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How urban regeneration and gentrification
in South London impacts young people’s
mental health and wellbeing

Gentrification is happening at
a faster rate than ever before,
destroying communities and
isolating locals. South London
has become a dystopia. But it
wasn’t always like this.
For 350 years, Lambeth and
Southwark have been places
where foreigners and non-foreigners alike got together and
created a new identity of
Britishness. One where
differences were celebrated
rather than derided. One where
communities were sociable
rather than segregated. And
One where people were brought
together rather than torn
apart. Gone are those days.
Division has ransacked
South London which has been
propelled by the failings of
the Council. Government cuts
are limiting our potential to
thrive as one. We are living
at what should be the best
time in history, yet society
is more divided than ever
before. This may seem like a
puzzling contradiction but for
many South Londoners, this is
the reality they face.

Using both statistical methods and participatory visual
approaches, the PhD research aims to better understand how
urban regeneration impacts young people’s mental health
and wellbeing.

Beneath this all are young
people. Lambeth and Southwark
remain some of the most
deprived boroughs both
nationally and in London.
Young people in both boroughs
have a higher prevalence of
poor mental health than the
capital and England.1 Failed by
those in power before they

We know mental health issues
are rising in young people
from Southwark and Lambeth,
but could this be the cause?
Could it be that these social,
economic and spatial environments are having a detrimental
effect on young people?
‘Growing Up During Neighbourhood Change’ is a qualitative
research project led by a team
of eight young people from
South London seeking to better
understand these issues.
We sought to investigate the
following research questions:
1. How does urban regeneration and gentrification
impact young people’s mental
health and wellbeing?
2. What public spaces do
young people use?
3. What rights do young
people have in neighbourhoods undergoing urban
regeneration and gentrification?
The findings from the project
have been divided into four
key sections. The first looks
at the types of spaces
available for young people;
the second, explores the
effect of socio-economic and
racial demographic changes on
community and belonging; the
third draws attention to the
impacts of widening inequality; the fourth undertakes a
critical evaluation of the
role and responsibility of
Councils. These sections are
followed by some conclusions
and suggestions for future
research and policy.

Olamide Bamigboye

‘Growing Up During Neighbourhood Change’is a PhD research
project led by Hana Riazuddin at the Geography Department,
King’s College London.

even step into the real world,
they are ridiculed, ignored
and abandoned. They grow up in
destitute, ruined and neglected neighbourhoods, setting
them up for nothing but
failure. Some breakthrough
these limitations but the sad
reality is that most don’t.

Introduction
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Driven by power, profit and
greed, urban regeneration and
gentrification are transforming South London. The once
vibrant and distinct characters of our neighbourhoods are
now being wiped out by a
completely different way of
life, establishing two new
classes. Those who are
championed by gentrification
and those who are better off
without. We can enter two
different worlds by just
walking down the street.

Green spaces and nature instead of electronics
are places to get lost in like your thoughts;
they reflect freedom in the eyes of a student.
The colour green automatically makes me happy
and is positive to my mental health and
wellbeing. I think all students should be able
to have a field of just empty space to breath
out their concerns. I really like this picture
a lot because it’s just a nice, wide, free space
to do whatever instead of being constructed
inside the school with overwhelming rules.

These images capture a range of emotions that
underpin mental health and wellbeing. Housing
styles and colours capture financial status and
class, well-built homes are shoved in front of
the underprivileged.

Greenery is the birth of freedom

Afnan Bouh

The photos portray how gentrification is
taking place drastically in front of us. it
shows the contrast between what we know and
are used to and what the government wants us
to get used to. Before we know it, everything
will be gone, and we’ll only have photos to
reminisce on the past.

Illusion

Francess
Conteh

The following definitions
were adopted and developed
in our study.

Urban regeneration is
defined as policy and plans
that target socially and
economically disadvantaged
areas. This includes changes
to the built and social
environment such as:
• Housing development
• Shops, food and
entertainment venues
• Public and recreational
facilities (parks,
libraries)
• Employment, social and
cultural programmes.
Gentrification is defined as
“generalised middle-class
restructuring of place,
encompassing the entire
transformation from low-status
neighbourhoods to uppermiddle-class playgrounds,”
incorporating renovated and
newly built housing as well as
retail and commercial spaces,
bars, art galleries and
restaurants.2
This includes:
• Changing neighbourhoods
by increasing the
proportion of middle-class
residents
• Developments based on
consumption
• Physical, cultural and
psychological displacement
of local and working-class
residents.

Mental health is used in
our research to encapsulate
Common Mental Disorders such
as depression and anxiety,
as well a range of emotions
we felt underpin positive and
negative outcomes including:
• Self-worth and selfesteem
• Stress and worry
• Invisibility
• Feeling overwhelmed,
trapped or frustrated
• Loneliness and isolation
• Stigmatisation
• Empowerment and freedom
• Happiness
• Safety.
Wellbeing is defined as
individual and collective
feelings about:
• Socio-economic inclusion,
equity and equality
• Belonging and meaningful
connection to a community
• Positive relationships
and social support
• Physical health
• Choice and freedom to do
things individuals feel are
worthwhile
• Feelings of dignity,
respect and being valued
and heard.

All eight of us, college
students from Southwark and
Lambeth, were recruited to
take part in a participatory
research study exploring the
urban regeneration in our
local areas and its impacts on
young people’s mental health
and wellbeing. We met weekly
as a team for three months
as part of the project and
supported by a PhD researcher
from King’s College London.
During the first four weeks we
underwent research training,
allowing us to explore the
topic and develop research
questions and definitions that
would frame our study. We for
example explored what mental
health and wellbeing were and
how the urban environment
might influence it. Training
also included an introduction
to qualitative research
methods such as visual and
photographic approaches,
ethnography and observation,
the role of ethics and data
analysis. We then received
photography training with
photographer, Sana Badri, on
how to use 35mm vintage film
cameras and the ways in which
we could use photography to
capture different aspects of
our neighbourhoods, mental
health and wellbeing.
Using our newly developed
skills, we individually went
around places such as Brixton,
Stockwell, Camberwell,
Peckham, West Dulwich and
Clapham Park to conduct our
photo ethnographies and
observations. This included
sites that felt important to
young people’s mental health
such as our school grounds,
housing estates and retail
spaces or facilities. The use
of visual methodologies really
helped us to captivate our
imaginations, thoughts and
feelings through the camera.
The use of film cameras in
particular added a vintage
effect, capturing a sense of
time and creating a feeling
of nostalgia.

After collecting our
images and observations, we
individually presented our
data to the group. Using this
as an opportunity to listen
to each other, ask questions
and develop our ideas, we
then began coding our data
as a group using thematic
analysis. After several
weeks of discussions and an
iterative process, we came to
an agreement on a core set
of themes that emerged in
our data.
The resulting research data
used in our analysis consisted
of: material collected in
the process of our photo
ethnographies, observational
notes, the photographs
themselves, our critical
reflections throughout the
project, and our individual
and group responses to the
photographs and observations
through group discussions.
The selected photographs
and accompanying narratives
presented here reflect our
individual stories and the
common issues we collectively
feel respond to our research
questions.

Methods

Definitions

My pictures reflect the different changes on our
community: deserted and abandoned areas, replaced by new
modern apartments and the loss of a community. I chose to
take pictures of these places because they really stood
out to me as these are places that I’ve grown up in, and
since then I’ve seen big changes in the environment. These
types of changes may have a negative effect on people’s
mental health, and I believe that there should be a change
for better and not for worse.

Abandonment

Elizabeth
Kuyoro

My photos depict the differences within my small
neighbourhood. Even though we all live together, I
bet no one from my side has ever stepped foot in
those shops. Every day on my way to and from school
I walk past the other side and wonder if I will
ever get a chance for it to be mine.

Divided

Amina Sesay

These pictures are based on the changes around Brixton
and the lack of change in Tulse Hill. These changes
don’t benefit young people as community is drastically
disappearing. The community expresses their culture and
responds to these modifications through art and graffiti.
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Hannah Adeniji

Stockwell Skatepark is one of London’s oldest skateparks built in 1978. It’s
always open, unsupervised and free and has remained consistently popular
both with locals and visitors from all over the world. In September 2005
the overlay of the park was seriously deteriorated. Although it was later
resurfaced, it started to crack and became extremely dangerous in certain
places. Users of the park were angry with Lambeth Borough Council for
using substandard contractors who had no experience in skatepark building.
Skatepark users later successfully campaigned for
further resurfacing and new features.

Pablo Woodward started ‘disco bunnying’ in 2016 and ever since then has been
on a mission to unite people in universal love with positive energy fun,
smiles and an open heart. To unite all people irrespective of race, religion,
gender, orientation, mental or physical ability.

Even though regeneration and gentrification are driving us apart, my images
highlight how communities are on the move to rebuild the love.

Rebuilding Our Relationships

Olamide
Bamigboye

Urban regeneration and gentrification in the boroughs of Lambeth
and Southwark is happening rapidly, causing many changes and
subsequently problems to be prevalent in our community. Old
buildings that have played a significant role in the upbringing
of young people are now dilapidated and replaced with new, high
end buildings. This will soon take a toll on our generation and
perhaps have a detrimental effect on mental health and wellbeing.
The swift changes have specifically resulted in a lack of space
for the youth. Drastic change over a short period of time is
experienced as being particularly stressful. Re-visiting places
we once frequented as children, we noted the ways in which
they changed and what had driven those changes. Where there was
once free space such as playgrounds or accessible, affordable
community sites, there is now scaffolding and advertisements for
new, expensive apartments. This leads to there being a limited
sense of community and belonging due to reduced interactions
between residents, prompting isolation and influencing Common
Mental Disorders like depression. Furthermore, as young people
enter adulthood, housing prices, the pace of change and a sense
of exclusion from the neighbourhoods they have grown up in can
exacerbate anxieties and worries about the future.
Our observations highlighted the ways in which the built and
social environments can also drive important behavioural changes
that influence health. Spaces that are purposefully built and
accommodate young people’s needs like safe school grounds, local
playgrounds and parks, facilities such as libraries and community
centres can give children and young people access to resources
they may not otherwise have and generate positive behaviours
that underpin good mental health and wellbeing. These spaces also
allow young people to feel free and hopeful. However, many of the
changes driven by urban regeneration depict stories that can have
an adverse effect on behaviour and undermine this. For example,
closing down a local skate park, underfunded youth centres or
playgrounds in disrepair can lead to antisocial behaviour and
isolation.
With few spaces to socialise, connect and spend time with one
another especially outside of school, young people find comfort
in technology, social media and staying indoors. Given the rising
concern the effects social media has on young people’s mental
health and wellbeing, the lack of safe and meaningful physical
space is undoubtedly a related issue.
Multiculturalism and sense of community
Both Lambeth and Southwark are ethnically and linguistically
diverse; differences in religion, culture, food and clothing has
allowed communities to live as one. Our data collection allowed
us to capture a range of sites that depicted this such as,
mosques and churches side by side, a variety of ethnic minority
shops and local artwork, and historical monuments. However,
regeneration and gentrification has led to a dominant group
having only their say in the community. This change has led young
people to feel repressed and silenced as they cannot express
their culture. The areas they have grown up in have been modified
to only accommodate a dominant White, middle-class, British
identity, concealing the rich diversity in our communities. We
have numerous examples of this especially in Brixton as local

markets are replaced with White-owned businesses and
restaurants that sugar coat the idea they are ‘authentic’.
We considered these superficial and misleading to young
people as often culture in these spaces are not expressed
in a meaningful way and simply sites for consumption. This
has undermined community as a place for minorities to be
themselves and such neighbourhoods are now exclusive and
unaffordable. As a result, inequality and discrimination
has increased in such a diverse area.
Class and inequality
We thought poor and rich residents commonly lived side by
side in regenerating areas but noted that this was not the
case. The new local shops sell items above most weekly allowances, sessions at the yoga studio cost the same
price as one shift, even health facilities such as private
orthodontist practices will be created solely to cater to
middle-class residents who do not want to interact with
their working-class neighbours.
Lambeth and Southwark Councils in particular are in the
process of modernising their past and dragging their future
through housing policy. They have built state of the art
flats and terraced houses but have failed to invest and
change Council homes built between the 60s and 70s. The
style of these Council houses is repetitive across the borough: confined 2-3 bedrooms, 1 bathroom and a kitchen. The
design and quality of housing can have a negative effect
on the experiences of the individuals who rent these
houses. Insufficient living space, overcrowding, damp, or
broken lifts that are never repaired can escalate to more
serious mental and physical health problems for families
and young people.
Some of these Council homes are built around private terrace houses. Take Crystal Road as an example; a road that
splits Lambeth and Southwark. The Lambeth side has rows of
large private houses whilst the Southwark side has Council
homes. On arrival to roads like these, there are stereotypes about which types of people live in each home: the
private home residents are typically white and upper-class;
the Council home residents are ethnic minorities and working-class. At an early age, children have the ability to
compare using their surroundings. They will use these comparisons to build a relative idea about what they are able
to achieve and aspire for. Children may internalise these
experiences of inequality and comparative social status,
developing low self-esteem and poor mental health such as
depression and anxiety.
Through our photographs we were able to capture and share
personal stories. We knew of middle-class residents who had
obtained their riches through intergenerational wealth. For
example, large and spacious homes are passed on from one
family member to the next, like grandparents. We feel the
pressure and stress of school to get A*s in order to access
social mobility and financial security, but such inequality

Findings

Changes in our neighbourhood

drives a sense of anxiety, frustration and anger regarding
our futures.
These contrasts across neighbourhoods have generated a number of
key questions and concerns for us. Firstly, can different class
communities see eye to eye when upper and middle-class residents
enjoy facilities that segregate and actively exclude the working
class? Secondly, where can young people go to relax other than
their own homes if everything around them is expensive and unaffordable? Finally, how can we build our own economic and social
capital when important avenues to generate this are no longer
available as housing prices rise.
We are commonly told society is meritocratic. However, our
analysis explores the ways in which class and race continue to
influence different economic, educational and health outcomes
within the same neighbourhood. The negative effects of housing
inequality however are still avoidable. The government introduced a plan in 2018 to build 300,000 new homes that communities
need. But the question remains whether the houses are for the
middle and upper-class or for the working-class, who truly need
access to high quality housing in cities like London.
The role and responsibility of the Council
In conducting our research, we have come to believe that the
Council does not play a sufficient enough role in supporting
the community. Young people aren’t valued or given dignity and
respect which is signified by the lack of free or youth-oriented
community spaces. As money goes towards the construction of
new modern housing, there is limited resources and funding
available for community facilities and spaces. Low-level
investment highlights the lack of remorse Councils feel towards
young people, doing what only seems to benefit a capitalist
society. Observing the number of new developments across
both boroughs, we became concerned that all the Council cares
about is making profit from abandoned or disinvested sites.
Some of the images we captured emphasised a general community
sentiment of institutional disregard by the Council of workingclass communities, prioritising the upper and middle-class
and furthering social inequality. Where Councils fail to
prioritise the needs and voices of young people, disempowerment
and disillusionment can contribute to poor mental health and
wellbeing.
As young people’s mental health and wellbeing continues to
worsen in South London, what if the Council put time and money
into addressing the real problems impacting their mental health?

“Gentrification
overshadows
every corner,
a slap in the
face for the
working-class
and constant
reminder of the
class divide
shattering
communities.”

Individuals have adapted to accept that the construction and the design of
the modern city aims to create a sustainable life for everyone. Sustainable
as in richer and more luxurious. This is how it is perceived by any
individual that know it’s not in their league. What’s fascinating about this
is that some have turned a blind eye to the price whereas some haven’t. Maybe
it is in their favour? Maybe it isn’t? But why ignore the fact that this
lifestyle is for the wealthy, for the financialyl stable and
not for those that are in crisis.

The Past is Still Your Future

Shamso Ali

My photos depict the differences within my small
neighbourhood. Even though we all live together, I bet no
one from my side has ever stepped foot in those shops.
Every day on my way to and from school I walk past the
other side and wonder if I will ever get a chance
for it to be mine.

Back Then

Shahani
Richards

Conclusion
The fast-paced changes that our communities are going
through, undermine the love and unity established centuries
before. Gentrification overshadows every corner, a slap in
the face for the working-class and constant reminder of the
class divide shattering communities.
There’s no denying that the Council has failed in their role
to put our best interests at heart. But their ineffectiveness
to deal with our problems is only the product of insensitive
budget cuts by the government. MP’s promise to address the
housing crisis but time and time again we are failed.
Not everyone can live in luxurious houses. But everyone
deserves to live in accommodation well suited to the size of
its residents with good living conditions and an effective
council. This may sound like basic needs, but both council’s
struggle to meet this. Locals are tired of seeing brand new,
four-bedroom houses while they live in squalid, deprived and
overcrowded conditions.
The consequences of gentrification are having devastating
effects on the mental health of young people. With less money
being invested in the things beneficial to them like high
quality and affordable housing, local parks, youth clubs and
libraries, young people are becoming more and more disengaged
with society.
We need more investment in our council houses to improve
living conditions and wellbeing. The searing class divide can
only be broken by coming together and breaking down barriers
so we can understand one another. By doing this we may be
able to re-establish a sense of community spirit. If young
people are provided with facilities to encourage them to
express themselves, rather than feel repressed and silenced,
they might actually feel like valuable members of society.
This could ultimately lower the rising mental health rates
amongst our young people.
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