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Abstract

While the notion that communities require resouraesthe form of financial
capital for their development and wellbeing hasgomeen recognised, it has
become increasingly apparent that economic rescur@®ne do not lead to
community sustainability and wellbeing. The buidpiand supporting of strong,
safe, socially cohesive communities that embraceialsoconnections and
commitment, has become an important goal of paliay initiatives at all levels of
governmentThe aims of this study were to identify a commatetstanding of the
concept of ‘community cohesion’, and to developtao$ indicators based on both
the experiences of residents in a rural communitgt the relevant contemporary
academic literature. Because community cohesi@migtangible concept subject
to multiple meanings, qualitative research methagse used. We identified four
main themes which could be translated into theik@igators. The most significant
finding is that neighbourliness was identified artiwipants as the key aspect of
community cohesion. Yet, whilst it is central, tlises not mean excessive
familiarity or the taking of liberties. Indeed, paof neighbourliness involves
respecting each other’'s boundaries and respectlifiggrsity.

Key words: Indicators, community cohesion, social exclusiailision, social
capital.
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1. Introduction

While the notion that communities require resouindse form of financial capital
for their development and wellbeing has long beecognised, it has become
increasingly apparent that economic resources atineot lead to community
sustainability and wellbeing. This re-evaluatiors Had to the recognition that
combinations of resources are needed to foster eontynwellbeing, including
natural capital, economic capital, institutionapital, human capital and social
capital. Of these various capitals, social capi#athe least concrete but can be
understood to mean the social networks that linkpfe to form a cohesive
community (Stone and Hughes 2002a).

In Australia concerns about social capital and comity cohesion have emerged
as an area of key interest to a large number okmorent agencies aiming to
combine community building and a whole of governmapproach to policy
(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] 2002). Inde¢he building and supporting
of strong, safe, socially cohesive communities Wheenbrace social connections
and community life, has become an important gogbadicy and initiatives at all
levels of government, including local governmeBut how are strong, safe,
socially cohesive communities measured? What aee itldicators of such
communities? As noted in the 2004 replodicators of Community Strength in
Victoria (Strategic Policy and Research Unit 2004), althotigére is useful
information regarding tools for measuring such emts, few indicators for
determining community cohesion have been instinsiised in Australia.

The authors were approached by a small inland looahcil in Northern New
South Wales to develop a set of indicators of comityilcohesion for a particular
locality in the local government area, which cothén be used by the council’s
social planners in order to develop strategies dirak increasing safety and
cohesiveness. The population of this locality ipragimately 12,000 persons with
a median age of 35, and a median weekly househotirie of $600 - $699 (ABS
2001). Research has identified this area as beirtlgei top 30 most disadvantaged
areas in New South Wales and Victoria (Bagtmal. 2002; Vinson 2004).

Community cohesion is an intangible concept suli@ehultiple meanings. Thus
its definition can pose problems for quantitatietafistical) approaches, though
these are useful for measurement once meaningdedimitions have been decided
upon. Important inroads have been made in thisetsp the UK (Couttet al.
2007; Home Office Community Cohesion Unit 2003). wdwer, qualitative
research methods are more appropriate when theisito tap into people’s
perceptions, experiences and understandings. Qatardi methods have made a
valuable contribution to the field in the UK by eatonalising and developing
measures of community cohesion as expressed thraugitional target — Public
Service Agreement 21 (Cabinet Office Third Secta®7?). Qualitative methods can
complement this work by eliciting and interpretingganings which can then be
translated into indicators.
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Of initial importance to this research project wiagining and determining what is
commonly meant by the concepts of ‘community’ acommunity cohesion’. This
was done through reviewing relevant contemporargdaaic literature and
consulting with the targeted community. Subseqyenkley questions were
developed in an attempt to determine social isgi@scurrently impact on local
residents. These were then put to the participarttse project, and from this data,
indicators of community cohesion identified. Th&e paucity of research using
this approach, particularly in the Australian sgjtiThis study, then. lends a new
dimension to the existing body of work.

The theoretical framework for this qualitative r@sd project is underpinned by
the conviction that consulting with the communiytihe most effective method of
arriving at sound conclusions that reflect the ws@adings and wishes of the
public. This in turn is based on an epistemologpzaition derived from feminist
methodology, which holds that knowledge gained frim standpoint of the
individual's experience is valid and must be takeio account (Haraway 1991).
This aligns well with Giddens’ (whose views havel lensiderable influence on
social policy in the UK) notion of individuals aksnowledgeable agents’ (Giddens
1984). That is, individuals are imbued with a gréeal of knowledge about their
social world and are capable of exercising meaningffoices (Biltoret al. 1996).
Data was collected using a three-pronged stratggjgg structured questionnaires,
focus groups and interviews. Each of these methaegsa particular strength, and
using more than one method allows a more validaruécas it produces additional
information as well as the opportunity to check aodfirm data.

2. Background

The areas of concern to this study relate to folasety linked concepts:
community, social capital, community cohesion awdia inclusion/exclusion.
Issues relating to all four concepts play a ke fiol addressing social concerns
within communities (Bridgeet al. 2003; Harkness and Newman 2003; Nevile
2003; Vinson 2004; Waters 2001).

The concept oEommunityas an aspect of group life has been defined by Ht
Colander (1996:129) as “a group of people who livea local area and who
therefore have certain interests and problemsimeon.” The ABS (2002:5) notes
that the concept of community can “refer to eithlerce-based or non-place-based
communities.” Place based communities are considéveexist at geographic
levels such as in neighbourhoods, workplaces, sshurowns, districts and
regions, states and countries and even globallyn-Nace communities are
considered to consist of groups with common intsresch as sports clubs and
issue-based action groups (ABS 2002). This stuayl s place-based definition,
which was regarded as more appropriate given tlcommunity being studied
was defined geographically, with its own set oftigatarities and characteristics.

Although the notion of ‘community’ is often assdei@d with connotations that
involve caring and cooperation between neighbdhrs,is not always the case. For

CJLG January 2009 78



Indicators of Community Cohesion
HOLDSWORTH & HARTMAN: in an Australian Country Town

example, the German sociologist Frederick Toenmiestified two forms of
community: gemeinschafin which a common set of values involving caringl an
cooperation are shared between community membedsgesellschafin which
relationships between community members are unganid distant. Nevertheless,
the notion of community is more often ascribed tdamgely ‘traditional’ and
cohesive way of life in which people know one arotand hold common values in
relation to their local area (Hunt and Colanderg)99

Community cohesiorinvolves interdependence and shared loyalties dmrtw
members of a community (Stone and Hughes 2002ajoted by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (2004), the closely linkednter ‘social cohesion’ and
‘community cohesion’ refer to the social ties arameunity commitments that
bind people together. The concept of community smimecan be defined as the
interdependence and solidarity between members sbcgety (Berger-Schmitt
2000). The broad definition of a cohesive commursgt out by the United
Kingdom Local Government Association (UK LGA) is eorthat includes: a
common vision and a sense of belonging; appredciatfaiversity of backgrounds
and circumstances; similar life opportunities fdl people not dependent on
background; and a community where strong relatigsstcan be developed
between people from diverse backgrounds within wiades and schools, as well
as within the broader community (UK LGA 2003). Stand Hughes (2002a) note
that social cohesion is concerned with the conaestiand relationships between
individuals, groups and organizations within a camity. A lack of community
cohesion occurs when there are divisions betweeralsgroups, individuals and
systems within it, with social exclusion seen disreat to a cohesive society (Stone
and Hughes 2002a).

Closely related to the concept of community cohes® the notion ofsocial
capital. According to the ABS, social capital “consistsnatworks, together with
shared norms, values and understandings whicht&eilcooperation within and
among groups”. It is a contributor to communityesgth and wellbeing, and can be
accumulated when people interact with one anotbendlly and informally; for
example informal interaction with family and frienénd formal interaction in
groups and organisations in the wider community $AB004). Bridgeet al.
(2003:97) state that “social capital is a concdptwrent enquiry, research and
debate...and has been defined as social connectedosssvhich arise norms of
trust and reciprocity.” Putnam (2000:19) claimst time “core idea of social capital
theory is that social networks have value.” SinijlaBullen and Onyx (1998) note
that social capital originates through the sociahnections and networks that
people form that are based on trust, mutual intergsrticipation and reciprocity
within the wider community thus fostering a sengbeadonging. Hawtin and Kettle
(2000) argue that the concept of social capitéaised on the notion that societies
and individuals can only achieve their potentialewhiving and working together.
An important aspect of this is the extent to whidizens can take an active part in
shaping their own lives and engaging in their comityu
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Successful inclusionary policies, therefore, arepossible unless residents not
only feel safe, secure and comfortable but alsbtfey belong, have ownership of
what is going on, feel proud of where they live nit feel oppressed and feel able
to control their living environment (Hawtin and Ket 2000:122).

Although the concept of social capital is not new was first used by Coleman
(1988) and later by Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992here is renewed concern
regarding it as a key contributor to both the doaied economic well-being of a
community (Bridgeet al. 2003). In Australia, Eva Cox (1995:3) highlighttu
concept of social capital in the 1995 Boyer lecsumbere she noted:

Social capital should be the pre-eminent and malsied form of any capital as it
provides the basis on which we build a truly céatiety. Without our social basis
we cannot be fully human. Social capital is aslétalanguage for human society.

Table 1: Community Cohesion and Social Capital Comp  ared

Community Cohesion Social Capital
A state of integration based on: A trust resource:
* interdependence « developed through social connectedness
* solidarity  contributes to the building of community cohesion

Where there is a lack of social capital some rebeas believe there is also little
social and community cohesion, which in turn caadl¢o social exclusion. For
example, the Affordable Housing National Researcbngrtium (AHNRC)
(2001:19) notes that where there is limited commyuodhesion due to a lack of
social capital, “segments of the community will expnce social exclusion; in
effect they will be prevented from full participai in the life of the community.”
Social exclusiomprovides a framework for understanding the prooédseing shut
out fully or partially from any of the social, eaamnic, political or cultural systems
that determine the social integration and inclussbra person in society (Byrne
1999). The concept of social exclusion focuseshenitidividual, and the extent to
which an individual's experiences are exclusionaryegard to their relationships
with other individuals, institutions and systemattmake up communities (Stone
and Hughes 2002b). Social exclusion may therefereden as the denial (or non-
realisation) of social engagement within one’s camity.

Arthurson and Jacobs (2003:i) note that in gentgahs “social exclusion is
understood to denote a set of factors and procébaesccentuate material and
social deprivation”, and can be used in relationcammunities as well as
individuals. Nornen (cited in Vinson 2004:4) argubat the social exclusion of
some communities in Australia has implications falf Australians. Social
exclusion is seen to breed social alienation, amldss this is addressed in policy
some Australians, along with some neighbourhoods,centinue to experience
social disadvantage and exclusion. Marsh (200&Kslthe two concepts of social
exclusion and community cohesion, claiming thatlesipg and addressing issues
of exclusion will lead to an increase in stabilitithin communities.
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The need to develop and use community indicatordntprove community
cohesion and wellbeing has been identified in rexesearch:

Collecting indicators that measure whether peopteog well together, share a
common vision and sense of belonging, appreciatrsity and have strong,
positive relationships are critical to understagdiommunity cohesion (UK LGA
2003:4).

Community cohesion indicators are tools for goveznta and communities to use
to translate broad goals into clear, tangible amaroonly understood outcomes;
and to assess and communicate progress in achidwisg goals and outcomes
(Wisemanet al. 2005). The Discussion Papevteasuring Wellbeing, Engaging
Communities(Wiseman et al. 2005:3) for example, states that “we need an
integrated, long term strategy for local commusitie use community indicators to
improve wellbeing outcomes.” This view is reitedhtén the Indicators of
Community Strength in Victoriaeport (Strategic Policy and Research Unit
2004:7), where it is noted that “the absence ofcaidrs can mean that important
issues drop off the radar.”

Local councils in Australia are increasingly inteal in indicators of community
cohesion. For example, in New South Wales, Camdenn€l (2006) has
developed five broad sustainability indicators whencompass various elements
of community wellbeing. Marrickville Council, alsa NSW, covers aspects of
community cohesion in its ‘Belonging’ Social Plag004). For example, this
council’s vision for the community is one where plecfeel safe and valued, feel a
sense of pride in the cultural diversity of theaarand have a feeling of trust,
cooperation and involvement in contributing to lleacommunity affairs.

This reflects an important indicator of social weihg identified by Burke and
Hulse (2002), namely the degree to which peoplettseie local area as having a
sense of community in terms of feeling safe andirge@nd feeling a part of it.
Other indicators identified by Burke and Hulse ird#: having close friends/family
living locally, having children at local schoolsgdping informed of local issues,
and using local parks and other services (Burke lnide 2002). According to
Hirschfield and Bowers (1997) direct indicatorsaofack of community cohesion
include the inability to supervise and control &ga peer groups, the absence of
local friendship and acquaintance networks, andatisence of local participation
in formal and voluntary organisations; while indirendicators include a high
population turnover, social heterogeneity and logiG-economic status.

3. Methodology

As noted in the Introduction, this research progabpted a qualitative approach
which is interpretive in nature and utilises datathe form of text and phrases
(Neuman 2000). As the aim of the project was tatifiea common understanding
of the concept of ‘community cohesion’, and to depe set of indicators based on
both the experience of residents in the targetetinmanity and the relevant
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contemporary academic literature, the researchéised the following methods:
documentary searches to review the current liteeatdministering questionnaires
to residents; conducting focus groups with resisteahd conducting interviews
with key service providers.

A convergent approach was utilised in relationh® tesearch process (Dick 2006).
This process began with asking an open-ended quettiat had been decided
previously to generate initial discussion. In alethods of data gathering, this
initial question wasWhat do you think makes a community good to li?€eTinis
allowed respondents to answer spontaneously withioytkind of prior cue. A list
of probing questions was also developed so thahdurinformation could be
obtained and clarified. Focus groups and interviewse then conducted, building
on the earlier consultations, after the researchadsidentified and reviewed key
areas that needed further clarification and disonssThe results of the initial
research provided insights about the central coscef respondents, which further
assisted with the direction of subsequent focusgg@nd interviews.

Sampling and data gathering

Non-probability convenience sampling was utilisedatcess participants for the
research (Neuman 2000). Sampling took place irethu@ys. For the questionnaire,
the researchers on three occasions and at différaas of day attended a local
shopping centre that could be reasonably expeatetet frequented by most
residents, and invited shoppers who were residergs the age of 18 to complete
the questionnaires. The researchers were assigtéddbindigenous trainee staff
members of the relevant local council. The traineese part of the targeted
community and their presence was designed to erisdigenous people were
included in the research. Ethical clearance fortthi@ees to assist was sought and
given. Potential participants for the focus growsse recruited by informing the
leaders of established community groups, represgnéi range of ages and
interests, about the project. Participants forittierviews with service providers
were identified through contact by the local colle@ommunity services team.

Data was collected from December 2006 to Febru®@72 The study sample
covered a broad cross-section of the populationiacidded representatives from
seniors and retired people, families raising cleidiand teenagers, community
organisations and clubs, and indigenous peoplecifgpgroups are not named in
order to ensure confidentiality. Other measuresrakto ethical research included
giving a clear explanation of the research, enguniregotiated access, and
respecting human dignity and privacy (Mauthner 1998

Questionnairesvere used as they can easily be administeredctoss section of
the community (Bryman 2004; Dick 2006). The quest@ires were presented
face-to-face in a structured manner, thus ensuhiageach respondent was asked
the same questions in the same order. This is i@pbrbecause it ensures
consistency (Bryman 2004). The questionnaires taotund 15 minutes to
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complete. In all, 52 questionnaires were complefedopy of the questionnaire is
included as Appendix 1.

Focus groupsvere similarly selected for their usefulness iseggch exploring the
experiences of a particular group or community,ttesy provide insights into
specific areas and are an effective method of ggimi deep understanding of a
situation relatively quickly (Neuman 2000). Numbgrarticipating in the focus
groups varied between 5 and 14, with a total oéghfocus groups held and 29
participants in all. The focus groups included aedse sample of the target
population. The groups were guided by a schedele Appendix 2). Answers were
recorded on audiotape and notes taken to ensunesayqPuchta and Potter 2004).
Each focus group ran for around one hour.

Three in-depth interviewsvere conducted with key service providers who have
intimate knowledge of the targeted community. Thedépth interviews were
conducted face-to-face and guided by a scheduley Each took no longer than
one hour to complete. The interviews were tapedthad transcribed verbatim to
provide an accurate account of each interview (&higllo et al. 1996). Consistent
with approved methods of handling qualitative d@tshton-Shaeffer 2001; Rubin
and Rubin 1995), transcripts from the interviewd &cus groups, along with the
responses to the questionnaires, were analysedceaddd with key themes
identified.

This was a small study, covering just one part dbaal government area. The
sample size was also relatively small and not thtricepresentative. Further
research needs to be conducted across a rangeatitiés and local government
areas to take forward the findings of this studg develop robust indicators of
community cohesion. Both qualitative and quantiatiapproaches should be
applied.

4. Findings: Key Themes and Indicators

We identified four main themes woven through afiety of data collected. These
themes subsequently became the key indicatorsmftmity cohesion. They are:
a sense of belonging; engagement; perception etysaind accessThe research
further identified the conditions that are necesgaorder for community cohesion
to exist. These are reflected in the figure beltivean be seen that the necessary
conditions feed into more than one indicator, white indicators themselves are
related to each other. Further research is needéeMelop ways of measuring each
indicator, perhaps using some of the questions fsamquestionnaire as a starting
point.
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Necessary conditions Indicator
Neighbourliness — .
e Interaction A Bel'):u'"ﬂ Chutcome
« Care |
+ Respect v
Engagement
Fy .
T Cohesion
Services ] ]
Safety
i
Good Physical Y ¥
Envirenment Access

While the study is primarily qualitative in naturdescriptive statistics can be
applied to the questionnaire results, as summabekv.

e 40% of respondents had no family members livingeloy, 21% had only
one family member nearby, and 40% had two or melegives nearby

* Nearly 82% answered that they had friends livinthimlocal area

« Almost 50% of respondents spoke with their neighbdrequently, while
only 5% had almost no contact. Yet all felt theuldoask their neighbours
for help if they needed to

* 94% of respondents were aware of the servicestbBavailable in the
local area.

« About half belonged to groups or clubs, and abaifttrad attended a
community event

« Approximately one third of respondents undertookintary work

* 86% stated that they felt like they are a parthefcommunity.

The discussion which follows is organized accordimghe four themes, which are
analysed in further detail and related to the ditiere. Some of the conditions
necessary for community cohesion contribute to ntioa@ one indicator, and this
overlap needs to be borne in mind. We attemptag Where this occurs without
repeating previous discussion. However, we begmdacussion with defining the
concept of community cohesion as identified thropghicipants’ responses across
all three research methods.

Defining community cohesion

As noted, all participants in each method were digke same initial question:
What do you think makes a community good to livédimswers included:

¢ A sense of belonging, a sense of community
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e Good services — including shops, schools, spatddiand parks

« Community centres/activities centres/meeting plagatherings of people
e Supportive neighbours, knowing people

* Perception of safety

* Acceptance of, and respect for, people from divbeszkgrounds

¢ Engaging with others in the community (both formahd informally)

« Common goals, mutual respect

¢ A sense of pride in the community

¢ Help and community support that is available inetinof need.

It can be seen that these answers align closely thvé literature discussed earlier.
Therefore, common understandings of community dohesppeared to reflect and
confirm earlier research and could be translatéalimdicators. These are listed in
Table 2.

Table 2: List of indicators

A sense of belonging - indicated by:

e Neighbourliness
o High level of interaction with neighbours, friends and family
0 An ethic of care (offering support and help)
0 Mutual respect: observing boundaries, acceptance of diversity, community

consultation
e Ownership
*  Sense of pride

Community engagement - indicated by:
e Volunteering
*  Use of services
e Attendance at community events

A perception of safety — indicated by:
*  Low official crime rate
* Residents’ expression of feeling safe

Access to resources — indicated by:
e Adequate service provision
e Built environment that promotes ease of physical mobility
*  Provision for socially disadvantaged residents

A sense of belonging

The feeling of having a sense of belonging wasrg weportant factor identified in

relation to what makes a community good to live Nearly all respondents
expressed some level of a sense of belonging tteadt some part of the
community in which they live. One of the influengifactors of a sense of
belonging as noted in this study, and confirmedtier research into people’s
attachment to community, is the level of integnateind involvement in the local
area (Cuba and Hummon 1993; Sampson, RaudenbusBaatsd1997; Soloman

and Steinitz 1986). For example, Cuba and Humm®&83)L note that local social
involvements, particularly those with friends angighbours, but also those that
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involve family, membership of organisations andaloshopping facilities and
services, are evident as being the most consiatehsignificant sources of ties to a
community. Many of these factors are discussedhéurin relation to community
connection and engagement. The data from our @seanfirms this, revealing
three primary factors as contributing to a senseetdnging. They are (in order of
importance): neighbourliness (including the presemé family and friends),
ownership, and a sense of pride.

Neighbourliness

Residents overwhelmingly cited neighbours and ri@ghiness as the foundation
of a strong community. This was perhaps the mowirsg aspect of the research.
We saw that most respondents to the questionnatdtesbme interaction with their
immediate neighbours and most could ask for some &f help: *helping in times
of trouble’ arose a significant number of timestle data. The research showed
neighbourliness as comprising three aspects: itttera a sense of care (offering
support and help), and an ethic of mutual respduich includes an acceptance of
diversity.

Interaction can occur in formal settings, as wh@eigon is a member of a club or
committee, or it can occur informally, as in comtadth family, friends and
neighbours. Such contacts can range from simpletiggs to more complex
interactions and have been cited in the literataseimportant to community
cohesion (Cuba and Hummon 1993; Putnam 1998). Wedlrparticipants knew
their neighbours and most had some kind of intemactith them. Furthermore,
the vast majority of respondents had friends livivegrby, whilst over half had at
least one family member living nearby. The factt thrany participants believed
they could ask their neighbours for help points ttee caring aspect of
neighbourliness. Keeping an eye on neighbours’ émuwshilst they were away,
minding children, making loans of equipment andistisg in emergencies are
demonstrations of a sense of care, and these acdgass that also occur between
friends and family members.

However, interaction and care are not sufficientthgmselves to maintain good
relations between neighbours, family or friendsthiére is an absence of mutual
respect, relations may suffer. Respect is showolsgrving certain boundaries, for
example, in standards of civility and public beloavi Negative incidents of
vandalism, petty crime and violence were reporteding the course of the
research. It appears that in some parts of the amitynwhere we conducted our
research, it is common for fences to be brokerato gccess to another street. This
may have something to do with the way public spacephysically organized (see
Accessindicator), but it also constitutes a transgrassid physical boundaries.
There is also a symbolic transgression of bounganiénstances of rudeness, and it
is self-evident that without mutual respect, a sasfdelonging cannot flourish.

Respect is also manifested in an acceptance ofsitiveThe degree of diversity
within the targeted locality was noted by particifgin all research methods and
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was seen by some residents as having a negatiaeirop the cohesiveness of the
community. Many participants identified the divéysof socio-economic status
within the area, noting as one resident did: “Yoavén the wealthy and the
disadvantaged living here which can cause problessother participant also
spoke about disadvantage observing: “the obviowsakdlisadvantage of some
members of the community.” The UK LGA (2003) coru#d that the more socio-
economically diverse a community, the more likelyis to experience inter-
community and inter-neighbourhood tension. Somesams for this may be
attitudinal, as in a lack of acceptance of diffeesnor there may be a lack of
opportunity for integrating diverse groups. Forrepée, diversity in relation to age
groups was identified as an issue for some resdé@nie older resident mentioned
being isolated within their immediate community, igékh comprises only older
people. This means that people of diverse ages hawted opportunity and
occasion to interact. Another resident was simjladncerned about prospects for
interaction between different age groups, and alsmght up the issue of cost,
asserting: “We need to initiate contact betweerkitle and older residents — in the
schools too. Have Grandma and Grandpa Days whereltlerly come and visit
the kids in school...and it doesn’t cost money.”

Diversity between generations can also impact orcgptions of safety. For
example, some older people feel threatened by frai young people who can
be quite destructive at timesThis can limit older people’s level of having a sen
of belonging because they can be fearful aboutgngan activities within their
community (Kawachi and Kennedy 1997). Kawachi anehiedy (1997) argue
that social ties and trust within the community aveakened through social
exclusion and disadvantage, which can become orterfan committing crime.
This concern is addressed further in the discusstated to perception of safety
with the community. However, at this point we hateempted to establish that
intolerance as shown by a lack of acceptance drsiity is a form of disrespect
which mitigates against neighbourliness.

Ownership and pride

A sense of ownership emerged as crucial to sensbeliinging to a given
community. This was cited by many of the particigaas being a key factor in
promoting community cohesion: “The community neddshave a sense of
ownership.”

One service provider pointed out that for thatisactf the population who live in
public housing, there is little choice in whereyhHe and very little chance of
ever acquiring their own homes. Ownership gives amngake in a locality and
provides a motivation for establishing good relasioips (Bridgeet al. 2003). The
research showed that a sense of ownership is nssarily contingent upon
private property rights, but can also be fostengtidwing a choice about where one
lives, and by being consulted about issues thattljr affect residents. Members in
each of the focus groups commented on the neethéolocal council to involve
residents more in decision-making. By being camsllipeople are given a sense
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of ownership of a project and in turn feel pridewhat they have accomplished.
This pride then flows over into the community.

Indeed, a feeling of pride was named by responderah research methods as part
of what defines a good community. Pride can onlydiein relation to something
one feels a part of, and therefore it is an impdrtagredient of a sense of
belonging. An example of how ownership and pride emhance community
cohesion was found at one of the sporting clubserashyoung people were
involved in the refurbishing and painting of theleb facilities, which had been
consistently vandalized for a long period. Oneipgudnt said: “They painted it all
up — put a mural on it and it hasn’t been touchiades It's given them a sense of
ownership.”

Community engagement

We found that most participants cited involvementommunity life as essential to
community cohesion. Engagement can include threndt factors: volunteering,
using services and attending events. We found todiinteering was most
commonly seen as promoting social bonds throughicgerand membership of
groups such as clubs. Although not all residents pdrticipated in this study were
involved formally in clubs and groups, they wereaged in the community in
informal ways. This is particularly evident in thesponses to the questionnaires,
which asked whether residents know their neighbotite majority not only knew
their neighbours, they also had close and frequemiact with at least one of them.
This data would therefore signify that even if desits were not members of a
formal sporting club or group (about half were), mot involved in official
voluntary work (around one third volunteer in afficdél capacity), they are still
connected to, and involved in supporting their camity at an informal level.
This aligns well with the literature. For instapd@utnam (1998) distinguishes
between formal and informal social networks withnfial ties including those with
voluntary organisations and informal ones beings¢haf family, friends and
neighbours. These informal networks can be idextiind measured by how often
friends and neighbours are visited, as well asutiinabelonging and participating
in groups and clubs (Bauet al.2000).

Volunteering

As noted above, many residents do engage in foaotalities such as volunteering
which can contribute to engagement with one’s conitguOne resident pointed

out: “People who contribute to their community tigh volunteering tend to be the
ones who are most engaged.” As noted by ABS (2003): “volunteering may be

seen as an expression of reciprocity or potentiaflya direct outcome of social
capital. The act of volunteering demonstrates artza between individuals’ self
interest and public interest.” Volunteering caroassist in breaking down barriers
between diverse groups within a community, whichtinn can contribute to

community cohesion in terms of belonging and muttedpect. One resident
identified this issue when explaining why they ltkevolunteer: “You get to meet a
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cross section of the communityirideed, in this study volunteering was seen as a
key determinant in indicating a strong communitgr Example, one participant
pointed out: “Maybe that’s actually a barometehofv healthy the community is
or how it engages — in how people feel about givipgtheir time to volunteer.”
Another said: “When people volunteer they ofterdfout that it's a good way to
engage — through their kids — and they get to kmmse about their community.”

Some participants had concerns about the conceiwfiteerism with one noting:
“I don’t think that volunteerism should take theag# of a paid position'further
commenting that: “volunteers need to be well supgabt This signals an element
of cynicism in the community. Some participants aveare that the discourse of
community cohesion can be used by central govertsrieriegitimise cost cutting
in the name of handing back control to the graessrizvel.

Use of services and attendance at community events

The uptake of services and attendance at commuignts feeds into both

belonging and engagement by providing resident$ wpportunities to come

together, interact and participate. The shoppimdres were the most widely used
service, but other services that were significantluded health services

(community health, early childhood, dental and roaldiservices), sporting

facilities, clubs, parks, schools, the library, kiaty paths and transport. Services
which were not available but identified as neededeva youth centre, a swimming
pool, better transport, policing, meeting places services for young children.

Half of the respondents to the questionnaire heshdéd a community event in the
last year. The events cited were a community BB@s&dents’ Christmas party,
sports events and events for seniors. Those whodlidttend gave reasons such as
being too busy, being unaware of the event, or tiatevent was not relevant to
their interests or age group. It would thus seeat thrange of well-publicised
events that appeal to the various social groupkidmlp to promote engagement.

Perception of Safety

Importantly, the research confirmed that having\sel of community connection
was a major factor in of perceptions of safety (}Ha2006).

Residents’ sense of feeling safe

For the older residents in this study, especialgense of safety was of particular
significance. Some older people spoke about ndinfesafe in their homes, with
several telling of their experiences of intrudersl ancidents of burglaries and
theft. One older resident believed that: “Thieviamgd vandalism are the biggest
problems in our community.Another older resident asserted: “Whatever's not
bolted to the ground gets stolen.”
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However, it was not only older residents who waeyecerned with safety. This was
a key issue identified in all of the focus groups @aised by many of the residents
in the questionnaires, as well as in the in-depierviews. For example, one
resident in a focus group said: “I wouldn’t go owalking after dark.” This
comment led to all-round agreement from the otlatigipants: “Yes, safety of a
night is an issue.More lighting was one solution identified as bemmgeded to
help address issues of safety.

If people do not feel safe in their home, this baissequences on a larger scale. For
example, this can impact on the level of a persarigagement with their
community because, as explained by one particigdihtyou’re sitting in your
house and you're really fearful it's unlikely thgdu're going to engage with the
community.” Another participant explained the coctien between their
immediate living environment and the wider commyrifiis way: “Some people
are fearful about where they are living and thgpaots upon their perceptions of
the community.”

Crime rates

It seems clear that a low rate of crime might bgagial measure of a sense of
safety. Many residents were concerned that crime avathe increase, with some
suggesting ways to address crime. These focusesflyclon a greater police
presence in the area. Apart from official policisgggestions included installing
security cameras in key areas such as shoppingeseahd sporting clubs, or
community-based projects such as Neighbourhood WVatcis is consistent with
other research into crime reduction within commiesitFor example, according to
Graycar (1999) two key features of crime preventwa: involving community
members in projects and committees (engagement)l e creation of
opportunities to enable all members to live, wonkl &ocialise — to participate —
without feeling threatened or being harassed (muéspect).

Access to Resources

Community connection not only needs to include oéuty perceptions of fear of
crime through community involvement, but also oeening the isolation of some
individuals. To this end, accessible neighbourhoadd communities have been
identified as important for a cohesive communityai@h 2006). In this project,
residents identified access as being of key impogaparticularly in relation to the
provision of services, but also in terms of hawing material means to access these
services.

Provision of services

Most residents are aware of services that are milyravailable in the targeted
community. However, as noted by some participaasessing these services can
be problematic if they do not have their own tramgpespecially at night and on
weekends. One participant said: “I think there’'swggh in the way of services, but
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accessibility is another story. There’s not enoligbes for one thing.” This in turn
impacts on people’s sense of engagement withincémemunity and can add to
feelings of isolation. Transport impacts on peaoplguality of life by allowing
people to access employment and education opptesinservices, recreational
facilities and other social networks (Haigh 200Bpr example, one participant
noted: “Transport is a big issue. A lot of peopséd a feeling of being stuck and
confined.” This has particular relevance to certain group$ g young people,
older people and socially disadvantaged peopleyrméwhom are without private
transport.

Built environment

Other issues can also impact on people’s abilitgamess services and activities in
the community. For example, good footpaths weratifled in relation to access to
parks, services and facilities. This was seen asgbenportant especially for
parents of young children using prams and strqllansl for older resident©ne
resident suggested a bicycle path would be “udefudll ages.”

The built environment is also relevant to issuesegpect for boundaries and safety
(Haigh 2006). One example raised in the research tha design of housing
estates. In this study, residents identified ondiqudar area where the ‘poor
design’was seen as leading to “the attitude where sompl@ewould just walk
through other people’s places when they feel likéoiget somewhere and it's
contributed to people feeling unsafé\’ participant explained: “People have to
walk through backyards to get to another propenty they were taking fence posts
out. And that was leading to major vandalism aricherissues for people who
lived in an adjoining street.” Another participaptoke about “pulling palings from
fences” when talking about problems with peoplekivej through property as a
short cut. This has led to a feeling of being €esdrou have to keep the doors
and windows locked because people just walk thrgugh

Issues that relate to the built environment cars ttaw together concerns in
relation to access, mobility, respect for boundaeed perceptions of safety within
a community. The design of the built environmemnt e#so add to people feeling
closed in and isolated from other members of th@manity. As one resident
explained: “There’s only one road in and out...[atml]some extent it’s felt that
because there’s only one way in that it’s sortlo$ed in.”

Green space was another aspect of the built emaigoh that was considered
important for a cohesive community, with designnpeidentified as central. As
one participant said: “...it has to be ‘good’ gre@ace.” One specific local park
was identified as being well used. A resident comexd: “I think one of the things
that is used well in the community is the ParRriother said: “The Park is a
meeting place. My teenagers walk up there to pkskétball and they're always
safe.” Once again the recognition of the importance of tingeplaces to a
community in fostering a sense of belonging is ewtd It is clear that much
informal engagement is taking place within the camity’s green spaces.
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Social disadvantage and access

People in receipt of lower than average median lyelk&usehold incomes said
that participation in some activities was probleémaFor example, one resident
noted: “With sport it can cost between $65 and $bjdin up and then there’s all
the equipment and some people can't afford isSues of social inequality
concerned residents. This was particularly evideshien discussing costs of
accessing activities and services. Another residéeth commenting on the cost of
participating in sport and other activities saitiVé' need free things to do — free
things are important.More broadly, the following comment tied socio-egoric
diversity to ‘free things’: “Free things to do gdesck to the broad difference of the
socio-economic difference of people living here.eTbnes that use the free
facilities are the ones that can’t afford to haweirt own pool, for instance. Or the
ones that can’'t go down town because they don't li@nsport.”.

One resident, when speaking about social disadgentaentified the lack of
choice that some residents face: “Some people imade the choice to live here
but there are those who don’t have a choice. Aofopeople who are socially
disadvantaged haven't got the choices - they dicimdose to live here. So we need
to provide financial assistance so they can padtei in sport and these sorts of
things.”

Clearly, accessibility of services in terms of castd choice is particularly
important for socio-economically disadvantaged peopeing able to take part in
activities can impact on the level of community atwement (or engagement) in
general, which in turn has been identified as keysdénse of belonging (Byrne
1999).

5. Conclusions

The indicators of community cohesion that we idedi highlight a number of
factors, namely, neighbourliness, the provisionsefvices, and a good physical
environment, and these are deeply interdependenexample, access is important
in its own right, but it also contributes to a pption of safety (particularly in
terms of the built environment and urban design)l assists in promoting
engagement. This is an area that needs furtheargdséo elicit the specific links
between access factors and cohesion. A sense ohdiey has a reciprocal
relationship with engagement: engagement helpostef a sense of belonging,
whilst belonging motivates engagement behaviouhes& findings were broadly
consistent with the established literature on comityucohesion, which lends a
dimension of validity to the research. Local gowveemt authorities and service
providers are doubtless already aware of many esetlissues. However, there is a
need to formalise and conceptually map the relaligpgs between the various
elements which together comprise social cohesidns,Tit is hoped, will assist
such bodies in the design and implementation atiesl and initiatives which can
strengthen the ‘social glue’ that binds potentifdagile communities together.
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We have seen that there are both formal and infloefeenents that make for social
cohesion. Though local councils and services pergidcan address the more
formal components, they cannot control informal iglogrocesses. This is

particularly relevant to the indicator of neighblingss. There is, for example, a
degree of randomness in who becomes one’s neighbourostly they cannot be
chosen. The way that such relationships are foramelthe manner in which they
develop is informal and organic in nature, and dfeee largely beyond the

influence of other parties.

The most significant finding was that participantserwhelmingly named
neighbourliness as the most important aspect @&foag community. Yet, whilst it
is central, neighbourliness does not mean excedamdiarity or the taking of
liberties. A key part of neighbourliness involvespecting each other’s boundaries
and this includes a respect for diversity. The ptiom of an environment
conducive to achieving this sort of balance musthigeprimary object of strategies
aimed at promoting community cohesion.
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Appendix 1
Community Cohesion Questionnaire

1) What do you think makes a community good to iive
2) What sorts of things make you feel safe in yaammunity?

3) How many of your family members not living wigbu live in (this
suburb)?

4) Do many of your friends live in (this suburb)?

5) Do you know your neighbours

5a) If yes, how often would you talk to your neighis?

6) Can you ask your neighbours for help?
6a) If yes, what kind of help?
6b) If not, why not?
7) Do you know what services are available in (thisurb)?
eg: educationtransport facilities such as parks, playing fields, meeting

places; health servicassich as baby health centres; sheppport services
such as community visiting schemes etc.

8) Which services do you use?
8a) What services do you think are most needethis guburb)?

9) Do you belong to any community groups or clubs?
9a) If yes, which ones?

10) Have you attended a community event in (thiggb) in the last year?
10a) If yes, which ones?
10 b) If not, why not?

11) Do you do any voluntary work in (this suburb)?
11a) If yes, what kind?

12) Do you feel like you are a part of the commymit
12a) Why?
12b) Why not?

13) How long have you lived in (this suburb)?
14) How many people live in your household?

15) Any other comments?
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Appendix 2

Interview Guide (Focus groups and in-depth intervie ws)

What do you think the word ‘community’ means?

What do you think makes a community good to live in
How important is a sense of safety to communityesodn?
How important is the built environment?

What do you think makes a community feel like home?

How important do you think services and programaresin fostering a
sense of community cohesion? Why?

What services do you think are most needed in §illigirb)?

How important do you think membership of commumjtgups or clubs is
to community cohesion?

How important do you think voluntary work to a ser$ community
cohesion?

Any other comments?
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