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ABSTRACT. In the context of current discussions among social com-

mentators about the status and well being of community in American so-

ciety, this article examines the nature of civic engagement and sense of

community in the U.S. military. Framed by social disorganization the-

ory, a conceptual model is developed and tested with a sample of married

active duty Air Force (AF) members. Our analysis examines variations

in perceptions of sense of community as a consequence of three indica-

tors of civic engagement: community capacity, community connections,

and community participation. The results suggest that community partic-

ipation plays a particularly important role in influencing the sense of

community that active duty members feel. Human service organizations
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and unit leaders are discussed as critical resources in promoting civic en-

gagement and strengthening the sense of community among AF mem-

bers. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery
Service: 1-800-342-9678. E-mail address: <getinfo@haworthpressinc.com>
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A few years ago Robert Putnam (1995) noted that the so-called “vi-
brancy” of American civil society originally described by Alexis de
Tocqueville seems to have faded during the final decade of the 20th
Century. Putnam described the increasing tendency of individuals and
families “to go it alone,” lacking civic engagement in their communities
and social connections with one another. Putnam documented his claim
by reviewing national data showing a decline in overall organizational
membership, lower voter turnouts, reduced participation in organized
religion, lower membership in unions, less participation in par-
ent-teacher associations, and a greater tendency to “bowl alone,” as ex-
pressed by the title of his article. Putnam expressed concern about the
consequences of the increasing insularity of individuals and families in
American society for the functioning of community as a supportive
context for human development and fulfillment.

A number of social commentators share Putnam’s conclusions and
concerns (Drucker, 1998; Schorr, 1997; Wilson, 1987). However, oth-
ers disagree with Putnam’s description of Americans as disengaged
from one another and as shunning civic involvements and responsibil-
ities. For example, Ladd (1999), Executive Director of the Roper Cen-
ter for Public Opinion Research, has amassed a vast array of data that
depict civic engagement as diversifying and expanding rather than de-
clining. Wuthnow (1998) claims middle ground between Putnam and
Ladd. He describes Americans as engaged in group affiliations but
more “loosely connected” than in past times. Regardless of their posi-
tion on the current level and future direction of civic engagement in
our society, many social commentators agree with Drucker’s conclu-
sion that “human beings need community” (p. 4). In other words, peo-
ple need both connections with other people and a sense of being
connected to others.
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The United States armed forces have not been exempt from this de-
bate about the current state of community life in our society. Social sci-
entists who study the military have begun to ask questions about the
psychological sense of community and responsibility for mutual sup-
port within the armed forces and the associated military community–an
institution whose members have traditionally viewed as and prided
themselves for “taking care of our own” (Bowen & Martin, 1998;
Moskos, 1988). Unfortunately, while many assumptions are held about
the nature and importance of community, dialogue, planning, policies
and practices based on a systematic inquiry about community life in the
military are lacking.

This exploratory investigation is a step in addressing the relative
absence of research on the nature of community life within the mili-
tary services, especially the relationship between civic engagement
and sense of community. Based on our ongoing collaboration with the
U.S. Air Force (AF) Family Advocacy Division (FAD), we began our
exploration with data from a convenience sample of married active
duty service members from nine AF bases in the continental United
States. Our attention is focused on four dimensions of AF community
life: (a) the level of participation of service members and their families
in community events and activities sponsored by the base (community
participation), (b) the ease with which members and families make
connections with one another (community connections), (c) the shared
responsibility and collective competence members and families dem-
onstrate in handling situations threatening the general welfare of the
community and its members (community capacity), and (d) the
strength of a sense of belonging to the AF community (sense of com-
munity). The first three dimensions are proposed as indicators of civic
engagement, whereas sense of community is proposed as an outcome
of this engagement.

We first examine demographic variations in these four dimensions
of AF community life. We then test a model that proposes both direct
and indirect paths of influence between the three indicators of civic
engagement and the sense of community reported by sample respon-
dents. The concept of community used in our model acknowledges the
spatial settings in which AF members live and work. These settings in-
clude the AF installation and the local civilian community. The model
incorporates the interactions among community members and in-
cludes psychological concepts such as sense of community and com-
munity capacity.
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THE CONTEXT

Policy and Program Initiatives

This investigation’s focus on civic engagement and sense of commu-
nity is consistent with a recent call by senior Air Force leadership to dis-
cover and develop strategies for promoting a sense of community
among active duty members and their families (U.S. Air Force, 1997,
p. 23). In response to this call, agencies in the AF human service deliv-
ery system are aligning their program standards with the goal to
strengthen families through community-based prevention activities. For
example, the Air Mobility Command (one of the Air Force’s major orga-
nizations and representing a number of individual bases across the United
States) has committed funds to secure training in community building
strategies and techniques for family support staff at the base level.

The Family Advocacy Division (FAD), the sponsor of this investiga-
tion, has encouraged base-level agencies to work collaboratively in de-
veloping strategies to promote civic engagement and to strengthen the
capacity of informal networks as mechanisms of social care. Family Ad-
vocacy’s mission includes the prevention of family violence by encour-
aging community organization initiatives and community development.
The efforts of the FAD have been supported by the AF Surgeon Gen-
eral’s strategic initiatives for “Building Healthy Communities” through
prevention and intervention activities, as well as AF implementation of a
base-level Integrated Delivery System (IDS) as a mechanism for facilitat-
ing greater interagency collaboration in support of building and sustain-
ing healthy communities and the well-being of community members.

Unfortunately, research examining the sense of community in the
AF, as well as research identifying indicators of civic engagement asso-
ciated with its variation, have not kept pace with these policy and pro-
gram initiatives, nor has research considered the changing nature of
military duties, military family life, and the evolving 21st century mili-
tary community. Such research is critically important to informing and
monitoring intervention and prevention activities designed to promote
the sense of community among AF members and their families.

The Military Community in the 21st Century:
Trends and Challenges

Personnel issues, especially the recruitment and retention of quali-
fied and capable men and women, are pressing concerns confronting
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our armed services (Maze, 1999a). Military leaders and defense ana-
lysts also agree that sustaining the well-being of service members and
their families represents a critical aspect of achieving and maintaining a
fully capable military (GAO, 1999).

During the 1990s, the Department of Defense (DOD) drastically
downsized the armed forces and closed numerous military bases world-
wide. In the same decade, U.S. military forces found themselves in-
creasingly committed around the globe in a variety of peacekeeping and
peacemaking operations, and supporting numerous humanitarian mis-
sions. Today, the associated pace of military life places an enormous
strain on service members and their families (Maze, 1999b). While im-
provements in pay, allowances, and various quality of life benefits may
help, these actions alone are not likely to ensure the well being of our
armed forces and their family members (CSIS, 2000).

The various personnel challenges confronting the DOD have a pro-
found influence on the sense of community within the armed forces.
Downsizing the armed forces in a period of sustained high operational
tempo has resulted in frequent service member absence and enormous
demands on military family members and military family life. Many
military families report feeling overwhelmed by day-to-day life de-
mands (Bowen, Martin, & Mancini, 1999). Under these conditions, it is
easy to understand why participation in community life on base seems
diminished (Maze, 1999b).

Military installations have also experienced organizational and oper-
ational changes influencing the sense of community within the armed
forces. Base closures and associated consolidations have helped create
a number of military mega-communities with thousands of service
members and military families spread across adjoining towns, cities,
and even states. AF bases now represent a significant component of
these mega-base military communities.

At large and small installations alike, outsourcing and privatization
of services have influenced community life by eroding the boundaries
between military and civilian life. In medical care, for example, the his-
toric and psychologically important identification and direct connection
with a military service provider are no longer guaranteed. This is be-
coming true for all community services as civilian contractors increas-
ingly perform a variety of agency functions (Knox & Price, 1999). This
“military connection” is considered an important aspect of being identi-
fied as a member of special group–the military community– and many
active duty members perceive these changes as a diminishment of the
military’s commitment to “caring for its own” (CSIS, 2000).
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In addition to these broad shifts in the nature of military service and
the structure of community life and support services, the military ser-
vices continue to struggle with issues of racial and ethnic group balance,
gender integration, and acceptance of gays and lesbians. African-Amer-
icans are overrepresented, Hispanics and women are underrepresented,
and homosexuals remain the target of discrimination and oppression
(cf. Armor, 1996; CSIS, 2000, Moore, 1991). The failure of the military
services to achieve broad military representation from diverse groups in
American society in the context of social prejudices against particular
groups can lead to the social construction of “in groups” and “out
groups,” with the “in groups” having greater access to preferred status.
Such processes create group tensions, challenge the development of
shared community norms and values, and thwart efforts to build bridges
between groups that promote a common sense of identification and pur-
pose (Shaw & McKay, 1969).

In combination, these trends and challenges have substantially influ-
enced the nature of military life and careers and represent core issues
confronting the armed forces in the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury. The meaning of “military community” is in the process of being
renegotiated in the day-to-day experiences and interactions of military
members and their families. The military “camp, post, station” that
evolved after WWII into the “military company town” of the 1970s,
1980s, and even the early 1990s no longer exists in its traditional form;
it is evident that additional changes will continue in this new century
(Martin & Orthner, 1989; Twiss & Martin, 1999). These trends and de-
velopments frame this investigation of AF communities and the corre-
sponding discussion about the desired nature and form for the next
century’s military community.

Recent Empirical Work Related to Sense of Community

This research on aspects of “community” in the armed forces is con-
sistent with recent work by Van Laar (1999). Based on a comprehensive
review of the literature, Van Laar identified sense of community as a
quality of life dimension and developed a logic model that associated
variation in sense of community with positive military-relevant out-
comes, including individual and family adaptation, mission readiness,
and retention. Van Laar focused her review on the potential contribu-
tion of personnel support programs to promoting a sense of community.

Our investigation complements Van Laar’s review by examining po-
tential community-level processes that may mediate the relationship be-
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tween formal support mechanisms and sense of community. These
community-level processes are consistent with principles identified by
Van Laar for strengthening a sense of community in the military. Such
investigations are important undertakings in the development of ex-
planatory theory in the behavioral and social sciences. By opening up
and examining the “black box” of informal support mechanisms (i.e.,
civic engagement), this investigation has implications for informing
and monitoring community social work practice in the military.

Bowen and Orthner (2000) provide a community intervention logic
model linking Van Laar’s conceptual model with the current investiga-
tion and offering a means to connect study findings to practice. These
authors draw a distinction between intermediate and distal results. In-
termediate results are the direct consequences or benefits from commu-
nity-level intervention and prevention activities, such as community
building activities by formal support mechanisms. Distal results are the
indirect consequences or benefits of practice interventions; they are in-
fluenced by variation in the intermediate results. In the present investi-
gation, sense of community is defined as a distal result. Community
participation, community connections, and community capacity are de-
fined as intermediate results, which can be potentially influenced by tar-
geted practice interventions. Although this investigation does not
specify the role of formal support mechanisms in the model examined,
its results have implications for informing practice interventions by
identifying three modifiable community-level processes expected to
have direct and indirect paths of influence on the sense of community.

CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model tested in the current investi-
gation, a model discussed in earlier publications (Bowen, Martin,
Mancini, & Nelson, 2000; Bowen, Martin, & Mancini, 1999; Bowen &
Martin, 1998). Sense of community is depicted in the model as the pri-
mary dependent outcome. Variations in the sense of community are
shown in Figure 1 as reflecting variations in community capacity, com-
munity connections, and community participation, which are consid-
ered to be indicators of civic engagement. All relationships are
hypothesized as linear and positive.

Although exploratory, support for the conceptual linkages depicted
in Figure 1 are anchored in the tenets of social disorganization theory.
Formulated in the 1940s by Shaw and McKay (1969) in their studies of
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the relationship between neighborhood disadvantage and juvenile de-
linquency, the concept of social organization is central in the theory. In
communities with high levels of social organization, residents are ac-
tive participants in community life. They exhibit high levels of social
integration and informal social control, and they demonstrate a readi-
ness to act on situations threatening the well being of the community
(Furstenberg & Hughes, 1997; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997).
In the present analysis, we consider community participation, commu-
nity connections, and community capacity to reflect social organiza-
tional processes in communities. Support for the model is also found in
the social work practice literature on community mobilization and de-
velopment (Ewalt, Freeman, & Poole, 1998; Johnson, 1998; Rothman,
1999; Sviridoff & Ryan, 1997; Weil, 1996)

Sense of community is a social psychological variable, which we de-
fine from a phenomenological perspective as reflecting the degree to
which members feel a sense of common identity, esprit de corps, and
camaraderie in the base community. This conceptualization is consis-
tent with other definitions of sense of community emphasizing commu-
nity identification and bonds of unity as important elements (see Van
Laar, 1999 for a review). We agree with Pretty, Conroy, Dugay, Fowler,
and Williams (1996) who distinguished sense of community from so-
cial support, which they defined as a correlate rather than an indicator of
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sense of community. Research presented by Pretty et al. supports the
distinctiveness of these two concepts.

In our model, community capacity is shown as having a direct and
positive effect on members’ perceptions toward the sense of commu-
nity. We define community capacity as the extent to which service
members and their families (a) demonstrate a sense of shared respon-
sibility for the general welfare of the community and its members, and
(b) demonstrate collective competence in taking advantage of oppor-
tunities for addressing community needs and confronting situations
threatening the safety and well-being of community members. Al-
though shared responsibility and collective competence cut across both
formal and informal networks of social care, this discussion of commu-
nity capacity focuses on its operation in informal networks. These infor-
mal networks may range in size and structure from small collections of
concerned individuals within work units and neighborhoods to large
groups that traverse the existing boundaries of military units and neigh-
borhoods. In our view, community capacity represents actual behaviors
rather than the potential for action, a perspective consistent with de-
scriptions of community capacity in the social science literature (cf.
Paine-Andrews, Fawcett, Richter, Harris, Lewis, Berkley-Patton,
Fisher, Lopez, Francisco, & Williams, 1998).

The level of active participation of members and families in the base
community (community participation) and the ease with which they
connect with other service members and families in the community
(community connections) are hypothesized in our model to exert direct
effects, as well as indirect influence via community capacity, on mem-
bers’ perceptions toward the sense of community. We also hypothesize
that community participation has positive implications for the ease with
which members and families are able to make connections with other
service members and families. Although the extent to which members
and families are able to participate in the base community and establish
connections with one another is constrained by forces in the larger
physical and social context, the functioning and impact of this macro
context is beyond the focus of the present investigation.

METHOD

Source of Data

Site visits were conducted during the months of March, April, and
May of 1999 to nine AF bases in the continental United States. We se-
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lected these bases in consultation with the study’s sponsor to reflect
variation in mission, size, location, operation of family advocacy pre-
vention efforts, and levels of family adaptation as reported by active
duty members in the 1997-1998 AF Needs Assessment. Given the ex-
ploratory nature of this investigation, special attention was given to en-
suring variation in the targeted bases. The Family Advocacy Office at
each base served as the point of contact for each site visit and had re-
sponsibility for recruiting respondents and for scheduling interviews
and focus groups.

Interviews and focus groups were conducted with a broad range of
respondents at each base, including civilian chiefs and directors of hu-
man service agencies in the base community, single and married active
duty members, and civilian spouses (n = 433). The majority of respon-
dents were married active duty members (59%). The views of these
married active duty members are the focus of this investigation. The
small number of civilian chiefs and directors, single active duty mem-
bers, and civilian spouses of active duty members with complete data on
the variables to be examined precluded comparative analysis.

Sample Profile

The sample for the analysis was limited to 180 married active duty
members with complete data. Three-quarters of the sample were male
(75%). In addition, more than half lived off base (58.9%). This parallels
AF residential patterns for married active duty members who live in the
continental United States. The sample was about evenly divided among
those who had lived in the community for one year or less (35.0%), two
or three years (35.6%), and more than three years (29.4%). Slightly
more than half of the respondents were officers (52.2%), including 42
junior officers (Second Lieutenant to Captain) and 52 senior officers
(Major to Colonel). About one-third (33.4%) were in the senior enlisted
ranks (Technical Sergeant to Chief Master Sergeant), and a relatively
small proportion (14.4%) of the sample was in the junior enlisted ranks
(Airman Basic to Staff Sergeant).

Data Collection

A two-person site team conducted interviews and focus groups for
two and a half days at each of the nine bases. An open-ended question
interview guide provided structure and consistency in interviews and
focus groups across bases. This guide was organized around the con-
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ceptual domains identified in Figure 1: sense of community, commu-
nity capacity, community connections, and community participation. It
included questions about the operation of formal community networks
of support, including base agencies and base and unit leadership. Inter-
views and focus groups were scheduled for one hour. Qualitative infor-
mation from these interviews and focus group has been reported and
discussed in a recent Air Force report titled, “Communities in Blue for
the 21st Century” (Bowen, Martin, & Mancini, 1999).

During the course of the interview or focus group, respondents com-
pleted a six-item community rating form. The rating form was used to
collect quantitative data on the conceptual domains tested in this study.
On the same rating form, respondents provided demographic informa-
tion, including their gender, marital status, length of residence in the
community, current association with the military, location of residence,
and pay grade. All respondent information was collected anonymously.

Measures

Four measures were derived from the six-item community rating
form for purposes of testing the proposed model. Table 1 presents de-
scriptive statistics and intercorrelations for these data.

The dependent variable, sense of community, was measured with a
single item. Respondents were asked to rate the sense of community at
their base on a 10-point scale from 1 (“very weak”) to 10 (“very
strong”). On average, respondents rated the sense of community at their
base above the midpoint of the 10-point rating scale (M = 6.44).

The two-dimensional concept of community capacity was assessed
by summing and averaging two items from the community rating form.
Shared responsibility was measured by asking respondents to rate on a
10-point continuum from 1 (“very unlikely”) to 10 (“very likely”) the
likelihood that members and families would pull together and respond
as a community to situations threatening the general welfare of the com-
munity and its members.

Collective competence was assessed by asking respondents to rate on
the same 10-point continuum the likelihood that members and families
would be able to respond in such situations by meeting the challenge or
solving the problem. In evaluating this second component, respondents
were asked to assume that members and families would pull together and
respond to situations as a community. As expected, the intercorrelation
between these two items was high, which is reflected in the alpha reliabil-
ity of this two-item summary measure (.74). Respondents felt strongly
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confident in their respective communities’ capacity to respond to adver-
sity and positive challenge; the mean rating was 8.23 on the ten-point
summary continuum.

Community connections were measured by a single item. Respon-
dents were asked to rate the level of difficulty with which service mem-
bers and families made connections with other service members and
families on their base. Respondents evaluated this item on a 10-point
scale from 1 (“very difficult”) to 10 (“very easy”). The mean rating on
this item was 6.88, which is above the midpoint of the 10-point rating
scale.

The sum average of two items was used to access the community par-
ticipation concept. One item asked respondents about the level of activ-
ity of service members in community events and activities sponsored by
the base. A parallel question inquired about the level of activity of fam-
ily members in base-sponsored community events and activities. Both
items were assessed on a 10-point scale from 1 (“not at all active”) to 10
(“very active”). The alpha reliability of this two-item measure was .74.
This supports the decision to combine these items into a composite
summary measure. Compared to other community-related measures in
the analysis, the mean summary rating for community participation (M =
6.05) was lower but still above the midpoint.

Correlations between the four community-related measures ranged
from a low of .14 between community participation and community
connections to a high of .47 between community participation and sense
of community. Generally low correlations were found among the three
community-related measures (.14 to .28) expected to explain variation
in respondents’ perceptions toward the sense of community. However,
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TABLE 1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations for Measures (n =

180)

Correlations

Measure Range Mean SD Items Alpha 2 3 4

1. Community Participation 1-10 6.05 1.61 2 .74 .14* .28* .47*

2. Community Connections 1-10 6.88 1.95 1 N/A .24* .41*

3. Community Capacity 1-10 8.23 1.48 2 .78 .40*

4. Sense of Community 1-10 6.44 1.88 1 N/A

Note. All measures are coded from negative to positive.
*p < .05



each measure had a moderate correlation with the dependent outcome
(.40 to .47).

In addition to these measures, four single-item demographic vari-
ables were included in the first stage of the analysis to examine potential
variation in the four community-related measures: gender (male, fe-
male), residence location (on base, off base), time in the community (1
year or less, 2 or 3 years, more than 3 years), and pay grade (reflecting
junior enlisted, senior enlisted, junior officer, and senior officer status).
Pay grade was included in the second stage of analysis but was recoded
as a dummy variable (0 = other, 1 = senior officer). Pay grade is typi-
cally used as a proxy for socioeconomic status in studies using a mili-
tary sample.

Data Analysis

Two stages of data analysis were conducted using SPSS. In the first
stage, t-tests and one-way ANOVAs with pairwise contrasts (least-sig-
nificant difference) were used to determine the significance of mean
differences on the community-related measures among respondents
grouped by gender, residence location, time in the community, and pay
grade. Given the exploratory nature of this research, we did not have
any specific expectations for differences related to these characteristics.
A .05 (two-tailed) level of statistical significance was used in the analy-
sis.

A series of multiple regressions was subsequently used to test the
paths of influence among the four community-related measures. Pay
grade was entered as a control variable in each multiple regression in
the context of its importance in prior military studies as significant de-
finer of military lifestyle and opportunities (e.g., Bowen, 1986). In the
first regression, the dependent variable, sense of community, was re-
gressed on pay grade, and the three antecedent variables: community
participation, community connections, and community capacity. Next,
community capacity was regressed on pay grade, community participa-
tion, and community connections. In the last regression, the direct ef-
fects of pay grade and community participation on community
connections were estimated. A .05 (two-tailed) level of statistical sig-
nificance was use to evaluate the results. Collinearity diagnostics re-
vealed little dependence between independent and control variables in
the analysis.
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RESULTS

Stage 1 Analysis: Mean Comparisons

No statistically significant differences were found in respondents’
perceptions toward the sense of community, community capacity, com-
munity connections, or community participation by their gender, resi-
dence location, time in community, or pay grade. Of the sixteen mean
comparisons conducted in the first stage of the analysis, only one
achieved statistical significance: respondents’ perceptions about the ease
of making community connections varied by their pay grade, F(3, 176) =
4.52, p < .05. The results from the pairwise contrasts revealed that se-
nior officers (M = 7.54) perceived service members and families as hav-
ing an easier time making connections with other service members and
families than either junior enlisted members (M = 6.21) or junior offi-
cers (M = 6.31). The mean difference between senior officers and senior
enlisted members (M = 6.98) was not statistically significant. The effect
size of these mean differences as reflected by Eta-square was .07, which
indicates that approximately 7% of the variance in community connec-
tions was associated with the respondents ’ pay grade.

Stage 2 Analysis: Multiple Regression

Table 2 shows the results of the regression analysis, including the
standardized coefficients (p) of the predictor variables at each step in
the analysis. Figure 2 shows the final path model, which specifies the
indirect and direct paths leading to sense of community. In this figure
each arrow denotes a significant path coefficient (p < .05). The numeric
values above the arrow are standardized beta coefficients (p). In com-
paring Figure 2 with Figure 1, only one path of influence in the model
failed to reach statistical significance. The expected relationship be-
tween community participation and community connections was not
supported.

As anticipated, respondents were more likely to report a strong sense
of community when they felt there was greater participation in base
events and activities by members and families (community participa-
tion), when they felt that members and families experienced ease in
connecting with others in the base community (community connec-
tions), and when they felt that there were higher levels of shared respon-
sibility and collective competence in their community (community
capacity). As interpreted from the size of their standardized path coeffi-
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cients, community participation was the best direct predictor of a strong
sense of community, followed by community connections and commu-
nity capacity.

Community participation and community connections had an indi-
rect effect on the sense of community through their positive and direct
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TABLE 2. Multiple Regression Results (Standardized Beta Coefficients)

Sense of Community Community

Variable Community Capacity Connections

Pay Grade (1 = 04-06) .09 .12 .22*

Community Participation .37* .25* .13

Community Connections .28* .18*

Community Capacity .22*

Constant 2.39 5.79 5.63

Multiple R .63 .37 .26

R squared .39* .13* .07*

F 28.07 9.02 6.02

DF 4, 175 3, 176 2, 177

*p < .05

Community

Participation

Sense of

Community

R
2

= .39*

Community

Connections

R 2 = .07*

Community
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R
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*p < .05

FIGURE 2. Path Relationships Among Community Participation, Community

Connections, Community Capacity, and Sense of Community



effect on community capacity. As expected, respondents were more
likely to report greater levels of community capacity when they per-
ceived their community as working in other ways as well. These find-
ings suggest that a sense of shared responsibility and collective
competence among community members is facilitated when members
and families are more active in their community and experience greater
ease in making connections with one another. Of these two influences
on community capacity, community participation had a greater effect
than community connections as indicated by their respective path coef-
ficients. When the direct and indirect effects of community participa-
tion and community connections on the sense of community are
decomposed, community participation has a greater overall effect than
community connections on the sense of community perceived by active
duty members (total effects = .43 and .32, respectively).

As presented in Table 2, the three regression models explained be-
tween 7% and 39% of the variance in the respective endogenous vari-
ables: sense of community (R2 = .39), community capacity (R2 = .13),
and community connections (R2 = .07). The control variable, pay grade,
was statistically significant only in the third regression analysis, which
helps explain the statistical significance of the regression model in this
step of analysis. Senior officers were more likely than their counterparts
to perceive that members and families experience ease in making con-
nections with other members and families in the community.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Our examination of predictors of sense of community is based on the
need to develop a systematic database on the role that community has in
the 21st century Air Force. The concept of “community” presently en-
ters into discussions about quality of life in the absence of an adequate
research-oriented knowledge base. This study is connected to our work
on conceptualizing community capacity (Bowen, Martin, Mancini, &
Nelson, 2000) and is driven by AF leaders who desire the integration of
formal and informal support mechanisms within the context of key
community outcomes. Our discussion centers on the amount of research
support for our model, next steps in research as they pertain to account-
ing for changes in military life, next steps in model development as they
involve nuances in aspects of community, the growth or decline in com-
munity, the intersection of informal and formal support, the signifi-
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cance of interagency collaboration, the necessity of specifying
community outcomes, and the nature of dialogue on community issues.

Although the cross-sectional nature of these data precludes causal in-
terpretations, the results are consistent with the proposed model. Only
in the case concerning the relationship between community participa-
tion and community connections was there a lack of support for the
model. Otherwise, the predicted relationships were supported by the
data. The strongest direct effect was between community participation
and sense of community. The strongest indirect effect, mediated through
community capacity, also involved community participation. We con-
clude that an understanding of the sense of community people have is in-
formed by what is known about how much participation there is in
community activities, how easy it is to connect with others in the com-
munity, and by the shared responsibility and collective competence ex-
isting among community members. Consistent with Bowen and
Orthner’s (2000) community intervention logic model, each of these
community factors is amenable as intermediate results to prevention
and intervention efforts on the part of program professionals, and each
reflects the significance of informal interaction and support within a
community.

However, by no means is our model of the sense of community com-
plete. Earlier we noted the many changes occurring in the life experi-
ences of AF personnel and their families. In this particular
investigation, the diversity of AF personnel and the multiple contexts in
which they live were not fully addressed. For example, various struc-
tural and psychological aspects of family and community remain to be
investigated. These include factors such as work demands, family size,
the stage of the family life cycle, other competing demands on time, and
individual preferences about community engagement. Bowen, Richman,
and Bowen (2000) recently discussed the importance of examining the fit
between families and communities at various stages of the family life
cycle.

The study of community involves an examination of multiple layers
and requires a “multiple context model” (Steinberg, Darling, &
Fletcher, 1995). We began that process in our first level of analysis that
included gender, residence, time in the community, and pay grade
(proxy for SES). Only in the matter of pay grade did any of our contex-
tual variables rise to importance (and it should be noted that pay grade
was unrelated to our outcome variable, sense of community). However,
this finding does suggest that within the AF community there are multi-
ple sub-communities, one of which is defined by pay grade. Using this
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finding as an example, pay grade as a contextual variable points to how
status (both socioeconomic and status within the organization) and lon-
gevity make a difference in perceptions about the ease in making con-
nections with others; it may point to differences in how the AF itself
eases connections according to rank and status.

Additional research should provide more detail to the nuances of our
factors in the model. For example, ease of community connections can
be partitioned into the specific situations where connections are more
likely to occur. Community capacity can be further refined to account
for specific areas of collective competence (in a community those com-
petencies may be stronger with regard to handling a natural disaster
than to dealing with widespread crime). Community participation can
be considered with regard to formal organization membership or in
terms of volunteer activities. Sense of community itself may have vari-
ous levels or aspects, such as those suggested by Unger and
Wandersman (1985): social, cognitive, and affective. In sum, while our
model is supported by the data, future work should include a greater ac-
counting for multiple contexts and for refining the basic concepts in the
model.

Earlier in this paper we discussed three views on the status and
well-being of community, ranging from pessimism (Putnam, 1995), to
optimism (Ladd, 1999), to a balance between the two (Wuthnow,
1998). Discussions about community change and well being parallel
those that have often surrounded the family and that have been dis-
cussed for years (Mancini & Orthner, 1988). In this study we are not
able to directly test these hypotheses of community decline, expansion,
and change. However, our data speak to the processes underlying the
well being of a particular community, or a subset of people within a
community. For example, we find that sense of community is very
much related to how people behave and use their time, when people feel
that connecting with others is attainable, and when responsibility for
one another is shared, and when that responsibility is actually evidenced
by competent responses to issues.

Part of the answer to how well a community and its members are do-
ing can be answered by examining whether people feel connected with
others–by examining participation and interaction patterns in the com-
munity, and by assessing if the community feels it can successfully re-
spond to adversity and positive challenges. The natural research
questions that emerge from our data and that relate to community
health, demise, or change include: What data are available to us that
speak directly to community well being? Which community indicators
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are most valid and come closest to representing people’s lives? What is
the best set of indicators that capture whether a community or a sense of
community requires some sort of intervention?

Previously we discussed the intersection of informal and formal sup-
port within a community (Bowen, Martin, & Mancini, 1999). Our data
have direct implications for both types of support. We have argued that
formal support is important in facilitating informal networks and sup-
port. Within the military environment, two prominent formal support
systems are unit leadership and the human service delivery system (in-
cluding units dealing with health, family support, parent education, and
so on). Historically these systems have not been intended to foster infor-
mal networks among military members and their families. Yet the po-
tential for doing this is great, especially in context of military
leadership’s desire for families to be more self-sufficient and to have
stronger community ties. Further, formal military-based systems are
complemented by civilian systems (Knox & Price, 1999). The military
unit is positioned to be a powerful ally for both human services agencies
and for people themselves to further community participation (Bowen,
1998), which according to our analysis has a great deal to do with sense
of community. The unit is a conduit by which military members and
their families can establish connections with one another and gain ac-
cess to agency-based programs and services. Our work suggests that
some units do provide effective links between people and agencies and
readily connect members and families with other members and families
(Bowen, Martin, & Mancini, 1999).

Human service organizations have a role to play in fostering sense of
community, as well as its correlates of community participation, com-
munity capacity, and community connections (Sviridoff & Ryan, 1997;
Weil, 1996). This can take two forms, the first having to do with inter-
agency collaboration and the second having to do with redefining
agency outcomes to include community-building factors. Since “com-
munity” is a multilayered and integrated phenomenon, responses to
community situations must be so as well. Consequently, interagency
collaboration is a key ingredient in building community. An often heard
term in the human services field is the “stovepipe” or “silo” ap-
proach–referring to agencies or organizations that singularly approach
the community (or the families which comprise it) rather than operating
in concert with one another. The AF Integrated Delivery System (IDS),
while still in its infancy, is an example of an initiative designed to bring
key family support agencies together. Though not necessarily easy to
do, collaboration enables program professionals to accomplish goals
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that otherwise they would never reach (Mancini & Marek, 1998; Na-
tional Network on Collaboration, 1996).

Establishing community-oriented outcomes is another matter. In our
study the outcome is sense of community–the feeling one has of being
integrated with the community, feeling a part of the community, and be-
longing to the community. Service agencies could address other com-
munity-oriented outcomes. Our central point is that there is a set of
community outcomes that can be supported by agency and inter-agency
efforts. The history of human service agencies is the focus on individ-
ual-oriented results and sometimes on family-oriented outcomes. Ex-
tending results to a community level outcome is often lacking. In
today’s fast-paced and diverse culture, shifting the focus to the commu-
nity level may provide the return on effort agencies have expected from
outcomes focused solely on individuals and families.

Our results indicate that community building, as embodied in the
sense of community, occurs through community connections, commu-
nity capacity, and community participation. We believe that this model
provides a roadmap for community prevention and intervention initia-
tives. One structure for this roadmap includes dialogue, planning, poli-
cies, and practices. All are important for making a difference in a
community. If community change is to occur then dialogue must be in-
tense, intentional, and diverse. Since community is multilayered by def-
inition, dialogue about how to achieve certain community outcomes
must include community-wide stakeholders. The dialogue should in-
clude a focus on community needs, conditions, assets, and potentials. In
addition, dialogue about community building should be purposeful and
oriented toward specific outcomes. Planning for community-building is
a natural occurrence from dialogue and includes “backing-up” from the
desired outcomes toward the various steps necessary for reaching them,
including specific activities (Bowen & Orthner, 2000). Policies and
practices are vehicles demonstrating that the dialogue and planning has
been turned into action. A part of the planning could include an analysis
of how current policies and practices are oriented toward community
outcomes and processes. A number of questions reflect this kind of
analysis flow from our model: Do policies and practices have a direct
bearing on building sense of community? Do they foster a sense of
shared responsibility and the accrual of collective competence? Do they
increase opportunities for individuals and families to make connections
and to participate in community activities? Can they be related to de-
sired community-oriented outcomes?
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Our study has examined a model of sense of community among active
duty members of the U.S. Air Force. Key concepts included community
participation, community connections, and community capacity. The
data support this model and suggest implications for formal and informal
networks. The model and supporting data have relevance for civilian
communities as well. In both military and civilian communities the pace
of life has quickened, mobility has increased, work demands are sub-
stantial, families are pulled by many demands on their time and energy,
and people desire balance in their lives.

REFERENCES

Armor, D. J. (1996). Race and gender in the U.S. military. Armed Forces & Society, 23, 7-27.

Bowen, G. L. (1986). Spouse support and the retention intentions of Air Force mem-

bers: A basis for program development. Evaluation and Program Planning, 9,

209-220.

Bowen, G. L. (1998). Effects of leader support in the work unit on the relationship be-

tween work spillover and family adaptation. Journal of Family and Economic Is-

sues, 19, 25-52.

Bowen, G. L., & Martin, J. A. (1998). Community capacity: A core component of the

21st century military community. Military Family Issues: The Research Digest, 2(3),

1-4.

Bowen, G. L., Martin, J. A., & Mancini, J. A. (1999). Communities in blue for the 21st

century. Fairfax, VA: Caliber Associates.

Bowen, G. L., Martin, J. A., Mancini, J. A., & Nelson, J. P. (2000). Community capac-

ity: Antecedents and consequences. Journal of Community Practice, 8(2), 1-21.

Bowen, G. L., & Orthner, D. K. (2000). Air Force community needs assessment re-

source and training manual: A Results Management approach. Fairfax, VA: Cali-

ber Associates.

Bowen, G. L., Richman, J. M., & Bowen, N. K. (2000). Families in the context of com-

munities across time. In S. J. Price, P. C. McKenry, & M. J. Murphy (Eds.), Fam-

ilies across time: A life course perspective (pp. 117-128). Los Angeles: Roxbury

Publishing Company.

Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). (2000). American military cul-

ture in the twenty-first century. Washington, DC: The CSIS Press.

Drucker, P. F. (1998). Introduction: Civilizing the city. In F. Hesselbein, M. Gold-

smith, R. Beckhard, and R. Schubert (Eds.), The community of the future (pp. 1-6).

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Ewalt, P. L., Freeman, E. M., & Poole, D. L. (Eds.). (1998). Community building: Re-

newal, well-being, and shared responsibility. Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Furstenberg, F. F., & Hughes, M. E. (1997). The influence of neighborhoods on children’s

development: A theoretical perspective and research agenda. In J. Brooks-Gunn, G. J.

Bowen et al. 91



Duncan, & J. L. Aber (Eds.), Neighborhood poverty: Vol. 2. Policy implications in

studying neighborhoods (pp. 23-47). New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

General Accounting Office (GAO). (1999). Military personnel: Perspectives of sur-

veyed service members in retention critical specialties (GAO/NSIAD-99-197BR).

Washington, DC: United States General Accounting Office.

Johnson, A. K. (1998). The revitalization of community practice: Characteristics, com-

petencies, and curricula for community-based services. Journal of Community

Practice, 5(3), 37-62.

Knox, J., & Price, D. H. (1999). Total force and the new American military family: Im-

plications for social work practice. Families in Society, 80, 128-136.

Ladd, E. C. (1999). The Ladd report. New York: The Free Press.

Mancini, J. A., & Marek, L. I. (1998). Patterns of project survival and organizational

support: The National Youth At Risk Program Sustainability Study (Publication

#350-800). Blacksburg, VA: Virginia Cooperative Extension Service/Virginia

Polytechnic Institute and State University.

Mancini, J. A., & Orthner, D. K. (1988). The context and consequences of family

change. Family Relations, 37, 363-366.

Martin, J. A., & Orthner, D. K. (1989). The “company town” in transition: Rebuilding

military communities. In G. L. Bowen & D. K. Orthner (Eds.), The organization

family: Work and family linkages in the U.S. military (pp. 163-177). New York:

Praeger.

Maze, R. (1999a). Cohen: Personnel crisis has military “on the edge.” Army Times.

May 24, p.7.

Maze, R. (1999b). Painting a bleak picture of military life. Army Times. March 8, p. 12.

Moore, B. L. (1991). African-American women in the U.S. military. Armed Forces

and Society, 17, 363-384.
Moskos, C. (1988). Institutional and occupational trends in armed forces. In C. Moskos &

F. Wood (Eds.), The Military: More than just a job? (pp. 15-26). Washington, DC:
Pergamon-Brassey’s International Defense Publishers. Inc.

National Network on Collaboration (1996). Collaboration framework: Addressing

community capacity. Columbus, OH: Cooperative Extension Service, The Ohio

State University.

Paine-Andrews, A., Fawcett, S. B., Richter, K. P., Harris, K. J., Lewis, R. K.,

Berkley-Patton, J., Fisher, J. L., Lopez, C. M., Francisco, V. T., & Williams, E. L.

(1998). Using empowerment evaluation methods to enhance community initiatives

for adolescent health. In R. H. MacNair (Ed.), Research strategies for community

practice (pp. 63-81). New York: The Haworth Press, Inc.

Pretty, G. M. H., Conroy, C., Dugay, J., Fowler, K., & Williams, D. (1996). Sense of

community and its relevance to adolescents of all ages. Journal of Community Psy-

chology, 24, 365-379.
Putnam, R. D. (1995). Bowling alone: America’s declining social capital. Journal of

Democracy, 6, 65-78.
Rothman, J. (Ed.). (1999). Reflections on community organization: Enduring themes

& critical issues. Itasca, IL: F. E. Peacock.

92 JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY PRACTICE



Sampson, R. J., Raudenbush, S. W., & Earls, F. (1997). Neighborhoods and violent
crime: A multilevel study of collective efficacy. Science, 277, 918-924.

Schorr, L. B. (1997). Common purpose: Strengthening families and neighborhoods to
rebuild America. New York: Anchor Books.

Shaw, C. R., & McKay, H. D. (1969). Juvenile delinquency and urban areas (rev. ed.).
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Steinberg, L., Darling, N. E., & Fletcher, A. C. (1995). Authoritative parenting and ad-
olescent adjustment: An ecological journey. In P. Moen, G. H. Elder, Jr., & K.
Luscher (Eds.)., Examining lives in context (pp. 423-466). Washington, DC: Amer-
ican Psychological Association.

Sviridoff, M., & Ryan, W. (1997). Community-centered family service. Families in
Society: The Journal of Contemporary Human Services , 78, 128-139.

Twiss, P. C. & Martin, J. A. (1999). Conventional and military public housing for fami-
lies. Social Service Review, 73, 240-260.

Unger, D. G., & Wandersman, A. (1985). The importance of neighbors: The social,
cognitive, and affective components of neighboring. American Journal of Commu-
nity Psychology, 13, 139-169.

U.S. Air Force (1997, February). Global engagement: A vision for the 21st century Air
Force. Airman Magazine, 1-26.

Van Laar, C. (1999). Increasing a sense of community in the military: The role of per-
sonnel support programs. Santa Monica, CA: RAND.

Weil, M. O. (1996). Community building: Building community practice. Social Work,
41, 481-499.

Wilson, W. J. (1987). The truly disadvantaged: The inner city, the underclass, and
public policy. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Wuthnow, R. (1998). Loose connections: Joining together in America’s fragmented
communities. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bowen et al. 93


