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Purpose of Study Table 2.   Regression Analysis
Sense of Community on Community Connections and Demographic VariablesConceptual Model

Connecting the fields of gerontology and community research is an emergent 
area of study.  Even though there are few studies that make these connections, 
theoretical perspectives in both fields suggest a natural fit. Rowles’ (1980) seminal 
work on the social integration of older Appalachian adults helped identify 
attachments between older community members and their community. His work 
provides an understanding of the sense of belonging and place older adults may 
develop towards their community, which is similar to the concept of sense of 
community. 

Sense of community is the feeling of obligation and commitment an individual 
holds toward others in the community as well as a feeling of being part of the 
community.  It is developed over time, through the sharing of collective values, 
beliefs, and interests (Chaskin, Brown, Venkatesh, & Vidal, 2001; Putnam, 2000).

Studies indicate that variables such as age, sex, ethnicity, level of 
educational attainment, home ownership, and length of time living in the 
community do not consistently affect sense of community. Therefore, it is important 
to continue exploring sense of community with the understanding that it may be 
specific to the environment and the population. 

Studies on social capital and community capacity inform our model and the 
selection of variables in this study, referred to as community connections (Bowen, 
Martin, Mancini, & Nelson, 2000; Bowen, Mancini, Martin, Ware, & Nelson, 2003; 
Coleman, 1988; Mancini, Martin, & Bowen, 2003). These are the transactions and 
interactions established among community members and organizations within the 
community. 

The asset-based approach (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993) to meeting 
community needs also supports the focus of this study. This framework asserts 
that community members are valuable resources in the community. Their social, 
human, and physical capital are essential contributions in building and 
strengthening community (Bowen et al., 2000, 2003; Coleman, 1988). Community 
studies have not yet fully explored the relationships between older adults and their 
community. 

The goal of this exploratory study is to identify what factors predict sense of 
community in older adult community members. 

• Sense of community:: “Do you feel close to people in your community?” (92% 
responded yes); “Do you feel that you are a part of the community in which you 
live?” (96% yes); “Do you feel connected to people in your community?” (92% yes); 
“Do people in your community look out for each other?”  (89% yes).

• Community capacity: “If there is a problem in your community that you all face, 
do you join together to solve it?” (77% yes);  “When the people in your community 
join together, are they able to solve problems that you all face?” (72% yes).

• Community participation: “Do you participate in community events and 
activities?” (69% yes).

• Informal support: “If you have a personal problem, are there people in your 
community besides your family that you can talk to?” (87% yes); “If you need a little 
company, can you visit with people in your community that you know, besides your 
family?” (95% yes).

• Ease in making connections: “Is it difficult for you to make connections with 
other people in your community?” (93% no). 

• Health: “How would you rate your health at the present time?” (14%-excellent, 
52%-good, 30%-fair, and 5%-poor).

The sample for this study comes from a larger project on 1,502 older adults 
residing in rural Appalachia, in southwestern Virginia (Roberto & Blieszner,2002)

65 - 99 years of age (M =73, SD = 5.69)

75% between 65 - 75 years

29% male, 71% female

1.3% African American, 96% Caucasian 

40% live alone, 52% live with spouse or other relative 

all participants live at home with some limitations in ADLs
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Figure 1.  Community connection model: Influence of community connection variables and 
demographic variables on sense of community
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(N=1,062)

Variables                                        Beta           R2             R2∆            F ∆ (df) 

1. Length of Time a   .063*          .004            .004      4.244 (1, 1061)
2. Length of Time                           .023            .406 .405      146.263 (5, 1057)

Community Capacity                  .282*
Informal Supports                       .397*
Ease in Making Connections     .151*
Community Participation            .037

*p<.05
a Only demographic variables significantly correlated to sense of community are included in the regression analysis.

(N=1,055)      

1 2 3 4 5       6 7 8

1. Sense of  Community -----
2. Community Capacity .484** -----
3. Informal Supports .506**          .426**           -----
4. Ease in Making Connections .298** .155**          .175**            -----
5. Community Participation .250**          .299**          .243**          .054*           -----
6. Age -.035            -.098**         -.049 -.017             -.079**            -----
7. Sex -.003            -.029             .036            -.031             -.084**           .044               -----
8. Health .011 .094**          .062* .043              .110**          -.050             -.015 -----
9. Time Living in Community      .052* .020             .056*            .014             -.062*            .155**            .068**        -.188**           

*p<.05  **p<.001

Table 1.  Correlations 
Community Connections and Demographic Variables

Variables

Sense of community is directly related to community capacity, informal 
supports, and the ease felt in making community connections. However, community 
participation is not strong enough to be significant in predicting sense of community 
when examined in the context of the other variables in the regression analysis. 

The effect of age, sex, and health on community connections is not significant.
Length of time living in the community is the only demographic variable found to be 
a predictor of sense of community, but its influence dissipates when examined within 
the context of other independent variables. 

Future studies with older adults will need to explore the complex web of 
support and the unique aspects of aging when refining the theoretical model.
Potential sample groups that could inform future models include older spouses 
engaged in a caregiving role, and those with significant limitations in ADLs. 

Our model serves as a foundation into which new variables can be added to 
explore the concepts of social organization, community connections, and social 
capital. 

Our findings suggest that the community connection variables associated with 
sense of community may be amenable to community-level interventions at the 
individual, dyadic, organizational, and community level (Gottlieb, 1988).  These 
interventions can be instrumental in helping people develop informal support 
networks and the social capital necessary for building community connections that 
enhance quality of life.
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