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Abstract: This article revisits social sustainability of compact urban neighbourhoods based on first-
hand evidence from four case studies in London and Berlin. It suggests a working definition for
socially sustainable neighbourhoods, develops a tripartite integrative evaluation framework for
measuring social sustainability of urban neighbourhoods, and applies it to four case studies in
London and Berlin. Findings of this research are in line with some dominant arguments made in
favour of social sustainability of compact urban form, but challenges some others. Research findings
suggest that compact urban form is not an urban orthodoxy, but has multiple and contrasting social
meanings and perceptions in different contexts and places.
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1. Introduction

Debating the most appropriate urban form for cities and communities has been
a long-standing scholastic question. In recent times, a major strand of this discussion
became dominant, which emphasises the benefits of compact environments in providing
better conditions for their inhabitants [1–13]. This approach gained significance from
the late 1980s, as the sustainable development discourse became a mainstream urban
policy. Following the tripartite formulation of sustainable development as the meeting
point of economy, ecology, and equity (society), achieving greater sustainability of urban
form which brings together the three domains has been an important quest for academics,
practitioners, and policy-makers. While a large number of research studies have provided
evidence regarding contribution of compact urban form to urban sustainability [3,14–19],
others have disputed the compact urban form orthodoxy [20–27]. Nevertheless, considering
the appeal of the compact urban form orthodoxy for providing seeming policy solutions,
policy makers and local authorities across the world integrated densification schemes into
their planning and development policies [15,28–30].

Social implications of urban form in general, and social benefits of compact urban
form in particular, have been investigated within social sustainability discourse [31,32].
Although different definitions of social sustainability are available, it has revolved around
some key concepts such as cultural diversity [33,34], sustainable future [35–37], quality of
life [38], fair distribution of urban goods [15,39], individual and collective well-being [40],
equity and democracy [41–44], and spatial equalities [45]. To understand what type of
urban form promotes socially sustainable cities and communities, scholars have inves-
tigated the correlation between urban form typologies and social sustainability indica-
tors [15,33,36,37,39–41,43,44,46–53]. This body of research suggests that higher densities
make urban facilities more accessible [16,47,54,55], encourage people to frequently meet
each other [56], enhance sense of community [57], create a more diverse, inclusive, and
liveable environment [58], and offer a higher quality of life for the citizens [59], and thus
enhance social sustainability of communities.
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Despite these scientific endeavours, it has been widely argued that more scientific
investigations and empirical evidence from across the globe are needed, to gain a fine-tuned
understanding from the relationship between compact urban form and social sustainability
on the one hand [1,60–62], and further develop debates on social sustainability and its
significance for the built environment, on the other [35,47,63–67].

This article aims at revisiting social sustainability of compact neighbourhoods based
on first-hand evidence from four neighbourhoods in London and Berlin. To achieve this
goal, it first suggests a working definition for socially sustainable neighbourhoods and
develops a tripartite integrative evaluation framework for measuring social sustainability
of urban neighbourhoods. This framework is applied to four urban neighbourhoods in
London and Berlin. Findings of this research are in line with some dominant arguments
made in favour of social sustainability of compact urban form, but challenges some others.
At the ends, research and policy implications of the findings are discussed.

2. Methodology: The Triad of Social Sustainability; An Integrative
Evaluation Framework

Scholars have studied social sustainability of the built environment [40,41,52,68–73].
These studies provide us with four valuable insights in order to develop an integrated
framework for measuring social sustainability of urban neighbourhoods. Firstly, social sus-
tainability is multi-scalar; it can be measured and operationalised for multiple scales from
the local to the regional and beyond [31]. This suggests that measuring social sustainability
should take into consideration relevance of suggested criteria to the given geographical
territory. Secondly, social sustainably frameworks include a set of indicators that are mea-
sured using different qualitative or quantitative methodologies [47,52]. Thirdly, although
we find a plethora of definitions and conceptualisations from social sustainability, it has
revolved around some key concepts such as equity, democracy and social engagement,
social inclusion and social mix, social interaction, sense of place, safety and security, and
quality of the built environment and dwelling [74]. Fourthly, social sustainability has
been attributed to both physical and non-physical environmental aspects, covering a wide
range of social qualities such as human interaction [34], sense of community [36], social
interaction [47,53], and physical qualities such as access to urban services [36], urban in-
frastructure [40], and internal and external housing conditions [75]. This indicates that an
integrated framework should measure both physical and non-physical dimensions of the
built environment.

Building on the existing efforts in evaluating social sustainability, we suggest a work-
ing definition for social sustainably of urban neighbourhoods and develop it into an inte-
grated framework that brings quantitative and qualitative qualities into a single structure
that enables a more comprehensive understanding from the dynamics of social sustainabil-
ity. For the purpose of this research, socially sustainable neighbourhoods are defined as
localities where substantial social qualities are exercised and practiced within the neigh-
bourhood space by the inhabitants at an acceptable and satisfactory standard. In this
sense, social qualities as basic characteristics of a community are substantial for a socially
sustainable neighbourhood and cover a range of subjects such as social ties and interaction,
communal involvement, community cohesion, security and safety, etc. This definition
suggests a tripartite structure, what has been called “triad of social sustainability” [76,77],
consisting of the space within which social sustainability is practiced and evaluated (neigh-
bourhood), the practice of social qualities by the inhabitants (neighbouring), and the
people who exercise these practices (neighbours). Thus, social sustainability of neighbour-
hood is the interaction between the three pillars of ‘neighbourhood’, ‘neighbouring’, and
‘neighbours’.

To operationalize this definition, we need to identify relevant indicators for each pillar
of the suggested triad (Figure 1). As the ‘neighbourhood’ pillar addresses physical qualities
of the neighbourhood space and thus is a matter of urban form, drawing on a thematic
analysis of a large number of studies on urban form (42 in total) and a detailed analysis
of the studies conducted at the neighbourhood scale previous research has identified five
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indicators of density, mixed land use, urban pattern and street network, building typology,
and quality of centre for measuring the ‘neighbourhood’ pillar of social sustainability [76].
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Density measures concentration of physical structures (e.g., building density) or
individuals (e.g., population density) within a specific territorial area [78]. Mixed land
use is defined as the mixture, proximity, and diversity of different functions in a specific
area [79,80]. Urban pattern studies spatial arrangement and configuration of different
urban elements such as streets, urban blocks, and buildings and describes connectivity,
integration, and permeability of space [81,82]. Building typology is about diversity of
buildings based on their common formal characteristics, including type (e.g., detached,
semi-detached, terraced, etc.), height (e.g., low-rise, high-rise), age (e.g., pre-war, post-war,
etc.), function (e.g., residential, office, educational, etc.), and style (e.g., Victorian) [83].
Quality of the centre investigates spatial qualities of the neighbourhood’s focal point
and covers a wide range of issues such as land use, spatial configuration, environmental
qualities, and infrastructure.

The ‘neighbouring’ pillar deals with non-physical qualities of neighbourhood with
social implications [84,85]. Drawing on an analysis of 33 studies which investigate different
modes of neighbouring, and considering the objective and scale of our research, seven indi-
cators were suggested for measuring ‘neighbouring’ pillar of social sustainability: access
to facilities, social networking and interaction, safety and security, sense of attachment,
participation, neighbourhood quality perception, and home quality perception.

Access to facilities investigates equal availability and accessibility of key amenities
needed at the neighbourhood level [86–88]. Social interaction and networking addresses
the verbal or non-verbal interrelationships between individuals [89,90]. Feeling of safety
and security measures how inhabitants perceive level of safety at the public spaces, and
covers a range of issues such as traffic safety for children and elderly and feeling safe
against different crimes [91–95]. Sense of attachment and belonging examines to what
extent members of a community feel connected to the place and its spatial qualities and en-
vironmental characteristics on the one hand, and are connected to the community members
based on shared values, common interests, and human ties, on the other [96,97]. Partici-
pation investigates the level of engagement of residents in dealing with neighbourhood
problems and neighbourhood-related initiatives and NGOs (Non-Governmental Organiza-
tions) [98,99]. Neighbourhood quality studies the degree of satisfaction of the residents
with their immediate environment, including physical qualities such as maintenance and
cleanliness as well as subjective qualities such as safety and security [100–103]. Finally,
home quality indicates the degree of congruence between the actual and the desirable
home conditions, and studies inhabitants’ satisfaction with interior space of home such as
room size and bedroom number as well as immediate exterior such as privacy, noise, and
green space [104,105].
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The third pillar of ‘neighbours’ studies population profile of the neighbourhood
inhabitants under one major indicator of ‘social mix’ and shows the state of neighbour-
hood diversity according to socioeconomic status [106]. It includes in-depth information
about neighbourhood inhabitants with regard to age/gender distribution, ethnicity mix,
length of residency, household size, household type, house ownership, household income,
employment status, accommodation type and characteristics, and education status.

To operationalise the social sustainability triad, the tripartite structure was developed
into a 3-stage practical evaluation framework including data collection, data processing,
and analysis. Data regarding the ‘neighbourhood’ pillar (five identified indicators) were
collected from available sources such as national census, local surveys, GIS maps, and
Ordnance Survey Maps. This was complemented by intensive fieldwork and on-site
observation, in order to update information about physical characteristics such as land
use, height of buildings, empty plots, green space, etc. Collected data were processed by
ArcMap Software which enabled us to run different enquiries and produce informative
illustrations and maps with valuable information regarding density, land use, and building
typology.

Data collection for the ‘neighbouring’ pillar required referring directly to the neigh-
bourhood inhabitants for which we conducted a household survey across the case study
neighbourhoods. A questionnaire was designed in which each indicator was developed
into a set of questions in order to gain an in-depth knowledge regarding different aspects
of each indicator. After piloting the questionnaire and finalising it, a household survey
was conducted in case study neighbourhoods. Distribution took place based on a spatially
stratified non-representative systematic random sampling using drop and collect method
as it results in a higher response rate [107,108]. A second collection round was arranged
in case respondents could not complete the questionnaire in the first collection round. In
total 1304 questionnaires were distributed, 488 returned. This provided us with sufficient
critical mass for undertaking relevant statistical analyses for our purpose [109]. We used
SPSS software for data processing, and ran descriptive analysis, correlation analysis, and
crosstabular analysis, to study the value and status of each indicator and the relationship
between them. Results were scored between 0 and 200 so that each indicator received a
score between 0 (lowest) and 200 (highest) showing the value of the indicators.

Data for the ‘neighbour’ pillar were collected through available data such as census
data and local surveys. This was complemented by the data extracted from the question-
naires regarding the household status, length of residency, place of birth of household
members, household type, and ownership, etc. The final stage was conducting a cross-
pillar analysis through which any possible correlation and association between different
indicators were identified and explained. This analysis integrates collected data and draws
a holistic and broad picture from social sustainability of neighbourhoods.

3. Case Study Neighbourhoods: Selection and General Profile

Four neighbourhoods in 2 cities of London and Berlin served as case study areas.
In both cities, densification and compact city policies have been an integral part of the
urban development agenda. Socio-spatial diversity of existing urban neighbourhoods in
these cities offers a large number of potential case study areas for research. Moreover,
they are leading world cities, and results of the research can provide valuable insight
to the question of compact urban form and social sustainability. To select four compact
neighbourhoods in London and Berlin, we applied a two-stage procedure. First, we defined
a set of selection criteria to identify a number of potential case study neighbourhoods.
These criteria should reflect normative characteristics of a compact neighbourhood. A
content analysis of 36 sources of different type which investigated the idea of compact
urban form pinpointed six key indicators for compact urban form: higher density, social
mix, mixed land use, accessibility, connectivity, and heterogeneous building typology. In
terms of location, we decided to concentrate on neighbourhoods located at the intermediate
urban areas, between city centre and suburb, with primarily residential character. This is
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in line with the socio-spatial structure of case study cities, as central areas in London and
Berlin are mainly influenced by commercial and touristic activities and lack neighbourhood
character, and suburban areas in principle do not possess typical characteristics of a compact
neighbourhood in terms of density, urban pattern, and building typology. Thus, the main
criteria for selection of case study neighbourhoods included: relatively high population
density (taking into account density profile of the given city); socially diverse population
in terms of ethnicity, race, religion, immigration status, and income class; a mixed land
use pattern within a compact and densely built-up urban layout with majority of mid-rise
buildings of different typologies; and a high local and global (city-wide) connectivity
through street networks and transportation systems.

Available data such as census data, density maps, social diversity maps, and de-
privation maps were used and overlapped to identify potential urban areas. In London
10 areas of Green Park, Hallow Road, Casenove, Green Street West, Green Street East,
Kilburn, Finsbury Park, Dalston, Bethnal Green, and The Lane (Peckham), and in Berlin
9 areas of Klausenerplatz, Moabit West, Moabit Ost, Brunnenviertel, Helmholtzerplatz,
Samariterkiez, Boxhagenerplatz, Oranienstrasse, and Wrangelkiez were shortlisted. After
on-site observations and further investigations against the defined criteria, two neighbour-
hoods of Kilburn and Bethnal Green in London and Klausenerplatz and Samariterkiez in
Berlin were identified as appropriate case studies.

Defining neighbourhood boundaries has been widely debated [110–115]; scholars
have proposed methodologies for delineating neighbourhood space for empirical re-
search [116–125]. Informed by these studies, a mixed method was employed for defining
neighbourhood boundaries in selected urban areas. First, a tentative border line was drawn
taking into account historical evolution, recent urban transformation, and spatial character-
istics of the area such as man-made infrastructure (e.g., railways in Kilburn, Samariterkiez,
and Klausenerplatz), major traffic arteries (e.g., Kilburn High Road and Frankfurter Allee)
and morphologic change of urban pattern and building typology (e.g., Samariterkiez). This
was followed by a number of interviews with the neighbourhood inhabitants (on average
15 each) inquiring their mental map regarding the neighbourhood boundaries. In all the
cases, overall, clear-cut physical borders corresponded with inhabitants’ perception from
neighbourhood boundaries.

The case study area in Kilburn (size: 17 ha; population: 3411) is located in the London
Borough of Camden, Kilburn Ward, and is bounded by the Kilburn High Road, the railway
line, Priory Road, West End Lane, and Gascony Avenue (see Figure 2). Further, 37 per cent of
the population is Christian, followed by Muslims (13.8 per cent), Jewish (3.2 per cent), and
Hindu (1.4 per cent). The area has a population density of 200.6 pph (people per hectare)
which is higher than the average in Kilburn Ward (175.6 pph). Our field observation
shows that 21 per cent of the plots are mixed use, mainly concentrated along the Kilburn
High Road, and a small pocket in Belsize Road. There is no major public green space
within the study area. There is only one public playground located in Kingsgate Place,
two others are located within the school premises. The study area is laid out over a
connected network of Victorian streets, linked with some post-war estate developments.
It is well-connected to the city through the Kilburn High Road; public transportation is
available within walking distance including over-ground, under-ground, and bus services.
Different building typologies are observable, from Victorian terrace buildings to the post-
war developments of the Kilburn Vale Estate and Kingsgate Estate. The majority of the
buildings (83 per cent) are flats.
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The case study area in Bethnal Green (size: 35.7 ha; population: 6815) is located in
the London Borough of Tower Hamlet, Bethnal Green North Ward. It is bounded by the
busy Bethnal Green Road, Hackney Road, Cambridge Heath Road, and Warner Place and
Squirries Street (see Figure 2). About half of the inhabitants (48.9 per cent) are from different
white background, around 33 per cent of them are Bangladeshi. Further, 34.3 per cent of
the inhabitants are considered as Muslims, 24.7 per cent as Christians. The area has
a population density of 190.8 pph which is higher than the average in Bethnal Green
North Ward (166.3 pph). Within the neighbourhood, as our field observation suggests,
17 per cent of the plots are mixed use, which are concentrated along the Bethnal Green Road,
Cambridge Heath Road, Hackney Road, as well as Winkley Street. This area accommodates
a number of residential estates built in different period after the Second World War. The
study area is rich in terms of public green space, parks, and community gardens. At
the heart of the area is the Middleton Green Park (app. 8700 m2), with play-ground and
sport facilities for children and teenagers. The area is well-connected to the city through
surrounding thoroughfares; public transportation is available within walking distance
including over-ground, under-ground, and bus services. Different building typologies are
observable, from Victorian terrace buildings to the post-war developments and high-rise
buildings.

The case study area of Samariterkiez (size: 49.5 ha; population: 13,853) is located in
East Berlin, the borough of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, Friedrichshain district. This area is
bordered by Frankfurter Allee, Proskauer Street, Eldenauer Street, and Ringbahn (Circle
Overground Railway) (see Figure 2). According to the 2012 census, around 10–20 per
cent of the residents were foreigners (residents without German nationality), which was
within the Berlin average (13.5 per cent). Additionally, 20.64 per cent of residents have
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immigration background, which is lower than the Berlin average (27.4 per cent). Population
density is 279.8 pph. About 73 per cent of plots are mixed use. This neighbourhood benefits
from 6 play grounds, and the green space of Schleiden Platz at the eastern corner. The
study area has a gridiron-like urban pattern, with buildings occupying the peripheries of
urban blocks leaving courtyards at the interior space. Public transportation is available
within walking distance including over-ground (S-Bahn), under-ground (U-Bahn), tram,
and bus services. Almost all the residential units are flats, located in mainly 5–6 storey
buildings.

Bordered by Schloßstraße to the east, Spandauer Damm to the north, Sophie-Charlotten-
Straße to the west, and Kaiserdamm to the south, Klausenerplatz (size: 55.2 ha; population:
13,668) is located in the western part of Berlin, and is part of the Borough of Charlottenburg-
Wilmersdorf, district of Charlottenburg (see Figure 2). In 2012, 20–30 per cent of the
residents were foreigners, which was higher than the Berlin average (13.5 per cent). About
45.63 per cent of inhabitants had immigration background, higher than Berlin average
(27.4 per cent). The population density is 247.6 pph. Further, 60 per cent of plots are mixed
use, scattered quite evenly across the neighbourhood. The study area follows a gridiron-like
pattern, with mainly 5–6 storey buildings divided into flats. It enjoys different types of pub-
lic transportation available within walking distance, including U-Bahn in the south, S-Bahn
in the west, and bus services. Most of the inner areas are called ‘Verkehrsberuhigter Bereich’
(Traffic Calming Area), which makes streets safe for cycling, and pedestrian friendly.

4. Results and Discussion

To conduct what was called cross-pillar analysis, the ‘neighbouring’ pillar will be
analysed backed up with information gained from the other two pillars of ‘neighbours’
and ‘neighbourhood.’ As noted earlier, indicators of ‘neighbouring’ pillar were scored
between 0 and 200 to obtain a comparable overview. Table 1 shows the value and ranking
of neighbouring indicators in case study neighbourhoods. As the table illustrates, in all the
case studies, ‘access to facilities’ has the highest value between the neighbouring indicators.
The second highest value goes to ‘safety and security’, then to ‘sense of attachment’. In all
the cases, ‘neighbourhood participation’ and ‘interaction and networking’ have the lowest
value. This means that, overall, in our case study neighbourhoods, access to facilities has
the highest standard, followed by safety and security. Sense of attachment, quality of
home, and quality of neighbourhood are in an acceptable standard (scoring over 100). The
most problematic aspect of neighbouring is ‘neighbourhood participation’, and ‘interaction
and networking’. Before analysing and interpreting these findings and investigating
the rationale behind these values, data extracted from the household survey reveals an
interesting dimension of the case study neighbourhoods.

Table 2 shows the general trend with regard to the way residents of neighbourhoods
weight different indicators. As part of the household survey (questionnaire), all the
participants were asked to weight the significance of seven indicators of ‘neighbouring’
from 1 (highest) to 5 (lowest). The aim was to understand which indicators are the most
important from the point of view of the inhabitants. As Table 2 shows, ‘quality of home’
has the highest significance for the inhabitants, followed by ‘safety and security’, ‘access
to facilities’, and ‘quality of neighbourhood.’ Interestingly, ‘neighbourhood participation’
has the least importance, followed by ‘interaction and networking’. Comparing results
from Table 1 with Table 2, one could argue that there is a significant positive correlation
between the way inhabitants weight the indicators, and the way they live. In other words,
inhabitants believe that ‘neighbourhood participation’ and ‘interaction and networking’
are the least important indicators, and they do so in their private and social lives.
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Table 1. Value and ranking of indicators in case study neighbourhoods.

Neighbourhoods Rank
(Highest = 1) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Kilburn
Indicator Access to

facilities

Quality of
Home

Perception

Safety and
Security

Sense of
Attach-
ment

Quality of
Neighbour-

hood
Perception

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 182.80 138.95 135.97 121.95 113.64 99.75 61.30

Bethnal Green
Indicator Access to

facilities
Safety and

Security

Sense of
Attach-
ment

Quality of
Home

Perception

Quality of
Neighbour-

hood
Perception

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 178.75 132.77 128.25 126.30 105.10 98.60 69.13

Klausenerplatz
Indicator Access to

facilities
Safety and

Security

Sense of
Attach-
ment

Quality of
Home

Perception

Quality of
Neighbour-

hood
Perception

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 174.89 149.09 143.53 137.22 133.84 105.16 55.08

Samariterkiez
Indicator Access to

facilities
Safety and

Security

Quality of
Home

Perception

Sense of
Attach-
ment

Quality of
Neighbour-

hood
Perception

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 184.19 143.78 137.87 131.81 113.32 95.11 44.69

Table 2. Weighting of indicators by participants in case study neighbourhoods.

Neighbourhoods Rank
(Highest = 1) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Kilburn
Indicator

Quality of
Home

Perception

Access to
facilities

Safety and
Security

Quality of
Neigh-

bourhood
Perception

Sense of
Attachment

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 4.30 4.24 4.13 3.96 3.50 3.18 2.54

Bethnal Green
Indicator

Quality of
Home

Perception

Safety and
Security

Access to
facilities

Quality of
Neigh-

bourhood
Perception

Sense of
Attachment

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 4.29 4.18 4.09 4.05 3.66 3.34 2.81

Klausenerplatz
Indicator

Quality of
Home

Perception

Safety and
Security

Quality of
Neigh-

bourhood
Perception

Access to
facilities

Sense of
Attachment

Interaction
and Net-
working

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 4.30 4.11 4.09 3.98 3.40 3.01 2.50

Samariterkiez
Indicator

Quality of
Home

Perception

Access to
facilities

Safety and
Security

Quality of
Neigh-

bourhood
Perception

Interaction
and

Networking

Sense of
Attach-
ment

Participation
in Neigh-
bourhood

Value 4.24 4.08 3.98 3.86 3.36 3.31 2.52

As Table 1 demonstrates, ‘access to facilities’ has the highest value between the indica-
tors. The collected data from household survey (Table 3) show that all the neighbourhoods
benefit from high accessibility of urban services: these are mainly available within walking
distance and inhabitants prefer to walk to reach these amenities. Our analysis of ‘land
use’ and ‘urban connectivity’ from the ‘neighbourhood’ pillar also explains and confirms
high access to facilities. As Figure 3 shows, overall London neighbourhoods are less mixed
use than Berlin ones (percentage of mixed land use plots: Kilburn: 21; Bethnal Green:
17; Klausenerplatz: 60; Samariterkiez: 73). This suggests that non-residential land use
which accommodates different types of urban services is more evenly distributed across the
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neighbourhood space in Berlin cases than London ones. However, concentration pattern of
mixed land use plots makes urban services also available for London cases. As Figure 3
depicts, high concentration of mixed land use alongside the Kilburn High Road and Beth-
nal Green Road, which serve as a local hub and accommodate a large number of urban
amenities used on daily basis, makes urban services available within walking distance for
all the inhabitants. In Berlin cases, the majority of buildings are 4–6 storey buildings built
next to each other on the periphery of the urban blocks. This spatial configuration allows
accommodating commercial and office spaces on the ground floors of the buildings, or
transforming them to such land uses over the time. In fact, most of the non-residential land
uses are located on the ground floor of the buildings and serve as cafes, restaurants, small
shops, offices, and other urban services.

Table 3. Modes of transportation for accessing urban services.

Neighbourhood Walking (%) Biking (%) Public Transport (%) Private Car (%)

Accessibility of urban
services

Kilburn 84.8 1.8 8.2 4.8
Bethnal Green 82.6 3.1 7.8 6.3
Klausenerplatz 61.0 19.6 13.1 6.1
Samariterkiez 63.1 22.8 10.6 3.3
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Table 3 depicts a remarkable difference between Berlin and London neighbourhoods
in terms of access to facilities: while cycling is a relatively common transportation mode
in Berlin cases, in London it is the least used. Data collected from the household survey
show that Berlin cases have 2 times higher bicycle ownership than UK cases. The per-
centage of households with at least one bicycle is 89 (Klausenerplatz), 82 (Samariterkiez),
37 (Kilburn), and 33 (Bethnal Green). Considering street layout in the Berlin cases with
designated cycling paths across the neighbourhood and intensive traffic-calming mea-
surements, inhabitants in Berlin neighbourhoods are more motivated to use cycling as a
convenient mode of transportation for daily activities. As the literature suggests, cycling
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paths and traffic-calming measurements play a significant role in encouraging people to
cycle [126–128].

Overall (see Table 1), Berlin cases are perceived relatively safer than London cases
by the inhabitants. Feeling of safety reflects different aspects such as daytime safety,
dark-time safety, safety of parks, safety of children on the street regarding traffic, and
safety of sidewalks. This is partly because of different street layouts observable in these
neighbourhoods. Gridiron urban layout of Berlin cases permits generous sidewalks, and
enhances urban visibility. Higher mixed land use rate also implies active presence of people
in most parts of the neighbourhood which enhances feeling of safety [129,130]. Traffic-
calming measurements, as noted, make streets safer for children and the elderly. Our survey
also shows that in most of the participant households (Kilburn: 78.7 %; Bethnal Green
83.2%; Klausenerplatz: 80.3; Samariterkiez: 76.2), family members have not been victim
of any crime during the previous 3 years. In Kilburn, Klausenerplatz, and Samariterkiez,
theft is by far the most common type of crime, but in Bethnal Green, mugging and assault
are two main problems. The high rates of safety perception by the inhabitants in our cases
challenge a dominant proposition in compact neighbourhood debates which relate higher
density to higher crime rate and lack of security [52,131,132].

As Table 1 shows, inhabitants in Berlin cases are more attached to their neighbour-
hoods than London cases. All the measures related to ‘sense of attachment’, including being
proud of neighbourhood, feeling at home in neighbourhood, perceiving the neighbourhood
as the right place to live, and missing neighbourhood when away, are higher in Berlin
than London neighbourhoods. This implies that Berlin neighbourhoods offer a higher
level of sense of community. Studies show that strong social networks, social ties, and low
residential turnover can play significant roles in neighbourhood attachment [133–135]. The
feeling of attachment to neighbourhood has direct correlation with the willingness of the
inhabitants to stay in the neighbourhood. More people living in Berlin neighbourhoods did
not have any plans to move out of the neighbourhood (Kilburn: 63.3; Bethnal Green: 69.8;
Klausenerplatz: 88.8; Samariterkiez: 70.3). A moderate satisfaction with different aspects
of neighbourhood such as neighbours, lightening, and maintenance has been expressed by
the inhabitants as reasons for staying, though they have concerns about cleanliness and
traffic congestion.

Literature suggests that high density environments and overcrowding may negatively
affect home satisfaction [52,136,137]. In our case studies, people on average benefit from
a relatively acceptable level of home quality (see Table 1). As Table 4 illustrates, a high
percentage of the participant inhabitants are satisfied or very satisfied with their homes,
the number of inhabitants who are dissatisfied or very dissatisfied is very low. Despite
overall satisfaction with the feeling of privacy, and size and number of rooms, inhabitants
have concerns regarding noise and lack of sufficient parking space. The household survey
shows that the mean household-size and bedroom number figures are close (Kilburn: 2.52
and 2.31; Bethnal Green: 3.67 and 2.97; Klausenerplatz: 2.20 and 1.82; and Samariterkiez:
2.28 and 1.59, respectively), and this could explain overall satisfaction with the living space.
As the car ownership rate (percentage of households with a 4-wheel vehicle) is higher
than the off-street parking bays and garage ownership rate (Kilburn: 45 and 25; Bethnal
Green 47 and 31; Klausenerplatz: 51.7 and 2.2; Samariterkiez: 37 and 8, respectively),
inhabitants complain about the insufficient parking space. In the Berlin cases, in most
places, there is no dedicated off-street parking policy; people use it on first-come-first-
serve basis. Due to overall home satisfaction, a high percentage of participant inhabitants
have no plan to change their home (Kilburn: 78.0; Bethnal Green: 70.3; Klausenerplatz:
84.0; Samariterkiez: 91.0). Having sufficient space at home, good quality of home, and
being satisfied with the neighbourhood have been the main reasons not to change the
home. The average residency length (in years) in the current flat (Kilburn: 11.08, Bethnal
Green: 13.4, Klausenerplatz: 13.89, Samariterkiez: 8.84) and in the neighbourhood (Kilburn:
17.17, Bethnal Green: 19.11, Klausenerplatz 16.69, Samariterkiez: 11.33) extracted from the
household survey are indications for the home satisfaction.
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Table 4. Overall home satisfaction.

Neighbourhood Very
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

Neither
Dissatisfied

Nor Satisfied
Satisfied Very Satisfied

Overall home
satisfaction (%)

Kilburn 1.7 6.7 6.7 61.7 22.3
Bethnal Green 2.1 7.4 13.8 59.6 17.0
Klausenerplatz 1.7 2.8 7.3 52.2 35.4
Samariterkiez 0 4.2 13.9 56.3 25.7

‘Quality of neighbourhood’ has the fifth place in terms of ‘neighbouring’ indicators.
As Table 5 clearly shows, most of the respondents are either satisfied or very satisfied with
their neighbourhoods; almost no one is very dissatisfied. This satisfaction is about different
dimensions of the neighbourhood such as neighbours, lighting of the streets, maintenance
of public spaces, neighbourhood reputation, and green space. Areas of dissatisfaction are
traffic congestion, cleanliness, and noise.

Table 5. Overall neighbourhood satisfaction.

Neighbourhood Very
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

Neither
Dissatisfied

Nor Satisfied
Satisfied Very Satisfied

Overall
neighbourhood
satisfaction (%)

Kilburn 0.0 10.0 21.7 58.3 10.0
Bethnal Green 0.0 12.6 20.0 55.8 11.6
Klausenerplatz 0.6 1.1 6.2 62.9 28.7
Samariterkiez 0.7 6.2 18.5 61.0 13.7

An interesting point to elaborate on is the way people perceive building and pop-
ulation density of their neighbourhoods. As Table 6 demonstrates, all the case study
neighbourhoods have relatively high population density in their urban settings. Scholars
have noted that density is a relative concept: what is considered as high density in one
context could be medium in another one [138–140]. This is why, although density figures
are higher in Berlin neighbourhoods than London ones, they all belong to high-density
categories in their particular urban contexts. Difference in population density figures
reflects differences in urban form and building typologies between London and Berlin. Our
fieldwork shows that in Kilburn 49 per cent of buildings are 3-storey, 30 per cent 4-storey.
In Bethnal Green 34 per cent of buildings are 3-storey, 18 per cent 4-storey. These figures
rise considerably in the Berlin cases so that 5–6 storey buildings are dominant (about 80 per
cent). Building typology also plays a significant role in population and building density.
While 83 per cent and 88 per cent of accommodations are flats in Kilburn and Bethnal
Green, in Klausenerplatz and Samariterkiez, 100 per cent of accommodations are flats. In
other words, in the London cases, we find a number of accommodations as terrace houses
or detached/semi-detached houses that cover larger spaces and accommodate less people.
In Berlin, however, almost all the plots are constructed in the form of typical U-shape
or L-shape 5–6 storey buildings with a Vorderhaus (front building) and Hinterhaus (rear
building), laid over a gridiron like street network (See Figure 3).

Table 6. Population density in case study neighbourhoods.

Neighbourhood Kilburn Bethnal Green Klausenerplatz Samariterkiez

Population density (number of residents per
hectare) 200.6 190.8 247.6 279.8

Net residential density (number of residents per
hectare of residential land use) 296.6 385.24 433.0 471.2



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2340 12 of 20

The household survey also confirms that residents perceive their urban environment
as high-density. We asked participants how they perceive their neighbourhoods in terms
of population and building density (to help participants understand relativity of density,
the five-level Likert scale question was visualised). In the London cases, the dominant
perception is that the neighbourhood is high-density in terms of both building density
and pollution. However, in the Berlin cases, the majority of participants perceive their
neighbourhood as high-density in terms of building density, but medium-density in terms
of population density.

Data extracted from national statistics and household survey regarding ‘neighbours’
pillar shows that overall case study neighbourhoods are diverse in terms of ethnicity,
social profile, and religion. In Kilburn, participant households are from different ethnicity
backgrounds: 47.4 per cent white British, 19.3 per cent mixed white and black Caribbean,
10.5 per cent white Irish. Only 54 per cent of the participants have been born in the UK.
We also observe a mix of religion (37 per cent Christian, 13.8 per cent Muslim, 3.2 per cent
Jewish, and 1.4 per cent Hindu). Most of the flats are rented (71.7 per cent), 41.7 per cent
from public sector.

Bethnal Green study area also presents itself as a socially, ethnically, and religiously
mixed community. Further, 63 per cent of the participants in the household survey have
been born in the UK. They are from different ethnic backgrounds; 36.7 per cent Bangladeshi,
29.6 per cent white British, 16.3 per cent mixed white and black Caribbean. Higher house-
hold size (3.67 compared to the London of 2.47) reflects the propensity of minorities in
having larger families. There is also a mix of tenures, but a high percentage of the rented
accommodations (47.4 per cent) are from the public sector. This is because of the large-scale
estate developments that exist across the neighbourhood.

In Klausenerplatz, around 72 percent of the people living in the participant households
hold German nationality with different ethnic backgrounds, 85 per cent of them have been
born in Germany. House ownership is only 7 per cent. Accommodations are all flats,
rented either from the private sector (55 per cent) or public sector (32 per cent). Although
Samariterkiez, as part of the East Berlin, has experienced a remarkable social change
because of recent immigration of non-Germans and foreigners, it is still slightly less diverse
than Klausenerplatz. About 80 per cent of the participants hold German nationality, 84 per
cent of them have been born in Germany. Due to recent developments in the area, home
ownership is 13.9 per cent. The majority of tenants (70.1 per cent) have rented from private
sector, 12.5 per cent from public sector. All four case study neighbourhoods, following
Galster’s [141] formula could be considered as mixed neighbourhoods as no single group
makes up more than 75 per cent of the population.

Despite social diversity in the neighbourhoods, as explained above, ‘interaction and
networking’ is the second lowest ‘neighbouring’ indicator (see Table 1). Some aspects
of this indicator have been summarised in Table 7. Berlin neighbourhoods have slightly
better position in terms of number of friends in the neighbourhood and social exchange.
But overall social interaction and exchange with neighbours is quite low. The lowest
‘neighbouring’ indicator is neighbourhood participation (Table 8). We can read from this
table that people overall are reluctant to get involved in neighbourhood-related activities,
no matter through community-based organisations or local authorities. Data from site
observation (neighbourhood pillar) show that there are a number of community-based
organisations such as Kingsgate Community Centre and Kilburn Youth Centre in Kilburn,
Minerva Community Centre and Zander Court Clubroom in Bethnal Green, and Kiezbünd-
nis Klausenerplatz and Nachbarshaftszentrum DIVAN in Klausenerplatz, that are locally
active and accommodate services to the community. Although many of the inhabitants are
aware that community-based activities do exist, they do not get involved.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2340 13 of 20

Table 7. Aspects of social interaction and networking.

Neighbourhood Kilburn Bethnal Green Klausenerplatz Samariterkiez

Number of neighbours known by name 3.11 5.29 11.61 7.68
Average number of friends in the neighbourhood 4.42 7.34 4.31 4.24

1–5 friends in the neighbourhood (%) 50.9 41.2 57.1 54.1
No friend in the neighbourhood (%) 24.6 21.0 21.5 21.5
Everyday meeting and chatting with

neighbours (%) 25.9 24.5 14.6 12.7

No visiting neighbours at home or other
places (%) 39.7 42.4 35.8 41.7

Very often help exchange with neighbours (%) 15.3 8.4 25.4 15.3

Table 8. Neighbourhood participation.

Neighbourhood Kilburn Bethnal Green Klausenerplatz Samariterkiez

Number of community-based organisation
known to participants 3.32 3.10 2.00 3.12

Participants do not know any community-based
organisation (%) 55.3 24.1 51.7 33.7

Not member of any community-based
organisation (%) 84.7 77.1 86.3 83.8

Never active in religious activities (%) 60 49 65.7 81
Rating involvement in neighbourhood activities

as very low (%) 40.7 38.3 31.5 38

Rating respond to invitations for involvement in
neighbourhood-related issues as very low (%) 32.2 39.6 45.5 43.7

5. Conclusions: Promises and Pitfalls of Compact Neighbourhoods

Our analysis of the four neighbourhoods supports one of the dominant assumptions
with regard to the social consequences of living in compact neighbourhoods, but challenges
many others. It is consistent with the argument that compact urban form increases acces-
sibility of urban facilities and services, and people are encouraged to use non-motorised
means such as walking or cycling to reach them [47,54,55,142]. As depicted in Table 3, the
majority of participants (86.6% Kilburn, 85.7% Bethnal Green, 80.6% Klausenerplatz, and
85.9% Samariterkiez) walk or cycle to use basic urban services. Dense street networks,
condensed urban pattern, and mixed land use, which are consequences of compact urban
form, play a significant role in accommodating urban services and making them accessible.

Our study challenges the dominant proposition in compact neighbourhood debates
that relates higher density to higher crime rate and lack of security [52,131,132]. As demon-
strated above, participants enjoy a high level of feeling of safety in the neighbourhood
space and a large number of participant households (Kilburn 78.7 %; Bethnal Green 83.2%;
Klausenerplatz: 80.3; Samariterkiez: 76.2) have not been victim of any crime during the
previous three years.

Our study also challenges the argument that compact environments negatively impact
home and neighbourhood satisfaction [52,136,137]. In contrast, residents of case study
neighbourhoods benefit from a relatively acceptable level of home and neighbourhood
quality (see Tables 4 and 5). Most of the participant residents (84% in Kilburn, 76.6% in
Bethnal Green, 87.6% in Klausenerplatz, and 82% in Samariterkiez) are satisfied or very
satisfied with their quality of home. This indicates that despite some challenges residents
face, such as lack of sufficient parking and noise, quality of homes (size, privacy, number
of rooms) meet expectations of the families. Participants also show a rather high level of
satisfaction (68.3% in Kilburn, 67.4% in Bethnal Green, 91.6% in Klausenerplatz, and 74.7%
in Samariterkiez) with the quality of neighbourhood. This indicates that environmental
qualities such as street lighting, public space maintenance, neighbourhood reputation,
and green space, meet expectations of the inhabitants. As a result of satisfaction with
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home and neighbourhood, most of the participants (Kilburn: 78.0; Bethnal Green: 70.3;
Klausenerplatz: 84.0; Samariterkiez: 91.0) would prefer to stay at their neighbourhoods
and have no plan to move out.

However, ‘interaction and networking’ and ‘neighbourhood participation’ are very
low, and this is one of the challenges of the case study neighbourhoods. As noted, selected
neighbourhoods are socially diverse, but do not enjoy a high level of social interaction
and networking. This reflects a rather global trend. Scholars have repeatedly pointed
out to different social dilemmas societies face after industrialisation and modernisation
period. It has been argued that the inevitable flux of modernisation, globalisation, and
communication technology have isolated urbanites and jeopardised social interaction
and social ties [143–146]. Social diversity may also lead to the phenomenon of ‘parallel
lives’; inhabitants delimit their interaction and social networks to the people of the same
ethnicity, race, religion, social class, etc. [147–149], and thus create a society of separated
community groups. Finally, despite the fact that participants know of a good number
of community-based organizations, and neighbourhoods space has accommodated these
public facilities, neighbourhood participation is the lowest among social sustainability
indicators. Studies show that low level of public engagement is a world-wide challenge
which is rooted in different factors such as lack of trust, social inequality, absence of
motivation, non-democratic decision making tradition, poorly designed participatory
processes, etc. [150–153].

Overall, our study shows that compact neighbourhoods have their promises and
pitfalls. The most explicit promise of compact urban form is higher accessibility of urban
services and their availability though walking. Research results, however, challenge the
dominant propositions pertinent to the compact urban form debate: our case study neigh-
bourhoods enjoy a high level of safety, home satisfaction, and neighbourhood satisfaction,
but have a low level of social interaction and networking. This indicates that compact
urban form is not an urban orthodoxy, but has multiple social meanings and perceptions in
different contexts and places. This calls for revisiting compact urban form orthodoxy based
on place characteristics: social qualities are place-specific, related to the characteristics of
the place including social, cultural, and economic specifications of the inhabitants. In this
sense, social benefits of densification should be carefully studied and investigated for a
given case, before being implemented. Further, this is the task of densification plans to
examine appropriateness of densification policies and their social benefits in advance.

We would like to end this article with some methodological notes. The tripartite
structure suggested, we would argue, offers a more holistic understanding of social sus-
tainability and links physical and non-physical aspects to gain an in-depth understanding
of different indicators. However, it falls short in exploring the rationale behind some of
the results achieved from the cross-pillar analysis. We believe adding a new stage to the
fieldwork that utilises more qualitative or ethnographic methods, such as focus group
discussions or in-depth interviews, would provide us with more qualitative insight into
the findings and explain the rationale behind them. This could be addressed in the future
research.
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