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Westminster. We will achieve this by developing practical policies that work. Our team has 
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2 The State of our Social Fabric 

There is a growing recognition that the social fabric of many places in Britain is fraying. More than 

two thirds of people believe that their community is in decline. Onward's work through the 

Politics of Belonging project has shown how, in response to this and other changes, people 

increasingly seek security in an uncertain and fast-changing world. This feeling of rootlessness is 

not impressionistic or ephemeral, the product of the worried well-off. It is real, and based on lived 

experience. It is keenly felt by ordinary people when you ask them about their local place. And it 

has had seismic consequences for our politics and society through the EU Referendum in 2016 

and the realignment of party politics last December.  

But while the language of "left behind communities" and "forgotten towns" has become 

commonplace, data to explain the politics of belonging - in particular as a social, and not simply 

economic, phenomenon - has been lacking. Indeed, the measures we have used in the past may 

be part of the problem: metrics of productivity or economic output only partially explain, and 

often obscure, the political anger and social anxiety that persist in many parts of the United 

Kingdom. We need new ways to measure the changing fabric of place if we are to better 

understand, and respond to, voters' concerns.  

These issues have been heightened by the coronavirus pandemic, which has both tested the 

strength of the social fabric and revealed its enduring power. As Onward has found previously,1 

many places have rallied to the moment, generating mutual aid groups, neighbourly support and 

supporting formalised networks of support, such as civic society and local authorities.  

But coronavirus has stretched communities and left some groups vulnerable. It has also created 

further schisms between young and old. Polling for this report reveals that older generations - 

who have spent much of the last six months shielding - have become more focused on freedom, 

rather than security, since lockdown. Meanwhile, younger generations have become more 

inclined to seek security over freedom, and feel less connected and trusting of their community 

than they did in April. Every region except London is now in favour of people taking jobs locally, 

even if it means they earn less, rather than moving away for work.  

This is the context for Onward's UK Social Fabric Index, which combines an array of data on the 

elements of community which matter most to people to understand how the social fabric of the 

UK varies by geography and has changed over time. In doing so, we identify not only the places 

which demand the greatest attention, but the communities whose strength offers lessons for how 

others might respond. We find: 

¶ When viewed nationally, it is clear that the UK has suffered a long-term and broad-based 

decline in the networks and institutions that make up the fabric of communities. People are 

less likely to be a member of a local group or volunteer, to attend church or community 

activities, or go on trips with their families than they were even ten years ago. They are less 

generous with their money to charities, and with their trust to civic institutions. People are less  
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likely to cohabit with other people, live in a stable housing tenure (home ownership or social 

rent housing), be free of debt, or hold a secure job. In these material ways, it is possible to 

chart how community is changing. 

¶ This does not mean that every measure has got worse. Educational attainment, rates of crime 

and healthy life expectancy have improved considerably over time. People are more likely to 

have meals with their children and use extended family for childcare. These trends have 

mitigated the loss of community in some respects, including strongly in some areas, but they 

have not been able to reverse the decline of community in other ways. 

¶ There is very wide variation in the social fabric of different places, based on the inherent 

characteristics of different places. The places with strong social fabric tend to combine high 

levels of Physical Infrastructure and Economic Value with enduring Civic Institutions and 

Positive Social Norms. The places that score particularly highly include London's commuter 

belt, the South of England, and the more prosperous parts of Scotland. 

¶ Meanwhile other areas have social fabric that is worn out and fraying. Coastal areas, city 

suburbs and large towns are worst affected. These areas are concentrated in three parts of 

the country: The East of England corridor from King's Lynn to Kingston-Upon-Hull, South 

Wales, and along the M62 from Grimsby to Huddersfield. The growing social inequality 

between these places and the rest of the country is one reason for their economic decline. 

¶ We are familiar with the national conversation about growing economic inequality over the 

last 40 years; our data suggests the same phenomenon exists in the social and cultural 

bttfut!pg!uif!VLʯt!dpnnvojujft/!Uif!tpdjbm!gbcsjd!tuspohmz!dpsrelates with political volatility. 

Among the top decile of places in our index (those with the strongest social fabric), 44% of 

people voted to leave the EU, compared to more than 62% in the bottom decile, where the 

social fabric is most frayed. Local authorities jo!ʮRed Wammʯ!dpotujuvfodjft!tdpsf!:!qfs!dfou!

lower on average than the UK average, and 13 per cent lower than the Conservative average. 

Estimating for constituencies, the stronghold seats the Conservatives won after decades of 

Labour dominance in 2019 have a score 30 per cent lower than the seat (Putney) lost to 

Labour. 

This analysis lends considerable statistical weight to the commonplace feeling that community 

has been in decline, which can at times be expressed as nostalgia and which critics often dismiss 

for that reason. But the appearance of nostalgia is deceptive, as our work on The Politics of 

Belonging demonstrated. People don't believe there was a golden age when everything was 

better; in many regards, they know they are better off than previous generations. They do know, 

however, that in critical ways their quality of life has been deteriorating - in the strength of 

community and sense of neighbourliness that defines their place - and this loss matters deeply to 

people's sense of belonging.  
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Taken together, these findings suggest that the ways policymakers and politicians have tended 

to think about community needs to change. Economic policies alone - from new infrastructure to 

inward foreign and direct investment - are always welcome but not always sufficient to fix social 

problems; nor will community revival offset more precarious housing tenure or declines in job 

security. It is the interplay between economic and social factors that drives the improvement, or 

deterioration, of the social fabric of a place. Tijt!nfbot!uibu!ʲmfwfmmjoh!vqʳ!nvtu!cf!b!tpdjbm!bt!

well as economic endeavour. It also requires that the scale at which interventions take place may 

need to be at a local, community level, rather through regional or national action.  

To make progress - and start to give people back a sense of belonging - policymakers will need 

to embrace a different set of interventions, using an approach which pulls on both social and 

economic levers within a specific local geography. They will need policies which seek not only to 

jnqspwf!uif!fdpopnjd!qsptqfdut!pg!bo!bsfb-!bt!Poxbseʯt!sfqpsu Levelling Up proposed, but 

those which strengthen the social fabric of communities by generating housing and job security, 

building civic institutions, and fostering local relationships and social capital. This was important 

in normal times but becomes essential as we emerge from the coronavirus pandemic, which has 

done so much to remind us of the enduring power of communities and the deep reservoir of 

reciprocal support available in society. This policy playbook will be the subject of our next paper, 

published in the coming weeks. 
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Jo!Poxbseʯt!xpsl!po!uif!qpmjujdt!pg!cfmpohjoh-!xf!jefoujgjfe!b!tuspoh!gffmjoh!bnpoh!Csjujti!

people that their community is in decline. More than seven in ten people (71%) agree with the 

tubufnfou!uibu!ʲdpnnvojuz!ibt!efdmjofe!jo!nz!mjgfujnfʳ-!jodmvejoh!b!nbjority across all age 

groups, ethnicities, levels of education and party allegiance. But what is community? Does it 

mean something different compared to a generation or two ago? Does it matter to people today, 

and if so, why? 

ʲDpnnvojuzʳ!jt!bo!jefb!gsfrvfntly invoked but rarely defined. Etymologically, it is derived from 

the latin communis, meaning common, which is itself drawn from com, signifying joint or together, 

and munis, which is derived from munire, meaning to strengthen. From this springs the idea of 

reciprocity or fellowship that we associate community with today. But politically, the term has 

been applied in radically different contexts in the post-war context.  

ʲUif!dpnnvojuzʳ!jt!bu!podf!ipx!Bofvsjo!Cevan intended to pay for the NHS, the European club 

that Margaret Thatcher thrice denied, and the little platoons that David Cameron hoped to 

empower through the Big Society. These definitional challenges are superimposed onto a vibrant 

academic debate abovu!uif!jnqpsubodf!pg!ʲtpdjbm!dbqjubmʳ-!b!ufsn first used by Lyda Hanifan in 

2:27!up!eftdsjcf!ʲhppexjmm-!gfmmpxtijq-!tznqbuiz-!boe!tpdjbm!joufsdpvsse among the individuals 

ane!gbnjmjft!xip!nblf!vq!b!tpdjbm!vojuʳ/ 

More recently social capital has been popularised by Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam in his 

seminal work on the decline of community in America since the 1960s. In Bowling Alone: The 

Collapse and Revival of American Community-!Qvuobn!efgjoft!tpdjbm!dbqjubm!bt!ʲʮgfbuvsft!pg!

social organizations, such as networks, norms and trust that facilitate action and cooperation for 

nvuvbm!cfofgju/ʳ!Uif!jefb!uibu!mpdbm!ofuxpslt-!sfdjqspdbm!bttfut!boe!tpcial trust are critically 

important for human flourishing and prosperity has gained currency in the years since, but the 

terminology has proved contentious. Some social scientists, for example, dispute the notion that 

social capital has many of the characteristics of capital,2 critidjtjoh!uif!ʲbuufnqu!up!hbjo!dpowjdujpo!

gspn!b!cbe!bobmphzʳ3. Others point to the negative impacts of social capital, such as the potential 

to exclude people rather than bond them together.4 On the other hand, many studies have 

shown positive effects including reduced crime,5 improved education,6 stronger community 

governance7 and better, more effective institutions.8 

To understand what community means, and how questions of social capital and strength apply, 

across the UK, Onward conducted a qualitative study of attitudes in all four countries of the 

Union. In four towns and cities around the UK, including Grimsby in the North East of England, 

Govan in Scotland, Enniskillen in Northern Ireland, Bridgend in Wales, we asked people what 

community meant to them, how it has changed for better or worse, and how they would like 

policymakers to think about community in future.9 

Our working hypothesis was that, while the traditional notion of social capital is an important 

aspect of community strength, the concepts are not synonymous. The research revealed an 

understanding of community that is simultaneously narrower and deeper than traditional 
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academic or political definitions suggest. It is narrower in the sense that people view community 

as entirely local and place-based; it is deeper in the sense that the aspects of community that 

people value, or long for, are not merely social and civic, but also economic and institutional, 

ranging from jobs to transport connectivity to the quality of the town centre. It is this broader 

definition, which we term Social Fabric, that this study seeks to elucidate.  

The recurring characteristics of social fabric  

In our qualitative research, we identified a number of characteristics that are common to how 

people of different demographic and socio-economic backgrounds, and in markedly different 

places, conceive and experience the social fabric of their lives. In the section below we have 

summarised key themes from these deliberative workshops and highlighted pertinent remarks by 

respondents. These quotes are representative of the discussions unless otherwise stated. We 

found that: 

¶ Dpnnvojuz!jt!vojwfstbmmz!boe!xjuipvu!fydfqujpo!qfsdfjwfe!xjuijo!pofʯt!qmbdf/!When asked 

what community means to them, people naturally speak to neighbourliness, civic mindedness 

and social support within a tightly drawn community of people. People spoke of community 

bt!ʲuif!qmbdf!uibu!zpv!mpwfʳ!boe!ʲhspxjoh!vq!xjui!uif!tbnf!gbnjmjft!boe!tffjoh!uif!tbnf!

faces and just knowing everybody.r  There is a strong sense that knowledge of, and 

engagement with, neighbours is important for a strong community, in line with traditional 

academic definitions that place a high value on trust, reciprocity and norms. As leading 

thinker Robert Putnam statft!ʲdjwjc virtue is most powerful when embedded in a dense 

network of recipspdbm!tpdjbm!sfmbujpot/ʳ10 People tend to agree with the concept, well 

established in academia, of community as a depleting asset, in that social stocks of trust or 

networks ʲbddvnvmate in utf!boe!ejnjojti!jg!uifz!bsf!opu!vtfe/ʳ11 There was very little 

association of community with larger spheres of identity, such as nation, ethnicity, religion or 

interest. Nor were ideas about online or virtual communities particularly meaningful to our 

interviewees, except insofar as they underpinned local physical community relationships. 

 

ʲDpnnvojuz!up!nf!jt!a group of people, maybe in one area that tend to look out for each other, maybe 

have events that include everybody. If there's a problem in the area, try and help sort it out, look out for 

each other, and everybody sort of not knows what everybody is doing, but is interested in the wellbeing 

pg!puifst!boe!gps!pvs!bsfb!bt!xfmm/!Uibu(t!sfbmmz!up!nf!xibu!dpnnvojuz!nfbot/ʳ 

 

Female, administr ator, Enniskille n, discussing what the word community means.  
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¶ Physical infrastructure is considered a valuable aspect of  social fabric. We found that 

people repeatedly associate community with the physical environment in which they live and 

the assets that environment affords them. People notice the state of their high streets, the 

quality of their bus and train services, the investment in their roads or roundabouts, and 

frvbuf!qiztjdbm!ejtsfqbjs!xjui!tpdjbm!efdbz/!Nboz!tqplf!pg!ipx!ʲnboz!shops were closinhʳ!

and felt thesf!xfsf!ʲpo!uif!efdmjofʳ-!xjui!tpnf!vshjoh!ofx!uijoljoh!po!ipx!ʲup!csjoh!qfpqmf!

back into the town centre.ʳ!Uijt!jt!cfdbvtf!uijt!jogsbtusvduvsf!jt!opu!pomz!fdpopnjd!cvu!tpdjbm-!

in that it mediates and facilitates social interaction and integration, and moulds those 

relationships in positive and negative ways. In our workshops, community was defined as 

ʲqfpqmf!xip!vtf!uif!tbnf!tfswjdftʳ-!jodmvejoh!qbslt-!qvcmjd!usbotqpsu!boe!puifs!ʲgbdjmjujftʳ/!

Several European studies have shown the significant difference of social capital formation in 
12rural settings and urban areas for bonding and bridging communities.  While such physical 

jogsbtusvduvsf!jt!sbsfmz!voefstuppe!bt!qvsf!ʲtpdjbm!dbqjubmʳ!jo!bdbefnjd!mjufsbuvsf-!ju!jt!tjnjmbs!up!

the critical role that many academics (Putnam, Bourdieu and Coleman, for example) assign to 

civic institutions in fostering and shaping social relationships.  

 

ʲJ!uijol!zpv!offe!hppe!gbdjmjujft!\up!nblf!b!hppe!dpnnvojuz^/!Mjlf!bo!fybnqmf!pg!uijt-!ju(t!qspcbbly the 

opposite but in Castlemilk [Glasgow], they don't have a shopping centre, and they don't have facilities 

nearby them so everyone from that community is having to travel out to other communities to do basic 

things like shopping. So, I think you need that. You need facilities to service and enable everybody in the 

dpnnvojuz/ʳ! 

 

Female, bank worker, Glasgow, discussing what you need to ma ke a good community.  

 

 

 ̅ There is a strong, but complex, relationship between prosperity and community. It is clear 

from our qualitative research that people associate affluence with strong social ties. In 

Grimsby, for example, respondents told us they wanted a community more like Cleethorpes, 

uif!bggmvfou!tfbtjef!upxo!vq!uif!spbe/!Qfpqmf!tqplf!pg!ʲfwfszuijoh!mfbwjoh!ifse [Grimsby] 

and going there [Cleethpsqft^-ʳ!boe!qfpqmf!ʲepoʯu!tupq!bu!Hsjntcz-!uifz!hp!up!Dmffuipsqft!

because there's a swimming pool there or there are better uijohtʸ!uifsf(t!opuijoh!ifsf!up!

epʳ/!Qfpqmf!ufoefe!up!cfmjfwf!uibu!ijhi!rvbmjuz!kpct!boe!fdpopnjc opportunities are essential 

for a strong sense of community to thrive. However, this relationship has limits. For example, 

several people associated too much wealth with a reduction in social connection: high 

fences, front lawns and gated communities were all cited as examples of societal breakdown, 

not success. 
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 ̅ Meanwhile, others associated social housing, including deprived Glasgow tenements, as 

examples of strong community. One respondent who grew up in a tenement flat spoke of 

ipx!if!ʲnptu!pg!uif!ujnf!you did know those within your buimejoh!boe!uif!qfpqmf!ofyu!eppsʸ!

also knew the kids you hung about with. And once we grew up, you still obviously maintain 

thau!ljoe!pg!dpoubdu!boe!tujmm!tqfbl!up!uifn!bt!zpv!tff!uifn!pvu!boe!bcpvuʸ!so I think that 

xpvmeoʯu really happen if you were in a standalone building.ʳ!Uijt!sfgmfdut!uif!xjefs!mjufsbuvsf-!

such as research from Sociologists Paul Dimaggio and Hugh Louch13 which places a strong 

emphasis on the importance of paid work, the quality of labour and the security of housing as 

important economic variables in the development of communities.  

 

ʲXf(wf!hpu!b!mbdl!pg!npofz!uibu!qfpqmf!ibwf!ps!cfjoh!cspvght into the area, the shops that we have 

here are on the decline. Industry, the fish industry is growing but compared to years ago, industry that is 

arpvoe!ifsf!jtoʯu!mjlf!ju!vtfe!up!cf/![fsp-hour contracts which links into that, we have a lot of people on 

zero-hour contracts. Aspirations for people, people don't really aspire to be anything or want to do 

anything because unless you want to move out of Grimsby. High unemployment, it's quite benefit driven 

around here.r  

 

Female, works in a school, Grimsby, discussing what respondents least like about their area . 

 

 

 ̅ Positive social norms and other informal constraints play a fundamental r ole in the 

maintenance of community. At a fundamental level, a community depends on members 

agreeing on, and abiding by, a set of informal, often socially (rather than legally) enforced 

norms and constraints. This idea of an essentially imagined community has resonance in 

Britain today. Many of our respondents stressed the importance of neighbourly behaviour 

and basic reciprocity in their definitions of community - ju!xbt!ʲqfpqmf!ifmqjoh!fbdi!puifs!pvuʳ!

boe!ʲqfpqmf!xip!bsf!tvqqpsujoh!fbdh otherʳ!- and disparaged anti-social forms of behaviour 

that broke the informal constraints they believed people should live by, including miscreant 

youth, health, antisocial behaviour, crime, and violence. This accords with a large body of 

academic evidence which underscores the importance of norms and values embedded in 

everyday interactions to our sense of community. 

 ̅ Others expressed that community was something that people bought into with effort and 

ujnf/!Nboz!sfjufsbufe!uibu!ʲyou kind of get what you put jo-ʳ!boe!uibu jg!ʲzpv epoʯu!nake an 

effort to put together a mix of peopmfʳ!uifo!ʲzpv!vtvbmmz!tbz!uifsf!jt!op!dpnnvojuzʳ/!Uijt!bmto 

reflects people's own experiences during lockdown. Most respondents spoke of wanting to 

ʲdmjoh!po!up!b!mjuumf!cju!nore of the community fffmjohʳ!that the pandemic had afforded them, 

but this ultimately boiled down to how much disposable time they had when things returned 
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b̡ack to normalr /!Uijt!sbjtft!rvftujpot!bcpvu!ipx!nvdi!pg!qfpqmfʯt!sfmvdubodf!bcpvu!hpjoh!

back to work is about the loss of time that would involve for them and their community.  

 

ʲJ!uijol!xjui!cfjoh!tvdi!b!tnbmm!dpnnvojuzʸ!b!mpu!pg!qfpqme know each other, and it's probably makes it 

more difficult for someone who really wants to partake in crime to do that because they're effectively 

afraid that someone might see them and might get reported back. I think as well as that it's more petty 

crime, ratifs!uibo!bozuijoh!qbsujdvmbsmz!tfsjpvt!jo!uif!bsfb/ʳ 

 

Male, works in PR for a large company, Enniskillen , discussing what crime is li ke in the local area. 

 

 

 ̅ Efnpdsbujd!boe!djwjd!mfhjujnbdz!xbt!tffo!bt!jnqpsubou!up!qfpqmfʯt!tfotf!pg!dpnnvojuz-!

but many people are disengaged. Since Alexis de Tocqueville, social observers have drawn 

parallels between associational life and democratic culture. Putnam, Charles Murray and 

others chart parallels between the decline of community in the twentieth century and the rise 

of more populist and antidemocratic sentiment. In our work, we found some evidence that 

local people viewed democratic institutions as synonymous with community, but usually there 

was a negative association. We heard criticism that money that could be spent on community 

life was being tqfou!po!tbmbsjft!jo!uif!ʲupxo!ibmmʳ-!uibu!mpdbm!dpvodjmt!xfsf!jofggfdujwf!bu!

reversing economic decline (on high streets for example) and that political decisions 

undermined community at both a local level (for example through high car parking charges) 

and national level (for example from public sector austerity). The overwhelming impression 

was that local communities had been let down by democratic structures in recent years, not 

supported or empowered by them. Addressing this deficit is clearly critical to re-empowering 

communities. 

 

ʲUifsf!bsf!qfpqmf!xho are really proactive in their communities and most communities have somebody 

xipʯt!sfbmmz!po!ju-!qfpqmf!xip!tffn!up!be in touch with what the community needs rather than just giving 

it to a Councillor who really is not very much in tovdiʸ!mjlf!b!dpnnvojty champion type of thing, 

somebody could be that person that consults, that's the important word is that you consult with people, 

because often these decisions are made at their level and nobody's ever really consulted on what the 

money jt!tqfou!po/ʳ 

 

Female, primary school teacher, Bridgend, discussing what things government can do to help 

community . 
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ʲUifz!\uif!Hpwfsonfou^!dipptf!up!gvoe!ps!dipptf!opu!up!gvoe!uijoht-!tp!vmujnbufmz!uifz!efdjee what 

communities have availablf/ʳ 

 

Female, librarian, Bridgend, discussing what role government plays in community . 

 

 

Towards a new measure of social fabri c 

Our research suggests a more nuanced and complex definition of community than either 

politicians or academics have traditionally accounted for. While it is true that people associate 

community with the interwoven relationships, norms and institutions of a local place, the 

influences that they believe determine the strength or weakness of that associational life are 

diverse, ranging from economic drivers such as employment and wealth to physical infrastructure 

such as transport links and local services. The civic, economic and public are enmeshed, not 

distinct, each serving to either tighten the weave of the social fabric or to fray it further.  

If we are to understand whether, as people believe, community is truly in decline, we therefore 

have to not only consider traditional measures of social capital, as the Office for National 

Statistics (ONS) has done for the last decade or so, but to incorporate economic, physical and 

behavioural data too. Only then will we gain a more complete picture of how community strength 

differs over different geographies, and how it has changed over time. In other words, we must 

measure, in a robust and accessible way, the common actions and social structures within a 

place that support, integrate and bind people together. 

This is the purpose of Ooxbseʯt!UK Social Fabric Index, which seeks to develop a practical tool to 

measure not only the relative strength of the social fabric of different local places across the 

United Kingdom, but which elements are strong or frayed. The index is made up of five ʮthreadsʯ: 

Relationships, Physical Infrastructure, Civic Institutions, Economic Value and Positive Social 

Norms. Each thread equally incorporates three to five different stands, which are composed of 

multiple indicators, each representing a different statistical measure.  

In developing the index, we have deliberately included only measures that relate to real or 

behavioural aspects of community, rather than their emotional effects. So, we have included the 

number of charities or the amount of green, public space, but not whether people feel a sense of 

charity to local people or pride in their area. This allows us to differentiate between inputs to 

community strength, on the one hand, and outcomes that these deliver, on the other. It also 

allows us to explore the nature of the relationship between social fabric and more nebulous 

feelings like belonging and social trust. We include the full methodology at Annex A. 
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Figure 1: Components of the UK Social Fabric Index 
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Table 1: Components of the UK Social Fabric Index  

 
Thread Description  Indicators  

Relationships The membership of formal 
groups in a community and 
their participation in activities 
with many people. This 
considers the clusters of social 
but formally organised groups 
of people in the public sphere 
of a community and 
community-owned assets. 

Community-owned pubs per capita, Community-owned shops per 
capita, Assets of Community Value per capita, Charities per 
capita, Share of population reporting Gift Aid donations, Faith 
schools as a share of all schools, Religious marriages as share of 
all ceremonies, Share of people with no religion, Share who 
attend religious services and participate in religious groups, 
Membership organisations per capita, Share of population as 
nfncfst!pg!Ofjhicpvsippe!Xbudi!ps!Sftjefoutʯ!Bttpdjbujpo-!
Share of people who volunteer once a month, Share of people 
who volunteered in last year, Share of people who actively 
participate in a local organisation, Share of people who are a 
member of a local organisation, Share of people are satisfied with 
their leisure time, Share of parents who spend leisure time with 
their child(ren) several times a week, Regular sporting activity, 
Proportion of people who go out socially and meet friends when 
you feel like it. 

Physical 
Infrastructure  

The physical assets that are 
present in communities which 
facilitate, structure and 
organise people within a 
community. It explores the 
resources and infrastructure of 
place that act as centres of 
daily life interactions and social 
connections between people.  

Independent businesses per capita, Convenience stores per 
capita, Allotments per capita, Sport green spaces/fields per capita, 
Other green spaces per capita, Libraries per capita, Bank 
branches per capita, Leisure centres per capita, Public houses 
and bars per capita, Community amateur sports clubs per capita, 
Cafes/restaurants per capita, Broadband coverage, Broadband 
speed, Local bus journeys per capita, Bus stops per square km, 
Train stations per capita, Exit and entries at train stations per 
capita, Average number of minutes spent travelling to work. 

Civic inst itutions  The health of democracy and 
governance at both the local 
and national level. This 
considers the quality, trust and 
satisfaction of people with 
public institutions in the 
community in which they live.  

Turnout at local elections, Turnout at general elections, Trust in 
Government, Parliament, Police, Media, Banks, Courts, Views on 
how well the Police, BBC, Unions, Banks, Press, NHS are run, 
Share of people who support the monarchy, Share of people who 
cfmjfwf!ʮqfpqmf!mjlf!nf!ibwf!op!tay about what the government 
epftʯ-!Hood or outstanding schools per capita, Share of students 
who achieve 5 or more GCSEs at grades 9-4 or equivalent or 5 
Highers in Scotland, Good or outstanding GP surgeries per capita, 
Share of people who rate local public transport as very good or 
excellent, Share of people who rate local medical facilities as very 
good or excellent. 

Economic value The tangible assets which hold 
a monetary and/or economic 
value to an individual or family 
within a community.  

Share of people in secure housing, including owner occupiers and 
social rent, Share of people unemployed, Jobs per working age 
person, Share who are economically inactive, Average weekly 
hours worked for full-time and part time workers, Median gross 
weekly pay, Share of people put money away as savings, Average 
monthly savings, Average expenditure on groceries. 
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Positive Social 
Norms 

The personal well-being and 
cultural attitudes of individuals 
and families in a community. It 
explores the influence of 
qfpqmfʯt!xjder habits, 
behaviours and activities that 
are at play in a community,  

Proportion of people with NVQ4 or higher, Proportion of people 
who live on their own, Age-standardised suicide rate per 100,000 
population, Proportion of people who currently smoke, Proportion 
of adults who are dependent on alcohol, Healthy life expectancy, 
Number of police recorded crimes per capita, Marriages per 
capita, Proportion of households with children, Number of 
pregnancies in women under the age of 18 per 1,000 women 
aged 15-17. 
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Social  Fabric Index  
 

How does community vary by geography? 
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Despite its importance to voters, policymakers have a surprisingly weak understanding of how 

the fabric of society differs around the country. The growth of statistics by which to analyse how 

the economy is changing has not been matched by the development of measures to understand 

what is happening in society. This leaves deep gaps in our knowledge about the nature of 

different communities, and few avenues to assess how policy or economic change are affecting 

how people live together. There is an inevitable risk that reliance on economic statistics and a 

relentless focus on economic growth may have come at the expense of community flourishing. 

Most people believe community to be in decline, despite its importance in their lives. A lack of 

understanding and analysis of this phenomenon must be partly to blame. 

This chapter seeks to redress that balance by exploring how strong or frayed the social fabric is 

in different places. To achieve this, we have built a detailed index of community strength - the UK 

Social Fabric Index. This builds upon previous indices that seek to achieve similar ends, including 

uif!Mfhbuvn!Jotujuvufʯt!Qsptqfsjuz!Joefy-!uif!Zpvoh!Gpvoebujpoʯt!Dpnnvojuz!Xfmmcfjoh!Joeex, 

and Local Trust boe!PDTJʯt!boblysis of left behind neighbourhoods.  

Poxbseʯt!UK Social Fabric Index differs in a number of regards: 

 ̅ First, it is explicitly based on the elements of community that people say are most important 

to them, taken from our qualitative work. This means we include elements on housing tenure 

mix, transport connectivity, job quality and community ownership as well as more traditional 

tpdjbm!dbqjubm!joejdbupst/!Uiftf!bsf!bssbohfe!joup!gjwf!ʲuisfbetʳ!pg!uif!tpdjbm!gbcsjd/ 

 ̅ Consequently, we incorporate a larger number 79 of statistical indicators into our index, 

which in aggregate present a rich and sophisticated understanding of social fabric and how it 

differs by place. Our hope is that our analysis will allow for more granular social policy, to 

support both local and central policymakers to intervene to strengthen different aspects of 

community in different places.  

 ̅ In addition, we have compared our findings against a number of variables, such as the impact 

of the current pandemic, belonging, ethnic diversity, political views and deprivation, to 

understand how our estimations of social fabric relate to other characteristics of these places. 

These findings are set out in the next chapter. 

For transparency and replicability, wherever possible we have used open-source, official 

statistics, at local authority level. This will allow other analysis to draw upon our findings as well 

as repeat indices to be created in future years, to show how successful policies have been. 
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Headline finding s 

 ̅ There is wide variation in the social fabric scores of different places around the United 

Kingdom, suggesting that some communities are far more resilient than others. The median 

social fabric score is 4.88, which is held by Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole. The local 

authority with the highest score, Richmond upon Thames, has a score 32% higher than the 

median, of 6.42, while the lowest, Kingston upon Hull, has a score of 3.43, 30% below the 

median. This suggests that the social fabric score in Richmond is nearly twice as high as in 

Kingston upon Hull using our composite measure.  

 ̅ The places with the strongest social fabric are typically to be found in the South of England, 

ftqfdjbmmz!jo!Mpoepoʯt!dpnnvufs!cfmu-!boe!jo!npsf!qsptqfspvt!qbsut!pg!Tdpumboe/ The former 

includes: Chiltern, South Oxfordshire, South Cambridgeshire, Rushcliffe, St Albans and 

Windsor and Maidenhead. The latter take in East Renfrewshire and East Dunbartonshire. 

These places tend to benefit from strong social relationships and behavioural norms, which 

are not always found in cities, alongside prosperous local economies, including high levels of 

investment in local infrastructure, driven by proximity to major cities.  

 ̅ The places with fraying social fabric are typically found in the Eastern corridor of England, 

South Wales and the North West of England. They include post-industrial towns such as 

Middlesbrough, Methyr Tydfil, Boston and Hartlepool as well as coastal communities such as 

Great Yarmouth, North East Lincolnshire and Blackpool. These places have often been 

considered economically left behind but their scores are as much driven by fraying 

communities, with low scores for Positive Social Norms, Civic Institutions and Relationships. 

This analysis lends a complementary, but differing, perspective to the often-quoted economic 

rationale for why these places have become the most politically volatile in the UK. 

 ̅ These scores reflect to a large extent the nature of place. We find that one in four inland 

areas rank in the top quintile for Social Fabric, compared to only one in ten coastal areas. 

Rural areas composed of small villages have the highest scores as a result of strong Positive 

Social Norms, Relationships and Economic Value. The centre of cities also fare well because 

of strong Civic Institutions and Physical Infrastructure. In contrast, suburbs and large towns 

have low scores across all five elements of social fabric, redeemed only by their relatively 

strong Physical Infrastructure.  

 ̅ Places with stronger social fabric tend to be less populous. Just over 3.7 million people live in 

the twenty local authorities with the lowest Social Fabric scores. This is 31% higher than the 

2.9 million people who live in the twenty local authorities with the strongest social fabric. The 

average size of a local authority in the bottom quintile of areas with the most fraying social 

fabric is 186,548, compared to 166,824 in the top quintile. 
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Figure 2: Map of the social  fabric of the United Kingdom   

Source: Onward Social Fabric Index 

 

Strong est (6.42) 

Most frayed (3.43) 

Average (4.88) 
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Table 2: Places with the highest  and lowest social fabric  scores 
Source: Onward Social Fabric Index 

Rank Local Author ity  Relationships 
Physical 

Infrastructure  
Civic 

Institutions  
Economic 

Value 

Positive 
Social 
Norms 

Social 
Fabric 

1 Richmond upon Thames 5.46 5.94 6.15 6.88 7.69 6.42 

2 Chiltern 5.79 4.96 5.87 6.76 7.95 6.27 

3 East Renfrewshire 4.83 4.46 7.55 6.93 7.52 6.26 

4 Waverley 5.79 5.12 6.02 6.89 7.46 6.26 

5 South Oxfordshire 6.43 5.45 5.60 6.52 7.13 6.22 

6 Elmbridge 5.53 5.47 5.96 6.49 7.49 6.19 

7 Rushcliffe 4.61 5.02 5.94 7.03 7.59 6.04 

8 South Cambridgeshire 5.94 5.02 5.07 7.08 7.07 6.04 

9 St Albans 4.89 5.44 5.76 6.77 7.28 6.03 

10 Windsor and Maidenhead 5.36 5.10 5.95 6.50 7.22 6.03 

11 East Dunbartonshire 4.60 4.74 7.15 6.03 7.34 5.97 

12 Mole Valley 5.60 5.11 5.97 6.01 6.97 5.93 

13 Cotswold 5.53 5.89 5.40 6.13 6.63 5.92 

14 Winchester 5.88 4.81 5.60 6.54 6.71 5.91 

15 Wokingham 4.92 4.82 5.52 6.77 7.39 5.88 

16 Kingston upon Thames 4.68 5.58 6.65 5.37 7.08 5.87 

17 West Berkshire 4.92 5.28 5.87 6.27 6.89 5.85 

18 South Lakeland 5.44 5.43 6.30 5.54 6.30 5.80 

19 Bromley 4.25 5.77 6.08 6.38 6.48 5.79 

20 Vale of White Horse 5.43 5.05 5.56 5.80 7.01 5.77 

        

360 Southampton 2.78 5.00 4.18 4.09 4.17 4.04 

361 Rotherham 2.72 4.92 3.43 4.79 4.33 4.04 

362 Wolverhampton 2.24 5.45 3.76 4.46 4.29 4.04 

363 Derry City and Strabane 2.95 4.13 4.83 4.23 4.01 4.03 

364 Nottingham 2.24 5.84 4.38 3.74 3.85 4.01 

365 Mansfield 2.43 4.79 4.38 4.32 4.11 4.00 

366 Hastings 3.30 4.39 4.72 3.40 4.19 4.00 

367 Belfast 3.31 4.91 5.22 3.62 2.93 4.00 

368 Sunderland 2.10 4.87 4.42 4.63 3.83 3.97 

369 Boston 2.62 3.58 4.29 4.29 4.85 3.93 

370 Barnsley 2.53 5.00 3.15 4.56 4.30 3.91 

371 Stoke-on-Trent 2.31 5.49 3.70 4.41 3.50 3.88 

372 Merthyr Tydfil 2.24 4.41 3.90 4.98 3.72 3.85 

373 Doncaster 2.52 5.18 3.10 4.34 4.02 3.83 

374 North East Lincolnshire 2.65 5.01 3.81 4.04 3.63 3.83 

375 Hartlepool 2.40 4.77 3.78 4.36 3.32 3.73 

376 Blaenau Gwent 1.95 4.18 3.87 4.50 3.91 3.68 

377 Great Yarmouth 2.48 4.48 3.77 3.35 4.28 3.67 

378 Blackpool 2.52 5.02 4.47 3.71 2.58 3.66 

379 Middlesbrough 2.02 4.85 4.32 3.90 3.16 3.65 

380 Kingston upon Hull 1.89 5.30 2.97 3.81 3.16 3.43 
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While it is axiomatic that, on average, people prefer to live in stronger communities than weaker 

ones, it is important to note that where a place ranks on the index is not a moral judgment on its 

relative worth. Rather, we believe that just as areas with weak local economies have too often 

been neglected by policymakers and allowed to decline, the same can be said for community. 

The people living in those areas with the most frayed social fabric have been let down by our 

weak understanding of what community strength looks like and an absence of consistent policy 

interventions to rebuild their resilience. If the Governmeouʯt!hpbm!jt!up!mfwfm!vq!uif!VK then our 

obligation is to meet their needs - and strengthen their communities - as a priority. 

Table 3: Social fabric scores by rurality  
Source: Onward analysis, House of Commons Library 

 
Relationships  

Physical 
Infrastructur e 

Civic 
Institutions  

Economic 
Value 

Positive 
Social Norms 

Social Fabric 

Core City 3.579 5.466 5.414 5.064 5.710 5.170 

Other City 2.907 5.279 4.654 4.667 4.657 4.582 

Large Town 3.546 4.969 4.856 5.095  5.179 4.874 

Medium Town 3.797 4.834 5.002  5.427 5.563 5.070 

Small Town 3.893 4.573 5.001 5.492 5.666 5.082 

Village or smaller 4.533 4.664 5.085 5.452 5.862 5.264 
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1. Relationships: How do people live and associate in different  

places? 

The first Thread in our UK Social Fabric Index is Relationships. This measures the associational 

life of a place - the strength of social relationships between neighbours, local groups and 

organisations and the wider community. The thread brings together a wide range of data, 

including on the level of support for charities, through both philanthropy and volunteering, the 

number of shops, pubs and other assets owned by the community, levels of religiosity and 

whether people spend their leisure time together or apart. We find that: 

 ̅ The geographic distribution of scores closely matches the pattern for social fabric as a whole, 

to a greater degree than other threads. The places that perform well include local authorities 

in the South of England and North Scotland. Local authorities such as South Oxfordshire, 

South Cambridgeshire and Winchester appear to have the strongest Relationships. Areas 

such as Kingston upon Hull, Blaenau Gwent and Nottingham perform poorly on this score, as 

well as parts of London. 

 ̅ There is a wide gap between the highest and lowest ranked areas. The highest ranked area, 

South Oxfordshire, is 68% above the median. The lowest ranked area, Kingston Upon Hull, is 

51% below. Considering the raw score for this thread, South Oxfordshire has social 

relationships that are more than three times stronger than those in Kingston upon Hull.  

 ̅ This is particularly driven by differing levels of civic participation. For example, people in the 

bottom quintile of areas for Relationships are only half as likely as the top quintile to be a 

member of a group, actively take part in membership activities, volunteer to the 

neighbourhood watch. This may be because those in the top quintile have twice as many 

charities and four times as many community assets in their area, and because people are 

nearly three times as likely to make donations through Gift Aid.  

 ̅ There is much less variation between high scoring and low scoring areas on aspects of 

religiosity or social life. People in the top quintile of areas are only marginally more likely to 

wed in a religious ceremony, 40% more likely to send their children to a faith school, and 

around 50% more likely to be satisfied with the amount of leisure time they have. 
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Figure 3: Variation in the strength of Relationships around the United Kingdom  
Source: Onward Social Fabric Index 

Top 10 

 

Score Local authority  

6.428 South Oxfordshire 

5.942 South Cambridgeshire 

5.880 Winchester 

5.795 Chiltern 

5.791 Waverley 

5.677 Dorset 

5.624 Mid Suffolk 

5.599 Mole Valley 

5.537 Craven 

5.534 Elmbridge 

Bottom 10 

Score Local authority  

2.241 Ashfield 

2.240 Nottingham 

2.236 Wolverhampton 

2.204 Sandwell 

2.138 Leicester 

2.100 Barking and Dagenham 

2.095 Sunderland 

2.023 Middlesbrough 

1.954 Blaenau Gwent 

1.886 Kingston upon Hull 

  

Most frayed  

Average 

Strongest  


