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Supporting social infrastructure to boost 
strong communities  

Social Life has been working with councils and developers to develop a new 
approach to understanding and planning social infrastructure on regeneration 
and new build schemes. Our aim make the build on the strengths of existing 
social assets and relationships, and to create plans for new provision that 
complements what already exists and supports the social fabric and 
community resilience into the future.

This report sets out the our approach and examples of our work in Cambridge 
on the Beehive development for RailPen; in the east of Hackney in the Kings 
Park ward; and on the Woodberry Down regeneration, also in Hackney.
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Who is Social Life? 

Social Life has a decade of experience 
carrying out research and community 
projects exploring how people are 
affected by changes in the built 
environment

Social Life was set up in 2011 as a specialist centre 

of research and innovation about the social life of 

communities. Our work explores how people's' day-

to-day experience of local places is shaped by the 

built environment, and how change – through 

regeneration, new development or small 

improvements to public spaces – affects the social 

fabric, opportunities and wellbeing of local areas. 

We have worked on many regeneration and new 

build schemes in London and beyond, using our 

social sustainability framework as the starting point 

for our work on social impact and social 

infrastructure. 
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What is social 
infrastructure? 
Social infrastructure covers a range of services,networks and 

facilities that meet local needs and contribute towards a good 

quality of life. These facilitate relationships, encourage 

participation and civic action and mitage inequalities. Together 

these contribute to resilient communities. Social infrastructure 

depends on the people who use it to give it meaning. 

Drawing on our work for the Mayor of London, we think of 

social infrastructure as an ecosystem of local organisations, 

networks and services, supported by different types of 

buildings and physical spaces. 

Within a neighbourhood, a social infrastructure ecosystem can 

include community centres & charity-run spaces; green & 

outdoor spaces; sports, exercise and health facilities; youth 

centres and children’s centres and playgrounds; places of 

worship;cafes, bars, pubs and local businesses from barbers to 

shops that go beyond their basic purpose to support 

communities; libraries; and a range of local group and networks 

that meet in person and online.
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What is the problem?
It is rare that social infrastructure is included and 
designed into new developments or regeneration 
schemes.It is often come as secondary to other profit 
generating and commercial priorities.  At worst, existing 
social infrastructure that supports communities can be 
threatened by built environment change.

Today we all face an interlinked social and environmental crisis that is 
fundamentally impacted by the built environment. The pandemic 
highlighted existing social fractures and the importance of access to 
public spaces, community amenities and of local social networks for 
support. 

In this renewed push from all sectors to address our environmental and 

social crisis, there is an opportunity to systematise the protection and 

inclusion of social infrastructure in new development. This will protect 

existing communities,support people moving to the area, and support 

newer and older residents to come together to generate the strong 

social fabric that is needed to help places to thrive.
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Embedding social value in development and 
regeneration with social infrastructure

The increasing density of our cities and the mainstream approach to development can negatively impact 

social spaces and networks, and community cohesion. 

Communities often prioritise creating, restoring or maintaining social infrastructure in their responses to 

local development. Successful social infrastructure depends on complex networks of relationships, which 

take time and care to build up and can be difficult to restore once lost. 

We must protect and embed social infrastructure in regeneration and redevelopment in creative new 

ways that add social value to an investment. Opportunities are often missed to leverage the best of what is 

already in place and to work with existing social networks to knit new communities into the existing social 

fabric of a place. 

Respecting local assets and providing new social infrastructure to address gaps can ensure that existing 

communities benefit from development and begin to welcome investment opportunities. 
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What do we know?
Research has demonstrated that social 
infrastructure is essential to support 
communities’ well-being, health and ability 
to thrive in their neighbourhood. 

Social infrastructure supports relationships within 

communities and between people from different 

backgrounds by providing places for people to meet 

friends and to make new connections. 

It supports participation by giving people the opportunity 

to become involved in governance, management and 

volunteering, and by helping people who feel 

marginalised and powerless to gain more control over 

their lives. 

Finally, social infrastructure supports equality by 

providing access to support and services, particularly to 

those who are more vulnerable or disadvantaged.
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What have we been 
doing?
We have been working in several places to establish a 

social infrastructure strategy that responds to local 

needs and demand and that strengthened the assets 

within communities. We have been testing a process 

that is founded on the rigorous research we have 

established over the last ten years. We  have been 

working with delivery partners to develop tangible and 

deliverable social infrastructure strategies:

1. Using our place-based research methods to 

understand local perceptions, use and demand

2. Generating insights that culminate into a social 

infrastructure strategy for an area

3. Co-developing with delivery partners a plan for 

amenities which cultivate social relationships 

and well-being and build on existing strengths

4. Establishing governance models for long-term 

neighbourhood assets that will help areas going 

through change to thrive in the long term. 
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What is our process?

1.
Social 

infrastructure 

mapping: what 

and who is 

there?

2.
Social 

infrastructure 

demand: how is 

what is there 

used and 

perceived? What 

is missing?

3.

Place-based 

social value 

framework. 

What are the 

local values to 

support with 

social 

infrastructure?

4.
Impacts on the 

ground floor 

plane and 

delivery & 

governance 

strategy.

5. 
Public 

consultation and 

refining the 

plan.

● Baseline asset 

mapping

● Demographic / 

census / community 

dynamics research

● Policy context 

● Review of 

masterplan 

/regeneration 

documents 
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● Primary data 

collection including: 

street survey, 

stakeholder 

interview, 

observations, etc. 

● Data analysis

● Use and demand 

mapping

● Place-based social 

values framework.

● Demand and 

implications report

● Workshop with 

delivery partners to 

discuss emerging 

recommendations

● Social infrastructure 

plan

● Comparable case 

studies 

● High level 

governance strategy

● Delivery and phasing 

strategy

● Public consultation 

on findings and plan 

● Final plan 

incorporating 

feedback

Deliverables



Social infrastructure strategy for 
council-owned assets in Kings 
Ward, Hackney
Commissioned by Hackney Council, 2023

Social Life in partnership with Matter 

Architecture were commissioned to review six 

council owned community buildings in King’s Park 

and one public space. 

Community assets are vital for supporting health, 

wellbeing and integration, key tenets of social 

capital and sustainable communities. The review 

included research into the use and access of 

existing amenities. Our analysis used an appraisal  

framework to capture social value developed for 

this work. 

This has provided insights and recommendations 

that reflect community need and that can 

maximise long term use and benefits.

Example project 1
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Developing an appraisal framework that 
captures social value

Research methods used 
1 Street survey 

2 Interviews 

3 Focus groups/ workshops 

4 Observations 

5 Secondary local policy research

6 Case study research



Social infrastructure
What places are used to socialise?



Social infrastructure
What places are used to seek advice?



Community Assets
Use and Value
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Assets appraisal against a framework that 
capture social value



Engagement with the council & local organisations
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Example project 2
Social infrastructure plan for The Beehive 
redevelopment
Commissioned by Railpen Investments 
In partnership with LDA design and Leonard Design 

Social Life reviewed existing community assets, 

amenities and local perceptions of the area surrounding 

a north Cambridge retail site. This was part of a 

planning application for a mixed-use purpose-built 

technology and life science workplace development. 

The aim was to ensure that the future development 

plans met local needs and built on what was already 

succeeding socially, so that the future development 

became a thriving extension of the surrounding 

neighbourhoods.

Research methods used 
1 Street survey 

2 Interviews 

3 Community workshop

4 Case study research
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Social infrastructure plan for The Beehive 
redevelopment

The project established a placed based set of 

values for the public aspects of the development 

(affordability, safety, interactive and unique) 

while addressing the local challenges to achieve 

these.

A social infrastructure proposal was developed in 

collaboration with the development team to 

support the social sustainability and integration of 

the project into the wider neighbourhood and 

community. 
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Social infrastructure plan
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Media and 
partnerships
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Example project 3
Social infrastructure strategy for 
Woodberry Down regeneration
Commissioned by Berkeley Homes

Social Life has been commissioned by Berkeley Homes 

to carry out a baseline and demand assessment of the 

social infrastructure in and around the Woodberry Down 

Estate. The insights generated from the research will 

form the basis for a ground floor strategy for Woodberry 

Down next phases 4-8 of the masterplan.

Research methods used 
1 Resident survey 

2 Interviews 

3 Youth workshops

4 Resident walking interviews

5 Observations

6 Case study research

7 Workshops with delivery partners
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The data
Where do you go in the local area to socialise?

What is missing locally?

“[What’s missing is] studying, like 

quiet spaces, like libraries, but not 

libraries...because I feel like in 

libraries you feel like kind of 

compelled to stay quiet”

Youth workshop participant
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To what end?

Good social infrastructure supports communities to thrive in the face of change. It 
helps people feel a sense of belonging, it builds relationships between people from 
different backgrounds, it gives a platform for agency and influence and it supports 
people who are struggling with the multiple challenges of everyday life to get by.

We believe that we can plan, design and manage social infrastructure for places that 
are going through change to support existing communities and help people moving 
into an area feel at home.

Central to this is building on what already exists and the relationships and networks 
within each neighbourhood.

Please get in touch if you would like to know more about our work, contact Larissa 
Begault:

larissa.begault@social-life.co
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