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Executive summary

Belonging in the UK remains present, but uneven
and under pressure. While most people report
meaningful relationships and some sense of
connection, a substantial minority feel excluded or
unheard.

Belonging increasingly reflects how well systems
are functioning. When housing feels insecure,
services decline or institutions seem distant,
connection weakens.

Local life matters more than national rhetoric. Safe
streets, shared spaces and visible services shape

belonging more powerfully than abstract narratives

about identity.

Opportunities to participate are narrowing. Rising
costs and stretched civic infrastructure limit
people’s ability to contribute, even though shared
activities remain powerful drivers of connection.

Everyday relationships remain the strongest
foundation of belonging. Where friendships,
partnerships and neighbour contact are stable,
wellbeing and life satisfaction are markedly higher.

But the 2020s feel socially thinned out. Many
describe gradual erosion in services, spaces
and civic life, not a collapse of connection, but a
weakening of the conditions that sustain it.

Belonging, in short, is becoming a practical test
of whether daily life feels workable, fair and
connected.
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The eight demographic
trends in belonging today

Midlife is the pressure point of
belonging

Belonging appears most strained

in midlife. Adults aged 35-54 report
lower life satisfaction and weaker
neighbourhood connection than both
younger and older groups. Friendship
satisfaction also harrows. This looks
less like social withdrawal and more
like pressure: caring responsibilities,
financial strain and time scarcity
constrain connection during this
stage of life.

Health is one of the strongest divides
in belonging

Health is one of the clearest fault
lines in belonging. Poor physical

and especially mental health are
consistently linked to lower friendship
satisfaction, weaker life meaning

and reduced overall belonging. The
divide is sharp across People, Purpose
and Place. Health shapes not just
wellbeing, but people’s capacity

to participate and stay socially
connected.

Stability and security underpin
belonging

Belonging is closely tied to stability.
Married people, retirees and
especially homeowners report
stronger neighbourhood connection
and life satisfaction. Renters, the
unemployed and those separated
or divorced are consistently less
connected. Across all four Ps,
belonging appears rooted in secure
housing, stable relationships and
predictable life foundations rather
than personal disposition.

Young adults are socially active but
emotionally unsettled

Young adults are socially active

but less secure. They report larger
networks and greater use of social
spaces, yet also higher anxiety,

more loneliness and weaker life
satisfaction. Their story is not social
withdrawal, but connection without
stability, compounded by feeling less
heard or represented in the systems
shaping their future.

LGBT+ people face a consistent
belonging gap

LGBT+ respondents report

weaker belonging outcomes

across wellbeing, nheighbourhood
connection and political trust. While
dissatisfaction with representation
is widespread, it is slightly higher
among sexual minorities, particularly
those outside lesbian, gay and
bisexual categories. The pattern
points to structural exclusion across
People, Place, Power and Purpose
rather than lifestyle differences.

Religion is essential social
infrastructure

Religious affiliation functions as
social infrastructure. Those with a
faith community are more likely to
know neighbours, exchange help
and report stronger belonging and
life meaning. Faith provides regular
contact, shared spaces and defined
roles — embedded local networks
that connect People, anchor Place
and reinforce Purpose.
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Neighbourhood relationships quietly
power belonging

Belonging is sustained through

small, everyday interactions.
Knowing neighbours, exchanging
help and having regular informal
contact are strongly associated with
feeling connected. These low-level
exchanges build familiarity and trust,
acting as a bridge between private
life and wider society. The local social
fabric quietly binds People and Place
together.

The 2020s has seen pressure on the sense of
belonging in the UK

Belonging has not collapsed, but many
describe a gradual erosion of connection
since 2020. Two in five (39%) feel less
connected to Britain than at the start of the
decade, with noticeable weakening in local
pride, ownership and opportunities to meet
others. Service decline and cultural strain are
widely linked to this thinning social fabric.

Belonging lives or dies in everyday
relationships (People)

Close, reliable relationships remain the
strongest anchor of belonging. Most people
have close friends and report satisfaction
with them, yet loneliness and anxiety remain
widespread. Poor mental health is strongly
linked to social isolation. Where social ties
are strong, belonging is strong; where they
weaken, gaps quickly emerge. At the same
time, pride in work, an important source of
identity and connection, has fallen sharply,
with the share of people proud to tell others
what they do dropping ten points since last
year.

Belonging is experienced locally and
practically (Place)

Belonging is shaped less by national
rhetoric and more by daily surroundings.
Knowing neighbours, feeling safe and
having accessible local spaces are central
to connection. Around three in five feel
strongly attached to their neighbourhood,
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In the 2020s life feels socially thinned
out

Many feel less connected in the
2020s. Four in ten (39%) feel less
connected to Britain than before

the pandemic, with fewer reporting
opportunities to meet people (27%
less) and reduced community pride
(24% less). Changes to local services
are strongly linked to weakened
connection, suggesting erosion in the
everyday infrastructure of belonging.

with stability, especially homeownership,
reinforcing local rootedness. However,
some of the everyday spaces that support
connection appear to be used less
frequently, with time spent in pubs and bars
falling five points in the past year.

Belonging reflects how well systems are
functioning (Power)

Belonging acts as a barometer of
institutional performance. Many feel national
government represents powerful interests
more than those of ordinary people, while
local leadership performs better. When
housing, services or affordability come under
strain, connection weakens. Fairness and
visibility determine whether power feels close
or distant.

Belonging grows when people can
participate and contribute (Purpose)
Connection strengthens when people can
play a role in shared life. Collaboration has
increased slightly, particularly through work,
but only a minority regularly work with others
to solve common problems. Rising costs
and time pressures can limit participation,
making accessible civic and community
spaces increasingly vital. Encouragingly,
collaboration through work has risen
noticeably in the past year, with the share of
people saying they work with others to solve
problems through their job increasing by
nine points.
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Why this matters

The Belonging Barometer is both a measurement
tool and a call to action. Developed by the
Belonging Forum, it provides a robust, nationally
representative assessment of how people
experience belonging across connection, inclusion,
voice and contribution.

Belonging matters because it is a fundamental
human need and a foundation for societal

health. Higher belonging is associated with

better wellbeing, lower loneliness and stress,
stronger trust, civic participation and support for
democracy. At a time of rising isolation, institutional
strain and fragmented communities, tracking

belonging helps us understand not just how people
feel, but how systems are functioning.

Repeated measurement allows us to move from
snapshot to trend: identifying which groups are
becoming more disconnected, where trust is
eroding, and whether policies or interventions are
working. The Belonging Barometer is designed as

a practical resource — informing policy, guiding
practice in organisations and communities, and
strengthening public debate about what it takes to
build a society to which everyone feels they belong.

About the study

The Belonging Barometer is structured around

four core pillars: People, Place, Power and

Purpose. Together, they capture belonging as a
multidimensional experience, shaped by close
relationships, connection to local environments, the
ability to influence decisions, and a sense that one’s
life has meaning.

This is the third wave of the research and
contributes to one of the most extensive evidence
bases on belonging in the UK. It examines
demographic differences, the impact of loneliness
across life domains, and how connection is shifting
across the 2020s.

Methodology

The research was conducted by Opinium between
Ist and 17th December 2025. The survey was
completed by 10,001 adults aged 18 and over across
the United Kingdom.

The sample was weighted to be nationally and
politically representative of the UK adult population,
ensuring the findings reflect the views and
experiences of people across all four nations.



Foreword

2026 Belonging Barometer | Belonging Forum

By Kim Samuel, Founder and Chief Architect, Belonging Forum

The Belonging Barometer is now in its third year.
Each year it helps us understand how life in the UK is
changing and how belonging—that deep sense of
connection to people, place, power and purpose—is
evolving.

These four connected tenets are key. People refers
to our relationships with others. Place means our
connection to the environment and the world
around us. Power relates to whether we feel able to
influence the decisions that affect our lives. Purpose
reflects the sense of meaning we find in our life and
what we do.

Belonging is a fundamental human need. It allows
us to feel at home in our communities, valued in
our workplaces and heard in the systems that
shape our lives. When belonging is strong, societies
flourish. When it weakens, the consequences

ripple through our politics, our economies and our
wellbeing.

This year's findings show that economic pressure
has become one of the strongest barriers to
belonging. More than four in five people (86%) say
at least one economic factor has made it harder
to build connections with others. The rising cost of
living alone is cited by 58% as limiting their ability
to take part in community life, whether that means
meeting friends, travelling to activities or spending
time in the places where social life happens.

These pressures are not felt equally. The report
shows that people in mid-life often feel particularly
squeezed, balancing work, family responsibilities
and rising costs while finding less time and space
for connection. At the same time, LGBT+ people
report feeling the most politically disconnected of

any group, highlighting how belonging is shaped
not only by economic realities but also by whether
people feel recognised and represented.

Alongside these pressures, our political climate has
grown more fragmented. The broad-church politics
that characterised much of the post-war period
has weakened, while hew parties and sharper
political divides have reshaped the landscape.
Nearly half of the people polled say political
polarisation has weakened social connection. A
majority believe the UK Government represents
their views poorly, and only 13% feel that the wants
and needs of “people like me” are considered most
of the time — in line with previous years.

What preceded this? Since 2020, the UK has
experienced a succession of shocks: high inflation,
an energy crisis, falling living standards, war in
Europe, rapid changes in technology and work, and
frequent changes of political leadership. And before
all of this came the defining rupture of 2020, the
Covid-19 pandemic.

It was when everything froze. We stopped. We
stayed put. People lost their lives, their livelihoods,
their loved ones, their homes, their connections
and, in some instances, their communities.

It was a collective moment of care, too, when we
came together to act cautiously to protect the
vulnerable and front-line workers. There were
moments of heroism and deep compassion, be
that over a Zoom call or by a hospital bed.

But the disruption to our institutions, relationships
and sense of stability is still only beginning to be
understood.



The economic pressures we live with today have
many origins, but they are felt in everyday life: when
a local café becomes too expensive to visit, when
travel costs make it harder to see friends, or when
long working hours leave little time for community.
And when politics feels distant from people’s lives,
belonging becomes harder to sustain.

Yet the story this report tells is not only one of strain.
It is also a story of resilience and a persistent human
desire to belong.

Most people still report strong friendships. Eighty-
five percent say they have at least one close friend,
and more than nine in ten are satisfied with the
friendships they have. Nearly three in five people
feel strongly connected to their neighbourhoods.
Belonging often lives in these everyday moments,
in the neighbour who lends a hand, the friend who
listens, and the shared places where people gather.

But these foundations are under pressure. More than
half of the people polled experience loneliness at
least some of the time. Younger generations report
particularly high levels of anxiety and isolation, while
people in poor health or living with disabilities are
significantly more likely to feel cut off from their
communities.

What the Belonging Barometer makes clear is that
belonging does not happen by accident. It is shaped
by the systems around us.
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It is built in the design of our neighbourhoods, in the
parks, cafés and community spaces where people
meet. It is built in the fairness of our economic
systems, which determine whether people have the
time and resources to participate in social life. And
it is built in the responsiveness of our institutions,
which must ensure that people feel seen, heard and
valued.

Encouragingly, we are also seeing signs of a shared
determination to protect these foundations of
belonging. Debates about saving local pubs, for
example, are not simply about preserving buildings,
but about protecting the “third spaces” where
community life happens. Similarly, the pushback
against cuts to disability benefits reflects a deeper
instinct: that belonging must extend to those who
face the greatest barriers to participation.

These moments remind us of something essential.
People do not simply want to get by. They want to
feel part of something larger than themselves.

The insights in this report offer a guide for how we
move forward. They show that belonging grows
where relationships are nurtured, where places are
welcoming, where power feels fair and responsive,
and where people have the opportunity to
contribute to something meaningful.

In a time of uncertainty, the question before us is not
only how we rebuild after the pandemic, but how we
rebuild in ways that strengthen the bonds between
us.
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The state of
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belonging in the UK

Belonging should be accessible to everyone, but is far from

secure for all

Belonging is far from something universally felt

in the UK. Two in five adults say they completely

or mostly feel they belong (42%), and nearly three
quarters say they at least somewhat belong (73%).

However, more than one in five (22%) say they don't
really belong or don't belong at all, equivalent to

Do you feel like you belong?

o9y  SI%

13%

Completely Mostly Somewhat

To understand this properly, we draw on the four
core dimensions of belonging: People, Place, Power
and Purpose. Belonging is not just about personal
relationships, nor simply about national identity. It is
about meaningful connections to others (People),
to shared spaces and access to nature (Ploce), to
fair and responsive institutions (Power), and to a
sense of direction and meaning in life (Purpose).
Looking at belonging through this lens allows us to
see not only who feels connected, but also why.

around 12 million people across the UK. While the
overall picture suggests that most people retain
some sense of connection, for a significant minority
belonging feels weak, fragile or absent altogether.
Belonging, in other words, is far from deeply
embedded for everyone.

16%

6%

5%

Don’t Know

Not really Not at all

The data also allow us to examine how these layers
of belonging have shifted across the 2020s. This is a
period marked by the Covid pandemic, changes in
government, rising living costs and wider social and
economic disruption. The impact, both nationally
and locally, has helped to identify where belonging
has proven resilient and where it has come under
strain.

10
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Belonging in the 2020s

Connection is thinning, but not collapsing

Since 2020, many people report changes in their
communities, and more often than not, these have
weakened the sense of connection. Four in ten
(39%) feel less connected to modern Britain than at
the start of the decade. Locally, around a quarter
see erosion in the social fabric: 27% report fewer
opportunities to meet new people, 26% report a
lower sense of community, and 24% report having
lower pride and ownership. These shifts are tied
more to structural strain than personal withdrawal,
with 65% saying service changes and 53% reporting
cultural shifts have made them feel less connected.

Connection and community
change

Connection to Britain and local community

Since 2020, people are far more likely to say they
feel less connected to modern Britain than before.
Two in five UK adults (39%) now feel less connected,
compared with just 14% who feel more connected.
Almost one in five (18%) say they now feel a lot less
connected.

Do you feel more or less connected to the following since 2020?

I A lot more

Modern Britain

5% 9%

Local Community

6% 16%

By contrast, feelings towards local communities
appear more resilient. Around one in five (22%) say
they feel more connected to their local community
since 2020, similar to the proportion who feel less
connected (24%). Stability is highest at the locall
level, with almost half (48%) saying their sense of
local connection is unchanged, compared with 40%
who say the same about modern Britain overalll.

A little more

About the same A little less I Alot less I Don’t know

40% 21% 18% 7%

48% 14% 10% 5%

This uneven experience of belonging is particularly
visible among those with disabilities: 30% of Britons
with disabilities report feeling less connected

to their community (while only 17% feel more
connected), compared with those without
disabilities where the balance is more even

(23% more connected vs 23% less connected),
highlighting how barriers to participation and
accessibility shape belonging.

12



Changes in opportunities, contact, pride and

community life

Since 2020, people are more likely to say they see or

experience less of the community features that
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support connection. This includes opportunities to
meet hew people (27% less vs 18% more), a sense
of community around them (26% less vs 19% more),
and confidence in local decision-making, which
shows the strongest negative shift (33% less vs 13%
more).

WOULD YOU SAY YOU NOW SEE OR EXPERIENCE MORE OR LESS OF MORE THAN  ABOUT THE LESS THAN
THE FOLLOWING THAN YOU DID IN 2020? 2020 SAME 2020
Community hubs or “third spaces” in your area (such as cafés, 20% 48% 22%
libraries, parks, community centres)

Regular contact with your neighbours 20% 54% 20%
A sense of community around you 19% 49% 26%
Opportunities to meet new people 18% 48% 27%
Friends living close by 18% 53% 22%
Pride in your local area 17% 52% 24%
Sense of ownership in your local community 14% 52% 24%
Confidence in local decision-making 13% 44% 33%

Other aspects of community life show a more
mixed, though still slightly negative, picture. A
quarter (24%) say they feel less pride in their local
area, compared with 17% who feel more, while 22%
say they now have fewer friends living close by,
compared with 18% who say they have more.

Types of community change experienced

Change to local communities since 2020 is widely
reported. Nearly three quarters of UK adults (74%)
say their local area has experienced some form of
change, with just 11% saying none of the changes
listed apply, indicating that the post-pandemic
period has been marked by noticeable shifts in
local community life.

The most commonly reported changes relate to
the local economy and services. Over a third (37%)
report changes to local businesses, shops or the
high street, followed closely by changes to the
availability of local services such as GP surgeries,

schools or public transport (34%). Nearly a third (31%)

say their community has experienced changes
to local housing or housing costs, including new
developments or rising prices.

Migration into local area

Changes linked to population movement are

also widely reported. Three in ten (30%) say their
local community has experienced changes in the
number of migrants and refugees arriving, while
one in five (20%) report changes in people moving
into the area from elsewhere in the UK. Fewer
identify young people leaving for better jobs or
wages as d noticeable change (12%).

When asked specifically about the direction of
change, perceptions point strongly towards
increased migration from outside the UK. Just over
half (52%) say migration into their local area has
increased since the pandemic, including nearly
three in ten (29%) who say it has increased a lot.

13



Impact of change on belonging

Impact of migration, services, housing, safety,
environment, culture, events

Overall, changes experienced in local communities
since 2020 are more likely to have weakened

2026 Belonging Barometer | Belonging Forum

than strengthened feelings of connection. Across
almost all areas, those affected are more likely

to say changes made them feel less connected
than more, suggesting recent shifts have been
experienced as disruptive rather than beneficial.
In particular, changes linked to migration are most
strongly associated with reduced connection.

Has the number of migrants and refugees arriving made you feel
more or less connected to your local community?

Public services and belonging

Impact on belonging of changes to public services

Overall, among those who say their local
community has experienced change since the
Covid pandemic, these changes are more likely

to have weakened than strengthened feelings of
local connection. The negative impact is strongest
for services relied on in moments of need, such

as healthcare, policing and everyday civic

infrastructure. By contrast, changes to services
linked to shared spaces and informal social life are
more likely to support connection.

Changes to healthcare and emergency services
show a clear negative impact on belonging, with
GP services showing the strongest effect (36% less
connected vs 19% more), followed by hospitals and
urgent care (29% vs 20%), ambulance services (22%
vs 17%), and mental health services (18% vs 15%).

14



2026 Belonging Barometer | Belonging Forum

Do you feel more or less connected to the following since 2020?

H More connected Made no real difference M Less connected Don't know [ haven't used this

Headlthcare services

GP services

Hospitals and urgent care
Ambulance and emergency response
Mental health services

Civic services

Local policing

Local council services

Public transport

Schools and education

Childcare and early years services
Local amenities

Bank branches

Post offices

Pubs/cafes

Libraries and community centres

Parks and green spaces

Those in poor health are particularly impacted by
changes to local services, directly affecting their
connection to their local community. For example,
half (50%) of those with bad physical health say
changes in local GP services have made them feel
less connected, with similar numbers amongst
those with bad mental health (47%) and bad
emotional health (47%).

39% 18% 28%
47% 14%
42% 29%
38% 0% 39%
48% ﬂ 10%
-
52% 9%

Similarly, those with disabilities are particularly
affected by these changes. 48% say changes
to local GP services have made them feel less
connected to their community, while 39% said
the same about changes to local hospital and
urgent care services, underscoring how service
accessibility directly shapes belonging.

15



Contribution and reciprocity

Perceptions of contribution in communities since
Covid

Overall, people are more likely to say others in their
local community contribute less rather than more
before the Covid pandemic. This perceived decline
is strongest for formal forms of contribution, while
everyday acts of support appear more resilient.

2 Civic and community participation shows
the clearest decline (28% less vs 17% more),
alongside financial contribution (27% less vs 17%
more).

2 Everyday acts of kindness and personal favours
are more evenly balanced (22% more vs 26%
less).
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Economic pressures and
belonging

Economic barriers to community connections

Economic pressures are widely seen as a major
barrier to building a sense of community since

the Covid pandemic. More than four in five (86%)
say that at least one economic factor has made it
harder for people to build connections with others,
indicating that economic conditions are central to
how people experience belonging at a local level.

The rising cost of living (58%) is by far the most
commonly cited challenge and stands well ahead
of any other factor. Housing affordability (34%) is
the next most significant barrier, pointing to rising
rents or mortgage payments, while the cost of
travel, activities and socialising (32%) is also a major
constraint. Looked at together, this highlights how
everyday financial pressures limit people’s ability to
participate in social and community life.

Do you think each of the following has made people feel more or less connected to others in society?

The decline of traditional parties such as Labour and
the Conservatives

The rise of the Green
Party

The rise of Reform UK

37% less connected

37% less connected 16% less connected

21% more connected

32% more connected 16% more connected

Midlife is the point where economic strain
becomes more consolidated in people’s minds.
The proportion identifying the cost of living as a key
barrier to belonging rises sharply from 48% among
25-34-year-olds to 56% among 35-44s, and then
61% among 45-54s, marking a shift from specific
pressures to a broader sense of financial squeeze.

Politics and social connection
since 2020

Impact of political developments on connection

Overall, political developments since 2020 are more
likely to be seen as weakening social connection.

The decline of traditional parties is more often
seen as weakening social connection (39% less vs
21% more), views on the rise of Reform UK are more
divided (37% less vs 32% more), while the rise of the
Green Party is more often seen as strengthening
connection (25% more vs 16% less).

Broader features of the political climate are more
consistently associated with negative effects on
connection. Increasing political polarisation stands
out as the most negatively associated factor (46%
less connected vs 14% more), while changes in how
politics is covered in the media are also widely
seen as reducing social connection (41% less vs 17%
more).

16
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Belonging lives or dies in everyday relationships

Belonging is most strongly shaped by close,
reliable relationships. Most people report having
at least one close friend (85%) and high friendship
satisfaction (93%), alongside strong life satisfaction
(67%) and meaning (71%). But gaps are clear:
loneliness is widespread (54% at least sometimes),
anxiety affects over a third (37%), and poor mental
health is strongly linked to social isolation (65%
frequently lonely vs 16% of those in good mentall
health). Strong social ties consistently align with
stronger belonging.

Social networks and friendships

Most people in the UK report having close
friendships, with over four in five (85%) people
reporting having at least one close friend. Of this
group, just under half (48%) have between one and
four close friends, a quarter (27%) have five to nine,
and one in ten (10%) have ten or more.

Satisfaction with friendships is mostly high. Over
nine in ten (93%) report feeling satisfied with the
friendships they currently have, compared to only
6% who feel dissatisfied.

Good hedalth is a key determinant in whether people
can maintain robust friendships. People who report

having good physical, mental and emotional
health are all more likely to have at least one friend
compared to those with poor health in any of these
areas. Similar trends are present when it comes

to satisfaction with friendships, with people in

good health consistently reporting higher levels of
satisfaction than those in poor health.

Faith communities also play an important role in
sustaining social networks. People who belong to
a religious group are more likely to report being
satisfied with their friends than those without a
religious affiliation (75% vs 65% respectively).

Personal wellbeing and emotional
state

Most people feel a sense of satisfaction and
worthwhileness in their lives. Two thirds (67%) of
people feel satisfied with their life nowadays,
compared to 19% who report feeling dissatisfied.

A similar proportion feel the things they do in life
have meaning (71% worthwhile, 17% not worthwhile).
People who belong to a religious group are more
likely to report a greater sense of satisfaction and
worthwhileness in their life than those who do not.

Do you think each of the following has made people feel more or less connected to others in society?

Sense of

Overall life satisfaction . Happiness Anxiety
worthwhileness

67% high 71% high 69% high 37% high

19% low 17% low 19% low 51% low

Self-reported levels of happiness are high, with
seven in ten (69%) saying they felt happy yesterday,
compared to 19% who felt unhappy. Mental and
emotional health is very strongly linked to how
happy a person is — 85% of people with good mental
health report feeling happy yesterday, dropping

to only 23% of those with poor mental wellbeing.
Happiness also fluctuates considerably based on
gender and age, especially among women. Three in
five (57%) women aged 18-24 report feeling happy
yesterday, rising to 75% of women aged 65+.



There are more mixed feelings when it comes to
daily anxiety. Just over a third (37%) reported feeling
anxious yesterday, compared to 51% who did not
report anxiety. Self-reported feelings of anxiety
change considerably based on age, with younger
age groups more frequently reporting feeling
anxious than older age groups. Just under half
(48%) of people under the age of 44 report feeling
anxious yesterday, dropping to 35% among those
aged 45-64 and 21% among those aged 65+.

Loneliness and isolation

Loneliness is commonly experienced across
the population, but the frequency it is felt varies
between different groups. Half (64%) report feeling

lonely at least some of the time — among this group,

Levels of loneliness (split by age)

18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64

65+

Those with disabilities also report significantly higher
levels of loneliness: 37% say they feel lonely often

or some of the time, compared with 25% of those
without disabilities, highlighting how barriers to
social participation can deepen social isolation.

Quality of everyday social
interactions

Frequent social interactions are most common

in people’s immediate environment (such as with
partners or family members) or in the workplace.
Interactions with close friends are notably less
frequent: fewer than half (48%) of people say they
interact with close friends at least once a week, with
25% saying they interact monthly. Weekly interaction
with close friends lags behind many other types
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10% report feeling lonely often, while 44% experience
it some of the time or occasionally. Just over two-
fifths (44%) say they hardly ever or never feel lonely.

Younger adults are far more likely to report frequent
loneliness: two in five (42%) people aged 18-24

say they feel lonely often or some of the time,
compared with just 16% of those aged 65+.

Age differences are also clear in anxiety levels, with
49% of 18—34s reporting feeling anxious yesterday,
falling to 21% of those aged 65+. Health is closely
linked to loneliness —16% of people with good
mental health report feeling lonely frequently, rising
fourfold to 65% of those with poor mental health.
Loneliness also varies by sexual orientation, with
LGBT+ respondents reporting higher rates than
heterosexual respondents (42% vs 27%).

of relationships, such as with neighbours (44%),
customer service workers and more distant friends
(14%).

Life stages and social connection

Experiences in teenage years and twenties are seen
as the most formative times in life for developing
social connection. A first job or early working life
(71%), secondary school and college or sixth form
(both 69%), and university (67%) are considered to
have the most influence on a person’s ability to form
connections. Retirement in later years is considered
less influential (48%). On average, people think the
best age to form connections is 22 years old. Three
in ten (28%) believe the best ages to form social
connection are between 11-18, with 32% thinking it
comes between 19-29.
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Belonging is experienced locally and in everyday life

People’s sense of belonging is rooted in everyday
local life: knowing neighbours, feeling safe, and
having accessible spaces nearby. 57% feel strongly
connected to their neighbourhood or local area,

with homeownership linked to stronger attachment.

Safety, neighbourly help and regular use of third
spaces such as cafés and parks all reinforce
connection. Belonging is shaped less by national
identity and more by whether daily surroundings
feel familiar, secure and functional.

Sense of belonging to place

People report mixed levels of belonging at a local
level. Roughly three in five people feel strongly
connected to the following places:

2 Neighbourhood or street (56% strongly, 40% not
strongly)

2 Local area (57% strongly, 39% not strongly)

2 City or country you live in (59% strongly, 37% not
strongly)

One of the main demographic factors influencing
how someone feels about their local area is
housing tenure. Those who own their property feel
a much stronger sense of belonging (62% strongly
vs 36% not strongly) compared to those who rent,
where views are more divided (51% strongly vs 46%
not strongly).

Accessibility plays an important role here.
Respondents with disabilities are less likely to report
feeling strongly connected to their neighbourhood
(49%) than respondents without disabilities (58%),
suggesting that physical and social barriers in local
environments can weaken belonging.

There is more variation at a national level. Two-
thirds (67%) of people living in England say they
feel strongly connected to their country, while
feelings of belonging are stronger in the devolved
nations (Scothnd 79%, Northern Ireland 77%, Wales

68%). Feelings of belonging are not purely based
on physical or cultural proximity; 48% say they feel
strongly connected to the world, dropping to 43%
feeling strongly connected to Europe.

Knowing and interacting with
neighbours

Most people feel familiar with their neighbours

to some degree. Around three in five (57%) say
they know their neighbours well; in this group, the
maijority describe knowing them fairly well (42%)
rather than very well (15%). Conversely, 40% say
they do not know their neighbours well. Those
who belong to a religious group are more likely
to know their neighbours well (65% well vs 34%
not Well) than those who do not (51% well vs 37%
not well). This reflects the role faith communities
often play as local social infrastructure, creating
regular opportunities for people to meet, support
one another and build connections within their
neighbourhoods.

Neighbourly behaviour and
mutual support

Most people help their neighbours with different
tasks when required. Three in five (60%) say they
help often or occasionally, while 33% rarely or
never help. People report receiving similar levels of
support from their neighbours in return (56% often
or occasionally, 38% rarely or never). Those who
own their property outright are more likely to often
or occasionally help their neighbour compared to
those who rent (71% vs 50%).

Either helping neighbours or receiving help from
them strongly contributes to a stronger sense of
belonging and connection. Of those who provide
help to their neighbours, nearly two-thirds (65%) say
they feel a stronger sense of connection with them,
with similarly strong connection reported when
receiving help (67%).
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(split by if they are religious or not religious)

Neighbourhood [ street

Safety and security

Four in five (82%) people feel safe walking on their
own on a quiet street near their home during

the day, dropping to 67% at night. This decline is
primarily driven by women feeling less safe walking
near their home at night compared to during the
day.

Most people view their home as a place of safety
- nine in ten (89%) feel safe when in their home by
themselves and 91% when with other people.

Local amenities and environment

Places to eat and drink are the most common
amenities within 15 minutes’ travel in the local

area. Four in five (79%) say they have a pub nearby,
followed by cafés (77%) and restaurants (71%). Other
commonly available amenities include religious
centres (68%), sports facilities (59%) and bank
branches (44%). Only one in twenty (4%) say they do
not have any amenities nearby.

Most people visit green or natural spaces
frequently. Two in five (40%) visit at least once a
week, with 28% visiting once a month. A fifth (19%)

Local area

City / county

visit up to once a year, while 4% say they visit less
than once a year or never. Poor physical health is
a notable barrier to regularly visiting green spaces.
A quarter (25%) of those with poor physical health
visit a green space once a week, compared to 46%
of those in good health.

Third spaces and free time

Almost everyone (96%) reported spending time in
at least one “third space” (somewhere they spend
time outside their home or workplace). Cafés are
the most popular (38%,-2), more so among women
than men (43% vs 33%). Other common third spaces
include parks (35%,-1), shopping centres (33%,-1)
and pubs or bars which have fallen as a place
people spend time compared to last year (29%,-5).

Among those who spend time in a third space,
around one in three (34%) say they spend as much
time there as they would like. For those who would
like to spend more time in a third space, the most
common reason for not doing so is cost. Other
reasons include bad weather (16%), too many
crowds or noise, and having nobody to go with
(both 11%).
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Belonging reflects how well systems are functioning

The findings suggest belonging increasingly
operates as a test of how well systems are working.
Across national politics, negative perceptions
outweigh positive ones, with many feeling the UK
Government represents powerful interests more
than the interests of “people like me”. Renters, low-
income groups and younger people are widely
seen ds under-represented, while local and more
visible leadership performs better.

Connection weakens when housing feels
unaffordable, services decline or living costs rise.
Fairness, access and reliability shape whether
power feels close and responsive, or distant and
skewed.

Political representation

Overall, negative perceptions outweigh positive
ones when people are asked how well political
institutions represent their views and interests as
voters. Across most roles and levels of government,
more people say they are represented badly
rather than well, with dissatisfaction particularly
pronounced at higher levels of governance.

Perceptions are most negative at the national
level. A clear majority say the UK Government
represents their views badly (55%), compared with
just17% who say it represents them well, and views
of their MP also skew negative (30% badly vs 25%
well). Similar patterns extend across devolved
governments, with more people saying they

are represented badly than well by the Scottish
Government, Welsh Government and Northern
Ireland Government.

How well are you represented by these?

m Well

Sadiq Khan, the Mayor of London*
Your London assembly member *
Your MP

The Scottish government *

Your local councillor

Your local Mayor*

Your local council

Your AM *

Your MSP *

The Welsh government *

The UK government

The Northern Ireland government *

34%

25%
24%
24%
23%
23%
20%
20%
17%

17%

9%

m Neither well nor badly

m Badly Don’t know

40% 22%

31%

25%
28%
26%
31%
29%
31%
28%
31%
24%
21%

34%

* Sample is only those applicable. For example, Scottish government is only amongst Scottish adults.
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By contrast, views of local representation are
more mixed. Local councillors and councils tend
to perform slightly better, with broadly similar
proportions saying they represent people well

as say they represent them badly. High-profile
individual local roles stand out in particular: Sadiq
Khan, Mayor of London, is seen as representing
people’s views well by 40%.

Who government is seen to
represent

Feelings of political exclusion are widespread.
Across the population, only 13% say the UK
Government considers the wants and needs of
“people like me” all or most of the time, while 54%
say not very much or not at all. Many also believe
decision-making tilts towards more powerful
interests: half (50%) say wealthy people’s needs are
considered all or most of the time, compared with
far lower perceived attention to renters (39% not
very much/not at Gll), those on low incomes (41%)
and young people (37%). Disconnection from power
is o mainstream experience, not a niche one.

However, this sense of being unheard is even more
pronounced among sexual minorities. While the
number saying they are considered all or most

of the time remains equally low among LGBT+
respondents (13%), negative perceptions rise to 56%.
Among those selecting “Other” sexual orientations,
this climbs further to 61% (the highest level of
perceived exclusion), pointing to a modest but
consistent belonging gap, most acute beyond the
larger lesbian, gay or bisexual categories.

Division and common ground

Comfort connecting with people with different
views

Across political, cultural, social and religious
differences, people are more likely to feel
comfortable than uncomfortable connecting

with others who hold different views, though a
large neutral middle remains. Around four in ten
feel comfortable overall, with comfort highest for
cultural differences (46%) and similar for social
and religious differences (44% each). Political
differences are more challenging (41% comfortable
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vs 21% uncomfortable). Across all types of difference,
around a third feel neither comfortable nor
uncomfortable, suggesting ambivalence more than
resistance.

What helps people find common ground

Practical, everyday interaction is seen as the most
effective way for people with different views or
backgrounds to find common ground. The most
cited factors are working together on tasks or
projects (33%), talking about shared day-to-day
experiences such as work or family (33%), and taking
part in local community activities (33%). Overall,
shared activities are viewed as more important
than shared identities, with doing things together
ranked above connections based on background,
beliefs or values.

Division, trust and togetherness

Politics and media are most strongly associated
with division. Social media (43%) and politicians

or government policies (42%) dare seen as the
biggest contributors, followed by new media such
as influencers or new channels such as GB News
(32%) and traditional media (25%). At the same time,
these actors are also viewed as central to rebuilding
trust and togetherness. Politicians are most often
identified as having the potential to reduce division
(26%), followed by traditional media (24%) and
social media (22%), highlighting the dual role these
institutions play in shaping social connection.

Justice, safety and belonging
Drivers of belonging and exclusion

Concerns about everyday safety and disorder
dominate perceptions of what undermines
belonging in local communities. Issues linked to
feeling unsafe in daily life are far more prominent
than serious crimes directly affecting individuals.
Anti-social behaviour stands out as the strongest
driver of reduced belonging, cited by a majority
(55%). This is reinforced by related concerns
including drug dealing or drug use in public (39%),
feeling unsafe after dark (36%), and a lack of
visible policing (26%), highlighting how day-to-day
conditions shape people’s sense of connection to
their area.
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Justice system and community connection

Visibility and fairness in the justice system matter
more than punishment alone in supporting
belonging and community connection. The factors
most strongly linked to people’s ability to belong
are those experienced directly in everyday life,
rather than distant or abstract processes.

Visible policing stands out: it is seen as the

most important justice system factor shaping
people’s ability to belong (45%) and the top
factor for reducing anti-social behaviour locally
(49%), underlining the importance of presence,
consistency and trust in maintaining community
connection.
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Reintegration and second chances

There is strong public belief that community

and connection are essential for successful
reintegration after prison. Around four in five say
each factor tested is important for helping people
reintegrate. Support services in the community

are seen as most critical (81% important), closely
followed by opportunities for meaningful second
chances (80% important), highlighting the central
role of practical support and society’s willingness to
help people rebuild their lives.
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Belonging grows when people can participate and

contribute

Belonging depends on having opportunities to
take part, not just being supported. Only one in
five say they always or often work with others

to solve common problems, though perceived
collaboration has risen (from 41% in 2024 to 50% in
2025), largely through the workplace. For those not

in work, contribution happens through volunteering,

clubs and community activity. Work remains a key
site of connection, especially for younger adults
who feel part of a team. But rising costs and time
pressures can limit participation, making shared
activities and civic spaces increasingly important
for sustaining purpose and connection.

Working together and collective
action

Frequency of working together to solve problems

Almost one in five (19%) say they always or often
feel they are working together with others to solve
common problems, a slight increase from 17% who
said the same in 2024. This feeling is more prevalent
among those who are working (25%) compared to
those who are not working (10%) or retired (9%). In
2024, fewer working people felt they always or often
worked with others to solve common problems
(21%). Gaps continue to persist between those with
religious affiliations (24%) and those with none (15%),
and between ethnic minorities (28%) and white
people (17%).

How often, if ever, do you feel like you're working with others for mutual
benefit or to solve common problems?

m Always [ almost always = Often =~ Sometimes = Rarely m Never [ almost = Don't know
Total 15% 35% 22% 14% 10%
Any religion 18% 36% 20% 1% 8%
No religion EFZ 12% 35% 24% 10%

In contrast, over a third (36%) feel that they

rarely or never work together with others to solve
common problems. Poor health is consistently
linked to a weaker sense of life meaning and a
lower feeling of belonging. The feeling of rarely or
never working with others to achieve common
goals is significantly higher among those with
poor physical, mental or emotional health, and

significantly lower among those in good health.

Those with disabilities are also less likely to report
opportunities to participate in shared activities.
Only 14% say they regularly work with others to solve
common problems, while almost half (47%) of those
with disabilities say they rarely or never do this,
pointing to structural barriers to civic participation.
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Rarely or never work with others to solve common problems
(split by self-described types of good, fair,and bad health)

Physical health

Where this happens

In 2024, approximately two in five (41%) felt they
were working with others to solve common
problems in their work or job; in 2025, this increased
to five in ten (50%). A significant portion of the
population also feel they are working together with

Mental health

Emotional health

others through community engagement. Most feel
they work with others when volunteering (29%),
followed by 22% as part of an online community

or forum, and 21% as part of another club or group.
Engagement in communities is more common
among those who are not working or are retired
than among those who are working.

Where do people feel like they work together? 2025 vs 2026

Work/job

Volunteering/as part of community
initiatives/charity work

Online community/forum

Another club/group

Sports team/club

Faith organisations also provide important spaces
for civic participation. People with a religious
affiliation are more likely to say they work with
others to solve problems when volunteering (35% vs
22%) or as part of clubs or community groups (24%
vs 17%), highlighting the role faith communities can
play in enabling contribution and connection.

Work, identity and social meaning

Work as meaningful vs paying the bills

As in previous years, participants were asked

to place themselves on a scale between two
statements about their work: whether their job is
something they mainly do because it is interesting
and meaningful, or mainly to allow them to pay the
bills.
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Work as something meaningful vs something to pay the bills

(all in work)

H Mainly to do something interesting and meaningful

Total 45%
18-24 33%
25-34
35-44 50%
45-54 48%
55-64 46%
65+

Feelings about work remain at similar levels to 2024.
About a third (29%) of working adults think of their
work as meaningful, compared to 46% who say their
job is mainly to pay the bills. Young professionals
(25-34-year-olds) are especially split on whether
their work is meaningful (37%) or mainly to pay the
bills (39%), representing a shift from 2024, when 30%
thought of their work as meaningful and 45% saw it
as a way to pay the bills. Meaning dips among those
over 35 compared to younger age cohorts. As time
pressure, caring roles and financial strain affect
their sense of belonging, those over 35 tend to see
their work more as a means to an end. Only 24% of
55-64-year-olds think of their work as meaningful,
compared to twice as many (50%) who see it as
something to pay the bills.

The class split observed in 2024 persists, with
ABC1 workers (33%) more likely to say their job
is meaningful than C2DE workers (21%). Those in

Don't know B Mainly to pay the bills

46%
47%
39%
47%
92%
50%

39%

47%

34%

London stand out as the only region where more
people think of their work as meaningful (39%) than
as a means to pay their bills (37%).

Job interest, satisfaction, pride, identity

More than half (51%) are proud to tell people what
they do for a living, a ten-point decrease from last
year (61%). At the same time, there has been an
increase in people who are unsure whether they
are proud to tell others what they do for a living
(4% said “don’t know” in 2024 vs 16% in 2026). Young
professionals in particular take pride in their work,
with 65% of 25—-34-year-olds saying they are proud
to tell people what they do for a living and 60%
seeing their job as an important part of who they
are. Young professionals derive more purpose from
their work than any other age cohort. Pride in your
job dips among those over 35, who are less likely to
derive meaning from their work.

“My job is an important part of who l am”
(Agreement among those with self-described good, fair, and bad health)

Physical health

Mental health

Emotional health
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Those in poor health consistently struggle to derive
meaning and identity from their work. People with
self-described poor physical (21%), mental (28%)
and emotional health (28%) see their job as an
important part of who they are significantly less
frequently than the total population (43%).

Similar proportions of people think their job is
generally interesting (47% agree vs 19% disagree)
and generally satisfying (47% agree vs 19%
disagree). Young professionals, who generally take
more pride in their work, also tend to report higher
job satisfaction (63%). Class disparities continue to
persist in these metrics, as ABCI respondents tend
to think of their work as interesting and satisfying
more frequently than those in C2DE. Similarly, those
in good physical, mental or emotional health are
significantly more likely to think their job is generally
interesting and satisfying compared to those in
poor health.

Social connection through work

Most people (52%) enjoy talking to the people they
work with and say they have met close friends
through work (45%). Just under hallf feel like they
are part of a team (47%), when thinking about their
job and the people they work with. This feeling is
more prevalent among young professionals (67%
of 25-34-year-olds) than those with longer careers
(42% of 55-64-year-olds and 28% of those over
65). Poor health remains a barrier to belonging.
Those with poor physical, mental or emotional
health are significantly less likely to say that they
have met close friends through work. They are also
significantly less likely to say they enjoy talking to
the people they work with or feel part of a team.

About a third (34%) agree that their job brings
them into contact with lots of people in their local
area, compared to a similar proportion (35%) who
do not agree. Those who live in London say their
job brings them into contact with people in their
local area (42%) more frequently than those in
other regions of the UK. Young people also report
this more frequently (51% of 25-35-year-olds) than
older people (28% of 55-64-year-olds). Poor health
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contributes to feelings of isolation, as those with
poor physical, mental or emotional health are
significantly less likely to report that their job brings
them into contact with people in their local area.

Caring responsibilities

About a quarter of UK adults have caring
responsibilities (27%), including 19% who say they
are not paid for their care work, 6% who are paid

a carer’s allowance, and 3% who are paid by

the person they care for. There is no significant
difference between the number of men (26%) and
women (28%) who take on caring responsibilities
to help or support someone with long-term
physical or mental health conditions or ilinesses, or
problems related to old age. Slightly more men (7%)
report being paid a carer’s allowance than women
(%), and women tend to take on more unpaid
caring responsibilities (20%) than men (18%).

Hobbies, leisure and personal
purpose

The most popular hobbies are reading (47%),
walking or hiking (35%), and cooking or baking
(31%). There are clear generational differences, with
younger adults preferring video games and active
hobbies such as running, cycling or playing sports,
and older adults choosing to spend their free time
reading or gardening. Playing video games is the
most popular activity among young adults (39%
of 18-24-year-olds and 41% of 25—-34-year-olds),
whereas reading is most popular among older
adults (562% of 45-54-year-olds and 62% of those
over 65).

Reading continues to be strongly female-skewed
(55% vs 38% of men), as are knitting, sewing or
crafting (23% vs 3% of men) and cooking or baking
(38% vs 24% of men). Playing video games is more
male-skewed (30% vs 17% of women), as are playing
sports (22% vs 6% of women) and DIY (21% vs 12% of
women).
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What this tells us

What the third edition of the Belonging Barometer tell us

about belonging in the UK

The third Belonging Barometer shows that
belonging in the UK is far from absent, but it is under
growing pressure across the four Ps (People, Place,
Power and Purpose) in the 2020s.

For many, it now rests more heavily on the basics:
stable housing, good health, secure work, visible
services and institutions that feel fair. Where these
foundations hold, belonging is strong. Where they
weaken, connection frays quickly.

This decade has not brought social collapse, but
steady strain: fewer shared spaces, rising costs,
stretched services and growing distrust. The shift
is gradual yet widely felt: everyday life feels more
fragile and harder to navigate together.

Belonging is not just about emotion; it reflects
whether daily life is working. When it weakens,

it signals pressure in housing, health, local
infrastructure and democratic trust. Strengthening
belonging means strengthening the everyday
conditions that allow people to participate and feel
recognised.

Ultimately, it comes down to this: are we making it
easier for people to feel they belong, or harder?
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