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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

“I’M GOING THROUGH CHANGES”: YOUNG ADULTS’ PATHS TO BELONGING 

FOLLOWING RESIDENTIAL RELOCATION 

 

Much research has been completed assessing the way individuals manage their need to 

belong, and what it means to belong. This study adds to that literature by focusing on young 

adults and their paths to belonging following voluntary residential relocation. The goals of this 

project were as follows: understand how individuals managed old and new relationships, and 

how individuals experienced community, combining to represent how young adults experienced 

belonging in its totality. Using qualitative research methods, 15 in-depth interviews were 

conducted. Through thematic analysis of 317 pages of transcripts, the interviews revealed a 

complicated journey towards belonging. Participants first described their complex use of social 

resources—time and energy—as they managed their changing old and new relationships in their 

desire for social connection and thus belonging. Furthermore, participants recounted their 

complicated relationships with social groups and place, as they sought a sense of community. In 

total, the findings revealed the intertwined roles both people and place play in a young adult’s 

path to belonging after they relocate. At heart, this exploratory study emphasizes the 

individualized choices and experiences young adults go through as they move, highlighting the 

role belongingness plays during a volatile period of their lives. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 

 In 2025, the World Health Organization (WHO) released a report naming loneliness and 

social isolation as “major public health challenges” (World Health Organization, 2025). Facing 

the creeping dread of rising loneliness, the WHO listed social connection as the key to halting, 

and even turning the tide on, social isolation. Indeed, a meta-analytic review of social connection 

by Holt-Lunstad and colleagues (2010) found that social connection confers health benefits 

comparable to those of quitting smoking. Additionally, fostering a sense of belonging through 

social connection provides a direct path towards reducing loneliness (Lim et al., 2021). A sense 

of belonging enables individuals to reap the benefits of social connection while working to 

mitigate feelings of loneliness.  

A group at the epicenter of the loneliness epidemic is young adults; according to a report 

from the United States Census, young adults are defined as those aged 18 to 34 (Benetsky et al., 

2015). At this stage of their life span, young adults are the age group most likely to experience 

loneliness and disconnection, even though they have higher rates of social connection than 

middle-aged Americans (Hall et al., 2025). Furthermore, due to the capitalist nature of society, 

adults spend an inordinate amount of time working, which can negatively affect their health 

(Otterbach et al., 2021). As society has “accelerated” in part due to capitalism (Freund, 2010), 

with time both commodified and compressed, individuals must grapple with how to “maximize” 

time or “spend” time. Thus, due to constraints outside themselves young adults may struggle to 

connect with others.  

Within the capitalist structure, a particular population at risk among young adults is those 

who have recently voluntarily relocated to a different city, also known as residential relocation 
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(Coulter & Scott, 2015). Given that young adults have had the highest mobility rates over the 

past 2 decades, residential relocation is an increasingly common experience (Benetsky et al., 

2015; Cohn & Fry, 2021). Researchers have expressed concern that life changes, including 

relocation, can exacerbate the negative difficulties already associated with young adulthood, like 

loneliness (Hall et al., 2025; Hawkins et al., 2024, 2025; Kirwan et al., 2023). These concerns 

about young adult residential relocation are salient because, after a move, an individual's access 

to social capital is disrupted, particularly in the total number of social ties, which is considerably 

lower than that of native residents in the city they moved to (Nisic & Petermann, 2013). Thus, 

after a move, individuals become susceptible to loneliness in the absence of social connections 

(Hawkins et al., 2024, 2025; Oishi & Talhelm, 2012). At the same time, there are many factors 

involved in relocation beyond the disruption of social ties, including financial, cultural, and 

hyper-local issues that may all play significant roles in an individual's moving experience. With 

scope concerns in mind, an additional important factor in this study is college, while young 

adults often move for college, a university setting can provide social relationships and 

community that wouldn't be present for a young adult who didn't move for college (Andersson, 

2018). In total, his study focuses on young adults post-residential relocation as they navigate 

their journey towards belonging, and its capacity to counteract loneliness (Lim et al., 2021). 

This project has a single guiding goal. To further understand the experiences of young 

adult relocators as they manage their individual needs for connection and belonging. Whether 

through their management of past social ties, their building of new social ties, or their 

relationships with different communities, my project sheds light on these population-specific 

circumstances. First, I situate my study within the existing belonging literature, defining the 

overall structure of the literature I will interact with. I will then provide an overview of social ties 
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and the energy required to maintain and build them, before reviewing the many types of 

communities an individual can interact with. The final portion of my literature review will 

explore the intricacies of residential relocation and the roles of social ties and community within 

that context. All research questions are posed at the end of the literature review, followed by an 

in-depth description of my methodological approach. My findings chapter details the individual 

themes present in my interviews. Finally, I discuss the theoretical and practical implications of 

my thesis before proposing future directions relating to young adults’ relocation and belonging. 
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 
 

 Since at least 1958, with Maslow's hierarchy of needs, belonging has been recognized as 

an intrinsic need—something truly fundamental to the human experience. Later, Baumeister and 

Leary (1995), in their review of empirical research on belongingness, concluded that human 

beings desire belonging and therefore have “a strong desire to form and maintain enduring 

interpersonal attachments” (p. 522). Belonging, as defined by Allen et al. (2021), is “the 

subjective feeling of deep connection with social groups, physical places, and individual and 

collective experiences” (p. 87). Their definition explicitly encompasses more than social 

relationships, incorporating abstract feelings of belonging through both identity and community 

(Allen et al., 2021). Since Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) publication, research has linked the 

feeling of loneliness to a sense of unmet belonging (Mellor et al., 2008). However, while tied 

together, loneliness and belonging are not mutually exclusive, which complicates the idea that 

simply erasing loneliness would cultivate belonging (Lim et al., 2021). Crucial to this 

complication is Mellor et al.’s (2008) evidence that an individual's need for belonging, or 

tolerance for loneliness, is not uniform. In essence, the way one individual comes to belong may 

not work for someone else; therefore, there is no simple solution to finding a sense of belonging.  

The benefits of a sense of belonging cannot be overstated. As noted in a study by 

Lambert et al. (2013), a sense of belonging is correlated with a greater perception of meaning in 

an individual's life. Additionally, in their study of Italian adolescents, Albanesi et al. (2007) 

found that a sense of belonging to both peers and a community, along with prosocial civic 

engagement, promoted social well-being. Consequently, understanding belonging and different 

opportunities to cultivate it is vital to take advantage of the associated benefits.  
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While there appears to be no single solution to satisfying an individual's need for 

belonging, Hirsch and Clark (2019) identify four distinct paths to achieving a sense of belonging. 

First, Communal relationships are defined as the close social ties that provide individuals with 

both social support and a sense of acceptance. While they require considerable time and effort, 

these relationships are one’s individuals can turn to in times of need, fostering feelings of 

belonging by helping build self-esteem and creating positive affect (Hirsch & Clark, 2019). The 

minor sociability path to belonging encompasses the minor interactions and connections 

individuals have with strangers, acquaintances, and other weak ties, as well as the positive 

effects these interactions can have (Hirsch & Clark, 2019). Next, they identify group 

membership as a distinct path to belonging, which encompasses both formal groups (such as 

churches, sports teams, and clubs) and broader, less tangible communities connected only by 

abstract demographics or a shared sense of place. These groups provide both a shared identity 

and the opportunity for inclusive social interaction, thus representing a path towards belonging. 

Finally, the general approbation path to belonging is defined by an individual's desire to find 

acceptance and validation through others’ admiration (Hirsch & Clark, 2019). For the purposes 

of this study, the scope of belonging will be limited to the strong and weak ties that define both 

communal relationships and minor sociability, as well as group membership and the tangible and 

abstract considerations associated with it.  

Belonging and Social Ties 

 Belonging is inextricably tied to social connection, as the social facet of belonging is 

present in many of the concepts' representations (Hirsch & Clark, 2019). As previously shared, 

Baumeister and Leary (1995) describe the need to belong as the desire to create and maintain 

interpersonal attachments. Allen and colleagues' (2021) broader definition, which was also 
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shared, forefronts the relationship between belonging and connection within social groups. 

Similar to the health benefits of a sense of belonging (Lim et al., 2020), social relationships have 

significant health benefits connected to both long-term and short-term well-being (Holt-Lunstad, 

2021), which means that social relationships, whether as a conduit for belonging or in and of 

themselves, are an essential aspect of the human experience. In this section, I will first outline 

the breadth of social ties, ranging from strong to weak, before exploring the complex nature of 

managing energy when building and maintaining social relationships.  

Spectrum of Social Ties 

 Social relationships take many forms and can be described in various ways. Hall and 

Davis (2017), in their theorizing of Communicate Bond Belong Theory (CBBT), describe 

relationships as “a tie between two or more individuals that is stable over time and across 

contexts” (p. 25). These ties are represented in a wide variety of contexts, in family, romantic 

partners, strong friendships, or “fringeships,” which can all represent different ways that social 

relationships are defined (Antonucci et al., 2014; Fingerman et al., 2025). What connects these 

various levels of social relationships is the potential of each to satisfy someone's unique need for 

connection, while positively affecting their well-being (Holt-Lunstad, 2010, 2017, 2021). 

 One way to organize social ties is to arrange them in relation to their closeness to an 

individual. Antonucci et al. (2014) describe what they call the convoy model, explaining how an 

individual can organize their social relationships into concentric circles, with the inner circles 

representing the closest others to them. As Dunbar's number stipulates (Hill & Dunbar, 2003; 

Roberts et al., 2009), the number of individuals within each circle changes as you move further 

out from the center, with an individual averaging about five people in their smallest circle. These 

circles, and the individuals represented within them, are entirely contextual and change over time 
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and with shifts in relationship quality, function, and situation (Antonucci et al., 2014). Framing 

social relationships through the lens of the convoy model enables us to explore the diverse levels 

of relationships and closeness that exist. When discussing the convoy model, Antonucci et al. 

(2014) situate emotional closeness as the foundation for ordering relationships. While emotional 

closeness alone cannot differentiate the strength of a tie (Hackman et al., 2015), it still serves as a 

valuable tool to understand relationship closeness at a basic level, primarily due to the positive 

relationship between emotional closeness and the support and altruism mechanisms associated 

with relationships (Curry et al., 2013; Hackman et al., 2015). 

Strong Ties  

Starting from the center and moving outward, the inner layer of the convoy model 

encompasses those relationships that are considered “closest” (Antonucci et al., 2014). These 

relationships can be defined as “strong ties” and provide significantly more emotional support, 

minor services, and companionship than weaker ties (Wellman & Wortley, 1990). Commonly 

located as a strong tie in the innermost layer and at the center of many convoy models are 

families and spouses. These different kinds of kin sit at the center, as even without the intense 

emotional closeness that is commonly present, kin receive and give substantial support and 

altruism (Hackman et al., 2015). Additionally, family relationships are vital to well-being when 

other close ties are not present, with the caveat that the quality of the relationship also plays a 

significant role (Birditt & Antonucci, 2007).  

However, the inner circle of the convoy model is not limited to family alone, as close 

friendships can also represent a “closest” tie, depending on the individual. In his article on the 

anatomy of a friend, Dunbar (2018) defines a friend as the “people who share our lives in a way 

that is more than just the casual meeting of strangers; they are the people whom we make an 
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effort to maintain contact with, and to whom we feel an emotional bond” (p. 32). With this 

definition, friends can be anyone, even spouses or siblings. In fact, the boundaries between close 

friends and family are not cut-and-dry; research by Gorman and Roberts (2017) found that 

cognitively, we associate close friends with family more than we do distant relatives. Together, 

close friendships and family, while not the same, both serve as examples of the “closest” ties 

(Pennington et al., 2025).  

Outside of the central layer in the convoy model comes the next “closer” layer 

(Antonucci et al., 2014). Since close friendships represent only a small portion of an individual's 

total friends (Dunbar, 2010), what remains is the larger portion of the friendship network. While 

an ideal friendship is characterized by expectations of reciprocity, agency, enjoyment, 

instrumental aid, similarity, and communication (Hall, 2012), friendships that fall outside the 

ideal range often lack one or more of these characteristics. That does not make them bad friends; 

instead, they represent the highly contextual aspects of relationships that the convoy model 

highlights (Antonucci et al., 2014). For example, a childhood friend may not possess the same 

agency characteristics (such as wealth, job connections, attractiveness, or fitness) that friends in 

adulthood may have, but that doesn’t mean they are not a friend. Thus, at this level, what counts 

as closeness among friends is up to the individual doing the ranking. 

Weak Ties 

 At the other end of the social relationships spectrum, and at the outermost layers of the 

convoy model, are relationships that fall under the umbrella of weak ties. Using Fingerman et 

al.’s (2025) definition, weak ties represent “any ties that are not primary and central in an 

individual’s life, including ties on the edge of closeness” (p. 357). Fingerman et al. (2025) refer 

to “fringeships” as the strongest relationships within the umbrella of weak ties. Fringeships are 
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characterized by regular contact in a specific setting, mutual recognition of a connection, 

freedom from support and connection obligations that typically define close ties, and some 

degree of shared fondness (Fingerman et al., 2025). When reflecting on weak ties as a whole, 

Sprecher (2022) uses “acquaintanceships” interchangeably to highlight the diverse web of weak 

ties an individual possesses, as they comprise a large majority of an individual's network 

(Roberts et al., 2009). A study by Huxhold and colleagues (2020) highlights the value of these 

weak ties, finding that a greater number of weak ties is associated with higher well-being in 

adults. Similarly, another study found that students reported higher levels of happiness on days 

when they interacted with more classmates (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014a). Even beyond 

fringeships and acquaintanceships, daily social interaction with strangers has the capacity to 

increase our well-being (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014b). Combined, weak ties have the capacity to 

assist individuals in their need for social relationships and serve as a necessary counterbalance to 

more time-intensive close relationships. 

Social Energy 

 As the prior sections established, social ties encompass a wide range of relationship 

closeness. Managing and creating these ties, then, requires an investment of individual resources 

(Hall & Davis, 2017; Huxhold et al., 2022). In their theorization of Communicate Bond Belong 

Theory (CBBT), Hall and Davis (2017) argue that humans have a finite amount of both time and 

energy to invest in others. Similarly, in their Differential Investment of Resources (DIRe) model, 

Huxhold et al. (2022) define investment in social ties as the amount of time and energy devoted 

to maintaining and creating them. Research from Hall using CBBT has shown that it can take 

between 40 and 60 hours to establish a casual friendship after the first six weeks of meeting, and 

200+ hours to develop a close friendship (Hall, 2019). Additionally, maintaining relationships 
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requires time and energy; research by Roberts and Dunbar (2011) found that both friendships 

and, to a lesser extent, kinship relationships (i.e., family) necessitate the expenditure of limited 

resources, or else risk a decay in relationship closeness.  

 With individual resources at a premium, deciding where and with whom to spend time 

and energy becomes critical. CBBT proposes that individuals will “privilege relationships 

offering the highest relational yield” with the lowest energy spent (Hall & Davis, 2017, p. 24). 

Similarly, the DIRe model posits that, due to less self-regulatory effort, maintaining and 

communicating with stronger ties requires less energy than with weaker ties, which necessitate 

more social effort and thus more energy (Huxhold et al., 2022). While maintaining stronger 

relationships may take less effort and energy, it does take more time (Hall, 2019). Hence, the 

constant balance of time and energy as finite social resources.   

The communication modality/medium also plays a significant role in energy 

management. A study by Hall et al. (2022) found that face-to-face communication (FTF) was 

superior to interpersonal media in reducing loneliness and increasing connection, even for close 

relationships. With the decrease in relational yield, is it worth it to spend the energy on a 

mediated conversation over one you could have in person? Further complicating this scenario, 

one study found that phone and video calls with close ties yielded higher-quality interactions 

than face-to-face communication (Fernández et al., 2025); yet, FTF better mitigates relationship-

maintenance frustration than mediated communication (Hall et al., 2023). Furthermore, face-to-

face communication, phone calls, and video calls all rank higher than text messaging and social 

media for social interaction (Fernández et al., 2025; Hall et al., 2022), which, in turn, rank higher 

than no interaction at all (Hall et al., 2022). Together, what remains is a complicated set of 
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individual selections about when, through what mode, and with whom individuals spend their 

time and energy.  

In addition to the complex relational choices involved in spending time and energy, 

broader structural factors shape how an adult allocates those resources. The workplace can, 

depending on the environment, negatively affect an individual's energy levels (Schmitt et al., 

2026). It is no wonder that young adults do not have the unilateral power to decide when, 

through what mode, and with whom they spend time and energy. They must instead make do 

with the time and energy they have left, alongside their other obligations. This is reflected in the 

2024 American Time Use Survey, which found a decline in time spent socializing, with the 

average time dropping by 8 minutes in the last decade (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025). 

For this study, it is essential to highlight the complex choices individuals face when seeking a 

sense of belonging through everyday interaction, or minor social mobility, and communal 

relationships.  

Community and Group Belonging 

 The third path to belonging, according to Hirsch and Clark (2018), centers on group 

membership. They situate group membership as a construct that can be limited to a specific, 

defined social group, such as a sports team, or expanded to encompass large communities and 

identities. To address the breadth of this topic, I utilize Underwood and Frey’s (2007) 

conceptualization of community, which encompasses both social group and place belonging.  

Underwood and Frey (2007) offer a constitutive approach to community, which posits that 

community is created through communicative processes. They define community as the 

collection of four different attributes: physical, influence, meaning-making, and support. The 

physical attributes of a community describe the actual locations and spaces where community 
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takes place. Spatial restrictions don’t constrain these locations; instead, they can be as large or as 

small as community members choose to define them. Underwood and Frey (2007) arrange the 

physical attributes into three separate areas: the first being physical sites. These tangential sites 

can range from an entire city to a neighborhood or a simple bakery. “Particular groups” represent 

the second physical attribute of a community, encompassing the social groups individuals can 

join, such as sports groups, as well as demographic groups like race, ethnicity, and nationality. 

The final area is “virtual,” and encompasses the social groups present throughout current uses of 

technology.  

 The final three attributes outline other aspects of a specific community beyond physical 

boundaries. The influence attribute encompasses enforced norms, us-versus-them identification, 

and the collective actions that a community influences its members to undertake. The attribute of 

meaning-making involves the construction of shared values and identities that serve as common 

ground among members. Finally, the support attribute refers to the social bonding, safety, and 

protection that communities offer, resulting in a psychological sense of belonging (Underwood 

& Frey, 2011). These latter attributes showcase the deeper-level processes involved in 

community development. Due to the considerable abundance of research surrounding the 

characteristics of community, this study will use the lens of the three physical attributes as 

outlined by Underwood and Frey (2011), in physical sites, social groups, and virtual 

communities to structure this section. Outline the scope and impacts of each in turn to establish 

the boundaries of this study. 

Physical Sites 

 What differentiates physical sites from social groups is their relationship to a specific 

place. While social and virtual groups can reside within and be attached to specific places, a 
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particular sense of community develops through a connection to place (Francis et al., 2012). 

These connections to place are constituted through ongoing social interaction (Moore et al., 

2023; Zahnow & Corcoran, 2025). Thus, these physical sites of community span a wide range of 

locations and conceptualizations, from a small local coffee shop (Francis et al., 2012) to larger 

neighborhoods and cities (Moore et al., 2023).  

 Starting with the smallest physical sites, many locations around an individual's residence 

can foster a sense of community. In a study on public spaces in Perth, Francis et al. (2012) 

interviewed residents of a new housing development on their experiences with local open spaces, 

community centers, schools, and shops. They found that residents' appreciation for these public 

spaces was positively correlated with a stronger sense of community. Cultivating a sense of 

community, even in these smaller places, is vital to individual health, as a review of research on 

the “sense of community” found that the concept is closely linked to well-being (Stewart & 

Townley, 2020).  

Adjacent to these local places discussed by Francis et al. (2012) are third places, informal 

locations outside of home or work that serve as hubs of social interaction and can include coffee 

shops, community centers, or bars (Oldenberg, 1999). These physical third places offer the 

benefits of community and social interaction, as an article by Jing et al. (2024) found that third 

places reduce feelings of loneliness and increase a sense of community for older adults. 

Expanding work beyond third-place research to include young adults is one way to better 

understand the role of community and group belonging. Studies have shown that third places are 

supportive environments (Rosenbaum, 2006; Rosenbaum et al., 2007) and are places where 

individuals can find a sense of belonging (Cheang, 2002). Belonging and social interaction are 

key attributes of community construction and can be cultivated even outside of third places 
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(Underwood & Frey, 2007). In their study of familiar stranger encounters, Zahnow and Corcoran 

(2024) describe how, as individuals commute through the same places with unknown others, 

they begin to connect with these strangers and relate to their surroundings. This fosters a sense of 

belonging and connection to the general area where an individual resides, thus expanding the 

physical site of community beyond a third or local place (Zahnow & Corcoran, 2024).  

The expanded physical sites of a community include the larger areas where individuals 

live, such as neighborhoods. These larger communities may foster social interaction and 

identification. For example, a study by Moore et al. (2023) asked young adults to write/draw 

where they felt the loneliest and where they felt most connected, and then interviewed them, 

discussing their writings/drawings. They found that these young adults felt most socially 

connected when they experienced a sense of community through interaction with people they 

knew in familiar environments, in contrast to the loneliness they felt in unfamiliar places, such as 

being surrounded by strangers (Moore et al., 2023). Additionally, a study by Fong et al. (2021) 

found that neighborhood events increased community identification, which, in turn, reduced 

loneliness in that community. Corroborating this, another study of UK individuals and 

households found that increased community identification was associated with greater social 

support and improved well-being, as measured by reduced loneliness (McNamara et al., 2021). 

Together, these studies demonstrate the breadth and benefits of both larger, place-based 

communities, such as neighborhoods, and smaller, localized communities in third places. They 

represent a subset of a community's physical attributes that an individual may encounter in their 

search for belonging.  
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 Social Groups  

 The second physical attribute area of community, as defined by Underwood and Frey 

(2007), is social groups, which encompasses groups of individuals that are bound to the specific 

community and location they are a part of. Like the physical sites of community, these social 

groups take up many different forms, from particular groups like sports teams or church groups 

(Kieckhaefer et al., 2022), to community friend groups (Grishina et al., 2023), and larger social 

categories (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2013; Finney & Jivraj, 2013; Skovgaard-Smith & Poulfelt, 

2018). Together, these types of groups are distinct, but they all offer paths for their members to 

achieve a sense of belonging (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2013). 

 Membership in a particular network group, such as a sports club or board game group, 

has been directly linked to increased social belonging in a study of brain scans (Kieckhaefer et 

al., 2022). These groups offer a shared identity in a specific phenomenon: for church groups, a 

religion; for sports clubs, a sport; and for a ski club, a love of skiing (McMahon et al., 2024). 

This identification, in part, allows the group to begin developing a shared sense of belonging. 

Additionally, due to the communication-heavy nature of these groups, a sense of belonging is 

also mediated by the social connections individuals make within them (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 

2013). These processes are similarly replicated in friendship groups. A meta-analysis of the 

effectiveness of community friendship groups found that, even when not tied to a specific 

activity or phenomenon, these structured—and even unstructured—groups provided a sense of 

belonging and well-being (Grishina et al., 2023).  

 While the communication and social connection aspects of social groups are essential to 

shared identification and a sense of belonging, research also suggests that social groups, as social 

categories, provide a path towards belonging (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2013). Social category 
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groups, according to Easterbrook and Vignoles (2013), are defined by the shared characteristics 

of their members. For example, these social categories can include groupings by ethnicity, 

culture, or nationality. Easterbrook and Vignoles’ (2013) longitudinal data with over 113 

participants found that, in comparison to networked social groups, these categorical groups 

experienced a sense of belonging without the mediation of a consistent personal connection, with 

the size of these categories being a factor. Supporting this, in their anthropological study of an 

expatriate community, Skovgaard-Smith and Poulfelt (2018) argued that the specific categorical 

group they studied used their shared identity to foster a sense of belonging. Similarly, an article 

on ethnic group diversity in Britain found that belonging varied across ethnic groups. 

Specifically, co-ethnic neighborhoods—those near others in the same categorical group—were 

associated with stronger belonging (Finney & Jivraj, 2013). Altogether, many types of social 

groups facilitate belonging, and in different ways. Persisting in the reality that belonging is not 

one size fits all, but rather is an individual, interconnected journey.  

Virtual Communities 

 The final site for community is virtual communities. Virtual communities represent the 

new frontier for where communities can appear, and they also have positive effects on their 

members. For example, even first-time posting in a virtual community can foster a sense of 

belonging (Guo & Cheng, 2016). Additionally, like other social groups, virtual communities 

foster a sense of belonging through social connection, social support, and shared identity (Gibbs 

et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2012). Just like the previous physical attributes, virtual communities are 

broad in application. In an attempt to clarify the types of virtual communities, González-Anta et 

al. (2021) define three different types. First, they describe communities of interest, which are 

groups formed around a common interest. Second, there are virtual learning communities, which 
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are groups focused on a particular academic topic. Finally, the authors describe communities of 

practice, which involve professionals who group based on related jobs and fields of knowledge 

(González-Anta et al., 2021). These communities can form on a variety of platforms, like blog 

posts, video sites, or social media, so long as the platform is mediated.  

Virtual communities can also intertwine with physical sites of community. In their study 

of Social Network Sites (SNSs), Meulenaere et al. (2021) found that SNSs functioned as an 

extension of neighborhood communication and played a key role in the transmission of 

information and in shaping community. Similarly, a separate study on a similar topic found that 

digital networks serve as catalysts for connection within communities, fostering social cohesion 

by intertwining physical and virtual communities (Üblacker et al., 2024). What this overlap 

between virtual and physical communities demonstrates, in addition to the similarity between the 

two, is that while these communities are distinct, they also intertwine. A friend group may also 

be part of a larger categorical group, just as a virtual group might. The interconnectedness of 

these communities demonstrates the many paths an individual may take as they encounter their 

own communities.  

Relocation and Young Adults 

 Literature on relocation is extraordinarily broad, covering topics ranging from forced 

international migration (Jankovic-Rankovic et al., 2020) to interstate relocation (Lovegreen et 

al., 2010) to research on local relocation within a single urban area (Coulter & Thomas, 2020). 

To narrow the scope, this project will focus on “residential relocation,” which can refer to an 

individual's move within a specific country, like in Lovegreen et al.’s (2010) study of both intra- 

and inter-state relocation within the United States. Young adults are the age group in the United 

States most likely to have relocated over the past two decades (Benetsky et al., 2015; Cohn & 
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Fry, 2021). Residential relocation for young adults can occur for a variety of reasons, as a study 

by Coulter and Scott (2015) found that young adults aged 34 and under moved for family and 

friends, health, housing (including costs), and job opportunities. Crucially, while relocation 

within this age group can also be for school, the current study excludes this group due to stark 

differences between relocation for school and relocation not for school. For example, college is 

an inherently social space, as research shows university students build the relationships that are 

important to their success in school and their sense of belonging (Bronkema & Bowman, 2019; 

Glatley et al., 2025). Additionally, the college institutions themselves put effort into easing the 

transitions for college students by powering initiatives like Colorado State’s “First 50 Days,” 

with the straightforward goal of building up new students' relationships and communities 

(Dodge, 2024), resulting in clear differences between students who did and didn't move for 

school.  

While young adults' residential relocation is frequent and for a variety of reasons, it is 

also a stressful experience. A study by Oishi and Talhelm (2012) found that individuals who 

have recently moved experience stress due to a fear of loneliness during relocation, which in turn 

negatively affects their well-being. Additionally, interviews with those relocating for a new job 

found that stress was highest right after the move (Riemer, 2000). While relocation is 

undoubtedly stressful, it also offers many potential future rewards, such as new relationships and 

opportunities (Naeimi et al., 2025). Residential relocation, then, is a complicated, individualized 

experience that comes with some drawbacks but also offers opportunities for growth.  

 For this project, I am interested in the role belongingness plays throughout the residential 

relocation experience. Vital to that interest is the concept of social capital, which Amati et al. 

(2018) define as a “resource that resides in the networks and groups which people belong to, 
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rather than an individual characteristic or a personality trait” (p. 1). In practice, social capital 

represents the accumulation of social ties and social groups that individuals can draw on. Having 

relationships with these friends and groups, as described in previous sections, is directly related 

to life satisfaction (Amati et al., 2018) and general well-being (Holt-Lunstad, 2021; Mellor et al., 

2008). Following residential relocation, a study by Nisic and Peterman (2013) found that social 

capital was lowest among relocators compared to native residents. In fact, it took years for 

relocators' social capital to rebound; when it did, it was often even higher than that of native 

residents. Additionally, Hawkins et al. (2024) found that moving was a primary factor in 

disrupting social groups among emerging adults. Together, these studies demonstrate the 

damaging effects of residential relocation on young adults.  

Managing Social Ties  

 As discussed in prior sections, social relationships are highly important to individual 

well-being (Holt-Lunstad, 2021), with both strong ties and weak ties serving as potential paths 

towards belonging. However, relocation complicates social relationships, as research on 

relocation found that it negatively affects social network size and access to friends and social 

support (Starker, 1990). Additionally, a study by Borschel et al. (2019) found that emotional 

closeness decreased with increasing geographic distance among young adults. Furthermore, 

while better than nothing, mediated communication could not replace face-to-face 

communication entirely (Hall et al., 2022). Viewed through the lens of the social convoy, 

relocation for young adults entails shifts within it. While kin are more likely to be unaffected by 

a move (Badawy et al., 2019), close friends at the center of a convoy may move away from the 

center as emotional closeness and contact decrease (Roberts & Dunbar, 2011). In total, due to a 
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decrease in overall network size, the social convoy itself may be smaller than before the 

relocation.  

 Residential relocation involves young adults considering a variety of factors related to 

their social convoy. A useful theoretical construct to frame the young adult relocator’s choices is 

social resources, which refers to the limited time and energy an individual can invest in building 

and maintaining social ties (Hall & Davis, 2017; Huxhold et al., 2022). Thus bringing into 

question different interesting tensions. For example, Communicate Bond Belong Theory (CBBT) 

argues that we would favor relationships that are the least energy-intensive yet most rewarding 

(Hall & Davis, 2017). Yet, even though our strongest relationships are the least energy-intensive 

given the support they provide (Huxhold et al., 2022), relocation may mean they no longer 

provide the same emotional closeness they did before, complicating the use of energy (Borschel 

et al., 2019). New relocators might then wish to replenish the friendships they miss (Starker, 

1990). But building new friendships after relocation takes resources: to build a casual friendship, 

it takes upwards of 30 hours, and to build a good friendship, that number increases to 140 hours 

(Hall, 2019). Instead, young adults may choose to use the myriad of communication technologies 

to maintain their relationships with those near the center of their social convoy. At the same time, 

immediately after a move, young adults might contend with starting a new job or finding a new 

home, which can further affect their time or energy. These considerations leave young adult 

relocators with a myriad of personal choices. How to spend social resources, whether time or 

energy, is up to the individual relocating. This project then has the following research question.  

RQ1: How do young adults describe their experiences with managing to a) form new 

relationships and b) maintain old relationships after relocating?  
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Experiencing Communal Belonging  

 Group community membership is the final path to belonging affected by residential 

relocation. To demonstrate this, an article by Hawkins et al. (2024) found that, for emerging 

adults, moving away from home disrupted their identification with past communities and 

challenged their pre-existing social groups. Due to the highly physical nature of many 

communities, relocation can sever much of that connection. For example, while third places 

provide a sense of community that can reduce loneliness (Jing et al., 2024), they are also tied to a 

specific location. So if a young adult moves away from their favorite bar, they disconnect from 

that third place entirely, removing a place where they previously felt a sense of belonging. The 

importance of place and the impact of relocation can be extended beyond third places as well. 

Social groups tied to a specific sports team or club in a specific place are also harmed after 

relocation, especially in the absence of communication. A larger sense of place and identification 

are also harmed by relocation (Borschel et al., 2019), as leaving a neighborhood means losing 

that environment as a constant source of community. Taken together, residential relocation for 

young adults makes it challenging to maintain a continuous connection to original place-based 

communities, while identification with new communities typically follows the relocation process 

(Borschel et al., 2019). 

 While specific communities may be more impacted by residential relocation, others 

remain largely unaffected. For example, large social categories such as race, culture, or ethnicity 

offer a sense of belonging and aren't necessarily tied to a specific place (Easterbrook & Vignoles, 

2013). The communities most unaffected by residential relocation are the virtual communities 

that young adults inhabit. Due to their predominantly online presence, virtual communities, 

outside those connected to a neighborhood, are not affected by a change in location. These 
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virtual communities offer social support and have the potential to satiate an individual's need for 

belonging (Gibbs et al., 2019). Virtual communities can be represented by interest groups, 

academic groups, or professional groups (González-Anta et al., 2021), all of which provide 

outcomes that are not tied to geographic location.  

Not all communities, old and new, fit into a binary of impacted or not during relocation, 

as moving is an individual experience. For some individuals, moving away from a family 

structure can be a positive experience if that structure was negatively impacting their lives (Sala 

& Baldassar, 2017), while for others, leaving family might be a difficult experience. 

Additionally, for queer individuals, leaving a place that does not affirm their identity for one that 

does can lead to a greater sense of communal belonging (Możdżeń & Toruńczyk-Ruiz, 2026). 

Furthermore, although large race, culture, and ethnic categories still exist outside relocation, for 

minoritized individuals, relocating to a heterogeneous neighborhood can lead to higher feelings 

of belonging than relocating to a homogeneous one (Wu et al., 2011). Experiences with 

communities, new and old, then become highly individualized and related to feelings of identity, 

a sense of belonging, and personal interests. Thus, leading to this project's second-to-last 

research question:  

RQ2: How do young adults describe their experience of communal belonging following 

relocation? 

Experiencing Belonging 

As discussed in earlier sections, multiple paths to belonging have the potential to reap the 

well-being benefits that belonging provides (Mellor et al., 2008; Zhao et al., 2012), including 

communal relationships and community/group membership (Hirsch & Clark, 2019). Important to 

these different paths to belonging is their intersection; Hirsch and Clarke (2019) are clear that 
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these paths do not occur in a vacuum but intertwine. Thus, the third and final research question 

builds on the previous two research questions on social ties and community, to capture a young 

adults experience of belonging after moving in its totality: 

RQ3: How do young adults make sense of their experiences with belongingness 

following residential relocation? 
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODS 
 
 
 

 The goal of this research is to understand the experiences of young adult relocators as 

they manage their individual needs for connection and belonging. I want to understand the 

personal considerations of energy use when dealing with ties of varying strength, both old and 

new. In addition, I am interested in their experiences with a multitude of community types, 

including physical places, social groups, and virtual communities. As discussed in previous 

sections, an individual's path to belonging is unique; relocating is a highly individualized 

experience, as the context can vary dramatically (Gibbs et al., 2019). Therefore, I used a 

qualitative method, specifically interviews, as it is well-suited to provide the context and details 

necessary to answer the research questions posed.  

Participants 

 For the purposes of this study, all participants had to meet four inclusion criteria. First, 

participants moved voluntarily within the United States. Voluntary relocation is necessary due to 

additional factors associated with forced migration; displaced individuals can suffer from further 

stress and PTSD in addition to an unexpected loss of social capital (Jankovic-Rankovic et al., 

2020), necessitating extra precaution and complexity outside of this study's already expansive 

purview. Next, each participant has lived in their new city for more than six months but fewer 

than three years to prioritize the experience's freshness, as this project focuses on their efforts to 

build a sense of belonging. Since loneliness and the diminishment of social capital are highest 

immediately after the move (Nisic & Petermann, 2013; Oishi & Talhelm, 2012), I interviewed 

these individuals when they had lived in the city long enough to begin addressing their altered 

path to belonging, but before they were fully entrenched in their new environment. Additionally, 
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given the study's focus on young adults and the high rates of relocation among individuals aged 

18-34 (Benetsky et al., 2015), all participants were within the age range of 18-34.  

 The third criterion is that, in addition to the move being voluntary, all participants were 

not enrolled in school. Since college attendance increases the opportunity for social capital 

growth (Andersson, 2018), college students would offer a perspective notably distinct from those 

relocating for reasons other than education, as those who move for college have access to social 

ties and communities in a fundamentally different way than those who do not move for college. 

The final inclusion criterion was that all participants moved to a new city at least an hour away 

from their previous residence. Thus, my participants were all non-college students who had 

voluntarily relocated to a new city at least one hour away from where they had lived before, and 

had lived in their new city for three to 36 months.  

 Of the 15 participants, 53% (n = 8) identified as cis women and 47% (n = 7) as cis men. 

Participants ranged in age from 22 to 33 (M = 26.6, SD = 3.05). In terms of race, participants 

could select all that applied. The majority of participants identified as White (n = 10, 67%), 

followed by Asian (n = 2, 13%), Asian/White (n = 2, 13%), and Middle Eastern (n = 1, 7%). A 

majority of participants also identified as non-Hispanic/Latino (n = 14, 93%), with 1 participant 

identifying as Hispanic/Latino (7%). In regard to sexual orientation, 86% (n=13) identified as 

heterosexual, followed by 7% (n=1) bisexual, and 7% (n=1) pansexual. Participants also 

provided information about how long they have resided in their new city, with 53% (n = 8) 

selecting 6 months to 1 year, 20% (n = 3) 1 year but less than 2 years, 7% (n = 1) At least 2 years 

but less than 3 years, and 20% (n = 3) indicating that they had lived in their new city for 3 years. 

Additionally, participants selected the highest level of education they had completed, with 53% 

(n = 8) selecting 4 year degree (e.g., BA, BS),  40% (n = 6) selecting an advanced degree (e.g., 
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JD, MA, PhD), and 7% (n = 1) selecting a high school graduate or equivalent. Finally, 

participants provided an estimate of their household income, with 14% (n = 2) reporting $20-

59.9k, 40% (n = 6) reporting $70-89.9k, 26% (n = 4) reporting $90-149.9k, and 20% (n = 3) 

reporting more than $150k. 

Procedures 

Before beginning research and recruitment, I obtained Institutional Review Board 

approval at Colorado State University (IRB #7629), in accordance with best practices. I recruited 

participants through convenience and snowball sampling (Tracy, 2020, pp. 83-84), using my 

personal networks and those of my participants to identify individuals who met the inclusion 

criteria. Following recruitment, participants were sent a demographic survey to complete before 

the interview, which also included their initial consent form (See Appendix A: consent form; 

Appendix B: demographic survey). Each interview was conducted online through Microsoft 

Teams. Interviews were semi-structured to maximize dialogue with participants and minimize 

rigid structure (Tracy, 2020, p. 158). The free-flowing style of the interview allowed me to direct 

it in concert with the participants' experiences. The interviews began with a verbal overview of 

the consent form provided to participants, outlining their role in the research process and their 

agency within it. Additionally, participants could choose whether their interview was recorded or 

handwritten, and all chose to have it recorded. In exchange for their study participation, each 

participant received a $20 gift card of their choice from Walmart, Amazon, Target, or Starbucks 

following their interview.  

My interview guide consisted of open-ended questions—allowing for follow-up as 

needed—broken into four categories: introduction, social relationships, communities, and 

belonging, aligning with my three research questions (See Appendix C). 
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Table 1 Demographic Summary 

Pseudonym  Age  Race/Ethnicity  Gender  Time Since Relocation  Relocation Context  

James  25  White  Cis Man  1 year but less than 2 years  
Moved after college by themselves for a new job. 

Moved from a large city in the Mountain West to a 
small Mountain city in the West, ~ 4 hours away.  

Bethany  22  
Asian  

Hispanic/Latino  
Cis Woman  6 months to 1 year  

Moved after college with their partner for new jobs. 
Moved states from a large city in the Northwest to a 

large city in the Mountain West.  

Myles  30  Asian  Cis Man  3 years  
Moved by themselves to experience a new location in 
United States. Moved states from a large city in the 

Northwest to a city in the Mountain West.  

Brad  24  White  Cis Man  6 months to 1 year  
Moved by themselves to meet new people and see the 

outdoors. Moved states from a large city in the 
Northeast to a city in the Mountain West.  

Tom  25  Asian/White  Cis Man  6 months to 1 year  

Moved with a partner because their partner was 
attending graduate school. Moved from a large city in 
the Mountain West to a different city in the Mountain 

West, approximately an hour away.  

Austin  24  White  Cis Man  6 months to 1 year  
Moved with a partner for a new job. Moved from a 

city in the Mountain West to a large city in the 
Mountain West approximately an hour away.  

Catherine  22  White  Cis Woman  6 months to 1 year  
Moved with a partner for a new job. Moved states 

from a city in the Midwest to a large city in the 
Mountain West.  
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Sam  27  Asian/White  Cis Man  3 years  
Moved with a partner for the outdoors. Moved states 

from a city in the Midwest to a large city in the 
Mountain West.  

Kadan  27  White  Cis Man  1 year but less than 2 years  
Moved by themselves for work and adventure. Moved 

states from a city in the Midwest to a city in the 
Mountain West.  

Felicity  33  White  Cis Woman  
At least 2 years but less 

than 3 years  

Moved with partner for a new experience, the 
outdoors, and bluer politics. Moved states from a city 

in the Midwest to a city in the Mountain West.  

Eileen  27  White  Cis Woman  1 year but less than 2 years  
Moved by themselves for a job and a fresh start. 

Moved states from a city in the Midwest to a different 
city in the Midwest.  

LuAnn  29  White  Cis Woman  6 months to 1 year  
Moved after college by themselves for a new job. 

Moved states from a city in the Mountain West to a 
small city in the Northeast.  

Aria  29  White  Cis Woman  3 years  
Moved after college by themselves for a new job. 

Moved states from a city in the Midwest to a different 
city in the Midwest.  

Evelyn  25  White  Cis Woman  6 months to 1 year  
Moved after college by themselves for a new job. 

Moved states from a city in the Midwest to a different 
city in the Midwest.  

Josie  30  Middle Eastern  Cis Woman  6 months to 1 year  
Moved back to their old college town after their 
partner got a job there. Moved from a city in the 
Mountain West to a large city in the Northwest.  
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All questions were written to avoid unintentional bias and were formulated in lay language, free 

from jargon, in accordance with best practices (Glesne, 2011, pp. 104-109). The introduction set 

the stage by asking them about their moving experience, before moving to the general body of 

the interview. An example of a question in the social relationships section is “Thinking of energy 

and time as limited resources, how have you managed your energy and time between connecting 

with old relationships and building new relationships?” The community section included 

examples like “How would you describe what community means to you? Has moving changed 

your feelings on community?” Finally, the belonging section asked questions such as “Speaking 

broadly about any part of your experience, how would you describe what belonging means to 

you following your move?” Together, these questions got at the heart of this project: individual 

experiences with social relationships and community, and their relation to belonging.  

Data Analysis 

All transcripts were generated using Microsoft Teams' embedded transcription software, 

and I then cleaned and anonymized them by hand. The interviews ranged from 36 to 66 minutes 

in length, with an average time of 49 minutes. In total, 317 pages of single-spaced transcripts 

were analyzed. Data analysis was completed using an iterative thematic approach, following the 

approach developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This approach allowed me to consider relevant 

literature during the back-and-forth process of developing themes across all interviews (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). With this project having three broad research questions, the iterative thematic 

analysis approach enabled me to develop themes while drawing on the literature, making it easier 

to complete the analysis within a theoretical framework. 

Throughout thematic analysis, I followed the six-step process outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). First, I familiarized myself with the data during both the extensive cleaning 
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process and during future overviews. I then went through a process of systematic data coding and 

used Dedoose qualitative analysis software to assist me in organizing my first-level codes 

(Tracy, 2020, pp. 271-272). During this process, I remained attuned to Owen’s (1984) thematic 

analysis criterion of recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness to ensure validity throughout. Due to 

the individualized nature of relocation, first-level coding yielded 552 codes, which were 

coalesced into much smaller secondary codes that captured the recurrence, repetition, and 

forcefulness necessary for thematic analysis (Owen, 1984). For example, the first level codes 

“group chat relationship maintenance” and “cold-calling relationship maintenance” were 

coalesced under the secondary code “digital relationship maintenance.” 

Continuing with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) steps for analysis, I generated initial themes 

from my first- and second-level coding. During this process, I kept in mind Braun and Clarke’s 

(2021) clarification on the difference between themes, codes, and topic, as they clarify how 

themes represent a collection of codes, that “reveal multiple facets of a particular meaning or 

experience” (p. 13). During my coding process, I combined large secondary codes like “digital 

relationship maintenance,” “in-person maintenance,” “relationship deterioration,” and 

“intentional maintenance” under the umbrella theme of maintaining relationships involves a 

strategic allocation of social resources. In this way, I reveal multiple meanings within a single 

theme, underscored by my previous coding efforts.  

 Following initial codes and themes, I then returned to the transcripts and literature to 

further refine and name my themes. It was during this process that I engaged in what Tracy 

(2020) calls “member reflections” and reached out to my participants with a list of my initial 

themes, each with a description of what it entailed, offering them the opportunity to engage with 

the results of their combined experiences. Given the highly personal nature of relocation, this 
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step toward greater credibility was necessary, as giving participants agency was important to me. 

Following the process of refining, defining, and naming themes, I engaged in the final step of 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) process: writing.  

Researcher Positionality Statement  

 In alignment with Tracy's (2020) criteria for qualitative research, it is essential to practice 

sincerity and acknowledge my own biases and inclinations. First, as someone within the age 

range that I am studying, I find myself relating to much of the literature that I am considering.  

Additionally, as a young adult, I’m experiencing firsthand the impact of relocation on friends and 

family, and their experiences and our conversations have driven much of my curiosity. Finally, 

as a white male scholar not primarily engaged in critical work, I remind myself to pay special 

attention to the power relationships my participants might be referencing, as this inclination is 

not naturally present in me. While these do not preclude me from participating in qualitative 

research, it is essential to be straightforward about the specifics of this project and my own 

biases and experiences. 
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CHAPTER 4 - FINDINGS 
 
 
 

RQ1 Themes  

The study’s first research questions asked: How do young adults describe their 

experiences with managing to a) form new relationships and b) maintain old relationships after 

relocating? In relation to part a of this RQ, I identified two relevant themes, each containing 

relevant sub-themes: 1) Social circles go through a sifting process after relocation, with four 

relevant subthemes in a) We Just Aren’t Close Enough, b) One-sided Lack of Effort, c) I’m Now 

Too Busy, and d) We Can No Longer Relate to One Another, and 2) Maintaining relationships 

involves a strategic allocation of social resources, with its two subthemes being a) Digital 

Maintenance and b) In-Person Maintenance. In relation to part b, I identified two relevant 

themes: 1) Meeting new people starts slowly, with certain catalysts or inhibitors affecting 

relationship building, with its subthemes titled a) Catalysts and b) Inhibitors, and 2) Forming 

relationships is about being active and intentional. The final theme identified considers the 

tangled relationship between a and b, titled: Limited time and energy means prioritizing certain 

old and/or new relationships. 

Social Circles Go Through a Sifting Process After Relocation  

 This theme centers on the participant's experience of a shift in their existing relationships 

after relocation, with some relationships lost and others arguably strengthened by the new effort 

required to maintain them. Kadan, who had moved by themselves to a new state for work and 

adventure, likened his experience of changing relationships to a sieve, having stated:  

I think the impact that [moving] has on [relationships] is almost like a strainer, you know 
what I'm saying? Like, if you're sifting through something and you put a bunch of it in a 
strainer, shake it, and then the small stuff comes out, the big stuff stays in the strainer. 
Yeah, it's kind of like that because I would say for the most part, like I maintain a lot of 
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the relationships, but some of the more, you know, lighthearted or casual relationships 
fall through the cracks, right?  
 

Here, the theme's namesake is born, as this process of losing some smaller relationships while 

keeping the “larger” ones was an experience shared by many participants. Such a sieve is 

understandably nuanced, as different participants articulated different numbers of relationships 

that “survived” the relocation, with varying degrees of closeness cited as reasons for their 

survival. For example, Catherine, who moved less than a year ago, shared, “I think moving 

definitely puts a strain on prior relationships, because  your life is changing.” This pointedness 

about changes was common among participants. In fact, every participant acknowledged that 

their relationships were altered in some way by their move. When describing how her 

relationships were affected, Aria stated, “obviously the place that you're in, your circle is going 

to be bigger and the place that you leave is going to be smaller.” Here, Aria, who had moved 

three years ago to a new state after college for a job, explored an experience shared by her fellow 

participants: when you move, your social circles shrink.  

 When asked to personally differentiate the relationships that persevered from those that 

fell through the sieve, participants were clear about who consistently rose to the top. For Tom, 

perceived closeness and previous time spent together were clear differentiators, as he said, “I've 

known some of [these guys] more than half my life, which is crazy to think about. So I don't 

think the location will factor into that relationship at this point. I think it's just kind of set in 

stone.” The emphasis shared by Tom was corroborated by LuAnn when she said, “So I think that 

like people I was particularly close with in [City in the Mountain West], I'm still really close 

with like [Ryley] and I text her probably every day, every other day. Because we're best friends, 

right?” This emphasis on close relationships sheds light on the kinds of relationships, namely 

close friendships, that fail to fall between the proverbial cracks. Of note, LuAnn had moved less 
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than a year ago to a new state farther away for a job after college, which may contribute to her 

focus on her old connections. Important to note here as well is the clarity participants have when 

speaking about these relationships, for them, how could these relationships fall by the wayside?  

 An even clearer set of relationships that did not fall away were familial relationships. 

Speaking matter-of-factly, Brad, who moved less than a year ago, stated, “Yeah, I think family 

hasn't [been impacted].” Similarly, Catherine, when talking about how her social circle has 

changed, noted that both her long-term partner and family had remained at the center of her 

social life, making sure to differentiate them from the relationships that had fallen away. In the 

same way, Eileen, who moved for a new job not quite two years ago, remarked that “I feel like 

my family relationships are very strong in [State in the Midwest], but friend relationships are 

maybe not as strong,” suggesting that her familial relationships have stayed easily afloat.  

While some participants maintained different numbers of close relationships after 

relocating, as Kadan's analogy suggests, many of the prior connections they held slipped through 

the cracks. The following subthemes detail the various reasons why different relationships didn't 

survive the relocation.  

We Just Aren't Close Enough. The first, and most common, experience among 

participants was the recognition that many relationships that slipped through the cracks were not 

essential enough to justify the effort required to maintain them now that they did not have the 

opportunity to see each other in person regularly. When commenting on relationships that faded 

away, participants were unanimous that it was the superficial or less close relationships that were 

most likely to slip through the sieve. Noting that distinction, Josie, a participant who has moved 

many times, expressed: 

I think a lot of the relationships that I have they've changed a lot. And it happens in every 
move I've been in. I've been through a lot of moves in my life. You just know that there 
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are going to be people that you're going to have [as] forever friends, and the people that 
were your . . . convenience friends. 
 

The friends of convenience that got sifted out were represented by a myriad of individuals. 

Bethany, who moved less than a year prior with her partner for a new job, spoke about her 

former teammates, as they no longer practiced together; Felicity, who also moved with her 

partner, mentioned her former yoga studio friends; and Myles, who moved three years ago by 

himself, reminisced about his former Ultimate Frisbee teammates. Perhaps Tom put it best when 

he said: “I’m not gonna, you know, text my barista, even though I miss them.” 

Aria explained what many of her fellow participants also experienced: 

 So I feel like the relationships that fell by the wayside were just the ones where it's that 
natural progression [where] we don't see each other a lot, so then we kind of forget to 
reach out, and then we just don't really keep up with each other. And you know, you see 
each other's social media posts, you like it, you comment on it. But outside of that, it's 
like. If I run into you, it'll be great, but if I don't, it is what it is. 
 

Throughout her explanation of the relationships that deteriorated, Aria made it clear that this was 

not a big deal. While other participants, like Myles and Bethany, expressed some sorrow at the 

fading of their more casual relationships, the rest of my participants shared Aria’s sentiment that 

these things happen and are a natural outcome of relocation.   

 Beyond just passive forgetting to reach out, some participants were clear that a lack of 

effort from both sides led certain relationships to peacefully fade. Honing in on the effort 

involved, Evelyn, who moved less than a year before the interview for a new job, described how 

her relationship with her old roommate deteriorated when she shared: 

So I would say one of the relationships that was impacted a lot was my roommate in grad 
school, because not only did we spend class together, we lived together. So we're with 
each other almost 24/7 . . . and [we] haven't been talking as much, but I just feel like 
there's still that mutual, we care about each other, you know? But for her, compared to 
my other friends or my other relationships, that have been less impacted. Going back to 
effort, there's been less effort from both of us, like my roommate and I, whereas there's 
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more effort between me and like my close group of friends since we all moved, if that 
makes sense  
 

Evelyn highlighted the conclusion many participants arrived at, too. Effort and reciprocity are 

important for maintaining a relationship, though a mutual lack of reciprocity is not a painful end 

to it. Additionally, while these relationships fell through the sifter during relocation, they weren't 

necessarily gone forever. As Josie noted on her return to a city she had lived in during college, 

“So it's like I lost some ties, but I've gained and rekindled a lot more.” Having noted from 

experience that relationships, even the small ones, aren't gone forever after a move, there is 

frequently an opportunity to bring them back into the fold.  

One-sided Lack of Effort. A deteriorated relationship due to a mutual lack of reciprocity 

was seen as an unfortunate but understandable result of relocation. Certain participants 

experienced more turbulent maintenance when effort was one-sided. While Brad, Kadan, Evelyn, 

and Eileen were the only participants who noted such an experience, they were clear about its 

existence. Evelyn shared her experience with a one-sided relationship post move, stating,  

I'd felt like there were a few times where I wanted her to come visit or I would go visit 
her, but something would come up on her end . . . So I feel like I had to have a 
conversation with her about, like, this is one-sided right now, and I love you so much, 
and I don't want this to hinder our relationship, but I'm just telling you how I feel. But I 
think, and I've thought about this like, oh, why am I the one always calling? But I don't 
think that's what matters. I think it's more like the reciprocation of things.  
 

In her story, Evelyn was dealing with the lack of reciprocity that she felt was important to 

maintaining relationships across distance. In a very similar situation, Eileen stated,  

You know, there's only so many times you can be like, ‘hey, what's your schedule?’ Like, 
I wanna call you and catch up on how work is going and stuff, and they just don't 
respond, or they're always busy, and eventually, like, OK, well, this is clear, this 
relationship clearly means more to me than to you. 
 

Together, alongside Brad, who had a similar experience, these participants contended with the 

reality that it is hard to maintain relationships when you’re the only one putting in the effort.  
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 While these experiences seem separate from those of other participants, they align in that 

participants who didn’t experience exactly what Brad, Eileen, Evelyn, and Kadan did still 

explored the importance of reciprocity in maintaining distant relationships. Instead of speaking 

to their experience of having one-sided relationships, participants in other sections, including the 

four represented here, were clear about what made relationships work after relocation. 

I’m Now Too Busy. While some participants battled a lack of reciprocated maintenance 

from old relationships, others struggled to find the energy to reciprocate maintenance 

themselves. Specifically, Austin and Josie found themselves in situations after relocation that 

inhibited them from carrying out the maintenance they desired. For Austin, his remote job and 

long working hours stymied his ability to actively maintain his relationships. Austin had moved 

less than a year before the interview alongside his partner for a new job. When describing how 

fast the time had passed without communication, he noted:  

You're like, oh, it's been a minute, like that's, time flies. And so definitely that's a priority 
of mine to start, you know, making that a priority to continue those great friendships that 
I did have and make sure they don't just kind of dissolve into nothing. 
 

In his case, a lack of effort was not a lack of desire; outside influences affected his ability to 

maintain his relationships the way he wanted. In a similar situation, when asked about her 

experience maintaining relationships, Josie responded, saying:  

Oh, poorly. I feel like I am never doing enough. So, I've been in a weird stage of life 
because a lot of my work is compressed. So, in terms of the location, like my work is 
here, my life is here, my fun is here, my sleep is here, like everything. Everything is now 
compressed. There's no me going out. And so, because of that, I find that the 
management, everything feels like a to-do list.  
 

In her situation, Josie had to maintain her relationships while feeling low on energy; things were 

harder. Together, Austin and Josie weren't actively working to have their respective relationships 

deteriorate; their situation kept them so busy that they couldn't afford the effort.  
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We Can No Longer Relate to One Another. The last instance among my participants of 

a relationship deteriorating for a clear reason was when an old friend and my participant no 

longer related to each other. Felicity, Sam, and James found it difficult to relate to old friends 

because they were now in different life stages. Sam, who moved three years ago to a new state, 

first described this experience in relation to an old friend of his, saying,  

The priorities in my life are so drastically different [from] his that it's hard for me to 
relate to him now. Whereas when we were in high school, he was like, man, I hate 
Missus White's English assignments. I'm like, yeah, they suck. And like that, you know, 
we could bond over, right? Um, so it's just kind of different in terms of like where we are 
in our [lives] and kind of what we want out of it.  
 

Now in his late 20s, Sam was clear that the old modalities of closeness no longer worked, as they 

grew distant from what had brought them together since the move three years prior. James and 

Felicity encountered a similar problem: James, who moved not quite two years ago for a new job 

after college, found it difficult to hang out with his old friends who were now married, while 

Felicity reckoned with the effects kids had on maintenance between old friends. Together, these 

three encountered new situations in certain relationships that made reciprocity and maintenance 

difficult. They noted this themselves, all considering the effects their young, but growing age had 

on their maintenance after the move. 

 Sam and Myles were also clear about the effect a lack of similarities had on relationship 

maintenance. Myles had a particularly individual experience, saying: 

I think it's pretty important to have either [a] similar life and world view or being in a 
similar place emotionally or physically. There is one particular friend that comes to mind 
when I think about drifting away and allowing that [relationship] to drift away. When I 
was 18 through 20, this guy was my best friend. But his worldview just happens to be 
very different from mine, and as we got older and we aged, I felt that I just wasn't as 
close to him, and he also felt that he wasn't as close to me. 
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While their drift apart began before he moved, Myles and Sam were adamant that moving meant 

they had to put in much more effort to keep up with those they are no longer similar to than with 

those they can relate to.  

 Paramount to understanding my participants' cumulative experiences of the many 

deteriorated is the importance of effort and reciprocity in keeping certain relationships afloat. All 

participants were abundantly clear that losing certain relationships was a reality of moving; what 

remained afterward was a decision about how to spend their time and energy maintaining 

relationships.  

Maintaining Relationships Involves a Strategic Allocation of Social Resources 

 Throughout the 15 interviews, participants were specifically asked about the 

communicative actions they took to maintain their old relationships after a move. In their 

responses, participants articulated a truly wide variety of ways they maintained relationships, 

with varying degrees of enjoyment and success. With both digital and in-person maintenance 

options available, participants had to decide where to invest their social resources (time and 

effort).  

Digital Maintenance. By far, the most common experience participants had with digital 

maintenance was texting and calling their old relationships, as every participant reported doing 

so. What separated the participants in this commonality was their personal preferences around 

which digital medium to use. Including how much they did it and whether they saw it as worth 

the investment of effort. On one side was Kadan, who was in favor of spending resources on 

texting, as he stated, 

I do be texting. I mean, I personally kind of love it. You know, I think that texting is, it's 
such a hilarious, niche form of communication, you know. There's a lot of personality 
[with] what acronyms people use and how much like capitalization and emoji use, you 
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know, [it] goes into it and stuff like that. So yeah, I don't know. Personally, I like texting 
a lot. 
 

While other participants shared Kadan’s understanding that texting was important for 

maintaining relationships, as it represented a consistent form of communication with low energy 

cost, some, like Aria and Catherine, preferred communication modalities most similar to face-to-

face interaction. For them, FaceTime represented the best way to maintain relationships with 

those they no longer lived near, as Catherine shared, “the face-to-face, I think, is just more 

meaningful, more impactful. I don't know. It feels like I'm actually with a person.” Such 

emphasis on closeness when communicating digitally with old friends was a vital part of the 

process. Participants wanted to feel that effort and care were involved in a maintenance 

interaction, like when Aria stressed, “It's got to be super intentional, like, hey, we haven't 

checked in, let's do a FaceTime.”  

To best show care, the participants noted a few ways they could get extra personal with 

their old relationships. LuAnn and Bethany were clear that voice memos were among the best 

ways they could connect in person across distance, as they were quick and low effort, but very 

personal. While Sam, Brad, James, Evelyn, and Kadan all chose “cold calling” as their preferred 

way to show care and reciprocity in a relationship. Each described how, whenever they had free 

moments, like when driving home from work, or biking, they would take that moment to 

showcase effort and randomly call their friends. When asked to explain why she preferred cold 

calling, Evelyn differentiated it from planned calling, citing its more natural interpersonal nature 

as “Usually I'm cold calling because like something significant happened or I want to tell them 

about something specific.” Taking the opportunity to share the small (or big) things in your day 

is particularly interesting, as Sam too noted, such random sharing and connection provided a 

level of connection similar to if you just shared your day in person, an aspect of cold calling he 
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stated, that was great for maintaining his relationships. Yet personality preferences play a major 

role here as well, as Eileen was clear that she needs structure in her life and can’t afford to spend 

random moments calling. Such differences do not expose a right and a wrong in someone's 

allocation of maintenance resources. Rather, the wide variety of participant differences reveals 

the many ways individuals can strategically invest in their relationships.  

Such variety can be seen in other ways in which participants maintain relationships with 

those they no longer live near. Beyond active maintenance strategies like cold calling or texting, 

there are also more passive modes of digital maintenance. Social media provided a great example 

for the participants. Austin described his experience following distant friends' hikes on the app 

Strava, having remarked that “Maybe we're not directly communicating back and forth, but a 

quick like on each other's activity or whatever is just a nice way to still see what's going on.” 

Similarly, both Myles and Bethany highlight the importance of passively seeing friends' social 

media posts, as Bethany stated, “I do feel like I'm more in the loop of their [distant friends] life 

than the people who don't post on their private story as often.” Such a delineation between the 

friends' posts she sees and those she doesn't see emphasizes how, to Bethany, social media 

represented one way she could still feel close to her friends, without having to allot much time or 

effort. However, further underscoring that the maintenance experience was not a one-size-fits-all 

process for my participants, Josie, as someone who has moved multiple times throughout the past 

10 years, made it clear that she does not believe in spending so much of her time maintaining so 

many relationships through social media, having removed it from her devices. 

 A final section of digital maintenance that my participants shared was group digital 

maintenance. To streamline maintenance across multiple friends/family, some participants used 

group communication tools to better make use of their time. Eileen described how each of her 
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family members had an electronic picture frame they used to share photos, so that every day, 

with very little effort, they could watch the visual experiences of different family members. 

Meanwhile, Tom and his close friends utilized Discord to watch movies, play video games, or 

just group chat. Eileen, similarly, would regularly Zoom chat with her old friends to offer each 

other informational support on job hunts and general life advice. Finally, James described his 

experience with video games as a tool for digital maintenance, having stated:   

I think another thing that does help a lot is playing video games with friends and catching 
up as a group, almost like a group call, while we are still doing an activity together, even 
though it's online. That also is the same, not just for strictly video games, but I'll play 
online chess with people. I'll play online Catan with people. I just think [of] ways that 
you can still share camaraderie, and not being physically next to each other is something 
that's really great about our generation if you choose to use it like that. It can be a fun 
way to keep in contact with people.  
 

Altogether, my participants outlined a sizable number of ways they maintained relationships 

online, none of which were mutually exclusive. When choosing to maintain relationships through 

these different mediums, participants chose which ways they could best spend their time or 

effort.  

In-Person Maintenance. While the proliferation of digital maintenance is unsurprising, 

considering these relationships take place over a distance. Another salient method participants 

used to maintain past relationships was visits, as every single participant mentioned the 

importance of putting time and effort into visiting or being visited after their move. In-person 

reconciliation was frequently cited as particularly important for relationship maintenance. As 

Catherine describes, “I think calling and texting is OK, in the short term. But then, once a 

significant amount of time has passed, it's like, all right, let's [have] one of us fly somewhere.” 

What Catherine acknowledges is the importance of these visits in keeping these relationships 

from falling through the sieve mentioned previously. Myles, Sam, Josie, Felicity, and Tom 
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particularly agreed with this sentiment, having emphasized the importance of maintaining visits 

to sustain a distant relationship.  

 Interestingly, visits do more than just maintain the close friendships and family 

relationships that participants keep after moving. Participants described how visiting an old 

home to see friends or family re-ignited those relationships that had previously been left behind. 

Aria, who left the city her family resided in, mentioned how, “Because I have my brother here, 

like I'll be back here frequently enough and I'll see you guys whenever I'm in town and things 

like that. So I didn't feel nervous about moving.” Similarly, Felicity described how “There was a 

woman who owned a restaurant that we frequented. And you know, when we're back, we'll still 

go there and see her and say, hey. But obviously, it's not like we're in touch.” As a final example, 

Sam, who moved across multiple state lines three years ago, described how when he returned 

home for a close friend's wedding, he had the opportunity to visit with other friends he had not 

talked to in a while, sparking their relationships once more. Together, these examples 

demonstrate the relational implications of visiting, as different participants each described their 

own experiences making more of a visit than was intended.  

 Combined, to my participants, visiting represented an effort, a way to maintain 

relationships; it offered shared experiences and relational closeness that may be missing from 

purely online maintenance. An important nuance of this theme is that these maintenance 

strategies are experienced in concert. As the theme states, there are many ways to spend social 

resources maintaining relationships; it was up to the participant to choose which maintenance 

was best for them.  
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Meeting New People Starts Slowly, With Certain Catalysts or Inhibitors Affecting 

Relationship Building 

 When first asked about their experience meeting new people after they moved, 

participants were clear about one thing in particular: it was slow. This theme explores how, while 

meeting new people was a slow process for everyone, different inhibitors, like work, further slow 

the process. While different catalysts can boost the speed in which participants build their 

networks. Kadan summarized the slow experience of the first few weeks, saying,  

I'm kind of used to the rigmarole of like, all right, you get to a city, you don't really know 
anyone. You're kind of lonely for a little while. Maybe you're like, calling your mom 
more often than you typically would, kind of thing, and you know, just settling in.  
 

His experience in the rigmarole of moving ran parallel to that of many other participants. Some 

tried to stay positive during the early days, like when Evelyn said, “Yeah, it's been good, but 

challenging.” While others admitted to the frustrations, like how Tom responded when asked 

what his experience meeting people had been, “Angrily. Not great. It's mostly just co-workers 

and having relationships with my co-workers.” Tom, Kadan, and Evelyn joined every other 

participant in the experience of when you first moved, it was slow to meet people.  

 Moving and not knowing anyone was a stressful time for some of my participants as well. 

Myles, who moved over 2000 miles three years ago, put the stress and trepidation at the forefront 

of his moving experience when he said,  

 I was exhausted [after the move], and then I just remember having the biggest panic 
attack I remember thinking. You know, I'm in my late 20s. I'm old. This is a college 
town. I'm not cool enough to be here. They're not going to like how I dress. It was, it was 
super stupid. But I had a whole anxiety panic attack of like, I don't belong here. I'm not 
cool enough to hang with this crowd of people I've never met before.  
 

While not every participant shared Myles' momentary fear upon arrival in a new place, many 

participants began the move in a similar way, not knowing what it would bring. How they 
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overcame the slow start to building relationships, however, depended on a myriad of different 

catalysts and inhibitors. 

Catalysts. Throughout their move, participants described various ways they succeeded in 

meeting new people. One clear area in which my participants attributed their ability to meet new 

people was their work. Throughout the interviews, Brad, Aria, Eileen, and Catherine were clear 

that their place of employment helped them meet new people. Amongst those participants, Aria 

was explicit and noted just how vital work was for her, sharing:  

I work with so many fantastic girls that are my age, and I met so many friends through 
work, so that's where basically, I actually would say 100% of my friendships here in 
[City in the upper midwest] have come from work. I feel like I was very fortunate with 
the group of girls that was previously working there. They were so inclusive, like the first 
week I was there, I started in February, and they were like, hey, we want to go on a trip in 
July. Do you want to come? And I was like, sure. So they were just super inclusive right 
off the bat.  
 

Throughout the interview, Aria emphasized how her work situation was a major boon for her 

experience meeting new people after her move. While their experience with work wasn't as 

foundational, Catherine went so far as to say she was excited to tell me about her work 

relationships, as they had been so positive and fast, saying, “Actually, my very first weekend 

here, we went out for like a lunch and coffee and like spent the day together, which was really 

nice.” Together, participants who had a positive experience with co-workers noted how essential 

they were to early relationship development.  

 An additional catalyst for building relationships that participants experienced was finding 

a specific group that they could relate with. For Felicity, Kadan, Sam, and Myles, these 

represented the sporting groups they most enjoyed. Both Myles and Sam were direct in stating 

the importance of climbing for their relational development, as they each shared stories of 

getting involved in groups at the local climbing gym, a clear avenue for relationship 
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development. Felicity and Kadan shared a similar experience with their local running clubs, as 

Felicity stated, 

I mean, it does help that I'm a runner, and there is like a huge, like right now I'm at 
[Foreboding Brewing], which is walkable from my house. And there's a Tuesday night 
run club here. And I started going to that about two weeks after we moved, and I met like 
the majority of my friends that I didn't already know through volunteering, through the 
run club 
 

It is important to note that these groups were not used as activities to compete with relationships 

they already had, but rather represented an opportunity to build relationships in and of 

themselves. A different group Evelyn and James referenced was religious ones, as religion also 

offered a distinct pathway for building relationships. James specifically referenced his 

experience meeting a new friend on the first Sunday he arrived in a new city, before he later 

leveraged the church to build even more relationships.  

 Another catalyst for building relationships, salient across different interviews, was the 

power of simply knowing another person. Participants were clear that by having any 

relationships in a new city, they could meet people through the grapevine much easier, and thus 

building more relationships. For example, Brad and James were clear just how powerful a tool 

roommates were for building relationships. Brad noted his appreciation when he stated: “I'm a 

little, I think, like lucky, and kind of hit the jackpot in [that] I got amazing, amazing roommates.” 

He was clear that they opened so many doors for him to meet new people, as he now had access 

to their larger networks.  

 However, using another person's network was not limited to roommates. Evelyn, Sam, 

and Myles all described how effective it was to already know someone in their new city. Myles 

described the joy of meeting someone you already knew when he told the story of how he ran 

into an old high school acquaintance:  
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He moved here within two weeks of me moving here, and we lived like a mile apart from 
each other. We found each other on the mountain bike Facebook group. I was like, ‘hey, I 
just moved here from so and so,’ trying to find people to mountain bike with, and he sent 
me a message, being like, Myles, what the fuck are you doing in [State in the Mountain 
West]? 
 

Being able to skip some of the time usually spent getting to know someone makes these 

relationships a cheat code for meeting new people, as Sam shared:  

It feels kind of like a cheap answer to this question of like. You know, ‘how did you meet 
new friends out here?’ Because I was like, oh, I knew [Eric] from high school. But it's 
like we weren't really friends in high school. I just knew who he was, right? 
 

Sam also shared  that he met most of his best friends in his new community through that single 

relationship with Eric. Eric provided an opportunity to do what was difficult and slow after the 

move by introducing Sam to other people serving as an important catalyst. 

 Importantly, participants didn't just describe taking advantage of their old friends' 

network; any new friend would suffice. Branching out through prior relationships was a common 

way for participants like Kadan, James, Brad, Catherine, and Felicity to meet new people. As 

Kadan stated when describing the process of branching out, “healthy relationships are, they're 

like trees, right? It's like if it's a healthy relationship, you like to meet people through that person, 

and you want to spend time with their friends and yada yada.” His description matches the 

participant's experiences; meeting new people in a new city isn’t a one-at-a-time process. Rather, 

sometimes one door opens another.  

 Additional catalysts in building relationships include moving with a partner, as Josie, 

Austin, Sam, Felicity, Catherine, and Bethany—all my participants with partners who moved 

with them—described the safety blanket that partners provided post-move. But partners also 

proved to be another asset in relationship building, as Josie and Austin both described how their 

partners' networks helped expand their own. For Austin, Rachel was a primary source of his 
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relationships due to his busy work schedule, as he noted, “[Rachel] is amazing with making 

friends, [which] makes for a great partner…some of her friends have boyfriends, so there's that 

connection that starts there.” With these experiences in mind, it is easy to point to having a 

partner as a catalyst for building relationships. 

Yet even with different catalysts for meeting new people, participants were still 

struggling to get what they wanted out of their new relationships. Josie, who moved with a 

partner and had attended college in her town, described how she felt unsatisfied with her 

experience building relationships so far, saying 

I felt like my world became very small when I first moved here because I had my 
consistent friends that I've had my whole life that were deep, like deep friendships that 
really replenished and filled my cup. But there weren't a lot of those. I need those 
acquaintances, everyday folks, that I can just chat with and connect with. 
 

While Josie was grappling with a lack of weak ties, Brad was struggling to build relational 

closeness, even though he described excellent experiences with new roommates and at his 

workplace. He described the following experience:  

What's been challenging and the hardest part about moving is going from having such a 
close group of friends. To like not having the same level of intimacy, like friendship, 
intimacy, like if that makes sense. [The] quantity has exploded of new people, but the 
quality, in the sense of how close you are, has decreased. And I think that kind of creates, 
at least for me personally, like sometimes the feeling of loneliness. It's like, huh, I don't 
have this sense of like, really close brotherhood, but I have all these people who I'm 
friends with. Like what? What's the mismatch here? 
 

Brad’s lack of relational closeness about 9 months after a move, despite his major growth in 

weak ties, was a real difficulty of moving for him. His experience, and that of others who have 

had catalysts in their relationship-building, underscores the fickleness of building relationships 

after relocation, even if things are going “well,” there are still challenges to consider, too. 
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Inhibitors. Opposite the catalysts that can explode—albeit sometimes surface-level—

connections, are the circumstances and experiences of participants that inhibited them from 

developing new relationships in their community. A common example of an inhibitor to forming 

new relationships was a poor or nonexistent work environment. Amongst my participants, two, 

Josie and Austin, described themselves as remote workers, and both were clear that a lack of in-

person co-working was hurting their ability to meet people in their new community. Josie stated 

that “the most connection I have is with my cats,” as her co-workers were individuals from all 

over the country. Similarly, Austin had a remote job in which he had never met his team 

members in person, lamenting that meeting co-workers was typically how people made 

connections, and he felt he had missed that chance.  

 Additional inhibitors to connection from work include working hours, as Austin 

described how ‘working a remote job definitely did not help with [meeting new people] in the 

slightest, I was working 60 plus hours a week, so free time was pretty slim.” Austin had since 

changed jobs after his move, and after recording for the interview, he remarked how nice it was 

to have more free time at a job with fewer required hours. Austin articulates how work can 

intrude on and disrupt personal time that could be spent building relationships. Similarly, 

working hours can be incompatible with the people you want to build relationships with. As 

James described, his early morning workdays were a negative for building new connections 

because most people he wanted to spend time with were at work when he finished in the early 

afternoon.  

Even with good working hours and schedules, participants such as LuAnn, Tom, 

Bethany, and James reported that their work environments weren't conducive to building 

relationships. James and LuAnn mentioned feeling in a different stage of life from their co-
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workers, as LuAnn said, “I think part of it just is the age difference between me and my co-

workers. So it's like, ‘Oh, do you want to go get a drink?’ Like, no…one of my colleagues has a 

one-year-old baby.” Dissimilarity as an inhibitor to relationship building with those you are 

meeting can occur outside of the workplace as well, as Aria described, “I think another kind of 

again, I don't know if challenging is the right word, but I am single. And there's me and one other 

girl in our group of 8 girls who are single. All the rest are married.” Feelings of being in a 

different stage of life can be one way in which forming new relationships was a challenge for my 

participants.  

 A lack of structure was also a key inhibitor for building new relationships. All of my 

participants who attended school before moving (14 of the 15 participants) noted that the lack of 

structure in their new home made meeting people that much more difficult. As LuAnn 

articulated, “I think what's interesting about my current situation is that because I've spent my 

whole life in school, there's like a structure for friendship there . . . that's super different from 

what I'm experiencing right now.” Similarly, two participants, Austin and James, stated that the 

lack of structure was especially difficult for men, with James citing that “there's less of that 

support for guys just to meet other guys. Especially in a new city with not really a strong 

connection, so definitely that aspect is tough.” Austin, too, found it difficult to connect easily 

with other guys, citing what he believed was a difficulty with interpersonal connections. 

 Finally, different factors associated with the city and the individual were cited as reasons 

it was difficult to connect with new individuals. James cited the extreme unfamiliarity of the 

mountain town he moved to as a reason it was difficult to find others that he could relate to; even 

though he had only moved four hours away within the same state, it felt like a whole new 

country to him. Meanwhile, LuAnn, who had moved from a college town in the Mountain West, 
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spoke about the size of her small city in the Northeast as an inhibitor to her ability to find people 

like her. While these different catalysts and inhibitors affected this study's participants' abilities 

to find and build new relationships, there are specific actions that clearly show how participants 

may build relationships, in terms of number and closeness, beyond these additional factors.  

Building Relationships is About Being Active and Intentional 

 This theme represents the collective effort participants put into building relationships. 

Essentially, throughout each interview, participants were clear that an active, intentional use of 

energy was necessary to build relationships in terms of number and closeness. For example, Sam 

shared:  

I think the easiest way to make friends is to just show up to the same place at the same 

time consistently, where people go. So if you go to the same bar to watch, let's say, the 

[local sports team] play. And like every time you go, you're going to run into people who 

do that. 

 

Here, and throughout his experience meeting new people, Sam highlighted the importance of 

showing up and putting yourself out there as a way to build a wider network of relationships.  

 Other participants shared that, in addition to frequenting specific places, being intentional 

about starting interpersonal interactions was important for them. To illustrate, when asked how 

they were so successful in building a wide network, Brad, Myles, and Evelyn all spoke to the 

value of being unafraid to reach out directly to new people. Evelyn told a story of how she texted 

multiple people, including her neighbor, just to see if they wanted to make plans and hang out. 

Meanwhile, Brad talked about his perseverance in looking past friend rejection, having stated, 

“You have to make things happen for yourself, and be a little aggressive, you hear about plans, 

[and ask] can I join?” In a very similar manner, Myles said that he would explicitly ask people to 

hang out as well, as he said, “I reached out to people, like, ‘hey, I just moved here.’ And then, 
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whatever they were doing, I was like, ‘Hey, can I hang out with you?’ ‘Can I play too?’” 

Together these three highlight the importance of effort, and working to build new relationships.  

 Not all instances of effort and intentionality are alike, as not all participants used a 

similarly pointed approach to building relationships. Some, like Austin and Eileen, were 

intentional about going to church regularly and meeting people there. Others, like Felicity and 

Kadan, talked about joining local running clubs to meet new people. Catherine and Bethany both 

used social media to be intentional about making new friends, as Catherine said, “I was like, OK, 

I need to do something to make friends. And I had heard about this app called Bumble BFF.” 

This app allows users to swipe yes or no and connect with people they think could make good 

friends, and for Catherine and Bethany, it led to new friends.  

 Shared before, participants were also clear that intentionality was vital for getting closer 

to their new connections. Myles, who moved to his new city three years ago, described this 

process of getting closer to new friends as he stated, “It started off with . . . acquaintances I 

would do these activities with. And then the more that I would hang out with these people, the 

more those friendships would develop.” Felicity used a helpful analogy to describe her process 

of building relational closeness as well:  

One of my college friends likes to refer to it as crossing the bridge, which is when you go 

from being a friendly acquaintance with someone to an actual friend. And so I think if 

you want to cross the bridge with someone, maybe you see them maybe once a week. 

 

Just as it was important to be active to build a network, participants were clear that it required 

energy and time to build closer relationships.  

 The time and energy it took to get close to new friends wasn’t easy for some participants. 

Brad, who was clear that he had success so far in building a wide network in his new city, 

described how impatient and resigned he was to the fact that it was taking so long to get very 
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close to his new connections. Coming to terms with that as well was Tom, who also 

acknowledged that effort was important for building relationships, but stated, “I think if I'm not 

gonna live in [a City in the Mountain West] 1 1/2 years from now, I'm not gonna invest a lot of 

time and energy forming core relationships here.” For Tom, he recognized that once his partner 

finishes school, they’re planning to move, so he decided it wasn’t worth investing his time and 

energy in proximal relationships. What is clear from these experiences and this theme is that 

effort is vital to building relationships in closeness and number, yet participants had more to 

consider with their time and energy than just building relationships.  

Limited Time and Energy Means Prioritizing Certain Old and/or New Relationships 

The final theme of RQ1 coalesces around participants' experiences of simultaneously 

maintaining and building relationships. Each participant, when asked how they manage their 

time and energy between old and new relationships, shared their personal experience prioritizing 

one and/or the other. Depending on their own personal circumstances and preferences, this theme 

represents the range of relational choices participants made throughout their move.  

 Some participants, like Tom, LuAnn, and Aria, were open about the reality that their 

older, stronger relationships were the ones that received priority after their move. LuAnn, who 

identified inhibitors for building relationships, like living in a small town and a lack of work 

friends, really emphasized how much she relied on her old friends and made the choice to focus 

more on them. She stated,  

I think it's easier to invest in the [relationships] that I already have. Like, it doesn't take 
any work. And so, obviously, I'm gonna call my parents, cause they've known me for 
well beyond 240 hours. And I'm gonna call my best friends from grad school because it's 
much easier to be involved with something that's familiar than something that's 
unfamiliar. 
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LuAnn explained that it was easier to maintain relationships with those she was close to; it took 

less energy. Similarly, Tom shared, “If you think about it as an investment, if I have an economy 

of time and energy, it makes sense to me to invest that time and energy into relationships that I 

know are always gonna be there.” Here, Tom and LuAnn grappled with the reality that they 

already had strong relationships that provided them with what they needed. Therefore, it was 

difficult for them to justify spending the energy to build new relationships in their new 

community. 

 For participants like Catherine and Myles, while their distant friends were still important 

to them and worthy of energy (as highlighted in the first theme), they still found themselves 

prioritizing in-person relationships in their new community. Myles shared how he viewed his 

distant friends: 

I think that I let a lot of my [City in the Northwest] friends and those relationships kind of 
fall into the back burner, 'cause moving's a lot of effort. Trying to develop your own 
community takes a lot of work on top of having a full-time job, and that sucks. But I put a 
lot more effort and energy into developing relationships out here with the trust that those 
[past] relationships will be maintained, even if I'm not actively putting the work in.  
 

Here, Myles is clear that, for him, it’s important to spend his limited effort building his 

relationships, as he believes his past relationships are resilient enough to sustain a lack of regular 

contact. 

 This process of prioritizing building in-person relationships isn’t always a conscious 

effort for participants. Catherine explicitly stated this, saying, “I don't intentionally prioritize my 

in-person friends over my friends that aren't here. I think it just kind of naturally happens.” When 

asked why this might be the case, Catherine explained that, for her, in-person relationships 

naturally took priority because of the interpersonal nature of face-to-face contact. Evelyn also 

explained this preference when she said: 
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I'm used to being in close proximity with people all the time, but over the phone, it's not 
the same. You can't express emotions the same; you can't read their body language, . . . or 
if someone's excited, you can't see how bright they're smiling over the phone, you know? 
 

For these participants, it wasn’t a lack of emotional closeness in distant relationships that pushed 

them towards new relationships; it was the lack of physical closeness that made new 

relationships worth their time and energy. Part of this may be that the energy required for in-

person interactions with their old friends was greater than for in-person interactions with their 

new friends in their new community.  

 These reasons for prioritizing new or old relationships permeated throughout the rest of 

the interviews, as participants managed their time and energy. For example, Evelyn, who was 

clear about her preference for in-person communication, stressed that she's been working to put 

equal energy into new and old relationships, as she used her weekends “either calling old friends, 

cold calling them, or planning calls or in-person stuff, like having people come to meet up with 

friends here.” Such a desire to invest time and energy in both old and new relationships was a 

common experience among Brad, Kadan, Felicity, James, Bethany, and Sam. Though their 

experiences weren’t all that different from those who prioritized one relationship over the other. 

In his quest to build and maintain, Kadan described how, like LuAnn, Tom, and Aria, “starting 

new relationships is a little bit more energy intensive because ideally old relationships, they just 

feel good, they're kind of cozy, you know?” Here, they align in that building new relationships is 

energy-intensive, yet even with the extra energy cost of starting relationships, Kadan was able 

and willing to spend it. 

 When feeling able to, participants were consistently willing to use the extra energy to 

build relationships, as Eileen, a more introverted participant, stated, “Being social is very 

exhausting for me, . . . but also, I want to have friends and good relationships and stuff, and the 
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deeper a relationship gets, the less draining it feels on my emotional social tank.” Eileen was 

willing to invest energy in hopes of building new relationships into the kind of old relationships 

that take less energy. James, too, was clear how much easier it was to maintain relationships with 

those he already cared for.  

While energy was a major consideration for all participants, for Brad, time was the focus. 

As a participant who ascribed to the idea that he has almost limitless reserves of energy, he 

stated, “One of my kind of life mantras is [that] time is the only thing you'll never get back.” He 

explained that, because of his energy reserves, he spent every moment he could being active and 

building relationships, whether it was cold-calling friends during a momentary car ride or 

booking his weekends full, he worked to maximize his efforts on both old and new relationships.  

While differences in energy usage between maintenance and relationship-building, and 

enjoyment of in-person and virtual communication, played a role in prioritization for many 

participants. Personal circumstances can also affect which old and new relationships are 

prioritized. For Austin, his extreme work schedule made it extremely difficult for him to 

prioritize either old or new relationships. While he would put energy into relationships whenever 

he had the time or energy, far too often he had neither, as he described, “Just being locked in my 

room for hours upon hours, working late nights and on the weekends, it just drains you.” Austin, 

like his fellow participants, had to manage the extra energy it took to build new relationships, as 

he described how much easier it was to maintain relationships when he had the energy.  

Similar to Austin, as a remote worker, Josie also had a hard time finding the time and 

energy to spend on her old and new friends. When asked how she managed her time and energy 

between relationships, she said:  

I feel like I am never doing enough. I've been in a weird stage of life because a lot of my 
work is compressed. So, in terms of the location, my work is here, my life is here, my fun 
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is here, my sleep is here, like everything. Everything is now compressed. There's no me 
going out. And so because of that, I find that management feels like A to-do list.  
 

As an ascribed deeply social individual, Josie really struggled to use her energy in a way that 

filled her cup. Instead, throughout her interview, her personal circumstances clearly affected 

what she could prioritize with her limited energy.  

Consistent across all of these participant experiences is the reality that these relational 

decisions are occurring: participants pick and choose, sometimes unconsciously, where they 

spend their resources. However, as I highlighted, these decisions are heavily influenced by the 

participant's situation, personality, and expectations for the relationships they want. With 

different participants being able to offer different amounts of time and energy to maintaining and 

building relationships.  

RQ2 Themes 

 

The study’s second research question asked: How do young adults describe their 

experience of communal belonging following relocation?  In relation to this RQ, I identified 

three relevant themes: 1) A new sense of community is understood through prior communities 

and it’s two subthemes titles a) Explorations of Difference and b) Explorations of Sameness, 2) 

Similarities with others makes it easier to find a sense of community, and 3) Communal 

belonging in a new city is multifaceted.  

A Sense of Community is Understood Through Prior Communities 

Often, when asked about old or new communities, participants would use them in 

concert, explaining their new experiences and feelings through a contrast with their old homes. 

This theme then coalesces around the different ways participants compared their communities, as 

the way they experienced a sense of community in their new city depended on how they 
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experienced it in their old cities. To organize participants' comparisons, this theme is broken into 

two subthemes: explorations of sameness and explorations of differences. 

Explorations of Difference. Most prevalent in participants' discussions of old and new 

communities were the ways they differed from each other. Participants frequently described their 

new community by explaining how things have changed. For James, LuAnn, and Eileen, the 

difference started with the size of their community. LuAnn specifically described how her new 

city was much smaller than her prior one, and that, with that change, came less anonymity but a 

closer-knit community. James described the phenomenon, saying, “And when you get to know 

that local community, it is kind of the small town, everybody seems to know everybody, and 

everybody, for better or worse, also seems to know what other people are up to.” Such a new 

experience with their communities was consistently framed in terms of its difference from their 

previous communities.  

 Participants like LuAnn, Tom, Aria, and Austin also used differences in specific places to 

articulate their views of community. LuAnn, for example, spoke to how her lack of connections 

affected her enjoyment of a park community, saying, “I'm not gonna go to a place that I once 

viewed as a site of like communication and interaction and just like lovely chatter, and I'm not 

gonna just go there alone.” Here, her negative perception of her new community was, in part, 

born of a comparison to the success of her prior community. Similarly, Tom described his 

negative view of his new city:  

There aren’t a lot of small local places that I feel like I would want to support. Like, yeah, 

I could go to the Starbucks, but. I'm not gonna feel like that's a special place that I would 

want to go to every single day.  

 

Throughout our discussion of his new community, Tom, who moved under a year ago, would use 

his previous communities and the sense of community he had there to explain why this new 
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place was not meeting his expectations. Similarly, Josie lamented the absence of Queer spaces in 

her new city, stating, “I need a lot more gay people in my life, honestly. I need a lot more queer 

energy. I need a lot more artistic spaces . . . and I'm seeking a community that wants to do that.” 

Josie desired places like the ones she had before she moved, that would allow for expression and 

connection outside normative contexts. When participants like Josie, Tom, and LuAnn looked at 

their new home and viewed it through the absence of what they had before, it became difficult 

for them to identify this new home as their community.  

 This experience of a community not meeting all of a participant's communal desires was 

shared by Sam, Bethany, and Myles as well. Specifically, these participants, all of whom 

identified as Asian, noted that, in their moves to the Mountain West, the absence of a community 

of individuals that shared their identity was so obvious because they had something clear to 

compare it to. Speaking to his experience, Myles said:  

When I first moved here, I did have a lack of an Asian community. I'm Thai, and in [State 

in the Northwest] there's this massive community. It was diverse, and [City in the 

Mountain West] is not. And that's something that I felt quite a bit when moving here. It's 

like I've lost the sense of Asian culture that I kind of grew up with.  

 

While the lack of sameness was a described issue, for these participants, the lack of larger 

diversity was described as problematic as well. Bethany talked about her expansive and diverse 

community in her previous home in the Northwest, saying, 

My community of Asian people in [State in the Northwest], a lot off my close friends that 

I danced with are people of color and very much embrace that culture and that was a 

point of us bonding and just kind of understanding each other . . . and it's one of those 

things that I didn't realize made me feel like I belong until I moved to [City in the 

Mountain West]. 

 

For them, an absence of a community of individuals that shared their identity was so obvious 

because they had something clear to compare it to. Furthermore, it was an absence of minoritized 
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identities at large that contributed to their comparisons to their old homes. These conversations 

of a lack of diversity saturated my discussions with Myles, Sam, and Bethany, as this reality 

acted as an inhibitor to their sense of community. While, as we will discuss later, this did not 

completely undermine their ability to find community, such a difference from old to new altered 

how they experience community at a lived level.  

 The final experience of exploring differences in a community, centered around the 

contrast between a structured community during school, and the lack of structure after. With a 

majority of this study’s participants having moved recently after college, they often used their 

college communities as examples of how difficult it was to build community, in contrast to the 

sense of a fresh start. Austin articulated this phenomenon, sharing: 

It's a little different when you come to [A University in the Mountain West]. I think those 
community structures are kind of set up for you, in a sense. School does [make it] a big 
priority to try to make that an easy process. I think then coming to a new city where 
there's no structure, that's definitely, you know, it's really just up to you. 
 

Such a comforting structure made for an easy point of comparison after a move.  

Some of those who attended graduate school, like Eileen, Evelyn, and Aria, also spoke to 

the specific cohort-based social groups they benefited from. They described the process of being 

placed with individuals around their age who studied the exact same thing. Such similarities 

provided them with large social groups that they described as difficult to replicate after a move. 

In addition to the specific groups, participants like Evelyn spoke to the everyday communal 

interactions they were able to experience during a daily bus ride to school:  

I feel like the bus was a cool place where we would sit and have conversations. You'd sit 
down, and the lady next to you would be like, “One hack of a game last night,” and you 
just yap about the win and [State in the Midwest] women's basketball team and [famous 
WNBA player]. It was just so cool. I feel like I had a lot of different interactions. 
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Together, these moments of comparison fuel how participants experience community in their 

new city. It’s challenging to build community for some because it was so much easier in school, 

and it's challenging to feel community for others because their previous residence had diversity 

that their new home lacked. Such sense-making of one's experience with community works in 

the opposite way as well.   

Explorations of Sameness. While every participant spoke about their old communities, only a 

few discussed the similarities between their old and new homes. Brad and Catherine, both self-

described extraverted participants, described how their social groups were quite similar to prior 

to their move. Catherine spoke to the quality and depth of her new friend group as a sense of 

community that mirrored what she was experiencing in her old city. Brad had a similar 

experience, detailing his roommate experience before and after he moved:  

I had five of those really good [roommates] where we all came together and came home, 

and that gave us confidence to go out, cuz we knew we always had something to come 

back to. So that was really, really huge, and that's been my approach here, and it's why I 

love having roommates. With my job, I'm able to afford living alone, but I choose not to 

because, in that same way, I love coming home. 

 

Throughout our discussion of his sense of community, Brad sang the praises of both his old and 

new roommates; to him, they represented a community right in his home, something he deemed 

necessary before his move, based on his positive experience with building community in his 

prior home and with his prior roommates.  

 Such explorations of similarities between places were often positive, as Myles also 

discussed his experience of similar communities in his old and new homes. He spoke to the wide 

sense of community he built in his old home, saying:  

I feel like I had a strong sense of community back in [City in the Northwest]. I was able 

to, you know, go anywhere in town and I'd find at least one person that I knew already . . 
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. and I think that helps build a strong sense of community. Whenever you go around, you 

already have people there.  
 
As his old sense of community was shaped by his everyday interactions with those in his 

community, friends or not, his new depiction of community follows that experience. Myles used 

that description of his sense of community to explain how he operates in his new city, as he 

follows the same path and now most enjoys seeing and interacting with all the familiar faces 

around his new home. Collectively, participants experience community the way they do because 

of the ways they experienced it before.  

Similarities With Others Makes It Easier to Find a Sense of Community 

 Consistently, participants described how they would find it easiest to build a sense of 

community in a new city with those who were similar to them in some way. A common example 

of this was with sports and activities. Evelyn and Austin both described the communities they 

built at the gyms they attended, with Evelyn explaining, “I always feel like whenever I went to 

the gym at the same time every day, all the same people are there, you know?” Similarly, Myles 

and Sam explained that the climbing gym became a place where they each saw familiar faces as 

they all climbed. These four participants marked these places and groups as areas where they feel 

a sense of community, primarily because they are all there together completing the activity.  

 Kadan and Felicity, who both found social groups through running, experienced these 

feelings of community through similarity as well. As Kadan, when asked about his experience 

with a trail running meetup, said:  

You know, maybe I'll see some of the 10-12 people I know by name, but there might be 

another 15 people I've never seen before, you know? But, despite that, we're all engaged 

in the same activity. So absolutely, yeah, it can be . . . this sense of community. ‘ 

 

Here, Kadan was articulating his community as a place where he did not have to be friends with 

every individual. What mattered was the activity that they were completing together. Likewise, 
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James, Catherine, Sam, and Myles all described the positive communal effect of moving to a 

place where residents shared a common “outdoor” identity. Myles stated that it was almost easy 

to find that community:  

Finding those communities in [City in the mountain West] was easy because I knew 

where to start looking. It's like, well, if you want to climb outside, what you have to do is 

talk to people at a climbing show . . . If you want to go skiing, you need to like talk to 

people at a ski shop.  

 

He described that, because these activities are common and people engage in them, it became 

easier to find community.  

 Finally, LuAnn and Tom, both teachers, described finding a distinct community through 

school. LuAnn described her experience coaching a student debate team, saying,  

It exists differently from friends, cause obviously I'm not befriending my debate students. 

Because there's professional distance that like has to be maintained there. But like that's 

the one context in which we all have, I think like similar goals about the importance of 

communication and civic discourse as like a tool of social transformation. 

 

It was through the debate team that she found a sense of community, but not necessarily 

friendship. Similarly, Tom was very clear that he was not building close relationships with his 

co-workers, but through spending time working in concert, and being in similar circumstances, 

school represented a community for him. In total, these participants used similarities to form 

communities and bond in places and groups where bonding would not have occurred without the 

similarities.  

Communal Belonging in a New City Is Multifaceted  

For participants who reported feelings of communal belonging following their relocation, 

their explanations for those feelings varied slightly. This theme combines their experiences under 

the umbrella of communal belonging as multifaceted, as participants explored their feelings of 

community through groups of people, places, and the familiar faces they now saw. 
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 Some participants, like Brad, Aria, and James, defined community in their new city as the 

groups of people that they can relate to, and rely on for support. Aria described this perception of 

community as “a group of people, doesn't necessarily matter the size, but a group of people who 

see things the same way, [and] have at least like one thing in common and just are always 

supportive of each other.” Similarly, James portrayed community as “a group of people, you 

don't have to perform for in order to be valued.” For these participants, community was not 

hyper-specific to a distinct group of people; instead, it was represented by any group that treated 

them as they expected communities to treat them.  

 Such a broad depiction of a group can be seen in Sam’s understanding of communal 

belonging after moving, when he described, saying:  

Community is any group of people that feels any sort of connection to one another . . . So 
I think it can be a community of friends. It can be a community of people based on 
Ethnicity . . . I think it's as long as you guys are interacting with one another, that's some 
sort of community.  
 

Here, Sam centered the interactive aspects of community, as any multitude of people you 

connect with could be a community for him. Evelyn also emphasized community as relationally 

focused, saying, “If I'm with my people, I will go wherever, it doesn't really matter.” In this way, 

Evelyn separates community from place, highlighting how people shape her sense of communal 

belonging. However, these stories of communal belonging as a social group and people-focused 

construct does not diminish the importance of place in these participants' belonging.  

 It’s important to note that a social group's importance to communal belonging is not 

mutually exclusive from the importance of place. Evelyn, who had talked about how important 

people were to her sense of community, also later mentioned how important place was after a 

move. She described how moving by herself to a city in the Midwest made her realize how much 
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she connected to places. Similarly, Catherine described specific places in the Mountain West as 

places of community,  

I take a lot of walks with friends around [Tyler Park]. We frequent there quite a bit. .  
.My friends and I go to the [Dance bar], we've learned so many fun line dances, and we 
met two guys there that we've gotten pretty close with. It's a fun place where it's just joy 
and not work.  
 

Catherine described how these places give her a connection to the city she now lives in and a 

sense of communal belonging.  

 Participants like Austin, Josie, and Kadan frequently explicitly named third places 

(Oldenberg, 1999) as locations where they felt a sense of communal belonging. Josie described 

them as places outside of work or home where she could go and interact with like-minded 

people. Austin described them similarly, detailing the rec center that he frequented in his new 

city, with Kadan saying, “For me, I love having a third space. Coffee shops have always been 

that for me.” Together, they did not sugarcoat the importance of spaces like gyms, local theaters, 

and coffee shops as third places. However, important to their conceptualizations of place were 

the people they interacted with there.  

 The most common assertion participants like Austin, Tom, James, LuAnn, Evelyn, 

Myles, Felicity, and Eileen made about communal belonging was the power of familiar 

interaction in a variety of places. Evelyn discussed how much the gym represented a place of 

communal belonging where she could see the same people over and over again, saying, “I love 

yapping, so it's good, and there are familiar people [there] all the time.” Likewise, Felicity 

mentioned the power of feeling comfortable in specific spaces with specific people, saying, “I 

think that really is what makes it feel like home, feeling comfortable in the space and then by 

extension with the people.” Their experiences, and others, explore the power of being known in a 

new city as a site of communal belonging. 
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Myles broadened the scope of how he saw familiar interactions affecting his feelings of 

communal belonging beyond specific places, saying,  

I'll walk around town, and I'm known, and I know people . . . And as an adult, I'm like, 
everyone in the village is your family. And it feels like a larger sense here. [City in the 
Mountain West] is much bigger than [a] village. But if I walk around town, I just run into 
people that I know. It brings that sense of village, you know, it brings that sense of I 
know you, you know me, this town knows me, [and] I know this town.  
 

For Myles, that sense of community extended beyond a specific place, like a gym or a coffee 

shop, to encompass the city as a whole. Eileen noted something specific about the broad feeling 

of communal belonging across a whole city, having said, “When you move somewhere and then 

other people recognize you as you're out and about . . . I feel like that's kind of a mirror of like 

how deep your roots are, right?” Together, Eileen and Myles connected these familiar 

interactions to more than just a sense of community at a specific place; they connected these 

minor interactions with a sense of community across an entire city.  

 From minor interactions across an entire city to those contained within a space, 

participants were clear throughout their interviews about the power of people and place as a 

combined construct. These were not separate phenomena that affected a participant's sense of 

communal belonging; they combined to give participants a multifaceted experience of 

community in their new city.  

RQ3 Themes 

The study’s third research question asked: How do young adults make sense of their 

experiences with belongingness following residential relocation?  In relation to this RQ, I 

identified two relevant themes: 1) Belongingness is affected by an individual’s identity and the 

new cities’ characteristics and 2) Belongingness is to both people and place.  
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Belongingness Is Affected by an Individual’s Identity and the New Cities’ Characteristics 

Throughout these findings, specific attention has been paid to the context that drives the 

participants' experiences. This theme continues that development by exploring how an 

individual's identity and the characteristics of the city they moved to affect their sense of 

belonging after relocation. For some participants, like Kadan, Catherine, Austin, Brad, and 

Felicity, the characteristics of their new city were specifically described as contributing to a 

sense of belonging. Felicity, when asked about how she has experienced belonging after moving, 

stated, “I feel a sense of belonging for sure . . . There's a big love of nature and the outdoors, and 

active life. Which I value and feel. So I definitely feel that sense of belonging.” Being able to 

relate to the “outdoorsy” identities that appear in their cities made it easier for these participants 

to fit in.  

 However, not all participants experienced a positive sense of belonging in their city. Both 

Tom and LuAnn found barriers in the town that made it difficult for them to feel like they fit in. 

When asked if her new city affected her feelings of belonging, LuAnn said,  

Yes, [this city in the Northeast] is so shitty. I mean that disrespectfully. This town is so 
small, and I grew up in a small town that's even smaller than this one. So I know I've 
lived this life before, but now that I have been in places that are more urban or suburban, 
that's just super frustrating.” 
 

Throughout our discussion of her city, LuAnn was clear that it was left behind by the 21st 

century and lacked much of what she looked for in a city: things to do, places to eat, and people 

to meet. She found it difficult to feel a sense of belonging there because of the many reasons she 

disliked it, saying, “If we were having this conversation and I were living in Chicago or New 

York City, I think I'd be like, wow, I'm the most social butterfly person.” In a similar manner, 

Tom derided his town for its layout, finding it an active impediment to his sense of belonging 

there.   
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 Three other participants found themselves struggling to feel a sense of belonging in their 

new city for reasons beyond the layout. Bethany, Myles, and Sam—all of whom identified as 

Asian—recounted their difficulties finding a sense of belonging because of the lack of diversity 

in their new city. These were not passive experiences of viewing a shared identity; Myles 

detailed a specific experience where he felt out of place: 

[The lack of diversity] definitely used to make me feel like I didn't belong here, just 
because I've had a couple of bad interactions. I’d go on a couple of Bumble dates, and 
people specifically match with me, and they call me exotic, and they fetishize me, which 
is not something that happens very often in [State in the Northwest].  
 

In this experience, Myles elaborated on how some individuals' reactions to his identity 

characteristics led to feelings of alienation in his new home.  

Bethany chronicled a similar experience, speaking to the lack of diversity in the city as a 

reason she felt a sense of alienation. With both her and Sam noting the lack of cultural food as an 

example of feeling like they couldn't find aspects of the city to relate to, as Bethany said,  

There's like no culture here, to be honest . . . It doesn't feel as authentic. Just a thing as 
simple as food. I'm a huge foodie, so like food is very important to me, but like the 
amount of times I've gone to some type of Asian restaurant, not Chinese, but any type of 
Asian restaurant, and it ends up being some sort of fusion with American food. 
 

Even when experiencing these feelings of alienation, due to a lack of those that share her 

identity, Bethany described how she doesn’t share these experiences, saying, “with my 

coworkers, and I would say with the friends that I've made here, it's not something I really talk 

about ever.” Marking this experience as one that felt isolating.  

 While these experiences of a lack of diversity permeated participants' experiences of 

belonging, other participants noted that their identity characteristics offered them privileges in 

belonging. Aria specifically noted her experiences with finding belonging in a myriad of places, 

saying,   
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I feel like, honestly, I've never really been somewhere that I'm like, ‘oh, this isn't for me. 
I don't feel welcomed. I don't feel supported. Which I mean, I guess ties back to a lot of 
privilege that I have . . . But I feel like I have always been able to find some sort of 
community and some sort of place of like, “these are my people.” 
 

The contrast between Arias' experience and those of Myles, Bethany, Sam, and even LuAnn and 

Tom shows that belongingness is greatly influenced by one’s identity and the place they relocate 

to.  

 Even then, it is important to note that these experiences of belonging or not belonging do 

not exist in a binary for my participants. All of Myles, Bethany, and Sam all were clear that they 

still found reasons to call their new cities home, despite feeling othered. Myles described how 

the people in his new city often “play in the same way that I want to play. It makes me feel 

welcome.” Pushing his experience into a tandem one, in which he experiences both belonging 

and alienation at different moments. Bethany also described her experience finding a sense of 

home in her new place, saying, “I love the outdoorsiness of [State in the Mountain West]. So 

having that there . . . is also a reason I love [State in the Mountain West]. Everyone here is super 

active.” In total, participants experience a highly contextual, ever-changing sense of belonging 

after relocating that is connected to personal identity and the characteristics of a new city.  

Belongingness After Relocating Is to Both People and Place  

 When asked what it means to belong after a move, participants described a sense of 

belonging that spanned topics covered throughout the interview. Different participants described 

their connection to their new home as their sense of belonging, while others were clear about 

how important relationships were to their sense of belonging following a move. This theme 

overviews the broad parallel experience of belonging through both new places and social 

relationships.  
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 In the interview, every participant was asked about their experiences with belonging after 

the move, and each weighed in on what their individual sense of belonging looked like. For 

many, their experience looked combination of places and people. Kadan narrated his feelings on 

the experience, stating,  

I would say the absolute, pinnacle [is] the spaces, the communities, that's everything. I 
think if you're gonna feel connected to a new city, that's how you do it. It's through the 
space, through the, through the people, through the communities. So yeah, for me, I 
would say like, as soon as I started to feel kind of connected with those communities, 
that's when I felt like, OK, [City in the Mountain West] feels a little bit like home.  
 

In this way, Kadens' experience with belonging mirrors the complexity of previous findings. 

Belonging is not a single place or person; it is a collection of people and places that shape how 

participants experience home after a move.  

 James, Austin, Felicity, and Evelyn experienced belonging in a manner similar to Kadan, 

emphasizing familiar interactions with friends or strangers in familiar places as the embodiment 

of belonging after a move. Felicity described this combination when she said:  

To belong somewhere means you're walking in with a certain level of confidence, not 
wondering, ' Where's the bathroom? ' or' What is this going to look like? ' You just know 
this stuff, right? You know what the expectation is of whatever place you're walking into, 
but there's also that recognition of other people who are within that vicinity, like, hey, 
how are you? Like, how was your week? 
 

This exploration of comfort and interaction as facets of belonging embodies the complex process 

our participants undergo. Often, describing the experience belonging for our participants is done 

through an exploration of what they want that process to look like. Evelyn described this tongue-

tied experience of sharing what it means to belong, saying, ‘I don't know if there's a certain 

word, but I think it's a feeling, if that makes sense. But I don't know how to describe the feeling. 

It just feels like home.” 
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 Working to explain how he experienced belonging, Austin overviewed his love for the 

mountain bike community and their interactions on the trail, citing how “Everyone seems 

genuine, just a nice smile and a wave makes you feel good, makes you feel like you belong.” 

While Austin and others highlighted place as an aspect of belonging, Different participants began 

to focus more heavily on the relational aspects that defined their experiences of belonging.  

Catherine specifically stated that the specific place is secondary, as for her, just being in 

the same place was vital, as she said: 

I feel like I could be in any place with my friends. We could go on a walk. We could sit 
and scroll on our phones in my apartment. We could go out to dinner. We could go out to 
like the bars. Like, I feel like independent of the vibe, I just enjoy being with the people 
I've built relationships with. 
 

Other participants began to bring in place more sparingly, as Myles specifically stated that he 

finds belonging through interactions with those people who share his identity, stating, 

“Whenever I interact with someone here in [the Mountain West], that's Asian that I've never 

talked to before. I feel like because of our race, we have this similar experience . . . [that] plays 

an important role in belonging.” While interaction with an individual who shares his identity 

brings a sense of belonging to Myles, for many others, it is the security provided by 

relationships.  

 Participants Aria, Bethany, Austin, Catherine, LuAnn, Josie, and Tom all described the 

sense of belonging that comes from being supported and known in close relationships. Aria 

described the importance of support for a sense of belonging, stating, “To me, it's the people 

around you, feeling like they support you and they want good things for you, and they're gonna 

be there for you no matter what.” Aria was clear that she recognized this was what she needed 

from belonging, because it was an experience she had yet to reobtain after moving due to the 

absence of her closest relationships. Similarly, LuAnn described how belonging to her was being 
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known in close relationships, sharing her specific explanation of the process as, “Belonging is 

people who really get you . . . Where they would know what my food order would be at a 

restaurant. That level of specificity in friendship is something I really appreciate. It's something 

that I  have, even at a distance.” While participants like Aria and LuAnn described how their 

experiences with others led them to feel a sense of belonging, Tom described his long-term 

partner as the person who fosters that sense.  

 All in all, participants' experiences of belonging are hyperspecific; whether through 

mountain biking, a conversation in a familiar place, or support from a close friend, there are 

many ways to experience belonging. Yet, together, these experiences reside under an umbrella of 

people and place; participant belonging does not live in one avenue. Rather, it is expressed in 

various ways, especially after moving. As Brad said when describing his path to belonging, “You 

belong in different places in different ways.” Truly, the participatory experience of belonging 

after relocation is a contextual, spatial, and relational web.  
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CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION 
 
 
 

 Overall, this study sought to explore how, following residential relocation, young adults 

managed to maintain and build their relationships and how they experienced community and a 

sense of belonging. As the findings were situated as a highly individual process, so too is the 

discussion. In total, I offer three important theoretical implications for the study. First, I discuss 

the usefulness of combining the Communicate Bond Belong Theory and the social convoy model 

to tell the story of maintaining and building relationships (RQ1). Then, I will provide an 

overview of how the communal belonging experienced by my participants aligns with the 

literature (RQ2). Before overviewing the intersections of paths towards belonging following 

relocation (RQ3). Finally, I discuss the practical implications of these findings.  

Theoretical Implication: Investing Social Resources Across Relationships 

According to the Communicate Bond Belong Theory (Hall & Davis, 2017), humans have 

a finite amount of energy to build and maintain relationships. With limited resources, individuals 

must decide how much energy and time to allocate to different relationships. Further, we know 

from the extant literature that contextual factors, such as workplace (Otterbach et al., 2021; 

Schmitt et al., 2026), the emotional closeness of the relationship (Hall et al., 2023), and 

communication modality (Hall et al., 2022), influence how individuals allocate social resources.  

 In this study’s context of relocation, young adults were directly confronted with the 

reality that their relationships were changing as they moved for a variety of reasons, including a 

new job, their romantic partner’s job or school, or to find a new community that aligned with 

their interests (e.g., a love of the outdoors). Participants’ closest friendships were now separated 

physically by distance, and my findings highlight a consistent drive among participants to 
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develop new relationships locally. CBBT and the human use of social resources are helpful 

means of explaining the decisions participants make throughout the moving process. It helps us 

explore why social circles tend to change after a move and why participants need to build and 

maintain different relationships, balancing the energy and effort required to meet belonging 

needs. One argument made by CBBT is that people typically choose to invest their time and 

energy more into close relationships; but when those connections are not physically co-present, it 

can take more effort to connect, and taking time to develop location connections becomes a way 

to redefine one’s social circles (Hall & Davis, 2017). Antonucci’s (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987; 

Antonucci et al., 2014) social convoy is a helpful tool to organize the closeness of relationships 

and how they change throughout this process. By organizing relationships into concentric circles, 

ordered by emotional closeness, we can use CBBT and social resources to discuss the reasons 

behind these shifts in participant convoys. 

Weak Tie Changes    

My findings demonstrated a shift in the outside layers of a participant's social convoy. 

The weak ties that participants were no longer in proximity to, like acquaintances, a barista, or 

more casual friends, were the relationships that first fell out of a participant's social convoy. 

Those findings are supported by Becker et al. (2009), who claim that weaker ties were more 

likely to dissolve after moving. CBBT offers a lens for understanding these changes. When 

relocating, young adults spend significant time and energy shifting locations, settling into a job, 

and building relationships, while still trying to maintain connections with their most important 

relationships in the place they used to live. Considering that individuals are most willing to spend 

their social resources on relationships that provide the highest relational yield (Becker et al., 

2009); Hall & Davis, 2017, it is logical that young adults would choose to maintain the 
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relationships near the center of their convoy. Closer relationships, after all, provide more 

emotional support, minor services, and companionship than the weaker ties that now lie farther 

away (Wellman & Wortley, 1990).  

Strong Tie Investment 

Moving meant that participants' relational maintenance with their closest relationships 

often shifted to digital communication, with some supplemental in-person visits. While 

participants did not describe this change as energy-intensive, they acknowledged the time 

required to maintain these relationships, signalling that connection to CBBT’s core mechanisms. 

The use of social resources to maintain strong relationships aligns with CBBT’s principle of 

reciprocity in relationship management (Hall & Davis, 2017). CBBT states that the most 

sustainable relationships involve a reciprocal use of social resources (Hall & Davis, 2017). As 

my participants corroborated, it was their closest relationships that they maintained the most, as 

they recycled the time and energy participants were spending across distance.  

While the relationships near the center of the social convoy remained mostly unaffected 

after relocation, the shift to largely digital communication is not one to be taken lightly. Research 

has shown that the relational effects of digital communication depend on the specific medium 

(Hall et al., 2022). In past research, texting was often rated lower than communication methods 

like FaceTime and calling (Hall et al., 2022), yet in most cases, any communication was rated 

higher than no communication at all (Hall et al., 2022). For participants in this study, who mostly 

communicated digitally with those they considered close, digital communication was generally 

viewed favorably, with calling and FaceTiming more favored than texting. However, participants 

were also clear that in-person communication mattered greatly to their overall relationship 

maintenance. This is why many participants suggested that periodic visiting was important for 
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their overall relationship health. These findings align with Hall et al. (2023), which states that in-

person communication was often more effective at mitigating relational maintenance frustration.  

Additionally, this study adds to the CBBT literature on communication episodes, the 

specific interactions that use different amounts of energy, and give different benefits depending 

on the importance, topic, and people that they are with (Hall et al., 2023). Some participants in 

this study strongly favored cold calls during brief periods of free time, citing how easy they 

found them, as the topics of conversation were typically of the everyday variety (e.g., what have 

you been up to today? How was work?). The favoring of these easy conversions aligns with 

CBBT, as typically the most energy-intensive interactions are the most intense (Hall et al., 2023). 

Some participants, however, preferred scheduled phone calls or video games meetups, citing 

how beneficial these were for their relationships. Because of the many investment strategies 

participants highlighted the importance of reciprocation during digital maintenance, specifically, 

a reciprocation of their favored digital communication in cold calling, face time, texting, etc. In 

their study on mobile maintenance expectations Hall and Byrd (2011), speak to the complexities 

of matching digital maintenance strategies and habits, and how these different expectations can 

affect relationship satisfaction, and thus energy usage. So, depending on the specific 

relationships, the type of digital communication, and the reciprocation, different amount of 

energy and success could occur when maintaining strong ties after moving. While complicated, 

spending energy in search of belonging isn't a bad thing, especially when it leads to greater 

connection (Hall & Davis, 2017; Hall et al., 2023).  

In total, this study adds to the literature by highlighting how, across different 

communication episodes, choices of communication medium made sense depending on the 

opportunity for connection, the energy required for interaction, and the reciprocation. Sometimes 
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the low energy cost of texting (Hall et al., 2022) made sense, even if it didn't provide as much 

connection, while at other times, more energy-intensive communication like FaceTime could 

provide an individual with the connections they were looking for.  

Building New Relationships into the Social Convoy 

 Participants also discussed how building relationships was important to them while in a 

new city. A depletion of the outer circles of their social convoy, along with the absence of close 

proximate relationships, helps explain why participants sought to build new in-person 

relationships to meet their belonging needs. As Hall et al.’s (2022) study on mediated social 

interactions found, digital communication cannot entirely replace face-to-face communication. 

Crucially, building new friendships takes a lot of resources; as Hall (2019) finds, it can take 

upwards of 40 hours to build a casual friendship and over 140 hours to build a good one. 

CBBT would dictate that individuals choose relationships that require the least resource 

investment and yield the greatest relational value (Hall & Davis, 2017). Typically, close 

relationships yield the most relational benefits, as they require the least energy to maintain while 

providing the most benefits (Huxhold et al., 2022). This helps explain how participants chose to 

let go of their weaker ties after a move yet remained connected and invested in their closer 

friends from their old community. The move and the inability to communicate in person as often 

as they used to, however, shift the energy required, making it easier for participants to consider 

the value of forming ties in their new community. This study’s findings demonstrated that, even 

though it was harder and took more time and energy up front, most participants were willing to 

invest those resources in building new relationships to support their belonging in their new 

community.  
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If building new relationships for young adults after relocation were to yield significant 

relational benefits, that is, a greater sense of belonging, then the reasons participants have for 

investing so much time and energy make sense in the context of CBBT (Hall & Davis, 2017). 

This study adds to the CBBT literature by highlighting that, in a relocation context, the lack of 

in-person interaction makes investing more resources in building relationships a worthwhile 

endeavor. After all, if face-to-face interaction cannot be entirely replaced by mediated interaction 

(Hall et al., 2022), then participants must invest energy in building face-to-face relationships in 

their new home. Participants throughout this study highlighted how the lack of nearby friends 

played a key role in their efforts to build new connections, with some doing so even at the 

expense of actively maintaining more distant relationships, underscoring the tension between 

how we invest our energy and how we get our need to belong met. 

 At the same time, relocation is a heterogeneous experience, shaped by a myriad of 

factors. Some participants really struggled to build relationships in their new city and, as CBBT 

might suggest, to fulfill their need to belong, they invested their extra time and energy into 

digital communication with close relationships already at the center of their social convoy. Some 

participants had enough time and energy to satisfy their need to belong through both maintaining 

and connecting with distant friends and actively building new and exciting relationships nearby. 

Additionally, the few participants who found themselves without time or energy due to work 

constraints, for example, described struggling to build or maintain relationships. 

While the differences in maintaining and building stronger relationships were salient 

throughout these findings, as discussed earlier, every participant reported a disruption in the 

outer layers of their social convoy. Research shows that weak ties, the outer layers of the convoy 

model, are important for well-being (Fingerman et al., 2025; Huxhold et al., 2020; Sprecher, 
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2022), and often make up the majority of an individual's network (Dunbar, 2018). While existing 

weak tie relationships took the biggest hit after relocation, weak ties were also the first area of 

the convoy model to be repopulated with new connections as participants formed new 

connections in their new community. Weak tie relationships like acquaintances take the least 

amount of time to form (Hall, 2019), it is not surprising that for participants in this study, which 

focused on moving in the last three years, that weak ties were more represented. In addition to 

the quickness of their forming (Hall, 2019), and their place-based nature, weak ties represent 

what Dainton et al (2003), describe as a friendship based on an exchange of needs. Early on, 

before face-to-face strong ties can form, CBBT would suggest that weak ties represent an easier 

stop gap to fill a sense of belonging, where relationship talk consists of low emotional weight 

and energy. Therefore, while not as explicitly impactful as strong face-to-face relationships that 

offer something communal—though mediated relationships can fill this need—weak ties offer an 

energy-efficient connection enabler, that centers in-person interactions when someone moves to 

a new community.  

 In total, this study's findings align with many of the core tenets of CBBT, as participants 

sought belonging while balancing their individual considerations of social resources (Hall & 

Davis, 2017). Additionally, the social convoy model is an effective way to organize and present 

the changes associated with moving from one place to another, highlighting the importance of 

different relationships in our lives. Used in concert, CBBT and the social convey model allowed 

for a nuanced perspective into a young adult's relocation, and their management of maintaining 

and building relationships.  
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Theoretical Implications: Community Belonging 

 This section draws on community types from Underwood and Frey (2007), additional 

literature on community, and participants' experiences to highlight the different theoretical 

implications of community belonging. In particular, these findings emphasize the e importance 

of familiar strangers, third places, specific social groups, social categories, and virtual 

communities.  

Familiar Strangers 

 An important aspect of Underwood and Frey’s conceptualizations of community is that it 

is constituted through communication. This study adds to the literature on community, as 

constituted through communication, through the specific concept of familiar strangers. Defined 

by Zanhow and Corcoran (2024), familiar strangers is described as the experience an individual 

has when they interact and develop weak social ties with other people in a specific place. It 

involves seeing the same people over and over again in the same places, with familiarity, then 

developing. It is this type of communal belonging that participants in this study most referenced.  

 Participants throughout this study defined their sense of community through interactions 

with people they often hardly knew. Whether through brief interactions at a gym, at a cafe, or 

just walking around the street, participants described knowing and being known throughout a 

place as an indication of community for them. This study’s context of relocation provides a 

window into why participants specified familiar strangers as a key to communal belonging. 

Moore et al. (2023), in a study of place belonging, found that individuals felt most disconnected 

and lonely in unfamiliar places surrounded by strangers. Young adults who recently relocated 

were now in an unfamiliar place, surrounded by strangers, and potentially experiencing said 

negative effects. 
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For my participants, moving from places where they knew many people, it was jarring to 

arrive in a new city, having lost the places they once frequented and the people they were used to 

seeing, even if they did not regularly interact with them. Participants across the interviews 

situated their desire for familiar faces in their new city in contrast to their lived reality in their old 

community. That is, they went from places where they felt like they knew people to places that 

they didn't. Relocation then represents a helpful addition to the familiar strangers literature, as 

the individuals who left places with familiar strangers often described wanting that feeling back. 

Participants who had been in their new city longer were able to describe the joy of having those 

relationships back. They spoke about how wonderful it was to walk into a place and be 

recognized, and to recognize others, with that experience driving the sense of community. In 

total, familiar strangers and greater weak ties represent one way young adults experience a sense 

of communal belonging after a move.   

Third Places 

Another important aspect of Underwood and Frey’s (2007) conceptualization of physical 

sites of community is the third place. In this study, participants, often by name, discussed third 

places as something that provided them with a sense of community and belonging. 

Conceptualized by Oldenberg (1999), third places are places outside of work and home that 

serve as hubs for interaction. Studies have shown that individuals can gain a sense of communal 

belonging through these places (Cheang, 2002; Jing et al., 2024), results supported by my own 

findings. The focus on recently relocated young adults provides a distinct context through which 

participants describe their experiences with communal belonging and third places, further 

underscoring the unique value they bring to a community.  



 82 

As a prerequisite for moving to an unknown place, an individual's connection to prior 

third spaces is disrupted. They arrive in a new city, as my participants did, understanding the 

places they can no longer go to for interaction and communal belonging. For some participants, a 

desire to feel connected to their new space (moving because they liked the outdoors) was a key 

part of their relocation, but they still had to find ways to connect to it to feel like they belonged. 

My participants often articulated the places where they once experienced a sense of community 

in their old cities, and for some, the places in their new community where they could now find 

that sense of connection. Third places are places where young adults can go after a move to build 

community through their interactions with others. For example, the climbing gym was described 

as a place where certain participants could interact with others like them, and coffee shops and 

even certain hiking trails were described as places where participants could consistently interact 

with people. Since community is constituted through such communication (Underwood & Frey, 

2007), third places, with effort, provide an opportunity for individuals to attach specific places to 

their sense of communal belonging.  

Specific Social Groups 

 Underwood and Frey (2007) also identified social groups as an attribute of community, 

with specific groups characterized by easily identifiable boundaries (e.g., Church, sports teams). 

Specific social groups offer individuals an opportunity to find community and cultivate 

relationships (Grishina et al., 2023; Kieckhaefer et al., 2022). The power of specific social 

groups, such as churches or sports groups, as described by Kieckhaefer et al. (2022), was also 

found to be important to participants in this study. Participants described the power of the church 

as a place to meet with others like them and build relationships through shared commonalities. 

At the same time, other participants described the power of bowling and volleyball leagues as 
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structured opportunities to meet and connect with those who share a common interest. 

Additionally, this study corroborated the importance of friend groups (Grishima et al., 2023), as 

different participants described how nice it was to have a roommate group or a new group of 

friends.  

Due to their structured nature and clear paths towards community, these groups were vital 

to this study. While participants didn’t develop a nuanced perspective on these groups, that 

doesn’t diminish their importance to new residents. The reality was that, for a young adult who 

had recently moved to a new city, structured groups like bowling leagues or running clubs 

provided clear paths to communal belonging, filled with frequent interaction.  

Less present in Underwood and Frey’s conceptualization of community, but vital to this 

study, was the communal belonging generated from a shared sense of identity related to larger 

social categories. Studies by Easterbrook and Vignoles (2013), Finney and Jivraj (2013), and 

Skovgaard-Smith and Poulfelt (2018) have shown the impacts of shared ethnicity, culture, or 

nationality on a sense of communal belonging. This study extends these findings, as three 

participants with a minoritized identity described how relocation affected their feelings of 

communal belonging, specifically in contrast to the community they had experienced prior to 

their move.  

All three participants referenced an Asian American pan-ethnicity (Lee, 2019) that gave 

them a sense of communal belonging in their previous homes, where diversity was more 

abundant. These findings fall in in step with a study on queer friendships by Dominguez and 

Wolfe (2025), as they found that queer folk with a friend of the same sexual identity experienced 

less loneliness. My participants described how that lack of an Asian American community 

directly contributed to feelings of otherness and alienation, highlighting the importance of 
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sameness. Yet, my participants were also clear that it was not just ethnic sameness that was 

important to them, they explored the importance of diversity at large, as the presence of a 

multitude of minoritized communities brought them a sense of community. These experiences 

highlight the importance of work like McKenna and colleagues (2018), who sought to 

understand the impact of diverse intergroup contact on societal cohesion and belonging, an 

impact they found to be positive. In totality, my participant’s experiences with sameness and 

diversity highlight the complexity and importance of social categories as a path to communal 

belonging.  

Virtual Communities 

 The final site of community articulated by Underwood and Frey (2007) was virtual 

communities. Participation in such communities can foster a sense of communal belonging 

among those involved (Guo & Cheng, 2016). Virtual communities are particularly interesting 

because, after relocation, they undergo less change than communities tied to place and face-to-

face social interaction, due to their inherently online nature. While only one participant 

emphasized his participation in a virtual community, his experience can still contribute to 

research on virtual communities. After relocating, Tom reported no feelings of communal 

belonging in his new city. While he wished that could be the case, he described his long-term 

experience with his virtual community as a reason he was not too concerned about his present 

situation. In practice, Tom’s experience demonstrates the power that virtual communities can 

have on individuals who relocate, as these communities can transcend the relocation process. 

Theoretical Implications: Paths to Belonging 

Foundational to the conceptualization of this project was Hirsch and Clarke’s (2018) 

study, which detailed several paths to belonging, including communal relationships, minor 
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sociability, group membership, and general approbation. In this article’s call for future research, 

they encouraged work that reviews how these paths intersect and influence individuals' paths to 

belonging. My study contributes to the literature surrounding their first three paths: communal 

relationships, minor sociability, and group membership.  

In this study, young adults described their experiences of belonging after moving, letting 

me, the researcher, see how they found paths to belonging. As relocation alters an individual's 

relationships and communities (Nisic & Petermann, 2013), I argue that young adults' experience 

of belonging is constructed through communication across intersecting relationships, 

communities, and places. Hirsch and Clarke (2018) first highlighted the role of communal 

relationships in fostering belonging, drawing on extant literature on close relationships. In this 

study, participants described, as outlined by the Communicate Bond Belong Theory, a multitude 

of instances in which they invested significant social resources in building and/or maintaining 

relationships that could satiate their need to belong.  

This was not completed in a vacuum, as participants in this study experienced different 

social groups, both abstract (social categories) and tactile (church), at the same time during the 

integration into their community. Such experience aligns with and adds to Hirsch and Clarke’s 

(2018) group membership path towards belonging. Additionally, participants highlighted the 

importance of weak ties, familiar faces, and people who frequented the same areas and third 

places as they did. Noting the power these had to instill and sense of belonging after relocation, 

these experiences align with Hirsch and Clarke’s (2018) minor-sociability path to belonging. As 

relocation is a heterogeneous experience, finding a path to belonging after moving was never a 

simple endeavor across the findings, and it was never an isolated experience.  
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In total, I argue that, after relocation, belonging is not experienced through a single path, 

but rather through a multitude of community relationships, different social groups, and a wide 

variety of sociability, with ties of different kinds. This study adds to Hirsch and Clarke's (2018) 

broad conceptualizations of belonging and their use of “paths” to describe how individuals come 

to belong. Using their analogy, participants in this study came to belong after relocation through 

various paths. Some were clear that, due to the characteristics of their new city, they relied solely 

on communal, close relationships to feel they belonged. A majority of participants, however, 

used these paths in concert, winding down a journey marked by diverse social groups, familiar 

faces, and close relationships. They did not experience belonging one at a time; they used them 

together to create an experience entirely their own.  

Practical Implications 

 The practical implications of this research stem in part from my researcher's perspective 

and from the experiences of participants and the advice they wanted to share for future young 

relocators. In total, this section outlines the potential for workplace relocation training, the 

importance of intentionality in building relationships, and the value of communal spaces for 

connecting to a new place. 

Workplace Training 

 Among my participants, and according to Coulter and Scott (2015), the majority of 

relocators move for reasons connected to a new job opportunity. Considering how personal, 

relational, and identity-focused relocation is for young adults, and how it may be a young adult's 

first big move outside a structured space like college or a hometown. Organizations should 

allocate resources to help their employees who have recently moved acclimate to their new city. 

Considering the importance of place when connecting to a city (Francis et al., 2012), orienting 
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new employees to the space and place they now inhabit may ease their transition. There are a 

multitude of ways employers could facilitate this transition into a new place. First, considering 

the great time pressure employees fall under (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025), a policy 

giving an employee the option of Mondays or Fridays off during their first month would free up 

time and energy, allowing them to explore and acclimate to their new community.  

 Furthermore, arranging connections between new and experienced employees can allow a 

natural flow of information about the new city’s destinations, parks, bars, farmers markets, etc.; 

information a new resident would severely lack. Additionally, a company hiring employees that 

move should use a resource like the website: Public health guidelines for social connection: 

Building healthier lives and Communities. Focused on assisting communities and building social 

connection they offer case study examples like the feminist bird club, an initiative to connect 

women through a shared love of bird watching, or a through a neighborhood block party 

initiative, where neighborhoods are given the tools necessary to host a party with it costing a 

large dollar amount (Public health guidelines for social connection: Building healthier lives and 

Communities). Investing in new employees and the local community is a practical way for 

corporations to assists with the stress of relocation.  

Intentional Effort  

Another practical implication concerns the reality that some of this study’s participants 

described situations in which fostering initial connections in a new city was difficult. Some of 

this slowness could be attributed to the time it takes to build even a casual friendship, which can 

take upwards of 30 hours (Hall, 2019). But some of it stems from a lack of initial connections, 

which prevents new residents from branching out. Participants were consistently clear that, when 

asked what action made the biggest difference in building relationships, the purpose and 
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intentionality of building relationships were most important. While it is true that an individual 

only has so much time and energy (Hall & Davis, 2017), especially after moving, being 

intentional about how they spend those resources increases the likelihood of building 

connections faster. Being intentional could include asking new acquaintances if they'd like to 

make plans, joining local Facebook groups or Reddit pages related to your interests, or trying 

local activities (like volleyball). Unfortunately, this advice assumes extraversion, as these 

methods may not work for someone who doesn’t feel comfortable reaching out this explicitly. 

For individuals who feel this way, conserving energy and planning time to replenish it could 

make it easier to put the resources to work at a different time (Ross & Campbell, 2024). 

Finding (and Creating) Communal Spaces  

Finally, participants in this study were clear about the importance of physical places in 

helping them find a sense of belonging after relocation. For young adults who move in the future, 

exploring the different places inside and outside the new city has to offer can foster a strong 

connection to the city. Additionally, finding a third place in a new community can help new 

residents expand the places they frequent beyond home and work. By exploring new places and 

establishing a routine, new young residents open themselves to meeting familiar people in these 

places, opening the door for further roots to spread across the community. Practical to note, 

engaging with communal spaces means communicating with those that inhabit the space. In 

total, communal spaces can be vital to a sense of belonging in a new place if they’re used in an 

active framework.  

Limitations and Future Directions  

Although this study provides important insight into a young adult's experiences with 

belonging after relocation, it is not without its limitations. First, a lack of diversity for certain 
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participant demographics, such as the almost entirely college-educated population with only one 

income of less than $50,000 dollars a year, can be explained by the use of snowball and 

convenience sampling. Such a limitation could be remedied in the future with what Tracy (2020) 

describes as “maximum variance sampling” (p. 86). By purposefully recruiting participants 

across a wide range of educational levels, ethnicities, races, and income levels, future work can 

better understand the experiences of a diverse group of young adult re-locators, as each of those 

individual factors could greatly affect how someone is affected by a move. An example of 

diversity of experience can be seen through one of my participants, Josie, who had moved back 

to a town she had lived in previously for a few years after almost a decade away. Their 

experience is therefore somewhat unique within this study, and a complete sample of those who 

returned to a previous residence may lead to different results. In the present study, the findings, 

including Josie, remain important for offering insight into the experiences of those who move for 

a job after college and their experiences with changes in their social networks and communities.  

A second limitation of the present study is the sample size. Although the participant 

sample of 15 was sufficient to reach saturation, a larger sample could provide a better 

understanding of the complex range of personal factors surrounding relocation. That said, while 

relocation is a heterogeneous experience, this study's sample was narrowed to a smaller 

population of young adults who moved, not for school, to a new city, to manage variance in 

findings. Therefore, this study is less concerned with attaining saturation of a specific, general 

experience of “moving” and is instead interested in exploring the multitude of paths young adult 

relocators take when seeking belonging. So while these limitations could be excellent additions 

to the study, they did not overtly undermine the forcefulness of participants' responses (Owens, 

1984). 
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 Future research into belonging could further explore the different pathways proposed by 

Hirsch and Clarke (2018). By continuing to research belonging in a variety of contexts, studies 

can provide further nuance into the fundamental human need. Within the context of relocation, 

future studies could use the Communicate Bond Belong theory (Hall & Davis, 2017) to examine 

communication episodes in maintenance and relationship-building interactions. By examining 

the current striving behaviors, such a future study could demystify the specific actions 

individuals take to manage their time and energy. Additionally, future studies in a relocation 

context could focus solely on the importance of social group categories to finding a social 

category community. With the few participants in this study who identified as Asian American 

(Lee, 2019) being so clear about their lack of belonging, this experience brings to the forefront 

the experiences of other marginalized categorical groups. How do other marginalized individuals 

experience a sense of belonging after the move? What aspects of a city determine whether they 

feel they belong, and how? How do marginalized relocators compare their new experiences with 

belonging to what they experienced before? While these raise more questions than answers, they 

are worth addressing. Finally, research into the power of the outdoors and nature, from a native 

land-based perspective, could open doors do a means of belonging unexplored in this project. As 

access to public lands and space beyond property was absent from Hirsch and Clarke’s (2018) 

conceptualization of belonging.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION  
 

 

 

This study offers insight into a young adult’s experience of belonging after moving. The 

goal of this research was to explore the interplay between an individual's need for community 

and relationships, as they play a large role in belonging (Hirsch & Clarke, 2018). What I found 

was that participants in this study experienced a complex reality surrounding community and 

relationships that, for better or worse, affected their sense of belonging. If I had to choose a vital 

takeaway from that complexity, it would be the importance of both people and place. If you were 

to ask different people what makes them feel at home, you would get a variety of answers. Some 

might say it’s their family, others might mention their neighborhood, or their community. When 

asked that question, my participants' answers reflected similar diversity, and in reality, belonging 

after relocation is a multitude of things. It is a combination of the place they find themselves, the 

people they see daily, the relationships they build, and the relationships they keep. Such an 

experience cannot be described in a binary, which would do my participants' experience a 

disservice.  

After this process of listening and engaging with young adults after one of the most 

dramatic shifts in their lives, I was led to consider my own path, as I, too, will move and contend 

with all that my participants did. Given the limited holistic research on relocation among young 

adults and their experiences with belonging, I find this research an important addition to 

communication studies literature. Considering the construction of their belonging took place 

throughout the social convoy in a variety of places and with various groups, it was a wonder to 

see that, after relocation, this group's sense of belonging largely came from their interactions 

with others.   
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
 

 

Introduction, Consenting, and Setting the Stage 

1. Introduce yourself and explain your role in the project. Remind participants of the 

interview's goals.  

a. Throughout the introduction, highlight the interview's voluntary nature and the 

participant's ability to end it at any time. Discuss your plans to use pseudonyms 

and your protection plan for the data (password-protected computer). 

Additionally, give the participant your email and let them know that they can 

request their removal from the study at any time, and that it is entirely acceptable 

for them to do so.  

2. Ensure that the participant has the consent form.  

3. Once consent is obtained and all of the participant’s questions have been answered, 

proceed with the interview. 

First Stage: Background 

1. I understand you moved to [name of new place] from [blank] in the last [time period]. In 

the demographic survey you filled out you shared you moved because [briefly paraphrase 

back to them], could you expand on that a little more, and tell me about what led to your 

move, and what’s it been like for you? Follow up as needed 

a. Possible probing questions: 

i. When you first arrived in [name of new place], what were your initial 

impressions or feelings about being there? 
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ii. Looking back, what was something that surprised you—either in a good or 

challenging way—when you first made the move? 

Second Stage: Social Ties 

1. We are going to discuss relationships in the next section. And to make sure we’re on the 

same page, I’m using “relationships” in a broad sense to cover both strong interpersonal 

relationships, family, friends, and acquaintances.  

2. How has moving impacted, or not impacted, your relationships in your most recent move 

from [where they moved from]? Follow up as needed 

a. (Probing Question) Do you believe that [reason for move] plays a role in how 

your relationships were impacted? Follow up as needed 

b. If applicable, what do you think was the difference between the relationships that 

were and weren't impacted? Follow up as needed.  

3. What are the ways you maintain relationships with those you no longer live near? Follow 

up as needed. 

a. (If they have moved multiple times) How have your relationships from prior 

moves been maintained while you’ve been moving? 

4. What has been your experience meeting new people in a new city? Follow up as needed.  

(If this question brings about negative feelings, make sure to reassure) 

a. (If they have moved multiple times) Do you have a sort of “strategy” for meeting 

people after a move? (Further probing) “How does this move compare to past 

moves you’ve made?” 

b. (If the significant other moved too) Does moving with a partner change how you 

meet new people? 
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c. (If something has worked well for them) Why do you think [something] has been 

so successful for you? 

5. Thinking about that broad definition of relationships that I provided to you earlier, where 

relationships can be close friends, acquaintances, casual friends, etc. What kinds of 

relationships have you been building? If applicable, are there kinds of relationships you 

wish you had more of?Follow up as needed.   

a. (If felt excluded in the prior city) What are you looking for in relationships to help 

you feel included?  

b. (If moved for family) What is it like already having a family around after your 

move? Would you say that it is a positive/negative/neutral experience? 

6. Thinking of your energy and time as limited resources, like you only have so many hours 

in a day, and it can be hard to have the energy to communicate with others all day. How 

have you managed your energy & time between connecting with old relationships and 

building new relationships? 

a.  If needed, how does the process work for you?  

b. If needed do you think of relationships in terms time and energy? Follow up as 

needed.   

c. How have your friendships or social circles changed since the move? Follow up 

as needed. 

d. (If they talk about AI or chatbots during this section) If you had to put your finger 

on it, what about the [chatbot/AI] works for you? 

i. (If needed) If you could have your dream mix of human and chatbot 

interaction, what would that mix be?  
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Third Stage: Communal Belonging - 

1. I’m going to start this section by asking you about the different communities you may or 

may not have interacted with before your move.  

2. What was your experience with different social groups before your move?  

a. (Neutral example if needed) Friend groups, sports leagues, or improv club.  

3. What was your experience with physical place before your move, whether that be with 

your city/town or with a specific place?   

a. (Neutral example if needed) Local breweries, some are connected to Colorado as 

a whole. 

4. Were there any virtual communities that you felt you were a part of before your move? 

Follow up as needed. 

a. (If moved for a job) Has working in your new community changed how you view 

it after your move? 

5. Now, following your move, what has your experience with the communities in your new 

city been like?  

6. Are there specific places you associate with? Social groups? Virtual communities? 

Follow up as needed. 

a. (If they moved due to disliking where they lived) Knowing how you felt about 

your prior city, has living in a new city changed your perspective on the 

community at large? 

7. How would you describe what community means to you? Has moving changed how you 

feel about your communities? Follow up as needed.   
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8. How have these different places and communities affected your feelings of “fitting in” in 

a new city? Follow up as needed.  

Fourth Stage: Belonging Experience 

1. Speaking broadly about any part of your experience, how would you describe what it 

means to feel like you belong somewhere following your move? Follow up as needed.  

2. To wrap us up, At this point in your experience here, what makes you feel most at home 

or like you belong? 

a. (If they’re still figuring out what belonging looks): what would an ideal sense of 

community feel like for you? 

Closing: 

1. Thank you for participating! I would love to reach out again while I’m in the analysis 

phase of this project for your input on the themes that are emerging from this project. Is 

that something you’d be interested in? 


