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If you are not one of them you feel out of place: understanding
divisions in a Northern Irish town
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ABSTRACT
This paper examines and reflects on the use of Global Positioning System
(GPS) tracking devices as a method to understand and analyse young
people’s everyday movement in Northern Ireland, a divided society
emerging from conflict. The paper also seeks to contribute to the
extensive body of literature which already exists on young people’s
geographies and movements within the Northern Ireland context. We
highlight how the use of GPS together with more traditional methods
gives us considerable insights of movements of young people in
Northern Ireland and sheds light on the communal divisions in one
town in Northern Ireland, Coleraine. We argue that the use of a GPS
methodology significantly adds to the understanding of young people’s
movements and geographies, particularly in a post-conflict context
where notions of place and territory have particular significance.
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Introduction

The divided nature of Northern Irish society and in particular its impact on the movement of young
people has been highlighted by a range of research. However, while research elsewhere has utilised
modern technologies such as Global Positioning Systems (GPS) to better understand young people’s
geographies, we note the limited use of such technology in the Northern Ireland context. We seek to
demonstrate that combining GPS with more traditional methods provides considerable insights of
movements of young people in Northern Ireland by illuminating the communal divisions in one
town in Northern Ireland, Coleraine. We will argue that the use of GPS methodology significantly
adds to the understanding of young people’s movements and geographies, particularly in a post-con-
flict context where notions of place and territory have particular significance.

Segregation and division

After a 30-year period of civil unrest in which almost 3500 people were killed, known colloquially as
the ‘Troubles’, the signing of an Agreement in 1998 promised the beginning of a new era in Northern
Ireland. However, even the name of the agreement is contested. Nationalists, largely Catholics, tend
to refer to it as the ‘Good Friday Agreement’, while Unionists, generally Protestants, prefer the ‘Bel-
fast Agreement’ or the ‘Stormont Agreement’ (Morgan 2000, 6). The ‘constructive ambiguity’ (Dixon
2002, 736) integral to this agreement has meant that some policies that emerged from it continue to
struggle to get consensus. The Northern Ireland government published a policy paper: ‘A Shared
Future’ (OFMDFM 2005) which explicitly committed the promotion of sharing between the
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communities in Northern Ireland: ‘Separate but equal is not an option. Parallel living and the pro-
vision of parallel services are unsustainable both morally and economically’ (OFMDFM 2005, Sec-
tion 1.4).

Aspects of the Shared Future policy document have been criticised (Graham and Nash 2006;
Komarova 2008), and Nolan (2013) noted the delay in its production and the subsequent ‘sidelining’
of the document by the two governing parties (DUP and Sinn Féin). Nonetheless, the rhetoric of
sharing remains a government theme in Northern Ireland and there seems to be a continued recog-
nition of the need to create a ‘shared future’. In 2013, the Northern Ireland Executive produced
‘Together: Building a United Community’. While a ‘much less ambitious document than the Shared
Futures document it superseded’ (Nolan 2013, 11), it does articulate a commitment to ‘building a
united and shared society’ with ‘all areas… open and accessible to everyone’ (OFMDFM 2013, 5).
While the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement may have signalled the end of the large-scale conflict,
there are still divisions, with many communities residing and being schooled separately. The
major social divide in Northern Ireland has been characterised as ethno-sectarian, often reduced
to ‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’, and this, alongside other social cleavages such as gender, age and family
income may impact on the mobility of people. Much of the social science research into Northern
Ireland’s divided society has been concentrated around the highly segregated communities of Belfast
but, even in smaller settlements, divisions of space into shared and contested areas have been noted
(Bell, Jarman, and Harvey 2010; Leonard and McKnight 2010; Roulston and Young 2013). Some
have argued a pressing need to investigate division and poverty across multiple spatial scales, and
not just at the city scale (Massey and Fischer 2003). Lichter, Parisi, and Taquino (2012) highlighted
an increase in both segregation and poverty within small towns and rural communities across Amer-
ica, which has significant implications for public policy. Given that only one-third of the Northern
Ireland population lives in towns and cities over 50,000 people, a focus on smaller settlements is cer-
tainly warranted.

Considerable research after the signing of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement suggests that the
level of residential segregation has not decreased (Shirlow and Murtagh 2006; Hughes et al. 2007).
Even where research appears to indicate a slight decrease in segregation (Shuttleworth and Lloyd
2009, 2013), it is acknowledged that ‘questions remain about… the extent to which there is really
more cross-community interaction’ (Shuttleworth and Lloyd 2013, 61). In the case of Belfast,
Komarova (2008) cites City Council figures which point to more than 50% of residents living in
wards that are more than 90% Protestant or more than 90% Catholic. Whether in Belfast or in
more rural parts of Northern Ireland, Catholics and Protestants are reluctant to enter the other
groups’ areas to meet, form friendship groups or to socialise, and as a consequence interaction
may be much reduced (Hamilton et al. 2008). This ‘discontinuity in the residential and social fab-
ric’ (Boal 2008, 330) is very apparent to those who inhabit the landscape in Northern Ireland. Leo-
nard and McKnight highlight ‘episodic use of space’ (2015, 404) when discussing Belfast City
centre’s use for cultural events traditionally celebrated by one community or the other. This is par-
ticularly evident in the St Patrick’s Day Parade, largely attended by Catholics, and in the Orange
parades on 12th July each year, which are largely attended by Protestants. Thus, while non-resi-
dential space in Northern Ireland’s settlements may appear shared in that they are apparently
open to both communities, they are in fact often used by both but at separate times. Alternatively,
both communities can use it simultaneously, but without ‘sharing’ taking place. Thus, even if this
‘co-use’ of space is not episodic but contemporaneous, there may be limited sharing (Roulston and
Young 2013).

Young people in Northern Ireland – navigating difference

With regard to young people, division also manifests itself with regard to education, as 90% of
school aged children are taught in schools overwhelmingly with co-religionists and where the
wearing of a school uniform might be taken as a fairly reliable indicator of belonging to one
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community or the other (Hamilton et al. 2008). Similarly, young people, almost 20 years after the
Good Friday/Belfast Agreement continue to experience sectarianism in their daily lives – to and
from school, in town centres and when venturing outside ‘their’ community boundary. For
example, Jarman (2005) highlighted the experiences of sectarian abuse and harassment by
young people. Other research refers to young people experiencing sectarianism on a daily basis,
some considering themselves imprisoned within their neighbourhoods (McAlister, Scraton, and
Haydon 2009). While 16 year olds across Northern Ireland over the last 10 years have reported
an increase in cross-community contact such as through cross-community friendship, a consider-
able proportion still refer to spaces and places not being considered ‘shared and open’ (Devine
2013).

There has been an extensive body of research looking at how young people perceive various
locations in Northern Ireland. One emergent theme is that of personal safety and as a result dis-
tinctive geographies are created. Leonard and McKnight (2010) examined perceptions of Belfast by
442 young people. Many of their respondents reported feeling unsafe, at least some of the time,
even in their residential locations, with about half of those attributing this to ethno-sectarian
issues. For the city as a whole, while 62% believed that Belfast was ‘shared’, 25% suggested that
sectarian divisions made the city a divided place. For Leonard and McKnight, this emphasises
‘the resilience of ethno-national dispositions even in young people who have grown up in a period
of relative stability’ (2010, 35). Leonard (2010) referred to young people having to navigate
expertly across different types of space in Belfast. She noted sophisticated information networks
which allowed young people to ‘negotiate and renegotiate their movements within and across
the immediate locality and in the process, manage, minimize and avoid risks’ (2010, 35). McGrellis
(2010) found a sense of unease amongst groups of young people when in areas and communities
described as ‘other’.

This sense of affiliation to one of the two main communities helps to create separate geographies,
as highlighted by Hamilton et al. (2008). Their research, working with maps produced by their
respondents, indicated that young people decide patterns of movement between ‘safe’ places, avoid-
ing those which are perceived as unsafe. These ‘mutually exclusive social worlds’ (Leonard 2006, 227)
have come to dominate parts of Northern Ireland. A corollary of residential segregation is the chal-
lenge of navigating this divided environment. Roche (2008) found that 3 out of 4 of her 111 respon-
dents drawn from deprived areas in Belfast and Derry/Londonderry expressed fear of travelling into
areas associated with ‘the other’ community. This research also found that a substantial proportion
of young people had never entered areas associated with the opposite community for any reason.
Paradoxically, this isolation meant that her young respondents felt relatively unconcerned with
the effects of sectarianism.

Fear of travelling was also highlighted by participants in the study by Hargie, Dickson, and
O’Donnell (2006) in which young people referred to the journey to work, often through an area
where ‘the other community lived’, as more of a challenge and threat than the place of work itself.
Bell, Jarman, and Harvey (2010) found that young people limit their life choices in part as a result of
perceived, and sometimes, real barriers that they face and their ‘fear’ of entering into the domain of
the ‘other’ community to access shops, services, schools and employment. Similarly, McAlister, Scra-
ton, and Haydon (2009) found that young people identified their community as the only safe space.
Despite having no youth or recreational facilities in their areas, they did not access facilities such as
the nearby football pitch nor the snooker hall because they feared for their safety through sectarian
violence. McAlister, Scraton, and Haydon (2009) found that young people experienced sectarian
abuse and often moved – as a precaution – in groups. This had become normalised as ‘the way it
is’. Elsewhere, McAlister, Scraton, and Haydon (2014) said, ‘In Northern Ireland, the physical and
symbolic marking of community space is a defining, visual message of community and cultural iden-
tity. While communities can be places of support, belonging and safety, they can also signify hostility,
fear and exclusion’ (300).
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Researching division

The research undertaken on the personal geographies of young people has tended to be qualitative,
incorporating methods such as interviews, focus groups and observations, looking at how division
has had an impact on their everyday lives and routines (Hamilton et al. 2008; Leonard 2010).
Other research has adopted a more anthropological approach, with, for example, Roche (2008)
and McAlister, Scraton, and Haydon (2009, 2014) using observations as well as interviews and
focus groups. Studies such as Hamilton et al. (2008) also involved interviews and focus groups, as
well as participants drawing maps of their impressions of territoriality and segregation in their
respective communities. That research also involved some participants completing diaries of their
daily activities over a week-long period. Participants were also accompanied by the research team
in walks around the area in which they lived to gain a sense of how subjective perceptions are trans-
lated into daily routines of shopping, work and accessing services and other facilities. There has also
been an extensive body of survey data which has looked at young people’s perceptions and experi-
ences (Byrne, Conway, and Ostermeyer 2005; Hamilton et al. 2008; Roche 2008). Larger surveys,
such as Northern Ireland Young Life and Times (Ark, various years) and Young Persons Behaviour
and Attitudes survey (NISRA, various years) have looked at young people’s experiences of inte-
gration and segregation as well as perceptions of division within Northern Ireland (Stockinger
2015). Other survey data have involved examining the relationship between identity and prejudiced
attitudes amongst children and young people, often focusing on the relationships between the Catho-
lic and Protestant communities (Cairns et al. 2006; Hayes, McAllister, and Dowds 2007).

These studies have considerable value in exemplifying divisions and the impact of those on young
people. However, they rely upon reports of division by the respondents, or those observed by the
researchers. This has the advantage of providing rich and affective evidence, but it has the disadvan-
tage of being mediated by those reporting it, or by researcher observers.

While the studies above have identified valuable techniques for gauging perceptions, there is a
pressing need to capture actual movement of young people during daily activities. These quantitative
data sets can be integrated with existing qualitative techniques to give a rich picture of the personal
geographies of young people. Furthermore, by being ‘always on’, GPS can give researchers an insight
into places and issues that may have been previously hidden. We are also interested in ‘shared
spaces’, areas that are not segregated and exhibit strong inter-group mixing but also areas that attract
a particular group. By identifying polarised or shared communities from objective GPS data it is
possible to indicate spatial behaviour of young people, from which local interventions can be
suggested.

An alternative approach – young people’s geographies and GPS

An increasingly common method of uncovering the microgeographies of participants is the use of
GPS technology. These studies employ tracking devices to record the outdoor movements of the par-
ticipants, often alongside other methodologies. For example Christensen et al. (2011) aimed to exam-
ine the patterns of ‘everyday mobility’ of 10- to 13-year-old children in Denmark, systematically
mapping these by use of GPS and mobile telephone technologies and placing them in a context
extrapolated from ethnographic fieldwork and questionnaires. Despite a few technical challenges,
the study produced ‘a clear and coherent picture of the children’s mobility in the landscape over
one week’ (Christensen et al. 2011, 234). Wiehe et al. (2008) also found the use of GPS tracking
devices useful in their study of adolescent health risk. They used mobile telephones with integral
GPS units to track 15 adolescent women over a one-week period, combining this with a question-
naire texted to the phone which produced data akin to diary entries. They reported some missing
data and technical challenges but the data did allow them to construct 3D representations of
space-time paths for each individual and an aggregated time density map plotting peaks superim-
posed on population sub-groups. In their study in Hertfordshire, Mackett et al. (2007) used GPS
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tracking devices alongside questionnaires, activity monitors and diaries to examine the movements
of children aged between 8 and 11 years old. Their focus was on activity in the local area, examining
independent behaviour in ‘walking, playing and organized clubs’ (Mackett et al. 2007, 460). They
found differences in movements according to gender, with boys more likely than girls to be mobile,
and to be allowed out alone. They also found that the physical environment had an impact on mobi-
lity, with nearby open space such as parks increasing the likelihood of activity, at least for boys. Mik-
kelsen and Christensen (2009) found that tracking technology was helpful, alongside interviews, in
illuminating differences, by gender for instance, in the range of outdoor activities in which children
and young people were involved (46–47). While Mikkelsen and Christensen acknowledged that ‘the
use of GPS in work with children is still in its infancy’ (2009, 42), using this technology would seem
to confer considerable benefits in tracking the movements of participants, particularly in combi-
nation with other approaches. It has the particular merit of not being mediated through another fil-
ter. It is not reliant on movements inferred from diaries or mental maps, or elicited through
interviews or discussions. If actions speak louder than words, an objective record of movements
may reveal information that does not emerge from reported movements, whether this is accidentally
omitted or deliberately hidden. Additionally, unlike accompanied walks for instance, using GPS
devices to track movements remotely should remove any potential impact of the researcher’s
presence.

Research movement in Coleraine

This small study examines the movements of pupils from Post-Primary (Secondary) Schools in
Coleraine, a small town in Northern Ireland, located 90 kilometres from Belfast, in a district with
a population of 59,067 (NISRA 2013). Coleraine, like other towns and settlements, was affected
by the ‘Troubles’, with 12 reported deaths. Even after the signing of the Belfast/Good Friday Agree-
ment, there have been three ethno-sectarian related deaths (see CAIN 2015). The 2011 Census indi-
cates that 28% of the population consider themselves to be ‘Catholic’ and 65.3% ‘Protestant and
Other Christian’ (NISRA 2013). Despite this, neither the town nor the surrounding area would
appear to have the obvious divisions seen in larger settlements, and there is a total absence of
‘Peace Walls’ separating different areas. Bell, Jarman, and Harvey (2010) referred to Coleraine
and its estates experiencing tensions at times of ‘Old Firm’ (Glasgow Rangers vs. Glasgow Celtic)
football matches. They also noted the erection of flags and described the bridge across the River
Bann, which divides the town, as contested space. In 2005/06 the police recorded 63 incidents
and 58 crimes with a sectarian motive in Coleraine. This rose to an average of 78 incidents and
67 crimes between 2009 and 2015. (PSNI 2015).

The sample

Schools in Northern Ireland are de facto segregated in terms of religion as over 90% of school aged
children are taught in schools overwhelmingly with co-religionists and with a very small (7%) inte-
grated sector which seeks to bring children of different religions together. Additionally, academic
selection at 11 remains commonplace, so there is a mixture of schools with some being selective
Grammar and the remainder being non-selective (Gardner 2016). There are six Secondary schools
in Coleraine, of which four agreed to take part in this research project. One class from each of the
four participating schools was selected for participation in the research project, in conjunction with a
Geography teacher in each school. The classes were chosen partly with regard to the topics being
studied and whether the research could be a mechanism for supporting or stimulating learning.
While having respondents selected by individuals other than the researchers is not ideal, it is a recur-
ring challenge in conducting research involving children and young people. Much of such research is
dependent on access to institutional settings such as schools, youth organisations and welfare
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agencies, access to which is dependent on the goodwill of institutional gatekeepers (Morrow and
Richards 1996; Leonard 2007). In total, 74 pupils were involved in the research.

Each pupil was asked to carry a small portable GPS device (i-GotU GT-600) for one week but, as
there were only sufficient devices for two schools at a time, the research period lasted three weeks
(11th November to 3rd December 2013), which included a one-week gap for devices to be retrieved
from the first pair of schools, data downloaded and erased and devices delivered to the remaining
schools.

When the GPS trackers were distributed in each class, participants were asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire which explored demographic background as well as their views and opinions about living
in Coleraine, and factors influencing potential mobility. The questionnaire results were anonymised
but matched to an individual’s GPS device.

The third strand of the research used focus groups, generally comprising smaller groups of young
people who had been involved in the research (n = 50). In these, preliminary findings from the
research were shared and anonymised maps were used to facilitate the discussion.

Full ethical approval was obtained from the participating schools, the parents, the teachers, the
pupils and the University.

Results

The GPS devices recorded their position every 5 seconds but the data were filtered to one point every
30 seconds to reduce file sizes. One faulty device gave anomalous data points, producing an inter-
mittent but very recognisable North West to South East ‘streak’ of inconsistent readings, which
could easily be identified and removed.

GPS tracks were overlaid on street maps and orthophotography using ArcGIS software, allowing
exploration of differences in movement by gender, by time of day or by day of week, for instance.

Questionnaire data showed that most pupils (67%) were aged between 13 and 15 (maximum age
17), with a 46%/54% male to female split. Sixty per cent saw themselves as ‘Protestant’, 23% ‘Catho-
lic’ and 15% ‘Neither’, figures which are close to the relative proportions of the town and surround-
ing area. With this self-identification of their ethno-sectarian affiliation, it was possible to plot the
microgeographies of those who viewed themselves as ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’. The patterns of
movement over the period in which the devices were used are shown in Figures 1–5, broken
down by claimed ethno-sectarian affiliation.

Movements in residential suburbs

Figures 1 and 2 are centred in a residential area of Coleraine known as the Heights. The edge of the
Central Business District of Coleraine can be seen in the north east of the map, with another small
commercial area to the west of the river linked by a bridge identified by Bell, Jarman, and Harvey
(2010) as a contested space. The maps suggest a slightly different usage pattern of this area by the
two groups, with relatively little movement of Protestant pupils within the area containing the high-
est percentage of Catholic residents (in the central portion of the map). There is evidence to suggest
that respondents are using cars to traverse the arterial routes around and through these housing areas
separately, so that these might better be described as ‘co-used’, rather than ‘shared’. Nonetheless,
there would appear to be routes and nodes within the Heights which are used by both communities,
although their use may not be coincident in time. This might suggest that the ‘episodic use’ of the
urban fabric identified in Belfast by Leonard and McKnight (2010) is replicated elsewhere in North-
ern Ireland, even within small towns.

Some of the activity within the housing areas shown in Figures 1 and 2 are not shared. They
include places of congregation for young people associated with shops, fast food outlets and, in
some instances, churches. The results seem to reflect the community background of the participants
provided in our biographic survey, with just over a third reporting living in a mixed neighbourhood
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Figure 1. The Heights, Coleraine, movements of Catholic Respondents.

Figure 2. The Heights, Coleraine, movements of Protestant Respondents.
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and 66% stating that they live in a neighbourhood which is segregated that is, somewhere that is
mostly or nearly all Protestant or Catholic. This would support other research (Schubotz and Devine
2011) which found that 67% of 16 year olds referred to living in segregated areas.

A clear response in focus groups was that most respondents knew the ethnic geography of their
settlement very well. This excerpt is from a Protestant school

Interviewer: Looking at a map, do you know what areas would be Catholic and what are Protestant, or is it
one side of the river is one side and the other side is the other?

Boy 4: It is really just…
Boy 5: This side of the river is more Catholic [refers to Heights area on map on screen], the left hand

side of that
Boy 4: … tricolours [flags signifying a Catholic area]
Boy 4: And if you are not one of them you feel out of place, you know.
Boy 5: You would if you had to but you don’t… just…
Boy 6: Not really, because you sort of think to yourself, I don’t really know that and… just the types of

people basically that are around there…
Boy 5: You try to avoid it…

Figure 3 shows Ballysally, a northern suburb of Coleraine. Apart from some movement along the
arterial routes peripheral to the housing area, pupil movement in this working-class housing area is
dominated by Protestants. Only one individual who identified as Catholic entered this housing area
in the period under study. This was a single journey and an analysis of the trace shows that the move-
ment involved a vehicle, because of the speed of travel. The dominance of Protestants in this housing
area would tend to confirm the segregation of residence and the concomitant segregation of move-
ment and socialisation that has been identified widely in Belfast (Boal 2008; Komarova 2008) and in
some other areas of Northern Ireland (Hamilton et al. 2008).

Figure 3. Ballysally, movements of Protestant and Catholic Respondents.
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Through the focus group it was also possible to further elaborate on various areas in Coleraine as
references were made to the divisions based on community background. Participants expressed
knowledge of various parts of the town as ‘belonging to’ one community or the other, as shown
in this excerpt from a Protestant school.

Girl 1: Like the Heights and Mountsandel…
Girl 2: They don’t mix [explaining… ] because they are Protestants and Catholics
Girls: The Heights
Girl1: Like, across the bridge
Girl 2: Each side of the bridge
Interviewer: So it’s divided by the river?
Girls: Yeah
Girl 3: But my [Protestant] church is up in the Heights. From the top of the Heights to the bottom,

there is like the Catholic flag, the whole way down and then across the road from that there
is like the Protestant flag. It is like people marking their territory, that’s what my Mum says.

Respondents in a Catholic school also referred to parts of Coleraine being divided.

Boy 1: A lot of people don’t mind it but it is just sort of the way it is, that there is the Catholic areas and
the Protestant areas

Boy 2: Some people like to continue it on, like stirring about religion and stuff
Interviewer : But it is something if you are out and about, it is always in the back of your mind, where you are

going and what you are wearing, and…
Boy 2: If you walk by, like someone will say something to you…
Interviewer: Is there a Catholic Coleraine, and a Protestant Coleraine?
Boy 3: There’s people who take it, like, real serious – like, this is the Catholic side and all. And there’s

people who just get on with it

Figure 4. Coleraine Centre, movements of Protestant Respondents.
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Movements in the town centre and near amenities

When asked about whether or not the town centre was ‘shared and open’ to both Protestants and
Catholics, there was overwhelming agreement (84%) that this was the case. As well as the town
centre, nearby places such as a local cinema and the town leisure centre were seen by just over
half of the sample as ‘shared and open’ to everyone, regardless of community background. Only
two types of places were more likely to be considered not ‘shared and open’, namely the bus and
train stations and the local parks.

When asked about variations in feelings of safety in environments during the day, most stated
they felt safe in their own area during the day (98%) and night (84%). When it came to the town
centre, 99% (72) stated they felt safe during the day, but that figure dropped to 38% (27) at night.
While the high daytime figure would suggest that the centre of Coleraine is perceived as very safe
then, the sharp difference at night would accord with the findings of others that young people
avoid places at certain times (McAlister, Scraton, and Haydon 2009, 84).

The questionnaire asked respondents whether there were places/spaces where young people from
the two main communities could meet socially in Coleraine. Just under half (45%) of the sample sta-
ted that there were, but 38% did not know and 16% believed that there were no such places. This
might suggest that, while the majority of respondents referred to places being shared and open,
this does not necessarily indicate that places were seen as places to further interact.

Similarly, references were made to particular places in which groups of young people from the two
main communities shared the space. This is illustrated by one Protestant school’s participant:

Girl 6: You might have Protestants and Catholics that live in certain areas but there is not going to be a
certain group of people who go to the Jet Centre [local cinema]. They all kinda mix together

Interviewer: So it’s a sort of a neutral place that anyone can go to?
Girl 6: Coleraine is quite small so you sort of have to mix.

Figure 5. Coleraine Centre, movements of Catholic Respondents.
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This would suggest a driver towards somewhat more mixing in smaller settlements in Northern Ire-
land. While cities like Belfast may be large enough to have a ‘Protestant’ leisure centre and a ‘Catho-
lic’ leisure centre in certain areas, this may not be an option in smaller communities. However,
previous research findings were supported as participants made reference to symbols and aspects
of safety, such as the wearing of a school uniform.

Girl 7: My brother goes to School [x] and he knows not to go down a certain road in his uniform, because he
knows he is going to get hit and stuff

Girl 8: I wouldn’t go there on my own, I would bring somebody if I was going, even during the daytime just
because sometimes people hang around there, you don’t get a nice feeling

Other participants referred to parents not sharing or lacking awareness about community divisions
in Coleraine, emphasising that dangers, particularly for young females, may extend beyond the
sectarian:

Girl 4: I don’t know if my parents know about the Protestant Catholic divide but if they do, they haven’t told
me, because we are not originally…we haven’t always lived here. We are from near Belfast, so they
haven’t passed that on to me.

Girl 5: My parents never told me about Protestants and Catholics – I found out when I came to this school in
first or second year, because I don’t see it as being important, and they tell me not to go somewhere
because its unsafe, they wouldn’t mention about Protestant and Catholic.

The patterns of movement within the town centre are demonstrated in Figures 4 and 5. This is the
traditional retail and service core of the town and the movements of those who claimed Catholic or
Protestant identity over the period of the study are shown. The similarity in the two maps could be
used to support the idea that the centre of Coleraine is non-contested and shared space. Indeed, an
examination of the timestamps on each of the points would suggest the space is used by both com-
munities at overlapping times – Friday afternoon trips to coffee shops seem common to both groups,
for instance. However, it is more difficult to determine whether the distribution of points in Figures 4
and 5 indicates real sharing. Indeed it may be that it is instead an indication that the space is used by
both communities, and at the same time, but with limited contact between them. This could be
termed ‘co-use’ of a space which is open to both communities. While not episodic (Leonard and
McKnight 2015), neither is it clear that it is shared.

Conclusion

In this paper we have highlighted that in Northern Ireland, specifically in the town of Coleraine, div-
isions within a society emerging from 30 years of violence impact on the movement and mobility of
young people. The GPS traces and the discussions which they generated are an effective way of getting
an insight into the divided geographies of these young people. While this was a small sample, it is clear
that some of the respondents, at least, have had their personal mobilities impacted upon by the ethnic
geographies of the area around which they navigate, or are navigated by others. We can conclude that,
at least for the period of this research, the two communities were exposed to different geographies, and
will have had a different exposure to the environment. It is possible that these two communities have
access to very different aggregate geographies with routes taken and places visited that are particular to
each group. If this is the case, we have different populations attending schools in the same small town,
but developing very different geographies as they navigate their environments.

Most of the respondents showed a sophisticated understanding of the distribution of ethno-sec-
tarian areas in the Coleraine, and this seems to impact on how and where they travel, and potentially
where they can socialise, gain friends and thus fully share the space. They also recognised and
acknowledged that some places were not contested and were open to both sections of the commu-
nity. While these included facilities such as the local cinema, they also included services such as cof-
fee shops in the town centre. However, it was notable that, while some parts of Coleraine may be
open to both communities, these areas may not be shared but rather co-used, with both communities
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using the space, but separately, and with no evidence of sharing of the space in any meaningful way.
Thus the segregation of space over time identified by Leonard and McKnight (2010) may be com-
pounded by a lack of sharing, even when the space is used contemporaneously. Developing a shared
future in Northern Ireland, despite political initiatives, may be a considerable challenge.

The use of GPS methodology has clearly demonstrated its capacity to contribute to a more
informed understanding of division and mobility. The data which the GPS tracking devices pro-
duced were highly detailed and, particularly when aggregated, provided a clear insight into the per-
sonal geographies of groups of individuals, in this case ethno-sectarian groups. By monitoring
distance covered along with timestamps in the data it is possible to infer mode of transport. Further-
more, there is the potential to integrate GPS tracks with a range of other spatial data sets such as
social media deprivation and crime rate data, which might give researchers valuable insights into
the personal geographies of young people. However, much of the ‘meaning’ of the raw data in
this study had to be inferred from the spatial patterns produced by the mapping data. Only when
combined with the data from focus groups and questionnaires was a fuller understanding possible.
This would suggest that a mixed methods approach, combining qualitative research with GPS track-
ing, would have much to commend it. An incidental benefit of such an approach in this instance was
that it encouraged collaboration between staff from different faculties working together and combin-
ing different skillsets, a fuller discussion of which falls outside the scope of this paper.

There is considerable potential in combining these methodologies. Given that it is possible to infer
the distance walked each day, it is possible to monitor individual activity levels. Different geographies
related to income, or to age or gender, and those related to different ethnic groups would be rich
areas to explore further. We would argue that social divisions particularly could be highlighted
using such a mixed method approach. In societies emerging from conflict, such as Northern Ireland,
the graphic illustration of continued division, where apparent, can be used to emphasise the lack of a
shared present, and the hopes for a truly shared future.
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