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Introduction
Across Europe, increasing inequality, demographic changes, polarization, and socio-economic uncertainty are reshaping the conditions for living together. This forces social work educators to rethink how they equip students with the necessary professional competencies and research skills to tackle the social challenges of the 21st century. 
Within the Erasmus+ project called LOCUS[footnoteRef:1] students investigate needs and experiences of residents in diverse and stigmatized urban neighborhoods. At the beginning of each project year, local social workers and lecturers decided on the research questions and methods. At the end of the assignment students discussed their findings with residents and professionals during community meetings. Doing so we introduce students to doing research in a real-life setting, while making their research relevant and accessible for local professionals and residents.  [1:  Online: https://www.locuseurope.eu/nl/ ] 

Over the years the project became increasingly focused on exploring feelings of belonging and expressions of solidarity as situated, place-based practices, aiming to grasp how residents negotiate inclusion and recognition through local infrastructures and everyday interactions. Drawing on our experiences during the LOCUS project, this paper connects ‘sense of belonging’ and ‘solidarity practices’ at the neighborhood level as crucial drivers for the practical realization of social rights from below in changing societies. In this sense, belonging can be understood as the lived expression of solidarity and social rights. When people feel that they matter, their voices are heard, and they can shape their surroundings, solidarity has taken root. 
In this paper we will develop two main arguments. First, social work practice and research have a role in identifying, fostering feelings of belonging and practices of solidarity in the here and now of diverse urban neighborhoods. Secondly, involving social work students in collaborative community research (Van Eewijk, 2011) provides a unique opportunity to stimulate an inquisitive attitude and crucial professional competencies through contact with residents and work field partners.
Rethinking Solidarity in Diversity
In his influential book ‘Solidarity in Europe: The History of an Idea’ Stjernø (2004: 25) defines solidarity as “the sharing and redistribution of resources based on a sense of shared destiny and loyalty”. As such, practices of solidarity are intrinsically linked to experiences of shared identity. Modern history shows that: 
“identity and solidarity have most often grown out of a common feeling of belonging to group, class or nation, through historical processes with common experiences, struggle and reciprocal acceptance, where obstacles such as different languages and religions have been overcome” (Stjernø, 2011: 172).
Feelings of belonging and practices of solidarity can take various forms, ranging from ad hoc interpersonal practices of people helping each other to highly technical and institutional practices of redistribution through financial contributions, replacement incomes, and welfare services. As the modern welfare states developed in Europe over the past century, the concept of solidarity became increasingly organized at the level of the nation state. This formalized solidarity is underpinned by systems of education that reproduce ideas of a shared ethnocultural identity and values that support a system in which those who work contribute to indirectly support those who cannot (or can no longer) maintain their social status through income from labor (Garland, 2016). 
This has led to a formidable expansion in both formal and substantial social rights throughout the second half of the 20th century (Dean, 2024). However, over the past decades European welfare systems appear to be under substantial discursive and financial pressure (Hemerijck, 2013; Deeming, 2017), forcing us to rethink how solidarity is organized both formally and informally. Importantly, we will not argue that local and informal forms of solidarity should replace the welfare state. On the contrary, we are interested in how new forms of solidarity can complement and help to adapt formalized solidarity mechanisms in challenging times.
Drawing on an extensive literature review, Oosterlynck and colleagues (2016) identify four sources of solidarity: interdependence, shared norms and values, struggle and encounter. Table 1 provides for a definition and overview of key authors for each of these concepts. 
Table 1: four sources of solidarity
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Source: Oosterlynck et al., 2016: 766.
Oosterlynck and colleagues argue that while these four sources are still relevant to understand feelings of belonging and practices of solidarity today, the spatial and temporal framing of solidarity in modern welfare states are increasingly at odds with our increasingly diverse societies. They claim:
“that our understanding of solidarities grounded in the spatial boundedness of territorial states and the intergenerational continuity of supposedly culturally homogeneous nations should be complemented and enriched with an in depth knowledge of solidarities developing in an entirely different spatiotemporal register, namely that of the everyday places and practices in which people engage across ethnic and cultural boundaries” (Oosterlynck et al., 2016: 764).
In other words, as our nationally anchored and intergenerationally oriented systems of solidarity seem to be under pressure due to neoliberal restructuring and demographic changes such as an ageing and ento-cultural diversification, we should look for new forms of solidarity in the here and now of everyday life. Such practices of solidarity that emerge when residents support each other because they all care about the safety of their children, oppose new real estate developments, work in the same community garden or see neighbours struggling.
Solidarity in diversity is not based on sameness but on relation. It emerges when people engage in schools, neighborhoods, and workplaces—what Amin (2004) calls “politics of propinquity.” These are not abstract ideals but situated practices: sharing responsibilities, negotiating difference, and creating spaces of mutual recognition. Solidarity becomes tangible when people act together in and for places they feel they belong to and because they experience interdependence, shared values, joint struggle and/or because they got acquainted through daily encounters. 
It is through these practices that the foundations of collective life are renewed. Public infrastructure, community social work and other organizations help to strengthen and channel the sense of neighborhood belonging into new solidarity practices (cf. Dirksmeier, 2025). Cities, famously described by Lofland (1971) as ‘a world of strangers’ provide a fitting context to look for new practices of solidarity in diversity and ways to foster them. 
Sense of belonging and realizing Rights from below
This relational understanding of solidarity opens a crucial role for social work in fostering belonging. At the profession’s core is the dual task of supporting individuals while challenging structural injustice.[footnoteRef:2] Social workers must both “keep things together” and remain critically engaged with the policies and power dynamics shaping people’s lives. This echoes Jane Addams’s early insight that effective support requires engagement with systems of inequality and understanding of how people give meaning to their lives through daily practices (Knight, 2010). [2:  Online: https://www.ifsw.org/what-is-social-work/global-definition-of-social-work/ ] 

Authors like Ife (2012) and Dean (2024) show how social work aims to translate abstract principles of dignity, participation and justice into lived realities. It is through relationships—between professionals, citizens, and institutions—and the negotiation of which social needs warrant shared responsibility that rights become real. Solidarity here functions as the ethical and emotional bridge between personal care and collective justice. It transforms compassion into co-responsibility and connects the private and political dimensions of human and social rights. In this view, promoting belonging through participatory, community‑based practice is an essential goal of social work. 
With our reference to Jane Addams, it becomes clear that the LOCUS project situates itself in the rich community oriented social work tradition. This tradition has always tried to link feelings of belonging to solidarity and the realization of rights, both via concrete practices and advocating for supralocal reform. 

Community oriented social work manifests itself differently across Europe and in some countries, like Estonia, it hardly exists as an institutionalized social work practice. Nonetheless, the LOCUS project strengthened our conviction of its relevance for education and practice. We learned that in cities like Tallinn, other actors are doing de facto community social work through projects like community repair shops and urban gardens. Their daily efforts give “flesh” to solidarity, embodying it in relationships, dialogue and collective problem-solving
The historical examples of Jane Addams and the Settlement movement inspired the LOCUS project in at least two ways. Firstly, they point towards the importance of creating a kind of epistemic community of academic and civic partners who want to work and learn together to pursue their shared goal of a more just and inclusive city. Secondly, they encourage us to adopt a broad methodological approach, inspired by ethnography, and to combine an investigative attitude with the ambition to co-create social interventions that improve people’s lives and opportunities (cf. Shaw, 2011). 
Learning from LOCUS what students need to learn
From its inception, LOCUS aimed to prepare future social workers for the urban challenges of the 21st century by sending them to the streets to observe the use of public space and ask questions to residents. After their fieldwork students must feed the findings back to the communities and share their experiences with international peers. As such, they learn social science by doing it and develop important conversation and outreach skills. Throughout the project lecturers collaborate with local professionals to determine suitable research areas, research questions and methods and organize local community meetings. 
At the start, the empirical focus was on resident needs and lived experiences. When discussing the research results with our work field partners (mainly community oriented social workers), it became clear that they were particularly interested in how residents experience their neighborhood identity, which meeting places and public infrastructure they use, if they feel connected to other groups and whether they have access to informal support systems. 
In terms of research methods and outputs, the input from our work field partners pushed us towards more participatory and practice-oriented approaches. They advocated for active involvement of residents and making research outputs relevant to them. In their view, research should create opportunities for residents to define themselves and engage in concrete actions in which their collective identities take shape. 
Because of this learning process, we decided that a new Erasmus+ project will focus more on feelings and practices of belonging in these neighborhoods. In terms of methods and community engagement we will ensure an active role for resident volunteers in the student research. The research outputs and community meetings will focus more on social experiments related to neighborhood identity, sense of belonging and small-scale solidarity.Through these practices, belonging transforms from an individual feeling into a collective right— the right to belong in place. It reframes citizenship as participation rather than legal status, emphasizing that everyone should have the means to contribute to the social and spatial life of their community (cf. Biesta, 2011). 
Social workers operate at the frontier of these processes. They often work with those who inhabit the margins of belonging such as migrants, youth, and people experiencing poverty. Their task is not only to provide services but to rebuild social fabrics: to create infrastructures of care and encounter where mutual recognition becomes possible and citizens can actively engage to foster belonging through solidarity.
In our view learning and reflexivity are central capacities for this kind of community based social work. In uncertain times, social workers must “learn to learn”, cultivating curiosity, emotional intelligence, and the ability to act amid uncertainty and ambiguity. It allows professionals to act critically and collaboratively within the dynamic field of social relations and policy. In the LOCUS context, this translates into three key dimensions:
1. Relational practice: Building trust and recognition across differences;
2. Reflective practice: Embracing uncertainty and learning from it;
3. Political practice: Linking local experiences to systemic advocacy.
Ultimately, solidarity, as Bauman (2013) suggested, will always “search for flesh.” Social work supports this process through daily acts of commitment and creativity. In our view, this starts from a curious and inquisitive attitude and the ability to gain authentic information about what people need and want through observations, dialogue, listening and co-organizing activities. Each encounter, however modest, can become an experiment in democratic coexistence. After three years of doing LOCUS, we are convinced that this is the real potential of sending students on the streets of urban neighborhoods to engage in community research together with residents and professional community workers. 
4. Conclusion: Belonging as Hope in Practice
Belonging […]is thus at the heart of solidarity and social cohesion in society. Place attachment touches on people’s identity and the place they assign to themselves in society (Dirksmeier, 2025:12)

This article argued that solidarity, social work, social rights, and belonging are not separate concepts but mutually constitutive dimensions of a shared project: the effort to live together with dignity in diverse societies. Drawing on Oosterlynck et al.’s (2016) notion of solidarity in diversity and the LOCUS project’s focus on place-based belonging, it re-imagined social work as a profession of solidarity that translates human and social rights into everyday relationships.
As our European welfare regimes and its underlying solidarity mechanism are under increasing demographic, financial and discursive pressure, the rich tradition of community social work offers an avenue of hope to find new practices of solidarity in the here and now of diverse and economically challenged urban neighborhoods. 
Solidarity, in this light, is an ongoing practice of belonging—a way of learning, connecting and acting that re-creates the social fabric each day. Through their relational and rights-based work, social workers embody this practice. They hold things together not by denying difference but by making space for it, turning diversity and what people share into resources for collective resilience.
After years of transdisciplinary collaboration and international exchange, the LOCUS project offers both a framework and a living example of this process.[footnoteRef:3] By focusing on the places and practices where belonging is negotiated, it reveals that solidarity is not disappearing. It is changing shape. It is being rebuilt, patiently, in the hands of those who still believe that connection and belonging are possible. We encourage you to engage your students in this ongoing search for belonging and solidarity. [3:  A manual on how to do LOCUS in your city can be found online: https://www.locuseurope.eu/nl/manual/ ] 
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