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Abstract

Urban loneliness, a multifaceted phenomenon influenced by spatial, temporal, and social dimensions, is the focus of this thematic,
reflective, and conceptual paper. By synthesizing insights from urban sociology, environmental psychology, and philosophical
perspectives, we aim to address urban loneliness comprehensively. We explore how strategies such as place attachment and
designing meaningful, context-sensitive spaces can mitigate loneliness by fostering a sense of belonging. The role of temporal
aspects, including daily routines and subjective time perception, is examined to understand their impact on social disconnection.
The importance of social capital, both bonding and bridging, is highlighted. We stress the crucial role of equitable access to social
infrastructure in maintaining community cohesion. Environmental stressors such as noise and overcrowding and their effects
on mental health and social interactions are discussed. The paper proposes a holistic approach to urban planning incorporating
narrative urbanism, temporal urbanism, inclusive design, participatory planning, and mindful urbanism. By integrating these
strategies, urban planners, including the esteemed audience, can play a pivotal role in creating environments that promote social
connectivity, enhance well-being, and reduce loneliness. The paper underscores the importance of a comprehensive understanding
of urban loneliness, crucial for fostering resilient and vibrant urban communities that address the dual needs for social interaction
and personal space. Finally, this paper proposes the ‘Happy City’ concept, advocating for urban design principles that enhance
happiness and combat urban loneliness by fostering human connections, accessibility, and community engagement.

Keywords: Urban loneliness; Loneliness; Place attachment; Temporal experience; Social capital; Spatial justice; Environmental
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Introduction

research by Holt-Lunstad et al. [1], lacking social connections can
be as harmful to one’s health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. The

In the bustling hearts of major cities, a silent epidemic of

loneliness is spreading. Many urban residents feel isolated
despite the lively streets and vibrant scenes of cities like Paris, ~constant busyness of city life often leads to superficial interactions,

New York, London, Stockholm, and Lisbon. This paradox, where leaving little room for deeper, more meaningful relationships.

people feel lonely amidst crowds, is an increasing concern in Research by Cacioppo, Hawkley, and Thisted [2] demonstrates that

urban environments worldwide. While dense populations and perceived social isolation can significantly contribute to depressive
hectic urban lifestyles might suggest plentiful opportunities for ~Symptoms, highlighting the profound impact of loneliness on

social interaction, the reality often contradicts this. According to ~ Mental health.
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Social psychology sheds light on the roots of urban isolation.
A report by The Lancet [3] notes that urban residents frequently
experience social overload, leading them to withdraw and avoid
further social interaction-a behavior known as ‘social withdrawal.
This behavior perpetuates a cycle ofisolation, where individuals feel
alone despite being surrounded by countless potential connections.
The juxtaposition of a crowded urban life and personal loneliness
represents a modern paradox that demands urgent attention. By
understanding the causes of urban loneliness and implementing
solutions that foster genuine social connections, we can begin to
combat this epidemic, fostering a greater sense of community and
belonging in our cities. Urban loneliness (Figure 1) is a complex
and multifaceted phenomenon influenced by spatial, temporal, and
social dimensions. Understanding and addressing urban loneliness
requires a comprehensive approach incorporating insights from

urban sociology, environmental psychology, and philosophical
perspectives on space and place. The concept of place attachment,
where emotional bonds to specific locations play a crucial role, is
fundamental in understanding how urban design can proactively
mitigate loneliness [4-6]. Creating meaningful, context-sensitive
spaces that foster a sense of belonging and support human activities
and social interactions is essential for combating loneliness in urban
settings [7]. However, transient spaces that fail to foster meaningful
social connections contribute significantly to feelings of alienation
[8]. Temporal aspects, including daily routines and lifecycle stages,
also play a crucial role in urban loneliness, with disruptions in these
rhythms leading to disconnection [9,10]. Furthermore, subjective
temporal experiences, as explored by Wittmann [11], illustrate how
the perception of time influences social interactions and overall
well-being (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Urban Loneliness: A portrait of a depressed, lonely young African American man sitting on the balcony with an urban
view in the evening. Photo Royalty Free Unsplash License and courtesy of Bigstock and Big Stock Photo. HallPoint, September
14, 2022.

From an urban sociology perspective, social capital-both
bonding and bridging-is vital in addressing urban loneliness.
Bonding social capital refers to strong ties with close family and
friends, while bridging social capital involves looser connections
with a broader range of people, fostering inclusivity and diversity
[12,13]. The equitable distribution of social infrastructure and the
prevention of gentrification are critical to maintaining community
cohesion and reducing loneliness [14,15]. Inequitable access to
social spaces and amenities often exacerbates feelings of isolation,
making spatial justice a central concern in urban planning [14].
Environmental psychology provides additional insights into the

impact of urban stressors, such as noise and overcrowding, on
mental health and social interactions. This underscores the need
for a holistic approach to urban planning [16,17] that considers
all factors. Behavioral settings and affordances in the urban
environment determine the opportunities for social interaction,
where well-designed public spaces can significantly enhance
social connectivity [18,19]. Effective interventions require a
comprehensive approach integrating narrative urbanism, temporal
urbanism, inclusive design, participatory planning, and mindful
urbanism. Narrative urbanism involves integrating the history and
stories of communities into the urban fabric to create a sense of
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belonging [20,21]. Temporal urbanism focuses on designing for the
rhythms of urban life, with spaces that adapt to different times of
day and year [10,11]. Inclusive design ensures spaces are accessible
and welcoming to all demographics, promoting social equity [22,23].
Participatory planning engages residents in the design process,
fostering a sense of belonging and attachment [24,25]. Mindful
urbanism incorporates principles of mindfulness and mental
well-being into urban design, addressing environmental stressors
and supporting the mental health of urban residents [26,27]. By
integrating these diverse perspectives and approaches, urban
planners and designers can develop more holistic and empathetic
strategies to address the complex nature of urban loneliness.
This comprehensive understanding is crucial for creating urban
environments that foster social connectivity, enhance well-being,
and mitigate the adverse effects of loneliness.

Loneliness: Causes, Effects, and Solutions

Loneliness is when an individual feels a lack of close connection
with others. This emotional emptiness is uncomfortable and can
leave a person feeling dissatisfied, anxious, and sad [28]. Over
time, it can severely affect one’s overall functioning and diminish
their quality of life. Many young individuals have recently sought
support due to loneliness [29]. Loneliness differs from boredom.
While boredom might occasionally mimic loneliness, it is generally
viewed as an environmental issue. Increasing social interactions
and engaging in more social activities can alleviate boredom, but it
doesn’t address the core issue of loneliness, as the feeling persists
internally [30]. This state can have a prolonged impact on a person’s
overall functioning, significantly reducing their quality of life.

Who Experiences Loneliness?

Loneliness affects people of all ages and backgrounds, including
children, women, and men, rich and poor, and even those who
appear socially surrounded and popular [31]. Loneliness doesn’t
have a set timeframe. For some, it can be a short-term issue quickly
resolved, while for others, it can last a lifetime. This is particularly
true for individuals who expect problems to resolve themselves or
believe in the saying “this too shall pass” [32]. Loneliness is found
in small communities (villages, small towns) and large cities, with
people in urban areas often being more alienated and thus lonelier
[33]. Even if a person is employed, financially secure, living in a
big city, and has numerous superficial contacts, both personal and
through phone calls, they can still feel lonely. The issue of loneliness
is not solved by the quantity of acquaintances but by the quality of
relationships [34].

Why Does Loneliness Happen?

Loneliness occurs because humans need to form emotional
bonds with others, sharing thoughts and feelings. Living in a
community is natural for human beings. Individual development
primarily happens within the family unit, where establishing
one’s own family and having children brings the greatest

satisfaction [35]. There is minimal fulfilment a person can achieve
independently of others. Any form of isolation, whether physical
(such as solitary confinement) or the perception of not fitting into
one’s environment, is a very distressing experience for a person
[36]. Loneliness has undoubtedly accompanied humanity since its
inception. Early humans’ harsh conditions and survival struggles
left little room for such feelings. Furthermore, due to significant
life threats (illnesses, natural disasters, wars, poverty), people
banded together to survive these challenges more easily. As human
societies evolved, life became more manageable, but people drifted
apart [37].

How to Overcome Loneliness

Loneliness is a disruptive state that affects a person’s daily
life. However, individuals often fail to recognize the true nature of
their problem, deny their loneliness, or defend themselves using
various mechanisms [38]. Many lonely people remain passive
and do nothing to solve their problems or unconsciously create
a false image of themselves, portraying themselves as busy or
unapproachable due to a lack of time for others. Consequently,
their surroundings may not recognize this as a defense mechanism.
People who emphasize their independence and claim not to need
anyone are deceiving themselves and others if this isn’t how they
feel. Thus, the first step in combating loneliness (as with many
other issues) is for the individual to admit they are lonely. This is
challenging because acknowledging a problem is often seen as a
sign of weakness or failure, which is not true [39]. Recognizing and
acceptingloneliness allows individuals to explore ways to address it.
Adopting new attitudes, values, and beliefs and redefining feelings
are essential to overcoming loneliness. Developing meaningful
relationships and engaging in activities that promote genuine
connections can significantly help alleviate feelings of loneliness.
The quality of these interactions is crucial in combating the sense
of isolation [40].

The Duality of Solitude and Urban Loneliness:
Longing for Belonging

Loneliness is a subjective feeling of isolation, social
disconnection, or emotional detachment from others. It often
manifests as a distressing experience associated with not having
one’s social needs met through interactions with others. Loneliness
can occur even in the presence of others when connections are not
meaningful or fulfilling. This state is generally viewed negatively
and is associated with a range of adverse mental health outcomes,
including depression, anxiety, and decreased life satisfaction [31].
Chronic loneliness can lead to significant psychological stress
and physical health issues, such as cardiovascular problems
and weakened immune function [36,41]. Solitude, on the other
hand, is being alone without feeling lonely. It is often sought out
intentionally and can be a source of relaxation, self-reflection, and
regeneration. Solitude temporarily allows individuals to disconnect

from the social world and focus on their inner thoughts, feelings,
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and personal experiences [42]. Unlike loneliness, solitude is usually
considered a positive and enriching experience that contributes
to personal growth, creativity, and emotional well-being [43].
Research indicates solitude enhances creativity, provides self-
discovery opportunities, and promotes psychological resilience
[44]. Solitude, isolation, alienation, and seclusion all describe
being alone but differ in their connotations and emotional impacts.
Solitude is often a chosen state and can be positive, while isolation
stresses detachment, often due to external factors or personal
choice, implying a physical or mental separation from others [28].
Alienation involves estrangement and a loss of connection with
one’s environment or society, often despite being surrounded by
others [45]. Seclusion implies a deliberate withdrawal from social
contact, making access to oneself difficult for others [20]. Each of

these states can contribute to feelings of loneliness, but they are
distinct in their causes and implications. Urban loneliness (Figure
2) is a complex issue influenced by various factors, including social
isolation, high population density, fragmented communities, urban
design and infrastructure, digital communication, socioeconomic
factors, and mental health [12,17]. Social isolation arises from a
lack of meaningful social interactions, often due to long working
hours, transient populations, or limited social support systems [41].
High population density in cities can lead to anonymity, making
it challenging to build personal connections [46]. Fragmented
communities result from diverse populations with different
backgrounds and interests, leading to a lack of commonality and
belonging [25] (Figure 2).

Figure 2: A lonely city person sitting in a train looking out the window, Sofia Bulgaria. Photo by Georgi Kalaydzhiev, October 31,
2021. Royalti Free Unsplash License and courtesy of Mr. Georgi Kalaydzhiev.

Urban planning design and infrastructure significantly impact
social interactions. Sprawling layouts, lack of public spaces, and
poor walkability can discourage social encounters and inhibit
opportunities for connection [22]. While digital communication
platforms offer new ways to stay connected, excessive reliance
on virtual interactions can create a sense of isolation from face-

to-face social interactions [47]. Socioeconomic disparities, such
as income inequality and gentrification, can exacerbate feelings
of loneliness, particularly among marginalized communities [14].
Mental health issues associated with urban loneliness include
depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem, which can perpetuate a
cycle of social isolation and loneliness [31]. Effective interventions
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require a comprehensive approach integrating narrative urbanism,
temporal urbanism, inclusive design, participatory planning,
and mindful urbanism. Narrative urbanism involves integrating
the history and stories of communities into the urban fabric to
create a sense of belonging [20,21]. Temporal urbanism focuses
on designing for the rhythms of urban life, with spaces that
adapt to different times of day and year [10,11]. Inclusive design
ensures spaces are accessible and welcoming to all demographics,
promoting social equity [22,23]. Participatory planning engages
residents in the design process, fostering a sense of belonging
and attachment [24]. Mindful urbanism incorporates principles of
mindfulness and mental well-being into urban design, addressing
environmental stressors and supporting the mental health of urban
residents [26,27]. By recognizing and addressing the dual needs for
social interaction and personal space, urban planners can create
environments that enhance overall well-being, reduce feelings of
loneliness, and provide opportunities for rejuvenating solitude.
This comprehensive understanding is crucial for creating urban
environments that foster social connectivity, enhance well-being,
and mitigate the adverse effects of loneliness. Addressing urban
loneliness and promoting positive experiences of solitude through
urbanism, city planning, and urban design involves creating
environments that encourage social interaction,
engagement, and personal well-being. This integrated approach
can transform cities into spaces where individuals experience

community

a sense of belonging and opportunities for peaceful solitude.
Addressing urban loneliness requires thoughtful urban design,
facilitating social interactions, and community engagement. Studies
have shown that the design, use, and accessibility of public spaces
significantly impact feelings of isolation among urban residents
[48].

Conceptual Model of Urban Loneliness: The Duality
of Solitude and Belonging

Urban loneliness is a profound and multifaceted phenomenon
that requires a comprehensive understanding of its underlying
dimensions and their interplay. This conceptual model delves into
the philosophical, sociological, and psychological aspects of urban
loneliness, exploring how these dimensions interact and shape
the experiences of individuals in urban environments. Existential
Space is crucial in how individuals perceive and experience urban
environments daily. The phenomenology of place, a concept deeply
rooted in the works of urban geographers, philosophers, and place
theorists like Edward Relph [4] and Yi-Fu Tuan [5], emphasizes
the subjective and emotional connections individuals form with
their surroundings. These connections foster a sense of place
integral to one’s identity and well-being. Spaces that resonate
emotionally with residents can mitigate loneliness by providing a
sense of belonging and continuity. Temporal Experience is another
vital dimension, capturing the cyclical patterns of social life in
urban settings. The concept of temporal rhythms, including work
leisure cycles and seasonal changes, affects how people interact

with their environment and each other. Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea of
chronotopes highlights how time and space intrinsically shape
human experiences [9]. Narratives of time, shaped by personal and
collective histories, further influence one’s sense of belonging and
loneliness. Urban design must recognize and incorporate these
temporal rhythms to create spaces that foster social cohesion
and continuity. Social Capital is a cornerstone of urban sociology,
highlighting the importance of social networks and relationships in
mitigating loneliness. Robert Putnam’s distinction between bonding
and bridging social capital illustrates how strong ties with close
family and friends (bonding) and looser connections with a broader
range of people (bridging) both play essential roles in fostering
inclusivity and diversity [12]. Urban environments that facilitate
these connections can help combat loneliness by promoting a sense
of community and belonging. Spatial Justice addresses the equitable
distribution of social spaces and resources, ensuring that all urban
residents can access amenities that foster social interactions. The
works of David Harvey [14] and others emphasize the importance
of preventing gentrification and displacement, which can disrupt
community cohesion and exacerbate loneliness. Spatial justice
involves designing urban environments that are inclusive and
equitable, protecting existing communities, and promoting social
well-being. Environmental Stressors such as noise, pollution,
and overcrowding significantly impact mental health and social
interactions. Research in environmental psychology, such as
that by Gary Evans [16], underscores the adverse effects of these
stressors on psychological well-being. Urban design should
prioritize green spaces, noise reduction, and pollution control to
create environments conducive to social interactions and mental
health. Behavioral Settings focus on how the physical environment
supports or inhibits social interactions. James Gibson’s concept of
affordances [18] highlights how the design of spaces can either
facilitate or hinder social engagement. Balancing public and private
realms, respecting personal space, and encouraging communal
living are crucial for fostering social connectivity. Humancentric
design principles prioritizing mental health and well-being are
essential in addressing urban loneliness.

Concepts and Relationships in Urban Loneliness

Urban loneliness is intricately tied to the emotional bond
between individuals and specific locations, known as place
attachment. This sense of belonging is pivotal for combating
loneliness and fostering community ties. In contrast, transient
spaces, often called nonplaces, lack significant social ties and
contribute to feelings of rootlessness and alienation. By integrating
narrative spaces that tell the story of the community, urban design
can foster a sense of continuity and belonging, thereby mitigating
the adverse effects of urban loneliness. Creating spaces that
resonate emotionally with residents, reflecting the community’s
history and culture, can transform impersonal urban landscapes
into meaningful places of connection. Rituals and routines are
crucial in fostering social cohesion within urban settings. Daily,
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weekly, and seasonal rituals create a rhythm that enhances social
interactions and community ties. These practices embed a sense
of regularity and expectation within the urban environment,
strengthening communal bonds. However, disruptions in these
rhythms can lead to temporal displacement and feelings of
disconnection. Recognizing and incorporating these rituals
into urban design can promote a sense of belonging and reduce
loneliness, ensuring residents feel anchored and engaged with
their community. For instance, designing public spaces facilitating
community events, markets, and seasonal celebrations can help
maintain these vital social rhythms. A sophisticated approach to
urban design involves integrating philosophical, sociological, and
psychological frameworks. Philosophically, urban spaces should
resonate emotionally with residents, evoking a sense of history,
memory, and identity. This involves creating narrative spaces
that reflect the temporal rhythms of urban life. From an urban
sociology perspective, environments should facilitate strong and
weak social ties, ensuring equitable distribution of resources
and protecting communities from displacement. Spatial justice is
critical here, as ensuring fair access to social spaces and amenities
can significantly impact social cohesion and community resilience.
Environmental psychology emphasizes mitigating urban stressors
through human-centric designs prioritizing mental health and
well-being. Environmental stressors such as noise, pollution,
and overcrowding can have detrimental effects on mental health,
contributing to feelings of loneliness and social isolation. Designers
can create environments that support social interactions and
overall well-being by incorporating green spaces, noise reduction
measures, and pollution control into urban planning. Behavioral
settings also play a significant role in this framework, as the design
of public spaces should facilitate spontaneous and planned social
interactions while respecting personal space needs. Interventions
should encompass narrative urbanism, temporal urbanism,
inclusive design, participatory planning, and mindful urbanism.
Narrative urbanism involves embedding the history and stories
of communities into the urban fabric, creating spaces that reflect
the collective memory and identity of the community. Temporal
urbanism designs for the rhythms of urban life, adapting spaces to
different times of day and year to accommodate various activities
and social interactions. Inclusive design ensures accessibility and
promotes social equity, welcoming spaces to all demographics.

Participatory planning engages residents in the design process,
fosteringa sense of ownership and attachment to their environment.
This approach meets the community’s needs and preferences
and strengthens social ties and community resilience. Mindful
urbanism incorporates principles of mindfulness and mental well-
being into urban design, addressing environmental stressors and
supporting the mental health of urban residents. By creating spaces
that encourage relaxation, reflection, and social interaction, urban
planners can help mitigate the adverse effects of loneliness. By
addressing the dual needs for social interaction and personal space,
urban planners can create environments that enhance overall well-

being, reduce feelings of loneliness, and provide opportunities for
rejuvenating solitude. This comprehensive understanding is crucial
for creating urban environments that foster social connectivity,
enhance well-being, and mitigate the adverse effects of loneliness.
Integrating these diverse yet interconnected frameworks ensure
a holistic approach to urban design, ultimately fostering a more
connected, resilient, and vibrant urban fabric.

Temporal Dimensions of Urban Loneliness

The relationship between time and urban loneliness is complex
and multifaceted, encompassing various aspects of time perception,
usage, and significant life transitions. Understanding these
dimensions is crucial for addressing loneliness in urban settings
and developing effective strategies to foster social connectivity and
well-being.

Time Perception and Loneliness

Loneliness can profoundly alter an individual’s perception of
time. When people feel lonely, time seems to pass more slowly, with
moments of solitude feeling prolonged and empty. This subjective
experience, where hours drag on without meaningful interaction,
can intensify feelings of loneliness and contribute to isolation. Marc
Wittmann’s work on time perception emphasizes how emotional
states influence our experience of time [11]. The slow passage
of time experienced during loneliness can create a vicious cycle,
where the extended duration of solitude exacerbates feelings of
loneliness, further distorting time perception. This phenomenon
aligns with earlier research indicating that negative emotional
states can significantly alter time perception, making experiences
feel longer and more drawn out [49,50].

Time Use and Social Connectivity

How individuals spend their time significantly impacts their
susceptibility to loneliness. Those who engage primarily in
solitary activities or lack fulfilling relationships are more prone to
experiencing loneliness. Conversely, active engagement in social
activities, hobbies, and meaningful connections can mitigate
feelings of loneliness. Time use, therefore, becomes a critical factor
in determining one’s social well-being. Structured time spent
in communal activities or shared hobbies can foster a sense of
belonging and reduce loneliness. Encouraging urban residents to
participate in local events, join clubs, or volunteer can help create a
vibrant social life, counteracting the isolation often accompanying
urban living [12]. Furthermore, interventions encouraging regular
social interaction, such as community programs and group
activities, have significantly reduced loneliness and improved
mental health [29].

Transitional Periods and Social Disruption

Loneliness can be particularly pronounced when significant
changes in social relationships or routines occur during transitional
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periods. Moving to a new city, starting college, changing jobs, or
experiencing a major life event can disrupt social networks and
lead to temporary or prolonged loneliness. During these periods,
individuals often struggle to rebuild their social connections, facing
the challenge of adjusting to new circumstances without the support
of familiar relationships [51]. Providing support systems and
facilitating opportunities for new social interactions during these
transitions is crucial. Urban planners and community organizations
can play a pivotal role by creating welcoming spaces and programs
that help newcomers integrate into their communities, thus easing
the transition and reducing loneliness [52].

Long Term Social Isolation

Chronic loneliness and long-term social isolation can deeply
impact one’s perception of time. Individuals lacking consistent
social connections and meaningful relationships may experience
a sense of timelessness, where days and weeks blend without
distinct social events or shared experiences. This can contribute
to a deepening sense of isolation and disconnection from the
passage of time. The absence of social milestones, like regular
gatherings or celebrations, can make time feel monotonous and
uneventful. To combat this, urban environments must prioritize
the creation of communal spaces and activities that foster regular
social engagement and provide a structure to the flow of time
[23]. Initiatives that encourage frequent social interactions, such
as neighbourhood events and regular community activities, can
provide the necessary milestones to break the monotony and
enhance the perception of time.

Future Orientation and Loneliness

Loneliness can significantly influence one’s perspective on the
future. Individuals who feel lonely often perceive the future as bleak,
with limited prospects for meaningful connections or improved
social interactions. This negative outlook can reinforce loneliness
and hinder proactive steps toward building social connections [53].
Developing a positive future orientation is essential for alleviating
loneliness. Programs that promote goal setting, community
involvement, and social engagement can help individuals envision a
more connected and fulfilling future. Encouraging urban residents
to invest in long-term social bonds and participate in forward-
looking activities can shift their perspective from isolation to hope
and connection [35].

Addressing the Temporal Dimensions of Loneliness

Addressing loneliness in urban environments requires a
multifaceted approach that recognizes the critical role of time in
shaping the experience of loneliness. Developing strategies to
foster social connections, promote meaningful time use, and create
supportive social environments is essential. Building community
engagement through local events, social clubs, and volunteer
opportunities can help residents form lasting bonds. Additionally,

interventions targeting transitional periods, such as orientation
programs for newcomers and support groups for life changes, can
provide crucial support during social disruption [46]. Creating
urban spaces that encourage interaction and provide a rhythm
to daily life can also help mitigate loneliness. Parks, community
centres, and public plazas designed for social activities can become
connection hubs, offering residents a regular venue for social
engagement. Mindful urban planning incorporating these elements
can significantly enhance the social fabric of urban areas, making
them more resilient to the pervasive issue of loneliness. Integrating
these diverse yet interconnected frameworks ensure a holistic
approach to urban design, ultimately fostering a more connected,
resilient, and vibrant urban fabric [20,21].

Happy City and Combating Urban Loneliness: The
Bright Side of Life

The concept of the Happy City, as explored in Charles
Montgomery’s influential book Happy City: Transforming Our Lives
Through Urban Design, presents a compelling narrative about the
profound impact of urban design on the happiness and well-being
of city dwellers. Although The Happy City is not a formal academic
theory, it synthesizes research from urban planning, psychology,
sociology, and other fields to advocate for urban environments
prioritizing human connections, accessibility, green spaces, and
community engagement and environments that break the bonds of
urban loneliness. This idea emphasizes that urban design principles
can significantly influence residents’ happiness. These principles
align with various theoretical frameworks. In environmental
psychology, the impact of physical environments on psychological
well-being is well-documented. The Happy City supports the
notion that well-designed urban spaces can significantly enhance
mental health and happiness [21]. From the urban planning
perspective, the book underscores the importance of creating
liveable, walkable, and inclusive cities. It reinforces the need for
urban areas where people can easily move around, connect with
others, and enjoy their surroundings. Furthermore, the concept
aligns with social sustainability, which focuses on creating societies
that can endure over time while maintaining well-being and
quality of life. The principles of a Happy City contribute to this by
promoting community ties and social engagement. The Happy City
idea draws on several key theories to understand the full impact
of urban design on happiness. Place Attachment Theory explores
people’s emotional bonds with places and how these bonds affect
their well-being. A Happy City fosters strong place attachments by
creating spaces where people feel connected and at home. Social
Capital Theory emphasizes the importance of social networks
and community ties. Happy Cities are designed to facilitate social
interactions and build robust community networks crucial for
individual and collective well-being [29]. Insights from Happiness
Studies highlight the importance of physical environments and
social and psychological factors in creating happy urban spaces
[54,55]. Urban Sociology provides a comprehensive understanding
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of the complex dynamics within cities, explaining how urban design
can influence social behavior and community life.

Urban loneliness is a significant challenge in many modern
cities. Despite living in densely populated areas, many people
feel isolated due to the lack of meaningful social connections and
supportive community structures. The principles of the Happy City
offer strategies to combat this issue. Promoting social interactions
through the design of public spaces that encourage people to gather
and interact can help reduce feelings of loneliness [29]. Parks,
plazas, and community centres are vital hubs for social activities.
Ensuring that urban spaces are accessible and welcoming to all
residents, regardless of age, ability, or socioeconomic status, fosters
a sense of belonging and community [56]. Walkable and bike-
friendly cities promote physical health and increase opportunities
for spontaneous social interactions. Access to nature within the city
provides numerous mental health benefits and creates communal
areas where people can relax and connect with others [57]. The
complexity of human well-being suggests that external conditions
do not solely determine happiness but are deeply intertwined with
internal states, social interactions, and personal growth. This holistic
perspective aligns with various fields of study, including psychology,
sociology, and philosophy. Csikszentmihalyi’s [58] concept of “flow”
emphasizes the importance of optimal experiences in achieving
happiness, which can be facilitated by well-designed urban spaces
encouraging engagement and immersion in activities. While The
Happy City may not be a formal theory, it represents a significant
contribution to discussions about urban design and its impact
on human happiness. By drawing on interdisciplinary research
and advocating for principles that enhance human connections,
accessibility, and community engagement, Montgomery’s work
provides a roadmap for creating urban environments that meet
practical needs and foster joy and well-being. To combat urban
loneliness and create Happy Cities, it is essential to consider both
the physical design of urban spaces and the social dynamics they
foster. By integrating insights from environmental psychology,
social capital theory, and other relevant fields, urban planners and
designers can craft cities that truly enhance the quality of life for
all residents.

Ultimately, the vision of a Happy City challenges us to rethink
how we design and inhabit our urban spaces. It calls for a radical
shift from purely functionalist approaches to urban planning
toward a more human-centric model that places well-being at the
forefront. This shift requires boldness, creativity,and a commitment
to prioritizing happiness in every aspect of urban design. By doing
So, we can create cities that not only address urban loneliness and
the practical needs of their residents but also nourish their souls,
build strong communities, and foster a profound sense of belonging
to a place and a sense of joy and pride [59,60].

The Complexity of Achieving Happy Cities: The
Shadows of Existence

Achieving a happy city is a complex and multifaceted endeavor

beyond superficial measures of happiness. Happiness, when
considered in the context of urban living, involves an intricate
interplay of internal states, social connections, and environmental
factors. Defining happiness merely as a state of constant pleasure
or an outcome of material wealth is overly simplistic and fails to
capture the true essence of human well-being. Happiness is not just
about fleeting pleasures or material acquisitions. It encompasses
deeper elements such as satisfaction, meaning, purpose, and
connectedness. Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia, often translated
as “flourishing” or “well-being,” suggests that true happiness
is found in living virtuously and fulfilling one’s potential. This
notion aligns with the broader understanding that happiness
involves a mix of emotional well-being, fulfilment, and the quality
of our relationships and interactions with others. Our internal
states significantly influence happiness-thoughts, emotions,
values, and how we interpret and respond to our circumstances.
Positive psychology, spearheaded by figures like Martin Seligman,
emphasizes the cultivation of positive internal states, such as
gratitude, optimism, and resilience, as pathways to enduring well-
being [61]. These internal factors are crucial as they shape how
individuals experience and perceive their lives, contributing to their
overall happiness. Meaningful social connections are also a critical
component of happiness. Humans are inherently social creatures,
and our interactions with others are vital to our psychological
health and well-being. Social psychology and neuroscience research
support the idea that strong relationships and social support are
fundamental to happiness. The exchange of emotions, ideas, and
thoughts within these relationships is essential for a fulfilling life. In
the context of urban design and planning, the physical environment
can significantly influence our well-being. However, facilitating
positive social interactions, access to nature, and opportunities
for personal and community engagement profoundly impact our
happiness. Cities that foster a sense of community, inclusivity,
and connection to the natural world can contribute to deeper
happiness. This requires thoughtful urban planning, prioritizing
human connections and well-being over aesthetic or economic
considerations (Figure 3).

Measuring happiness is inherently complex and subjective,
varying greatly among individuals and cultures. Surveys and
indices like the World Happiness Report provide useful insights
into general trends but may not capture individual happiness’s
full depth and nuances [62]. These measures often rely on self-
reported data, which can influence social expectations and personal
interpretation. Therefore, while valuable, these tools might not
fully encompass all aspects of happiness for every individual.
Loneliness, a significant factor affecting urban happiness, involves
feelings of isolation and a lack of meaningful social connections.
The UCLA Loneliness Scale, a widely used measure in research,
helps quantify individuals’ perceived levels of loneliness [63]. This
tool provides a means to measure and compare loneliness across
different populations and studies. Addressing loneliness is crucial
for enhancing urban happiness, as it directly impacts individuals’
emotional and psychological well-being. In summary, achieving a
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happy city involves recognizing happiness’s complex, multifaceted
nature. It requires a holistic approach considering internal states,
meaningful social connections, and thoughtful urban planning. By
focusing on these dimensions, cities can move beyond superficial
understandings of happiness and support more holistic and
fulfilling urban lives. The challenge lies in effectively measuring
and addressing these aspects, particularly the pervasive issue of
loneliness, to enhance city dwellers’ well-being truly. Addressing
urban loneliness requires a multifaceted approach. Urban planners
and policymakers must create environments fostering social

interactions, community engagement, and access to natural spaces.
Encouraging the development of public spaces where people can
connect and engage in communal activities is crucial. Additionally,
promoting mental health awareness and providing resources for
emotional support can help individuals develop the resilience and
internal states necessary for well-being. Integrating these elements
into urban design and policy can help create cities that are not
only functional but also nurturing and supportive, ultimately
contributing to the overall happiness of their inhabitants.

Figure 3: Alone Together - Breaking the bonds of urban and city Isolation and Loneliness. Gail Halaban and Maria Lai, May 21,
2020. Courtesy of Robert Mann Gallery. Design Trust for Public Space.

Final Contribution: Defining Urban Loneliness and
Closing Thoughts

Living in a vibrant city can unexpectedly amplify feelings
of isolation. Despite the constant presence of others, the rapid
pace, digitalization, and inherent anonymity often lead to a sense
of emotional detachment. The relentless flow of impersonal
interactions and the crowded urban environment makes many
residents feel unnoticed and alone. This sense of urban isolation
isn't due to a lack of social opportunities but stems from the

difficulty in nurturing genuine connections amidst the perpetual
hustle. The true challenge lies in finding meaningful relationships
in an ever-moving, rapid urban cityscape. As we synthesize the
multifaceted concept of urban loneliness, it becomes evident that
it is an emerging phenomenon shaped by the complex interplay of
urbanization, social networks, and individual experiences. Urban
loneliness is not merely the absence of companionship but a deeper
sense of disconnection and isolation that can occur even amidst
the bustling activity of city life. Urban loneliness is a multifaceted
phenomenon characterized by subjective isolation and a lack
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of meaningful social connections despite being surrounded by
people in a densely populated urban environment. It arises from
the complex interplay between the physical design of cities, social
dynamics, economic factors, and cultural norms. The transient
nature of urban populations and high population density can
lead to feelings of anonymity and alienation. Additionally, while
technology and social media can connect people, they often replace
face-to-face interactions, further exacerbating loneliness. The rise
of communication technologies, including smartphones, social
media, and the internet, is a significant factor in urban loneliness
[64]. Around a decade ago, tech companies like Facebook, Apple,
and Google claimed their innovations would nurture meaningful
relationships and vibrant communities [65]. However, rather than
bringing people closer, these technologies have often amplified
personal and societal divides [32,66]. While we may accumulate
numerous “friends” and “followers” on social media, authentic
human connections still require in-person interaction. Given these
emerging and present trends, it's easy to conclude that we are
facing an “epidemic” of loneliness and social isolation in the coming
years and decades.

While recent work by social scientists suggests that people
living in cities, particularly in New York, are less lonely [27,67], this
narrative deserves closer scrutiny. The claim that large population
centres foster greater community virtues and pull people together
seems at odds with the consistently high rates of individuals living
alone in urban areas. High population density, while providing
potential for social interaction, can also lead to increased feelings
of isolation and disconnection [68,69]. This paradox raises several
questions about the nature and quality of city social connections.
Are the apparent community virtues indicative of deeper,
meaningful relationships, or do they mask underlying issues

of superficial interactions and transient connections? How do
factors like economic disparity, gentrification, and the fast-paced
urban lifestyle impact the purported communal bonds in these
metropolitan hubs? It is crucial to critically examine these aspects
to understand urban social life’s complexities fully.

The modern urban landscape, characterized by transient
relationships and digital interactions, often lacks the stable, face-
to-face social connections fundamental to human well-being.
Additionally, the pressures of urban living-such as high living
costs, competitive job markets, and the fast-paced lifestyle-can
exacerbate loneliness. By exploring various dimensions, including
psychological, social, and environmental factors, one can identify the
key elements that contribute to urban loneliness. These can include
the erosion of community structures, livability, and longevity, i.e.,
quality of life in general, the displacement caused by gentrification,
housing, economic status, work, the impact of technology on social
interactions, and the physical and emotional barriers that prevent
meaningful connections (Figure 4). Loneliness is a complex issue
that intersects various fields, from psychology and social sciences
to urban planning and architecture. While loneliness is often
associated with physical isolation, the lack of meaningful emotional
connections truly defines this condition. Urban environments,
despite their dense populations, can exacerbate feelings of
loneliness due to the absence of genuine social interactions.
The built environment (architecture, interior design, and urban
planning and design) is crucial in enabling or constraining these
interactions. Thoughtfully designed public spaces, vibrant facades,
and pedestrian-friendly areas can promote socialization and a
sense of community, which are essential in mitigating loneliness, as
well as intelligently planned buildings and apartments (Figure 4).

Figure 4: The lonely, upset older man sitting alone in the park and thinking about retired life. Photograph kind courtesy of
Motortion Films Ukraine, 2019.
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Architecture and urbanism, while not a panacea for societal
issues, have significant potential to influence social behavior and
emotional well-being. The field of Environmental Psychology
explores how our surroundings impact our mental state, with
theories like (environmental) possibilism, probabilism,
determinism suggesting that our environment can enable, predict,
or determine our interactions. Urban loneliness often stems

and

from environments that lack spaces fostering real connections,
emphasizing the need for ‘Third Places’ [70] where people can
gather informally. Authenticity in social interactions, encouraged
by well-designed urban spaces, can combat loneliness, fostering a
sense of belonging and improving overall mental health. Thus, the
design of our cities and public spaces is pivotal in addressing the
silent crisis of urban loneliness. As a contribution of this paper and
based on all the discourse and analysis of the concept, we propose
and offer a definition of urban loneliness: A subjective and objective
sense of isolation and disconnection experienced by individuals in
densely populated urban settings, characterized by an unpleasant
emotional response to both perceived and actual isolation. Finally,
let us never forget that this phenomenon, often described as
social pain (a concept from social psychology and neuroscience),
intertwines with the dimensions of space, place, and time. It
highlights how the physical design of cities (space), the meaning and
attachment to specific locations (place), and the rhythms and pace
of passing urban life (time) influence and exacerbate the need for
meaningful social connections and intimacy amidst the anonymity
of city life. In conclusion, addressing urban loneliness requires a
multifaceted approach, incorporating urban planning, community-
building initiatives, and mental health support systems. By
fostering environments that encourage genuine social interaction
and support, we can mitigate the effects of urban loneliness and
promote a more connected and resilient urban populace [71,72].
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