
BELONGING IN 
CONTEMPORARY BRITAIN 





June 2007
Alessandra Buonfi no (with Louisa Thomson) 

The Commission on Integration and Cohesion

BELONGING IN 
CONTEMPORARY BRITAIN 



© Queen’s Printer and Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Offi ce 2007

If you require this publication in an alternative format please email alternativeformats@communities.gsi.gov.uk

Communities and Local Government Publications
PO Box 236
Wetherby
West Yorkshire
LS23 7NB
Tel: 0870 1226 236
Fax: 0870 1226 237
Textphone: 0870 1207 405
Email: communities@twoten.com
or online via the Communities and Local Government website: www.communities.gov.uk

June 2007

Product Code 07ELMAT04656(c)

This piece of work was commissioned by the Commission on Integration and Cohesion, a fi xed-
term advisory body set up by the Communities Secretary in September 2006. It is being published 
alongside the Commission’s fi nal report as a piece of independent thinking. The fi ndings and 
recommendations are those of the authors, and do not represent the views of Ministers, or of 
offi cials within the Department of Communities and Local Government.



3

Contents 

Introduction 5

Section 1: The meaning of belonging 8

Section 2: What are the elements of belonging? 14

Section 3: Recommendations 22

Bibliography 27





5

Introduction

In 2005, an estimated 565,000 migrants arrived to live in the UK for at least a year. In 
the same period, 380,000 people emigrated from the UK for a year or more, and over 
half of these were British citizens. As travel becomes within the reach of most people 
and communication technologies enable people to be immersed in cultures located 
elsewhere, and to cultivate multiple identities, the question of belonging becomes more 
complex and more central to the debate on how we live together. 

As a result, over the two past decades, much of the discussion on belonging in both 
academic and policy literature has focused specifi cally on how to live in multicultural 
societies with high degrees of social mobility, diversity and migration, and where 
identities are multiple and shifting. In the UK, there are fi ve million people who belong to 
a black minority ethnic (BME) community (many of whom were born here) and in London 
alone there are 42 communities of foreign heritage with more than 10,000 members 
each. Over 300 languages are spoken by London’s schoolchildren. In this context, 
debates on multiculturalism, citizenship, integration and cohesion have largely dominated 
discussions on what belonging to a community should be about. 

This report argues that the question of belonging should be much wider than these 
debates. Communities in Britain today are characterised by powerful interconnections of 
loyalties, social and economic status, traditions, historical legacies and culture. In order 
to capture what it means to ‘belong’ in contemporary Britain this report suggests the 
need for a new frame of reference – which goes beyond more top down concepts 
of Britishness, diversity or multiculturalism – and instead takes a wider approach aimed 
at unlocking the need for people to fi nd recognition, comfort and feel at home around 
others where they live, where they work or where they interact. 

Achieving a society where people fi nd recognition and belonging from different groups, 
communities and institutions can be challenging and requires considerable effort. As 
studies show:

An increasing number of BME communities feel they do not identify with Britain and 
according to the pollsters MORI, 32 per cent of white British people over 65 do not 
mix with others of a different ethnic origin and 15 per cent of people in this group 
equate whiteness with Britishness (Mulgan, Buonfi no & Geissendorfer, 2006).

In areas experiencing a fast pace of change, white working class groups have also 
expressed feelings of dislocation and powerlessness (Ali & Buonfi no, forthcoming).

In 2006, nine million people had experienced feeling lonely at week-ends and 18% of 
people age 55 and over admitted going a full day without speaking to anyone. One in 
50 people (2%) said they had no one to turn to in a personal crisis (Mulgan, Buonfi no 
& Geissendorfer, 2006).

•

•

•
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High mobility, longer working hours and more private lifestyles mean that an increasing 
number of people in Britain do not know their neighbours. This is not surprising as one 
in ten of all households in Great Britain had been resident for less than 12 months (ONS, 
2001).

Belonging is a different language to culture, identity and rights. It is a basic frame of 
reference which relates to human need, and encompasses the many ways in which 
people fi nd points of recognition in their lives. As Abraham Maslow (1943) argued in the 
Theory of Human Motivation, the need for happiness, recognition and self esteem are 
seen to be at the very base of human need. Belonging is as complex as it is intuitive: in 
day-to-day life, people exhibit a need to belong in their desires to have a family, be a part 
of a community, a member of a church, a player in a team, a part of a gang. Belonging 
can connect people to others around them, as well as leading to a sense of being valued, 
recognised and listened to. 

Belonging is not an issue unique to race, and the key to understanding its dynamics in 
contemporary society is that it relates to every single member of society. Weak belonging 
or lack of belonging can explain the way newcomers may fail to feel at ‘home’ in a 
new place; it can explain why many people experience loneliness or isolation; and why 
some traditional white working class communities in areas like Barking and Dagenham 
or Stoke–on-Trent may feel that they have lost something important to them. For a 
large proportion of the British population today, belonging comes from a range of 
spheres including personal relationships, institutions and groups. Yet as sociologists and 
geographers have suggested, in the context of modernity and globalisation, the need for 
a sense of belonging in the local sphere may be taking on a greater sense of importance 
in a world of growing uncertainty (Castells, 1996; Bauman, 2000; Amin, 2001). Our 
analysis suggests that for some groups in society fi nding recognition and affi rming their 
identity in wider society is becoming increasingly diffi cult. It is possible to identify at least 
three reasons why this may be the case:

Strong local ties which have traditionally provided the foundation for close and 
straightforward belonging amongst family, friends and neighbours have been 
eroded or dispersed as people’s mobility has increased. 

Competition from alternative activities and social spheres has squeezed out some 
locally based activities: participation in the local church; cultural celebrations with 
extended family; nursing clubs and local volunteering. This reduces the opportunity 
for closer interactions and wider forms of recognition. 

Inequality and residential segregation can affect the capability of some groups to 
fi nd recognition from more than one source. Some groups in Britain are still falling 
through the cracks – they suffer from poor economic opportunities and prospects; 
voicelessness and low aspirations. As a result, they experience economic and socio-
cultural barriers to belonging. 

•

1.

2.

3.
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Most of the issues above relate to what 21st century Britain has become – where lifestyle 
choices are important, and society is characterised by diversity and fast change. However, 
some of the elements may be particularly susceptible to change through design and 
collective action, although greater research is needed to understand the impact of 
removing barriers or putting various social innovations into practice. It is nonetheless 
clear that groups which only fi nd recognition and belonging from one source may be 
the most vulnerable to isolation, change and tensions, especially if and when that one 
source becomes divisive or unsustainable. This applies to many groups irrespective of 
race or social status – from groups who fi nd sole recognition and support from the local 
community which can be eroded by mobility and change; from those who fi nd it from 
cultural and religious identity when living in a very diverse society; to those groups who 
fi nd recognition from work and careers when these may become vulnerable. 

Reinforcing practical pathways through which people can fi nd recognition in the wider 
society through their place in the economy, in their neighbourhood or through politics 
can go a long way towards addressing negative personal effects (such as loneliness, 
anxiety, depression) as well as more far reaching social effects (such as alienation, 
segregation or extremism). 

This think piece is organised into three parts:

Section 1 explores the conceptual issues and the psychological importance of belonging 
and recognition. It provides a framework for understanding its inevitability and 
importance.

Section II breaks down ‘belonging’ into eight elements and spheres – ranging from the 
very local (social capital and neighbouring) to the national and the global level (multiple 
identities and citizenship). The section highlights the ways in which belonging and 
recognition can help individuals to address negative personal effects and assist society to 
achieve integration, mutual support and cohesion.

Section III concludes the think piece with an analysis of policy and practice implications, 
and makes recommendations that may help to infl uence people’s sense of belonging in 
contemporary Britain.
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Section 1: The meaning of belonging

“Few articles in the economist’s creed (sic) outrage non-economists more than the pure, 
imperturbable belief that human wants are insatiable. Yet that belief has long been shared 
by other disciples. Man’s pre-eminence over the brutes lies solely in the number and in the 
fantastic and unnecessary character of his wants, physical, moral aesthetic and intellectual. Had 
his whole life not been a quest for the superfl uous he would never have established himself as 
inexpugnably as he does” (William James)

“One becomes an individual subject only by virtue of recognizing, and being recognized by, 
another subject” (Hegel)

Humans need a number of essentials to survive. According to the renowned psychologist 
Abraham Maslow and the confl ict scholar John Burton, these essentials go beyond just 
food, water, and shelter. They include both physical and non-physical elements (needed 
for human growth and development), as well as all the things humans are innately driven 
to attain, such as safety, belonging, self esteem and personal achievement.

In this context, survival can depend on relationships with others. Steven Mithen’s (2006) 
work suggests that the Neanderthals, who lived in Europe from around 200,000 to 
35,000 BC, were required to develop complex emotional communication and inter-group 
cooperation – largely due to their physically diffi cult environment, large body size, and 
dependent infants. They built up a “music-like communication system that was more 
complex and more sophisticated than that found in any of the previous species of Homo” 
(2006: 234), and that included iconic gestures, dance, onomatopoeia, vocal imitation 
and sound synaesthesia.

At least since the time of the Neanderthals, doing things together has been part of a 
human need for belonging and identity. As Hegel argues, in order to develop a personal 
identity, an individual is dependent upon recognition from different concrete and 
generalised others.

This is echoed by Social Identity Theory which states that a person has not one “personal 
self”, but rather several selves that correspond to widening circles of group membership. 
Different social contexts may trigger an individual to think, feel and act on the basis of 
his/her personal, family or national “level of self” (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Alongside the 
“level of self”, an individual has multiple “social identities” to be worn according to 
their surroundings. Social identity is the individual’s self-concept derived from perceived 
membership of social groups (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002). 

Social Identity Theory asserts that group membership creates in-group self-categorisation 
and enhancement in ways that favour the in-group at the expense of the out-group. 
Tajfel and Turner (1986) showed that the mere act of individuals categorising themselves 
as group members was suffi cient to lead them to display in-group favouritism. After 
being categorised as group members, individuals seek to achieve positive self-esteem 
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by positively differentiating their in-group from a comparison with the out-group. This 
quest for distinctiveness means that people’s sense of who they are is defi ned in terms of 
‘we’ rather than ‘I’. For example, during the Cold War, an important aspect of American 
identity for many people in the United States was to be anti-Communist. 

Differentiation and comparison with other groups can often change, leading to different 
dynamics at individual, local or national level. For example, in the 1950s and 1960s many 
people living in what was then Yugoslavia felt pride in having stood up to the Soviet 
Union in 1948 and in creating a new economic system. Yet in the 1990s, most people in 
Yugoslavia felt that their identities as Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Muslims, or Bosnians were 
more salient than their identity as Yugoslavs. On a different level, fi nding recognition 
through group membership can also in some cases transcend territories. The survival 
of Jews as an ethnic group, even without a single territorial base, has derived from 
socialization within the community about Jewish religious and cultural qualities and from 
external threats such as anti-Semitism.

Worn lightly, identities can provide the basis for recognition, for fi nding a voice, for 
defi ning a place in society, and for social relations. However, identity becomes central 
in the event of a crisis, where individuals and groups are forced into a ‘revolution of 
awareness’. This process happened after 9/11, the Madrid bombings and 7/7 where 
groups struggled to negotiate their identity against one another. At the state level, 
self-awareness is transformed into a collective nation awareness, usually evolving into 
nationalism, which can be defi ned as the loyalty individuals feel towards their nation. 
At its most positive, nationalism can be a driving force for pride and innovation, but, in 
negative terms, nationalism can increase the perception of exclusion by non-members. 
If leaders capitalise on these feelings of exclusion by appealing to their own nationalistic 
cause, tensions can easily escalate. This is much the same if applied to the local level 
– when a crisis starts (tensions between groups, or an incident like a murder or an 
attack), identities are renegotiated against one another and belonging is strengthened 
– triggering divisions, segregation and confl ict.

This fl uid dynamism of belonging and identity is explained by the anthropologist Mary 
Douglas’ grid and group theory (1966; 1970). According to Douglas, people can be 
grouped along a horizontal axis that measures the strength of group norms such as 
family values or local community, and along a vertical axis that measures the strength 
of the grid – the less intimate mechanisms of control such as laws, religious authority, 
economic forces and institutional disciplines. The strength of grid and group gives rise to 
different types of grouping and forms of organisations which can characterise societies 
and can coexist at any one point in time. In a hierarchical system characterised by high 
values and a strong reliance on the legal system, people are likely to shape belonging 
within the acceptable boundaries of law, and society (i.e. social class). In an individualist 
system, people act as competitive free riders, and nothing is set in stone. Recognition 
is found through success in new ventures or ideas. Entrepreneurs and political leaders 
starting a new movement or a venture may fi t into this category. Belonging is certainly 
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more complex for those living in a fatalistic or isolated system – these people cannot 
easily belong as they are excluded from society by society itself, either because of 
their legal status, or due to a form of discrimination or poverty. Many of the people 
in this category may then be recruited as followers in ‘enclaves’ – generally led by an 
individualist with charismatic ideas. Enclaves can vary but in general they tend to have a 
strong sense of belonging based on an ‘us’ and ‘them’ division, often leading to some 
degree of hostility towards the outside world.

Figure I: Mary Douglas’ grid and group diagram

Fatalistic 

• Detached from society 
• Apathy, risk averse
• Excluded by the system (i.e. asylum
 seekers; the poor)

E.g. white working class communities in
depressed areas around the UK – feeling
voiceless in a fast changing society.

Hierarchy

• tightly ordered societies in which tradition/
 order is very important
• decisions from above
• blame deviants

E.g. Class society

Individualists

• entrepreneurial, adaptive to constant
 change
• competition
• Dominant in the UK and the US

E.g. Political entrepreneurs – Le Pen or
Pym Fortuyn

Enclave

• Sense of detachment from the outside
 world; blame the system
• Fear of defection
• Strong sense of moral purity
• Can develop hostility towards the system
 and ‘others’

E.g. Islamic fundamentalist groups; gangs

High grid

Low grid

Low group High group

Depending on the systems people live in, the way they will experience belonging may 
vary. In an orderly world characterised by tradition and a top down structure, people 
will fi nd recognition through clearly pre-defi ned sources and categories: the state, 
schools, religion etc. This was relatively straightforward in the past when aspirations and 
opportunities were often determined by specifi c boundaries and social expectations. 
Today, as economic and social mobility is more of a reality for many, hierarchies can 
often result in people experiencing severe feelings of injustice. If recognition makes the 
social world intelligible, it often does so by stratifying it, subordinating some people and 
elevating others to positions of privilege or dominance. Apathetic non voters, the invisible 
migrants, the silent poor can still fall through the cracks of an orderly system. In many 
instances it only takes an individualist and charismatic leader to transform these masses 
of ‘isolates’ into enclaves, and turn them into supporters. Douglas’ analysis suggests 
that the movement of the isolates from low group to high group (see table above) can 
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in certain circumstances account for the popularity of far right or religious extremism 
amongst groups who feel ‘left out’ and in search for new forms of belonging. 

The nuances of belonging

According to Mary Douglas, different types of group belonging can co-exist within the 
same society, the same social group and even the same family. Some people will tend 
towards more orderly and prescribed forms of society – perhaps living in families where 
gender or religious norms determine their sources of recognition (as a wife and mother in 
a patriarchal society, or as a Muslim woman for example); and some people will instead 
fi nd that while their structures of support and reference points have declined, they can 
channel their feelings of injustice and rediscover their identity by becoming members of 
‘enclaves’, gangs, extremist groups. 

The subjectivity of the concept of ‘good belonging’ has not only prevented scholars from 
reaching clear agreement on defi nitions but also generates a challenge for any policy 
trying to create benchmarks. Optimal relations represent different things for different 
people and for the same groups at different times.

While belonging is a human need, there are different degrees of belonging: some may 
experience weak belonging, as is the case for people who have no or little support 
mechanisms to turn to (for example, undocumented migrants, and the poor). Belonging 
can also be very strong – as in individuals who fi nd recognition in one singular type 
of identity or affi liation such as being a nationalist or member of an extremist group. 
However, as every individual belongs somewhere, the grey area is wide, with many forms, 
grades and shapes of belonging in between:

Figure II: The spectrum of belonging

Extreme belonging 
i.e. individuals who 
find sole recognition
by belonging to one
cause/group. 
Generally motivated 
by a lack of other 
points of reference/
feelings of injustice/
feeling left behind. 
This may include 
gangs, extremist 
movements etc

No or little 
belonging
i.e. isolated groups – 
e.g. migrants ; the
very poor

Passively negative 
belonging
i.e. Individuals who 
have reference 
points but often 
choose not 
to exercise them – 
through apathy,
deliberate avoidance, 
preference for 
privacy.

Passively positive 
belonging
i.e. This can include 
people who rely and 
draw value from 
multiple structures 
of belonging but 
who are not 
particularly active in
exercising them. 

Active & interactive 
belonging
i.e. this can include 
people who are active 
in their expressions 
of belonging 
through taking part 
in campaigning 
groups, in their 
neighbourhood
or active in clubs or 
religious groups.  

Very weak
belonging

Very strong
belonging
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Whilst most people today would fi nd themselves towards the centre-right hand side of 
the spectrum (ie. passive or interactive) – an increasing number of people in Britain also 
fi nd themselves at its extremes. The jump from not feeling any sense of belonging to 
a sense of extreme belonging is very small – they both share a sense of unfairness and 
injustice which divides them from the system and the outside world – and too little or, 
even, too much belonging can have serious consequences on the individual and society:

Emotional consequences: Weak or absent forms of belonging can impact on 
individuals’ forms of self help, self esteem and support. According to Charles Taylor 
(1992), ‘our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the 
misrecognition of others – and so a person or group of people can suffer real damage, 
real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror back to them a confi ning 
or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves.’ Partly as a result of changing 
lifestyles, at the level of the individual people interact less. Having no or few points 
of reference in life can lead some individuals to experience loneliness, depression or 
anxiety. For example, in many areas where strong community ties have declined many 
elderly people experience serious isolation. When belonging can provide a frame 
of reference in case of crisis, a recent survey by MORI and the Young Foundation 
shows that one in 50 people (2%) said they had no one to turn to in a personal crisis 
(Mulgan, Buonfi no & Geissendorfer, 2006).

Health and wellbeing: The sociologist Robert Putnam (2000) has argued that while 
social connectedness has been declining, depression and even suicide have been 
increasing. Much research has shown that social connections inhibit depression. People 
who have close friends and confi dants, friendly neighbours, and supportive co-workers 
are less likely to experience sadness, loneliness, low self-esteem and problems with 
eating and sleeping. According to a Gallup survey in the USA, people who are isolated 
but healthy are twice as likely to die over a period of a decade as those who are not 
isolated. On the other hand belonging to an association – a club, a neighbour group 
etc – can add ten years to someone’s life. 

Wider Societal consequences: Too little or too much belonging can also have 
important negative consequences for society as a whole. As Mary Douglas suggests 
in her grid and group theory, people who experience no or little belonging (the 
‘isolates’ – represented on the left hand side of the spectrum above) can be targets of 
political entrepreneurs who can redraw boundaries by ‘organizing, linking, dividing, 
and representing constituencies’ (Tilly, 2003). The formation of what Douglas calls 
‘enclaves’ with very high degrees of belonging can lead to a very ‘black and white’ or 
‘us and them’ vision of the world. Enclaves such as terrorist groups, gangs or extreme 
right groups can often form in deprived areas where there are a potential pool of 
disaffected supporters ready for a new cause (however, it should be noted that the 
analysis in this context has limitations as there are some extremist groups who do 
not fall in this categorisation). Enclaves provide people with new frames of reference, 
sources of support and enemies. At their worst, however, too much belonging can 

•

•

•
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produce a rejection of otherness – in the form of hyper-nationalism, anti-immigration 
sentiments, religious radicalism or segregation. 

On the other hand, the fl uid adaptability of identity reveals its vast potential as a tool for 
confl ict management. While national identity can easily become a negative infl uence, it 
can just as easily be transformed to a positive impetus for peace. Intentional manipulation 
of any national identity should inspire some degree of wariness – as exemplifi ed by the 
rise of hyper-nationalist movements around the world – yet leaders and policy makers can 
affect signifi cant positive change through identity transformation. Increasing awareness 
of the self and supporting a more equitable perception of others can be facilitated 
through cross-cultural exchanges, or highly visible dialogues. Sharing of each group’s 
unique history, traditions and culture are all positive initiatives that mutually reinforce 
one’s own and the other’s identity. As illustrated by Miles Hewstone’s work on contact 
theory, for example, this needs to be done carefully in order not to reinforce prejudices 
and stereotypes. 
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Section 2: What are the elements of belonging?

“A young man watches as you slowly board the bus, and then offers you his seat. Driving down 
a street in a predominantly white neighbourhood, you are pulled over again by the police, 
suspended in mistrust while the offi cer runs your identifi cation and plates.

You recall how several of your male co-workers unexpectedly declared that they think you’ll be 
the next woman in the offi ce to have a baby. 

You wait for the volunteer to fi nd your name on the voting rolls. You add a new 
accomplishment to your curriculum vitae” (Markell, 2003)

People’s lives contain a complex pattern of identities, belonging and recognition. From 
everyday interactions to the far reaching deliberations of legislature and courts, people 
face questions such as: Who are you? What relationship do you have with me, us and 
the system? What does the system say about you? In answering these questions people 
locate themselves and others in a social space, orientating themselves practically and 
regularly deciding what to do, how to treat others, and how to navigate the system – if 
at all. 

Many of the debates on belonging and identity are set within the realms of diversity 
and ethnicity. However, belonging is a wider phenomenon that is not exclusive to race 
but applies to every single member of society. People fi nd recognition in and through 
a variety of spheres ranging from family and schools to politics and the economy. This 
section sketches eight different elements that make up belonging in today’s Britain. In 
particular it will highlight the importance of creating and facilitating avenues for fi nding 
recognition in each of these spheres. 

For some people, all or none of the elements below will play a role in their sense of 
belonging – and the signifi cance will vary considerably. This think piece argues that in 
order to avoid the negative nuances of belonging (emotional as well as societal), which 
often take place when individuals experience belonging to none or only one source of 
recognition (such as family, work or ethnic community), it is necessary to enable access to 
new avenues and paths for belonging.

1) Intimate social networks of support

Intimate networks of support are still largely one of the key loci for belonging. Love, 
affection, happiness are all central to a person’s identity and act as points of reference. 
There is much evidence that shows that having family and friends around can improve 
people’s wellbeing and belonging to a place. According to a MORI survey on unmet 
needs (Mulgan, Buonfi no & Geissendorfer, 2006), the most important sources of support, 
security and respect for people do not come from the state, the market or the voluntary 
sector – but rather, from friends, family and neighbours. 
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Overall in the UK, there is evidence to suggest a correlation between how much we 
interact with neighbours and to what extent we feel we belong to a place. According 
to Richard Layard (2003a; 2003b), for most people, valued personal relationships with 
family, colleagues, friends and neighbours provide the best guarantee of happiness 
– rather than money. Layard shows that happiness has not increased in the US, Japan, 
continental Europe or Britain over the last 50 years, demonstrating that increased levels 
of production and consumption of material goods do not increase human satisfaction, at 
least beyond a certain level. Good mental health, satisfying and secure work, a secure and 
loving private life, freedom, moral values and a secure community were found to be the 
main factors affecting happiness (ibid). According to a MORI study in the UK, important 
predictors of happiness are being retired, talking to neighbours and doing sport (2005). 
The more people speak to neighbours, the happier they tend to be (even after controlling 
for correlated factors such as being retired).

2) Weak ties

Humans live and interact across a diverse set of physical spaces. They each formulate 
their own personal meaning of place using a myriad of observable cues such as public-
private, large-small, daytime-night-time, loud-quiet, and crowded-empty. Unsurprisingly, 
perceptions of place are dominated by the people with which one shares such spaces. 
Sometimes these people are friends, family and colleagues. More often, and particularly 
in the public urban spaces people inhabit, the individuals who affect us are ones that we 
repeatedly observe and yet do not directly interact with – people who Stanley Milgram 
(1977) called Familiar Strangers: fellow Londoners, people in the tube, people living in 
the same street or crossing the park each morning. Despite not knowing them, people 
share space with them and a relationship of mutual respect can go a long way towards 
creating a good sense of place and belonging. 

Around Britain there have been several attempts to strengthen relations to strangers 
sharing space. A particularly notable example is the ‘meet the neighbours’ scheme 
organised by the Haringey’s Area Assemblies in Tottenham N15, the most diverse 
postcode in the country with 106 ethnic groups. During the sessions community 
organisations are invited to come along and make a presentation about their origins, the 
motivating factors that brought them to Tottenham and the aspirations for their families. 
The organisations bring along a selection of snacks from their own culinary traditions. 
Elsewhere in London, on the Camden North estate in Southwark, a local resident held 
separate meetings with the elderly white residents and the young predominantly Asian 
residents. She took the opinions of both groups across to each other before eventually 
bringing the two together in a joint meeting. The group worked to identify activities that 
could bring together different generations and cultures, and successfully started projects 
on the estate based around sport, gardening and day trips out of Southwark. The 
outcome of this intervention was that people felt the estate had improved – vandalism 
was at a minimum, the young people were more respectful of how their noise might 
affect the older residents (Southwark Alliance, 2005). These examples illustrate how 
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paying attention to the weak ties that we have with those who live around us can help 
to make people feel more secure and welcome in their neighbourhood – and ultimately, 
increase their sense of overall belonging.

3) The Economy

People can feel valued (or not valued) and recognised through their status and their 
economic place in society – through employment, access to networks and opportunities. 
According to an EU wide public opinion survey on citizenship and belonging, work 
was rated as one of the three most important elements of 39% of EU citizens’ lives 
(Eurobarometer, 2004). As a large part of people’s lives are spent working, careers affect 
both the ability of people to make choices and their self esteem. The modern importance 
of work and career can explain much of human need for recognition – and can become 
very much part of an individual’s identity. 

In Britain today, unemployment is starting to rise – with London accounting for 17% 
of all the workplaces in the country but also suffering from the second highest rate of 
unemployment in England. London has more people at the high and low ends of the 
income scale than the rest of the country, slowly creating a US style hourglass economy. 
Some groups are at risk of being squeezed out of the market – their vulnerable place 
in the economy possibly excluding them from a powerful element of belonging. Most 
migrants in London earn less than the amount deemed the living/minimum wage for 
London by the Greater London Authority and three fi fths of them receive no maternity or 
paternity leave. Performance in the labour market is also variable across Britain’s ethnic 
groups – on average Indian men have better employment and pay records than white 
men in Britain, while black and Pakistani/Bangladeshi men fare worst. In Tower Hamlets 
for example, the white employment rate is 73% compared to 33% for Bangladeshi 
people. Evidence suggests that there is an ethnic penalty in the labour market (i.e. 
discrimination). However, there are other factors that infl uence economic integration (for 
example, life chances and educational attainment). In this context, economic integration 
is absolutely critical as a ground for belonging. 

For many, fears of downward mobility are great sources of stress – across races and 
across social classes. Psychologists account for work place stress as a major factor in 
mental illness. In addition, perceived threat to jobs in vulnerable areas can easily lead 
to resentments and anger towards migrants. In many European countries (not just in 
the United Kingdom), fears of downward mobility correlate with hostility to migrants. 
Mary Douglas’ category of ‘isolates’ (as discussed in the previous section), can often 
form ‘enclaves’ against threats to their status and place in society. This can occur due to 
the perception of threat, or the ability of political entrepreneurs. The success of far right 
parties in areas like Barking and Dagenham in the UK or amongst disaffected youth with 
poor employment prospects in former East Germany are a consequence of a ‘militant’ 
identity – whereby people project their fears outwards and mobilise against threat. 
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In this context, it is vital that government policies continue to tackle disadvantage and 
promote equal life chances. Social inequalities place people in competition with each 
other, and this has signifi cant negative implications for belonging and recognition. A 
strong legal framework and anti discrimination policies can provide the right framework 
of justice and fairness from which to ground a positive sense of belonging. It is also 
essential to tackle economic inequalities for all groups – particularly those feeling left 
behind and voiceless. 

4) Culture

‘It takes one day to destroy a house but to build a new one will take months, perhaps years. 
If we destroy our way of life to construct a new one, it will take thousands of years” (Maasai 
belief) 

As Britain becomes more diverse, culture will continue to play an essential role in 
determining people’s identity and providing key reference points. Culture not only 
represents a human need for differentiation but also serves a powerful social function – it 
gives people a common language, symbols and norms through which groups are held 
together. According to the sociologist Emile Durkheim (1912), if left to their own devices 
for a long time, individuals’ beliefs and convictions will weaken and will have to be 
reinforced – in this context, religion has the function of maintaining the infl uence and the 
strength of society. Rituals, according to anthropologists like Douglas (1966), Danforth 
(1982), Bloch & Parry (1982) and Rappaport (1999), can constitute an important social 
glue through which individual intentions disappear in the name of community. Not all 
rituals can act to unify communities – studies of rituals surrounding Rwandan genocide, 
for example, show how rituals might be instrumental to trigger a sense of belonging to a 
group by highlighting the differences and the confl ict between the group and outsiders 
(Taylor, 1999). However, shared symbols and ceremonies can go a long way to unifying 
people. From formal religious rituals like masses, weddings or funerals to festivals, rites of 
passage, eating and dancing rituals, doing things together and recognising one another, 
strengthens community, social unity and hierarchy. There are many examples of this 
across the world ranging from tribal rites of passage to neighbourhood festivals, national 
celebrations (i.e. Bastille Day in Paris; 4th July in the United States). 

Society can represent a signifi cant source of belonging depending on the extent to which 
people see their own values, symbols, icons refl ected around them. This is particularly 
meaningful when it comes to multiculturalism and the extent to which people can freely 
exercise their culture and values but also when discussing segregation and separation 
and the extent to which people fi nd comfort around others who more directly share their 
own values, norms and symbols. Yet if shared celebrations of culture can go a long way 
towards making people feel they belong, a feeling that culture is being ignored, diluted 
and devalued can create considerable tensions and backlashes. Some young Muslims 
feeling that their values and beliefs are misunderstood and rejected by wider society, 
and the white working classes witnessing change and feeling increasingly voiceless 
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are just two current examples of the power of culture as an element of belonging and 
recognition. 

In this context it is important to create a space for multiple identities to be expressed 
whilst recognising that there will always be areas where different groups need to 
negotiate and compromise. The state has a critical role in moderating these kinds of 
discussions.

5) Physical space

The locally distinctive character of neighbourhoods or public spaces is also extremely 
important as it can help people to develop a sense of belonging, identity and shared 
value. As Dines and Cattell (2006) suggest, places can provide opportunities for social 
interaction, social mixing and social inclusion, and can facilitate the development of 
community ties. People they interviewed in Newham, London, said that their regular visits 
to the street market provided a ‘feel-good’ factor due to the buzz of activity. 

Space can encourage social interaction and can make people feel at home but in the 
same remit, it can be threatening and discourage mixing. No-go areas in neighbourhoods 
dominated by gang crime, badly lit parks in the evening, and segregated areas can have 
a powerful effect in making people feel threatened, diminishing their quality of life and in 
general limiting their sense of belonging to an area. This is not only valid in areas where 
segregation by race and class is a problem (for example, in Britain almost two thirds of 
black communities live in fi ve urban areas – Birmingham, London, Manchester, Leeds 
and Bradford – with almost half living in London and 42 per cent living in the 50 most 
deprived districts of England as compared to 22 per cent of white communities) but also 
in areas where segregation by age group is becoming an obvious obstacle to community 
mixing. In many town centres or parks for example the elderly are marginalised either for 
economic reasons or because they fear becoming victims of crime (Holland et al, 2007).

But ‘good belonging’ can be supported through good design, local landmarks, 
common spaces and symbols. A failing identifi ed in past social housing projects was 
the inclusion of spaces which had no clear ownership, fostering dereliction and confl ict. 
Neighbourhood space can benefi t from clear ownership, and accordingly from enclosure 
which demarcates public from private space. Intermediate kinds of spaces can contribute 
positively to neighbouring interactions: front gardens, porches and balconies are private 
but provide opportunities for interaction. They also support ‘active street frontages’, or 
what Jane Jacobs (1961) called ‘eyes on the street’.

6) Politics

Politics can be an ideal venue through which people may fi nd recognition, see themselves 
listened to and channel their voices. Both national and local politics can provide channels 
for belonging as long as this is seen by people to refl ect their concerns and where leaders 
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are perceived to look and think like them. The scholar Bruno Frey showed that there is 
a strong relationship between direct democracy and greater happiness: where there are 
more direct democratic initiatives and referendums, for example, in Switzerland where 
Cantons are powerful, residents are happier. This also applies to non Swiss born residents 
with no voting rights. 

The United Kingdom may not provide the same system as Switzerland but nonetheless 
it is doing well compared with some other parts of Europe. In most European countries, 
the representation of nationals of non-white backgrounds in national parliaments is 
still extremely low. While at the national level in Britain only 2.3 per cent of members 
of Parliament are from a non-white background, the local picture is very different. At 
the most local level representation amongst elected members of different communities 
is strong. In the London’s borough of Tower Hamlets, for example, 65 per cent of 
councillors are from black or minority ethnic backgrounds.

While forcing representation is not the way forward, good belonging is a matter of voice. 
All too often confl icts, tensions and resentment happen when groups feel ignored or 
not listened to. Representation and fl exibility in institutions still need to go a long way 
towards encouraging openness. 

7) Safety

In the 1950s, Michael Young and Peter Willmott’s well-known study of neighbourhood 
and community relations, Family & Kinship in East London (1957) found a world where 
‘Bethnal Greeners are not lonely people: whenever they go for a walk in the street, for 
a drink in the pub, or for a row on the lake in Victoria Park, they know the faces in the 
crowd’. The study analysed the social relations which underpinned this web of mutual 
recognition, support and interaction. Longstanding residency across generations, 
reinforced by overlapping ties of extended family and friendship, had helped to lay down 
a strong sense of ultra-local identity. Grandparents living a few minutes walk away helped 
to raise grandchildren. It was a socially homogeneous place – white, working-class, with 
the men employed mostly in the docks, as artisans or as manual labourers, and formal 
female employment was low. Private space offered few amenities and was reserved for 
the immediate family, but front doors were unlocked to the street, a playground not 
yet overtaken by cars, its territory contested in the pitched battles of childhood. Living 
together was a continuous, immediate and defi ning experience. 

Today this has changed in many parts of Britain where mobility and career demands have 
largely eroded the strong local community ties of the past. Knowing neighbours and 
trusting the local community made people feel relatively safe – this is now much rarer, 
particularly in cities. It is hard to recreate but in general it still holds true that feeling safe 
and comfortable where one live remains key to people’s sense of place and belonging. 
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According to the Home Offi ce Citizenship Survey (Kitchen et al, 2006), people who feel 
they live in communities where people from different backgrounds get on were least 
likely to be concerned about crime and were more likely to think people in their area 
would intervene in the event of anti-social behaviour. According to the survey people 
who felt they belonged to the neighbourhood, that people in the neighbourhood pulled 
together to improve things and that people in the neighbourhood could be trusted 
were more likely to think that local people would intervene. Feelings of belonging to a 
neighbourhood also empowers people to act to improve the area. 83 per cent of people 
who felt they belonged to the neighbourhood thought people would intervene if children 
were spray-painting graffi ti compared to sixty seven per cent of people who did not feel 
they belonged to the neighbourhood. This would suggest that feeling safe and having 
a sense of community/belonging go hand in hand. According to data from the Henley 
Centre Headlight Vision (2006), social class and the ability of people to choose where 
they want to live (and as a consequence their neighbours) also play a strong role: higher 
social classes are much more likely than lower social classes to feel that there is a sense of 
community where they live. 

It is at the very local level that much of the challenge of belonging takes shape: how to 
enable people to feel comfortable and secure where they live and in daily interactions in 
the street and how to organise discussions at the local level so that people can learn to 
understand each other, and to get along.

8) Law

Law is the ultimate and most formal recogniser of belonging. It determines who is 
‘in’ and who ‘out’, who belongs and who does not. It can make people feel proud of 
belonging through the acquisition of citizenship and ceremonies. It can grant rights 
and identities as well as take them away. As Mary Douglas argues, community should 
not be conceptualised as some shared essence but as a process of ‘being in common’. 
The issue is who is to defi ne who ‘belongs’ or what is to be excluded as ‘out of 
place’. In most societies, citizenship is ultimately the formal determinant of belonging 
providing differentiated categories ranging from citizens, residents and second class 
citizens (tourists; refugees; people on short term working visas) to asylum seekers and 
undocumented migrants. 

Being citizens gives people an initial yet essential space for belonging. As J.G.A. Pocock 
argues: ‘What makes the citizen the highest order of being is his capacity to rule, and 
it follows that rule over one’s equal is possible only where one’s equal rules over one. 
Therefore the citizen rules and is ruled; citizens join each other in making decisions 
where each decider respects the authority of the others, and all join in obeying the 
decisions... they have made’. This activity of ruling and being ruled, the life of politics, 
is a distinctively public activity. As free participants in politics, citizens shape their 
own lives and thereby bring their nature to its highest fulfi llment. Yet at the national 
level where participation is much removed from the layer of public activity, a citizen 
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nonetheless remains one who is entitled to be treated in certain ways, and has important 
responsibilities towards the rest of society. 

The law and universal rights have the ability to expose hypocrisies where responsibilities 
are not lived out and can be capable of accommodating asymmetric deals – special rights 
for certain communities such as allowing Sikhs not to wear crash helmets, by making 
special provisions for halal foods, or by allowing special housing provision for Hasidic 
families – although these provisions will only work if their importance is effectively 
communicated to the rest of the population.

Conclusion

In general, sharing only one element of belonging will not work on its own. Surveys 
of British born BME communities living in the UK show that people identify more with 
their local area and the place of origin of their family than with Britain; surveys of 
white working class people show than many no longer identify with their local area. 
Gangs, cults or US style ghettoes tend to experience very inward looking forms of 
belonging generally opposed to the outside world. Migrants rely in the fi rst place on 
strong transnational networks of support both in and out of the country of destination. 
Many ethnic minorities retain multiple identities and maintain signifi cant transnational 
links with kin and networks abroad – benefi ting from access to global information, 
communication technologies and media. 

However, it is important to create pathways for people to be able to go out of their 
local area, to interact with strangers or members of other groups and still feel that 
they belong. As social beings everyone needs some form of identity to feel that they 
are part of something bigger, to be supported, to be understood, to be part of history. 
A successful feeling of belonging comes from people feeling part of the economy, of 
politics, of their local area, of the nation. Through a more holistic feeling of recognition 
and belonging, people may feel more part of wider society. 

In order to benefi t, society should strive to enable wider forms of belonging which 
encompass multiple elements. Therefore, emphasis should not just be on Britishness 
or political participation but should strive to emphasise ‘spaces for encounter’ at the 
local level and integration of people through the labour market. Feeling left out from 
the economy, not identifying with other groups, not being able to access public spaces 
(because of fear or lack of access) can have very negative effects for people’s individual 
experiences and can often have strong negative effects on society as a whole possibly in 
the form of alienation and misunderstanding. Taking into account a new framework for 
belonging based on a wider concept of what it means to be ‘part’ of society can go a 
long way towards achieving a more stable, balanced and inclusive Britain.
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Section 3: Recommendations

‘If the home, the neighbourhood and the nation are all potential spaces of belonging, this is no 
simple matter of disconnected, parallel processes. Each of these spaces conditions the others 
and the questions is to understand how ‘the nation and the locality invade the home’ (Sibley, 
1995:90) because these spaces are simultaneously tied together by media messages, 
by the workings of the real estate market, and by macro factors such as the immigration 
policies of the state and the impact of the global economy. It is these interconnections with 
which ultimately we need to be concerned.’ (Morley, 2001: 433)

“An essential feature of social interaction is the effort to take account of the other’s purposes, 
perceptions, intentions, and expectations by implicitly taking the role of the other on 
the assumption that the other has a mind like one’s own, with similar kinds of purposes, 
perceptions, intentions, and expectations.” (Kelman, 1997)

As highlighted throughout this think piece, belonging is innate to human need. However, 
feeling part of society, the local area, politics or the economy is a challenge for many 
– not always because of a lack of will but sometimes due to a lack of occasion for 
contact or ability to participate. Belonging and fi nding recognition from structures and 
surroundings can help people live better and happier lives, improve self esteem and 
can signifi cantly help in reducing tensions and societal problems. Some of the barriers 
to forming and strengthening the elements of belonging could be addressed simply by 
applying well known design lessons aimed at enabling contact between people and at 
reinforcing weak ties; others by social innovation to extend the range of available options.

As highlighted in this think piece, in 21st century Britain, belonging is a lot more 
complicated than ever before: there are more networks to interact with; neighbourhoods 
are changing fast; multiple identities and global connections are more of a reality; work 
plays a more dominant role in people’s lifestyles. To a large extent strengthening more 
than one element of belonging is principally a question of social choice: whether one 
wants to interact more with their neighbours; take part in politics; exercise their rights 
and responsibilities; feel pride in their status and jobs; and celebrate or share their 
culture. However, belonging is a need and the more clearly that individuals can see 
opportunities of fi nding recognition in places they go and people they meet and the 
more easily that they can take them up, the more they will be likely to do so. Belonging, 
in the sense of weak ties, will necessarily be structured in the fi rst instance around 
brief interactions in the offi ce or the neighbourhood, possibly leading toward common 
projects, activities or interests. These can also provide grounds for new kinds of solidarity. 
Economic belonging will have to be structured around the ability of people to see that 
they play an important role in society and their aspirations are not diminished by people’s 
fears of downturn mobility. Pathways for enabling people to belong to wider circles and 
elements of their lives should be encouraged (and not enforced – as this will only push 
people towards the extremes of the spectrum of belonging in Figure II).
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One important caveat is that belonging is not very amenable to large scale national 
policies. Small scale actions at the local level are often very important for bringing 
people together. For this reason, the most central condition would be to give local areas, 
communities or individuals the widest possible range of options and opportunities to 
foster a greater sense of belonging and encourage a good understanding of what can be 
done and why. 

Social frameworks and physical environments have the potential to enable interaction 
and encounters in neighbourhoods, public spaces, or in institutions. The key to fi nding 
belonging and recognition is ‘other people’ – people to interact with, identify oneself 
with, share and compare values and views. Interaction plays a role in increasing 
understanding (when a lack of it can make people feel angry or unsafe) or providing 
spaces for people to meet and new ways for them to discover common interests. It also 
creates the conditions for relationships to be established, and for people to engage in 
mutual exchange, support and small collective acts. The question is: how can we support 
practices that encourage belonging and that are rooted in intimate or weak ties, while 
respecting people’s differences, cultures and privacy? 

We do not yet have enough evidence to understand fully the potential of enhancing 
belonging (beyond race, class or culture) for community relations in Britain, so the 
proposals made below should be treated with caution, and further research will in many 
cases be necessary. The ideas below follow from the discussion in this think piece and 
related work by the authors, but are by no means intended as a complete agenda. 

Social, economic and political participation:

Re-engagement in politics: Active public and local re-engagement in politics would go 
a long way towards providing people with a needed space for dispute, voice and power. 
As Stephen Coleman (2004) points out: ‘Citizens of democracy…want to see an authentic 
relationship between speaking and being heard, input and output, touching the lever and 
seeing the wheel turn’. That is bound to be easiest at the very local level. For example, 
in areas like Slough where there is generally a high level of voter contact – this has been 
translated into relatively high turnouts in local elections. People expect to see their political 
representatives, to have their voices heard and be listened to. This requires a new politics of 
re-engagement at the local level, putting local people back into politics and providing them 
with a new sense of vision and a stake in decision making and public life. By providing a 
space for discussion and dispute, residents can not only fi nd an area for channelling their 
hopes and ideas but also anger, fears and misperceptions which could otherwise cause 
alienation or make them subject to far right or extremist campaigns. 

Leadership and young people: Particularly when it comes to young people’s role 
in society and the economy, poor aspirations and opportunities represent a signifi cant 
challenge for integration in the labour market and belonging. Today in areas like 
Barking in London, one in four young people are not in education, employment 

•

•
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or training. Rates of mental health are also increasing amongst young people and 
teenagers highlighting the symptoms of a deep problem. Increasing the skills of the 
bottom 20% of the population and diversifying the range of skills and opportunities 
for young people even in the most deprived areas would go a long way towards 
strengthening their feeling of being part of society and protecting them from the fears 
of downward mobility. Moreover, a leadership vacuum was cited as a major problem 
for areas in the North West which experienced riots and disturbances in 2001. 
Dynamic and engaged leaders can play a crucial role in attracting investment both 
from Government and private sector in to local areas as well as in working to build 
greater cohesion and solidarity in local communities. New leadership programmes 
for young people of both white and BME background – placements and shadowing 
opportunities in public bodies, the voluntary sector, in local and national politics or the 
corporate sector as well as learning new valuable skills for the marketplace – would 
help signifi cantly towards the quest for belonging and leadership. 

Democratic engagement: preparing the next generations for active engagement in 
politics, and encourage a sense of pride and duty in the common democratic heritage. 

Quality of life central to local political agenda: A shared sense of responsibility 
and values are desirable and indeed possible but only within a wider culture fostering 
equality of opportunities for all. People will continue to resort to identity politics if 
they feel that they are discriminated against or disadvantaged due to their ethnic, class 
or religious background. Trying to encourage people of different ethnicities to share 
values based upon their common needs will not work unless their needs are indeed 
similar. This means constructing a local political agenda where quality of life is central 
to discussions; where issues like better public transport, housing, health and education 
or job security unite residents and give them a common purpose. We could aim to 
cultivate a local identity where shared needs and priorities imbue a sense of belonging 
to place which transcends ethnic boundaries. 

New ways to reach people: Community leaders can be a help and a hindrance and 
thus alternative ways by which people can be reached and mobilised should also be 
explored. 

Language barriers can be very powerful obstacles towards belonging. An inability to 
speak English largely prevents people from aspiring to new jobs; communicating with 
others outside their immediate circle; sharing their culture; experiencing British life and 
customs fully. Wider opportunities for people to use the English language and interact 
in the social space as well as wider, engaging provision, and practical help should be 
encouraged.

Participation in local/national politics, the voluntary sector as well as in the labour 
market should be encouraged and supported. People can identify with politics only 
if they see their interests represented and that political leaders resemble them in the 
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way they speak or they act or the values they represent. In the same way participation 
in the labour market should be encouraged across class and race divides. This could 
be enacted through wider access to employment programmes targeted to the needs 
of the local area and training and opportunities for volunteering. In the case of new 
skilled migrants, work experience schemes in the professions they were previously 
established in could be one way to help in the fi ght against underemployment, and for 
example, prevent doctors becoming cab drivers etc

Economic integration: there is the need for strategic partnerships involving the 
public and private sector as well as civil society. Only joined up strategies across 
different levels of government and the economy can hope to make a sustained 
difference to people’s life chances and social mobility. 

Social interaction:

The social institutions of family, kinship and identity once provided fi rm and 
straightforward bases and grounds for belonging, helping people to come to know 
one another and providing the basis of mutual trust. The secondary associations that 
sprang up in their wake – from gardening to book clubs – often failed to sustain 
themselves given the competitive pressures from private life and the state. However, 
given the strong and possibly increasing public interest in the very local level, it is 
worth revisiting what social architecture might help support local belonging and 
collective action in the new environment of weak ties, diversity, individualism and 
competitive demands on time. 

Neighbourhood events such as street parties, festivals, fêtes, shared national 
sporting event or collective celebrations of holidays can help people to get to know 
their neighbours and build a feeling of community spirit. There is also a question of 
how commuters can be more closely involved in their area, perhaps through weekend 
activities, and through opportunities for fl exible and home workers to meet each other 
during the day in a café or a local resource centre.

Re-use of some of the many derelict buildings across Britain for local activities 
like cultural arts and events; recurrent local fairs; exhibition centres. 

Space for inter-generational contact should be encouraged. This can be done 
through local activities like neighbourhoods’ media or local campaigns or events aimed 
at the wider community. It can also be favoured through the organisation of public 
spaces for mixed use – parks, street corners and others.

Social opportunities: Eating and dancing are long standing rituals that help to 
celebrate togetherness, create an informal environment for breaking boundaries of 
language, culture or fear. Tottenham’s ‘Meet the Neighbours’ scheme for example is 
very successful in increasing interaction and understanding through culinary events 
from its diverse communities from all over the world. There is scope for more events 
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at the local level that involve residents in activities, encouraging dialogue, and pride in 
their local area. 

While the character of physical space will at best act as a platform to facilitate belonging, 
badly designed or poorly maintained space can become a major obstacle – it can make 
people feel unsafe or prevent contact between groups. Design on its own cannot solve 
social problems, individual anxieties or lack of contact but it can facilitate encounter. 
Some suggestions include:

The custodianship and maintenance of the quality of public space is a challenge to 
which there are different responses, ranging from CCTV to neighbourhood wardens 
or friends’ groups. But commonly owned spaces like gated alleyways, squares or 
cul-de-sacs can also play a part in supporting very local neighbouring. Cul-de-sacs 
in particular are in great demand with home-buyers, though there is a trade-off 
here, as ease of movement should also be valued: strangers and passers through can 
help to keep streets populated and safe, and a permeable and legible network 
of streets and public spaces is necessary if people are to be able to walk through 
neighbourhoods with ease, safety and pleasure. 

Spaces for social encounter are a key condition for neighbouring to take place, 
and can take many forms – from parks to health centres, from street-corners to 
hairdressers. Public and open spaces with a variety of purposes can become obstacles 
if they fall into dereliction, but where they are well-designed and maintained they are 
a key environment for neighbouring and for attracting families and children in urban 
centres (Silverman et al, 2006). Local shops, pubs, cafes, markets and playgrounds 
where people can interact informally do not necessarily encourage new meetings, but 
can reinforce already existing connections. ‘Neighbourhood hubs’, ideally fl exible and 
multi-use buildings which may bring together public services with community space 
and business, can provide a focus for neighbourhood interaction. 

Other interventions: Traffi c-calming, pedestrianised areas, wider pavements, seating, 
public toilets, public art, trees, better signing, street-sweeping, footway repairs, 
graffi ti-removal and lighting can all encourage people to spend more time in their 
neighbourhoods and to feel safer and prouder. 

•

•

•



27

Bibliography

Ali, R & Buonfi no, A (forthcoming) Extremism and the Far Right in Britain London: 
The Young Foundation.

Amin, A (2001) ‘Globalisation: geographical imaginations’ in Smelser, N & Bates, P 
International Encyclopaedia of the Social and Behavioural Sciences. Elsevier.

Bauman, Z (2000) Liquid Modernity Cambridge: Polity Press.

Bloch, M. & Parry, J. eds. (1982) Death and the regeneration of life Cambridge: CUP.

Buonfi no, A (2007) ‘Integration and the Question of Social Identity’ in Cramme, O & 
Motte, C (eds) Rethinking Immigration and Integration: A New Centre-Left Agenda 
London: Policy Network.

Castells, M (1996) The Rise of Network Society: Economy, Society and culture. Oxford: 
Blackwell.

Coleman, S (2004) ‘Tangible Democracy’ in Touching the State London: Design Council.

Danfort, L (1982) The death rituals in Northern Greece in Journal of American Folklore, 
Vol. 97, No. 383 (Jan.–Mar., 1984), pp. 88–89.

Dines, N & Cattell, V (with Gesler, W & Curtis, S) (2006) Public spaces, social relations and 
well-being in East London. Bristol: The Policy Press. 

Douglas, M (1966) Purity and Danger – an analysis of concepts of pollution and taboo 
London: Routledge Classics 2002.

Douglas, M (1970) Natural Symbols: Explorations in cosmology. London: Barrie & Rockliff.

Durkheim, E (1912) The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1965) Free Press.

Eurobarometer (2004) Citizenship and sense of belonging http://ec.europa.eu/public_
opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_199.pdf

Henley Centre Headlight Vision (2006) What the Citizen Wants (presentation from a 
Breakfast Briefi ng at the ICA, November 2006).

Hogg, M.A. and Vaughan, G. M. (2002) Social Psychology 3rd edition. Harlow: Prentice 
Hall.

Holland, C; Clark, A; Katz, J & Peace, S (2007) Social Interactions in Urban Public Places. 
Bristol: The Policy Press.



Belonging in Contemporary Britain

28

Jacobs J (1961) The Death and Life of Great American Cities New York: Random House.

Kelman, H (2007) ‘Social-Psychological Dimensions’ in Zartman, I & Ramussen, J 
Peacemaking in International Confl ict: Methods and Techniques U.S.A.: United States 
Institute of Peace.

Kitchen, S; Michaelson, J; Wood, N & John, P (2006) 2005 Citizenship Survey: Cross 
Cutting Themes London: Department for Communities and Local Government.

Layard, R (2003a) ‘Towards a happier society’, New Statesman, 24th February Available 
at: http://cep.lse.ac.uk/layard/RL362.pdf

Layard, R (2003b) ‘Happiness: Has Social Science a Clue?’ Lionel Robbins Memorial 
Lectures, LSE. Available at: http://cep.lse.ac.uk/events/lectures/layard/RL030303.pdf

Maslow, A (1943) A Theory of Human Motivation Psychological Review (50).

Merkell, P (2003) Bound by Recognition Princeton: Princeton UP.

Milgram, S (1977) The individual in a social world: essays and experiments Reading: 
Addison-Wesley.

Mithen, S (2006) Singing Neanderthals: the origin of music, language, mind and body. 
Harvard: Harvard UP.

Mori (2005) Be Happy http://www.mori.com/pubinfo/bp/be-happy.shtml

Morley, D (2001) ‘Belongings: Place, space and identity in a mediated world’ European 
Journal of Cultural Studies Vol.4(4) 425–448.

Mulgan G, Buonfi no, A & Geissendorfer, L (2006) Mapping Britain’s Needs: a Young 
Foundation report for the Commission on Unclaimed Assets London: Young Foundation 
(available online at: http://www.youngfoundation.org.uk/fi les/images/Mapping_Britains_
unmet_needs)

Offi ce of National Statistics (2001) Living in Britain 2000: General Household Survey 
London: ONS.

Putnam, R (2000) Bowling alone: the collapse and revival of American community New 
York: Simon & Schuster. 

Silverman E; Lupton R & Fenton A (2006) A good place for children? Attracting and retaining 
families in inner urban mixed income communities. JRF/Chartered Institute of Housing.

Southwark Alliance (2005) How to build community cohesion in Southwark London: 
Southwark Alliance.



Belonging in Contemporary Britain

29

Rapapport, R (1999) Ritual and Religion in the making of humanity Cambridge: CUP.

Tajfel, H & Turner, J. C. (1986) ‘The social identity theory of inter-group behaviour’ in S. 
Worchel & L. W. Austin (eds.), Psychology of Intergroup Relations. Chigago: Nelson-Hall. 

Taylor, C (1992) The Politics of Recognition Princeton: Princeton UP.

Taylor, C (1999) Sacrifi ce as Terror: the Rwandan Genocide Oxford: Berg.

Tilly, C (2003) The Politics of Collective Violence New York: Cambridge University Press.

Young, M & Wilmott, P (1957) Family and Kinship in East London. London: Penguin.


	BELONGING IN CONTEMPORARY BRITAIN
	Contents
	Introduction
	Section 1: The meaning of belonging
	Section 2: What are the elements of belonging?
	Section 3: Recommendations
	Bibliography



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


