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Understanding Society opens a range of new opportunities 
for local area research. Geographical identifi ers are being 
made available at small area levels with appropriate 
protections to preserve the confi dentiality of study 
participants. This enables researchers to merge a wealth 
of data on area characteristics to individuals’ responses. 
Moreover, the survey elicits information on perceptions 
of neighbourhoods and local services directly from 
respondents. By following people over time it provides 
a basis for analysing migration, residential mobility and 
location choice. This chapter gives examples of the type of 
research that can be done in the area of neighbourhood 
research using Understanding Society. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
There is a large body of literature which seeks to quantify 
the relationship between various aspects of the residential 
environment and numerous behaviours and outcomes 
for the individuals residing in these environments. The 
behaviours and outcomes that have been related to 
neighbourhood characteristics range from child 
development, educational outcomes, delinquency, teen 
pregnancy, social exclusion and health to employment 
and earnings, and more. Examples are papers that look 
at the effects of living in deprived or disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods on children’s cognitive test scores 
(McCulloch & Joshi, 2001), measures of social exclusion 
(Buck, 2001), mental health (Propper et al., 2005), and 
residential mobility (Rabe & Taylor, 2010).

An important distinction to make in the interpretation 
of these relationships is the extent to which they are 
compositional, i.e. the outcomes result from the individuals’ 
characteristics rather than their location, and the extent 
to which they are neighbourhood effects. This means that 
the outcomes result from contextual community infl uences 
not solely attributable to the aggregated demographic 
characteristics of individuals of the neighbourhood.

The analysis of neighbourhood effects faces several 
methodological and data issues (Buck, 2001). Individuals are 
infl uenced by their context and at the same time infl uence 
that context, so that contextual effects cannot be separately 
identifi ed from endogenous effects, that is, there is a 
propensity for an individual to adjust its behaviour according 
to the group behaviour. Another issue is the existence of 
important unmeasured individual or area characteristics, 
which may be the basis for selection of individuals into 
neighbourhoods and affect outcomes. Moreover, the spatial 
scales at which neighbourhood effects may operate need 
consideration.

There are several causal pathways through which 
neighbourhood effects may arise. Social-interactive 
mechanisms refer to processes endogenous to 
neighbourhoods, such as behaviours, attitudes and 
aspirations of residents being changed by contact with 
peers, or collective socialisation where individuals are 
encouraged to conform to local social norms conveyed by 
neighbourhood role models (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Buck, 
2001; Galster, 2010). Neighbourhood effects may also result 
from natural or human-made attributes of the local space 
such as the beauty of the landscape, pollution, deteriorated 
houses and exposure to violence. Alternatively, they may 
arise because neighbourhoods are not conveniently located 
for residents to access services and other opportunities. 

Some studies directly assess the mechanisms that potentially 
drive neighbourhood effects. One example for this is social 
cohesion, which has been examined as a mediating factor 
affecting neighbourhood violent crime (Sampson, Raudenbush, 
& Earls, 1997) and health outcomes (McCulloch, 2003, Pevalin 
& Rose, 2003). Previous research has proposed that the 
differential social capital of neighbourhoods may infl uence 
a variety of behaviours and reactions of neighbourhood 
residents, and hence that the social environment has an 
important infl uence on outcomes such as health. A wide 
range of social capital indicators have been developed, 
focusing for example on mutual trust, identifi cation with 

People do not live as individuals in isolation. They interact with a range of 
different sorts of surrounding networks and environments. These interactions 

take place over different scales, which we can see as a set of widening contexts. Firstly, the study of interactions with the 
immediate co-residents in the household is an integral part of the household panel study design. The wider contexts and 
environments can be both spatial units and the networks within which people are located. Examples of the former include 
local neighbourhoods and administrative areas, which may vary in the quality and availability of local services. There are also 
economically relevant areas such as ‘travel to work areas’ within which people look for jobs and where the balance between 
the supply and demand for work may affect individuals’ chances of getting good quality employment. There are in addition 
networks of family, friends, neighbours and work colleagues living outside the individual’s own household with whom they 
interact and upon whom they may rely for support. 

Understanding Society is designed to provide opportunities for research on the impact of and interaction with many of 
these contexts. Here we mainly focus on spatial variations and their implications, though the study also collects a signifi cant 
amount of information on social networks. There is an increasing interest in the ways that the spatial context, within 
which social or economic processes take place, may have signifi cant effects on the life chances of individuals. Space may 
be a signifi cant dimension in structuring social and economic inequality. There has been a longstanding concern with the 
potential role for spatially differentiated policy and the targeting of policy to particular areas. 

INTRODUCTION
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the common values of residents and the willingness to 
intervene for the common good. Neighbourhood cohesion (or 
its individual-level equivalent, sense of community/cohesion) 
is one of the instruments used to measure social capital and 
collective effi cacy (Fone, Farewell & Dunstan, 2006; 
McCulloch, 2003; Pevalin & Rose, 2003). 

Two factors stand out in relation to the creation of 
neighbourhood social capital. The fi rst is residential stability, 
which is important for the development of social capital 
and social organisation via the formation of densely 
interconnected social networks. A high rate of residential 
mobility, especially in areas of decreasing population, 
fosters institutional disruption and weakened social controls 
over collective life. In addition to residential tenure, home 
ownership is therefore one of the proposed covariates of 
social capital, as fi nancial investment provides homeowners 
with a vested interest in supporting neighbourhood life 
(Sampson et al., 1997). The second is area deprivation. 
At the individual level socio-economic status has a direct 
role in promoting a sense of control and effi cacy. Sampson 
and associates (1997) assume that an analogous process 
may work at the community level, where the alienation, 
exploitation, and dependency wrought by resource 
deprivation act as a force that hinders mutual trust and the 
shared willingness to intervene for the common good, even 
when personal ties are strong.

NEIGHBOURHOOD DEFINITIONS 
AND MEASURES 
The boundaries used to defi ne spatial neighbourhoods 
should ideally be appropriate to the spatial scale at 
which neighbourhood effects or associations are likely to 
operate. For example, the spatial scale to analyse peer 
group infl uences would be rather small, while research on 
the impact of pollutants might require consideration of a 
larger region. However, often the units of analysis used are 
determined by data availability rather than by the assumed 
boundaries of the mechanism in question. Much of the 
previous UK literature has used electoral wards as a unit 
of analysis, although these are rather large units. With 
the creation of Lower Level Super Output Areas (LSOAs) 
for the collection and publication of small area statistics, 
there are now smaller geographical units available. Each 
LSOA has constant boundaries and a mean population of 
1,500 and a minimum of 1,000 individuals. LSOAs were 
constructed by using measures of both proximity (to give a 
reasonably compact shape) and social homogeneity (the type 
of dwelling and type of tenure, to establish areas of similar 
social background). LSOAs would therefore be expected 
to come closer to the defi nition of a neighbourhood than 
electoral wards. Although LSOAs are primarily a statistical 
geography and thus far from being a perfect defi nition of 
a neighbourhood, they do allow more meaningful fi ne-
grained area analysis at the local level than previously used 
geographical units.  

Understanding Society data can be linked to many types 
of area statistics. One important source of data available 
at lower geographical levels is Indices of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD) (Noble, Wright, Smith & Dibben, 2006), which have 
been separately computed for England, Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland. They are based on summarising many 
types of local area statistics, and they contain separate 
domain indices. For example, the English IMD has separate 
indices which capture deprivation related to income, 
employment, health and disability, education, skills and 
training, barriers to housing and geographical access to 
services, as well as crime and the living environment. 
There is also an overall index, which is a weighted 
combination of the domain indices. Data at different 
geographical levels of the UK and from a variety of 
sources, including Census data, is also available from 
http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk.

There are a large number of other possible ways in which 
area information can be linked. It is possible to link data at 
the level of larger administrative units, which will be relevant 
to variations in the delivery of services. Examples include 
Local Authority Districts for local government services and 
health service institutions such as Primary Care Trusts. This 
would support research about the relationship between the 
variation in area characteristics and individual characteristics 
and outcomes. The sample size of Understanding Society 
also makes it possible to undertake comparative analysis of 
specifi c larger territories, with separate analysis of samples 
in, for example, Scotland, Wales or London.

Understanding Society allows the study of neighbourhood 
effects on various outcomes as it collects individual 
information such as education, employment, earnings, 
health, fertility and life satisfaction. In addition to these 
outcomes, it collects measures relating to behaviour and 
attitudes towards the neighbourhood. Some of these 
are available at Wave 1, and additional neighbourhood 
measures will be carried at Wave 3. These will enable 
researchers to investigate directly some of the processes 
through which neighbourhoods exert their effects. One 
such measure is sense of community or cohesion, collected 
at Wave 1 and repeated at Wave 3. Respondents were 
asked eight questions from a scale developed by Buckner 
(1988) about the neighbourhood in which they live, 
relating to the residents’ sense of community felt within 
the neighbourhood, degree of attraction to live and remain 
in the neighbourhood, and degree of interaction within the 
neighbourhood. Each response is coded on a 5-point scale 
from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. The responses 
can be summed to yield an index of sense of community/
cohesion at the individual level. At each wave, respondents 
are also asked whether they would like and whether they 
expect to move.
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MAIN FINDINGS
We present information on a range of fi ndings from the 
fi rst wave of Understanding Society. The fi rst two examples 
cover how variations in local context relate to individual 
characteristics, focusing on neighbourhood deprivation and 
the amount of green space in the neighbourhood. Next, we 
examine very briefl y the pattern of variation in household 
income between areas. The main focus here is on spatial 
scale, and how the extent of variation between areas differs 
as we change the spatial scale of the units. Finally, we 
examine variations in sense of community in terms of both 
individual and area characteristics. 

NEIGHBOURHOOD DEPRIVATION 

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the population 
living in the 20% of most deprived and least deprived 
neighbourhoods using Indices of Multiple Deprivation. 
Because the IMDs in each country are computed on a 
slightly different basis and measured at different points in 
time, this is shown separately for England, Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland.

The characteristics of individuals shown include age, 
whether white UK origin, measures of employment status, 
housing tenure, measures of whether in social housing, 
and two measures of health, physical and mental, based 
on the SF-12 battery of questions. There are also three 
measures of neighbourhood attachment: the sense of 
community measure discussed above, duration of residence 
at the address in which the participant was interviewed and 
whether the participant wishes to move.

There are clear differences between most deprived and 
less deprived areas in all four countries. Individuals in more 
deprived areas are younger, more likely to be from an ethnic 
minority group, less likely to be employed and more likely 
to be unemployed, more likely to be in social housing and 
to be in worse physical and mental health. Some of this 
is not surprising since some of these measures, based on 
other aggregate data, contribute to the defi nition of the 
IMD. However, it is clear that the differences are confi rmed 
in other, individual level data, for example in worse mental 
health in more deprived areas. The average ‘sense of 
community’ is also signifi cantly weaker in more deprived 
neighbourhoods, and substantially more people want to 
move from such neighbourhoods. The average length of 
residence in the neighbourhood is somewhat shorter in 
more deprived areas.

There are only a few differences between England, 
Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, with rather 
more unemployed and in social housing in deprived 
neighbourhoods in Scotland than in the other countries. 
There are no major ethnic differences in Scotland and 
Wales. The White UK group includes people who describe 
themselves as white British, Scottish, Welsh or Northern 
Irish. It excludes the people who describe themselves as 
Irish, accounting for the lower proportion of White UK in 
Northern Ireland. In Northern Ireland also, there is not 
the same difference in the sense of community measure 
between more and less deprived areas. The proportion 
wanting to move from more deprived areas in Northern 
Ireland is higher than in less deprived areas, but is 
considerably less than in other parts of the UK. 

 
Table 1 Characteristics of individuals living in the most and least deprived neighbourhoods in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland

Age (mean)

White UK (per cent)

Employed (per cent)

Unemployed (per cent)

Living in social housing (per cent)

Physical health (mean)

Mental health (mean)

Sense of community (mean, 
on scale of 8-40)

Duration of residence in years (mean)

Wanting to move (per cent)

N (max)

Most 
deprived

 44

 75

 39.5

 11.5

 38

 47

 49

 27.7

 13

 47

 3,311

Least
deprived

 49

 91

 52.0

 2.7

 3

 51

 52

 29.4

 14

 34

 3,461

Most 
deprived

 46

 93

 37.72

 11.02

 39

 47

 49

 28.8

 14

 42

 228

Least
deprived

 50

 951

 51.12

 3.72

 2

 51

 51

 30.4

 17

 33

 220

Most 
deprived

 44

 93

 39.0

 15.1

 54

 46

 48

 27.6

 12

 50

 364

Least
deprived

 49

 93

 55.72

 1.92

 3

 52

 53

 29.3

 15

 31

 372

Most 
deprived

 46

 65

 39.62

 10.92

 40

 46

 47

 30.51

 151

 32

 332

Least
deprived

 49

 86

 53.42

 2.02

 4

 50

 52

 30.01

 171

 21

 398

Notes: Understanding Society Wave 1 Year 1. English Index of Multiple Deprivation 2007 and Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 2008 based on 
Lower Level Super Output Areas; Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2009 based on Scottish data Zones; Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation 
Measure 2010 based on Super Output Areas. For each country, most deprived neighbourhoods are the 20% of all areas with the highest 
deprivation score; least deprived are the 20% with the lowest deprivation score. Physical and mental health are SF-12 norm-based summary 
subscales. 1not statistically different from each other; 2based on small sample size
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GREEN SPACE

Table 2 shows the characteristics of the 20% of people living 
in neighbourhoods with the least green space, compared 
with those 20% living in neighbourhoods with most green 
space. Green space is derived from the Generalised Land 
Use Database 2005 (Department for Communities and 

Local Government, 2007). 
It includes domestic 
gardens as well as other 
areas of open space. The 
individual characteristics 
are the same as in Table 1. 
The differences between 
the greenest and least 
green neighbourhoods are 
broadly comparable to those 
found for neighbourhood 
deprivation, though the age 

differences are greater, with older people living in greenest 
neighbourhoods (and hence also fewer employed people). 
In the greenest neighbourhoods there are relatively very 
long durations of residence and few people wanting to 
move. Mental health differences and differences in sense 
of community are about the same as those between most 
and least deprived neighbourhoods, though physical health 
differences are less. 

SCALE ISSUES: THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN 
HOUSEHOLD INCOME AND AREA CHARACTERISTICS

It is widely perceived that there is important spatial 
inequality: variation between richer and poorer areas. One 
key question is the effective scale at which this operates 
(see Berthoud, 2008). There are clearly regions with higher 
average incomes than others, but there is also variation 
between rich neighbourhoods and poor neighbourhoods. If 
we examine the distribution of incomes in areas at different 
scales, we may be able to see better the relative importance 
of smaller scale variation and larger scale variation in 
accounting for spatial inequalities of income. There are 
various ways of doing this, and in this chapter we discuss 
some models of the association between household income 
and area characteristics at a number of different spatial 
scales, both controlling and not controlling for household 
characteristics. 

We defi ne a simple ordinary least squares regression 
model for predicting log equivalised household income 
from household and area characteristics. This is a 
statistical technique suitable for interval level outcomes. 
The income outcome has been expressed on a log scale to 
partially correct for skewness. It has also been adjusted for 
household size (equivalised). The household characteristics 
include two housing tenure categories, along with measures 
of the household structure, and number of workers. It would 
clearly be possible to derive a fuller model. Our predictor 
variables at the area level have been selected from the 
2001 Census of Population Small Area Statistics. It would 
be useful to incorporate more up to date indicators, e.g. of 
labour market situation in the current recession. However, 
there is considerable persistence in the spatial distribution 
of area characteristics, with areas of particularly high 
unemployment in the current recession likely to be the same 
as those with high unemployment eight years earlier. Thus, 
the measures are satisfactory for this preliminary analysis. 
The tests in regression models which follow are essentially 
of two types: a) how these associations change at different 
spatial scales, and how far they persist when household 
level characteristics are included in the model. The variables 
included are:
•  % of working age economically active men and 

women who are unemployed
•  % of households headed by a professional or 

managerial worker
• % of the working age population in poor health
• % of the population who have moved in last year
• Population density in persons per hectareNotes: Understanding Society Wave 1 Year 1. Physical and mental 

health are SF-12 norm-based summary subscales, where 50 is the 
average. 1)difference between greenest and least green neighbourhoods 
not statistically signifi cant

Table 2 Characteristics of individuals living in the greenest and 
least green neighbourhoods in England 

 Age (mean)

 White British (per cent)

 Employed (per cent)

 Unemployed (per cent)

 Living in social housing

 Physical health 

 Mental health

  Sense of community
(mean, on scale of 8-40)

  Duration of residence in 
years (mean)

 Wanting to move (per cent)

 N (max)

Residents in 
least green 

neighbourhoods

 42

 71

 48

 9

 21

 491)

 49

 27.3

 12

 46

3,467

 51

 95

 43

 4

 9

 501)

 52

 29.8

 16 

 31

3,465

Residents 
in greenest 

neighbourhoods

Small scale 
geographic units 

are more strongly 
associated with 

household 
income than 

units with larger 
population sizes



Table 3 Regression models for log equivalised household income

Area variables only

% unemployed

% professional and manager

% poor health

% moved in last year

Population density

Constant

R squared

Area and household variables

Social housing renter

Own with mortgage

N in employment in HH

N children

N aged 65 & over

Lone parent

% unemployed

% professional and manager

% poor health

% moved in last year

Population density

Constant

R squared

Output area

 -0.012 ***

 0.015 ***

 -0.014 ***

 -0.003 **

 0.003 

 7.242 

 0.080 

 

 

 -0.108 ***

 0.223 ***

 0.353 ***

 -0.127 ***

 0.066 ***

 -0.043 

 -0.003 *

 0.013 ***

 -0.004 **

 -0.001 

 0.003 

 6.730 

 0.312

Postcode sector

 -0.011 **

 0.017 ***

 -0.016 **

 -0.005 **

 -0.015 **

 7.259 

 0.047 

 

 

 -0.176 ***

 0.222 ***

 0.357 ***

 -0.126 ***

 0.067 ***

 -0.054 *

 0.005 

 0.016 ***

 -0.008 *

 -0.004 **

 -0.013 *

 6.725 

 0.307

Westminster 
Parliamentary
Constituencies

 -0.018 **

 0.016 ***

 -0.014 *

 0.001 

 -0.005 

 7.234 

 0.029 

 

 

 -0.201 ***

 0.224 ***

 0.358 ***

 -0.125 ***

 0.071 ***

 -0.062 **

 0.001 

 0.015 ***

 -0.009 

       0.0003 

 -0.004 

 6.712 

 0.301

Local Authority 
District

 -0.018 **

 0.016 ***

 -0.012 *

 0.003 

 -0.009 

 7.191 

 0.024 

 

 

 -0.208 ***

 0.225 ***

 0.359 ***

 -0.125 ***

 0.073 ***

 -0.063 **

 0.003 

 0.017 ***

 -0.008 

 0.002 

 -0.006

 6.664 

 0.301

* signifi cant at 5% ** signifi cant at 1% *** signifi cant at 0.1%
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Results from area models are presented in Table 3. The top 
panels show models with area characteristics only, while the 
lower panels include household characteristics. The columns 
show the results of separate analyses for different standard 
geographies. These geographies range from the very small 
scale Output Areas (with an average population of just over 
250), through the Postcode Sector (average population of 
around 6,000), Westminster Parliamentary Constituency 
(average population just over 90,000) to the rather larger 
Local Authority District (average population 140,000). 
Considering models with area variables only, there is a clear 
decline in the degrees of model fi t (R-squared or the percent 
of variation explained by the model) as the geographic 
units become larger. However, even at the district level, 
three of the indicators (percentage unemployed, percentage 
professional and managers and in poor health) remain 
statistically signifi cant. The one instance, population density, 
where an indicator is not signifi cant at the smallest scale, it 
becomes so for the postcode sector level. 

Once individual household characteristics are entered, 
associations with area characteristics tend to be weaker. 

However, many but not all of the indicators remain 
signifi cant. The percentage of households headed by 
a professional or managerial worker remains strongly 
signifi cant at all spatial scales. It should be noted that this 
area indicator does not have a household level counterpart. 
Other exploratory work suggests that including some 
measure of household socio-economic classifi cation does 
reduce this somewhat, but does not remove the effect of 
the area component. At the larger scales this is the only 
area factor which remains signifi cant. 

Thus, as suggested above, we fi nd much greater variation 
in household income when examining small scale than 
large scale units like local authorities or parliamentary 
constituencies. This is best explained by quite small scale 
neighbourhood sorting. We also fi nd that neighbourhood 
characteristics have relatively weak effects on household 
income, independent of the characteristics of individual 
households. There is more work to do here to disentangle the 
main factors explaining income variation, and Understanding 
Society provides an ideal resource for examining these issues.

1  The Carstairs score is a deprivation indicator based on four variables produced from the 2001 Census, the proportion of male unemployed, the proportion of overcrowded 
households, the proportion of households with no car/van ownership, and the proportion of persons of low social class. It is used because it can be computed straightforwardly 
for the whole sample
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INTERACTIONS AND RESPONSE TO CONTEXTS

This section is concerned with individuals’ or households’ 
responses to the local environment, and makes use of the 
neighbourhood cohesion measure discussed earlier. 

We explore the associations between social capital 
measures and individual and household characteristics. 
Residential stability is assessed at the individual level in 
terms of duration at the current address. Within the scope 
of this chapter we are only interested in presenting some 
associations rather than identifying effects. Analyses are 
presented in Tables 4 and 5. In Table 4, we show linear 
regression estimates of the relationship between sense 
of community/cohesion and individual-level covariates that 
characterise socio-economic and residential status as well 
as the Carstairs score1 as a measure of LSOA-level 
deprivation. In Table 5, we display ordered logit estimates 
of some of the items included in the neighbourhood 
cohesion measure on the same set of covariates, selecting 
those items that are related to behaviours rather than 
attitudes and the results of logit regression of preferring 
to move on the same set of covariates.

Table 4 shows that sense of community is positively 
associated with age, being female and the number of 
children in the household. However, sense of community/
cohesion is lower for highly educated people. Self-employed 
individuals have a greater sense of cohesion than those not 
economically active, but employment status is otherwise 
not associated with cohesion. Sense of community/cohesion 
does, therefore, not seem to be closely related to socio-
economic status. In terms of residential status, sense of 
community/cohesion is higher for home owners and lower 
for private renters than social renters. This supports the 
idea that home owners have a vested interest in supporting 
the neighbourhood. Private renters often choose this 
tenure because they are expecting to move, which would 
explain that participation in neighbourhood life is lower 
for this group. As expected, sense of community/cohesion 
increases with duration of residence. It is also lower in 
urban areas than in rural neighbourhoods. The coeffi cient 
on the Carstairs score shows that even after controlling 
for individual-level characteristics of residents, sense of 
community/cohesion is lower in deprived neighbourhoods 
than in affl uent ones.

Table 5 shows the association of sense of community or 
social capital measures with individual and household 
characteristics. Results are shown as proportional odds 
ratios. These measures of association show the increase 
in likelihood for a unit increase in the predictor variable, 
with values larger than one stating an increase, and values 
lower than one a decrease, in the likelihood of borrowing 
and exchanging favours, willingness to work with others 
to improve the neighbourhood and regularly talking with 
people in the neighbourhood respectively. The estimates 
show that, similar to the results obtained for sense of 

community, the likelihood of these behaviours generally 
increases with age, being female and the number of own 
children in the household, and it decreases for individuals 
living in urban areas.

Contrary to results for sense of community, those with a 
higher education are more likely to borrow and exchange 
favours and to be willing to work with others. A higher 
education reduces the likelihood to regularly stop and talk 
with neighbours. However, regarding the other covariates, 
these behavioural measures (borrowing things and 
exchanging favours as well as regularly stopping to talk with 
neighbours) have similar associations to those described for 
sense of community/cohesion: self-employment tends to 
increase the likelihood of the behaviour in question, as does 
the duration of residence, being a home owner, and living in 
an urban and living in a deprived neighbourhood, and being 
a private tenant reduces the likelihood. Being willing to work 
with others to improve the neighbourhood, on the other 
hand, is less likely for retired individuals but being self-
employed has no statistically signifi cant effect. Moreover, 
the duration of residence, being a private renter and the 
level of area deprivation as measured by the Carstairs 
score have no effect on the willingness to work with others 
to improve the neighbourhood. Thus the results show 
that, as the literature predicts, concentrated disadvantage 
decreases and residential stability increases these aspects 
of social capital or collective effi cacy, but this is not true for 
all kinds of behaviour included in the measure of sense of 
community/cohesion.

When looking at the 
associations between 
individual and area-level 
covariates and the various 
outcomes, we have used 
duration of residence at 
the current address as an 
independent variable. It 
is clear, however, that the 
duration of residence will 
in turn depend on many of 

the covariates used in the models. In other words, it is most 
likely an endogenous variable. In the right column of Table 
5, we present the results for whether or not a respondent 
prefers to move house as a function of the same set of 
covariates as before. The estimates, again displayed in the 
form of odds ratios, show that older and retired individuals, 
home owners and those who have lived in a house for 
a long time, are less likely to want to move than others, 
whereas the likelihood of wanting to move increases with 
being self-employed, employed and unemployed, living in 
an urban neighbourhood, and with the deprivation of the 
neighbourhood. The results indicate that there are complex 
interactions between area deprivation, residential mobility 
and sense of community/cohesion which need careful 
consideration in terms of the direction of any causal effects. 

Residents of urban 
neighbourhoods 

have a lower 
sense of cohesion, 

independent 
of their 

individual social 
characteristics
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Table 5 Association of individual and neighbourhood-level characteristics on aspects of social capital: Adjusted odds ratios

Individual level

Age 

Female

Number of own children in household

Highest education: degree

Self-employed

Employed

Unemployed

Retired

Duration of residence

Private renter

Home owner

Neighbourhood level

Urban neighbourhood

Carstair deprivation score

Observations

Borrow things 
and exchange 
favours with 
neighbours1 

 1.00*

 1.02

 1.34**

 1.10**

 1.18*

 0.98

 1.086

 0.89+

 1.01**

 0.84**

 1.19**

 0.70**

 0.96**

 17,288

Willing to work 
with others 
to improve 

neighbourhood1   

 1.01**

 1.12**

 1.20**

 1.21**

 1.14+

 1.06

 0.98

 0.82**

 1.00

 1.10

 1.29**

 0.77**

 1.00

17,338

Regularly 
stop and talk 
with people in 

neighbourhood1  

 1.02**

 1.31**

 1.27**

 0.75**

 1.26**

 0.96

 1.04

 0.98

 1.01**

 0.71**

 1.01

 0.68**

 0.99*

17,484

Prefer to 
move house2

 0.99**

 1.05+

 1.02

 0.96

 1.22**

 1.11**

 1.19*

 0.80**

 1.00**

 1.01

 0.84**

 1.38**

 1.05**

20,110

Notes: Understanding Society Wave 1 Year 1, estimated on English, Welsh and Scottish sub-sample. (1) odds ratios from ordered logit regressions; 
(2) odds ratios from logit regression. Omitted categories are male, other employment status, social renter, highest education lower than degree-
level, rural neighbourhood.+p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01

Table 4 Individual and neighbourhood-level correlates of sense of community

Individual level

Age 

Female

Number of own children in household

Highest education: degree

Self-employed

Employed

Unemployed

Retired

Duration of residence

Private renter

Home owner

Neighbourhood level

Urban neighbourhood

Carstair deprivation score

Constant

Observations

Regression coeffi cient 

 0.08**

 0.67**

 0.90**

 -0.55**

 0.52**

 0.01

 0.06

 -0.26

 0.04**

 -0.61**

 0.54**

 -1.22**

 -0.08**

 24.24**

16,914

Notes: Understanding Society Wave 1 Year 1, estimated on English, Welsh and Scottish sub-
sample. Coeffi cients from linear regression; Omitted categories are male, other employment 
status, social renter, highest education lower than degree-level, rural neighbourhood. 
** p < .01
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Sample Size
The illustrative analyses are done with persons who 
responded to the adult individual interview (22,265), with 
some reduction associated with missing values on other 
variables. Some examples contrast the characteristics of 
individuals living in the highest and lowest areas in terms 
of material deprivation or ‘green space’. The analysis of 
social cohesion uses data from the adult self-completion 
questionnaire. 

Findings
When comparing residents of the areas with greatest to 
least material deprivation, those in less deprived areas 
are more likely to be unemployed, living in social housing, 
more likely to be members of minority groups, and more 
likely to want to move. The differences between areas 
with most and least green space are similar to those for 
material deprivation.

The association of individual and area characteristics 
were used to examine individuals’ responses to where 
they live in terms of overall social cohesion and 
neighbouring behaviours. A stronger sense of community 
or social cohesion was found within women, by those 
who have more children, and for older persons. Three 
specifi c behaviours were borrowing things/exchanging 
favours, being willing to work with others to improve 
the neighbourhood, and regularly stopping to talk with 
people. In general, these behaviours have similar patterns 
of association to the sense of cohesion, but not for all 
variables. For example, greater education is associated 
with borrowing things and working with others on 
neighbourhood improvement but not with stopping to 
chat. So while concentrated disadvantage decreases some 
aspects of social capital, the pattern is not the same for all 
items included in the overall social cohesion measure. 

LOOKING FORWARD 
This chapter has provided some early fi ndings from 
Understanding Society based on linking survey data to 
information about the areas in which participants live. It 
has focused on descriptive fi ndings about the associations 
between individual characteristics and neighbourhood 
characteristics, and also about how individuals respond to 
their neighbourhoods. It has not explored whether these are 
‘neighbourhood effects’ or are a consequence of population 
composition arising from the ways in which individuals 
choose to live in different areas. Nevertheless, it illustrates 
the very considerable potential of the study for further work 
in this area.

Data collected at Wave 3 
of Understanding Society 
will provide further 
opportunities for the 
study of neighbourhood 
interactions and their 
possible effects on 
outcomes. The module 
on local neighbourhoods 
at Wave 3 will contain a 
question battery on the 

standard of local services such as schools, shopping and 
leisure facilities and any problems with their accessibility. 
This will include questions on public transport. The 
questions used to assess sense of community/cohesion 
will be repeated at Wave 3. Additional questions on social 
cohesion, taken from the Project on Human Development 
in Chicago Neighbourhoods, are also in Wave 3. With the 
availability of more than one wave of Understanding Society 
data there will be the opportunity to study outcomes and 
their predictors over time. This may facilitate tackling 
some of the methodological issues associated with the 
study of neighbourhoods and their effects, for example by 
using panel models to control for unobserved individual 
heterogeneity.

Sense of 
community is 

higher for women, 
older persons, 

and families with 
children, but 

lower for highly 
educated persons
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