Marlene Powell   and Ottis Murray

Voluntary Associations as Communities

by

Rasby M. Powell and Ottis L. Murray, Jr.

The sociological definition of community is referred to as a slippery definition because academics use the word to mean various things.  A 1955 literature review by Hillery identified 94 separate definitions in the sociological literature for the term community.  The majority of these definitions overlapped in that they focused on geographical area, social interaction, and common bonds.  According to Lyons (1999), most community research in the past focused on either the move from rural to urban communities, the ecological ramifications of spatial arrangement, or on power structures within communities.  Thus, geographical location played an important part in our understandings of community.   Over the past several decades, social factors such as economic instability, increased mobility, and increasing levels of fear have lessened many people’s attachment to place (Kempers 2001).   Many of us feel no particular loyalty or attachment to our current geographical location and this has led some to lament the loss of community.  

The Internet has basically “rekindled the community question.”  As Hampton (2002) points out, previous fears about the loss of community have revolved around three key issues:

1. the weakening of private (interpersonal) community; reduced social contact with kin, friends, fellow employees and neighbors

2. disengagement from the neighborhood

3. the decline of public community; fewer gatherings in public places, reduced civic involvement, less involvement in voluntary organization

It is our contention that geographical location is no longer a critical component of any 21st Century definition of community.  Additionally, we believe the above “fears” are unfounded when one considers the power and largely, untapped potential of voluntary associations and the impact of emerging technologies in promoting expanded opportunities for voluntary associations.

One of the ways we combat these feelings of detachment and loneliness is through joining voluntary associations (Powell 1997, Wuthnow 1994).  Many of us improve the quality of our lives and gain a sense of belonging through involvement in voluntary associations.  There is a growing body of research that suggests that technology, in particular the Internet, is creating new possibilities in terms of developing a sense of belonging.  Howard Rheingold (1993) asserts that “whenever (computer mediated communication) technology becomes available to people anywhere, they inevitably build communities with it” (p.6).  This sense of belonging often evokes a higher sense of satisfaction with existing geographic communities.  Thus we argue that sociologists can benefit by expanding the definition of community to include voluntary associations.      

By voluntary associations, we mean groups we belong to by choice rather than by chance or mandate.  Voluntary associations include both face-to-face interactive groups and virtual groups.  In most cases, there is no monetary remuneration for belonging to voluntary associations.  The benefits tend to be intrinsic rather than extrinsic.  Some of the benefits include having fun, learning new things, and socializing.  In this paper, we focus on the fact that many people derive a sense of belonging from voluntary associations which, in turn, informs their identity.  Our research indicates that many of us identify with the groups to which we belong as much or more than with the territorial communities in which we live.  

In this paper, we argue that thinking about voluntary associations as communities has the following implications for sociology.  Studying voluntary associations, as communities, will increase our understanding about the processes by which people gain a sense of belonging.  In addition, it can help us gain a more realistic understanding of how people actually do community in contemporary society.  It can illuminate the connections between voluntary communities and geographical communities.  Finally, it can illustrate the importance of identity issues to the understanding of community. 

We do not suggest that no one prior to us has studied voluntary associations as communities.  In fact, there have been many studies of voluntary associations such as Jankowski’s (1991) study of gangs, Wuthnow’s (1994) study of self-help groups, and Wellman’s (1997, 2001) study of virtual communities.  Unfortunately, many of these studies are viewed as adding little to the overall knowledge about community.  Brint (2001) claims that while these studies offer us interesting “slices of life,” they add little to our overall ability to generalize about community.  We disagree with that assessment.  In this paper, we illustrate how our own research and the research of others, illustrates the importance of voluntary community in contemporary society.

First, we discuss the characteristics by which traditional communities are measured to determine competency.  Next we use a combination of our own research and the research of others to illustrate how voluntary associations serve, in many cases, as competent communities.  We then discuss the problems that voluntary association communities face.  Finally, we offer strategies sociologists can use for better understanding community.


Competent Communities

Previous research indicates that there are specific characteristics that are common in competent communities, that is, communities that function to the benefit of their members and provide feelings of attachment (see Kempers 2002, Halperin 1998).  Members of competent communities have high levels of commitment.  Competent communities involve members in formulating the overall goals and missions of the community.  Moreover, competent communities provide an open forum for communication.  Procedures for handling conflicts are in-place and effective.  Finally, competent communities have effective public relations (see Kempers 2001). 

Research by Hamptron and Wellman (2003) suggests that the Internet has provided opportunities to transform community by enhancing existing relationships.  They cite, for example, the use of email.  This technology has permitted many to keep in touch with friends and relatives.  Others use the Internet to continue after work consultations and conversations with coworkers or to gossip or to arrange special outings with friends.  These examples of “attachment” provide some clues as to the characteristics of competent communities.  We find that many voluntary associations meet the criteria of competency as well or sometimes better than geographic communities.  In the following section, we emphasize how people in contemporary society experience community through their involvement in voluntary associations. 

Experiencing Community Through Voluntary Associations

Our first example is from Powell’s (1997) ethnography of The Old-Time Dance Community (OTDC).  The OTDC is a national voluntary recreational association that is organized around preserving old-time dance and music.  The OTDC consists of a loosely-knit network of independent local dance groups with no national hierarchy.  Instead, the local groups connect through liaison organizations that provide address rosters, contact numbers, and event schedules for any group that pays a fee to be included.  Group members refer to themselves as members of “the dance community.”  Many claim that being a part of the group gives them a feeling of belonging that was lacking before they became involved in the group.  One 38 year old man from Florida claims:

I’m a military brat and have lived all over the place.  When I first came here, it was real lonely because here isn’t much in this town that I find appealing.  But when I hooked up with the old-time crowd, it was like I had finally found a home.  I feel like I belong.  These people feel like my family.  Life in this town would be pretty unbearable without this group.

A 40 year old woman from Alabama said:

This is my family.  These are the people I do things with, the people I care about, the people who care about me.  The group means different things to different people, but for many of us, it’s our community.

Many of the interviewees claimed that they were able to “fit in” or “tolerate” their geographical communities because of their involvement in the dance group.  

Members also increased their sense of belonging and life satisfaction through what Anderson (1983) calls imagined community, the feeling of connection one imagines with people they don’t know simply because they have group membership in common.   A 38 year old woman said:

The OTDC is my family in many ways.  I have friends who transcend time and space.  I get a sense of belonging in places I’ve never been. 

Because they felt connected to people they had never met, OTDC members experienced instant feelings of community when they met other OTDC members for the first time.   They were able to feel comfortable immediately with strangers.   A 30 year old woman said:

I went to a dance in Colorado where I didn’t know anybody, and I just fit right in.  It was instant community.  

Feelings of community are not bounded by geographic territory.  Powell (1997) found that the more experience members had with imagined and instant community, the more likely they were to express overall satisfaction with life.  Those members who were happiest with their voluntary associations also expressed the most happiness with their geographic communities. We witness the search for belonging and meaning from the joining of and participation in a dance group, to the posting of messages and chatting on the Internet.  While the motivations may vary, the need is real.  Rheingold (2003) implies that “the groups individuals belong to define who they think they are.  This presentation of self points outward to the group and inward toward the identity of the presenter at the same time … ” (p. 25).

One of the reasons people claim to feel detached from place is that they are not actively involved in their geographical communities.  Geographic communities are not nice, egalitarian places where everyone has equal opportunities for input or involvement (Brint 2001).  Halperin’s 1998 study of a poor neighborhood in Cincinnati illustrates that people who are considered powerless by city administrators can create their own opportunities for action and involvement through voluntary associations.  In Halperin’s study, the people from a neighborhood that was threatened to be taken over by developers used voluntary associations to organize and fight city hall.   Although the “East Enders” in Cincinnati tended to have very little education, through their voluntary efforts, they were able to accomplish a great deal in their neighborhood through the several voluntary associations they formed.

 One need only to consider the recent campaign for the Democratic Presidential nomination to see the full power of an example of virtual communities.  These communities of shared interest continue to spring up and evolve in cyberspace.  Some might revolve around politics, others focus on common interests or hobbies (e.g., class automobiles, chess, hang gliding), while still other communities maybe focus on health issues or challenges.  The list and potential of virtual communities is almost endless.  As an example of a virtual community of “shared-interest”, consider candidate Howard Dean, a little known governor from the state of Vermont.  He was able to garner tremendous support, raise funds for his campaign and develop a loyal following that has been unmatched in terms of using computer mediated communication.  If nothing else, Dean’s campaign illustrates the power of voluntary associations in mobilizing and synthesizing public opinion and in generating incredible financial support for a cause or perhaps a new vision for the country.  If one examines Gov. Dean’s web-site, www.deanforamerica.com, it is readily apparent how powerful technologies (e.g., cellphone, email, listserv, text messaging, webpage) can be woven into a comprehensive medium to promote, grow and sustain a voluntary community of shared interest.  While the candidacy of Dean has floundered, the community of interest still continues and will continue to exist as long as it meets the needs of its members.  Again, community competencies are critical for long term survival.   

Another example of one of the many virtual, voluntary associations is MoveOn.  At their website, www.MoveOn.org, the stated mission is to “bring ordinary people back into politics.”

With a system that today revolves around big money and big media,

most citizens are left out. When it becomes clear that our "representatives" 

don't represent the public, the foundations of democracy are in peril. 

MoveOn is a catalyst for a new kind of grassroots involvement, supporting 

busy but concerned citizens in finding their political voice. Our nationwide network of more than 1,700,000 online activists is one of the most effective

and responsive outlets for democratic participation available today. 

The fact that ordinary people are responding in record numbers to these online communities attests to our claim that people actively seek community outside their geographic communities. 

As illustrated above, voluntary associations can provide an opportunity to be actively involved in ideas, activities and experiences that are based on an individual’s genuine interest.  Powell (1997) found that people who were actively involved in the OTDC developed stronger commitment to the group.  The more involved members became, the more their identity was tied to the group.  For example, those who were actively involved tended to refer to themselves as “real OTDC members” whereas people who attended dances sporadically and did not do any volunteer work did not identify as community members.   Halperin’s study illustrates the same point.  The people who were actively involved claimed identity as “real East Enders” and were offended when people who owned property but were not actively involved in the voluntary efforts to save the neighborhood called themselves East Enders

Blanchard’s (2003) study of “virtual community” used Listservs and Newsgroups as its focus for analysis.  Her results point to the need for individuals to be actively involved in order for a “sense of community” to be realized.  In her study, some individuals, characterized as “lurkers”, never fully commit to the group, but rather choose to exist on the periphery and merely observe the interactions among group members.  As in the more traditional view of community, some choose to merely watch and never fully integrate in terms of interacting and contributing.  As with geographical communities, those who do not actively participate are often not considered “true” members.  

Developing commitment to a community is a process.  People are not committed to a place or a group simply because they belong.  People developed commitment to the OTDC as they started attending dances and experienced a sense of belonging because they were playing and interacting in a group.  The greater their sense of belonging, the more they felt the need to act in ways that created a sense of belonging for others.  As they worked to create a sense of belonging in others, they strengthened their own commitment at the same time.  Members claimed that the more they did for the group, the more they felt as though they were an integral part of the group.

Another benefit voluntary associations can provide is a place to play.  Many OTDC members pointed out that they have little opportunity to play in their everyday lives.  Job market conditions such as downsizing and concerns over increased productivity create workplaces where levity has little place.  Members claimed that the OTDC fulfills their desire to play and be “outrageous” once in a while.  Playing together increases their identification with the group.  A 40 year old woman said:

I think the opportunity to be outrageous attracts people to the OTDC.  I know it is very important to me.  I think it’s something most of us need in our lives and seldom get.  I think it is real sad when people don’t have this kind of outlet because we need it so much.

When asked what she meant by being outrageous, she explained that dancers often wear funny costumes or have silly skits during the breaks, things she claims would not be accepted in their everyday lives.  

Play is one medium though which people rejuvenate themselves from work and other responsibilities and through which they gain insights about themselves and others (Schechner 1989; Kaplan 1989).  Research indicates that people do not outgrow their need to play because play acts as an arena where people can rejuvenate themselves and gain new insights about themselves and others (Schechner 1989, Kaplan 1989).   Several OTDC members used a play on words and claimed that “people who play together, stay together.”

Virtual communities also encourage and afford abundant outlets for play.  Sites, too numerous to mention, provide this critical outlet for literally millions of individuals.  While some sites might provide opportunities for individual play activities (e.g., games.yahoo.com), others create a means for the interplay and cooperation of groups of individuals.  These group activities often become the genesis of new relationships, which lead into longer terms relationships and continued cooperative efforts that extend beyond mere “gaming”.  

One example of play among individuals acting in a group setting would be therealsimsonline.com.  This game allows an individual to create a personality, select a job, decorate a home, etc., and then interact with his or her neighbors, much like one might do in RL (real life).  This on-line game has become tremendously popular as individuals seek to create an identity and interact with others in the community.  There are many outlets for individual as well as group play in virtual communities.  MUDs are another significant example of virtual communities organized for interaction and play. A MUD (Multiple User Dimension, Multiple User Dungeon, or Multiple User Dialogue) is a computer program.  Individuals can log on and explore this “new-world”.  Each “user” creates a persona or character, which is used to explore and interact in this new environment.  You chat with other characters, solve cryptic puzzles and try to survive and understand this often strange and unique “world”.  Users can become confused or lost unless they seek companionship and/or interact with other characters in order to discover and learn. 

These outlets provide for a strong sense of camaraderie as well as an affinity for other members of the “community”.   Other sites might only provide a temporary outlet for groups to assemble and play, but this can be viewed in the context of RL communities in that individuals often meet outside of their community to engage in fun activities.  So, in examining the web, one notices vast opportunities for “get-togethers” (e.g., www.pokerstars.com, www.KaZaa.com and www.zone.msn.com).  

As illustrated by Powell (1997), face-to-face voluntary associations can create a sense of community.  Additionally, voluntary associations may also be aided by computer mediated communication vehicles (e.g., the Internet, email, Listservs, chatrooms, weblinks, Blogs), which promote communication with a more diverse audience by removing social clues (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, handicap, age) that might initially inhibit or alter social contact.  Additionally, given the asynchronous nature of some of the communication vehicles (e.g., email), one is provided with an opportunity to evaluate the “communication” in a manner that is less intrusive than the telephone.  Over time, the sharing of emotions and information can form the basis of trust and social ties and give an individual a sense of inclusion and connectedness. 

Technologies, such as chat-rooms, cell phones and email, permit individuals to discover community in “networks” rather than groups and permit greater opportunities in terms of involvement in “communities of shared interests” as recent media stories concerning “smart mobs” illustrate.  Smart mob is a term popularized by Harold Rheingold.  It describes the collection or massing of individuals, usually for a very short period of time, in order to perform some inane activity after which they disperse.  While these “activities” were at first harmless, often senseless outlets for fun, the power of instant community was realized and these “events” have now become longer term commitments that address common issues, interests or problems that are brought to the public’s conscience through seemingly random cooperative events. A prime example of this was the “People Power II” events that lead to the overthrow of Philippine President Joseph Estrada's.  No weapon was more lethal to Estrada than the linked technologies, such as the cell phone, text messaging and webpages, that allowed the people to exchange information and mobilize into a voluntary community to remove Estrada from power (Andrade-Jimenez, 2001).   This demonstrates the reality and power of common interests of networked, virtual communities.  Virtual, voluntary communities are a reality.

Wellman (2001) suggests the very nature of computer networks makes them social and the potential is enormous.  He points out that just one segment of the Internet, Usenet Members, participated in more than 80,000 topic-orientated collective discussion groups in 2000.  That represents approximately 8.1 million participants, which posted 151 million messages.  A quick visit to www.big-boards.com illustrates the range and interests of virtual communities.  For example, FaceTheJury, a dating/relationship virtual community with 552,000 members, who have posted 79,032,200 messages to date.  The IGN Boards, a general video gaming message board boasts 71,445,569 messages and 1,022,574 members.  The variety and numbers of individuals involved in these virtual communities is almost unfathomable.  Of course, the range and depth of participation, the level of interest and commitment and the survivability of voluntary associations vary greatly, but these are the same issues faced by geographical communities.


Problems for Voluntary Association Communities

Recruitment and retainment are always serious considerations for voluntary associations.  Unlike geographic communities where citizens may feel stuck because they own a home or have a job, people can and do drop out of voluntary associations if those groups are not meeting their needs.  On the other hand, people do not bond and “create community” simply because they live next to one another.  One of the serious complaints about geographical communities currently is that many of us feel no attachment to our neighborhoods because we do not know our neighbors.  Thus, geographical and voluntary association communities face many of the same problems. 

In voluntary, virtual associations, communication is vital.  Deviant behaviors in terms of appropriate language can present several challenges to the community, but they are essentially the same problems as in the non-virtual community.  Norms must be clearly understood and appropriate sanctions are critical in order to establish an environment of mutual respect.  Trust is the critical issue in virtual communities and it is slightly more problematic in that the potential to create alternative identities is readily available.  

Voluntary associations and especially virtual, voluntary associations are highly susceptible to impersonation and deception.  In the virtual world, this is known as “trolling”.   An individual pretends to be an interested party to the group and then posts outrageous messages to the mailing list or newsgroup.  The desire is to bait people into responding in the hope that this will create dissention.  It is a form of harassment that can eventually destroy a community by creating dissention and distrust.  However, this challenge can be easily overcome by refusing to “take the bait”.  Non-serious “pretenders” in virtual, voluntary associations soon tire and drop out if the community stands together and refuses to be drawn into non-productive social interactions.  As suggested by Blanchard’s (2001) research into virtual communities, members must have the chance to participate both privately as well as publicly in order to develop a sense of community.  She suggests that the private nature of participation allows for the development of trust, which leads to feelings of “more personal relationships”.  Blanchard also points out the need for norm development and enforcement as a critical ingredient for functional virtual communities.

 Voluntary communities, like geographic communities, suffer if they do not develop and maintain effective public relations.  Groups without effective public relations must spend more time just trying to survive.  Many voluntary associations do not have access to professional guidance and must develop their own strategies.  Ineffective strategies, or even worse, strategies that alienate city officials or potential members can damage the group’s ability to survive. In his 10 year study of gangs, Jankowski (1991) found that some gangs developed effective public relations inside their neighborhoods by protecting and providing services for the elderly, protecting girls and women from being molested or harassed by strangers, or by helping local politicians get people to the polls to vote.  These gangs were more likely to be defended and protected from the police by people in the neighborhood. On the other hand, gangs that did not practice effective public relations within their territories were often turned over to the police by neighborhood informants.


Strategies for creating effective communities
Those of us who study community must address identity issues.  People who do not identify with a community are unlikely to derive a sense of belonging or feel any sort of loyalty to the community.  As we have demonstrated, many people turn to voluntary associations for a sense of belonging and, in the process, feel more satisfaction with their geographical community.  Further research is needed on how voluntary associations can enhance commitment to geographic communities.  This will aid us in understanding how voluntary associations can enhance commitment to geographic communities.   


We can benefit by investigating the findings that people who are actively involved in doing community are more likely to feel loyalty to the group.  Leaders in our geographical communities can benefit from involving citizens in new ways to engender loyalty and commitment.  Sometimes communities can involve members through something as simple as asking for the members’ opinions.  This concept can be illustrated through a situation in our geographic community.  The Crown Coliseum in Fayetteville, North Carolina illustrates this.  

The Crown Coliseum is a multi-venue arena where sports events, concerts, fairs, and other types of community events are held.  For several years running, Fayetteville city commissioners hired an outside firm to book programs and increase attendance.  The coliseum lost money every year even though the firm booked nationally well-known and well-respected acts.  Editorial after editorial criticized the citizens of Fayetteville for not supporting the venue.  City officials wrung their hands in disgust and hired outside consultants to identify the problem.  Finally, someone came up with the obvious idea of polling the community to see why they weren’t attending.  It turned out that they do attend the events they can afford.  Most of the events that were booked, however, were out of the price range of the average Cumberland County resident.  It seems likely that the city would have saved time and money if they had asked for community input in the first place.  In addition, our research shows that community members who have input are more likely to support decisions by community leaders. 

The numerous virtual, voluntary associations also provide a convincing case that communities are essential for individuals.  There are approximately 1.5 million voluntary associations in the United States and 57 percent of the population belongs to at least one such association, according to a recent online Google search.  We believe these numbers indicate that we must broaden our definition of community to include voluntary associations.   

As we seek to better understand and broaden the concept of community, one can focus on either real or virtual life to explore some of the variables that can assist us in understanding community.  In voluntary association communities, just as in geographical communities, the methods by which individuals interact can either promote or hinder a sense of community.  However, trying to track community in voluntary associations presents special challenges for researchers as we try to track connections through special interest groups.  Whereas in geographical communities, researchers assume that residents are part of the community.  In voluntary associations, one can participate without being considered a “true member” of the community.  Thus, those who study voluntary associations as communities will benefit from having criteria to follow.  We believe that Baker and Watson (2003) provide workable criteria.  

Baker and Watson (2003) offer twelve variables for understanding, in particular, online communities.  We believe these variables are appropriate for face-to-face voluntary associations as well.    

1. personal need for community

2. availability of information

3. community as a social destination (is the community a fun place to hang out?)

4. rigor of discussion

5. tolerance

6. acceptance

7. duration

8. facilitation

9. entry barriers

10. anonymity

11. locality

12. focus

As Baker and Watson suggest, each of these variables exists on a continuum ranging from high to low.  In terms of creating effective, competent communities, one must consider these variables and their location on this continuum.  That location provides not only provides insight into the functionality of the community, but it also is an indicator as well as to the likelihood of its continued existence.  


From our perspective, it is necessary for sociologists to reconsider and attempt to redefine community in more inclusive and expansive terms.  To do otherwise is to ignore the impact, potential and promise of voluntary associations, whether they exist in the “real” or “virtual” world, and their contribution to the changing nature of community, as it exists today and as it evolves in the 21st Century. 

No man is an island, entire of itself; 

every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. …

John Donne

Meditation XVII
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