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A B S T R A C T

Studies identify the existence of inequalities in adolescent subjective well-being (SWB) across levels of com-
munity socio-economic disadvantage. One posited explanation is that community disadvantage harms SWB
through undermining positive social relations among residents (often termed social capital). However, social
relations can be both positive and negative; for example, social interactions between residents can be friendly or
unfriendly, or involve being helped or harmed. Little work has explored negative social relations in communities
and their impact on SWB. This study therefore examines the role that local negative social relations may play,
alongside positive relations, in understanding inequalities in SWB across communities. Data are taken from a
nationally representative survey of 16–17-year olds in England in 2015. Applying multilevel models, findings
demonstrate that adolescents living in more disadvantaged communities exhibit lower SWB. In line with current
theories, part of this association can be accounted for by weaker positive social relations: the results show that
while positive local interactions are important for youth SWB (primarily via higher neighbour trust), young
people in more disadvantaged communities report fewer local positive social interactions. However, the models
also demonstrate that part of the negative association between community disadvantage and SWB is also ac-
counted for by stronger negative social relations: the results show that negative local interactions are harmful for
youth SWB (both directly, and indirectly via lower neighbour-trust), and young people in disadvantaged com-
munities report more frequent negative local social interactions. Importantly, the negative indirect-effect of
community disadvantage via increasing negative social interactions is almost twice as strong as the negative
indirect-effect of disadvantage via reducing positive interactions. Taken together, community disadvantage
appears to harm SWB not only by reducing positive relations but also increasing negative relations. These form
dual, independent, social relations pathways through which community disadvantage affects SWB.

1. Introduction

There is growing interest in the role of subjective well-being (SWB)
in young people's lives. SWB is often viewed as an important barometer
of young people's quality of life (Antaramian et al., 2008). Research has
also demonstrated that SWB can facilitate adaptive-development to-
wards positive life-trajectories (Park, 2004); for example, youth with
higher-SWB exhibit fewer internalizing/externalizing problem beha-
viours, greater resilience to stressors, and lower school drop-out
(Antaramian et al., 2008; Park, 2004). Given the importance of SWB,
the identification of social-inequalities in SWB between groups of
adolescents has generated concern. One social gradient receiving multi-
disciplinary attention is inequalities in SWB across communities; in

particular, that youth growing up in more socio-economically dis-
advantaged communities report lower well-being, which can persist
over the life course (Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Ludwig et al.,
2012; Shields et al., 2009; Vyncke et al., 2013).

Findings showing that a young person's chances of happiness may
be determined simply by virtue of the community they grow up in have
led to a significant push to understand what drives such inequalities.
One explanation focuses on the importance of social relations for well-
being (Kawachi and Berkman, 2001); for example, the SWB-benefits
derived from a greater quantity of social relationships (e.g., more ties,
and interacting with ties more frequently) and better quality social
relationships (e.g., more supportive, trusting ties) (Rook, 1984). The
suggestion is that inequalities in SWB across communities may stem
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from differences in social relations among residents: in particular, dif-
ferences in local connectivity and interactions, and attendant patterns
of trust and cohesion, often termed social capital (Kim, 2010; Vyncke
et al., 2013; Xue et al., 2005). The theory follows that more con-
nectivity within neighbourhoods and better quality relations are im-
portant for SWB, but that disadvantaged communities undermine such
relations between residents, impeding SWB (Cicognani et al., 2008; De
Clercq et al., 2012; Drukker et al., 2003; Xue et al., 2005).

Current research therefore positions the absence of local social re-
lations as a key driver of lower SWB in disadvantaged areas. However,
we suggest such research may be better conceived as capturing the
absence of ‘positive social relations’ e.g., positive, friendly, supportive
relations. What has been largely absent from studies is the role ‘negative
social relations’ in the community could play for SWB. Social relations
between individuals need not always be positive and can also be ne-
gative (Rook, 1984). For example, interactions can be friendly or an-
tagonistic, or involve being helped or harmed; similarly, a relationship
may be marked by frequent positive interactions or frequent negative
interactions (Rook, 1984). In other words, while ‘positive social rela-
tions’ constitute helpful, supportive, friendly relations/interactions
with others, ‘negative social relations’ constitute harmful, un-
cooperative, antagonistic relations/interactions with others. This dis-
tinction is important because positive and negative interactions are
shown to form independent components of one's social relations, and
while positive social interactions improve SWB, negative social inter-
actions can harm it (Daniels and Moos, 1990; Harry et al., 2000;
Headey and Wearing, 1992; McCullough et al., 2000).

To date, little work has explored negative social relations in un-
derstanding SWB-inequalities across communities. We suggest that
community disadvantage may not only undermine positive relations
but also increase negative social relations. If so, disadvantage could
affect SWB through both weakening positive relations among residents
but also increasing negative relations i.e., it may not be the absence of
social relations driving the SWB-gradient across communities, but the
absence positive relations and presence of negative relations. This study
therefore examines the role of both positive and negative local social
relations for understanding inequalities in youth-SWB across commu-
nity disadvantage. To pursue this, it utilises data on a nationally-re-
presentative sample of 16–17-year olds in England, directly testing how
community disadvantage is associated with SWB through its association
with young people's positive local interactions (positive social relations)
and negative local interactions (negative social relations). In doing so,
the paper contributes to emerging work on the impact of communities
on SWB, and the pathways through which this occurs.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Neighbourhood disadvantage, subjective well-being and positive social
relations

Extensive research demonstrates that, after adjusting for individual-
and household-level disadvantage, the level of disadvantage in one's
neighbourhood predicts worse well-being outcomes, including self-
rated health (Wen et al., 2003), depression/anxiety (Kim, 2010; Ross,
2000; Ross and Mirowsky, 2009), and positive-SWB (Knies et al., 2016;
Shields et al., 2009). While work has largely focused on adult popula-
tions, this pattern is increasingly identified among youth populations
(Cicognani et al., 2008; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Xue et al.,
2005). Isolating the causality of neighbourhood-effects remains diffi-
cult, given processes of neighbourhood-selection. However, real-world
experiments have demonstrated plausible causal-evidence, where
random-placement within less disadvantaged communities led to im-
provements in well-being (Ludwig et al., 2012). Although, the benefits
of such interventions may be concentrated among particular groups; for
example, youth with family health-related vulnerability experienced
null- or even adverse-effects from such interventions (Osypuk et al.,

2012).
Several mechanisms have been put forward to explain such well-

being inequalities across community disadvantage (Vyncke et al.,
2013). These range from psychosocial-pathways, where signs/experi-
ences of disorder foment feelings of threat and alienation (Ross, 2000;
Ross et al., 2001), to a lack of resources in disadvantaged areas (e.g.
leisure opportunities, health-care provisions) important for well-being
(Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, 2000). One pathway receiving recent at-
tention is that disadvantage may harm SWB by undermining the quality
and quantity of social relations within neighbourhoods; particularly
local social connectivity (Kim, 2010; Vyncke et al., 2013; Xue et al.,
2005). Recently, this debate has drawn on ideas of social capital to
conceptualise local social relations (Laurence, 2013; Kawachi and
Berkman, 2001); that is, “[s]ocial networks and the norms of re-
ciprocity of trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam, 2000:19).

Neighbourhood social relations are important for SWB via two
pathways. Firstly, the ties and interactions themselves (the ‘structural
elements’ of social capital) can act as vital ‘external coping resources’,
providing social-support, information, advice and resources to residents
(De Clercq et al., 2012). Neighbourhood connectivity can also help
foment self-esteem, relatedness and mutual respect, and reduce stress
from day-to-day life (especially among young people) (De Clercq et al.,
2012; Kawachi and Berkman, 2001). The second pathway is that
neighbourhood connectivity is believed, in turn, to foster ‘cognitive
social capital’ (Laurence, 2013; Putnam, 2000). This includes a sense of
belonging and trust among residents, which are important for SWB (De
Clercq et al., 2012).

Studies of local social connectivity frequently demonstrate its im-
portance for SWB. When individuals self-report their local connectivity,
research shows a strong relationship between SWB and possessing
stronger, more intimate, local ties: such as friends in the neighbourhood
(Mair et al., 2010) or visiting neighbours' homes (Wen et al., 2003).
However, studies also demonstrate the importance of more frequent,
low-level positive interactions for SWB: where individuals reporting
more frequent chats with neighbours (Kim, 2010), or stopping on the
street to talk to someone (Dawson et al., 2019; De Clercq et al., 2012),
report higher well-being. In fact, even measures of connectivity which
express no valence about the interaction, such as simply ‘speaking to
neighbours’, are positively associated with SWB (Peasgood, 2007).
Alongside this, research also demonstrates the importance of aggregate-
levels of connectivity in a community (Aminzadeh et al., 2013; De
Clercq et al., 2012; Drukker et al., 2003). Among these studies, local
connectivity is not only an individual-level resource but also a com-
munity-level resource, where connectivity among all residents benefits
one's SWB. For example, using a measure of neighbourhood-level social
capital collected from an independent sample, De Clercq et al. (2012)
demonstrate that both an individual's own self-reported connectivity
and the aggregate neighbourhood-level connectivity independently
predicted their SWB.

Neighbourhoods also remain an important context for young people
– especially due to their lives being more spatially-circumscribed – and
both individual- and aggregate-level local social connectivity appear at
least as important for youth well-being as among adults (Aminzadeh
et al., 2013; Dawson et al., 2019; De Clercq et al., 2012). These findings
resonate with broader studies of youth-SWB, which highlight the
ameliorative-effects of both stronger, more intimate positive social re-
lations (such as making friends) and more frequent, low-level positive
interactions (such as small acts of helping) (McCullough et al., 2000;
Park, 2004).

As local relations are so important for SWB, studies have suggested
disadvantage could undermine SWB through weakening these relations.
This work often draws on the ‘social disorganisation’ theory: that dis-
advantaged areas impair the strength and prevalence of local social
connectivity (Kim, 2010; Shaw and McKay, 1942). This may stem from
fewer spaces/opportunities for local interactions, such as leisure-facil-
ities, or civic-groups (Lim and Laurence, 2015; Shaw and McKay,
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1942). Among young people, fewer community social-/economic-re-
sources can also lead to fewer social activities which facilitate positive
relations (e.g. youth clubs, after-school activities), as well as ties to
adults within the community (Ross et al., 2001). Disadvantage can also
expose “residents to a daily dose of petty crime, concentrated physical
decay and social disorder” (Oliver and Mendelberg, 2000:576). This
exposure can trigger a range of negative psychological states, such as
“feelings of anxiety and fear, [and] alienation from neighbours” (Oliver
and Mendelberg, 2000:576). In turn, such psychological states can
undermine social relations among residents and decrease local partici-
pation (Letki, 2008; Ross and Mirowsky, 2009; Ross et al., 2001). Al-
though, it is important to note there are communities where residents
maintain strong community networks despite concentrated-dis-
advantage. For example, in some traditional working class commu-
nities, where neighbourhood stability is greater and there is a stronger
shared-identity, connectivity persists even in the face of disadvantage
(Cattell and Evans, 1999).

Drawing these ideas together, research has explicitly tested how far
weaker social relations, particularly local connectivity, explain lower-
SWB in disadvantaged communities. Wen et al. (2003) found a sub-
stantial part of the association between community disadvantage and
self-rated health could be accounted for by weaker neighbourhood re-
lations (e.g. ‘density of local networking’). Kim (2010) demonstrated
that weaker local relations accounted for around one third of the ne-
gative association between neighbourhood disadvantage and depres-
sion. Among young people, studies using parental-reports of neigh-
bourliness show its absence can account for part of why youth report
lower well-being in disadvantaged areas (Drukker et al., 2003; Vyncke
et al., 2013; Xue et al., 2005). Studies have also demonstrated that local
connectivity can buffer the negative relationship between community
disadvantage and well-being i.e. high-community disadvantage is only
associated with lower well-being among residents where connectivity is
lower (Aminzadeh et al., 2013). For example, Fone et al. (2014) show
that residents of disadvantaged areas reporting weaker cohesion see
deteriorating wellbeing over time, while those in similarly dis-
advantaged areas but reporting stronger cohesion see stable/improving
wellbeing.

2.2. Neighbourhood disadvantage, subjective well-being and negative social
relations

Studies therefore suggest that lower-SWB in disadvantaged com-
munities emerges from an absence of social relations. However, such
work could be better conceptualised as demonstrating the absence of
positive social relations in a community: studies generally capture local
social relations using indicators of more positive local interactions and
connectivity e.g., the presence of supportive ties, or one's frequency of
low-level positive interactions with residents (‘daily uplifts’)
(McCullough et al., 2000; Park, 2004). This focus overlooks another
potentially important social relations pathway: the role of negative so-
cial relations in the community.

Research shows that, alongside positive interactions, one's negative
social interactions are strong and independent predictors of SWB;
especially among adolescents (Daniels and Moos, 1990; Harry et al.,
2000; Headey and Wearing, 1992; McCullough et al., 2000). The
harmful effect of major negative social interactions, such as being a
victim of violent crime, are well-documented (Daniels and Moos, 1990).
However, minor negative interactions also have powerful, depressing
effects on well-being, such as arguments, fighting, people losing their
temper, or feeling pressured into things (Daniels and Moos, 1990).
These more frequent, low-level stressors (‘daily hassles’) can foster
more ambient-stress in people's lives, and appear more important for
youth SWB: although acute negative social interactions have a stronger
impact on youth well-being, because low-level ‘daily hassles’ are more
frequent they explain more of the variance in youth well-being (Daniels
and Moos, 1990; DuBois et al., 1992; McCullough et al., 2000).

Therefore, much like individuals can experience major/minor positive
social interactions, individuals also experience major/minor negative
social interactions. Importantly, these major/minor positive/negative
dimensions of social interactions are shown to contribute unique var-
iance to youth well-being, and while major social events may be par-
ticularly powerful, “the cumulative effects of minor events … must be
recognized” (McCullough et al., 2000:287).

The role of negative social relations has been largely absent from
research into the community disadvantage-SWB relationship. We sug-
gest that as well as acting as a source of positive social relations, par-
ticularly positive social interactions (which improve SWB), neigh-
bourhoods could also be a source of negative social relations,
particularly negative social interactions (which harm SWB). In parti-
cular, the same processes reducing positive social interactions in dis-
advantaged communities could also trigger more frequent negative
social interactions. For example, the ‘social disorganisation’ of dis-
advantaged communities, marked by weaker social control, or the ab-
sence of economic/social opportunities, can increase local disorder,
including both serious victimisation as well as low-level disorder such
as “public drunkenness, rowdy behaviour, loitering youth and verbal
harassment” (Cheshire and Fitzgerald, 2013:103). These processes may
be particularly salient for young people, where worse performing
schools or a lack of opportunities can foster unconventional norms,
increasing exposure to illicit activities and pressure for involvement
(Ross et al., 2001). In line with this, studies demonstrate how both
acute experiences of crime, and more low-level ‘social incivilities’, are
higher in disadvantaged communities (Kim, 2010).

At the same time, disadvantage could also foster more frequent,
low-level ‘daily stressors’ e.g., someone being rude, or a lack of respect
during interactions. For example, the constellation of ‘negative psy-
chological states’ (anger, stress, fear, alienation) among residents of
disadvantaged areas could generate more day-to-day interpersonal
stresses (Oliver and Mendelberg, 2000; Ross, 2000). Although studies
into negative relations between neighbours are sparse, available evi-
dence shows residents of disadvantaged communities experience more:
negative interactions, annoyances, and hostility with neighbours
(Cheshire and Fitzgerald, 2013); ‘trouble with neighbours’ (Ross and
Mirowsky, 2009); and antisocial behaviour with neighbours in parti-
cular (Cheshire and Fitzgerald, 2015; Mair et al., 2010).

Taken together, if negative social interactions are harmful for SWB,
and community disadvantage can increase the prevalence of both acute
and more frequent, low-level negative interactions, then such negative
social relations could be critical for understanding social gradients in
SWB across communities. However, to our knowledge, no study has
explored their role in understanding why SWB is lower in dis-
advantaged areas. Potentially, positive and negative social relations in
the community may form dual, independent, social-interaction path-
ways through which disadvantage affects youth-SWB.

2.3. Summary

Studies posit that community disadvantage is harmful for SWB be-
cause it undermines positive social relations in a community; in parti-
cular, reducing those positive local interactions beneficial for SWB.
However, community disadvantage could also harm SWB by increasing
negative social relations in a community; in particular, the frequency of
negative local interactions, which are harmful to SWB. To investigate
this framework this study will first test whether living in more dis-
advantaged communities is associated with lower youth-SWB. It will
also test whether community disadvantage is associated with a young
person's frequency of positive and negative interactions in the local
area, asking: is community disadvantage associated with a lower fre-
quency of positive local interactions and/or a higher frequency of ne-
gative local interactions? It will then explore whether any relationship
between community disadvantage and SWB can be explained by its
association with positive and negative interactions, asking: how far
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does a young person's frequency of positive/negative local interactions
mediate any relationship between community disadvantage and SWB?
Lastly, local interactions are thought to be important for SWB, in part,
because of their effects on neighbour-trust. Therefore, we will explore
how far any association between community disadvantage and SWB via
positive local interactions comes through neighbour-trust, but also
whether any association between disadvantage and SWB via negative
local interactions can also be understood through their relationship
with neighbour-trust.

3. Data and methods

3.1. Data

This paper uses data designed to explore the role of communities in
young people's lives. The data are a nationally-representative sample of
young people, aged 16–17, in England, surveyed between September
and October, 2015. To maximise representativeness, the survey used
the National Pupil Database (NPD) as a sampling frame, which contains
a record of all pupils attending mainstream education in the UK.
Permission was granted to draw a random-sample of young people aged
16–17 at the time of the survey to participate, proportionately stratified
by ethnicity, Free School Meal eligibility, and region, and dis-
proportionately stratified by gender, given known lower response-rates
among males. A mixed-mode approach was taken to data collection,
including postal and online surveys, and up to three reminders were
sent to participate, resulting in a 43% response rate. This compares
favourably with other (government) administered surveys of young
people outside of classrooms as sampling sites (ARK, 2009; Gireesh
et al., 2018). Sampling and non-response weights are applied to address
representativeness-bias. Main data descriptives can be found in Table 1.

A respondent's neighbourhood is measured at the Lower Super
Output Area (LSOA) level (average population: n=1500). This area-
level corresponds to the area individuals were instructed to think about
when responding to questions regarding their local area: ‘The next few
questions are about your local area or neighbourhood. By that, we
mean the area within 15–20min walking distance of your home.’ All
community-level data are taken from complete population data within
the 2011 UK Census, apart from data on local crime rates which were
drawn from 2016 police crime statistics.

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Community-level disadvantage
To capture community disadvantage we create an index based on

known key indicators, including measures of both socio-economic
status (% degree-holders and % in managerial/professional occupa-
tions) and socio-economic resource disadvantage (% female-headed
lone-parent households, % never-worked and long-term unemployed,
and % in social housing) (Laurence et al., 2019; Sturgis et al., 2011).
Using factor analysis (promax rotation) we create a single index of
community disadvantage (minimum factor loading: 0.67; Eigen value:
3.07; Cronbach's alpha: 0.74). We generate a disadvantage index rather
than use the UK Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) score given the
IMD includes measures of ‘health disadvantage’ in its calculation (e.g.
number with ‘Mood and anxiety disorders’). This may confound the
relationship between disadvantage and individuals' SWB. Using the
index also increases the international-comparability of the analysis.

3.2.2. Respondent subjective well-being
SWB is measured using three questions tapping young people's SWB:

life satisfaction, happiness and feelings life is worthwhile. Respondents
were asked: ‘On a scale of 0–10, where 0 is not at all satisfied and 10 is
completely satisfied, overall, how satisfied are you with your life
nowadays?’ Similarly constructed 11-point scale questions asked re-
spondents whether: ‘you feel the things you do in your life are

worthwhile’, and ‘how happy did you feel yesterday’. These measures of
SWB, especially ‘life satisfaction’, have long formed key indicators of
subjective well-being, and much work has explored their validity and
reliability (Diener et al., 1999), including among young people
(McCullough et al., 2000; Proctor et al., 2009). Since 2011, the mea-
sures have also been adopted by the UK Office for National Statistics
(ONS) to gauge national levels of well-being. Using these measures al-
lows us to speak to the extensive research applying these measures, and
directly to national debates in the UK.

Undertaking exploratory factor analysis (promax rotation), these
three questions loaded strongly on to a single index capturing a latent
construct of positive subjective well-being (Eigen value: 1.91; minimum
factor loading: 0.73; Cronbach's alpha: 0.86). This index combines eu-
demonic, evaluative indicators of well-being (life satisfaction, life
worthwhile) as well as indicators of positive affect (happiness yes-
terday), tapping the state of individuals' positive emotions (McCullough
et al., 2000; Park, 2004). The scale does not capture negative affect
(e.g., negative emotions). As such, the index captures youth positive-
SWB (henceforth SWB). Generating an index can also help reduce
measurement error relative to single-item measures.

3.2.3. Respondent positive and negative local social interactions
To capture a respondent's positive and negative social relations in

their community we use two key indicators: the frequency of a young
person's positive social interactions and negative social interactions in
their local area. To create these measures we mobilise two sets of survey
questions available in the data. These questions were originally

Table 1
Descriptive statistics.

Mean or % Standard
Deviation

Range Valid Cases
(n):
Individuals/
Communities

Individual-level variables
Female 49% 0–1 622
White 77% 0–1 622
Black 6% 0–1 622
Asian 10% 0–1 622
Mixed 5% 0–1 622
Other 2% 0–1 622
FSM-eligible in last 6

years
29% 0–1 622

Studying A-levels 55% 0–1 608
Has job 17% 0–1 608
Looking after home/

family
3% 0–1 608

Carer 4% 0–1 608
Studying

apprenticeship
10% 0–1 608

Home affluence scale 7.7 2.49 0–13 591
Subjective well-being

(Index)
0.03 0.92 −2.55–1.54 600

Positive local
interactions

3.34 0.96 0–5 607

Negative local
interactions

2.21 0.82 0–5 600

Neighbour-trust 3.14 1.08 0–5 612
Community-level variables
Major Conurbation 40% 0–1 388
City and Town 46% 0–1 388
Town and Fringe 9% 0–1 388
Village 5% 0–1 388
Community Crime rate 0.01 0.01 0–0.09 388
Community % Aged

65+
15.57 6.77 2.46–48 388

Community % ethnic
out-group

27.37 34.85 0.43–100 388

Community
Disadvantage
(Index)

0.05 0.96 −2.54–2.24 388
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designed to pick-up the frequency of positive and negative interactions
that individuals had with members of their ethnic in- and out-group.
The first measure asks: ‘People report having positive and negative
social contact with others from all kinds of backgrounds. Think of your
own experiences with people from a different race or ethnicity to you in
your local area. How often, if at all, would you say you had … ’: (a)
‘Positive or good experiences. For example, someone being friendly to
you, or making you feel welcome?’, and (b) ‘Negative or bad experi-
ences. For example, someone being mean to you, or making you feel
unwelcome?’ Responses to both questions were a 5-option likert scale of
‘never’ to ‘very often’. Respondents were then asked: ‘Now think of your
own experiences with people from the same race or ethnicity as you in
your local area.’ They then answered the same questions on frequency of
positive/negative interactions with their ethnic in-group.

Our aim is to combine these questions to generate measures of the
‘frequency of positive local interactions with all people’ and the ‘fre-
quency of negative local interactions with all people’. However, as these
measures focus on ethnicity specifically one's frequency of positive and
negative in-/out-group interactions may be conditional on opportu-
nities. However, testing demonstrates that these measures load strongly
on to constructs of positive local interactions (with in- or out-group)
and negative local interactions (with in- or out-group) i.e., they pick up
the general-valence of all the interactions a respondent has in the local
area; not their frequency of ethnic in-group contact or out-group con-
tact. Firstly, exploratory factor analysis (promax rotation) of these
measures demonstrates how two distinct factors emerge, which tap:
positive local interactions with all individuals and negative local in-
teractions with all individuals (see Supplementary-Appendix-A).
Secondly, obtaining the Cronbach's alpha scores further confirms this.
When testing the relationship between one's ‘frequency of local positive
and negative in-group interactions’ the Cronbach's alpha is 0.35, and
‘local positive and negative out-group interactions’ is 0.14. However,
the Cronbach's alpha of one's ‘positive local interactions with in-group
and out-group residents’ returns a score of 0.72, and ‘negative inter-
actions with in-group and out-group residents’ returns a score of 0.68.
We therefore create two measures: an average score of positive local
interactions (with in- and out-group) and an average score of negative
local interactions (with in- and out-group). Further testing confirms the
validity of this grouping: we replicate the main analysis using measures
of local positive/negative ethnic in-group contact in one set of models
and using measures of local positive/negative ethnic out-group contact
in another set of models (see Supplementary-Appendix-B).

These positive/negative local interaction measures represent per-
ceived indicators of how frequently a respondent experiences positive
and negative interactions in their local area, self-reported by young
people. This follows other studies in applying respondents' self-reported
measures of local social relations (e.g., Dawson et al., 2019; Peasgood,
2007). In this way, they are not collected independently from re-
spondents, and may introduce bias into our models. We discuss this
issue in the study-limitations section.

3.2.4. Respondent neighbour trust
To capture cognitive dimensions of social capital/cohesion, we use

the most frequently applied measure: trust in neighbours. Respondents
were asked how far they agreed/disagreed with the following state-
ment: ‘Most people in my neighbourhood can be trusted’, using a 5-
option Likert scale.

3.2.5. Confounding variables
To isolate any independent association between neighbourhood

disadvantage and our outcomes we need to account, as far as possible,
for a young person's individual/household disadvantage. We therefore
include whether they were eligible for free school meals and the ‘ado-
lescent home affluence’ scale of adolescent disadvantage. This sums
responses to six questions on economic resources at the household-
level: respondent has own bedroom; family has a dishwasher; number

of computers in household; number of cars/vans/trucks family owns;
foreign holidays per year; number of bathrooms in household (reverse
coded so that higher scores on the scale equal more disadvantage). We
also include indicators of the roles young people currently occupy in
their life, which could have important relationships with their SWB and
be correlated with community disadvantage. This includes: whether a
respondent is ‘studying for a-levels’, ‘an apprenticeship’, if they are
‘acting as a carer’, ‘have a job’, and if someone is ‘looking after the
home or children’. These roles are not mutually exclusive e.g., someone
can be both ‘studying’ and ‘acting as a carer’. Therefore, the measures
are entered as a series of dummy variables for whether a young person
is/is not involved in each role. We adjust models for sex and ethnicity.
We also adjust for possible confounding community-level character-
istics known to predict well-being, including: whether a respondent is
in an urban/rural area; the proportion in the LSOA over 65 years old;
the proportion of one's ethnic out-group in the LSOA; and the crime rate
within the LSOA.

3.3. Statistical analysis

3.3.1. Modelling approach
Young people within the sample are clustered within n=388

communities (LSOAs) (average 1.7 individuals per community).
Accordingly, we need to correct standard errors for any clustering of
residuals in those communities with more than one respondent. There is
debate as to whether multi-level modelling should be applied under
conditions of low n per level-2 units, and where we have a significant
proportion of ‘singleton’ communities (containing only one respondent
per community). However, following the literature, we elect to use
random-intercept hierarchical, mixed-effects linear regression models,
with no random-slopes and robust standard errors. This is because: we
have a large n of level-2 units in our sample, we are not studying level-1
random coefficients, and the primary of aim of the study is to examine
the relationship between community (level-2) characteristics and in-
dividual (level-1) outcomes; under such conditions multi-level models
are deemed appropriate (Bell et al., 2008; Snijders, 2005). However,
modelling using standard OLS with clustered standard errors and po-
pulation-averaged models returned highly similar findings (McNeish,
2014).

As outlined, we aim to test whether rates of positive and negative
local interactions mediate the posited negative relationship between
community disadvantage and SWB. To formally test the significance of
any observed mediating-effects we will perform formal-mediation
testing within a path analysis framework (using multi-level generalized
structural equation modelling (GSEM)). GSEM approaches allow us to
replicate multi-level mixed-effects linear regression models, as outlined
above (e.g., Canette, 2014). However, we can estimate models si-
multaneously and combine estimation-results to perform formal sig-
nificance testing of multiple-mediators. We use the bootstrap method to
estimate the indirect-effects with bias-corrected confidence intervals,
based on 5000 bootstrap samples (Preacher and Hayes, 2008).

The data also contain within-case missingness across variables.
Under conditions of listwise deletion of cases with missing data the final
sample is n=553. To address within-case missingness we apply mul-
tiple imputation (MI) using chained-equations (we created fifteen im-
puted datasets, and estimates from the analyses were combined ac-
cording to Rubin's rules). This produces a final-imputed sample of
n=600 (with values imputed for all individual-level variables except
the outcome(s)). All statistical analysis is conducted using Stata/MP
15.1.

3.3.2. Analytic plan
The primary aim of the paper is to: explore the relationship between

community disadvantage and young people's SWB (the main outcome);
and examine how far individuals' frequency of positive and negative
interactions in their communities can explain any observed relationship
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between community disadvantage and SWB. As noted above, all models
involve multi-level mixed-effects linear regressions. To pursue this
analysis, the first step is to establish whether community disadvantage
predicts SWB (Model 1). The next step is to explore the roles of positive
and negative local interactions in mediating this relationship. To do so,
we will first model whether community disadvantage predicts levels of
positive and negative local interactions or not, tested in Models 2 and 3
respectively. Here, positive and negative local interactions are treated
as the outcome. The next step is to test how far a respondent's reported
levels of positive and negative local interactions can account for any
association between community disadvantage and their SWB. Models 4,
5 and 6 therefore replicate Model 1 but will include the measures of
either positive or negative interactions (Models 4 and 5), or both
(Model 6). These models will test how far valenced-local interactions
can mediate the association between disadvantage and SWB. At this
stage we will also undertake formal mediation testing, using GSEM (see
above), within a path-analysis framework. This allows us to formally
test and report the significance of any mediating indirect-effects of
positive/negative interactions that we might observe up to this point
(the full-results of the GSEM multi-level mixed-effects linear regression
analysis will be reported in Supplementary-Appendix-C). The last step
of analysis involves testing how far the relationship between a young
person's positive/negative local interactions and SWB is mediated
through their association with one's neighbour-trust (Model 7).

4. Results

The first step involves testing the overall association between
community disadvantage and young people's SWB. Model 1 (Table 2)
shows the coefficient for community disadvantage is significant and
negative. Therefore, even after accounting for individual/household
disadvantage, young people living in more disadvantaged communities
report lower SWB. We next explore the association between community
disadvantage and young people's frequency of positive and negative
social interactions in their local area. In line with the literature, we see
that positive interactions and negative interactions are not simply the
inverse of one another but capture different aspects of young people's
lives: the two are weakly correlated at r=−0.21. Exploring their re-
lationship with community disadvantage, Model 2 demonstrates that
young people living in more disadvantaged communities report less
frequent positive local interactions. Model 3 demonstrates that young
people living in more disadvantaged communities also report more
frequent negative local interactions. Therefore, as posited, dis-
advantaged communities are marked not only by fewer positive inter-
actions but also more negative interactions.

The next step is to explore how far young people's frequency of
positive and negative local interactions can explain the negative asso-
ciation between community disadvantage and SWB. The models ex-
amine the extent to which including positive and negative local inter-
actions mediate the negative association between community
disadvantage and SWB (as observed in Model 1). Model 4 tests the
mediating role of positive local interactions. The results show that ex-
periencing more frequent positive local interactions is associated with
higher SWB; and on including positive local interactions in our model
the coefficient for community disadvantage is reduced by 18% and
rendered non-significant. Model 5 then tests the mediating role of ne-
gative local interactions. Experiencing more frequent negative local
interactions is associated with lower SWB, and this association is at
least twice as strong as the positive association between positive local
interactions and SWB. Furthermore, on including negative local inter-
actions, the association between community disadvantage and SWB is
reduced by 26% and rendered non-significant. Model 6 then includes
both positive and negative local interactions together in the model. The
coefficient for community disadvantage is now reduced by 39%.

This analysis reveals several key findings. In line with current
theory, part of the reason youth-SWB is lower at higher levels of

community disadvantage emerges from fewer positive interactions
within their local area i.e., increasing community disadvantage appears
to have a negative indirect-effect on young people's SWB through re-
ducing their frequency of positive local interactions. However, we want
to know whether rates of positive interactions significantly mediate the
relationship between community disadvantage and SWB. As noted in
the statistical analysis section, to do so we perform a formal test of the
significance of this negative indirect-relationship in a path analysis
framework through running the multi-level linear regressions within a
GSEM-framework (Preacher and Hayes, 2008) (see Supplementary-Ap-
pendix-C for the full path-analysis models on which the mediation-
calculations are based). The test demonstrates that community dis-
advantage has a significant negative association with SWB via declining
levels of local positive interactions (indirect-effect: -0.012 [CI: -0.03,
-0.01]). At the same time, SWB also appears to be lower in more dis-
advantaged communities due to an increasing frequency of negative
local interactions. Again, we can perform a similar formal test of the
significance of this indirect-effect using the GSEM approach. The results
show increasing community disadvantage has a significant negative
indirect-effect on young people's SWB via an increasing frequency of
negative local interactions (indirect-effect: -0.021 [CI: -0.04, -0.02]).
Taken together, the negative relationship between community dis-
advantage and SWB can be explained via two independent social-con-
nectivity pathways - a positive and a negative pathway - and together
these pathways account for nearly 40% of the association between
disadvantage and SWB.

These findings also demonstrate that the indirect-effect of dis-
advantage on SWB via negative interactions is nearly twice as strong as
the indirect-effect via declining rates of positive local interactions.
Furthermore, a non-trivial portion of the reason positive local interac-
tions are associated with SWB is actually due to an absence of negative
local interactions: comparing Model 4 and Model 6 (when both positive
and negative interactions are modelled together), the coefficient for
positive local interactions is reduced by almost 30%. The same is not
the case for negative social interactions: when both positive and ne-
gative interactions are modelled together the coefficient for negative
interactions is only reduced by 7% (comparing Model 5 and Model 6).
We also explored whether a young person's positive and/or negative
local interactions modified the relationship between community dis-
advantage and SWB, including interaction-terms between disadvantage
and either positive or negative local interactions. However, neither
moderating relationship was significant.

Lastly, we examined the role of a key indicator of cognitive social
capital – neighbour trust – in understanding these relationships. To
explore this, Model 7 replicates Model 6 but also includes a young
person's level of neighbour-trust. Model 7 demonstrates that the posi-
tive association between local positive interactions and SWB is reduced
by 43% and rendered non-significant. However, the association be-
tween local negative interactions and SWB is only reduced by 16% and
continues to significantly predict SWB. Therefore, a large part of the
association between community disadvantage and SWB via negative
local interactions does not come through reducing neighbour-trust.

5. Discussion

Research demonstrates that living in more disadvantaged commu-
nities is associated with lower SWB. Studies posit that a key driver of
this SWB-deficit is weaker positive social relations in the community
(Drukker et al., 2003; Vyncke et al., 2013; Xue et al., 2005). This paper
suggested that solely focusing on positive local social relations might
overlook the role of negative local social relations in this relationship.
In other words, as well as being marked by fewer positive relations
(which are beneficial to SWB), disadvantaged neighbourhoods could
also be marked by more negative relations (which are harmful to SWB).
Neighbourhood disadvantage could therefore undermine SWB both by
reducing positive relations but also increasing negative relations.
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This study performed the first test of this idea. The findings de-
monstrated that young people in more disadvantaged communities re-
port lower SWB. Although the association between disadvantage and
SWB is relatively weak it is comparable to other studies in the field (e.g.
Kim, 2010; Knies et al., 2016). In line with current theories, part of this
association is accounted for by fewer positive interactions in the local
area i.e. weaker positive social relations. This, in turn, is associated
with lower trust in one's neighbours, reducing young people's SWB.
However, a key reason young people report lower SWB in dis-
advantaged communities is that they also experience more frequent
negative interactions in their local area i.e. stronger negative social
relations. While part of this negative relationship can also be accounted
for by lower trust in neighbours, even adjusting for this the frequency of
negative local interactions still predicts lower SWB. Taken together, a
large part of the negative association (nearly 40%) between community
disadvantage and SWB is accounted for by fewer positive interactions
but also more negative interactions.

These findings make important contributions to our understanding
of why well-being is lower in disadvantaged areas. While the paper
provides further evidence on the importance of positive local social
relations, the results demonstrate that focusing solely on positive rela-
tions overlooks the (more important) role played by negative social
relations. Increasing community disadvantage has a similarly strong
association with increasing rates of negative local interactions as it does
with declining rates of positive local interactions. However, the harmful
relationship between negative interactions and SWB is over twice that
of the ameliorative relationship between positive interactions and SWB.
The result is that the indirect-effect of disadvantage on SWB through
increasing negative interactions is almost twice as large as the indirect-
effect of disadvantage via reducing positive interactions. Furthermore,
focusing solely on the role of positive relations may overestimate their
importance in the community disadvantage-SWB relationship. The
findings show that around a third of the association between an in-
dividual's positive local interactions and SWB is actually driven by
fewer negative local interactions.

This paper also provides new insights into the relationships between
local social relations and SWB. Firstly, previous work has shown that
both positive and negative/acute and low-level interactions are im-
portant for SWB (Daniels and Moos, 1990; Harry et al., 2000; Headey
and Wearing, 1992; McCullough et al., 2000). The paper demonstrates
this applies to local positive and negative interactions as well: the two
are only weakly related and contribute unique variance to patterns of
SWB. Furthermore, while local negative interactions are somewhat
rarer (mean=2.2) than positive interactions (mean=3.3), they pos-
sess a much stronger association with SWB than positive experiences,
and explain a larger part of the variance in SWB for young people. In
addition, this study also provides insights into why local interactions
appear to matter for SWB. In line with current theory, positive inter-
actions appear important for SWB through their association with trust
among residents. However, while part of the association between more
negative local interactions and SWB comes through weaker neighbour-
trust, even accounting for this, negative local interactions continue to
have a direct relationship with lower SWB. This may come through
more negative interactions fostering feelings of threat/fear, alienation,
and stress, which could reduce youth well-being (Letki, 2008; Oliver
and Mendelberg, 2000; Ross and Mirowsky, 2009; Ross et al., 2001).

In sum, positive but also negative local interactions are crucial for
understanding well-being gradients across community disadvantage via
social relations, and for young people's SWB in general. In fact, negative
social relations appear to play a more crucial role. Future work will
benefit from capturing negative alongside positive dimensions of social
relations.

5.1. Strengths and limitations

Given the data are cross-sectional selection-processes may be

operating, confounding the observed relationships. Focusing on young
people can help reduce selection's role: given the age of our sample, we
can be confident findings are unlikely to be driven by low-SWB leading
young people to select themselves into disadvantaged communities.
However, selection-processes could affect parents' area of residence,
where parents with lower-SWB are channelled into disadvantaged
communities. Studies suggest parental-SWB can impact child-SWB
(Clair, 2012). Therefore, the findings could be driven by parents with
lower-SWB (which affects youth-SWB) selecting into disadvantaged
neighbourhoods. Future work would benefit from more longitudinal
approaches; however, to our knowledge no longitudinal data exists
containing positive/negative local interactions.

Issues also exist in the posited causal ordering of our models: that
disadvantage affects positive/negative interactions which, in turn, af-
fect SWB. An alternative mechanism is that community disadvantage
impacts SWB directly which then affects the type (or perception of the
type) of positive/negative interactions that individuals report; espe-
cially given perceptions of interaction-valence may be contaminated by
poorer mental well-being (Headey and Wearing, 1992). This issue is
exacerbated by shared-method bias, given both outcome and me-
chanism are self-reported in our data. We try and gain some purchase
on this question using a second set of interaction measures in the data:
the frequency of positive/negative interactions a young person has in
their school. If it is the case that community disadvantage affects SWB
directly, which in turn, affects the valence of all the interactions a
young person has then we would expect community disadvantage to
predict the valence of all their interactions i.e., disadvantage should
predict positive/negative interactions in their school as well (via its
impact on SWB). However, if the causal order is that community dis-
advantage affects the type of interactions a young person has in their
local area, which then, in turn, affects SWB, then we would not expect
community disadvantage to predict the valence of respondents' school
interactions. Testing demonstrates that community disadvantage does
not predict respondents' positive/negative interactions within school;
only in their local area (see Supplementary-Appendix-D). This suggests
that the link between community disadvantage and SWB comes via its
association with local interactions, and not that disadvantage harms
SWB directly which affects interaction-valence. However, using self-
reported measures of positive/negative interactions can still bias our
models, and future work using independent measures of positive and
negative interactions within communities would go a long way to re-
ducing such bias (De Clercq et al., 2012).

The models also have several strengths relative to prior studies.
Constructing an index of positive SWB helps reduce measurement error
associated with single measures. The models also control for a broader
range of individual-level characteristics (particularly the ‘adolescent
home affluence scale’) and community-level characteristics. However,
weaknesses also persist. Firstly, the outcome only captures positive-
SWB and does not tell us how these processes operate for negative affect
(McCullough et al., 2000). Furthermore, other dimensions of household
disadvantage could still account for more of the community dis-
advantage-SWB relationship, e.g., parental-education. In addition, the
models could not account for other posited mechanisms linking com-
munity disadvantage to SWB e.g., leisure spaces, social-opportunities.
One related issue is that, potentially, the measure of community-level
crime applied could also be considered a product of disadvantage and
indicator of negative social relations. Therefore, including it in the
models could add a degree of confounding. However, we ran all models
with and without the indicator, which returned substantively similar
findings (although we report findings containing local crime for ro-
bustness). Lastly, it is unclear with whom the local interactions are
taking place: is it adults or other young people; is it with fellow re-
sidents or people from outside the neighbourhood who visit the area.
Future work would benefit from disaggregating the precise sources of
interactions.
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6. Conclusion

These findings contribute to emerging work on the role of com-
munities in youth-SWB, demonstrating the importance of capturing
young people's negative as well as positive social relations to under-
stand the role social relations play in SWB-gradients across commu-
nities. These findings also have implications for how to address youth
inequalities in well-being. Policy-bodies suggest cultivating positive
community relations could help not only foster SWB but also reduce
social-inequalities across communities. While the findings partially
support this idea, they also suggest that interventions need to consider
how negative social relations within communities can be reduced. As
demonstrated, these form a separate dimension of social relations and it
is not clear that promoting positive relations automatically reduces
negative relations. Future research needs to better understand what
drives negative social relations in disadvantaged communities to facil-
itate efforts to reduce SWB-inequalities across communities.
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