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Context and the aim of the research 
The problem of attachment to a place of residence is the 

subject of interest for several scientific disciplines: geography, 
sociology, and environmental psychology. Along with intensive  
and ongoing revitalization processes (also in Poland), cities have 
gained a new factor that positively influences the relationship 
to territory, namely the possibility of using attractive, pro-social 
public spaces. This article is a contribution to the debate on the 
role of space, as understood according to the classical definition 
determined by Tuan (1975, 1977), in an era of globalization, 
virtualization and the hectic pace of everyday life. Some 
authors claim that in recent years, contrary to popular belief, 
the importance of specific places has increased (Gustafson 2006; 
Janz 2005; Kruger & Jakes 2003; after: Lewicka 2011). Within a mosaic 
of factors affecting relationship to territory, it is interesting what 
role is played by available and accessible public  spaces on the 
one hand; and the social context, understood as a relationship to 
other residents; on the other .

The purpose of this article is to determine the importance 
of public spaces in building positive relationships with a housing 
estate. The results will be related to social relationships, 
another important factor that plays a role in strengthening place 
attachment. This article proposes an approach to the problem 
of the relationship to a particular territory based on the land use 
issue, including the presence of certain types of space within 
the territory’s borders, while environmental psychology focuses 
more on the environment and its characteristics as a factor in 
determining the identity of the individual (Lewicka 2011; Bonaiuto 
et al. 2003; Fornara et al. 2009). The author focuses on the role of 

a specific category of places in building identification with the 
larger section of the city; in this case with a housing estate in its 
administrative meaning, and ignores the importance of individual 
places for building the identity of the individual.

Study area and methodology
Zacisze, one of Warsaw’s housing estates, has been 

intentionally selected as a study area. It is a part of the city that 
has a limited number of public spaces, but is highly attractive 
because of its built environment (predominately detached 
houses) and its suburban character. Unfortunately, its location in 
Warsaw’s north Praga (Targówek district) decreases somewhat 
the prestige of the housing estate: Targowek, in terms of district 
attachment, scores an average result compared with other 
districts1.

Research on the attachment to a district (which can also 
include the larger housing estates that function as administrative 
units of the city) are rare (Lewicka 2010), perhaps due to the 
heterogeneity of the districts of large cities, either in terms 
of physical, cultural, or social dimension. The homogeneous 
Zacisze is; therefore, closer to the category of neighbourhood 
than  district, but on the other hand, it has clearly defined 
boundaries and operates on the map of Warsaw as a separate 
administrative unit with a rank lower than that of district.

1Detailed results from the research on the attachment to the district and the 
neighborhood (understood individually by each respondent) can be found on the 
website of the City of Warsaw (http://www.um.warszawa.pl/jakosc-zycia-2014/). Some 
of them will be cited later in this article.
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The author of the article, by selecting the area of research, 
has assumed that if the relationship between the use of places 
where people meet and spend their free time, and the attachment 
to the housing estate with limited access to such spaces,  is 
proved; then the argument for the above-mentioned dependence 
will be strengthened.

The aim of this paper has been achieved by the use of a 
survey carried out among residents of Zacisze in March and 
April 2014. Half of the respondents were selected on the basis 
of counting off every third house (the interviewer asked the 
household member who had celebrated one’s birthday last, to 
participate in the study). The other half was selected from among 
passers-by on the streets. As a result a total number of 149 
questionnaires were collected.

Among all people surveyed, 56.4% were women and 43.6% 
were men. The age structure of the respondents is shown in 
Table 1., and the length of residency in Zacisze in Table 2.

It was noted that 56.4% of respondents declared that for 
most of the day they stayed in Zacisze, while 43.6% spent more 
of their daily time outside it.

Place attachment – theoretical context and the state of knowledge
Place attachment is mainly an area of interest for psychology, 

in particular environmental psychology, which combines the 
experience and knowledge of indigenous science and related 
disciplines such as sociology, geography, architecture, and 
urban planning (Lewicka 2004). The variety of dimensions of man’s 
relationship with the environment is manifested in a multiplicity of 
concepts. The most commonly used term in the literature, which 
on the one hand defines these relationships, and on the other 
permits their measurement, is  place attachment. According to 
the proposal by Hidalgo and Hernández (2001), place attachment is a 
positive emotional bond between the individual and a given space. 
The main feature of this relationship is the tendency to maintain 
a closeness with that space, i.e. relationship of familiarity. The 
result is a greater interest in the place, the desire to decide on its 
future, as well as to take care of its condition (Pawłowska 1996 after: 
Rykiel 1999). In the case of attachment the emphasis is therefore 
on the affective aspect.

Attachment to place can be considered using two dimensions: 
the functional (or practical), and the emotional. Stronger ties bind 
us to the environment if it meets our needs, both physically and 
psychologically, and is consistent with our goals and lifestyle. 
Emotional attachment, in turn, is related to auto-identification. 
The easier it is to recognise the space, and the more positive an 
effect it has on the self-esteem of the person, the stronger the 
emotional attachment is (Livingston et al. 2008).

Place attachment is often equated with place identity. 
This, while it seems to refer to the same dimension of human 
relationships with the environment, gives priority to the cognitive 
component. It permits the building of separate self-images 
and place images that are distinct from those of other people, 
communities and regions (Knez 2005, after: Rychlewska 2010). 
As Droseltis and Vignoles (2010) suggest, place identity can be 
considered, among other dimensions, within the dimension of 
place attachment (the stronger the attachment, the stronger 
the identity and vice versa; although it is worth noting that the 
relationships between these two elements of one’s identity have 
not been fully investigated, and there is no certainty as to if 
mutual influence, if any, exists).

The space that is nearest due to the daily interactions that 
occur in it, is seen as the  natural pattern of normality, and gives 
a sense of security (Burdzik 2012), which is a basic human need. 
It has been proved that the strongest emotional relationship with 
an environment occurs in the case of small communities and 
increases with the length of time lived in a particular territory 

(Lewicka 2006, 2008; Lewicka et al. 2007; Michalska 2003). For place 
attachment, spatial mobility also remains significant. If we 
assume that the level of territorial awareness is a function of the 
amount of time spent in a given territory, the increased spatial 
mobility of the inhabitants of a city implies a weakening of local 
territorial awareness (Rykiel 1999). Users of the space feel they 
own it when they can customize it to suit their individual needs 
and consequently use it regularly (Hester 1984). Livingston et al 
(2008), in reviewing the research on place attachment, also pay 
attention to other important factors favouring a stronger place 
identity, such as owning a house/apartment or higher education. 
Another important factor is social context: it is more likely that a 
person will be more strongly attached to an area in which one 
has many friends and acquaintances, in which involvement in 
local organizations is greater, and to which other people also feel 
attached. It can therefore be concluded that place attachment 
is mostly a product of relationships with other residents (social 
factor). An example of casual and informal groups, the existence 
of which translates into a stronger identification with the territory, 
are parents who talk to each other while their children play, dog 
owners who meet in the same park, people who come together 
to play basketball, or participants in neighbourhood picnics 
(Carr et al. 1992). It’s worth noting; however, that these activities  
require the existence of public spaces that are accessible to 
all, friendly, safe, and conducive to establishing interpersonal 
relations.

A review of the research on the issue of place attachment 
made by Lewicka (2011) shows that in heterogeneous communities 
(eg. in terms of ethnicity), ties with the territory are weaker; 
although Stolle et al. (2008) have shown that good relations 
between neighbours and frequent conversations (social factor) 
can improve the relationship with the territory and significantly 
weaken the identified negative dependency.

The relationship to territory can be seen in the context of 
the social and physical factors that frequently occur together. 
Some feel attached to a place because of the strong ties with 
other residents, family roots or religious symbolism. Attachment 
for others is based on the physical resources of the area, such 
as natural assets, opportunities for recreation and leisure, or a 
generally stimulating environment (Lewicka 2011). Although the 
catalogue of elements reinforcing place attachment is very wide, 
we still do not know all the factors that shape the relationship 
with territory. What is interesting is that studies have shown 
that physical factors are better predictors of attachment to the 
smallest scale of place (apartment, building), and social factors 

Table 1. Age of respondents

18-25 
years old

26-35 
years old

36-45 
years old

46-60 
years old

61 years 
old or 
more

23.5% 21.5% 13.4% 20.1% 21.5%

Source: own data

Table 2. Length of time residing in Zacisze

no more than 
2 years

3-10 years
11-20 
years

21 years  
or longer

12.8% 24.2% 30.2% 32.9%

Source: own data
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more accurately predict attachment to the larger parts of the 
urban fabric (neighbourhood, district) (Lewicka 2010).

According to E. Talen (1999), who promotes the principles of 
New Urbanism, community relationships are enhanced by the 
following dimensions of the physical environment:
1. Architecture and site design;
2. Density and scale (preferably a small scale neighbourhood / 

settlement with well-defined boundaries, a clear centre and 
a legible grid of streets);

3. Public spaces (places where people can gather);
4. Mixed land use (places of residence juxtaposed with 

places to work, shop or participate in recreation, create a 
multipurpose space, which, according to J. Jacobs (1961), 
increases the opportunities of chance encounters that 
strengthen interpersonal relationships).

The most important factors in the process of building 
positive relationships with the territory is the existence, within 
its borders, of a cultural area bringing together material, 
aesthetic and symbolic values (Wallis 1979). According to A. Górka 
(2013); however, the specificity of such an area is not so much 
a result of the objective  advantages of the space itself, but 
is a consequence of a social group operating in such an area 
and identifying with it. Apart from cultural areas there are also 
other types of public spaces, with a slightly lower rank, but also 
attractive. The research done by Rogers and Sukolratanametee (2009) 
has proved that a positive impact on community building, and 
thus the identification with a given space,  provides an attractive 
environment, in particular ecological spaces, such as mini-parks 
and pedestrian areas, because they encourage the spending of 
time outdoors, establishing relationships with other people and 
undertaking various kinds of activity.

The above considerations can be summarized as follows: 
the existence of an area used jointly by its inhabitants has a 
significant effect on place attachment, not so much because 
of the physical attractiveness of the territory, but due to its pro-
social character. It also happens that place attachment is built 
regardless of the physical characteristics of the space and the 
way it is developed. On the other hand, there are many studies 
on the evaluation of cities and their parts through the prism of the 
presence of factors which enhance the quality of urban space 
in its physical dimension (Nasar 1998; Jacobs 1999; Carr et al. 1992; 
Gehl 2010). According to Lewicka (2010); however, there are still no 
studies that confirm the role of elements that determine “great” 
public spaces, as predictors of emotional bonds with the territory. 
Analysing elements that determine the quality of public spaces is 
possible only when residents have the opportunity to use them. 
The very presence of public space is therefore a necessary 
condition in the case of such analysis.

Zacisze - a housing estate deprived of public spaces
Zacisze is a housing estate in the north-east of Warsaw, 

with a population of approximately 14 thousand people. It is 
dominated by densely built-up, detached houses, although for 
the last several years the number of multi-family buildings on 
the outskirts of the housing estate has increased. Its specificity 
consists of a suburban character and its proximity to the centre.

The history of Zacisze dates back to the nineteenth century, 
when it served as a summer housing estate for the wealthy 
inhabitants of Warsaw. In 1895 Zacisze had a population of 100 
people, and by 1939 it had reached 2000. In 1951 Zacisze was 
incorporated into Warsaw. That  moment was the beginning of a 
massive inflow of new settlers and the intensive development of 
the housing estate. 

While developing Zacisze, provision for public space and 
gathering places for residents was unfortunately neglected  (even 

a park that existed there several years ago has been built over). 
At the time of the survey, inhabitants of Zacisze only had the 
use of one small local square located on the periphery of the 
housing estate2. It’s worth noting that the square was opened 
relatively recently, in October 2013. Another feature worth 
mentioning is a narrow water channel that flows through the 
whole housing estate. Despite its large recreational potential, not 
all of its length is available for residents. In considering sports 
and recreational areas, residents can only enjoy one sports 
ground, which is located in the centre of the housing estate near 
the House of Culture “Zacisze”, an important place on the artistic 
activity map of  Targówek (the Warsaw district to which Zacisze 
belongs). Children and youth also meet on premises belonging 
to the two schools of Zacisze. The modest availability of leisure 
activities, especially in the eastern part of the housing estate, 
is compensated for by attractive walking routes: a network of 
safe streets, most of which have sidewalks; Bródnowski Forest 
adjacent to Zacisze; allotments bordering the housing estate 
on the eastern side and a few attractive undeveloped land plots 
located in different parts of Zacisze, which in the future could 
serve as local squares, playgrounds or outdoor gyms.

The role of places that allow the meeting and maintaining 
of relationships with other residents of Zacisze is played by 
local shops, snack bars, beauty salons, hairdressers, as well as 
places offering artistic activity, including a few private ones and 
the House of Culture “Zacisze”. An important task of integrating 
the population lies also in two churches. Among the so-called 
“third places” (Oldenburg 1989, 1997), there are not enough places 
that offer the sports and recreational activities.

The inhabitants of Zacisze feel the strong need to have 
a network of local, public spaces and gathering places in the 
vicinity of their residences. They also want to vitalize social 
and cultural life, which has been neglected in the past. This is 
evidenced by the proposals in the participatory budget that will be 
implemented in 2015 . Among the 14 proposals submitted, four 
were related to building, upgrading or retrofitting playgrounds, 
six were ideas for the vitalization of local cultural life, and two 
related to sports events. Other proposals made, were: opening  
a library and erecting a monument named “Damned Soldiers” 
(Żołnierze Wyklęci) - Zacisze, generally, does not have any 
symbolic places). Finally, a new playground received the most 
votes.

Results of the survey
Public spaces and gathering places in Zacisze

Respondents were asked about how often they meet with 
other residents. The  most frequent answers given were at the  
two extremes: occasionally (28.2%) or every day (23.5%). Daily 
meetings were more often declared by persons of retirement age 
and less frequently by people aged 36-60 years. 

If we take into account only those people who have declared 
that they meet with other residents of Zacisze, it turns out that 
they do it most often in private homes (59.4%) (Fig. 1). 

Respondents were asked where most of their friends live; 
more commonly it was pointed out that they came from outside 
Zacisze (67.1%).

Residents of the housing estate were asked a few questions 
about the local public spaces, which had been defined in the 
questionnaire as: “places publicly available and conducive 
to establishing relationships. Places such as parks, squares, 

2In writing about the public spaces of Zacisze, it is worth mentioning that shortly before 
the local elections, which were scheduled for November 2014, Zacisze was enriched 
by two new squares with playgrounds, playground equipment and outdoor gym 
hurriedly installed along Bródnowski Forest, and two mini outdoor gyms in the eastern 
part of the housing estate. Soon, as part of the revitalization program of the Bródnowski 
Channel, a new eco-square is expected to be built on one of the stretches of channel. 
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playgrounds, etc.”. It turns out that such places are used “either 
rarely or frequently” (the average rating on a scale of 1 to 5, 
where 1 means “very rarely” and 5 “very frequently”, amounted 
to 2.91). They are more popular among those who have children 
of up to 13 years old, and less among people who do not have 
children or do not look after them (t test indicates statistically 
significant differences in the average values for both groups3). 
Local public spaces are more frequently used also by those who 
for most of the day stay in the housing estate, as opposed to 
those who spend more time outside Zacisze (also a statistically 
significant relationship4).

It was shown that 55% of respondents (82 people) felt that 
the public spaces in Zacisze were not conducive to building 
closer relationships. Of these, up to 75.6% indicated that the 
role of those spaces in the integration of population was very 
low because there were no such places or there were insufficient 
numbers of them (some spontaneously pointed out that there was 
a lack of a park, walking and cycling paths, playgrounds, sports 
fields, or simply benches to sit on). Perhaps this is why up to 
78.5% of respondents said they used also or only, public spaces 
located outside Zacisze. Residents who use both public spaces 
in Zacisze and those outside of the housing estate, estimate that 
they more often choose the latter (up 66.9% of respondents).

The choice of public open spaces in Zacisze is relatively 
poor. Residents; however, have at their disposal service and 
eating places such as local hairdressers, gyms, fitness clubs, 
bars, and restaurants that could fill this gap. It turns out that the 
majority of inhabitants (75.2%) visit such places, mainly due to 
the fact that they are close (86.6% of respondents). Only 15.2% 
of respondents admit that they do it for social purposes, treating 
this type of place as a space of gathering and making contacts.

Attachment to Zacisze in the context of physical and social factor
The relationship to the inhabited territory was measured with 

a subjective assessment of place attachment using a five-point 
scale, where 1 meant “I don’t feel attached  at all” and 5 meant  
“I feel strongly attached”. The average rating of attachment to the 

3t147 = 2.864; p<0.01
4t147 = 3.789; p<0.01

housing estate was 3.81, which meant that residents felt, “rather 
attached” to it (Fig. 2).

It turns out that the space itself plays an important role in 
building an attachment to the housing estate. People who often 
use its public spaces feel more strongly attached to Zacisze 
than those who spend their free time outside the housing estate  
(Tab. 3). The observed relationship is statistically significant 
(t-test5).

It is also important how frequently one uses local public 
spaces. Correlation analysis showed a not very strong, but 
significant, relationship according to which people who often use 
the public spaces in Zacisze feel more strongly attached to the 
housing estate (Pearson’s correlation coefficient was 0.188 and 
proved to be significant at the level  of 0.05).

A similar statistically significant relationship exists between 
attachment to the housing estate and the use of local services 
and eating places: people using these types of places feel a 
stronger attachment to the inhabited territory (t-test6) (Tab. 4).

The study confirmed that social context played an equally 
important role in building place attachment. It is reflected in the 
proportion of the number of friends living in Zacisze to those 
who live outside it, and in the importance for the respondents 
in maintaining good relations with their neighbours. The level 
of importance reflects, on the one hand, the quality of the 
relationships, and on the other, the need to stay on good terms 
with co-inhabitants.

Those who have the majority of their friends in Zacisze feel 
more strongly attached to the housing estate than those who 
make friends from outside it. (Tab. 5). The observed relationship 
is statistically significant (t-test7), and the difference in average 
values is higher than for the groups separated due to the location 
of the public spaces (within Zacisze or outside it) (see Tab. 3). 
This; therefore, leads to the conclusion that place attachment 
is to a greater extent a product of the relationships with other 
residents, than a result of the use of local public spaces. Proving 
such regularity - however, requires  additional research.

5t116 = 2.939; p<0.01
6t147 = 3.354; p<0.01
7t147 = 4.420; p<0.01

24,1%

5,3%

9,0%

9,8%

11,3%

14,3%

16,5%

63,2%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

in other than the above-mentioned places: eg. on the street, at
the church, in the nearby forest, in shops, outside of Zacisze

on the sports field

in a pub/bar

in a café, café club

on the playground

outside of Zacisze

on the square (different categories of space are included by
residents under the name square)

in my or my friend's house

Figure 1. Where do you meet with other residents of Zacisze most often?
Source: own elaboration
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The above mentioned relationship is confirmed by the 
statistically significant correlation between the attachment 
to Zacisze, and the assessment of the importance for the 
respondents in maintaining good relations with their neighbours. 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient was -0.2928, it turned out to be 

8A negative value of the coefficient is due to the fact that in the case of assessing the 
importance of maintaining good relations with the neighbors, a higher value means 
“less important”, and in the case of  assessing the attachment to Zacisze, a higher 
value represents stronger attachment.

significant at the level of 0.01 and was higher than in the case of 
the relationship between the attachment to the housing estate 
and the frequency of using local public spaces. It is worth noting 
that neighbourhood relations were rated by the respondents 
as “rather good” (the average rating on a scale of 1 to 5 was 
1.97), and the importance of maintaining good relations with the 
neighbours as “rather important” (the same average value on the 
same rating scale).

Discussion 
The research on Zacisze, one of Warsaw’s detached housing 

estates, falls into a fairly wide stream of research on place 
attachment. It is a detailed study taking into account the context 
that consists of the size and the characteristics of a specific 
fragment of urban space.

The study of the Zacisze housing estate contributes to the 
relatively few studies on the determinants of attachment to a part 
of the city that is larger than a neighbourhood, which, despite its 
seeming attractiveness, lacks the factors that effectively reinforce 
a relationships of familiarity and intimacy with the territory. 

The above statement is reflected in the research on the 
quality of life in Warsaw districts, where respondents were asked 
a similar question about their attachment to the district and to 
the vicinity of their residence9. It turns out that the inhabitants 
of Targówek, to which Zacisze belongs, shows medium district 
attachment, where 68% declared an emotional tie with Targówek, 
ranking it at seventh place among all eighteen districts of Warsaw. 
The result for Zacisze does not diverge from the percentage of 
residents in Targówek attached  to the district; the attachment to 
the housing estate is declared by 68.5% of its adult population.

If you reduce the spatial scale and take into account the 
attachment to the area within the vicinity of the residence, it turns 
out that Zacisze definitely has a worse result than for the whole 
of Targówek. Emotional ties with the vicinity of residence were 
declared by 74% of the population of Targówek (Fig. 3), but only 
68.5% of those who live in Zacisze.

The study of the relationship between the use of local 
public spaces and the attachment to Zacisze, as well as similar 
studies done by other authors, does not resolve the problem of 
the direction of the relationship. Using attractive public spaces 
strengthens the attachment to the housing estate/district, but on 

9The research was commissioned by the Office of the City of Warsaw and carried out 
from October to December 2013 on a random, representative sample of the residents 
of Warsaw districts aged 15 years and older. There was a total number of 7,200 
interviews completed (400 in each of the districts). They are available from: <http://
www.um.warszawa.pl/o-warszawie/warszawa-w-liczbach/jako-ycia> 

4,0
7,4

20,1

40,3

28,2

0
5
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20
25
30
35
40
45

not attached at all rather not attached neither attached or
not attached

rather attached strongly attached

%

Figure 2. How much do you feel attached to Zacisze?
Source: own elaboration

Table 3. Attachment to Zacisze due to the use of its public spaces 

Which public spaces do 
you use more often? N Average Standard 

deviation 
public spaces in Zacisze 39 4.08 0.807

public spaces outside of 
Zacisze

79 3.48 1.131

Source: own elaboration

Table 4. Attachment to Zacisze due to the use of local service  
              and eating places 

Do you use local services 
and eating places such as: 
pizza place, coffee shop, a 

local hairdresser,  
gym/fitness?

N Average Standard 
deviation

YES 112 3.97 0.925

NO 37 3.32 1.270

Source: own elaboration

Table 5. Attachment to Zacisze due to the place where most of  
              one’s friends live

Where do most of your 
friends live? N Average Standard 

deviation
in Zacisze 49 4.33 0.826

outside of Zacisze 100 3.56 1.067

Source: own elaboration
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the other hand, people that are strongly attached to the area use 
local gathering and leisure places more often than those whose 
relations to the territory are not so strong.

Given the current state of knowledge, the study still does not 
determine which of the factors, physical or social, exerts a greater 
influence on place attachment, though a stronger correlation was 
observed in the case of the latter. Thus, it confirms the research 
done by Lewicka (2010), who claims that the social factor is a more 
important predictor of the attachment to larger fragments of the 
urban fabric, such as neighbourhoods or districts. 

Conclusions 
The results of the research on Zacisze prove the role of 

the two remaining inter-dependant factors of place attachment, 
one of which is the use of local public spaces, and the second  
being the density of human interactions. Although the study does 
not indicate it directly, the lack of opportunities for using local  
gathering and leisure places is an essential factor in the belief 
that this effectively reduces the attachment to the inhabited area 
(in this case a housing estate). An equally important factor in 
building relations to territory is social context in its wider sense. 
Strong ties with other residents, a wide circle of friends and a 

sense of rootedness translate into stronger attachment to the 
territory. The desirable solution; therefore, would be to create a 
network of public spaces that would allow not only the  spending 
of spare time outside the house, but also allow interaction with 
society. Today  the pro-social nature of public space, positive 
relations with neighbours, and in general the opportunity to 
participate in public life, are among the most important factors 
implying a positive relationship to the territory. The homogeneity 
and small scale  of the space (typical for the neighbourhood), as 
well as the physical attractiveness of the housing estate due to of 
its suburban nature, may not be sufficient in the case of building 
a strong attachment to the territory.

The author suggests a repetition of the research on Zacisze 
as it is expected that the public spaces that have appeared there 
after the end of the survey, or will soon appear, should strengthen 
the average attachment to the housing estate (assuming that 
these places will be used by people hitherto deprived of such 
a possibility). The repeated research should provide additional 
evidence that the amount of use and the access to gathering 
places are important factors in shaping the relationship to 
territory. It is, at the same time, an incentive for local authorities 
to take care of the mature utility program for residents.
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Figure 3. Attachment to the vicinity of residence
Source: own elaboration on the basis of the study “The quality of life in the districts of Warsaw”, produced for the Office of the City of 
Warsaw (Jakość życia… 2013)
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