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A sense of belonging to the neighbourhood in
places beyond the metropolis – the role of social
infrastructure
Peter Dirksmeier1,2✉

This paper analyses the importance of social infrastructure, understood as physical locations

and institutions that influence the way people engage with one another, for explaining local

belonging beyond the metropolis. Previous studies emphasise the importance of factors such

as length of residence, trust, social cohesion, or community organisation for the sense of

belonging to one’s neighbourhood, but more or less ignore the aspect of social infrastructure.

Furthermore, these studies predominantly focus on the major metropolises in the Global

North and South, consistently overlooking smaller places. In this paper, a regional, individual-

level dataset is used to analyse the systematic relationship between feelings of local

belonging and the existing social infrastructure in cities, towns, and villages in Germany,

covering various size categories below the metropolis. The statistical analyses show that local

belonging primarily means belonging to the people in the neighbourhood. Trust in neighbours

and conversations with neighbours are by far the strongest explanatory factors for a sense of

belonging, while social infrastructure, although relevant at the individual level, is much less

important. In contrast to the emphasis placed on social infrastructure in qualitative empirical

studies, it plays only a minor role in residents’ sense of belonging in German cities and

villages.
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Introduction

Belonging is becoming an increasingly popular category for
analysis in the social sciences and urban research. In par-
ticular, belonging is finding its way into empirical social

geography through its practical implementation as an affective
aspect of local ties and a sense of belonging (Mee and Wright,
2009; Antonsich, 2010; Devadason, 2010; Tomaney, 2015; Blok-
land et al. 2023). As a rule, the sense of belonging focuses on
specific small-scale places in their diverse forms (Antonsich,
2010). The juxtaposition of different places enables the individual
to constantly draw comparisons between them (Pred, 1984) and
thus serves as an important means for people to form their
identity, both individually and as a group, to find out where they
stand in society (Cramer, 2016). These places are also of great
importance as physical entities for creating a sense of community
and belonging (Gieryin, 2000; Vaisey, 2007).

Social infrastructures are defined as physical locations and
institutions that influence the way people engage with one
another (Klinenberg, 2018). The opportunity structure of spaces
for interaction and the associated sense of place, which is dis-
cussed in the literature as social infrastructure (Klinenberg, 2018),
seems to be of great importance for conceptualising the inter-
twined connection between place and belonging. As structures of
opportunity, social infrastructures such as libraries, schools,
kindergartens, playgrounds, parks, places of worship, markets, or
cafés enable people to come together and thus develop a sense of
belonging to a place (Latham and Layton, 2019). The term is thus
more comprehensive than similar concepts such as Ray Old-
enburg’s ‘third places’ (2023), which he has defined as consumer-
oriented meeting places such as beer gardens, main streets, cafes,
taverns, or pubs, or the similar concept of ‘servicescapes’ pro-
posed by Aubert-Gamet and Cova (1998). These spaces are
important for urban research, e.g., gentrification research, as they
can sometimes promote the emergence of bridging social capital
(Hyra, 2017). More closely related to the idea of social infra-
structure is the concept of neighbourhood social conduits as
general land uses that promote social interactions, as proposed by
Wickes et al. (2019). The authors show for Brisbane, Australia,
that social conduits correlate positively with neighbourhood
belonging (Wickes et al. 2019). In contrast to these concepts,
which emphasise specific aspects of the relationship between
sociality and space, the concept of social infrastructure is char-
acterised by the combination of at least four strands of literature.
First of all, social infrastructure is based on the social sciences’
examination of the concept of infrastructure in general. The term
also includes the concepts of the public and of public space, as
well as of encounters and the politics of provision (Latham and
Layton, 2019).

Earlier empirical work on the topic of belonging in the city has,
on the one hand, only marginally addressed the role of social
infrastructures in creating and maintaining a sense of belonging
(Blokland, 2019, Blokland and Nast, 2014; Blokland et al. 2023;
Lobo, 2010; Preece, 2020). On the other hand, studies on the topic
of social infrastructure have yielded little insight into the role of
belonging in the use and meaning of social infrastructures
(Klinenberg, 2018; Latham and Layton, 2019; 2022; Nethercote,
2017). Both research strands focus predominantly on metropo-
lises1 in the Global South, like Johannesburg (Simone, 2004) or
Dhaka (Sultana, 2020) and Global North like Berlin (Blokland
and Nast, 2014; Blokland et al. 2023) or London (Layton and
Latham, 2022). They refer to class differences within cities
(Devadason, 2010), but ignore smaller cities beyond the metro-
polis that consist of “ordinary neighbourhoods” (Beier, 2023),
where the majority of the urban population worldwide lives
(Preece, 2020). These differences in forms of socialisation in
communities of different sizes have been the subject of the classic

works of social science research. In Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft,
Ferdinand Tönnies (2019) recognises the community as the pri-
mary form of socialisation for smaller groups, based on personal
exchange, and contrasts it with society as a sociality based on
looser forms of connection in larger settlements (Honneth, 1994).
As Berman emphasises, the small-town form is idealised in
contrast to the metropolis (Berman, 1988) and the transition to
industrial society is conceived as a loss of primary socialisation
associated with this form of community (Honneth, 1994), which
extends to an assumed incompatibility between community and
industrial society (Willems, 1970). Durkheim (1992) summarises
this constructed antagonism in the pair of terms mechanical and
organic solidarity, while Simmel (1903) emphasises the gains in
individualism and personal freedom possible in the metropolis.
These classics of sociology accordingly recognise a higher degree
of belonging in the small towns and villages than in the large
cities of their time.

Smaller places beyond the big metropolises are of particular
interest for research into the connection between belonging and
social infrastructure, as only they make it possible to observe the
particularities and specifics of the diverse interrelations in the
lived realities of a large part of the urban population that does not
live in the big metropolises (Maringanti, 2013). Bunnell and
Maringanti (2010, 415) criticise the focus on a few global cities as
a paradigm of urban research as “metrocentricity”, which can be
largely attributed to “a lack of self-reflexivity in research practice”
(Bunnell and Maringanti, 2010, 417), which has emerged in
recent years in urban studies with a focus on the metropolis in
both the Global North and the Global South. The attractiveness of
world city studies and their network-like “metageography”
(Beaverstock et al. 2000) leads to a performative self-
reinforcement of research and teaching efforts in this area and
to a wealth of literature on the world city or global city. Beyond
the undisputed significance of these urban centres, other forms of
urbanisation are increasingly being overlooked from an episte-
mological perspective, while at the same time enabling episte-
mological advances in urban theory and empirical research that
are still underutilised. For this reason, this article focuses on
smaller cities and places in Germany as a case study.

My aim in this paper is to analyse the importance of social
infrastructures compared to other determinants of neighbour-
hood belonging in cities beyond the metropolises. Specifically, I
aim to determine the relative weight that social infrastructure has
on the sense of belonging in localities beyond the metropolis in
Germany, which is the basal small-scale category of identity
assumptions. Social infrastructures act as catalysts for sociality
and belonging as they provide opportunities for forming feelings
of attachment to other people in the neighbourhood (Klinenberg,
2018). While this achievement of social infrastructure has been
demonstrated in previous studies (Layton and Latham, 2022;
Prytherch, 2022), little is known about the relationship between
the contribution of social infrastructure to a sense of belonging in
the city and other important mechanisms mentioned in the lit-
erature, especially trust. Still, previous empirical work on
metropolises shows a clear influence of length of residence,
habituation, identification, and social cohesion on belonging
(Devadason, 2010; Blokland et al. 2023). My paper adds to the
existing literature in the broader field of research on the social
influences on feelings of belonging to the neighbourhood by
focusing on the effects of social infrastructures in the context of
localities with everyday infrastructure and opportunity structures.
My paper thus expands existing knowledge on this relationship
by examining determinants of belonging at both the individual
level and in the form of infrastructure at the contextual level. The
paper thus contributes to the emerging literature on the
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relationship between social infrastructures and neighbourhood
belonging in social geography by combining individual-level
survey data with contextual data on neighbourhoods and ana-
lysing belonging in relation to the factual design of the neigh-
bourhood context.

This paper uses data from a newly implemented panel survey
that was conducted for the first time between January and May
2021 at the Research Institute for Social Cohesion (RISC) in
Germany. The regional-based survey represents a new primary
data source for Germany that is intended to contribute to the
analysis of social cohesion and neighbourhood belonging at the
local level, especially for basic research (Sackmann et al. 2024a)
beyond the major German cities. The dataset contains a neigh-
bourhood belonging scale, which serves as the dependent variable
for the analysis of the relative importance of social infrastructures
for neighbourhood belonging in the sample. The paper is
arranged as follows: First, it outlines the cornerstones of
belonging and neighbourhood belonging as well as the basic
assumptions concerning social infrastructures and the research
hypotheses. The subsequent section presents the dataset and
provides information on the variables used. The fourth section
presents information on the analysis strategy implemented. The
fifth section states the relevant results. The paper ends with a
discussion of the empirical outcomes and concludes with further
assessments.

The nexus of belonging to the neighbourhood and the role of
social infrastructure
On a conceptual level, social geography includes discourses of
belonging in its theorising and empirical practice. Conceptual
fine-tuning, such as practices of “elective belonging” (Butler,
2007; Savage, 2010; Pinkster, 2016; Jeffery, 2018) or “selective
belonging” (Hanhoerster, 2015) is the subject of intense debate
and research. However, as Tomaney (2015) notes in an overview
article, the argument about nation-state belonging dominates,
whereas “explorations of local attachment and belonging remain
comparatively rare” (2015, 508). In particular, the empirical view
of average cities seems obscured by this focus on nation-state or
metropolitan belonging.

Belonging and neighbourhood belonging. In terms of space,
belonging remains an open concept that functions informally
rather than formally, is negotiated through practices and is
associated with exclusion (Mee and Wright, 2009). The individual
feels a sense of belonging as being at home in a place, but
belonging is equally discussed as a claim, a justification for
actions, a demarcation of boundaries for inclusion and exclusion
processes, and resistance to the unwanted (Antonsich, 2010). A
sense of belonging thus has an affective dimension as well (Mee
and Wright, 2009). This sense of belonging is linked to work
(Tomaney, 2013) in the sense of active citizenship (Ramdas et al.
2018) and thus theoretically only slightly linked to property
ownership or length of residence (Tomaney, 2013). Belonging is
found at different scale levels, has different histories and iden-
tities, connects with class aspects, and is thus a nested empirical
category (Tomaney, 2015). For instance, the Chicago School’s
continuation of the ‘marginal man’ theory points in a specific
sense to belonging (Goldberg, 1941), which, according to the
theory, arises in the process of overcoming structural breaks in
specific socio-spatial contexts. The positive experience of over-
coming crises, for example, binds the individual to the realm of
experiencing their own ability. Belonging arises through the
feeling of simultaneity of sending and receiving, that is, that the
individual feels understood in their environment (Pütz, 2019).
This abstract “getting something back” then subsequently

facilitates a sense of belonging to the social and spatial environ-
ment of the neighbourhood. Networks, support, social ties, and
relationships are thus just as much aspects of belonging as
loneliness (Wan et al. 2021). Belonging is thus to be understood
as a form of loyalty to place and people in Judith Shklar’s (1993)
sense. This is also the reason why Kurtenbach (2024, 260) can
speak of a “biographical matter of course” [own translation] when
it comes to belonging in rural areas in Germany. Belonging to the
neighbourhood of residence as a subjective reference to the place
is not questioned, but rather taken for granted (Kurtenbach,
2024). Integration is achieved through shared experiences in the
same ethnic group, independent of status, which are formed
locally over a longer period of time. In contrast, Purifoy (2023)
emphasises for the small town in the USA that different modes of
place can co-exist here, which ultimately require different modes
of belonging based on different social experiences of the Black
population (Purifoy, 2023). With Purifoy (2023), one could ulti-
mately ask about differentiations of belonging and assume, for
example, a ‘Black belonging’ in the small-town US South, which is
based on different forms of solidarity with the local community
than, for example, belonging in the small-town US North.

If the place of belonging is radically transformed without
regard to local identities, a “sense of not belonging” can develop,
as Lang and Rothenberg (2017, 1756) impressively show with the
example of High Line Park in New York City, which produces
exclusions especially among subordinated local populations. In
the course of the climate adaptation of large cities worldwide,
which will become necessary in the aftermath of climate change,
it is not only the gentrification of particularly well-adapted cities
that poses a problem, which could lead to the displacement of
poorer classes from ecologically advantageous neighbourhoods
(Anguelovski et al. 2022), but also the associated loss of a sense of
belonging to the neighbourhood and, subsequently, the will-
ingness to trust and help each other. Belonging as an emotional
geography can be severely affected or even destroyed by
gentrification processes in the wake of a changing social and
physical urban environment (Pánel et al. 2020). In the sense of
Sauder (2020), a lasting sense of belonging is thus not only linked
to action or structure, but also to luck that the residential
environment is for instance not being radically gentrified, which
is a particular problem for people with moderate or low incomes
(Grier and Grier, 1980).

Feminist social theory deals intensively with belonging and
manages to hem in the concept from different sides, which would
otherwise become erratic, conceptually blurred, and ultimately
irrelevant. Yuval-Davis (2011) defines belonging as a dynamic
process and injects the term with its connection to place as a
sense of being at home in a place in space. “Belonging is about
emotional attachment, about feeling ‘at home’ and […] about
feeling ‘safe’” (Yuval-Davis, 2011, 20). Belonging implies being
caught up in desires and other ways of being as well as allowing
them and thus producing otherness, which on its reverse side
means belonging (Probyn, 1996). “Belonging is an achievement at
several levels of abstraction” (Bell, 1999, 3). As bell hooks (2009)
points out, belonging is a two-way process. The characteristics of
the place must fit the character of the person in order for a sense
of belonging to emerge. This is how hooks justifies her move from
New York City to a progressive university town in the
conservative state of Kentucky (hooks, 2009). The sense of
belonging can also arise on a smaller scale, as Probyn illustrates
with the juxtapositions of balconies in Montreal, which create
different configurations for the moments of their use, which are
precisely the possibilities of feeling belonging (Probyn, 1996). The
person who feels a sense of belonging needs a habitually
appropriate place and this place must have the emotional and
material resources to allow this (hooks, 2009). Yuval-Davis (2010)
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thus sums up belonging as the resulting effect of the combination
of community, familiarity, security, and a sense of the possibilities
offered by the place itself. Blokland and Nast (2014) have
published a scale that uses three items to operationalise this sense
of belonging to a neighbourhood. Their work offers a successful
implementation of this scale for Berlin. It is therefore used in a
slightly modified form to operationalise belonging in this study
(see Table 1).

The neighbourhood takes on a special role with reference to
belonging. Humans dwell as an immediate experience of being-
in-the-world (Ingold, 2006) and they dwell with others. People
dwell in the neighbourhood and the sense of belonging to the
neighbourhood is primarily related to the people living there
(Blokland et al. 2023). Belonging therefore, arises in contact with
local neighbours, in interactions about everyday topics and
problems that are current in the neighbourhood (Suk et al. 2020).
This aspect of belonging as social cohesion and trust in the
neighbourhood is operationalised with a question from the “social
cohesion and trust” scale developed by Sampson et al. (1997,
920), which is aimed at reciprocal help among neighbours
(Table 1). According to Allen et al. (2021), this conception of
belonging can be understood as an extension of the somatic into
the social, as humans seek to establish belonging to fellow
humans and to safe places due to an internal motivation. As a
result, Allen et al. (2021) see four human competencies as
essential for establishing belonging: competencies for creating
attachment, opportunities for belonging, intrinsic motivations for
belonging, and human perceptions of belonging. But neighbour-
hood belonging is not attainable for everyone in the neighbour-
hood and shows social and cultural variances (Devadason, 2010).
It requires a “comfort zone” that enables a sense of belonging and
local relatedness (Blokland and Nast, 2014). Thus, the context of
belonging becomes important (Blokland, 2019). The place of
neighbourhood is itself essential for experiences of belonging
(Preece, 2020) as a space that allows for fleeting encounters and
thus promotes (interethnic) understanding (Lobo, 2010).

The relation between social infrastructure and neighbourhood
belonging. Social infrastructures are closely linked to issues of
belonging, as they primarily allow people to come together
(Latham and Layton, 2022) and subsequently develop a sense of
belonging to the neighbourhood. Social infrastructures can be
defined as “places that allow people to gather” (Latham and
Layton, 2022, 659). Social infrastructure is a socially produced
infrastructure that itself produces the social again (Amin, 2014)
and “form[s] the foundation of communities” (Zahnow, 2024, 1).
This is in contrast to the poststructuralist view of social infra-
structure, which does not distinguish between people and arte-
facts in terms of infrastructure (Simone, 2004; McFarlane, 2021).
According to this view, social infrastructures are merely practices

of connecting people and things that maintain a certain stability
through repetitive actions. This kind of ‘humanisation’ of social
infrastructure is then seen as a cornerstone of urban life. In this
sense, care, for instance, is a social infrastructure (McFarlane,
2021). The term remains extremely vague in its poststructuralist
interpretation. By contrast, places can be considered social
infrastructures if they provide opportunities for social contact and
thus help generate connectedness (Layton and Latham, 2022). For
example, evidence of the stress-reducing effect of well-maintained
green spaces can be found worldwide, especially for marginalised
people (Klinenberg, 2018). Such experiences with infrastructure
shape human identity (Amin, 2014) and foster a sense of
belonging.

The concept of social infrastructure refers to networks formed
by facilities, places, institutions, or social groups that provide
opportunities for interaction and exchange as a network (Latham
and Layton, 2019). Infrastructures in general are fitted into other
structures, they have a spatial and temporal scope, and their use
must be learned (Star, 1999). Social infrastructures in particular
can thus also have an exclusionary effect if their use is not learned
in certain social groups, e.g., library use, which then reduces
educational opportunities. Similar social infrastructures can vary
greatly in terms of their impact on society. Barlösius (2019)
illustrates this with the food supply in rural areas. The grocery
shop jointly run by the village community and the grocery shop
branch of a big chain are both social infrastructures, but they each
evoke fundamentally different forms of sociality. Only the first
form can be expected to have a genuine influence on the sense of
belonging to the neighbourhood or village, the second rather not.
Social infrastructure is operationalised in this study by the
frequency of use of hedonistic-cultural infrastructure in the form
of local restaurants and cafés, pubs, and cultural events near the
place of residence (Klinenberg, 2018; Latham and Layton, 2019),
which are measured on a six-point scale from ‘never’ to ‘daily’. In
addition, the degree of satisfaction with other social infrastruc-
tures in the vicinity, ranging from cultural offerings, play and
development opportunities for children to services for older
people, is measured.

The link between neighbourhood belonging and social
infrastructure has predetermined breaking points when access
to infrastructure is essential but not guaranteed. Nethercote
(2017) shows this with the example of Melbourne, where a life-
stage-specific social infrastructure, the primary school, is not
available in certain neighbourhoods and thus evokes an
infrastructure-directed displacement pressure, which in turn
segregates the locational advantages in the inner city in a socially
unequal way, especially for migrants. The same applies to dual
structures of social infrastructure in administration and in reality,
e.g., schools in Africa, where social infrastructure serves on paper
as a technique for regulation and audit or serves patron-client
networks, but does not necessarily serve people as materialised
infrastructure (Larkin, 2013). This often takes place at the
expense of the marginalised, who are referred to social
infrastructures that exist administratively but not de facto
(Larkin, 2013) and are thus inhibited in their life chances and
opportunities for forming belonging. Social infrastructures thus
always have a power dimension inscribed in them (Sultana, 2020).
They are able to generate belonging by fostering and maintaining
trust, encounters, and sociality (Latham and Layton, 2019). Yet,
they can also prevent belonging in cases of dysfunctionality.

As Blokland et al. (2023) point out, empirical work on
neighbourhood belonging mainly analyses aspects such as
heterogeneity, density, size, according to Louis Wirth’s (1938)
classical urbanity theory, as well as social cohesion, collective
efficacy, residential duration, and community organisation. So far,
social infrastructures actually play less of a role in the empirical

Table 1 Neighbourhood belonging scale.

Belonging Items Valid Item-rest
corr.

alpha

People in this neighbourhood are willing to
help each other

9904 0.635 0.809

I feel at home in my neighbourhood 9904 0.775 0.747
I feel like a stranger in my neighbourhood
(reverse)

9904 0.614 0.817

I am deeply rooted in my neighbourhood 9904 0.683 0.797

Data source: Sackmann et al. (2024b); Likert scale from 0 (do not agree at all) to 4 (fully agree).
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analysis of neighbourhood belonging. In this context, Zahnow
(2024) emphasises that social infrastructures can increase and
consolidate the sense of belonging to the neighbourhood by
promoting social interactions, although this connection is only
understood in a rudimentary way. In her own empirical research,
she finds indications of an internal differentiation of social
infrastructures with regard to the promotion of belonging in the
sense that infrastructures that require participation and active
engagement in a group, such as sports clubs or praying in a
temple, create a closer connection and sense of belonging than
economically motivated places of consumption such as shops or
cafés (Zahnow, 2023). Therefore, Zhuang and Lok (2023) call for
more empirical research, particularly in smaller towns and cities,
to clarify the extent to which these places help to promote and
develop a sense of belonging in communities. However, it can be
assumed that the sense of belonging to the neighbourhood is
positively influenced by social infrastructures and, thus, can be
translated into five empirically testable hypotheses.

(1) Trust in neighbours is a strong predictor of belonging
(hypothesis one).

(2) The frequency of use of social infrastructure in the
neighbourhood is positively related to the sense of
belonging to the neighbourhood (hypothesis two).

(3) Satisfaction with the social infrastructure in the neighbour-
hood is positively related to the sense of belonging to the
neighbourhood (hypothesis three).

(4) There is a positive correlation between social infrastructure
services in the neighbourhood and the sense of belonging to
the neighbourhood (hypothesis four).

(5) Finally, the correlation between social infrastructure and
belonging is more pronounced in rural areas (hypothesis
five).

Data and variables
The statistical analysis is based on a panel survey conducted for
the first time between January and May 2021, which was imple-
mented on a random sample in twelve localities in Germany
(Sackmann et al. 2024b). Figure 1 shows the geographical location
of the study sites in Germany.

The municipalities included in the sample can be characterised
as smaller localities beyond metropolises. In order to reflect the
variance in effects caused by the size of the localities, four of these
localities are small rural towns and villages with less than 9,000
inhabitants. The three smallest study sites are rural villages
(Markt Winzer, Eisdorf, Jübar), Willebadessen is a small rural
town near the university town of Paderborn. Four towns have a
medium size between 30,000 and 75,000 inhabitants and are
located both in more peripheral areas (Einbeck/Passau) and in an
extended metropolitan region (Gladbeck/Merseburg). Passau is
an exception in this group because it is a university city with
around 11,000 students. Four larger towns with more than
100,000 inhabitants are included in the sample (Sackmann et al.
2024a). Hanover is the largest of these, with 535,000 inhabitants.
It is the capital of Lower Saxony and a university city with around
49,000 students, and therefore offers many jobs in public
administration and academia. Bielefeld is the second largest city
in the sample, with 334,000 inhabitants and around 38,000 stu-
dents. Magdeburg is the capital of Saxony-Anhalt and a university
city with around 18,000 students. The smallest major city in the
sample is Ingolstadt, with around 138,000 inhabitants. It is not a
classical university town but is strongly influenced by the auto-
motive industry. The regional diversity of local political traditions
in the Federal Republic of Germany is captured by the distribu-
tion of localities in the federal states of Bavaria (southern

Germany), Lower Saxony (northern Germany), North Rhine-
Westphalia (western Germany), and Saxony-Anhalt (eastern
Germany). The sample size is n= 11,034 with a response rate of
24.0%. In all localities, a random sample was drawn from the
registers of the resident population of the municipalities in 2020
to ensure representativeness in the respective municipalities
(Sackmann et al. 2024b). All those selected received a letter
inviting them to participate in the online survey (n= 7589) with a
follow-up paper questionnaire (n= 3445) in order to also reach
people without online access (see Table 2).

Dependent variables. The dependent variable ‘neighbourhood
belonging’ is operationalised as a mean value scale consisting of
four items of a five-point Likert scale. The items were developed
in close alignment with the belonging scale by Blokland and Nast
(2014), supplemented by an item on neighbourly reciprocity
from Sampson et al. (1997) and Browning and Calder (2017).
The questions were slightly modified for the German context and
are presented in Table 1. The response categories used in the
scale were coded so that higher numbers mean higher agreement.
All missing values were deleted in a first step, i.e., only cases that
were complete for all items were included in the sample. The
reliability of the scale (Cronbach) is α= 0.837 and can be
described as good.

Independent variables. The importance of social infrastructures
is first operationalised via the frequency of use of hedonistic-
cultural infrastructures close to home (Klinenberg, 2018; Latham
and Layton, 2019). The three questions on the frequency of use of
local restaurants and cafés, pubs, and cultural events are mea-
sured on a six-point scale from never to daily. The three items are
then summarised to form a mean scale (frequency) (Cronbach’s
α= 0.759). Social infrastructures in relation to care for older
people, play and development opportunities for children, and
cultural offerings are measured by satisfaction with the respective
offerings in the place of residence. The question is: ‘How satisfied
are you with the following services in your place of residence?
Care for older people in need of care, play and leisure opportu-
nities for children and young people, cultural offerings’. The
possible answers form a five-point Likert scale from very satisfied
to very dissatisfied. van der Eijk’s (2001) measure of agreement
for the three social infrastructures is between 0.72 and 0.76 on a
scale of 0 to 1, indicating a relative agreement of the answers (van
der Eijk, 2001). Satisfaction with these three social infrastructures
is not polarised.

The question “How many neighbours would you entrust with
the keys to your home?” serves as a strong trust measure and thus
reliably determines trust in neighbours (Letki, 2008; Tan and
Teng, 2020). In addition, respondents are asked whether they
regularly talk to neighbours on the street on a scale from 0 (never)
to 3 (often). An additional indicator for the perception of
belonging is the number of best friends at the place of residence.
The more close friends there are, the stronger the perceived
belonging is likely to be (Witten et al. 2007; Minza et al. 2024).
Methodologically, mental health in a neighbourhood is linked to
social infrastructure (Latham and Layton, 2022) and self-reported
mental health thus serves as a control variable for the perception
of belonging. Urban/rural is a dummy variable with the value of
one if the respondent lives in a rural area, to test whether
belonging is more pronounced in rural areas (Kurtenbach, 2024).

Sex (female/other), age, education (operationalised as the
highest school-leaving qualification), and migration background
serve as general socio-demographic control variables. Since the
study by Blokland et al. (2023) emphasises the importance of
length of residence for belonging to a neighbourhood, the dummy
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variable ‘home ownership’ (yes/no) and the metric variable
‘length of residence’ (in years) are included as additional proxies
for anchoring respondents in their living environment. Table 3
shows the descriptive statistics of the variables included in the
analysis (Table 3).

Methodology
The five hypotheses developed in the theoretical section are tested
in three separate methodological steps with the aid of OLS
regressions, Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions, and multi-level
regression models. First, four OLS regression models with

Fig. 1 Location of the survey sites in Germany. Graphic: Stephan Pohl.
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robust standard errors to avoid heteroscedastic problems2 test the
influence of trust in neighbours and the frequency of use of social
infrastructure in the neighbourhood (hypotheses 1 and 2) and the
influence of satisfaction with the social infrastructure (hypothesis
3) on belonging to the neighbourhood. The models also control
for the influence of trust and contacts in the neighbourhood. The
following equation shows the overall model to explain belonging
to the neighbourhood:

Y i ¼ β0 þ β1x1 þ � � � þ β15x15 þ ε ð1Þ
where β0 is a constant, ε indicates an unmeasurable error variable
and βnxn represents the unknown model parameters (Fahrmeir
et al. 1996). The first model examines the influence of the cov-
ariates on the use of and satisfaction with social infrastructures. In
the second model, the trust and contact covariates on belonging
are also included. Model three additionally tests mental health
based on self-reports and the socio-demographic control vari-
ables. This model also includes home ownership, length of resi-
dence, and whether the locality is urban or rural. The correlation
matrix (Spearman’s) in Table 4 for the ordinal independent
variables in the models shows no unwarranted correlations that
could potentially interfere with the results of the regression

models. Additionally, the variance inflation factor (VIF) is cal-
culated and tests for possible multicollinearity among the items in
the model. The values lie between 1.02 and 1.64 and do not
indicate any multicollinearity problems, which would be indi-
cated by a value of VIF < 10 (Gujarati, 2004, 362).

In the second methodological step, mean differences in the
belonging scale are decomposed to determine whether these are
due to composition effects or to differences in the effects of the
covariates (Cotton, 1988). The two variables, satisfaction with
cultural social infrastructure and satisfaction with the care
infrastructure for older people, are divided into two groups based
on the 75th percentile. The two groups thus represent people who
are very satisfied with the local social infrastructure and people
who are not or are indifferent (hypothesis 3). These two variables
represent, on the one hand, satisfaction with cultural offerings, a
rather hedonistic social infrastructure associated with amenities
in the residential environment. On the other hand, satisfaction
with care for older people represents a social infrastructure that
addresses a basic need for many. This makes the two variables
well suited to breaking down differences in terms of belonging to
the neighbourhood in terms of composition effects. To test
hypothesis five, the mean difference in belonging for the four

Table 2 Sample sizes and response rate of the 2021 survey.

Investigation site Population (31/01/2023) Gross sample Online response Paper response Total response Response rate (%)

Ingolstadt (B) 138,016 6600 1176 474 1650 25.0
Passau (B) 53,093 3300 486 242 728 22.1
Markt Winzer (B) 3841* 3000 392 170 562 18.7
Hanover (LS) 535,932 6600 1160 440 1600 24.2
Einbeck (LS) 30,420 3300 691 263 954 28.9
Eisdorf (LS) 1243# 1107 210 105 315 28.5
Bielefeld (NRW) 334,002 6600 1024 428 1452 22.0
Gladbeck (NRW) 75,343 3300 481 236 717 21.7
Willebadessen (NRW) 8133 1000 175 85 260 26.0
Magdeburg (SA) 236,188 6600 1234 584 1818 27.5
Merseburg (SA) 33,641 3300 391 297 688 20.8
Jübar (SA) 1569 1347 169 121 290 21.5
Total 1,451,421 46,054 7589 3445 11,034 24.0

Data sources: Sackmann et al. (2024a; 2024b), German Federal Statistical Office, Municipality Markt Winzer, Wikipedia; * in 2022; # 31/12/2021, (B Bavaria, LS Lower Saxony, NRW North-Rhine
Westphalia, SA Saxony-Anhalt).

Table 3 Descriptive statistics.

N Mean SD Min Max

Neighbourhood belonging (dv) 9904 2.93 0.83 0 4
Social infrastructure (frequency) 9666 0.93 0.81 0 5
Social infrastructure (care) 6606 2.44 0.93 0 4
Social infrastructure (leisure) 7461 2.23 1.00 0 4
Social infrastructure (cultural
offers)

9814 2.36 1.02 0 4

Keys neighbours (trust) 10,562 1.44 0.80 0 3
Conversations with neighbours 10,852 2.24 0.78 0 3
Best friends (among neighbours) 10,696 1.34 1.19 0 3
Mental health 10,844 2.79 1.02 0 4
Sex (female) 11,034 0.52 0 1
Age 11,031 54.10 18.11 17 99
Education 10,255 2.72 1.16 0 4
Home ownership 8825 0.59 0 1
Length of residence 10,858 19.73 17.16 0 121
Migration background 10,260 0.28 0 1
Urban/rural 11,034 0.13 0 1

Data source: Sackmann et al. (2024b).
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villages in rural areas and the eight cities is also calculated and
analysed using the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition. The Blinder-
Oaxaca decomposition explains the influences of the covariates
that can be attributed to pure compositional effects of the dif-
ferent groups (Jann, 2008; Blau and Kahn, 2017). Not all social
infrastructures are equally relevant to everyone. Satisfaction could
be related to position in the life cycle, for example. The decom-
position also highlights the proportion of the differences in the
unexplained part, which presumably needs to be explained in
terms of attitudes and behaviour.

The third methodological step consists of estimating random
intercept, random slope multi-level models (Barr et al. 2013) for
the two cities of Magdeburg and Hanover. In this third step, the
influence of the objective social infrastructure available in the
neighbourhood is estimated (hypothesis 4). The model structure
follows Eq. (2). The left bracket describes the fixed part, the right
bracket the random part (Luke, 2020):

Yij ¼ ½y00 þ y10Xij þ y01Wj þ y01WjXij� þ ½u0j þ u1jXij þ rij�
ð2Þ

where the subscript i refers to the individual in the neighbour-
hood j, y00 denotes the mean of neighbourhood belonging at the
individual level. y01 is the slope for the predictor at the neigh-
bourhood level and Wj (fixed part) and u0j (random part) are the
error terms or the unmodelled variability for the neighbourhoods
(Luke, 2020). The data are only available for the two major cities
of Magdeburg and Hanover in a multi-level structure with a total
of 82 units at level 2 that correspond to the respective city dis-
tricts. The presence of green spaces and parks in the district as a
dummy, the number of available childcare places for one- to six-
year-olds, the presence of an care support centre or community

drop-in for older people as a dummy, and the total weekly
opening hours of the libraries in the district are used as indicators
for social infrastructure at district level (Klinenberg, 2018). In
addition, the control variables at context level are net migration in
2020, the proportion of people with a migration background in
the district in 2020, the proportion of detached and semi-
detached houses in all buildings in the district in 2019, the
population density in the district in 2020, and the proportion of
unemployed people in the working-age population in the district
in 2020.

Outcomes
Towns and municipalities are heterogeneous and different in
themselves. The twelve study locations selected for the panel
reflect great heterogeneity in terms of living conditions and rea-
lities. The first step in the study is therefore a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) to test whether the municipalities differ sig-
nificantly in terms of belonging to the neighbourhood. The result
shows a significant difference between the municipalities
(F= 17.50; p < 0.001), which is also clearly reflected in the per-
centage difference from the average in the sample. Tables 5 shows
the values for the twelve study municipalities.

The average values show that larger cities tend to have lower
levels of belonging, with the weakest value occurring in Ingol-
stadt. The values in the eastern German municipalities are lower
relative to their size than in the western German municipalities.
The western German villages of Eisdorf, Markt Winzer, and
Willebadessen clearly show a high level of belonging as assumed
by Kurtenbach (2024).

The results of the OLS regression analyses show the strong
effect of the trust covariates on belonging in all four models (see
Fig. 2). The models have R² values between 0.061 (Model 1) and
0.483 (Model 3) and can explain around half of the variance in
belonging. The effect of trust is clearly evident. In model three,
increasing the key variable by one, i.e., passing on another flat
key, increases belonging by 0.33 units. The effect of talking to
neighbours is even more pronounced. An increase of one unit
causes belonging to rise by 0.45 units. The conversations and key
variables are both measured on the same scale. Of the four cov-
ariates on social infrastructure, the two variables, satisfaction with
care for older people and satisfaction with cultural institutions are
significant. Looking at the beta coefficients, it becomes clear that
care for older people has the strongest influence of the social
infrastructure variables. However, the influence is small com-
pared to the trust variables. An increase in satisfaction with the
care infrastructure for older people only leads to an increase in
belonging of 0.06 units in model 3. Of the control variables, living
in a rural area shows a notable effect, which is only slightly
smaller than the effect of satisfaction with the care infrastructure
(beta 0.038 to 0.066). It is interesting to note that the effect of
satisfaction with cultural facilities is stronger than the effect of

Table 4 Correlations (Spearman) of the explanatory covariates of the regression.

SI frequency SI culture SI leisure SI care older people Keys Conver-sation Friends Mental health

SI frequency 1.000
SI culture 0.188* 1.000
SI leisure 0.114* 0.538* 1.000
SI care older people 0.054* 0.244* 0.332* 1.000
Keys 0.106* 0.130* 0.139* 0.105* 1.000
Conversation 0.105* 0.090* 0.069* 0.070* 0.378* 1.000
Friends 0.172* 0.097* 0.064* 0.048 0.145* 0.139* 1.000
Mental health 0.093* 0.187* 0.160 0.143* 0.146* 0.165* 0.098* 1.000

Data source: Sackmann et al. (2024b); *p < 0.001; n= 4103, SI social infrastructure.

Table 5 Sense of belonging: Percentage difference from the
average according to place.

Municipality Percentage diff.

Ingolstadt (B) −3.84
Passau (B) −2.46
Markt Winzer (B) 5.63
Hanover (LS) −1.86
Einbeck (LS) 6.61
Eisdorf (LS) 11.89
Bielefeld (NRW) 0.41
Gladbeck (NRW) −2.38
Willebadessen (NRW) 5.98
Magdeburg (SA) −2.35
Merseburg (SA) −0.05
Jübar (SA) 4.74

Data source: Sackmann et al. (2024b).
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home ownership (beta 0.052 to 0.044), albeit with a very small
effect size (see Table S1 in the supplement).

With regard to the mean differences in belonging between the
75th percentile of people who are satisfied with the cultural social
infrastructure in the neighbourhood and the others (t=−12.58,
p < 0.001), it is noticeable that this is 7.72% higher. Regarding
satisfaction with the care infrastructure, the value is 7.76% higher
(t=−10.81, p < 0.001). The difference between urban and rural
areas is most pronounced, with 8.14% higher levels of belonging
in the villages (t=−9.50, p < 0.001). The decomposition analyses
only show how much of these differences are due to pure com-
position effects. The difference in the mean between the eastern
and western German municipalities is only slight at 1.36% and is
weakly significant (t= 2.01; p < 0.05). Therefore, no decomposi-
tion is calculated for this minor difference (see Table 6).

The difference in the mean value for satisfaction with cultural
social infrastructures is 56% due to composition effects. Trust
in neighbours alone explains almost 27% of this, and con-
versations with neighbours 17%. Neighbourly relations, or
‘neighbouring’ according to Keller (1968), almost completely
explain the difference in belonging between the people most
satisfied with the cultural social infrastructure and the others.
The same picture, only slightly weaker, emerges from the mean
difference in belonging to the neighbourhood between the
people most satisfied with the care infrastructure for older
people and the others. Although the social infrastructure for
care of older people is completely different to cultural institu-
tions, trust, measured by the number of keys to the apartment
entrusted to neighbours, also has the greatest explanatory
power here at 29%, followed by conversations with neighbours
at 16%. People who are very satisfied with these two divergent
forms of social infrastructure feel more related, and this dif-
ference can be largely explained by the relationships of trust
and interaction in the neighbourhood.

The mean difference in belonging between urban and rural
areas is explained somewhat differently. Composition effects are
responsible for 58% of the difference (reference = rural). Here,
interactions are more important (33%) than trust (18%). Educa-
tion explains a further 12% of this difference. It is striking that the
frequency of using social infrastructure in the neighbourhood is
significant and has a negative input. The decomposition clearly
shows that belonging is primarily linked to the people in the
neighbourhood and that this effect is also evident for the differ-
ence between urban and rural areas.

Finally, multi-level models are used to examine whether the
objective presence of social infrastructures has an impact on
belonging. The models are only estimated for the cities of Han-
over and Magdeburg, as the data is only available in a multi-level
structure for these two locations. First, an empty model is esti-
mated. Then, a model is estimated with only social infrastructures
as context variables and the same individual variables as in the
OLS regressions. The covariate with the strongest explanatory
power in the OLS regressions, conversations with neighbours, is
included in the models as a random slope, i.e., it can vary between
neighbourhoods. The same model is then estimated but with
structural variables at the context level. In the final fourth model,
the context variables that were significant in the previous models
are included together. The models are estimated using the
restricted maximum likelihood method. In this case, the variance
components are already included in the likelihood function. The
regression coefficients are then estimated in a subsequent step,
which leads to better estimation results (Hox et al. 2018) (see
Table 7).

Model 1 shows that the grand mean of the neighbourhood level
intercepts is 2.906 and this value is statistically highly significant.
The intercept in the random effect part, with the value 0.049, shows
that there is variation in belonging between the neighbourhoods.
This variation is significantly different from zero. A likelihood ratio

Fig. 2 OLS-Regression with robust SEs, confidence intervals shown as lines. Data source: Sackmann et al. (2024b).
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test is also highly significant (Χ2= 54.23, p < 0.001) and shows that a
multi-level model is preferable here to an OLS regression. The
intraclass correlation coefficient is 0.071, which is acceptable for a
multi-level regression. Model 2 shows that an additional neighbour
who is entrusted with a flat key increases belonging by 0.334. The
covariate representing conversations with neighbours also shows a
similar increase. If this changes by one unit, for example, from rarely
to occasionally, then belonging increases by 0.398 units. The values
of the regression coefficients are thus roughly comparable with those
of the OLS regression in Fig. 2. The random effect parameter
indicates that the slope varies significantly between the neighbour-
hoods. Of the socio-demographic control variables, only home
ownership and length of residence are significant. Home ownership
is associated with an increase in belonging of 0.131 units compared
to people who do not own a home. One extra year of residence
increases belonging by 0.006 scale points. Of the social infra-
structures in the neighbourhood, only a centre for services for older
people is significant, but its effect on belonging is negative. In Model
3, the effects of the level 1 indicators hardly change in comparison to
Model 2. However, at the neighbourhood level, the proportion of
people with a migration background has a clearly negative effect on
belonging. In addition, the proportion of unemployed in the
neighbourhood also has a significantly negative effect on belonging.
However, the explanatory power of the level 2 variables is moderate
overall. Model 3 has an R2 of 0.47 at the individual level and an R2

of 0.44 at the context level. The final fourth model only includes
context variables that were significant in the previous models. The
result shows that again the covariates at the individual level hardly
change, that the conversations variable varies significantly between
the contexts, and that the social infrastructure variable that was still
significant in model 2 now loses its significance. The AIC value
shows a slightly better fit of the fourth model compared to models 2
and 3. The explained variance has decreased slightly compared to
model 3 at both levels. Ultimately, the multi-level models show that
in comparison with the individual-level variables, and even in
comparison with socio-demographic characteristics of the neigh-
bourhoods, the objective social infrastructure in the neighbourhoods
only has a very small influence on neighbourhood belonging.

Discussion
The empirical results show a differentiated picture with regard to
the five hypotheses on belonging and social infrastructure derived
from the research literature. The strong influence of the housing
key variable in all statistical methods on belonging confirms
hypothesis 1. In contrast, hypothesis 2 must be rejected, as the
frequency of using social infrastructure is not significant in the
OLS regressions except for the first model. Hypothesis 3 is con-
firmed, even if the positive effect of satisfaction with local social
infrastructure on belonging is rather weak. In contrast, hypothesis
4 must be rejected as the multi-level models cannot show that the
objective structure of social infrastructures has any influence.
Finally, regressions and decompositions show stronger belonging
in rural villages and confirm hypothesis 5.

The empirical data were collected in cities and places beyond
the metropolises and thus fill the research gap in belonging
research identified by Preece (2020). Existing research on
belonging focuses heavily on metropolises. One metropolitan-
specific topic that is often empirically investigated in belonging
research is the sense of ‘elective belonging’ as a correspondence
relationship between the legitimate inhabitation of a place and the
associated symbolic capital (Butler, 2007; Pinkster, 2016), which
is sometimes advantageous in socially competitive situations
(Bourdieu, 1999). The idea of the ‘spatial self’ as a “presentation
of the self, based on geographical traces of physical activity”
(Schwartz and Halegoua, 2015, 1643) draws on this symbolic
capital, which ultimately rests in the perception and recognition
of the value of inhabiting a place (Bourdieu, 1998). Belonging is
then symbolic capital expressed in the ‘spatial self’. Such metro-
politanised research on belonging asks, for example, about the
‘right’ degree of cosmopolitanism, which must not undermine
belonging but at the same time allow for cosmopolitanism and
contingency (Ho, 2006). Such questions are of secondary
importance for smaller cities. Instead, the statistical analyses show
the great importance attached to neighbours for the sense of
belonging. The neighbour in Heidegger’s sense (2000) is more
than a personified ambivalence of closeness and distance or
familiarity and strangeness (Keller, 1968). Trust and contact with

Table 6 Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions of mean differences in belonging.

Satis. cultural offers (75th
percentile)

Satis. care for older people (75th
percentile)

Urban/rural

Percent of difference
explained

Coefficient Percent of difference
explained

Coefficient Percent of difference
explained

Coefficient

Sex 0.69 −0.002 −0.11 0.000 −0.43 0.001
Age −0.27 0.001 −0.05 0.000 1.00 0.002
Education −3.14 0.007** 0.54 −0.001 12.27 −0.030*

Home ownership 0.32 −0.001 2.10 −0.005* −6.00 0.014
Length of residence −2.40 0.005* 1.45 −0.003 17.53 0.020
Migration background 0.03 −0.000 −0.14 0.000 −2.59 −0.027
Urban/rural −3.65 0.008* 1.29 −0.003 - -
Keys neighbours (trust) 26.80 −0.059*** 29.02 −0.069*** 18.88 −0.045***

Conversations with neighbours 17.35 −0.038*** 16.08 −0.038*** 33.93 −0.082***

Best friends (among
neighbours)

7.04 −0.015*** 1.33 −0.003 −3.34 0.008

Social infrastructure
(frequency)

4.83 −0.011* 0.02 −0.000 −10.63 0.026**

Mental health 8.74 −0.019*** 10.34 0.025*** −0.61 0.001
Explained 56.35 −0.124*** 61.88 −0.147*** 58.02 −0.140***

Unexplained 43.65 −0.096*** 38.12 −0.091*** 41.98 −0.101**

Difference 100 −0.219*** 100 −0.238*** 100 −0.240***

Observations 5667 3718 6120

Data source: Sackmann et al. (2024b).
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people in the neighbourhood have the clearest influence on the
sense of belonging. People in the neighbourhood have a mutual
relay function: if there is mutual trust and regular contact, then
people feel that they belong to their neighbourhood in the city.

The statistical analyses put the influence of social infra-
structures on neighbourhood belonging in Germany into per-
spective. The analysis conceptualises social infrastructures
analogously to Latham and Layton (2022) or Klinenberg (2018)
and is thus able to estimate their influence on neighbourhood
belonging in comparison to other covariates. Unlike, for example,
empirical studies on comparable spatial units of smaller cities in
the Global South, such as the study by Ayoola and Amole (2018),
which show that the physical appearance of a neighbourhood in
Akure, Nigeria, is very important for the residents’ sense of
belonging, social infrastructures have no significant effect in the
multi-level models. This finding for Germany stands in contrast
to other predominantly qualitative empirical results. Based on
qualitative empirical research in the Global North, Brown (2022),
for example, emphasises the importance of public places in this
context using the example of Paradise, California, USA. Lewis
et al. (2022) emphasise for Manchester, UK, that renovated and
renewed public spaces act as a hinge for the possibility of creating
social connections in the neighbourhood, which subsequently
leads to a sense of belonging. Witten et al. (2007), on the other
hand, emphasise the role of specific social infrastructures for
belonging using the example of schools in New Zealand, which
form anchors of belonging. The data for Germany used here only
shows the importance of similar specific social infrastructures in
relation to individual satisfaction with them, but not in relation to
their objective existence in a neighbourhood. When it comes to
belonging to ordinary German neighbourhoods, social infra-
structures have significantly less explanatory power than trust or
regular conversations.

On the one hand, the results on belonging to the ‘ordinary
neighbourhood’ (Beier, 2023) in Germany can claim to reproduce
earlier empirical findings for these spaces (Preece, 2020). The
cultural divergence of belonging noted by Devadason (2010) for
London is reflected in respondents’ tendency to feel more like
they belong. In the context of social infrastructures such as
markets, this aspect needs to be explained. As Lobo (2010) shows
qualitatively for markets in suburban Melbourne, aspects of
minimal sympathy (Stichweh, 2010), such as humour and
laughter, play an important role in destabilising ethnic boundaries
in encounters in the context of social infrastructures. Belonging
can thus arise here in the context of social infrastructures, but
eludes the rough attention grid of quantitative models, especially
multi-level models. Social infrastructures such as weekly markets
generally have informal rules that govern their use and are
derived from the interests of the individuals using them
(Barlösius 2019). This suggests that it is not so much the objective
social infrastructure itself, but the informal rules for its use that
seem to be essentially responsible for promoting belonging. This
is in line with the social relationship of enabling social infra-
structures strongly advocated by Larkin (2013). Latham and
Layton (2019) already clearly point to this effect of social infra-
structures on sociality. If they promote trust and encounters
(Lobo, 2010), then they promote belonging, as the results show. If
they promote fear and discomfort, they inhibit any affective
relationship with the place (England and Simon, 2010).

A sense of belonging is rooted in the appreciation of the local, the
neighbourhood as the part of the city one does not go to, precisely
because one is already there (Perec, 2008, 57), and this in turn is the
prerequisite for the appreciation of the other. For Tomaney (2013),
solidarity rooted in the local is therefore the most important moral
starting point for the ecological order of society. The great impor-
tance of trust and conversations in the statistical analyses reflects

this basic social figuration. Belonging is then able to reconcile the
human need for security with the freedom to shape one’s own
individuality (Huizinga and van Hoven, 2018). As Blokland (2019)
emphasises, the context of belonging is important. The community
of residents does not necessarily go hand in hand with a sense of
belonging, for example, when people are allocated to social housing
in stigmatised neighbourhoods. Community can then be based on
shared experiences of one’s own subordination, but this does not
mean that belonging also develops. The duration of residence can
therefore have an effect on belonging in both directions and can
also mean non-identification with the neighbourhood (Blokland
et al. 2023) as a “sense of non-belonging” (Lang and Rothenberg,
2017, 1756) due to long periods of decline, as Blokland et al. (2023)
show for the metropolis of Berlin. The empirical results for smaller
cities outside the metropolises in Germany confirm that contact
with and trust in fellow citizens are decisive for the sense of
belonging, but also material security, such as home ownership.
Whether the low explanatory power of social infrastructure would
also apply if the informal rules of its use were included in the
models remains an open question. The theoretical assumption that
belonging to the neighbourhood primarily means belonging to the
people in the neighbourhood is clearly confirmed. The mechanisms
of trust building can then be subsumed as social infrastructures.
However, in terms of their importance for the establishment of
belonging, they are only one mechanism among many in the city.

Conclusion
Do smaller cities and villages and their specific social infra-
structures create a different sense of belonging than metropolises?
Ultimately, even in the smaller, more ordinary city, belonging is
produced in an intersectional context based on various aspects
(Tomaney, 2015), a crucial one being trust in neighbours and
another being social infrastructure. The question of the impact of
the lack of such infrastructures on belonging is a decisive point
from this perspective. If displacement in Melbourne due to a lack
of school places, particularly affecting migrants, inhibits belonging
in parts of the city (Nethercote, 2017), then this clearly demon-
strates the exclusionary potential of infrastructure invoked by Star
(1999). Latham and Layton’s (2019) call for social geography to
turn specifically to the policies of social infrastructure provision is
then ultimately aimed at a politics of belonging that is quite dif-
ferent from a view as a discursive resource (Antonsich, 2010). The
article highlights an important result for the international dis-
course, with the statistical findings presented from the German
context. Metrocentricity (Bunnell and Maringanti, 2010), which
has been inherent in the theoretical and empirical conception of
social infrastructures since their development by Klinenberg
(2015; 2018) and in their application in belonging research, should
be flanked and supplemented by analyses of smaller towns and
communities. The spatial scale makes a difference to the effect of
social infrastructures on belonging. The scales of this difference
should be researched more internationally.

Belonging is so much more than an abstract or theoretical
social science construct. Belonging, situated at the intersection of
competencies, opportunities, intrinsic motivations, and percep-
tions (Allen et al. 2021) is linked to a sense of commitment and
stands up for place (hooks, 2009) and is thus at the heart of
solidarity and social cohesion in society. Place attachment touches
on people’s identity and the place they assign to themselves in
society (Cramer, 2016). The empirical work presented for smaller,
more ordinary cities in this paper illustrates the enormous
importance people place on their sense of connectedness to each
other. Against this backdrop, policies of social infrastructure
provision (Latham and Layton, 2019) are policies for holding
society together in solidarity in the context of multiple crises.
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Notes
1 There is no clear quantitative threshold that determines a metropolis. With Mieg
(2012), a minimum size of one million inhabitants can be assumed. In addition,
metropolises often have specific functions such as ports or air hubs and are the starting
point of social, economic, cultural, or political change (Mieg, 2012).

2 A Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test indicates the presence of heteroscedasticity
problems in the control model (Χ2= 77.92; p < 0.001). Therefore, robust standard
errors are estimated for all OLS models.

References
Allen KA, Kern ML, Rozek CS, McInerney DM, Slavich GM (2021) Belonging: a

review of conceptual issues, an integrative framework, and directions for
future research. Aust J Psychol 73:87–102

Amin A (2014) Lively infrastructure. Theor Cult Soc 31(7-8):137–161
Anguelovski I, Connolly JJT, Cole H, Garcia-Lamarca M, Triguero-Mas M, Baró F,

Martin N, Conesa D, Shokry G, Pérez del Pulgar C et al. (2022) Green
gentrification in European and North American cities. Nat Comm 13:3816

Antonsich M (2010) Searching for belonging – an analytical framework. Geogr
Compass 4:644–659

Aubert-Gamet V, Cova B (1998) Servicescapes: from modern non-places to post-
modern common places. J Bus Res 44:37–45

Ayoola HA, Amole OO (2018) Socio-physical characteristics of neighborhoods and
sense of community in core residential neighborhoods in Akure, Ondo State,
Nigeria. J Arch Plan Res 35:137–149

Barlösius E (2019) Infrastrukturen als soziale Ordnungsdienste. Ein Beitrag zur
Gesellschaftsdiagnose. Campus, Frankfurt/Main

Barr DJ, Levy R, Scheepers C, Tily HJ (2013) Random effects structure for con-
firmatory hypothesis testing: keep it maximal. J Mem Lang 68:255–278

Beaverstock JV, Smith RG, Taylor PJ (2000) World-city network: a new meta-
geography. Ann Assoc Am Geogr 90:123–134

Beier R (2023) Ordinary neighbourhoods. Plan Theor 22:106–122
Bell V (1999) Performativity and belonging. An introduction. Theor Cult Soc

16(2):1–10
Berman M (1988) All that is solid melts into air. The experience of modernity.

Penguin Books, New York
Blau FD, Kahn LM (2017) The gender wage gap: extent, trends, and explanations. J

Econ Lit 55:789–865
Blokland T (2019) ‘They got a project mentality’: theorizing neighborhood dis-

identification and the paradox of belonging through the lens of ‘the Ghetto’.
Die Erde 150:101–112

Blokland T, Nast J (2014) From public familiarity to comfort zone: the relevance of
absent ties for belonging in Berlin’s mixed neighbourhoods. Int J Urban Reg
38:1142–1159

Blokland T, Vief R, Krüger D, Schultze H (2023) Roots and routes in neighbour-
hoods. Length of residence, belonging and public familiarity in Berlin, Ger-
many. Urban Stud 60:1949–1969

Bourdieu P (1998) Practical reason. On the theory of action. Stanford University
Press, Stanford

Bourdieu P (1999) Site effects. In: Bourdieu P et al (eds) The weight of the world. Social
suffering in contemporary society. Stanford University Press, Stanford, p 123-129

Brown AR (2022) “Driving down a road and not knowing where you’re at”:
navigating the loss of physical and social infrastructure after the camp fire.
Rural Socio 87:3–25

Browning CR, Calder CA (2017) Ecological networks and neighborhood social
organization. Am J Socio 122:1939–1988

Bunnell T, Maringanti A (2010) Practising urban and regional research beyond
metrocentricity. Int J Urban Reg 34:415–420

Butler T (2007) For gentrification? Environ Plan A 39:162–181
Cotton J (1988) On the decomposition of wage differentials. Rev Econ Stat

70:236–243
Cramer KJ (2016) The politics of resentment. Rural consciousness in Wisconsin

and the rise of Scott Walker. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, London
Devadason R (2010) Cosmopolitanism, geographical imaginaries and belonging in

North London. Urban Stud 47:2945–2963
Durkheim É (1992) Über soziale Arbeitsteilung. Studie über die Organisation

höherer Gesellschaften Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/Main. English edition:

Durkheim É (2013) The division of labour in society (trans: Halls WD).
Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills

England MR, Simon S (2010) Scary cities: urban geographies of fear, difference and
belonging. Soc Cult Geogr 11:201–207

Fahrmeir L, Kaufmann H, Kredler C (1996) Regressionsanalyse. In: Fahrmeir L,
Hamerle A, Tutz G (eds) Multivariate statistische Verfahren. De Gruyter,
Berlin, p 93–168

Goldberg MM (1941) A qualification of the marginal man theory. Am Socio Rev
6:52–58

Gieryin TF (2000) A space for place in sociology. Annu Rev Sociol 26:463–496
Grier G, Grier, E (1980) Urban displacement: a reconnaissance. In: Laska SB (ed)

Back to the city. Issues in neighborhood renovation. Pergamon Press, New
York, p 252-268

Gujarati DN (2004) Basic econometrics, 4th edn. McGraw Hill, New York
Hanhoerster H (2015) Should I stay or should I go? Locational decisions and

coping strategies of Turkish homeowners in low-income neighbourhoods.
Urban Stud 52:3106–3122

Heidegger M (2000) Bauen Wohnen Denken. In: Heidegger MM, Heidegger G. 1.
Abteilung: Veröffentlichte Schriften 1910-1976. Band 7 Vorträge und Auf-
sätze. Vittorio Klostermann, Frankfurt/Main, p 147–164

Honneth A (1994) Desintegration. Bruchstücke einer soziologischen Zeitdiagnose.
Fischer, Frankfurt/Main

Ho ELE (2006) Negotiating belonging and perceptions of citizenship in a trans-
national world: Singapore, a cosmopolis? Soc Cult Geogr 7:385–401

hooks b (2009) Belonging: a culture of place. Routledge, New York, London
Hox JJ, Moerbeek M, van de Schoot R (2018) Multilevel analysis. Techniques and

applications. Routledge, New York
Huizinga RP, van Hoven B (2018) Everyday geographies of belonging: Syrian

refugee experiences in the Northern Netherlands. Geoforum 96:309–317
Hyra DS (2017) Race, class, and politics in the cappuccino city. University of

Chicago Press, Chicago
Ingold T (2006) The perception of the environment. Essays in livelihood, dwelling

and skill. Routledge, London, New York
Jann B (2008) The Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition for linear regression models.

Stata J 8:453–479
Jeffery B (2018) I probably would never move, but ideally like I’d love to move this

week’: class and residential experience, beyond elective belonging. Sociology
52:245–261

Keller S (1968) The urban neighborhood: a sociological perspective. Random
House, New York

Klinenberg E (2015) Heat wave. A social autopsy of disaster in Chicago. 2nd ed.
University of Chicago Press, Chicago

Klinenberg E (2018) Palaces for the people. How social infrastructure can help fight
inequality, polarization, and the decline of civic life. Broadway Books, New York

Kurtenbach S (2024) Soziologie der Nachbarschaft. Befunde zu einer komplexen
Selbstverständlichkeit. Campus, Frankfurt/Main

Lang S, Rothenberg J (2017) Neoliberal urbanism, public space, and the greening of the
growth machine: New York City’s High Line park. Environ Plan A 49:1743–1761

Larkin B (2013) The politics and poetics of infrastructure. Annu Rev Anthropol
42:327–343

Latham A, Layton J (2019) Social infrastructure and the public life of cities:
studying urban sociality and public spaces. Geogr Compass 13:e12444

Latham A, Layton J (2022) Social infrastructure: why it matters and how urban
geographers might study it. Urban Geogr 43:659–668

Layton J, Latham A (2022) Social infrastructure and public life – notes on Finsbury
Park, London. Urban Geogr 43:755–776

Letki N (2008) Does diversity erode social cohesion? Social capital and race in
British neighbourhoods. Polit Stud -Lond 56:99–126

Lewis C, Yarker S, Hammond M, Kavanagh N, Phillipson C (2022) “Ageing in
place” and urban regeneration: analysing the role of social infrastructure.
Urban Plan 7:523–533

Lobo M (2010) Interethnic understanding and belonging in suburban Melbourne.
Urban Policy Res 28:85–99

Luke DA (2020) Multilevel modelling. 2nd ed. Sage, Los Angeles
Maringanti A (2013) Ordinary entanglements in the world city. Environ Plan A

45:2314–2317
McFarlane C (2021) Fragments of the city. Making and remaking urban worlds.

University of California Press, Oakland
Mee K, Wright S (2009) Geographies of belonging. Environ Plan A 41:772–779
Mieg HA (2012) Metropolen: Begriff und Wandel. In: Oberste J (ed) Metropolität

in der Vormoderne. Konstruktionen urbaner Zentralität im Wandel. Schnell
& Steiner, Regensburg, p 11-33

Minza WM, Nurdiyanto FA, Muhiddin S, Pertiwi YG (2024) “My neighbor, my
friend”: the relevance of support, closeness, and history of relations in
neighborhood friendship. Hum Arenas 7:657–681

Nethercote M (2017) When social infrastructures deficits create displacement
pressures: inner city schools and the suburbanization of families in Mel-
bourne. Int J Urban Reg 41:443–463

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05115-0 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2025) 12:774 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05115-0 13

https://fgz-risc-data.de/en/


Oldenburg R (2023) The great good place. Cafes, coffee shops, bookstores, bars,
hair salons, and other hangouts at the heart of a community. Berkshire, Great
Barrington

Pánel J, Glass MR, Marek L (2020) Evaluating a gentrifying neighborhood’s
changing sense of place using participatory mapping. Cities 102:102723

Perec G (2008) Species of spaces and other pieces. Penguin Books, London
Pinkster FM (2016) Narratives of neighbourhood change and loss of belonging in

an urban garden village. Soc Cult Geogr 17:871–891
Pred A (1984) Place as historically contingent process: structuration and the time-

geography of becoming places. Ann Assoc Am Geogr 74:279–297
Preece J (2020) Belonging in working-class neighbourhoods: dis-identification,

territorialisation and biographies of people and place. Urban Stud 57:827–843
Probyn E (1996) Outside belongings. Routledge, London, New York
Prytherch DL (2022) Reimagining the physical/social infrastructure of the Amer-

ican street: policy and design for mobility justice and conviviality. Urban
Geogr 43:688–712

Pütz R (2019) Pferderücken. In: Hasse J, Schreiber V (eds) Räume der Kindheit.
Ein Glossar. Transcript, Bielefeld, p 259-265

Purifoy D (2023) Black towns and (legal) marronage. Ann Am Assoc Geogr
113:1599–1614

Ramdas K, Ho ELE, Woon CY (2018) Changing landscapes as text: geography and
national education in Singapore. Area 50:50–54

Sackmann R, Dirksmeier P, Rees JH, Vogel B (2024a) Sozialer Zusammenhalt vor
Ort. Analysen regionaler Mechanismen. Campus, Frankfurt/Main

Sackmann R, Dirksmeier P, Göb A, Hartl J, Mayer I, Rees JH, Rees Y, Reinhold M,
Schmidt A, Schmidt JH, Vogel B, Winkler O (2024b) RISC Regional Panel
2021 – Wave 1. Dataset and Documentation. https://doi.org/10.60532/risc_
regpan.2021.w1.v1

Sampson RJ, Raudenbush SW, Earls F (1997) Neighborhoods and violent crime: a
multilevel study of collective efficacy. Science 277(5328):918–924

Sauder M (2020) A sociology of luck. Socio Theor 38:193–216
Savage M (2010) Focus article: the politics of elective belonging. Hous Theory Soc

27:115–135
Schwartz R, Halegoua GR (2015) The spatial self: location-based identity perfor-

mance on social media. N Media Soc 17:1643–1660
Shklar JN (1993) Obligation, loyalty, exile. Polit Theory 21:181–197
Simmel G (1903) Die Großstädte und das Geistesleben. In: Petermann T (ed) Die

Großstadt. Vorträge und Aufsätze zur Städteausstellung. Zahn und Jaensch,
Dresden, p 185-206

Simone A (2004) People as infrastructure: intersecting fragments in Johannesburg.
Public Cult 16:407–429

Star SL (1999) The ethnography of infrastructure. Am Behav Sci 43:377–391
Stichweh R (2010) Der Fremde. Studien zu Soziologie und Sozialgeschichte.

Suhrkamp, Berlin
Suk J, Shah DV, Wells C, Wagner MW, Friedland LA, Cramer KJ, Hughes C,

Franklin C (2020) Do improving conditions harden partisan preferences?
Lived experiences, imagined communities, and polarized evaluations. Int J
Public Opin R 32:750–768

Sultana F (2020) Embodied intersectionalities of urban citizenship: water, infra-
structure, and gender in the Global South. Ann Am Assoc Geogr
110:1407–1424

Tan D, Teng E (2020) Fostering social cohesion in 21st century Singapore. In:
Leong CH, Malone-Lee LC (eds) Building resilient neighbourhoods in Sin-
gapore. The convergence of policies, research and practice. Springer Nature,
Singapore, p 13-27

Tönnies F (2019) Gesamtausgabe: Band 2: 1880–1935; Gemeinschaft und Gesell-
schaft. De Gruyter, Berlin

Tomaney J (2013) Parochialism – a defence. Prog Hum Geog 37:658–672
Tomaney J (2015) Region and place II: belonging. Prog Hum Geog 39:507–516
Vaisey S (2007) Structure, culture, and community: the search for belonging in 50

urban communes. Am Socio Rev 72:851–873
van der Eijk C (2001) Measuring agreement in ordered rating scales. Qual Quant

35:325–341
Wan C, Shen GQ, Choi S (2021) Underlying relationships between public urban

green spaces and social cohesion: a systematic literature review City Cult Soc
24:100383

Wickes R, Zahnow R, Corcoran J, Hipp JR (2019) Neighbourhood social conduits
and resident social cohesion. Urban Stud 56:223–248

Willems E (1970) Peasantry and city: cultural persistence and change in historical
perspective, a European case. Am Anthropol 72:528–544

Witten K, McCreanor T, Kearns R (2007) The place of schools in parents’ com-
munity belonging. N Z Geogr 63:141–148

Wirth L (1938) Urbanism as a way of life. Am J Socio 44:1–24

Yuval-Davis N (2010) Theorizing identity: beyond the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy.
Patterns Prejudice 44:261–280

Yuval-Davis N (2011) Belonging and the politics of belonging. In: McLaughlin J,
Phillimore P, Richardson D (eds) Contesting recognition. Culture, identity
and citizenship. Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, New York, p 20-35

Zahnow R (2023) Place type or place function: what matters for place attachment?
Am J Commun Psychol 73:446–460

Zahnow R (2024) Social infrastructure, social cohesion and subjective wellbeing.
Wellbeing Space Soc 7:100210

Zhuang ZC, Lok RT (2023) Exploring the wellbeing of migrants in third places: an
empirical study of smaller Canadian cities. Wellbeing Space Soc 4:100146

Acknowledgements
An early version of this paper was presented at the AAG 2023 Annual Conference in
Denver. I thank Danielle Drozdzewski and Alan Latham for the opportunity to present
my ideas in their session. I would also like to thank all attendees for the critical and
supportive discussion that significantly improved the paper. I thank Katherine Bird for
her very helpful comments on the content and her excellent proofreading of the language
of the text. This research has been supported by the German Bundesministerium für
Bildung und Forschung [Federal Ministry of Education and Research] (grant no.
01UG2050FY).

Author contributions
PD designed the study, analysed the data, wrote the first version and also wrote the final
version.

Funding
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Competing interests
The author declares no competing interests.

Ethical approval
The questionnaire and methodology for this study were approved by the Ethics Com-
mittee of Leibniz Universität Hannover (Ethics approval number: EV LUH 06/2021).

Informed consent
This article does not contain any studies with human participants performed by any of
the authors. The survey data was collected as part of Leibniz University’s ethics vote.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material
available at https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05115-0.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Peter Dirksmeier.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2025

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05115-0

14 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2025) 12:774 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05115-0

https://doi.org/10.60532/risc_regpan.2021.w1.v1
https://doi.org/10.60532/risc_regpan.2021.w1.v1
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05115-0
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	A sense of belonging to the neighbourhood in places beyond the metropolis – the role of social infrastructure
	Introduction
	The nexus of belonging to the neighbourhood and the role of social infrastructure
	Belonging and neighbourhood belonging
	The relation between social infrastructure and neighbourhood belonging

	Data and variables
	Dependent variables
	Independent variables

	Methodology
	Outcomes
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Data availability
	References
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Competing interests
	Additional information




