They not only provide well-being at the individual level, but also at the level
of the community and the whole society [8,26], and are an important factor in achieving
a greater extent of social sustainability. Since they generate positive outcomes, it is not
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surprising that strengthening social relations in the neighborhood is one of the priorities of
sustainable housing policies [8,25,27].

In conditions of mobility restrictions due to COVID-19 measures, when people were
forced not to leave their homes, the need to communicate with others, at least to a minimal
extent, could be met only within the buildings in which they lived. Although physical
distancing was emphasized to reduce the spread of the disease, it did not mean emotional
distancing [28] and increased social isolation [29], and relations between neighbors were
almost the only contacts with people outside their households. Some research even shows
that social interaction and support were increased during this crisis and that people seemed
to help and care for each other even more [21].

Relationships between neighbors in most cases do not represent strong ties [30], which
means that people do not have close friends among neighbors, generally do not visit
each other and do not consider their neighbors to be part of their core network [13,16,31].
Connections between neighbors usually include unintentional everyday contacts, daily
mutual recognition within common spaces, nodding acquaintance, greetings in passing,
short message exchanges and superficial links of sociability [4,8,13,32]. Although people
usually have lots of these connections, they do not mainly share the same social circles,
meaning that these links can act as bridges into new groups; therefore, these connections,
in non-pandemic conditions, could be a link with a wider range of social circles [30].
Everyday neighbor ties play an important role in the richness and liveliness of social
life [4,33], can improve residents’ prosperity and happiness [4,10], can contribute to more
familiarity and feelings of safety [26,34] and are associated with an improved mental health
status [3,35]. Social interactions between neighbors are an important factor of neighborhood
cohesion [13,25,27,34] and neighborhood attachment [4,26,34]. Therefore, they are a major
precondition for the success of a sustainable society [36] and an important goal for policy
makers [7,34]. The new reality imposed by COVID-19 puts the focus more than ever on the
importance of neighborly relations [37], especially within MFABs themselves.

2.2. Importance of Physical Environment for Relationships between Neighbors

Numerous authors agree that the way in which the physical environment is designed
may lead to better relationships among the residents. In this sense, the semi-public zone of
an MFAB, which is available to all residents, can significantly contribute to the improvement
of communications between neighbors. Speaking on activities in public spaces between
buildings, Gehl concludes that when the quality of public spaces is high, optional activities—
activities in which one participates if there is a desire to do so and if time and place allow
it—occur more frequently, and therefore the number of social activities is also increasing;
he thus implies that social activities are indirectly supported whenever they are given
better conditions in public spaces [38]. Hoogland identifies several aspects of the housing
environment that are thought to affect the intensity of social ties in a neighborhood, such
as the number of housing units in a building, number of floors, number of units per
floor, number of units sharing one entrance, configuration of units in relation to each
other, etc.; by analyzing a concept of grading the transition from public to private space,
she concludes that stronger social ties are expected among residents of a building with
more privacy gradients [36]. Bee and Im also note the importance of the size of the social
group and warn that too many users sharing a common hall or circulation space will
make such spaces anonymous, make it difficult for neighbors to recognize each other and
discourage social connections; therefore, they recommend providing more social spaces
suitable for social interactions and creating micro-communities comprising smaller groups
of residents (for example, by floors) [10]. Muhuri and Basu identify the ground floor
lobby, floor lobby and hallways as interactional indoor spaces, providing moderate to high
opportunities for social interrelation; they perceive that certain attributes of these spaces
(such as the presence of seating areas or the view of outdoor activity spaces and the scenic
landscape) will contribute to the achievement of stronger ties and a sense of belonging [5].
By investigating the influence of neighborhood characteristics on social interaction among
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occupants of MFABs, Nguyen et al. conclude that circulation areas—hallways, lifts, lobbies,
entrance halls, etc.—are the most popular spaces for social interactions; in addition to
their primary purpose, residents use these areas for various purposes of social interaction:
children play football or ride a bike, mothers feed their children, grandmothers monitor
children who play, men gather, drink and smoke in the hallways [4]. Gallery access to
the apartments, which resembles a pedestrian street from which one directly enters the
housing units, may facilitate the rapprochement of residents and enhance their mutual
communication, but this may not always be the case; as Ebner and Klaffke note, other
factors play a significant role in this, such as the width of the gallery, its orientation, its
position in relation to the environment, the number of floors and the number of apartments
per floor [39]. Recognizing the importance of shared open spaces for developing social
connections among occupants in high-rise buildings, Ghazali et al. promote the “sky
neighborhood” concept; they propose a new kind of arrangement with accesses to each
apartment via six-story-high landscaped courtyards, in this way eliminating corridors
and improving the social and environmental quality of intermediate spaces in high-rise
housing buildings [40]. On the other hand, in cases where potential meeting spaces are
lacking in the housing environment, opportunities for casual encounters among residents
are weak; thus, Bektaş and Taşan-Kok notice that individual entrances to housing units
are the subject of most occupants’ complaints about neighborly relations, as they could at
least meet someone unexpectedly in the common hall [2]. Speaking about specific solutions
for the built environment from the perspective of social interactions during the COVID-19
pandemic, Pinheiro and Luís give several suggestions for common spaces in buildings:
widening of circulation spaces and entrance halls, existence of external spaces (balcony,
terrace, flat roof) accessible to all residents, natural lighting and ventilation, favoring
minimalist design and the use of easily washable equipment and materials [23].

2.3. Improving the Existing Built Environment after the COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic is a global health crisis that has affected all spheres of
life. Many countries are already developing recovery strategies for life after COVID-19,
involving measures and plans in various segments of life. As housing in cities is particularly
affected by this pandemic, numerous studies are already making recommendations for the
improvement of urban housing in a post-COVID-19 world. Cities such as Vienna, Liverpool
and Rotterdam have launched measures to increase the supply of adequate housing and
improve the existing one, in order to prevent the risks of transmitting the disease [41].

Although it could be expected that a reduction in housing density in cities is recom-
mended (due to the need for physical distancing measures), the findings of some studies
actually suggest that increased housing density alone is not directly related to higher
infection rates and that denser areas, as compared to more sprawling ones, tend to have
lower death rates [42]. Capolongo et al. argue that it is necessary to ensure that the built
environment can prevent the spread of infectious diseases and that urban health goals
are integrated into the housing strategy; they particularly emphasize the importance of
housing flexibility and designing semi-private and collective spaces [43]. Honey-Rosés et al.
examine the emerging questions on the impact of COVID-19 on public space, in terms of
position, design, dimensions, equipment and even the purpose itself, leaving the possibility
for this crisis to permanently and substantially change people’s attitudes towards public
spaces [44]. Some authors suggest that housing design strategies should focus on larger
and more livable living spaces [23,45] and that urban and architectural design measures
that promote distancing also have secondary benefits (besides the ability to maintain a
physical distance) [46].

3. Common Spaces in an MFAB—Characteristics and Social Potential

Occupants of MFABs generally do not know each other before moving into the build-
ing. Often, a lot of time after moving in, they discover how different they really are. Since
social connections are encouraged when residents have the opportunity to meet and when
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they have an adequate space to meet [47], i.e., since the characteristics of common spaces
within MFABs are important for the quality of neighbor relations, one of the challenges
facing designers is how to design common spaces within which the occupants can become
closer and form a community, while, at the same time, living as individuals. During the
COVID-19 crisis, the challenge is even greater because it is necessary to simultaneously
provide physical distance in common spaces and create a suitable architectural framework
for intensifying neighbor relations and strengthening the community. The analysis of
housing architectural schemes shows the possibilities that some types of structures can or
cannot offer in this respect. However, these are still only assumptions and possibilities, not
certainty. Common spaces of MFABs offer opportunities for social interaction, but residents
need to take advantage of this opportunity; this means that there needs to be an affinity for
realizing social interactions among occupants. The social component of common spaces
also depends on many factors that are outside the framework of architecture [48].

Common spaces in MFABs include circulation spaces (staircases, hallways, entrance
halls, etc.), common social rooms (children’s playroom, residents’ club, hobby rooms, etc.)
and service rooms (laundries and dryers, waste disposal facilities, supply system facilities,
etc.) [49]. This research covers the circulation spaces of the building and common premises
intended for socializing.

The use of common spaces in the building leads to more or less encounters between
the occupants of the building and can lead to good neighbor relations; spontaneous and
unplanned social contacts occur in spaces for circulation, while common social rooms are
designated for intentional gathering and socializing. However, as has already been empha-
sized, the users of the MFAB form a heterogeneous group and their physical closeness, as
well as the existence of spaces for common use, do not guarantee the realization of stronger
social ties.

As, in the conditions of lockdown periods, the users of an MFAB cannot be forbidden
to move within the building, the common spaces come to life and are reconsidered as
spaces suitable for establishing social interactions.

3.1. Circulation Spaces

Circulation spaces in MFABs, although primarily intended for passage from the
entrance to the building to the entrance to the apartment, can be suitable places for social
interactions between occupants. While most circulation spaces in MFABs do not encourage
meetings and socializing among residents, with a careful and thoughtful design, they can
become social hubs [10] and places for pleasant encounters.

Even in utopian social housing projects, such as Godin’s Familisteria from the 19th
century, there was an idea to design access and circulation spaces in buildings as an archi-
tectural framework for interaction between users [50]. The Spangen Quarter in Rotterdam,
from the beginning of the 20th century, is a very significant example of such an approach
to design. The apartments on the second and third floors are accessed through an open
gallery whose width varies and which is designed as a raised pedestrian street where
residents meet and talk, children play, the elderly rest, merchandisers offer goods, etc. [51]
(Figure 1a,b). This scheme is based on an accepted cultural model and redefines the idea of
a traditional residential street of small Dutch towns [52].

However, the attribution of social value to spaces for access and circulation, as well
as the “socialization” of common spaces, raises many problems and issues. It has long
been accepted that ceremonial, grandiose staircases and halls in MFABs are an unnecessary
luxury, because it does not make sense to enhance a space that is not intended for people
to stay in in an aesthetic sense [50]. It was the reduction of costs for staircases, hallways
and other circulation spaces that stigmatized numerous residential developments of the
20th century.
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Figure 1. Spangen Quarter, Rotterdam—an open gallery access conceived as a pedestrian street
for various activities: (a) Source: https://www.deoudrotterdammer.nl/archief/dor/2012/week38_
jaargang8/files/assets/basic-html/page15.html (accessed on 25 September 2021); (b) Source: http:
//besems.eu/2017/12/10/justus-van-effen-kwartier-rotterdam/ (accessed on 25 September 2021).

Due to cost reductions, access areas to apartments in MFABs are now being designed to
be as short as possible. These spaces are reduced to a functional minimum, so the occupants
usually pass through them quickly, without unnecessary delay [53]. However, by reducing
the access and circulation spaces in MFABs to the minimum dimensions defined by the
norms, the potential of these spaces in a social sense is lost. On the other hand, if they are
carefully and comprehensively designed and not reduced to the minimum dimensions, they
can serve as a suitable physical framework for social interactions among users (Figure 2a,b).

Figure 2. Circulation spaces as a suitable physical framework for socializing: (a) semi-private space
in front of a small group of apartments. Source: Stoiljković; (b) seating area within a landing. Source:
https://distrikt.rs/slozni-stanari-uredili-zgradu-za-primer/ (accessed on 3 October 2021); photo
credit: J. Gubelić.

In residential schemes in which circulation space is reduced only to the staircase and
landing that connects the staircase with the apartments, entrances to the apartments are
placed close to each other and the common space in front of them is cramped, which can
cause certain tensions and discomfort. A possible solution for creating an area suitable
for communication between neighbors is to form a semi-private space in front of a small
group of apartments on the floor (one (Figure 3) or more (Figure 4) such spaces per floor,

https://www.deoudrotterdammer.nl/archief/dor/2012/week38_jaargang8/files/assets/basic-html/page15.html
https://www.deoudrotterdammer.nl/archief/dor/2012/week38_jaargang8/files/assets/basic-html/page15.html
http://besems.eu/2017/12/10/justus-van-effen-kwartier-rotterdam/
http://besems.eu/2017/12/10/justus-van-effen-kwartier-rotterdam/
https://distrikt.rs/slozni-stanari-uredili-zgradu-za-primer/
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depending on the number of apartments), which would allow housing units to belong to a
particular subcommunity.

Figure 3. Semi-private space in front of a small group of apartments. Source: Stoiljković.

Figure 4. More semi-private spaces per floor, each one in front of a small group of apartments.
Source: Stoiljković.

Since a corridor, as a type of access to multiple apartments per floor, usually has no
natural lighting, there are generally no additional activities in it and its purpose is reduced
to the basic one—circulation. By omitting certain housing units or their parts along the
corridor, spaces with natural light, suitable for gathering, socializing and talking among the
residents, emerge (Figure 5). They can be closed or open and can also run through multiple
floors. Moreover, by inserting lightwells along the corridor throughout the entire height of
the building, it is possible for natural light to penetrate the corridor, thus increasing the
social component of the circulation space.

Frequently, the image of the street is used as a metaphor for gallery access in MFABs; its
social function, as a common space that encourages contacts, is cited as the main advantage
of this type of horizontal circulation. The gallery access is attractive as a walking path, as
an outdoor space next to an apartment used for growing flowers, as a place to sit, rest or
communicate with neighbors and, due to the proximity of housing units, as a suitable place
for children to play. By planning several widened areas along the gallery access, places
suitable for residents to gather and converse are obtained (Figure 6).
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Figure 5. Spaces with natural light, suitable for socializing, made by omitting certain housing units
or their parts along the corridor. Source: Stoiljković.

Figure 6. Widened areas along the gallery access, suitable for residents to gather and converse.
Source: Stoiljković.

The very entrance to the building indicates the transition from the outer, open space
to the closed, inner one and the gradation of the publicity of the space. In an MFAB, the
entrance serves all (or almost all) residents of the building and should be recognizable, so
that it can easily be spotted and identified by occupants as “their home”. The entrance
hall should be appropriately dimensioned with possible additional facilities according
to the needs of the residents (Figure 7); the use of high-quality materials, fine interior
finishes and installed equipment will make this space pleasant and suitable for establishing
social interactions.

3.2. Common Rooms and Areas Intended for the Socialization of Residents

Planning and designing common rooms in MFABs intended for intensifying the
social life of the occupants was an obligation during the socialist housing construction
in the former Yugoslavia. They were used for children and youth gatherings, social
activities of adults, as well as for children and adults’ care [49], and their role was to
improve housing conditions and reduce the alienation of people in large buildings. As
such common areas were not privately owned, but were available to all occupants of the
building, frequently, they were not adequately used and maintained, which inevitably
resulted in the so-called “tragedy of the commons”. Current domestic legislation in the
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field of housing construction does not recognize the need for designing these types of
premises in MFABs [54]. However, spaces intended for the social activities of residents are
still used in some buildings (Figure 8).

Figure 7. Entrance hall with a seating area. Source: Stoiljković.

Figure 8. Common room originally designed for joint activities of residents. Source: Stoiljković.

A suitable position for these rooms can be next to the entrance hall (Figure 9), next to
the circulation spaces, on the roof terraces, etc. By applying an adaptive reuse concept on
the underused spaces within MFABs, common premises could be created whilst adding
new social value [55], not only in the context of a pandemic.

Figure 9. Possible position of the common room, next to the entrance hall. Source: Stoiljković.
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According to Ebner et al., a common roof terrace is one of the essential motifs of
modernism and even positive effects on society were attributed to it [36]. Even though
modern examples show that roof terraces have lost their ideological meaning, it is indis-
putable that they are suitable for a variety of activities—from sunbathing to recreation and
gardening—and offer great potential for the improvement of social interaction (Figure 10).
Roof terraces have proven to be an important resource of sociability, especially during
lockdown [55]. After all, staying in the fresh air and sun are some of the measures to
protect against the COVID-19 infection. Around the world, green roofs are increasingly
being used. As green areas have a positive effect on the number of individuals involved
in social activities [56,57], encourage people to be in the company of others [38] and pro-
mote community integration [57,58], green roofs have great social value, in addition to
environmental benefits. Community gardens, which can also be grown on the rooftops of
MFABs, promote the socialization of residents, neighbor cohesion [59] and a sense of social
connectedness [60], and they strengthen social sustainability [61].

Figure 10. Roof terrace as an architectural framework for the improvement of social interaction.
Source: Stoiljković.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Context

This research focuses on MFABs in Niš, Serbia. With over 260,000 inhabitants, the City
of Niš is the third largest city in Serbia and covers an area of approximately 600 square
kilometers. It is located in the south of Serbia and represents an important land and air
traffic intersection of the Balkans and Southeast Europe. It is an important economic,
university, cultural, religious and political center of Serbia. According to the 2011 Census,
roughly half of the number of housing units (49.13%) are located in MFABs in the entire
territory of the City of Niš, while this percentage is significantly higher in urban areas
(65.30%) [62].

Niš has a temperate continental climate, with an average annual temperature of
11.9 ◦C and the most prevalent winds from the northwest and northeast [63]. This area is
characterized by very warm summers and moderately dry winters. Considering climate
change, climate conditions in Serbia generally have changed, which is manifested through
a significant increase in temperature and a change in precipitation patterns. According
to some research, Niš stands out as the urban area with the greatest thermal discom-
fort in Serbia, especially during the summer, with extremely hot and dry weather [64].
What is especially worrying is the increasing air pollution, especially during the winter
months. Measurements of air quality in Niš reveal high concentrations of pollutants that
often exceed recommended limit multiple times, and citizens are often advised to avoid
outdoor activities.

Multifamily housing in Niš began to develop at the end of the 19th century; since then,
it has gone through numerous social, cultural, organizational, functional and aesthetic
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phases of development. The entire multifamily housing stock in Niš is a mixture of different
influences, periods and housing policies.

In the period between the two world wars, the renewal of the country and the de-
velopment of industry led to a large influx of population into the cities, which caused
a great demand for housing. Multifamily housing construction with rental apartments
for different social and economic categories of the population began to develop. These
apartments were built by private owners, housing cooperatives, construction companies,
as well as wealthy industrialists [65]. During the period of socialism in Serbia, the construc-
tion of MFABs was completely controlled by the state. Multifamily housing was rational
and economical, and seen as the ideologically desirable form of housing. The functional
organization of apartments, as well as standards that regulated housing construction, were
constantly improved.

In the late 1980s, European socialist countries switched to a transition program based
on the imperatives of neo-liberalism (liberalization, privatization and minimization of the
role of state in housing legislation), by applying the so-called shock therapy model, which
was followed by a decrease in almost all social, economic and environmental indicators [66].
The privatization of land and state-owned dwellings is considered the most radical aspect
of the transition [67]. Some authors underline the creation of a new urban identity, a
real-estate bubble, deindustrialization, suburban industrialization and the rise of socio-
spatial inequalities as the main characteristics of post-socialist urban transformations [68].
After 1990, the state of Serbia rejected the system of financing public subsidized housing
construction; the housing sector was abruptly and completely left to market forces and
housing construction became a very profitable activity for investors. There was an evident
constant conflict between regulations and reality, economic interests and social needs [66].
At the same time, the process of illegal construction has intensified. Some research shows
that housing did not bring justice to marginalized groups affected by capitalist expropria-
tion [69]. Legal regulations have been applied selectively. Due to a change in the political,
social and economic circumstances, there was a change in the principles of planning and
designing MFABs. Construction for the market led to a general rationalization that has
resulted in a reduction in the quality of housing [14]. As a consequence of the lack of
efficient residential and urban policy, extremely inefficient urban land use emerged [66].

Although similar circumstances could be seen in the surrounding countries after the
1990s and the housing privatization process [70–72], research shows that in some countries
of the region, post-socialist housing has many advantages over housing from the socialist
period and is of higher quality [73,74]. With regard to the sense of neighborhood, some
authors claim that neighboring networks, neighborhood attachment and commitment
could be described as quite high in the countries of the region [75–77].

One can justifiably assume that the conditions in MFABs in Niš, which are the subject
of this paper, are not unique and that similar ones can be found in cities of similar size in the
region, and that research conducted in Niš can provide information at a wider level. Due
to the abovementioned factors, the City of Niš can be considered a relevant geographical
framework for this type of research.

The selection of MFABs in which the survey was conducted was done so that all
periods of construction were represented, as well as various forms of circulation spaces
in MFABs.

4.2. Database and Applied Methodology

In order to analyze the residents’ perspectives on the importance of the common
spaces of the MFAB for the quality and intensity of neighborly communication, the author
conducted a survey. The survey was conducted on a random sample of MFABs in Niš,
Serbia, in the periods of September–October 2020 and March–May 2021. The total number
of respondents was 387. The sampling method did not result in discriminatory practice.
Participation in the survey was entirely voluntary, with informed consent obtained and
clearly documented from participants in advance. No sensitive personal data of respon-
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dents were collected during the survey. According to the Code of Professional Ethics of the
University of Niš, ethical consent was not required for the planned research. The author
visited the residents in their homes and asked them if they wanted to participate in the
survey. All participants were fully informed that their anonymity was assured, why the
research was being conducted and how their data would be used. Visits took place at
different times of the day, so residents of all ages and different occupations participated in
the survey.

The main objectives of the survey were: (1) identification of the current situation in
MFABs from the perspective of the quality of common spaces and their potential for the de-
velopment of social interactions and (2) research of needs and wishes of users in the context
of developing neighborly relations, bearing in mind the conditions of mobility restrictions
during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also life before the outbreak of the pandemic.

The following variables—objective building and household characteristics—were
taken into account during the research: (a) access to the apartment, (b) period of construc-
tion, (c) number of floors in the building, (d) number of apartments per floor, (e) household
structure, (f) form of ownership of the apartment, (g) length of residence and (h) house-
hold income (Table 1). Access to the apartment directly explains the form of circulation
spaces in the building. The period of construction of the building largely determines the
quality of the organization of the architectural scheme, the existence of common spaces
for socialization, the quality and current condition of the used materials, etc. The number
of floors in the building and the number of apartments per floor define the size of the
building and the size of the social group, which is especially important when it comes
to neighborly interactions. Depending on the household structure, the priorities will be
different—families with small children will have more needs for a monitored space for chil-
dren to stay and play [40,78,79], while households composed of the elderly will especially
favor common areas where they can socialize with neighbors, as they are relatively more
dependent on local ties than others [34]. Regarding the form of ownership of the apartment,
many authors agree that occupants that rent their apartment have fewer relations with their
neighbors, while owning an apartment has a positive impact on the creation and intensity
of relationships with neighbors [8,16,78]. The length of residence also affects the intensity of
relations in the neighborhood; a longer time of residence generally results in more frequent
communication with neighbors and vice versa [8,78]. Numerous studies indicate that
income levels have an impact on connections with other residents, so that users with higher
incomes have better relationships with their neighbors and social support [13,31,78], while
those with lower incomes are characterized by a lack of social ties with their neighbors and
smaller community social networks [13,80].

Table 1. Variables used in the survey and their representation as a % of the total number
of respondents.

Variable Percentage of Respondents

(a) Access to the apartment
Centralized access 77.78
Gallery access 6.72
Corridor access 13.95
Individual entrances 1.55
(b) Period of construction
Before 1945 17.05
1945–1990 50.13
After 1990 32.82
(c) Number of floors
Up to 3 floors 14.73
4–6 floors 49.35
More than 6 floors 35.92
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Table 1. Cont.

Variable Percentage of Respondents

(d) Number of apartments per floor
1 6.20
2–4 50.65
5 or more 43.15
(e) Household structure
Adults (no seniors, no children) 36.70
Senior citizens 10.59
Households with small children (≤15 y.) 31.78
Mixed households (with children and seniors) 20.93
(f) Form of ownership of the apartment
Owned 74.93
Rented 25.07
(g) Length of residence (in years)
<1 15.24
1–5 24.30
>5 60.46
(h) Household income
Low-income household 51.68
Middle-income household 42.12
High-income household 6.46

Determining the relation between the results of the survey according to these variables
will contribute to a better and clearer understanding of them.

The questionnaire (Table 2) contained 13 questions grouped into 2 categories: (1) circu-
lation spaces and (2) common rooms and areas intended for the socialization of residents.
The questionnaire was designed so that the author entered the answers of the respondents
by circling one or more offered answers. In the case of multiple-choice questions, respon-
dents could even give a different answer if one was not offered in a particular form. The
questions and offered answers were formulated clearly and unambiguously, so that the
respondents could understand them regardless of their level of education. The survey
relied on the personal impression and assessment of the respondents about the characteris-
tics of the common spaces in the buildings and their importance for the quality of social
interactions among neighbors. Results of a survey conducted within a broader research
project (2015) on the topic of housing satisfaction in MFABs in Niš, Serbia, were used for
comparison [81].

Table 2. Questionnaire.

Circulation Spaces

1.

How do you assess the general quality
of circulation spaces (hallways,

staircases, entrance hall) in
the building?

a. bad;
b. neither good nor bad;

c. good.

2.

What do you consider to be the main
deficiency of hallways and staircases in

the building? (multiple and
non-predefined answers acceptable)

a. insufficient dimensions; b. lack of
perceivability; c. poor natural lighting;

d. lack of outdoor views; e. lack of
additional equipment; f. poor

maintenance; g. lack of security; h. lack
of intimacy.

3.

What do you consider to be the main
deficiency of the entrance hall in the

building? (multiple and
non-predefined answers acceptable)

a. insufficient dimensions; b. lack of
perceivability; c. poor natural lighting;

d. lack of outdoor views; e. lack of
additional equipment; f. poor

maintenance; g. lack of security.
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Table 2. Cont.

Circulation Spaces

4.
Which of the following activities do

you use the hallways for? (multiple and
non-predefined answers acceptable)

a. greeting in passing; b. chatting with
neighbors; c. longer conversations with

neighbors; d. children playing;
e. activities that do not involve

interactions with neighbors.

5.

Which of the following activities would
you like to use hallways for? (multiple

and non-predefined
answers acceptable)

a. greeting in passing; b. chatting with
neighbors; c. longer conversations with

neighbors; d. children playing;
e. activities that do not involve

interactions with neighbors.

6.
Which of the following activities do you
use the entrance hall for? (multiple and

non-predefined answers acceptable)

a. greeting in passing; b. chatting with
neighbors; c. longer conversations with

neighbors; d. children playing;
e. activities that do not involve

interactions with neighbors.

7.

Which of the following activities would
you like to use entrance hall for?

(multiple and non-predefined
answers acceptable)

a. greeting in passing; b. chatting with
neighbors; c. longer conversations with

neighbors; d. children playing;
e. activities that do not involve

interactions with neighbors.

8.

How important for the quality of
relations between the residents do you

consider the appearance and
equipment of the circulation spaces in

the building?

a. unimportant;
b. neither important nor unimportant;

c. very important.

Common areas and rooms intended for the socialization of residents

9.
Is there a common room or an area

inside the MFAB intended for
socialization of residents?

a. yes;
b. no.

10.

What do you consider to be the main
deficiency of this common space?

(multiple and non-predefined
answers acceptable)

a. insufficient dimensions; b. lack of
perceivability; c. poor natural lighting;

d. lack of outdoor views e. not
protected from the sun;

f. lack of equipment; g. poor
maintenance; h. lack of security.

11.

Which of the following activities do
you use this common space for?
(multiple and non-predefined

answers acceptable)

a. socializing with neighbors; b.
children playing; c. gardening;
d. activities that do not involve

interactions with neighbors.

12.

Which of the following activities would
you like to use this common space for?

(multiple and non-predefined
answers acceptable)

a. socializing with neighbors; b.
children playing;c. growing plants;

d. activities that do not involve
interactions with neighbors.

13.

How important for the quality of
relations between the residents do you
consider the existence of this kind of

space within the building?

a. unimportant;
b. neither important nor unimportant;

c. very important.

5. Results
5.1. General Quality of Circulation Spaces

Residents of MFABs in Niš are generally dissatisfied with the general quality of
circulation spaces in buildings: 38.24% rated them as bad, and 32.30% as good (Figure 11).
In the results of the 2015 survey, a slightly lower percentage of respondents rated them as
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good (30.62%) and a significantly lower percentage as bad (29.87%). It could be concluded
that the new need to keep a distance influenced this change in results.

Figure 11. General quality of circulation spaces.

Depending on the period in which the buildings were built, the largest percentage of
occupants who rated them as good (55.12%) were residents of buildings built after 1990
(Figure 11). This information does not necessarily mean that the circulation spaces in
the buildings from this period are the best (according to different criteria); among them
are recently built buildings, which may be the reason that the general appearance of the
circulation spaces is still at a satisfactory level.

In terms of the number of floors in the building, the highest marks (47.36%) were given
by the occupants of buildings with up to three floors; it is logical that, in buildings with a
smaller number of floors (and therefore smaller number of users), circulation spaces are in
better condition than in buildings with more floors, i.e., more users. However, the lowest
grades (20.94%) were given by the residents of buildings with four to six floors (Figure 11).
The reason for this lies in the fact that a large number of buildings in this category are
without elevators, and that occupants use stairs and hallways to a greater extent than is the
case in buildings with elevators; due to use by a large number of residents, these spaces
may be in poorer condition. Furthermore, if more encounters take place, residents cannot
maintain a physical distance and therefore such a space is perceived as cramped.

When looking at the answers regarding the ownership structure, occupants who own
apartments in a higher percentage (38.62%) rate circulation spaces as good compared to
those who rent their apartments (21.64%). These results confirm the findings of some
authors that users who own their apartment are generally more positive towards their
residential surroundings than those who rent their apartment [82]. The highest percentage
of those who rate these areas as good (36.75%) are residents whose length of residence
is more than five years, and the lowest percentage (22.03%) are those whose length of
residence is less than one year. These responses are consistent with the findings of some
authors that the length of use of an apartment affects the perception of the occupants, since,
over time, people develop a feeling of dwelling [83].

5.2. Main Deficiencies of Hallways and Staircases

The main disadvantages of hallways and staircases in buildings with centralized
access are insufficient dimensions (21.85% of responses) and poor natural lighting (15.89%);
bearing in mind that, in this type of structure, the horizontal circulation space is usually
reduced only to a landing, and that, since the outbreak of the pandemic, there has been
an increased need to maintain a physical distance, the former answers are expected. In
gallery access buildings, where horizontal circulations are usually open and therefore well
ventilated, the main deficiencies are the lack of equipment (28.20%) and the lack of intimacy
(24.36%). In corridor access buildings, respondents again mostly complained about poor
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natural lighting (19.63%) and insufficient dimensions (17.18%), as well as a lack of intimacy
(16.56%) (Figure 12).

Figure 12. Main deficiencies of hallways and staircases.

Depending on the number of apartments per floor, the main deficiencies are as follows:
in buildings with one apartment per floor, there is a lack of additional equipment (20.83%)
and a lack of outdoor views (19.44%); in buildings with two to four apartments per floor,
there are insufficient dimensions (22.20%) and poor natural lighting (14.24%); in buildings
with five or more apartments per floor, besides insufficient dimensions (20.87%) and poor
natural lighting (16.10%), there is also a lack of security (13.32%) and lack of intimacy
(12.94%). These results indicate that, in residential schemes with a small number of apart-
ments per floor, which are not characterized by a crowd in circulation spaces, residents
recognize as the main shortcomings characteristics that are perceived as a problem in a
very small percentage in schemes with multiple apartments per floor (Figure 12).

5.3. Main Deficiencies of Entrance Halls

The main disadvantages of the entrance halls are as follows: for the occupants of
MFABs built before 1945, there is a lack of outdoor views (19.58%); for residents of buildings
from the period 1945–1990, there is poor maintenance (19.39%) and a lack of security
(17.41%); for users of buildings built after 1990, there are insufficient dimensions (29.67%)
and poor natural lighting (19.23%). The latter answers confirm the previously stated
claim that housing construction of this period, especially during the 1990s and 2000s, is
often characterized by non-compliance with norms and poorer design schemes, often to
the detriment of the quality of the building’s circulation spaces, and the overall quality
(Figure 13).

In terms of the number of floors in the building, residents of buildings with up to three
floors have the most complaints about the lack of additional equipment in the entrance
halls (20.12%) and lack of outdoor views (19.51%), and they complain much less about the
dimensions, natural lighting or maintenance. For occupants of buildings with three to six
floors, there are insufficient dimensions (19.71%) and poor natural lighting (18.07%), while,
for occupants of buildings with more than six floors, there are insufficient dimensions
(23.31%) and a lack of security (20.54%). Among other things, the dimensions of the
entrance hall are perceived depending on the number of users who pass, meet or delay in
them, so it is likely that the occupants evaluate them as insufficiently large due to the fact
that they cannot keep the required physical distance in them (Figure 13).
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Figure 13. Main deficiencies of the entrance halls.

5.4. Activities for Which Residents Use Hallways

Although it could be expected that the intensity and nature of the residents’ activities
within the common areas of MFABs has changed due to the compulsory confinement, this
may have been the case only in the earliest period of the pandemic. From the conversations
with the respondents, one could conclude that residents adapted very quickly to the new
conditions and returned to their usual daily activities, this time in accordance with infection
prevention and control measures.

In buildings with centralized access to the apartments, as many as 33.80% of the
answers referred to chatting with neighbors, 12.66% to longer conversations with neighbors
and only 10.57% to children’s play, which is an activity that especially gained momentum
after the outbreak of the pandemic. Although it would be expected that, in buildings
with gallery access, due to the characteristics attributed to them as generators of social
interactions, a significantly higher percentage of responses relate to longer conversations
or children’s play, the truth is different. Namely, in this type of design scheme, longer
conversations with neighbors constituted only 16.13% of the total number of answers
and children’s play constituted 14.52% (these responses do represent the highest values
out of all forms of circulation spaces, but far less than expected). These data indicate
that the perception of residents regarding certain questions differs from the perception
of the scholars: galleries are clearly not recognized as walking paths where neighbors
can converse and children play [14]. In buildings with corridor access, 8.53% of residents’
responses related to longer conversations with neighbors, and only 3.88% to children’s play
(which are certainly the lowest values on both issues, for all forms of circulation spaces,
as expected).

In buildings with one apartment per floor, occupants have less contact with their
neighbors in the hallways (10.53% of responses for chatting in passing and only 8.77%
for longer conversations with neighbors), but, to a much greater extent, they allow their
children to play in the hallway (15.79%), due to the fact that security and safety are usually
higher. In buildings with two to four apartments per floor, the percentages of responses
related to chatting and longer conversations with neighbors are much higher (40.17% and
15.38%); there are more users, so more encounters are generated. Although it would be
expected that, in buildings with five or more apartments per floor, these percentages will
be even higher, this is not the case (33.08% and 11.03%), which indicates that the size of
the social group consisting of users of two to four apartments per floor is optimal for its
harmonious functioning. Moreover, a larger group of people staying indoors means a
higher chance of transmitting the disease, which is an additional reason for such results.

Households with adults only chat (32.15%) and have longer conversations with their
neighbors (8.55%) in the hallways of the MFABs the least out of all categories of households;
these households are mostly composed of employed people and/or students, who have less
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time and less need for stronger connections with their neighbors. Even in the conditions
of working and studying from home, this category of residents in the lowest percentage
establishes stronger connections with their neighbors within the hallways. These activities
are much more represented in the responses of households with small children (39.12%
and 13.61%) and senior residents (50.00% and 14.49%) (Figure 14).

Figure 14. Activities for which residents use the hallways.

Tenants in a much higher percentage only greet neighbors in passing (41.81%) com-
pared to residents who own their apartment (15.58%); they also chat much less (30.17%) and
have fewer longer conversations with their neighbors (7.76%) than owners of apartments
(36.94%, 14.86%). Tenants are temporarily accommodated, so, for this reason, they do
not develop stronger connections with their neighbors, while residents who own their
apartments in large numbers have a permanently resolved housing issue, so they can
develop stronger ties with their neighbors (Figure 14).

Longer conversations with neighbors in hallways are mostly practiced by members
of middle-income households (19.23%) and least by members of high-income households
(6.67%). Children’s play in hallways is most common in low-income households (11.34%)
and least in high-income households (6.67%). Members of high-income households in the
largest percentage of all three categories only greet neighbors in passing (33.33%). The
paradigm that residents with higher incomes have more contacts with neighbors proved to
be incorrect here. The reason probably lies in two facts: firstly, there is generally no housing
zoning according to income status in Niš, so all income groups live dispersed throughout
the city; secondly, high-income households are represented in the smallest percentage in
the city and are usually surrounded by lower-income households. In such conditions, it
is clear why there are no stronger neighbor ties between wealthier residents and other
categories (Figure 14).

5.5. Activities for Which Residents Would Like to Use the Hallways

In general, it is noticeable that the occupants want less superficial contacts (greeting
in passing and chatting with neighbors) and activities that do not include interactions
with neighbors and far more stronger contacts in the form of longer conversations and
children’s play. This is particularly noticeable in corridor access structures, where the
percentage of responses related to longer conversations with neighbors increases from
8.53% to 18.38%; these occupants obviously hold in high regard stronger neighborhood
ties, which may be due to the fact that the physical framework for this kind of contact is the
least favorable in their buildings, which is particularly emphasized in the conditions of the
COVID-19 pandemic. If the answers “chatting with neighbors” and “longer conversation
with neighbors” were combined into one—“socializing with neighbors” (for comparison
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with the results of the 2015 survey)—a large increase in the percentage of these responses
can be seen, from 25.18% from the period before the COVID-19 pandemic to 50.46% during
the pandemic. An increase is also observed in the responses related to children’s play, from
7.22% to 13.64%.

Moreover, there were a significant number of answers that were not predefined (these
activities were not recognized by the author in the current state and were not offered in the
answers to the question about the residents’ preferences), related to joint activities with
neighbors in these spaces (hobby, watching a game, playing cards, drinking coffee/beer,
etc.). These responses were combined into one and were called joint activities, and their
share in the total number of responses was 2.77% (Figure 15). The reason for the appearance
of these responses can be linked with the imposed reduced mobility and the fact that the
needs for social interactions are now more met within MFABs.

Figure 15. Residents’ preferences regarding joint activities in the hallways.

Depending on the form of access to the apartments, the most answers concerning
joint activities were in gallery access buildings (9.09%) (Figure 15); this means that the
occupants of these buildings, although they do not use the galleries to interact with their
neighbors to the extent that might be expected, do recognize the potential that these spaces
represent for strengthening social ties between neighbors and perceive them as healthy and
safe enough. Households consisting of senior citizens in the largest percentage want joint
activities (8.74%) in the hallways, and households composed of exclusively adults desire
these the least (1.68%). Residents who own apartments in a higher percentage (3.28%) want
joint activities in the hallways than tenants (1.23%) (Figure 15).

5.6. Activities for Which Residents Use the Entrance Halls

In terms of the number of floors in the building, the largest number of longer conver-
sations within the entrance halls occur in buildings with four to six floors (17.85%), which
may indicate that the size of the social group in buildings of this height is optimal for its
functioning as a small harmonious community and that it still does not cause dense places
that would significantly increase virus transmission. In buildings lower and higher than
those mentioned above, the share of these responses is between 13% and 14%. Children’s
play in the entrance halls is most prevalent in buildings with up to three floors (9.23%),
because, in these buildings, the apartments themselves are closer to the entrance hall, so it
is easier for parents to monitor their children.

When it comes to the age structure of the household, longer conversations with
neighbors in entrance halls are mostly conducted by senior citizens (25.53%). Conversely,
households composed of adult members to the greatest extent only greet their neighbors



Sustainability 2022, 14, 738 20 of 29

in passing (34.15%) and have the highest percentage of responses related to activities not
involving other residents of the building (9.23%) (Figure 16).

Figure 16. Activities for which residents use the entrance halls.

Residents who own their apartments practice more longer conversations with neigh-
bors (17.02%) and fewer activities that do not include other occupants (6.33%) compared
to those who rent their apartments (11.71% and 10.81%). Homeowners also choose more
responses related to children’s play (9.34%) than tenants (5.40%) (Figure 16).

Members of middle-income households carry out the largest number of longer conver-
sations within the entrance halls (19.84%), while the least are carried out by members of
high-income households (12.28%). The latter perform most activities that do not involve
other neighbors (15.79%); this result is probably due to the fact that wealthier occupants
can more easily meet their needs for social interactions outside their place of residence,
even when it comes to conditions of limited mobility (Figure 16).

5.7. Activities for Which Residents Would Like to Use the Entrance Halls

As was the case with the hallways of the buildings, among the answers about the
activities that the residents would like to perform within the entrance halls, it can be
noticed that they would prefer more deeper and longer contacts with their neighbors and
less superficial and short ones. Moreover, a group of activities that were not predefined
appeared in the answers, which were, due to their nature, classified as joint activities. Their
share in the total number of responses was 4.81% (Figure 17).

Figure 17. Residents’ preferences regarding joint activities in the entrance halls.

The most answers related to joint activities appeared in buildings with four to six
floors (5.19%), which once again confirms the fact stated earlier about the optimal size
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of the social group. Households with senior citizens give as much as 15.16% of answers
related to joint activities in the entrance halls, and households with adults only amounted
to 1.45%. More than 22% of the responses of households with small children referred to
children’s play in the entrance halls of buildings. Joint activities within the entrance halls
made up 5.98% of the responses of occupants who owned their apartments and only 1.28%
of those who rented their apartments (Figure 17).

5.8. Importance of the Circulation Spaces for Relations between Residents

As many as 41.08% of respondents believed that the appearance and equipment of
circulation spaces are important for the quality of relations between neighbors. Compared
to the results from the time before the pandemic (when only 29.38% of respondents chose
this answer), a significantly higher percentage of residents consider circulating spaces
important for relations between neighbors during the pandemic. Surprisingly, residents of
apartments with separate entrances find them important in the largest percentage (66.66%);
as they have very few opportunities to meet neighbors and interact with them, they may
better understand the importance of these spaces for socializing with other neighbors.
Occupants of buildings with corridor access also recognize this importance in a large
percentage (44.45%); the fact is that dark and monotonous corridors are a very unfavorable
physical environment for establishing relations between neighbors; this may contribute to
the recognition of the importance that these spaces could have for the quality of relations
between neighbors. Out of all the forms of circulation spaces, the occupants of gallery
access buildings recognized the importance of these spaces in the smallest percentage;
this confirms the findings of some authors [14] that, if a quality is present in the housing
environment, residents do not consider it important and often accept it as granted, and if it
does not exist, they mark it as important (Figure 18).

Figure 18. Residents’ preferences regarding joint activities in the entrance halls.

5.9. Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing

Only 31.27% of respondents answered that there is a common premise in their building
designated for the socialization of occupants (Figure 19). Many answers stated that such
premises originally existed, but that, with the consent of the majority of neighbors, their
purpose was changed. Most of these premises are in buildings from the period 1945–1990
(48.45%) and the least in buildings built before 1945 (7.58%) (Figure 19). There were also
answers stating that the residents voluntarily rearranged a certain space (hall, laundry
room, etc.) for such a purpose. The adaptive reuse of underused and unused spaces within
the MFABs became particularly prevalent during the COVID-19 lockdowns, because people
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needed to make a place for themselves where they could socialize outside their apartments.
Nevertheless, the application of this concept contributes to the enhancement of housing
conditions both in the context of the pandemic and in general.

Figure 19. Common rooms and areas intended for socializing in MFABs.

5.10. Main Deficiencies of the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing

The main deficiency of these premises is a lack of equipment (26.36%), which is prob-
ably the most important quality for such premises to function as spaces for socialization
among neighbors, primarily meaning seating furniture, bookshelves, TVs, but also props
for recreation, children’s play, preparing food/drinks, etc. This is followed by poor mainte-
nance (18.25%), which is generally a major problem for spaces that do not have a specific
owner. This is followed by insufficient natural lighting (14.07%) and insufficient dimensions
(13.56%), which is partly due to the fact that a number of these rooms were not originally
intended for the current purpose. The residents also mentioned some not predefined short-
comings (5.96%) that related to the inadequate material selection (for equipment, walls,
floors); from the perspective of the increased need for regular cleaning and disinfection of
spaces where people from different households stay, the occupants recognized that certain
materials are not suitable for such spaces (Figure 20).

Figure 20. Main deficiencies of the common rooms and areas intended for socializing.

5.11. Activities for Which Residents Use the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing

Despite the fact that very few MFABs have a common room for the socialization
of occupants, even where they do exist, almost a quarter of users do not use it. This
percentage was even higher before the outbreak of the pandemic, and, according to the
residents, mobility restrictions have contributed to greater use of these premises. Among
the answers of the residents who use these spaces, 40.37% refer to spending time with and
socializing with their neighbors (conversations, drinking coffee, table tennis, table football,
watching television, etc.), 21.92% to children’s play and 16.74% to growing plants. The
imposed limited mobility and the inability to meet one’s needs for socialization outside
the housing facilities forced people to turn more to the use of available spaces within
their housing facilities. A higher percentage of occupants who own their apartments use
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these premises for hanging out and socialization (41.84%) than occupants who rent their
apartments (33.90%). Approximately 40% of the answers of low-income and middle-income
households refer to socializing and joint activities with neighbors, while in high-income
households, this percentage is lower (33.33%) (Figure 21).

Figure 21. Comparative overview of the activities for which residents use and for which residents
would like to use the common rooms and areas intended for socializing.

5.12. Activities for Which Residents Would Like to Use the Common Rooms and Areas Intended
for Socializing

Occupants’ responses to the question regarding which activities they would like to
use the common rooms and areas for were characterized by an increase in the percent-
age in favor of socializing and joint activities (44.32%)—drinking coffee/beer, watching
matches, sunbathing, joint hobby activities, joint winter stores preparation—in relation to
the current state (40.37%). Moreover, the percentage of responses related to children’s play
increased (from 21.92% to 24.37%). These responses indicate that occupants would like to
use the common premises to develop deeper and stronger ties with their neighbors, with
appropriate preconditions (Figure 21).

5.13. Importance of the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing for Relations
between Residents

Overall, 48.49% of the surveyed residents believe that the existence of a common room
or area intended for socializing is important for the quality and intensity of social ties
between neighbors. Living conditions during the lockdowns and compulsory confinements
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have forced the residents of MFABs to reconsider their
views on the importance of common premises designed for socializing and to realize that
such spaces, if adequately designed and equipped, can have a positive impact on the
quality and intensity of neighbor relations. Interestingly, depending on the number of
apartments per floor, residents whose apartment is the only one on the floor find them
important in the largest percentage (55.56%), which suggests that these occupants have
less interaction with their neighbors and believe that the existence of such a premise in
the building significantly enhanced and strengthened the social ties between neighbors.
A higher percentage of occupants who own apartments consider the existence of these
spaces important (47.08%) compared to tenants (27.78%). Occupants who have lived in
their apartment for less than one year recognize the importance of these premises in the
lowest percentage (30%), and those who have lived in their apartment for more than five
years the most (47.40%) (Figure 22).



Sustainability 2022, 14, 738 24 of 29

Figure 22. Importance of the common rooms and areas intended for socializing for relations
between residents.

6. Discussion

An analysis of the survey results leads to three groups of findings. Although the
questions did not strictly and exclusively address the conditions caused by the COVID-
19 pandemic, residents’ responses were largely influenced by the new COVID-19 reality,
and comparable results from pre-pandemic research confirm that COVID-19 has signif-
icantly influenced residents’ perceptions and preferences regarding their relations with
their neighbors. The first group of findings relates to an assessment of the current condi-
tion of common spaces in MFABs in Niš, as an architectural framework for establishing
interactions between neighbors. The second group reveals how much residents recognize
the importance of common spaces in buildings for the development of social ties. The third
group concerns the wishes of the residents regarding common spaces and the establishment
and development of neighborhood ties.

Firstly, the impression is that the condition of common spaces in MFABs from the
aspect of convenience for establishing neighbor connections is at an unsatisfactory level.
Many residents describe the general condition of circulation spaces as poor and one can
notice that respondents are stricter in grading this aspect in the context of COVID-19. The
main disadvantages, both for hallways and entrance halls—insufficient dimensions, lack of
natural lighting and lack of security—show that when designing these spaces, architects
are guided solely by their primary purpose—passing. Moreover, when designing these
spaces, architects could have not foreseen the needs that would arise due to the outbreak
of a pandemic. Hallways are designed with the minimum dimensions defined by norms
(sometimes even less), often without adequate natural lighting. The potential for these
spaces to represent a physical framework for socializing among neighbors is obviously
not considered in most cases. Even in gallery access buildings, horizontal circulations are
designed so that they cannot accept any additional activity besides the basic one. Entrance
halls, acting as a transitional space between outdoor and indoor areas, are often reduced to
an air-trap space with mailboxes. With minimal dimensions, made of low-quality and/or
unattractive materials, without any additional equipment, such spaces cannot be a pleasant
space for spontaneous and intentional social interactions between neighbors. Speaking
from the perspective of infection prevention and control, these spaces usually do not
provide safe and healthy conditions for the progress of neighbor ties; this refers to their
dimensions, natural lighting and ventilation and the use of easily washable materials.

When it comes to common rooms and spaces intended for the socialization of neigh-
bors, they do not exist in most MFABs in Niš. If they do exist, the main downsides are the
lack of equipment that would encourage the development of social connections among
users and poorly organized maintenance of the space. Users also consider as disadvantages
if such rooms are not large enough to keep a physical distance, as well as if they have equip-
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ment or surfaces made of materials that cannot easily be sanitized. In some buildings, such
spaces were provided by the design, but their purpose was changed during exploitation.
Moreover, in some MFABs, during lockdowns but also before the pandemic, the residents
organized themselves and made a space for socializing from a room intended for some
other purpose.

Secondly, the survey shows that residents recognize the importance of common spaces
in MFABs for developing social relationships among users; they also acknowledge that
the limited mobility during the pandemic largely led to such an attitude (results from
the survey conducted in 2015 also confirm these findings). It is noticeable that occupants
give a lower rating to a particular quality of common spaces if it is already present (they
take it for granted) and give a higher rating to a quality if it is missing. For example, the
occupants of the corridor access buildings, much more than the occupants of the gallery
access ones, recognize the importance of horizontal circulations in the building for the
development of neighborhood connections, even though the corridors are far less suitable
for this. Likewise, even if there is a space in an MFAB intended exclusively for socializing,
a quarter of respondents never use it; the reasons may be different and do not necessarily
refer to the objective characteristics of the space, but it may be that the residents themselves
do not want to socialize with their neighbors.

Thirdly, in order for the common areas of the MFAB to represent a suitable archi-
tectural framework for strengthening social ties, the residents above all want them to be
appropriately dimensioned (preferably larger than defined by the norms), healthy and safe,
with natural lighting. These are the qualities that are expected in the hallways, staircases
and entrance halls, as well as in the premises for socializing. Although these characteristics
may have been emphasized as a result of the users’ need to protect themselves from the
disease transmission, achieving these qualities would contribute to a significant improve-
ment of common spaces and encourage the development of neighborhood ties, and they
are in line with the findings of some research on possible solutions to improve the existing
built environment after the pandemic. Appropriate maintenance is also one of the most
important qualities of these spaces. This includes, in particular, the possibility of frequent
natural ventilation, the use of materials for walls and floors that can be easily and quickly
cleaned and sanitized, as well as the use of equipment that has easily washable surfaces.
The existence of equipment is especially desirable in rooms and areas that are intended
particularly for the socialization of users. The perceivability of these spaces and a pleasant
view to the outside are desirable but not necessary characteristics. The concept of urban
gardening, which has not yet taken root in Serbia, is quite completely unknown to the
residents, so the desire for this activity is very low so far. The assumption that households
with small children and seniors have more needs for common spaces in which they can
interact with other occupants of the building was confirmed. The same applies to residents
who own their apartments, as well as to residents whose length of residence is longer
than five years. Members of middle-income households showed the greatest affinity for
socializing with their neighbors out of all household categories.

7. Conclusions

In order to strengthen social cohesion and create a sustainable social community within
MFABs, certain design guidelines and recommendations for improving and redefining
standards that regulate housing construction can be singled out by combining proven
design experiences and scientific knowledge on the one hand, and survey results on the
other. As life amid the COVID-19 pandemic has already become a new reality, the design
requirements for MFABs need to be adapted to these new conditions. Therefore, design
measures that would contribute to maximizing the prevention and protection against
coronavirus should also be considered and implemented to an extent that will contribute
to the overall improvement of housing quality.

The design approach to common spaces in MFABs would include some of the fol-
lowing possibilities: (1) the entrance hall to the building should be clearly articulated,
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perceivable, with natural lighting and larger than the minimum defined by the norms;
providing a seating area within the entrance hall would significantly contribute to the
creation of a pleasant space that could have an additional purpose in addition to the basic
one [43]; providing a washbasin or toilet next to the entrance hall would be essential from
the perspective of preventing the entry of various pathogens and would be a permanently
useful solution; (2) hallways in buildings should have good natural lighting and ventilation,
and with a possible outside view; widening of horizontal circulation spaces would ensure
an adequate level of physical distancing during the pandemic, and would also encourage
users to communicate and perform joint activities [23,45,46]; (3) it is desirable to provide
a room or an area that the occupants would use solely for socializing; equipping and
dimensioning of this space depends on the type of planned activities and its position must
not violate privacy or be a nuisance to residents; (4) it is advisable to plan open common
areas within the MFABs where neighbors could talk to one another or where children could
play; if the design envisages a flat roof on an MFAB, it is advisable that at least one part of
it be constructed as a terrace that can be used by all occupants of the building; such spaces,
equipped with appropriate furniture, can be very attractive places that residents would
like to use for individual and joint activities; (5) providing urban gardens on roofs can
further contribute to connecting neighbors and creating strong social cohesion, as well as
stimulating residents to grow food in periods of isolation [20,43]; (6) materials used for floor,
wall and ceiling coverings, as well as materials used for equipment, should have a shorter
residence time for viruses and be easy to clean [23,43]; (7) favoring simple and minimalist
design schemes for common spaces (without unnecessary details, decorations, carpets,
curtains, etc.) could help to reduce the accumulation of viruses in them and benefits such
as lower costs and easier maintenance would contribute to overall sustainability [23]; (8) in
order to form a social group (at the level of the floor, as well as at the level of the whole
building) that is functional, the optimal number of floors is up to five, and the optimal
number of apartments per floor is two to four; limiting the number of floors and apartments
in the building will also contribute to limiting the possibility of disease transmission and
better organization of building maintenance.

Although designing circulation spaces as places suitable for socializing neighbors
would be useful for the overall residential quality and social sustainability, regulations in
the field of housing construction generally do not recognize this opportunity, so architects
and investors are not stimulated to design them in this way. Although, from the perspective
of creating an architectural framework for interactions between users, as well from the
perspective of keeping physical distance, it would be desirable for the circulation spaces in
the building to be larger than defined, it is not logical to impose them as mandatory. What
could be regulated is the formula for the calculation of fees and taxes that investors are
due to pay to the authorities. Namely, the fees and taxes are now calculated per square
meter for the total surface area of the building, meaning that the same amount has to be
paid for every square meter of common space in the building, which cannot be sold, thus
increasing costs and reducing profits for investors. In this regard, it is clear why investors
decide almost unanimously on the minimum dimensions and surface areas defined by the
norms when it comes to common spaces in the building. Calculating the fee according to
the useful net area of the building or introducing a corrective factor to reduce the calculated
area of common spaces of the building would stimulate and encourage investors to offer
innovative solutions for circulation and other common spaces in MFABs, in cooperation
with architects. This would encourage the design of enlarged entrance halls, which could
accommodate some additional activities besides the basic one, wider parts of horizontal
circulations that can be used for socializing and various joint activities of residents, and
common premises for entertainment and leisure, while providing a healthier environment.
In this way, the quality of the entire design would be significantly improved, which could
increase the economic value of the apartments.

Having in mind the results of this research, a future study could analyze changes in
the intensity, quality and location of social interactions among neighbors within MFABs
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before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, during lockdown periods and during the
later stages of the pandemic. Furthermore, some future research could deal with specific
functional organizations of common areas of MFABs, the impact of different organizations
on the quality and intensity of social interactions and surveying occupants about their
needs and wishes about certain spatial arrangements of common spaces.
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81. Stoiljković, B. Implementation of the Concept of Individualization of Residential Architecture in the Context of Improving the

Quality of Multifamily Housing in Serbia. Ph.D. Thesis, Faculty of Civil Engineering and Architecture, University of Niš, Niš,
Serbia, 8 October 2015. (In Serbian)

82. Dekker, K.; De Vos, S.; Musterd, S.; Van Kempen, R. Residential satisfaction in housing estates in European cities: A multi-level
research approach. Hous. Stud. 2011, 26, 479–499. [CrossRef]

83. Adriaanse, C.C.M. Measuring residential satisfaction: A residential environmental satisfaction scale (RESS). J. Hous. Built Environ.
2007, 22, 287–304. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102750
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18115747
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34071898
http://doi.org/10.3390/su12229680
http://www.hidmet.gov.rs/ciril/meteorologija/stanica_sr.php?moss_id=13388
http://www.hidmet.gov.rs/ciril/meteorologija/stanica_sr.php?moss_id=13388
http://doi.org/10.3390/atmos12081084
http://doi.org/10.15291/geoadria.3083
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2021.102493
http://doi.org/10.3390/su131810363
http://doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2017.1383934
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102740
http://doi.org/10.11649/ch.2015.007
http://doi.org/10.1177/1078087407309586
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6040.2006.00189.x
http://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2012.632620
http://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2011.559751
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-007-9082-9

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Importance of Relationships between Neighbors 
	Importance of Physical Environment for Relationships between Neighbors 
	Improving the Existing Built Environment after the COVID-19 Pandemic 

	Common Spaces in an MFAB—Characteristics and Social Potential 
	Circulation Spaces 
	Common Rooms and Areas Intended for the Socialization of Residents 

	Materials and Methods 
	Context 
	Database and Applied Methodology 

	Results 
	General Quality of Circulation Spaces 
	Main Deficiencies of Hallways and Staircases 
	Main Deficiencies of Entrance Halls 
	Activities for Which Residents Use Hallways 
	Activities for Which Residents Would Like to Use the Hallways 
	Activities for Which Residents Use the Entrance Halls 
	Activities for Which Residents Would Like to Use the Entrance Halls 
	Importance of the Circulation Spaces for Relations between Residents 
	Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing 
	Main Deficiencies of the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing 
	Activities for Which Residents Use the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing 
	Activities for Which Residents Would Like to Use the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing 
	Importance of the Common Rooms and Areas Intended for Socializing for Relations between Residents 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

