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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Be able to explain what is meant with ‘social cohesion’ and why 

social cohesion is important from a health & wellbeing 

perspective

• Describe some of the pathways through which urban forests and 

other green spaces impact social cohesion



CULTURAL SERVICES DEFINED

The nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems through 

spiritual enrichment, cognitive development, reflection, recreation, 

and aesthetic experiences

Source: Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2003)



What is social cohesion?



SOCIAL COHESION DEFINED (1)

• Broad, wide-ranging concept with many definitions

• (Social) ‘glue’ or ‘bonds’ that keep societies (at different 

levels) integrated (Toye, 2007)

• Alternative: belief held by citizens of a given nation-state 

that they share a moral community, which enables them 

to trust each other (Larsen, 2013)



SOCIAL COHESION DEFINED (2) –
A SPATIAL PERSPECTIVE

• “The extent to which a geographical space achieves ‘community’ in the 

sense of shared values, cooperation and interaction” (Beckley, 2004)

• Interactions in daily life, e.g., across cultural / ethnic groups are crucial

o Interactions with other people help individuals to participate in 

society and to create feelings of acceptance (Putnam, 2000)



RELATED TERMS

Social capital: generally refers to resources that are accessible 

through social interactions and social networks, reciprocity, norms 

and mutual trust, and is seen as a prerequisite for social cohesion 
(Peters et al., 2010)

Social integration: the process that leads to social cohesion (Larsen, s.a.)

Place identity, place attachment, sense of place: concepts for 

relating social cohesion to the physical environment, landscape



WHY IS SOCIAL COHESION IMPORTANT?

• Shift from ‘Gemeinschaft’ (community) to ‘Gesellschaft’ (society) 

(Toennies, 1887)

• Shift from ‘embeddedness’ to ‘disembeddedness’ (Giddens, 1990)

• Social exclusion as a major societal problem

• Social integration, for example of ‘newcomers’, minorities

• Civic life, democracy

• Health implications; social wellbeing





LONELINESS AND SOCIAL ISOLATION AS 
RISK FACTORS FOR MORTALITY

• More dangerous to health than smoking 15 cigarettes a day

• Inflammation, heart disease, stroke, dementia, obesity, mortality

• 60 million sufferers in America alone

• The number has doubled since the 1980s

• More common among immigrants, the elderly, the disabled, and those in low-income 

families

• More common in big cities

Holt-Lundstad et al. (2015); slide 

courtesy of Matilda van den Bosch



“The Vancouver Foundation think-tank asked community leaders and charities to 

identify the biggest issues facing Vancouverites and were told it wasn’t 

homelessness or poverty; it was isolation.”

The Guardian, April 7, 2016

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/apr/07/loneliest-city-in-world

slide courtesy of Matilda van den Bosch



Social and ecological deprivation in city 

landscapes – eventually culminating in 

‘broken places’ within the urban 

environment (Krasny and Tidball, 2015)

Pruitt-Igoe. Photo: US Geographical Survey
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WHAT HELPS BUILD (OR MAINTAIN) SOCIAL COHESION?

Key elements as necessary and interactive parts of social cohesion:

o Participation (in community and social life)

o Bonds (trust, connections, networks)

o Bridges and institutions

o Income distribution, equity, inclusion, and access

From: Toye (2007)



WHAT ARE THE ‘URBAN FOREST’ 
PATHWAYS TO SOCIAL COHESION?



WHAT IS THE ROLE OF URBAN FORESTS?

• (Democratic) meeting places

• Place identity, place attachment

• Community involvement



“Democracy depends on having a safe space—a 

commons—for citizens to come together.”

https://www.pps.org/blog/democracy-still-lives-in-public-spaces/?mc_cid=c38afe06af&mc_eid=ba36a29ca5

Wikimedia Commons / Rhododendrites



2013 Taksim Gezi Park protests, a view from Taksim Gezi Park on 4th June 2013 – VikiPicture, Wikimedia Commons



By Wojteq at Plwiki. - pl-wiki, CC BY-SA 2.5, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1476233











Wikimedia Commons – Paul 

Symmington

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/81/High_Point_community_garden.jpg








PLACE ATTACHMENT

Place attachments are the positive bonds people form with places, 

arising from affective, behavioural, and cognitive ties between 

individuals or groups and their sociophysical settings (Brown et al., 2012)

Forming profound attachments to homes and neighbourhoods, which 

facilitate stability, identity, and positive experiences (Brown et al., 2012)



WHAT CONNECTS YOU TO 
VANCOUVER OR THE 
TOWN WHERE YOU LIVE?







PLACE & PLACE MAKING

Place relates to:

• The spatial environment in which one lives or spends time

• The social environment, made up of residents and other users of a place

• The political and cultural context, where decisions made and trends can 

directly influence a place

Place making involves:

• Planning, designing, shaping, making

• Of high quality places

Source: Dempsey & Burton (2012)



http://www.pixcove.com/art-image-exhibition-display-painting-stanley-park-scenic-vancouver-british-columbia-tourist-magnet-canada/



Slide courtesy of Julie F Molin



Slide: Anders B. 

Nielsen

Woodland co-management in 

Denmark
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BARRIERS TO BUILDING 
SOCIAL COHESION 
THROUGH GREEN SPACE
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Sreetheran M. (2015)







LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Be able to explain what is meant with ‘social cohesion’ and why 

social cohesion is important from a health & wellbeing 

perspective

• Describe some of the pathways through which urban forests and 

other green spaces impact social cohesion


