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How to use the joy of walking 
to tackle the loneliness?

What if people, who feel lonely 
and have a busy lifestyle, could 
discover new spots that allow 
them to be spontaneous, to 
interact more frequently and 
to belong to groups in their 
own neighborhoods? Meet 
Putka, a project that tackles 
increasing trends of loneliness 
with urban interventions and 
short distance mobility. This 
project is the result of the given 
topic “Mobility in Tallinn”, part 
of the winter semester studies 
of the subject Design Studio 1: 
Personal. 
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The most common outcome of projects about mobility is 
to address means of transport by fixing them or changing 
them. We decided to explore, however, the subject of 
mobility differently: instead of addressing it as something 
to be changed, we would rather approach it as a solution 
to other problems. To understand how this could be done, 
we researched megatrends and weak signals together 
with all other students that were part of the Design Studio 
group. Among these trends are demographic changes, 
migration, increase of use of social media and services 
supported by digitalization. After placing the trends 
together and analyzing them, it was identified that there 
will be an increase in loneliness indicators in the next few 
years. Among some evidence that back the case, it was 
possible to detect that people are having less children, 
they are moving out to big cities where they find difficult 
times to meet new friends, they are spending more time 
on social media and less time interacting face-to-face, 
they increased the use of services provided at their 
homes and decreased the use of services outside 
and they have busy lifestyles as a consequence to 
their career-orientation. Thanks to these factors, a a 
deterioration cycle of frustrationdeterioration cycle of frustration to these people is formed. 

However, not only these trends were already happening 
quite fast, but there was a wildcard: the COVID-19 
pandemic consolidated that the isolation status was an 
acceptable social status. On the other hand, mobility 
has the potential to increase the feeling of belonging. It 
was identified by scientific research that mobility helps 
people to feel more socially active and less lonely (van der 
Berg et al., 2016). Conversely, the megatrends previously 
mentioned lead to people being less mobile, and this 
trend will rise in the next decades with the progression 
of indicators. To ensure that people have possibilities of 
socialising, and at the same time addressing a public health 
issue, a solution has to be found in order to provide more 
possibilities of moving around. Finally, the final connection 
to the mobility topic was built after the identification of 
the behavior of people: they walked without destination 
because they wanted to be surrounded by other people. 
At the same time, it was possible to detect that people 
see walking as an exercise and a pleasure rather than a 
mobility mean.Therefore, it was obvious to choose walking 
as a way to convince people to move out of their homes 
and to be part of one or more social groups.
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A phenomenon that has been revealed in our research is 
that the elderly people like to go out to see people and 
feel surrounded by them from time to time. This comes 
from the fact that humans are social beings, and if they 
understand that they have lower quantity and quality of 
social networks than desirable, they feel lonely (Perlman 
and Peplau, 1981). Living alone is also a factor that can 
increase the sensation of being alone. Hence, the elderly 
people want to go outside just to see people, and part 
of this is going to random destinations as a way to see 
new environments. For the current working force, this 
has another layer of complexity. Not only do they have 
the same need, but also have the social network contact 
necessity. They are a generation with deeper connections 
to technology and depend on it to fulfil daily tasks, such 
as GPS navigation to drive and applications to pay bills. 

Therefore, the loneliness of these people is not only 
physical, but also virtual. Mobility without destination isn’t 
only about wandering around and walking to be physical. 
Some festivals and events have used the mobility items to 
embrace the entertainment during switching destinations, 
which in a way decrease the priority level of reaching 
to destination and creates the excitement around the 
process of going to the destination. One example of those 
could be the concerts in trams, where Estonian musicians 
performed in a tram during a regular schedule of tram. So, 
people who didn’t expect to have something to listen to 
in the tram while going to their duties could enjoy the live 
music and unexpected entertainment. Also, a tram cafe is 
a phenomenon of mobility without destination – using the 
vehicle of mobility for something else changes the meaning 
of it and adds more value.

Mobility without destination



As a way to counterbalance the increase of conditions 
that cause loneliness, it was discovered that mobility 
plays an important role against them and therefore, using 
mobility would help people to tackle their lonely feelings. 
As previously mentioned, one of our team members 
observed that some elderly people would go out for a 
walk because they just wanted to see people. Thus, 
“mobility without destination” was an interesting point 
to be explored in our project. This scenario was used to 
build a base for our project, but we found out that future 
generations are even more exposed to trends that are 
associated with loneliness. Therefore, it was correct to 
work on a project to approach future elderly: the current 
people aged 45+, who will be at that age in 20 years. They 
will suffer the effects of two decades of megatrends on 
top of the already existing scenario: they already spend a 
bigger percentage of their days online compared to the 
current elderly people. Furthermore, they work in an era 
that introduced digital means of labor, especially after 
the pandemic, which decreased face-to-face meetings 
at work. And we are also talking about a generation that 
is likely to have less children and grandchildren than 
their parents. Academic sources provided an interesting 
insight: mobility structure and presence of mobility 
possibilities reduce the sensation of loneliness to people 

(van der Berg et al., 2016). Another research identified 
positive relationships between face-to-face contact and 
good self-rated health among groups aged 25-49 years 
and 50-64 years (Fujiwara et al., 2022). It was time to make 
interviews with 40-60 years-aged inhabitants of the Tallinn 
area and to define a persona for our project. The concept 
of loneliness was defined as having a lower quantity 
and quality of social networks than desirable (Perlman 
and Peplau, 1981). Although we needed to understand if 
this perception applies to our target as it was defined, 
or if there was a variation of meaning among the future 
elderly. Our interviews revealed that this feeling is also 
influenced by the fear of not being able to meet their 
friends and family, and be a constant presence in their 
lives. In their future, they are afraid of “being forgotten” 
and of not being able to reach the people due to issues 
related to busy lifestyle and age. To meet this goal, they 
are actively making efforts to balance their lifestyles, 
but not compromising their career paths. At the same 
time, we found out that walking is their favorite way of 
mobility for these people. They would even refer to it as 
a pleasure, not as a commuting possibility nor as a way to 
go from point A to point B. They like to walk and observe 
things happening around, being in touch with nature and 
also improving their health. 

Perceiving people to understand mobility as an escape from loneliness

After analyzing and deciphering the interviews, we could 
also see that they divide their mobility in 6 different 
steps: EVENT, TIME, LOCATION, WAY OF MOVING, EVENT, TIME, LOCATION, WAY OF MOVING, 
DISTANCE and SOCIALIZING OR ISOLATING.DISTANCE and SOCIALIZING OR ISOLATING. Even if the 
“mobility without destination“ is the focus, they still 
have references of destinations in mind to reach their 
goal of being among other prople. They can plan their 
way changing the priority of the 5 first steps, but could 
not affect the last one. We realized that slowing down 
the walk is the way that offers more opportunities of 
approaching them and transforming their mobility into a 
possible social experience. Therefore, an opportunity of 
tackling loneliness with mobility was found. After breaking 
these steps, it was important to find out the locations 

where these ideas would be introduced and the frequency 
needed so that people feel excited about the concept. 
By circulating in Tallinn in the search of spots where the 
interactions could happen, many “unofficial” paths caught 
our attention. These are ways that people follow according 
to their instinct and needs, they unequivocally create 
new paths as thoughtless acts. This gives the feeling of a 
real meeting point, an actual place where the people go 
through and have the chance to be presented with an idea. 
Exactly those locations would be a good area to place an 
interaction point, these normal daily basis places where 
people would spontaneously circle around and where they 
would be surprised by a new element.

User behaviour

The “puzzle“ of walking



Putka is a booth that will be placed in different localities 
of Tallinn, close to routes that can be accessed only by 
walking. They will feature different activities, and they 
will migrate to other parts of the town every 2-3 months. 
By being open (transparent), people outside will be able 
to see what happens inside, being able to join or to follow 
future activities. Every third month, all Putka modules will 
be moved to a different area, in the same neighborhood, 
so people from varied sub-regions can also access the 
installation. With constant insight and by observing other 
people interact with these areas, our audience will find 
not only a source of contact to people around, but will 
also have insights of activities to perform with their own 

friends and family. The stakeholders will have roles to 
assure the functioning of the system. As the owners of 
the project, we are providing the ready to use system to 
Tallinn municipalities. Through the municipality website 
the event managers will be able to book time slots and 
to agree to the conditions of use of the equipment, 
alongside applying to funding. Anyone could become an 
event organiser, and this role is expected to be covered 
by those who are part of the community and who would 
like to introduce new activities. For maintenance and 
logistics there will be two teams: one is responsible for 
cleaning and repairing and the other one is for moving 
the booths to different locations. Reporting to each 

The idea comes to life
other and to the central management is required to allow 
consistent use of the booths. Lastly, communication is 
important to make sure stakeholders are involved and 
the cabins are actively being used. The municipality of 
Tallinn already develops cultural events and this project 
would fit their current approach and budget. Suggested 
activities include: music jam sessions, dancing lessons, 
fitness exercises, book and knitting clubs, gifts and 
thematic workshops, cooking contests, brewing seminars 
and even video-game challenges, as it is possible that 
this generation was introduced to console and computer 
games in their youth. However, any use that involves 
political rallies, religious cults, discriminatory activities, 

events that disallow entrance of any kind of people and 
restricted to people aged 18+ will not be accepted. On 
Sundays, an event would be organized by the municipality 
itself and this would always be free of charge. For the rest 
of the days, active event organizers can apply for usage 
and funding, if required, for activities. The municipality 
of Tallinn is the owner of the Putka modules and would 
manage and control the activities performed there 
through a system. To organize events, as mentioned, the 
event organizers will choose a time slot available, send a 
request to administration and agree to the terms. Then, 
the event can be held.



How can event organizers reach Putkas
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Piret, 56, artist from Tallinn

Unlike most urban interventions which focus on 
landscaping and gentrification of areas, Putka takes 
the perspective of the real people living in the existing 
neighborhoods and gives them something that 
brings benefits to their real lives. It takes advantage 
of targeted-people’s joy of walking and gives them 
many alternatives to pass time, tackling loneliness 
as a problem that can be approached smoothly with 
natural paths they walk. Putka allows our personas to 
be spontaneous, discover new meanings in their own 
neighborhoods. They find a new activity that can be 
shared with other people, creating a great feeling 
of interaction and belonging. People need spaces to 
go out and meet. Instead of having a specific place 
for each activity that is not located close to all the 
people, we will bring the booths close to the people 
who are willing to organize them locally and also 
people interested in diverse activities happening in 
their backyard. It is not only feasible for users, but also 
uses an existing structure to work. It requires some 
effort to make them understand the concept. The 
possibility of having new activities every month might 
be a helpful thing that attracts all profiles of users.

To present the Putka to the people of Tallinn and to 
promote their use with the goal of becoming a cultural 
thing, different tools will be used. Since Tallinn 
municipality already organizes festivals and cultural 
events in the subregions of Vannalinn, Haabersti, 
Kesklinn, Kristiine, Lasnamäe, Mustamäe, Nõmme, 
Pirita and Põhja-Tallinn, each of these happenings 
could have Putka booths to get people acquainted 
with the concept. Naturally, the municipality website 
that displays these gatherings - alongside the 
newspaper which promote them - would also cover 
the installation of the modules. Moreover, alternative 
media that are used to promote events, such as 
supermarket sound systems and social media posts 
would also be used.

Why is it better?Spreading the news

Luka is a programmer who moved to Tallinn almost 10 
years ago to work as a programmer in the IT industry. 
He originally comes from Maribor, Slovenia. Since the 
beginning of his stay in Estonia, he did not meet many 
people: most of his social network is made of his work 
colleagues. He learned that it is a common thing to con-
sider friendships only the people who are known since 
childhood and teenager years. And since the pandemic, 
they did not hang out much any more. As a result of this 
scenario, Luka feels lonely. He feels like he would find 
more connections at a place where he could meet peo-
ple spontaneously, if they were in an activity togeth-
er. During a walk in this morning, he found out a place 
where this could happen. The booths called Putka gath-
er people from the neighbourhood together and seem 
like a much better option than going to noisy pubs or 
clubs to start a conversation. Excited with the idea, he 
went to the Tallinn municipality website and sent a re-
quest to participate in the craft beer brewing workshop. 
Luka hopes that a common hobby might be the connec-
tion that helps him find friendships around.

Piret is an active woman who has a busy life. She grew 
up in Tallinn, in an environment that allowed her to 
have different options and ambitions compared to her 
parents. A former student at Eesti Kunstakadeemia, 
she dedicated her life to the arts and nowadays 
creates toys for children. She actively participates in 
the cultural events, tries to keep healthy habits and to 
keep educating herself about subjects of her interest. 
She is connected to the world by using the internet 
and she cares about socialising. Piret accepts cultural 
differences and is aware of international trends. She 
tries to spend a lot of time with their family and friends, 
although only has 1-2 days off during the week to 
meet them, go out or relax. Piret is an admirer of Asian 
cuisine, a passion for which she dedicates at least one 
day a week, a time to find places to eat out at. She 
balances these hobbies with responsibilities at home: 
she takes care of her parents and also is the leader of 
the apartment association where she lives. As a person 
who appreciates a walk in the morning, Piret will pass 
by a Putka at some point. She will be curious about 
it, and she will get closer. It is possible to see inside 
the booth some advertising about events that will be 
happening, and she quickly takes her phone to take a 
picture. Piret finds out that the event she saw is listed 
on the Tallinn Municipality’s website. She also finds out 
that other events will be happening inside that booth, 
and she takes notes of the most interesting ones. Next 
Friday, she decides to visit a dancing workshop, since 
the event is free of charge.

Luka, 62, IT developer from Maribor
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