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Abstract
This article explores the role of neighbourhoods as a spatial context for peer relationships among adolescents.We examine
the correlations between neighbourhood composition and places suitable for young people for friendship intimacy and
peer belonging. We hypothesise that favourable demographic and social neighbourhood compositions, knowledge, and
use of places suitable for young people, as well as the spatial appropriation of such places, promote peer relationships.
The present study carries out empirical testing of the spatial hypotheses with survey data from adolescents (N = 3225) in
two German cities with 30 neighbourhoods. Our results show that neighbourhood composition is not related to peer rela‐
tionships. Nevertheless, knowledge of safe places suitable for adolescents, as well as the appropriation of unsupervised
(hang out) places, correlate with peer relationships. Interestingly, there are divergent results for 7th and 9th graders that
can be explained by the developmental stages of the adolescents.
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1. Introduction

Decades of research in sociology, developmental psy‐
chology, and education science have produced size‐
able and compound knowledge on socialisation in ado‐
lescence, youth development, and processes of youth’
social inclusion into communities as well as processes
of their societal integration. Two main findings that
are relevant here are the increasing importance of
peer relationships (e.g., Brown & Larson, 2009) and the
embeddedness of humandevelopment into socio‐spatial
contexts as claimed by socio‐ecological approaches (e.g.,
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Evans, 2007; Melton
et al., 2021).

The growing literature on peer relationships shows
that during adolescent years, interest in other people
beyond the family increases, and friendship and peer

relationships in general gain greater importance and
complexity (Allison et al., 1999; Flynn et al., 2017; Larson
& Richards, 1991; Melton et al., 2021). Communicating
and interacting with peers is important for identity pro‐
cesses (Eder, 1985; Larson & Richards, 1991; Ragelienė,
2016; Swanson et al., 1998) and well‐being (Appau
et al., 2019; Brown & Larson, 2009; Cuadros & Berger,
2016; Guhn et al., 2013). For instance, literature on
well‐being discovered joint impacts and interconnected‐
ness of relationships to peers and adults on a wide range
of well‐being and development indicators, such as (men‐
tal) health, resilience, or life satisfaction (e.g., Guhn et al.,
2013; Oberle, 2018).

There is growing attention to spatial contexts like
neighbourhoods for peer relations that goes beyond
the question of whether neighbourhood matters or not
(Sharkey & Faber, 2014; White et al., 2021). For example,
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Sharkey and Faber (2014) suggest a flexible neighbour‐
hood model that takes different spatial scales, tem‐
poral effects, and effect heterogeneities into account.
Furthermore, there is a growing policy interest at the
municipal level to address spatial inequalities that mean
unequal development opportunities for adolescents (not
only) in Germany (Petermann et al., 2019). The article
contributes to this field by investigating friendship inti‐
macy and peer group belonging as two forms of peer
relationships among adolescents. Our primary dataset
originates from the 2019 UWE survey (the acronym is
forUmwelt, Wohlbefinden und Entwicklung, which trans‐
lates to “environment, well‐being, and development”).
This is a trend survey monitoring the well‐being and
development of all adolescents in grades seven and nine
in the German cities Herne and Bottrop, which provides
information about the neighbourhood the adolescents
live in and the attended school.

The contribution of this article to research on the
nexus between neighbourhood characteristics and peer
relationships is threefold. First, demographic and social
compositions of neighbourhoods shape opportunities
to establish peer relationships. Second, the spatial
context may affect peer relationships as it serves as
youth‐specificmeeting opportunities like youth and com‐
munity centres, clubs, playgrounds, and hang out places.
Hence,we examine the localisation of adolescents’ social
worlds in the neighbourhood. Third, in recognising spa‐
tial characteristics, we empirically study effect hetero‐
geneity due to the relevance of these characteristics in
early and middle adolescence.

2. Literature Review

In the following, we briefly summarise the literature
on peer relationships during adolescence, covering indi‐
vidual and spatial factors for peer relationship forma‐
tion. While both kinds of factors are relevant and influ‐
ential, we draw attention to spatial factors by deriving
four hypotheses from the literature, dealing with neigh‐
bourhood demography and deprivation, youth‐suitable
places and spatial appropriation by adolescents.

2.1. Peer Relationships in Adolescence

Adolescence is the transitional stage in the life course
from childhood to adulthood and is defined primar‐
ily as a time of physical, cognitive, social, and emo‐
tional changes. This period is usually associated with
the teenage years, although there are discussions about
extending this stage to 24 when the brain stops develop‐
ing. However, the empirical analysis of this article focuses
on early and middle adolescence, roughly bounded
between approximately 11 to 13 years and 14 to 17 years
respectively (Salmela‐Aro, 2011). Adolescents’ develop‐
ment occurs through relationships (Varga & Zaff, 2018).
They interact with larger groups of peers and learn to
identify and belong to groups of peers based on simi‐

lar characteristics (Eder, 1985). However, recent research
has revealed that it is not the number of relationships or
the size of a social network that is important to improving
positive development, but the quality of relationships,
for girls especially (Cuadros & Berger, 2016;Melton et al.,
2021). Relying on a very detailed model of adolescent
friendships, Flynn et al. (2017) find that high‐quality
friendships aremore likely among young people who are
strongly tied in a social network, with regular contacts,
more friends, and more mutual support—quantity does
correlate with quality.

Compared to early childhood, young people’s peer
relationships grow more complex. According to Brown
and Larson (2009), we distinguish between friendship
intimacy (dyadic friendship) and peer belonging (peer
crowd). Dyadic friendship is a question of a confident
and intimate relationship while peer crowd is a question
of belonging and orientation towards a wider commu‐
nity. Hence, we investigate peer relationships from an
ego‐centric perspective on social networks. Moreover,
we focus on qualitative aspects of relationships within
the social networks of adolescents.

Before we address the influence of spatial con‐
text, we will briefly summarise some factors that have
emerged as significant in previous research. Empathy,
defined as the “capacity…to secondarily experience and
understand the feelings of another person” (Wölfer et al.,
2012, p. 1295), can evolve independently from social
integration. It is not clear whether empathy is a precondi‐
tion of social relationships, but at least it reinforces pro‐
cesses of relationship formation and deepening.

The socio‐economic disposition of young people
might also influence how they form peer relationships.
While it would be bold to assume that economic advan‐
tage or disadvantage determines the strength or inti‐
macy of peer relationships, there are different possible
paths leading from affluence to peer relationships. There
is an obvious connection between affluence and oppor‐
tunity structure. Concerning socialisation, certain parent‐
ing practices (e.g., less direct control and restrictive prac‐
tices, granting more autonomy, to involve their children
in activities in the larger community) are more preva‐
lent among families with higher than lower socioeco‐
nomic status (Hoff & Laursen, 2019). The socio‐economic
disposition could influence peer relationships through
school selection, as Garner et al. (2006) report differ‐
ent peer group structures that are present in different
schools. In societies like Germany that feature highly
stratified school systems, we also find reinforcement
of social inequality and segregation through education
(Horr, 2016).

It is a quite stable finding that female adolescents
feature higher levels of relationship quality and intimacy
thanmales, while the latter tend to have larger networks
(Flynn et al., 2017; Helsen et al., 2000; Radmacher &
Azmitia, 2006). This may be related to gender roles, e.g.,
girls are expected to be more prosocial in general and
more caring in particular, or to parenting practices, e.g.,
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gender heterogeneous monitoring of adolescents (Rose
& Rudolph, 2006).

Despite the decreasing range of immediate parental
oversight during adolescence, family relations still have
an impact on peer interactions (Flynn et al., 2017). There
are different arguments on how parent–child relation‐
ships influence peer relationships in adolescence. Among
others, the compensation argument views peer relation‐
ships as a substitute for missing parental social sup‐
port; the reinforcement argument suggests that healthy
parent‐child links enable the formation of healthy peer
relations, as good parents raise autonomous adolescents
(Helsen et al., 2000, pp. 321–322). Compensation would
imply that poor family relations go along with good peer
relations, while reinforcement predicts the opposite.

Our focus is on young people in grades seven and
nine, about the ages of 13 and 15, respectively, in
Germany. Both grades are at the secondary education
level and there are no school transitions in these grades.
Hence, we keep a factor constant that usually would
affect peer relations substantially. However, the devel‐
opment of social skills and networks can significantly dif‐
fer between 7th and 9th graders, as autonomy and the
importance of peer relations grow (Allison et al., 1999;
Brown & Larson, 2009; Helsen et al., 2000; Stotsky &
Bowker, 2018; Swanson et al., 2010).

2.2. The Role of Spatial Contexts

Whether the spatial context of peer relationships plays a
role depends on how strongly these relations are bound
to the social contexts of family, school, neighbourhood,
and local community according to the ecology of human
development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Evans,
2007; Guhn et al., 2013). Most of the time in adoles‐
cent life is undoubtedly spent in the first two, family
and school (Blanke & Cornelißen, 2005). However, spa‐
tial contexts like the neighbourhood or local community
are increasingly important during adolescence, because
beginning in early adolescence, spatial settings beyond
the home aremore andmore explored and social interac‐
tions with people outside the family and school contexts
are growing (Allison et al., 1999). In a way, neighbour‐
hoods embody an important market of possibilities to
join in common activities (Galster, 2008, p. 12). A neigh‐
bourhood is not only a relevant site for several activi‐
ties but also one of the most important starting points
for social contact. In the words of Verbrugge (1977,
p. 577), “people whose daily rounds intersect are more
likely to become acquaintances than others.” Moreover,
this exposure to the neighbourhood and local commu‐
nity is often unsupervised and is undertaken with peers
and creates supportive network ties with local people
and local organisations (Pretty et al., 1996). Supportive
network ties, in the scope of this study, aren’t neces‐
sarily positively influencing behaviour or development
but are viewed as emotionally close by the adoles‐
cents themselves.

Adolescents often spend leisure time near their
homes, meaning that unplanned encounters and many
more or less regular interactions are located within the
limited space of neighbourhoods. The residential envi‐
ronment should be considered an important opportunity
context for inter‐personal relationships and peer rela‐
tionships in particular. “Residential context…structures
friendship choices,” Welch et al. (2001, p. 5) suggest.
Spatial contexts like neighbourhoods offer opportunities
for peer encounters that are structured, e.g., by residen‐
tial segregation and the usage of public space. We dis‐
tinguish between two aspects of spatial context that
influence the formation of social network relationships:
neighbourhood‐level composition and youth‐suitable
places in the public sphere.

The demographic and social composition of the
neighbourhood is independent of the subjective view
and usage of the adolescents but can impede or facil‐
itate processes of peer relationship formation, i.e., to
get in touch and meet each other. Demographic com‐
position in terms of a sufficiently large number of peers
and residential stability in the neighbourhood may fos‐
ter peer relationships. It may be easier to find friends
and to select adolescents with preferred characteris‐
tics as friends if there are many young people around
(Blau, 1994). Furthermore, it could be difficult to form
high‐quality relationships with peers if they are moving
away as the development and consolidation of these
relations need time. We assume that a high proportion
of adolescents among the total population of a neigh‐
bourhood and high residential stability offer favourable
opportunities for peer relationship formation. Hence,
we formulate the neighbourhood demography hypothe‐
sis (H1): The more favourable the demographic composi‐
tion of the neighbourhood, the more likely peer relation‐
ships are.

Socially deprived neighbourhoods are critical deter‐
minants, particularly for disadvantaged adolescents
(Kohen et al., 2008). While neighbourhood characteris‐
tics like disadvantaged economic conditions negatively
affect a wide range of youth outcomes such as school
achievement and emotional and behavioural problems
(Leventhal & Brooks‐Gunn, 2000), there is little knowl‐
edge about neighbourhood effects on peer relationships.
One possible outcome might be a uniting effect that
leads to the formation of close friendships to support
coping in adverse circumstances. However, we assume
that deprived neighbourhoods create a climate of mis‐
trust, withdrawal, and low enforcement of social norms,
making it difficult to establish confident peer relation‐
ships. Hence, we assume the neighbourhood deprivation
hypothesis (H2): The lower the social deprivation of the
neighbourhood, the more likely peer relationships are.

Feld’s (1981) focus theory states that contact and
social relationship is often an unintended consequence
of everyday activities within joined foci like encounter‐
ing in public spaces or being at the same site (sites of
recreation, youth‐suitable places, etc.). Youth‐suitable
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places in the public sphere are needed to spend free
time with peers in different activities. Our research is
concerned with such foci places in the neighbourhood.
Managing their leisure time and finding the time to
connect with peers outside of school and organised
afternoon activities has become increasingly challeng‐
ing, as living environments and leisure time schedules
are more diverse and individual than they have been
in the past (Harring et al., 2010, pp. 11–12). It is, how‐
ever, an important step to explore one’s own identity and
social roles. Unfortunately, adolescents face a dilemma
when it comes to spatial appropriation. They usually
are unwanted in the adult world, because of the unpre‐
dictability and immaturity of their behaviour, because
they are loud and sometimes destructive, non‐adult, and
deviant (Gestring & Neumann, 2007, p. 138; Wehmeyer,
2013, p. 11). Whitlock (2007) found that the available
opportunities for creative engagement like group involve‐
ment are directly related to youth development of con‐
nectedness to community. One of these rare opportu‐
nities is the shopping mall, the (stereotypical) “natural
habitat” of youths and adolescents. The shopping mall
holds a wide range of qualities valued by young people
(see Gestring & Neumann, 2007): While protected from
the weather and being watched by security infrastruc‐
ture, there is no physical harm to be expected in the
mall. In the streets, for instance, there is a chance to
be mugged or physically victimised by other youths—
something that is usually prevented by security person‐
nel. Secondly, malls are designed to be pleasant places
to spend time. There are benches, fountains, restrooms,
and all kinds of comfortable infrastructure for public use.
Not least, the mall represents an opportunity to meet
with friends, the clique, or potential romantic partners.
In short, it hosts all commonalities of common places
while being exceptionally appealing to those seeking con‐
sumption and social exchange.

However, adolescents can be found in other public
spaces as well, despite being regularly frowned upon.
Together, places assigned to youths and adolescents
as well as places they regularly seek out voluntarily
are what we call youth‐suitable places in the following.
Consequently, we argue that the knowledge, as well as
spatial appropriation of youth‐suitable places, facilitates
the social integration of adolescents. Finally, we derive
two related hypotheses. Neighbourhood places hypoth‐
esis (H3): When adolescents know youth‐suitable places
in their neighbourhoods, peer relationships are more
likely. Spatial appropriation hypothesis (H4): When ado‐
lescents use youth‐suitable places, peer relationships are
more likely.

Research in different areas of adolescent life and
development, such as subjective well‐being (Knüttel
et al., 2021), educational outcomes (Horr, 2016), or
delinquency (Oberwittler, 2010), consistently found that
spatial effects, particularly related to the neighbour‐
hood level are, compared to individual factors, of minor
importance. Yet, Sellström and Bremberg (2006) observe

that up to 10% of the variation in child behavioural
outcomes may be explained by neighbourhood level
qualities. Moreover, extensive research on neighbour‐
hood contexts concerning the adjustment of adolescents
derives mostly from North American studies of disadvan‐
taged neighbourhoods (Kohen et al., 2008; Sharkey &
Faber, 2014), while less is known about neighbourhood
effects in other parts of the world, where the urban con‐
centration of disadvantage is not so pronounced as in
the US.

3. Data and Analysis

The data source for the following descriptions and ana‐
lyses is the 2019 UWE survey (UWE, 2019). The UWE
study is an adaption of the Canadian “middle years devel‐
opment instrument” (Schonert‐Reichl et al., 2013), but
was developed further and tested to fit the German con‐
text. It has a whole‐child subjective well‐being approach
(see Moore, 2020, p. 724) and seeks to understand the
respective impact of social environments and relation‐
ships with peers and adults. This multi‐topic survey asks
about social and emotional development, school experi‐
ences, social relationships, leisure behaviour, health and
socio‐demographics, and includes variables on school
and small area contexts.

The survey itself was conducted using questionnaires
that were handed out by interviewers in 23 schools at
the secondary education level in the two German cities
of Herne and Bottrop. They aremidsized cities withmore
than 100 thousand inhabitants and are part of the Ruhr
area, Germany’s largest urban area. Both are struggling
with child poverty, relatively high numbers of school
dropouts and decreasing population. The spread of
socio‐economic hardship among the population means
that the social structure is rather homogeneous. That is,
inter alia,why theywere chosen for the project. The infer‐
ential population consisted of 4788 eligible students in
grades seven and nine. Of this group, 3225 youths took
part in the survey, resulting in a response rate of 68%
(Schwabe et al., 2021). The theoretical framework of the
study and further analysis of subjectivewell‐being can be
found in Knüttel et al. (2021). The study is also relevant
for policy research. Reports to the participating schools,
as well as to the two cities involved, were published to
derive measures to ensure and improve the well‐being
of the youth.

3.1. Peer Relationship Variables

The two dependent variables are measures of peer rela‐
tionship quality. The first variable is related to the quality
of dyadic peer relationships and is operationalised by a
scale that combines three items on friendship intimacy:
(a) “I have at least one really good friend I can talk to
when something is bothering me,” (b) “I have a friend
I can tell anything,” and (c) “there is somebody my age
who really understands me.” We measured agreement
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to these items on a five‐point Likert scale. The second
dependent variable is related to the quality of belonging
to peers, though not necessarily a clique. Again, the vari‐
able is a scale that combines three items on peer belong‐
ing measured on a five‐point scale: (a) “I feel part of a
group of friends that do things together,” (b) “I feel that
I usually fit in with other kids around me,” and (c) “when
I am with other kids my age, I feel I belong.” At least two
of them must have been answered, which is the case
for 99% of our respondents. Both variables are reliable
in terms of internal consistency: Cronbach’s alpha for
friendship intimacy is 0.75 and 0.81 for peer belonging.
Unfortunately, the additive scores are heavily skewed
towards strong agreement because almost all adoles‐
cents have best friends and belong to a peer crowd. Thus,
we decided to dichotomise the scales separating respon‐
dents agreeing much on all three items of the respective
scale from respondents with any other answer combi‐
nation (the cut‐off point is 4.5 on the five‐point scale).
Of our respondents, 69% scored high on friendship inti‐
macy and 47% on peer belonging (see Table 1 for sum‐
mary statistics of all variables).

3.2. Neighbourhood Level Characteristics

In the scope of this article, a neighbourhood is one
of 30 administrational units in both cities. These are
defined by federal and local statistical offices and reflect
historical as well as administrational boundaries. The
neighbourhoods’ populations and spatial dimensions
range from 1,479 to 23,600 inhabitants and 0.66 to
25.47 km² respectively. Statistical data at the neighbour‐
hood level was accessed fromopen date portals of Herne
(https://opendata.herne.de) and Bottrop (https://www.
offenesdatenportal.de/organization/stadt‐bottrop).

We employ two indicators for the demographic com‐
position at the neighbourhood level. First, we measure
the density of the population under the age of 15 per
square kilometre accounting for the number of peers to
potentially socialise with. Second, residential stability is
operationalised by the residential turnover rate, which
describes the share of the population that is replaced
due to migration in 2018:

residential turnover raten2018 =
max (vol. of immigrationn2018, vol. of emmigrationn2018)

mean (populationn2018, populationn2017)

Table 1. Summary statistics of all variables.

standard
variable min max mean deviation n

peer relationship
friendship intimacy 0 1 0.691 3175
peer belonging 0 1 0.471 3176

neighbourhood level characteristics
density of u15 population per km² 6.56 1207.69 371.33 270.58 30
residential turnover rate 2.28 4.19 3.19 0.58 30
prop. u15 in social benefit households in u15 population 1.8 50.5 23.59 10.90 30

neighbourhood places and spatial appropriation
places that provide youth services 0 1 0.583 3126
safe places to hang out 0 1 0.767 3121
at outdoor places at least once a week 0 1 0.430 3082
at hangout places at least once a week 0 1 0.437 3096

control variables
Herne (ref: Bottrop) 0 1 0.544 3217
male 0 1 0.497 3181
migration background 0 1 0.464 3191
single parent 0 1 0.149 3170
single child 0 1 0.256 3168
financial capacities of the household 1 4 3.20 0.55 3160
empathy 1 5 3.93 0.79 3189
quality of relationships with adults at home 1 4 2.32 0.97 3019
secondary school 0 1 0.343 3217
comprehensive school 0 1 0.273 3217
academic secondary school 0 1 0.384 3217
9th grade (ref: 7th grade) 0 1 0.532 3217
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Volume of immigration and emigration specify the
total volume of population movement from 1 January
to 31 December. The key date for population is
31 December. Social deprivation at the neighbourhood
level is measured by the proportion of the population
under 15 living in social benefit households out of the
total population under 15. n stands for neighbourhood.

3.3. Neighbourhood Places and Spatial Appropriation

Respondents were asked about their knowledge of
places suitable for young people in the neighbourhood.
We use their responses to the questions about whether
they know of safe places in their neighbourhood tomeet
their friends and places in their neighbourhood with
offers for young people. We use them as dummy vari‐
ables, where the answers “no” and “I don’t know” are
combined as not knowing these places.

In addition, spatial appropriation is operationalised
by two items about places where respondents usually
go after school: how often they visit parks, playgrounds
and sports fields, and how often they hang around in
public, e.g., in shopping malls. Respondents told us how
many days they did so, but as both variables are heavily
skewed, we dichotomised them to differentiate between
no usage at all and at least once a week.

3.4. Control Variables

Individual variables like empathy, socio‐economic dispo‐
sition, gender, and family characteristics that had been
influential to peer relations in previous research are
included to test the effect stability of our central spa‐
tial characteristics. We operationalised empathy as a reli‐
able additive score of three items. Since it is very unlikely
that adolescents know their families’ income, we oper‐
ationalised the financial capacities of the household by
a reliable additive score of three items: (a) “my fam‐
ily can afford many things,” (b) “I can do many things
with my friends that cost money,” and (c) “my fam‐
ily often has to save money”—all were measured on a
four‐point scale of agreement that has been used in dif‐
ferent surveys (Andresen et al., 2019; Schräpler et al.,
2020). We included variables for single‐parent house‐
holds, single‐child families, and a measure for the quality
of relationshipswith adults at homeas proxymeasures of
family influence, which has been acknowledged as influ‐
ential for peer relationships in previous research (see an
overview in Brown & Larson, 2009, p. 98). The variable
quality of relationships with adults at home consists of
four items measured on a four‐point scale. Respondents
rated how much they agreed with having a parent or
another adult in their home (a) “who believes that I will
be successful,” (b) “who listens to me when I have some‐
thing to say,” (c) “to whom I can talk about my problems,”
and (d) “to whom I am really important.’’

A migration background is defined as being born
in another country or having at least one parent who

was born outside of Germany. There was some uncer‐
tainty in the data, as many respondents did not provide
information on these questions. Item non‐responses are
replaced as having a migration background if respon‐
dents reported speaking languages other than German
or English at home.

Furthermore, the German school system is highly
stratified and different types of schools tend to attract
students from certain social classes. We include the
type of school our respondents attend and differentiate
between three types: secondary, comprehensive, and
academic secondary. We included a dummy variable to
distinguish the cities of Herne and Bottrop.

3.5. Analysis

We conducted the analysis using multilevel logistic
regression models with R 4.1.2 (R Core Team, 2021) and
the lme4‐package (Bates et al., 2015). To investigate het‐
erogenous effects depending on different stages in ado‐
lescence, we will present separate models for 7th and
9th graders (seventh graders have a median and mode
age of 13 and 98% are between 12 and 14 years old.
Ninth graders have a median and mode age of 15 and
96% and are between 14 and 16 years old). For each
grade and dependent variable, we fitted a series of four
models (see Tables 2 and 3 in the Supplementary File):

• Null model 1: no independent variables, just to
decompose multilevel variances

• Basic model 2: just control variables
• Context model 3: additional neighbourhood level

characteristics
• Final model 4: additional neighbourhood place

and spatial appropriation

4. Results

Figure 1 compares the effect sizes of all final mod‐
els. Neither peer belonging nor friendship intimacy has
substantial neighbourhood level variation (see Tables 2
and 3 in the Supplementary File). Therefore, no rel‐
evant impact of neighbourhood level characteristics
can be identified. Moreover, the values of the Akaike
Information Criterion (AIC) show that adding context vari‐
ables is not preferable at all.

Despite the lack of impact of demographic and social
compositions at the neighbourhood level, some neigh‐
bourhood effects depend on the individual knowledge
and appropriation of public space. They differ for age
groups and outcomes: Knowing safe places in the neigh‐
bourhood to hang out with friends is important for the
7th graders but irrelevant for 9th graders. For 9th graders,
hanging out, e.g., at malls, seems to be much more
important for their peer relations than knowledge of safe
places. In contrast, spending time at such hangout places
is related to lower values for friendship intimacy among
the 7th graders. The period between 7th and 9th grade
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*
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Figure 1. Effect sizes of final models.

seems to be one of transition, where adolescents gain
the autonomy that is necessary to form relationships
with peers independently. Spatial independence and the
appropriation of public spaces increase from early to
middle adolescence.

Consistentwith previous findings for other outcomes,
neighbourhood effect sizes on peer relationships are
small compared to effects at the individual level. Male
adolescents have significantly lower values for friend‐
ship intimacy in both age groups. For peer belonging,
the gender pattern is reversed, but only the coefficient
for the 9th graders is significant. While girls are more
likely to form close relationships with peers as previous
studies suggest, boys have a stronger sense of belonging.
The number of adults in the household is especially rel‐
evant for early adolescence. Once again, the differences
between the grades illustrate the growing independence
from the nearby environment in the process of grow‐
ing up.

Three effects are consistent for both dependent
dimensions and both age groups: financial capacity of the
household, empathy, and quality of relationships with
adults at home—all positively affect friendship intimacy
and peer belonging. Adolescents rating their economic

background higher also report better peer relationships,
ceteris paribus. This effect—of financial capacities of the
households—points to the core of social and political
concerns: Economic inequality and its consequences are
already present in adolescence. Empathy is positively cor‐
related with both dependent variables, suggesting that it
reinforces processes of relationship formation and deep‐
ening indeed. The positive effect of quality of relation‐
ships with adults at home supports the reinforcement
argument and contradicts the compensation argument.

5. Discussion

The purpose of this contribution is to (a) evaluate
the relationship between neighbourhood characteris‐
tics, including constructs for adolescents’ perceptions of
youth‐suitable places in the neighbourhood and the time
spent in such places as well as demographic and social
qualities of neighbourhoods and the qualitative aspects
of peer relations (intimacy and belonging) and (b) iden‐
tify effect heterogeneity of neighbourhood characteris‐
tics between different grades.

We developed two hypotheses on the demographic
and social compositions at the neighbourhood level.
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We cannot report significant effects of neighbourhood
level characteristics on any of our dependent variables,
i.e., friendship intimacy and peer belonging. Neither
demographic opportunities measured by population
density and residential stability (H1) nor social depriva‐
tion measured by social welfare recipients impact the
quality of peer relationships (H2). Theremight be several
reasons for these empirical findings. Demographic and
social compositions of neighbourhoods might influence
the formation of relational ties rather than the qualita‐
tive aspects of relationships like intimacy, strength and
feelings of belonging. Verbrugge (1977, p. 577) explains
friendship processes and hence peer relationship forma‐
tion as a two‐stage development of meeting and mat‐
ing. Meeting as getting in touch with other peers is more
opportunity‐driven while mating as selecting in‐depth
friends is more preference driven. Neighbourhood com‐
positions might affect the meeting aspect of peer for‐
mation much more than the qualitative mating aspect.
In addition, the effects of demographic compositions
might not be linear (Quercia & Galster, 2000; Sharkey
& Faber, 2014). Once a certain threshold of favourable
demographic compositions is reached, more dense and
more residentially stable neighbourhoods are ineffective.
This might be particularly true for urban settings. There
might be threshold effects for social deprivation as well,
but the argument would be that the researched German
cities have moderate levels of social segregation com‐
pared to cities in the US. Both researched cities slightly
differ in the observed characteristics and are generally
considered to be on the lower end of social stratifica‐
tion and are comparably homogenous in that sense. They
don’t reach the relevant threshold of social deprivation
that significantly turns processes of confident peer rela‐
tionships. Data from different and more heterogeneous
areas might yield different results.

Another hypothesis was formulated on the influence
of youth‐suitable places in the adolescent’s neighbour‐
hood (H3). We see the hypothesis confirmed, but with a
limited scope. While it is irrelevant whether adolescents
know places with age‐appropriate offers, knowing safe
places to hang out increases relationships among peers.
However, this only applies to 7th graders. We would
argue that outdoor places like parks, playgrounds and
sports fields are relevant for spending leisure time with
peers but aren’t relevant for peer relationships. Only
when these places are assessed as safe are they of impor‐
tance for peer relations. That such safe places for close
friendships and peer belonging are only significant for
7th graders is probably due to the influence of parents,
who see 7th graders as more vulnerable in unsafe places
than 9th graders.

Finally, we hypothesised how regularly spending
leisure time in places suitable for young people promotes
peer relationships (H4). This hypothesis is confirmed,
albeit with limitations. Even if adolescents regularly
spend time at outdoor places such as parks, playgrounds
and sports fields, they do not have high‐quality peer

relationships because of it. In contrast, time spent reg‐
ularly in places to hang out proves to be influential.
While for 9th graders both friendship intimacy and peer
belonging are strongly promoted, for 7th graders friend‐
ship intimacy is weakened when they regularly spend
time in such places. We suspect that these correlations
are strongly related to adolescent development. For
9th graders, hanging out and being unsupervised in out‐
door places seems not only to be part of “normal’’ devel‐
opment but an essential part of their lives and fostering
social relationships. For 7th graders, on the other hand,
this is not yet true. Unsupervised spending of free time at
this stage of development is probably still too early and
rather detrimental for their social relationships.

This article examines the neighbourhood influences
on adolescents’ peer relationships. Other influenceswere
covered by control variables as much as possible. Here,
the findings put forth by previous research are confirmed:
Boys feel a stronger sense of belonging to peer groups
and girls are more likely to maintain intimate friendships;
empathy and sound, close parental relationships, as well
as the financial capacities of the parental household, pro‐
mote peer relationships, while single‐parent households
limit the peer relationships of 7th graders. We are thus
confident that we have meaningfully expanded the state
of research on adolescent peer relationships to include
the spatial aspects of the neighbourhood.

However, there are some limitations to our research.
First, by looking at the quality of peer relationships
(intimacy and belonging), we focused on the social inclu‐
sion of young people but neglected the social structure
of relationships and networks and the conflicts within
them. Secondly, we looked at the spatial context of
peer relationships, especially the neighbourhood compo‐
sition and the respondent’s knowledge and social appro‐
priation of youth‐relevant places. We did not investigate
the neighbourhood composition of peers or processes
of spatial appropriation by adolescents or spatial barri‐
ers. Nor did we examine the spatial complexity of friend‐
ship formation processes. Thirdly, we have analysed
cross‐sectional data and can thus only prove correlations,
not causalities. We were also unable to examine possi‐
ble self‐selections into specific neighbourhoods, but we
assume that it is not the adolescents but their parents
who are subject to self‐selections. Further research may
want to shed more light on the network structure (e.g.,
egocentric networks on emotional and instrumental sup‐
port), spatial complexities (e.g., conducting egohoods
andmeasuring spatial distances by GPS data), and under‐
lying mechanisms as well as causality and self‐selection
issues (e.g., collecting longitudinal survey data and using
more complex approaches, like SEM).
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