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Keywords: Cities need places that contribute to quality of life, places that support social interaction. Wellbeing, specifically,
Social infrastructure community wellbeing, is influenced by where people live, the quality of place is important and who they connect
Neighbourhood with socially. Social interaction and connection can come from the routine involvement with others, the
x:ﬁlﬁﬁfw behavioural acts of seeing and being with others. This research consisted of 38 interviews of residents of

Christchurch, New Zealand, in the years following the 2010-12 earthquakes. Residents were asked about the
place they lived and their interactions within their community. The aim was to examine the role of neigh-
bourhood in contributing to local social connections and networks that contribute to living well. Specifically, it
focused on the role and importance of social infrastructure in facilitating less formal social interactions in local
neighbourhoods. It found that neighbourhood gathering places and bumping spaces can provide benefit for living
well. Social infrastructure, like libraries, parks, primary schools, and pubs are some of the places of neigh-
bourhood that contributed to how well people can encounter others for social interaction. In addition, unplanned
interactions were facilitated by the existence of bumping places, such as street furniture. The wellbeing value of
such spaces needs to be acknowledged and factored into planning decisions, and local rules and regulations need

Third places
Bumping and gathering places

to allow the development of such spaces.

1. Introduction

There is an increasing awareness of the impact of the built envi-
ronment on mental health and wellbeing (Lund et al, 2018). Like many
countries Aotearoa New Zealand has a range of housing types within its
urban environment, a large proportion of which are car-dependent
suburbs. One challenge is how to make the suburban places within our
urban environments good places to live. There is growing research on
the importance of social interactions within neighbourhoods and that
these interactions can have a positive effect. Infrastructure of electricity,
roads, sewerage, and water supply are all well recognised as essential
services for health and economic outcomes. Not so well recognised is the
value of social infrastructure (Klinenberg, 2018) the facilities and nat-
ural spaces that support social activities and interaction; the places
where people encounter others. Yet, there have been suggestions that
these informal interactions can be of significant importance (Sandstrom
& Dunn, 2014). The aim of this paper is to examine the role and
importance of social infrastructure in facilitating less formal social in-
teractions within local neighbourhoods.
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1.1. Wellbeing and social connections

Positive relationships with friends and family through to acquain-
tances have been demonstrated to be good for health and wellbeing (Lu
et al., 2021). Significant research has shown that quality social in-
teractions with family and friends have an affirming effect, and there is
growing evidence of the importance of weak social interactions or ties
that can occur within the daily routine of life (Sandstrom & Dunn,
2014). Sandstrom and Dunn (2014) examined the daily interactions of
both weak and strong ties and found that weak ties also contribute to
social and emotional wellbeing. People have a need to belong and when
they do not have frequent social interactions with others this can have
negative health outcomes (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

Where people live is well understood to be a key determinant of
health (Barton, 2009). The social and physical characteristics of neigh-
bourhood are reasonably well established as influencing the health and
wellbeing of residents (Macintyre et al., 2002; Diez Roux & Mair, 2010).
Atkinson et al., (2020) explored the relationship between community
wellbeing and individual or subjective wellbeing. Even though
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wellbeing has had significant policy and planning attention there is still
much discussion on what it means. et al(Lee et al., 2015) state that
community in relation to wellbeing is usefully understood as one that is
geographically bounded, usually through a neighbourhood, the resi-
dents of a place. The main approach to understanding community
wellbeing relates to the territorial definition from neighbourhood
through to broader geographical regions (ONS, 2017).

Over the past decade public health, urban planning and trans-
portation researchers have placed greater focus on understanding the
association between place and health, and all describe the importance of
attributes of the built environment to improve physical and mental
health and wellbeing. Having quality local amenity is associated with
increased physical activity (Witten et al., 2012) as well as social activity
and mental wellbeing (Baum & Palmer, 2002; Cattell et al., 2008). Perez
et al., (2020) completed a systematic review of the literature on
neighbourhood community life and health. This provided evidence of a
positive association among neighbourhood and population health out-
comes including the importance of the local sociability domain through
informal and formal social networks within the geographical area of a
neighbourhood. Neighbourhoods are an important and meaningful
context for many including the elderly (Gardner, 2011).

Research exploring the relationship between neighbourhood and
health found the benefits of increased sociability and sense of commu-
nity (Lund 2002). What underpins these neighbourhood relationships is
not often a focus. Each neighbourhood is different with unique charac-
teristics, the shape and form of place including access to social infra-
structure and amenity.

1.2. Social infrastructure

Oldenburg (1999) was one of the first to use the term the third place;
the places where people regularly and voluntarily meet outside of their
home (the first place) and employment (second place). Jeffries et al.,
(2009) later listed third spaces; from the more formal church and
gatherings to the informal local shops, markets, coffee shops and bars, as
well as public and shared spaces like parks. Schools are second places for
children but third places for caregivers and parents who might meet
socially at the school gate (Witten et al., 2007) and are central to sus-
taining social cohesion within neighbourhoods (Kearns et al., 2009).

Building on the work of Oldenburg (1999) and Putnam (2000), Kli-
nenberg (2018) discussed how these places and spaces are essential to
create and support opportunities of social interaction and connections.
He used the term social infrastructure, the places that create sociability
but at the same time often perform other valuable functions such as li-
braries and parks. He added spaces such as footpaths and streets where
people can have informal social interaction such as acknowledging those
who pass by. Latham and Layton (2019) provide a comprehensive re-
view of the concept of social infrastructure in relation to public space,
sociality and encounter, and the politics around providing access. In all
kinds of ways social infrastructure is what makes city life more liveable,
it is about building the capacity for people to be able to gather, be social
and interact, and carry out activities (Layton & Latham, 2021). Where
this infrastructure is situated within local neighbourhoods is also
important.

Walkability is a specific characteristic of neighbourhood that can
influence social interaction. The layout of a neighbourhood is a signif-
icant contributor to walkability; walkable neighbourhoods score better
on every measure of social capital (Leyden, 2003). Forsyth (2015)
reviewed the definition and research on what is meant by walkability,
the term is used in multiple ways. Walkability is often associated with
safe and compact design, as a means for dealing with urban problems
and as an outcome for exercise and sociability. The value of walkability
here is as an outcome for enhancing social interaction through walking
to local destinations. Jane Jacobs (1972:67) discussed the role and
importance of streets and walking, the interactions among strangers
help to build trust over time. Walking can contribute to having a sense of
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place. The bonding of people to place happens through the individual,
collective and cultural processes, most notably in relation to social
interaction (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001). Routine walking patterns can
be important initiators of social encounters providing greater diversity
of interaction with others (Middleton, 2011).

1.4. Research aim

This research investigated the role of neighbourhood in contributing
to local social connections and networks that contribute to living well.
Specifically, it focuses on the role and importance of social infrastruc-
ture in facilitating less formal social interactions in local
neighbourhoods.

2. Method
2.1. Study area

This study was based in Otautahi/Christchurch, Aotearoa/New
Zealand’s second largest city and the main urban centre for Canterbury
and the South Island. Christchurch has a population of 378,480
(StatsNZ, 2020), but 489,000 (StatsNZ, 2020) live within commutable
distance in an area known as greater Christchurch. Christchurch was
planned on a grid pattern under the principles of Garden City movement
that emphasised the need for urban areas to be connected to natural
landscapes such as parks. The growth of Christchurch remained compact
until WWII, when from the 1950’s suburban housing centred on car use
started to dominate. This urban form continued through ad-hoc de-
velopments up until greater Christchurch experienced a series of large
damaging earthquakes in 2010 through to 2012. Now known as the
Canterbury Earthquake Sequence 2010-2012 (CES), it started with a
large 7.1 Mw earthquake on 4 September 2010 that caused significant
damage (see Hobbs et al (2022) for a full city profile including the CES).
A devastating aftershock on 22 February 2011 struck under the central
city on a busy work day causing extreme ground shaking that resulted in
death, injuries and major damage to the city. Over 90 percent of the
cities housing stock was damaged and large residential areas were
designated as uninhabitable. The February earthquake changed the city
and everyone was affected in some way.

In this study, suburbs were selected based on a review of local gov-
ernment and CES reports completed three years after the earthquakes.
This allowed suburbs that had been the focus of significant previous
earthquake research to be excluded, these had many features in com-
mon, most were badly damaged, were geographically distinct, and
either high or low decile. The deprivation decile reflects a continuum of
least deprivation (1) to high (10) updated in NZDep2013 (Atkinson
et al.,, 2020). NZDep2013 combines census data relating to income,
home ownership, employment, qualifications, family structure, housing,
access to transport and communications. The four suburbs selected,
Hoon Hay, Merivale, Opawa and Phillipstown, were well established
(70-100 years old) and located between 2.5km and 5km from the cen-
tral city. The suburbs have diverse housing types, street widths, traffic
levels, levels of walkability and access to social infrastructure such as
shops, schools, community facilities and natural environments and are
reasonably ‘typical’ of Christchurch. Merivale is a mixed decile older
suburb with older low-density and new medium housing and an estab-
lished town centre. Philipstown is an inner-city low decile suburb also
with a mix of older low and newer medium density. Opawa is an older
mid-decile suburb mostly with low density housing and a village centre,
while Hoon Hay is mid to low decile with low density suburban housing
built through the 1950’s and 60’s (more details about these areas can be
found at Banwell, 2017, page 57). This research was not focused on
suburb biographies but rather what was similar or different across them.
Most participants continued to live in their suburbs while recovering
from the broader city impacts of loss of amenity and infrastructure, and
so features of good community were focal. The American sociologist
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Quarantelli (1998) noted that disasters provide a unique opportunity to
analyse and test social theory. The CES provided an unplanned opening
to better understand social interaction within neighbourhood. As
Christchurch based researchers, we were insiders (Phillips et al 2008)
and so able to interact, understand and acknowledge the difficulties. The
earthquakes were the big story but the everyday negotiation through
that time helped to unfold what was valued, it was a shared experience.

2.2. Data collection

The recruitment strategy aimed to capture insights into residents’
experiences across diverse age and ethnic backgrounds. A critical realist
approach was used as this allows the investigation of events or outcomes
(Easton, 2010) and is suited to exploring the external and observable
behaviours of people or systems as happened. Participants were
recruited through contacts, door knocking and meeting on local streets.
In total 38 people were interviewed ranging in age from early twenties
to mid-eighties, with more females than males (24/14) participating.
Participants were from a range of socio-economic background, mostly of
European origin, but including Maori and Pacifica. Five were not born in
New Zealand and came from different ethnic backgrounds. Interviews
were semi structured providing the opportunity to add to their narrative
as needed. Participants were asked about where they live; their street,
neighbourhood, suburb, what they like most or what they would like to
be different; social and physical aspects of their neighbourhood, who
they socialise with, where in their neighbourhood, and what local
groups they belong to. They were also asked about neighbourhood shops
and services and their importance, what use they made of parks and
natural areas, and the role services and facilities provided by council
play, such as public events, libraries, public spaces, and pools. Finally,
they were asked what helps to identify their suburb and whether it is
important to have a sense of place. The questions were open ended and
allowed reflection and questioning; interviews lasted from 45 min to two
hours. All interviews were fully transcribed verbatim then analysed in a
thematic way to manage the qualitative output using QSR NVivo soft-
ware. A memo framework summarised the themes, code classifications
were developed, key themes rechecked, and early coding reviewed. The
research received ethical approval from the University of Canterbury
Human Ethics Committee (HEC 2014/153).

3. Results and discussion

Early in the research, the importance of home, the type of street,
knowing and seeing neighbours and those who live nearby was revealed.
Strong themes included the value of walkability to local places to meet
family and friends and to see others. Many used the terms ‘bumping’ and
‘gathering’ spaces and places as part of their understanding of impor-
tance to building social connections.

3.1. The home place

When asked to describe where they live, all but one started with a
description of their home and location. Most had strong attachment to
home describing it as the place that grounds them, the centre of their
physical lives, where they have structure and a sense of control. The
stability of home and routine was emphasised as being critical to man-
aging after each earthquake sequence. Those who had to temporarily
leave damaged homes for repairs said moving to new houses and not
knowing neighbours was unsettling.

The type of home was important to inner-city participants from
Merivale and Phillipstown, who valued their older style house that faced
the street, in reference to new homes one asked ‘What happened to the
front veranda where we used to sit and see people walking by?” More than
half those interviewed noted how new suburban homes had street facing
garages and fences that pose a barrier, one said ‘how can you be known if
you drive into your garage?’ The prominence of garages and specifically
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automatic door openers was discussed in disparaging terms by twenty of
those interviewed. One noted that ‘People get into their cars and go to work
and then come home, press the little button for their garage and go inside to
their private spaces and never once turning around’.

3.2. The street

Participants described how their street influenced who they knew
and strength of their neighbourhood social connections. Some street
types such as a cul-de-sac, lane way or narrow older streets enabled
residents to socialise and bump into neighbours as part of their daily
routines. The two meandering urban rivers of Christchurch has resulted
in many cul-de-sac streets, especially in Opawa. Participants in cul-de-
sac streets described how neighbours had become good friends, ‘the
cul-de-sac has been great for us.” Christchurch’s historic large grid layout
has also given rise to four to eight homes built on back sections with a
shared driveway or lane. Lanes aided the most intimate relationships as
participants could see neighbours and are a place for children to play.
One spoke of the culture of her driveway as ‘family through a different
way,” another said, ‘it’s my mini community.” The casual meeting of
neighbours was valued. A participant who had previously lived on a lane
described the interaction, ‘we had seven close neighbours on our lane, plus
we are dog walkers and would see them all the time, over many years of
interaction and it built up over time, we had a relationship.’ After moving to
a cul-de-sac he had less neighbourly interaction but said it was still
better than living on a conventional street.

Older narrow streets found in Merivale slowed traffic and created a
feeling of nearness, ‘we live in the middle of a narrow street, it is a family
street, and we know most people.” Streets with less traffic meant partici-
pants walked more and bumped into their neighbours, ‘you walk past so
you know your neighbours, so I know most of the people.’ Streets were seen
as valuable places for meeting friends, which at the same time enabled a
social distance from the home, a cordial but not too personal interaction.
Most interviewed found long or busy roads inhibited social interaction,
‘having those long long streets are generally a barrier to connectedness.’
Another said, ‘Our street is so wide, so we do not know each other.”’ One who
lives on an arterial road in Hoon Hay with high traffic volume and
limited pedestrian crossings was surprised by how few people she knew
on the other side, ‘I do visit the old lady over the road, but most are on our
side.... it does seem strange that we know those on our side more.’

3.3. Walking to places to see and be with others

Walking around the neighbourhood was a strong driver for local
connections, essential to this was having a place to walk to. One
important place was a local centre, a group of shops, or a node such as a
supermarket, a pub or church or school; places to meet. Some partici-
pants used the general term of meeting informally or of crossing paths,
many referred to bumping into friends or acquaintances. In the suburbs
of Merivale and Opawa most could identify the bumping places in their
neighbourhood and that walking was key, ‘because walking somewhere
you see people and that is really important to us to see people and have that
eye contact being human together.” Walking meant they spoke with their
neighbours, ‘it can take a long time to get to the shops here unlike the places
with fences and garages.’ Nearly all acknowledged that this unintentional
meeting was important for their local social connections. One used the
phrase: ‘you see the world differently when you walk.” Another described
why walking is important ‘I think that once people get into their car it is not
local, of course you can drive to the end of your street and is local but...I do
not stay within my suburb in my car — in some ways it is that attachment to
place, whereas driving removes you from your place.” This was reiterated by
others, ‘stuff needs to be within five- or ten-minutes walking distance, it does
not matter if this is a park or open space... or a café all help.’ Three spoke of
valuing the places where you need to look at the person coming towards
you, the meeting and greeting in small spaces as you pass such as park
tracks, street connections and river bridges ‘you need to acknowledge who
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is crossing.’

The value of unintentional meeting of locals was seen as helping
them to manage following the earthquakes with few formal places to
meet and encounter others, to socialise. Nearly all interviewed described
their need to talk as part of being able to cope. Local places to meet
allowed people to talk with others, and to access information and re-
sources as needed. Most interviewed referenced new subdivisions
without direction, two actively left new subdivisions to live in older,
‘more friendly established areas.” Twelve had to move temporarily to a
new subdivision while their homes had earthquake repairs. All spoke of
the focus on private space, with few places to walk to they did not see
their neighbours. One interviewed at her workplace in a new subdivision
said, ‘if you look around here, they will have to drive everywhere.” Another
who lived in a new subdivision for nine months while his house was
repaired said, ‘what a way to live’, and he was happy to move back to his
older inner-city suburb of Merivale with a centre and parks within
walking distance.

3.4. Places to bump

Participants were aware of the local amenities or social infrastruc-
ture within their and neighbouring suburbs. These included parks,
playgrounds, libraries, schools, supermarkets and sporting facilities like
pools and sports fields. These familiar places to meet up were part of
their established daily routines.

Primary schools were viewed by most as a central place for social
interaction within their neighbourhood, ‘they are so much a hub for
communities’ and provide multiple benefits; for education and a place for
parents and caregivers to bump daily. The closing and amalgamation of
schools across Christchurch in 2013 due to earthquake damage (and a
political decision) was discussed by half the participants, ‘closing schools
affects more than the school, it affects the whole community.” Phillipstown
School was closed, and participants spoke of their anger at this decision,
‘the school was the only bumping place for Phillipstown... the Ministry did not
see the school as a community hub or the importance of the community.’ The
sound of children chattering on their way to school was valued by two
elderly women in Phillipstown, and they lost a cherished part of their
day. Locals then negotiated the use of the vacant school as a community
space, ‘we love the facilities and gathering there, the kids love it and it is a
great place to get together and just spend a day in the community.’

In parts of some suburbs bumping places were not so obvious, in
Hoon Hay participants identified a seat that had been deliberately
placed on the street verge for people to meet and talk. In Phillipstown
participants described the deliberate placement of furniture at their
local mall to support social interaction ‘Eastgate mall is unlike other malls,
it has chairs and couches where people can sit and chat, not like other malls,
which is all about spend spend.’

Parks and walkways through natural spaces were seen as valued
social infrastructure. Parks were noted for collective interaction for
sport, leisure, walking, running, and as bumping places. Parks allowed
quiet reflection time alone ‘my soul food, the natural place’, all the while
seeing and acknowledging others. Routine walking patterns from dog
walkers were described as good at bumping into others, often walking
their dogs at unstated but mutually agreed times. This was intentional
bumping, ‘I have a dog and I spend time in the park getting to know and talk
to others there.” Many started out as strangers but over time they spoke of
becoming friends, ‘with a dog it does not take long to know others.” For one
participant this provided social contact, ‘I meet others with dogs, the
bumping into people is so important, I think it is what I like and what I connect
with.’

3.5. Places to gather
Central for most participants were those places where people could

gather, a social hub to connect. This was emphasised following the
earthquakes when central city and some suburbs restaurants and local
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bars were either closed or demolished. Many spoke of the loss of places
to gather and the loss of the routine of meeting friends and work col-
leagues; ‘Yes, and silly things like the strip, like the rituals of Friday ... all
those familiar things, our normal routines we did over the years.’

Pubs as gathering places featured strongly across the case study
suburbs, a local pub to meet friends, a centre of local conviviality and
interaction. Three participants from Opawa noted their lack of a local
pub ‘we need a neighbourhood pub, see Heathcote has rebuilt theirs and it is
the centre of the community.’ The suburb of Heathcote lost its local pub in
the September 2010 earthquake, the community centre after the
February 2011 earthquake and then coffee shop after the June 2011
earthquake. In the absence of a place to meet the local vicar set up in the
local church a ‘bring your own’ pub, as a place to gather. The church pub
closed when the local pub was rebuilt; it had served its purpose. One part
of Hoon Hay has walkable access to a pub, ‘the pub is used well,” in
another part of this large suburb one said, ‘there is nowhere to go close by,
no pub or café.” These were especially important for those who do not
socialise within their place of employment, they provided the social
connection not found through their employment, ‘my husband he is a
tradesman and does not socialise with anyone at work, so he has to socialise
in our community.’

4. Discussion and conclusion

Where people live is in part about the individual home but also the
shared area around the neighbourhood. An important finding was the
value of home. Blunt and Dowling (2006) describe how the scales of
home, then street and neighbourhood all contribute to a sense of
belonging. The type of street participants lived on was a key feature of
how well neighbours interacted socially. Noticeable differences in re-
lationships were recorded among participants living in different street
types with close and cooperative behaviour described in cul-de-sacs and
on shared lanes. Mayo (1979) also found greater levels of neighbouring
in cul-de-sacs. The ability to bump into neighbours meant that many did
not need to actively seek them out. This proximity was important to
developing sociability and close cooperative behaviour. Brown and
Werner (1985) noted that living in a cul-de-sac may not influence people
to be more sociable with their neighbours but does facilitate the op-
portunity to be more sociable. As was found here, lanes and cul-de-sacs
enable neighbours to meet and socialise without having enter each
other’s homes, to be sociable but not too intimate. Kingham et al.,
(2020) found similar results from research of a temporary street closure
in Christchurch, with reduced traffic residents found it was easier to
interact with neighbours.

Urban design approaches favour the grid pattern to provide more
walkable neighbourhoods (Wood et al., 2008), however, few discuss the
social value created by streets such as cul-de-sacs (Southworth & Ben--
Joseph, 2004). Appleyard (1980) showed that the street can be a
mediator between the wider community and the private world of home
and family and that street width was important to perception of scale
that influences neighbourhood movement and interaction. Similar work
in New Zealand also found the nature of the street was a key determinant
of social interaction (Wiki et al., 2018).

All those interviewed recognised and discussed the different types of
local social activity. This activity ranged from seeing people who live
nearby who acknowledge each other, the general chatter and talking
with neighbours about the weather or common daily themes. Hooper
et al.,, (2015) describes ‘this seeing others’ as providing a breeding
ground for neighbourhood conviviality, opening the way for social
connection. Most interviewed could identify the bumping places in their
neighbourhood and suburb where the casual or informal encounters
occur during the daily routine of life. Equally important for social ac-
tivity was the purposeful meeting at a specified place, whether by
routine or pre-arranged. Gathering places where people can actively
plan to meet, the gathering and socialising outside of the home.
Bumping places can also be gathering places but the latter offers a more
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intentional place to meet.

Oldenburg (1999) cites the symbolic importance of the third place as
a marker of the health and vibrancy of a neighbourhood. Hickman
(2013) also used Oldenburg’s term third place, describing how bumping
places fulfil a social as well as functional role, that these places can
change attitudes and the behaviour of residents. Third places provide
significance or meaning to social interaction. As several interviewed
said, that interaction could be as simple as a nod of acknowledgement
and that could give social support when needed. Most participants
described how they met others in their neighbourhood through children,
through school, babysitting or community events, something well
described by other researchers (Witten et al., 2007; Grannis, 2009).
Primary schools were one of the most recognised places, even for those
without children attending school. Schools frequently represent the
heart or centre of a community, in the absence of a shared religion
primary schools are important gathering places (Shirlaw, 2014).

Individually employed, women with young children, elderly people,
and those not in fulltime employment were more active and intimate
with their neighbourhoods. This is described and observed by others
(Ivory et al., 2015), especially where low incomes and lack of a car
restrict where residents can go outside of their neighbourhood (Diez
Roux & Mair, 2010; Perchoux et al., 2014). In this study, participants in
Phillipstown, a low-income suburb, did not travel much beyond the
suburb boundaries especially if they did not drive, and most had family
and friends close by. In contrast participants in the higher income sub-
urbs of Merivale and Opawa with their greater mobility engaged in ac-
tivities within their suburbs and across much of the city. The few
interviewed who did not value local bumping and gathering places did
not socialise locally and their children did or had not attended local
schools.

Sandstrom and Dunn (2014) describe this seeing of others as weak
ties. Evidence suggests that weak ties such as the daily acknowledging or
seeing locals but involving low contact, low emotional intensity and
intimacy can provide positive benefit. They state that weak ties promote
wellbeing by contributing diversity to the social network, adding con-
tacts or companionship across a range of contexts. These weak ties are
key for wellbeing and to have feelings of belonging, and have also been
found have a protective factor against specific diseases (Berkman, 1995;
Cohen & Janicki, 2009). Granovetter (1973) was able to demonstrate
that weak ties were also important for the dispersal of information
across a social network, this was well demonstrated through the earth-
quakes to support recovery and that later flowed back into daily living.

The more walkable neighbourhoods increased the chance of seeing
people who live near. This study like many, show walking can promote
social interactions and help to direct and increase neighbourly contact
(Leyden, 2003; Rogers et al., 2011). Similarly, participants found
spending time in their neighbourhood contributed to feeling they belong
and their sense of wellbeing (Rogers et al., 2011); local relationships
have a positive impact on wellbeing (Fowler & Christakis, 2008; Helli-
well & Wang, 2010). As was found here, the structure of a neighbour-
hood, and the nature of the physical environment plays a part in forming
and maintaining social interactions that provide opportunity for
healthier behaviours (Cattell el al., 2008).

Evidence is growing on the need for urban design that promotes
health and well-being ((Diez Roux and Mair, 2010); Braveman et al.,
2011), with more focus on the broader aspects of where people live to
help determine their choices and behaviour for health. Social behaviours
such as being involved in local neighbourhood and knowing others
locally are invaluable. This is pertinent given the increase in loneliness
across a range of range groups (WHO, 2021; Twenge et al., 2021) and
declining mental health and wellbeing (Patel et al, 2018), especially
among younger people and increasingly under COVID-19 mobility re-
strictions (Lee et al, 2020). In Australia and New Zealand, the number of
people living alone is growing (StatsNZ, 2015; Mackay, 2018), while in
the UK men between 35 and 54 showed a higher risk of loneliness and
social isolation (Arbes et al., 2014). Health and psychological problems
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have been shown to be greater among people who do not have attach-
ments (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Sandstrom and Dunn (2014)
describe the positive effect of a simple interaction, even as something as
simple as interacting with someone at a café, or chatting at a public
bench. People feel more connected when someone walking past does
something as simple as make eye contact (Wesselmann, et al, 2012).
Places that facilitate these often-unintentional interactions, such as
bumping into each other, have a real place in the design of urban spaces.

This research broadened the understanding of the role and impor-
tance of social infrastructure in facilitating the less formal social in-
teractions within local neighbourhoods. A potential limitation of this
research was the selection of suburbs, although considerable effort was
completed to identify different urban forms within the city. The missing
element was a new subdivision more externally situated and with a
much stronger design favouring the private space that is separated from
the street. Hoon Hay is largely a car orientated 1960’s suburb with
limited access to social infrastructure and had different experiences of
participants from the three other suburbs. Although those who had lived
there for a long time many had strong local relationships often through
children and school.

The Canterbury Earthquake Sequence 2010-12 disrupted life for well
over 18 months helping residents to understand the value of their
neighbourhoods, the social connections that their local social infra-
structure provided. Social infrastructure provided the common ground
that enabled meaningful and routine social interaction often through
informal bumping spaces and gathering places. The wellbeing value of
such spaces needs to be acknowledged and factored into neighbourhood
planning decisions. Sometimes, the social infrastructure needed to
facilitate social interactions can be relatively simple and low cost, such
as a river side bench or street side basketball hoop. The challenge,
therefore, is how to encourage creative ways of allowing and/or facili-
tating the growth of such gathering places and bumping spaces, given
their contribution to wellbeing and making urban places more liveable.
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