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Abstract
Neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community have been associated with important outcomes for adolescents.
However, the complex interplay between neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community among adolescents is not
clear. Moreover, the studies showing an association between neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community have
been cross-sectional. The present study investigated the directionality of the relationship between neighborhood sense of community and
school sense of community using a longitudinal cross-lagged design. Using structural equation modeling, a cross-lagged panel analysis
revealed that school sense of community at Time 1 significantly predicts neighborhood sense of community at Time 2 even after controlling
for neighborhood sense of community at Time 1. However, neighborhood sense of community at Time 1 did not predict school sense of
community at Time 2. Results of this study support the theory that school sense of community can provide students with a bridge between
school and community.
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McMillan and Chavis (1986, p. 9) defined sense of community “a feeling that members have of belonging, a
feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be
met through their commitment to be together.” In the last 25 years, researchers have recognized the impor-
tance of this indicator of the perceived quality of the relationships with the community, for adolescents’ develop-
mental outcomes and well-being (e.g., Albanesi, Cicognani, & Zani, 2007; Capone, Donizzetti, & Petrillo, 2018;
Cicognani et al., 2008; Evans, 2007; Petrillo, Capone, & Donizzetti, 2016; Prati, Cicognani, & Albanesi, 2018;
Pretty, Andrewes, & Collett, 1994; Pretty, Conroy, Dugay, Fowler, & Williams, 1996; Vieno, Lenzi, Santinello, &
Scacchi, 2013). Sense of community in adolescence can be enhanced by shared emotional connection and
positive experiences with peers and significant adults, which provide opportunities for satisfying personal needs
and experiencing influence over the community (Cicognani, Zani, & Albanesi, 2012). The construct of sense of
community among adolescents has been investigated mainly with reference to transactions with school and
neighborhood, two of the community settings within which adolescents’ support networks are embedded and in
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which they share experiences and develop emotional connections with others (Cicognani, Klimstra, &
Goossens, 2014; Pretty et al., 1994, 1996).

Researchers have acknowledged the role of interpersonal and societal contexts including involvement in com-
munity in adolescent development (Smetana, Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006). Individuals are connected to
multiple communities through their multiple identities, roles, and relationships (Brodsky & Marx, 2001;
Mannarini & Fedi, 2009). For instance, adolescents can develop significant relationships in one context (e.g.,
establishing friendships at school) contributing to their sense of community with reference to that context, and
the same relationships can have spillover effects on other contexts (e.g., through sharing of other experiences
in their community with classmates who are friends). The school setting is of primary relevance for adolescents
in Western countries, given the significant amount of time that they spend in this context. Although it is reason-
able to assume that neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community are correlated among
adolescents, previous research has shown that they have distinguishing features (Chipuer, 2001; Pretty et al.,
1994, 1996). Brodsky and Marx (2001) documented, in a study involving students enrolled in a job-training and
education center, the presence and operation of multiple psychological senses of community with reference to
multiple, separate or nested, communities. Specifically, Brodsky and Marx demonstrated the operation of quan-
titatively and qualitatively different multiple psychological senses of community between a macro territorial set-
ting and a job-training and education center (which was considered a subcommunity of the territorial setting).
Following these findings, we can consider the school as an example of a nested subcommunity that coexists
within a territorial community toward which students may develop sense of belonging. Another difference be-
tween school sense of community and neighborhood sense of community is that adolescents tend to consider
the local community as a place “not chosen” (Cicognani et al., 2012), while the school could be chosen to some
extent. Choice is likely to have an influence on individuals’ psychological sense of community (Obst & White,
2007).

Theoretical Framework

To our knowledge no previous attempts have been made to understand the complex interplay between neigh-
borhood sense of community and school sense of community among adolescents. In the literature, we could
identify two perspectives that suggest opposite paths of influence between the two aspects of sense of com-
munity. According to social disorganization theory (Shaw & McKay, 1942; Simcha-Fagan & Schwartz, 1986),
the level and extent of community social organization mediate the relationship between a neighborhood’s char-
acteristics and developmental outcomes. Social disorganization theory has been extensively utilized to explain
the influence of neighborhood characteristics on youth behaviors (e.g., Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Elliott et al.,
1996; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson & Groves, 1989). Utilizing the social disorganization frame-
work, research has demonstrated that community social organization (e.g., reflected in a stronger perceived
sense of community) mediates the influence of negative structural characteristics on youth behaviors (e.g.,
Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson, Morenoff, & Earls, 1999). Drawing from
updated systemic social disorganization models, Cantillon, Davidson, and Schweitzer (2003) provided evidence
for the hypothesis that neighborhood sense of community has important spillover effects on youths’ bonding
and participation in school. Therefore, based on this perspective, neighborhood sense of community could be
conceptualized as a predictor of school sense of community.
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The ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1979) is specifically useful to understand youth outcomes, as it
moves beyond individual characteristics to include the influence of the family and the larger sociocultural con-
text. There is evidence that the ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1979) can inform a deeper understanding
of the factors that contribute to youth development (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Hong, Lee, Grogan-Kaylor, &
Huang, 2011; Ungar, Ghazinour, & Richter, 2013). Based on the ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1979),
Bateman (2002) suggests that school sense of community may promote sense of community with the larger
communities to which the students belong. Specifically, school sense of community is associated with connec-
tions with multiple communities outside the school and opportunities for students to participate in school activi-
ties and neighborhood events. In addition, school sense of community is related to participation in accessible
and diverse after-school clubs, thereby enabling students to connect with the local community. Schools can
build reciprocal partnerships within the local community by contributing to the cultural and economic life of the
community and by addressing its educational and health needs, for instance, through service learning initiatives
(e.g., Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Stoecker, Tryon, & Hilgendorf, 2009). Among adolescents, sense of familiarity
and experiences with the context are necessary to perceive the local community as a place for experiencing
feelings of belonging (Cicognani et al., 2012). In addition, there is evidence that adolescents who participate
more to local community life report higher neighborhood sense of community compared to less involved adoles-
cents (Cicognani et al., 2012). Finally, using a grounded theory approach, Cicognani et al. (2012, p. 120)
showed that, among adolescents sense of community is associated with “bonding (sharing, brotherhood, ac-
ceptance, support) in the context of specific relationships (friendship, family).” The school as a community pro-
vides a place allowing a direct (face to face) contact among members. Such interactions can continue after-
school and take place in the local community. In this way, a school environment that can build students’ school
sense of community has the potential to promote students’ neighborhood sense of community.

One of the main limitations is the cross-sectional nature of the available studies, such that it is not possible to
determine causality or direction of the associations between neighborhood sense of community and school
sense of community. The aim of the present study was to examine the directionality of the association between
neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community using longitudinal data and a cross-lagged
panel design. Using a cross-lagged design, neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community
were assessed at each time and the relations between neighborhood sense of community and school sense of
community at different time points were then investigated whilst controlling for within-construct correlation
(Finkel, 2004). Compared to cross-sectional design, a cross-lagged panel design enables a more accurate as-
sessment of causality (Burkholder & Harlow, 2003). Based on the reviewed literature, we hypothesized that:

H1. According to a social-ecological approach (Bateman, 2002; Bronfenbrenner, 1979), school sense of com-
munity at Time 1 will predict neighborhood sense of community at Time 2 even after controlling for neighbor-
hood sense of community at Time 1.

H2. According to updated systemic social disorganization models (Cantillon et al., 2003), neighborhood sense
of community at Time 1 will predict school sense of community at Time 2 even after controlling for school sense
of community at Time 1.
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Method

Participants and Procedure

The procedures followed in the current study were in accordance with the ethical standards of the Italian Asso-
ciation of Psychology and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration. The principal of a technical institute (high school)
of the Italian Region of Emilia Romagna was contacted and asked permission to conduct the study. The techni-
cal institute is co-educational (although male students predominate). Upon permission from the school, letters
of consent were distributed to the students’ parents. To collect the data, we used a website accessible only to
participants. Before taking part to the study, participants read a consent form that provided information about
the study, instructions, and their rights as participants. The consent form made clear that participation was
anonymous and voluntary. We obtained a response rate of 53% (including incomplete surveys). After obtaining
informed consent, participants were asked to complete (individually) the online questionnaire during class time.
Participants were approached at the beginning of the school year (Time 1) and at the end of the school year
(Time 2). Between-waves attrition was 12%. There were no significant differences between participants who did
and did not drop-out in terms of gender, χ2(1) = 0.79, p > .05, age, U = 2538.5, p > .05, school sense of com-
munity at T1, U = 2584.0, p > .05, and neighborhood sense of community at T1, U = 2530.0, p > .05. We linked
together data from each participant at different time points using an anonymous code which was self-generated
by participants. The students who were included in both Time 1 and Time 2, who thus formed the sample of the
present study, numbered 106 (97 male and 9 female students). Participants’ age ranged from 13 to 17 (M =
14.42, SD = 0.67). Twenty-three participants were living in a city, 50 in a town, 26 in a village, and 7 in rural
environments.

Measures

At Time 1 and at Time 2, we asked participants to complete an online questionnaire including the measures of
school sense of community and neighborhood sense of community. To measure neighborhood sense of com-
munity, we used the brief scale of Sense of Community in adolescents (Chiessi, Cicognani, & Sonn, 2010). The
scale includes 20 items. Examples of items from this scale include “In this place, there are enough initiatives for
young people,” “I spend a lot of time with other adolescents that live in this place,” and “People in this place
support each other.” Responses were measured using a 5-point Likert type scale (1 = not at all true, 5 = com-
pletely true). The referent community was the neighborhood where the participants lived. In the current study,
Cronbach’s alpha was .90 at Time 1 and .93 at Time 2.

We used the Scale of Sense of Community in the School (SoC-S; Prati, Cicognani, & Albanesi, 2017) to meas-
ure sense of community in the school. The SoC-S comprises 10 items. Examples of items from the SoC-S in-
clude “I like to stay with other students attending this school,” “In this school, I feel I can share experiences and
interests with other students,” and “In this school, there are enough initiatives for me.” Participants rated the
responses on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all true, 5 = completely true). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha
was .84 at Time 1 and .88 at Time 2.

Statistical Analysis

We conducted a cross-lagged path analysis using Mplus version 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012). We em-
ployed missing data estimation using maximum likelihood imputation procedure as recommended by Graham
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(2009). We tested our hypotheses using a structural equation modeling with the WLSMV estimator (a robust
weighted least squares estimator using a diagonal weight matrix). An initial test of the measurement model re-
vealed that all the latent factors were well represented by their respective indicators (i.e., all the factor loadings
for the indicators on the latent variables were significant), and the overall model had a good fit, χ2(1704) =
2070.44, p < .001; NNFI = 0.91; CFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.045.

Results

Table 1 displays correlations and descriptive statistics for key study variables. Neighborhood sense of commun-
ity and school sense of community at Time 2 did not correlate with age and gender. Neighborhood sense of
community at Time 1 correlated with gender but not with age. School sense of community at Time 1 correlated
with age but not with gender. As regards intercorrelations between neighborhood sense of community and
school sense of community measured at T1 and T2, all the correlation coefficients were positive and significant.

Table 1

Correlations Among and Descriptive Statistics for Key Study Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender - - -

2. Age 16.42 0.68 −.01 -

3. School sense of community (Time 1) 3.70 0.62 .09 −.23* -

4. School sense of community (Time 2) 3.43 0.79 .10 −13 .54* -

5. Neighborhood sense of community (Time 1) 3.34 0.63 −.33* −.04 .26* .34* -

6. Neighborhood sense of community (Time 2) 3.27 0.77 −.15 −.12 .29* .57* .56* -

Note. N’s range from 103 to 106 due to occasional missing data. For gender, 1 = male, 2 = female.
*p < .05.

Figure 1 displays the cross-lagged relationships between neighborhood sense of community and school sense
of community at Times 1 and 2, while controlling for gender. School sense of community predicted follow up
neighborhood sense of community controlling for the effects of baseline neighborhood sense of community,
thereby confirming Hypothesis 1. However, T1 neighborhood sense of community did not predict school sense
of community. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported by the results.
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Figure 1. Cross-lagged relationships between neighborhood sense of community and school sense of community at Times
1 and 2 (χ2(1760) = 2143.67, p < .001; NNFI = 0.91; CFI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.045).

Note. Regression coefficients are standardized.

*p < .05. We controlled for gender in the model.

Discussion

The purpose of this investigation was to examine the directionality of the association between neighborhood
sense of community and school sense of community. With few exceptions (e.g., Prati, Albanesi, & Pietrantoni,
2016), in the literature on sense of community studies have used correlational designs to investigate this rela-
tionship (e.g., Cantillon et al., 2003; Pretty et al., 1994, 1996), despite researchers acknowledging the need for
more longitudinal studies (Pretty, 2002). In the current study, we used a fully cross-lagged longitudinal design.
Therefore, we were able to establish the temporal relationships between neighborhood sense of community
and school sense of community.

We found that school sense of community at Time 1 predicts neighborhood sense of community at Time 2, after
controlling for baseline levels of neighborhood sense of community. Thus, the data provide evidence in favor of
our first hypothesis. However, in the current study, neighborhood sense of community at Time 1 did not predict
school sense of community at Time 2 when controlling for school sense of community at Time 1. Therefore, the
findings did not support our second hypothesis.

The results of the present study provide support for an embedded ecological model of development (Bateman,
2002). A strong sense of community in the school which is part of the microsystem is able to foster such experi-
ence in a larger social system (exosystem), such as the neighborhood community context. In the literature, sev-
eral types of communities have been identified (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). For instance, there is a territorial
and geographical notion of community and a relational notion of community which relates to the quality of hu-
man relationships, without reference to a place. In the present study, we demonstrated that the experience of
sense of community can influence individual's sense of community with regard to another community in which
the person is embedded. During adolescence, the direction of such influence seems to be from the immediate
physical and social environment (microsystem) to the neighborhood community contexts (exosystem). Accord-
ing to the ecological framework of human development of Bronfenbrenner (1979), children may not interact di-
rectly with the exosystem; however, as they become adolescents, their interaction with the exosystem becomes
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more direct. Research on identity formation in adolescence revealed that the more adolescents explored differ-
ent alternatives and made firm commitments in different life domains (i.e., in the achieved identity status), the
more they developed neighborhood sense of community (Cicognani et al., 2014). The experiences of adoles-
cents in their neighborhood enable the exploration of new values, roles, relationships, and interests and build
civic commitment (Evans, 2007; Flanagan, Bowes, Jonsson, Csapo, & Sheblanova, 1998).

In their conceptual model, Long and Perkins (2007) defined the community social (i.e., neighboring, citizen par-
ticipation, collective efficacy, informal social control, and communitarianism) and place (i.e., place attachment,
community confidence, and community satisfaction) predictors of sense of community. While participation (e.g.,
involvement in protest activities, civic forms of engagement, public deliberation, political campaigning or voting)
is not consistently associated with sense of community among adolescents (Talò, Mannarini, & Rochira, 2014),
the major theoretical implication of the current research is that school sense of community may play a role in
determining neighborhood sense of community among adolescents. Therefore, the role of school sense of
community should be taken into account in developing conceptual models of neighborhood sense of community
among adolescents. In addition, this theoretical implication bears on a practical implication, specifically on the
role of the school in promoting sense of community. Indeed, these findings have practical implications for
school and community psychologists. In terms of intervention programs, offering students opportunities to par-
ticipate in school life, and in learning activities that stimulate collaboration within the entire school, and making
the educational environment more capable to satisfy young people’s needs (i.e., to have a voice, to be heard,
to develop significant relationships, to have positive experiences, to explore different options) are strategies
that teachers can effectively implement in their ordinary activity to improve the relational school environment
(Bateman, 2002; Whitlock, 2006) and, ultimately, students’ neighborhood sense of community. In addition, there
is evidence that comprehensive, whole-school ecological intervention programs such as the Child Development
Project that promote caring and supportive relationships, a sense of common purpose, cooperation between
teachers, students, staff, and parents and that stimulate students’ participation in decision making can enhance
students’ school sense of community (Battistich, Schaps, & Wilson, 2004).

The results of the present study should be considered in light of its limitations. First, the sample was small and
not nationally representative. In addition, female participants were under-represented. Previous studies demon-
strated that, compared to their male counterparts, females adolescents tend to report lower scores on neighbor-
hood sense of community and higher scores on school sense of community (e.g., Chiessi et al., 2010; Prati et
al., 2017). Although the results were controlled for gender, we cannot rule out the possibility that the findings
would not generalize to other samples of students. A second limitation consists in the research design. Longitu-
dinal research has an advantage over laboratory experiments that lack external validity; however, for determin-
ing causality, only experiments remain the gold standard. Thus, future research should be directed also toward
experimental studies involving larger and more gender diverse samples.

Keeping in mind the limitations of the present study, the findings suggest that school sense of community is a
temporal antecedent of neighborhood sense of community. Future research should examine interventions that
address school sense of community and how these interventions may foster neighborhood sense of communi-
ty. The study of the mechanisms by which school sense of community may have an influence on neighborhood
sense of community is of great interest since sense of community is important for adolescents’ developmental
outcomes and well-being. Although the promotion of sense of community is not a “panacea” (Prati, Albanesi, &
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Cicognani, 2018), more efforts should focus on understanding the experience of adolescents’ sense of com-
munity at school and in the neighborhood.
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