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“Despite the stunning panoramic views and the convenience of modern amenities, there
are times when | feel like I'm living in a bubble, disconnected from the world below.” —
Maru Kim, 4 March 2023.



This research focuses on the social isolation experienced by inner-city residents in high-rise buildings
within densely populated cities. My fascination with this subject arises from various sources, in which
| read about an increase of high-rise residents struggling with the feeling of being in an isolating bubble,
with little to no social contacts within their residential tower.! These people lack a sense of connection
to their living environment. Furthermore, high-rise buildings have long been associated with poor
mental health of residents, and various studies have shown that high rise apartment buildings pose
social and psychological challenges both at the urban and individual levels.?

The high-rise as an urban housing type emerged in the United States around 1880, facilitated by the
development of steel structures and the invention of escalators and elevators.? This vertical housing
type quickly spread worldwide. In the 20th century, high-rise buildings became highly popular,
becoming a distinctive element of the urban architectural landscape. Due to rising land prices and
urban population growth, high-rise buildings were considered a solution to housing challenges. This
housing type allowed a significant number of people to live in a limited space and benefit from the
economic and social advantages of the city.** This has resulted in the fact that even today in 2023,
high-rise towers are still being built to accommodate urban population growth.

Nevertheless, as | delved deeper into the living quality and personal experiences of high-rise residents,
| discovered that this housing typology also has negative aspects. It turns out that a significant group
of people experiences social isolation in high-rise buildings, and this is a contemporary urban issue.
Although social isolation is often associated with loneliness, these two definitions are not identical.®
Social isolation is a situation in which individuals become isolated, with absolutely no social contact
with family, friends, acquaintances, and neighbours. Loneliness, on the other hand is a universal human
emotion, representing a complex and multifaceted concept that can be described as the subjective
experience of social isolation.” However, there is a strong correlation between both concepts, where
the subjective feeling of isolation can result from objective isolation.® Moreover, both loneliness and
social isolation can be influenced by psychological issues and various societal and hereditary factors.®
However, this research mainly focuses on the architectural and spatial aspects and factors in high-rise
buildings that influence social isolation.
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It is evident that large cities need to prepare for urban housing, considering the increasing population
growth and limited space.'® As a result, tall vertical buildings have become a necessity in urban
development. While high-rise buildings provide an answer to economic housing challenges, this type
of urban housing also comes with social problems. The horizontal street level, where vibrant
community life has always taken place and where individuals have had the opportunity to the
appreciate the urban space, is not experienced at height.!! High-rise residents lose social contact with
the ground and feel disconnected from urban society.'? Even architects and developers acknowledge
this problem and struggle with the challenge of integrating high-rise buildings into the vitality of street-
level life.r2 The thick shoe-sole, which is the ground floor of a residential tower, presents difficulties in
establishing a vibrant streetscape, making living in the high sky more anonymous among residents.

Furthermore, a considerable number of high-rise residents experience loneliness within apartment
buildings and find themselves in social isolation. Various studies have shown that social isolation occurs
in all age groups, but that elderly and young adults between the ages of 16 and 35 in high-rise buildings
in particular experience it more often.'* High-rise residents report the absence of a social network.
Meaningful relationships among residents are lacking, and there is a dearth of social interactions due
to the high density in high-rise buildings. For example, there are insufficient spaces to promote social
interactions, meetings, and communal amenities. Residents may encounter each other in elevators,
stairwells, or corridors, but they are not actively encouraged to form social relationships, resulting in a
lack of community within the tower.?> Many residents live in fear and in relative isolation, they cannot
rely on the support of their neighbours, leading to a reduced sense of belonging to their living
environment.'®” This creates a private atmosphere where residents tend to live more as individuals,
contributing to the segregation among local residents.

Additionally, urban residents who experiencing loneliness and social isolation may face serious
consequences. Humans are inherently social beings.'® It is natural to build human relationships, but
the absence of social relationships can have adverse effects on the mental health. Loneliness can lead
to feelings of anxiety and depression, which in turn can result in an increased risk of cardiovascular
diseases.'® Loneliness also heightens the risk of dementia and can negatively affect an individual's
perception during social interactions. Research has indicated that children growing up in high-rise
buildings tend to spend most of their time playing alone, which limits their social interactions and
physical well-being.?® As a result, children who were raised in high-rises developed more social
problems and lower levels of motor ability compared to children who were raised in single-family
homes.
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Lastly, the mental and physical health of urban residents also reflects the liveability of a neighbourhood
or city. Consequently, social isolation is not only a personal problem affecting a small group of high-rise
residents; it also negatively affects the development and the well-being of the future city.
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This research mainly focuses on the architectural aspects present in high-rise buildings that could
potentially influence the social isolation of the inner-city residents. The aim of this study is to mitigate
social isolation in high-rise buildings, enabling high-rise inhabitants to reside in a better, healthier, and
safer living environment within the densely populated city. Therefore, a main question has been
formulated, which is supported by several sub-questions.

What are the spatial aspects and factors that influence social isolation in high-rise buildings?

Sub-Question 1: Why do some residents feel lonely and socially isolated in high-rise buildings?

Sub-Question 2: What is the current social situation in Dutch high-rise buildings, and how do
inner-city residents socially interact with one another?

Sub-Question 3: What are the psychological and physical ways to overcome social isolation in
a residential environment?

Sub-Question 4: Which spatial qualities foster social community and interaction among
residents in low- and mid-rise buildings, and what can high-rise buildings learn
from this?



This research primarily focuses on human behaviour, how high-rise residents utilize spaces, and how
they perceive things within high-rise buildings. The selected theoretical concepts serve as the
foundation for the research structure which are: Spatial qualities, Design affects the human behaviour
and Social support.

Spatial qualities %*

The triad theory of Vitruvius indicates that the spatial quality can be divided into three different
dimensions: future value (firmitas), utility value (utilitas), and experiential value (venustas), which
together lead to a good architectural design, contributing to the sense of belonging in a living
environment.

Future value (firmitas): This means that a space should be designed with an eye toward the future
needs and changes of society. Therefore, a space should be flexible and adaptable to desired new
functions, technology, and demographic patterns.

Utility value (utilitas): This focuses on the functionality of a space and how well it meets the needs of
and uses of individuals. It tests the accessibility, usability, and suitability of a space for specific activities.

Experiential value (venustas): This pertains to the aesthetic and emotional value of a space. It mainly
involves the subjective experiences and perceptions that people have within a space or environment
in which they find themselves. It’s mostly about the beauty, comfort, inspiration of a space, and
whether the space provide satisfaction to the individual’s experience.

The spatial quality of a residential environment is important for several reasons. It assesses whether
the physical environment meets human perceptions and behaviours.?? When the spatial quality of all
three dimensions in high-rise buildings is ensured, a sense of belonging will also exist. It fosters a strong
relationship between users and their surroundings, leading to better utilization of spaces, higher
satisfaction, and ultimately a sense of belonging.?® This factor contributes to transforming a space into
a place with specific behavioural characteristics for individuals. Certain spaces in high-rise buildings can
meet certain qualities to encourage residents to use other areas within high-rise buildings more
frequently than only their own homes. This provides more opportunities for social interaction within
high-rise buildings, preventing loneliness and social isolation.

21 van der Voordt, ‘Quality of design and usability’, p. 2—13.
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Figure 2. The triad theory of Vitruvius about spatial qualities, applied with the theme of social isolation in high-rise building,

made by author, 2023



Design affects the human behaviour

“We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings shape us.” — Winston Churchill, 1924

This theory suggests that our physical environment, including buildings and architecture, is not only
created by humans but also influences the human behaviour, attitudes, and interactions between users
and their surroundings.?* The statement illustrates a mutual interaction in which both elements
continually influence each other.

"We shape our buildings."

People design and shape the built environment in which they actively participate. They construct
buildings and spaces that meet their needs and desires.?> During this process, various aspects and
priorities, such as culture and functions, are considered and applied. Therefore, our buildings are
constructed based on human decisions.

"Our buildings shape us."

This suggests that buildings influence people. The physical environment guides individuals and affects
their behaviour, emotions, and interactions.?® The buildings we create ultimately determine how
people should feel, move, and engage in social relationships. For example, a well-designed public space
can encourage its visitors to engage in social interaction, while a poorly designed space can discourage
social interaction and even create social isolation.?’

In summary, this theory emphasizes that architects and designers must be aware of what they create
in the built environment. Everything which is formed in the built environment should relate to the well-
being and behaviour of the users.

"We shape our buildings”

Human behaviour & choises

High-rise building

Sochal solation

'Our buildings s

Figure 3. The mutual interaction of “We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us.”, made by author, 2023
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Social support and social isolation

James S. House's theory emphasizes that strong and supportive social relationships among individuals
can contribute to a person's health and well-being.?® Social connectivity acts as a buffer to reduce the
health effects of stressful situations. Social connectivity can be ensured in various ways, both directly
and indirectly, including emotional support, instrumental support, informational support, and appraisal
support.?® Furthermore, the extent to which people are engaged in a social network also determines
the individual's health. The more someone is involved in a social community, the better that person's
health and well-being are.®° It is crucial for individuals to establish social relationships within their living
environment and for local communities to emerge.

Furthermore, the social capital is part of the living environment, referring to strong social networks
and support within a community.3? It promotes residents' resilience and well-being. The social capital
also helps preventing social isolation, loneliness, and making communities adaptable and capable of
responding to adverse situations. Maurice Harteveld's theory specifies three conditions that public
spaces must meet to ensure resilient communities in a living environment, which could promote
meaningful relationships between high-rise residents:3?

1. Community Networks- This involves individuals who can be part of a community where strong
social bonds exist among these people. Public spaces are where people share activities and
knowledge.

2. Place Attachment- The emotional and psychological connection that users have with a space.
There is a sense of belonging and identity. Public space should be a place where people can
meet to share experiences and developments.

3. Community Infrastructure- Providing the necessary services, facilities, and amenities in public
space. This makes it easier for people to use the space in a certain way.

ial qualitie
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Figure 4. The social situation in residential area can be positive or negative for the mental health., made by author, 2023
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To investigate the spatial aspects and factors that influence social isolation in high-rise buildings,
various research methods are used to answer the different sub-questions.

Quantitative Research Methods:

1. Survey: A questionnaire consisting of closed-ended questions to explore the subjective social
experience in high-rise buildings. It provides insights into how residents rate their living
environment in terms of social connectivity and to what extent they feel socially engaged in
their living environment. The survey also identify the desires and shortcomings in high-rise
living according to the user’s experience.

2. Data Analysis: Statistics and figures related to loneliness and social isolation in high-rise
buildings, derived from previous ethnographic research related to high-rise residents.

3. Literature Review: Existing studies on social interactions and isolation in high-rise buildings to
comprehend why it is challenging to ensure the social aspect in high-rise living and what spatial
qualities are needed to reduce social isolation. Additionally, other studies are examined
concerning the causes, consequences, and prevention possibilities of social isolation.

Qualitative Research Methods:

1. Observational Research: Observing residents in different residential towers to gain insight into
the social structures of individuals and groups. This method helps to understand how high-rise
residents make choices regarding their social behaviour, movements, and engagement in high-
rise living.

2. Photography: Capturing and analysing the public layouts and spaces that impact social isolation
in high-rise buildings.

3. Case Studies: Analysing various high-rise buildings and environments through a SWOT analysis
to assess public layouts and spatial aspects for potential strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats affecting social isolation or social interaction.3?

The chosen research methods are selected to verify whether the theoretical framework (literature and
data analysis) aligns with the practical framework (observation, survey, and photography) with the aim
of identifying the spatial factors influencing the social isolation or anti-social behaviour. The research
begins with a theoretical framework in which various literature studies and data are examined. This
theoretical framework provides insight into which public spaces and amenities influence social
isolation and how it can be prevented. In the practical framework, various residential towers are
analysed, ranging from 'good' residential towers where optimal social interaction has been considered
to 'poor' residential towers where social isolation is prevalent. Various spaces and amenities within
high-rises are then assessed for strong and weak factors affecting social behaviour. Furthermore, the
desires and subjective experiences of high-rise residents are considered to determine the necessary
spatial quality in high-rise living.

33 Sarsby, SWOT Analysis, p. 7-13.



Finally, other social and public spaces outside of high-rise buildings are also analysed. This provides
insight into how people and groups are encouraged to engage in social interaction directly or indirectly
and which spatial factors are relevant, potentially applicable to high-rise living.
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High-rise buildings are developing daily in the built environment and has become an integral part of
the urban landscape. The future city is set to transform into a vertical city due to the need for
densification.3* However, this does not mean that we should leave high-rise buildings unchanged in
their current form. Various studies have already shown that high-rise buildings limit the social cohesion
and that the living environment in high-rises also affects the loneliness and social isolation experienced
by residents.3> 3¢ These problems, in turn, negatively affect the population's health.?” Therefore, social
isolation is an actual urban issue that requires serious attention.

Despite the fact that social isolation is influenced by numerous factors, including the living
environment, no specific research has yet been conducted on the spatial factors and qualities in high-
rise buildings that actually influence loneliness and social isolation. Architectural interventions are
necessary to encourage social interaction and a sense of belonging in high-rises to reduce social
isolation. It is crucial that the built environment responds by providing solutions and exploring new
opportunities for vertical buildings. The metropolis must be dynamic and liveable, with the well-being
and health of its residents in mind.

34 van Bergeijk, ‘Hoogbouw’, p. 10.
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37 Larcombe e.a., ‘High-Rise Apartments and Urban Mental Health—Historical and Contemporary Views’, p. 4—7.
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