
PRESERVATION AS A MATTER OF HEALTH 
 

 
At the beginning of the COVID-19 lockdown in late March of 2020, Landmarks Illinois launched the 
#mysacredground social media campaign where followers were asked to post photos of special places that brought 
them comfort. This collage captured the variety of submitted places that provided a healthful mental and physical 
respite during this challenging time. Older places can have a restorative, healing effect. The campaign was named 
in honor of Timuel D. Black, Jr., educator, Civil Rights activist, public historian and author of the book, “Sacred 
Ground: The Chicago Streets of Timuel Black,” that Landmarks Illinois had just honored on March 5, 2020. 
 
SEPTEMBER 17, 2022  
BY BONNIE MCDONALD, PRESIDENT & CEO, LANDMARKS ILLINOIS 
Health and well-being have been at the forefront of our lives with COVID-19’s appearance and 
repeated surges. For many of us, there were interruptions and alterations to our daily patterns, 
including where, when and how we gathered. The importance of places became clear when we 
could no longer access them. Places are where we make a living, receive vital services, learn, 
practice our faith, recreate and, perhaps most importantly, where we connect with others. 
Substantially altering access to these vital things has taken its toll, with up to 80% of people in 
the United States experiencing depression, anxiety, grief and/or isolation.1 
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The Relevancy Project began in 2019 before COVID-19’s arrival. Over half of the project’s 130 
interviews took place after the spring 2020 lockdowns. After March 2020, I noticed that people 
were more eager to talk about the physiological relationship between place and sense of 
community. Preservationists are comfortable with economic and aesthetic talking points and 
we are beginning to use sustainability language with some regularity, but preservation’s 
connection to health is largely unexplored. Interviewees acknowledged that we need data, 
examples and tested messaging to start communicating the idea that our work preserves and 
improves health. 
 
“We need language that isn’t so squishy. People need tangible evidence. Can we tie 
[preservation] to other facts and data, like social determinants of health and resilience?” 
Di Gao 
Senior Director of Research & Development 
National Trust for Historic Preservation 
March 27, 2020 
New York City, New York (via Zoom) 
 
Again, the Relevancy Project’s purpose is to be additive, not duplicative. I recommend 
referencing Tom Mayes’ and Raina Regan’s thoughtful work connecting preservation and health 
as a good start for this topic. Mayes, the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s (NTHP) vice 
president and senior counsel, published several works exploring the relationship between old 
places and mental and physical health.2 In her Uplifting Preservation blog, Regan, program 
analyst and National Park Service liaison for grants programs at the Advisory Council on Historic 
Preservation, writes extensively about our field’s mental health challenges.3 
 
WHAT IS HEALTH? 
The concept of health has evolved with our greater understanding of human physiology and 
psychology. The World Health Organization defines “health” as “a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”4  
 
We are part of an ecosystem where we relate to other living things, and to our physical 
surroundings. The planet’s living organisms need a healthy ecosystem to survive. We can 
measure our ecosystem’s health at an individual, community and ecological level. Blog Post #7 
explored how preservation can achieve environmental health by fighting climate change. How 
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can preservation promote community health? By integrating preservation into public health 
practices.  
 
Public health works to protect and improve the health and well-being of individuals and their 
communities, from the neighborhood to the global level.5 California’s public health consortium 
included opportunities to engage with culture as one of its 20 community health indicators.6 
Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index, the nation’s metric for success, also includes culture. 
The index includes questions about psychological wellbeing, health, time use, community 
vitality and cultural diversity and resilience, all of which have a relationship to preservation.7 
Encouraging local public health professionals to adopt culture as a health indicator is a first 
step, which we can follow by engaging with public health agencies to identify where else 
preservation integrates with their plans.  
 
The World Health Organization includes “social well-being” in its definition of health.8 Beyond 
public health, we can consider how historic places strengthen social connections. In “Why Old 
Places Matter,” Tom Mayes explores how old places provide a sense of continuity, belonging, 
memory and identity.9 These connections are at both the individual and group level. An entire 
group’s health can suffer after losing a special place. Demolition erodes, and even destroys, 
communities by removing the spaces where people interact with each other. The emphasis in 
the United States on protection of property rights means that people often have little choice 
about what stays or goes in their communities. Dr. Mindy Thomson Fullilove explored the 
collective loss resulting from Urban Renewal, a program that displaced 1 million people and 
destroyed 2,500 neighborhoods nationwide between 1949 and 1973.10 “Root shock is the 
traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s emotional ecosystem.”11 
Displaced residents suffered physical and mental distress, including “’post-traumatic stress 
disorder,’ ‘depression,’ ‘anxiety,’ and ‘adjustment disorders.’”12 
 
Solastalgia is another term describing place-based trauma. A recently coined term, solastalgia 
“refers to the pain or distress caused by the loss of a comforting place; the sense of desolation 
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people feel, consciously or unconsciously, when their home or land is lost.”13 Preservationists 
know this feeling when watching the demolition of places that we have worked tirelessly to 
save. Grief and disruption to a person’s sense of orientation accompany the loss of one’s special 
place.  
 
PLACE AS MEDICINE 
How can place help heal these deep wounds? Urban researcher Michael Mehaffy and 
architectural theorist Nikos Salingaros authored a 2019 blog for the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation studying the link between historic places and resilient human environments, or 
environments that heal quickly from damage.14 In the blog, they explored how natural forms 
emulated in architecture, such as acanthus leaves on a column capital, mimic nature’s healing 
properties. Exposure to nature has medicinal qualities, including reducing stress and pain levels, 
and boosting the immune system.15 Perhaps because of its healing properties, humans have a 
predilection for natural forms that scientists call “biophilia.”16 Research shows that people have 
a similar, positive physiological and psychological response when exposed to architecture that 
incorporates natural forms.17 In this way, historic places within natural environments or 
featuring natural elements could be seen as a form of healing medicine.  
 
“During COVID, people’s mental health has suffered and the National Trust [UK] has served 
the communities well. People have enjoyed one [of our sites.] We were in Day 1 of lockdown 
in U.K. and decided that the National Trust sites can remain open. That decision was 
especially about people’s mental health.” 
Siân Phillips 
Hydro Technical Specialist 
National Trust [UK} 
November 6, 2020  
Shrewsbury, England (via Zoom) 
 
Older places’ healing properties go beyond their design. They can also be forums for discussion, 
learning and healing around the generational impacts of genocide, displacement and 
enslavement. The #LandBack Movement is a First Nations’ and Indigenous people-led 
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movement to reclaim ancestral lands enabling their return as nature’s sovereign caretakers.18 
Chef Sean Sherman, an Ogalala Lakota Sioux tribal member, is regenerating ancestral 
knowledge about Indigenous food culture as medicine. In a 2021 interview with Illinois State 
University, Chef Sherman remarked on the prevalence of medicine in our landscapes: “I think 
that the more closely connected you are to the environment… then you start to see nothing but 
food and medicine basically everywhere you look… There’s a deep benefit to understanding 
how Indigenous peoples connect to their environment. It is more than physical, it is spiritual.” 19 
Chef Sherman calls out the land as a sacred source of ancestral knowledge, nourishment and 
healing. Can historic places also provide similar medicine? Historic places can be spaces where 
we acknowledge traumatic, unjust and challenging histories and share knowledge of our 
nation’s full history. They can also be healing places through a reconciliation and reparations 
process, such as that begun at Montpelier (see Blog Post #5). Preliminary indicators that 
historic places connect to, and improve, a person’s and a community’s health and healing 
warrants greater research to talk about this preservation benefit. 
 
“Heritage communities are healthy communities. Shell donated 72 hectares to create an 
organic preserve [where] the traditional medicines grow themselves. The Guam Preservation 
Trust has a grant writing workshop to help people put them together. People who want to 
put their medicinal recipes in a booklet, the staff writes the grant for them.” 
Joe Quinata 
Chief Program Officer 
Guam Preservation Trust 
August 28, 2020 
Hagatna, Quam (via Zoom) 
 
THE RIGHT TO PLACE 
The World Health Organization names health as a fundamental human right.20 If connecting 
with place is pivotal to our health, should people have the right to access and protect places 
that they do not own?  
 
Arguably, the right to one’s history is a protected human right. Human rights are those we 
possess simply because we exist, not because we are a citizen of a political state.21 The right to 
health, education and culture are designated human rights protected under the United Nation’s 
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International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).22 Article 12 affords us 
the human right to enjoy “the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health.”23 
Article 13 provides the right to access and participate in education to “the full development of 
the human personality and the sense of its dignity…education shall enable all persons to 
participate effectively in a free society, promote understanding, tolerance and friendship 
among all nations and all racial, ethnic or religious groups…for the maintenance of peace.” 
Article 15 recognizes the right to participate in cultural life and to take necessary steps to 
conserve, develop and diffuse culture. Unfortunately, U.S. preservationists are disadvantaged 
from using human rights law to protect historic places. President Jimmy Carter signed the 
ICESCR treaty in 1977, but Congress has not ratified the agreement24 The U.S. is still obligated 
as a signatory to refrain from defeating the treaty’s purpose, but U.S. courts are unlikely to 
enforce it until ratification.25 
 
Preservation attorneys have been exploring the idea of enshrining preservation as a civil right, 
which is a right guaranteed to citizens and, in certain cases, non-citizens, by the Constitution 
and federal law. The NTHP included Dallas’ Tenth Street Historic District on its 2019 11 Most 
Endangered Historic Places list.26 Tenth Street is one of the few surviving Freedman’s Towns, 
which were self-governing communities established by African Americans during the Jim Crow 
era. Demolition increased in the district after Dallas’ 2010 ordinance expedited removal of 
“dilapidated” housing that was under 3,000 square feet – the majority of the district’s homes. 
The Tenth Street Residential Association (TSRA) filed suit against the City of Dallas claiming the 
ordinance violated the residents’ civil rights under the federal Fair Housing Act.27 In August 
2020, the U.S. Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the lower court’s ruling that the TSRA did 
not have standing to bring the case. Let us continue exploring this interesting legal argument.  
 
What if historic properties had their own legal standing in court and could sue to save 
themselves? This may sound strange. How can an object bring a legal case? Attorneys, 
advocates and scholars have been working on a newer area of law called environmental 
personhood, where natural features acquire legal rights to protect themselves from harm, 
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typically environmental damage or destruction.28 The nonprofit Community Environmental 
Legal Defense Fund (CELDF) has helped dozens of domestic and international governments on 
Rights of Nature ordinances and ballot measures.29 They are currently working with Indigenous 
water keepers in Minnesota to support “Manoomin” (wild rice) v. The Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources to stop a pipeline that is located off the White Earth Reservation that 
threatens the sacred grass’ “right to live and thrive.”30 The case was tried in tribal court, which 
had already passed a Rights of Nature law. The White Earth Band of Ojibwe Court of Appeals 
dismissed the case in March 2022 citing a lack of legal precedent.31 Attorneys working on 
Manoomin’s behalf filed in April to have the court reverse its decision.32 Clearly, more cases like 
this are needed to establish precedent. Rights of Nature lawsuits help us to consider the 
benefits and implications of granting historic places personhood. It is certainly an interesting 
opportunity to expand preservation’s legal underpinnings. 
 
“Remind people of the relevance of preservation…[it is] not just non-extant or extant 
buildings. We are trying to capture the climate of our society, behaviors, milestones and 
heritage. There are adaptive evolutions during these moments. Preservation can serve a 
purpose to remember a way of being, a way of thinking.” 
Cheyanne St. John 
Tribal Historic Preservation Officer 
Lower Sioux Indian Community 
November 6, 2020 
Morton, Minnesota (via Zoom) 
 
BURNOUT ENDAGERS PRESERVATIONISTS 
If you are tired, having slogged this far through the Relevancy Project’s blogs, you are probably 
in good company. You may also be tired because you, like many preservation professionals, are 
burned out. Burnout amongst preservationists is a real concern. Up to 50% of the nonprofit 
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workforce reports being at or near the burnout point.33 Public sector burnout is even higher at 
65%.34  
 
Our work centers on serving the public. People count on us. How can we provide good and 
useful service when our tanks are empty? We have a responsibility to thoughtfully use and care 
for stories, properties, identities, knowledge and communities that are not our own. Burnout 
can put this needed thoughtfulness on the back burner, stymie optimism and creativity and 
prevent the growth of a culture of “yes,” rather than “no.”  
 
The problem of burnout has to be addressed systematically and programmatically as leaders 
retire or join in the Great Resignation to move into different fields. Future leaders are leaving 
the field. In addition to Raina Regan’s Uplifting Preservation blog, Vu Le humorously describes 
the trials of leading a nonprofit, including burnout, in his Nonprofit AF blog.35 Preservation 
commissioners and board members should read his posts to understand why burnout is so 
prevalent. 
 
The Relevancy Project is an effort to inspire action to make preservation more relevant. By 
doing so, I believe that we can move from reactive to proactive, save places in less time, raise 
more money and improve wages and benefits – all factors that lead to preservationists’ feeling 
burned out. Relevance is one of the key aspects to retaining our talent. Fair wages and 
competitive (or better) benefits are a start, but we also need to provide: 

• Training and accountability in making a welcoming and supportive workplace for all; 
• Workload reduction and time to take vacation; 
• Professional development, mentoring and sabbaticals; 
• Paid-time-off for caregiving; 
• Trusted management of one’s own programs and projects; 
• Ample resources and tools; 
• Promotional and leadership opportunities; 
• Engaging everyone in an organization in deciding on the future; 
• Listening, engaging and acting with the voices calling for change. 

 
A CALL TO HEALTH ACTION 
In the lead-up to a 2017 PastForward Conference health session track, Tom Mayes gave a call to 
action: “The specific health impacts of older places have not yet been explored deeply.”36 That 
                                                           
33 Jayasinghe, Tiloma. “Avoiding Burnout and Preserving Movement Leadership.” Nonprofit Quarterly, July 8, 2021. 
Accessed September 4, 2022. https://nonprofitquarterly.org/avoiding-burnout-and-preserving-movement-
leadership/ 
34 Edge Hill Consulting. “Burnout Rates Substantially Higher for Government Workforce as Compared to Private 
Sector According to New Eagle Hill Consulting Research.” Cision PR Newswire, April 28, 2022. Accessed September 
4, 2022. https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/burnout-rates-substantially-higher-for-government-
workforce-as-compared-to-private-sector-according-to-new-eagle-hill-consulting-research-301535365.html 
35 Vu Le’s “Nonprofit AF” blog: https://nonprofitaf.com/ 
36 Mayes, Tom. 



was five years ago. Little data, case studies or communication has become available since then 
to help us talk about preservation’s health benefits. What is available is largely academic and 
needs to be broken down into language that is more accessible. This is a call to action to 
collaborate with social scientists, environmental health researchers and policymakers to backup 
what we know: that connecting with our history enhances our health. 
 
“How do we make a philosophical shift in the field? Reframe preservation as health. The 
buildings we live in impact our health.” 
Nicholas Redding 
Executive Director 
Preservation Maryland 
August 20, 2019 
Baltimore, Maryland 
 
 
YOUR INPUT IS VITAL 
Your thoughts on this and forthcoming topics are not only welcomed, they’re imperative to 
ensuring this project is inclusive, with well-considered outcomes. So post away on Landmarks 
Illinois’ Facebook and Twitter feeds and my LinkedIn page (blog comments are not enabled)! I’ll 
collect and consider your comments to inform future blog posts and the project’s outcomes 
published in the forthcoming Relevancy Guidebook to the U.S. Preservation Movement 
(working title). 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

• Do you believe that older places help people’s health and wellbeing?  
• How do older places make you feel? How would you describe this to others? 
• Are there anecdotes from people in your community about how they feel around 

historic places that you can share publicly? 
• Are you willing to explore unconventional ideas, such as human rights and 

environmental personhood, as a means to expand preservation protections? 
• Are you connected to university economics, psychology, public health, environmental or 

social science departments to explore data-driven studies on preservation’s health 
benefits? 

• Are you feeling burned out? If so, are you tapping into resources that are helping you 
cope and recover?  

• Would you be willing to ask your colleagues if they are experiencing burnout symptoms? 
Will you share your resources with them? 

• Do you feel overwhelmed when you read these blog posts, or when you think about the 
scale of needed changes in our field? What are the best ways to make change feel 
possible for you? 

 
                                                           
 



ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
*NOTE: Landmarks Illinois’ website does not recognize italics, which necessitates using 
quotation marks for titles. We are aware that this format does not follow proper citation 
format according to the Modern Language Association (MLA). 

• “Boosting Public Health by Preserving the Past: Q&A with Bloomberg Fellow Eli 
Pousson.” Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, May 19, 2020. Accessed 
September 5, 2022. https://americanhealth.jhu.edu/news/boosting-public-health-
preserving-past-qa-bloomberg-fellow-eli-pousson 

• Fullilove, MD, Mindy Thompson. “Root Shock: How Tearing Up City Neighborhoods 
Hurts America, and What We Can Do About It.” New Village Press, 2004. 

• “Tool Kit: How to Prevent Nonprofit Employee Burnout,” The Chronicle of Philanthropy, 
undated. Accessed September 4, 2022. https://www.philanthropy.com/package/how-
to-prevent-nonprofit-employee-burnout 

• Mayes, Thompson. “Why Old Places Matter.” Rowman & Littlefield, 2013.  
• Mayes, Tom. “PastForward Reading List: Introduction to Health and Historic 

Preservation.” National Trust for Historic Preservation, August 8, 2017. Accessed 
September 2, 2022. https://forum.savingplaces.org/blogs/tom-
mayes/2017/08/08/pastforward-reading-list-introduction-to-health-and-historic-
preservation 

• Mehaffy, Michael W. and Nikos A. Salingaros. “Building Tomorrow’s Heritage: Lessons 
from Psychology and Health Sciences.” National Trust for Historic Preservation, April 25, 
2019. Accessed September 2, 2022. https://forum.savingplaces.org/blogs/special-
contributor/2019/04/25/lessons-from-psychology-and-health-sciences 

• Nonprofit AF by Vu Le: https://nonprofitaf.com/ 
• Regan, Raina. “The Burnout Crisis in Historic Preservation.” National Trust for Historic 

Preservation, September 1, 2021. Accessed September 2, 2022. 
https://forum.savingplaces.org/blogs/raina-regan/2021/09/01/the-burnout-crisis-in-
historic-preservation 

• Uplifting Preservation by Raina Regan: https://rainaregan.com/uplifting-preservation/ 
and https://tinyletter.com/uplifting-preservation/archive 

 
 
STAY TUNED FOR BLOG POST #9: JOB CREATION THROUGH PRESERVATION 
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Well-functioning communities provide a range of material and psychological resources

that enhance well-being. The degree to which individuals see themselves as part of

the local social group, or local social identity, i.e., the social identification with the

community of the place where people are living, may play an important role in enhancing

happiness and well-being, as well as relationships of people with their own living

environment, i.e., place attachment. We hypothesized that local social identity influences

well-being via specific components of place attachment to the residential city/town, i.e.,

place identity, social relations, and lack of resources (which is the opposite of place

dependence). We measured local social identity, individual well-being, interdependent

happiness, and place attachment in a sample of N = 375 participants. We tested our

hypotheses by conducting a series of mediation analyses with local social identity as an

independent variable, individual well-being and interdependent happiness as dependent

variables, and place attachment subfactors, i.e., place identity, social relations, and

lack of resources, as mediators. Results showed that the relation between local social

identity and both individual well-being and interdependent happiness was positively

mediated by place identity and social relations, while the lack of resources emerged as

a negative mediator only in the relation between local social identity and individual well-

being (not for interdependent happiness). Practical implications and future developments

are discussed.

Keywords: well-being, interdependent happiness, place attachment, social relations, lack of resources, place

identity

INTRODUCTION

Well-functioning social communities provide a range of material and psychological resources that
enhance well-being. Recent research in social psychology has shown that a variety of physical and
mental health outcomes are derived from meaningful belonging in social groups within a varied
range of contexts, and the local community is one of them (Bowe et al., 2020). Belonging to social
groups is a basic psychological need of people because it allows them to preserve security, well-
being, and high self-esteem (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Therefore, people are strongly motivated
to belong to social groups, and when their belongingness is threatened, for example, by exposure to
ostracism episodes, strong negative consequences follow (see Paolini, 2019).
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As postulated by the Social Identity Theory (SIT, Tajfel and
Turner, 1979), individuals may thus define themselves either
in terms of their belongingness, emphasizing what makes them
similar and interchangeable with others, or in terms of their
individual characteristics, emphasizing what makes them unique
(Tajfel and Turner, 1979). A recent approach, the Social Identity
Approach to well-being (Jetten et al., 2017; Haslam et al., 2018),
stemming from SIT and Self-Categorization Theory (Turner
et al., 1987), suggested that the social dimensions of the self
(i.e., the multiple effects—cognitive, emotional, and behavioral—
of the sense of “we-ness” derived from group membership)
are fundamental in shaping our social world and that the
pivotal psychological process connecting social relationships with
health and well-being is meaningful social identification, i.e.,
a subjective sense of belonging (Sani et al., 2012). Social cure
research (Haslam et al., 2018) has provided a valuable framework
for the study of local community processes. The group with
which people identify is a social aggregate most people can claim
some access to, and it is as valuable in terms of life satisfaction
as other important social identifications (e.g., family; Wakefield
et al., 2017). Social identity plays a crucial role at least on two
levels of well-being: on the one hand, it is related to the individual
well-being level (e.g., satisfaction with life; Diener et al., 1985),
and on the other hand, it also could impact the interdependent
happiness level, i.e., the happiness based on social relationships,
that is, on the relational nature of human beings (Hitokoto and
Uchida, 2015; Krys et al., 2019).

We want to underline that the concept of local social identity
is different from community attachment, a construct proposed
by Hummon (1992) that can be conceptualized as subjective
interpretation and the affective reaction of a person to the place
in which he/she resides. Hummon (1992) described five ways in
which people may relate to their places of residence: two types
of rootedness (every day and ideological), which are described
in positive terms, and three types of sentiments (alienation,
relativity, and placelessness), which are described in negative
terms, like estrangement, dislike, and indifference (Lewicka,
2011a,b). People–place relations indeed can have either a positive
valence or a negative valence, implying not only a “salutogenic”
role but also harmful effects on well-being. On the other hand,
well-being, as well as happiness, represents a high value and an
important goal of society (Lu and Gilmour, 2004), and it is the
result of the accommodations that occur over time and through
dynamic interactions of personal, social, and environmental
structures and processes (White, 2017; Maricchiolo et al., 2021).

Thus, the social relationships that people establish with closer
individuals, social structures, physical environments, as well as
with the communities in which people are living (Maricchiolo
et al., 2020), represent the “social core” that contributes to
maintaining an adequate level of their health and well-being
(Haslam et al., 2009; Haslam and Loughnan, 2014; Jetten et al.,
2014, 2017).

In order to analyze the connection between individuals,
groups, communities, and their living environments, we have
focused on the key construct of place attachment, which has
been developed in the environmental psychology domain. It
concerns those affects, emotions, and feelings that arise from our

experience of places (e.g., see Low, 1992; Hidalgo andHernandez,
2001; Korpela, 2012; Lewicka, 2014; Manzo and Devine-Wright,
2020), where the “place” includes both a physical and a social
component (Brown and Perkins, 1992; Hidalgo and Hernandez,
2001; Scannell and Gifford, 2010). Moreover, place attachment
also concerns the extent to which the environment satisfies
personal needs (Giuliani, 2003), i.e., a functional aspect that has
to do with the availability of resources (Scopelliti and Tiberio,
2010). This latter aspect is included in the construct of place
dependence, which has been defined as a “functional” connection
reflecting the degree to which the physical setting provides
conditions to support an intended use (Raymond et al., 2010).

In this study, we followed the conceptualization of place
attachment consisting of place identity and place dependence
(e.g., Williams and Vaske, 2003) and also social bonds (e.g., Kyle
et al., 2005). About place identity, it refers to a substructure of
the self that encompasses cognitions, emotions, and behavioral
tendencies related to socialization of people with their physical
environment (Proshansky et al., 1983).

In most literature on the topic, the analyzed place of
attachment is the residential place, with a spatial focus ranging
from micro- to macro-levels, i.e., home, the neighborhood,
the town/city, or even broader levels. Among such levels, the
residential neighborhood has been the prominent place of
analysis (Lewicka, 2011b), while less attention has been devoted
to the town or city level.

There are also some studies addressing the relationship
between place attachment and community participation
and well-being. Manzo and Perkins (2006) identified place
attachment and participation in neighborhood protection as
affective and behavioral place-related community dimensions,
respectively. Keyes (1998) showed that social contribution (i.e.,
the feeling of being a vital member of society, with something of
value to contribute) is a specific dimension of social well-being.
Similarly, Rollero and De Piccoli (2010) found that attachment
to the city is a positive predictor of social well-being and of
the social contribution dimension. A positive perception of
the living place is a powerful predictor of well-being also for
specific populations, such as mentally ill persons (Wright and
Kloos, 2007) and the elderly (Fornara et al., 2019), as well as
college students, who have to face relocation problems (Scopelliti
and Tiberio, 2010). A mediation role of place attachment in
the relationship between local civic engagement and personal
neighborhood connectedness was found by Buta et al. (2014)
with residents living in the area of a national park and also
emerged with adolescents (Lenzi et al., 2013). More recently,
Larson et al. (2018) found that a stronger place attachment
promotes both higher community involvement and higher
engagement in place-protective behaviors among hunters,
bird-watchers, and property owners. These studies suggest that
individuals more attached to the place in which they live are
likely to contribute more to the local well-being, through civic
activism and the protection of their environment.

The aforementioned literature yields some mixed insights
on the connection between place and well-being and shows a
relationship between place attachment and satisfaction with life
and social well-being. Since the Interdependent Happiness Scale
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was proposed only in recent years (Hitokoto and Uchida, 2015),
to our knowledge, there are no existing studies addressing the
relationship between place attachment and happiness based on
social relationships. It is important to incorporate a relational-
oriented approach to happiness and well-being that complements
the individualistic approach to well-being (i.e., based on
individualistic-centered measures like the Satisfaction with Life
Scale) in people–environment studies. Moreover, empirical
evidence on the link between local social identity and different
forms of well-being is still substantially lacking. Uncovering the
impact on different types of well-being of successful community
identities, through place attachment components, is therefore
essential to progressing the community development agenda
(Bowe et al., 2020).

THE PRESENT STUDY

Based on these premises, this study aimed to understand whether
the relation between social identification of people toward their
local community and their level of well-being, in terms of life
satisfaction and interdependent happiness, is mediated by place
identity, place dependence, and social bonds, i.e., those place
attachment components, included in many studies addressing
this construct (e.g., Kyle et al., 2005; Raymond et al., 2010;
Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010; Ramkissoon et al., 2013; Chen et al.,
2018).

Therefore, as a first step, we verified the three-factor structure
of place attachment, and then, in an explorative vein, we
tested their mediational role on the relation between local
social identification of people and their levels of individual and
interdependent well-being. Thus, we explored whether and how
the components of place attachment mediate the relationship
between local social identity and well-being.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample
Participants

We recruited 375 Italian participants (219 females, 156 males;
mean age = 34.44; SD = 13.58, age range 18–87), living in
cities (more than 5,000 inhabitants, 56%), small towns (<5,000
inhabitants, 26%), or rural areas (18%), by spreading an online
survey. Participants took part in the survey on a voluntary basis.

Procedure
An online questionnaire was implemented by using the Google
Forms platform. Participants were recruited from different
regions of Italy (mainly Lazio and Sicily) by university students
for their Master’s or Bachelor’s thesis. Data were collected from
March to November 2019.

The questionnaire took approximately 30min to fill in.
According to the ethical standards included in the Declaration
of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2001), participants
were informed about all relevant aspects of the study (e.g.,
methods and institutional affiliations of the researchers) before
they started to fill in the questionnaire. The research protocol was

approved by the local ethics committee of the University of Rome
“Sapienza” (October 29, 2018).

Materials
The questionnaire included the following measures.

• Satisfaction with Life. Individual well-being of participants was
assessed by using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener
et al., 1985). The scale is comprised of five items that range
from 1 (= It does not describe me at all) to 9 (= It describes
me completely), (e.g., “Your life conditions are excellent”;
α = 0.87, SWLS). Higher ratings indicate higher individual
satisfaction with life.

• Interdependent Happiness Scale (IHS; Hitokoto and Uchida,
2015; Italian version, Mosca et al., 2021). The scale measures
a relational aspect of well-being and consists of nine items
that range from 1 (= It does not describe me at all) to 9 (=It
describesme completely) (e.g., “You feel that you are positively
evaluated by the others around you”; α = 0.82). Higher ratings
indicate higher individual-interdependent happiness.

• Place Attachment. We have administered a slightly modified
version of the PAHS (Place Attachment to the Hometown Scale)
(Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010). It included a 16-item self-report
scale addressing physical, social, and functional aspects of
attachment to the town or city of residence. Participants had
to fill in the questionnaire referring to the city/village in which
they lived and to indicate their opinion using a Likert scale
ranging from 1 (= It does not describe me at all) to 9 (=
It describes me completely). As described below, we carried
out a factorial analysis to individuate the subdimensions of
attachment to the city/village where people live measured on
a sample not constituted only of university students, like in
the originally published scale (Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010).
After having eliminated four items for statistical problems
(see below), we extracted three subfactors1: (a) place identity
(five items), measuring the degree of attachment with physical
attributes of the attachment to city/village in which people live
(e.g., The landscape of my city/village always makes me feel a
strong emotion, α = 0.81); (b) social relations (three items),
measuring a social aspect of the attachment to the place of
residence (e.g., People I am attached to are mostly from my
city/village, α = 0.68); (c) lack of resources (four items) (i.e.,
the reverse of place dependence), measuring a (dis)functional
aspect of the attachment to the city/village in which people
live (e.g., I often get bored there, α = 0.54, mean inter-item
correlation =0.322). Higher ratings indicate higher levels of

1For consistency reasons, we use in the Method and Results sections the factor

labels used by the PAHS proposers (i.e., Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010); nevertheless,

we remind where appropriate along such sections that the subfactor “lack of

resources” refers to “place dependence” in the theoretical approach we explicitly

followed. It is to note that the factor label “lack of resources” has a negative sense;

thus, high scores mean low “place dependence,” and low scores mean high “place

dependence.”
2Due to the fact that Cronbach’s alpha values are sensitive to the number of items

of the scale, when such a number is low, it is common to find quite low Cronbach’s

alpha values as in this case. For this reason, we have reported the mean inter-item

correlation of the items, and those results are included in the optimal range for the
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place identity, quality of social relations in the place, and
perception of lack of resources.

• Local Social Identity Scale. We administered a social
identification ad hoc built scale (adapted from Paolini et al.,
2020), composed of seven items to measure identification with
the local community (e.g., Being part of the community of
the people living in the city/village in which I live; is an
important component for the image I have of myself; reflects
well who I am; has to do with what I think about myself;
bothers me; makes me feel good; α = 0.83). Participants had
to report their answers on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(It doesn’t describe me at all) to 9 (It describes me exactly).
Higher ratings indicate stronger social identification with the
local community.

Statistical Analysis
Data analyses were performed with SPSS version 25, including
the PROCESS model macro (Hayes and Preacher, 2014).
PROCESS is a modeling tool that calculates the direct and
indirect effects of mediation models, as well as the calculation
of interactions and conditional indirect effects in moderation
andmoderatedmediationmodels (see http://www.processmacro.
org/index.html for more details). We conducted an exploratory
factor analyses on the Place Attachment Scale because the
original scale was validated on a student sample, while our
sample was a community sample. Then, we calculated descriptive
statistics and zero-order correlations between variables. Then,
we conducted a series of mediation analyses with local social
identity as an independent variable, satisfaction with life and
interdependent happiness as dependent variables and place

inter-item correlation (i.e., between 0.20 and 0.40) recommended by Briggs and

Cheek (1986).

attachment subfactors, i.e., place identity, social relations,
and lack of resources (i.e., reverse of place dependence)
as mediators.

Results
A principal components analysis with Promax rotation with
Kaiser normalization was performed on the Place Attachment
Scale. Scree plots were also used to confirm the expected number
of factors and the factorial loading of each item in the expected
component (i.e., subscale).

Four items saturated identically on two factors so they were
removed for subsequent analysis (i.e., “I always know where
to find what I look for there”; “I know how to feel relaxed
there”; “The climate there makes me feel good”; “I feel proud
to be part of my city/village”), and a new PCA with Promax
rotation was conducted on 13 items. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin
sampling adequacy measure attained fairly high values (= 0.86),
demonstrating that communalities were high and the correlation
matrix of the sample was appropriate for the analysis to proceed
(Mundfrom et al., 2005). It yielded a three-factor solution
explaining 57.1% of the variance (see Table 1). The factors
were labeled according to the study of Scopelliti and Tiberio
(2010), i.e., respectively, place identity, lack of resources, and
social relations.

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations are reported
in Table 2. Local social identity, place identity, and social
relations were correlated positively with both satisfaction with
life (Pearson’s r ranging from 0.25 to 0.39, indicating a
medium effect size) and interdependent happiness (Pearson’s
r ranging from 0.27 to 0.36, indicating equally a medium
effect size). Lack of resources was correlated negatively with
both SWL and IHS (r = −0.27, p < 0.01; r = −0.20, p <

0.01, respectively).

TABLE 1 | Factor analysis for the place attachment scale.

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Items Place identity Social relations Lack of resources

I like to know the history and traditions of my city/village 0.874

My city/village is surrounded by many beautiful natural places 0.807

I like to speak about my city/village to people which they don’t know 0.731

The landscape of my city/village always makes me feel a strong emotion 0.681

Even if I would leave my city/village, it will be always a part of me 0.479

People I am attached to are mostly from my city/village 0.892

When I am away, I look forward coming back there to my friends 0.737

When I am in my city/village I never feel alone 0.596

I often get bored in my city-village 0.766

I always wanted to leave my city-village 0.759

I hardly found there people sharing my interests 0.641

My city/village offers lots of opportunities (R) 0.459

Eigenvalues 4.07 1.46 1.23

Explained Variance 33.92% 12.21% 10.24%

R, reverse-coded.
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TABLE 2 | Means, SD, skewness, kurtosis, and zero-order correlations (Pearson’s r) between variables (N = 375).

Minimum Maximum Mean SD Sk C 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. SWLS 1.40 9.00 6.31 1.45 −0.72 0.53 1

2. IHS 2.11 8.78 5.98 1.28 −0.32 −0.26 0.57*** 1

3. Local social identity 1.00 9.00 5.69 1.52 −0.30 0.30 0.39*** 0.33*** 1

4. Place identity 1.40 9.00 7.34 1.43 −0.97 0.63 0.28*** 0.27*** 0.46*** 1

5. Social relations 1.00 9.00 6.14 1.87 −0.51 −0.19 0.32*** 0.33*** 0.53*** 0.58*** 1

6. Lack of resources 1.00 9.00 4.88 1.59 0.09 −0.22 −0.27*** −0.20*** −0.45*** −0.30*** −0.30*** 1

N = 375; ***p < 0.001; SWLS, Satisfaction with Life Scale; IHS, Interdependent Happiness Scale; Sk, skewness; C, kurtosis.

FIGURE 1 | Place identity, social relations, and lack of resources mediate the effect of local social identity on satisfaction with life (***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05).

Mediation Analyses
In order to test our exploratory hypotheses, we tested different
mediation models (PROCESS model number 4) with local
social identity as the independent variable, satisfaction with life
and interdependent happiness as the dependent variables, and
place identity, social relations, and lack of resources (i.e., the
subcomponents of Place Attachment) as mediators. Models 1,
2, and 3 tested the relationship between local social identity
and satisfaction with life through place identity, social relations,
and lack of resources, respectively. Models 4, 5, and 6 tested
the relationship between local social identity and interdependent
happiness through the same mediators of the previous analysis.

Models with satisfaction with life as dependent variable (see
Figure 1).

Model 1: The overall equation was significant [R2 = 0.16;
F(2, 372) = 34.89, p < 0.001; see Figure 1]. The bootstrap analysis
with 5,000 resampling showed the indirect effects of the local
social identity of participants on their level of satisfaction with
life via place identity (b = 0.0547; 95% CI: LLCI = 0.0073;
ULCI = 0.1025) were significant. The direct effect considering
the mediator was still significant (b = 0.3181; 95% CI: LLCI =
0.2106; ULCI = 0.4255). In other words, local social identity had
a positive impact on satisfaction with life even after controlling
for the indirect effects through place identity.
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Model 2: The overall equation was significant [R2 = 0.17;
F(2, 372) = 40.13, p < 0.001; see Figure 1]. Indirect effects
of the local social identity of participants on their level of
satisfaction with life via social relations (b = 0.1033; 95%
CI: LLCI = 0.0293; ULCI = 0.1768) were significant. The
direct effect considering the mediator was still significant (b
= 0.3728; 95% CI: LLCI = 0.2775; ULCI = 0.4680). In other
words, local social identity had a positive impact on satisfaction
with life even after controlling for the indirect effects through
social relations.

Model 3: The overall equation was significant [R2 = 0.16;
F(2, 372) = 33.24, p < 0.001; see Figure 1]. Indirect effects of the
local social identity of participants on their level of satisfaction
with life via lack of resources (b = 0.0503; 95% CI: LLCI =

−0.042; ULCI = −0.0994) were significant. The direct effect
considering the mediator was still significant (b = 0.3225; 95%
CI: LLCI = 0.2122; ULCI = 0.4328). In other words, local social
identity had a positive impact on satisfaction with life even after
controlling for the indirect effects through lack of resources.

Model 4: The overall equation was significant [R2 = 0.13;
F(2, 372) = 27.11, p < 0.001; see Figure 2]. The indirect effects
of the local social identity of participants on their level of
interdependent happiness via place identity (b= 0.0565; 95% CI:
LLCI= 0.0204;ULCI= 0.0167) were significant. The direct effect
considering the mediator was still significant (b = 0.2251.; 95%

CI: LLCI = 0.1279; ULCI = 0.3223). In other words, local social
identity had a positive impact on interdependent happiness even
after controlling for the indirect effects through place identity.

Model 5: The overall equation was significant [R2 = 0.15;
F(2, 372) = 32.99, p < 0.001; see Figure 2]. The indirect effects
of the local social identity of participants on their level of
interdependent happiness via social relations (b = 0.1211;
95% CI: LLCI = 0.0611; ULCI = 0.1809) were significant.
The direct effect considering the mediator was still significant
(b = 0.1604; 95% CI: LLCI = 0.0561; ULCI = 0.2646); in
other words, social identification with the local community
had a positive impact on interdependent happiness even after
controlling for the indirect effects through social relations. Model
6: The overall equation was significant [R2 = 0.11; F(2, 372)
= 21.32, p < 0.001; see Figure 2]. The indirect effects of
social identification of participants with the local community
on their level of interdependent happiness via lack of resources
(b = 0.0242; 95% CI: LLCI = 0.0194; ULCI = 0.0675) were
not significant.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study provide further evidence to the
tripartite model of place attachment, consistent with other
studies (Williams and Vaske, 2003; Scopelliti and Tiberio,

FIGURE 2 | Place identity and social relations mediate the effect of local social identity on interdependent happiness (**p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05).
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2010), and also to the consideration of place identity, place
dependence, and social bonds as the key components of place
attachment (e.g., Raymond et al., 2010; Ramkissoon et al., 2013;
Chen et al., 2018). The study also corroborates the positive
relationship between place attachment, local social identity, and
relational and individual well-being. It is also shown how the
dimensional distinction better explains the mediating role of
place attachment factors in the relationship between local social
identity and well-being.

Previous studies showed the links between social identification

and well-being (e.g., Paolini et al., 2020), place attachment

and well-being (e.g., Ratcliffe and Korpela, 2016, 2018), and

community connectedness and activism (e.g., Rollero and De
Piccoli, 2010). Moreover, previous studies demonstrated the
mediating role of place attachment in the relationships between
these variables (Buta et al., 2014). In this study, it is confirmed
from the high relation between group identification and well-
being (satisfaction with life and interdependent happiness), and
from the importance of place attachment in connecting the
strong identity bond of individuals with the local community
which they belong to with their own well-being. This emerged
taking into account not only the independent individual well-
being, given by satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 1985), but
also considering well-being as interdependent happiness, which
is achieved with social relationships and harmony with others,
in particular with the reference group of an individual (Hitokoto
and Uchida, 2015).

Specifically, this study found that the relationship of local
social identity with individual well-being (in terms of satisfaction
with life and interdependent happiness) passes through the
positive relationship with two dimensions of place attachment,
i.e., place identity and social relations, while the perception of
lack of resources (i.e., the reverse of place dependence) in the
place where a person lives negatively mediates the relationship
only between local social identity and satisfaction with life. This
means that people with high local social identity develop a high
identification with the place in terms of both the physical aspects
of the place where they live (i.e., place identity) and the social
relationships that they establish there; both these subdimensions
of place attachment are positively related to individual well-
being and interdependent happiness. Similarly, people with
high local social identity have highly negative perceptions of
the absence of resources in their place of living (in terms of
functional attachment to the place), and this is negatively related
to life satisfaction (but not to interdependent happiness). In
other words, a high local social identity promotes a high place
dependence, and this, in turn, is positively associated with life
satisfaction but not with interdependent happiness.

Limitations, Implications, and Future
Research
This study has some limitations. In particular, it is a cross-
sectional study (like most studies on place attachment and

well-being), so it is not easy to clarify whether there is a
causal direction of the relation between local social identity
and place attachment. As pointed out in the literature review,
these two psychosocial aspects are certainly highly interrelated.
Future studies could manipulate the local identity degree of
individuals to better understand the impact of place attachment
on well-being. It is possible to think that these have a positive
impact on the individual and relational well-being of people.
That is, if one lives in a place with which she/he does not
identify with or feels she/he does not belongs to, or to which
she/he does not feel emotionally attached, then she/he does
not experience satisfaction, well-being, or happiness either. On
the other hand, social identification, place attachment, and
well-being are psychological factors that mature over time, are
bound to places, and are related to the social community.
The merit of the present study lies in highlighting the role
of place attachment in the relationship between local social
identity and well-being, above all by investigating the different
dimensions and facets of place attachment and their different
impact on happiness and life satisfaction of people. Finally,
most of our participants were female, not allowing us to
test for the moderating role of the gender of participants.
Future research would warrant a more in-depth investigation in
this direction.
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