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OPEN NEIGHBORHOODS, SENSE OF COMMUNITY, 

AND INSTAGRAM USE:  

DISENTANGLING MODERN LOCAL COMMUNITY 

EXPERIENCE THROUGH A MULTILEVEL PATH 

ANALYSIS WITH A MULTIPLE INFORMANT  

APPROACH  

 
FLORA GATTI 

FORTUNA PROCENTESE 
UNIVERSITY OF NAPOLI FEDERICO II 

This paper aims at deepening local community experience in a multilevel perspective, through ad-
dressing the intertwinement between neighborhood shared representations, its members’ sense of 
community (SoC), and their social media community-related use. The latter is deepened as a potential 
way to face the dissonance rising from feeling tied to a community when it does not return social repre-
sentations about itself. As community representations impact its members’ lives yet are shaped by their 
behaviors in turn, this study focuses on the interactions between individual and community levels. 
Three hundred and eighty Italian Instagram users from 33 neighborhoods were involved; a multiple in-
formant methodology was used to detect community shared representations. What emerges suggests 
contrasting evidences about modern local community experience. Indeed, the nonindependence among 
community members was quite low, yet community representations about some of its social and envi-
ronmental features proved to moderate the relationship between SoC and the considered community-
related Instagram practice. 

Keywords: Multilevel modeling; Instagram; Neighborhoods; Sense of community; Social capital. 
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of Napoli Federico II, via Porta di Massa 1, 80133 Napoli (NA), Italy. Email: flora.gatti@unina.it 

Local community (i.e., city or neighborhood) experience refers at the same time to places and 

spaces and to the psycho-social, symbolic, and cultural dimensions giving them meaning to community 

members’ (Levine & Perkins, 1987; Macintyre et al., 2002; Mannarini et al., 2006; Sarason, 1974; Vick & 

Perkins, 2013). Community social and environmental features play a role in shaping shared meanings and 

representations (March & Olsen, 1989; Wiesenfeld, 1996), how community members behave (Lewin, 

1951; March & Olsen, 1989), and their strategies safeguarding the community and their tie to it (Bridge, 

2002; Sarason, 1974; van Oorschot et al., 2006). Thus, being members of a community implies feeling re-

ciprocally bonded, with thoughts and behaviors affected by the same local surroundings (March & Olsen, 

1989; Pretty et al., 2003); together, each member contributes in shaping and maintaining shared representa-

tions about it too (Lewin, 1951; Pretty et al., 2003; Wiesenfeld, 1996), within a reciprocal interdependence. 

Nevertheless, few studies deepened community-related dimensions across different levels (e.g., Perkins & 

Long, 2002) or community objective features impact on individual dimensions (e.g., Mannarini et al., 

2018; van den Berg & Timmermans, 2015), making the intertwinement of individual and community di-

mensions in local community experience a still underexplored field. Specifically, the interaction between 
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community shared representations about itself and individual community-related feelings has been rarely 

assumed as the observation summit (e.g., Long & Perkins, 2007), even though it could allow a more com-

plex understanding of social phenomena and individual behaviors (Lewin, 1951).  

This study represents a first step in addressing this gap through deepening the relationships be-

tween community shared representations, its members’ tie to it, and their social media community-related 

uses — i.e., those allowing a re-connection to local communities through mobile devices features. Indeed, 

as social media uses are based on individuals’ needs and goals (McQuail et al., 1972; Wei & Lo, 2006) and 

impact community experience fostering interactions among neighbors (Procentese & Gatti, 2019a, 2020; 

Van De Wiele & Tong, 2014) and allowing to attach and share representations about news, events, and 

places (Lee, Bakar, et al., 2015; Lee, Lee, et al., 2015; Oh et al., 2016), community-related ones have re-

cently been hypothesized as alternative, maybe adaptive, paths to improve the social experience bounded to 

local communities (Procentese & Gatti, 2019a). Thus, Instagram use to look for photos about social places 

and gatherings in one’s neighborhood will be addressed as a way for individuals feeling bonded to their 

community to re-connect to its social meanings when its perceived features hinder this, that is, when shared 

representations about it return a spatial and relational closure.  

This study considers at the same time the interaction of individual (Level 1) and community (Lev-

el 2) levels and the intersection between online and offline environments, which seem both timely topics 

worth studying. A multilevel perspective will be adopted as the most adequate to shed new light on these 

dimensions through testing cross-level interactions, consistently with the acknowledgment that “it is the 

interaction among needs, individual differences, and social context that predicts use” of social media (Lu-

cas & Sherry, 2004, p. 503). It considers that individuals are nested in their neighborhood communities, 

whose features and shared representations about them are shaped by and shape its members’ behaviors 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Lewin, 1951; March & Olsen, 1989; Pretty et al., 2003; Wiesenfeld, 1996). Thus, 

individuals living in the same neighborhood are not totally independent (Hox, 2010) and not considering 

this would lead to misrepresented results (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). Neighborhoods have been chosen as 

the contextual level of analysis because in most Italian cities they represent psychologically relevant daily 

local communities (Bonnes et al., 1990; Mannarini et al., 2006). 

 

 

AGGREGATIVE FUNCTIONS OF LOCAL COMMUNITIES 

 

As community refers to several intertwined dimensions, when referring to its places representa-

tions about their availableness (i.e., the tangible aspect), and safety and socialization opportunities within 

them (i.e., respectively, emotive and relational aspects) should all be considered (Francis et al., 2012; Maas 

et al., 2009; Ziersch et al., 2005): interactions among neighbors impact the perception about the neighbor-

hood (Bridge, 2002; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; Wood & Christian, 2011) and are in turn influenced by them 

(Gehl, 2006; Wood et al., 2012). Well-kept and usable spaces represent settings for social gatherings, 

community discussions, and serendipitous interactions among neighbors (Gehl, 2006), signaling they are 

safe places to be attended and community members are hearty and warm (Wood & Christian, 2011). They 

sustain reciprocal proximity and acknowledgment, trust and support exchanges, as well as shared meanings 

and visions (Bridge, 2002; Francis et al., 2012; Granovetter, 1977; Sugiyama et al., 2008). Over time, they 

glue local social networks, sustaining neighborhood friendliness and its members’ sense of community 

(Dempsey, 2009; Francis et al., 2012; Leyden, 2003; Putnam, 2000; Talen, 2000; Wood et al., 2010). Con-

versely, low quality or foreclosed spaces are only used for necessary activities (Gehl, 2006), with a loss of 
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social meanings and functions. Due to the lack of shared places and experiences, citizens perceive each other 

as strangers rather than members of the same community (Carli, 2000). Higher insecurity (Perkins & Tay-

lor, 1996; Wood & Christian, 2011; Wood et al., 2012), and lower socialization opportunities, community-

spiritedness, friendliness, acknowledgment, support, and trust (Bridge, 2002; Di Napoli et al., 2019) fol-

low. Thus, with reference to mesolevel social structures (Perkins & Long, 2002; van Oorschot et al., 2006; 

Wood et al., 2012), community spaces represent venues for social capital (Wood et al., 2012), that is, the 

social connections among community members characterized by trust, friendliness, reciprocity, support, 

public-spiritedness, and shared values and social norms (Cohen & Prusak, 2002; Putnam, 1993). Specifi-

cally, high quality spaces foster an open social capital, based on weak ties, broader trust, and acknowledg-

ment, while low quality ones sustain a closed social capital, focused on primary relationships and exclusive 

trust (Putnam, 2000). 

The latter seems a closer portrait of modern communities, where recent global phenomena have 

led to a gradual privatization and instrumentalization of spaces and sociability, weakening the social mean-

ings usually attributed to public spaces and common activities (Arcidiacono & Di Napoli, 2010; Crang, 

2000; Procentese & Gatti, 2019a, 2020) and making them spatially and relationally closed. Referring to 

Italian neighborhoods, these changes are witnessed by the most recent Italian National Institute of Statistics 

(ISTAT, 2018) report about this topic showing that individuals daily spend little time interacting with peo-

ple living in their neighborhood but not being their relatives or friends. Consistently, as feeling tied to a 

community while it returns negative and nonsocially connoted representations about itself could produce 

cognitive dissonance experiences — i.e., uncomfortable feelings about one’s cognitions, believes, and/or 

behaviors being inconsistent among them (Festinger, 1962) — questioning about these community changes 

and the detection of new strategies aimed at boosting its social dimensions seems worthwhile. 

 

 

SENSE OF COMMUNITY AND INSTAGRAM 

 

The bond that ties individuals to their local communities has been conceptualized as sense of 

community (SoC; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Through associating with shared symbols, identity aspects 

and resources, sense of belonging and closeness (McMillan, 1996; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Sarason, 

1974), SoC is bounded to and expressed through the relationships with community members and within 

common spaces (Clemente et al., 2016; Puddifoot, 2003; Sarason, 1974). Indeed, common places and lei-

sure activities represent categories contributing to it and to community members’ social identities (Mao et 

al., 2016; Twigger-Ross et al., 2016). 

Its strong association with community positive representations and meanings (Mannarini et al., 

2006; Mannarini & Fedi, 2009; Ziersch et al., 2005) suggests that the higher their SoC the more individuals 

adopt strategies to boost positive representations about the community when it is not sustaining them itself, 

to avoid dissonance experiences. Consistently, as social media uses are led by individuals’ needs and goals 

(McQuail et al., 1972; Wei & Lo, 2006) and SoC is actively safeguarded according to the constraints com-

ing from the community (Prezza & Costantini, 1998; Sarason, 1974), Instagram use to look for photos 

about social places and gatherings in one’s neighborhood is supposed as a strategy adopted by individuals 

feeling tied to their neighborhood to boost social representations about it when more traditional paths to-

ward them seem not feasible — i.e., when it returns spatial and relational closure. Indeed, Instagram 

proved to be a self-definition and self-expression tool (Highfield, 2015; Marcus, 2015), as its contents con-

vey elements of identities and daily lives (Lee, Bakar, et al., 2015; Lee, Lee, et al., 2015). As photos are 
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powerful means to convey individual and social meanings (Purcell, 2007; Sonn et al., 2015), its key fea-

tures (hashtagging, geotagging, and following) foster reflexive relationships between people and places and 

new ways of experiencing the latter (Oh et al., 2016) through allowing locational information and mean-

ings attribution and sharing. This hypothesis follows: 

H1: SoC positively associates to this Instagram practice. 

Since this practice is supposed as a different way to contact positive social representations about 

one’s community (Zasina, 2018) when other paths seem not feasible, the hindering role of neighborhood 

representations about spatial and relational closure is here hypothesized. Indeed, the need to find alterna-

tive ways to contact these meanings could be lower, if people feeling tied to their community could access 

shared representations about it as a social entity (Procentese & Gatti, 2019a, 2020). Consistently, this mul-

tilevel hypothesis is added:  

H2: community representations about neighborhood friendliness (H2a), socialization opportunities 

(H2b), availableness of social places (H2c), support (H2d), trust (H2e), and safety (H2f) will impact nega-

tively the relationship between SoC and this Instagram practice, that is, their association will become 

stronger as the representations about spatial and relational openness decreases. 

 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants and Procedures 

 

The questionnaire was shared in Italian Instagram users Facebook groups (weareigersit, Insta-

gramItalia), in some high school classes, and through an Instagram account (@insta.gramandthecity). Par-

ticipants were 380 Italian Instagram users, who received no compensation. An explanation about confiden-

tiality and anonymity issues, wherein participants had to express their informed consent, introduced the 

questionnaire. For underaged participants, informed consent was asked to their parents.  

Respondents were aged between 15 and 64 (M = 21.29; SD = 5.99); about 90% of them was aged 

between 15 and 27, matching ISTAT data (2018) about Italian social media users with social aims. They 

lived in 33 different neighborhoods in Naples, Rome, and their surroundings, as these areas were among 

those with fewer interactions among neighbors according to the most recent ISTAT report (2018); the av-

erage neighborhood group size is 11.51. Respondents had been living in their neighborhood for 17.99 years 

on average (SD = 7.59). Among them, 62.9% was female; 43.4% had a secondary school diploma, 31.6% 

had a high school diploma, 20% had a degree, and 5% had a post degree title.  

As of average Instagram use, 81.6% used it more often than once a day, 10.5% once a day, 2.6% 

five-six times a week, 2.6% two-three times a week, and 2.6% once a week or less. About their motives 

toward it, on a 5-points Likert scale (1 = Never, 5 = Often) the average frequency was 3.31 (SD = 1.24) for 

the considered Instagram practice and 3.04 (SD = 0.82) for “other” motives — i.e., surveillance/knowledge 

about others, documentation, coolness, and creativity, detected by Sheldon’s and Bryant’s (2016) scale. 

 

 

Measures 

 

The questionnaire included a socio-demographic section and these specific measures.  

Individual dimensions 
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Instagram use to look for photos about social places and gatherings. Six items (e.g., “I use a ge-

otag to look for photos about clubs or other social places in my neighborhood”) were created referring to 

respondents’ neighborhood. Participants had to rate on a 5-points Likert scale (1 = Never, 5 = Often) how 

often they used Instagram as stated in each item.  

Sense of community (SoC). The Brief Sense of Community Scale (Peterson et al., 2008; eight 

items, e.g., “I belong in this neighborhood”) was used to assess SoC core dimensions (McMillan & Chavis, 

1986). Respondents had to rate their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = 

Strongly agree) referring to their neighborhood.  

Neighborhood. Respondents were asked to indicate the neighborhood where they lived. When this 

answer was missing, they were excluded from the analyses due to the impossibility to determine where 

they should have been nested. 

Neighborhood dimensions 

Socialization opportunities. Three items (e.g., “In this neighborhood, it is hard to meet new peo-

ple”) on a 5-points Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree) were used to detect respond-

ents’ representations about socialization opportunities in their neighborhood. 

Availableness of social places. Eight items were selected from Wood’s and colleagues’ (2012) 

ones about community places adequacy, as they referred to social places (e.g., “Parks and open spaces”); 

respondents had to rate their availableness in their neighborhood on a 5-points Likert scale (1 = Not availa-

ble, 5 = Totally available).  

Friendliness, safety, and trust. Wood’s and colleagues’ (2012) items about suburb friendliness 

(three items, e.g., “People who live here usually say hello to each other”), safety (six items, e.g., “I feel 

safe in this neighborhood using parks and facilities”), and trust (three items, e.g., “I can trust most of the 

people living in my neighborhood”) were adapted to neighborhood contexts; respondents had to rate their 

agreement on a 5-points Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree).  

Supportive climate. The support among community members dimension (five items, e.g., “Help-

ing the newcomers fitting in”) of the Sense of Responsible Togetherness Scale (Procentese & Gatti, 2019b; 

α = .94) was used to detect neighbors’ reciprocal helpful behavior, mutual understanding, and open ex-

changes of ideas. Respondents had to rate how often the described circumstances happened in their neigh-

borhood on a 4-points Likert scale (1 = Never, 4 = Always). 

 

 

Data Analyses 

 

Being Instagram use and socialization opportunities new scales, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) 

with principal axis factoring were run first. The sphericity was checked using Bartlett’s test and the ade-

quacy of sampling using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure. Then, confirmatory factor analyses 

(CFA) with structural equation modeling (SEM) were used to test the expected factor structures for the 

scales. To evaluate each model fit, the comparative fit index (CFI) and the standardized root mean square 

residual (SRMR) were observed (MacCallum & Austin, 2000). For CFI, values equal to or greater than .90 

and .95 indicate respectively good or excellent fit; for SRMR, values equal to or smaller than .06 and .08 

indicate respectively good or reasonable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The reliability was checked through 

Cronbach’s alphas.  
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To test H1, a regression model using ordinary least squares (OLS) path analysis was run, with SoC 

as the independent variable and Instagram use as the dependent one. The presence of outliers and/or influ-

ential cases was checked through leverage values and Cook’s D (Cousineau & Chartier, 2010).  

To address all H2s, a multilevel path analysis was run following a stepwise procedure (Hox, 

2010), including individual (Level 1, n = 380) and neighborhood (Level 2, n = 33; Maas & Hox, 2005) lev-

els. As the interest lied in community representations about neighborhood features, a multiple informant 

approach was used to detect them without reducing them to individual perceptions (Lanz et al., 2018; van 

Bruggen et al., 2002). Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) and design effects (DEFF) were observed as 

inter-rater agreement indices (Lanz et al., 2018). Level 2 scores were obtained by averaging the answers of 

the respondents from the same community. Due to the focus on cross-level interactions, neighborhood lev-

el variables were grand mean centered, while the individual level predictor was group mean centered fol-

lowing Enders and Tofighi (2007). First, a baseline model (M1) was run with no predictors to test whether 

the outcome variable (Instagram use) showed differences across neighborhoods. Then, the individual level 

predictor (SoC) was included to test its effect in addition to the clustering one (M2). The third model (M3) 

tested whether the effect of the individual level predictor on the outcome differed across neighborhoods — 

i.e., its slope variations across them. The fourth model (M4) added neighborhood level predictors (neigh-

borhood safety, friendliness, socialization opportunities, availableness of social places, trust, supportive 

climate) direct effects on the outcome too. Then, neighborhood representations moderation effects were 

tested through cross-level interactions (M5), adding interaction terms between the individual predictor and 

neighborhood ones.  

The significant interactions were plotted to show the relationship between SoC and Instagram use 

for neighborhoods characterized by representations of low (one Level 2 standard deviation below the 

mean), medium, or high (one Level 2 standard deviation above the mean) levels of each feature. 

 

 

RESULTS 

 

For both Instagram use and socialization opportunities, sphericity (respectively, χ2 (15) = 1242.83, 

p < .001, and χ2 (3) = 193.07, p < .001) and adequacy of sampling (respectively, KMO = .884 and .583) 

were good; a one-factor structure emerged from EFAs, with all loadings higher than .30. 

CFA confirmed the expected structures for all the measures. For Cronbach’s alphas, fit indices, 

and Level 1 and 2 descriptive statistics and correlations, see Table 1. Even though Level 2 variables 

showed low ICCs, they all reported DEFFs higher than 2 (Muthen & Satorra, 1995); thus, also due to the 

theoretical model underlying the study (Nezlek, 2008), multilevel analyses were performed despite of the 

low agreement among neighborhood members. Indeed, ignoring neighborhood clustering could lead to bi-

ased results even though the nonindependence was quite low (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). 

SoC was a significant predictor of Instagram use, B = 0.30, SE = 0.03, p < .001, supporting H1. 

There were no outliers and/or influential cases affecting the analyses, with the leverage value always lower 

than .02 and Cook’s D having 0 and .06 as lowest and highest values. The model explained 17.1% of the 

outcome variance.  

Multilevel models are summarized in Table 2. The baseline model (M1) showed that the mean 

score for the considered Instagram practice randomly varied across neighborhoods. Nevertheless, the low 

ICC and DEFF confirmed that only a small part of its variance was explained by neighborhood clustering. 
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TABLE 1 

Summary of reliability coefficients, fit indices, Levels 1 and 2 descriptive statistics, and correlations for all the measures 

 

Note. n = 380. CFI = comparative fit index; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; α = Cronbach’s alpha; ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient; DEFF = design effect; M = 
mean; SD = standard deviation. Individual-level correlation coefficients are below the diagonal, while neighborhood mean-aggregated ones are above it. Neighborhood level values for 

sense of community and Instagram use to look for social places and gatherings in the neighborhood are not included because they are only individual level variables. 
a 1-5 range scale; b 1-7 range scale; c 1-4 range scale. 
*** p < .001 (2-tailed). ** p < .01 (2-tailed). * p < .05 (2-tailed). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variables α CFI SRMR ICC DEFF M 
SD 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Level 1 Level 2 

1. Instagram use to look for social  
places and gatherings in the  

neighborhood 

.88 .90 .06 - - 2.17a 1.04 - - 
.416 

*** 

.129  

* 

.163 

*** 

.133  

** 
.006 .049 

.172 

*** 

2. Sense of community (SoC) .91 .97 .04 - - 3.36b 1.43 - 
.416 
*** 

- 
.385 
*** 

.357 
*** 

.198 
*** 

.155  
** 

.361 
*** 

.269 
*** 

3. Availableness of social places in  

the neighborhood 
.85 .91 .06 .14 2.47 2.68a 0.86 0.39 

.196 

*** 

.478 

*** 
- 

.658 

*** 

.247 

*** 

.160  

** 

.693 

*** 

.250 

*** 

4. Socialization opportunities in the  

neighborhood 
.75 .99 .02 .15 2.58 2.87a 1.02 0.48 

.266 

*** 

.465 

*** 

.414 

*** 
- 

.215 

*** 
‒.014 

.522 

*** 

.257 

*** 

5. Trust among neighbors .73 .99 .02 .13 2.37 2.37a 0.84 0.27 
.256 
*** 

.408 
*** 

.221 
*** 

.207 
*** 

- 
.320 
*** 

.184 
*** 

.429 
*** 

6.  Neighborhood friendliness .81 .98 .03 .10 2.05 3.42a 0.96 0.37 
.161  

** 

.447  

*** 

.293 

*** 

.263 

*** 

.342 

*** 
- .051 .079 

7. Neighborhood safety .89 .92 .04 .14 2.47 3.35a 0.94 0.44 .091 
.425 

*** 

.473 

*** 

.273  

*** 

.282  

*** 

.291  

*** 
- 

.185  

*** 

8. Supportive climate .85 .90 .07 .17 2.79 2.44c 0.70 0.22 
.321 

*** 

.415  

*** 

.111  

* 

.201  

*** 

.294  

*** 

.247  

*** 
.094 - 
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TABLE 2 

Multilevel modeling results 
 

 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Fixed effects 

Individual level 

SoC  0.31*** (0.03) 0.31*** (0.03) 0.31*** (0.03) 0.31*** (0.03) 

Neighborhood level 

Availableness of social places     0.26 (0.23) 0.27 (0.23) 

Socialization opportunities     0.22 (0.16) 0.22 (0.16) 

Trust     0.24 (0.30) 0.24 (0.30) 

Friendliness     ‒0.03 (0.18) ‒0.03 (0.18) 

Safety    ‒0.28 (0.18) ‒0.28 (0.18) 

Supportive climate    0.64* (0.28) 0.63* (0.28) 

Cross-level interactions 

Availableness of social places × SoC     0.12 (0.11) 

Socialization opportunities × SoC     0.14* (0.07) 

Trust × SoC     0.34** (0.14) 

Friendliness × SoC     ‒0.10 (0.09) 

Safety × SoC     ‒0.21* (0.10) 

Supportive climate × SoC     ‒0.30* (0.15) 

Intercept 2.14*** (0.08) 2.14*** (0.08) 2.14*** (0.08) 2.13*** (0.06) 2.13*** (0.06) 

Random effects 

Intercept at neighborhood level 0.08* (0.04) 0.09** (0.04) 0.09** (0.04) 0.04* (0.02) 0.04* (0.02) 

Slope at neighborhood level   0.001 (0.001)  0.001 (0.002) 

Residual within variance 1.01*** (0.09) 0.85*** (0.08) 0.85*** (0.07) 0.84*** (0.07) 0.82*** (0.07) 

ICC .07 .09 .09 .12 .12 

DEFF 1.80 1.94 1.94 2.26 2.26 

Note. n = 380. M1 = baseline model; M2 = random intercept-only model; M3 = random slope model; M4 = random intercept-only model with Level 2 

predictors; M5 = random intercept and slope model with cross-level interactions; SE = standard error; SoC = sense of community; ICC = intraclass cor-
relation coefficient; DEFF = design effect. 

*** p < .001 (2-tailed). ** p < .01 (2-tailed). * p < .05 (2-tailed). 
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However, as the study specifically aimed at testingthe impact of community shared representations on the 

relationship between SoC and Instagram use, multilevel analyses were carried on (Nezlek, 2008). The ran-

dom intercept-only model (M2) confirmed that the individual level predictor, SoC, effect was significant, 

consistently with the previous model; the intercept significant random variance across neighborhoods 

showed that the outcome still randomly varied across them. Conversely, in the random slope model (M3) 

the nonsignificant slope random variance indicated that the relationship between SoC and Instagram use 

did not randomly vary in strength across neighborhoods; the intercept random variance was still significant. 

In the fourth model (M4), only the supportive climate showed a significant effect on Instagram use; in the 

final model (M5) only some cross-level interactions were significant, and not all their coefficients were 

negative. Thus, H2 was only partially confirmed. As of the previous models, when including Level 2 pre-

dictors the intercept randomly varied across neighborhoods, while the slope did not.  

The plots showed that the higher the perceived safety and supportive climate in the neighborhood, 

the faster this Instagram use decreased as users’ SoC increased (see Figures 1 and 2); conversely, the high-

er the perceived trust and socialization opportunities in it, the faster this Instagram use increased as users’ 

SoC did (see Figures 3 and 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1 

Interaction effect of neighborhood safety and SoC on Instagram use. 

Note. Level 1: n = 380; Level 2: n = 33. 

Low = M – 1SD; Medium = M; High = M + 1SD. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 

 

 

DISCUSSION  

 

The present study was aimed at shedding new light on modern local community experience. It fo-

cused on citizens’ neighborhood-related social media uses as community-rooted practices to be deepened 

addressing the intertwinement between individual and community levels and the raising intersection of of-

fline and online environments and behaviors.  
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FIGURE 2 

Interaction effect of neighborhood supportive climate and SoC on Instagram use. 

Note. Level 1: n = 380; Level 2: n = 33. 

Low = M – 1SD; Medium = M; High = M + 1SD. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3 

Interaction effect of trust among neighbors and SoC on Instagram use. 

Note. Level 1: n = 380; Level 2: n = 33. 

Low = M – 1SD; Medium = M; High = M + 1SD. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 
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FIGURE 4 

Interaction effect of socialization opportunities in the neighborhood and SoC on Instagram use. 

Note. Level 1: n = 380; Level 2: n = 33. 

Low = M – 1SD; Medium = M; High = M + 1SD. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 

 

 

A multilevel perspective with a multiple informant approach was chosen as the most suitable to 

the theoretical framework. Nevertheless, all Level 2 variables reported quite low ICCs and DEFFs, indicat-

ing that the nonindependence among neighborhood members was low. As far as unexpected, this result rai-

ses questions about modern neighborhoods as relevant communities to refer to; the need to think about 

their role in individual daily lives makes its way. At least two hypotheses arise. Firstly, neighborhoods 

could have lost their role as shared daily landmarks, meaning that talking about their community shared 

representations could no longer be appropriate: being everyone focused on their issues more than on com-

mon ones (Doolittle & Faul, 2013; Procentese, De Carlo, & Gatti, 2019; Procentese, Gatti, & Falanga, 

2019), and being communities characterized by private spaces and loose social ties (Arcidiacono & Di Na-

poli, 2010; Crang, 2000; Procentese & Gatti, 2019a, 2020), citizens may experience the surroundings main-

ly through their personal experience and direct relationships rather than also relying on shared representa-

tions about the ties among neighbors and with places. Secondly, as the advances in technology and trans-

portation have diffused daily activities around the city and/or across several cities (Francis et al., 2012), the 

need for a shift from neighborhoods to cities as of psychologically relevant daily local communities should 

be considered too. This could also represent an explanation for the lack of random variance in relationship 

between SoC and Instagram use across neighborhoods: indeed, the respondents are from neighborhoods in 

a few, close, Italian cities, thus are more likely to share similar representations, cultures, and practices due 

to spatial spillover issues (e.g., Capello, 2009; Jylhä & Jokela, 1990).   

However, community representations about neighborhood features proved they still impact its 

members’ lives, consistently with previous theorizations (Lewin, 1951; March & Olsen, 1989; Wiesenfeld, 

1996). Partially mismatching the hypotheses, the results suggest that this Instagram use could represent an 

alternative path toward one’s neighborhood social meanings for citizens feeling tied to it when shared rep-

resentations return that social opportunities could be available within it but are going lost — i.e., when citi-

zens represent their neighborhood as offering socialization opportunities but unsafe to be attended, and 

their neighbors as trustworthy even though a supportive climate does not exist yet. Specifically referring to 
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environmental issues, the quantity of common spaces confirmed to be less relevant than their qualities to 

community members (Francis et al., 2012; Maas et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2012; Ziersch et al., 2005): in-

deed, representations about places availableness showed no impact on the resorting to this Instagram prac-

tice by users feeling tied to their neighborhood, while those about their positive relational (socialization 

opportunities) and negative emotional (unsafety) aspects fostered it, showing opposite impacts. The repre-

sentations about local social capital showed mixed impacts too: when they returned lower supportiveness 

and higher trust Instagram use increased as SoC increased, while those about neighborhood friendliness 

showed no impact. Altogether, the resorting to alternative paths toward local social meanings seems bounded 

not to community representations about its total closure, as it had been hypothesized, but rather to conflicting 

representations about it having some premises to be open and some features keeping it partially closed; this 

seems also suggested by the not-hypothesized finding about this Instagram practice being more likely to hap-

pen in supportive neighborhoods.  

These discordant findings highlight the complexities bounded to deepening modern local commu-

nity experience: while the results about community representations suggest a looser interdependence 

among community members, the ones about their role in community members’ behaviors may rather mean 

that the latter are still somehow interdependent as influenced by the shared representations about environ-

mental and social contexts, consistently with previous theorizations (Lewin, 1951; March & Olsen, 1989; 

Wiesenfeld, 1996). This suggests that community members could represent their community context rely-

ing on their direct experiences more than on shared representations and meanings about it — which would 

explain the low agreement among them — but community individual-centered representations about its so-

cial and spatial environment still impact how they experience it. Along with new questions about local 

communities’ meanings and relevance to their members’ lives, these results also offer some hints in disen-

tangling the role of community representations in shaping community experience and social media com-

munity-related practices. As this should be the first study adopting a multilevel approach toward these top-

ics, its results may better define the recent claim about social media neighborhood-related practices as al-

ternative paths satisfying needs born in modern local communities (Procentese & Gatti, 2019a), suggesting 

their relationship with a mixed context producing conflicting representations. These seem to push commu-

nity members to think up to new ways to overcome their inconsistencies and stem this closure trend before 

it becomes total, while the latter could rather foster the abandonment of local social networks and common 

activities with decreased ties to the community (Bonaiuto et al., 2003; Scopelliti & Giuliani, 2004). Con-

sistently, these practices could be framed as an attempt to break the perception of insecurity and lack of 

supportiveness, fighting that negative spiral brought about by the lack of interactions and social meanings, 

and the subsequent broken window effect (Wilson & Kelling, 1982). Indeed, photos and hashtags about 

social places and common activities return representations about community social interactions, safeguard-

ing the feeling about that community being a social entity (Francis et al., 2012; Puddifoot, 2003; Talen, 

2000; Zasina, 2018) which constitutes a basis for SoC too (McMillan, 1996; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

Thus, Instagram seems to contribute to users’ self-in-community (Pretty at al., 2003) expression and 

maintenance too, through keeping in touch with social representations about the community (Oh et al., 

2016). 

As SoC is safeguarded through positive and social representations about one’s community accord-

ing to its features and constraints (Bridge, 2002; Long & Perkins, 2007; Sarason, 1974; van Oorschot et al., 

2006), the present results suggest that while local communities become more spatially and relationally 

closed their members’ community-related behaviors and reciprocal interdependence are undergoing a deep 

transformation too, and new ways to relate to them are arising. What should be meant as psychologically 
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relevant daily local community nowadays and which role social media community-related practices play in 

modern local community experience deserve greater attention. The intertwinement among these themes 

should not be underestimated as the latter are introducing new ways of interaction, meaning attribution, and 

representations sharing which could also impact local community relevance. Thus, new perspectives arise 

for the development of research-informed tools and strategies aimed at decreasing the constraints individu-

als perceive in experiencing their communities as social entities (Procentese & Gatti, 2019a), taking ad-

vantage of new technologies but also restoring the social role of common spaces and activities (Dempsey, 

2009; Francis et al., 2012; Leyden, 2003; Talen, 2000). 

 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

While opening new perspectives, this study has some limitations too. First, the low ICCs and 

DEFFs of neighborhood-level variables should be deepened: along with several possible explanations, 

neighborhood groups being sometimes small should be acknowledged too (James et al., 1984; Lindell et 

al., 1999). Future studies should involve wider samples or respondents from farther neighborhoods, or even 

consider city rather than neighborhood communities, to achieve a better understanding about them. As of 

Instagram use ICC and DEFF, a wider understanding of this practice could be achieved considering the 

role of further individual dimensions, even though its significant variance across neighborhoods suggests 

not to put aside community dimensions again. 

Moreover, snowball sampling procedures produced a nonrepresentative sample and implied a self-

selection bias; nevertheless, they allowed to reach heterogeneous Instagram users groups, beyond student 

samples and researchers’ local communities, providing more validity to the results.  

Finally, as this Instagram practice is quite new, its impact requires further deepening. Specifically, 

longitudinal studies could shed further light on its relationships with community representations, according 

with the notion of a virtuous circle between local features and community social meanings (Putnam, 2000). 
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