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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 
WE, THE COMMUNITY: A STUDY OF PARTICIPATION, COMMUNITY AND 

PUBLIC POLICY 
 

Patricia Ann Farrell Donahue, Ph.D.  
 

Georgetown University, 1990 
 

Dissertation Committee Chair: Dr. Connie L. McNeely 
 

 
 

Recent research suggests waning participation in community-based organizations by 

Americans can lead to changes in related public policies and policy implementation. This 

study examines participation relative to variances in settings, and individuals and to 

policy outcomes. Based on a proposed a participation-community theory and assertions 

that community is an outcome of accumulated group participation and rules that define 

the setting, this three-part study investigates participation through a meta-analysis of 

selected community studies; an assessment of participation data drawn from national 

surveys; and a case study of resident participation in a subdivision in Fairfax, Virginia. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION       

                                                

A retiree feels embedded in her community and cannot imagine ever leaving. Yet she is 

not a native, or a member of any local association or church.  In contrast, the president of 

a civic association is so disgusted by the local residents’ apathy, that he suddenly quits 

his post and throws the association into an existential crisis.  Why do these two people, 

whose participation in public activities seem so different, have such contrasting feelings 

about their community? Are not people who join, and even lead, local associations 

supposed to feel more connected to their community, while those who do not join are 

supposed to feel more socially isolated? Is membership in local associations a key 

indicator of the health of a community, or not? Are people participating less in their 

communities than in previous generations? Or are people just participating in different 

groups or activities than are typically measured? Could there be other forms of 

participation that can influence local residents, their community and public policy? 

 

The parents of an 8-year old daughter volunteer her to participate in the first national trial 

of a new vaccine, and thereby help change national health policy.  Yet, implementation of 

the new policy is too slow to enable their younger daughter to receive the vaccine and 

protect her from the disease.  She dies of the disease the following year.  Despite their 
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loss, the parents continue to support vaccinations by volunteering at local clinics. In this 

instance, individual participation helped change national policy.  In another instance, a 

civic association worked for years to expand its membership by recruiting not just 

homeowners, but also renters.  Yet, the association initially opposes federal legislation 

that would desegregate housing.  Despite this initial opposition, in time, the association 

fully embraces the spirit of the law, and welcomes all residents to join the association - in 

several different languages.  In this second instance, national policy helped change 

participation in a local community.  How can individual or group participation change 

public policy?  How does public policy change individual or group participation?   

 

At the beginning  of the 21
st
 century, social theorists have suggested that the American 

community is in decline because, in part, people are participating less in community-

based organizations, such as bowling leagues and civic associations (Fukuyama 1999; 

Putnam 2001; Skocpol 2003).  Are people participating less in their communities than in 

previous generations? Or are people just participating in different groups or activities 

than were measured? If people are participating in different activities or groups, how do 

these changes affect their communities?   

 

Public policies constitute sets of rules that one level of community applies to one or more 

of its sub-communities to regulate the common life shared by all (Parsons 1995).  For a 

public policy to achieve its goals, logically it must, among other things, reflect an 
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understanding how participants engage in the sub-community (Keller 2003; Schneider 

1997; Weissert 1979).  How do these changes in participation or community affect public 

policy?  If the nature of participation in America is changing, the potential exists for 

concomitant changes in public policy, either directly, through changes in specific 

policies, or indirectly, through changes in policy implementation.   

 

The objective of this study is to examine how people participate in their communities, the 

factors contributing to changing patterns of participation, and how that participation 

affects the community and related public policies.  These research results will contribute 

to our understanding of the participation process and the evolution of community.  

Moreover, the results will offer insights into how participation influences the nature of 

public policy. 

 

Research Approach 

 

This dissertation describes a study of the participation process and its relationship with 

community and public policy relative to a proposed participation-community theory.  The 

theory is then tested relative to three basic assertions: (1) differences in settings and 

individuals lead to different opportunities and constraints for participation, (2) 

community is the outcome of the accumulated participation of a group of people and the 
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rules and norms of the given setting, and (3) changes in various forms of participation can 

lead, either directly or indirectly, to changes in public policies, and vice versa.  To test the 

explanatory value of the proposed theory and the related assertions, I conducted a three-

part study consisting of a meta-analysis of several community studies; a review of 

national surveys of participation; and a case study of a contemporary community in 

Fairfax County, Virginia.   

 

Dissertation Organization 

 

Before we can begin to answer these questions, we must first consider the nature of 

participation and community.  Chapter 2 presents a summary of related participation 

and community literature with a particular focus on various theories about the factors 

that influence the nature of participation and community.  Drawing on the previous 

theories, Chapter 3 describes a proposed participation-community theory.  The chapter 

goes on to describe the specific research questions that will be used to test the theory 

and a framework that was used to analyze the collected data.  

 

Chapter 4 describes the first method that was used to test the theory which was a meta-

analysis of six previously-published community studies.  The chapter summarizes the 
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findings from the meta-analysis of the six studies.  Appendices A through F describe the 

analyses of each of the community studies. 

 

Chapter 5 describes the statistical analysis of participation data gathered from selected 

national surveys conducted over several decades. The chapter begins with a description 

of the data collected from the various surveys.  The chapter then describes multiple 

regression models that were developed and tested using data from the General Social 

Survey (GSS).  The remainder of the chapter presents the summary statistics for various 

types of reported participation activities and the results of the multiple regression models.  

Appendix G provides more detailed descriptions of the surveys used.  Appendices H 

through J describe the variables used from the GSS for the summary statistics and the 

multiple regression models.  Appendix K describes some of the limitations of the GSS for 

the purposes of this study and Appendix L summarizes some participation-related data 

collected from recent Internal Revenue Service (IRS) from submitted tax returns. 

 

Chapter 6 describes a case study of reported participation from one Fairfax County, 

Virginia subdivision over a sixty-year period.  The chapter begins with a description of 

the county in the 1940s before the subdivision was built.   The chapter then presents 

selected examples of various participation activities as described in the community 

association documentation and local press.    
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Drawing on the findings and conclusions from Chapters 4 through 6, Chapter 7 answers 

the research questions and assesses the usefulness of the proposed participation-

community theory in gaining a more holistic understanding of the relationship between 

these two social phenomena.  The chapter then discusses the implications of the study 

findings for public policy and suggests future lines of research.    
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CHAPTER 2 - THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Definitions 

 

We begin this examination of participation and community by first defining several key 

concepts that will be used extensively throughout the remainder of the study.   

 

For the purposes of this study, I define “participation” is a process where an individual 

voluntarily joins in activities and/or shares some of his resources (e.g. labor, goods, 

knowledge) with others (Morris 1976).  Through participation, people create rules and 

norms for social interaction.  These rules and norms also provide varying opportunities 

and constraints for participation (Cleaver 1999a). In addition, through participation, 

groups create patterns of trust, mutual obligation and reciprocity that facilitate long-

term relationships (Coleman 1988; Putnam 2001; Scaff 1975). Without individuals 

sharing or joining in such activities, there would be no group activities, such as 

cultures, governments, or marketplaces. 
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While the notion of “community” seems familiar and has been the object of much social 

science research (Kempers 2001), a consensus on a definition has remained elusive, due 

in part to ambiguity and shifts in the meaning of “community” over the years (Lepofsky 

2003).  For example, about 50 years ago, Hillery conducted a review of the literature and 

found nearly 70 definitions.  He found that the only clear common element among the 

definitions was that ‘community’ dealt with groups of people and their interactions 

(Taylor 1998).  For the purposes of this dissertation, I define a community as a group of 

individuals who have chosen to be associated with each other for specific purposes and 

identify themselves as part of the group or community. Furthermore, I narrow the focus 

to those communities where the participants share a common locality.  I do this in order 

to anticipate regular face-to-face interactions among the participants of the community, a 

key component of small group communications (Galanes 2004).   

 

The classic theorists wanted to understand the social context within which individuals 

made their decisions and acted on their decisions.  To help their examination of the social 

context, theorists developed the concept called ‘structure’ which they defined as the rules 

or norms operating in a given social context that people in a group expect individuals to 

follow in carrying out their actions (Cohen 2000; Sewell 1992).   Each social context can 

be defined by a set of structures that are external to the control of an individual, referred 

to as “external structures.”  These external structures can be grouped into the following 

broad categories: physical, cultural, social, political and economic.  The next few 
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paragraphs provide brief descriptions of these different categories of external structures 

(Stones 2005): 

 

 Physical structures describe some of the most tangible elements that define a 

social setting.  This category of structures includes the geographic features that 

define the space, such as the natural resources, climate, and topology of the area. 

The physical structures also include the population of people and animals that use 

the space, consisting of such characteristics as their density, growth, and 

migration. In addition, man-made contributions to the space, such as buildings, 

transportation and communication facilities are part of the physical structures 

(Warren 1965).  People choose to live in different locations because of such 

factors as the physical advantages for commerce, transportation, defense or other 

purposes (Galster 2001; Heller 1989).   

 

 Cultural structures include the pattern of enduring behaviors, values, beliefs, 

ideas, attitudes, norms, language and traditions shared by a large group and 

passed on to succeeding generations (Galanes 2004).  Culture1 determines how 

people convey and interpret the symbols exchanged during communication, and 

the rules for acceptable behavior within groups.   Different cultures interpret the 
                                                             
1 While I have categorized culture here according to its functional role of sharing and passing on 

information, culture is a pervasive and powerful force in society.  We could also consider culture as one of 

Durkheim’s causal factors that lead to the production of certain structures, or as one of Sewell’s 
foundational structures on which we build other structures. 
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significance of specific behaviors in different ways (Myers 2002; Putnam 2000).  

Cultural norms can serve as a foundational structure for other structures, such as 

political structures (Lipset 1996).  

 

 Social structures refers to the different ways that people group themselves or can 

be grouped together, based on one or more social characteristics shared in 

common, and the specific behaviors and actions that people in such a group may 

display.  People can be grouped together based on such characteristics as class, 

sex, race, age and income. People who share common characteristics may or may 

not associate with each other. Furthermore, they may or may not agree that they 

are part of a given group (Bolland 2002; Warren 1965).   

 

 Political structures define the recognized authority, power and resources 

allocation by a political unit, both within the unit and by those who are outside of 

the unit. This category of structures includes the form of government, the level of 

government, and the different public entities that define, fund and enforce 

government laws. It also includes those public entities that provide goods and 

services such as safety, defense, education, health, recreation and housing. 

Political structures can also include entities that define authority, power and 

resource allocation within private entities, such as civic associations and places of 

worship (Warren 1965). 
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 Economic structures include those rules and norms that individuals and groups 

use to produce, purchase and distribute good and services within a given social 

context. This category of structures includes the types of markets and industries 

that are operating within the area.  It also includes the goods and services that the 

population receives from outside of their immediate area (Warren 1965).    

 

In addition to the external structures that define a social setting, each individual has 

internal structures that shape their decision-making, behavior and actions, referred to as 

“internal structures.”  In a given situation, an individual is both knowledgeable of the 

applicable external and internal structures.  The individual’s behavior is influenced by 

their knowledge of one or more external structures that are particularly influential in the 

given social context.  Their knowledge of the applicable structures shape the person’s 

internal expectations, decision-making and behavior.  The outcome of the individual’s 

internal thought process is the action the individual takes in the context of the given 

structures.  The individual’s action(s) is the external outcome, resulting from their 

internal decision-making process (Cohen 2000; Durkheim 1902; Stones 2005). This 

process will be described in more detail in the next chapter. 
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For this study, an “association” or “organization” is a formal entity with defined 

leadership, rules and procedures that engages its members and resources through a 

variety of activities, in order to achieve stated objectives (Hannan 2005; Knoke 1986). In 

contrast, a “group” describes either a formal or informal collection of people. 

 

Lastly, “public policy” constitute a set of rules that one level of community applies to one 

or more of its sub-communities to regulate the common life shared by all (Parsons 1995). 

For a public policy to achieve its goals, logically it must, among other things, reflect an 

understanding how participants engage in the sub-community (Keller 2003; Schneider 

1997; Weissert 1979).  If the nature of participation in America is changing, the potential 

exists for concomitant changes in public policy, either directly, through changes in 

specific policies, or indirectly, through changes in policy implementation.   

 

Review of the Literature 

 

Participation Theories 

 

This section offers a brief summary of the different theories recent researchers have 

offered regarding the factors that have influenced individual and group participation.  
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Various researchers have postulated that selected structures were particularly influential 

in encouraging or discouraging participation.  For example, Georg Simmel studied the 

effect of one type physical structure, urban populations, on participation.  He saw the 

presence of a diverse population in metropolitan life as an external force that compelled a 

person to think more with his head, to balance the details of market-place exchanges, than 

with his heart.  The city offered the individual more freedom to participate in a variety of 

associations, but also required the individual to hone their uniqueness in order to preserve 

their core identity (Cohen 2000). In contrast, other researchers have found that the lack of 

other physical structures, such as water and infrastructure, can severely limit 

participation, even when the population is motivated and organized (Cleaver 1999a). 

 

Participation in organizations and associations includes such activities as becoming a 

member, attending meetings, contributing to decision-making and providing financial 

support. These types of participation activities are generally considered “formal 

participation”. Other researchers reported that other social structures, such as families and 

friendship groups, can significantly affect the nature of participation, for both participants 

and external agents  (McKenzie 1994; Swaroop and Morenoff 2006; Wandersman 1981).   
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A key influential characteristic was the formality of the social structure, and the related 

activities.  Participation within informal structures, hereafter referred to as “informal 

participation,” includes such activities as casual conversation, sharing time together, 

asking for assistance in an emergency and sharing labor or materials (Bolland 2002; 

McGahan 1972; Swaroop and Morenoff 2006). Much of the participation and community 

literature has focused on the influence of formal participation through established 

associations, organizations and institutions.  Consequently, less is known about the 

influence of other forms of participation, such as informal or non-participation, on 

community and public policy (Cleaver 1999a; Green and Brock 2005; Warren 1987). 

Lastly, formal and informal participation are not mutually exclusive.  Informal 

participation does occur within formal organizations, and vice versa (Cleaver 1999a; 

Green and Brock 2005). 

 

Another aspect that helps define the degree of formality of a group and its related 

participation is how explicitly the participants convey their shared interests.  These 

shared interests, such as cultural heritage, kinship, language, experience, morals, give the 

group a sense of homogeneity (North 1990). In formal organizations the shared interests 

are explicitly defined through its objectives, activities and membership requirements. 

These organizational features encourage or discourage participation. For instance, an 

association’s membership requirements, organizational size, elitist leadership, resistance 

to change, short-term or self-interests may intimidate its own members or non-members 
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(Boyle 1997; Cleaver 1999a).  Moreover, membership establish group identity and 

boundaries that include some and exclude others (Cleaver 1999a; Kempers 2001; 

McCarthy 2002).  For example, in 2002, the private club that annually hosts the Master’s 

Golf Tournament only considered for membership males who are nominated by current 

members.  The club’s membership list reflected the influence of corporate power, as well 

as family and other social connections (McCarthy 2002).  Such a group is defined as 

much by the non-participants, “them,” as by the participants, “us” (Taylor 1998).  A non-

exclusionary group would generally accept into the group any person who wanted to 

participate.  For example, a street entertainer may acknowledge anyone who was 

watching the performance as a member of his or her audience. 

 

Theorists have contended that political structures can both encourage or discourage 

participation.  For example, in democracies like America, the multiple layers of 

government offers numerous venues for individual and group engagement, and thereby 

encourages participation (Knoke 1986). Moreover, the ultimate source of political 

authority is with the voters.  As Tocqueville noted, America’s free institutions and 

political rights impress on every inhabitant the notion that it is a duty, as well as in their 

interest, to make themselves useful to their fellow inhabitants (Fukuyama 1999).  

Political activities like voting, attending public meetings, and circulating petitions 

running for office, joining a political party or campaign, encourage public participation 

(Lipset 1996; Putnam 2001).  Tocqueville noted that the American legal structure also 

encourages participation through its protection of individual rights, trial by jury, election 
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of judges, and civil laws suits to remedy private disputes provides opportunities for 

American to join with others in shaping social norms (Tocqueville 1993).  However, 

Tocqueville also observed that some political structures discourage participation.  For 

instance, one of the norms created and refined by democracies is the equality of all 

human beings, based on their capacity for tolerance and mutual respect (Tocqueville 

1993).  Yet, equality can make people feel unconnected to each other.  Without this 

connectedness, selfishness and indifference could flourish (Boyle 1997).  Others have 

suggested that liberal democracy’s emphasis on individualism builds communities that 

lack shared values and encourages interest groups that crowd out most citizens (Lipset 

1996). 

 

Some political systems can accommodate participation better than in others.  For 

example, the 18
th
 century monarchy of George III found citizen participation problematic, 

while it was particularly beneficial to the emerging democracy in America.  Tocqueville 

thought that knowing how to collaborate was a foundational knowledge required for 

successful democracies. When people participate in formal organization, they learn about 

political issues and democracy. Consequently, participation contributed to the legitimacy 

of political structures (Boyle 1997).  Given participation is such a key ingredient for a 

democracy, a decline in participation would be concerning.  Recently, Putnam and 

Skocpol observed a significant drop in the membership of mostly national associations 

and concluded that social and civic engagement was eroding.  Their theory was that 
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erosion in association membership could undermine support for democratic institutions 

(Boyle 1997; Putnam 2001; Skocpol 2003). 

 

As with political structures, economic structures have the potential to both encourage and 

discourage participation.  For example, the free market capitalism system that stresses 

equality, meritocracy and laissez-faire can both encourage and discourage owners, 

investors, sellers, workers, and consumers to participate in the marketplace (Fukuyama 

1999).  Some theorists argue that capitalism allows buyers and sellers to enter into and 

participate in a free market, at will.  The repeated, simultaneous exchange of goods and 

money among these buyers and sellers helps promote habits of reciprocity and builds 

social networks (Dawley 2000; Fukuyama 1999).  Other theorists, such as Hirsch, 

Schumpeter and Mandel, argue that capitalism’s promotion of self-interest and its 

tendency to dissolve traditional personal bonds and networks through innovation, inhibits 

participation (Fukuyama 1999).  Too much laissez-faire can create monopolies designed 

to limit new competitors from participating in the market.  Furthermore, not all buyers 

and sellers have been able to participate fully in the free market system due to 

discrimination by class, race and ethnicity (Jackson 1985). 

 

Just as structures can affect participation, researchers have reported that participation can 

affect structures, both positively and negatively.  The conventional wisdom is that 

participation is a ‘good’ thing for society, and thus for many types of structures(Sobel 
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2002).  It reaps benefits not only for the participants and the groups but also for the 

community at large(Boyle 1997).  Putnam suggested that widespread cooperation enables 

social, political and economic exchanges to run more smoothly, thus enabling the society 

to operate more efficiently (Campbell 2000; Putnam 2001).  Other theorists, such as 

Durkheim, Parks and Parsons, expected participation would help sustain equilibrium 

(stability, balance and symbiosis) (Fukuyama 1999; Sobel 2002). 

 

Some theorists see participation as a way to reinforce a group’s cultural structures of trust 

and reciprocity, which facilitates cooperation within the group. Weber and others have 

viewed participation as an expression of the negotiated power relationships between 

different power structures, such as government officials and group participants (Cleaver 

1999a; Warren 1987).   For example, Arnstein described participation as the means by 

which have-nots could induce social reform externally, enabling the have-nots to better 

share in the benefits of an affluent society. To illustrate the gradations in the quality of 

participation relative to the participant’s power, Arnstein constructed an 8-rung “ladder of 

citizen participation.”  At the lower rungs of Arnstein’s ladder, citizens have little control 

over external decision-makers, while at higher rungs, citizens have more control 

(Arnstein 1969; Wandersman 1981).  

 

Yet, theorists have also been concerned that too much participation or the wrong kind of 

participation can be detrimental to social or cultural structures (Boyle 1997; Cleaver 
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1999a).  Schumpeter and others have been concerned that too much participation could 

lead to instability.  Others were concerned that excessive participation can increase 

polarization and distrust while decreasing political efficacy and efficiency (Boyle 1997).  

When participation leads to strong community ideals or familism, it may invite negative 

outcomes, such as prejudice, lack of adherence to public authority, and totalitarianism 

(Galanes 2004; Gusfield 1976; Taylor 1998).  Participation in criminal associations such 

as gangs or terrorist groups is detrimental to the safety and security of others in the 

community (Fukuyama 1999; Putnam 2001). 

 

Another category of participation theories have focused on the individual actor and their 

‘agency.’  In general terms, ‘agency’ refers to the choices and actions that individuals 

take within their social context and available options (Hays 1994; Marshall 2000). The 

classical theorists’ developed this term in order to help them understand observed human 

action and behavior patterns  (Cohen 2000). The characteristics of agency include:  

 all humans have a capacity for agency,  

 the individual or actor is distinct from agency,  

 individuals are responsible for the choices they make,  

 actors make choices by drawing on both their experiences and their projections of 

future outcomes, agency can vary among individuals and among societies, and  

 agency can apply to both individuals and groups.  

(Emirbayer 1998; Marshall 2000; Sewell 1992). 
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For voluntary associations or organizations, participation is a matter of individual choice.  

One motivation for people to join an organization is the desire to associate with others 

that are like themselves (homophily) (McPherson 1983).  Consequently, voluntary 

organizations can promote homogeneity among its members because people join in order 

to associate with like-minded people (Knoke 1990; McPherson 1983).  People can be 

motivated to participate for several other reasons, such as perceived social needs (e.g. 

physical deterioration or crime), concern over how the community or group is operating 

and self-identification as a neighbor (Swaroop and Morenoff 2006).  Other research 

found that individuals are persuaded by others to participate.  In such instances, the 

person trusts and values the persuader and considers their argument in favor of 

participation to be credible (Knoke 1990).   

 

In order to participate in an association or other type of group, the actor needs to be 

willing to share an undefined portion of their resources.  For instance, the actor must be 

willing to share their time, energy, knowledge or power, and not necessarily at a time of 

their choosing (Taylor 1998). Other researchers have suggested that people decide to 

participate in associations because of the benefits (collective goods) that are available 
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only to members.  These benefits are given only to members in exchange for their 

contributed labor, money or other resource2 (Knoke 1986; Rich 1980). 

 

Once a person decides to participate, they then decide how much of their resources they 

are going to allocate to various activities (Knoke 1986). A related line of research and 

theory development has focused on the intensity of participation and the factors that 

influence how actively a person participates.  For instance, since the 1920s, researchers 

have recognized that membership was an insufficient proxy for measuring participation. 

Consequently, they have periodically developed scales to measure the intensity of 

participation in a given association, such as ranging from a passive onlooker, through 

token membership, to active committee work, ending at top leadership as the highest 

level of participation.  They have also explored an individual’s intensity of participation 

across multiple associations (Edwards, Klemmack, and Hatos 1973; Swaroop and 

Morenoff 2006; Wandersman 1981).  Other research has found that people consider 

multiple factors in deciding how intensively they will participate in a given group or 

activity.  A person’s intensity of participation can be influenced by such factors as their 

other responsibilities and demands on their resources; their commitment to the group or 

activity; their satisfaction with the group; and their interest in the specific topics or issues 

                                                             
2
 However, sometimes members and non-members can receive the group or association benefits even 

though they have made little or no contribution to the group’s efforts. These beneficiaries are referred to as 

‘free riders.” Knoke, David. 1986. “Associations and Interest Groups.” Annual Review of Sociology 12:1–

21; and Rich, Richard C. 1980. “A Political-Economy Approach to the Study of Neighborhood 

Organizations.” American Journal of Political Science 24(4):559–92. 
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related to the activity participation (Cleaver 1998b, 1999a; Knoke 1986; Oliver 1984; 

Wandersman 1981).   

 

Without sufficient participation from its members, voluntary groups or associations can 

wither or fail (Knoke 1986; Putnam 2003; Skocpol 2003).  Accordingly, it is interesting 

to consider theories of non-participation, where people choose not to be associated with a 

given community. People may choose not to participate for numerous reasons, both 

intended and unintended.  They may choose not to participate because they find it easier 

or a matter of habit, based on routine or the social norms, or they may feel they lack the 

skills to participate (e.g. public speaking or administrative experience)(Bolland 2002; 

Oliver 1984). Despite a common assumption that participation is a good thing, a person 

may find it rational and beneficial to be a non-participant (Cleaver 1999a; Wandersman 

1981).  For example, in some low-income communities it is safer for some groups, such 

as the elderly or single mothers, not to participate in community activities.  Other reasons 

for not participating include: lack of time or knowledge, a desire to avoid conflict, 

placing a higher priority on private needs, participating  would not address personal 

needs, the process is too complicated, and individual contribution will not have an impact 

(Cleaver 1998a, 1998b, 1999a; Wandersman 1981).  Yet, willingly forgoing participation 

can come at a price.  For example, external policymakers sometimes view non-

participants as irresponsible (Cleaver 1999a; Putnam 2001). 
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A recurring theme in the participation literature is that while agency is fundamental to 

participation, participation, in turn, can fundamentally affect the agent.  Participants learn 

to participate by participating (Boyle 1997).  Through this learning process, agents 

enhance their personal efficacy skills, such as: cooperation, sense of share responsibility, 

knowledge, how to access to additional resources, sense of identity or solidarity with 

others,3 and others watching out for the interests of actor (Boyle 1997; Campbell 1992; 

Cleaver 1999a; Fukuyama 1999; McPherson 1983; Putnam 2001; Toth 2000).  Other 

research has indicated that the more participants are included in group decision-making 

and communications, the more positively, loyal and attached they feel towards the group 

(Knoke 1986).   

 

Liberal democratic theory suggests that participation yields additional internal benefits 

for the agent.  Mill and others have asserted that by practicing self-government in small 

spheres, participants have a better understanding of democracy and the experience may 

serve to propel their participation into larger arenas of political activity (Boyle 1997; 

Putnam 2001).  Participation in the political structures can lead to enhanced citizenship, 

greater involvement in public institutions, and economic benefits (Boyle 1997; Heller 

1989; Putnam 2001).  In addition, participation leads to more participation, that is: 

participation in one social or political structure can lead to participation in other 

structures.  Tocqueville also thought participation in voluntary associations helped to 

                                                             
3 The desire for solidarity or a common bond with other people is sometimes referred to in community 

development literature as a ‘sense of community.’ Bolland, J. 2002. "Neighboring and Community 
Mobilization in High-Poverty Inner-City Neighborhoods." Urban Affairs Review 38:42-69. 
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reduce feelings of alienation (Boyle 1997).  Researchers also reported that participants 

may feel a sense of satisfaction or accomplishment if they feel their participation has 

helped them fulfill their responsibility to be altruistic or to be a good citizen 

(Wandersman 1981).   

 

Participation can also incur external and internal costs for the actor.  In order to have 

some of their needs met through participation, people need to be willing to give up some 

of their individual autonomy and freedom to do whatever they wish, whenever they want 

(Taylor 1998).  In order to receive the benefits of being part of the group, the participant 

has to be willing to conform to some degree.  Those who are unwilling to conform risk 

being excluded or ostracized (Boyle 1997).  Thus, participation may sometimes clash 

with an agent’s internal structure of personal liberty (Sewell 1992).  Moreover, each actor 

does not bear all the costs and benefits of participation (Cleaver 1999a).  The person 

deciding to participate, the individual(s) who actually participates and the beneficiaries of 

the participation are not necessarily the same person.  Consequently, the costs and 

benefits of participation can fall differentially (Cleaver 1999a; Putnam 2001).  Moreover, 

research has also found that participation can result in negative feelings among some 

participants.  For instance, one study found that active participants had more pessimistic 

feelings about others in their community, while token participants had more positive 

feelings.  The active participants were more pessimistic about others in their community 
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because experience had taught them that other people were less likely to volunteer to help 

solve the group’s problems (Oliver 1984).     

 

Recently, the concept ‘social capital’ has emerged as a way to capture the participation 

process and its outcomes.4  As defined by James Coleman, social capital consists of 

rational actors participating in activities that serve an exchange of economic-like goods 

(Fukuyama 1999; Putnam 2001). The exchange consists of the following steps: doing 

something beneficial for others, gaining a ‘credit slip’ as a result of the act, trusting that 

the obligation will be paid, creating a network of social ‘credit slips,’ and using the 

network to exchange information cheaply and network norms (Coleman 1988; Putnam 

2001).  Researchers, such as Putnam and Fukuyama, have used the social capital concept 

extensively. For example, Putnam used the concept in Bowling Alone to theorize that 

Americans were becoming increasingly disconnected from one another due to their 

declining membership in voluntary associations and that social structures were 

diminishing (Fukuyama 1999; Putnam 2001).  Fukuyama used the concept in The Great 

Disruption to explain his theory of the emergence of a new social order (Ladd 1999; 

Sobel 2002). 

 

                                                             
4 Capital is the investment of resources with expected returns in the marketplace. Social capital is one of 
several types of capital such as physical, human and cultural.  
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Yet, there have been several criticisms of the social capital concept or related research.  

Solow and Arrow thought that the analogy to physical capital was weak because, among 

other reasons, owners of social capital cannot transfer this capital as they can with 

physical capital.  Ladd suggested that, in making his assessment, Putnam relied too much 

on membership in traditional associations, ignoring participation in non-secular or new 

groups (Chaskin 1997; Ladd 1999; Sobel 2002).  Another criticism is that Putnam and 

others tend to equate social capital with the outcomes from using social capital (Carroll 

2003; Chaskin 1997; Ladd 1999; Sobel 2002).  Other researchers have challenged 

Putnam’s and others’ focus on participation through formal organizations. For instance, 

they found that informal participation can also be helpful in promoting civic skills among 

participants and social connectedness within a community (Green and Brock 2005).   In 

addition to these criticisms, I would flaw Putnam’s approach because he equates quality 

of social capital with the quality of community, as suggested by the full title of his book, 

Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (Putnam 2001). The 

social capital concept does not capture the importance influence of other structures, 

besides norms, that influence the nature of community.  Therefore, equating social capital 

to community is both flawed and incomplete.  

 

These major participation theories help to identify key structures and agency 

characteristics influencing participation.  The numerous structures humans create in 

response to such influences as the population, social relationships, political and economic 
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systems help shape participation.  The effect of individual choices and actions (agency) 

can also affect participation.  Some of these theories also found a reciprocal relationship 

with participation having an effect, in turn, on both structure and agency. 

 

Community Theories 

 

As indicated earlier, the definition of community is still debatable.  Based on my review 

of the community literature, there are numerous theories of community.  Some 

researchers focused their theoretical and empirical work entirely on community, while 

others considered community as a sub-topic of another issue.  In this section, I engage 

some of the major theories other researchers have invoked in previous studies of 

community. 

 

Researchers have reported on numerous types of structures that can influence the nature 

of a community.  Physical structures are among the most basic, external structures 

influencing the nature of community.    People choose to live in different locations 

because of such factors as the physical advantages for commerce, transportation, defense 

or other purposes (Galster 2001; Heller 1989). Given the limited means of transportation 

and communications (until the 20
th
 century), people’s closest relationships were often 



 

28 

 

with those who lived and worked near them.  Consequently, early theories of community 

focused on space as the key structure in defining community.  

 

In his studies of human relations, for example, Tönnies relied heavily on territorial or 

geographic space in defining whether a group had formed a ‘community’ or not.  

According to Tönnies, if the people lived in a small village where they could have face-

to-face interactions and they shared history, loyalty and a connection to the land, then 

emotional will (‘gemeinschaft’) guided their relationships. These people lived in a 

‘community.’  If rational achievement of mutual goals (‘gesellschaft’) was the common 

basis for relationships, which he thought was the case in the cities, then he thought that 

these people lived in ‘society,’ rather than in a community (Myers 2002; Tonnies 1957).  

Tönnies theory emphasized the importance of spatial proximity in forming relationships.  

As more modern theorists have observed, individuals who live or work near each other 

have repeated opportunities for interactions, which translates into more opportunities to 

discover similarities.  Interactions with those who live nearby require less time and effort 

(Fukuyama 1999). These repeated interactions also allow individuals to build reputations 

for trust and facilitates participation.  People are more likely to join or share with people 

in whom they have built a sense of trust (Warren 1987). 

 

There are several criticisms of Tönnies’ theory.  One criticism was that Tönnies infused 

nostalgia into his theory - he regretted the decline of the small community. In addition, he 
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gave positive normative qualities to his concept of ‘community.’  A third criticism is that 

Tönnies conflated the concepts of space and community.  As a result, his definition of 

community was tied to a particular type of space, the rural village.  Even with these 

limitations, his dichotomy has been very influential (Campbell 2000).  For example, 

public debates often infer that small towns reflect better American values than cities 

(Warren and Lyon 1988).   

 

In the 1930s, Robert Park considered the influence of space on community from an 

ecological standpoint, as part of his study of urban life. Like Comte and Spencer, he drew 

on nature to model human relationships. He theorized that natural space, especially the 

land, and the forces of competition, dominance and succession influencing other animal 

behavior, also influenced human associations (Campbell 2000; Warren and Lyon 1988). 

Critics of these theories contend that it is difficult to establish which takes precedence in 

defining a community, the geographical area or the social life (Campbell 2000).  Early in 

the 20
th
 century, sociologists began to separate the concepts of space and community.  

The sociologist Emile Durkheim was a transitional figure this process.  Even though 

Durkheim tied his theory of community (discussed later) to space at times and separated 

the two concepts at other times, his influence was such that modern theories of 

community do not use space as a proxy for community.  Henceforth, space was seen as a 

separate element affecting community development and organization (Heller 1989).  In 

the 1960s and 1970s, research suggested that the spatial area that defined a meaningful 
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community was smaller than previously thought, and maybe as small as a few houses or a 

couple of blocks (Wandersman 1981).  More recently, some have suggested that 

communities no longer need to have spatial characteristics in order for researchers to 

identify and study them (Freeman and Audia 2006). 

 

In contrast to physical structure’s external influence, culture is an important structure that 

influences community, from both internal and external sources.  As noted earlier, culture 

determines how people convey and interpret the symbols exchanged during 

communication, and the rules for acceptable behavior within groups. For instance, 

different cultures interpret the significance of specific behaviors, such as silence, in 

different ways (Myers 2002; Putnam 2000).  Culture can also act as an external influence 

both on and between groups, such as when one culture influences another.  For example, 

the spread of the consumer products across national borders can influence consumer 

behavior in the importing countries. 

 

Cultural norms can serve as a foundational structure for other structures.  For example, 

drawing on Weber, Tocqueville and other theorists, Lipset suggested the colonial 

Americans’ cultural suspicion of concentrated power led the founding fathers to draft a 

U.S. constitution that separated the church from the state.  Because of this separation, 

churches became voluntary associations.  Consequently, people realized they had to 

support a number of associations in order to maintain support for the church and meet 
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local needs (Lipset 1996). These theorists noted that these and other cultural norms could 

also discourage participation.  For instance, Lipset noted that the same individualism that 

leads individual Americans to give so much money to charity, also leads them to have the 

lowest percentage of the electorate voting (Bolland 2002; Lipset 1996). 

 

Like cultural structures, both internal and external social structures can influence the 

nature of a given community.  Emile Durkheim theorized that internal social structures, 

such as the solidarity derived from shared needs and the trade of specialized knowledge, 

shaped the development of community (Gusfield 1976).  Durkheim expected that the 

greater mix of skills and beliefs in modern society would shift the social structures would 

exert an external influence on how people created community.  He thought that people 

would need to create new sub-cultures in order to create solidarity and avoid social 

malaise.  He expected one’s occupation to become as dominant force as religion or 

family in creating solidarity (Campbell 2000). 

 

Both informal social structures, such as friendships, and formal structures, such as 

schools, can greatly influence the nature of community (Bolland 2002; Cleaver 1999a; 

Galanes 2004; Green and Brock 2005; Myers 2002). Key distinctions between these two 

types of structures are that informal social structures are not centralized and lack defined 

rules for social interactions, whereas formal structures have established rules and 

hierarchies that centralize roles and activities (McKenzie 1994; Putnam 2001; Warren 
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1987).  We could view informal or formal social structures as either externally imposed 

and internally generated, depending on the size of the community under examination.   

For example, a group of teenage friends can externally impose its informal social 

practices on a group of younger boys, as in S.E. Hinton’s The Outsiders (Hinton 1967).  

In contrast, a formal social structure, such as a school, can internally generate its own 

rules, in addition to the rules that state or federal agencies impose.  

 

In highlighting the importance of some other social structures to community building, 

some theorists appear to confirm Durkheim’s prediction that people would need to create 

new sub-cultures to create solidarity.  For example, Tocqueville and others have 

theorized that formal voluntary associations, from local churches to national fraternal 

organizations, serve as mediating bodies helping to moderate the relationship between the 

individual and larger society and to sustain social values (Boyle 1997; Fukuyama 1999; 

Parsons 1995).  The communitarian theory gives these associations primary importance 

in a democracy.  The theory suggests that voluntary associations can come to the aid of 

individuals and families, if they cannot help themselves.  These theorists suggest that 

state should step into to help only if the community associations could not resolve a 

problem (Boyle 1997). 

 

Some researchers define community as the combination of structures, such as selected 

social and physical structures. For instance, McPherson suggested that community was 
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defined by the social attributes of those living in a physical space, as defined by the 

residents (McPherson 1983).  In contrast, Freeman and Audia suggested community was 

the aggregate of the interdependent residences and organizations which are co-located in 

a given geographic space (Freeman and Audia 2006).   

 

The numerous categories of structures, such as the physical, social and political, have led 

to a multiplicity of labels by which we can identify a community or an individual.  For 

example, we can accurately describe a housing development as a seaside, retirement or 

upper-income enclave.  In the same vein, an individual can simultaneously have several 

different roles and belong to several communities at the same time. Furthermore, the 

various communities can be overlapping and shift their boundaries over time (Cleaver 

1999a; Fukuyama 1999; Warren 1987).  For example, a person can simultaneously be a 

driver, voter, and a student at one point in their life, and a cyclist, officeholder, and parent 

at a later time.  In this way, community can, through its plurality, influence structure.  

The multiplicity of structural boundaries may overlap or conflict. This overlap and 

conflict may lead members to define and prioritize the boundaries of a community 

differently (Cleaver 1999a; Fukuyama 1999). The same conflicts may occur at the 

community level, be it the seaside retirement enclave, or the state, or the nation. 
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As with structure, numerous characteristics and activities relating to an individual’s 

choices and actions (agency) can affect the nature of community.5   For example, 

phenomenological theory concerns the agent’s conscious perception of the world as it is 

given.6  Husserl, who established this theory, asserted that agents directed all of their 

conscious (intentional) acts toward some real or ideal object (Vaitkus 2000).  Berger and 

Luckmann, drawing on the work of Husserl, Schutz and Scheler, introduced an updated 

version of the theory as a ‘sociology of knowledge,’ a phenomenology of the social 

world.  According to this theory, communities, and, by extension, agents construct 

societies from the fabric of meanings, and commonsense ‘knowledge,’ given to objects 

and activities.  Society is a human product and an objective reality.  In this theory, 

communities continue to exist because agents continually produce meanings for objects 

and activities (Berger and Luckmann 1966). 

 

Two community theorists, Bernard Anderson and Anthony Cohen, drew on the tenets of 

phenomenology and symbolic interactionism (the exchange of symbols and their 

meanings) in the development of their theories.  Anderson suggests that members in very 

large communities, like nations, imagine their solidarity and identity because, though 

they will never know most of their fellow members, they still feel a deep comradeship 

                                                             
5 Each of these theorists stressed the importance of communication where people receive, interpret and 
respond to each other’s signals in the form of language, physical gestures, or other means.  Galanes, G., 

Adams, K., Brilhart, J. 2004. Effective Group Discussion: Theory and Practice. New York: McGraw Hill. 
6 Phenomenology is the study of human experiences and its meaning, without regard to the objective reality 

or the individual’s subjective response. Morris, William. 1976. "The American Heritage Dictionary of the 
English Language." Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.   
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with the other members (Anderson 1991).  Cohen theorized that boundaries, expressed as 

symbols, identify a community.  Some boundaries are objectively apparent, while others 

are not (Campbell 2000; Cohen 2003).  For example, the winners of the Masters Golf 

Tournament all publicly receive and wear a green jacket.  However, the membership of 

the club that sponsors the tournament is secret (McCarthy 2002).  Some boundaries are 

internally generated, while others are externally imposed.  For example, in America, 

states set the limits of authority given to cities and towns within their borders.  People 

create these different symbols or boundaries through interaction.  Each person mediates 

the meanings given to symbols that they use.  The reality of boundaries lies in the 

meanings that people give them, not in their form.  In sum, Cohen thought that 

community existed in the mind of its members (Campbell 2000; Cohen 2003). 

 

Rather than imagination or boundaries, Fischer suggested, drawing on data from people 

living in a range of urban to rural settings, that personal relationships were the key to 

understanding communities.  He described personal relationships as operations of 

personal networks (Fischer 1982).  An individual’s social network consists of both close 

relations with a few confidants and scores or hundreds of weaker relationships with 

casual friends and acquaintances7 (McPherson 1983).  He found that individuals build 

these networks daily through choosing those with whom they will relate (Fischer 1982).  

                                                             
7 Recent research suggests that, in America, the mean number of close confidants (the mean size of a 

‘strong’ social network) for an adult has declined from 2.94 in 1985 to 2.08 in 2004. McPherson, M., 

Smith-Lovin, L., Brashears, M. 2006. "Social Isolation in America: changes in Core Discussion Networks 
over Two Decades." American Sociological Review 71:353-375. 
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Coleman noted that individuals have different networks of relationships for work, family, 

or recreation (Coleman 1988).  Coleman, Wellman, and Leighton also suggested that 

examining social networks was the preferred approach to understanding communities. 

They connoted the concept of community with social networks (Cleaver 1999a; Coleman 

1988; Taylor 1998; Wellman 1979). 

  

These theorists saw a strong reciprocal relationship between agency and society. For 

example, according to Berger and Luckmann, just as society was a human product, they 

saw agents as social products.  Once a body of knowledge has an autonomous level of 

meaning, then that body of knowledge has the ability to act on the agents in the 

community (Berger and Luckmann 1966).  Anderson suggested that people obey laws, 

follow conventional habits, because their communities are suffused with both external 

and internal structures that prompt and guide their behavior (Anderson 1991).  Fischer 

suggested that the personal networks were society’s avenue for influence (Fischer 1982; 

McPherson 1983). 

 

As this review of recent participation and community research and related theories 

demonstrates, these two social phenomena have interested social scientists for many 

years and there have been many important insights into their natures and their 

interrelationship. For instance, researchers have observed that the structures humans 

create in response to such influences as the physical environment, culture, and social 
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relationships, help define a community.  They have also found that these structures are 

created through participation.  The cumulative effect of individual choices and actions 

(agency), such as the creation of symbols and boundaries, can also affect the nature of 

participation and community.  Interestingly, some of these theories also found a 

reciprocal relationship between community and participation.  

 

Yet, researchers have also notice that there are gaps in the research.  For instance, even 

though researchers have noted the influence of informal participation on community, the 

participation-community research has typically focused on the influence of participation 

through formal entities, such as governing bodies or voluntary organizations (Cleaver 

1999a; Warren 1987).  Scott suggested that researchers are attracted to studying 

organizations or other types of institutions because, in part, such entities collate 

individual actions, making such actions more easily observable and measurable. As 

Warren had observed in the early 1960s, informal participation is decentralized and 

implicit, and therefore hard to observe and measure, while formal participation is explicit 

and, therefore, easier to observe, measure and change (Warren 1987).  Cleaver made 

similar observations over 30 years later (Cleaver 1999a).  In addition to the tendency of 

researchers to focus on formal participation, I found through my review of the 

participation-community literature that researchers typically focused on the dynamics and 

influence of positive participation, with less attention paid to the dynamics and influence 

of non-participation or negative participation on community and public policy.   Lastly, 



 

38 

 

several researchers have noticed that the participation and community literature presents 

an array of disparate findings without an overarching theory that would give the findings 

some coherence (Cleaver 1999a; Knoke 1986; Warren 1987).  Cleaver attributed some of 

this disparity to whether researchers viewed participation as a process leading to an 

outcome or an outcome itself, such as social control or resident empowerment (Cleaver 

1999a).  For example, some researchers describe participation as a tool to deliver 

products.  Others describe participation as a process to achieve social control (Botes 

2000).  These gaps and omissions provide an opportunity to consider a theory and 

approach that would bring together these accumulated findings into a coherent 

framework and also make room to account for the influence of other forms of 

participation that have received less attention over the years.  
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CHAPTER 3 - PARTICIPATION-COMMUNITY THEORY AND 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Participation-Community Theory 

 

To bring together the wide array of findings from participation-community literature and 

provide conceptual space to consider the influence of the wide range of participation 

activities, I propose the following the following community-participation theory:  

 

The participation activities that we observe are outcomes of each individual’s 

reconciliation of relevant internal and external structures that influence how and 

when they will engage in public activity.  This reconciliation of relevant 

structures is referred to as an ‘individual’s structuration process.’  The relevant 

sub-structures will vary, depending on the given social situation. Among a group 

of individuals who have chosen to associate with each other, the accumulation of 

their related participation activities creates a structural hegemony that defines a 

community. The participation experience contributes to the individual’s ongoing 

refinement of their internal structures and structuration process. Ongoing shifts 
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in the accumulated activities of these associated individuals leads to refinement of 

the community’s structures.  

 

This theory with its overlapping and cyclical processes is modeled in Figure 1 as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Model Illustrating the Participation-Community Theory for an Individual 

 

The model is intended to capture the cumulative influences of all types of participation, 

such as positive, negative, informal, and non-participation.  Likewise, community is 

intended to represent the accumulation of all structures, both formal and informal. While 
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the model, as presented, describes the recursive relationship between individual 

participation and community, it can also be used to describe a similar relationship 

between group-level participation and community, by substituting “group” for 

“individual” in Figure 1. 

 

Over the past several decades, several researchers have come close to proposing a theory 

for community that noted the influence of external and internal structures in influencing 

community and participation.  For example, over fifty years ago, Warren conducted a 

review of the participation and community literature.  He noted that Loomis had said that 

social systems which are “constituted of the interaction of a plurality of individual actors 

whose relations to each other are mutually oriented through the definition and mediation 

of a pattern of structured and shared symbols and expectations.” (Warren 1987:47)  He 

went on to define community consisting of numerous elements (in parenthesis I suggest 

one or more external structure that corresponded with Warren’s element):   

 Spatial Distribution of people and their institution (Physical – population density 

and geography) 

 People who make up a given population (Social – population socio-economic 

characteristics) 

 Shared Institutions and Values (Political, Economic, Cultural) 

 Interaction of local people (Cultural, Social) 

 A Distribution of Power (Political, Economic, Cultural, Social) 
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 Social System (Cultural, Social) 

o System of sub-systems 

o No one entity or actor dominates the structure or function of the 

community, in relation to other entities or actors. 

Warren concluded that community is the outcome of the system of sub-systems and was 

not created explicitly (Warren 1987).  Warren then said that if we view community as 

system of social subsystems, we needed follow Loomis’ suggestion and consider several 

factors that would influence any social systems, such as: 

 Belief/knowledge 

 Sentiment/what we feel 

 End goal/objectives 

 Norms – all criteria for judging behavior of others 

 Status role – what is expected from an actor in a given setting 

 Power – the capacity to control others 

 Sanction - tools to induce conformity to norms or objectives 

 Facility – means used to attain ends 

(Warren 1987:47–48).  Note that several of these factors are similar to the internal 

structures that were briefly described earlier, and will be described in more detail shortly.  

While Warren noted the need to consider external and internal structures, he did not bring 

these two sets of structures into a direct, dialectic relationship.  In addition, though 

Warren noted the potential influence of other forms of participation on community, such 
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as informal participation, his study largely focused on the relationship between formal 

participation and community (Warren 1987). 

 

In the early 1980s, Wandersman developed a model that attempted to capture the effect 

of formal participation activities on community organizations.  While Wandersman’s 

model was more narrowly focused on community organizations, his model did 

acknowledge the influence of individual’s internal structures (such as their characteristics 

and motivations), the influence of a few external structures (such as economic and 

physical), and the recursive relationship between participation and these various 

structures.(Wandersman 1981)  About the same time, Fischer was observing that, since 

people often participate in several groups, they are, in fact, part of several different 

communities, such as co-workers, neighbors, and classmates. (Fischer 1982) 

 

 

In the 1990s and 2000s, several researchers brought the pieces of a potential overarching 

theory together.  For instance, Cohen and Sewell suggested at different times that,  

cumulatively, the rules or norms created through individual and group participation 

activities define the social context, or ‘structure,’ within which the actor(s) make their 

choices.  People with a group expect individuals to follow these rules and norms in 

carrying out their actions. These rules and norms may be interpreted and negotiated 

differently by individuals.  These different interpretations and negotiations influence 
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when and how various individuals participate in joint activities with others. 8  In addition, 

individuals can have different characteristics, such as interests, knowledge and skills, that 

affect their participation (Cohen 2000; Sewell 1992). During the same period, Cleaver 

suggested that community is the outcome of the accumulated participation of a group of 

people, in a given setting. Different communities can result from different sets of rules 

and participants (Cleaver 1999a).  Kempers noted that, while many researchers describe 

community as an outcome of the accumulation of associations, others have noted the 

influence of informal participation on the construction of community.  For instance, he 

noted that Black had thought community life was built from such informal participation 

activities as mutual aid and fellowship. Kempers described community as the sum total of 

how, why, when, under what conditions, and with what consequences people bond 

together. He also went on to suggest the recursive relationships between community and 

its participants and the external structures when he suggested that community was given 

its shape and form by its members and the surrounding conditions, while community, in 

turn, shaped its members and its surroundings. He suggested that community existed in a 

reflexive relationship with its members and with social structures; with each constructing 

and reconstructing one another (Kempers 2001:7–10).  

 

Warren also noted that the interrelationships between individuals, groups and 

communities were multi-layered.  He did so by describing the multiple levels at which 

                                                             
8 According to Weber, different actors could have different orientations to the same norm. Stinchcombe, 
Arthur. 1968. Constructing Social Theories. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.   
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the participation dynamics played out: first, within the person; then between a person and 

a group, then within a group, and then between a group and an external entity.  He 

categorized those participation activities that involved peers, such as between a person 

and a local group or between two local groups, as “horizontal.”  In contrast, participation 

activities that brought a group in contact with an external entity such as a government 

agency or business were categorized as “vertical” (Warren 1987).  One of values of 

Warren’s categorization is that he was acknowledging how individual’s and group’s 

participation activities influenced not just the community, but other individuals or groups 

within the community (horizontal), as well as entities that were outside the community, 

such as local, state or federal government agencies (vertical).  In a similar vein, Kempers 

sought to note the cumulative effect of smaller social communities on the broader society 

when he suggested that large scale social systems are influenced by the communities 

embedded within them and that communities shape their larger social environments 

(Kempers 2001:10).  The proposed model tries to capture the multi-layered recursive 

relationships between individuals and groups and community, and then the cumulative 

influence of the smaller social units on the broader external structures that shape our 

broader society by noting the different levels of external structures and the lines between 

the individual or the community and these external structures.        
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Research Questions 

 

The participation-community theory will be assessed by exploring three research 

questions: 

 

1. How do people participate in their various communities? How are their 

participation activities similar and how do they differ? 

2. If the forms of participation differ over time, do these differences affect the 

nature of the community?   

3. If the forms of participation have differed over time, has public policy facilitate 

these differences and/or was policy changed in response to shifting participation 

activities?  

 

The first pair of research question seeks to identify the varying forms of participation in 

different communities, at different points in time, and the factors that may influence their 

change.  They assume that, regardless of time or setting, people participate in group 

activities.  The questions also assume that these activities can be measured through direct 

observation, documentary evidence, or testimonial evidence.  Two hypotheses are 

associated with these questions. The first hypothesis is that, for a given group in a 

particular setting, the major forms of participation, created through the accumulation of 

individual activities, changes over time.  A second hypothesis is that individuals 
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gradually shift in their preference from one set of activities to another through their 

ongoing, internal reconciliation of the relative importance of internal and external 

structures, as described through structuration.  While the answer to the first question will 

often be ‘yes’ for many communities throughout the world, the answer to the second 

question will vary from one community to another.   

 

 

The second question explores the relationship between participation and community.  As 

stated earlier, community is theorized as a function of the hegemony of structures created 

by the accumulation of individual participation processes in a group.  The assumptions 

associated with this research question are: 

a) there is a causal relationship between participation and community, with 

participation influencing community;  

b) the structures that are related to participation are the same structures that help 

define a community; and  

c) the interactions between participation, structures and community can be measured 

through direct observation, documentary evidence, or testimonial evidence.    

 

The hypothesis associated with this second question is that gradual changes in the forms 

of participation lead to changes in community.    
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The third question explores the relationship between participation and public policy. This 

question assumes:  

a) a political system which allows for changes in the forms of participation and 

responds to those changes,  

b) a causal relationship between participation and public policy, with participation 

influencing policy, which can be measured through direct observation, 

documentary evidence, or testimonial evidence.   

Here, the focus is narrowed to how public policies change in response to perceived 

changes in participation, particularly political or civic participation.  The hypothesis 

associated with this third question is that changes in the forms of participation activities 

can affect public policy, either directly affecting specific policies or indirectly, by 

affecting the way that policy is formed or implemented. 

 

Scope Conditions 

 

For analytical purposes, participation is framed in terms of activities and change: 

- Participation activities refer to those activities commonly practiced by a 

majority of group members and generally influence the group’s main 
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purpose.  It assumes that the more common a given activity, the more 

influential it is.9  

- Change refers to increases or decreases in volume or intensity of the 

participation, or an alteration in a characteristic of the participation activity, 

such as participants, communication, or required resources.  

 

In this study, community is framed in terms of group, purpose, time, membership and 

locality. 

- Group: The focus is narrowed to smaller communities because much of our 

interactions occur in smaller communities (Galanes 2004), and a smaller 

scale will facilitate a more detailed exploration of the participation process.   

- Purpose: The group is formed for a specific purpose.  The purpose is a key 

structure that helps to identify related structures, such as political, social 

and economic structures, that define the community.  The observed 

participation activities are likely related to the groups’ purpose.  

- Time: The focus is narrowed to communities in existence for several 

months or years, rather than brief, spontaneous groups, such as group of 

stranded tourists. 

                                                             
9
 Alternatively, a form of participation can influence a group’s purpose because it is undertaken by a 

highly influential group or individual(s).  However, I focus here on those participation activities that are 

influential because they are commonly practiced.   
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- Membership: Individuals voluntarily self-identify as a member of the group 

(Cleaver 1999a; Kempers 2001; McKenzie 1994).  The membership does 

not have to be formal, e.g. documentation, dues, etc.  The definition 

excludes groups formed or sustained through external coercion, such as a 

prison or gang, since the threat of force would strongly influence how 

people participation in group activities.  This requirement does allow for 

conscripted communities, such as a homeowner’s association, where 

individuals make a choice, like purchasing a home, to which community 

membership is an attached requirement  (McKenzie 1994). 

- Locality: The requirement of a shared locality is added to anticipate regular 

face-to-face interactions among the community members, a key component 

of small group communications (Galanes 2004). 

 

Research Design 

  

This study undertakes to answer the three research questions using three methods: 

1. A meta-analysis of studies of six American communities (Chapter 4); 

2. Analyses of the national trends in participation (Chapter 5); and  
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3. A case study of participation in a Fairfax County, VA subdivision (Pimmit Hills) 

over the past 60 years (Chapter 6).   

 

 

The meta-analysis of community case studies and the Pimmit Hills case study will 

contribute to answering each of the three research questions because each case study will 

provide detailed information, over several decades, about:  

 participation activities of numerous residents and groups;  

 changes in the nature of each community;  and 

 where residents’ participation activities effected public policy, at the local, 

regional or national level. 

 

However, in keeping with the nature of a case study, the results from these community 

studies cannot be generalized to reveal national trends in participation. The recent 

development and availability of longitudinal survey data has the potential to describe 

trends in selected participation activities.   

 

The analysis of the national, longitudinal trends in reported participation will contribute 

to answering the first research question in several ways. First, they have the potential to 

offer generalized trends regarding how people participate in those activities over time. 

Second, if the participation data is tied to the participants’ characteristics, then we would 

be able to examine similarities and differences in participation in various activities, by 
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various population groups, over time. Thirdly, if the national participation data set also 

includes data regarding the external structures that describe the social context and/or the 

internal structures that describe the relative influence of the respondents’ characteristics 

and other internal structures on reported participation activities – then we can begin to 

build a model for the structuration process at the national level. Lastly, the availability of 

national data on participation activity will facilitate comparisons between reported 

participation by Pimmit Hills residents and similar data from the national, state, local 

levels.  Most previous community researchers could not undertake such a comparative 

analysis because national data on participation was unavailable. However, over the past 

several decades, social scientists have begun to collect national data on Americans’ social 

activities and attitudes.   

 

Overview of Meta-Analysis and Selection of Selected Community Studies 

 

A meta-analysis is a secondary analysis of original research (Wong and Raabe 1996). 

Such an analysis seeks to examine the processes observed within each of the original 

studies and reveal similarities and differences among studies within the framework of a 

set of research questions, and using a using a specific analytical strategy and coding 

system to categorize study information (Glasmeier and Farrigan 2005; Morra et al. 1992). 

Meta-analyses have several advantages over a single study.  It helps to control for bias by 

drawing on a variety of independent studies that used a variety of methods and sources of 
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evidence. The collection of studies describes a broader panorama of findings than would 

be possible from a single study.  Lastly repetition of observations across a collection of 

studies helps to identify both common patterns and discrepancies (Morra et al. 1992). 

However, all meta-analyses are bounded by the observations, methods, and limits of the 

original studies (Patton 2002).  A meta-analysis can only answer the research questions 

with the type and depth of information provided in the collected studies, and the patterns 

it reveals can only be interpreted as suggestive, rather than definitive (Morra et al. 1992). 

      

The purposes of this meta-analysis are to: 

 to identify differences in participation practices (research question 1);  

 note whether differences in participation led to differences in community and 

public policy (research questions 2 and 3);  

 using a cyclical model, examine how the participation activities differed; and 

how the participation activities affected community and policy (research 

questions 1,2, and 3) , and  

 examine if the case study observations, gathered for other research purposes, 

support for the proposed participation theory. 

 

To select those community studies to include in the meta-analysis, I developed a unique 

set of inclusion criteria that would ensure the studies selected would examine the 

interaction of various external structures (political, economic, social, physical, etc.) and 

structures internal to the participants (worldview, perceptions of relative roles and power, 
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etc.) in the context of community participation, and be of satisfactory quality for the 

purposes of my analysis (Morra et al. 1992; Stones 2005).  The criteria for including a 

community study in in the meta-analysis were as follows: 

 The study had to examine one territorial community (and not a virtual community 

such as a website or phone) because: 

o A territorial community provides the opportunity for participants and by-

stander observations of many different types of participation. 

o Participants get the experience of face-to-face interactions which may 

impact internal structures as the participants process how they and others 

are reacting to the participation experience (without the mediating effect 

or filter of the written word & its tools)  

o Participants interact with physical structures (weather, space, health, etc.) 

at the place of participation 

 The study had to include observations regarding the participation activities of the 

specific groups that were the focus of the study, such as the members of a group 

or community.  Although community studies often focus on the activities of the 

leaders, the study had to also describe participation experiences of common 

members. Leaders and members often have relatively different levels of influence 

on activities, decision-making and external structures, so examining both types of 

members would broaden the examination of community participation.  

 The study had to describe a “voluntary” community, that is, where residents 

willingly associated with the community.  The reason for this criterion was to 
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avoid those communities where the threat of force, such as in a prison or 

plantation, could strongly influence residents’ decision-making regarding their 

participation in group activities, and the type of activities undertaken. However, it 

does allow for conscripted communities, such as a homeowner’s association, 

where individuals make a choice, like purchasing a home, to which community 

membership is an attached requirement (McKenzie 1994). 

 All of the studies had to come from the same country because it would mean that 

the communities shared, to a degree, several external structures such as form of 

government, language, and national history.  This approach would simplify the 

identification and comparison of other external structures, groups and activities 

that may be particularly unique to each community.  For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I chose to focus on studies of American communities. 

 The study needed to use generally accepted methods for collecting and analyzing 

community-related information and those methods needed to be reliable enough 

for the purposes of the meta-analysis, e.g. the scope and the methods of data 

collection (Glasmeier and Farrigan 2005; Morra et al. 1992; Wong and Raabe 

1996).   Each of the studies was reviewed in at least one academic journal and 

received a positive review regarding its data collection and analysis. 

 

 
To identify those studies that met the criteria for inclusion in the meta-analysis, I 

searched the community development literature for studies of American communities that 

provided detailed observations of the external structures, individual and group 
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participation activities, and some of the residents’ internal structures affecting their 

participation activities.  I searched the university library, as well as online search engines. 

Since the purpose of the study was to identify participation activities undertaken in a 

community, I searched the research literature using such terms as community, 

participation, as well as terms related to regions of the country, eras in American history 

and ethnic groups. Since this meta-analysis only examined published work, it has a 

publication bias toward studies that were deemed by publishers to have positive outcomes 

or be potentially interesting to readers (Morra et al. 1992; Wong and Raabe 1996).  

 
 

The six studies selected for the meta-analyses met all of the inclusion criteria. The set 

includes different types of communities, such as frontier, urban, agricultural, and 

suburban, and different social groups, such as minority, women, immigrant, laborers, and 

the upper middle-class, from different periods of history.  The collection also includes a 

wide variety of political, economic, social, physical, and cultural characteristics that 

might influence residents’ participation in community activities.  

 

In general, community studies were selected so that, as a collection, they would describe 

public participation in voluntary American communities across hundreds of years, in a 

variety of communities by a variety of people with different socio-economic 

characteristics.  I sought to include studies from different periods of history because some 

changes in public participation activities, such as voting, can take generations to unfold. 
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Moreover, the broad sweep of history might have to reveal the genesis and evolution of 

activities that we may take for granted today.    

 

Table 1 provides a list of the community studies included in the collection for this meta-

analysis.  Table 2 provides an overview of each study.  More detailed descriptions of 

each community study are provided in the appendices.  

 



 

 

 

Table 1. Summary characteristics of Community Case Studies Used in Meta-Analysis 

 Study Title, 

Author 

Time-

period 

Covered by 

Study 

State 

Where  

Community 

Located 

Region of 

U.S. 

Population 

Density 

New or 

Established 

Community 

Ethnicity of 

Participants 

Gender of 

Participants 

Socio-

Economic 

Status of 

Participants 

Community 

Continued 

or Lost 

1 Mayflower, 
Philbrick 

17th 
century 
(1620-
1670)  

Massachuset
ts and 
Rhode 
Island  

NE Rural Both White 
immigrants and 
Native 
Americans 

Both Mostly 
middle and 
working class 

Both 

2 Social Order 
of a Frontier 
Community, 
Doyle 

19th 
Century  
(1830-
1870) 

Illinois  MW Rural/subur
ban 

New Variety Male Variety of 
Classes 

Continued 

3 City of 
Women, 
Stansell 

19th 
Century 
(1820-
1860)   

New York  NE Urban Both Variety Women  Mostly Low-
income/poor 

Continued 

4 Arctic Village, 
Marshall 

20th 
Century  
(1930-
1933) 

Alaska NW Rural New White & 
Native 
American  

Male Middle and 
low-income  

Lost 

5 All Our Kin, 
Stack 

20th 
Century 
(1968-
1972)   

Midwest, 
near Illinois 

MW Urban Established African-
American  

Mostly 
women 

Low-
income/poor 

Continued 

6 Community, 
Keller 

20th 
Century 
(1970-
2001) 

New Jersey MA Suburban New White Both Middle and 
upper-income  

Continued 

  17th C. - 1 
18th C. - 0 
19th C. - 2 
20th C. - 3 

 NE - 2 
MA - 1 
MW - 2 
NW - 1 
SW, SE  
or W - 0 
 

Urban-2 
Suburban-2 
Rural-2 

Both-2 
Established.-1 
New-3 

Varied - 2 
White - 3 
Black - 1 
Native Am. - 2 
Latin  
or Asian - 0 

Both - 2 
Male - 2 
Women - 2 

Varied - 1 
Upper  
Income - 1 
Middle 
Income - 2 
Lower 
Income - 2 

Both-1 
Continued.- 
4 
Lost-1 

(Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987) 
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Table 2. List of Community Studies for Inclusion in Literature Review 

 Study Title, 

Author 

Author Author’s Purpose in Conducting Study  Overall Study Design 

1 Mayflower, 
Philbrick 

Historian (MA Literature; 
Mayflower selected as 

finalist for Pulitzer Prize in 

History) 

To examine the voyage of the Pilgrims and 
the first 50 years of the Plymouth colony.  

Review of historical documents (primary 
and secondary sources); 

2 Social Order of a 

Frontier 
Community, Doyle 

PhD, Historian, Vanderbilt 

University 

To examine the process of building a new 

community in Illinois, during 19th century. 

Review of historical documents (primary 

and secondary sources); 

3 City of Women, 

Stansell 

PhD, Historian, Princeton 

University 

To examine how and why a community of 

women emerged in 19th century New York. 

Review of historical documents (primary 

and secondary sources); 

4 Arctic Village, 

Marshall 

Marshall, PhD, Biologist, 

trained by Margaret Mead 

(anthropologist) 

To describe the blended White-Native 

American culture in rural Alaska in the 

1930s. 

Review of historical documents (primary 

and secondary sources); interviews; direct 

observations; expert informant; intelligence 
tests 

5 All Our Kin, Stack PhD, 

Sociologist/Anthropologist, 

University of California 

To study the lives of poor African-American 

families in a Midwestern city in the mid-20th 

century. 

Review of historical documents (primary 

and secondary sources); interviews; direct 

observations; expert informant 

6 Community, 

Keller 

PhD, Sociologist, Princeton 

University 

To study New Jersey’s first planned urban 

development and homeowner’s association. 

Review of historical documents (primary 

and secondary sources); interviews; 
structured interviews; direct observations; 

expert informant; surveys 

(Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987) 
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Selection of National Participation Data  

 

To select a source of national data on participation that met the research objectives, I 

developed a set of criteria that would ensure the results were reliable, relevant, and 

generalizable.  I searched for national data sets that: 

 collected data from participants residing in America; 

 were publically available; 

 met academic-quality standards; 

 reported nationally representative data on one or more participation activities; 

 collected socio-economic data about the participants; 

 collected data relating to some of the participants’ internal structures; 

 collected data relating to some of the external structures that helped defined the 

context for the participation activity;  

 repeatedly collected data on at least one participation activity for at least one 

decade; and 

 followed sufficiently consistent procedures over the years to enable trend 

analysis. 

 

I sought national data sets that captured participation by Americans in order to facilitate 

the description of national trends in participation, and the comparison of participation by 
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various social groups. This national data would also provide comparisons between the 

national trends and the results from the most recent community case studies described in 

the meta-analysis.  Publically available data is readily accessible, is cost-effective and has 

few limitations on its use (such as copyright).  I sought national data sets that were 

produced according to academic standards because they would generate more reliable 

results. Given the focus of this dissertation on participation, I sought out national data 

sets that inquired about one or more participation activities.  To facilitate the most-in-

depth analysis, I sought out surveys that collected basic socio-economic data about the 

respondents since this would allow comparisons in reported participation, by various 

population groups. I also sought out data sets that gathered information about the context 

in or near the setting for the participation activity. Lastly, I sought out those surveys that 

had consistently collected data on participation over a number of years since such 

longitudinal data would facilitate an exploration of changes in reported participation over 

time.  

 

Having reviewed much of the literature on participation looking for national data sets that 

met the search criteria, I agree with Dalton’s conclusions that:  

 “there is no definitive source for data on American participation patterns over the 

last several decades.”  

  “comprehensive longitudinal data on the participation patterns of Americans are 

relatively rare” (Dalton 2006:9). 
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The national data sets that satisfied many of the search criteria came from recent national 

social surveys.  Even so, finding national survey data sets that met as many of the criteria 

as possible proved daunting for several reasons.  First, social survey research, at the 

national level, is a fairly new endeavor. The first national scientific surveys, which using 

random sampling, were not conducted until the late 1930s, and national, longitudinal 

social surveys only began in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Glynn et al. 2004; Robinson 

and Martin 2010).   Second, those surveys which asked a wide variety of in-depth 

questions about a category of participation activities (e.g. political, economic) have only 

been conducted once or twice (e.g. see (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001a; Verba and 

Nie 1987).  Lastly, it was difficult to compare results across different surveys, due to 

differences in question wording, time references, types of activities assessed, etc. (Dalton 

2006; Smith 1990).  

 

Despite these challenges, I found three national survey data sets that met many of the 

search criteria: the General Social Survey (GSS), the Current Population Survey (CPS), 

and the Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES). Each of the surveys collected data about 

respondents’ engagement in formal and/or informal participation activities over a decade 

or more. In addition, all of the surveys collected data on the respondents’ socio-economic 

characteristics.  Although the GSS, CPS and CES national surveys collected little, if any, 

information from respondents on the external structures that shape their social setting, 10 

                                                             
10 The GSS and CPS do collect, for instance, some limited information on the physical structure of the area 

where the respondent lives, such as geographic region and population density. Smith, Tom W., Peter W. 

Marsden, Michael Hout, and Jibum Kim. 2010. General Social Surveys, 1972-2010. Chicago: National 
Opinion Research Center; and U.S. Census. 2006. Current Population Survey: Design and Methodology. 
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the surveys did collect some data related to internal structures that may have influenced 

respondents’ engagement in the reported formal and informal participation activities.  In 

addition, the GSS also collected data on some of the respondents’ worldviews (general 

dispositions).  The availability of this data provides the opportunity to examine the 

influence of various internal structures on their decisions to engage in selected 

participation activities. Appendix G provides a brief overview of each of these national 

surveys.      

 

Overview of Case Study Selection and Data Collection 

 

The objective of the case study was to provide an in-depth description of recent 

participation in a specific context, an American suburb in the latter half of the 20
th
 

century.  Studying participation among subdivision residents has several advantages 

including, subdivisions are a common form of residential living in America (Coontz 

2000); shared residency provides one form of common identity; and homeowners, as 

longer term residents than renters, are more likely to be involved in community affairs 

(Putnam 2000). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office. Retrieved (http://www.census.gov/prod/2006pubs/tp-
66.pdf).  
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I chose the Pimmit Hills community as the Fairfax County subdivision for the case study. 

Built in the early 1950s, the subdivision contains over 1600 small, ranch style homes and 

is located in the West Falls Church area of Fairfax County, Virginia, east of the 

intersection of Routes 495 and 7. This subdivision has several advantages for a case study 

of participation.  First, the Pimmit Hills subdivision was built at the beginning of the 

post-World War II suburbanization and so would capture the experience of residents in 

the early years of the baby boom and the nation’s post-war expansion.  Secondly, the 

subdivision is located in Fairfax County, Virginia.  This state and the county had front 

row seats for several of the major political and economic transformations that occurred in 

the past decades, such as desegregation, expansion of the industrial-defense structure, and 

the technology booms.  The statistical profile of the Pimmit Hills residents has generally 

been similar to the rest of the Fairfax County, over the years (Netherton 1978).  In 

addition, Pimmit Hills residents formed a voluntary civic association, the Pimmit Hills 

Citizen’s Association (PHCA), which has been active in the community for over 60 

years.  The association’s objectives include presenting the residents’ concerns and 

interests to Fairfax County government and running useful events.  The PHCA’s 60-year 

archive of association documentation provides a rich source of information on the 

changing nature of resident participation in local activities, and the effect of that changing 

participation in the subdivision and the community association.  Moreover, the 

association sought to directly affect local urban development and safety policies, both in 

the public and private sectors.  Over the years, the PHCA actively supported different 

forms of community participation (public, private, political, economic, and social) which 
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offers the potential for a variety of participation examples. However, over the decades, 

resident participation in local activities has ebbed and flowed.  Residents reported that 

participation declined and local crime negatively affected the subdivision’s reputation 

(Kenny 2000).  The rise, fall and renewal of resident involvement in the association and 

other activities could help describe the factors contributing to changes in participation. 

Lastly, the association leadership was willing to cooperate with the study.  

 

The case study employed a variety of strategies and sources to collect examples of 

participation and the relationship between participation and community.  The use of a 

mixture of sources helps to validate and complement information gained from one source 

(Patton 2002). This case study is based largely on a review of archival evidence gathered 

from a variety of sources and the researcher observations at some of the recent events 

sponsored by the Pimmit Hills Citizen Association (PHCA).  Below is a list of the major 

sources of data from which information about participation in Pimmit Hills during the 

1950-2013 period was collected: 

 Pimmit Hills Newsletter/Dispatch (community association newsletter):  

o Collected, reviewed, and coded 500-600 issues, spanning 1952-2013  

 Sources – PHCA website, Dispatch editor and FCPL Virginia 

Room 

 Pimmit Hills Citizen Association (PHCA) Meeting Minutes  

o Collected minutes of the PHCA meetings, 1958-1974; 2011-2013  
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 Source - PHCA  

 Other PHCA Documentation  

o Photographs, Maps, Resident recollections, newspaper accounts 

o Source - PHCA Website (http://www.pimmithills.org) 

 PHCA Meeting Attendance  

o Collected readily available attendance records for PHCA meetings, 1964-

1985  

 Source - PHCA  

o Collected meeting attendance information from PHCA minutes (when 

reported)  

o Donahue observed attendance at selected PHCA meetings and sponsored 

events, 2008-2010, 2012-2013 

 Observations of PHCA meetings and sponsored events  

o Observed and transcribed written notes of group discussions, observations, 

and individual comments made to researcher at selected PHCA meetings 

and sponsored events, 2008-2010, 2012-2013  

o Photographs and videos  taken at these selected events, 2008-2010, 2012-

2013  

 Newspapers  

o Collected news articles related to Pimmit HIlls, 1950-2012  

 Sources - Washington Post and other selected local Northern 

Virginia newspapers 

http://www.pimmithills.org/
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 Fairfax County Historical documents and related materials  

o Collected information from relevant books, dissertations, journal articles, 

maps, and aerial photographs relating to major events occurring in Fairfax 

County and Virginia) during the 1950-2012 period  

 Census data  

o Collected data for Pimmit Hills census tract (when available), Fairfax 

County, and Virginia, 1950-2010   

 Sources - printed and electronic census results from the U.S. 

Census, Fairfax County, Northern Virginia Regional Commission, 

and libraries.  

 

Relevant data from these sources were scanned into electronic files and coded using the 

same coding scheme that was used for the meta-analysis. The source documents and the 

coding were then combined into an electronic file and analyzed. The recorded, reported 

or observed attendance and membership data was collected from the various sources and 

analyzed. 
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Framework for Data Analysis 

 

To facilitate the analysis of the collected data, I used two overarching categorization 

schemes. The first categorization sorted the reported participation activities into broad 

groups, based on their effect on others; how directly the participant engaged in the 

activity, and the formality of the activity.  The first subsection that follows describes this 

categorization in detail.  To help analyze the setting within which the participation 

occurred, I used a framework that was derived from Giddens’ structuration theory. The 

second subsection describes this structuration framework.  The details regarding how the 

participation categorization and structuration framework were used with each of the 

meta-analysis, the national participation data and the case study are described in the 

relevant chapter, e.g. Chapters 4 through 6.  

 

Categorization of Participation 

 

To analyze the participation reported from the different sources, the participation 

activities will be sorted into the same few, broad categories11: 

                                                             
11This typology is intended as an initial step toward sorting reported participation activities into broad 

categories. These categories are not meant to be exhaustive or mutually exclusive.  Further research may 
identify additional types of participation activities that do not fall into one of these different categories. 
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 Positive versus negative participation - Did the participation activity 

facilitate or inhibit the potential of others to participate in the community? 

 Direct, indirect or non-participation - Did the individual or group 

participate directly with others, or work through intermediate means, or 

not participate at all?  

 Formal or informal participation - Did the individual or groups publically 

participate with others through established roles, rules and procedures, 

such as membership, planning or voting, or did they participate in private 

and outside of established roles or rules?  

 

“Positive participation” is defined as consisting of those activities that facilitate 

participation, that is, the joining in or sharing with others; and “negative participation” is 

defined as consisting of those activities that exclude or discourage others from 

participating in public life. While positive participation involved such objectives as 

sharing, inclusion and creation, negative participation involved opposing activities such 

as taking, exclusion and destruction. 

 

“Direct participation” is when an individual engages with others without using 

intervening persons, groups or other types of intermediary procedures.  “Indirect 

participation,” is when an individual or group uses intermediate means, such as using 

intermediaries or circuitous activities, to achieve their objective.  Another category 
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captures when respondents do not participate at all, and is referred to as “non-

participation.”   

 

“Formal participation” refers to those activities that link an individual to an established 

entity, such as a government or organization, which has recognized authority figures, 

organizational structure, and uses regular, often written, rules or procedures to achieve 

their objectives.  “Informal participation” activities are those that were not led by 

designated leaders, according to an established plan, or in accordance with stated rules 

and/or procedures. Instead, informal participation often occurred spontaneously, through 

interactions among perceived peers, such as friends, family, neighbors, acquaintances and 

strangers through casual, unorganized procedures..  These informal interactions took 

many different forms. The most common forms of informal participation involved 

“neighboring” activities, where neighbors, friends and acquaintances socialized with each 

other on a daily or weekly basis, through such activities as entertaining each other or 

providing mutual aid. Through informal participation residents exchanged goods, such as 

food and tools, and services, such as child care and healthcare. They also exchanged 

knowledge, such as explaining how to fertilize fields using fish or how to mine for gold, 

and fellowship, such as through social and religious events (Cleaver 1999a; Edwards et 

al. 1973; Green and Brock 2005; McKenzie 1994; Putnam 2001).  

 

Figure 2 illustrates these broad categories of participation and arranges the categories into 

a two-dimensional matrix, referred to as the “participation matrix.”  The figure also offers 
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examples of activities that would fit in each category.  The boundaries between the 

categories are meant to be porous to suggest that the distinctions between the different 

participation activities are somewhat fluid, rather than clear and fixed. A given activity 

could be assigned to different categories depending on the external structures that help 

define the setting and/or the individual’s internal structures that shape their practices and 

intentions.  

 

 

  

Participation Matrix 

 Formal                                  Informal 

Positive 

 
Member, pro-social  organization 
Voting, Petition 
Volunteer or Donor 
 

 
Inclusive practices 

Socializing 
Neighboring 

 

 
Law-abiding  

Supporter, but not volunteer or donor 

Negative 

 
Member, anti-social  organization  
Organized crime 
War 
 
 

 
Exclusive practices 

Gossip  
Vandalism 

 

 
Not-voting 

Not helping to stop a crime in progress 
Ignoring an easily correctable problem  

 Direct Indirect Nonparticipation 

 

Figure 2. Participation Matrix illustrating broad categories of participation         

 

 

Other researchers have used a matrix to categorized participation activities. For example, 

Swaroop and Morenoff sorted participation activities into a two-by-two matrix of formal 

and informal activities compared to two categories of participant motivations (Swaroop 
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and Morenoff 2006). The matrix presented above categorizes participation across three 

dimensions: its formality, its directness, and its effect on others.  

 

Structuration Framework 

 

As the summary of participation and community theories illustrates, different researchers 

have emphasized either structure or agency as a key factor in influencing the observed 

participation or community. Researchers and theorists have long attempted to explain the 

relative influence of structure and agency in describing social activities (Berger and 

Luckmann 1966).  Durkheim, for example, suggested a dialectic12 relationship between 

agency and structure and anticipated that the tension arising from consideration of these 

two concepts would lead to a better holistic understanding of human actions and 

relationships (Baker 2005; Cohen 2000). Berger and Luckmann, who also suggested a 

dialectic relationship between agency and structure, attempted to resolve the dichotomy 

through their sociology of knowledge (Berger and Luckmann 1966). 

 

Giddens introduced structuration theory in order to describe the mutual dependence of 

agency and structure (Boyle 1997; Hays 1994; Sewell 1992).  The traditional view of 

                                                             
12 Dialectic refers to the art of seeking the truth through examining the contradictions in an opponent’s 

argument and overcoming them. Morris, William. 1976. "The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language." Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.  
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structures typically referred to macro-clusters of institutional (or group) practices or 

properties, such as political or economic systems.  This view minimized the importance 

of human’s perception of experience (phenomenology), and interpretation (hermeneutics) 

in the interaction between structure(s) and agency, and within structure(s) and agents 

(Morris 1976; Stones 2005). 

 

Giddens viewed structure differently than the traditional view of structures. He saw 

structure as a process of applying rules and resources in various settings, instead of a 

fixed object.  Structures are both a medium of the agent’s practices and an outcome of 

those practices, referred to as the ‘duality of structure’ (Stones 2005).  He thought that 

agency could influence not only the reproduction of local structures, but also the 

transformation of structures across a society.  Structure could both constrain and enable 

human action, while human actions could create, reproduce and change structures (Boyle 

1997; Hays 1994; Sewell 1992).  Structuration theory emphasizes the phenomenology, 

hermeneutics and practices (the way an agent draws on their internal structures) operating 

at the interaction of agency and structure, and operating within agency and structure.  The 

theory builds upon other theories, using them to help frame the structuration process 

(Stones 2005). While structuration theory has not been without its critics (Cohen 2000; 

Sewell 1992; Stones 2005), it offers the potential for a holistic study of  a social 

phenomenon, such as participation.   
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To help illustrate the structuration process, consider a quote from Shakespeare’s Henry V.  

In Act V, King Henry learns that it was not French custom for women to kiss before they 

are married, and replies to his intended, Kate, a French princess: 

    O Kate, nice customs curtsy to great kings. Dear  

    Kate, you and I cannot be confined within the weak  

    list of a country's fashion: we are the makers of  

    manners, Kate….. 

(Shakespeare, Wells, and Taylor 2006) 

In this succinct quote, we see the symbiotic relationship between agency and structure.  

Agents (French ancestors) create structures (customs about maidens kissing), which they 

and their successors (Kate) feel compelled to comply with.  Agents operate within the 

structure until circumstances arise (the urgent need to marry and secure a throne), prompt 

the agents (King Henry) to change the structures to conform to the new situation. Two of 

the macro-clusters of institutional practices influencing Henry and Kate’s discussion are 

the social structures of romance and the political structure of a monarchy in Medieval 

Europe.  Henry and Kate are strangers about to embark on an arranged marriage, but they 

are also monarchs with the power to change political and social structures without the 

consent of their subjects.   
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In this example, various structures serve as both a medium of the agent’s practices and an 

outcome of those practices (the duality of structures). Henry V draws on his internal 

knowledge of courting customs and sense of political and social power to persuade Kate 

to change the courting custom to his liking.  In consenting to his suggestion, Kate appears 

to amend her internal structure of the monarchy.  She may interpret Henry’s suggestion to 

have broader implications than just changing one cultural structure.  By trying to 

persuade her to change her mind, rather than forcing her, and including her as a ‘maker of 

manners,’ Henry is treating her as an equal, rather than the daughter of a defeated enemy.  

He may be implying that, as Henry’s and England’s queen, she may have more power 

than she had known or anticipated as a French princess.  Such a suggestion might have 

been a powerful inducement to a young woman in the 15
th
 century.  

 

Stones made a significant effort to translate Giddens’ abstract theory into a more concrete 

version that researchers could apply to specific research issues and settings.  In offering 

this new version of the theory, which Stones referred to as the ‘strong’ structuration 

theory, he also sought to address several of the criticisms raised by Giddens’ version and 

incorporate recent refinements.  To flesh out the details of the duality of structure concept 

he developed a framework for the structuration process, which he referred to as the 

“quadripartite cycle of structuration.”  This framework consists of the following stages: 

(1) External structures – conditions at the point of action, (2) Internal structures – 

structures within the agent, (3) Active agency – when agents draw upon internal 
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structures in producing practical action, and (4) Outcome of conduct – external structures, 

internal structures, or events resulting from the action.  Table 3 summarizes the key 

concepts of Stones’ structuration framework (Stones 2005). 
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Table 3. Structuration Framework as developed by Stones 

  Agent-In-Focus 
The agent-in-focus is already in the midst of position-practices 

and their relations. Actor’s view of their current condition 
stretches over time and space.  Networked “others” influence the 

actor’s action but they are not present or participate in the 
situation at hand. 

 

Stages of 

Cycle 

External Structures Internal Structures Active Agency/Agent’s 

Practices 

Outcomes 

from 

Conduct  

Description External Structures 
have an existence that is 
autonomous from the 
agent-in-focus.  
External structures can 
both constrain the agent 
and provide 
possibilities.  
 
The external structures 
and actors are 
themselves involved in 
their own duality of 
structure process. 

Theses internal structures 
are the ‘medium’ of agent’s 
conduct.   
 
The internal structures  

 are plural and 
diverse 

 provide a range 
of choices 

 affect the actors 
perception of the 
social context 

 
 
 

This stage represents the 
active/dynamic moment of 
structuration.  
 
These practices are the ways the 
agent draws on internal structures.   
The specific practices used will 
depend on the actor’s perception 
of (1) empirical context (2) 
chances for success and (3) 
probable costs 
 
The plurality of structures 
includes moral, religious, 
political, economic, professional, 
etc.     

 

Types Independent causal 
influences: Structures 
affect conditions 
independent of the actor 

Conjunctually-specific 

knowledge of external 

structures: 
(Conjuncturally-specific – 
a combination or critical 
set of conditions or events) 
 
 

Types of conjunctually-
specific knowledge: plural 
forms of knowledge the 
actor gains over time 

 Interpretive 
Schemes  

 Power - how 
agent sees power 
of others, relative 
to their own  

 Norms  
 

Interpretative Schemes 

 
How an agent interprets actions or 
discussion. Agent looks back & 
forth in time in order to make 
their judgments   

 
 

External 
and 
internal 
structures  

Norms (of action) – how actors 
behave given their beliefs & 
perception of pressure to act from 
other actors. Norms can be 
conformist or transgressive.  

 Irresistible causes 
forces:  Actor has the 
power to resist but do 
not feel they have the 
ability 

General-dispositions or 
habitus:  A plurality of 
structures, schemas, 
orientations and principles, 
includes generalized world-
views, classifications of 
things, people and 
networks, recipes of action, 
habits of speech and 
gestures, adaptive methods. 
 

Facilities/Capabilities Events 
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  Agent-In-Focus 
The agent-in-focus is already in the midst of position-practices 

and their relations. Actor’s view of their current condition 
stretches over time and space.  Networked “others” influence the 

actor’s action but they are not present or participate in the 
situation at hand. 

 

Stages of 

Cycle 

External Structures Internal Structures Active Agency/Agent’s 

Practices 

Outcomes 

from 
Conduct  

Additional 
information 

 
 
 
 
 

How the actor draws on 
structures and habits 
depends on (1) how these 
elements co-habitat in each 
actor and (2) the specific 
situation at hand.   
Positional-practices: role or 
position and practices 
embedded within various 
rules or normative 
expectations. 
 

There is a tension among the 
different elements of the actor’s 
habitus. 
 
 
Networks of agents rely on a 
mutuality of orientation and 
schema among the network 
members. 
 

 

Bracketing 

of Possible 

Empirical 

Methods 

                        Outward Processing  
Identify 

 Relevant external structures & routine position-
practices 

 Authority relations 

 Material resources 

 Relationship of conjunctually-specific knowledge 
to position practices 

 Constraints & possibilities available within 
external structures 

  

 Inward Processing 
Identify:  

 Key general-dispositions or habitus 

 Key conjunctually-specific knowledge 
           Agent’s perception of immediate external structural 
terrain 
           Number of diverse structural clusters 
            Relationship between clusters & how they affect agent 
activities 

  

(Stones 2005) 

 

 

External structures describe the conditions at the point of action and are the independent 

forces that limit agents’ freedom. In this study, where available, case study or survey data 

relating to external structures will categorized into one of these broad categories: 

physical, social, political, economic, or cultural structures influencing participation 
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activities (Stones 2005).  The relative influence of various external structures in a given 

community or neighborhood can vary by time period, geographic location, major 

industries, population, level of income, interaction with public agencies, dominant 

political issues, and the social and cultural mixes of the community participants. The 

external structures of the community can also be influenced by changes in state and 

national structures, such as such as the newspapers, roads, and telecommunications 

(Schudson 1998). 

 

As noted in Table 3, the internal structures include: 

General-dispositions or habitus:  A plurality of structures, schemas, orientations 

and principles, includes generalized world-views, classifications of things, people 

and networks, recipes of action, habits of speech and gestures, adaptive methods 

Positional-practices: role or position and practices embedded within various 

rules or normative expectations. 

Interpretative Schemes - How an agent interprets actions or discussion. Agent 

looks back & forth in time in order to make their judgments   

Power - how agent sees power of others, relative to their own  

Norms (of action) – how actors behave given their beliefs & perception of 

pressure to act from other actors. Norms can be conformist or transgressive 

(Stones 2005). 
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As can be seen from the table, this cycle represents a complex process.  The cycle 

illustrates how the agent’s use of numerous internal structures and practices to formulate 

their actions during a social process like participation. The cycle also indicates that the 

outcome can result in changes to both internal and external structures.  The cycle helps to 

explain the deep integration and symbiosis between agency and structure.  Lastly, the 

cycle points to potential strategies for conducting empirical research by bracketing the 

outward and inward processing of structures (Stones 2005). 

 

Stones recognized that applying structuration theory has its limitations.  Exploring an 

individual’s internal processes is a very difficult undertaking.  The person may not know 

or want to share this information.  Since such information is self-reported, the researcher 

could never be sure that the collected information was complete or accurate.  When 

examining historical events, Stones acknowledged that structuration studies could only 

suggest the types of internal negotiations that may have occurred within various 

individuals.  Despite these limitations, I would agree with Stones that using a 

structuration framework has the potential to provide a rich description of the processes 

and structures experienced by a given set of people in a particular setting, and in the case 

of this study, yield a better understanding of the participation process and its effect on 

community (Stones 2005).   
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CHAPTER 4 - META-ANALYSIS OF SIX COMMUNITY STUDIES 

      

Introduction 

 

As previously described, the first method used to explore the relationship between 

participation and community, and to test the participation-community theory was a meta-

analysis of six previously-published community case studies.  For each case study, the 

meta-analysis identified the following information: 

 the reported participation activities; 

 the interaction of internal and external structures with individual and group acts of 

participation;  

 examples where participants’ activities lead to observable changes in the structure 

of the community; and  

 changes in local public policies  

The coded content from the case studies was analyzed in several ways in order to identify 

potential themes and patterns, such as, by 

 the type of participation activity, e.g. positive, negative; 

 type of participant agent;  
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 the external structures that helped define the community, e.g. physical, 

political, economic, social and cultural; and 

 the internal structures that helped define the participants perspective of 

their experience, such as general disposition, role, position, etc.  

 

Analysis of the Case Study Content  

 

To begin the meta-analysis of the six community studies, I conducted a content analysis 

on the observations from the six studies (Delfico 1996; Morra et al. 1992; Patton 2002). 

The coding schema used in the content analysis had two major sets of codes.  The first set 

of codes categorized those passages that described participation activities.  The second 

set captured the major elements of strong structuration as described by Stones.  These 

structuration codes identified the major external and internal structures that related to the 

actors’ or groups’ participation activities. (Stones 2005).       

 

I coded the relevant passages from case studies (Delfico 1996) in the following manner: 

1. I assigned codes to those passage that described a participation activity received 

an initial code that consisted of three elements:  

a. the type of agent (individual actor or group).  
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i. In addition to identifying whether the agent was an individual actor 

or group, the code identified whether the group was a formal or 

informal  group.  An informal group was one that did not use 

authority figures, organizational structure, rules and/or procedures 

to achieve their objectives, as formal group would (Burns, 

Schlozman, and Verba 2001b; Cleaver 1998b, 1999b; Putnam 

2003; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995);   

b. the broad category of participation 

i. positive participation - participation is a process where an 

individual or group voluntarily joins in activities with others or 

shares something of value with others. This category refers to 

those activities that facilitated participation, that is, the joining in 

or sharing with others. Positive participation activities were coded 

according to the nature of the interaction or exchange, such as 

giving, getting, or sharing (Burns et al. 2001b; Cleaver 1998b, 

1999b; Putnam 2003);   

ii. negative participation – refers to activities that exclude or 

discourage others from participating in public life, such as crime, 

exploitation, neglect, and harassment (Putnam 2003; Zwarteveen 

and Neupane 1996); 

iii. indirect participation – refers to activities where an individual or 

group used non-direct methods, such as using intermediaries or 
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circuitous steps, to engage with a group or community  (Burns et 

al. 2001b; Cleaver 1998b, 1999b);   

iv. non-participation – describes those instances when groups or 

individuals did not participate in a community or group activity, 

either because they were excluded or as a result of personal 

preference (Zwarteveen and Neupane 1996); and 

c. the type of commodity exchanged during the activity, such as good, 

money, knowledge, labor, or event. 

Consequently, each participation-related passage initially received a code consisting of 

agent/type of participation/commodity involved.  For example, a participation passage 

might receive an initial code of “GGtG,” which meant the passage described a formal 

group (G) that got (Gt) a good (G).  

2. To provide a framework for examining the participation activities reported in the 

community studies, I used the Stones’ structuration framework (which he referred 

to as the “quadripartite cycle of structuration”).  This framework helps to examine 

the interaction of residents’ internal structures with the community external 

structures as it affected their participation activities. The model, as summarized in 

Table 3, consists of four stages (or “cycles”): 

a. External Structures: independent forces that influence behavior and 

actions, such as limiting agents’ freedom;  
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b. Internal Structures: agents’ perception of the influences of the external 

structures, specific knowledge of the setting and other actors, the agent’s 

general disposition, role and habits in a given situation; 

c. Active Agency: the way the agent draws upon their various internal 

structures, e.g. perceptions, knowledge, disposition and habits; 

d. Outcome of Conduct: effects of actions on external structures and agent’s 

internal structures (Stones 2005); 

e. Each reported internal or external structure received a structuration code.  

i. External structures where initially coded according to broad 

categories – physical, economic, political, social, and cultural; 

ii. Internal structures were initially coded as follows: 

1. Conjunctually-specific knowledge of agent-in-focus re 

agents-in-context. Types include:  

a. Interpretative schemes - agent-in-focus view of how 

agents-in-context would interpret actions and words 

of others;  

b. Norms - agent-in-focus view of how agents-in-

context would likely behave; 

c. Power - agent-in-focus view of how agents-in-

context see their own power. 

2. General dispositional  - A plurality of structures, schemas, 

orientations and principles 
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a. General worldview(s)  - such as orientations and 

principles, classifications of things, people and 

networks; 

b. Habitus – such as recipes of action, habits of speech 

and gestures, adaptive methods. 

3. Position practice - role or position and practices embedded 

within various rules or normative expectations. 

4. Group-related internal structures 

a. Objective or purpose; 

b. Leader; 

c. Membership; and 

d. Matters relating to group formation(Stones 2005). 

 

I used content analysis software to group the structuration and participation coding for 

each case study.  In doing so, I realized that most of the participation and structuration 

coding category needed sub-codes, either for the various population groups – such as by 

gender, ethnicity, community role, etc., or external structure sub-sector.  Without these 

sub-codes it would be too difficult to observe patterns or changes in structures, 

participation or community.  The content analysis of each of the six community studies 

used the same coding and procedures (Boruch and Petrosino 2004).  The detailed results 

of the analysis for each of the six case studies are described in the appendices A-F. 
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Meta-Analysis Results  

 

External Structures Influencing Participation in Case Study Communities 

 

The content analysis of the community studies, using the structuration framework 

described in Chapter 3, identified the key physical, social, political, economic, or cultural 

structures influencing participation activities in each of the six communities (Stones 

2005).  These structures are summarized in table 4.  While there may have been other 

external structures that affected the communities, the structures listed in the table were 

the key structures that the authors noted in relation to descriptions of various participation 

activities.  The table, created from the authors’ observations, suggests there were obvious 

differences in the external structures that influenced each of the six communities.  As 

intended, they varied by time period, location, major industries, level of income, 

interaction with public agencies, dominant political issues, and the social and cultural 

mixes of the community participants.  

       

Nevertheless, different communities shared interesting similarities in their external 

structures.  For example, the period of time covered by Social Order of the Frontier 

Community (SOFC) and City of Women overlapped during the 1830-1860 period (Doyle 

1983; Stansell 1987).  Both studies described the movement of women into the public 



 

88 

 

arena through charity and mission work, as well as the influence of the reform 

movements during the period. Mayflower and Arctic Village described community life in 

isolated, frontier villages where residents struggled to survive in harsh environments 

(Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006).     

 

The communities described in Mayflower and Community shared an important political 

structure (Keller 2003; Philbrick 2006).  Each was a “conscripted community” 

(McKenzie 1994) or a “consensual democracy” (Keller 2003) in that once a person made 

a choice to join the community, such as through joining an expedition or purchasing a 

home, the community had the legal authority to punish members who did not comply 

with membership requirements or force them to leave the community.  Life in these 

communities was tightly controlled by a private government which some residents found 

very constraining, and as will be described later, undertook various efforts to gain more 

freedom.  During the early years of each of these communities, outside investors had a 

strong influence over community’s early decision-making which at times undermined the 

long-term development of the community.  

      

The Mayflower, Community and SOFC communities shared a similar economic 

imperative that influenced local leaders and their policies (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; 

Philbrick 2006).  The property owners were partners in community-wide efforts to 

vigorously maintain and enhance the values of local residential and commercial property. 

In contrast, the poor residents described in City of Women, Arctic Village and All Our Kin 
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communities had different economic imperatives – to their raise income beyond 

subsistence wages and live in decent, affordable housing (Marshall 1991; Stack 1974; 

Stansell 1987).  

 

The external structures of the community were also influenced by changes in state and 

national structures.  For example, as national systems such as the railroads, newspapers, 

roads, telegraph, mail, tourism, commerce, standards, time zones, markets, credit-

reporting services developed, community residents became more readily connected to the 

broader communities (Schudson 1998).  For example, Doyle describes in SOFC the 

residents of Jacksonville waiting to hear by telegraph of the fall of Fort Sumter at the start 

of the Civil War.  The provision of aid, which had been a local function in early 19
th

 

century, as described in City of Women, had evolved by the 20
th
 century into the national 

programs, such as Aid to Family with Dependent Children and Food Stamps, as 

described in All Our Kin (Doyle 1983; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987). 

 



 

 

 

Table 4. Summary of External Structures for Case Study Communities 

 Mayflower Social Order of a 

Frontier Community 

City of Women Arctic Village All Our Kin Community 

Community 

Location: 

Plymouth, MA Jacksonville, IL Ghettos of New York 

City, NY 

Wiseman and Bettles, 

AK 

 

The Flats, a Black ghetto 

in city near Chicago 

Twin Rivers, NJ 

Time-

period  

17th century 

(1620-1670) 

 

19th Century  

(1830-1870) 

19th Century 

(1820-1860)   

20th Century  

(1930-1933)  

20th Century 

(1968-1972)   

20th Century 

(1970-2001) 

Physical Communications- 

limited communication 

with outside world 

Health- widespread 

illness, poor healthcare 

Migration – arrival of 

more Europeans  

Natural Resources – poor 

port, poor soil but 

cleared fields; lots of 

game and fur; plenty of 

land  

Population density - rural 

Population – gradual 

decline in Pilgrim 

population; rapid rise in 

Puritans population 

Technology – Pilgrims 

brought advanced 

weaponry and tools 

Transportation – travel to 

Europe was long and 

risky 

 

Migration - at any given 

time, most of the town’s 

population was 

comprised of migrants 

Health- early epidemics 

 Natural Resources – 

good soil,  but poor coal 

or other natural power 

supply 

Population density – 

rural and suburban 

Population- had 

population of permanent 

residents; population 

grew by 15 times from 

1830 to 1855 

Transportation – town 

not near rivers or 

railroads 

 

Health – infectious 

diseases, lack of medical 

care 

Housing – poor, 

overcrowded slums 

Migration – constant 

influx of immigrants 

Population density - 

Urban 

Population – rapid 

increase in city’s 

population 

Utilities – ghettos lacked 

basic infrastructure  

     

Communication-limited 

communication with 

outside world 

Location – 

remote/isolation 

Migration – little in-

migration 

Natural Resources- 

abundant game and 

natural resources 

Population density - rural 

Population – steadily 

declined 

Technology – limited 

access to current 

technology 

Transportation – dog 

sleds and river boats, 

limited air and car 

transportation 

Utilities - poor 

Housing - poor, 

overcrowded slums 

Natural resources – little 

Transportation – poor; 

walking common, 

limited bus and taxi 

service 

Utilities – poor 

Population density - 

urban 

 

 

Housing – good, modern 

Migration – in-migration 

until development was 

built out 

Location – near major 

employment centers 

Infrastructure – good, 

e.g. Recreation facilities 

Transportation – good 

roads and bus service 

Utilities – good 

Population density - 

suburban 

 

Economic Major industry - 

Subsistence agriculture: 

communal farming and  

private gardens; hunting 

Pilgrims indebtedness to 

investors 

Trade with other 

colonies and Europe 

Transactions – bartering 

Tribal leaders wealth - 

Tribute from members & 

tribal land, trade 

Major industry – initially 

subsistence agriculture, 

then farming and 

ranching; Small retail 

businesses; Boarding 

houses - women 

Eco Dev. ventures – 

college, state capital, 

railroad, institutions, 

Transactions – bartering; 

credit 

 

Major industry – 

garment industry, 

manufacturing, 

newspapers, small 

business.  

Employment – menial, 

manufacturing & 

service, seasonal 

Public aid and Charities 

– limited relative to the 

number of poor 

Poverty - widespread 

Major industry - 

Subsistence agriculture 

and gold mining 

Subsistence income  

Fixed wages and prices – 

high cost for goods 

Transactions – bartering 

Employment – notable 

unemployment 

Employment – high 

unemployment, jobs: 

service, seasonal, 

temporary 

Housing expensive 

Wages – very low, 

subsistence income  

Poverty 

Public aid 

Mutual aid among 

members of family 

network 

Mortgage lending from 

VA and FHA 

HOA fees for 

homeowners 

Eco Development – 

build community and 

area businesses to help 

develop town’s economy 

Property ownership 
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 Mayflower Social Order of a 

Frontier Community 

City of Women Arctic Village All Our Kin Community 

 Prices – poor paid high 

prices for basic 

commodities 

Transactions – bartering; 

credit 

Subsistence income – 

light manufacturing 

Unions – a few existed 

for women, for a short 

time 

 

Family networks created 

alternative marketplace 

and banking system to 

distribute wealth among 

network members 

Political New community drawn 

in part from an 

established group 

Created court system 

Mayflower Compact 

Created system of 

colonies, with each led 

by governors 

Created United Colonies 

– alliance of Puritan 

colonies 

 

Pilgrim/Pokanoket 

alliance and treaty 

Rival between and 

among English colonies 

& Native American 

tribes 

King Philip’s War 

 

New community  

Town served as county 

seat  

Political parties – 

creation of Republican 

party, rivalry with 

Democrats 

Rivalry between boosters 

and missionaries 

Location of state 

institutions in town 

Political corruption 

 

Reform movements: 

Abolition and 

Temperance 

 

Civil War 

 

New  community in 

established city– rise of 

large ghetto new to New 

York City 

Women – lack of rights, 

e.g. to vote, property 

ownership, jury 

Courts assume parental 

rights 

 

 

Private governance – 

union, charity, mob rule, 

Women united in 

factories to protect each 

other 

 

New community  

Limited public 

government – few public 

employees and local 

services, but those 

provided were critical to 

residents’ survival 

 

 

 

 

 

Private governance –  

charity 

 

 

 

Established community 

Public aid regulations – 

undercut male/female 

relations 

Public infrastructure no 

maintained 

Housing regulations not 

enforced 

Public parenting rights – 

laws & courts 

 

 

Private governance –  

shared parenting rights, 

mutual aid 

 

New community  

New state laws required 

to establish private 

homeowner associations 

with authority to govern 

private residential 

property  

HOA lawsuits 

 

 

 

 

Private governance –  

homeowner’s association 

 

 

 

Social Socio-economic status of 

participants – mostly 

middle and working 

class 

Pilgrims – families rather 

than single men 

Pokanokets 

English investors apply 

constant pressure on 

Pilgrims to clear debt 

Other Christians 

(Strangers, Quakers, etc.) 

Other tribes (Nausets, 

Socio-economic status of 

participants – variety of 

classes 

Migrants - unskilled 

laborers (railroad; 

domestics), property-

less;  unmarried and 

childless. 

Permanent – property 

owners 

Ethnic groups: European 

– Irish, Italian; Black 

 

Socio-economic status of 

participants – mostly 

poor and low-income; 

also upper middle class 

Poor married women –

constantly working, 

maintained social 

network to ensure 

private aid when needed 

Single working women – 

gained a degree of 

independence and 

economic power as 

Socio-economic status of 

participants – middle and 

low-income 

White men – over two-

thirds of population, 

unwilling to marry 

Eskimo women   

Eskimo women and 

children make up the 

younger portion of 

population  

All adults at similar level 

of income 

Socio-economic status of 

participants – mostly 

poor and low-income  

Men – unmarried, but 

attached to families; 

mostly unemployed 

Women – lead most 

families, often unmarried 

parents, maintain family 

network, working low 

paying jobs 

Public aid gave women 

independence from men 

Socio-economic status of 

participants – mostly 

middle and upper -

income;  

Leaders 

First residents versus 

later residents 

Owners versus renters  
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 Mayflower Social Order of a 

Frontier Community 

City of Women Arctic Village All Our Kin Community 

Narragansetts, 

Massachusetts, etc.) 

Puritans 

 

workers and consumers 

Children – working in 

the street to help support 

family 

Rich philanthropists and 

social (religious) 

workers –ration aid to 

the poor  

 

 Households – multi-

generational 

Cultural Ethnicity of participants 

- White immigrants and 

Native Americans 

 Militaristic v. 

diplomatic relations 

between English & 

Indians 

Pilgrims – many more 

men than women 

Pilgrims’ disapproval of 

other colonies’ secular 

activities. 

Non-Pilgrims bridled at 

the restrictions the 

Pilgrims placed on their 

activities. 

Types of community 

groups – Pilgrims; 

Puritans; Pokanokets; 

other regional tribes 

 

Ethnicity of participants 

- Varied  

Boosters – property 

owners 

Migrants actually had 

close, if temporary, ties 

to local residents. 

NE missionaries v. 

western migrants 

Population – young and 

evenly divided men to 

women 

Types of community 

groups - Boosters-ED 

ventures; Missionaries- 

school; Churches – 

services, lectures, 

fellowship meetings. 

school, charities  

 

Ethnicity of participants 

- Varied  

Women as moral leaders 

Factory workers v. 

outworkers - Bowery 

girls v. meek 

seamstresses 

Irish domestics resisted 

domination by upper 

class women employers 

Poor women resisted 

meddlesome intrusions 

(e.g. home visits)  by  

social workers and 

missionaries 

Types of community 

groups – Poor women, 

single working women, 

laboring men, social 

workers; philanthropists 

 

Ethnicity of participants 

- White immigrants and 

Native Americans  

Eskimo lifestyle – winter 

v. summer, bi-lingual 

Independence, risk, self-

sufficiency 

Racial attitudes 

Religious attitudes-  

Volunteer – formal v. 

informal  

Types of community 

groups – Miners, Public 

workers; Old white men 

and young Eskimo 

women 

 

Ethnicity of participants 

- African-American  

Domestic and family 

networks – created as an 

alternative strategy to 

dominant white society; 

helped family to share 

wealth and survive; the 

larger, the better 

Parenting expectations – 

women, men, kin  

Class –white 

professionals vs. black 

residents  

Types of community 

groups - Domestic 

networks, Family 

network 

Ethnicity of participants 

- White  

Owners v. renters  

Trustees v. HOA 

Large Jewish minority  

Types of community 

groups – leaders, HOA 

volunteers, cliques, 

homeowners, renters, 

teenagers, stay-at-home 

mothers 

 

 

Sources: (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987) 
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Internal Structures Influencing Participation in Case Study Communities 

 

Using the structuration framework described in chapter 2 to analyze the six case studies 

yielded rich descriptions of the participation activities in each community.  Using this 

framework also revealed the myriad of internal structures, which influenced participation 

in a community or group.  Table 5 provides examples of the various internal structures 

that appeared to influence the actors involved in various participation activities.  The 

description of various participation activities did not always provide descriptions of all of 

the relevant internal structures suggested in Stones’ structuration framework.  However, 

as the table indicates, the case studies suggested the numerous internal structures that 

influenced various participation activities.  For instance, the residents from two poor 

communities, the black families of the Flats and the Eskimos of Wiseman, had very 

different views of unmarried mothers. In both communities family members exerted 

pressure on the mothers to conform to the group’s view of marriage and were generally 

lenient on fathers.  The family networks in the Flats saw marriage as a threat to the 

network’s resources and welfare benefits.  They sought to undermine marriages through 

gossip and criticism.  In contrast, the Eskimos berated unmarried mothers until they 

married  (Marshall 1991; Stack 1974). 



 

 

 

Table 5. Examples from case study communities of the influence of Internal Structures on participation activities  

Case 

study/Structuration 

Participation activity 

Group 

involved 

General Disposition Position-practices Interpretative schemes Power Norms 

Mayflower       

Pilgrims’ immigration 

to New England in 

family groups families 

 

 Pilgrims 

 

 

 

 

 

God wanted them to go 

To raise children as 

English Puritans 

Everything as God 

intended 

Felt threatened from 

without 

 

Plymouth = theocracy 

Repeatedly demanded 

Strangers conform 

Migration as family 

signaled to tribes that 

Pilgrims were here to stay 

Willing to do what is 

necessary even if at odds 

with law or faith - 

illegally withdraw from 

English church & migrate 

-Attack tribe 

Wanted to be independent 

of religious superiors 

All had to be obedient to 

chosen leader 

Public punishment 

Give support to leader 

Persecuted & banished 

those who did not adhere 

to beliefs 

Mayflower Compact  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

United Colonies of 

New England 

 

Pilgrims 

(and 

Strangers) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Puritans 

Community began with 

covenant between group 

& God 

Self-reliance & group 

conformity expected 

Felt threatened from 

within – half of group was 

Strangers 

 

Felt threatened from 

without (Indians) and 

leverage each other’s 

resources 

 

Only men signed 

Compact 

All able-bodied men 

signed, including non-

Pilgrims, laborers and 

servant 

 

 

 

Ban together for 

protection & power 

Exclude  

exiled dissidents in RI 

 

Need agreement and 

commitment from all men 

European protection 3,000 

miles away 

 

 

 

 

 

Willing to learn from 

other – such as from 

Holland’s confederation 

of states 

No role for women in 

political structures 

No patent to settle; no 

royal governor 

Leadership awarded based 

on merit, not wealth or 

rank 

 

 

Present united front to 

tribes 

Field large armies 

Only men sign Compact 

Women did not sign 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Excluded RI from 

confederation 

Treaty and trade 

agreements with 

Pokanokets 

 

 

 

 

Treaty and trade 

agreements with 

Pilgrims  

Pilgrims 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pokanokets 

 

 

 

Felt threatened by Indians 

but need to trade with 

Indians to survive & 

thrive 

 

 

 

New customers for tribe’s 

goods 

Valued English 

technology 

 

Plymouth = military 

camp. Build wall & fort; 

men on guard 

Will not sell guns to 

tribes. 

Pro-active in relationships 

with tribes 

 

Use English tools 

Sachem use former 

English prisoners as bi-

lingual translators. 

European protection 3,000 

miles away 

Need allies for protection 

Need to trade for profit 

Willing to learn from 

others - Indians 

 

Willing to learn from 

others - English 

Squanto use power as 

translator to try to take 

over as sachem. 

 

No patent to settle; no 

royal governor 

Competition for natural 

resources 

 

 

 

Obedient to leader 

Gain power with respect 

to other tribes 

Improve farming, hunting 

Vigorous defend tribal 

allies Did not always 

adhere to terms 

Adapt treat protocols as 

needed 

 

 

Give tribute to leader 

Indian conversion to 

Christianity 

Indians 

 

 

Willing to learn from 

others 

English seem more 

powerful – due to their 

God? 

No longer paid tribute to 

sachem 

Blend Christianity with 

traditional faith 

 

English God must be 

more powerful 

Used Christianity to 

preserve tribal culture 

Regular spiritual practice 
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Case 

study/Structuration 

Participation activity 

Group 

involved 

General Disposition Position-practices Interpretative schemes Power Norms 

Social Order of a 

Frontier Community 

      

Eco Develop ventures 

– colleges, railroad, 

state institutions 

 State health 

institutions 

Boosters 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laborers - 

migrants 

Town named for Andrew 

Jackson –         “man of 

the people” 

Successful local 

institutions – community 

assists that increase local 

economy & personal 

wealth 

Residency leads to 

personal wealth 

Desired community unity  

 

Just passing through 

Low wages & seasonal 

work lead to few  

opportunities for 

advancement 

 

County politicians got 

into protracted disputes 

Property owners – long-

term residents 

Make town attractive to 

investors & customers 

Promote large projects 

Gain local support & 

capital 

 

 

 

Migration stymied efforts 

to form union and get 

higher wages 

Community = those who 

desire Eco Growth & 

personal wealth 

Missionaries = snobs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Move on to find town that 

provided better 

opportunities 

Broaden town’s Eco base; 

steady source of 

employment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At times of the year, local 

businesses needed cheap 

labor 

They had ties to local 

relatives Less constrained 

by local customs 

 

Land speculation 

Self-interested charity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Migrants did not stay in 

town for long – 1 year or 

less 

 

Charity  

Schools & colleges  

Teachers -> public 

school system 

 

Missionaries 

 

 

West is on the brink of 

ruin 

Reform was needed 

NE aid = benevolence 

Catholics = threat 

Desired community unity 

 

 

Delivered boring sermons 

Supported reform 

movements – abolition, 

temperance 

Supported immigrant & 

black churches 

Doing God’s work 

NE churches & schools 

will save West morality 

Residents lack morals & 

education 

Doing God’s work 

School and Churches 

were community asset – 

fit with image Boosters 

wanted to project 

Help uneducated, poor & 

sick 

New churches 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Revivals 

Secular social events 

Transfer letters 

 

Christians 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Migrants 

 

 

 

Rivalry & suspicion 

among denominations  

Committed to faith in 

group wanted to be 

strongly invested 

 

 

 

 

 

Competition led churches 

acceptance of new 

membership routes 

Need new sources of 

Members shared 

language, schools, 

subsidiary assoc.,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Household served as 

central organizing vehicle 

for support 

Membership based on 

They have correct 

interpretation of 

Christianity 

Preserve cultural practices 

(immigrants) 

Blacks not accepted in 

white churches 

Sought fellowship 

 

 

Lower social barriers 

among denominations & 

groups 

Individual felt they can 

leave & have right to form 

new church; in 

competition w/ other 

churches 

Need new sources of 

funding & members 

Dilute religious 

requirements 

 

 

Members get character 

reference 

Members wanted to work 

in groups 

Social conflict 

Allowed people to switch 

denominations 

 

 

 

 

 

Switch membership to 

different church  
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Case 

study/Structuration 

Participation activity 

Group 

involved 

General Disposition Position-practices Interpretative schemes Power Norms 

funding & members individual piety & 

participation, rather than 

adherence to doctrine 

 

City of Women       

Social network  

Mutual aid 

Women 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Husband 

Marriage a practical 

arrangement – not 

necessarily romantic 

Need more resources to 

survive 

 

 

Wives subservient to 

husband 

Women dependent – 

lacked moral reasoning & 

power 

 

Women help protect & 

support each other (for 

good & ill) 

With each move, had to 

establish new network 

quickly 

 

Head of family as chief 

earner 

Need help to survive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have right to control how 

wages spent 

Have right to 

control/discipline wife & 

children     

Gave women more 

resources & power in 

handling problems of life 

in poverty 

 

 

 

Men abusive if women 

threatened their authority 

 

 

Willing to cross-cultural 

differences to get or give 

help 

 

 

 

 

 Could collect & spend 

family member’s wages 

Outworking 

Family shop 

 

 

 

Factory workers 

Domestics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Need more resources to 

survive 

 

 

 

Factory work preferred 

Did not like to work as 

domestics 

Piece work – no training 

or advancement 

Hard to keep track of 

wages owed 

 

Low wages 

Temporary work 

No work standards, union 

More time & freedom for 

leisure, but less protection 

Give $ to family  

Women help protect & 

support each other (for 

good & ill) 

 

Seek more freedom from 

family/domestic 

responsibilities 

Women cannot travel to 

find work 

Women become new 

economic actors 

 

Subject to exploitation by 

employers/jobbers 

More freedom & 

independence relative to 

men & rest of family 

Have power to leave work 

if conditions not 

acceptable 

Acquire expertise 

 

Give $ to family 

Spend $ on leisure 

Negotiate limits/terms of 

work 

 

Live independently 

 

 

Charities 

 – ration aid by 

requiring poor to 

work, worthiness, 

home visits  – 

Truancy law; 

placing-out system 

 

 

Middle and 

upper-class 

men and 

women 

Poverty due to poor’s own 

vices & habits 

People can facilitate their 

won salvation & salvation 

can end poverty 

Charity part of God’s 

work 

God gave women moral 

authority 

House is moral center 

Ration aid 

Cut grants & end bread 

price controls 

Ensure worthiness 

through home visits 

Require poor to work to 

receive aid 

Teach poor women 

middle-class values, in 

their homes 

Can be out in public if on 

charity work 

Entitled to respect from 

poor 

Poor family & ghetto 

cause poverty 

Cure poverty by imbuing 

poor with thrift &  hard 

work (middle class 

values) 

Middle class “better” than 

lower 

Ensure worthiness 
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Case 

study/Structuration 

Participation activity 

Group 

involved 

General Disposition Position-practices Interpretative schemes Power Norms 

Women/Mother is moral 

leader 

Poverty due to poor 

parenting 

Public streets + street 

children bring vices to 

middle class  

 

Advocated police force 

Advocate of truancy law 

Implement placing out 

system 

 

Arctic Village       

Creation of a bi-racial 

community 

-dances, festivals,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Independent & self-reliant 

Isolated 

Accept risks of Arctic 

lifestyle 

Health & income at the 

mercy of surroundings 

View of “Outsiders”  

Outside world had little 

impact 

Each person uniquely 

important & deserve 

attention 

Very knowledgeable 

about each other 

 

Miners, hunters & 

gardeners 

Strategic planners 

All receive same wage 

Most lived on subsistence 

income 

Did not strive for 

recognition 

Avoided snobbery 

Avoided disputes 

Willing to gamble & fail 

Confident 

Self-assured 

Be considerate of each 

other 

Be considerate of nature 

Less aware of passage of 

time 

 

 

 

No employer or worker 

All equal 

Provide mutual aid 

Socializing 

Dances 

Same food 

Same clothes 

Spoke English 

Visit roadhouse 

 

 

All Our Kin       

Alternative parenting – 

shared & child-

keeping 

Members 

of family 

network 

 

 

 

Split parenting roles 

among several individuals 

– not all on mother 

Fathers not expect to 

provide financial support 

 

Parents actively involved 

in raising children 

Share parenting with 

others in network 

Strategies used informally 

& on as-needed basis  

Parent selected others 

who had rights and 

boundaries of their rights 

Shared rights could be 

temporary or long-term 

 

Deep affection for 

children 

Recruit new members 

from children’s network – 

the bigger the network, 

the better 

Network provided 

stability & security 

Felt they were a victim of 

their families 

Members agreed to 

reciprocal obligations 

Exchanges were 

mandatory 

Strong emotional ties –

preying on the emotions 

of others 

Shared parenting built 

credit among members 

Members whose 

performance fell short of 

expectations were 

sanctioned – criticism & 

gossip 

Successful parenting 

enhanced member’s 

reputation – important 

given limited ways to 

Maintain knowledge of 

other children and child 

care needs  
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Case 

study/Structuration 

Participation activity 

Group 

involved 

General Disposition Position-practices Interpretative schemes Power Norms 

show proficiency as an 

adult 

 

Alternative 

marketplace 

Members 

of family 

network 

 

 

 

 

Trapped in poverty 

Give generously because 

member’s need was 

urgent 

Repeated (though 

protracted) exchanges of 

goods & services  

Purchased good recycled 

through network 

Non-cash transactions 

Recruit new members – 

the bigger the network, 

the better 

Trust other member to 

repay in future 

Network provided 

stability & security 

Felt they were a victim of 

their families-trapped   

 

Members agreed to 

reciprocal obligations 

Exchanges were 

mandatory 

Strong emotional ties –

preying on the emotions 

of others 

Expected to readily share 

goods & services  

Members whose 

performance fell short of 

expectations were 

sanctioned– criticism & 

gossip 

Loss of member meant 

loss of resources 

 

Maintain knowledge of 

other members’ goods & 

wealth  

 

Unemployed 

Low-paying service jobs 

Temporary jobs & 

frequent layoffs 

Multi-generations grow 

up “on aid”  

 

Community       

PUD – townhouse 

cluster and HOA 

Developer & 

bank trust 

 

 

 

 

Provide ready-made, self-

contained community 

Mixed housing in 

compact space 

Segregated residents by 

income 

Cheaper to build - less 

infrastructure required 

Lower cost housing 

Control governance to 

ensure all property sold, 

profits made 

Unfamiliar with HOAs 

Let residents move in 

before construction 

finished 

 HOA = private 

corporation 

HOA provides services 

and enforces rules 

Trustee ignored TAB and 

TRHA 

Ignore or respond slowly 

to residents’ complaints  

Rules encouraged 

residents to complain 

 

Need to secure return on 

investment 

HOA needed to maintain 

common areas 

Developer drafts initial 

HOA rules 

Control governance until 

all property sold, profits 

made 

Set HOA member fees 

Ignore or respond slowly 

to residents’ complaints  

HOA – conscripted 

membership, private 

government 

Homeowners 

 

 

 

1st-time homeowners 

Housing affordable & 

required less maintenance 

Had less time to maintain 

home 

More single-parent 

families 

Partners in an economic 

Young, well-educated & 

white 

Complain to developer & 

bank trustee 

File lawsuits  unified 

residents in common 

purpose 

Formed cliques 

House = symbol of 

success 

Expected ready-made 

community 

Promises unfulfilled 

Felt ignored by developer 

and bank-trustee 

 

 

Complain to developer & 

bank trustee 
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Case 

study/Structuration 

Participation activity 

Group 

involved 

General Disposition Position-practices Interpretative schemes Power Norms 

venture 

Unfamiliar with HOAs 

Wanted to be part of 

something new 

Excluded renters 

Socialize at recreational 

facilities 

Few actively participated 

in HOA 

(Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987) 
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The examples illustrate how various general dispositions persisted across time and 

location, and how others changed.  For example, residents who participated continued to 

share common general dispositions, such as: 

 Desire to provide mutual aid, as individuals and in groups; 

 Willingness to conform, such willingness to follow conventional rules of 

order; 

 Willingness to challenge existing authority or rules (directly or indirectly) 

such through petitions, lawsuits and protests; and 

 Willingness to create innovative alternatives when conventional structures are 

not suitable or accessible. 

 

However, aspects of the residents’ general dispositions seem to over time.  For instance, 

as the case studies progressed from Plymouth of the 17
th
 century to Twin Rivers of the 

20
th
 century, several general dispositions evolved, such as: 

 Decreased deference to class – individuals earn political rights and merit 

public assistance through “work;”  

 Increased inclusion of various population groups – the view of women, 

children, minorities, disabled, poor and other groups evolved from feeble 

dependents incapable, and therefore not entitled, to carry out the duties of 

citizenship to empowered citizens; 

 The desire of government to represent interests of factions, such as small 

businesses; 
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 The decline in the view that idleness leads to individual/community 

corruption, and the  increased in the desirability of leisure and recreation. 

 Increased acceptance of the freedom to disagree with institutions, such as 

church doctrine, public policies or practices; and   

 Increasing sense of community’s direct connection to regional or national 

affairs.  

     

Differences in Participation Activities 

 

As so richly described in the six case studies, residents in the six communities 

participated through a variety activities and organizations.   Some of these activities and 

groups, such as churches and worship services, were described in all six studies, to 

varying degrees. In other instances, there were distinct differences among the 

communities in the described participation activities or groups.  Some of these 

differences were due to differences in the types of external structures, at the national or 

state level, that were influential at that given time and place.  In other instances, the 

authors describe how participation in the community was different than other 

contemporaneous communities due to changes led by different community members.13  

                                                             
13

 Of course, this meta-analysis is limited by the information reported by each of the six researchers. Other 

participation activities and groups may well have been occurring in the study community but were not 

described by the researcher.     
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Each case study offered several examples of residents engaging in each type of 

participation activities and the conditions that facilitated or discouraged the reported type 

of participation.   

 

Using categories of participation described earlier and illustrated in the participation 

matrix (Figure 2), the next subsections offer examples of different participation activities 

as described in the different case studies.  Additional examples of the various 

participation activities for each of the case study communities are provided in appendices 

A through F.  The factors that contributed to changes in participation activities in each of 

the six studies, and help explain why these changes occurred, will be discussed later. 

 

Positive participation 

 

Taken together, the six case studies illustrate one of the most significant changes in the 

way community residents participate in public life - the proliferation of positive 

participation activities.  The proliferation of positive participation activities has 

manifested itself in several different ways.  First, a greater variety of social groups have 

the opportunity to engage in public life.  Second, the number and variety of public and 

private organizations offering opportunities to participate has increased substantially. 
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Third, community residents have more opportunities to engage with people from different 

demographic groups.  Fourth, there are many more ways for them to participate.  

 

As demonstrated by the six case studies, many more residents had the right and 

opportunity to participate in public life in Twin Rivers, NJ in the 1990s, as described in 

Community, than did those who lived in Plymouth, MA in the 1620s, as described in 

Mayflower.  Consider, for example, the changes in political participation through just one 

activity - voting.  During the colonial period, described in its early and late stages in 

Mayflower and City of Women, most of the adult population could not vote in public 

elections.  Typically, only white, male property-owners could vote, while white male 

laborers, women, Native-Americans, servants, and slaves could not.  Moreover, in some 

colonies, white male property-owners who were Catholic, Jewish or Quaker could not 

vote (Philbrick 2006).  By the time the story of Jacksonville, Illinois begins in the 1820s, 

as told in the SOFC, the property-owning requirement had been removed.  However, 

restrictions that excluded significant population groups from voting continued well into 

the 20
th
 century (Doyle 1983).  Full voting rights were not available to women and 

Native-Americans until the 1920s, just before Arctic Village begins, and to African-

Americans until the 1960s, just before All Our Kin begins (Marshall 1991; Stack 1974).  

Older teenagers, such as those described in Community, did not obtain the right to vote 

until 1971 (Keller 2003; Schudson 1998).  The economic, social and cultural arenas 

provide additional examples of the trend toward greater diversity in public life.  Several 

of these examples are described later on. 
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As the number and variety of participants grew, the opportunities for public participation 

also multiplied.  The proliferation of private and public organizations provided an ever-

increasing number of venues for participation.  All of the case studies described voluntary 

associations and charities that were active in the community.   Even in a village at the 

edge of the Arctic Circle, as described in Arctic Village, a subgroup of residents formed a 

charity to help the community and its poor, even though most of its members were poor 

themselves.  Several of the case studies noted the creation of multiple associations or 

organizations that had similar goals or types of people as members (Marshall 1991).  For 

example, Protestants’ willingness to leave one church to form a new church began with 

the Pilgrims, as described in Mayflower.  This habit continued with the Quakers and 

Baptists who, after exile from Puritan Massachusetts, migrated to Rhode Island to form 

their own churches (Philbrick 2006).  Two hundred years later, Doyle found the 

proliferation had reached the local level.  He described in SOFC how Protestant churches 

proliferated in just one frontier town, from two in 1826 to 18 by 1860, even though the 

Protestant population had only grown to about 4,000 to 5,000 (Doyle 1983).  

 

Despite Tocqueville’s admiration for the civic life in antebellum America, only a 

minority of adults could freely engage in public activities during this period (Schudson 

1998).  Moreover, those who were allowed to be in public places were not free to engage 

with each other.  For instance, it was rare for white men and women to participate in joint 

activities in public, outside of church.  
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Over the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, different social groups slowly began to work together. 

First, associations with homogenous memberships began to work with other 

homogeneous associations, which represented a different social group.  Second, the 

associations slowly began to merge or loosen their membership requirements.  Gradually, 

the associations became more heterogeneous. For example, both SOFC and City of 

Women, describe women’s first, limited forays into private associations, such as unions 

and charities.  Stansell reported that women’s efforts to join men’s unions or form their 

own unions were failures and would not be broadly successful until the 20
th
 century.  

However, women were far more successful joining men in charitable activities.  In the 

1830s and 1840s, women would often form auxiliary associations, affiliated with a men’s 

charitable organization.  As they demonstrated the value of their work with children, the 

sick, the poor, and other groups, they slowly gained power and a voice in steering these 

organizations.  Later, the women would directly join the men’s charitable and/or reform 

organizations as members (Doyle 1983; Stansell 1987).  These experiences with the 

charities and reform societies helped women subsequently organize the suffrage 

movement (Schudson 1998).  Thirdly, other types of integration began during the 

antebellum.  In SOFC, Doyle also described the beginning of inter-ethnic, racial, and 

religious cooperation among the town’s churches, and affiliated associations, as they 

joined forces to pursue various reform efforts or provide mutual aid.  Doyle also 

described how various minority organizations joined in 4
th
 of July parades and other 
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public celebrations (Doyle 1983).  Little by little, the associations’ membership became 

more diverse as they accepted a greater diversity of applicants.  

 

Yet, the integration of various social groups at the community level progressed slowly, 

well into the 20
th
 century.  For example, in Arctic Village, the Protestant mission was 

integrated, but the local charity was not (Marshall 1991).  In the early 1970s, the black 

families in All Our Kin did not routinely interact with whites (Stack 1974).  Twenty years 

later, the overwhelming white suburbanites from Twin Rivers, as described in 

Community, had little interaction with black or Hispanic neighbors.(Keller 2003).  

 

The types of common public activities and organizations that community members 

participated in have also varied significantly over time.  Some activities or organizations 

that were described as common events were not described in the latter case studies. In 

some instances, the popularity of a type of participation activity faded during the course 

of the study period.  For example, in antebellum Jacksonville, Illinois, as described in 

SOFC, residents commonly joined parades and attended local debates sponsored by 

political parties.  The latter case studies described no public events hosted by the local 

political parties.  In antebellum New York, evangelical Christians visited the homes of 

the poor, uninvited, in order to minister them, and thereby, prevent the spread of vice 

(Doyle 1983).  This activity was not described in All Our Kin, which also focused on the 

lives of urban poor (Stack 1974).  As described in Arctic Village, the residents of 

Wiseman, Alaska held community dances several times a week in the 1930s, and most 
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residents attended (Marshall 1991).  Community reported that rapid decline of both 

formal and informal forms of entertainment among adult residents.  Relatedly, some 

organizations that were once common have faded from public life.  For example, the 

adult sport leagues, which Keller described as a prevalent form of adult recreation in 

Twin Rivers during the 1970s, had dwindled in number by the end of the study (Keller 

2003).  The Whig and Federalist political parties, which were part of the political 

landscape at the beginning of City of Women and SOFC, no longer existed by the end of 

the study periods (Doyle 1983; Stansell 1987).   

 

Although some types of participation activities or organizations have become rare, many 

other types have persisted.   For example, community residents still attend religious 

services – like the Pilgrims; political debates – like the Jacksonville, IL residents; 

demonstrations – like the poor of antebellum New York; local dances – like the 

Wiseman, AK residents; family reunions – like the poor of the Flats; and local sporting 

events – like the Twin Rivers, NJ residents (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; 

Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987).  What is different is that, over time, there is a 

greater variety of ways to participate in a given category of activity.  For example, 

Pilgrims engaged in one form of religious service - a solemn, day-long examination of 

their religious doctrine each Sunday.  Over the centuries additional forms of religious 

observances became an option, such as, the exuberant, revival meetings of the 1840s, 

described in SOFC, or the joyful mission services of the 1920s-1930s, described in Arctic 

Village – held on weeknights rather than on Sundays.  The primary objective of these 
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different forms of worship was spiritual fellowship, rather than doctrinal adherence.  It 

appears that when a new way of participation emerges, residents do not drop the older 

way of participating, but add the new activity to the menu of available options.  For 

example, as noted in SOFC, as revivals emerged as a popular type of religious service it 

was added to menu of types of services available from Protestant churches in 

Jacksonville, IL (Doyle 1983; Marshall 1991).       

 

Negative participation 

 

In this study, “negative participation” is defined as consisting of those activities that 

exclude or discourage others from participating in public life.  While positive 

participation involved such objectives as sharing, inclusion and creation, negative 

participation involved opposing activities such as taking, exclusion and destruction.  The 

case study examples of negative participation ranged from extreme forms, such as 

violence, to mild forms, such as un-neighborly gossiping.  While the six case studies 

described the proliferation over time of positive participation activities, taken together, 

they also suggest a decline in the prevalence of particularly extremely negative forms of 

participation, at the community level. 
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From the beginning, the early colonies engaged in extremely negative participation 

activities, such as murder, slavery, and war, against neighboring communities.  For 

instance, according to Mayflower, in 1623, the leader of a tribe that was allied with the 

Pilgrims told them that a rival tribe was plotting to attack Plymouth.  In response, Captain 

Standish led an attack that massacred the alleged tribal conspirators.  The massacre so 

terrified the other tribes in the region that the Natives hid for months, rather than plant 

their crops, which caused widespread starvation.  Over the next fifty years, the Puritans’ 

relentless pursuit of tribal lands put them on a collision course towards war with their 

former tribal allies. Eventually the English unleashed their brutality on their allies.  As a 

result of the combined effect of the Puritan atrocities committed against the tribes during 

the King Philip War, and their sale of Native captives into Caribbean slavery, the regional 

tribes were nearly annihilated (Philbrick 2006).  

 

As described in SOFC and City of Women, residents of an antebellum town and city also 

engaged in extremely negative participation. For instance, the SOFC study’s description 

of the abolitionist movement in Jacksonville included the murder of abolitionists, the 

return of fugitives into slavery, and war.  SOFC and City of Women describe several 

instances of vigilantism where mobs attacked individuals or groups, leaving destruction 

and death in their wake.  Their numerous examples of street brawling and public 

harassment between rival groups suggest this public violence were not rare occurrences. 

The creation of local police forces, described in both studies, helped reduce widespread 

vigilante activity (Doyle 1983; Stansell 1987). 
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Although the other forms of negative participation described in the six case studies were 

less violent, informal and formal negative activities could still undermine community 

cohesiveness.  For example, the subtle labeling and exclusion of others was present in 

from the early colonial period.  The Pilgrims’ name for their non-Pilgrim neighbors was 

“the Strangers” (Philbrick 2006).  Likewise, Jacksonville’s residents referred to the 

transient workers who were so vital to the town’s growth during the 1830s as “the 

strangers” (Doyle 1983).  Other forms of negative participation were more overt. For 

instance, in SOFC, Doyle describes Jacksonville as plagued by inter-group conflict, such 

as between the boosters and missionaries; reformers and non-reformers; and different 

Protestant churches (Doyle 1983).   In City of Women, neighbors would gossip about each 

other and engage in long-running feuds that would ensnare other residents (Stansell 

1987).  While the researchers described few instances of physical fighting or public 

harassment in the latter three case studies, they reported instances where community 

groups clashed with other groups, or individuals harassed other family members or 

neighbors.  For example, in Community, the homeowners association repeatedly took the 

bank trustee to court over its management practices.  After the homeowners association 

became the trustee, resident groups took the association to court over its management 

practices (Keller 2003).  In Arctic Village, Eskimo women ridiculed white men who they 

believed were prejudiced and berated unmarried mothers until they married (Marshall 

1991).  In All Our Kin, members of a family network would use gossip and criticism to 

punish other wayward members.  White medical professionals criticized and scorned 
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their poor, black patients (Stack 1974).  In Community, Keller described how the 

perceived prevalence of cliques undermined the willingness of some residents to 

volunteer to help run the homeowner’s association (Keller 2003).   

 

Public and private leaders also used political and economic structures to systematically 

exclude or limit certain groups from participating in public life or gaining power.  As 

noted earlier, many adults were excluded from public life well into the 20
th
 century, due 

to their gender, race, religion or other characteristic.  The 300-year old institution of 

slavery and the subsequent century of racial discrimination provide obvious examples. 

The Puritans’ hatred of religious dissidents exiled to Rhode Island was so deep that, even 

when threatened by war, they excluded the dissidents from their defensive measures. 

When the Puritans formed the United Colonies of New England to raise an army, they 

excluded Rhode Island from their confederation.  Public corruption also provided 

numerous examples of where officials bent or broke laws for their private gain.  For 

instance, between the 1640s and the 1670s, according to Philbrick, the Puritan governors 

and judges repeatedly manipulated their own laws to buy tribal land at very cheap prices 

or undercut the tribal leaders’ authority and independence (Philbrick 2006).  According to 

SOFC, Jacksonville leaders in the 1850s manipulated their role as administrators of 

several state institutions located in the town to steer favorable contracts to their friends 

and supporters.  The corruption was so extensive that the state had to step in to regain 

control of the institutions (Doyle 1983).  
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The use of exploitation, exclusion, and harassment strategies to exclude or limit 

participation of undesirable groups extended into private organizations.  According to 

City of Women, laboring women in antebellum New York were both exploited and 

excluded. Employers paid them only subsistence wages for their skilled work, while the 

labor unions excluded them from membership.  As described in City of Women and 

SOFC, local newspapers also played a part in discouraging public participation by 

repeatedly disparaging the attributes and highlighting the failings of various minority 

groups (Stansell 1987).  Even in the late 20
th
 century, private groups continued using 

formal and informal practices to discouraged or manipulate participation by others. For 

instance, as described in Community, the governance structure of the homeowners 

association, which governed the use of Twin Rivers’ property and facilities, was designed 

to exclude renters from having any voice in community decision-making, even though 

the apartments represented about one-quarter of the residential units in Twin Rivers 

(Keller 2003).  In All Our Kin¸ Stack described how some members of the family 

network used guilt to exploit the generosity of others. The overwhelming demands of 

these exploitive members finally compelled a major protagonist to relocate to another city 

(Stack 1974).  
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Indirect, Informal & Non-participation 

 

Thus far, the examples have described instances where individuals, groups or 

organizations directly participated in their community, either in a positive or negative 

fashion.  However, there were several other ways for individuals or groups to participate 

in public life.  One approach, referred to in this study as “indirect participation,” is when 

an individual or group uses intermediate means, such as using intermediaries or 

circuitous activities, to achieve their objective.  Another approach, referred to as 

“informal participation,” is when an individual or groups goes outside of established 

authority figures, rules or procedures to achieve their objective.  A third approach is to 

not participate at all, referred to in this study as “non-participation.” (Burns et al. 2001b; 

Cleaver 1998b, 1998b, 1999b; Zwarteveen and Neupane 1996).   

 

The use of alternative participation strategies, such as non-participation, does not 

necessarily mean an individual is less concerned or committed to the community.  Rather 

individuals may choose to not participate because they believe it will help to avoid abuse 

or minimize conflict (Keller 2003; Zwarteveen and Neupane 1996).  Beyond conflict 

avoidance, individuals might choose not to participate for a host of other reasons, such as 

a lack of time or other resources, health or medical problems, or family responsibilities. 

(U.S. BLS 2005)  As suggested in the proposed theory, an individual’s decision-making 

regarding participation and their execution of their participation decision is filtered 
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through their assessment of the internal and external structures facing them, at that 

particular point in time.  The same could be true for choosing to participate informally or 

indirectly.  Moreover, participating informally or indirectly provides additional choices to 

either directly participating or not participating at all.  

 

Each case study offered examples of how indirect participation significantly shaped the 

evolving community:  

 The Pokankets indirectly, but importantly, contributed to Pilgrim’s survival 

before the colonists even landed at Plymouth.  As described in Mayflower, the 

tribe had cleared the land around Plymouth for farming, but was unable to 

cultivate the land because the bubonic plague had decimated their population. 

The fact that the land was already cleared represented a huge labor-saving to 

the small group of sickly Pilgrims. They could devote their limited manpower 

to building their first homes, tending to the sick and beginning to farm 

(Philbrick 2006).  

 In SOFC, Doyle described how migrants indirectly provided an opportunity 

for women to enter the formal economy and avoid poverty. The constant 

stream of migrants created a demand for temporary housing. Women could 

rent rooms in their homes to lodgers, enabling them to secure a steady income 

and to become small business owners (Doyle 1983).   

 City of Women provides a rich description of how children indirectly 

contributed to the city’s manufacturing sector through their scavenging of 
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scrap materials, and to growth of the cities newspapers by selling papers on 

the street as newsboys. At the same time, the children’s meager wages helped 

their families survive (Stansell 1987).  

 Both City of Women and Arctic Village described how local residents 

indirectly participated in spontaneous neighborhood events, such as public 

fights, as onlookers. Their familiarity with the participants and the uncertainty 

of the outcome made for irresistible entertainment (Marshall 1991; Stansell 

1987).   

 In All Our Kin, fathers, who had no direct contact with their children, could 

indirectly participate in a child’s life if they acknowledged paternity of the 

child.  This acknowledgement enabled the child and the mother to obtain 

assistance from the father’s family network (Stack 1974).  

 In Community, young families in Twin Rivers were frustrated by the lack of 

playgrounds for their pre-school children. When direct appeals to the bank 

trustee and developer did not yield adequate results, they obtained funding 

from local businesses and built the playgrounds themselves (Keller 2003).  

 

Informal participation activities were not led by designated leaders, according to an 

established plan, or in accordance with stated procedures.  Instead, informal participation 

described in the case studies often occurred spontaneously, through interactions among 

perceived peers, such as friends, family, neighbors, acquaintances and strangers.  These 

informal interactions took many different forms.  The most common forms of informal 
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participation involved “neighboring” activities, where neighbors, friends and 

acquaintances socialized with each other on a daily or weekly basis, through such 

activities as entertaining each other or providing mutual aid.  Through informal 

participation residents exchanged goods, such as food and tools, and services, such as 

child care and healthcare.  They also exchanged knowledge, such as explaining how to 

fertilize fields using fish or how to mine for gold, and fellowship, such as through social 

and religious events.   

 

The ongoing interactions and exchanges between the Pokanokets and the Pilgrims, the 

poor women of New York City’s antebellum ghettos, the farmers of Jacksonville, the 

whites and the Eskimos in Wiseman, AK, the families in the Flats, and the homeowners 

in Twin Rivers, NJ, helped to bind the residents together. One particularly influential 

form of informal participation was when an individual or group provided emergency aid 

to another individual or group.  The aid given to others who were endangered, due to 

illness, crime, nature or other cause, was often greatly appreciated, and served to bind 

even disaffected residents closer together (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; 

Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987).  As with formal participation, these acts of 

informal participation could have led to changes in the internal structures of both the 

giver and receiver as the experience refined their perceptions of who was included in 

“their community.”  Moreover, as they shared their experience and their refined 

perceptions with others, their experience may have indirectly influenced the views of 

their listeners.  
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According to a few of the studies, leaders sometimes emerged out of such informal 

participation – an event which could also help to bind a community together.  For 

instance, in Mayflower, Benjamin Church was just an adventurous Puritan who had 

chosen to start his farm on the Rhode Island frontier, next to the Sakonnet tribe and other 

non-Puritans.  In the years preceding the King Philip War, Church made a concerted 

effort to be a good neighbor with all of his fellow residents, especially the Sakonnets.  

When the war broke out, Church was able to use his knowledge of Indian fighting style 

and inter-tribe relationships to form the first company of American rangers.  As a result 

of his successes, he became a leader in the Puritan army for the next 30 years (Philbrick 

2006).  In All Our Kin, Stack describes how one woman, Ruby, emerges as a leader in her 

family network because of her skill in managing the informal exchange of good and 

services and the emotional demands of the family, while also being employed. Ruby 

maintains her leadership position until the strain becomes too much and she withdraws 

from the family network (Stack 1974).  In these and other cases, the leaders seem to 

emerge because others recognized that the individuals had unique knowledge and/or 

skills that the group needed, at a given time.  These nascent leaders shared several 

characteristics: they did not set out to become a leader; they seem to have been more 

skilled, ambitious and willing to take risks than others; and they accepted the opportunity 

to lead when it arose.   

     



 

118 

 

Lastly, each of the case studies also provided examples of groups or individuals that did 

not participate in a community or group activity, either because they were excluded or as 

a result of personal preference.  For instance, as described in City of Women and SOFC, 

social rules of the early 19
th
 century generally prohibited women from entering public 

spaces alone.  Unescorted women on public streets were understood to be inviting the 

sexual attention of men. In other instances, individuals acknowledged being affiliated 

with a particular group but chose not to participate in a certain activity. For example, 

most of the white men in Arctic Village chose not to participate in the Christian 

missionary services, even though they acknowledged that they were Christian (Doyle 

1983; Stansell 1987).  In another example, individuals concluded that the community’s or 

group’s activities were so objectionable that they could no longer associate with them. In 

Mayflower, Philbrick describes how non-Pilgrim colonists left the Plymouth colony to 

live in other colonies because they found the Pilgrims’ religious practice was too rigid 

and demanding (Philbrick 2006).  Some individuals did not participate because they did 

not want to invest their resources.  Instead they chose to be ‘free riders’ and reap the 

benefits of others’ labor and/or investment.  For example, when a group of Twin River 

homeowners, as described in Community, chose to fight the trustee through a lawsuit, 

other homeowners, who approved of the effort, would not donate their labor or money to 

the cause (Keller 2003). 
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Differences in Participation Affecting the Nature of Community 

  

The previous section described numerous changes in participation activities that occurred 

in each of the six communities over the period time covered by the case studies.  Some 

changes were positive in that they helped the community to thrive or become more 

cohesive, while other changes were negative in that they contributed to a community’s 

decline or fragmentation.  Changes in participation were not the only reasons for positive 

or negative changes in a community.  Obviously, other factors, such as environmental 

events, inspired leadership or shifts in national trends, could also contribute to changes in 

a local community.  The focus here is on providing examples of how changes in resident 

participation activities contributed to discernible changes in the community. 

 

As Philbrick describes in Mayflower, when the Pilgrims had lived in England and 

Holland they had deliberately separated themselves from the dominant society.  

However, once in they arrived in Plymouth, alone, and facing imminent starvation, the 

Pilgrims radically changed their approach to associating with their neighbors.  They 

willingly traded and socialized with the Pokanokets and other friendly tribes.  They 

developed a common language and treated each other as neighbors.  Moreover, the 

Pilgrims were willing to learn farming and hunting techniques from the tribes, which 

helped the colony to survive.  The Pokanokets were also willing to learn from the 

Pilgrims, who taught them how to use English technology, such as household goods and 
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guns, to work more efficiently.  Philbrick noted that, as a result of these neighborly 

habits, the Pilgrims had far more peaceful relations with the area tribes than their Puritan 

descendants (Philbrick 2006).  However, some changes in participation activities had 

negative effects on the Plymouth colony or the area tribes.  For example, the Pilgrims 

increasing religious fanaticism prompted some of the non-Pilgrim colonist to leave the 

colony to start new colonies elsewhere.  As more colonists chose this form of non-

participation, the Plymouth colony shrank in size and importance.  One change in 

informal participation between the Pilgrims and Puritans led to negative consequences for 

the tribes.  The Pilgrims had not been willing to teach the Native-Americans about 

Christianity.  However, individual Puritans actively attempted to convert tribe members 

to Christianity.  As a result, some Native-Americans converted from their traditional faith 

to Christianity.  This change in participation had a negative effect on the tribes because 

the converted Christians no longer gave their earning to their tribal leader, which depleted 

the wealth and power of the tribe.  The loss of tribe members to Christianity was one of 

the factors that pushed some of the tribes toward war with the Puritans (Philbrick 2006). 

 

City of Women describes how, after the Revolutionary War, deprivation propelled poor 

women into the New York City’s workforce. T heir direct participation in the workforce 

contributed to several changes in the city.  Their wages helped to help support their 

families and reduce the financial burden on public and private charity. Their entrance into 

the workplace helped to build the city’s manufacturing, housing and consumer sectors.  

As women gained work experience, they changed their view of themselves and their 
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families.  The young, single women realized their work gave them some economic power 

and independence from their husbands and fathers, as both workers and consumers.  They 

wanted to continue working – even if it meant living on starvation wages or risking 

sexual attack.  Participating in reform and charity work, enabled middle and upper class 

women to enter the public space – unescorted, without giving men the license to harass 

them. Furthermore, their home visit reports helped charities decide which families 

received aid and which did not, and thereby, enabled the charities ration their limited 

resources (Stansell 1987). 

 

As noted earlier, the proliferation of churches in Jacksonville during the antebellum 

years, as described in SOFC, provided local Protestants with numerous choices regarding 

where to practice their faith.  Accompanying creation of new churches was the creation 

of church-affiliated charities, societies, schools and other organizations.  As in New York 

City, by participating in these socially-acceptable activities, middle and upper class 

women gained some freedom from their homes and families. In addition, participation in 

the town’s many voluntary associations helped men and women members build their 

management skills, gain knowledge and social connections.  Negative changes in 

informal participation undermined the town’s reputation for civility and sophistication. 

Loitering youths in the public square harassed pedestrians and made it difficult for 

residents to complete their chores.  During the abolition and temperance reform 

movements, the loiterers, migrants and unemployed readily joined mobs and vigilante 
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groups that attacked individuals or the local college, causing injuries and property 

damage (Doyle 1983).  

 

Local charities continued to influence the nature of local communities, even in the remote 

Alaska territory.  As described in Arctic Village, the white miners’ decision to form a 

local charity in the early 1900s enabled them to provide ongoing services to their 

neighbors, such as a library and meeting hall, and aid to the poor. Individual acts of 

charity also helped the community to function.  For instance, the arrival of several 

medically-trained residents enabled the residents to receive free basic health care.  The 

decision of another resident to fund and maintain the local phone system enabled the 

village to connect with other hamlets in the immediate area.  One type of negative 

participation had a positive effect on the community.  The Eskimo’s habit of berating 

unwed mothers often contributed to the women’s decision to get married, thereby 

lowering the burden on the tribe to support the mother and child.  However, the persistent 

non-participation in one activity had a damaging long-term effect on the village.  Even 

though men outnumbered women by 5 to 1, and white men outnumbered Eskimo men by 

6 to 1, the white men were unwillingness to marry Eskimo women.  Without enough 

eligible men to marry, the Eskimo women either had to remain single or move away if 

they wanted to have a family.  The lack of inter-racial marriage likely contributed to the 

village’s steady decline in population (Marshall 1991).  
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Due, in part, to the comparatively short period of time covered by the All Our Kin study, 

Stack did not provide examples of significant changes in participation that contributed 

changes in the community.  She provided numerous examples of innovative participation 

activities, such as the family network and the ongoing exchange of goods and services, 

which members of the network used to sustain each other.  For example, network 

members continually recruited friends and relatives of their children to become members 

of the network.  New members continued to bring new sources of goods and services. 

Two persistent negative participation activities continually undermined the economic 

progress of the family networks.  The ongoing exploitation of the active network 

members, such as those who had jobs or were routinely will to assist others, led some of 

these members relocating away from the area.  The undermining of marriages prohibited 

the formation of nuclear families and the acquisition of capital, two necessary ingredients 

for families to emerge from poverty (Stack 1974).   

 

As described in Community, the new residents of Twin Rivers, NJ faced several 

unexpected conditions after they moved into their new homes, such as defective 

construction and missing facilities.  When the developer and bank trustee proved non-

responsive to their complaints through established HOA procedures, the homeowners 

association filed a lawsuit.  According to Keller, this change in participation strategy led 

to several changes in the community.  First, it created an openly confrontational 

relationship between the homeowners and the developer and bank trustee, which made it 

difficult for the parties to develop compromise solutions to problems.  Second, it united 



 

124 

 

the early residents in a common cause and helped build support for the homeowners 

association as the representative of the homeowners.   Third, it set an example for an 

alternative course that homeowners could use to seek relief in disputes over local 

governance (Keller 2003).  

 

As the preceding paragraphs illustrate, all types of participation activities affected the 

structures of the community and, thereby, contributed to maintaining or changing the 

community.  Greater participation in local civic and political activities helped to reinforce 

and strengthen the democratic political structure.  For instance, voluntary associations 

taught new members the basics of self-governance and democratic procedures. 

Participation in these voluntary associations led to further changes in the political 

structure.  For instance, the abolitionist movement contributed to fundamental changes to 

national, state and local political structures. As noted in SOFC, with black suffrage, 

Jacksonville’s Republican Party gained a block of voters to support their candidates in 

post-Civil war elections.  Enabling more minority groups to participate in political 

activities brought new concerns onto the political agenda.  The Irish immigrants desire to 

maintain their cultural traditions and Jacksonville’s Democrats desire to retain this block 

of voters led to modifications in the town’s temperance laws (Doyle 1983). 

 

Changes in participation led, at times, to significant modifications in economic structures.  

For instance, the willingness of the Pilgrims to change their profession from artisans to 

farmers, described in Mayflower, changed the nature of the Pilgrim’s workforce and their 
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daily lives.  The engagement of women and children in family gardening, born out of 

desperate conditions, gave them a permanent role in Plymouth’s economy (Philbrick 

2006).  Likewise, encouraging poor and low-income women join the New York City’s 

workforce, described in City of Women, helped to reinforce and broaden the city’s 

capitalist economy.  These women added laborers to the workforce, expanded the 

consumer, manufacturing and service sectors.  However, the exploitation of poor laborers 

contributed to the disparity between the city’s rich and poor (Stansell 1987).  

 

Positive, negative and nonparticipation also led to changes in the community’s social 

structure.  The leadership of middle and upper classes, through their philanthropic and 

reform efforts, helped set the terms for the provision of aid, while also reinforcing 

existing social class distinctions and their control over the lives of the lower classes. 

Through their advocacy of primary and higher education they helped institutionalize the 

instruction of such middle class values as the value of work and thrift (Doyle 1983; 

Stansell 1987).  Negative participation activities also helped maintain group and 

community.  Criticism of wayward relatives, as described in All Our Kin, helped ensure 

the maintenance of the family network.  The Eskimo’s practice of berating unmarried 

mothers helped to reinforce the family structure and reduce the financial strain on family 

members (Marshall 1991; Stack 1974).  Non-participation activities also led to changes in 

community structures.  The white men’s persistent resistance to inter-racial marriage with 

Eskimo women, as described in Arctic Village, contributed to village’s population decline 

(Marshall 1991).   
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These and other examples of participation activities presented in table 6 and appendices 

A through F support the argument that participation activities closely affect the 

maintenance of or change in each community’s external structures.  



 

 

 

Table 6. Examples of changes in participation that changed community’s external structures  

 
Mayflower Social Order of a 

Frontier Community 

City of Women Arctic Village All Our Kin Community 

 
Change in Political 
structures 
Mayflower compact 
Treaty and trade 
agreements – 
adaptation in relations 
United Colonies of 
New England 

 
Changes in Economic 
structures 
Allocation of plots of 
land to household for 
private gardens 
Willingness to use 
native currency – 
wampum 

 
Changes in Cultural 
Structures 
Indian conversion to 
Christianity 

 

 
Change in Political 
structures 
Creation of the 
Republican party 
 
Changes in Economic 
structures 
Economic development 
ventures – colleges, 
railroad, state institutions 
State health institutions 

 
Changes in Cultural 
Structures 
Women charity/church 
workers – use of public 
space  
Woman’s schools & 
colleges  
Women teachers -> 
public school system 
New churches and 
acceptance of new 
members through 
revivals and transfer 
letters 
 

 
Change in Political 
structures 
Truancy law; placing-out 
system  
 
Changes in Economic 
structures 
Poor’s use of  
social network for mutual 
aid 
Relief as part of strategy 
given seasonal work 
Outside relief 
Outworking 

Women as factory workers 
Children as informal workers 
Charities – ration aid by 
requiring poor to work, 
worthiness, home visits 
 
Changes in Cultural 
Structures 
Women charity/church 
workers, Bowery – use of 
public space 
Rich women as managers of 
home 

 

 
Changes in Cultural 
Structures 
Eskimo adapting 
lifestyle and 
becoming bi-lingual 
Creation of a bi-
racial community 

 
Changes in Economic 
structures 
Alternative parenting – 
shared & child-keeping 
Alternative marketplace 
Alternative banking 
system 
 
Changes in Cultural 
Structures 
Creation of domestic 
networks  
Redefining kinship to 
include extended family 
and friends 
Fluid household 
residency 
 

 
Changes in Physical 
structures 
PUD – townhouse cluster 
 
Change in Political 
structures 
FHA & VA – HOA 
become trustee 
HOA – conscripted 
membership, private 
government 

Sources: (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987) 

1
2
7
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 Differences in Participation  Changes in policy 

 

Discerning whether a change in participation activities contributed to a change in policy 

or whether a policy change contributed to a change in participation activities can quickly 

become a “which came first – the chicken or the egg?” problem for at least two reasons. 

First, there is a recursive relationship between participation and policy.  People can 

change their participation activities, which contributes to a change in public policy, which 

contributes to a subsequent change in participation activities, which contributes to further 

changes in policy.  Second, the intended purpose of the policy change was not apparent. 

In some cases the implemented policy merely formalizes informal activities, while in 

other cases the policy change may represent a significant change from the common 

practice.  Moreover, significant policy changes effecting participation activities did not 

always occur suddenly, but evolved gradually over time.  Consequently, it is difficult to 

identify where the changes began and which changes were more influential on the 

observed outcome. 

          

Shifts in participation activities contributing to changes in policy 

 

Several of the case studies provide examples where positive, negative and other forms of 

participation led to changes in either government (public) policy or organizational/group 
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(private) policy.  The first two examples of policy changes stem from informal 

neighboring activities.  As Philbrick describes in Mayflower, the Pokanokets enjoyed 

visiting the Pilgrims.  Based on their European customs, the Pilgrims felt obliged to feed 

the visitors.  The constant stream of tribal visitors threatened the Pilgrim’s meager food 

supply.  So the Pilgrims arranged with Massasoit, the tribe’s leader that they would only 

have to host those tribal visitors who carried a copper chain, which only Massasoit had 

the authority to bestow.  This policy helped the Pilgrims limit their hosting 

responsibilities while reinforcing Massasoit’s leadership. In the second example, William 

Brewster, one of the Pilgrim leaders, cared for Massasoit when he was suffering from 

typhoid fever. The tribe had expected their leader to die.  However, using the medical 

treatments of the day, Brewster was able to save Massasoit.  As a result, Massasoit 

pledged that he would always be the Pilgrim’s ally and help them build alliances with 

other tribes in the region (Philbrick 2006).      

 

Mayflower also describes how a form of negative participation in Puritan Massachusetts 

spurred the practice of religious freedom.  As Philbrick describes, once the Pilgrims 

established Plymouth, they tried to enforce religious conformity on all residents, through 

social and political coercion. For example, the Pilgrim leaders expected all of Plymouth’s 

residents, even non-Pilgrims, to attend the Pilgrims’ religious services each Sunday.  

Men, women or children who did not attend were publicly and physically punished by the 

authorities. Worshippers could not have or share their own views. Government-enforced 

conformity of the Pilgrim/Puritan religion continued in the Massachusetts colony through 
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the 17
th
 century.  During this period, Puritan authorities persecuted, exiled and even 

executed English who held different beliefs, such as Quakers and Baptists.  In 1636, 

Roger Williams, who had been exiled from Massachusetts, established Providence, 

Rhode Island as a religiously tolerant colony where non-Puritan Christians, Jews and 

Native Americans could freely practice their faith (Philbrick 2006).  Rhode Island’s 

tradition of religious tolerance influenced revolutionary leaders and helped establish 

religious freedom as a governing principle under the 1
st
 amendment to the Constitution. 

(Ellis 2004)      

 

During the antebellum period, as noted earlier, women began to move in the public arena 

through their work in local charities and reform movements.  Participating in these 

activities gave women acceptable reasons to be away from their homes and families.  It 

also gave them freedom to interact with other men and women in their community.  As 

described in SOFC, the wives of the missionaries in Jacksonville drew on this experience 

and freedom to spearhead higher education and job opportunities for women.  At a time 

when even basic education was optional for boys and girls, these frontier wives led the 

establishment of a female seminary in 1833 that provided training for women to become 

teachers.  Over the next generation, the proliferation of female graduates, who were as 

competent as their male colleagues but cheaper to pay, helped towns to provide primary 

education, and eventually, helped Illinois establish a statewide public school system in 

the 1850s.   
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About the same time, one Jacksonville leader began a campaign that helped to bring 

higher education to the entire nation.  Drawing on his experience as a professor at the 

Presbyterian-run Illinois College and his observations of Jacksonville’s state-funded 

institutions, Jonathan Baldwin Turner saw the weaknesses of church-sponsored colleges 

and the advantages of independent, state-funded institutions.  He developed a plan to 

establish public universities and an association to promote his idea.  In 1862, his plan was 

realized in the enactment of Land Grant College Act of 1862.  Under the act, the federal 

government provided funds, through the sale of federal land, to every state for the 

establishment a public university.  While Jacksonville’s state institutions inspired Turner 

to create a nationwide system of public universities, they showed how negative 

participation activities could also contribute to policy changes.  In the 1850s, Jacksonville 

politicians had substantial control over the administration of the local state institutions.  

However, their management practices had become riven with cronyism.  The corruption 

had become so pervasive, that the state had to implement substantial reforms, such as 

diminishing the role of the local politicians, tightening internal controls, and increasing 

state oversight.  The reforms implemented in Jacksonville were carried over to the 

administration of state institutions in other parts of Illinois (Doyle 1983).  

 

City of Women provides two examples of how informal, indirect participation activities 

by the poor contributed to changes in policy.  In the early 1800s, New York City’s 

Almshouse provided shelter and food to the permanently unemployable, referred to as 

“indoor relief.”  Almshouse residents had to adhere to the rules of the administrators.  As 
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the number of poor outstripped residential space, the Almshouse began to offer money, 

food or fuel, referred to as “outdoor relief,” to non-residents.  This change in the relief 

system was not just driven by an increasing poor population.  The poor actively 

participated in reshaping the system.  Firstly, they preferred outdoor relief because it gave 

them more freedom to live as they wished.  Secondly, some wives and laborers began to 

use the Almshouse outdoor relief as part of a planned strategy to obtain relief during 

expected periods of male absence or unemployment.  Thirdly, some actively asked for 

assistance, rather than patiently waiting for what others bestowed.  The poor’s use of this 

new form of relief was striking.  While Almshouse provided indoor relief to about 1,400 

people in 1814, it provided outdoor relief to over 16,000 in 1815.  This substantial change 

in the relief system was not just driven by a rising poor population (Stansell 1987). 

 

In antebellum New York, poor parents, especially single mothers, relied on their 

children’s wages from scavenging and peddling to augment their meager earnings. 

Children were also on the street because tenement housing provided little space or 

amenities for play, or because their parents had abandoned them.  Consequently, all day 

long the streets in the city’s poor neighborhoods were teeming with children who were 

under limited parental supervision.  In addition, sometimes the poor children’s 

scavenging devolved into pilfering or stealing, through their own initiative, innocently or 

deliberately, or with the encouragement of an adult.  Drawing on their bourgeois 

experience and theory of domesticity, reformers concluded that the major causes of 

poverty and street crime were inadequate parenting (particularly by mothers) and home 



 

133 

 

life.  To address these problems, in part, reformers drew on the emerging doctrine of 

“parens patriae” (the state’s sovereign authority to protect the best interests of the child) 

in framing and passing the state’s first truancy law in 1853.  This law banned 

unsupervised, school-age children from the streets and made their school attendance a 

condition for relief.  Henceforth, New York’s children were to be at home, school or at 

work, and not alone on the public streets (Stansell 1987).  

 

As described in Community, Twin Rivers residents influenced changes in both town and 

state policies.  As noted earlier, the first residents of the community were plagued with 

housing problems due to construction defects.  In 1973, the homeowners association 

successfully lobbied the town to pass an ordinance to require buildings to use copper 

rather than aluminum wiring.  Twin Rivers residents also continued to struggle over the 

boundaries of homeowners association (HOA) authority.  As Keller concluded her study 

of Twin Rivers in 2001, she noted that the HOA leadership was facing a new challenge 

from a coalition of homeowners who were challenging the HOA’s authority.  This 

coalition had filed a lawsuit that, among other matters, contested the association board’s 

authority to limit members’ use of HOA facilities, newsletter and lawn signs for political 

purposes. In previous HOA leadership conflicts, the contesting groups had resolved the 

disputes through HOA elections.  In this instance, the disaffected group challenged the 

HOA’s authority through the courts, just as the HOA had challenged the authority of the 

bank trustee nearly 20 years before.  In 2007, the New Jersey Supreme Court ruled that 

the HOA was a private actor, not a municipality, and therefore, had the authority to 
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restrict members' political rights on HOA property, without unreasonably restricted 

residents’ free speech under the state’s constitution (Anon 2007).  In taking their dispute 

to court, the resident coalition’s lawsuit contributed to setting the state policy on the 

boundaries of HOA authority (Keller 2003).   

   

Shifts in policy contributing to changes in participation 

 

As might be expected, the studies also provide numerous examples where changes in 

public or private policy contributed to positive and negative changes in local 

participation.  What is notable is that changes in participation were often not the 

unintended consequences of policies designed to achieve other objectives.  Rather, the 

policies designed and implemented to purposively change how people participated. 

Moreover, rather described attempts by an outside authority to change the community, 

these examples describe instances where the community or group pro-actively tried to 

change itself through changes in participation-focused policies. 

 

The Pilgrims implemented numerous policy changes that provided more opportunities for 

the colonists to participate in public life.  From the beginning, the Pilgrims showed a 

willingness to go beyond existing policies or conventions in order to survive.  For 

example, the Pilgrims had a patent to create a colony at the mouth of the Hudson. 
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However, when continuing to the Hudson meant further endangerment of their 

expedition, the Pilgrims were willing to settle in Plymouth where they did not have a 

patent for a colony.  Traditionally, the Pilgrims formed a community by having all the 

male Pilgrims sign a covenant. Their decision to include all of the men sign, even the 

non-Pilgrims and the servants in the signing of their covenant, Mayflower Compact, 

helped to diminish the differences among the colonists and bind them together.  They 

selected their first, and especially their second Governor, based on merit.  This approach 

was very different than the English tradition of routinely bestowing leadership on those 

with wealth or position.  By tradition, English women’s duties were confined to 

childrearing and household chores since they were generally considered too physically, 

intellectually, and morally weak to handle for more responsibilities.  Yet, when faced 

with possible starvation, Governor Bradford allotted private garden plots to the families 

and encouraged women and children to maintain a family garden, while the men 

continued to work in the communal fields.  These gardens not only saved the colonists 

from starvation, but gave the women and children an indirect, though vital, role in the 

colony’s economy (Philbrick 2006).  

 

The Pokanokets were also willing to adapt their activities to form an alliance with the 

Pilgrims. Until the Pilgrims arrived, the tribes in the region had not had a good 

experience with the white explorers.  They had been attacked and their warriors had been 

kidnaped.  Yet, Massasoit, the Pokanokets’ leader, made the policy decision to first help 

the Pilgrims. Later, he created an alliance with the Pilgrims.  His tribe members were also 
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willing to learn English language and share their knowledge and skills with the white 

colonists. The tribe’s generosity helped the Pilgrims survive and laid the foundation for 

regional colonization (Philbrick 2006). 

 

As noted earlier, Stansell describes in City of Women how reformers in New York City 

attempted to reduce crime by addressing what they saw as its causes – poverty and poor 

parenting.  They did so by persuading the city and state officials to implement several 

reforms.  One change was to create a professional police force. One positive outcome 

from this reform was that it helped begin to control vigilante violence that had been such 

a fixture of ghetto life.  Another reform was to relocate poor children who were found on 

the street, especially boys, to rural farms to live and work.  Even though the poor children 

who were on the street were often working to help support their families, the reformers 

saw them as a principal source of street crime.  Critics of this reform contended that this 

policy contributed to the exploitation of child labor and relocated children who were not 

orphans. Despite these criticisms the policy continued well into the twentieth century 

(Stansell 1987). 

 

The case studies provided several examples of how local policies contributed to negative, 

unintended outcomes for the community.  For instance, the Pilgrim’s sale of guns to 

tribes increased the natives’ hunting prowess, but led to the rapid depletion of the local 

fur supply, one of the tribe’s main sources of wealth.  Pokankets willingness to sell land 

to and trade with Pilgrims & Puritans undercut their own wealth and independence 
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(Philbrick 2006).  This type of negative outcome from a well-intentioned policy was also 

described in Arctic Village.  Prior to Prohibition, Eskimos had not been allowed to buy 

alcohol. However, during Prohibition, the whites taught the Eskimos how to make 

alcohol, and both groups engaged in bootlegging.  As Marshall described, many of the 

Eskimo adults, both men and women, spent all their money in drink, while their children 

were often half starved (Marshall 1991).  As Stack noted in All Our Kin, the welfare rules 

that gave the benefits to the women also undermined the men’s role in the family (Stack 

1974).   

 

Some participation activities that had been undertaken by private entities from the 

colonial period through the antebellum years evolved into public institutions.  These 

public institutions provided greater number of residents with more opportunities to 

engage in public life.  For example, as described in the first three case studies, children 

either did not go to school or occasionally attended a private school, if their family could 

afford it.  By the end of SOFC and City of Women, the states of Illinois and New York 

were beginning to provide free, public education to all children (Doyle 1983; Stansell 

1987).  By the twentieth century, even in a remote territory like Alaska, as noted in Arctic 

Village, the government paid a teacher to provide primary education to local Eskimo 

children.  Government funding of the postal service, radio systems and roads helped these 

frontier Alaskans to be less isolated than the first immigrants to the area (Marshall 1991). 

As described in SOFC, local libraries, like schools, were private associations where 

members paid to join and have access the association’s books (Doyle 1983).  However, 
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by the late twentieth century, as described in Community, local libraries were funded by 

the town, open to the public, free of charge, and, moreover, served as community centers 

(Keller 2003).  

 

The policy changes were not just in the public sector.  Some of the major private 

organizations changed their membership policies to be more inclusive.  As Doyle 

describes in SOFC, the Protestant churches liberalized their membership rules, as they 

competed with each other for parishioners.  The churches accepted transfer letters and 

hosted revivals, and readily accepted members without requiring them to strictly adhere 

to church teachings.  The churches were also willing to extend both their funding-raising 

and charitable activities to non-parishioners, which served to lower the social barriers 

among the different social groups (Doyle 1983).  Other private policies discouraged 

participation.  For instance, unwillingness of major employers, like the local hospital in 

All Our Kin, to hire black men led to very high unemployment in this segment of the 

population (Stack 1974).  

 

Chapter Conclusions  

 

As noted earlier, a meta-analysis of case studies can only answer the research questions 

to the extent that the collected studies reported relevant observations.  The results of this 

meta-analysis of six American community case studies reveals can only be interpreted as 
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suggestive, rather than definitive (Morra et al. 1992).  Bearing these limitations in mind, 

the results of this meta-analysis contribute to answering each of the three research 

questions.   

 

The results of the meta-analysis strongly suggest that while the mechanics of 

participation – the exchanging or sharing of an item of value between two or more 

participants - may be simple to understand, community participation is a complex 

phenomenon.  As a consequence of this complexity, as well as the lack of measures and 

observations, the analysis cannot quantify the similarities and differences in participation 

across the communities with explicit measures the volume or nature of participation, in 

terms of number of hours, number of activities, variety of activities, or number of people 

who actually participate.  Even so, analysis of the case studies provides numerous 

examples of the similarities and differences in how community members engaged in 

various participation activities.    

 

With respect to similarities, each participation activity had numerous common 

characteristics, such as the actors, objective(s), means, and duration. Examples from the 

case studies suggest that:  

 participation occurred in each community in a variety of ways, such as 

through work, socializing, worship, education and play;  

 Individuals, groups, or public or private organizations undertook activities that 



 

140 

 

o facilitated or inhibited the potential of others to participate in the 

community (positive vs. negative participation); 

o directly engaged with others or engaged them with others through 

intermediate means, or avoided engagement entirely (direct vs. indirect 

vs. non-participation);  

o followed established roles, rules and procedures, or that were outside 

of formal structures (formal vs. informal participation); 

 through these participation activities individuals exchanged, to varying 

degrees, goods, services, knowledge, rights, fellowship and other items of 

value; and 

 through these participation activities individuals exchanged, to varying 

degrees, goods, services, knowledge, rights, fellowship and other items of 

value.  

 

One of the reasons that the participation in these very different communities shared so 

many similarities is because, as Aristotle observed, the humans are inherently social 

creatures who need to interact with each other to thrive (Hutchins 1952; Olson 1971).14  

So within all humans’ internal structures is a strong desire to engage in shared activities 

with others.  Secondly, participation is a transactional activity where each participant is 

giving, receiving or sharing something of value, such as time, services or goods, in 

                                                             
14

 It is no accident that one of the severest punishments that society can impose on criminals is solitary 

confinement which denies them normal social interaction with others. 
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exchange for something of value in return, such as an emotional reward, service, good, 

etc.  Thirdly, the categories of external structures that define a setting, e.g. physical, 

social, cultural, economic and political, are almost always present.  Given these common 

ingredients, it is not surprising that the analysis offered numerous examples of 

similarities in participation activities across these six, very different communities. For 

instance:  

 Residents of Plymouth, Jacksonville, Wiseman and Twin Rivers chose to be 

members of a new community and a new way of life. 

 Residents in each of the communities, except Plymouth, formed local  voluntary 

associations. 

 Even though Plymouth and Wiseman were 300 years apart, the Native-Americans 

residents were curious about and accepting of Christianity, and incorporate the 

new religion into their spiritual practices. In contrast, whites showed little 

curiosity regarding tribes’ faith.  

 Residents of Plymouth, Wiseman and the Flats recycled goods among their 

residents. The multiple transactions of the same goods helped distribute the 

limited wealth of poor community to many of its members. 

 In both the ghettos of antebellum New York and the 20
th
 century Flats, the poor 

women  

o felt trapped by their obligations to their families. It was both difficult to 

refuse to help family members in need and difficult to break away to live 

independent life. 
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o Formed networks that provided mutual aid through reciprocal obligations 

o Created alternative justice system with its own rules and means for 

sanctioning wayward members 

 Dire circumstances in Plymouth, New York and Jacksonville brought 

opportunities for some residents, who were previously powerless (women & 

children), to participate in previously prohibited activities, such as paid work.  

 In Plymouth and the Flats, the residents created alternative marketplaces and 

credit systems  

(Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987). 

 

The analysis also offered numerous examples of differences in how residents participated 

in these six communities.  For instance, even though Plymouth and Twin Rivers were 

both conscripted communities, the leaders sought to control the lives of residents to vary 

different degrees.  In Plymouth, the colony attempted to control all aspects of residents’ 

lives, such as employment, religious practice, education, socializing, etc.  In contrast, the 

leaders of Twin Rivers homeowners association could only attempt to control how 

residents maintained the exterior of their home and used association property.  The 

HOA’s authority did not extend to controlling the residents’ employment, religion, 

education, or socializing (Keller 2003; Philbrick 2006). 

 

These differences can be attributed to changes in the external and internal structures that 

influenced an individual’s decision whether, and how, to participate in an activity.  Over 
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time, there were substantial changes in all of the categories of external structures 

(physical, political, economic, social, and cultural). For example: 

 the social, cultural and political restrictions that once limited a host of social 

groups from accessing various public arenas have gradually eroded, enabling 

a greater diversity of residents to participate in public life; and 

 the numbers of private and public organizations have proliferated, providing 

numerous avenues to public engagement.  

 the number, variety, and reach (across time and space) of participation 

activities have also increased, thanks to both human creativity and 

technological advances.  

 

The differences in participation activities can also be attributed to differences the 

residents’ internal structures, both as individuals and collectively, as illustrated 

previously in Table 5. For instance, decreased deference to class facilitated working class 

white men to gain the right to vote and to participate in public recreational activities. 

Increased concern for the disabled prompted their greater inclusion in public health care 

and education.  As institutional leaders accepted dissent from their members and the 

public, more residents participated in protest-type activities.  

 

As the results of the analysis illustrate, specific participation activities undertaken by 

individuals or groups influenced the structures of the community and, thereby, 

contributed to maintaining or changing the community.  The continuation of positive and 
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negative participation practices helped to reinforce and strengthen the various political, 

economic and social structures.  For instance, continued participation in religious worship 

services helped to maintain the existing churches.  The continued denial of voting rights 

for women and minorities continued their political marginalization.  These and other 

results described support the argument that participation activities closely affect the 

maintenance of or change in each community’s external structures, and subsequent 

changes in in the overall community.  In each case study, individuals or groups engaged 

in participation activities, of all types, helped change the structure of the community, 

such as Governor Bradford encouraging women and children to maintain local gardens; 

or disaffected Protestants repeated leaving their traditional church to form new 

denominations in Jacksonville; or the white men increasing unwillingness to marry 

Eskimo women leading to the slow demise of Wiseman (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; 

Marshall 1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987). 

 

The changes in all types of participation affected the nature of the community because 

they could influence either one of the categories of external structures, or one of the 

internal structures that residents share in common.  For instance, drawing on the 

examples provided above:  

 Governor Bradford encouraging women and children to maintain local 

gardens changed the economic structure of Plymouth by expanding the labor 

force, increasing production and introducing new economic actors; 



 

145 

 

 The repeated splitting of the Protestant congregations into new denominations 

changed the social and cultural structure of Jacksonville.  Residents were 

more willing to challenge the authority of their given church while the 

churches faced competition to maintain their membership leading to a reduced 

emphasis on adherence to dogma; and 

 The white men’s increasing non-participation in marriage with local Eskimo 

women affected the population of Wiseman, a physical structure. 

Consequently, the population of Wiseman rapidly declined as adults left the 

town and the number of children declined (Doyle 1983; Keller 2003; Marshall 

1991; Philbrick 2006; Stack 1974; Stansell 1987). 

 

In the colonial period and in remote or rural areas like Alaska, people had a greater sense 

of community as a singular entity because the external and internal structures were more 

aligned than today.  The external structures that influenced residents’ lives were more 

overlapping and reinforcing.  Consider the lives of the Plymouth residents. The same 

individuals repeatedly participated with each other in each of the different structural 

contexts. One’s co-workers (economic structure) were also one’s neighbors (physical and 

socio-cultural structures), fellow worshipers, and fellow association member.  The 

community’s economic elite were also the political and/or social leaders.  An example of 

the overlapping of the same participants in various categories of activities is illustrated 

below:  
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Figure 3. Example of a participant’s involvement in multiple categories of 

activities 

 

 

Moreover, the members of the community were similar – so their internal structures 

(outlooks etc.) were more aligned with each other.  If they came into the community, 

from different backgrounds, their shared experience in the same territorial community 

helped to align some of their internal structures.  Consequently, residents had a greater 

sense of a singular community. 

 

As the nation’s population has grown, society has expanded and become more complex.  

Consequently, each of the categories of external structures has grown in size and 

complexity.  Fewer of us experience the singular community of Plymouth where our 

physical, economic, political, social and cultural experiences overlap, almost completely. 
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By the 20
th
 century, the lives of the Twin Rivers residents in Keller’s Community were 

far less overlapping.  The workers commuted to jobs outside of Twin Rivers.  They 

attended a variety of churches and synagogues.  They did not experience a singular 

community, but a variety of communities. Community has evolved from a more singular, 

territorial-based entity into a multiplicity of little communities, as illustrated below: 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Illustration of the multiple, overlapping, of little communities  

 

 

This atomization of a person’s once singular community into a multiplicity of mini-

communities was noted by Warren, Fischer, Cleaver, and others, as described in Chapters 

2 and 3 (Cleaver 1999b; Fischer 1982; Fukuyama 1999; Warren 1987). Atomization does 

not necessarily mean that community is in decline or that people are participating less.  It 

Family 

Groups 

City or 
Town 

School 

Work 

Play  

Street Worship 

Internet 



 

148 

 

does mean that people are participating across a variety of venues, which can make it 

even more difficult to measure participation and community.    

 

The meta-analysis results also suggests that shifts in participation activities contributed to 

changes in public and private policies, and also, that public policy facilitated and 

inhibited different forms of participation.  The results suggest that all forms of 

participation contributed to changes in public policy.  They also suggest that changes in 

public or private policy contributed to positive and negative changes in local 

participation.  Interestingly, changes in participation were often not the unintended 

consequences of policies designed to achieve other objectives, such as the prohibition on 

alcohol led to bootlegging.   

 

Lastly, the results suggest that the proposed participation-community theory has some 

explanatory value.  The observed participation activities were influenced by both the 

individual’s reconciliation of relevant internal and existing external structures.  The 

relevant external and internal sub-structures varied, depending on the individual, the 

community and the given situation.  The participation activities affected both the 

participants and their community (ies).  The accumulation of residents’ participation 

activities helped to maintain or change each category of external structure that defined 

the community.  Moreover, the participation experience contributed to the individual’s 

ongoing refinement of their internal structures.  The refinements of the internal and 

external structures are ongoing, overlapping and cyclical processes.  
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CHAPTER 5 – ANALYSIS OF NATIONAL PARTICIPATION 

DATA 

 

Introduction   

 

This chapter examines national, longitudinal trends in reported participation.  The 

analysis of this type of data will contribute to answering the first research question in 

several ways.  First, the data can identify generalized trends regarding how people 

participate in those activities over time. Second, if the participation data is tied to the 

participants’ characteristics, then we would be able to examine similarities and 

differences in participation in various activities, by various population groups, over time.  

Thirdly, if the national participation data sets also includes data regarding the external 

structures that describe the social context and/or the internal structures that influence of 

the respondents’ characteristics and other internal structures on reported participation 

activities – then we can begin to build a model for the structuration process at the national 

level.  Lastly, the availability of national data on participation activity will facilitate 

comparisons between reported participation by Pimmit Hills residents and similar data 

from the national, state, local levels.      
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Most previous community researchers could not undertake such a comparative analysis 

because national data on participation was unavailable.  However, over the past several 

decades, social scientists have begun to collect national data on Americans’ social 

activities and attitudes.  This chapter describes the results from the analyses of the 

national trends on selected participation activities.  

 

Description of National Participation Data and Analyses   

 

Participation Data Available from National Surveys 

 

Table 7 provides a list of type of participation data that was collected from each national 

survey used in this study: the General Social Survey (GSS); Current Population Survey 

(CPS); and the Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES).  Generally, the variables used in 

the analyses were those where the data had been collected for all or most of the survey 

years.  On occasion, participation data that was only collected for a few years was 

included if the data helped to provide context or contrast to the principal participation 

variables.   
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Table 7. Comparison of Participation Data Collected, by National Survey 

National Surveys: GSS   CPS   CES 

Portion of survey 
collecting 

participation data: 

Core 
Question Set 

 

Voting and 
Registration 

November 

Supplement 

 

Volunteering 
September 

Supplement 

 

Civic 
Engagement  

November 

Supplement 

 

Core 
Question Set 

 

Survey Years: 1972-2010 1964-2010 2002-2011 2008-2010 2000-2010 

Category of Participation 

 

Positive, Formal, and Direct 

Voted in Presidential 

Election 

x x    

Voted in Mid-Term 
Election 

 x    

Registered to Vote  x    

Contacted a public 

official 

   x  

Attend a public 

meeting 

   x  

      

Member of 

Organization 

x     

Positive, Formal, and Direct or Indirect 

Volunteering for or 
through an 

organization 

  x   

Reported volunteer 

activities 

  x   

      

Attend Religious 

Services 

x     

      

Bought or boycotted 
a product or service 

   x  

Donations or 

contributions 

  x  x 

Positive, Informal, and Direct or Indirect 

Socialize with 

relatives 

x   x  

Socialize with friends x   x  

Socialize or exchange 

favors with neighbors 
or others 

x   x  

      

Email  or Internet use X 

2000-2010 

  x  

Recycling X 

1993-2010 

    

Watching TV x     
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National Surveys: GSS   CPS   CES 

Portion of survey 

collecting 

participation data: 

Core 

Question Set 

 

Voting and 

Registration 

November 
Supplement 

 

Volunteering 

September 

Supplement 

 

Civic 

Engagement  

November 
Supplement 

 

Core 

Question Set 

 

Survey Years: 1972-2010 1964-2010 2002-2011 2008-2010 2000-2010 

Reading a newspaper x     

Negative and Positive,  Nonparticipation 

Not voting  x    

      

Not volunteering   x   

      

Not attending 
religious services 

x     

 

 

As suggested in the meta-analysis, there are potentially hundreds, if not thousands, of 

different types of formal and informal participation activities in which individuals can 

participate.  However, to date, national surveys have collected long-term data on only a 

few participation activities and the results are not comparable.  As indicated in Table 7, 

the GSS, CPS and CES, which are among the best surveys conducted in the U.S., collect 

data on less than two dozen participation activities.  Moreover, these surveys have only 

been systematically collecting this type of data for a few decades, at most, and the 

collection periods for the different surveys do not overlap for extended periods of time. 

Unfortunately, participation reported by these different surveys cannot be directly 

compared.  While the GSS, CPS and CES collected similar data for a few types of 

activities, in most instances, the wording of the survey questions are not similar enough 

to allow for a direct comparison of the reported results.   
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The next sub-sections describe the data collected by the three surveys for the various 

formal and informal participation activities.  The Results section presents the trends in 

reported participation for those years when the survey collected this information. 

 

Participation data from GSS 

 

All of the 28 GSS conducted from 1972 through 2010 asked respondents if they 

participated in two formal activities – voting in presidential elections and attendance at 

religious services.  Depending on the year of the GSS, the respondent was asked to recall 

whether they had voted in one to three of the preceding elections, which had taken place 

from one to 7 years prior to the survey.  On each of the GSS, the survey asked all 

respondents how often the respondent attended religious services.  From 1974 through 

1994, and again in 2004, the GSS core question set asked respondents about a third type 

of formal participation – membership in a type of organization.  On these 16 GSSs, the 

survey asked respondents if they were a member in any of 16 different types of 

organizations.  The survey also included a 17
th
 membership variable that totaled the 

number of organization types for which respondent reported a membership (Smith et al. 

2010).   

 



 

154 

 

In addition to asking respondents whether they engaged in several formal participation 

activities, the 28 GSS asked respondent whether they engaged in several forms of 

informal participation activities.  Three questions asked about socializing activities – 

specifically, the reported frequency of social evenings spent with relatives, friends and 

those who live in your neighborhood.  On the 13 surveys conducted from 1978 through 

1993, the GSS also asked respondents how frequently they spent a social evening with 

their parents and siblings, assuming they had such relatives.  The fourth socializing 

question that was asked on all 28 GSS asked how often the respondent “went to a bar or 

tavern” (Smith et al. 2010).   

 

In addition to the socializing variables, all 28 GSS asked respondents how often they 

watched television and read a newspaper (variables: tvhours and news) (Smith et al. 

2010).   These indirect forms of communication provide shared experiences and 

information.  Participating in these informal activities can help people to be informed 

about current events, government activities, and the views of others.  Such knowledge 

(referred to as autonomy) can facilitate political participation (Burns et al. 2001b; Dalton 

2006).  

 

This study presents the results from GSS respondents’ reported engagement in 29 

participation activities as collected by 29 surveys conducted over several decades.15  

                                                             
15

 It is interesting to note that the General Social Survey (GSS) began in 1972 and continued collecting and 

publishing its results during the same period as covered by Keller’s Community study (1972-2001).  As 
described in the meta- analysis, Keller conducted several surveys of Twin River residents regarding their 
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Appendix H provides a detailed description of the 29 GSS formal, informal and indirect 

participation variables used in these analyses.  For each variable, the appendix describes 

the original survey question; the associated response options; the survey years when the 

question was asked; and total number of question responses in the GSS data set.  If a 

variable was recoded for subsequent analyses, then the description of the recoding is also 

provided in the appendix.  I analyzed the 1972-2010 GSS using the STATA-formatted 

version of the cumulative dataset.  This dataset merges the data from all 28 General 

Social Surveys (1972-1978, 1980, 1982-91, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 

2006, 2008, 2010) into a single file with each year or survey acting as a sub-file (Smith et 

al. 2010). 

 

Participation data from CPS Supplemental surveys 

 

The CPS November Voting and Registration supplement, 1964-2008, asked respondents 

whether they had voted in the recently-completed election and, if not, whether they were 

registered to vote. The supplement also asked those respondents who self-reported as 

nonvoters or non-registered the reasons why they had not voted or became registered 

(File and Crissey 2012). 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
participation in several community activities. See Keller, S. 2003. Community: Pursuing the Dream, Living 

the Reality. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. However, her study did not note the national data on 

participation data available from GSS or explore the potential comparison of results between from her 
surveys and GSS.  
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The CPS September Volunteering supplement began to collect data on volunteering in 

2000.  The supplement defines “volunteers” as persons who performed unpaid volunteer 

activities at any point from September 1 in the preceding year through the survey period, 

which took place in September of the current year.  The reference period for other 

respondent characteristics refers to the survey reference week in September of the current 

year.  BLS noted that these respondent characteristics may have been different at the time 

volunteer activities were performed (U.S. BLS 2012).  The September supplement data 

only includes persons who volunteered through or for an organization; the figures do not 

include persons who volunteered in a more informal manner.  BLS defined 

“organizations” as associations, societies, or groups of people who share a common 

interest, such as churches or civic organizations.  The supplement asks about the 

respondent’s volunteering in eight major categories of organizations, such as youth or 

community service organizations.  As BLS described, the volunteer supplement segment 

is: 

… introduced as follows: "This month, we are interested in volunteer activities, 

that is, activities for which people are not paid, except perhaps expenses. We only 

want you to include volunteer activities that you did through or for an 

organization, even if you only did them once in a while." Following this 

introduction, respondents were asked the first supplement question: "Since 

September 1st of last year, have you done any volunteer activities through or for 

an organization?" If respondents did not answer "yes" to the first question, they 
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were asked the following question: ‘Sometimes people don't think of activities 

they do infrequently or activities they do for children's schools or youth 

organizations as volunteer activities. Since September 1st of last year, have you 

done any of these types of volunteer activities? (Eldridge 2011:8–1, 8–3 to 8–5) 

 

On all of the 10 volunteer supplements from 2002 through 2011, BLS considered 

respondents to be volunteers if they answered "yes" to either question about formal or 

informal volunteering.  Respondents classified as volunteers were asked further questions 

about their volunteer activities, such as: 

 the number and type of organizations for which they volunteered;,  

 total hours spent volunteering;  

 how they became involved with the main organization for which they 

volunteered;  

 the type of activities they performed for the main organization; and  

 what their main activity was (U.S. BLS 2012).  

In addition, since 2008, the September supplement to the CPS has asked respondents 

whether, during the preceding year, they had donated money, assets, or property with a 

combined value of more than $25 to charitable or religious organizations(U.S. BLS 

2011d).  

 

The designated household respondent member, who answers many CPS questions on 

behalf of the entire household, answered the volunteer questions only with respect to their 
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personal volunteering activities.  For the 2011 supplement, the agency reported that about 

69 percent of the responses were self-reports.  BLS reported that it used this approach 

because research indicated that self-respondents could more easily answer questions on 

the characteristics of the volunteer activity (U.S. BLS 2012).   

 

In 2008, the Census introduced a new November supplement, on behalf of BLS and the 

Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS), which inquired about 

respondents’ engagement in various formal and informal civic activities.  The 2008-2010 

November supplement on Civic Engagement asked respondents whether, during the 

preceding year, they had engaged in several formal civic activities, such as contacting a 

public official, participated in various formal organizations, or served as an officer or 

committee member for an organization.  Specifically, the supplement asked whether or 

not the respondent had done any of the following in the last 12 months: 

 Contacted or visited a public official - at any level of government - to express 

your opinion; 

 Bought or boycotted a certain product or service because of the social or political 

values of the company that provides it; 

 participated in any of these groups: 

o school group, neighborhood, or community association such as PTA or 

neighborhood watch groups; 
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o service or civic organization such as American Legion or Lions Club; 

o sports or recreation organization such as a soccer or tennis club; 

o church, synagogue, mosque or other religious institutions or organizations; 

– not counting attendance at religious services.  

o any other type of organization that I have not mentioned; and  

 had been an officer or served on a committee of any group or organization (U.S. 

Census 2010). 

The supplement also asked about several forms of informal participation.  Specifically, 

the supplement asked how often, during a typical month in the past year:  

o were politics discussed when communicating with family and friends; 

o did the respondent eat dinner with any of the other members of your household;  

o did the respondent communicate with friends and family by Email or on the 

Internet; 

o did the respondent talk with any of your neighbors; and 

o did the respondent  or their neighbors do favors for each other, such as watching 

each other’s children, shopping, house sitting, lending garden or household items, 

and other small acts of kindness  

(U.S. Census 2010). 



 

160 

 

 

I analyzed the summary data that was available in spreadsheet or text file format for each 

of these CPS supplements from their Census or federal sponsors’ websites: 

 November Voter and Registration Supplement -

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting/index.html ; and 

 September Volunteering Supplement  and November Civic Engagement 

Supplement –  http://www.volunteeringinamerica.gov/export.cfm . 

The specific data tables used are cited in the Results section below. 

 

Participation data from CES 

 

Among the expenditures tracked by the CES, this  survey specifically asks respondents if, 

from the first day of the reference month, whether they or any member of their household 

made cash payments and contributions (via cash, checks, money orders, credit cards, 

stocks or bonds) to persons outside of your household.  The survey specifically asks 

about payments and contributions made to or for: 

 college students living away from home; 

 other people who are not part of their household; 

 child support; 

 alimony; 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting/index.html
http://www.volunteeringinamerica.gov/export.cfm
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 educational institutions; 

 political organizations; 

 religious organizations; 

 charities;  

 other organizations; 

and the amount of these type of contributions in the reference month (U.S. BLS 2011b).  

Consequently, the cash contributions reported by CES reflect payments made by the 

consumer unit (e.g. household) to other individuals and organizations – a mixture of 

indirect participation in the economy through payments made to children, former 

spouses, or others – and direct participation through payments to various social 

organizations.   

 

According to BLS, the reported results are average expenditures for consumer units with 

specified characteristics, regardless of whether a particular unit incurred an expense for a 

specific item during the recordkeeping period.  The difference between the average for all 

consumer units and the average for those purchasing the item is greater for those items 

that are purchased less frequently.  The BLS also reported that even within groups of 

consumer units with similar characteristics, the distribution of expenditures varied 

substantially (U.S. BLS 2011a).  
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As with the CPS data, I analyzed the summary data that was available in spreadsheet or 

text file format from the BLS website - http://www.bls.gov/cex/#tables. The specific data 

tables used are cited in the Results section below. 

 

Description of Regression Models  

 

In addition to describing national trends in reported participation over the last several 

decades, I also examined the relative influence of a few aspects of the participants’ 

general disposition (one of the internal structures) on their reported participation using 

multivariate regression analyses.  I was able to develop these variable-rich regression 

models because, for decades, the GSS has collected data on several formal and informal 

participation activities, as well as data related to several of the respondents’ world views . 

As described in Chapters 2 and 3, worldviews are one of the ingredients that shape a 

person’s general disposition.  An individual’s worldview includes their principles, 

orientations, and the way they classify people, networks and things (Stones 2005).  This 

use of GSS data is not new. Several researchers have also specifically linked GSS 

variables that sought to measure aspects of various internal structures with GSS variables 

that captured reported participation activities (Dalton 2006; Dietz, Stern, and Guagnano 

1998; Paxton 1999; Putnam 2001).  What is new about the two models presented here is 

that they test the relative influence the respondents’ worldviews on reported formal and 

http://www.bls.gov/cex/#tables
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informal participation activities, both as a stand-alone set of variables and in combination 

with selected socio-economic characteristics. 

 

The first multivariate regression model tested the influence of several reported 

worldviews (independent variables) on respondents’ reported participation activities 

(dependent variables).  The second model tests the influence of the independent 

worldview variables on the dependent participation variables, after controlling for several 

respondent socio-economic characteristics.  The dependent variables were the various 

GSS participation variables described in the preceding section.   

 

Appendices H, I, and J describe the worldview (independent), participation (dependent) 

variables used in Model 1, as well as the additional socio-economic (control) variables 

used in Model 2.  Many of the variables used in the two models were created through 

recoding original GSS variables.  The appendices provide a detailed description of the 

variables including the original GSS variable name, question wording, response options 

and punch coding, and number of respondents per question, as well as the recoded 

variables with associated re-coding, as appropriate.   

 

In addition to these two models based on GSS data, the Census recently conducted 

multivariate regression analyses of 2006 and 2008 CPS Voting and Registration data.  As 

a comparison to the results from the GSS models, the last sub-section of the Results 
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section that follows describes the multivariate regression model Census used to analyze 

the CPS voting and registration data, as well as the results of their analysis. 

 

Model 1 

 

Model 1 tested the relative influence of the respondents’ general disposition, as expressed 

by five reported worldviews (respondent’s personal happiness, views of others, 

liberalism, conservatism, and confidence in public institutions), on their reported 

engagement in each of the 29 different formal, informal, or indirect participation 

activities. Specifically, Model 1 tested the influence of the following independent 

variables: happiness, positive view of others, liberal outlook, conservative outlook, and 

confidence in institutions.  The variable names are happy1, posview_others, 

liberal_ordnl, conservative_ordnl, and confid_institions.  Model 1 assessed influence of 

these worldview variables on each of the 29 dependent participation variables (described 

previously and in Appendix H). 

 

For 24 or more of the 28 GSSs conducted between 1972 and 2010, the core question set 

has included several questions that captured some of their general worldviews. Some of 

the GSS questions asked about the respondents’ views or attitudes about themselves, 

other people, politics and institutions.  In choosing the GSS variables to include in the 
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analysis, I selected those variables that: (1) measured aspects of the respondents’ general 

worldview versus views on specific situations, and (2) were included in the most number 

of surveys (to facilitate the largest sample set for analysis).  The GSS variables selected 

do not measure the respondents’ complete worldview, but only selected aspects of their 

worldview. Those variables included in the model reflected respondents’ views about: 

their own happiness; the tendency of others to be fair, helpful, and trust-worthy; their 

political views; and their confidence in various public institutions. These variables were 

included in the analyses because they described a principle, orientation, and/or 

classification of people or groups that reasonably related to participation. 

 

Previous research has shown that happiness can influence an individual’s informal 

participation, such as the strength and size of one’s social network (Burt 1986). Three 

questions from the core question set asked about the respondents’ general happiness 

(variables: happy, hapmar, and life).  The happy marriage variable (hapmar) only applied 

to married respondents, which substantially reduced the sample size, and the life variable 

did not strong correlate with the participation variables.  The remaining variable, happy, 

captures the respondent’s answer to the following question, “Taken all together, how 

would you say things are these days--would you say that you are very happy, pretty 

happy, or not too happy?”  As Burt noted, this question yields only a very crude measure 

of the respondent’s happiness (Burt 1986). The happy variable was recoded to facilitate 

regression analysis (the new variable was happy1 - see Appendix I). As shown in Figure 
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5, over the course of the 24 GSSs, the mean for the happiness variable hovered just 

slightly above ‘1’ – corresponding with the score for ‘pretty happy.’ 

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010  

 
Figure 5. Mean value of the respondents’ reported happiness (happy1 variable), per 

GSS from 1972 to 2010 

 

 

Three GSS questions (variable names in parentheses) asked the respondent to generalize 

about their views of other people.  Specifically, the survey asked respondents whether 

people were fair (fair), helpful (helpful), or trustworthy (trust).  All three variables 

measure the respondent’s view of the trustworthiness of others. (Paxton 1999)  I found 

that these three variables could be grouped into a meaningful scale using principal 

component factor analysis.  The factor scale, named ‘posview_others,’ had an alpha 
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reliability of .67.  The factor loadings are provided in Appendix I, Table 57.  As shown in 

Figure 6, the mean score for this factor scale has consistently been near ‘1.’ This score 

corresponded with respondents consistently reporting that, in their view, other people’s 

fairness, helpfulness and trustworthiness ‘depended’ on situational circumstances.  

 

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010 

 

Figure 6.  Mean value of the respondents’ reported views of others (posview_others 

factor scale variable), per GSS from 1972 to 2010 

 

 

Over the years, the GSS core question set has included two questions that ask the 

respondents’ political views.  The first question asked if the respondent considered 

themselves affiliated with the Democratic, Republican, or other party or as an 

independent.  The second question asked the respondent where they would place 

themselves on a scale of political views ranging from between extreme liberal (‘1’) to 
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extreme conservative (‘7’).  Given the shifting stances of political parties and the research 

objective of assessing the influence of the respondents’ general worldview, I chose to use 

the question that measured an aspect of the respondents’ political worldview rather than a 

party-specific affiliation.  As shown in Figure 7, over the course of 26 GSSs, the mean 

score for the political views variable has hovered just above ‘4’– corresponding with 

“moderate” political views. 

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1974-2010 

 

Figure 7. Mean value of respondents’ reported political views (polviews variable), 

per GSS from 1974 to 2010 

 

 

One drawback to using the GSS ‘polviews’ variable to assess the influence of political 
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from extremely conservative to extremely liberal. Consequently, the full political scale in 

the ‘polviews’ variable obscures examination of the influence of liberalism or 

conservatism.  To capture the relative influence of these different political views on 

reported participation, I split the ‘polviews’ variables into two variables: an ordinal scale 

for those respondents reported having from slight to extreme conservative views 

(conservative_ordnl) and an ordinal scale for those respondents reported having from 

slight to extreme liberal views (liberal_ordnl). More detailed information about these two 

variables is provided in Appendix I, Table 61. 

 

Another set of GSS questions asked the respondents’ level of confidence in the people 

leading any of the thirteen institutions (variable names in parentheses): banks and 

financial institutions (confinan); major companies (conbus); organized religion 

(conclerg); education (coneduc); executive branch of the federal government (confed); 

organized labor (conlabor); press (conpress); medicine (conmedic); tv (contv); U.S. 

Supreme Court (conjudge); scientific community (consci); congress (conlegis); and 

military (conarmy).  The question asked, “As far as the people running these institutions 

are concerned, would you say you have a great deal of confidence, only some confidence, 

or hardly any confidence at all in them?”  Rather than measuring the respondents’ views 

of specific institutions or expert systems, these variables measure the respondents’ views 

of broad categories of institutions (Paxton 1999). 

 



 

170 

 

I found that various subsets of these institutional-confidence variables could be combined 

into a meaningful scale using principal component factor analysis.  The factor scale with 

the highest alpha reliability (.78) was the scale that combined all of the seven variables 

(see Appendix I, Table 62 for the factor loadings).  As indicated in Figure 8, the mean 

value for the institutional-confidence factor variable declined slightly from a score of 

1.16 to 1.08 from 1973 through 1991, which corresponds with some confidence in the 

institutions, to a score ranging between .98 and 1.05 during the later surveys. 

 

 

 
 
Source: GSS data 1973-2010 

 

Figure 8. Mean value of respondents’ reported views of others (confid_institions 

variable), per GSS from 1973 to 2010 
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Lastly, the GSS core question set included two questions that ask the respondents about 

their religious worldview.  The first question asked about their religious preference 

(variable name, "relig") and listed numerous religions as options.  The second question 

asked about the strength of their religious preference (variable name "reliten").  Given 

these questions were similar to asking if the respondent was a member of a church, one of 

the participation variables, and the research objective was to observe trends in various 

participation activities, I chose to retain the church membership variable and not to 

include the religious worldview variables in the analyses.   

 

Model 2 

 

Model 2 was developed to assess the relationships between the respondents’ reported 

general worldview and reported participation activities, after controlling for various 

respondent socio-economic characteristics.  Specifically, model 2 built on model 1 by 

also controlling for: 

 

 respondent’s age in years;  

 year of data collection;  

 respondent’s gender (dummy variable for females);  
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 class (self-identified in one of four social classes);  

 education (highest level of diploma or degree received);  

 marital status (dummy variable for currently married);  

 number of children respondent ever had;  

 employment status (dummy variable for employed in the previous week); and  

 owning their dwelling (dummy variable for owning dwelling).   

 

Past research has found several demographic variables, such as age, marital status, 

number of children, gender, and education can be predictors of civil and/or social 

participation (Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Burns et al. 2001b; Burt 1986; Putnam 2001; 

Rotolo 2000; Verba and Nie 1987).  For instance, the year variable tracks the effect of the 

period. Age captures the effect of the life course, while marital status, number of 

children, employment and homeownership capture the effect of common social roles on 

participation.  Socio-economic characteristics help to define a respondent’s role or 

position in a given social setting.  Depending on the type of participation activity, certain 

socio-economic characteristics would likely be more influential in decisions to participate 

than others.  For instance, a respondent’s level of education would likely influence their 

decision to become a member of fraternity or sorority, since those respondents who had 

not attended college would not have the opportunity to join this type of organization.   
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Model 2 uses class rather than the respondent’s income.  Over the years, the GSS has 

used over eight income variables as incomes have grown and inflation has fluctuated. For 

trend analysis, two recoded income variables can tie reported incomes to 1986 and 2000 

constant dollars.  Rather than trying to independently assess social status through a re-

calculation of income, I chose to use the respondent’s subjective placement of themselves 

in one of four social classes.  I chose to use this variable because it reflects the 

respondents’ understanding of the relative income/wealth levels associated with different 

classes, at the time of the survey.   

 

Model 2 does not include race as a control variable because the GSS variable for race 

only identifies three choices: white, black and other.  The ‘other’ category captures over 

three dozen different racial and ethnic categories. Other variables that might clearly 

identify other races or ethnic groups, such as Asian or Hispanic, were not asked until the 

later years of the survey. As noted earlier, the GSS collects only a little information about 

the geographic region and population density of where the respondent lives (this 

information helps describe some of the physical structure for the setting - one of the five 

types of external structures).  I tested the potential influence of geographic locations 

using variables for region and population density, but found no significant correlations 

between the geographical variables and the participation variables.  
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In sum, Model 2 tested the influence of the 5 independent variables (happy1, 

posview_others, liberal_ordnl, conservative_ordnl, confid_institions), plus 9 control 

variables (age, year, r_female, class1, degree, married, childs, employed and own_dwel), 

on each of the 29 dependent participation variables.  These control variables were 

selected because, compared to similar types of variables in GSS, a preliminary analysis 

found that each was notably associated with more than one of the dependent variables. 

Appendix J provides detailed descriptions of these variables. 

 

All of the ordinary least squares (OLS) multivariate regressions and trends were 

calculated using the wtssall weight variable.  This GSS weighting variable adjusts for 

number of adults per household and sub-sampling of non-respondents and is 

recommended by NORC in analyzing all data from 2004 GSS or later (Smith et al. 2010).  

A check for missing values found that the percent of missing values were less than 5 

percent, so no imputation operations were performed for any of the variables. 

 

Chapter Results  

 

This section summarizes the results regarding recent national trends in participation, as 

captured by three national surveys - the GSS, CPS and CES.  The results for the various 

types of participation are presented here using the categorization approach described in 
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Chapter 3, and illustrated in Figure 2 as the Participation Matrix, e.g. positive, formal 

participation; positive, informal participation, etc. 

 

Following the presentation of the summary results for specific participation activities, this 

section also presents the results of the two multivariate regression models assessing the 

influence of selected worldviews on participation, both before and after controlling for 

the respondents’ various socio-economic characteristics.   

 

Positive, Formal and Direct Participation  

 

Voting and Related Civic Activities 

 

As indicated in Table 7, GSS and the November supplement of the CPS have collected 

information on respondents’ reported voting for decades.  The results from GSS indicate 

that between 1972 and 2010, on average, between 60 to 75 percent of the respondents 

reported voting in at least one of the recent Presidential elections included in their 

respective survey.  As illustrated in Figure 9, the reported Presidential voting tended to 

bounce up and down, over the 37 year period - between a high of about 73 percent and a 

low of about 60 percent, on average.  I found that the lower percent generally 

corresponded with those years when the survey was asking respondents about voting in 
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two or more recent elections, and the older election had taken place 5 to 6 years in the 

past.  A review of the individual voting variable in specific presidential elections (e.g. 

vote72, vote80, vote92, etc.)found the number of respondents reporting that they voted 

declined as the election year became further away from the survey year, perhaps due to 

the influx of new voters and the exit of older voters. 

 

 

 
 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010 

 

Figure 9. Mean percentage GSS respondents reporting they voted in at least one of 

the recent Presidential elections (‘voted variable), 1972 to 2010 

 

  

As indicated in Table 8, the proportion of GSS respondents who reported voting in recent 

presidential elections often varied notably across several demographic categories.  For 

instance, while the proportion of respondents who reported voting did not vary 
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significantly by gender or employment, it did noticeably vary within the other 

demographic categories.  Smaller proportions of respondents under 35 reported voting 

than for older respondents.  Similarly, smaller proportions of respondents who reported 

being in the lower or working class, or had less than a college education reported voting 

than higher class or college-educated respondents.  Smaller proportions of respondents 

who were unmarried or childless reported voting than those who were married or did 

have children.  Across all of the demographic groups, the percent of those reporting 

voting generally declined by a few percentage points over the survey years.  The decline 

seemed to be larger and more persistent among the less educated and lower classes.  

 

 
As described earlier, the November supplement of the CPS has asked respondents about 

not only about their voting in presidential elections, but also voting in congressional 

elections, and voter registration since 1964.  Figure 10 presents percentage of CPS 

respondents reporting they voted in recent Presidential elections and were registered to 

vote, from 1968 to 2008.  As with the GSS, Figure 10 illustrates a decline in reported 

voting and registration over this 40-year period.  The figure also illustrates that the gap 

between the proportions of those reporting having voted versus registered to vote 

generally widened from 6.5 percent in 1968 to 11.7 percent in 1996, but has narrowed in 

recent years to 6.7 percent in 2008.  

 

 



 

 

 

 
Table 8. Percent of GSS respondents reporting voting in at least one recent Presidential election, by selected 

characteristics, 1972-1989 

Voted in 

Presidential 

Election 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 

All 73 61 71 70 70 59 68 67 61 71 71 64 71 65 69 62 

Gender                                 

Women 71 59 68 68 69 58 65 64 61 70 69 64 70 66 70 62 
Men 76 63 74 72 71 59 72 71 62 72 73 64 72 63 67 62 

Age                                 

18-24 years old 5 27 43 41 51 34 42 34 36 48 50 40 52 41 37 39 

25-34 years old 66 51 69 65 57 41 59 54 46 58 60 49 59 50 54 50 

35-44 years old 76 68 78 69 66 60 71 69 63 73 74 68 75 64 71 64 

45-54 years old 82 71 74 79 79 71 75 76 74 79 74 71 74 75 75 67 

55-64 years old 88 77 81 81 82 76 82 80 73 83 79 75 80 81 81 72 

65-74 years old 78 70 78 83 83 69 77 79 79 85 81 79 80 80 83 77 

75 years old or 
older 79 67 72 69 79 68 76 76 72 80 85 74 77 72 74 75 

Class                                 

Lower 57 40 52 62 48 36 64 39 50 50 55 28 49 50 51 36 
Working 70 51 66 65 61 53 60 60 55 64 65 58 65 63 61 54 

Middle 79 68 78 75 81 67 76 77 69 80 78 72 78 69 76 71 
Upper 73 67 67 77 68 62 89 74 63 89 80 66 89 68 86 63 

Education                                 

Less than high 
school diploma 

69 51 56 58 63 48 55 61 54 57 56 52 58 55 55 46 

High school 
diploma 73 64 75 73 70 60 69 65 60 71 71 63 71 64 69 63 

1
7
8
 



 

 

 

Voted in 

Presidential 

Election 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 

Associate/Junior 

college degree 
75 65 75 80 73 70 73 82 66 79 80 67 77 72 68 64 

Bachelor's 

degree 85 81 87 87 87 76 89 77 78 89 89 76 84 77 84 76 

Graduate degree 92 75 96 92 93 85 97 90 83 88 93 94 92 85 82 79 

 

Married                                 

Yes 77 65 75 73 72 61 71 71 65 72 71 68 74 70 74 67 
No 62 51 61 63 67 53 63 61 56 69 70 58 66 60 62 56 

Family                                 

Children 76 63 72 71 71 61 69 67 63 71 70 67 70 67 70 64 

No children 63 55 66 66 67 52 66 66 56 69 73 56 72 59 63 56 

Employed                                 

Yes 75 63 73 72 70 61 70 67 61 73 72 64 71 64 67 61 

No 70 58 69 67 70 55 65 67 61 69 68 64 70 66 71 63 
       Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
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Source: November CPS supplement from 1968-2008 
 

Figure 10. Percentage CPS respondents reporting they voted in recent Presidential 

elections, per November supplement from 1968-2008 

 

 

Tables 10 and 11 present the proportion of CPS respondents reporting voting or 

registering to vote by selected socio-economic characteristics.  Where the GSS and CPS 

reported voting according to similar socio-economic statistics, there were similarities and 

differences between the GSS and CPS results.  According to the CPS data, the proportion 

of women reporting that they voted in the presidential election increased and surpassed 

the male respondents, as the proportion of men reporting voting steadily declined.  These 

gender-based trends are also found regarding voter registration.  Gender had similar 

gender-based results for reported voting.  There were only slight differences in the 

proportion of employed versus unemployed GSS respondents who reported voting in the 
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recent presidential election.  In contrast, the proportion of employed CPS respondents 

who reported voting was consistently about 10 percentage points higher than the 

proportion of unemployed respondents who reported voting.  As with the GSS results, 

smaller proportions of CPS respondents under 45 reported voting than for older 

respondents.  Similarly, smaller proportions of respondents who reported having less than 

a college education reported voting than college-educated respondents. 

 

 



 

 

 

Table 9. Percent of GSS respondents reporting voting in at least one recent Presidential election, by selected 

characteristics, 1990-2010 

 

Voted in 

Presidential 

Election 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

All 68 70 61 72 71 64 68 63 68 69 70 63 

Gender                         

Women 69 69 60 72 72 65 69 64 70 70 70 64 
Men 68 72 62 71 70 64 68 61 66 68 69 61 

Age                         

18-24 years old 40 45 40 51 46 38 38 38 38 52 38 48 

25-34 years old 54 61 50 59 61 47 55 45 52 52 55 44 

35-44 years old 70 69 60 73 70 65 66 61 62 67 68 59 

45-54 years old 80 81 70 81 79 71 74 68 73 70 68 61 

55-64 years old 76 79 70 77 77 79 79 77 80 80 79 76 

65-74 years old 87 80 73 80 87 81 82 82 85 80 85 79 

75 years old or 
older 76 76 71 81 79 75 82 77 90 84 88 78 

Class                         

Lower 55 49 34 62 54 50 56 40 41 46 44 39 
Working 58 61 54 65 64 56 62 52 60 58 63 55 

Middle 79 79 72 78 80 73 75 74 78 76 81 75 
Upper 79 84 77 86 84 81 76 79 89 78 82 75 

Education                         

Less than high 
school diploma 

44 53 41 55 51 45 47 40 40 43 43 31 

High school 
diploma 68 68 59 69 68 61 66 58 66 66 66 59 

1
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Voted in 

Presidential 

Election 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

Associate/Junior 

college degree 
73 75 70 78 76 70 73 71 73 75 74 70 

Bachelor's 

degree 88 89 78 83 87 76 84 80 80 83 85 79 

Graduate degree 96 92 87 92 92 91 84 86 87 89 90 87 

 

Married                         

Yes 73 75 67 75 74 71 73 68 76 75 77 71 
No 63 64 55 67 69 58 65 58 59 63 62 56 

Family                         

Children 70 70 63 72 72 67 69 65 70 70 71 64 

No children 65 69 57 70 70 57 66 57 63 67 66 60 

Employed                         

Yes 68 70 62 71 72 63 67 61 67 69 69 63 

No 69 69 60 72 70 66 72 66 71 69 71 62 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
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Table 10. Reported Registration and Voting Rates for CPS respondents in Presidential Election Years, by Selected 

Characteristics, per November Supplement, 1968 to 1988 

      Respondent Characteristic 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 

Registered             

Total, voting age 116,535 136,203 146,548 157,085 169,963 178,098 

Total registered 86,574 98,480 97,761 105,035 116,106 118,589 

Percent registered 74.3 72.3 66.7 66.9 68.3 66.6 

Sex             

Female 72.8 71.6 66.4 67.1 69.3 67.8 

Male 76.0 73.1 67.1 66.6 67.3 65.2 

Age             

18 to 24 years1 56.0 58.9 51.3 49.2 51.3 48.2 

25 to 44 years 72.4 71.3 65.5 65.6 66.6 63.0 

45 to 64 years 81.1 79.7 75.5 75.8 76.6 75.5 

65 years and over 75.6 75.6 71.4 74.6 76.9 78.4 

    Educational Attainment             

        Less than 9th grade 64.6 61.5 54.4 53.0 53.4 47.5 

        9th to 12th grade, no diploma 68.5 63.0 55.6 54.6 54.9 52.8 

        High school graduate or GED 77.7 74.0 66.9 66.4 67.3 64.6 

        Some college or associate's  

        degree 82.9 81.7 75.2 74.4 75.7 73.5 

        Bachelor's degree or more 87.0 87.8 83.7 84.3 83.8 83.1 

    Labor Force             

        Employed 76.6 74.3 68.8 68.7 69.4 67.1 

        Unemployed 60.3 58.7 52.1 50.3 54.3 50.4 

        Not in labor force 71.3 70.3 65.2 65.8 68.1 67.2 

Voted             

Total voted 78,964 85,766 86,698 93,066 101,878 102,224 

Percent voted 67.8 63.0 59.2 59.2 59.9 57.4 

Sex             
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      Respondent Characteristic 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 

Female 66.0 62.0 58.8 59.4 60.8 58.3 

Male 69.8 64.1 59.6 59.1 59.0 56.4 

Age             

18 to 24 years1 50.4 49.6 42.2 39.9 40.8 36.2 

25 to 44 years 66.6 62.7 58.7 58.7 58.4 54.0 

45 to 64 years 74.9 70.8 68.7 69.3 69.8 67.9 

65 years and over 65.8 63.5 62.2 65.1 67.7 68.8 

    Educational Attainment             

        Less than 9th grade 54.5 47.4 44.1 42.6 42.9 36.7 

        9th to 12th grade, no diploma 61.3 52.0 47.2 45.6 44.4 41.3 

        High school graduate or GED 72.5 65.4 59.4 58.9 58.7 54.7 

        Some college or associate's  
        degree 78.4 74.9 68.1 67.2 67.5 64.5 

        Bachelor's degree or more 84.1 83.6 79.8 79.9 79.1 77.6 

    Labor Force             

        Employed 71.1 66.0 62.0 61.8 61.6 58.4 

        Unemployed 52.1 49.9 43.7 41.2 44.0 38.6 

        Not in labor force 63.2 59.3 56.5 57.0 58.9 57.3 
 

Note: Because of changes in the Current Population Survey race categories beginning in 2003, 2004 and 2008 data on race are not directly comparable 

with data from earlier years. Federal surveys now give respondents the option of reporting more than one race.  Therefore, two basic ways of defining a 

race group are possible.  This table shows data for people who reported they were the single race White and not Hispanic, people who reported the 

single race Black, and people who reported the single race Asian.  Use of the single-race populations does not imply that it is the preferred method of 
presenting or analyzing data. 
1 Prior to 1972, data are for people 21 to 24 years of age with the exception of those aged 18 to 24 in Georgia and Kentucky, 19 to 24 in Alaska, and 20 

to 24 in Hawaii. 

Source: CPS November Supplement, 1968 to 1988 
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Table 11. Reported Registration and Voting Rates for CPS respondents in Presidential Election Years, by Selected 

Characteristics, per November Supplement, 1992 to 2008 

 

      Respondent Characteristic 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 

Registered           

Total, voting age 185,684 193,651 202,609 215,694 225,499 

Total registered 126,578 127,661 129,549 142,070 146,311 

Percent registered 68.2 65.9 63.9 65.9 64.9 

Sex           

Female 69.3 67.3 65.6 67.6 67.0 

Male 66.9 64.4 62.2 64.0 62.6 

Age           

18 to 24 years1 52.5 48.8 45.4 51.5 53.4 

25 to 44 years 64.8 61.9 59.6 60.1 59.0 

45 to 64 years 75.3 73.5 71.2 72.7 70.4 

65 years and over 78.0 77.0 76.1 76.9 75.0 

    Educational Attainment           

        Less than 9th grade 43.9 40.7 36.1 32.5 30.1 

        9th to 12th grade, no diploma 50.4 47.9 45.9 45.7 43.2 

        High school graduate or GED 64.9 62.2 60.1 61.5 59.5 

        Some college or associate's  

        degree 75.4 72.9 70.0 73.7 72.0 

        Bachelor's degree or more 84.8 80.4 77.3 78.1 76.8 

    Labor Force           

        Employed 69.9 67.0 64.7 67.1 66.4 

        Unemployed 53.7 52.5 46.1 56.3 57.2 

        Not in labor force 66.8 65.1 54.5 64.4 62.9 

Voted           
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      Respondent Characteristic 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 

Total voted 113,866 105,017 110,826 125,736 131,144 

Percent voted 61.3 54.2 54.7 58.3 58.2 

Sex           

Female 62.3 55.5 56.2 60.1 60.4 

Male 60.2 52.8 53.1 56.3 55.7 

Age           

18 to 24 years1 42.8 32.4 32.3 41.9 44.3 

25 to 44 years 58.3 49.2 49.8 52.2 51.9 

45 to 64 years 70.0 64.4 64.1 66.6 65.0 

65 years and over 70.1 67.0 67.6 68.9 68.1 

    Educational Attainment           

        Less than 9th grade 35.1 29.9 26.8 23.6 23.4 

        9th to 12th grade, no diploma 41.2 33.8 33.6 34.6 33.7 

        High school graduate or GED 57.5 49.1 49.4 52.4 50.9 
        Some college or associate's  

        degree 68.7 60.5 60.3 66.1 65.0 

        Bachelor's degree or more 81.0 72.6 72.0 74.2 73.3 

    Labor Force           

        Employed 63.8 55.2 55.5 60.0 60.1 

        Unemployed 46.2 37.2 35.1 46.4 48.8 

        Not in labor force 58.7 54.1 63.8 56.2 55.5 

 

Note: Because of changes in the Current Population Survey race categories beginning in 2003, 2004 and 2008 data on race are not 

directly comparable with data from earlier years. Federal surveys now give respondents the option of reporting more than one race.  
Therefore, two basic ways of defining a race group are possible.  This table shows data for people who reported they were the single 

race White and not Hispanic, people who reported the single race Black, and people who reported the single race Asian.  Use of the 

single-race populations does not imply that it is the preferred method of presenting or analyzing data.  
1 Prior to 1972, data are for people 21 to 24 years of age with the exception of those aged 18 to 24 in Georgia and Kentucky, 19 to 24 
in Alaska, and 20 to 24 in Hawaii. 

Source: CPS November Supplement, 1992 to 2008
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There are several caveats to keep in mind in reviewing the national voting and 

registration trends using this CPS data starting from 1964. While Census has been 

collecting this voting and registration data for 46 years, it did not ask respondents if they 

were U.S. citizens – a basic criterion for voting – until 1994. Other criteria for voting 

include age and the absence of a felony conviction. For the 1964 through 1972, the 

supplement records data on voters when the minimum voting age was 21 years old.  From 

1972 forward, the minimum voting age was lowered to 18-year olds, so pool of potential 

registrants and voters increased substantially between 1968 and 1972.  Lastly, the 

supplement does not ask respondents about felony convictions(File and Crissey 2012). 

Consequently, researchers need to be cautious in analyzing registration and voting trends 

using this data.  

 

The level of reported voting in presidential elections by GSS and CPS respondents are 

high compared to the official estimates of voter participation during the same 37-year 

period, as reported by the U.S. House of Representatives.  During the same period, the 

estimated range for voter participation in Presidential elections was roughly between 50 

to 60 percent (U.S. Census 2011b).   Table 12 below shows examples of these differences 

for three different presidential elections.  For each of these GSS, the surveys were 

conducted a few months after a presidential election.  The CPS surveys were conducted 

within two weeks of the election.  As the table indicates, the percentages of GSS and CPS 

respondents that reported they had voted in the just-completed presidential election were 
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substantially higher than the official estimates of actual voter participation (Smith et al. 

2010; U.S. Census 2009b, 2011b).   

 

 

Table 12. Comparison of reported voted participation versus estimated voter 

participation from various national data sets 

Voter Participation, per Source Year of Presidential Election 

 1976 1984 1992 

Self-reported voter participation, 

per GSS conducted immediately after presidential election  

 

64.7 

(1977 GSS) 

69.2 

(1985 GSS) 

68.8 

(1993 GSS) 

Self-reported voter participation,  
per CPS November supplement conducted immediately after 

presidential election 

 

59.2 59.9 61.3 

Estimated actual voter participation,  

per Clerk of the U.S. House of Representatives 
 

53.6                53.3 55.2 

Sources: GSS, CPS, and the U.S. House of Representatives 
 

 

Note that there are several possible explanations for the higher voting results in the GSS 

compared to the data from the House of Representatives, which is drawn from state and 

territorial voting records (Office of the Clerk 2012).  For instance, the GSS respondents 

reported their past voting behavior based on their memory, so their memory of voting 

may have been inaccurate.  Perhaps, this may be an example of the social desirability 

effect where respondents want to report engaging in desirable behavior (Brenner 2011; 

Smith 1998).  Additionally, the GSS core question set does not ask respondents whether 

they are citizens. In 1996 and 2004, the GSS included a module that specifically asked 

the respondents if they were a “citizen of America.”   In 1996, 5.1 and, in 2004, 3.5 

percent of respondents reported that they were not citizens(Smith et al. 2010). Non-
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citizen respondents could have falsely reported that they had voted in a Presidential 

election in order to help shield their privacy.  Even so, assuming the citizenship question 

results from 1996 and 2004 are accurate, the impact of these false reports on the voting 

question results would likely have been small.  

 

The differences between the official vote counts reported by the U.S. House of 

Representatives and the CPS estimates may occur due both an under-reporting in the 

official numbers and over-reporting by CPS respondents, according to the Census.  For 

example, the official vote count may under-report actual voting because it does not 

include discounted ballots.  The CPS may over-report the number of people voting 

because respondents want to report engaging in pro-social behavior. Moreover, while the 

official count reports the number of votes - by office, the CPS estimates represent the 

number of people reporting voting in the election (who may have voted in the election 

but did not cast a vote for one of the presidential candidates).  Lastly, the CPS 

respondents come from the civilian noninstitutionalized population residing in the United 

States.  The official count reflects voting by this this universe, as well as voters who were 

in the military, living in institutions and or residing outside the United States (File and 

Crissey 2012). 

 

In 2008, a new November supplement of the CPS began asking respondents about their 

participation in a few other civic activities (U.S. CNCS 2011).  Based on pooled results 

for 2008-2010 CPS November supplement on Civic Engagement, the proportion of 
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respondents participating in other forms of formal civic engagement was decidedly lower 

than for voting in federal elections.  The pooled results indicate that about 10 percent of 

the respondents during the 2008-2010 period reported that they had contacted a public 

official.  About 9 percent of these respondents reported that they had attended a public 

meeting in which there was a discussion of community affairs.  About 10 percent 

reported that they had bought or boycotted a product or service (U.S. CNCS 2010).  The 

CNCS did not report the pooled 2008-2010 results according to the respondents’ 

demographic characteristics.   

 

Organizational Memberships 

 

As previously described, the GSS core question set has asked respondents about their 

membership in various types of organizations.  However, the GSS has not consistently 

asked about organizational membership throughout its 38-year period.  The membership-

by-organization-type questions were asked on the GSS from 1974 through 1994, then 

again in the 2004 GSS. Consequently, from 1974 through 2010, less than half of the 37 

surveys collected membership related-information (Smith et al. 2010). 

 

According to GSS data, reported the number of memberships-by-organizational-type 

have generally held steady between 1974 and 2004, with slight declines in the more 
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recent surveys.  As indicated in Figure 11, the mean number of reported organization-

type memberships hovered between about 1.6 and 2.0 during this 30-year period.  A 

review of the distribution of the membership in total number of organization types has 

remained fairly consistent over the 16 GSS, with about 25 percent of respondents 

reporting membership in either “0” or “1” organization types, respectively.  The percent 

reporting membership in more organization types decreases rapidly down toward zero 

percent as the number of organization types increased toward membership in 8 or more 

types of organizations. 

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1974-2004 
 

Figure 11. Mean value of the number of types of organizations that GSS 

respondents reported membership (memnum variable), 1974 to 2004 

 

 

Tables 13 and 14 list the percent of GSS respondents reporting membership in at least 

one type of organization, from 1974 through 1994, and in 2004. Over the years, in 
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general, a higher proportion of reported membership in at least one organization was 

found among of respondents who were men, over the age of 35, middle or upper class, 

had greater than a high school education, were married and employed.  The presence of 

children did not consistently affect reported membership in at least one type of 

organization. 

 

Figures 12 through 15 summarize the trends in reported memberships by organization 

type, between 1974 and 2004.  Reported membership for several organizations types 

changed little over this 30-year period.  There was less than a 1 percent increase or 

decrease in reported membership for 6 of the 16 organizations types listed.  However, 

reported membership in half of the organizations declined substantially, as shown in 

Figure 12.  Most notably, the percentage of respondents reporting that they were a 

member of a church organization dropped from 42.9 percent in 1974 to 32.0 percent in 

2004.  Interestingly, membership in professional and literary organizations increased, as 

indicated in Figure 12.  

 

As part of the analyses, I examined whether any subset of the 17 organizational-type 

membership variables could be grouped into a meaningful scale using principal 

component factor analysis and alpha reliability tests.  However, those organization-type 

membership variables that I grouped into meaningful subsets did not yield alpha 

reliability levels in the exploratory range of ρ > .50 or greater 
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Table 13. Percent of GSS respondents reporting membership in at least one 

organization, by selected characteristics, 1974-1986 

Member of at least one 

organization 1974 1975 1977 1978 1980 1983 1984 1986 

 
75 72 72 72 66 73 68 72 

Gender                 

Women 71 68 69 67 61 69 65 69 

Men 79 78 75 79 72 78 72 77 

Age                 

18-24 years old 61 62 59 62 56 64 63 67 

25-34 years old 76 73 71 71 68 68 63 68 

35-44 years old 79 80 77 80 67 76 72 79 

45-54 years old 75 79 76 78 70 78 69 69 

55-64 years old 78 72 79 74 69 76 73 74 

65-74 years old 75 68 64 67 64 77 67 73 

75 years old or older 78 70 68 69 65 72 67 76 

Class                 

Lower 61 63 45 58 36 54 53 55 

Working 71 69 70 68 63 71 64 68 

Middle 80 76 77 78 71 79 73 78 

Upper 80 83 75 75 74 90 68 92 

Education                 

Less than high school 

diploma 65 63 60 59 54 57 54 57 

High school diploma 77 76 75 75 67 74 68 75 

Associate/Junior college 
degree 92 79 88 76 84 89 72 81 

Bachelor's degree 88 86 87 89 78 88 84 83 

Graduate degree 96 86 91 94 93 93 91 95 

Married                 

Yes 77 75 75 75 68 75 69 76 

No 69 67 66 67 63 69 65 68 

Family                 

Children 76 74 73 72 66 73 67 72 

No children 71 69 68 73 64 72 68 73 

Employed                 

Yes 79 76 76 77 70 77 71 76 

No 70 68 66 65 60 66 63 67 
Source: GSS data 1974-1986 
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Table 14. Percent of GSS respondents reporting membership in at least one 

organization, by selected characteristics, 1987-1994, 2004 

Member of at least one 
organization 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 2004 

 
66 71 70 68 68 72 71 62 

Gender                 

Women 63 69 65 65 66 70 67 61 

Men 71 73 76 72 70 74 77 63 

Age                 

18-24 years old 60 60 58 63 60 69 47 55 

25-34 years old 65 66 71 68 63 68 66 61 

35-44 years old 70 76 74 74 67 74 76 64 

45-54 years old 72 78 71 64 74 72 76 63 

55-64 years old 66 70 72 68 72 70 81 64 

65-74 years old 67 72 72 74 68 74 75 63 

75 years old or older 60 70 63 57 74 75 71 61 

Class                 

Lower 48 54 43 57 55 37 49 40 

Working 65 64 63 62 60 69 68 54 

Middle 71 78 78 76 76 80 76 71 

Upper 75 83 78 68 77 79 88 85 

Education                 

Less than high school 

diploma 48 54 46 49 53 52 61 38 

High school diploma 68 71 70 67 64 68 69 57 
Associate/Junior college 

degree 68 84 82 78 78 83 69 67 

Bachelor's degree 85 86 88 85 89 89 84 76 

Graduate degree 92 94 98 95 86 98 87 87 

Married                 

Yes 70 73 76 70 69 76 75 68 

No 63 67 63 66 65 66 66 55 

Family                 

Children 65 71 70 69 68 70 73 62 

No children 71 70 70 67 67 75 67 62 

Employed                 

Yes 71 74 73 72 70 75 74 65 

No 58 64 64 61 64 65 66 56 
Source: GSS data 1987-1994, 2004 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010  

 

Figure 12. Percent of GSS respondents reporting membership for all 16 organization types on organization 

membership question, 1974-1994, 2004 
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Source: GSS data 1972-2010 

 

Figure 13. Types of organizations with less than 1% change in reported membership by GSS respondents on 

organization membership question, 1974-1994, 2004 
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Source: GSS data 1972-2010 

 

Figure 14. Types of organizations with greater than 1% decline in reported membership by GSS respondents on 

organization membership question, 1974-1994, 2004 
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Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
 

Figure 15. Types of organizations with greater than 1% increase in reported membership by GSS respondents on 

organization membership question, 1974-1994, 2004 
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Positive, Formal and Direct or Indirect Participation 

 

Volunteering For and Through Organizations 

 

While the GSS asked respondents about their membership in various types of 

organizations, the CPS September supplement asked respondents about their 

volunteerism for or through organizations.  This type of inquiry does presume that the 

volunteer was a member of the organization and examines a form of positive, formal and 

direct participation. However, it is possible for people to volunteer through organization-

sponsored events, without becoming members of the organization.  Table 15 provides the 

estimated rates of volunteering, as reported by respondents to the September CPS 

supplement between 2002 and 2011, by selected demographic characteristics. As the 

table indicates, the overall estimated volunteer rate declined slightly between 2002 and 

2011, from 27.4 to 26.8 percent.  During this period, the rate fluctuated between 26 and 

29 percent.16   

                                                             
16

 With respect to sampling error in the CPS September Volunteering supplement, BLS reported in 2011 

that there is about a 90-percent chance, or level of confidence, that an estimate based on a sample would 

differ by no more than 1.6 standard errors from the "true" population value because of sampling error.  See 
U.S. BLS. 2012. Volunteering in the United States - 2011. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics. 

 



 

 

 

Table 15. Percent of CPS respondents reporting they volunteered through or for an organization, by selected 

characteristics, per September supplement, 2002 to 2011 

 
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Change 

2002 to 
2011 Avg 

Total, both sexes 27.4 28.8 28.8 28.8 26.7 26.2 26.4 26.8 26.3 26.8 -0.6 27.3 

Gender             

 Women 31 32.2 32.4 32.4 30.1 29.3 29.4 30.1 29.3 29.9 -1.1 30.6 

 Men 23.6 25.1 25 25 23 22.9 23.2 23.3 23.2 23.5 -0.1 23.8 

Age Group             

 16 to 19 years 26.9 29.5 29.4 30.4 26.4 24.5 25.9 26 26.1 26.4 -0.5 27.2 

 20 to 24 years 18.2 19.7 20 19.5 17.8 17.7 18.6 18.8 18.4 19.4 1.2 18.8 

 25 to 34 years 24.8 26.5 25.8 25.3 23.1 22.6 22.8 23.5 22.3 23.3 -1.5 24.0 

 35 to 44 years 34.1 34.7 34.2 34.5 31.2 30.5 31.3 31.5 32.2 31.8 -2.3 32.6 

 45 to 54 years 31.3 32.7 32.8 32.7 31.2 30.1 29.9 30.8 30.3 30.6 -0.7 31.2 

 55 to 64 years 27.5 29.2 30.1 30.2 27.9 28.4 28.1 28.3 27.2 28.1 0.6 28.5 

 65 years and over 22.7 23.7 24.6 24.8 23.8 23.8 23.5 23.9 23.6 24 1.3 23.8 

Race or Hispanic Ethnicity
8
             

Asian  (2) 18.7 19.3 20.7 18.5 17.7 18.7 19 19.6 20 * 19.1 

Black or African American  19.1 20 20.8 22.1 19.2 18.2 19.1 20.2 19.4 20.3 1.2 19.8 

Hispanic or Latino ethnicity 15.5 15.7 14.5 15.4 13.9 13.5 14.4 14.7 14 14.9 -0.6 14.7 

White  29.2 30.6 30.5 30.4 28.3 27.9 27.9 28.3 27.8 28.2 -1.0 28.9 

Educational Attainment¹             

Less than a high school diploma 10.1 9.9 9.6 10 9.3 9 9.4 8.6 8.8 9.8 -0.3 9.5 

High school graduates, no college
3
 21.2 21.7 21.6 21.2 19.2 18.6 19.1 18.8 17.9 18.2 -3.0 19.8 

Less than a bachelor's degree
2
   32.8 34.1 34.2 33.7 30.9 30.7 30 30.5 29.2 29.5 -3.3 31.6 

College graduates 43.3 45.6 45.7 45.8 43.3 41.8 42.2 42.8 42.3 42.4 -0.9 43.5 

Marital Status             

Married, spouse present 32.7 34 33.9 34.1 32.2 31.9 31.6 32.3 32 32.3 -0.4 32.7 

2
0
1
 



 

 

 

 
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Change 

2002 to 
2011 Avg 

Other marital status 22.1 22.5 22.9 23.1 21.3 20.9 20.9 21.5 20.9 21.5 -0.6 21.8 

Single, never married 21.2 22.8 23.2 23 20.3 19.2 20.4 20.6 20.3 20.9 -0.3 21.2 

Family Status
5
             

With own children under 18 36.5 37.5 36.9 37 34.4 33.7 33.8 34.4 33.6 33.7 -2.8 35.2 

Without own children under 18 23.7 25 25.4 25.5 23.6 23.2 23.5 23.9 23.5 24.1 0.4 24.1 

             

 
Employment Status             

Civilian labor force 29.3 30.9 30.9 31.1 28.5 28.1 28.5 29 28.7 29.1 -0.2 29.4 

   Employed 29.5 31.2 31.2 31.3 28.7 28.3 28.9 29.7 29.2 29.6 0.1 29.8 

       Full time
6
 28.3 29.6 29.6 29.8 27.3 26.9 27.8 28.7 28.2 28.7 0.4 28.5 

       Part time
7
 35.4 38.4 38.5 38.2 35.5 35.4 34.2 33.7 33.2 33.3 -2.1 35.6 

   Unemployed 25.1 26.7 25.6 26.4 23.8 23.2 22.3 22.9 23.8 23.8 -1.3 24.4 

Not in the labor force 23.7 24.6 24.7 24.4 23.1 22.3 22.2 22.6 22 22.5 -1.2 23.2 
 

Table notes: (1) Data refer to persons 25 years and over. (2) Includes high school diploma or equivalent. (3) Includes the categories, some college, no 

degree; and associate degree. (4) Includes divorced, separated, and widowed persons. (5) Own children include sons, daughters, stepchildren, and 
adopted children. Not included are nieces, nephews, grandchildren, and other related and unrelated children. (6) Usually work 35 hours or more a week 

at all jobs. (7) Usually work less than 35 hours a week at all jobs. (8) Detail for the race and Hispanic-origin groups will not sum to totals because data 

for the "other races" group are not presented and Hispanics are included in both the white and black population groups. 

Source: CPS data 2002-2012 
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The rates of reported volunteering from the CPS surveys did vary among demographic 

groups. As indicated in Table 15, the trend in the volunteer rates among the demographic 

groups followed the overall rate. There were fluctuations from year to year, with a slight 

decline between 2002 and 2011.  

 Gender. The volunteer rate for women respondents, ranging between 29 and 33 

percent, was about 6.8 percent, on average, higher than the rate of men, which 

was in the 23 to 25 percent range. This gender gap carried through other 

demographic groups, with women consistently volunteering at a higher rate than 

men across all age groups, educational levels, and other major demographic 

characteristics.   

 Age. Those most likely to volunteer were in the 35- to 44-year-olds and 45- to 54-

year-olds age ranges (32.6 and 31.2 percent, on average, respectively). 

Interestingly, the proportion of teenagers who reported volunteering was higher 

than several other age categories, such as those in the 20-34 year old age group.  

Persons in their early twenties were the least likely to volunteer (18.8 average 

percent).  

 Major race and ethnicity groups. Volunteering by race or Hispanic ethnicity is 

reported in Table 16. This data is included in the study because more recent 

federal surveys allowed respondents to report multiple race/ethnicities and 

thereby more accurately account for respondents’ mixed racial/ethnic 

identities.(File 2008)  The volunteer rate for whites, at about 29 percent on 

average, was consistently about 10 percent higher than the rates for blacks (19.8 
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percent on average), Asians (19.1 percent on average), and Hispanics (14.7 

percent on average).  

 Educational attainment.  Reported volunteer rates increased with the 

respondent’s level of education.  Respondents with less than a high school 

diploma consistently reported the lowest volunteering rate during this period (9.5 

percent on average), while college graduates reported volunteering at the highest 

rate (43.5 percent on average).  

 Family status. The average volunteering rates for married respondents and those 

with children (32.7 and 35.2 percent, respectively) were, on average, 10 percent 

higher than for those who were single, had another other marital status or were 

without children.  

 Employment status. Among those in the civilian labor force, those who were 

employed reported consistently higher rates of volunteering than those 

respondents who were unemployed (29.8 and 24.4 percent, on average, 

respectively).  Among the employed, the volunteer rates for part-time worker 

were consistently 5 to 10 percent higher than for full-time workers.   

 

Table 17 provides an overview of the characteristics the reported activities among those 

who reported volunteering.  Over the 2002-2011 period volunteers reported volunteering 

a median of about 52 hours per year, or about 1 hour per week.  Over two-thirds reported 

volunteering with one organization, while about one-fifth reported volunteering for two 

organizations.  The top three organizations that volunteers reported working the most 
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hours during the year—their “main” organization—were religious organization  (about 34 

percent, on average), educational or youth service organization (about 26 percent, on 

average), and social or community service (about 13 percent, on average). Among 

volunteers, 43.2 percent on average over the 2002-2011 period became involved with 

their main organization after being asked to volunteer, most often by someone in the 

organization. About the same proportion (40.8 percent on average) took the initiative and 

approached the organization.   



 

 

 

Table 16. Percent of Total CPS respondents reporting volunteering per September supplement 2002-2011 

 Overall Characteristics 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Change 

2002-2011 Avg 

Median annual hours of volunteering, of those reporting 52 52 52 50 52 52 52 50 52 51 -1.0 51.5 

Volunteered for or through one organization, percent of 
those reporting 69.1 69.2 69.6 69.6 68.5 68.8 69.6 68.9 69.1 69.6 0.5 69.2 

Volunteered for or through two organizations, percent 

of those reporting 19.3 19.2 19.2 18.9 19.8 19.7 19.3 19.8 19.8 19.4 0.1 19.4 

Type of organizations for which respondent reported volunteering the most hours 

         Religious  33.9 34.6 34.4 34.8 35 35.6 35.1 34 33.8 33.2 -0.7 34.4 

   Educational or youth service  27.2 27.4 27 26.2 26.4 26.2 26 26.1 26.5 25.7 -1.5 26.5 

   Social or community service  12.1 11.8 12.4 13.4 12.7 13.1 13.5 13.9 13.6 14.3 2.2 13.1 

   Hospital or other health  8.6 8.2 7.5 7.7 8.1 7.8 8.2 8.5 7.9 7.7 -0.9 8.0 

   Civic, political, professional, or international 6.1 6.4 7 6.4 6.1 5.1 5.5 5.5 5.3 5.4 -0.7 5.9 

   Sport, hobby, cultural, or arts  4 4.1 3.6 3.3 3.7 3.5 3.3 3.4 3.3 3.8 -0.2 3.6 

   Other  3.5 3.1 3.3 3.5 3.4 3.7 3.3 3.4 3.7 3.9 0.4 3.5 

   Environmental or animal care  1.6 1.7 1.7 1.8 1.6 1.9 2 2.2 2.4 2.3 0.7 1.9 

   Not determined  1.5 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.5 1.7 1.9 1.9 2.2 2.4 0.9 1.8 

   Public safety  1.4 1.2 1.5 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.3 -0.1 1.3 

How respondent became involved with their main organization 

         Approached the organization 40.1 40.7 40.9 40.3 40.8 40.1 40.8 40.9 41.6 41.6 1.5 40.8 

   Was selected  by others 43 43.6 42.2 42.8 43.3 44.6 43.7 44 42.7 41.9 -1.1 43.2 

      Someone in the organization/ school  25.8 26.8 25.9 25.9 26.5 27.2 26.8 26 24.9 23.8 -2.0 26.0 

      Relative, friend, or co-worker  14.1 14.4 13.6 14.1 14.2 14.8 14.2 14.8 14.9 15.3 1.2 14.4 

      Boss or employer  1.5 1.2 1.2 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.7 1.4 1.3 -0.2 1.4 

      Someone else  1.4 1 1.2 1.2 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 -0.2 1.2 

   Other 14.9 13.4 14.5 14.5 13.5 12.7 12.6 12.3 12.4 13 -1.9 13.4 

   Not reporting how became involved 2.1 2.3 2.5 2.4 2.3 2.6 2.9 2.8 3.3 3.6 1.5 2.7 
Source: CPS September Supplement, 2001-2011 
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During the 2006 to 2011 period, the CPS September supplement also asked respondents 

what activities (e.g. specific tasks such as tutoring and fundraising) they performed for 

the main organization with which they volunteered.  As indicated in Table 17, the most 

common activity was the ‘Other’ category, followed by fundraising, distribution of food, 

teaching and general labor.  Over the 2006-2011 period, the distribution of the activities 

remained about the same. 

  



 

208 

 

Table 17. Percent of total CPS respondents reporting carrying out various activities 

as volunteers to their main organization, per September Supplement, 2006 to 2011 

   
Year 

   Reported Activity in Main 
Organization 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Other  14 14.3 13.3 13.4 14.6 13.4 

Fundraise or sell items to raise 

money  

10.9 10.9 11.4 11.3 10.9 11 

Collect, prepare, distribute, or 
serve food  

8.8 9.2 9.1 10.3 9.9 10.6 

Tutor or teach  10.8 10.8 10.1 9.4 9.8 9.2 

Engage in general labor  7.9 8.3 9 8.6 8.4 9.3 

Equal time among all  9.1 7.7 8 8 7.9 7.4 

Provide professional or 

management assistance  
including serving on a board or 

committee  

8.1 7.6 7.9 7.7 7.2 7.3 

Mentor youth  5.5 5.8 5.9 6 6 6.5 

Coach, referee, tutor, or teach  5.8 5.8 5.9 5.5 5.8 5.6 

Provide general office services  4.5 4.7 4.6 4.9 5.1 4.6 

Provide information; be an usher, 
greeter, or minister  

4.2 4.2 4.2 4.4 4 4.2 

Engage in music, performance, or 

other artistic activities  

4.3 4.4 4.3 4.3 4 3.9 

Collect, make, or distribute 
clothing, crafts,  

or goods, other than food  

3.2 3.2 3.4 3.5 3.3 3.7 

Provide counseling, medical care, 
fire/EMS  

or protective services  

2.9 3.1 3 2.7 3.2 3.1 

Source: CPS September Supplement 2006-2011 

 

 

Attending Religious Services 

 

People who attend religious services are participating in a formal activity.  They can 

participate directly in these services as a member of a religious denomination or place of 
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worship.  Alternatively, people can participate indirectly in religious services by 

attending services that are open to the public, without becoming a member of the 

denomination or place of worship. 

 

The core question set of every GSS has asked respondents how frequently they attend 

religious services.  The reported attendance was scored on a scale from “0” 

corresponding to “never”, to “8” corresponding to “several times a week” (see Appendix 

H, Table 47 for details).  A score of “3” corresponds with attending several times a year 

and a score of “4” corresponds with attending religious services about once a month.   

 

As indicated in Figure 16 below, the mean score for GSS respondents’ reported 

attendance at religious services steadily declined over the past two decades.  The mean 

score for attending religious services was generally near “4” for most of the 1972 through 

1992 period.  However, from the mid-1990s the mean score declined, reaching about 3.5 

in 2010.  
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Source: GSS data 1972-2010 

 

Figure 16. Mean value of the reported attendance at religious services by GSS 

respondents (“attend” variable), 1972-2010 

 

 

A review of the distribution of the attendance responses over the 28 GSS shows, as 

illustrated in Figure 17, that the decline in reported attendance appears to be due largely 

to the changes in two responses.  First, there was a steady decline in reported weekly 

attendance, the “7” score, from just under 30 percent in 1972 to under 20 percent in 2010.  

Second, during the same period, there was a corresponding steady increase in the non-

attendance, the “0” score, from under 10 percent in 1972 to about 25 percent in 2010. 
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Tables 18 and 19 examine the reported decline in routine attendance by looking at the 

socio-economic characteristics of respondents who reported attending religious services 

at either near-weekly, weekly or several times a week (scores “6” to “8”).  As the table 

indicates, the percent of all respondents reporting attending religious services on a nearly 

weekly or more frequent basis declined substantially from 41 percent in 1972 to 30 

percent in 2010.  The percentage decline was noticeably even larger for respondents who 

were age 25-64 years old, and those with a high school diploma. 



 

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010 

 

Figure 17. Distribution of reported attendance at religious services by percent of GSS respondents, 1972-2010 
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Table 18. Percent of GSS respondents reporting attending religious services nearly weekly or more frequently, by 

selected characteristics, 1972-1987 

Attend nearly weekly or 

more frequently 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 

All 41 36 36 36 35 35 35 35 35 37 38 37 36 34 

Gender                             

Women 48 41 40 41 40 41 40 42 39 42 44 41 42 39 

Men 35 30 32 30 28 28 28 27 28 29 28 31 28 28 

Age                             

18-24 years old 28 20 24 26 23 23 23 23 24 27 26 25 24 25 

25-34 years old 32 31 29 28 26 26 25 30 26 30 30 27 26 23 

35-44 years old 46 41 38 34 36 39 39 33 32 35 37 34 35 28 

45-54 years old 46 40 36 42 39 40 38 40 41 43 36 37 38 42 

55-64 years old 46 41 42 45 42 41 44 35 37 46 54 47 45 48 

65-74 years old 48 44 48 46 47 41 44 49 52 42 46 51 46 49 

75 years old 
 or older 

51 40 49 46 40 50 46 53 50 48 52 45 56 42 

Class                             

Lower 36 22 28 27 23 27 27 29 30 26 32 24 28 22 

Working 42 32 34 34 36 34 32 31 32 35 36 33 32 32 

Middle 42 39 39 39 36 37 37 40 37 38 41 41 42 38 

Upper 39 50 39 41 26 41 42 34 43 20 30 34 35 39 

Education                             

Less than high school 

diploma 

42 33 33 34 36 32 35 39 38 32 38 38 34 33 

High school diploma 42 37 37 37 34 36 34 34 32 40 37 36 36 33 

Associate or Junior 

college degree 

24 35 50 27 17 29 33 24 26 44 42 43 40 39 

Bachelor's degree 40 37 38 38 38 42 38 35 39 32 37 34 41 34 

Graduate degree 31 40 45 36 34 38 34 34 41 35 45 33 39 43 

2
1
3

 



 

 

 

Attend nearly weekly or 

more frequently 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 

 

Married 

                            

Yes 42 38 38 37 38 37 38 38 37 40 42 40 40 37 

No 38 30 33 33 29 32 29 31 32 31 32 32 31 31 

Family                             

Children 43 40 37 37 37 37 37 38 37 40 42 40 38 37 

No children 35 24 35 32 29 31 28 28 28 29 28 29 33 28 

Employed                             

Yes 40 34 34 35 32 34 31 31 30 35 34 33 32 32 

No 43 38 39 37 38 37 40 42 41 40 45 42 43 38 

Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
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Table 19. Percent of GSS respondents reporting attending religious services nearly weekly or more frequently, by 

selected characteristics, 1988-2010 

Attend nearly weekly or 

more frequently 1988 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

All 33 35 35 35 35 32 30 32 30 31 33 31 31 30 

Gender                             

Women 38 40 41 39 40 36 35 37 33 36 37 36 36 34 

Men 28 28 28 28 29 27 24 25 26 24 28 26 25 25 

Age                             

18-24 years old 22 25 23 18 25 23 19 16 20 18 23 18 15 23 

25-34 years old 27 26 25 28 30 24 22 22 21 27 26 23 23 19 

35-44 years old 30 31 32 31 31 31 31 31 27 27 32 32 27 26 

45-54 years old 37 34 36 33 34 31 30 35 31 32 31 30 27 30 

55-64 years old 36 42 42 39 43 38 37 34 34 35 38 33 39 31 

65-74 years old 50 51 58 54 49 46 47 51 49 44 44 44 43 40 

75 years old 
 or older 

46 53 46 57 48 44 44 50 43 42 48 48 51 51 

Class                             

Lower 36 25 32 25 29 20 31 29 25 29 27 23 24 26 

Working 28 32 31 31 34 29 26 30 27 30 31 29 30 27 

Middle 39 39 39 39 38 37 34 34 33 33 35 35 32 33 

Upper 17 31 39 26 28 30 30 33 26 28 36 31 41 34 

Education                             

Less than high school 

diploma 

31 35 36 35 36 33 30 32 25 29 30 28 32 31 

High school diploma 35 34 33 32 32 30 30 29 29 31 31 30 29 28 

Associate or Junior 

college degree 

25 34 32 38 33 33 28 39 29 29 35 34 30 35 

Bachelor's degree 39 39 40 45 45 35 31 35 33 33 36 37 34 31 

Graduate degree 28 37 41 32 38 35 34 41 37 35 37 35 33 31 

2
1
5
 



 

 

 

Attend nearly weekly or 

more frequently 1988 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

 

Married 

                            

Yes 41 40 38 38 40 37 35 39 35 38 41 37 37 35 

No 25 29 32 31 30 27 26 26 25 25 24 26 25 26 

Family                             

Children 37 38 39 37 39 35 34 37 33 35 37 35 35 33 

No children 24 26 25 28 25 24 21 21 23 20 22 23 19 22 

Employed                             

Yes 30 31 31 31 32 29 27 28 27 28 30 29 28 27 

No 39 41 43 40 41 37 38 41 36 37 38 36 36 34 

Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
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GSS research has shown that respondents may interpret the survey’s religious attendance 

question differently.  According to Smith, survey designers assumed this question 

referred to “personal attendance in a formal place of worship at a regular worship 

service” (Smith 1998, p. 134).  Subsequent research during the 1996 GSS found both 

over-reporting and under-reporting of participation in religious activities.  About 12 

percent of the reported ‘attender’ could not confirm their attendance through follow-up 

questions.  Some respondents included participation in prayer groups, choir practice, and 

other religious events during the week in calculating their frequency of attendance at 

religious services, leading to over-reporting of attendance at regular worship service.  

Moreover, one-fifth of the respondents who reported that they did not attend religious 

services actually participated in some religious activities over the course of a week, 

leading to under-reporting of participation in religious activities (Smith 1998).  

 

Reported Contributions or Donations 

 

Another form of positive participation is when individuals contribute funds to support 

other individuals or groups.  This type of activity can be more formal and direct as when 

the contribution is made through institutional procedures, such as checks, credit cards and 

exchange of receipts for tax purposes.  Making contributions or donations can also be an 

informal and indirect activity, such as when there is little or no record-keeping of the 

transaction or no specific beneficiary is intended.  As described earlier, the U.S. BLS 
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CES tracks average annual expenditures for cash contributions, by household or other 

consumer unit. 

 

Figure 18 provides the CES results for estimated average annual contribution for cash 

contributions, between 2000 and 2010, in constant 2000 dollars.  As the figure indicates, 

the amount of average annual cash contributions reported increased during the 2000-2006 

period from just under about $1200 to a high of $1600 in 2006 (in constant 2000 dollars). 

However, the reported average annual cash contribution has declined in more recent 

years to just under $1300 in 2010 (in constant 2000 dollars). This decline in cash 

contributions coincided with the decline in the national economy (US BLS 2011a, 

2011b). 

 

While the CES is a valuable source of long-term data on consumers’ cash contributions, 

it may under-report contributions since it excludes, by definition,  other types of 

contributions.  First, since the CES question is asking about cash contributions, it does 

not capture data on contributions made through the donation of goods or services.  

Second, the survey does not include business-related expenditures, and expenditures for 

which the consumer unit is reimbursed.  Such expenditures might also include 

contributions.  

 

The only other federal survey that collects national data on reported contributions or 

donations is the September supplement of the CPS.  However, the information collected 
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is very different than the CES and has only been collected for a few years.  Since 2008, as 

noted earlier, the September supplement to the CPS has asked respondents whether, 

during the preceding year, they had donated money, assets, or property with a combined 

value of more than $25 to charitable or religious organizations. Based on pooled data for 

the 2008-2010  September supplements, about 50 percent of survey respondents reported 

they had contributed at least $25 dollars in donations to such organizations (Hogan and 

Hlavacik 2012).  

 

 

 
Source: Average annual expenditures and characteristics of all consumer units, CES, 2000-2010  

 
Figure 18.  Estimated average annual expenditures for cash contributions of all 

households and other consumer units, reported per the CES 2000-2010, in constant 

2000 dollars 
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While not a federal survey, it is worth noting that the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) also 

collects data from annual tax returns on claims for cash and non-cash charitable 

deductions.  Appendix L provides a description of the data and recent upward trends in 

reported deductions. Unfortunately, these three federal sources of data, the CES, CPS and 

IRS, collect very different measures of reported contributions or donations, preventing a 

direct comparison of trends.   

 

Positive, Informal and Direct or Indirect Participation  

 

As illustrated in Figure 2, positive participation can take place through a variety of 

informal practices.  Socializing and the other informal practices described below can be 

conducted directly, such as socializing with a specific individual or group, or indirectly, 

such staying informed about current events through reading a newspaper or watching 

television.  The following sub-sections summarize the national trends for participation in 

these various activities, as reported by the national surveys. 

 

 

 



 

221 

 

Socializing 

 

As described earlier, the GSS asked respondents several questions regarding the 

respondents’ socializing with relatives, friends, and neighbors, as well as visiting a bar or 

tavern.  The recoded socializing variables had scores that ranged from “0” corresponding 

to never doing such socializing to “4” which corresponded with participating in such 

socializing on a daily basis. As indicated in Figure 19, the mean values for the four 

socializing variables have either remained generally unchanged or experienced only 

slight changes from 1972 through 2010.  The mean value for the socializing-with-

relatives variable (“socrel1”) has generally remained just higher than the score of "2," 

which indicates respondents reported, as a mean, socializing with relatives a little more 

frequently than once a month.  The mean score for socializing-with-friends (“socfrnd1”) 

increased slightly over the years from 1.7 to 1.8, while the mean score for socializing-

with-neighbors (“socommn1”) declined from 1.7 to about 1.5 (corresponding to less than 

socializing on a monthly basis).  The mean score for the visiting-a-bar (“socbar1”) 

generally remained in the .7 to .9 range (corresponding engaging in the activity on a less 

than yearly basis) throughout the 38-year period.   
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Source: GSS data 1974-2010 

Figure 19. Mean value for reported frequency of engaging in socializing by GSS 

respondents (socrel1, socfrnd1, socommn1 and socbars1 variables), 1974-2010 

 

 

The distribution, by respondent demographic group, of the reported socializing variables 

remained fairly consistent over the 22 GSSs that asked these questions. By way of 

illustration, Tables 20 and 21, described the distribution, by respondent demographic 

group, of the percentage of respondents who reported socializing with friends on at least 

monthly basis.  Among the various demographic groups, roughly 70 percent of 

respondents in the 25-34 year-old range, had some college education, had no children or 

were not married reported that they socialized with friends monthly or more frequently. 
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Table 20. Percent of GSS respondents reporting socializing with their friends at least once per month, by selected 

characteristics, 1974-1989 

Socialize with friends at least once per 

month 1974 1975 1977 1978 1982 1983 1985 1986 1988 1989 

All 62 61 64 59 63 65 63 63 65 63 

Gender                     

Women 61 61 62 57 63 66 62 62 63 63 
Men 65 62 66 61 64 64 63 64 67 64 

Age                     

18-24 years old 83 86 84 78 81 86 89 83 81 81 

25-34 years old 75 72 72 73 79 75 79 74 78 71 

35-44 years old 62 59 68 60 66 64 64 64 69 67 

45-54 years old 59 54 54 46 52 62 55 59 61 66 

55-64 years old 58 48 55 51 49 56 48 56 49 42 

65-74 years old 38 46 53 38 52 50 49 48 56 55 

75 years old or older 35 46 38 29 38 37 32 36 36 37 

Class                     

Lower 56 53 49 48 49 57 44 56 41 49 
Working 62 57 63 57 64 66 62 61 63 60 

Middle 64 67 66 61 66 63 64 66 69 67 
Upper 70 66 64 61 58 62 75 67 60 71 

Education                     

Less than high school diploma 
54 50 51 45 50 53 50 49 48 46 

High school diploma 67 66 69 63 69 67 64 67 69 66 

Associate/Junior college degree 64 82 85 55 74 75 75 81 77 76 
Bachelor's degree 73 72 75 72 71 75 78 70 78 71 

Graduate degree 59 74 70 79 73 71 72 64 63 74 

Married                     

Yes 61 60 62 54 60 62 58 58 62 58 

No 66 64 67 66 67 69 69 69 68 70 

2
2
3

 



 

 

 

Socialize with friends at least once per 

month 1974 1975 1977 1978 1982 1983 1985 1986 1988 1989 

Family                     

Children 59 58 60 54 58 62 56 59 59 57 

No children 74 71 75 71 79 74 80 74 79 78 

Employed                     

Yes 66 65 66 64 68 70 70 68 71 68 

No 58 57 59 50 57 58 51 56 54 55 
 

Source: GSS data 1974-2010 
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Table 21. Percent of GSS respondents reporting socializing with their friends at least once per month, by selected 

characteristics, 1990-2010 

Socialize with friends at least once per 

month 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

All 64 67 65 66 67 64 65 71 65 65 64 67 

Gender                         

Women 66 67 66 65 66 62 66 71 65 65 65 68 
Men 62 66 63 66 68 67 63 70 65 64 62 65 

Age                         

18-24 years old 90 92 86 91 86 88 84 84 89 81 82 82 

25-34 years old 79 79 76 74 78 74 77 83 76 77 78 79 

35-44 years old 64 66 65 68 67 65 66 65 71 64 66 70 

45-54 years old 54 58 56 64 63 60 63 77 62 63 59 61 

55-64 years old 58 59 60 60 60 53 53 57 54 58 58 62 

65-74 years old 47 50 52 55 51 55 52 59 51 56 47 57 

75 years old or older 45 52 49 40 44 46 44 53 33 45 47 50 

Class                         

Lower 50 58 53 54 58 55 52 50 59 54 58 60 
Working 64 68 68 65 66 62 65 70 65 66 62 65 

Middle 67 66 63 67 68 68 66 73 65 66 67 70 
Upper 66 77 61 71 70 68 75 87 82 65 62 53 

Education                         

Less than high school diploma 
51 56 55 55 57 54 56 56 54 51 54 58 

High school diploma 66 67 66 66 66 65 64 72 63 66 65 65 

Associate/Junior college degree 85 77 70 68 73 69 65 78 75 69 66 72 
Bachelor's degree 71 74 67 74 76 69 74 76 72 69 67 75 

Graduate degree 60 75 67 66 68 68 67 73 70 67 67 67 

Married                         

Yes 59 59 58 60 61 59 60 64 58 58 55 62 

No 71 75 72 72 72 69 68 76 72 71 72 70 

2
2
5
 



 

 

 

Socialize with friends at least once per 

month 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

Family                         

Children 59 62 59 61 62 59 60 65 59 60 59 62 

No children 77 80 80 78 80 78 78 84 82 78 77 79 

Employed                         

Yes 67 71 68 69 71 68 69 75 70 68 67 70 

No 59 61 59 59 58 56 57 62 56 59 57 63 

 

Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
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For the 11 GSSs conducted between 1978 and 1994, the survey asked respondents about 

their socializing not only with relatives (“socrel1”), but also with their parents and 

siblings (“socpars1” and socsibs1”).  Figure 20 shows the mean results for the three 

variables over time.  As can be seen, there is a slight decline in the mean for socrel for 

most of the GSS conducted between 1978 and 1994, as compared to the mean values 

before 1978 and after 1994.  This dip in the socrel mean appears to coincide with the 

period when the GSS included questions about whether the respondent socialized with 

parents and siblings, as well as with relatives.  This suggests that the results for the socrel 

variable between 1978 and 1994 may have been confounded, to a degree, by the presence 

of additional questions about spending a social evening with parents and siblings. 

 

  



 

228 

 

 

 

Source: GSS data 1972-2010 (Smith et al. 2010) 

 

Figure 20. Mean value of scores for reported frequency of engaging in only family-

related socializing by GSS respondents (socrel1, socpars1 and socsibs1 variables), 

1974-2010 

 

 

In describing the socializing-with-relatives, the GSS does not define what it means by 

‘relative.’  This lack of a definition may have caused some confusion among the 

respondents.  To some respondents, a “relative” may have referred to immediate family 

members (parents, siblings, and/or children), while other respondents might understand it 

to refer to their immediate and extended family (to include grandparents, cousins, etc.).  

The “socpars” and “socsibs” questions and their sequencing after the socializing-with-

relatives question may have contributed to a context effect, such as when a prior question 

influences the answer to subsequent questions or subsequent questions lead to changes in 
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responses to prior questions (Smith 1990).  For instance, respondents may have assumed 

that their answer to the socrel question included socializing with parents and siblings, 

since these are groups of relatives, then either revised down their answer to the socrel 

question or inflated their answers to the socpars or socsibs answer.  In any case, as 

illustrated in Figure 20, the slight dip in the mean for the socrel question disappears after 

the socpars and socsibs questions were deleted from the GSS. 

 

As described in Appendix H, the wording of the first five socializing questions suggests: 

a duration (‘evening’), purpose (‘socializing’), and a group activity and basis for shared 

group membership (kinship, friendship or neighbors).  The last socializing question that 

was asked on all 28 GSS asked how often the respondent “went to a bar or tavern” 

(variable: socbar).  Note that the wording for this last socializing question is different 

from the wording for the other socializing questions.  The wording suggests none of the 

characteristics implied by the wording for the other socializing questions.  The “went-to-

a-bar” question could suggest extended social time spent in a communal space, such as in 

one of Oldenburg’s 3
rd

 places, with neighbors or fellow patrons (Oldenburg 1999; Paxton 

1999).  However, it could also reasonably capture instances when the respondent went 

alone into a bar or tavern for a minute or two to get change or ask for directions. 

Consequently, it is difficult to consider the results from this question as in the same 

category of socializing as the other reported results for the other socializing questions.    
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In 2008, the November supplement of the CPS began to ask respondents a few questions 

about their about their participation in other forms of socializing, which CPS referred to 

as ‘social connectedness’ (U.S. CNCS 2011).  Table 22 shows the national results as the 

mean percent of the pooled data for the 2008-2010 surveys.  As the table indicates, most 

respondents reported frequently having dinner with other household members.  However, 

significantly smaller percent reported talking to family and friends frequently via the 

Internet or talking to neighbors.  Less than one-in-five reported that they frequently 

exchanged favors with their neighbors.  As the table suggests, interaction with friends 

and neighbors was more often an infrequent activity. 
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Table 22. Mean percent for social connectedness questions reported by CPS 

respondents, per November pooled data 2008-2010 

Social activity 

Frequently  

(few times a 
week or more) 

Infrequently Not at All 

How often did you…    

eat dinner with other household members 88.1% 7.9% 3.9% 

talk with your neighbors  42.3% 37.9% 19.8% 

discuss politics with family and friends 26.0% 37.5% 36.6% 
talk to family or friends via Internet  54.3% 14.3% 31.4% 

and your neighbors do favors for one another 15.2% 40.5% 44.4% 

Sources:  CPS November pooled data 2008-2010 

 

 

Other Forms of Informal Participation 

 

In a few of the more recent GSS, the survey asked respondents about how often they 

engaged in other informal participation activities. For example, on four GSS between 

2000 and 2010, the GSS asked respondents to estimate how much time they spent each 

week sending emails.  As indicated in Figure 21, the amount of time respondents reported 

devoting to sending emails remained flat from 2000 through 2004.  Then on the 2010 

GSS, the amount of time reportedly devoted to sending emails more than doubled.  This 

sharp increase in email use may be due to increased access to email systems via fiber-

optic telecommunications, tablet computers and cell phones. 
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Source: GSS data 2000-2010 

 

Figure 21. Mean number of minutes per week GSS respondents reported sending 

and answering electronic mail or e-mail (emailmin variable), 2000-2010 

 

 

Table 23 shows the distribution of GSS respondents, by demographic groups, reporting 

emailing at least one minute per week among various socio-economic groups.  The table 

indicates that, in certain socio-economic groups, the proportion who reported emailing 

tripled between 2004 and 2010.  For instance, the proportion of respondent who reported 

emailing at least one minute per week increased from roughly 2 ½ to 3 times for those in 

the 65-74 year old range, those in the upper class, and those with a graduate degree.      
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Table 23. Percent of GSS respondents reporting emailing for at least one minute per 

week, by selected characteristics, 2000-2010 

Email during the week 2000 2002 2004 2010 

All 18 17 18 35 

Gender         

Women 16 15 19 39 

Men 21 18 17 30 

Age         

18-24 years old 19 19 14 39 

25-34 years old 19 18 23 39 

35-44 years old 18 15 20 30 

45-54 years old 19 16 19 32 

55-64 years old 18 16 12 32 

65-74 years old 10 16 9 38 

75 years old or older 8 15 29 36 

Class         

Lower 18 13 13 32 

Working 18 18 27 31 

Middle 18 16 14 41 

Upper 23 15 11 25 

Education         

Less than high school diploma 16 17 36 36 

High school diploma 19 19 20 36 

Associate/Junior college degree 15 14 27 39 

Bachelor's degree 20 13 14 32 

Graduate degree 19 17 10 31 

Married         

Yes 20 18 20 38 

No 17 16 17 33 

Family         

Children 17 17 18 33 

No children 20 15 19 41 

Employed         

Yes 19 17 19 32 

No 16 16 17 39 

Source: GSS data 2000-2010 
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In recent years, GSS asked about another type of informal participation - recycling.  On 

the 1993, 1994, 2000, and 2010 GSS, respondents were asked how often they sorted trash 

for recycling. The recycling question is also unique because it is the only GSS variable 

that measures the respondents’ participation in a physical structure – the environment – 

and involves an exchange of goods.  The recycler contributes their labor to sorting trash 

in order to improve their proximate environment (Dietz et al. 1998; Paxton 1999).  Over 

the course of the four surveys, as seen as in Figure 22, the mean score for reported 

recycling stayed about "2," which corresponded with the respondent reporting that they 

“often” sort trash for recycling often.  

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1993-2010 

 

Figure 22. Mean value of scores for reported frequency of recycling per week if 

recycling available by GSS respondents (recycle1 variable), 1993-2010 
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As depicted in Table 24, those in the higher classes and with higher education reported 

recycling in greater proportions than those in the lower classes and lower education. In 

many of the various groups, the percent of those reported recycling declined from 1993 to 

1994, then increased in 2000 and 2010.  The overall increase in recycling observed 

between 2000 and 2010 was fairly evenly distributed among the various demographic 

groups.   
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Table 24. Percent of GSS respondents reporting recycling often or always, by 

selected characteristics, 1993-2010 

Recycling often or always 1993 1994 2000 2010 

All 60 59 56 62 

Gender         

Women 61 61 57 62 

Men 60 57 56 62 

Age         

18-24 years old 61 46 45 55 

25-34 years old 56 51 47 56 

35-44 years old 65 59 55 61 

45-54 years old 58 64 63 62 

55-64 years old 66 66 63 67 

65-74 years old 57 69 66 68 

75 years old or older 59 66 59 71 

Class         

Lower 47 44 57 51 

Working 55 53 49 58 

Middle 67 66 62 69 

Upper 77 68 74 62 

Education         

Less than high school diploma 45 50 47 50 

High school diploma 61 56 53 57 

Associate/Junior college degree 55 40 65 66 

Bachelor's degree 70 76 67 77 

Graduate degree 76 80 76 75 

Married         

Yes 64 62 61 68 

No 56 56 53 59 

Family         

Children 61 58 56 61 

No children 58 63 58 65 

Employed         

Yes 61 60 56 62 

No 59 57 57 63 

 

Source: GSS data 1993-2010 
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For much of the GSS’s history, the survey has asked respondents about their participation 

in two forms of positive, informal and indirect participation – television viewing and 

newspaper reading.  Both television and newspapers can provide the audience with useful 

information.  The audience can participate formally and directly, such as through a 

subscription, or informally and indirectly, such as accessing these media resources in 

coffee shops or libraries.  By accessing these media, the audience shares in a common 

experience of seeing or reading about the same event.  As indicated in Figure 23, the 

mean number of hours respondents reported watching television on an average day has 

remained close to 3 hours for over 35 years.   

 

 

 
Source: GSS data 1975-2008 

 
 

Figure 23. Mean value of reported hours spent watching television by GSS 

respondents (tvhours variable), 1975-2008 
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To get a better understanding of the characteristics of the respondents who are viewing 

television about the same amount of time as the mean viewing time, Tables 25 and 26 

presents the distribution of respondents who reported watching television two to three 

hours per day, by their selected socio-economic characteristics.  Over the years, the 

distribution of respondents viewing 2-3 hours per day has been fairly evenly distributed, 

with brief fluctuations, over the 35 years. 
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Table 25. Percent of GSS respondents reporting watching television either two or 

three hours per day, by selected characteristics, 1975-1989 

Watch television 2-3 

hours per day 1975 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1985 1986 1988 1989 

All 46 46 46 43 43 46 46 47 44 47 

Gender                     

Women 45 44 45 42 39 44 43 45 41 42 

Men 48 48 48 45 49 47 50 49 48 54 

Age                     

18-24 years old 40 40 42 34 39 48 44 43 41 50 

25-34 years old 46 45 48 42 43 46 44 46 45 50 

35-44 years old 49 49 47 49 44 45 50 55 46 48 

45-54 years old 51 49 54 43 48 48 56 45 49 49 

55-64 years old 47 50 46 44 43 44 47 49 53 46 

65-74 years old 45 44 39 41 40 47 39 40 37 42 

75 years old or older 41 33 43 52 43 39 41 42 33 35 

Class                     

Lower 24 31 35 34 30 17 34 40 20 30 

Working 48 47 48 44 46 45 49 49 45 51 

Middle 47 45 46 43 42 49 46 46 46 46 

Upper 49 50 39 45 30 30 41 46 38 49 

Education                     

Less than high school 

diploma 

41 41 45 41 40 41 41 41 36 37 

High school diploma 47 47 48 44 45 48 49 49 47 51 

Associate/Junior 
college degree 

55 58 50 36 41 52 50 52 53 46 

Bachelor's degree 53 57 40 46 45 47 48 49 40 52 

Graduate degree 62 34 47 41 46 36 39 47 52 40 

Married                     

Yes 48 48 50 45 47 45 49 49 47 48 

No 43 42 40 41 38 46 43 45 41 46 

Family                     

Children 47 45 47 44 43 46 47 47 44 46 

No children 44 47 44 42 43 46 45 46 44 49 

Employed                     

Yes 52 50 49 46 47 50 51 51 49 53 

No 40 39 42 39 37 40 38 40 35 37 

Source: GSS data 1975-1995 

 



 

240 
 

Table 26. Percent of GSS respondents reporting watching television either two or 

three hours per day, by selected characteristics, 1990-2010 

Watch 

television 2-3 

hours per day 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

All 47 47 48 46 47 45 45 45 41 46 43 44 

Gender                         

Women 42 46 44 43 45 43 45 42 37 47 42 44 

Men 53 48 52 51 48 47 45 48 46 45 44 44 

Age                         

18-24 years old 34 46 45 46 48 46 45 44 31 37 37 37 

25-34 years old 45 44 50 49 49 42 45 47 39 45 47 44 

35-44 years old 52 47 47 47 48 47 43 45 41 46 45 44 

45-54years old 56 45 47 48 44 46 45 44 51 51 45 45 

55-64 years old 52 55 53 44 49 47 44 45 43 54 44 47 

65-74  years old 45 47 46 40 48 40 51 43 39 42 36 47 

75 years old or 
older 

32 43 40 45 37 40 41 39 36 37 36 43 

Class                         

Lower 32 25 35 40 41 38 37 37 27 30 26 25 

Working 53 50 50 48 47 45 46 48 40 47 46 44 

Middle 43 46 47 46 47 46 45 42 45 48 44 48 

Upper 32 46 51 38 45 33 39 52 26 38 34 61 

Education                         

Less than high 

school diploma 

39 42 38 42 41 36 37 39 37 40 35 35 

High school 
diploma 

48 49 49 46 47 46 46 45 42 46 43 44 

Associate/Junior 
college degree 

55 43 46 52 56 49 59 44 44 46 47 45 

Bachelor's 
degree 

50 45 56 53 47 47 44 52 39 50 49 50 

Graduate degree 44 47 43 42 46 39 38 40 39 44 41 47 

Married                         

Yes 52 46 51 48 49 46 48 47 45 50 47 51 

No 41 47 44 45 44 43 42 42 38 42 39 39 

Family                         

Children 47 45 48 46 46 44 45 44 41 47 43 45 

No children 45 51 47 48 49 45 44 45 40 43 43 42 

Employed                         

Yes 51 51 52 49 49 47 48 48 44 50 46 49 

No 39 39 41 41 40 39 39 37 35 39 38 37 

Source: GSS data 1990-2010 
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In contrast to GSS respondents’ television viewing, the mean score for the number of 

times per week that respondents’ reported reading a newspaper fell from 3.4 to 2.4, , as 

indicated in Figure 24.  These scores correspond with a decline in reading frequency from 

roughly 4-6 times per week to 2-3 times per week. A review of the distribution of the 

results shows that the decline appears to be due largely to the changes in two responses.  

First, there was a steady decline in reported daily newspaper reading, the “4” score, from 

just about 70 percent in 1972 to about 30 percent in 2010.  Second, during the same 

period, there was a corresponding steady increase in non-reading, the “0” score, from 

about 5 percent in 1972 to just under 20 percent in 2010. 

 

  

 
Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
 

Figure 24. Mean value of scores for the number of times per week GSS respondents’ 

reported reading the newspaper per week (news2 variable), 1972-2010 
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Tables 27 and 28 show the proportion of respondents who read the newspaper every day, 

by selected socio-economic characteristics. While the proportion of men and women 

reading the newspaper daily in 2010 is about half of what was in 1972, the proportion for 

women has consistently been about few percentages less than it was for men.  This 

pattern persisted in the other socio-economic characteristics.  For instance readership 

increased with respondents’ age, class, and education. A higher percentage of those who 

were married or had children reported reading the newspaper daily, than those who were 

not.  These survey results may under-report respondents’ actual television viewing or 

newspaper reading, particularly in more recent years because many Americans can now 

access television shows and newspaper articles on the Internet via their computers and 

cell phones.  For instance, a respondent may get his or her news online and not actually 

read a printed version of the newspaper.             
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Table 27. Percent of GSS respondents reporting reading a newspaper every day, by 

selected characteristics, 1972-1989 

Read newspaper 

daily 1972 1975 1977 1978 1982 1983 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 

All 69 66 62 57 52 56 53 54 52 51 50 

Gender                       

Women 65 63 63 55 50 52 52 51 50 51 49 

Men 72 69 62 61 54 61 54 57 55 51 51 

Age                       

18-24 years old 45 44 36 31 29 32 22 29 32 25 23 

25-34 years old 59 60 49 45 43 38 38 40 42 34 33 

35-44 years old 76 70 64 61 50 60 52 54 55 50 50 

45-54 years old 79 74 74 64 60 71 68 63 59 57 59 

55-64 years old 77 78 79 74 67 75 66 69 68 66 65 

65-74 years old 72 73 76 79 67 67 70 70 61 76 72 

75 years old or 

older 

74 70 67 69 60 68 66 65 62 69 74 

Class                       

Lower 38 43 36 49 35 33 32 39 35 25 29 

Working 66 62 57 50 47 51 47 49 48 43 42 

Middle 75 72 71 64 60 62 60 59 60 60 58 

Upper 78 80 71 75 52 70 49 75 58 58 63 

Education                       

Less than high 

school diploma 

60 57 56 50 42 46 46 46 40 41 37 

High school 

diploma 

72 69 63 58 54 55 52 52 54 50 51 

Associate/Junior 

college degree 

76 85 76 62 61 52 58 67 64 49 47 

Bachelor's degree 78 74 73 66 64 70 61 65 61 62 60 

Graduate degree 94 78 78 77 67 76 69 71 72 68 69 

Married                       

Yes 72 70 66 60 57 60 57 59 60 57 58 

No 61 58 56 53 46 50 47 47 45 43 40 

Family                       

Children 70 68 65 59 54 58 56 55 55 54 54 

No children 64 60 54 53 45 49 45 50 46 43 40 

Employed                       

Yes 72 69 62 56 52 55 50 51 53 47 47 

No 64 62 63 59 52 56 57 58 52 57 54 

Source: GSS data 1972-1989 
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Table 28. Percent of GSS respondents reporting reading a newspaper every day, by 

selected characteristics, 1990-2010 

Read 

newspaper 

daily 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

All 53 51 46 50 42 43 37 41 40 35 32 31 

Gender                         

Women 50 47 42 48 40 41 37 36 35 32 32 31 

Men 56 58 52 52 45 46 38 46 45 38 33 33 

Age                         

18-24 years old 27 20 20 30 17 22 18 18 21 11 14 8 

25-34 years old 38 37 29 32 22 25 20 27 24 20 20 19 

35-44 years old 52 49 41 47 39 37 30 40 29 26 22 24 

45-54 years old 60 59 54 57 51 50 41 38 49 35 32 28 

55-64 years old 67 69 62 56 58 58 57 51 50 45 38 41 

65-74 years old 75 68 68 74 71 70 59 74 57 56 60 50 

75 years old or 

older 

63 74 70 72 66 70 62 59 75 70 64 62 

Class                         

Lower 45 37 22 30 29 28 30 24 23 18 25 22 

Working 45 44 41 43 33 36 31 32 32 27 25 24 

Middle 61 58 54 57 50 50 43 52 48 43 42 41 

Upper 59 77 70 68 70 70 56 48 68 63 35 53 

Education                         

Less than high 
school diploma 

43 44 33 44 35 37 27 36 29 20 20 18 

High school 

diploma 

51 50 45 47 40 39 36 35 38 33 31 28 

Associate/Junio

r college degree 

53 52 49 49 45 45 40 55 30 27 27 33 

Bachelor's 

degree 

60 61 59 56 46 53 42 57 45 46 38 42 

Graduate degree 76 70 56 67 65 58 55 47 60 55 55 50 

Married                         

Yes 57 59 51 54 48 47 40 50 44 38 37 37 

No 48 43 40 44 37 39 35 34 36 31 28 27 

Family                         

Children 57 54 50 53 46 45 40 44 41 37 34 33 

No children 43 43 37 42 32 38 31 33 36 28 29 26 

Employed                         

Yes 50 49 44 47 38 39 34 39 38 32 28 30 

No 58 55 51 55 52 50 44 44 43 39 40 33 

Source: GSS data 1972-2010  
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Non-Participation  

 

As previously illustrated in the Participation Matrix (Figure 2), there are several broad 

categories of participation. The previous sections have presented national survey data of 

respondents’ reported participation in a few positive social activities, conducted using 

formal or informal practices, and engaging with others either directly or indirectly.  The 

three surveys analyzed here have not collected long-term data on respondents’ reported, 

formal, direct or indirect participation in negative activities.17  However, the surveys do 

provide some long-term data on respondents’ non-participation, which can be categorized 

as negative or positive, per the participation matrix.  

 

By examining the previously reported results for positive participation from the GSS, 

CPS and CES, we can also observe the percent of respondents who reported not 

participating in a given activity. For example, the data from 1996 through 2010 indicated 

that between 54 and 58 percent of CPS November supplement respondents reported 

                                                             
17

 Over the years, the GSS has only rarely asked respondents if they engaged in a negative participation 

activity. For instance, since 1991, the GSS has asked respondents if they had ever had sex with someone 

other than your spouse while they were married.  Fisher found that the gross rate of reported infidelity was 
15 percent for pooled 1991-1993 results, and about 17 percent for pooled 2006-2008 results.   Fischer, 

Claude. 2011. Made in America: A Social History of American Culture and Character. Reprint. Chicago, 

IL: University Of Chicago Press. P.340, Note 72.  In addition, from 2000 through 2006, the GSS asked 

respondents if they had ever used certain illegal drugs.  Between 2000 and 2006, about 2.5 – 4.0 percent of 
respondents reported that they had taken illegal drugs using needle injection, at least once, while, during the 

same period, between 3.8 and 6.4 percent reported that they had used “crack” cocaine, at least once.  Smith, 

Tom W., Peter W. Marsden, Michael Hout, and Jibum Kim. 2010. General Social Surveys, 1972-2010. 

Chicago: National Opinion Research Center. 
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voting in the recent presidential election. This also means that about 42 to 46 percent of 

these respondents reported that they had not voted in the presidential federal election.  

During the same period, about 32 to 35 percent of respondents did not register to vote 

(U.S. Census 2009a, 2009b).  As the data in Table 29 indicates, from 2002 through 2011, 

less than one-third of the respondents to the CPS September supplement reported 

volunteering with at least one organization during the preceding year – which means that 

over two-thirds of the respondents reported they had not volunteered in the preceding 

year (U.S. BLS 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011d, 2012). 

 

On occasion, these survey data have also provided information about those who report 

never participating in a given activity.  For instance, during the 2003 to 2005 period, the 

September CPS asked respondents an additional question about volunteering – whether 

the respondent had volunteered in the past. When the percentages of those respondents 

who reported volunteering in the preceding year are added to the percentages of those 

who reported they had volunteered in the past, the sum represents the percentage of 

respondents who reported that they had ever volunteered.  During this period, about 45 

percent of the respondents to the September supplement of the CPS reported, on average, 

that they had ever volunteered, either in the preceding year or at some time in the past.  

Put another way, during this period, about 55 percent of respondents during this period 

reported, on average, that they had never volunteered for an organization. Table 29 

summarizes a few of the socio-economic characteristics of these non-volunteer 

respondents.  
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As indicated in Table 29, there was a significant variation in the percent of non-volunteers 

among the different demographic groups. For example, on average, about 60 percent of 

men reported they had never volunteered compared to about 50 percent for women. At 

least about half of the respondents in all of the age groups reported that they had never 

volunteered. On average, over 75 percent of Hispanics and nearly 80 percent of those 

who had not completed high school reported they had never volunteered. By contrast, 

only about one-third of college graduates reported, on average,  during this period that 

they had never volunteered. 

 

The GSS also provides some descriptive information on those respondents who reported 

never attending religious services. As Tables 30 and 31 indicate, the percent of 

respondents indicating that they never attended religious services has increased from just 

fewer than 10 percent in 1972, to over 20 percent by 2010. Unlike the characteristics of 

some of the non-volunteers, the characteristics of those never attending religious services 

were fairly evenly distributed among the various demographic groups listed. 
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Table 29. Mean percent of CPS respondents who reported never volunteering, per 

September supplement, 2003-2005 

 Respondent Characteristics Mean Percent 

Total 54.7% 

Gender  

 Women 49.8% 

 Men 59.9% 

Age Groups  

 16 to 19 years  61.8% 

 16 to 24 years  63.3% 

 20 to 24 years  64.6% 

 25 to 34 years  58.7% 

 25 years and over  53.0% 

 35 to 44 years  51.5% 

 45 to 54 years  49.7% 

 55 to 64 years  50.8% 

 65 years and over  54.4% 

Employment Status  

 Employed  51.9% 

 Full time 
6
  53.4% 

 Part time 
7
  45.0% 

 Unemployed  57.6% 

Educational attainment
 1
  

 College graduates  34.6% 

 High school graduates, no college 
2
  62.4% 

 Less than a high school diploma  79.8% 

Marital status  

 Single, never married  63.0% 

 Married, spouse present  49.3% 

 Other marital status 
4
  57.7% 

Race and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity   

 Asian  57.1% 

 Black or African American  67.1% 

 Hispanic or Latino ethnicity  76.0% 

 White  52.1% 
 

Table notes: (1) Data refer to persons 25 years and over. (2) Includes high school diploma or 
equivalent. (4) Includes divorced, separated, and widowed persons. (6) Usually work 35 hours or 

more a week at all jobs. (7) Usually work less than 35 hours a week at all jobs. (8) Detail for the 

race and Hispanic-origin groups will not sum to totals because data for the "other races" group are 

not presented and Hispanics are included in both the white and black population groups.  
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Source: CPS September supplement, 2003-2005  



 

 

 

Table 30. Percent of GSS respondents reporting never attending religious services, by selected characteristics, 1972-

1987 

Never attends 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 

All 9 14 12 15 13 14 16 11 13 14 13 15 14 11 

Gender                             

Women 8 13 10 12 13 12 14 9 11 12 10 13 12 9 

Men 11 15 15 18 13 16 18 14 16 16 17 16 17 13 

Age                             

18-24 years old 13 16 14 17 19 14 18 13 13 16 9 17 14 9 

25-34 years old 10 18 11 18 18 17 17 14 15 14 14 15 15 10 

35-44 years old 8 14 9 11 12 11 15 12 15 14 16 16 15 14 

45-54 years old 10 9 14 12 8 15 13 11 10 12 11 15 13 10 

55-64 years old 6 9 11 11 7 11 15 7 14 11 12 13 10 9 

65-74 years old 9 15 14 14 12 15 16 10 8 14 14 9 14 10 

75 years old or 
older 

11 17 15 20 12 18 12 9 14 17 13 15 16 19 

Class                             

Lower 11 26 14 21 20 13 19 21 21 22 17 26 21 9 

Working 10 14 15 15 13 15 16 12 12 12 12 16 17 12 

Middle 8 13 9 13 12 13 15 11 12 13 13 13 11 10 

Upper 14 20 11 15 13 14 8 4 13 20 19 12 13 10 

Education                             

Less than high 

school diploma 

11 15 15 17 13 16 17 12 14 18 16 17 19 15 

High school 
diploma 

8 12 11 11 13 13 14 11 13 12 11 15 12 10 

Associate/Junio

r college degree 

0 15 0 30 13 15 19 7 12 7 13 8 6 6 

Bachelor's 

degree 

9 18 9 15 11 10 15 13 12 13 13 11 14 8 

2
4
9
 



 

 

 

Never attends 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 

Graduate 

degree 

12 14 15 14 15 15 23 11 11 16 17 12 13 9 

Married                             

Yes 8 12 11 13 11 13 14 11 11 11 11 13 12 10 

No 14 17 16 18 16 16 19 12 16 18 16 17 17 12 

Family                             

Children 8 12 11 13 11 13 13 11 12 12 11 14 13 10 

No children 13 18 16 18 19 16 22 12 15 19 17 17 18 13 

Employed                             

Yes 8 13 12 13 13 15 17 11 13 13 11 14 14 10 

No 11 14 13 17 13 13 14 12 13 15 16 16 14 12 

 
Source: GSS data 1972-1987 
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Table 31. Percent of GSS respondents reporting never attending religious services, by selected characteristics, 1988-

2010 

Never attends 1988 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

All 17 16 14 13 17 16 16 20 21 19 17 23 21 23 

Gender                             

Women 14 14 10 12 15 13 13 16 19 16 14 20 19 21 

Men 22 19 18 14 19 21 18 24 24 22 20 26 24 26 

Age                             

18-24 years old 29 19 12 13 18 15 19 25 21 24 21 29 29 27 

25-34 years old 15 18 17 14 16 17 17 20 24 17 15 24 26 28 

35-44 years old 18 16 12 13 16 16 15 19 20 19 17 22 20 20 

45-54 years old 12 18 12 12 19 17 15 18 21 19 18 23 21 24 

55-64 years old 13 12 10 13 15 14 13 19 22 17 16 20 17 22 

65-74 years old 13 15 12 10 15 15 12 16 20 17 19 21 17 22 

75 years old or 
older 

25 17 19 14 17 20 19 19 24 20 13 21 18 18 

Class                             

Lower 22 28 26 19 27 27 21 32 27 31 25 35 27 31 

Working 19 19 15 15 16 17 17 20 23 19 19 24 22 24 

Middle 15 13 11 10 15 14 13 18 18 16 14 22 20 20 

Upper 20 17 12 9 19 13 17 10 27 24 17 20 12 24 

Education                             

Less than high 

school diploma 

27 22 19 18 20 24 24 26 34 26 23 25 23 25 

High school 
diploma 

15 15 13 12 18 16 14 21 20 19 17 24 22 26 

Associate/Junior 

college degree 

12 14 15 13 8 12 15 14 16 13 13 18 21 13 

Bachelor's 

degree 

12 14 13 7 13 12 13 15 19 13 14 20 18 21 

2
5
1

 



 

 

 

Never attends 1988 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

Graduate degree 15 16 5 14 13 17 11 15 17 18 15 19 19 20 

Married                             

Yes 12 13 12 10 14 14 12 16 18 14 12 18 18 19 

No 23 21 15 16 20 19 19 23 24 23 22 28 25 26 

Family                             

Children 15 14 13 12 16 15 13 17 20 16 15 20 18 20 

No children 23 22 15 15 19 19 21 26 25 26 23 29 30 31 

Employed                             

Yes 15 16 12 12 14 15 15 20 21 17 17 22 21 23 

No 21 18 15 14 20 19 16 20 23 21 17 24 21 24 

 

     Source: GSS data 1988-2010 
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The Influence of Selected Internal and External Structures on Reported 

Participation Activities  

 

Reported reasons for not voting or volunteering  

 

While these national surveys have collected data on selected participation activities for at 

least a decade (in some cases, for nearly four decades), the surveys have never asked 

respondents why they engaged in these activities.  For instance, GSS has asked 

respondents to offer explanations, on its various surveys. The GSS has asked respondents 

for reasons why they took different actions (e.g. worked at home, switched their faith), 

had certain life experiences (e.g. why they had a nervous breakdown), or held a certain 

opinion (e.g. why some people were poor, or why women earned less).   

 

However, the GSS core question set does not ask respondents why they vote, attend 

religious services, are a member of an organization, or socialize (Smith et al. 2010).  In 

addition, CPS has never reported on why respondents who reported registering to vote, 

voting or volunteering participated in these activities.  Consequently, while the CPS 

annually tracks who participates in these activities (by demographic group, main 

organization and main activity), it does not track why the respondents participate in these 

iconic forms of civic engagement.  



 

255 

 

 

Other research studies have identified the reported reasons why people engage in 

different participation activities.  For example, people may volunteer out of a sense of 

altruism.  They may participate in clubs out of a desire for social connectedness or for 

personal advancement.  They may engage in political activities out of a desire for social 

justice or a sense of patriotism (Burns et al. 2001b; Fischer 2011; Putnam 2001). 

However, the studies often provide evidence that is limited to a given category of 

participation activity, group, setting, and/or time.  What is missing is national data that 

relates participation in a wide variety of specific activities to the respondent’s rationale 

for engaging in these activities, and tracks these activities and associated rationales over 

time. 

 

Interestingly, the CPS supplements have asked respondents why they did not participate 

in two civic activities.  Since 1998, the CPS November Supplement has asked 

respondents why they did not vote in the recent federal election.  Table 32 summarizes 

the results.  The top three reasons reported for not voting were:  too busy, conflicting 

schedule; not interested, felt vote would not make a difference; and illness or disability 

(their own or a family member).  These reasons are similar to the results reported from 

other research (Burns et al. 2001b; Fischer 2011; Putnam 2001).  It is interesting to 

observe that, over the 12 year period, the proportion of respondents citing the different 

reasons for not voting shifted up and down by several percentage points.  This movement 
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in the rationale for participating or not participating may also be occurring with respect to 

other public activities, but we lack the data to observe or track these shifts in motivation.  

                

 

                    

Table 32. Mean Percent of CPS Respondents Reported Reasons for Not Voting in 

the Preceding Election, per November Supplement 1998-2010 

Reported reasons                                            1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

Too busy, conflicting schedule                         34.9 20.9 27.1 19.9 27.3 17.5 26.6 

Not interested, felt vote would not make a 

difference  
12.7 12.2 12.0 10.7 11.5 13.4 16.4 

Illness or disability (own or family's)                11.1 14.8 13.1 15.4 12.4 14.9 11.3 

Out of town or away from home                          8.3 10.2 10.4 9.0 10.7 8.8 9.2 

Other reason, not specified                            8.3 10.2 9.0 10.9 9.1 11.3 9.0 

Did not like candidates or campaign issues             5.5 7.7 7.3 9.9 7.3 12.9 8.6 

Forgot to vote (or send in absentee ballot)            5.3 4.0 5.7 3.4 5.7 2.6 8.0 

Registration problems                                  3.6 6.9 4.1 6.8 3.9 6 3.3 

Refused or do not know                                  7.1 7.5 7.5 8.5 7.2 7 3.1 

Transportation problems                                1.8 2.4 1.7 2.1 2.0 2.6 2.4 

Inconvenient polling place or hours or lines 

too long  
1.1 2.6 1.4 3.0 2.5 2.7 2.1 

Bad weather conditions                                 0.2 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.2 0.1 

 

Source: CPS November Supplement 1998-2010  

 
 

Interestingly, for a brief period from 2003 through 2005, the September CPS did ask 

respondents, who had volunteered previously but not in the preceding year, what was the 

main reason for not volunteering. (Marshall 2006)  As indicated in Table 33, the most 

common reason that past volunteers reported for not volunteering during the preceding 

year was the lack of time, followed distantly by health or medical problems. Interestingly, 

the CPS September supplement did not ask those habitual non-volunteers for the main 

reason why they never volunteered.  
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Table 33. Mean Percent of CPS Respondents Reported Main Reasons for Not 

Volunteering in the Preceding Year, per September Supplement 2003-2005 

Main Reason Given Mean Percent  

Lack of time  45.1 

Health or medical problems  14.8 

Family responsibilities or childcare problems  9.3 

Other  8.6 

No longer required/ not relevant to current life situation  5.5 

Was not interested  4.2 

Moved, lack of information, transportation, or expenses2  4.0 

No one asked  3.1 

Burnout/not enjoyable previously  2.2 

No longer a member of the organization  1.8 

Not reporting reason for not volunteering  1.4 
 

Source:  CPS September Supplement 2003-2005  

 

 

 
During the 2003-2005 period, the CPS November and September supplement both were 

collecting data on why respondents did not vote or volunteer.  Table 34 compares the 

reported reasons for not voting with the reasons for not volunteering for the CPS 

supplement data that were collected during this period.   The top reasons for not 

participating in these iconic civic activities were similar – lack of time and health 

problems. 
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Table 34.  Comparing CPS respondents’ reported reasons for not voting with 

reasons for not volunteering, per November Supplement 2004 and September 

Supplement pooled 2003-2005 

Reported reasons – for not voting                                           2004 Reported reasons- for not 

volunteering 

2003-

2005  

Too busy, conflicting schedule                         19.9 Lack of time  45.1 

Illness or disability (own or family's)                15.4 Health or medical problems  14.8 

  Family responsibilities or childcare 

problems  

9.3 

Other reason, not specified                            10.9 Other  8.6 

Not interested, felt vote would not make 

a difference  

10.7   

Did not like candidates or campaign 
issues             

9.9 Was not interested  4.2 

Out of town or away from home                          9.0   

Refused or don't know                                  8.5 Not reporting reason for not 

volunteering  

1.4 

Registration problems                                  6.8   

  No longer required/ not relevant to 

current life situation  

5.5 

  No longer a member of the organization  1.8 

Transportation problems                                2.1 Moved, lack of information, 
transportation, or expenses  

4.0 

Forgot to vote (or send in absentee 

ballot)            

3.4 No one asked  3.1 

Inconvenient polling place or hours or 

lines too long  

3.0 Burnout/not enjoyable previously  2.2 

Bad weather conditions                                 0.5   

 

Sources: CPS November Supplement 2004 and September Supplement pooled 2003-2005 
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Models Assessing the Potential Influence of Selected Internal and External Structures on 

Reported Participation 

 

Multivariate regression of GSS data 

 

The two regression models, Model 1 and 2, were tested for the 29 participation activities 

(variables) described in the preceding section and Appendix H.  Twelve of the 

regressions were linear regressions while the remaining 17 regressions were logistic 

regressions.  Detailed results of the 29 participation-variable regressions using Model 1 

and Model 2 are provided in Table 35.  As explained earlier, not all of the participation 

questions were asked on all of the 28 GSSs executed from 1972 through 2010.  Several 

participation questions were only asked on just over half of the surveys and a few 

participation questions were asked on only a handful of surveys.  Consequently, the 

sample size for the 29 participation regressions varies significantly.   

 

As summarized in Table 36, the set of five worldview variables explained little of the 

variation in reported participation activities, with most pseudo R
2
 or R

2
 ranging between 

0.00 and 0.05.  Among the five general worldview variables, the positive-view-of-others 

variable was statistically significant in 23 of the 29 participation Model 1 regressions, 

while the liberal and conservative variables were statistically significant for 20 of the 

participation variable regressions, respectively.  The confidence-in-institutions variable 



 

260 

 

was significant in 16 of the 29 participation variable regressions, while the happy variable 

was statistically significant in 13 of these participation variable regressions.18       

 

Model 2’s combination of the worldview variables and the control variables typically 

explained a greater proportion of the variation in reported participation activities than 

Model 1.  Even so, most pseudo R
2
 or R

2
 for Model 2 were still small, ranging between 

0.05 and 0.15.  After the addition of the control variables, the positive-view-of-others 

factor scale remained statistically significant, at the p<.001 or p<.05 level, in the 

regressions for 19 of the 29 participation variables.  The confidence-in-institutions factor 

scale variable remained statistically significant, at the p<.001 or p<.05 level, in the 

regressions for 11 of the 29 participant variables.  The happy1 variable was statistically 

significant in the regressions for 10 of the participation variables, respectively.  The 

liberal_ordnl variable was statistically significant in 9 of the 29 regressions, while the 

conservative_ordnl variable was statistically significant in 8 of the 29 regressions.  

Among the control variables, age and degree were statistically significant in the 

regressions for 21 and 23 of the 29 participant variables, respectively.  The last control 

variables, marital status and owning-a-dwelling variables were significant in the 

regressions for about half of the 29 participation variables.  The year, child and employed 

variables were significant in explaining the variation of only about a third or fewer of the 

participation variables. 

                                                             
18

 I also ran these models using dummy, rather than ordinal, variables for happy, liberal and conservative.  

The results for the R2 or pseudo R2 or the number of variables that were statistically significant, at the 

p<.001 or p<.05 level, were not notably better. 
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An examination of the changes in the pattern of statistically significant associations from 

Model 1 to Model 2 suggests whether the control variables had indirect effects on the 

association between most of the general worldview variables and the various 

participation variables.  As indicated in Table 36, the five general worldview variables 

that were significant in Model 1, at either the p<.001 or p<.05 level, were also significant 

in Model 2 in the regressions for the memchrch1 participation variable.  The 

posview_others factor scale variable was statistically significant at either the p<.001 or 

p<.05 level for 19 of the 29 participation variables.  The confid_institions factor scale 

variable was statistically significant at either level for 11 of the 29 participation variables, 

while the happy1 was significant for 10 of the 29 participation variables.  The 

liberal_ordnl was statistically significant at either level for 8 of the 29 participation 

variables in both regression models, conservative_ordnl variable was significant in both 

models for 7 of the 29 participation variables.  

 

For the 12 linear regressions, coefficients and the beta coefficients illustrate the varying 

influence of the different general worldview and control variables.  For example, the 

happiness variable was influential in the religious attendance regression, while the 

positive view of others variable was not as influential.  However, in the memnum 

regression the conservative and liberal variables were more influential, and the positive-

views-of-others scale was much more influential.  This same type of variability in the 

influence of the general worldview and control variables also was present among the 17 
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logistic regressions conducted for the voted variable and the 16 organizational 

membership variables.     

 
 



 

 

 

Table 35. Multivariate Regression Results for Models 1 and 2, per GSS 1972-2010 

Source:  
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Table 35 (continued)
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Table 35 (continued)

 

Source: GSS data 1972-2010
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Table 36. Comparison of the statistical significance of worldview variables in Model 

1 and Model 2, using GSS data 1972-2010 

Worldview 

variables v
o

te
d
 

at
te

n
d
 

m
em

n
u

m
 

m
em

ch
rh

1
 

m
em

fa
rm

1
 

m
em

fr
at

1
 

m
em

g
re

k
1

 

m
em

h
o

b
y
1
 

m
em

li
t1

 

m
em

la
t1

 

m
em

o
th

r1
 

m
em

p
o

lt
1
 

m
em

p
ro

f1
 

m
em

sc
h

l1
 

m
em

se
rv

1
 

m
em

sp
rt

1
 

m
em

u
n

o
n
1
 

m
em

v
et

1
 

Regression type lo li li lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo lo 

Happy1 - + + + ~ - ~ - ~ ~ ~ ~ - + + - ~ ~ 

Posview_others + - + + + + - - + ~ + + + + + + - - 

Liberal_ordnl + + - + - - - ~ + ~ - + - ~ ~ - - - 

Conservative_ordnl + + - + - - - - - ~ ~ + - ~ ~ ~ + ~ 

Confid_Institions - + ~ + ~ ~ ~ ~ + + + - ~ ~ ~ - ~ ~ 

 

 

Table 36 continued 

Worldview 

variables m
em

y
o

th
1
 

so
cb

ar
1
 

so
co

m
m

n
1
 

so
cf

rn
d
1
 

so
cr

el
1
 

so
cp

ar
s1

 

so
cs

ib
s1

 

tv
h
o

u
rs

 

em
ai

lm
in

 

n
ew

s2
 

re
cy

cl
e1

 

M
o

d
el

 1
 

M
o

d
el

 2
 Total changes 

from  

Model 1 to Model 

2 

Regression type lo li li li li li li li li li li    

Happy1 ~ - + + + ~ +

+ 

+ ~ - ~ 13 10 9 still statistically  

significant 
1 newly 

statistically  

significant 

Posview_others + +

+ 

+

+ 

+

+ 

- - - + ~ + + 23 19 16 still stat 

significant 
3 newly 

statistically  

significant 

Liberal_ordnl ~ + - - + ~ ~ ~ ~ - + 20 8 8 still statistically  

significant 

Conservative_ordnl - + - ~ - - - - ~ + +
+ 

20 8 7still statistically  
significant 

1 statistically  

significant 

Confid_Institions ~ - + - + + + + ~ + ~ 16 11 11 still statistically  

significant 
 

Table legend:  

(+) - Model variable was statistically significant at either the p<.001 or p<.05 level in Model 1 and Model 2 

(~) - Model variable was not statistically significant at either the at either the p<.001 or p<.05 level in 
Model 1 or Model 2 

(-) - Model variable was statistically significant at either the p<.001 or p<.05 level in Model 1, but not in 

Model 2 

(++) - Model variable was not statistically significant at either the p<.001 or p<.05 level in Model 1, but 
was statistically significant at either the p<.001 or p<.05 level in Model 2 

(lo) – logistic multivariate regression      (li) – linear multivariate regression 
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Census regressions of registration and voting 

 

To help explain the independent effects of selected respondent characteristics on reported 

voting and registration, Census developed and tested a multivariate regression model on 

its voting and registration data from its 2006 and 2008 November CPS results.  The 

results of these analyses are provided in Table 37.  According to the Census regression 

results, respondents with certain characteristics appear to be much likely to register or 

vote than other respondents.  For instance, according to the 2006 regression results, 

respondents over 45 years of age were much more likely than younger respondents to 

register or vote; respondents with higher education were also several times more likely to 

register or vote than those with less than a high school education.  These general patterns 

continued in the 2008 regression results (File and Crissey 2012; File 2008). 

  

Interestingly, the results the 2006 regression are noticeable different from the 2008 

regression.  For instance, the odds ratios for the age category for the 2006 regression 

which indicated that older respondents were several times more likely to register or vote 

were significantly higher than the odds ratios for the age category in the 2008 regression.  

In contrast, the odds ratios for those with college education were lower for the 2006 

regression than for the 2008 regression.  Moreover, one set of regression results were not 

consistent from the 2006 regression to the 2008 regression.  The reported odds ratios for 

the different regions of the country for the 2006 regression results were different than the 
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region odds ratio for the 2008 regression results.  It could be that these fluctuations in 

odds ratios, from one regression to another, is attributed to each regression reflecting just 

one survey year rather than several survey years.   



 

 

 

Table 37. Odds Ratios of Registering and Voting Among Voting-Age Citizens from Multivariate Regression Models of 

CPS November Supplements, 2006 and 2008 

 2006   2008   2006   2008   

Characteristic 

Registration 

odds ratio 
 Registration 

odds ratio 
  Voting 

odds 

ratio  

  Voting 

odds 

ratio  

 

Sex           

Male   (R)    (R)   (R)    (R)    

Female  1.1 *** 1.3 *** 1.2 *** 1.3 *** 

Race and Hispanic Origin              

White alone, non-Hispanic and other 

non-Hispanic  

(R)   (R)  (R)   (R)   

Black alone, non-Hispanic  1.3 *** 1.9 *** 1.2 *** 2.3 *** 

Hispanic (any race)  0.7 *** 0.9 ** 0.8 *** 0.9 *** 

Age              

18 to 24 years  (R)    (R)   (R)    (R)    

25 to 44 years  2 *** 1.4 *** 1.9 *** 1.4 *** 

45 to 64 years  3.9 *** 2.1 *** 3 *** 2.2 *** 

65 years and older  6.6 *** 3.3 *** 5.1 *** 3.1 *** 

Educational Attainment              

Less than a high school diploma   (R)     (R)   (R)    (R)    

High school graduate or GED  2 *** 2.2 *** 2.1 *** 2.2 *** 

Some college or associate’s degree  3.4 *** 4.4 *** 3.9 *** 4.4 *** 

Bachelor’s degree or higher  5.8 *** 8.5 *** 5.9 *** 8.8 *** 

Family Income1              

Less than $25,000   (R)     (R)   (R)    (R)    

Between $25,000 and $75,000  1.5 *** 1.4 *** 1.4 *** 1.5 *** 

More than $75,000  1.8 *** 2 *** 1.7 *** 2.1 *** 

Duration of Residence              

2
7
2
 



 

 

 

 2006   2008   2006   2008   

Characteristic 

Registration 

odds ratio 
 Registration 

odds ratio 
  Voting 

odds 

ratio  

  Voting 

odds 

ratio  

 

Less than 1 year   (R)     (R)   (R)    (R)    

1–4 years  1.8 *** 1.3 *** 1.7 *** 1.4 *** 

5 years or longer  2.9 *** 2 *** 2.8 *** 2.1 *** 

Region              

South  (R)    (R)   (R)    (R)    

Northeast  1   0.9  0.8   1   

West  1.2 *** 0.8 *** 0.7 * 1.1 * 

Midwest  1.5 *** 1.2 *** 1.1 *** 1.2 *** 

Unweighted N  94,095   92,360  94,095   92,360   

(R) Reference group.  ***Significant at .001 level. ** Significant at .01 level. *Significant at .10 level.  
1People with missing data on Family Income or Duration of Residence were included in the multivariate model, with dummy variables to account for their influence 
(although the odds ratios for these variables are not included in this table).  
Note: Due to the complex sampling design of the Current Population Survey, analyses were weighted using a normalized person weight and a design effect of 1.38 was 
used to adjust standard errors.  
Source: GSS data 1972-2010 
 

2
7
3
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Chapter Conclusions 

 

The national data from the GSS, CPS and CES do not reveal an overarching trend among 

the more than two dozen participation activities tracked by these surveys.  Over the years, 

participation in some activities have decreased, while for others participation has 

remained the same or increased.  For example, per GSS data, respondents attend religious 

services and read a newspaper much less frequently in the 2000s than they did in the 

1970s.  According to CPS data, the proportion of respondents who reported voting in a 

presidential election has declined from about 68 percent in 1968 to about 58 percent in 

2008.   

 

While none of the activities tracked by these three surveys experienced a significant 

increase in participation, reported participation in several activities remained about the 

same for over a decade or more.  For instance,  during the 1974-2004 period GSS 

respondents consistently reported being a member in 1.5 to 2.0 different types of 

organizations.  Reported membership in most of the different types of organizations 

remained fairly flat over this 30-year period, with the notable exception of membership in 

church-based organizations.  According to CPS data, the proportion of respondents who 

reported volunteering remained about 27 percent for the 2002-2011 period and they 

consistently reported volunteering about one hour per week.  According to CES data, the 

estimated average annual expenditures for cash contributions remained about between 
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$1200 and $1600 between 2000 and 2010.  According to GSS data, the frequency with 

which respondents reported socializing with relatives, friends and neighbors roughly the 

same for nearly 40 years.  

 

Overall, with a few exceptions, the results do not suggest significant changes in the 

formal and informal participation activities reported over the past few decades, though 

they may hint at a possible shift in participation repertoires (Dalton 2006). However, the 

GSS, CPS and CES track too few participation activities to confirm or gauge this possible 

shift in American participation activities.   

 

The CPS and GSS provided some information on respondents’ non-participation in 

volunteering and religious services.  Results from the 2002 through 2011 CPS September 

supplement reported over two-thirds of the respondents reported they had not volunteered 

for an organization in the preceding year. Moreover, results from the 2003-2005 CPS 

September supplement reported that about 55 percent of respondents, on average, 

reported that they had never volunteered for an organization. 

 

The results also show that participation varied among population groups. Reported 

participation varied by activity, gender, age, class and education.  Often, women, older, 

higher educated, and/or higher class respondents tended to participate more in formal and 

informal activities, than respondents from other groups within each category.  However, 

this was not always the case.  For instance, in some case, the national data indicate that 
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college-age respondents reported participating more in some activities than the 25-34 

year olds. 

 

These analyses of national participation data also examined the potential influence of 

selected internal structures on reported participation. The two national surveys that 

collect the most comprehensive data on participation – the GSS and CPS – do not ask 

respondents why they participate in these activities.  Consequently, the surveys do not 

collect information about the key internal structures (such as interpretative schemes, 

power, or beliefs) that directly influenced the respondents’ decision to participate in 

specific activities.  However, the GSS did collect information on a few of the 

respondents’ worldviews, which enabled assessing the potential influence of these 

worldviews on reported participation.  

 

The multiple regression analyses of the GSS data tested the potential of a set of five 

various general worldviews to explain the variation in the various participation activities.  

The results show that there is a link between the five general worldviews and reported 

participation activities.  However, the linkage is tenuous.  The model consisting only of 

the general worldview variables explained only a small amount of the variation for most 

of the dependent participant variables.  The R
2
 or pseudo R

2
 typically ranged between 

0.00 and 0.05.  When control variables were added to Model 1, the explanatory power of 

four of the five of the general worldview variables became statistically insignificant for 

two-thirds of the participation variables.  Generally the ‘positive-view-of-others’ factor 
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scale was the only worldview variable to remained statistically significant in explaining 

the variation in two-thirds of the participation variables, after the control variables were 

added to the regression model.  Six of the nine control variables (age, gender, class, 

education, marital status and home ownership) were statistically significant in explaining 

the variation in half or more of the participation variables. 

 

These results of the multiple regressions are not surprising.  The tenuousness of this 

linkage could be attributed to several factors related to the features of the GSS. First, the 

survey asked about only a few types of participation activities and a few worldviews. 

There is no direct connection in the survey between the questions about participation and 

the questions regarding their worldviews.  The reported worldviews might be more 

strongly linked to other participation activities that were not tracked by GSS.  

Alternatively, the reported activities may be more closely tied to other worldviews that 

were not recorded by the GSS.  Moreover, the survey was not conducted in the same 

timeframe or social context as the reported participation activity.  Respondents were 

asked to generalize about how frequently they engaged in an activity over the course of a 

year, while the worldview questions were not set within a given timeframe.  It is not 

surprising therefore that the connection between a general worldview and a specific 

activity would be tenuous, at best.  
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These data sets did not collect sufficient data on external structures to assess the influence 

of any of these types of structures on participation.  Given limitations in the available 

national data, a full picture of participation in America remains elusive.  
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CHAPTER 6 - PIMMIT HILLS CASE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

 

To complement the meta-analysis of the community studies and the analysis of 

participation data from national surveys, this case study collected documents that 

included descriptions of participation by resident from one suburban Virginia 

subdivision.  Studying participation by subdivision residents has several advantages.  

Subdivisions are a common form of residential living in America, so the experience of 

living in a community of mostly single-family houses would likely share several 

similarities to residents living in other subdivision. Shared residency provides one form 

of common identity, so the residents will not have to be a member of a voluntary 

organization or other community group to be included in the study.  This will provide a 

greater opportunity to capture other forms of participation, such as indirect and negative 

participation, carried out by unaffiliated residents. Lastly, homeowners tend to be longer 

term residents, which enhances the potential to collect information about changes in 

participation over time (Coontz 2000; Putnam 2001).   
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This case study begins with a brief description of the area and the county in the 1940s, 

the decade before the subdivision was built.  The case study continues with an overview 

of the participation by residents of the Pimmit Hills subdivision, over the decades as 

reported by the Pimmit Hills Citizen’s Association (PHCA) documentation and selected 

media sources, from the 1950s through 2013. The overview provides numerous examples 

of major participation activities undertaken by the association, other community groups 

and/or individuals at different points in the subdivision’s 60-year history, as well as 

selected events that influenced the residents’ participation practices.  While certain 

examples played out over several years, most are presented in this overview during one 

timeframe (e.g. the 1960s), with a synopsis of preceding and/or succeeding 

developments.  This approach was taken in order to focus on the period in each example 

when the Pimmit Hills residents’ participation seemed more influential on or more 

influenced by the unfolding events.  The summary concludes with a review of the 

observations relative to dissertation’s research questions.  Unless otherwise noted, the 

information reported was drawn from PHCA documentation, such as the newsletter, 

minutes or other association documentation. 
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Setting the Stage - Fairfax County in 1940s   

 

Selected Physical Structures 

 

One of the keys to understanding the evolution of participation in the Pimmit Hills 

community is appreciating the context in which the subdivision was built, beginning with 

the geography of the area. Prior to the 1950s, most of the land in the county was devoted 

to farming.  Pimmit Hills was built on land that had previous been orchards, grazing 

fields and dairy farms (Locke 1977; Netherton 1978).  The subdivision would be built 

near the crest of a 500-foot hill, the highest point in the county, and on top of the Pimmit 

Run watershed. This 8,000 acre watershed, which drained through a network of 

tributaries into the Potomac River to the east, provided the area with an abundant water 

supply (Johnston 1964; Schrag 2006).  As water flowed from the top of the hill, near the 

western edge of the future development, down 200 feet toward the eastern edge of the hill 

and into Pimmit Run, it flowed through woods which helped to filter the water and 

conserve the soil. The Pimmit Hills watershed area was so wooded because most of the 

farms needed to devoted about one-third of their property for woods to ensure a supply of  

fuel for home and farm use (Locke 1977; Netherton 1978).  
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The closest communities to the new subdivision were two to five miles away in every 

directions: Tysons Corner was about 2 miles to the northwest; the McLean community 

was about 2 miles to the northeast; and the City of Falls Church was about 3 miles to the 

southeast; and the Town of Vienna was about 5 miles to the southwest (see Figures 25 

and 26 for a current map of the area).  Tysons Corner in the late 1940s-early 1950s was 

just the intersection of two country roads, Routes 123 (Chain Bridge Road) and Route 7 

(Leesburg Pike), and consisted of 2-3 businesses, such as a market and small restaurant. 

While the intersection had been called Peach Crossroads during the Civil War, owing to 

the local crop, “Tysons Corner” was named for a property owner (Ceruzzi 2008; 

Netherton 1978; Stuntz 1990).  In 1950, there were no major highways in northern 

Virginia and few bridges over the Potomac River (Korr 2002).  The county had only a 

few major east-west roads that were built in the 19
th
 century. The one major road in the 

immediate area of what became Pimmit Hills was Leesburg Pike (VA Route 7), a two-

lane road built in 1813. It ran east through Falls Church, Arlington and into Alexandria, 

and west into Loudon County. If local residents wanted to travel to Maryland, they had to 

first drive into the City of Washington and then drive out to Maryland (Korr 2002).   
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Figure 25.  Proximate location of Pimmit Hills subdivision (red dot) in northern 

Virginia, and relative to Washington, DC, as of October 2013 
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Source: Courtesy of Fairfax County Digital Map Viewer 
 

Figure 26. Location of Pimmit Hills subdivision (red dot marks one residence within 

subdivision) relative to surrounding Fairfax County communities, as of October 

2013 

 

 

Selected Economic Structures 

 

While Fairfax’s economy was agricultural, notable changes occurred in the region during 

the 1940s that would foreshadow dramatic economic changes that came in the succeeding 

decades, such as:   

 At the initiation of General George C. Marshall, the War Department built its new 

headquarters, the Pentagon, in Arlington, VA during 1941-1943. Its enormous 
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floor space accommodated 40,000 employees and served as a concrete symbol of 

the federal government’s enormous and long-term commitment to future defense 

spending and related employment (Ceruzzi 2008; Garreau 1991).   

 Typically, county residents traveled to Washington for their retail shopping (Korr 

2002).  Then in 1944, one of the nation’s first shopping centers, Shirlington, was 

built in Arlington, VA (Grubsich 1971; Jackson 1985).   

 In response to the growing demand for land, the value of the county’s farmland 

increased exponentially.  In 1920, farmland sold for just under $100 per acre.  By 

1950, the price of the county’s farmland had more than quadrupled, and, by 1960, 

had reached over $750 per acre (Netherton 1978).  By 1950, about two-thirds of 

the roughly 24,000 residential dwellings in Fairfax County were owner-occupied, 

while the rest were rented (Herr, Botkin, and Kugler 1973).   

 Among the county’s employed residents in 1950, about 46 percent worked in 

government, 9 percent in services, 8 percent in retail, 7 percent in agriculture, and 

1 percent in manufacturing (Herr et al. 1973). 

 

Selected Political Structures 

 

During Reconstruction, the Virginia constitution made two notable changes to the way 

local municipalities were governed. First, it required that each county have an elected 

Board of Supervisors to manage the daily operations of the county’s different operational 
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units (Cooper 1957).   Secondly, Virginia’s constitution stipulated that the state’s 

counties and other municipal entities only had those powers and authority the state 

legislature specifically granted to them (referred to as “Dillon’s rule”) (Vienna and 

Oakton Connection Newspaper 2005; Writ 1989).  While these provisions may have been 

well suited when Virginia was a rural, agricultural state, subsequent scholars and county 

officials thought this statutory approach impeded Fairfax’s response to the early decades 

of suburbanization. For instance, by the 1940s, the Board members served on a part-time 

basis, often having other responsibilities as farmers or small business owners.  Because 

there was no county executive or manager, there was little coordination among the 

county’s different operational units (Cooper 1957; Washington Post 1957c). 

 

Through much of the first half of the 20
th
 century, Virginia and Fairfax County politics 

was dominated by Harry Byrd Sr., a conservative southern Democrat, and his Byrd 

Organization.  Byrd had been a state senator and governor of the state in the 1920s and 

was a U.S. Senator from 1934 to 1965. He was committed to ensuring that he and the 

Democratic party controlled state politics (Wallenstein 2004).  Since the 1920s, 

Virginia’s political leadership had discouraged financing improvements to state and local 

infrastructure through bond referendums, preferring instead that they be paid for through 

increased taxes, referred to as the “pay-as-you-go” approach.  By the 1940s, Virginia 

relied on a combination of state taxes, appropriations, convict labor and federal aid to 

finance infrastructure improvements.  While this approach helped control the 
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government’s debt, it severely limited the state’s and its localities’ ability to respond to 

the challenges brought by the Great Depression and the early stages of post-World War II 

suburbanization. For instance, when Virginia experienced a severe drought early in the 

Depression, Byrd vigorously sought federal aid while the state could not or would not 

offer funding to its farmers for drought relief (Netherton 1978).  Another Byrd 

Organization goal was to perpetuate segregation in Virginia.  A linchpin to this strategy 

was limiting the black vote as much as possible. Consequently, Virginia voter registration 

requirements included poll taxes, literacy tests, and complicated registration procedures. 

While these restrictions limited black voting, they also limited voting by poor, less-

educated white voters. For the Byrd Organization, the restrictive voter registration had 

the added benefit of making it harder for its political opponents to get elected 

(Wallenstein 2004). 

  

At the start of the 1940s, Fairfax was a rural county experiencing the first pangs of what 

would later become an explosive growth in population. County government provided 

very limited infrastructure and associated services, which matched its rural, agricultural 

and Southern nature in 1950.  For instance, the County did have an agricultural extension 

service in the early 1920s, but it did not have a public works department, police 

department, library system, or zoning ordinance until the early 1940s. Throughout the 

1940s, the county had no sewage treatment plants. Most of its sewage flowed – untreated 
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– directly into the Potomac River.  The county also did not have a hospital; the closest 

hospital was in Arlington County, to the east. (Netherton 1978). 

  

By the close of 1940s, the county’s population had more than doubled, from just over 

40,000 to nearly 100,000, due, in part, to the post-war in-migration of federal employees 

(Cooper 1957; Netherton 1978).  However, according to a 1957 study of the Fairfax 

County government, officials were slow to recognize the implications of its rapidly 

increasing population on county operations and plan accordingly.  It was still organized 

to serve a rural, agricultural county that no longer existed.  The local government was run 

by a part-time Board of Supervisors (BoS). Supervisors carried out their public duties, 

while maintaining other professional careers as farmers or other types of small business 

owners. The Board did not have a public administration professional to oversee county 

operations. Consequently, no one official had enough authority to direct county policies, 

operations, services or other activities, to ensure implementation and consistency. The 

heads of county units (department, agency, commissions, etc.) brought their issues 

directly to the Board for resolution. However, researchers thought the Board’s decisions 

were not always consistent with previous decisions. The study also found that county 

units had overlapping duties, which led to conflict, inefficiency and waste. To compound 

the problem, there were no procedures to coordinate among the county government units, 

so the inter-agency conflicts and inefficiencies persisted. While the county had 

established a zoning ordinance in 1941, it lacked the capacity to implement it.  Most 
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concerning to the researchers, given its rapidly increasing population, was that the county 

lacked the capital infrastructure to support basic services, such as water, sewer and waste 

disposal (Cooper 1957). 

 

Selected Social and Cultural Structures 

 

Two developments occurred during the 1940s which signaled some of the changes in 

participation and county governance that were to come in the 1950s, and beyond.  First, 

two different groups – community associations and women – formed a county-wide 

organization to represent their constituents’ interest before the BoS.  The Federation of 

Fairfax County Federation of Citizens Associations (FCFCA) was created in 1940 out of 

the associations’ members’ frustration with the county’s non-responsiveness to citizens’ 

complaints.  The League of Women Voters (LWV) was created in 1946, in part, due to 

voter confusion stemming from inaccurate voter registration, procedures, records and 

precinct maps.  These two organizations signaled the growing awareness of non-farmers 

and women of their potential to influence Fairfax’s future through organized group 

efforts. Second, local teenagers signaled to county officials that the young’s interest in a 

career in agriculture was fading.  Data showed that, given the opportunity, teenagers were 

eager to engage in non-agricultural social activities.  As a county agriculture official 

reported in 1947 and 1949, less than 7 percent of the county’s youth, who were of eligible 

age, were members of the county’s 4-H clubs. This official felt that participating in 4-H 
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clubs was a better way to build community spirit, than cruising in cars and going to the 

movies (Netherton 1978). 

    

By the start of the 1950s, Fairfax County population was largely white and young; the 

adults had a modest education; and earned a modest income. According to 1950 census 

data, the county’s population was about 90 percent white and about 10 percent black. The 

median age was about 27 years old. The median family and unrelated individual income 

for the entire population was $3,446, while for blacks it was $1481. About 83 percent of 

men were in the workforce, compared to about 28 percent of women. About 5 percent of 

the civilian workforce was unemployed (Herr et al. 1973).  In 1940, the county had 4 

public high schools for whites, but no high schools for blacks. The county also had about 

40 public elementary schools (Netherton 1978).  Of these elementary schools, about two-

thirds of the schools were designated for whites and about one-third were for blacks. The 

figures are imprecise because the school department did not maintain detailed records on 

the black schools, e.g. the number and location of the schools, student enrollment, or 

teacher evaluations (Lee 1993; Russell-Porte 2000).  During the 1940s, the county’s 

school population had doubled, reaching about 13,000 by 1950 (Cooper 1957).  Yet, by 

that same year, only 52 percent of the county’s adults over the age of 25 had obtained a 

high school education (Herr et al. 1973). 
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Examples of Projects or Events that Influenced Participation in Pimmit 

Hills, through the Decades 

 

The Pimmit Hills subdivision was built in a place and time that are starkly different from 

today. When construction began in 1950, the immediate area consisted of farms, grazing 

fields and orchards. There were no nearby highways, shopping malls or office buildings.  

Fairfax County was a rural, agricultural county, politically and culturally ensconced in 

the world of southern segregation. African-American residents, commonly referred to as 

“colored” and “Negros” in public documents and newspapers, lived under oppressive Jim 

Crow laws and practices. Women’s role in public life was limited.  For instance, married 

women were publically identified by their husband’s name, i.e. “Mrs. John Smith,” rather 

than by their own. Within a generation, the area and its residents would experience 

significant changes. Within two generations, the changes would be profound. 

 

The following subjections describe major projects or events, either begun by PHCA or 

other players that influenced participation in Pimmit Hills during each of its six decades. 

Regardless of who was leading the project, PHCA or Pimmit Hills residents often 

actively participated in either designing, implementing, or monitoring the project, and 

consequently influenced the outcome and/or the related policy.  
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1950s – Suburbia Begins 

 

The Pimmit Hills subdivision was built using an approach first taken at the start of World 

War II by Levitt and Sons in the comparably-sized, Norfolk, VA subdivision they built 

for war workers.  The Levitt homes were modest in design and cost, and built using a 

mass production process (Jackson 1985). George Offutt began building the first 500 

Pimmit Hills homes in 1950 (Fisher 1963).  Its Cape Cod-style houses were built using 

pre-assembled walls and roofs, on concrete slabs or crawl spaces. Each house was built 

on a quarter- or third-acre lot, and had 3 bedrooms and a full bath (Auerbach 2007; 

Netherton 1978; Washington Post 1954a).   

 

George Offutt built the first two sections under the auspices of the Offutt Construction 

Company. When these sections were completed in 1954, Offutt dissolved the company. 

(Fisher 1963) Other builders constructed Sections 3 through 6 which were very similar in 

construction to Offutt’s houses (Auerbach 2007; Netherton 1978).  By 1955-1956, there 

were about 1200 homes in the subdivision, according to the number of listings in the 

1956 PHCA Directory (Directory 1956).  Offutt then created a second company in 1953 

to build sections 7 and 8, Pimmit Development Corporation, which were completed in the 

1956-1958 period. The second corporation was then dissolved (Fisher 1963). Offutt had 

an interest in most, but not all of the development companies that built the subsequent 

sections of the subdivisions (Haynsworth 1964). The subdivision was fully built out by 
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Offutt and other builders in 1957-1958.  The completed $25 million subdivision housed 

about 6,000-7,000 people, living in about 1675 homes, laid out on curving streets and 

cul-de-sacs across 663 acres, in eight sections (Auerbach 2007; Directory 1956, 1993). 

 

Pimmit Hills had the classic attributes of a post-war suburb, it was:  

 situated in a peripheral location, relative to the central city; 

 subdivision consisted of detached-single family homes in low density 

concentrations; 

 all the homes were  

o of very similar design, despite having different builders; 

o were mass produced; 

o modestly priced for middle-class buyers; and 

 residents were the same race and had the same general socio-economic 

background 

 (Jackson 1985).  

 

While far less architecturally interesting than other subdivisions built in the Northern 

Virginia area about the same time, such as Hollin Hills and Homes Run, the Pimmit Hills 

subdivision was two to five times larger than other new subdivisions in the area, at that 

time (Granat 1996; Netherton 1978).   Constructing the subdivision atop an abundant 

water source with good drainage had made it possible to construct such a large 
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subdivision.  The size of the subdivision would have ongoing consequences for its 

residents over the ensuing years.  

 

The Pimmit Hills homes were very popular because they were so affordable, relative to 

prevailing rents and other new homes. For instance, in 1951, 95 of the 100 homes offered 

for sale sold within 3 weeks (Washington Post 1951).  The first homes sold in 1950 for 

about $10,000 (Netherton 1978).  By 1954, the houses were selling for $11,500 

(Washington Post 1954a). To purchase these  homes, buyers in the early 1950s typically 

made a $500-$900 down payment and paid a monthly mortgage payment of about $60-65 

per month (Auerbach 2007; Netherton 1978; Washington Post 1951).  Years and even 

decades later, residents, such as the Dowlings and the Barnes, would recall that it was the 

price of the homes that drew them to the subdivision (Dowling n.d.; Vial 1991). As one 

resident noted, at the time, there were no other affordable homes in the Washington area 

for the lower-ranking veterans (Steinberg 1990).  Another factor that may have 

influenced some of the buyers to move to an outer suburb like Pimmit Hills, but was not 

openly discussed, was a desire to move away the more heavily black neighborhoods of 

Washington and inner suburbs (Korr 2002). 

 

The construction of Pimmit Hills impacted the local farmers and other neighbors who 

watched the building activity. Til Hazel, who significantly influenced later development 

in the area, recalled that Pimmit Hills was a regular topic of conversation. The locals 
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marveled at the scope and speed of the mass production-construction. They viewed the 

new subdivision as a sign that the country was not going to slip back into another 

economic depression after the war, as they had once feared (Garreau 1991).  One 

neighbor in particular might have marveled at what was unfolding in front of him.  Omar 

Nigh owned the peach orchard farm that abutted the new Pimmit Hills subdivision. He 

had taken over his parent’s farm in the late 1920s after a career as an engineer (Straight 

2005).  Ironically, some of his work had helped to make Pimmit Hills and other car-

dependent suburbs possible.  In the 1910s and 1920s, Nigh had patented improvements to 

the early automobiles that made it possible for car drivers to conveniently drive at night 

with high and low beam electric lights and turn signal lights (Nigh 1918, 1922).  It is 

likely that many of the cars that drove through Pimmit Hills in the early 1950s had the 

foot-operated light dimmer switch on the floor of their cars that Nigh had invented over 

30 years before.  

 

One reason that the homes were affordable was because the builder constructed a small 

home (883 sq. ft.) using mass production techniques (Auerbach 2007; Kenny 2000).  

Another reason the homes were affordable was that they were bought using low-cost 

loans from the Veterans’ Administration (VA) (Jackson 1985; Netherton 1978).  In 1944, 

Congress enacted the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 (Public Law 78-346).  The 

objective of the Act was to help veterans readjust to civilian life after the war. One 

provision of the law created a loan program to help veterans or their widows buy homes, 
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since they had not had the opportunity to establish their credit rating while they had been 

in the service. To be eligible, the applicant had to have served for at least 90 days 

between the start and the official termination of the war.  Between 1945 and 1950, the 

features of the loan program were liberalized to enable veterans to apply for 25 or 30-

year, low-interest loans at the ever-increasing prices that the housing market was asking, 

for up to 10 years after the termination of the war. Amendments enacted in the spring of 

1950 included several early consumer protections, such the authority for the VA to 

establish minimum construction and appraisal standards and to set lenders’ fees and 

charges (Department of Veterans Affairs 2006).  According to one source, Pimmit Hills 

was the first housing subdivision financed by the revised VA loan program (Granat 

1996). 

 

Offutt and the other Pimmit Hills builders were not selling a created community like 

Levitt and Sons would later do in  their famous Levittown, NJ development (Jackson 

1985).  The Pimmit Hill developers were building a traditional subdivision for the period 

– that is, they were selling modest, single-family houses to customers.  They were selling 

the affordability and value of a small house (Granat 1996).  In fact, the lack of amenities, 

such as pools or playgrounds, was far from the new homeowners’ minds.  It was the lack 

of basic infrastructure that overwhelmed their early years in the subdivision.  
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The Early Years in Pimmit Hills 

 

In 1950, the U.S. Census was just beginning to test the use of census tracts in selected 

metropolitan areas.  Unfortunately, tract-level data was not collected for the Pimmit Hills 

section of Fairfax County until 1960, so there is no such data to help describe the 

subdivision’s new resident population ((U.S.) 1963). According to a fellow resident, Nan 

Netherton, who later became a county historian, the new Pimmit Hills population was 

fairly homogeneous – they were white, about the same age, and had about the same level 

of education and income (Netherton 1978).   

 

 

Life in the new subdivision posed daily challenges.  As shown in Figures 27 and 28, the 

Pimmit Hills homes were built on land that had been largely cleared of all trees and 

shrubbery.  The yards that surrounded the new homes were barren.  They were frequently 

muddy because the builder had not installed curbs, gutters, or sidewalks to separate the 

yards from the street and help direct storm water away from the homes and yards. 

Women had to wear boots to bring their laundry out to the line in the yard to dry. The 

figures also illustrate how similar the houses were.  Some residents recalled that children 

would occasionally wander into their neighbor’s homes by mistake  (Steinberg 1990; 

Straight 2005; Vial 1991).  The confusion was compounded by the fact that the builder 

had not installed streets signs or street lights.  Without street signs, the post office refused 
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to deliver mail.  As a consequence, the new residents had to drive to Falls Church to pick 

up their mail for two years until the builder agreed to install street signs  (Steinberg 

1990).  For the first three years, there was also no phone service in the subdivision 

initially.  Residents had to use a pay phone that was outside a nearby workshop 

(Steinberg 1990).   Phone service would not be installed and available to residents until 

1953. 

 

 

 

Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizens Association 

Figure 27. The front of the Monahan home on Lisle Avenue, at corner of 

Cherri Dr. in 1950. 
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Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizens Association 

Figure 28. The front of the Monahan home on Lisle Avenue, at corner of 

Cherri Dr. in 1950 

 

 

 

The new residents also had problems with the inside of their homes.  Some of the homes 

were poorly constructed and the sewer system struggled to handle the residents’ 

wastewater. As noted earlier, Fairfax County did not have a public works until the early 

1940s, so it was not in a position in 1950 to handle the demands of a 1500-unit 

subdivision.  Even so, Offutt had to ensure the homes had the necessary utilities, such as 

water, sewer and electric, as required by county and state laws, as well as by the VA and 

the Federal Housing Administration (FHA).  Offutt had originally proposed to the county 

that he would install the water and sewer lines, and build the sewage treatment facility, 

then transfer the water and sewer systems to the county under the condition that the 



 

301 

 

county operate the facilities and supply adequate services to the new homeowners in the 

subdivision. The county declined Offutt’s offer, as did the City of Falls Church (Fisher 

1963; Haynsworth 1964).    

 

Consequently, Offutt created Pimmit Service Corporation (PSC) to operate a private 

water and sewer utility company and provide exclusive service to the subdivision.  Offutt 

was the sole owner of PSC.  The corporation received the necessary authorities and 

approvals, from the county, state, VA and FHA.  After the Offutt Construction Company 

constructed the water and sewer lines and treatment plants, it transferred the 

infrastructure items to PSC.  The state regulated PSC and required it to charge the 

homeowners a reasonable rate for its services. Given no other alternative, all of the 

builders of the subsequent sections also transferred the constructed water and sewer lines 

for the new homes to PSC (Fisher 1963; Haynsworth 1964).  Very quickly, the new 

homeowners learned that PSC’s sewer system could not handle the treatment of sewage 

from just the first few hundreds of homes, let alone over one thousand homes.   

 

Fairfax County Government Under-Prepared and Overwhelmed 

 

Given the residents’ problems with their basic infrastructure, it was natural for individual 

residents to first turn to the county government agencies for help. Yet, while Pimmit Hills 
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was the county’s largest subdivision, it was not the county’s only new subdivision.  Lots 

of developers had seen the potential in selling new homes to the incoming flow of federal 

workers.  By the early 1950s, the county had about 600 subdivisions (Netherton 1978). 

 

Unfortunately, Fairfax County government was ill-equipped throughout much of the 

1950s to adequately respond to the needs of the county’s bourgeoning subdivision 

population.  County officials realized they needed to make dramatic changes to improve 

the situation and began by re-organizing itself.  In November 1950, voters endorsed a 

plan to have a county executive form of government, and began implementation of this 

new approach in January 1952.  Yet, over five years later, the county was still struggling 

to implement some of the basic features of this form of local government.  For example, 

in 1957, county still did not have standard administrative documents, such as manuals, 

codes, rules and procedures.  Much of the county’s business was still conducted through 

oral communications, rather than through written memos and reports.  The lack of written 

communications undermined the dissemination and consistency of administrative 

decision-making. While there had been some improvement in clarifying the 

responsibilities of different county units, numerous unit heads were still not coordinating 

with each other.  Moreover, many of these officials remained unconvinced that they were 

required to obtain the approval of the county executive before they approached the BoS.  

Instead, they continued to bring their issues directly to the Board, which limited the 

Board’s ability to develop much-needed long-range plans and strategies (Cooper 1957).  
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Later sections of this chapter provide detailed descriptions of two of the county 

government units that had a significant influence on the evolution of Pimmit Hills.  

 

Residents form Pimmit Hills Citizens Association 

 

Given the immediate and substantial need in Pimmit Hills for basic infrastructure and the 

lack of county government capacity and responsiveness, a few residents decided that they 

needed to form a group if they were going to make real progress in improving their 

condition.  As one Pimmit Hills Citizens Association (PHCA) member recalled over 30 

years later,  

Madeline and I were here when we all left the front light on at night because there 

were no street lights... A small group got together and decided that ten people 

working and hollering together could get more attention than ten individuals on 

their own. It worked. Arthur Sabin (Newsletter n.d.:September 1982 ) 

At first,  a few residents were just considering forming a block group (Steinberg 1990). 

However, as word spread about forming a group, organizers realized that residents from 

across the subdivision were interested in joining a resident association.  In March 1951, 

about the time Offutt had built 400-500 homes, approximately 60 residents got together 

to form the PHCA (Directory 1993; Newsletter n.d.:1952).  From the beginning, PHCA’s 

objectives were to (1) provide a forum for discussion of community problems and a 
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framework for organizing efforts to solve these problems, and (2) to promote, develop, 

and improve the general welfare of the community of Pimmit Hills (Directory 1956). 

  

The Association developed a constitution and a set of by-laws that required the election 

of officers to 1-year terms in the spring of each year.  Eugene Case was elected the first 

President of PHCA for the 1951-1952 term.  PHCA also created 4-5 committees to focus 

on association administrative duties, such as membership and nomination, and another 4-

5 committees to focus on specific projects, such as curbs and gutters and street lights 

(Directory 1956, 1993; Newsletter n.d.:1952).  Every adult resident was eligible to 

become a member of the Association.  The dues were $2.50 per household.  Those 

members who had paid their dues were eligible to vote on business matters at association 

meetings. In the early 1950s, PHCA meetings were held either at the Dunn Loring 

Elementary School or the Dunn Loring Volunteer Fire House. These two buildings were 

the closest county facilities, about 2-3 miles away from the subdivision.   

    

There is little readily-available PHCA documentation about the formation of the 

association during the 1950-1951 period.  So it is unclear who the original organizers 

were and what were their specific motivations in starting the association, e.g. whether 

there had been a precipitating event or just a growing need for collective action. One 

could deduce that, with the first residents moving into the subdivision in 1950 along 

Pimmit Drive and the formation of the association in 1951, new homeowners realized 
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within 3-6 months of moving in that their subdivision urgently needed better 

infrastructure, from either the county or the builder, and that, as Mr. Sabin recalled, they 

would have a better chance of getting these improvements if they formed a group 

intended to represent residents’ interests. Shirley and Jack Barnes, who were founding 

members of PHCA, explained 40 years later that one motivating factor was the first 

residents’ common needs and objectives. They recalled the first members had such 

feelings as   

 we were all in this together  

 we didn’t know anything about the county or government 

 we had to depend on ourselves (Steinberg 1990:8). 

It is also unclear why the organizers chose to call the group a “citizen’s” association, 

rather than “resident’s” or “civic.” The inclusion of “citizen’s” in the association name 

might have suggested that one had to be a U.S. citizen to become a member. However, 

PHCA documentation, from as early as 1952 through the present, has consistently 

indicated that membership was open to all residents, regardless of whether the resident 

owned or rented their home.  For example, in 1956, PHCA directory stated  

“All persons 18 years of age or more, renters as well as home-owners, who reside 

in Pimmit Hills and contiguous areas are eligible for membership in the 

Association.” (Directory 1956:6) 
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PHCA documentation never mentioned that U.S. citizenship was a requirement for 

membership.  From the beginning, PHCA based eligibility for association membership, 

or “citizenship,” on residency, and not on homeownership. As will be discussed later, this 

was an unusual approach, especially compared to the later emergence of homeowner 

associations. One of the first explanations for this philosophy came from an article in a 

1956 issue of the association newsletter regarding the annual membership drive:    

Community problems affect you whether you own or rent. Renter has equal 

responsibility for his community while he lives here. His talent is just as good and 

money is just as green as an owners. Renter, we welcome you to membership in 

the association.  Take your place, side-by-side with your owner-neighbor. 

(Newsletter n.d.:1956) 

Little data are available on PHCA’s membership during the 1950s. As noted above, the 

association started with 60 members.  At that time, there were fewer than 500 homes in 

the subdivision. In the mid-1950s, PHCA had about 100 members, and there were 

roughly 1,000 homes built.  By 1958, the association had roughly 250-350 members and 

the subdivision had 1600-1700 homes.  From this very limited information, it appears 

that between 5 and 10 percent of the adult Pimmit Hills residents were members of 

PHCA during the 1950s.  The membership numbers fluctuated throughout each year, as 

members were recruited and memberships expired, or residents left the subdivision. 
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In the first year, PHCA held monthly meetings, but soon the association settled into a 

pattern of 10 meetings per year, with no meetings held during July and August. Both the 

membership meetings and the officers’ executive meetings were generally conducted 

following standard rules of order, such having proposed motions seconded and voted on, 

and following a standard agenda:    

 Call to Order 

 Pledge of Allegiance 

 Old Business 

o Reading and approval of the previous meeting minutes 

o Reading and approval of the Treasurer’s report 

o Committee chairpersons or designee report 

 Standing committees 

 Special committees 

 New Business 

 Adjournment 

(Minutes n.d.:Nov. 5, 1958).  

At this time, PHCA required a quorum of 35 members to conduct association business. 

The available association documents record meeting attendance for only a few of the 

approximately 80 meetings held during the 1950s, so there is no way to know the typical 
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meeting attendance during this period. At times, association documents do record 

meetings where there was not enough of a quorum to conduct association business. 

However, during the 1950s, it was not uncommon for the meetings to last 2-3 hours. 

Consequently, it is unclear whether the lack of a quorum was due to the lateness of the 

hour or to low attendance from the start of the meeting. 

 

In the spring of each year, a nominating committee would identify candidates for office 

and the election would be held at the May meeting.  The new leaders would assume 

office in June and would have the summer to plan for the upcoming year. During the 

1950s, the association had numerous elected positions: President, Senior Vice President, 

Treasurer, Secretary, Sargent-at-Arms.  PHCA elections were generally competitive 

throughout the 1950s.  However, by the end of the 1950s, the nominating committees 

were struggling to find willing candidates.  Most of the offices were held by men, with 

the exception of the Secretary position which was almost always held by a woman.  

 

In 1952, PHCA divided the subdivision into 15 districts and each district had an elected 

(later appointed) district representative (DR). The DRs’ annual term ran concurrently 

with the officers’ term. In the late 1950s, these representatives were replaced by elected 

regional vice presidents.  The DRs, and later the regional vice presidents, served two 

major roles for the association.   First, the DRs were to help their residents resolve 
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problems by providing information or facilitating their interactions with the association 

or county officials.  Second, they led the annual membership drive in their district. 

 

The candidates were introduced to the residents through profiles in the PHCA newsletter 

describing the person’s history in Pimmit Hills and/or PHCA, their work and their family. 

The profile was typically provided in the newsletter, even if there was no competition for 

the office. 

 

PHCA Projects 

 

During the 1950s, PHCA undertook numerous activities to try to improve life for 

residents of the subdivision.  The following list is a sample of the different types of 

activities that PHCA members participated in during this decade: 

 Schools 

o Define needs to justify construction of new schools  

o Organize support for new school bond to fund building of new schools. 

 Roads 

o Getting two major subdivision roads resurfaced 
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o Surveying residents to determine if there was a consensus that residents 

wanted  

 curbs and gutters.  

 street lights. 

o Getting builder to put in street signs.  

o Getting street lights had major intersection. 

 Civic 

o Hosting voter registration drives (about 200 people registered during 1
st
 

drive)  

o Produce community guide. 

o Serving as liaison between police and residents 

o Sharing best practices for safety and consumer protection 

 Creating PHCA sub-organizations 

o Teen Club 

o Bowling league 

o Square Dance club 

 Hosting social events 

o Adult Dances  

o Community picnics 
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 Letter-writing campaigns to government agencies, such as  

o Letters to the Veteran’s Administration regarding builders’ poor 

construction of Pimmit Hills houses  

o Letters to the state legislature regarding lower water rates.  

o Letters to county’s BoS regarding animal control 

 

PHCA implemented these and other various activities through standing and special 

committees. Table 38 illustrates the types of PHCA committees that were active during 

the 1950s as referenced in the newsletter. 
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Table 38. Preliminary list of active PHCA committees, clubs or projects during 

1950s 

Standing Committees Years Special or Other Committees Years  

Citizenship and Public 

Affairs   

1952-55, 1958  Barns 1954 

Housing and Garden, 

incl. Horticulture 

1952-1959 Civil Defense 1953-1955  

Publicity/Public 

Relations 

1952-1953, 1958 Community Center or Playground 1954, 1958-

1959 

Public Utilities 1952-1955, 1958-

1959 

Community Guide/Pimmit Hills 

Directory 

1952, 1955-

1959 

Schools 1952-1954, 1958 Curbs and Gutters 1952-1959 

Social and Recreation 
(incl. Dance) 

1952-1955, 1957-
1959 

District representatives 1952-1955 

  FCFCA 1952-1959 

  Fundraising 1952 

  Library 1954 

  Membership 1956-1959 

  Nominations 1952-1959 

  Roads and Signs 1952-1955, 

1957 

  Safety 1952, 1957 

  Street Lights and Sidewalks 1953,1957-

1958 

  Teen Dance or Club 1955,1957- 
1959 

  Zoning and Planning 1955 
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The following are examples of members’ participation in three types of PHCA projects.  

 

PSC and Sewers 

 

As described earlier, Pimmit Hills homes received their water and sewer services from an 

Offutt’s private company, Pimmit Services Corporation (PSC), because Fairfax County 

did not have the capability in early 1950s to provide these services to the subdivision.  At 

that time, the PSC was regulated a state board.  Between 1950 and 1957, the situation for 

the county and the Pimmit Hills residents substantially changed. The Virginia legislature 

permitted Fairfax County to create a Department of Public Works in 1952 and the county 

had established a department and appointed a director by 1955 (Cooper 1957).  In the 

meantime, PSC sewer operations had deteriorated as additional homes from the newer 

sections were added to the system. In fact, by 1957, raw sewage was leaking from the 

plant, with noxious odors and sewage suds escaping into the neighborhood yards.  As 

described in May 1957 news articles, about 100 Pimmit Hills residents had inundated 

county officials and the circuit court with protest letters. In response, the BoS directed all 

of its departments to prevent any additional homes connecting to the PSC system. 

However, PSC appealed to the state board to limit the county’s efforts to prevent new 

connections to its plants 

(Washington Post 1957a, 1957b, 1957c) 

.  
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In fact, pollution from the PSC plant was not just affecting the Pimmit Hills residents.  

Pimmit Run had become badly polluted, affecting residents beyond the subdivision.  For 

example, local farmers noticed human feces had leaked out of the plant and into the 

streams that local farmers used to water their milk cows (Garreau 1991; Washington Post 

1957a).  In response to a complaint filed by over a dozen Pimmit Hills residents, a county 

grand jury indicted PSC in October 1957 on charges of maintaining a public nuisance 

(Washington Post 1957b).  According to the PHCA newsletter, from 1958 through 1960, 

PHCA officers and residents worked with the county and state legislature to prevent PSC 

from obtaining approval for more sewer connections, thereby preventing Offutt from 

building more homes in the subdivision.  In the meantime, the county obtained greater 

authority from the state to finance and operate a county-wide sewer system. The county 

also initiated negotiations with Offutt for the county to purchase PSC. County officials 

consulted with PHCA during these negotiations.  It was during these negotiations that the 

county and PHCA learned that PSC had been making tens of thousands of dollars in 

profit in each year of its operation.  In May 1960, the county purchased PSC land and 

facilities. Over the next three years, while the county connected Pimmit Hills residents to 

the county’s new sewer system, the PHCA lobbied the county agencies and BoS to turn 

over the several vacant parcels of the former PSC land to the county’s park and recreation 

authority so that these parcels could be turned into public parks.  As described later, this 

eventually occurred in 1963, and in 1964, PHCA persuaded the county to refurbish the 

former plant building and give PHCA permission to use the building for its operations. 
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Pimmit Hills residents’ experience with PSC and its associated pollution helped to 

change state and county policy and operations, which had an impact across the county. 

This experience demonstrated to county officials the limits of allowing private companies 

operate water and sewer systems, especially when these private companies were 

regulated by a remote state agency.  When the county attempted to limit PSC operations, 

PSC would appeal to its state regulator who would overrule the county’s limitations.  

With sustained political pressure from PHCA officials and residents, the county obtained 

from the state legislature the authority it needed to create its own public works 

department and operate its own sewer system in order to control pollution that impacted 

residents across the county.  This added authority did not just benefit the Pimmit Hills 

subdivision, but other subdivisions in the county who were having similar problems. It 

also demonstrated the potential for widespread pollution if the county did not take over 

the private water and sewer companies. The fact that PSC’s operations were profitable 

showed the county that operating a water and sewer system would not present a financial 

burden on the county.  Moreover, PHCA advocacy on behalf of its residents did not end 

with the transfer of the sewer system to the county.  It saw the opportunity to transform 

the vacated PSC property into a purposeful use for its residents – public parks. Through 

its sustained advocacy over nearly a decade, not only did PHCA remove a source of 

pollution, it obtained a better source for water and sewer services for its residents, and 

obtained new amenities for its residents. 
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Neighborhood (Local) Elementary Schools  

 

Between 1950 and 1955, Pimmit Hills children attended one of three public elementary 

schools (Franklin Sherman, Freedom Hill or Dunn Loring Elementary School) or one of 

the local private schools.  Each of these three elementary schools was 2-3 miles away 

from the Pimmit Hills subdivision.  Furthermore, they lacked the capacity to 

accommodate the influx of students from the new subdivision.  Soon the existing 

elementary schools were overcrowded and forced to operate on double-shifts.  By 1952, 

PHCA had established a school committee and was vigorously lobbying the county to 

build new elementary schools closer to the subdivision.  Given that the county did not 

have 1950 census data at the tract level, PHCA helped the school system to conduct a 

survey of the residents in order help establish the current and future needs for additional 

schools.  The association also lobbied the county to put school bond referendums on the 

local and state election ballots.  It was politically difficult for county and state politicians 

to support bond referendums because it went against the Byrd Organization’s “pay-as-

you-go” financing philosophy.  PHCA urged school officials to conduct a tour of the 

existing schools, which they did .  It helped PHCA’s cause that the baby boom was not 

just happening in their subdivision, but across the county.  Even so, the immediate effects 

of the boom were apparent in those schools that served the county’s largest subdivision.  

In 1953, the county agreed to build two elementary schools on the western and eastern 
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boundaries of the subdivision.  PHCA’s advocacy continued after this initial success. 

Association members were actively involved in selecting the sites for the schools and 

urging the school systems to build more classrooms than originally planned (Baker 

1953).  The Pimmit Hills Elementary School (situated near the western boundary) opened 

in 1955 and Lemon Road Elementary School (near the eastern boundary) opened in 1956 

(Smith 1955a). 

 

PHCA Social Events 

 

In the 1950s, the PHCA leaders did not want to just focus on improving the physical 

infrastructure of the subdivision.  They were also interested in sponsoring social activities 

to help unite neighbors, both adults and children, and maintain a balanced 

community.(Newsletter n.d.:November 1955)  Over the decade, the association 

sponsored a variety of social events.  It also sponsored two types of social activities, over 

several years. To help the Pimmit Hills adults get to know each other, the PHCA 

sponsored community dances from 1952 through 1969 that were open to all residents.  In 

its first decade, the association sponsored several dances a year.  During this period, it 

was not unusual for a dance to make a profit and bring revenues to PHCA.  However, by 

the end of the 1950s, the association struggled to get enough volunteers to host multiple 

dances a year.  Consequently, in the 1960s, the PHCA usually sponsored just one dance 

each year, either in the spring or fall.  According to PHCA newsletters, between 100 and 
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200 couples attended the annual dance in the early 1960s. On occasion, the PHCA would 

host a second dance during a given year.  By the end of the decade, it had become 

difficult to get the volunteers necessary to host even one dance per year. The last reported 

PHCA-sponsored dance appears to have been held in 1969. 

     

In the absence of any county-sponsored program or facilities through most of the 1950s, 

the PHCA also took the initiative to provide the subdivision’s children with organized 

summer recreation. The association collaborated with a local school between 1952 and 

1954 to develop and provide a 5-day recreation program. Twenty-two women 

volunteered to run the 5-week program in 1954 and 1955. Younger children attended the 

program in the morning and older children attended in the afternoon.  The volunteers 

played organized games with the children and taught them crafts.  In 1956, PHCA 

worked with a local builder and a local property owner to provide a recreation program, 

within the subdivision so it would be more accessible for the families. That summer 

PHCA and 33 volunteers provided a recreation program to 245 children, from 140 

Pimmit Hills families.  In 1957, the county offered some summer recreation - a summer 

playground program operated by part-time staff on elementary school property.  

However, the county recognized that its parks and recreation programs were inadequate 

and began to consolidate the programs and develop a more robust program (Cooper 

1957). 
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Pimmit Hills and the Fight Against Polio 

 

Throughout the 1950s, the willingness of Pimmit Hills residents to participate influenced 

not only local policy, but national and international policies, as well.  One of the more 

poignant examples of the PHCA and individual residents’ willingness to participate in 

both local and nationwide efforts comes from the national fight to prevent polio.  While 

polio had always been a dangerous and potentially deadly disease, it seemed particularly 

virulent in the mid-1950s.  In 1953, soon after it was created, PHCA was: encouraging 

residents to contribute to the annual Mothers March on Polio campaign; reporting the 

results of the fundraising; and congratulating the volunteers on their efforts.  By the 

spring of 1954, the new Salk vaccine was scheduled for nationwide field trials, but a late-

breaking controversy had prompted several communities across the nation to delay 

starting the trial.  However, Fairfax County decided to proceed as scheduled in late April 

1954.  The county was to be the first community in the U.S. to begin the field trial of the 

vaccine (Daub, Hsu, and Knab 1993).  The county selected the 3
rd

 graders from the 

Franklin Sherman Elementary School and a few neighboring private schools to be the 

first children in the nation to receive the full vaccine. In order to a student to participate 

in the trial, parents had to sign a permission slip (Haseltine 1954; Smith 1954; 

Washington Post 1954b).  In 1954, as described earlier, Pimmit Hills children attended 

the Franklin Sherman, Freedom Hill or Dunn Loring Elementary Schools. Consequently, 

Pimmit Hills children were among those 3
rd

 graders participating in the trial that first day 
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at the Franklin Sherman Elementary School. Later that same week, the vaccine was given 

to 3
rd

 graders at several other Fairfax County schools, including Dunn Loring and 

Freedom Hill Elementary Schools (Washington Post 1954b).  Therefore, Pimmit Hills 

children also attended the other county elementary schools that participated in that  first 

national trial.  

   

The Printzenhoffs were one of those Pimmit Hills families whose third grader, their 

eldest daughter, received the Salk vaccine during that groundbreaking 1954 field trial. 

The parents, Robert and Peggy, had been actively involved in the Pimmit Hills 

community since they moved into the subdivision in 1953 with their two daughters, ages 

7 and 1.  For instance, soon after they arrived, Robert had circulated the PHCA petition to 

help bring bus service to the subdivision. In the summer of 1954, Robert helped construct 

the recreation facilities for the PHCA summer recreation program, previously described.  

He was also active in the PHCA bowling league and the American Legion. In the autumn 

of 1954, Peggy gave birth to a son.  In July 1955, the family went to Annapolis, MD for a 

vacation. On Wednesday, July 20, 1955, the family’s younger daughter, Margaret, who 

was then three years and shared the same name as her mother, became sick.  She was 

treated at a nearby hospital and released the next day. The family then returned to Pimmit 

Hills.  Just a few days later, on Sunday, July 24
th
, Margaret had serious difficulty 

breathing and was rushed to Arlington Hospital.  She died later that day of polio.  

Tragically, the first clinic to administer the polio to younger children, between the ages of 
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6 months and 6 years old, was held four days later, on July 28, 1955, at the Franklin 

Sherman Elementary School, the site of the 1954 field trial (Smith 1955b).  Despite their 

devastating loss, the Printzenhoffs continued to participate in PHCA activities and 

support polio vaccinations.  Robert continued to serve as a PHCA officer and later 

chaperoned dances when his oldest daughter joined the PHCA Teen Club.  As the 

administration of the polio vaccine became more routine in the late 1950s, PHCA and 

other community associations sponsored local clinics.  In August 1959, four years after 

her daughter died, Peggy was among the volunteers at a PHCA clinic that administered 

over 1,000 polio inoculations to local children. PHCA continued to sponsor polio vaccine 

clinics until the early 1960s.  

 

1960s – Growing Pains 

 

During the 1960s, Fairfax County underwent substantial change how it governed itself.  

The county initiated some of these changes, such as comprehensive planning.  However, 

other changes, such as the advancements in civil rights in public schooling, voting and 

housing were imposed on a reluctant population by the federal government.  In the midst 

of these changes, Fairfax County government was rocked by a political scandal that lead 

to substantial reforms in county operations.  The Board of Supervisor’s continued 

practice of spot zoning and the boom in the real estate market led to political corruption, 

and subsequently, to local government reform. 
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Civic Engagement and Civil Rights  

 

From its inception, PHCA sought to avoid partisan politics by not endorsing specific 

candidates or political parties.  Even so, it actively encouraged residents to participate in 

standard political activities, such as voting, petitioning, and testifying at public hearings. 

As a result of steady encouragement from PHCA leadership and other community 

organizations:   

 Pimmit Hills residents often circulated petitions regarding various issues to 

demonstrate to county officials and/or PHCA the number of residents who shared 

a given point of view on the particular issue. 

 PHCA frequently hosted candidate forums to allow candidates or their surrogates 

to present their political views before elections were held (for example, see Figure 

29) 

 PHCA newsletter  

o provided detailed instructions on  

 registering to vote 

 how and where to vote (e.g. how to use electronic voting 

machines) 
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o explained the bond referendums and other ballot items. 

o notified residents of upcoming county hearings and explained how to 

testify. 



 

 

 

 

   Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizen’s Association    

Figure 29. PHCA-sponsored county candidate’s forum in September 2003

3
2
3
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While PHCA sought to avoid partisan politics, it did want to engage in local political 

affairs, as the preceding pages have described. From its beginning, PHCA’s leaders 

knew, and conveyed to residents through the newsletter, that the subdivision’s political 

power to influence local and state politicians depended on their voting strength.  It 

repeatedly urged residents to register and vote as a basic civic obligation of all citizens.  

For example, a 1989 newsletter included the following message to its readers: 

“Every resident of Pimmit Hills needs to take action that will make our 

ELECTED OFFICIALS recognize our community with RESPECT. One thing that 

you can do, and it is very easy, is to become a REGISTERED VOTER. We do not 

care what party you follow, but by becoming a REGISTERED VOTER you can 

have an active VOICE in our destiny. Pimmit Hills has the potential for between 

2,500 and 3,000 registered voters if everyone would participate. If you all want to 

see some changes for the BETTER, then we suggest that you become a registered 

voter. The politicians will sit up and take notice of Pimmit Hills real fast, instead 

of the current attitude, that Pimmit Hills can WAIT till later.” (Newsletter 

n.d.:Oct. 1989). 

    

To help its residents participate in elections in the 1950s and early 1960s, the newsletter 

routinely provided detailed, page-length explanations and instructions on how to register 

to vote and pay the required poll tax, well ahead of scheduled elections.  As noted earlier, 

Virginia politicians had made voter registration complicated, over the decades, in order to 
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discourage blacks and low-income whites from voting (Wallenstein 2004).  The 

newsletter did not raise any objections to the existing registration requirements, or 

suggest that residents lobby state officials to change the requirements. In 1963, it reported 

that there were 1200 registered voters in the subdivision - roughly half of the subdivisions 

eligible voters were registered to vote.   

  

While Virginia residents, both black and white, had challenged the state’s poll tax in 

court since the 1920s, the poll tax was still in place in the early 1960s. The dismantlement 

of Virginia’s poll tax did not begin until a sufficient number of states ratified the 24
th

 

Amendment to the U.S. constitution in 1964, without Virginia’s participation 

(Wallenstein 2004).  Soon after the Amendment was ratified, the newsletter noted that the 

registration procedures had been simplified for federal elections, without further 

comment. It explained that the poll tax would not be in place for the 1964 federal 

election, though the tax would still be in place for the next state election.  Virginia’s poll 

tax was not completely eliminated until the Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional in 

1966 in a case involving three black women from Fairfax County (Wallenstein 2004). 

The newsletter again noted that the poll tax had been eliminated for state and local 

elections, and the simplification of the registration procedures, without further comment.  

However, in 1968, the newsletter trumpeted that nearly 2,000 residents had voted in the 

presidential election, which was a significant increase over the 1200 residents who were 

registered in 1963.  For the remainder of the 1960s, and into the 1970s and 1980s, the 
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newsletter reported a steady increase in the proportion of adult residents who were 

registered voters.    

    

While the newsletter largely ignored the expansion of voting rights, beyond its procedural 

improvements, the school desegregation issue landed in the middle of PHCA affairs with 

a thud during the late 1950s, then disappeared from the pages of the newsletter and 

PHCA minutes.  By the time that Offutt began building the Pimmit Hills subdivision in 

1950, Fairfax County had a long history of severely underfunding its black elementary 

schools, in stark contrast to the funding allocated to its white elementary schools 

(Henderson and Hussey 1965; Russell-Porte 2000). The black elementary schools were 

mostly one-room, wooden buildings that lacked indoor plumbing, heating, or kitchen 

facilities and were severely overcrowded. The county provided bus transportation for 

white students, but extremely limited bus transportation for black students. During the 

1940s, black teachers, who were often paid half to two-thirds the salary of white teachers, 

frequently taught twice as many students, drove the bus and made the students’ lunch. 

Their salaries still lagged behind white teachers at the start of 1950s (Russell-Porte 2000). 

   

Despite these challenges, the black leaders continually sought to improve public 

education for the county’s black students. These efforts were led by the Fairfax County 

Branch of the NAACP, which formed in 1915 and had 300 members in 1944. This 

Branch was notable for being the first rural branch of the NAACP and for having the 
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highest proportion of white members of any of the NAACP’s Southern branches 

(Henderson and Hussey 1965).  For several years, it had lobbied the county, along with 

the FCFCA and the LWV to build a high school for black students so that they would not 

have to commute outside of the county to attend high school.  Ironically, the county 

finally built and opened the Luther Jackson High School for black students in September, 

1954 – four months after the Supreme Court had issued its landmark decision on Brown 

v. Board of Education (Henderson and Hussey 1965; Netherton 1978; Russell-Porte 

2000). 

 

In response to the Supreme Court’s decision, Virginia’s Democratic leadership 

implemented its ill-advised Massive Resistance strategy to prevent the integration of the 

state’s public schools (Wallenstein 2004).  In 1955, Fairfax County announced, in 

compliance with state policies, that none of its public schools, including the new Pimmit 

Hills elementary school, would be integrated in the coming academic year (Smith 1955a).   

While the segregation debate did not immediately affect the Pimmit Hills and Lemon 

Road Elementary schools, the controversy swirled around the subdivision: 

 In January 1956, PHCA hosted a debate on the merits of a referendum on the 

Gray Commission recommendations which sought to avoid segregation by 

legalizing tuition grants.  The Commission’s recommendations would have 

severely undercut funding for public schools (Netherton 1978).  
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 The Fairfax County Branch of the NAACP was located in Falls Church, only 

about 2-3 miles from Pimmit Hills. None of the documentation obtained indicated 

whether any Pimmit Hills residents were members of the NAACP or this branch.  

 The closest elementary school for black students who lived in the Pimmit Hills 

area during the 1950s was the James Lee School, located in Annandale which was 

about 4 miles away from Pimmit Hills.  Luther Jackson High School was in 

nearby Dunn Loring, about 4-5 miles away (Henderson and Hussey 1965; 

Russell-Porte 2000).   

 In the summer of 1958, 43 Protestant ministers and 6 Catholic priests publicized 

that they had signed a petition indicating their opposition to segregation on 

Christian moral grounds and the use of church facilities as alternatives to the 

integration of the public schools (McBee 1958). Four of the Protestant ministers 

who signed the petition led churches that Pimmit Hills residents would have 

attended.  

Meanwhile, the FCFCA, of which PHCA was a member, was moving toward issuing a 

public position on massive resistance and segregation. 

 

In September 1958, one of PHCA’s officers brought the segregation issue to PHCA’s 

doorstep.  He proposed that PHCA take a position on segregation, so that its delegate to 

the FCFCA would have clear voting instructions.  He proposed, that the  
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“Association does herewith proclaim unqualified support for the massive 

resistance laws which have been duly enacted in our General Assembly by the 

representatives of the overwhelming majority of the citizens of our commonwealth 

in order to protect our children, our homes, and our communities from the 

destructive results of forced integration of the races in our community schools” 

(Minutes n.d.:Sept. 17, 1958). 

 

Over the next five months, the PHCA officers wrestled and sparred with each other over 

the best way to present alternative proposals, for and against segregation, to members for 

a vote.  Finally, in February 1959, about 45 members, out of roughly 200 PHCA 

members, attended a meeting to discuss and vote on the competing proposals.  In the end, 

neither proposal, for or against segregation, was carried by a majority of the members 

who voted. The editor of the newsletter felt the protracted debate on segregation had been 

divisive and left bad feelings among those advocating the different positions (Newsletter 

n.d.:February 1959).  FCFCA subsequently issued a statement opposing massive 

resistance and endorsing very gradual integration. 

 

In 1960, the first black students began attending the formerly all-white county schools.  

However, the pace of integration was very slow and critics viewed the county’s efforts as 

tokenism (Apelquist 1995; Lee 1993; Netherton 1978).  Data from the county appears to 

confirm this assessment. Three years later, only a few black students were enrolled at the 
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beginning at the 1963-1964 school year.  By September 1963, most of the schools had 

very few black students. Of the 26 county’s elementary schools with black students, 

eleven had enrolled five or fewer students. Of the ten high schools with black students, 

six had enrolled eight or fewer students. (Apelquist 1995; Henderson and Hussey 1965; 

Lee 1993). While students from Pimmit Hills and the surrounding area did not begin 

attending George C. Marshall High School19 until it opened in 1962, it quickly outpaced 

other area schools in the number of black students enrolled. This influx of black students 

into Marshall HS likely reflected the 1964-1965 conversion of the nearby Luther Jackson 

High School, from a black high school to an integrated middle school (Apelquist 1995; 

Lee 1993).  Table 39 summarizes the early integration at three high schools and for the 

entire Fairfax County school system. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
19

 Among his many accomplishments, George Marshall had initiated the building of the Pentagon in 

Arlington during World War II, as noted earlier, which became a catalyst for the defense and technology 

industries in Virginia which employed many of parents of the Pimmit Hills students, either directly or 
indirectly.  See Ceruzzi, Paul E. 2008. Internet Alley: High Technology in Tysons Corner, 1945-2005. 

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 
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Table 39. Number of black students enrolled in formerly all-white Fairfax County 

high schools 

 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 

Madison HS 2 9  17 22 29 

McLean HS    2 5 1 

Marshall HS NA NA  3 12 109 

County School 

System Total 

27 76 214 428 190 413 

  Sources: (Apelquist 1995; Henderson and Hussey 1965; Lee 1993) 

Note: Marshall High School did not open until 1962 

 

Integration at the Pimmit Hills neighborhood elementary schools also seemed to proceed 

slowly.  According to census data, by 1963, between four and nine black children likely 

lived in the Pimmit Hills census tract and were old enough to attend either Pimmit Hills 

or Lemon Road Elementary Schools ((U.S.) 1963).  Yet, county data indicated that only 

one black student was enrolled at Lemon Road Elementary School in September 1963, 

while no black students were enrolled at Pimmit Hills Elementary School (Lee 1993). 

Most likely, the other black elementary students living in the Pimmit Hills census track 

continued to attend James Lee elementary School or a private school.  

 

Civil rights became a local issue again for Pimmit Hills in the late 1960s with the 

President Johnson’s re-introduction of national “Open Housing” legislation in 1968.  This 

legislation intended to make it illegal to discriminate in the rent or sale of homes or 

apartments, based on race, color, religion or national origin.  By March 1968, the 

legislation was stalled in Congress (von Hoffman 1998).  That month, the FCFCA 
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requested that its member associations, like PHCA, take a stand regarding the federal 

Open Housing legislation.  At PHCA’s March 1968 meeting, members heard a 

presentation from a representative of the Northern Virginia Board of Realtors which 

opposed the legislation as an infraction of an individual's property rights and 

recommended that the solution be open housing on a voluntary basis. After a discussion, 

PHCA members voted as follows on two questions: 

 

“1. Are you for Open Housing on a Voluntary Basis?  Result :     24 Yes; 21 No; 1 No Vote  

2. Are you for Open Housing Legislation?          Result:        3 Yes; 42 No; 1 No Vote” 

(Minutes n.d.:March 1968) 

 

While a few dozen votes cannot be interpreted as representative of the views of the 

thousands of adults living in Pimmit Hills subdivision in March 1968, at the very least 

they suggest that at least a score of residents did not want the Pimmit Hills homes sold to 

black buyers, even on a voluntary basis.  

 

In the days following Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination on April 4, 1968, 

Congress passed the legislation20 and President Johnson signed it less than a week later. 

                                                             
20

 Fair Housing Act, Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968. Von Hoffman, Alexander. 1998. Like Fleas 

on a Tiger? A Brief History of the Open Housing Movement . Cambridge, MA: Harvard Joint Center for 

Housing Studies. Retrieved September 11, 2013 (http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research/publications/fleas-
tiger-brief-history-open-housing-movement).  
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In June 1968, the Supreme Court ruled it was illegal to discriminate in any real estate 

sales or rentals. (von Hoffman 1998). In September 1968, the Fairfax County Board of 

Supervisors passed open housing laws that were stronger than the federal statutes, by a 6-

2 vote. The Dranseville Supervisor, who represented the Pimmit Hills subdivision, 

opposed the legislation (Yenckel 1968).  According to one resident’s recollections, the 

first black family moved into Pimmit Hills in the late 1960s and lived on Cherri Drive. 

As she recalled, there were mixed reactions to the family’s arrival and some neighbors 

harassed her for being friendly towards the black family. 

 

Beltway Comes to Tysons Corner  

 

In Fairfax County, most of the local roads and highways are maintained by the state, 

rather than the county.  While this arrangement relieves the county and its tax payers of 

the direct burden of maintaining this infrastructure, it means that residents have to work 

with state officials to obtain desired road improvements.  Pimmit Hills residents learned 

this lesson in the early 1950s when they realized that their own roads had deteriorated 

much sooner than anyone anticipated and that the existing speed limit on Route 7 made it 

dangerous for residents to enter or exit the subdivision.  Residents learned early on that 

they had to be patient, strategic and doggedly persistent, if they hoped to get desired road 

improvements from state highway officials.  
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In the early 1950s, the subdivision’s residents were focused on traffic in and around the 

subdivision.  The residents seemed to have had little knowledge about the Washington 

region’s largest highway project until it was a fait accompli and on their doorstep. As 

plans for the 64-mile Beltway were unfolding. Fairfax County approved the portions of 

the Beltway plans affecting the county in 1954, and federal highway officials approved 

the entire Beltway project in 1956. Twenty-two miles of the Beltway would be in 

Virginia and one of the interchanges would be at Route 7 (Leesburg Pike), at the western 

edge of the Pimmit Hills subdivision (Kozel 2007).  Figures 30 through 36 are aerial 

photographs and maps of the Pimmit Hills area over the decades.  These figures show 

how the subdivision and the area around it became more densely developed, as time 

passed, much like the area around the fictional house in 1942 children’s book, The Little 

House (Burton 2009). 
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Source: U.S. Geological Survey 

Figure 30. Aerial photograph showing the development of the area surrounding 

Pimmit Hills in 1951 
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Source: 1956 PHCA Directory  

Figure 31. Street map of the Pimmit Hills subdivision in 1956. 
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 Source:  Fairfax County Planning Division 

Figure 32. Map showing the development of the area surrounding Pimmit Hills in 

1961, depicting the planned Washington Beltway interchange at Route 7 
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Source: U.S. Geological Survey 

Figure 33. Aerial photograph showing the development of the area surrounding 

Pimmit Hills in 1963, showing the construction of Beltway interchange and George 

C. Marshall High School 



 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: 1993 PHCA Directory 

Figure 34. Street map of the Pimmit Hills subdivision in 1993 and abutting area    

3
3
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Source: U.S. Geological Survey 

Figure 35. Maps showing the development of the area surrounding Pimmit Hills in 

1998 
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Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture 

Figure 36. Aerial photograph showing the development of the area 

surrounding Pimmit Hills in 2009 
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The federal government funded most of the construction of the Beltway and most of the 

Interstate Highway System (IHS) under the 1956 Interstate Federal-Aid Highway Act. 

The IHS was built as a means to support national defense by reducing traffic congestion 

and facilitating evacuations around major metropolitan areas (Jackson 1985; Korr 2002).  

This effort coincided with other federal efforts, such as moving major agencies (e.g., 

Central Intelligence Agency) to the outer suburbs, to ensure its continued operations in 

the event of an atomic or nuclear attack (Guinn 1955; Korr 2002).  

 

The actual size and position of the Beltway depended on several factors, such as the best 

location for bridges over the Potomac River to link Maryland and Virginia, the federal 

government’s estimation of the size of a blast from atomic or nuclear explosion in 

Washington, and the availability of land resulting from right-of-way or condemnation 

procedures (Garreau 1991; Korr 2002; Kozel 2007).  As one county planning official 

later recollected, once the county approved the plans for the Beltway in 1954, it used 

those highway plans, in lieu of an officially-approved comprehensive master plan, to 

secure right-of-way concessions from developers. County planners did not want any 

residential or commercial development commenced after 1954 to interfere with the 

Beltway’s construction through the county (Korr 2002).  In the late 1950s, engineers, 

developers, and residents from other parts of Fairfax County viewed the Tysons Corner 

area as empty rural land.  For instance, one resident wondered why the state would bother 

to put an interchange at Tysons Corner since there was little in the area (Garreau 1991; 
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Korr 2002). The Beltway was presumably situated at Pimmit Hill’s western border 

because the subdivision was completed before the state and county knew there were firm 

plans to build the highway and therefore had not obtained the necessary right-of-ways 

from the builder beforehand (Korr 2002). 

  

The Beltway was constructed long before there were federal requirements for public 

input during the planning phases for the highway.  One researcher found that only one 

public hearing was held in Virginia, in April 1957, to inform the public of the final plans 

for the new highway (Korr 2002).  This might explain why the Beltway planning was not 

mentioned in the PHCA newsletters published during 1957.  Construction of the Beltway 

in Virginia began in 1958 and was completed in segments over several years. The 

northern segment of the Beltway between Route 7 and the American Legion Bridge over 

the Potomac opened in December 1962, while the southern segment connecting Route 7 

to Route 50 (Arlington Boulevard) opened in October 1963, thereby completing the 

Route 7 interchange, near Pimmit Hills  (Kozel 2007). Little did the Pimmit Hills 

residents know that they would be dealing with the residual effects from the Beltway and 

its nearby Route 7 interchange for decades to come.   

 

In his study of the Beltway, Korr compared the engineers and planners predictions of the 

impact of the Beltway, with what actually occurred.  Table 40 summarizes Korr’s 

comparisons of predictions with the actual outcomes. 
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Table 40. Predicted versus Actual Outcomes from Beltway Construction 

 Predicted Actual 

Most Beltway traffic would be….  interstate 90% local  by mid-

1990s 

Development would be 

concentrated… 

inside the Beltway outside the Beltway 

Percent of regional population living 
in suburbs would be… 

50% by 1980 74% by 1970 

(Korr 2002) 

 

One of the reasons the predictions were so far off from the actual outcomes was that the 

original engineers and planners did not see the Beltway in the context of the broader 

physical and socio-economic environment. Federal law would not require the assessment 

of the impact of such federally-funded projects until the 1969 National Environmental 

Policy Act (Korr 2002). 

 

Time has shown that the Beltway had positive and negative impacts on the region and its 

immediate neighbors.  The Beltway helped to unify the area’s residents by giving them a 

regional identity through the shared experience of driving its northbound and southbound 

lanes, and sitting in its many traffic jams. Moreover, the Beltway influenced how the 

region’s economy developed, particularly in adjacent areas, like Pimmit Hills.  For 

instance: 
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 it facilitated intra-metropolitan commerce and the decentralization of goods and 

services from the city of Washington to the surrounding suburbs; 

 the lack of rest stops or service areas encouraged the private sector to build gas 

stations, restaurants and hotels at interchanges; 

 rezoning of adjacent land from residential to commercial use brought in more 

businesses and employees, thereby expanding the local tax base;  

o For example, in 1961 plans for Tysons Corner included a long stretch of 

apartments along Route 7, the intersection of Route 123. However, by 

1966, the plans called instead for commercial development along the same 

section of Route 7. 

 rezoning of adjacent land to higher residential density supported a surge in 

apartment construction; and 

 increased demand led to higher property values, with the price per acres of 

property near the beltway increasing from $1900/acre to $16,700 between 1951 

and 1964 

(Korr 2002; Netherton 1978). 

 

Yet, the Beltway also brought a lot of negative change to the region, and its closest 

neighbors, such as: 

 Dramatic change in physical space (huge built space) and loss of substantial 

natural space (woodlands or farmland) 
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 Noise pollution – which eventually led to noise barrier installation 

 Accidents – and the related psychic toll on abutting neighbors 

 Air pollution 

 Increased crime (burglaries) from “beltway bandits’ 

 Physical barrier  between spaces that were previously joined (such as between 

Pimmit Hills and Tysons Corner)  

 Increased traffic volume and speed (and accidents) on secondary roads that had 

intersection interchanges (such as on Route 7) 

(Korr 2002; Netherton 1978). 

 

The impact of the Beltway and related traffic on Route 7 and the adjacent Pimmit Hills 

road became a persistent concern of the residents, from the 1960s forward.  It is no 

wonder that it was a concern given that one of the subdivision’s streets, Magarity Road, 

was carrying 10,00 to 20,000 cars per day by 2002.  Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, 

PHCA lobbied county and staff officials to reduce the impact of the Beltway-related 

traffic by: 

 Improving the layout of the intersection at Route 7 and Lisle and Magarity Roads 

- only a few hundred feet from the eastern ramps for of the Route 7-Beltway 

interchange. 

 Installing traffic lights 

 Prohibit truck traffic on Pimmit Hills Roads 
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 Limiting on-street parking in high traffic areas to resident vehicles 

 Install traffic calming devices to discourage cut-through traffic. 

PHCA lobbying efforts included  

 sending letters and petitions to county and state officials,  

 PHCA leadership meetings with county Supervisors and state highway officials, 

 requesting state officials present their plans at PHCA membership meetings 

 requesting that state officials conduct safety and traffic surveys to document the 

problems.      

  

With persistent effort at the state and local level, over more than 30 years, the streets of 

the Pimmit Hills subdivision gradually improved, especially those roads that were on the 

perimeter of the subdivision and most directly impacted by the Beltway traffic. 

 

Zoning 

 

Although the residents, government officials and developers could see construction of the 

Beltway begin in 1958, the county was only starting to assemble the administrative 

ingredients necessary to manage the incoming deluge of development. A 1957 review of 

the state of the county government’s administration found that it lacked 

 a comprehensive master plan; 
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 a comprehensive zoning ordinance; 

 a capital improvement program; 

 qualified planning professionals among the county staff; 

 a BoS with the self-discipline to focus on long-range planning rather than 

allowing itself to be bogged down in spot-zoning, e.g. granting allowances and 

exceptions, thereby undermining its own zoning ordinances; 

 clear lines of responsibility and authority between the BoS, the Director of 

Planning  and the planning commission (an advisory body)  

(Cooper 1957). 

 

The county finally developed a comprehensive master plan in the 1958-1959 period. 

However, officials struggled to adhere to the county’s long-range plan.  Over the next 20 

years, the BoS and the zoning officials continued the practice of spot-zoning that the 

1957 administrative study had condemned, while not investing in updating its 

comprehensive plan. Consequently, the county did not have an updated comprehensive 

master plan until 1975 and that plan did not become effective until 1978 (Netherton 

1978). 

   

In the early 1960s, PHCA began its attempts to influence the growth unfolding around it 

by actively participating in the county’s zoning process. As noted earlier, stretches of 

secondary roads near Tysons corner were re-zoned to higher density residential areas, in 
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order to support the development of apartments. Margarity Road, which is the boundary 

for the western edge of the Pimmit Hills subdivision, was one of those roads that was 

rezoned to allow for apartment construction.  Route 7, the southwestern boundary of 

Pimmit Hills, was re-zoned to allow for commercial and high-density residential 

development. 

 

In 1966, the Dranesville Supervisor, who represented Pimmit Hills on the BoS, explained 

there was large political pressure on the BoS and its planning commission to approve 

development of the remaining open spaces around Pimmit Hills.  At that point, the county 

had relatively few levers to compel the developers to provide more concessions, since the 

developers could go to court to challenge the county, and given existing laws, the court 

tended to agree with the developers.  Moreover, confidence in county’s elected officials 

and the integrity of its zoning process was seriously undermined about this time by a 

huge political corruption scandal in the county that became national news. Federal 

investigators and the news media learned that two former Supervisors (one of whom had 

represented Dranseville) and four developers had been involved in a bribery scheme 

involving the re-zoning of county property to support these developers’ proposed plans. 

The conspirators were found guilty, and received fines and prison sentences (Garreau 

1991; McLaughlin 1967; Minutes n.d.). 
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Given the lack of organization and consistency in county planning and zoning decisions, 

it is not surprising that PHCA leaders felt that dogged advocacy was required to influence 

surrounding development.  PHCA consistently opposed the development of apartments 

on Margarity Road and Route 7 for several reasons, including  

 the subdivision’s roads and Route 7 already had too much traffic congestion; 

 the subdivision’s schools were already at capacity; 

 the area lacked sufficient recreational facilities;  

 county staff recommended the construction of apartments on major roads, rather 

than secondary roads, like Magarity Road; 

 too much development will could lead to depreciation of Pimmit Hills home 

values; 

 potential adverse environmental effect, such as on drainage and pollution. 

 

PHCA used the same techniques that it used on lobbying state and county officials over 

its roads and highways, as described earlier, such as submitting petitions and making 

presentations at hearing appearances. While the PHCA often failed to stop a proposed 

apartment or commercial development, it often succeeded in either delaying the project, 

revising the nature of the planning development project or in getting the county to require 

the developer to amend its plans to mitigate some of the potential negative impacts from 

the eventual development. For example, PHCA opposed the development of a shopping 

center on a parcel along Route 7.  The original proposal was rejected in favor of a public 

library. Over time, PHCA leadership also learned the benefit of participating early in the 
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development and revision of the county’s comprehensive plans.  PHCA supported the 

development of the 1978 comprehensive plan, and actively participated in updates of the 

plan during subsequent iterations.  The association and the county also learned that they 

had to invest time in educating residents on the planning process and the different 

potential consequences associated with various alternatives. The learning process entailed 

numerous presentations at PHCA meetings, by county officials, developers, various 

advocates and PHCA leadership. PHCA also routinely provided updates on each of the 

abutting development projects, often from proposal through construction completion. 

Meanwhile, the developers gradually learned the benefit of getting input and/or support 

from Pimmit Hills residents before submitting their plans to the county for approval 

(Kenny 2000). 

 

For instance, the subdivision had a persistent problem with residents handling of junk 

cars, unkempt yards, and improper waste disposal.  Figure 37 provides an example of the 

kinds of waste disposal problems that occurred in the subdivision. One option that was 

theoretically available to Pimmit Hills homeowners to deal with a slovenly neighbor 

proved to be expensive and impracticable in reality. When the subdivision was built in 

the 1950s, the builders attached a 14 point restrictive covenant to the property deeds. This 

covenant is one of the features that bind all of the Pimmit Hills homes together into a 

common subdivision and, to some degree, helped to maintain the subdivision as a single-

family residential development.  A point from the covenant can only be eliminated by a 
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vote of the majority of the homeowners; new points cannot be added.  About every five 

to ten years, PHCA reminded residents that the convent existed by publishing all of the 

14-points in the newsletter.   

 

 

    Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizen’s Association 

    Figure 37. Example of dumping outside of Pimmit Hills home in 1970s 

 

Under the subdivision covenants, property-owners could not engage in noxious or 

offensive activity and were to ensure that waste was kept in sanitary containers and not 

dumped in the lot.  However, since PHCA was a civic association and not a homeowners 
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association, it had no authority to enforce the restrictive covenant. Furthermore, as the 

newsletter explained, the county did not enforce subdivisions’ convents. The only way 

that the covenant could be enforced was through an individual Pimmit Hills homeowner 

taking another homeowner to court.  At times, the PHCA newsletters encouraged 

homeowners to consider taking this course of action. However, in practical terms, it 

would be very expensive for an individual homeowner to take a neighbor to court, and it 

was not clear that a court would uphold covenant. Even if the covenant is an impractical 

tool for controlling behavior of an individual neighbor, one redeeming value of the 

covenant is that it could be used as the to prevent a developer from re-zoning subdivision 

property for commercial or high density residential development. 

 

Given the limitations of the subdivision’s covenant and the association’s limitations, 

PHCA leaders learned how to use the zoning regulations and enforcement tools to help 

address neighborhood problems.  The PHCA attempted to deal with these problems by 

educating residents about the zoning (and health) ordinances through the newsletters and 

county speakers at monthly meetings. When the resident(s) did not respond, then they 

would contact county zoning and/or police to deal with the more egregious problems.  
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PHCA Projects 

 

In the waning days of the 1950s and at the start of the 1960s, membership and attendance 

at the association meetings had declined dramatically.  By the spring of 1961, PHCA had 

only 75 members and only a dozen or so members were attending meetings. The interim 

President resigned in June disgusted with membership apathy. PHCA faced its first 

existential crisis.  The remaining officers and a few of the past officers formed an interim 

leadership council who met during the summer of 1961 to continue association business 

until new elections could be held. 

 

As the association regained its feet in 1961-1962 period, the new PHCA leadership 

proposed to its members that they incorporate the association as a non-profit, non-stock 

corporation with one class of annual membership, open to all residents over the age of 18.  

This option was proposed for two reasons: 1) as strategy to accomplish more complex 

projects involving income-generation and property, such as the creation of a recreation 

center; and 2) as an event to rally interest and support for the association. Two residents 

who were lawyers volunteered their time to develop and process for the incorporation 

documents.  As part of the process for educating the residents about the implications of 

the incorporation, the officers explained that they were only incorporating the 

association.  The incorporation would not affect the subdivision, its covenant, or 

homeowners property rights. The new corporation would not have any taxing authority.  
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The association became officially incorporated in 1964 and celebrated with a large 

community dance. 

     

While incorporation and vigorous leadership helped to renew PHCA and its membership 

base, participation through meeting attendance and volunteering for leadership positions 

in the association continued to be a struggle.  For the remainder of the 1960s, the 

competition for election to PHCA, Inc. offices steadily declined.  In the early 1960s, for 

the first time, entire candidate slates were voted in by acclamation due to lack of 

competition.  Perhaps in response to the lack of willing candidates, the number of PHCA 

officers declined over the years.  By the 1970s, the annual PHCA elections had generally 

become non-competitive for most, if not all of the officer seats. While there would be 

exceptions over the ensuing decades, non-competitive elections have generally been the 

norm for the past 30 years. 

 

Teen Club 

 

As the PHCA was about to sponsor its second year of its summer recreation program for 

the subdivision’s children in 1956, mothers from the PHCA organized a dance for the 

Pimmit Hills teenagers, which 50 teenagers attended. The dance was so popular that the 

teenagers organized their own dance the following month. This was the beginning of the 
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Pimmit Hills Teen Club, which was sponsored by the PHCA. The Teen Club would 

operate in one form or another for nearly 20 years. 

   

One of the main activities of the Teen Club was to sponsor weekly dances.  For several 

years, the dances were so popular that the club had to narrow its membership to only high 

school students, due to the overcrowding at the dances. However, an ongoing challenge 

for the club was getting a sufficient number of adults to chaperone the dances.  Both the 

newsletter and the minutes routinely described pleas from the adult club sponsors and the 

teenagers for adults to volunteers as dance chaperones. 

  

What is noteworthy about the Teen Club is how much the teenagers took the initiative to 

organize a variety of social, recreational and service activities.  For instance, within six 

months of the Teen Club’s formation, its members were collecting food at the holidays to 

give to the poor, and continued to do so for several years. They also donated profits from 

its dances to: support a local hospital; visits of foreign exchange students; and disease 

prevention programs.21  Lastly, the Teen club supported PHCA by helping its parent 

organization with its annual membership drive. 

 

                                                             
21

 The Teen Club also donated profits from its dances to the PHCA for the construction of a Community 

Center.  However, this project was never realized. In 1994, the $19,000 in the Community Center Fund was 

transferred to the PHCA and was largely used to create and install Pimmit Hills signs at the two subdivision 

entrances.  
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During its first years, the Teen Club sponsored weekly trips to a nearby lake for 

swimming in the summer.  In July 1958, Brenda Carrico, age 16, and her younger 

brother, Mike, age 13, were among the Club teenagers at the lake for one of its weekly 

visits. Mike walked around the lake to take a swim and then could not be found 

(Washington Post 1958a).  Two days later, Mike’s body was found. County officials 

determined that he had drowned (Washington Post 1958b).  While this story would be 

noteworthy as part of the Teen Club history, what is remarkable is how the Carrico 

family reacted to this tragedy. The Carrico parents encouraged Brenda to continue her 

participation in the club, and she even took on leadership responsibilities.  About one 

year after the tragedy, a newspaper profile of the family described how Brenda was the 

treasurer of the 400-member club, while her older brother was vice president of another 

teen club in the area, and the parents assisted both of their teenagers in carrying out their 

club responsibilities (Sugrue 1959). 

   

Not only did the Carrico’s not retreat from participating in community activities after the 

loss of a child, the family’s participation continued.  Their reaction was similar to the 

Printzenhoff family who had lost a child to polio in 1955 and lived just a few blocks 

away from the Carricos.  In fact, Printzenhoff’s oldest daughter, who had participated in 

the 1954 field trial of the Salk polio vaccine, was about the same age as Mike Carrico. 

She also participated in the Teen Club and her parents chaperoned at club dances into the 

1960s.     
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During the 1950s and 1960s, the newsletter offered periodic commentary from adult 

residents and PHCA leaders regarding teenagers’ behavior. Generally, the comments fell 

into two categories – one that characterized the teenagers as troublemakers and 

delinquents, and another that highlighted the teenagers’ positive participation activities.  

For instance, commentators in the first group would associate the subdivision’s teenagers 

with loitering, littering and vandalism.  The second group of commentators observed that 

the teenagers readily volunteered while their parents did not.  They also noted that it was 

the parents who chose to move into a subdivision that did not have recreation facilities 

and were slow to lobby the county to provide those facilities. Interestingly, the little 

information that is available suggests that, in some respects teenagers were more ready to 

participate than their parents. For instance, at least at one point in time and by one 

measure, the teenagers’ formal participation in the Teen Club was higher than the adults’ 

participation in its sponsor, PHCA. In 1959, the Teen Club had about 400 members, 

while the PHCA had about 200-300 members (Sugrue 1959). 

 

By 1960, the Pimmit Hills Teen Club was one of the region’s oldest, largest and 

outstanding teen clubs. However, by 1965, the Teen Club started to run into problems. 

Rumors started to spread that the dances were not respectable.  The chaperone problem 

worsened as too few adults volunteered.  Then in the summer of 1965, there was a large 

fight outside a Teen Club dance where four people were stabbed, two were shot and 11 
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were arrested (Guinn 1965).  A second incident in the winter of 1967, signaled the end of 

the first incarnation of the Pimmit Hills Teen Club.  However, a teen club would not be 

gone for long. 

     

In the late spring of 1967 a new Teen ECCO Club was formed and sponsored by PHCA 

for the purpose of sponsoring teen dances. For the next seven years, the club hosted 

weekly Saturday night dances at the Pimmit Hills Elementary School. During 1967, 

thousands of students attended the dances. In 1968, over 7,000 teenagers attended the 

club dances. Over time the ECCO Teen Club began to struggle to get adults to volunteer 

as chaperones, just like its predecessor.  During the early 1970s, the county developed a 

youth activity program, first housed at Pimmit Hills Elementary School and then at 

Marshall High School.  This recreation program offered after-school recreation and 

dances, and appears to have supplanted the ECCO Teen Club. 

 

1970s – More Growing Pains 

 

The plans that Fairfax County had laid in the 1960s to encourage economic development 

in the Tysons Corner area began to bear fruit in the 1970s.  For example, in 1960, the 

West Group got approval from the county to rezone its property to build industrial and 

research parks.  The property was located in Tysons Corner, on either side of Route 123, 
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just north of the Route 123-Beltway interchange, only about 3 miles from Pimmit Hills. 

A few years later, the West Group built the 300-acre Westgate industrial park just off of 

the subdivision’s Magarity Road, while its 313-acre West Park was built a few miles west 

of Westgate, on the west side of Route 123. Westgate housed some of the firms that 

would become technology powerhouses in later years, such as Texas Instruments, 

Westinghouse Electric Corporation, and Research Analysis Corporation (one of the 

nation’s first think tanks). While its tenants became household names in the technology 

field, the West Group would become a national leader in office park development 

(Netherton 1978; Schrag 2006; Stuntz 1990).   

 

In 1962, Fairfax County took another significant step toward concentrated economic 

development in the Tysons Corner area by approving rezoning that would allow 

construction of a regional mall (Schrag 2006).  This plan came to fruition in 1968 with 

the construction of the Tysons Corner Center on Route 7, abutting the western edge of the 

Beltway, and just two to three miles from Pimmit Hills (Goodman 1968; Jackson 1985).  

As the county’s plans had intended, by 1975, Tysons Corner had become the largest 

employment center in the county (Schrag 2006). 
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Shopping Centers and Malls 

 

As noted earlier, in the early 1950s, there were only 2-3 businesses within 2 miles of 

Pimmit Hills. But this situation soon changed. In the mid-1950s, the Pimmit Shopping 

Center (later called the “Tysons Station Shopping Center“) opened next to the Hemsley’s 

peach orchard22 on Leesburg Pike (Route 7).  The opening festivities included a 

performance by Jimmy Dean and his back-up players; at that time Dean was just a local 

Northern Virginia country/bluegrass singer.  Given the lack of nearby recreational 

facilities in the area, the shopping center became a gathering spot for older children from 

all over the subdivision.  Although children attended two different elementary schools, 

they met at drugstore soda fountain and the parking lot to socialize (Steinberg 1990).  The 

teenagers would not just use the shopping center as a social venue. At different times, a 

variety of youth organizations would volunteer to help clean up the shopping center’s 

parking lots and grounds when the littering became a problem.  

    

In contrast to a modest shopping center like Pimmit Hills Shopping Center, the Tysons 

Corner Center offered consumers a retail shopping experience on a far grander scale.  

This mall was built on a 90-acre site and opened for business in July 1968.  It was 

strategically located at the juncture of two interstate highways Capital Beltway and I-66, 

                                                             
22

 The Hemsley’s orchard was later developed into the Peach Tree Apartments.  
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two major area roadways, Routes 123 and 7, and halfway between two major Washington 

metropolitan area airports, Dulles and National.  Its size and location gave it the potential 

to attract customers from the metropolitan region and beyond (Goodman 1968; Jackson 

1985).   At that time, Tysons Corner Center was the first enclosed regional shopping 

center in the area.  With its two department stores and 35 stores including a supermarket, 

restaurants and theaters distributed among five themed courtyards, it was designed to 

entertain its shoppers (Goodman 1968).   For nearly twenty years, it had little competition 

in Northern Virginia from other malls in northern Virginia and Maryland (Turcol 1986).  

Over the ensuing decades, Tysons underwent numerous renovations and expansion.  It 

grew from being the largest shopping center in the Washington area in the 1970s, with 

three department stores and 102 stores across 1.2 million square feet of floor space, to 

being one of the largest shopping centers in the nation with five department stores and 

250 stores, spread across 2 million square feet of lease-able space (Gerbich 1998; Nevins 

2005; Shifrin 1971, 1974). 

 

While Tysons Corner Center re-shaped retail shopping across the region, other 

developers still saw business opportunities in building more of the smaller shopping 

centers.  Since the Pimmit Shopping Center opened in 1957, the number of shopping 

centers built along Route 7 increased.  By 1993, there were several shopping centers 

along Route 7, within one mile of Pimmit Hills, which cumulative housed scores of 

businesses.  For instance, the 1993 PHCA Directory listed all of the businesses operating 
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out of four shopping centers within walking distance of Pimmit Hills, as summarized 

below: 

Shopping Center Name Number of businesses listed 

Commons Shopping Center 8 

Idylwood Shopping Center 15 

Tysons Station Shopping Center 

(formerly Pimmit Shopping Center) 

14 

“New” Idylwood Shopping Center 17 

(Directory 1993) 

 

The availability of nearby retail stores provided numerous opportunities for county 

residents’ to participate in the local economy as employees and customers.  In addition, 

changes in state laws also encouraged economic participation.  As the twentieth century 

progressed, Virginia’s prohibitions against its citizens working on Sundays (“Blue 

Laws”) were eroding.  By the 1950s certain businesses were allowed to be open if their 

business was considered a necessity to the community or a charity.  By the 1970s 

restaurants, drug stores, gas stations and certain recreation businesses were allowed to be 

open. By 1988, Virginia’s blue laws were eliminated through state Supreme Court 

rulings. Businesses were now permitted to operate on Sunday (Wallenstein 2004).  With 

the proliferation of shopping outlets and gradual elimination of Blue Laws from the 

1950s through the 1980s, Pimmit Hill residents had greater choices regarding how they 
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spent their Sundays, beyond attending formal religious services or visiting with family or 

friends.  

 

 

Libraries 

 

In the early 1960s, Pimmit Hills children accessed the county’s library only through the 

bookmobile or by travelling to one of its few branches several miles away.  In the spring 

of 1962, several mothers proposed that the PHCA collaborate with the Pimmit Hills 

Elementary School to host a summer reading program to coincide with the county’s new 

summer recreation program at the school.  PHCA funded this first summer reading 

program, at the request of the county, and solicited volunteers to help implement the 

program from among the subdivision adults and teenagers. That first summer, they had 

185 children participate in the program; in 1963 about 278 children participated. In 1964, 

PHCA’s summer reading program expanded to the Lemon Road Elementary School. 

Each year, the PHCA provided funding to pay for the librarian’s time and for supplies at 

both schools. In 1965, Fairfax County used the PHCA program as a model for a county-

wide summer reading program. 
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In 1966, Fairfax County approved a bond referendum to fund the building of several new 

branches in the library system, including a Tyson-Pimmit branch (Shelton 1966).   

However, it took several years to open this branch.  From 1966 to 1974, PHCA 

leadership circulated and presented signed petitions to county officials demonstrating 

resident support for the new branch.  They also lobbied the BoS to include the library 

bond in its budget.  Finally, in 1974, the branch was opened in leased space in the Peach 

Orchard Apartment complex.  In order to enhance the services provided by the branch, 

PHCA made several donations.  It took another 11 years for the county to build a 

permanent building for the branch.  Again, PHCA provided donations to the new library 

for supplies, such as audiovisual equipment and supported formation of the Friend of the 

Library group for the branch.  After the branch opened, PHCA continued to support the 

library and the Friends group by routinely including their notices in its newsletter. 

 

Parks 

 

During the 1950s, Pimmit Hills families sorely felt the lack of nearby recreation facilities, 

as they lived through the middle of the baby boom, in the midst of a semi-rural county.  

As described earlier, PHCA took it upon itself to work with the schools and other groups 

to create a recreation program for a few summers during the mid-1950s.  In the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, however, unexpected changes in international and local policies created 

the potential for Pimmit Hills to obtain several permanent recreational facilities.  
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During the 1950s, Fairfax County became a supporting player in the U.S. Cold War 

policy, along with several other counties that surrounded metropolitan Washington. In 

response to perceived threats from the Soviet Union, the Eisenhower administration 

undertook several strategies to protect the national capital, such as creating the Interstate 

Highway Systems, as described earlier. Another strategy undertaken in 1954 was to 

install Nike missile sites in the suburbs around Washington to protect the capital (Bright 

1997; Ceruzzi 2008; Netherton 1978).  Each site consisted of a battery of missiles and 

radar control base (Bright 1997; Kelly 2006).  Part of one of those Nike sites was located 

on Magarity Road, at the northwestern edge of Pimmit Hills subdivision. 

  

However, the Nike sites were a relatively short-lived defensive strategy. By the late 

1950s, the Soviet threat had changed and the Army began decommissioning the Nike 

missile sites (Bright 1997; Kelly 2006).  Apparently, the Magarity Road Nike installation 

was decommissioned about 1957-1958 and the land was sold to developers and to the 

county.  In late 1958, George Offutt, the builder of the first sections of the Pimmit Hills 

subdivision, bought some of the property and, in December 1958, sought the county’s 

permission for 42 additional connections to his sewer company, PSC.  It was this request 

that, in part, catalyzed the county’s takeover of PSC, which was described earlier.  A few 

months later, in May 1959, the county park officials advised PHCA that they were trying 

to get the portion of the Nike site that the county owned transferred to the park authority 
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so it could be converted to a recreational park.  PHCA supported their approach. In 

August 1959, the Dranesville Supervisor requested that that PHCA quickly draft a letter 

requesting the conversion of at least a portion of the site to a recreational park and be 

prepared to persuade the Board at its next meeting, which PHCA did.  At that time, park 

officials told PHCA that creating recreational parks in the Pimmit Hills subdivision was a 

high priority. Negotiations over the county’s purchase and transfer of the Nike property 

continued into 1960.  Eventually, parts of the old Nike site were used for the Scott Run 

Community Park and the Westgate Elementary School. 

 

PHCA was as active in supporting desirable development of adjacent property as it was 

in objecting to undesirable projects. The discussions between the county officials and the 

PHCA over the Nike sites inaugurated a twenty year partnership to acquire and develop 

property within the subdivision for recreational parks.  One strategy the county and 

PHCA undertook was to convert old PSC property into parks.  One tactic was to convince 

the county’s water authority to transfer unused PSC property to the park authority. As 

each property was transferred to the parks authority, PHCA and the park authority 

solicited residents opinions on whether they wanted another park, and if so, what types of 

facilities that should be installed in each park.  The first park was opened in 1964 and was 

a 1-acre multi-use park. By 1969, Pimmit Hills had one 1-acre park and one 5-acre park 

(see Figure 38). 
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   Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizens Association 

Figure 38. Public parks in Pimmit Hills subdivision with approximate date of 

opening and size of the park 
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In 1967, PHCA began negotiations with the county and the Little League to create an 18-

acre multi-use park at the eastern edge of the subdivision which would include a 

playground, ball field, tennis courts, picnic shelter and other recreational facilities.  Olney 

Park was opened with a parade at the start of the Little League season in 1970.  During 

this same period, PHCA persuaded George Offutt to donate leftover PSC property to the 

association, which it subsequently transferred to the park authority.  This park on Griffith 

Road also opened about 1970.  In 1980, PHCA and the county worked together again to 

secure federal funding to create the 7
th
 park within the subdivision. The 5-acre, multi-use 

Tysons/Pimmit park opened in 1984 and includes a basketball court and a large picnic 

shelter. Since they opened, these larger parks have served as venues for PHCA-sponsored 

events, such as the annual Pimmit Hills Day in September (for example, see Figure 39).    
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     Figure 39. A recent Pimmit Hills event at Olney Park 

 

While residents welcomed the new parks, the new public spaces also brought problems, 

such as vandalism and graffiti (see for example Figure 40).  The lack of reliable park 

maintenance led to a littering problem at some of the parks.  Also, a few of the parks 

became meeting sites for illegal parties or gang-related activity.  Again, Pimmit Hills 

residents and the PHCA lobbied and collaborated with the park authorities over the next 

30 years to improve park maintenance and monitoring.  PHCA has also donated funds to 

replace damaged equipment and periodically sponsored events to pick up litter in and 

around the subdivision’s parks. 
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Figure 40. Graffiti in Lysle Park (play set in background) in 2013 

 

PHCA Projects 

 

Curbs, Gutters and Sidewalks 

 

As described earlier, George Offutt constructed the first two sections of the Pimmit Hills 

subdivision in the early 1950s with only the minimum investment in infrastructure that 

was required by county or state regulations at the time.  Given Pimmit Hills’ hilly terrain, 

one missing feature that caused the new residents particular problems was the absence of 
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curbs and gutters.  Curbs and gutters can: help to direct storm water runoff and drainage; 

preserve the asphalt on roads; help drivers more clearly see the edge of the road; preserve 

lawns from on-street parking; and help protect other nearby infrastructure like fire 

hydrants and street signs. Curbs, along with sidewalks, also help to separate pedestrians 

from car traffic and thereby increase traffic safety for both groups. 

 

Without the curbs and gutters, the yards of the new Pimmit Hills homes became acres of 

mud, as illustrated in Figures 24 and 25.  Besides the nuisance of mud and dirt on shoes 

and clothes, residents’ cars sank into the mud and were damaged.  Furthermore, without 

lawns, shrubs and trees to help control storm water run-off, mud from the Pimmit Hills 

subdivision likely contributed to erosion of the area’s topsoil and silt build-up (siltation) 

in Pimmit Run and the other nearby streams. As the LWV  reported to PHCA members in 

1965, soil erosion and siltation in the streams became a widespread problem in the county 

(Directory 1993). 

  

In 1952, PHCA began what would eventually be a 15-year project to get curbs, gutters 

and sidewalks installed in the first five sections of the subdivision (Directory 1956).  It 

began in the summer of 1952 when the association sent out a survey asking owners of the 

first 473 homes if they wanted to have curbs and gutters installed. About 240 of the 340 

respondents indicated that they did.  However, it was not clear who could fix the problem 

and how it would be funded.  Fairfax County was not organized to supervise a resolution 
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of the problem. It did not have a Department of Public Works (DPW) until 1952, or a 

DPW Director until 1955. Moreover, the Board of Supervisors continued to allow 

subordinate unit heads to circumvent the DPW Director well into the late 1950s (Cooper 

1957). It also was not clear who would pay for the construction of the infrastructure and 

how it would be financed.  

 

In the absence of county capacity and faced with a serious, persistent problem, PHCA 

became the de-facto project manager for the proposed curb and gutter project during the 

1950s.  Its efforts included: 

 Working with Bel Air Association, another community association, to get state 

legislation passed allowing sanitary districts to be created and permitted to pay for 

the construction; 

 Obtaining and paying for preliminary and final construction cost estimates  

 Negotiating with the state highway department to extend the street surfacing, and 

thereby reduce the project costs; 

 Identifying an engineer to develop the cost estimates; 

 Identifying an attorney to manage the sanitary district; 

 Calculating the assessment per household to cover the cost of the construction and 

the administration of the sanitary district; 

 Securing sufficient number of resident signatures on a petition; 

 Getting approval from the district court; and 
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 Organizing an election so that residents could vote on a bond referendum 

Despite all of this effort, the project stopped in 1959 when the bonding attorneys 

questioned the constitutionality of the state’s use of sanitary districts to finance 

infrastructure projects.  These concerns made the bond unsalable. At that time, the 

constitutionality of bonds issued by state-approved sanitary districts had never been 

tested. There was no other alternative financing since the county was unwilling to 

advance the funding to start the project due, in part, to concerns that it would set a 

precedent for other subdivisions would follow.  Consequently, the curbs and gutter 

project stalled. 

 

In 1965, the PHCA leaders saw an opportunity to re-start its curbs and gutters project in 

the new construction taking place on Route 7. In order to demonstrate residents’ desires 

for this infrastructure to county officials, PHCA again asked residents in the affected 

subdivision sections to sign a petition indicated that they wanted curbs and gutters. This 

time, the state highway and county DPW were willing to share the half of the costs with 

the residents. The project also included the construction of sidewalks. Furthermore, the 

use of bond financing through a sanitary district did not pose a problem, as it had six 

years before.  Apparently, by 1965, other sanitary districts had been able to obtain bond 

financing successfully and the constitutionality of the method had been demonstrated 

satisfactorily. It took two more years of negotiations with the state and county officials to 

finalize the details of the financing and arrange for a vote on the ten-year, $366,615 bond 
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referendum.  In October 1967, 46% of the residents living in the new sanitary districts 

voted on the referendum.  About 57% of the voters supported the referendum and 43% 

were against. PHCA commended both the supporters and the opponents of the 

referendum on their engagement in the election, and observed that the referendum had 

had the added benefit facilitating the registration of new voters. Construction began in 

1968 and was not completed until 1973, over 20 years after PHCA began the project.  In 

1990, the state department of transportation announced plans to replace the subdivision’s 

deteriorating curbs, gutters and sidewalks.  Neither the association nor a sanitary district 

was required to lead or finance this new project. 

 

1980s – Hitting a Low Point 

 

Pimmit Hills struggled during the 1980s as residents experienced an increase in crime, 

such as burglaries and vandalism.  Early in the decade, a gruesome murder was 

committed in the subdivision and it took years for the criminal case to wind through the 

court system, with each step in the process covered by the news. As one resident 

observed, that crime marked a low point for the subdivision.. At the same time, the local 

housing prices and employment slumped as the nation went through a recession. 

However, economic growth was occurring just beyond Pimmit Hills borders.  Just a few 

miles west on Route 7, Tysons Corner was rapidly developing a national reputation as an 

emerging technology center to rival California’s famed Silicon Valley.   
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Mass Transit   

 

Given its initially remote location, Pimmit Hills residents sought access to mass transit 

services early on.  In fact, one of the association’s first accomplishments was negotiating 

with the county and a private bus company to obtain bus service through the subdivision 

in the 1953. The subdivision has continued to be served by private and then public bus 

service, through Metro, ever since.  Residents have also continued to advocate with 

Metro to ensure adequate bus service was maintained.  For instance, when Metro 

proposed changes to the bus routes in the 1960s, PHCA sent a representative to Metro 

meetings to ensure that route followed a course that ensured the entire subdivision was 

covered.  In the 1970s, PHCA supported the county’s efforts to improve Metro bus 

service and developed a county-funded supplementary bus service, called the Fairfax 

Connector.  It encouraged residents to participate in the county’s efforts to define the 

needs that were not being met by the Metro bus service and that the Connector bus 

service could help address.  Resident advocacy to maintain the Metro bus service through 

the subdivision continued into the 2000s.  For instance, in 2009, Metro proposed 

cancelling the 3T bus route that circulated through the subdivision.  One resident 

organized a group of residents to help save the 3T bus route.  
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Another major development in the area’s mass transit infrastructure occurred in the 1980s 

when Metro extended its Orange line into Fairfax County. The extension of this Metro 

line continued Metro’s approach of providing radial rail lines to help suburban 

commuters travel in and out of Washington.  The new rail line would not be very helpful 

to those who needed to commute either north to Maryland or south into Fairfax or Prince 

William County.  One of the new Orange line stops was the West Falls Church stop, 

located about 1-2 miles east of Pimmit Hills, and within walking distance for residents 

living in its eastern boundary. Since county officials decided in 1972 to restrict high 

density development to the Tysons Corner area, they did not make supplemental plans to 

facilitate economic and apartment development around West Falls Church or the other 

new Metro stops in Fairfax County (Schrag 2006).     

 

Throughout the 1970s, the PHCA newsletter kept the Pimmit Hills residents informed 

about progress in the planning, financing and construction of the Orange line extension. 

The association and residents were particularly concerned about what impact the West 

Falls Church stop would have on local bus routes.  As it had done with so many 

development projects, PHCA leaders attended key meetings and urged residents to 

engage in the process through attending hearing, writing petitions, and voting on bond 

referendums.  Since the county did not plan concentrated development near the new 

stations, the West Falls Church Metro station did not have a significant impact on 

development in the immediate area of the station, after it opened in June 1986. However, 
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because the West Falls Church stop was too far from Tysons Corner to be of use to 

commuters who worked in that employment center, the new station also did not do much 

to relieve the traffic congestion at the Route 7-Beltway interchange, that was having a 

residual impact on Lisle Avenue and Magarity Road in Pimmit Hills (Carton 1986; 

Schrag 2006).  In the 2000s, Virginia finally worked in collaboration with Metro and the 

Department of Transportation, to build a new Metro line, called the Silver Line, which 

would bring Metrorail service through Tysons Corner. One of the new Silver Line 

stations was planned to be located near the Westgate Park and Magarity Road, at the 

western edge of Pimmit Hills. This new line was still under construction in November 

2013. 

 

PHCA Projects 

 

Neighborhood Watch and National Night Out 

 

PHCA has sponsored several initiatives to help prevent crime.  One such project – the 

Pimmit Hills Neighborhood Watch – began in 1981 at the apparent suggestion of the 

county police. The Neighborhood Watch required that residents patrol the subdivision for 

2-4 hours on each weekend evening.  Given the Pimmit Hills’ large size, PHCA needed 

numerous volunteers and schedulers to assign patrols and distribute equipment.  
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In the first few years, Neighborhood Watch had a lot of resident support. By 1983, 

however, the program was struggling. By 1985, the Watch was dormant and by 1987, 

burglaries were on the rise in the subdivision. In 1989, the Watch was revived by an 

incoming PHCA President.  By 1993, according the newsletter, the patrols were on the 

increase, while the incidents of burglaries and vandalism were on the decline.  This 

pattern continued into the mid-1990s, as patrols were more active property crimes 

declined. The Watch program continued in the 2000s, though it continued to struggle to 

recruit enough volunteers to be effective. 

 

In 1989, PHCA began sponsoring another crime prevention initiative called the National 

Night Out. The event was created by the National Town Watch Association.  The purpose 

of the event was to encourage residents to spend the evening outdoors in their 

community, on their porches, sidewalks, lawns, etc., in order to heighten crime 

prevention awareness and programs, and strengthen community spirit.  Since 1989, the 

PHCA, along with local police, fire, other county agencies and community groups, have 

supported a National Night Out block party in Pimmit Hills through 2013.  According to 

the newsletter, roughly 100-200 Pimmit Hills residents participated in this event each 

year. 
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1990s – Transformation 

 

Over the years, the characteristics of the resident population have changed substantially. 

By 1990, several demographic trends changes were clearly in place and would continue 

through 2010.  For researchers, the Pimmit Hills subdivision has the advantage of being 

entirely enclosed within one census tract.  Table 41 provides some of the statistics for the 

Pimmit Hills census tract (currently VA 4711) since 1960.  Among the data that has been 

consistently collected over the 50-year period, there are several statistics that suggest the 

types of changes that have occurred in the subdivision population. 
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Table 41. Selected Census statistics for the Pimmit Hills census tract, 1960-2010 

Census Statistic 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Total population 7436 7928 7119 6400 6479 6477 

       

Prop. of persons who are children 

under 5 years old 

 10.6% 6.6% 7.3% 5.5% 5.5% 

Prop. of persons who are children 

under 18 years old 

51.0% 46.6% 27.9% 21.2% 21.4% 21.1% 

Prop. of persons who are adults 
18+ years old 

49.0% 53.4% 72.1% 78.8% 78.6% 78.9% 

Prop. of persons who are 65+ years 

old 

 1.8% 3.4% 7.3% 11.4% 11.1% 

Total families 1646 1888 1815 1689 1682 1180 

       

Prop. White population 99.7% 99.0% 92.4% 86.7% 76.0% 74.3% 

Prop. Black/Afr. Am. population 0.1% 0.2% 2.5% 2.1% 2.3% 2.4% 

Prop. Hisp./Latino population  2.0% 3.8% 7.8% 16.6% 16.3% 

Prop. non-Hisp./Latino Am. 

Indian, Asian, Native HI, other 

Pac. Isl. and other race population 

  4.5% 8.3% 12.5% 11.6% 

       

Total housing units 1731 2006 2447 2408 2429 2458 

Total occupied housing units 1695 1987 2382 2322 2385 2362 

Total owner-occ. housing units 1484 1596 1683 1584 1683 1602 

Total renter-occ. housing units 211 391 699 738 702 760 

Source: U.S. Census 1960-2010 

Note: The Pimmit Hills census tract for the 1960 and 1970 census was slightly larger than the current 4711 
tract. 

 

 

The census data shows that the population of the Pimmit Hills census tract has declined 

over the 1960-2010 period.  It also shows that the population has become significantly 

older and more diverse than it was in 1960. The data also shows how the number of 

housing units has increased, through the introduction of apartment and condominium 

housing into to the census tract area.  Correspondingly, the number of owner occupied 

and renter occupied housing has increased.  
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Pimmit Hills School 

 

In October 1980, Fairfax County school officials notified Pimmit Hills residents that they 

were considering consolidating the Pimmit Hills Elementary School and the Westgate 

Elementary School into one school, with one of the two schools to be closed. The 

consolidation was proposed because both schools had experienced falling enrollment. 

Furthermore, the Pimmit Hills Elementary School had high operating costs and needed to 

be renovated. Parents in the school district chose to close the Pimmit Hills Elementary 

School rather than going through a contentious review process (Newsletter n.d.; 

Washington Post 1980). 

  

Consequently, the Pimmit Hills Elementary School was closed as an elementary school in 

1981-1982. As a kind of swan song, the Pimmit Hills Elementary School celebrated the 

25
th
 anniversary of the school in May 1981. The principal invited all of the current and 

former teachers, students, and families to attend the event. According to the newsletter, 

the event was a successful and memorable; it also showed that the residents and school 

staff considered the school to be an integral part of the Pimmit Hills subdivision.  About 

this time, school officials began converting the school into a multi-purpose education 

facility.  The school was first put to use as an Adult Learning Center.  The center helped 



 

384 

 

adults earn the general education diploma (GED) and offered English as a Second 

Language (ESL) courses. In the mid-1980s, another portion of the school was allocated 

for a Senior Center, which provided services to all Fairfax residents over 60 years of age 

(by 1991 the minimum age was lowered to age 55).  The school was then re-purposed as 

an alternative high school for students who had behavior or discipline problems in 1995.  

It remained as an alternative high school until the mid-2000s (Glod 2006).  In 2013, a 

local school board member informed the PHCA that the school department was planning 

to re-open the Pimmit Hills school as an elementary school in the next few years, due to 

anticipated increases in the county’s student population. 

   

Shortly after the Alternative High School opened in 1995, the nearby residents began 

complaining about the students’ behavior around the school.  They reported to the PHCA 

that the students were loitering, littering, driving too fast, and acting in an unfriendly 

manner toward the local residents. PHCA contacted the school officials and over the next 

few years, the association worked with the principal to address residents’ complains as 

they arose.  The PHCA also involved the local police in helping to monitor the situation. 

On some occasions, residents’ complaints seem to have been warranted, but at other 

times, they seem to have been exaggerated and readily resolved. 
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PHCA 

 

As stated in Chapter 1, PHCA and its newsletters, minutes and other documentation 

provide a framework and filter through which this case study examines much of Pimmit 

Hills residents’ participation in their community.  In addition, these documents also 

describe how PHCA’s members and leaders participated in the association, over the 

decades.  As described in previous sections of this chapter, PHCA made numerous 

important contributions to improving life in the subdivision.  Therefore, participation in 

the association is an important indication of resident participation in this subdivision’s 

activities. In this section and the 2000s section, the study will present examples of how 

member and leadership participation in PHCA changed over the decades.    

 

Evolving Mission 

 

Over the years, it has been common in academic literature to associate homeownership 

with neighborhood stability.  A related notion has also been that homeowners are better 

citizens and neighbors than renters. (Kremer 2010)  As noted earlier, the beneficial social 

and economic effects of homeownership were assumed in the justification for the 

expansion of the VA loan program in the 1940s and 1950s (Department of Veterans 

Affairs 2006).  Yet, from its beginning in 1951, PHCA’s main mission has been to 
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improve the community through collective action.  Moreover, the association has viewed 

both the subdivision’s homeowners and the renters of its homes as participants in 

achieving its mission. The association always welcomed renters as association members. 

Even so, the Dispatch or the PHCA BoD minutes have recorded comments where the 

speaker associated renters with reported problems.  Nevertheless, in general, the PHCA 

documents consistently show that PHCA has encouraged renters to become association 

members since the 1950s. The association defined its membership based on residency 

rather than on homeownership. This approach was helpful to sustaining PHCA, since it 

was not uncommon for renters to become homeowners in the subdivision (Lanahan 

1958). 

 

While its mission remains the same, how PHCA has defined “improvement” and the 

“community” has evolved. During the 1950s and 1960s, PHCA’s mission included 

providing services, such as the summer recreation and reading programs.  The association 

has also included project management in its portfolio, such as its efforts to implement 

curbs and gutters, when the state and county were not able to fill that role.  As the county 

has expanded its services, PHCA has been able to hand off its role as service provider to 

various county and state agencies.  

 

During its first two decades, association leaders felt that providing regular social 

activities, such as dances, was also part of their mission.  However, by the 1980s, PHCA 
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leaders focused the association’s mission was to serve largely as a conduit between the 

public officials and the residents. Due in part to the lack of volunteers, PHCA dropped its 

sponsorship of the adult and teen dances. The newsletter has not identified another source 

that routinely sponsors this type of social activity for its residents. 

   

Over its history, PHCA has also expanded its definition of community.  At the beginning, 

PHCA focused on the homes that were built by Offutt and the other developers. As 

apartment complexes were built at its edges, PHCA extended an offer to the new renters 

and their renter association to join PHCA, and some of the renters did so.  For example,  

 various apartment complexes were included into the PHCA, such as Magarity 

Heights & Peach Tree Apartments, over the years; 

 the Tysons-Pimmit Library was located in the Peach Tree Apartment complex 

from 1974 to 1984.  It provided the Pimmit Hills homeowners and renters with a 

common shared experience of using a community resource and venue. 

Over the ensuing years, both Pimmit Hills renters and homeowners worked to advocate 

for county services and controlling growth on its periphery. 

 

Throughout its history, PHCA leaders have had to educate its members and their own 

successors about the association’s philosophy.  From its beginning, the association has 

made clear that it is a ‘property-rights’ community whose only enforceable rules are 
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those imposed by Fairfax County.  As the newsletter said numerous times, the association 

would not tell homeowners what colors they could use to paint their front door.  Even in 

the most recent election for officers, one candidate said that he wanted to make PHCA 

more like a homeowners’ association.  A loud “No” of objection arose from the 

attendees, and the candidate quickly retreated from this platform.  He was elected anyway 

because he was the only candidate for the office. 

    

Lastly, the PHCA has routinely reached out to residents and members to help it identify 

its priorities. Time and again, the association has conducted surveys asking its 

constituents to identify problems, describe their concerns, seek consensus on alternative 

strategies, and prioritize alternative projects.  It is notable that this approach has 

continued through hundreds of elected PHCA leaders.  Rarely has a PHCA leader  

attempted to control the association’s agenda. While these surveys often received tiny 

response rates, the fact that the leadership has continued this strategy demonstrates the 

inculcation of the association’s mission as an agent for the Pimmit Hills residents. 
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PHCA Projects 

 

PHCA Fundraising 

 

Part of the reason that PHCA could keep its  membership dues low for so many years was 

that it had several sources of revenue.  For instance, the adult and teen dances during the 

1950s and 1960s were often profitmaking.  In the 1960s, they also had a fundraising 

arrangement with the local drug store which also helped support their recreation 

activities. The next section describes the development of the PHCA Directory and how 

selling the Directory also helped the association raise funds. 

 

Over the years, several of these fundraising activities have disappeared.  In recent 

decades, the membership dues have been PHCA’s principal source of revenues.  The 

continued low membership coupled with its minimal fundraising has begun to put the 

association at real financial risk, unless major efforts are undertaken to increase its 

revenues.   
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PHCA Directory 

 

While the PHCA newsletter was the association’s main vehicle for disseminating 

information to residents for decades, the association also provided residents with another 

important source of information – its PHCA Directory.  The PHCA Directory began in 

1954, after the Pimmit Hills residents obtained individual household phone service.  The 

objective of the directory was to provide the same contact information that was provided 

in the standard phone book, but just for subdivision residents. Having a subdivision-

specific directory made it far easier for residents to find the contact information for their 

neighbors.  

If the 1956 PHCA Directory is an indication, then the reference information provided in 

the early PHCA directories was substantial. In addition to the residents’ addresses and 

phone numbers, the 1956 Directory provided such information as:  

 Summary of county information regarding 

o How Fairfax County government was organized 

o Voting 

o Police and fire services 

o Sanitary District 

o Library services 

o Road and Public Utilities 

o Status on the construction of a local hospital 
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o Dog licensing 

o Automobile registration and inspections 

o Building Permits 

 Contact information for  

o Fairfax County offices 

o Hospital 

o Public Schools 

o Newspapers 

o Utility companies 

o Local places of worship 

o Local community organizations 

 Map of the subdivision 

 Description of PHCA and listing of the current officers 

 History of the Pimmit Hills subdivision  

 Advertisement for local businesses 

(Directory 1956). 

 

The association sold advertising in the directory in order to finance its publication 

(Directory 1956)  In the 1956 Directory, there were about 45 paid advertisements.  While 

PHCA clearly indicated in its 1956 Directory that the inclusion of an advertisement did 

not indicate the association’s approval or endorsement of an advertised business, it does 
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suggest there was a mutually-supportive business relationship between the association 

and the local businesses (Directory 1956). 

   

Drawing on the PHCA example, Nan Netherton, who co-led the development of PHCA’s 

first directory, went on to help FCFCA published a directory about Fairfax County and its 

government in the mid-1950s. The FCFCA directory included the county’s first street 

map and a history of the county.  It also provided a contact name and phone numbers for 

all of the county offices and descriptions of county functions. Interestingly, it was a 

county-wide community association, rather than the county government, that first 

published and distributed such useful information for the convenience of county residents 

(Barnes 2003; Hornblower 1975; Washington Post 2004). 

    

In the late 1950s, the PHCA sold the directories door-to-door and at local business.  The 

directories were popular – they usually sold out and made a substantial profit for the 

association.  While the Directory was published for several consecutive years during the 

1950s, its publication was irregular over the ensuing years. Available documentation 

suggests that the directory was published in 1962, 1966, 1970, 1971, 1976, 1979, 1983, 

1986, 1988, 1993, 1999, 2000, 2002 and 2004, though this listing is likely to be 

incomplete.  Part of the reason that the directory was published irregularly was that it was 

difficult for PHCA to get enough volunteers to assemble the all of the required 

information from the telephone books and other sources. 
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In the 1960s, the directory was given to those who joined the PHCA, as an inducement to 

become an association member, and sold to non-members.  It seems that PHCA 

undertook this marketing strategy, without raising the membership dues to compensate 

for the loss of revenues from not selling the directory to members.  In later years, at times 

when the association was struggling to recruit members, PHCA leaders noted that the 

publication of the Directory was a tangible accomplishment that the association could use 

to help convince residents to join the association.  At other times, PHCA would also 

provide the directory free to all subdivision households as a marketing strategy to recruit 

members.  

PHCA stopped publishing a Directory in 2005 for several reasons, including: 

 gathering the resident information was labor-intensive 

 current laws prohibited disclosure of information without the resident’s 

permission 

 the high proportion of renter-occupied housing made it difficult to keep the 

information current.   

Instead, PHCA leaders had decided that its new website and email would be the primary 

vehicles that the association would use to communicate with residents and members. 

PHCA began providing on its website (www.pimmithills.org) the type of county-related 

information it used to provide in the Directory.  Those who did not have access to a 

computer were encouraged to use the computers at the Tysons-Pimmit library. 

http://www.pimmithills.org/
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2000s – Sustainability 

 

In the 2000s, Fairfax County took substantial steps to develop a Metro rail line into 

Tysons Corner and expand economic development near its Orange line stops. At the same 

time, Metro was considering curtailing its bus service to the subdivision.  The county also 

renovated and expanded its school system through both improving its building and 

services infrastructure.  In the meantime, the number of community-type associations in 

Fairfax County continued to grow.  By 2013, there were over 2,050 such associations.  

About half were homeowner or condominium associations, while the remainder 

comprised of community, citizens, civic, cluster or other type of association (Fairfax 

County, Virginia 2013)    

 

PHCA Projects 

 

PHCA Newsletter 

 

The PHCA newsletter has been one of the most long-lasting and influential 

accomplishments of the association. Over sixty years, PHCA has distributed nearly 700 
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editions of the newsletter.  It has been a vehicle for the association to communicate with 

all of the subdivision’s residents, not just its members.  It also provided members and 

residents with an opportunity, when they took it, to communicate with the association and 

their neighbors, through writing articles, letters to the editor, and classified 

advertisements.  In addition, the newsletter also provided a venue for both PHCA-

sponsored groups and other community organizations to communicate with the Pimmit 

Hills  residents.   

 

The PHCA newsletter began in 1952, about a year after PHCA was created as a way to 

keep members and residents informed about community affairs, progress on PHCA 

projects, and provide information relating to PHCA meetings.  Initially, the newsletter 

was written by PHCA officers.  It was 1-2 pages long, printed on mimeographed paper 

and delivered to residents by boy and girl volunteers.  Once the newsletter had a 

dedicated editor and staff, it became more of a community newspaper.  It provided a 

summary of the recent association meeting, as well as feature articles about community 

events either sponsored by PHCA or other community organizations. It also reported on 

county-level public affairs that were of particular interest to residents, such as bond 

referendums, zoning or county services.  It rarely conveyed news regarding state or 

national affairs. 
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In the late 1950s, the PHCA made an innovation that would influence the newsletter for 

decades. President Charles Lewis suggested that the newsletter become self-supporting 

through the sale of advertising to local businesses.  This strategy would lighten the 

financial burden on PHCA and enable the association to use its revenues to support its 

other projects.   While those initial advertisements relied on hand-drawn illustrations, the 

strategy was successful in supplying a steady stream of revenue to enable the newsletter 

staff to improve its presentation, expand its coverage, and improve its delivery. Over the 

next decades, each issue of the newsletter carried several advertisements from local 

businesses, which became increasingly professional-looking. 

   

PHCA’s decision in the late 1950s to make the newsletter self-supporting through the 

sale of advertisements to local businesses was a significant step for the newsletter and the 

association.  As the major area newspapers gradually shifted away from the coverage of 

local events, the newsletter was an important, inexpensive local resource. It enabled 

readers to indirectly participate in their community as readers, and gave them information 

to enable them to directly participate in events, if they chose.  The advertisements 

connected the association with the local businesses, and established a shared mutual 

interest in the well-being of the community.  The local businesses that advertised in the 

newsletter, several of which were owned by residents, got the benefit of a venue to 

connect with their local customers.  The newsletter also regularly urged its residents to 

patronize its advertisers. 
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While the newsletter was successful, it required a substantial volunteer effort to produce 

each issue, particularly during the 1950-1980 period.  For instance, in the 1950s and 

1960s, the articles were typed on manual typewriters and duplicated using mimeograph 

machines.  Publication of the newsletters in the late 1950s required a staff of ten 

volunteers including an editor, along with the assistance of another four dozen volunteers 

and several other community organizations. While this reflected a significant community 

commitment to the publication, recruiting and maintaining sufficient volunteer labor was 

a constant challenge.  For instance, throughout the decades the editor encouraged, cajoled 

and begged residents to submit news items and articles for publication.   

 

Moreover, PHCA continually struggled to recruit and retain an editor and enough 

volunteers to publish and distribute the newsletter.  The newsletter has had over a dozen 

different editors. Sometimes the editor volunteered for a couple of years, while 

occasionally the editor volunteered for five or ten years.  Typically, an editor’s tenure 

was about three to four years. The content of the newsletter varied with the editors. 

Sometimes, the editor included the actual PHCA meeting minutes, while other editors 

provided a summary of the minutes, and still others chose not to include any content 

about the PHCA meetings or PHCA decision-making.  Some editors routinely included 

the press releases from particular Fairfax County agencies that they thought would be of 

interest to the residents, while others provided numerous articles that offered advice on 
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health, money management, household safety and crime prevention.  Some editors 

included more articles or notices about other community associations, while others did 

not.  At one point in the 1980s-1990s, a few residents complained that the newsletter no 

longer conveyed any news about Pimmit Hills.  The editor replied that she was forced to 

fill the pages with such canned articles because residents and community organizations 

were not supplying her with news articles, as requested.  In response, a few residents 

started columns, which ran for several years. 

 

Several of the PHCA leaders have appreciated the uniqueness of the subdivision’s history 

and took steps to both preserve and share this history with residents and others.  For 

instance, in 1977, several county’s subdivisions, including Pimmit Hills, donated a 

collection of their newsletters to the Fairfax County Library’s Virginia Room, which 

maintains much of the county’s historical documents (Locke 1977).  Since that time, 

several more subdivisions have also donated their newsletter collection to the library. 

Nan Netherton, a former Pimmit Hills resident who became a noted local historian, 

observed that these newsletters record how the county’s first major subdivisions created 

communities in the newly mobile American society of the latter twentieth century 

(Netherton 1978).  For instance, as one reporter observed, the decades of PHCA 

newsletter tells how one subdivision experienced the evolution in the county’s approach 

to land use planning, from permitting unfettered growth to creating a complex scaffold of 

land use controls (Locke 1977). 
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PHCA Newsletter Delivery – From the Scouts to a Website 

 

The different strategies that PHCA used to deliver its newsletter provide an interesting 

example of the shifts in participation by the subdivisions’ youth, and shifts in the 

collaboration between community groups over the years.  It also illustrates the potential 

of technology to provide partial solutions to the lack of volunteer labor, though not 

without some trade-offs. 

 

In 1956, PHCA made an arrangement with a local Cub Scout Pack to deliver the 

newsletter to the residents’ homes.  PHCA would have this arrangement with one or more 

Cub Scout Packs or Boy Scout Troops for about 18 years. Through this arrangement, the 

association and the Cub Scouts leveraged each other’s resources for their mutual benefit.  

The Scouts received payment from PHCA, got the opportunity to meet their neighbors, 

and support a civic activity.  PHCA obtained an inexpensive and fairly reliable delivery 

service for its newsletter.  From 1974 to the early 1980s, PHCA paid students enrolled in 

the county sponsored Youth Employment Service (YES) program to deliver the 

newsletter.  In the mid-1980s, PHCA began paying teenagers and adults to deliver the 

newsletter. 
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Throughout the 1990s, the Dispatch struggled to get deliverers, even when they were 

paid. Appeals in the newsletters did not yield sufficient responses.  By 1998, the PHCA 

decided that those delivery routes that lacked a deliverer would simply not get a copy of 

the newsletter. However, this strategy was costly because PHCA still had to pay to for the 

newsletter to be produced, so it was wasting revenues producing undelivered newsletters. 

In 2001, PHCA decided to have the newsletter delivered by the U.S. postal service 

through its bulk mailing. While this had the advantage of ensuring all of the homes 

received copies of the newsletter, the PHCA could no longer control when it was 

delivered, since postal carriers had up to three weeks to deliver bulk mail from the date 

the post office received the newsletter. Consequently, the newsletter produced less timely 

news. However, even this approach had its problems.  In 2012, PHCA heard reports that 

residents in certain areas of the subdivision were not receiving their printed copies of the 

newsletter. 

 

By the 2000s, PHCA had begun using many of the communication tools of the Internet 

age. It began its own website (www.pimmithills.org) about 2000, and in 2005, PHCA 

designated it as the association’s main vehicle for communicating with subdivision 

residents.  One advantage that the website had over the PHCA newsletters and directories 

was that it could provide up-to-date information and links to other sources, as long as the 

website was maintained. The availability of the website enabled the newsletter to 

streamline its publication, to some extent.  Since the website can maintain administrative 

http://www.pimmithills.org/
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or reference information, such as the PHCA officers contact information or membership 

application forms, it enables the newsletter to save space and cut down on publishing and 

delivery costs.  In contrast, the old newsletters had to routinely devote pages for sharing 

such information. PHCA also began using email to send notices directly to its members. 

Again, the emails had the advantage of being enabling the PHCA to communicate with 

its members in a timely fashion.  However, the email delivery system left out the non-

member residents. 

 

In 2009, PHCA also started a Facebook webpage 

(https://www.facebook.com/pages/PimmitHillsCitizens) as another avenue for sharing 

information about association and community events, including photos and video clips. 

The PHCA website and Facebook pages have also helped to reconnect former 

subdivision residents with the community.  Pimmit Hills alumni have submitted their 

recollections and photos to PHCA webpages for posting. Perhaps due to such interest 

from former residents, one of the long-time Pimmit Hills residents also started a Pimmit 

Hills alumni Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/groups/PimmitHillsAlumni ) 

where current and former Pimmit Hills residents also shared memories, as well as current 

events and commentary about living in the subdivision.  For instance, one alumni from 

Atlanta recently recalled that on snowy-winter days in the early 1950s, the mothers would 

occasionally stop traffic at the bottom of a hill on a subdivision street, so that the 

neighborhood children could sled down the street. 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/PimmitHillsCitizens
https://www.facebook.com/groups/PimmitHillsAlumni
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PHCA Membership Drives 

 

Like the delivery of its newsletter, PHCA employed a variety of strategies to recruit 

residents to become association members.  Since the association membership was only 

for one year, a membership drive had to be conducted annually. In the 1950s, the PHCA 

relied on its membership committee and its district representatives (DRs) or regional vice 

presidents to lead the membership drives in their assigned areas.  They recruited 

volunteers each autumn to go door-to-door within the assigned area to collect dues, 

obtain updated member information, and distribute membership cards. Given the size of 

the subdivision, the membership drives required 40-50 volunteers to canvas all of its 

residents.  Volunteers would work in pairs and go out to visit homes for 2-3 hours each 

evening, and on Saturday.  Typically, the membership drives took three to five months to 

complete. 

    

In the 1960s, PHCA had several exceptional membership drives that yielded their highest 

membership numbers.  These drives seem particularly well organized with high numbers 

of volunteers, who conducted their canvassing in a short blitz style canvassing, over a 

few days or weeks, rather than stretched out over months.  Figure 41 provides an example 

of how organizers divided up the subdivision for a membership drive during the 1960s.  
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Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizen’s Association 

Figure 41. An example of how PHCA leaders divided up the subdivision for a 

membership drive in the late 1960s 

 

 

PHCA continued to use door-to-door canvassing by volunteers for its membership drive 

into the 1980s.  However, getting a sufficient number of volunteers was increasingly 

difficult. Usually canvassers were resident volunteers, but for a couple of years they were 

paid. In early 1980s, PHCA offered residents other options for signing up for 

membership.  For instance, the newsletter included a membership form.  Residents could 
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submit their membership application and dues via the mail.  The association also began 

recruiting members at the subdivision polling precinct sites during the November federal 

and state elections, and by having a sign-up table at a local supermarket.  In the late 

1980s, the PHCA decided to mail membership applications to all of the subdivision 

residents who had not yet been visited by a canvasser, because the drive was significantly 

short of volunteers. While door-to-door canvassing was still a part of the membership 

drive, PHCA increasingly relied on mail-in memberships and its election day events as its 

major recruitment strategies.  When the PHCA acquired a website (described later), it 

enabled residents to sign up online and pay their dues electronically. 

 

PHCA Membership and Meeting Attendance  

 

The PHCA has long struggled to get residents to join the association.  Figure 49 shows 

the reported membership and meeting attendance over the decades, as gleaned from 

available association documents.  This struggle began shortly have the association was 

formed. By the mid-1950s, the newsletter was bemoaning the lack of members. While the 

association has tried a number of strategies to recruit members, as described earlier, its 

membership has generally remained much lower than the number of eligible adults living 

in the subdivision.  As one president noted in 1988, about 1 percent of the subdivision’s 

eligible adults were members of the PHCA.  A review of the available membership and 

adult population figures suggests that this has been true for much of the subdivision’s 
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history.  While, at times, the association has had over 1600 members, the association has 

typically had about 800 members.  For the past decade or so, the membership has been 

between 200 and 400 members. 

    

Secondly, PHCA has struggled to get its members to participate in its activities.  In 1988, 

the President reported in 1988 that only about 3-5 percent of the PHCA members have 

typically attended the association’s meetings.  Again, this rough estimate is consistent 

with a review of the available data from the association’s documentation.  Typically, 

about two dozen people attend the association’s meetings.  Interestingly, as indicated in 

Figure 49, this attendance remained fairly consistent even when the association’s 

membership levels were very high. 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 49. Data regarding PHCA membership and meeting attendance 1952 to 2013 
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Low membership and meeting attendance has been a characteristic of the residents’ 

formal participation (or lack of it) in PHCA from the beginning. As early as October 

1952, only 18 months after the association was formed, the PHCA leadership first 

complained about the lack of sufficient participation in the association. The newsletter 

reported that only 15-20 of the members were active and urged more residents to join the 

association and actively participate in association activities. In 1955, the PHCA 

leadership wondered in the November issue whether the subdivision’s residents still 

supported PHCA since so few people were volunteering for the membership drive or the 

PHCA-sponsored social activities.  In 1958, the newsletter would again bemoan the lack 

of resident participation in PHCA.  This time, it noted that PHCA had only 100 active 

members and needed more residents to engage.  Its plea for participants ended with the 

following admonition, “…we only hope that, in the year ahead, many more, will come to 

a very personal realization, as we have, that the requirements for free, democratic, and 

fruitful opportunity life are not fulfilled by simply paying taxes and voting in an annual 

election” (Newsletter n.d.:June 1958).  One couple who lived on Nordlie Place in 1958 

and were active in PHCA felt that interest in the association had been high in the early 

1950s, but interest in the association had faded in recent years (Lanahan 1958). 

   

The generally low membership numbers and perennially low attendance at the 

association’s meetings have always been concerning for PHCA leaders. From the mid-



 

408 

 

1950s onward, the newsletter ran annual articles that scolded, cajoled, begged or 

otherwise encouraged residents to become members, attend association meetings and/or 

volunteer to help PHCA. The PHCA leaders worried that their decisions would not reflect 

the will of the residents.  They were concerned that county officials would see the 

association as weak and the residents as uninterested or unconcerned about the various 

infrastructure project or zoning matters.  In order to enable the PHCA officers to proceed 

with association administration, they lower the minimum number of attendees required to 

proceed with business from 35 members to 15 members.  Yet, even with the lower 

quorum levels, PHCA leaders were unable at recent meetings to carry out association 

business due to the lack of a quorum. 

 

2010s – Viability Revisited 

 

Fairfax County plans to continue to concentrate residential and commercial development 

in Tysons Corner with the goal of transforming the area into an urban center that will 

have up to 100,000 residents and employ 200,000.  As part of this strategy, county 

planners have expanded the boundary of Tysons Corner.  For decades, the boundary of 

Tysons Corner was the Beltway and the Route 7-Beltway interchange.  In recent years, 

boundary has crept across this the boundary and is now the western edge of the 

subdivision at Magarity Road. Consequently, the Tysons Corner growth plans will more 

directly impact the subdivision. One indication of the anticipated future growth is the 
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county’s plans to widen Magarity Road to four lanes and Route 7 to six or eight lanes 

over the next few years.  Tysons Corner was not the area experiencing renovation and 

expansion.  The Pimmit Hills residents also continued to renovate and expand their 

homes and properties. As noted earlier, residents began these home improvements in the 

1950s and continued to improve their homes over the decades.  By the 2000s, 

homeowners were not just improving the original homes.  Some owners were tearing 

down the original homes and replacing them with entirely new homes.  Figure 42 

provides an example of such a Pimmit Hills teardown.  Figures 45, 47 and 48 . 

 

 

 

Figure 42. Example of Pimmit Hills replacement home compared to an original 

home at the extreme left, in 2013 
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PHCA Projects 

 

Given the county’s plans, Pimmit Hills continued to monitor development and the latest 

infrastructure projects occurring at its periphery. For instance, as recently as 2012, over 

60 Pimmit Hills residents attended a PHCA meeting held about the redevelopment plans 

of an apartment complex adjacent to the subdivision. Residents continue to be concerned 

about development that would change the character of the area, such as the introduction 

of skyscrapers into their backyard. Their vigilance seems to be warranted given that 

county planners have expanded the Tysons Corner planning/growth district area.  In 

addition to hosting a meeting on the new plan, PHCA also provided a copy of the county 

plans on its website. As their predecessors did, current Pimmit Hills residents worried 

about the impact of the new residential development on existing schools and roads.  

County officials have tried to gain residents support for their plans by suggesting that 

planned development would increase the value of their homes. Even so, residents noted 

that years of planned construction would make it difficult for residents to get around. 

 

Subdivision Events 

 

As the previous sections indicate, PHCA has sponsored numerous projects over the 

decades, many of which lasted for several years or decades. Today, PHCA continues to 
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hosts two long running events.  The first event is the annual Clean Up Day, which was 

first introduced in 1953.   

 

Littering and inappropriate discarding of appliances and other waste was an ongoing 

problem in the subdivision over the years.  To address this problem, PHCA followed its 

standard approach to encourage positive participation, such as including explanations of 

related zoning and health regulations in the newsletter and having presentations at the 

monthly meetings.  To complement its educational strategies, PHCA decided to help 

residents to get rid of their hard-to-dispose items.  When PHCA first held this event in 

1953 its purpose was to encourage residents to clean up their yards.  The general 

approach to the event hasn’t changed since it was re-introduced in 1962.  The PHCA 

arranges for disposal trucks to come to the subdivision on a designated Saturday in spring 

and residents bring their hard-to-dispose items for pick up.  Originally, PHCA paid for a 

private truck to pick of the discarded materials.  This event dovetailed with the PHCA’s 

other efforts to decrease inappropriate disposal or littering. As the years progressed, 

PHCA was able to count on the county, rather than its hired contractor, to pick up the 

waste and dispose of the items. On a few occasions PHCA has had to cancel the event, 

due to county budget cuts.  However, generally, the event is held every year.  Residents 

seem to appreciate the service, since the newsletter often reported that there was a steady 

stream of residents delivering waste items.  PHCA has also used the annual event as an 

opportunity to recruit members.  Residents have also taken the opportunity to have an 
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impromptu exchange or donations of items among each other.  For instance, one resident 

sees a use for an item that a neighbor was about to discard and takes it home.  Figure 43 

shows a recent Clean Up Day. 

 

 

 

    Courtesy of Pimmit Hills Citizen’s Association 

    Figure 43. A recent Clean-Up Day in Pimmit Hills 

 

 

The second longstanding event is the community picnic, which is now called Pimmit 

Hills Day.  The first Pimmit Hills picnics were held in the early 1950s.  Picnics were held 
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again sporadically in the 1960s and 1970s.  The current version of Pimmit Hills Day 

began as an event sponsored by the Pimmit Hills School.  In 1989, the school sponsored a 

Pimmit Hills Appreciation Day.  This was not the first time the school had hosted a 

community event for residents.  As noted earlier, the school had hosted the 25
th
 

anniversary of the Pimmit Hills elementary school in 1981, the year that the school 

transitioned from being an elementary school into an adult educational center. The 1989 

event was successful and inspired PHCA to continue hosting a similar event.  PHCA 

hosted its first Pimmit Hills Day in 1991 and has done so for 22 years.  The latest Pimmit 

Hills Day was held on September 14, 2013.  PHCA opened the event to all residents and 

marketed the event as a great way for residents to meet their neighbors. In addition to a 

picnic, the event included carnival games, field games, and group games, like bingo. 

Other community groups set up display tables to provide attendees with information 

about their organizations. The local volunteer fire department and police usually stop by 

for a visit. In recent years, about 40-50 residents have attended this event.  

 

Life in Pimmit Hills  

 

The local newspapers have had a long-running interest in Pimmit Hills.  One of the 

newspapers has published a profile of the subdivision and its residents almost every 

decade.   
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The first such profile, written by Frances Lanahan,23 was a compilation of interviews she 

conducted in 1958 with the 18 families who lived on Nordlie Place, one of Pimmit Hills’ 

cul-de-sacs. According to the article, these families led very busy lives. Most had at least 

one child, while several families had 3 or more young children.  Most of the men did not 

get home until the early evening.  Several of the adults described having blue-color or 

professional jobs with either a government agency (local or federal), or a local 

businesses, such as retail or food service.  More than one-third of the wives worked 

outside the home, while less than one-third of the wives did not care for a pre-school 

child or a job during the day.  One woman was divorced and supporting her three school-

age sons by working for the Army (Lanahan 1958). 

 

In the absence of diaries or oral histories, the interviews from the newspaper profiles and 

recollections of residents provide insights into some of the internal structures that 

influenced these residents participation in local activities over the decade.  Most of the 

Nordlie Place residents reported they were happy to live in the community.  However, 

two women said that there was not much to do within walking distance of the 

subdivision, and that they needed a car to drive to places of interest.  Like the first 

                                                             
23 Frances Lanahan was the only child of F. Scott Fitzgerald.   Lanahan, Eleanor Anne. 1996. Scottie, the 

Daughter of--: The Life of Frances Scott Fitzgerald Lanahan Smith. New York: Harper Perennial. 
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Pimmit Hills residents, the affordability of the homes was a key factor that attracted the 

Nordlie Place residents to the neighborhood (Lanahan 1958). 

 

In the 1958 profile, Nordlie Place residents described engaging in a variety of informal 

participation activities. For example, one woman regularly looked after the divorced 

mother’s children, until she came home from work. Another woman was a teacher who 

volunteered after hours to help with art projects. One man was an amateur handyman and 

would volunteer to fix his neighbors’ appliances. One couple routinely hosted dinners for 

their neighbors, while other pairs of neighbors picnicked together during the summertime 

(Lanahan 1958).  In later years, one long-time resident recalled that during the 1950s they 

helped neighbors with home improvement projects, such as building porches and digging 

foundations for additions (Auerbach 2007). Women recalled babysitting for each other’s 

children, visiting each other regularly, and forming bridge clubs, while men and women 

formed carpools to cut the cost of commuting  (Dowling n.d.; Steinberg 1990).  One 

often-told story was how one day in 1955, several husbands spontaneously organized 

their wives after they noticed that state traffic monitors were setting up their equipment to 

measure the number of cars going through a nearby intersection.  The residents had been 

imploring the state to install a light at the intersection, so the husbands urged their wives 

to drive through the intersection as often as possible in order to raise the count of cars 

passing through the intersection.  The men also asked their wives to urge other neighbors 

to join the effort.  The ruse worked and the state installed the intersection light (Steinberg 
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1990). While these reports suggest the variety of informal activities which engaged 

residents, they do not provide information on the amount of time that residents devoted to 

these activities, or the frequency that they did so. 

 

While one cannot assume that the residents of Nordlie place were representative of all 

Pimmit Hills residents at that time, this 1958 profile is notable in several ways.  First, the 

reporter spoke to all of the residents on a given street, regardless of whether they were 

active in PHCA or not.  Subsequent profiles would generally focus on those who were 

PHCA leaders.  Second, all of the residents reported participating with their neighbors in 

formal and/or informal activities. Moreover, they report a fair variety of participation 

activities and organizations or clubs. Third, it was their informal participation activities 

that seemed to really bind them emotionally to their neighbors and the community.  That 

is not to say that the formal participation activities were less important. It just reinforces 

the notation that both types of participation contribute in shaping the affinity that a 

resident has for a group of people, living in a shared place (as represented by the 

subdivision).  Fourth, most of the subjects mentioned that the affordability of the homes 

was one of the reasons that brought them to the subdivision, but not the only reason.  

Time and again, the interviewees reported that, as prospective buyers, they had felt that 

Pimmit Hills was a nice community.  Fifth, most of the interviewees liked living in the 

community, even with its challenges and limitations (Lanahan 1958).   
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The later newspaper profiles often focused on Pimmit Hills homes, the history of the 

subdivision and how people felt about the community. The newspaper articles rarely 

captured whether the interviewees participated in PHCA or the other community 

organizations.  Even though the later profiles were more narrowly focused, it is still 

notable how often later interviewees had similar positive feelings about their neighbors 

and the subdivision. One 1990 profile offered the unique perspectives of what it was like 

for a child to grow up in Pimmit Hills in the 1960s.  These adults recalled that:  

o There were lots of kids on the streets and in neighbors’ yards, 

 we (kids) were all stuck together; 

o The subdivision was their own little world, 

 they felt safe; 

o Everyone knew who you were 

 like an informal Neighborhood Watch; 

 if you didn’t know someone, you  or your siblings probably knew 

their sibling, parent or friend;  

 you could walk into through an open door, uninvited, sit down and 

watch television;  

o Although kids attended different elementary schools… 
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 they met at drugstore soda fountain at drugstore after schools and 

on weekends (Pimmit Hills Shopping Center, now Tysons Station 

Shopping Center);  

 in winter, they would all go sledding together at Lemon Rd School; 

o Parents were struggling middle class; and 

o Mothers were often out in the yard talking to neighbors 

(Steinberg 1990). 

 

One of the repeated themes in the newspaper profiles and in the PHCA newsletters was 

Pimmit Hills’ perceived reputation.  As if the lack of basic infrastructure in the 1950s was 

not challenging enough for the first residents, they also became aware that some others in 

Fairfax County, particularly some of the upscale residents from nearby McLean, looked 

down on their homes and subdivision.  As they recalled, their homes were referred to as 

“bargain boxes” and their subdivision was referred to as “Primitive Hills” (Dowling n.d.; 

Steinberg 1990; Vial 1991). 

 

This negative reputation was not imagined. One future resident confirmed that his parents 

had actively avoided the subdivision and its residents, because of its negative reputation. 

Some of the Pimmit Hills residents even used these pejorative terms to refer to 

subdivision (Dowling n.d.; Steinberg 1990; Vial 1991).  An excerpt from 1962 speech by 
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the PHCA President to the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors suggested the 

subdivision’s poor reputation was due, in part, to the shortcomings of the builder and the 

county: 

“Pimmit Hills is one of the largest, if not THE largest, unincorporated 

communities in Fairfax County. Our Community is approximately 11 years old. 

We have approximately 6,250 people living in Pimmit Hills. We have almost 

1,700 homes in an area of approximately 663 acres.  Our narrow, winding streets 

are barely suitable for the present residential traffic. Our school children have 

already overflowed into other nearby schools. Until just recently, our water 

supply was dangerously inadequate. Our sewer and drainage facilities are still 

very grave. We have absolutely no recreation facilities whatever – not even a 

public swing or sandbox. The Pimmit Hills homes are considered “low income 

homes.” In developing our community, the developer did not, for reasons 

unknown to us, construct such luxuries as sidewalks, curbs, gutters, and proper 

drainage.  The county and state have both been very reluctant to spend any large 

amount of money in our particular area to remedy these problems…Until 

recently, Pimmit Hills was considered a “transit” community”(Newsletter 

n.d.:November 1962). 

The slights from its county neighbors definitely spurred some of the community’s early 

residents and leaders to take steps to pro-actively enhance the subdivision’s reputation.  

In part, it also helped spur individual homeowners to improve their homes and yards. In 
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the 1960s, the newsletter commended homeowners on the noticeable number of 

improvements and noted that it helped raise home values.  The newsletter also noted that 

the improvements demonstrated the owners’ pride in living in the homes and their 

residents’ commitment to staying in the subdivision.  These home improvements would, 

by extension, yield rewards for the community and its reputation.  

 

The PHCA rose to the reputation challenge by establishing a public relations committee 

that, for a time, distributed press releases about community events and accomplishments.  

As the 1962 speech demonstrated, the negative reputation spurred PHCA leaders to 

advocate on behalf of the subdivision for more facilities and services.  For example, 

PHCA hosted a community-wide parade when the subdivision finally had street lights 

installed and ensured that the event was covered by the local press. 

   

It was not just the adults who heard these slights against Pimmit Hills; children who grew 

up in the subdivision also recalled hearing the pejorative comments from their 

schoolmates (Dowling n.d.; Steinberg 1990; Vial 1991).  One woman recalled that 

Pimmit Hills was thought of as the poor section of McLean.  As teenagers, they did not 

feel connected to McLean or Fairfax County.  They felt more closely identified with 

Tysons Corner. 
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Pimmit Hills’ negative reputation persisted into the 1970s and 1980s.  A 1977 profile 

reported that the subdivision lived with the reputation of being a low-income community. 

However the basis for the reputation expanded to include not just the quality of the 

houses, but the character of the residents. Some attributed the reputation to an early 

motorcycle gang. Though some residents said the cyclists were harmless (Locke 1977; 

Steinberg 1990). 

   

Pimmit Hills reputation turned distinctly positive as the home prices rose, and the profile 

of the incoming homeowners changed.  Pimmit Hills has long had a reputation as an 

affordable community.  What changed over the years was that the socio-economic status 

of the new homeowners rose substantially.  The newer homeowners were more likely to 

be upper-income professionals,  compared to the blue color and entry-level white collar 

workers who had bought the homes in the 1950s and 1960s (Locke 1977; Steinberg 

1990).  Another notable difference that had occurred was the greater tolerance of 

residents towards others.  As noted earlier, available association documentation suggests 

that in the 1960s some residents were unwilling to integrate the nearby schools or the 

neighborhood housing.  By the 1990s, the PHCA newsletter was welcoming new 

residents in multiple languages and explicitly valuing diversity in the resident population.  

For instance, it had become so comparably tolerant that the residents took a measured 

response to news that a convicted pedophile was living in the subdivision.  In a 1996 

meeting of about 100 Pimmit Hills residents, called together by the Westgate PTA 
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president, apparently reached a consensus that a convicted pedophile and his family 

should not be harassed.  The family had lived in the subdivision for years and was well 

known to the attendees.  Instead, they identified a list of precautions that the families 

would take to keep children safe, pledged to continue to dissemination of information, 

and encouraged rehabilitation services for perpetrators.  The columnist who observed the 

meeting noted that the group had included a variety of ethnicities, ages, languages and 

socio-economic levels, yet all had listened to each other and come to a reasonable course 

of action.  He thought the meeting demonstrated American democracy at its best (Fettig 

1996). 

 

Informal Participation 

 

In addition to the newspaper profiles, the PHCA newsletter provided numerous examples 

of residents participating informally in the social life of the subdivision through a wide 

variety of activities. These newsletter entries describe such informal activities as 

residents: 

 helping neighbors, such as 

o helping to find missing people or pets 

o helping with home repairs or improvements 

o baby-, house- or pet-sitting for absent neighbors  
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o rescuing neighbors in danger; 

 conveying expression of sympathy to neighbors; 

 offering transportation to community events; 

 decorating homes for various holidays; 

 using public spaces (parks, sidewalks); 

 organizing social events – picnics, games, celebrations; 

 reporting crime;  

 collecting newspapers for recycling; 

 sharing expertise or knowledge 

o giving referrals regarding service providers or stores;  

 fundraising for an individual or family in need; and 

 volunteering at events, with being a member 

Because these descriptions of informal participation are reported so inconsistently, it is 

impossible to get a sense of the frequency or volume of residents’ participation in such 

activities over the decades.  

 

As described earlier, informal participation activities can be carried out by only one or 

two people.   Yet they have the potential to connect lots of other people to a common 

association or community.  For example, one woman navigated through the thicket of 

county agencies and regulations and volunteered many hours to get the necessary 

approvals to permit  PHCA to install its community signs at the entrances to the 
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subdivision.  This project was particularly challenging because the subdivision did not 

have any common ground that it could use.  She had to work with the county and 

individual property owners to obtain the related permissions.  The signs help to 

symbolize the shared identity and experience of living in the subdivision to visitors and 

residents alike.  More recently, another woman resident was upset to learn that the 

Pimmit Hills Post Office, which had opened in 1965  and had become such a fixture of 

subdivision life, was slated for closure.  Like other enterprises at the shopping plaza, such 

as the pharmacy and the convenience store, the post office had become one of the 

subdivision’s meeting places – one of those “third” places (Oldenburg 1999).  On her 

own, she investigated the profitability of the branch and compared to its operating costs.  

She then appealed the decision to the U.S. Postal Service and her local congressman.  All 

of her efforts were to no avail.  The branch closed in 2012. In an effort to find some value 

in her efforts, she posted what she had learned about the process on the Internet in the 

hope that it would help other communities fight the closure of their local branches.  

Figures 44, 45, and 46 show the outcomes of these efforts.  
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Figure 44. Pimmit Hills entrance sign at Pimmit Road  
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Figure 45. Pimmit Hills entrance sign at Lisle Avenue 
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  Figure 46. Closure of the Pimmit Hills Post Office 

 

 

Yet, another example of such an informal participation activity are house decorations to 

celebrate holidays, such as house lights at Christmas or flags on civic holidays (Murray 

2006).  For instance, for many years one Pimmit Hills family extravagantly decorated 

their home at Christmas.  Other residents enjoyed what the family did and came to see the 
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display each year.  Their efforts encouraged other residents to decorate their homes as 

well.  Eventually, the subdivision acquired a reputation as an annual destination at 

Christmas for those who liked drive through the subdivisions to see how houses were 

decorated for the holidays.  Since the original family had connections to the local 

volunteer fire company, the fire company sent a fire truck over to the home with a 

“Santa” aboard who gave treats to neighborhood children.  The volunteer fire company 

has continued the tradition and its experience in Pimmit Hills inspired other volunteer fire 

companies in the county to begin this tradition in other subdivisions.  Casual observation 

of the subdivision over the past few years indicate that Pimmit Hills  residents continue to 

decorate their homes at Christmas and on other civic holidays with flags – see Figures 47 

and 48. 
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Figure 47. An example of Pimmit Hills homes decorated for Christmas in 2012 
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Figure 48. An example of Pimmit Hills homes decorated with a flag for the 

Inauguration in January 2013 

 

 

Residents have also informally participated in the community by using the subdivision’s 

public spaces, such as the sidewalks and parks, as seen in Figures 49, 50 and 51.  

Participation in such informal public activities enabled the residents to enjoy the physical 

structures around them and gain information about their environment. These activities 

also provide potential opportunities for residents to socialize with their neighbors.  These 

activities also convey to observers that the participants feel somewhat safe in these public 

places within subdivision.  
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Figure 49. Commuter waiting for 3T Metro bus at corner of  Pimmit 

Hills Drive and Paxton Road in January 2013 
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Figure 50. Pedestrians walking on sidewalks in Pimmit Hills subdivision in 

September 2012 
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Figure 51. A family playing in a Pimmit Hills public park in January 2013  

 

 

While informal participation activities often involve routine, daily activities, they can 

also include dramatic and/or memorable events.  On several occasions, Pimmit Hills 

residents have risked their own lives to save others in danger.  For instance, in 1964, a 

deliveryman and resident, who was a volunteer fireman, saved an elderly neighbor from a 

burning house (Dewar 1964).  In the 2000s, two very young women were also heroes. A 
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twelve year old girl rescued her grandfather from their burning house in 1998, while a 

babysitter helped to rescue a pre-school boy from a shed that had exploded into flames in 

2004 (Virginia Town and City 2004; Washington Post 1998). 

    

Several of the Pimmit Hills resident have also participated on larger stages and have 

contributed to nation’s policies and culture.  For instance, Charles Lewis served as PHCA 

President for two non-consecutive terms in the mid-1950s. During his 1955-1956 term, 

Lewis was away for several months because, as a geologist for the U.S. Geological 

Service, he was helping to map Antarctica, which helped fulfill an international treaty to 

protect this natural resource.  In honor of his accomplishment, the USGS named a ridge 

in the region in Lewis’ name  (Lewis Nanutuk) (Meunier 2007; USGS 2013).  Another 

PHCA, Charles Taylor, worked at Melpar and helped launch the Apollo 8 mission in 

1968 which was the first spaceship to orbit the moon.  Roy Clark, the famous country 

western guitarist and entertainer, once lived in the neighbor, as did the bassist for the 

Jimmy Buffet band (Locke 1977).  Greg Garcia the creator of the television show ''My 

Name Is Earl'' lived in Pimmit Hills for a time and named the trailer park in the show 

after the subdivision(Starr 2005). Nan Netherton, the former PHCA secretary, became the 

Fairfax County Director of historic research. She wrote a comprehensive history of the 

county that was first published in 1978 and continues to be a main source for county 

history, as noted by its many citations in this case study and other studies of the 

metropolitan area(Netherton 1978).  
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Negative Participation 

 

Over the decades, the PHCA newsletter and minutes mentioned numerous examples of 

negative participation.  Several examples, such as vandalism, have already been 

mentioned.  Table 42 provides a listing of the other types of negative participation 

mentioned in PHCA documentation. 
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Table 42. Examples of Negative Participation mentioned in PHCA Newsletter, 

Directory or Minutes, by decade 

 

 1950s 1960s  ̀ 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 

Arson    x x x 

Children playing in the street or on 

commercial property 

x x x x   

Deteriorating housing  x     

Discrimination x x   x  

Door-to-door scams  x   x  

Gangs  x   x x 

Harassment  x  x x x 

Littering or other type of pollution 

(junk cars, trash, etc.) 

 x x x x  

Loitering   x    

Parking problems   x x x  

Speeding Cars x x x x x x 

Stray pets, particularly dogs x x x x x x 

Thievery  x  x x x 

Vandalism (damage, graffiti, etc.)  x x x x  

Drug trafficking   x x x  

Scolding or badgering neighbors     x  

Sources: PHCA Directory (Directory 1956) 
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Two perennial problems in the subdivision, as recorded by the PHCA newsletter and 

minutes, were speeding cars and stray dogs.  The PHCA and numerous residents viewed 

these activities as negative, citing both the nuisance and/or danger associated with each 

activity. The first articles about these two problems began in the mid-1950s.  The 

association tried all of their standard strategies to discourage this negative activity as 

summarized before, such as reminders about county regulations and education 

presentations.  At times, the problems became quite serious. For instance, in the 1970s 

the residents were not just subjected to speeding cars, but also dragging racing on 

subdivision roads.  Not surprisingly, there were car accidents, some fatal – both on 

subdivision streets and in other parts of the county, which involved Pimmit Hills 

residents.  With respect to the speeding cars, the PHCA was successful in getting the state 

and county: to install requested stop signs and intersection lights; reduced posted speeds; 

and other traffic calming improvements added to the streets.   

 

To curb speeding, the association also undertook a close collaboration with the police 

department. The police increased street patrols and set up speed traps.  At times, this 

added surveillance and enforcement yielded some interesting results.  For example, over 

the years, the residents had thought the speeders were non-residents who were cutting 

through the subdivision in order to avoid traffic on Route 7 or Route 123.  However, the 

police found in 2000 that the majority of the speeders they stopped were Pimmit Hills 

residents.   
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With respect to the stray dog problem, it is hard to know the source of the problem or if 

all of the PHCA efforts were successful in reducing the problem.  The impression one 

gets from the newsletter is that the problem was less severe in the 2000s than it was in the 

decades past.  It could be that the problem diminished due to changes in broader social 

attitudes and habits regarding appropriate pet care and/or the better enforcement of tighter 

leash laws.   

 

The local newspapers also reported stories of serious crimes that occurred in the Pimmit 

Hills and the nearby area, such as murder, rape, kidnapping, espionage, assault, armed 

robbery, child neglect, etc. Below are examples of two serious crimes that occurred in the 

subdivision and had a lasting impact on the Pimmit Hills residents.   

 

Serious Crime in Pimmit Hills 

 

Unfortunately, Pimmit Hills residents were occasionally the victims and/or perpetrators 

of violent crimes.  For instance, in 1957 a husband in Pimmit Hills shot and killed his 

wife’s lover during the course of a fight at their home.  The husband was subsequently 

convicted of manslaughter and received probation (Washington Post 1958c).  The most 

notorious crime committed in Pimmit Hills was when a man named Richard Whitley 



 

439 

 

brutally killed his elderly female neighbor, Phoebe Parsons, and then sexually abused her 

corpse on July 25, 1980. Whitley was convicted of the crime and received the death 

penalty, which the Supreme Court had said was constitutional in 1978. The attorney who 

defended Whitley while he was on death row was Tim Kaine, who subsequently became 

Governor of Virginia, Chairman of the Democratic Party, and is currently U.S. Senator 

for Virginia.  Kaine argued passionately that since experts had determined Whitley was 

mentally defective, he should be committed to a state hospital rather than executed. 

Appeals were made through the state and federal court system, up to the Supreme Court, 

to no avail.  Whitley was executed on July 7, 1987. (Baker 1987) While long-time 

residents recalled that the murder, trials, appeals and eventual execution of Whitten 

marked a low point for the community’s history, newer residents interviewed at the time 

of the execution had never heard about the crime (Baker 1987; Vial 1991).  Inadvertently, 

through one resident’s involvement in one of the worse forms of negative participation, 

Pimmit Hills became part of the national discussion about the nation’s death penalty 

policy, and whether individuals with mental defects should be executed.      

   

In 1998, another violent crime occurred involving several Pimmit Hills teenagers who, 

once again, plunged the subdivision back into a crime prevention policy debate – this 

time at the state and local levels.  On Thursday, February 26, 1998, four teenagers got 

into a fight at the Pimmit Hills convenience store because one of the young men was 

“staring down” another.  One of the four teenagers, named Chuop, was badly beaten and 
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told his older brother, 18-year old Michael Chuop, that a teenager named Metcalfe, also 

18 years old, had been his attacker.  Michael Chuop, a member of an Asian gang called 

the Tiny Rascal Gangsters, learned that Metcalfe attended the Pimmit Hills Alternative 

High School.  The next day, Friday, Chuop and two other gang members dressed in their 

gang colors and waited for Metcalfe outside the school with a rifle.  On exiting the 

school, Metcalfe got in a car driven by 16-year old David Albrecht, another student at the 

school, and noticed the gang members in their attire and the rifle.  He directed Albrecht to 

drive to Marshall High School for safety.  Chuop and the other gang members followed. 

When the cars got to the high school parking lot, Chuop fired the rifle several times, 

missing Metcalfe, but hitting Albrecht in the head.  Albrecht died later that evening at the 

hospital.  Chuop pleaded guilty and, in September 1998, received a life sentence (Bradley 

1998; Davis 1998; Melillo 1998; Shear 1998; Wee 1998). 

 

In response to the shooting, two U.S. Congressmen who represented northern Fairfax 

County requested that federal, state and local officials conduct a conference in April 1998 

to discuss the rise of gang violence in northern Virginia (Melillo 1998).  In May 1998, the 

school and the community dedicated a tree and memorial plaque in memory of David 

Albrecht at the Pimmit Hills Alternative High School (see Figure 52).  In June 1998, the 

newsletter began a series of articles explaining gang culture and how to prevent gang 

guidance.  Years later, in 2002, David Albrecht’s mother described how subdivision 

residents immediately provided support to her family starting the day after the shooting 
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and that the support had continued.  For example, her son’s friends continued to visit the 

family.  She credited the community with helping the family get through the ordeal.  This 

tragic example shows how negative participation influenced public policy.  The incident 

also led to positive, informal participation and a change in the physical structure of the 

school, with the installation of the memorial at the school.  The memorial is also a 

cultural symbol of the community’s value of the school, its students and their families. 

 

 

 

Figure 52. Memorial plaque for David Albrecht at Pimmit Hills School 
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Residents Participation in Other Community Associations 

 

Throughout its 60-year history, PHCA has not only encouraged Pimmit Hills residents to 

participate in its activities, but also encouraged them to participate in other local 

community groups and organizations.  PHCA has encouraged this participation through a 

variety of strategies. For instance, over the decades, PHCA actively collaborated with 

other community organizations in joint projects, such as the sanitation district financing 

with the Bel Air association described previously.  PHCA would also support other 

organizations’ fundraising or service efforts, by highlighting an event in the newsletter or 

at PHCA meetings, and encouraging residents to attend, donate, and/or volunteer, such as 

in the police campaign described earlier.  PHCA provided ongoing support to various 

organizations by including their submitted notices in the association’s newsletter, at no 

expense. The association also shared information about other organizations in its 

community directory (Directory 1956, 1993).  Table 43 provides examples of the types of 

other community organizations mentioned in PHCA’s newsletters, directories or other 

documents.  

 

PHCA also extended this same range of support to the various Christian churches in the 

area (and their related organizations), both Protestant and Catholic. For instance, the 
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newsletter devoted a page of each issue, for decades, to a listing of area churches, along 

with a message to residents encouraging them to visit the church of their choice. As with 

the community organizations, the 1956 Directory also provided contact information for 

the wide range of places of worship in the area, as indicated in Table 44 (Directory 1956).  
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Table 43. Examples of Other Local Organizations mentioned in PHCA Newsletter 

or Directory, by decade 

 

Other Local Organizations 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 

Civic       

Civitan Club  x x     

Fairfax County Federation of Citizens 

Associations 

x x x x x x 

Fairfax County Taxpayers Alliance   x    

Neighboring Community Associations  

(e.g. Falls Church, McLean) 

x  x x  x 

Recreation (Hobbies, Sports, Etc.)       

Fairfax Chorus and/or Symphony x x x    

Freedom Park Pool Association x x x x   

Pimmit Hills Bowling League x x x x   

Pimmit Hills Green Thumb Garden Club x      

Military        

American Legion  x x x    

VFW (and/or Ladies Auxiliary) x  x x x x 

Youth       

Boy Scouts and/or Cub Scouts x x x    

Girl Scouts and/or Brownies x x x x  x 

Greater McLean Teen Council x x     

Junior Chamber of Commerce x x     

Little League x x x x  x 

Teen Club (later ECCO Teen Club) 

 

x x x    

School Related       

Lemon Road Elementary School PTA x x x x x x 
Pimmit Hills Elementary  School PTA x x x x   

Westgate Elementary School PTA  x x x x x 

Women’s       

Junior League    x x  

Junior Women’s Club x x x    
League of Women Voters x x  x   

Mother’s Day Out Program or MOMs Club   x  x x 

Woman's Club  x x x    

Men’s       

Lions Club (and/or Ladies Auxiliary)  x x x x x 

Other       

Animal charities or clubs  x x x x x 

Babysitting Club x x x x x  

Dunn Loring Volunteer Fire Department x x x x   
Friends of the Tysons-Pimmit Library   x x x x 

Home Demonstration/Extension Club x x x x   

Poverty Prevention (e.g. shelters, rural relief, etc.)  x x x  x 

Sources: (Directory 1956; Newsletter n.d.) 
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Table 44. PHCA 1956 Directory Listing of Places of Worship, by Denomination 

when noted 

Baptist In Tysons Corner Lutheran (2)  - one In Mclean  

Church Of The Brethren In Vienna Methodist 

Church Of Christ (2)  - In Falls Church And Arlington Presbyterian (2) in Falls Church And Mclean 

Mormon  in Falls Church Roman Catholic in  Vienna 

Congregational Seventh Day Adventist  In Vienna 

The Christian Church Unitarian In Arlington 

Episcopal  in Mclean United Brethren 

Jewish Synagogue in  Arlington  

(Directory 1956) 

 

PHCA was particularly supportive of the newer churches that opened during the 1950s. It 

showcased their events and notices in the newsletter, even when there were older 

congregations in the area that were just as close to the subdivision. For example, St. 

James’ Catholic Church was located in nearby Falls Church and was the 2
nd

 Catholic 

Church in Fairfax County (St. James Catholic Church 2013) .  Yet, the newsletter only 

occasionally included a notice regarding a St. James event or group. Instead, it regularly 

published notices regarding groups and events for Our Lady of Good Counsel, a Catholic 

Church that opened in the mid-1950s in the Dunn Loring area and eventually was 

permanently located in Vienna, VA (OLGC 2013).  Interestingly, events and service 

schedules for the Jewish synagogues in the area were never provided in the newsletter, 

though a synagogue was listed in the 1956 Directory (Directory 1956). 
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Newspapers profiles of Pimmit Hills, along with occasional references in the PHCA 

newsletter and residents’ recollections, provide the few descriptions of how Pimmit Hills 

residents participated in these other community organizations over the years.  As noted 

earlier, several of residents from Nordlie Place reported participating in different 

community organizations in 1958, some of which were not regularly covered by the 

PHCA newsletter.  For instance, one couple mentioned that they helped to create a local 

pool association which many Pimmit Hills families had joined. Two women reported that 

they regularly collected donations for the Red Cross and other charitable organizations.  

Several residents reported participating in different bowling leagues, such as an office 

league or the PHCA bowling league.  One woman even reported quitting her job in order 

to participate in a national bowling league. Other women reported singing in their church 

choir or regularly attending the church-sponsored bingo games (Lanahan 1958). 

 

The most detailed information regarding the Pimmit Hills residents’ participation in other 

community organizations comes from the candidate profiles for those residents running 

for PHCA offices during the 1950-1970 period. In general, the candidates reported that 

they volunteered for at least one other community organization while several reported 

volunteering for two or more organizations.  Given that the candidates were a self-

selected group, it is not known how representative the candidate’s level of participation in 

other organizations was representative of the rest of the subdivision’s adults.  
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The PHCA newsletter references to these organizations provide little information on the 

membership levels or other indications about the levels of participation, from one year to 

the next.  Consequently, it is not possible to know whether participation in these 

organizations increased or decreased over the years. However, several entries suggest that 

these organizations often faced many of the same challenges as PHCA did through the 

years, including recruiting new members; maintaining membership levels; raising funds; 

getting enough volunteers for their planned activities; and getting residents to attend their 

events. 

  

Chapter Conclusions 

 

This section summarizes the reported and observed participation relative to the research 

questions. 

How do people participate in their various communities? How are they similar and how 
do they differ? 

 

The case study has demonstrated that, over the decades, Pimmit Hills residents have 

participated in the wide range of participation activities anticipated by the participation 

matrix (see Figure 2). 
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They participated in formal participation as members or leaders of PHCA and the other 

community associations.  They also participated in informal activities, such as through 

their neighboring activities.  Many engaged in positive activities, such as helping to 

secure better infrastructure for the benefit of all, while some others undertook negative 

participation activities, from creating a nuisance to committing serious crimes.  At times, 

some residents of Pimmit Hills viewed the active members of the PHCA as a clique, an 

indirect negative participation activity.  The PHCA newsletter’s efforts in its later years 

to invite people of all ethnicities, etc. to become association members may be categorized 

as an indirect, formal activity, where the PHCA was modeling pro-social behavior that 

may have had an indirect, positive impact on the attitudes of the newsletter readers. 

 

Where this study examines one subdivision, the different mini- or sub-“communities” 

within and around Pimmit Hills could be viewed as the formal and informal groups that 

residents participated in.  Although the bulk of the information from the case study 

pertains to PHCA activities, still there is enough information to suggest that all of the 

formal organizations shared several characteristics. Based on the information available 

through PHCA, it appears that these organizations engaged in standard organizational 

activities, such as: defining their purpose/objective, establishing rules for member 

behavior, carrying out activities that support their objective, defining how leaders are 

selected and defining the members and leaders authorities.  They wanted to share their 

activities and so asked the newsletter to publicize what they did.  They all hosted events 



 

449 

 

that were open to members and non-members, such as educational and fundraising 

events.  Like PHCA, several organizations reported struggling at times to recruit member, 

leaders and volunteers.  Pimmit Hills also had informal groups that undertook a variety of 

participation activities.  For instance, neighbors got together to play cards, to picnic, or to 

implement home improvement projects.  Unfortunately, Pimmit Hills had negative 

groups, such as gangs, that committed petty and serious crimes. Some of these informal 

groups lasted for several years, such as the duration of the participants’ residency, while 

other groups only lasted as long as required to complete a task.   

 

Membership in a group can fulfill a variety of roles.  Evidence from PHCA provides the 

most detailed description of the wide range of roles that membership, and thus 

participation, fulfilled for this formal organization.  Over the decades, the PHCA 

members have served as sources:  

 of revenues as dues payers (source of organization’s income); 

 of labor to  

o implement projects 

o help carry out necessary administrative functions, e.g. newsletter, 

committees; 

 for leaders; 

 of support or endorsement of the organization and its leadership; 
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 of decision-makers for major association policy or actions; 

 of political power, relative to size of membership and/or subdivision population; 

 of individual advocates for policy position;  

 of opinions; 

 of information,  

o problem & solution identification 

o preferences per association surveys 

o database of members’ contact information; 

 for audience 

o as meeting or event attendee 

o as newsletter readers. 

 

PHCA’s success and longevity as a civic association may be due, in part, to several 

features that matched the needs of its residents.  First and foremost, the association 

always based its membership on “residency” rather than on “homeownership.”  This 

strategy enabled it to include renters in its mission and expand its constituency.  PHCA 

consistently reached out to renters by repeatedly explaining that community problems 

affected them, whether they lived in the subdivision for a year or several years.  
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This approach sent several positive messages that may have positively influenced all of 

the residents’ internal structures, such as their general dispositions toward their neighbors 

and their views of other people’s roles and power.  PHCA approach toward membership 

was inclusive – no one could automatically opt out.  It prevented the implicit designation 

of an “other” group who could have been easily blamed  for any of the problems that 

arose.  Lastly, it conveyed a message that all residents shared in a common cause. While 

there is no data on how many PHCA members were renters, on several occasions PHCA 

members reported that they had first come to the subdivision as a renter and then bought 

a home. 

 

PHCA had other features that were well suited to its population.  The decision to have 

annual memberships, one-year terms for officers and term limits, helped mitigate the loss 

of members or leaders when a resident moved away from the subdivision.  While resident 

occasionally complained about the existence of a PHCA clique, the short terms helped to 

mitigate the formation of a long-standing clique and helped to broaden the association’s 

leadership base.  
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If the forms of participation differ over time, do these differences affect the nature of the 
community?   

 

As seen through the filter of the PHCA experience, participation in the subdivision did 

change over time.  For instance, PHCA no longer sponsor participation activities that 

were common in its first two decades.  In the 1950s and 1960s, residents participated in 

PHCA-sponsored adult and teen dances.  However, PHCA no longer sponsors this type 

of participation.  These dances helped to connect adults and teenagers to their neighbors.  

Furthermore, PHCA hosted regular door-to-door activities.  For decades, volunteers came 

to residents’ doors on PHCA business, either through delivering the monthly newsletter 

or its annual membership drive.  These door-to-door activities provided opportunities for 

direct neighbor-to-neighbor interactions and demonstrated the commitment of the 

volunteers to the association, in real physical terms.  However, PHCA no longer conducts 

these door-to-door activities, so these type of participation activities are no longer 

available through the association. 

 

It is not clear what effect that the discontinuance of the dances and the door-to-door 

activities had on the subdivision residents and their social connectedness. Those who still 

lived in the subdivision and participated in the dances often said they regretted that the 

dances no longer took place. Now, residents often initiate the first contact with PHCA, 

rather than vice versa. While the PHCA website and emails are convenient and can save 

costs, they may be less effective portals to participation and limit residents’ emotional 
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connection to the association.  The lack of social activities may be one of the reasons the 

association has had persistently low membership and meeting attendance since the 1990s.  

 

This case study provides support for the participation-community recursive model 

described in Chapter 3.  External structures had a significant effect on participation by 

Pimmit Hills residents.  The subdivision might not have been built where it was if it were 

not for its natural resources, such as its large watershed.  The lack of basic infrastructure 

(physical) and the slow response of the local government were attributed, in part, to the 

rural nature of county government (political) in1950.  The poor infrastructure prompted 

the formation of PHCA.  Residents’ cumulative participation, particularly observed 

through the filter of PHCA experience, changed the nature of the subdivision, and more 

broadly, the county and county public policy.   

 

The fact that Pimmit Hills residents and PHCA members undertook new participation 

activities or projects did bring changes to the community.  The parents’ willingness to 

participate in a new approach to treat polio, through the provision of a childhood vaccine, 

helped to diminish the health risk for all of the residents.  The residents’ willingness to 

volunteer in Neighborhood Watch, once a new crime prevention program, helped to 

reduce property crime in the subdivision.  On several occasions, these changes in 

participation led to physical changes in the community.  For instance, the willingness of 

residents to petition the court over the pollution from the PSC helped to prompt the 
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county to takeover PSC and create its own countywide sewer system.  The association’s 

long-term commitment to improving the subdivision infrastructure led to a sewer system, 

signage, street lights, curbs and gutters.  PHCA’s decision to become an incorporated 

non-profit enabled it to accept a land donation from Offutt, the builder, which they were 

subsequently able to donate to the county for a public park.  PHCA’s initiative and multi-

decade commitment to helping residents dispose of their unwanted waste has helped to 

reduce littering and pollution in the subdivision.        

     

Positive and negative informal participation by individuals also led to changes in the 

community.  The willingness of one neighborhood family to informally participate in the 

Christmas holidays by extravagantly decorating their home encouraged other residents to 

do so, as well.  Eventually, the subdivision acquired a reputation as an informal 

destination for those who liked drive through county neighborhoods to see how houses 

have decorated for the holidays.  Since the original family had connections to the local 

volunteer fire department, it sent a fire truck over to the home with a “Santa” aboard who 

bestowed treats to children.  The volunteer fire department has inspired other volunteer 

fire departments to begin the tradition in other subdivisions.  In stark contrast, gang-

related violence led to the murder of a subdivision teenager who attended the Pimmit 

Hills School.  Rather than ignoring the tragic incident, community and the school 

celebrated the teenager’s life by installing a memorial marker on the front grounds of the 

Pimmit Hills school (Figure 52).  This marker joins another that celebrated the memory 
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of a younger student who died of cancer (Figure 53).  These markers are permanent 

symbols of how the community valued the life of its neighborhood students. 

 

 

Figure 53. Memorial to student who died of cancer at Pimmit Hills school. 
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With all of this said, PHCA represented at its highest membership levels, only one third 

of the subdivision adults.  The PHCA documents and newspaper reports do not provide 

much information about the participation of non-PHCA members, so we do not know 

how either their formal or informal participation has changed over the decades.  

 

If the forms of participation have differed over time, did public policy facilitate these 
differences and/or was policy changed in response to shifting participation activities?   

 

This case study has offered several examples of how changes in public policy influenced 

residents’ participation in various public activities over time.  Federal policies that 

influenced resident participation include: 

 VA loans 

 Interstate Highway System 

 Civil rights regarding voting, education and housing 

 Cold War defense, such as re-locating agencies to the suburbs 

 Sustained defense spending and its contracting out strategy 

 

The fact that PHCA engaged in new participation activities also helped to change public 

policies at all levels of government.  Residents’ participation most immediately changed 

Fairfax County public policy.  For instance, PHCA’s leadership in sponsoring and 

funding a summer reading program, led to a countywide program in the 1960s and, by 
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demonstrating the demand for library services, likely contributed to the expansion of the 

county’s library system.  PHCA’s persistent advocacy for safer roads helped to compel 

the state and county to reduce the speed on local roads and increase the traffic control, 

through signage and signal lights.  Other examples include  

 1950s 

o the use of sanitation districts to finance infrastructure improvements 

o building of new neighborhood elementary schools 

o reduced speed limits on local roads, such as Route 7 

 1960s 

o County takeover of private sewer system and creation of public sewer 

system 

o County building of public parks in subdivision 

 1970s 

o Compelling county to impose more land use controls on developers 

o Lobbying the county to place a library branch in the subdivision 

 

The changes that the residents wrought in the subdivision also affected county policies 

which affected other subdivisions within the county.  PHCA advocacy also helped to 

change state policies.  For example, its advocacy for sanitation districts in the 1950s 

helped to create a financing mechanism that could be used to achieve infrastructure 

improvements by communities across the state.  Lastly, residents’ participation also 

helped to change national policies.  The willingness of Pimmit Hills parents to have their 
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3
rd

 grade children be among the first to receive the Salk vaccine, when other community 

across the country hesitated in the face of controversy, contributed to changing national 

health care policies and saving lives.  As the death of a resident child the following year 

demonstrated, the field test of the vaccine was not an academic exercise, but rather an act 

of courage that had real consequences for families across the nation and around the 

world.  
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CHAPTER 7 - CONCLUSIONS 

 

The purpose of this study has been to examine the relationship between participation, 

community and public policy in order to better understand how they influence each other.   

Enhancing our understanding is important to the public policy field because, as noted 

earlier, policies are the rules that one level of community applies to one or more of its 

sub-communities to regulate the common life shared by all (Parsons 1995).  A better 

understanding of participation and community can help policymakers craft more effective 

policies and fund more effective policies.  

 

To help explore the relationship between participation, community, and public policy, I 

collected and analyzed related information from a wide variety of sources using a 

theoretical framework that included a participation-community theory and three research 

questions.  This chapter summarizes the conclusions drawn from data gathered and 

analyzed using the described framework.  These conclusions are presented below as the 

responses to the three research questions.  
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How do people participate in their various communities? How are they 

similar and how do they differ? 

 

The results from the meta-analysis of the community case studies (Chapter 4) and the 

Pimmit Hills case study (Chapter 6) indicated that residents engaged in the wide range of 

participation activities anticipated by the participation matrix (Figure 2).  Across the six 

communities described in Chapter 4, residents participated in similar positive 

participation activities such as being members of an association and informally 

socializing with neighbors.  Residents also engaged in negative participation activities, 

such as gossip and crime. Much to the frustration of community leaders, many residents 

also chose not to participate in various public activities. The Pimmit Hills case study 

reported similar results. It is not surprising that residents would participate in similar 

activities because each of these seven communities shared common characteristics, such 

as being a collection of human beings who have a strong desire to socialize with other 

humans.   

 

Yet, Chapters 4 and 6 also found that residents engaged in different participation 

activities. For instance, women did not participate in voting in Mayflower or Social Order 

of a Frontier Community, but did in Community and the Pimmit Hills case study.  

Residents of Jacksonville in the 1860s participated in political parades, while Pimmit 

Hills residents in the 1960s did not.  PHCA sponsored dances for adults and teenagers for 

over ten years, but no longer does so. The differences in participation activities can be 
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attributed to differences the prevailing external structures (physical, social, economic, 

political, and cultural) and the residents’ internal structures.  For instance, as Americans’ 

deference to class and property-ownership decreased in the 19
th
 century, working class 

white men were able to gain the right to vote and to participate in public recreational 

activities. As institutional leaders accepted dissent from their members and the public, 

more residents participated in protest-type activities. Over one hundred years later, civil 

rights protests help to expand voting and economic rights in the 1960s. Consequently, 

minorities and women in Pimmit Hills had greater opportunities to participate in their 

community’s political life.  As with the meta-analysis, Pimmit Hills leaders and selected 

residents reported they formally participated in more than one organization.  

Consequently, these respondents were members of multiple mini-communities (as 

illustrated in Figure 4).  

 

The Pimmit Hills case study also reminds us that leaders have perennially been 

concerned about their constituents’ seeming lack of participation and what it foretold 

about the future of the community.  Yet, Plymouth, MA – one of the nation’s first 

subdivisions – is still a thriving community, almost 400 years after Governor Bradford 

worried about its eminent demise. While not all communities last for hundreds of years, 

perhaps Plymouth and other long-standing communities survive and thrive because 

residents continue to find new ways to participate.  In fact, one theme that the meta-

analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study shows, over time the range of participation 

activities and venues has grown substantially, including the recent addition of the Internet 
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with its different social media platforms.  As people participate across these increasing 

number venues, it will be even more challenging to measure participation. 

 

The Pimmit Hills case study not only complemented the result of the meta-analysis, but 

added to them.  In addition to describing residents’ participation in formal organizations 

and activities, such a voting and attending church, the case study gathered a lot about the 

various roles that residents fill as members of these organizations.  As described in the 

theoretical framework, participation or community studies often use membership as a 

proxy for participation.  However, the Pimmit Hills case study is a reminder that such an 

assumption is very limiting. One cannot assume that all members participate at the same 

level of intensity, e.g. allocation of time, money or other resources.  As the case study 

founds, members serve their organizations in a wide variety of ways, both as passive 

members and as active members.  Moreover, organizations do not necessarily need a 

majority of its members to be actively engaged to be effective.  As mentioned earlier, 

Saul Alinsky found his community organization was effective even though only a small 

percentage of the population were actively involved.  PHCA has been very effective over 

several decades in improving the physical infrastructure of the subdivision, even though 

less than ten percent of the subdivision’s adults were typically members of the 

association.  
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As noted in Chapter 2, research has found that voluntary organizations typically do not 

operate longer than 20 years, due in part, to changes in external structures, such as 

economics and politics.  PHCA’s longevity and success in fulfilling its objective to 

improve life in the subdivision are extraordinary.  The Pimmit Hills case study suggests 

that PHCA’s achievements may be due, in part, to several features that matched the needs 

of its residents and its organizational flexibility, such as its inclusive membership and 

broad leadership base.  These results provide lessons learned that could be beneficial to 

other voluntary organizations.  

 

As described in Chapter 3, the results from case studies are limited in that they cannot be 

generalized to the broader national population.  To complement the case study findings 

and identify national trends in participation, this study reviewed participation data 

gleaned from several long-running national surveys.  As described in Chapter 5, the 

analysis of national participation data did not reveal an overarching trend among the 

more than two dozen participation activities tracked by the selected surveys.  Over the 

years, participation in some activities had decreased, while for others participation had 

remained the same or increased.  Overall, with a few exceptions, the results do not 

suggest significant changes in the formal and informal participation activities reported 

over the past few decades, though they may hint at a possible shift in participation 

repertoires (Dalton 2006).  However, the selected surveys tracked too few participation 

activities to confirm or gauge any possible shift in American participation activities.   
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The multiple regression analyses of the GSS data tested the potential of a set of five 

various general worldviews to explain the variation in the various participation activities.  

The results show that there was a link between the five general worldviews and reported 

participation activities, but the results were tenuous.  This outcome was not surprising 

given, among other factors, that the questions about respondent’s internal structures were 

not directly linked to their reported participation.  The selected surveys did not collect 

sufficient data on external structures to assess the influence of any of these types of 

structures on participation, or vice versa. 

 

The results of the meta-analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study strongly suggest that 

while the mechanics of participation – the exchanging or sharing of an item of value 

between two or more participants - may be simple to understand, community 

participation is a complex phenomenon.  While there is more information about the 

external structures that shape communities and participation, there is a paucity of data 

about the internal structure that influence an individual’s decision to participate, and the 

subsequent decisions regarding how intensively they will participate in different groups 

and activities.  As a consequence of this complexity, as well as the lack of measures and 

observations, this study could not quantify the similarities and differences in participation 

across the communities with explicit measures the volume or nature of participation, in 
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terms of number of hours, number of activities, variety of activities, or number of people 

who actually participate.   

 

Furthermore, relatively few participation activities are systematically tracked.  Much of 

the published research focuses on selected formal participation, such as a few political or 

economic participation activities.  Yet, as the Pimmit Hills case study demonstrated, 

residents engage informal and negative participation activities, as well as formal-positive 

participation activities.  As one set of national data suggested, a significant number of 

Americans appear to have never participated in a voluntary organization.  These 

seemingly ‘non-participants’ may actually feel connected engaged in their community 

and make positive contributions to their community exclusively through informal 

participation activities, like the retiree described in Chapter 1.  Without more data about 

non-participation, we do not know why people choose not to participate and the degree to 

which non-participation is detrimental or beneficial to the health of a community.  

 

If the forms of participation differ over time, do these differences affect 

the nature of the community?   

 

As the results of the meta-analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study illustrate, specific 

participation activities undertaken by individuals or groups influenced the structures of 

the community and, thereby, contributed to maintaining or changing the community.  The 
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continuation of positive and negative participation practices helped to reinforce and 

strengthen the various political, economic and social structures.  These and other results 

described support the argument that participation activities closely affect the maintenance 

of or change in each community’s external structures, and subsequent changes in in the 

overall community. Individuals or groups engaged in participation activities, of all types, 

helped change the structure of the community.  Furthermore, the changes in all types of 

participation affected the nature of the community because they could influence either 

one of the categories of external structures, or one of the internal structures that residents 

share in common.  For instance, Pimmit Hills’ summer recreation program and summer 

reading program were role models for subsequent county facilities and programs.  

PHCA’s leadership in the creation of public parks in and near the subdivision changed 

the physical structure of the subdivision and provided numerous public spaces for future 

formal and informal participation. 

 

The results of the meta-analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study also suggest the value in 

future research considering the influence of a broader range of participation activities on 

community, beyond a few formal participation activities.  Chapters 2 and 4 provide 

numerous examples of how negative, informal and non-participation influenced the 

nature of community.  In order to get a fuller assessment of the relative rise or decline of 

a community, future research would benefit from considering a broader range of 

participants and participation activities.   
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The meta-analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study also provide support for the 

participation-community recursive model described earlier.  The observed participation 

activities were influenced by both the individual’s reconciliation of relevant internal and 

existing external structures.  For example, external structures had a significant effect on 

participation by Pimmit Hills residents. The subdivision might not have been built where 

it was if it were not for its natural resources, such as its large water shed.  The lack of 

basic infrastructure and the slow response of the local government were attributed, in 

part, to the rural nature of county government in1950.  The results also suggest that the 

application of the structuration framework was useful in cataloging the various factors 

that influenced various participation activities. 

 

Other aspects of the participation-community theory and structuration framework were 

also supported. The relevant external and internal sub-structures varied, depending on the 

individual, the community and the given situation.  The participation activities affected 

both the participants and their community (ies).  The accumulation of residents’ 

participation activities helped to maintain or change each category of external structure 

that defined the community. For instance, one family’s commitment to its annual 

Christmas display encouraged others to elaborately decorate their homes and inspired the 

volunteer fire department to visit the subdivision with a “Santa” distributing candy.  

These cumulative informal participation activities helped to change how residents and 
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outsiders viewed Pimmit Hills.  Moreover, the participation experience contributed to the 

individual’s ongoing refinement of their internal structures.  The refinements of the 

internal and external structures are ongoing, overlapping and cyclical processes. For 

example, Pimmit Hills residents changed their view of ethnic and racial diversity changed 

between the 1960s and the 1990s, as the federal laws and the population of the 

subdivision changed. 

 

If the forms of participation have differed over time, did public policy 

facilitate these differences and/or was policy changed in response to 

shifting participation activities?   

 

The results of the meta-analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study suggest that all forms of 

participation contributed to changes in public policy, at all levels of government.  They 

also suggest that changes in public or private policy contributed to positive and negative 

changes in local participation.  Chapter 4 and 6 also offered several examples of how 

changes in public policy influenced residents’ participation in various public activities 

over time.  On occasion, some unexpected changes in participation occurred due to 

policies designed to achieve other objectives. For instance, prohibition on alcohol led to 

bootlegging, while the creation of public parks led to vandalism and graffiti.  The 

changes that the residents wrought in their communities also affected county, state and 

national policies.  For instance, Jacksonville’s commitment to education improved 

Illinois’ public education system, while Rev. Turner’s innovations in Illinois College 
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contributed to the creation of land grant colleges across the nation.  PHCA advocacy for 

sanitation districts in the 1950s helped to create a financing mechanism that could be 

used to achieve infrastructure improvements by communities across the state.   

 

The results of the meta-analysis and the Pimmit Hills case study provided numerous 

examples of how negative, informal and non-participation influenced public policy, at a 

variety of levels of government.  These examples also suggest the value of future 

research considering the influence of the broader range of participation activities on 

public policy, beyond a few formal participation activities.  Yet, there is relatively little 

research about how these others forms of participation influence on public policy. 

 

Areas for Future Research 

 

While this study has collected participation data from a variety of means, it has also 

pointed out how little information we have about participation.  The study of the 

relationship between participation, community and public policy would benefit from 

much more systematic data collection, at the local, state and national levels.  For 

example, the available national data on participation only track a few activities.  

Moreover, there is very little information on the internal structures that influence 

individual participation.  The two national surveys that collect the most comprehensive 
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data on participation – the GSS and CPS – do not ask respondents why they participate in 

these activities.  Consequently, the surveys do not collect information about the key 

internal structures (such as interpretative schemes, power, or beliefs) that directly 

influenced the respondents’ decision to participate in specific activities.  The collection of 

the additional data on participation, and the related external and internal structures, would 

help in further assessing and refining the proposed participation-community theory and 

model. 

 

The Pimmit Hills case study provides a solid foundation for further work in this 

community.  I was able to get information and data that were not collected in the previous 

case studies. However, it would be helpful to have the opportunity to collect detailed 

information about internal structures from recent and current participants in currently 

active groups, either formal or informal.  Continuation of the Pimmit Hills Case study 

would enable the collection of more information on participants’ internal decision-

making regarding participation by 

o collecting information from current Pimmit Hills residents through 
 Surveys 

 Structured in-person interviews 
 Review of any oral histories available from George Mason 

University and other public sources.  
 

It would also be helpful to move beyond the case study data collection beyond the 

Pimmit Hills Citizen’s Association in order to collect more data on informal, negative 

and non-participation activities by residents not affiliated with the Association.  This 
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would provide a wider diversity of residents from which to assess participation in the 

community.        
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APPENDIX A - PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNITY AS 

DESCRIBED IN MAYFLOWER 

       

Mayflower24, by Nathaniel Philbrick, describes the creation and evolution of the English 

colony in Massachusetts during the 17
th
 century, as told through the experiences of 

formal English and Native-Americans groups and their leaders.  Philbrick presents the 

English through their various settlements and the Native-Americans through their 

regional tribes.  The study initially focuses on the Pilgrims’ journey to Plymouth in 1620 

and their interaction with the Pokanokets, a Native-American tribe from the eastern 

Rhode Island/southeastern Massachusetts region.  The study then broadens to consider 

the interaction between later English settlers, other New England tribes in the region, and 

the next generation of English and Native-Americans. 

       

The group we now refer to as the “Pilgrims” consisted of about 200-300 English 

immigrants who emigrated from England to America during the early 1620s via several 

separate voyages.25  The first cohort that sailed on the Mayflower was about equally 

                                                             
24

 Philbrick, Nathaniel, Mayflower, (New York: Penguin Group, Viking Press), 2006. 

25
 Later Plymouth residents referred to these first community inhabitants by a group name – “the Old 

Comers” – a practice that would continue in some other communities into 20 th century.  
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divided between Pilgrims (strict Puritan Christians) and other Christians, referred to as 

Strangers.26  Future Puritan colonies would be much less tolerant of non-Puritan 

members. Unlike the all-male colony in Jamestown, Virginia, the Pilgrims came in 

family groups.  Even so, single men would outnumber single women for several years, by 

as much as six to one.  The Pilgrims had left England and Holland because they wanted 

to raise their children as English Puritans, according to their own terms and without any 

religious superiors. Some of the Strangers emigrated to seek new economic opportunities, 

and still others left for a combination of reasons.  As a group, they repeatedly made 

choices that would reinforce their self-reliance.  For instance, they selected leaders from 

among their own members rather than turning to others that might have more knowledge 

or experience, such as Jamestown’s John Smith.  Once selected, their leaders, such as 

William Bradford and Edward Winslow, expected all to conform and give their 

unquestioning support. 

 

The Pokanokets was the local Native-American tribe who owned the land on which the 

Plymouth colony grew.  At the time of the Pilgrims’ arrival, the Pokanokets tribe 

consisted of a few thousand subjects and about 300 warriors.  Their tribal lands reached 

from Massachusetts Bay, near modern Plymouth, to the east coast of Narragansett Bay, in 

modern Rhode Island.  Their leader, or sachem, was Massasoit whose authority over the 

tribe was absolute.  Numerous other tribes were nearby, such as the Nausets on Cape Cod 
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and the Narragansetts, of western modern Rhode Island and eastern Connecticut. 

Massasoit’s objective was to gain sufficient wealth and power to rival that of the much 

larger Narragansett tribe. Massasoit’s son, Philip, and Winslow’s son, Josiah, would later 

be the key antagonists in King Philip’s War in the 1670s.   

 

According to structuration theory, each individual or group has a set of internal 

structures, such as ways of interpreting events, the way they viewed the power of other 

specific groups, particular practices, and general worldview, all of which can shape their 

conduct.  Mayflower offers numerous examples of how such internal structures 

influenced participation by various individuals and/or groups.                 

        

Pilgrims believed God wanted them to emigrate to America to start an English Puritan 

colony.  Their conviction helped steel their resolve, a trait admired by the Mayflower’s 

captain.   They believed that everything happened as God intended it; good events meant 

divine approval, while bad events were God testing them for a higher purpose.  However, 

their many challenges and hardships also heightened their clannishness.  While the 

Pilgrims wanted religious freedom for themselves, they sought conformity from all the 

non-Pilgrims.  Between the Strangers among them and the neighboring Indians, the 

Pilgrims felt threatened from within and without.  One indication of this perception was 

that, in the early years, Plymouth operated like a military camp with the men constantly 

on guard, even marching to their four-hour Sunday services with their arms beside them. 
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At their first meeting in 1621, the small band of sickly Pilgrims was, at first, intimidated 

by both the number and physical strength of the Pokanoket warriors. Once each group got 

to know each other, their views moderated.  For instance, initially, the Pilgrims viewed 

the empty land as available for the taking.  It was not until they became acquainted with 

the tribes’ customs that the Pilgrims learned how the natives used the land differently.  

For instance, the natives moved by the season to various encampments within their 

territory following game or fish.  They preserved tribal memory by marking trails at 

locations where significant events occurred and requiring members passing by to recall 

the noted event.  Over those first years, some Pilgrims came to think of the Indians as 

people just like themselves, developing friendly relations that included trade for common 

goods and a shared slang language.  However, other Pilgrims, such as Capt. Standish, had 

a less generous opinion of the Indians.  This dichotomy of opinion of the Native-

American tribes continued into later Puritan colonies.  

 

As the fur trade declined and the English became more independent, Indians’ economic 

power declined as they had fewer goods that were of interest to the Puritans, except their 

land.27 The Puritans grew to covet tribes’ land and saw native ownership as an obstacle to 

their wealth.  As conflict between Puritan settlements and some tribes erupted in the 

1660s and 1670s, the Puritan leaders cast the conflicts in broad racial terms, rather than 

as local political problems.  They considered all Indians as enemies, even though 

relatively few participated in the attacks.  Consequently, according to Philbrick, the 
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Puritans needlessly drew some peaceful tribes into war.  As the Puritans’ view of the 

Indians further deteriorated during King Philip’s War, they were able to commit atrocities 

against noncombatants and send captives into slavery. 

 

In the 1620s, the Native-Americans were both fascinated by and terrified of Pilgrims’ 

wealth and power.  The Pokanokets highly valued the English tools, which the natives 

thought possessed a spiritual power.  As the natives acquired these tools through trade, 

they came to depend on the tools to aid in daily tasks. While the natives were impressed 

with English technology, the viciousness of the Pilgrims’ first attack on the Nausets, 

rivals of the Pokanokets, spread fear throughout the region’s Native-American tribes such 

that, for a time, the natives would not approach Plymouth or trade with the Pilgrims.   

 

While the Pilgrims impressed the Pokanokets, their leader, Massasoit, saw this new 

community as political and military assets available for his use.  According to Philbrick, 

Massasoit continually manipulated his alliance with the Pilgrims, as necessary, to gain 

more power and wealth relative to his Indian rivals.  Subsequent Indian sachems, such as 

Uncas of the Mohegans, would follow Massasoit’s model in their relations with the 

Puritans.   

 

The Pokanokets attitude toward the Puritans changed as their tribal holdings shrunk.  As 

Massasoit and his son, Philip, sold off their tribal land to the English, the remaining 

Pokanokets felt threatened by English encroachment and urged Philip to go to war to get 
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rid of the settlers.  At the same time, some of the Indians who had converted to 

Christianity were no longer paying tribute to the sachem, further undermining the 

sachem’s wealth and power.  By the 1670s, the Pokanokets, the Narragansetts, and other 

tribes, felt the only way to preserve their identity was to go to war.  

 

Structuration theory also contends that structures external to an agent or group, such as 

physical, economic, social and political structures, can constrain or facilitate the agent’s 

or group’s activities.  In Mayflower, Philbrick describes a myriad of physical structures, 

such as disease, technology and geography that significantly influenced the evolution of 

the English and Indian communities in the 1600s.  For example, as Philbrick describes, 

the Pokanoket tribe had lost almost 90 percent of its members to the bubonic plague, just 

before the Pilgrims’ arrival.  Disease also decimated the Pilgrims, with half of the one 

hundred immigrants dead within six months of their arrival. The surviving Pilgrims were 

able to take advantage of the cleared and cultivated land left behind by the Pokanokets. 

Existing navigational technology determined where the Pilgrims landed. Captain Jones 

sailed the Mayflower to Cape Cod, rather than the mouth of Hudson River as planned, 

because he was lost. Available technology could only tell him the ship’s latitudinal 

position and he lacked current maps of the Atlantic coastline.  The relative distance 

between the English and their homeland, and between their new neighbors also played a 

crucial role in framing participation in the new community, and between the Pilgrims and 

the Pokanokets.  Upon arrival, the Pilgrims were separated from their allies by three 

thousand miles of ocean, with no routine communication, and only themselves to rely on.  
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Initially, the Pokanokets and Pilgrims were separated by forty miles of open country side.  

But as the English population exploded and they bought more tribal land, the separation 

between the two communities shrank while tensions rose. Despite its early advantages, 

Plymouth never thrived as a colony because area soil was poor for farming and the harbor 

was too shallow for ships. 

 

The social structures within the English and Native-American communities, and then 

between the two cultures, contributed to how various groups participated with each other. 

Relations among the English immigrants were often strained. From the beginning, the 

Strangers bridled at the restrictions the Pilgrims placed on their activities.  Between 1620 

and 1629, other English immigrants attempted to establish all-male, non-religious 

settlements near Plymouth.  While Plymouth colony provided these settlements with 

some initial assistance, relations deteriorated due, in part, to the Pilgrims’ disapproval of 

the other settlers’ secular activities.  The later Puritan immigrants were even less tolerant 

than the Pilgrims, persecuting the Quakers and Baptists into exile in Roger Williams’ 

Rhode Island.  Even among the Puritan colonies, relations could be tense as they 

competed for trade and alliances with the neighboring Native American tribes.  

 

Relations among the Native-American tribes were no more harmonious. Over a dozen 

different tribes lived in southern New England.  In 1620, the Pokanokets had alliances 

with some tribes, such as the Nausets and the Massachusetts, but loathed the 

Narragansetts, to whom they had been forced to show obeisance.  Over time, these tribal 
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alliances and rivalries would significantly affect how their relations with the English 

evolved. 

 

Relations between the English immigrants and the Native-American tribes in New 

England began guardedly in the 1620s, were relatively peaceful until the 1650s, then 

deteriorated over the next twenty years until war finally broke out in the 1670s.  Shortly 

after the Pilgrims arrived they formed an alliance with the Pokanokets, which helped both 

groups survive when disease threatened each group with extinction.  However, as more 

Puritans arrived, the competition for land and natural resources between the various tribes 

and the new colonies increased.  Philbrick suggests that tensions were aggravated by the 

Puritans’ arrogant opportunism in purchasing or taking tribal land from indebted Indians. 

By 1675, the Pokanokets and other tribes felt their only chance for survival was to go to 

war with the Puritans.  As Philbrick notes, while the Puritans would win this first war, 

known as King Philip’s war, and decimate the Pokanokets and other tribes through death 

and slavery in the Caribbean, the colonies would be plagued by war with various Native-

American tribes for the next 100 years.    

 

The English immigrants deliberately created political structures that would support self-

governance and conformity among their colonists.  The Pilgrims purposefully defined 

themselves as a formal community and created a new form of self-governance on 

November 10, 1620 when the able-bodied males signed the Mayflower Compact, and 

thereby, agreed to establish and abide by civil laws, offices and other instruments 
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required for the common good.  The Pilgrims had a slight majority, voted as a block and 

so were able to ensure a Pilgrim led the colony.  By the early 1630s, Plymouth and the 

other Puritan colonies were each ruled by a General Court.  Each Court’s authority 

included the power to issue laws, provide offices for its leaders, such as a governor and 

deputies, levy taxes, hold trials and carried out punishment.  In 1643, the Puritan colonies 

formed the United Colonies of New England to better coordinate English-Indian relations 

and leverage each other’s resources.  Each General Court sent a delegation to the 

confederation meetings, but each delegation could only act on behalf of the colony with 

their Court’s approval.  

 

In contrast to the Pilgrims, the Indian tribes continued with their traditional political 

structure.  Each tribe was ruled by a sachem, pnieses – warriors who were responsible for 

collecting tribute for his sachem - and spiritual leaders, or shamen.  Leadership was 

passed down through families.  Uniquely, while Puritan women had no role in their 

government, at least two Native-American tribes in the 1670s were led by women. While 

individual tribes did, at times, form alliances with other tribes, they never all united into 

one body, as the Puritans did in the 1670s.  

 

The Indian economy, which the Pilgrims joined in the 1620s, was dependent on 

agriculture (farming, fishing, hunting, etc.) and trade.  Each tribe’s wealth was built on 

the tribute warriors gathered from the subjects for their sachem and the value of the tribal 

land.  Initially, the Pilgrims’ arrival meant a new customer for the tribes’ goods, 
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especially their furs. While the Pilgrims would not sell their guns to the tribes, within a 

few years, the tribes were able to buy guns from other immigrants.  These guns 

significantly improved the tribes’ hunting prowess and, for a time, increased their wealth 

through the fur trade.  

  

While the Pilgrim’s arrival did not, at first, significantly change the economic structure 

for individual Native-Americans, the Pilgrims’ economic situation changed dramatically.  

In England, many of the Pilgrims had been tradesmen, such as weavers and printers, 

while in Plymouth they would be farmers in a wilderness, an occupation for which they 

had little or no experience.  In Europe, the Pilgrims had labored for themselves, but in 

Plymouth they were required to work every day to pay off their debt to their English 

investors.  For two planting seasons, the Pilgrims tried communal farming.  But the 

resulting harvests were so poor the colonists were near starvation.  In 1623, Governor 

Bradford gave each household a plot of its own to cultivate.  While the men continued to 

work in the communal fields, the women and children willingly cultivated their 

household plots, growing enough food to forestall starvation.  Philbrick reported that 

private ownership led to substantial improvements in the settlers’ ambitions and 

productivity.  

 

While private ownership may very well have contributed to increased farming 

productivity, other factors also likely contributed to this improved situation. By 

establishing household plots, Bradford simultaneously allocated more land to farming 
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and doubling the total number of farm laborers.  Each strategy alone would have helped 

improved the colony’s harvest yield. Bradford’s new economic policy also gave women 

and children important new and powerful roles and responsibilities, relative to the men, 

as the farmers of the household plots.  No longer helpless dependents, they had become 

key contributors in their families’ survival and prosperity and fellow laborers with men.  

It would have been in their interest to have productive plots.  

 

Like the local tribes, the Pilgrims also relied on agriculture and trade.  Initially, their trade 

was limited to local tribes and exports to their English investors.  During the next two 

decades, the Pilgrims and Puritans expanded their trade to other New England colonies, 

and Europe.  They sold household goods to the Indians, livestock to new immigrants, and 

sent thousands of furs, especially beaver pelts, back to their investors. They expanded 

their market by setting up trading posts all along the New England coastline.  As the 

game population declined, and the immigrant population increased, both the tribes and 

the Pilgrims were under increasing pressure to sell their land.   

 

According to Philbrick, Pilgrims used their political structure to monopolize the sale of 

tribal land.  For instance, as a means of ensuring a clear title to the purchased land and 

prevent shady transactions, the Pilgrims would only allow the tribes to sell their land to 

the Plymouth government.  However, Plymouth’s monopoly on the purchase of tribal 

land also enabled the local government to keep the prices they paid for tribal land very 

low, while enabling Pilgrims who bought the land from the government to subsequently 
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re-sell the land at a huge profit.  Even with these advantages, the original Plymouth 

colony was never a financial success.  By the 1640s, the Pilgrims’ leaders, like the 

Pokanket sachems, were forced to sell their land to settle their remaining debts.  As the 

tribes’ debt grew, Plymouth leaders changed their laws in the 1670s to allow sachems to 

pay off their debts by mortgaging their land, thereby, enabling Puritans to obtain more 

tribal land at even lower prices.   

 

At times, the Pilgrims and their Puritan successors would also find a pretext to attack 

peaceful settlements or tribes who were seen as economic competitors.  For example, in 

1625 on the pretext that the inhabitants were engaging in pagan rituals, the Pilgrims 

attacked another English settlement that was successfully encroaching on their fur trade 

with a local tribe.  In the 1630s and the 1670s, the Puritan colonies used small 

altercations or failed treaty negotiations as pretexts to go to war with Pequot and the 

Narragansett tribes in modern Connecticut and Rhode Island.  The Puritan’s viewed these 

tribes’ economic power and/or land holdings were seen as limiting the colonies’ future 

growth.    

 

These external and internal structures greatly shaped the evolution of community 

participation both within and between the Puritan and Native-American communities.  

These structures determined the commodities they exchanged, how the commodities were 

exchanged, and the iterative changes in both the people and structures as a result of their 

interactions. 
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Participation within the Pilgrim community, and between the Pilgrims and the local tribes 

involved the exchange of a wide range of commodities, such as goods, knowledge, labor, 

events, and rights between members of their group or with other groups.  The Indians 

were particularly interested in acquiring the English household goods and guns, while the 

English sought Indian’s furs and land.  Goods were exchanged through various forms of 

“giving” and “getting” activities.  Giving-type of activities included sharing, offering, and 

lending, while getting-type activities included trading, purchasing, demanding, taking and 

earning the good.  

 

The Pilgrims and Indians also exchanged knowledge drawn from their respective 

experiences and expertise.  The Pokanokets repeatedly provided the Pilgrims with 

knowledge or information that was critical to their survival.  For example, various 

Indians tribes had encountered English expeditions who often captured and enslaved a 

few warriors. The English taught these captives to speak English.  Some of these captives 

subsequently returned to their tribes.  The sachems took the initiative to employ these bi-

lingual members as interpreters for the two communities.  The Pokanokets willingly 

shared their knowledge of area tribes to guide the Pilgrims diplomatic relationships 

among the many Indian tribes in Eastern Massachusetts.  Moreover, various tribes would 

inform the Pilgrims, and later the Puritans, when other tribes threatened to attack English 

settlements.  Lastly, the Pokanokets, particularly Squanto, were instrumental in teaching 

the Pilgrims how to farm their new land, using fish as fertilizer and how to grow native 
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corn; techniques that helped the Pilgrims survive when their own crops failed.  The 

Pilgrims also shared some of their knowledge in return.  For instance, the Pilgrims 

brought medical knowledge to help the Pokankets limit an outbreak of typhus.  The 

Pilgrims also taught the Indians how new technologies worked, such as household and 

farming tools.  Later English immigrants taught the Indians how to use guns to enhance 

their hunting and fighting.  While the Pilgrims did not share their knowledge of 

Christianity with the tribes, some later Puritans taught willing natives to read and write 

the English Bible, as part of their evangelical efforts.  

 

One of the principle commodities that the Pilgrims brought to their new community in 

Plymouth was their labor.  Before they even landed, the Pilgrim émigrés were providing 

healthcare to the ship’s sailors, who had once ridiculed them. Pilgrims and Strangers 

labored to provide the crops and furs to repay their English investors.  The Pilgrims also 

contributed their labor to constructing each other’s’ homes and the fort that enclosed the 

colony.   Men also provided their labor to serve as soldier to both defend their community 

and attack Indian tribes.  Yet, the Pilgrims contributed their labor to extent hospitality to 

Indian and English guests, as well as, critical aid to later immigrants.  

 

The Pilgrims’ community participation included sharing events that both brought them 

together and strained the bonds of community.  For example, the first Thanksgiving was a 

festival held in September-October 1621 to celebrate the Pilgrim’s first harvest.  Twice as 

many Pokanokets as Pilgrims participated in the celebration.  In contrast to the harmony 
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at Thanksgiving, the first Christmas was marred when the Pilgrims curtailed the 

Strangers’ celebrations, creating resentments that festered long afterwards.  

 

As the Pilgrim men had pledged in the Mayflower Compact, they established laws, 

offices and other instruments to govern the colony.  Originally, it was ruled by a governor 

and held community meetings to discuss and agree on major decisions.  In 1621, the 

Pilgrims established their first treaty with the Pokanokets.  The treaty outlined the rights 

that each party afforded to the other, including mutual defense, restoration of stolen 

goods, and the right of each party to punish those who offended them from either 

community.  To a degree, the Pilgrims’ laws extended to the Indians.  For example, by 

1633, the Plymouth General Court required that land transactions between the English 

settlers and the Indians be approved and recorded.          

 

Although much of the participation within the English communities in Massachusetts was 

positive, often involving mutual aid, there were also numerous examples of negative 

participation.  The Pilgrims journey to New England began by them illegally 

withdrawing from the English church and emigrating to Holland, then withdrawing again 

from fellow Puritan émigrés in Scrooby, to establish their own community in Leiden, 

Holland.  Once in Plymouth, they restricted the activities or punished those Strangers 

who did not follow their rules.  Even so, the Pilgrims were more tolerant compared to the 

Puritans who followed.  In the years leading up to King Philip’s war, the Puritans 

persecuted, exiled and even executed English who held different beliefs, such as Quakers 
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and Baptists. Roger Williams established the Rhode Island colony as a haven for those 

who were exiled by the Puritans.  Even when threatened by war, the Puritans’ loathing of 

the exiles in Rhode Island persisted.  When they formed the United Colonies of New 

England to raise an army to fight the Indian tribes, they excluded Rhode Island from their 

confederation.  Negative participation also occurred within the Native-American 

community.  Over the years, Pokanoket leaders were repeatedly betrayed by their own 

interpreters, who sought to steal the leader’s power or wealth.  During the war, various 

tribes would ally with the Puritans to attack a rival tribe.  If necessary, a stronger tribe 

would coerce a weaker tribe into becoming an ally.  

 

While the early participation between the Pilgrims and Pokanokets was largely direct and 

positive, there was also negative participation between the two communities.  Even 

though the Pilgrims had a treaty with the Pokanokets, they did not always adhere to its 

terms.  For instance, the Pilgrims did not always punish Indians who fomented treason 

against the sachems, as agreed.  Between the 1640s and the 1670s, according to Philbrick, 

the Puritans repeatedly manipulated its own laws to obtain cheap land or to limit native 

power.  Once war came, both the Indians and the Puritans attacked each other, engaging 

in numerous battles, destroying property, killing thousands, and committing atrocities.  

According to Philbrick, the scale of the atrocities committed by the Puritans was far 

larger than those committed by the Indians.  As the war lengthened, the Puritans offset 

their war-related costs by selling thousands of their Indian captives into slavery. 
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Throughout the Pilgrims first years in Plymouth, the Pilgrims and the Pokanokets 

repeatedly demonstrated their willingness to adapt both their internal and external 

structures, particular in political and economic matters, as a situation required.  

The fact that the Pilgrims drafted the Mayflower Compact to establish a civil government 

can be attributed to the influence of cultural, physical, political and social structures. 

Culturally, according to Philbrick, the Pilgrims’ believed that a community began with a 

covenant between a group of believers and God.  Secondly, the Plymouth colony would 

be over three thousand miles away from any European influence or protection, making 

unified self-governance critical to survival.  Thirdly, the weather had blown the Pilgrims 

to a region where there was no royal governor and they did not have a patent to settle. 

Lastly, half of the members of their party were non-Pilgrims, referred to as Strangers.28  

Given these influences, the Pilgrims sought to establish a civil government to which all, 

Pilgrims and non-Pilgrims, would agree to submit.  The output of this synthesis of belief, 

experience and necessity was the beginning of American democracy.  

 

The Pilgrims self-governance extended to their dealings with the Indians.  By bringing 

their families and building a fort around Plymouth, the Pilgrims signaled to the tribe that, 

unlike other English visitors, they were in the area to stay.  Given this goal and their 

isolation, the  Pilgrims took upon themselves to commit to a treaty with the Pokanokets, 

and then to vigorously defend their tribal allies, even when the Pilgrims were not directly 
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threatened.  The Pilgrims also were willing to change the terms of the relationship, as 

necessary.  For instance, when too many Indians were straining their food supplies, the 

Pilgrims and Pokanokets developed a protocol, the use of a copper chain, as a signal from 

Massasoit that an Indian visitor should receive Pilgrim hospitality.  They were also pro-

active in relationships with other tribes, such as repaying the Nausets for the stolen corn 

and sending diplomatic envoys to other tribes. 

 

The Pilgrims introduced or extended the use of local practices, which greatly influenced 

the structure of the New England economy.  Bradford’s decision in 1623 to assign 

household plots gave the colonists an independent means to help feed their families.  

Plymouth’s women, whose role had been limited to childcare, and their children were 

given the opportunity to contribute to the household wealth and the local economy.  The 

Pilgrims learned from the Native-American tribes how to farm the local soil and raise 

new crops.  From Dutch traders, they learned how to use native wampum - belts of 

cylindrical beads woven from shells - as a form of currency.  Wampum significantly 

improved the Pilgrims’ ability to trade with the tribes.  Moreover, the New England 

colonies’ widespread use of wampum, the country’s first currency, over the next forty 

years enabled them to mitigate fluctuations in the European economies, such as credit 

shortages, while also building local markets.      

 

Another Puritan innovation in public policy which shaped the country’s future was their 

creation of the United Colonies of New England.  Through this confederation, the 
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Puritans were able to present united front and field larger armies to battle individual 

tribes across New England.  Philbrick suggested that, in creating this confederation, 

Pilgrim leaders drew on their experience with Holland’s confederation of independent 

states and suggested the confederation model to the leaders of the other Puritan colonies.  

According to John Quincy Adams, the United Colonies of New England was the 

prototype for the Confederation of States, and subsequently the United States.  

 

The Pokanokets, and other tribes, also willingly adapted their external structures to reflect 

the arrival of the Pilgrims.  Massasoit used the Pilgrim’s arrival and his allegiance with 

the English to gain power over his rival tribes. His subjects acquired English technology, 

in guns and tools, and used it to help them better carry out their daily activities.  

Massasoit and his sons would subsequently recognize the authority of the Pilgrim court, 

such as in seeking court approval to document their name changes.  Some of the members 

of the Pokanoket tribe, and other area tribes, became Christian and used the new religion 

as a way to preserve traditional tribal culture. 

 

As a result of the Pilgrims and Pokanokets willingness to adapt their participation and 

their communities, they began the building of uniquely American structures. 
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APPENDIX B - PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNITY AS 

DESCRIBED IN CITY OF WOMEN 

 

City of Women29, by Christine Stansell, is a study of the emergence of a community of 

laboring women in New York City between the Revolutionary War and the brink of the 

Civil War.  While her study focuses on the lives of laboring women, from the poor 

seamstresses who earned just enough to forestall starvation to the prostitutes whose 

dangerous profession gave them more freedom and wages than other women laborers, it 

also includes women from the upper class, such as the women evangelicals who used 

their convictions to gain more access to the public space and discourse.  The study also 

describes how the men in these women’s lives helped or hindered their efforts to survive 

and thrive. In recounting the women’s stories, Stansell describes laboring women’s 

experience at home, in the neighborhood, and at paid work.  

 

The laboring women’s experience at home was largely defined by her role in the family, 

available living space, and technology.  Stansell reports that, in laboring families at this 

time, relations between spouses and parents and children were not overtly affectionate.  

Spouses viewed marriage as a practical arrangement where men provided their wages in 
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exchange for women’s childrearing and domestic help.  Wives were subservient to their 

husbands both socially and legally. In conventional male’s internal schema, women were 

dependents and therefore lacked the moral reasoning and power required for citizenship.  

Consequently, the men created political and legal systems that did not give women the 

full rights of citizenship.  However, a husband’s power and authority in the home was 

strained if he lost his job, a common occurrence. In some marriages, the men responded 

to this threat to their authority by becoming abusive. Crowded conditions and exhausting 

manual labor could also exacerbate the power struggles between men and women. 

       

Physical and economic structures combined to create America’s first, modern tenement 

slums.  According to Stansell, the homes of the poor were small, with little furniture, 

clothes or food.  The rapid increase in population and lack of available housing during 

this period led to higher rents for smaller living space, resulting in overcrowded 

tenements.  Lacking our modern physical infrastructure, a woman and her children had to 

undertake numerous errands into the street in order to acquire food, fuel and water.  

Consequently, home life tumbled into the halls, stoops and streets of the neighborhood as 

a woman moved constantly about, executing interactions with a host of peddlers, 

neighbors and shopkeepers.  

 

These daily social interactions with neighbors provided women with numerous 

opportunities to participate in each other’s lives and the tenement community – for both 

good and ill.  Facing similar demands, Stansell found that these women offered each 
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other mutual aid and emotional support.  For example, women, either individually or in 

groups, could help protect other women from abusive men.  Neighbors could also be 

busybodies, engage in corrosive rivalries.  Groups of neighbors sometimes acted as an 

alternative court which inflicted punishment to those who did not behave by common, 

unwritten rules.  Overall, Stansell found that the freedom of movement required in 

tenement life and the collective power of individuals so closely engaged in each other’s 

lives gave these laboring women more resources to draw on in dealing with the men in 

their lives than women who lived in rural settings. 

    

Neighbors who extended help to another neighbor  expected reciprocal assistance if they 

needed it in the future.  By lending each other their labor, knowledge, skills and 

household goods, women created a support network that augmented their own resources.  

Given it was common for poor families to move to a new home once a year and 

importance of mutual aid, a woman had to be quick in establishing her social network in 

her new neighborhood.  According to Stansell, the shared experience of tenement life was 

so powerful that, in the women’s worldview, it dwarfed the influence of one’s ethnicity 

or occupation.  Consequently, her self-identity was more closely tied to her urban 

neighborhood than to her home.  This shared experience helped create the new urban, 

laboring-class culture.  

 

Mutual aid was critical to these women because tenement life was strenuous and 

potentially dangerous.  Severe overcrowding led to poor sanitation and the spread of 
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disease such as yellow fever, cholera, and tuberculosis.  Poor planning, poor construction, 

and little regulation meant that accidents were common.  Primitive medicine, little money 

to pay for health care, and the lack of public or private aid meant minor household 

accidents or illnesses could results in long-term or permanent disability, or death.  Low 

wages, male abandonment or widowhood was enough to send a laboring family into 

poverty. 

 

When their own labors and mutual aid from their neighbors were insufficient to address 

family needs, then laboring women turned to New York City’s public and private 

charities for assistance.  The City’s Almshouse provided a shelter-of-last-resort for 

paupers.  However, as the city’s economy was strained by such external factors as 

exploding immigrant population, trade embargos, and war, the number seeking aid from 

the Almshouse rose dramatically.  During this time both the poor and philanthropists 

actively contributed to changing the nature of charity. 

 

During most of the 18
th
 century, the Almshouse typically provided shelter and food to the 

permanently unemployable.  This type of assistance was referred to as “indoor relief.”  

Almshouse residents had to adhere to the rules of the administrators.  As the number of 

poor outstripped residential space, the poor were not easily turned away.  As alternative 

form of aid, the Almshouse began to offer money, food or fuel, referred to as “outdoor 

relief,” to non-residents.  While Almshouse provided indoor relief to about 1,400 people 

in 1814, it provided outdoor relief to over 16,000 in 1815.  This substantial change in the 
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relief system was not just driven by a rising poor population. Stansell offers several 

examples of how the poor actively participated in reshaping the system.  Firstly, they 

preferred outdoor relief because it gave them more freedom to live as they wished.  

Secondly, some wives and laborers began to use the Almshouse as part of a planned 

strategy to obtain relief during expected periods of male absence or unemployment.  

Thirdly, some actively asked for assistance, rather than patiently waiting for what others 

bestowed.  Lastly, some expected charity out of a sense of entitlement rather than actual 

need.          

 

The increasing cost of relief and the self-advocacy of applicants prompted 

philanthropists, in turn, to re-examine how they distributed relief.  According to Stansell, 

the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism (SPP), established in 1817, exemplified and 

shaped the changing attitude of New York’s philanthropists.  Formed by the male leaders 

from the mercantile, religious and professional communities dissatisfied with existing 

practices, SPP sought to abolish pauperism by reshaping the self-expectations of the poor 

and minimizing the perceived destructive effects of benevolence.  In their view poverty 

was due to the poor’s own vices and habits, such as hasty marriages, ignorance, and 

idleness. Influenced by recent innovations in English philanthropy, they saw the cures for 

poverty in the lower class’s emulation of bourgeois class’s values and habits, such as 

thrift and hard work.  According to Stansell, SPP helped to change the city’s Common 

Council (later the City Council) view of the causes of poverty.  As a consequence, the 
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Council cut back on grants to poor and price controls on bread.  The city and state also 

implemented SPP’s recommendation that those seeking aid be required to work.  

 

Stansell observed that, just as the male leadership of SPP viewed its charitable efforts 

through the lens of its bourgeois values and experience, female evangelicals’ and 

philanthropists’ efforts to help poor women were similarly influenced by their class 

values.  Evangelicals in New York at this time believed that people could facilitate their 

own religious salvation and the salvation of others,’ and that salvation could end poverty. 

They viewed the home as the source of a person’s morals (the ideology of domesticity) 

and the mother as a family’s moral leader (the cult of true womanhood).  Consequently, 

these evangelicals felt the best way to achieve the poor’s salvation was to teach their 

Protestant, bourgeois values to poor women, in their homes. 

 

According to Stansell, this evangelical movement greatly influenced the structure of the 

emerging welfare system, while also expanding the social role of the city’s higher-class 

women.  Charities found that “home visits” were a systematic way for them to assess the 

applicant’s needs, behaviors and habits, using their bourgeois values and lifestyles as 

their measures.  Both charities and reform associations quickly adopted and standardized 

home visits as a procedure to assess a poor family’s need.  Charities provided aid based 

on the “worthiness” of the woman applicant, as determined by her marital status, 

employment, parenting, housekeeping, neighborhood or other information gathered from 

the home visit.  With requests for aid far outstripping available resources, tests of 
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worthiness helped charities to ration aid.  Given tenement life, a charity could easily find 

a reason to consider a woman unworthy for aid. 

 

Stansell observed that the cult of womanhood, the ideology of domesticity and home 

visiting all helped middle and upper-class women gain a greater voice in New York’s 

private and public affairs, and more access to public space.  The cult of womanhood 

described a positive social role for woman as the teacher and upholder of society’s 

morals.  This image offered an alternative to prevailing male caricatures of women as 

helpless dependents or sexual predators.  The ideology of domesticity helped women gain 

some power in running their own homes.  Since God gave women their authority as 

moral leaders, women were entitled to respect.  Moreover, their activities could not be 

solely governed by men’s rules.  Since home visiting was part of God’s work, the women 

evangelicals could use public streets and transportation to travel to less reputable parts of 

the city.  Through their evangelical and charitable work, these women gained power, 

knowledge, experience and social connections unattainable within their own social 

circles.     

 

Given the paucity of charity and tenuous nature of male employment in New York’s 

emerging wage economy, lower-class women and their children began participating in 

the emerging wage economy as a means family survival.  According to Stansell, a 

common way for women to enter the wage economy was through the outwork system. 

The city’s manufacturers, faced with the lack of land and infrastructure and its abundance 
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of labor, developed the outwork system as an alternative to the factory.  Under this 

system, a manufacturer, or “jobber,” contracted out the partial assembly of a product to a 

subcontractor, who hired “outworkers” to produce basic pieces of the final product, such 

as sewing parts of a garment.  This system enabled manufacturers, especially the garment 

industry, to keep their infrastructure and labor costs low, while allowing them to hire and 

fire workers as demand fluctuated.  With the increase in merchant trades and the growth 

in Southern slavery, the city’s garment industry gained a steady market for ready-made 

clothes for soldiers, sailors, and slaves. 

 

One way for a woman to become an outworker was as a member of a “family shop,” 

where the men did the skilled work and the women and children performed ancillary 

tasks.  Stansell observed that while the family shop reinforced the male authority and 

power, as well as family cooperation, it also contributed to the exploitation of women and 

children, purposely marginalizing their power in the labor market.  The man made the 

highest wages since employers assumed he was in charge and was the most skilled. The 

women in the shop, such as the wives and daughters, were paid much lower wages 

because employers assumed they performed unskilled work.  Women in the family shops 

received little training to advance their skills, thereby increase their income, or freedom 

to pursue alternative employment.  

 

Stansell found that, in 1855, the outworkers in two of the city’s poor districts were a 

diverse group of women who moved in and out of the outwork system as their needs 
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demanded.  The largest group of outworkers was composed of the single, young women 

who lived away from their families, with the second largest group being daughters in 

male-headed households.  These women commonly worked as seamstresses, or in related 

textile labors, where the materials were easily portable and assembled by delicate 

handwork.  Stansell found that the outworkers’ greatest problem was underpayment.  

Full-time employment, which was uncommon, generally brought only a subsistence 

income. 

   

Stansell attributed outworker underpayment to several structural features of this early 

wage economy.  In the outwork system, the manufacturer, the subcontractor and 

outworkers were not paid until the final product was sold.  Consequently, the system 

relied on multiple-layers of credit.  The volume of work fluctuated by the seasons and by 

the employer.  Since an outworker often worked for several employers, she had to 

remember for an extended period of time, or record if she was literate, how much each 

employer owed her for various deliveries.  There were few industry standards to provide 

a basis for quality control or unit pricing.  Moreover, it difficult for outworkers to 

collectively challenge their low wages or unscrupulous employers, since there were few 

legal protections for laborers; competition for work was fierce; and the outwork system 

isolated workers from each other, which inhibited collective action.  Lastly, there was 

discrimination incorporated into the political and social structures.  For example, laboring 

women were limited to local employment because social conventions prevented them 

from traveling alone outside of the city in search of work.  Women’s trades were 



 

500 

 

considered unskilled simply because women performed the work.  As noted earlier, 

women had few legal rights. 

           

Despite performing physically-demanding work for subsistence wages, Stansell reports 

that these young, single women saw important advantages to this new lifestyle, compared 

to life on a rural farm.  They often lived in rooms that they shared with other women, in 

the homes of extended family or acquaintances, or in boardinghouses.  As a result, they 

were somewhat liberated from direct, male authority. This meant that these women had 

more freedom to directly participate in the economy: to choose where and how they were 

going to live; to choose their own employer; to bargain for their own wages; and to 

manage their money as they wished.  

 

This lifestyle also freed these young women from the burden of domestic chores, giving 

them more opportunity to directly participate in society in their leisure time.  A common 

activity was “walking out,” where small groups of women walked along patterned routes 

through public streets and parks, chatting with each other and flirting with men.  Other 

common activities included Sunday excursions to the country and going to see a show.  

Church membership also provided opportunities for companionship and romance.  

Through these activities, men and women grew accustomed to women using public 

spaces, without a male escort.  However, as Stansell observes, this greater freedom also 

brought greater risk.  The lack of an obvious male protector and legal protection also 
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meant these women were more vulnerable to sexual advances, entrapment, or 

abandonment by men, without legal recourse.       

      

While many women labored as outworkers in antebellum New York, Stansell found that 

domestic work was the most traditional form of female employment and also the most 

common.  At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the domestic worker population 

was a heterogeneous population, varying by age, gender, race, place of birth, etc.  

However, by mid-century, Stansell found that young, immigrant Irish women dominated 

the city’s domestic service population.  Since domestics received room and board, as well 

as wages, they could save money which they used to directly and indirectly participate in 

the city’s economy.  They directly participated in the economy by using their savings to 

buy local consumer goods and services, such as clothes and entertainment.  They also 

used their savings to help support family members, or help other family members to 

immigrate to the city.  In these ways, they indirectly lessened the burden on the city’s 

charities and helped sustain the city’s labor market and its low labor costs.   

 

Stansell found that the growth in the city’s domestic labor sector also provided a unique 

opportunity for upper class women to indirectly participate in the city’s wage economy.  

In antebellum New York, women had very few opportunities to own or manage a 

business. For laboring women, avenues to management or ownership were generally 

limited to widowhood, peddling, or running an establishment, such as a bawdy house or 

boardinghouse.  However, during this period, it became increasingly common for upper-
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class women to assume the responsibility for the supervision of the household’s domestic 

staff, on behalf of their husbands.  

 

Several social factors contributed to this expanded role for upper-class women, including 

increasing size of the city’s upper class and the upper-class’ use of the size of one’s 

domestic staff as a status symbol.  The upper classes’ internal schemas also changed.  

The emergence of the perception that upper class women did not do household work and 

the theory of domesticity also contributed women’s role as the home employer and 

manager.  However, neither the women employers, nor women domestics, received 

training to learn their duties; each had to learn by experience.  Stansell reported that the 

women employers felt that the home and the domestic staff were extensions of their own 

identity.  Since they felt they were better than their staff, they felt entitled to control their 

domestics’ work habits and private lives.  In contrast, the domestics tended to view their 

service as more of an impersonal business transaction.  They resented their employers’ 

interference in both their work habits and private affairs.  They would negotiate the limits 

of their duties and, if demand for domestics was high enough, would leave if an 

employer’s wishes exceeded agreed-upon limits.     

 

Stansell found that women did not like domestic service.  The hours were long, the work 

was physically exhausting, and living with one’s employer was claustrophobic.  Given 

the opportunity, they sought work in manufacturing, either as an outworker or, 

preferably, beginning in the 1830s, as inside factory worker.  Women preferred factory 
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work over outwork for several reasons, including more regular hours, better wages, more 

standardized work, companionship and support of other workers, and more free time. 

Factories employing women included clothing, bookbinding, and straw matting.  Like the 

outwork, factory work was seasonal.  Consequently, it was not uncommon for a laboring 

woman to work as a domestic, outworker, and factory worker over the course of a year.       

 

Women factory workers tended to be white and native born, whereas, the outworkers 

tended to be immigrants.  Stansell noted that the common image of the factory woman as 

impudent, sociable and robust was generally the opposite of that of the typical outworker.  

Factory women created basic pieces of the final product, while the men tended to handle 

the more complicated work.  Like their male co-workers, these women had difficulty 

adjusting to the factory’s standardized procedures and time management.  

 

Women’s entry into wage employment evoked strong reactions from male employers. 

Male employers had the power to set wages, assign work, hire and fire both male and 

female employees.  They commonly considered the women workers to be naïve, ignorant 

and easily intimidated.  The fact that male employers referred to the manufacturing sector 

where most women worked was referred as “outwork” – that is outside the factory where 

most men worked- also underscored that these women’s labors were “outside” of men’s 

internal construction of valued work.  Women’s formal power in the factory was very 

limited.  They were only permitted to oversee the work of other women and children, and 

did not oversee the work of men.  Yet, as Stansell learned, the factory women were able 
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to draw on their collective power and newly acquired expertise with a factory’s 

production to occasionally confront the foremen or male co-workers.  She speculated that 

these women may have been able to draw on their experience collaborating with female 

neighbors to collaborate with other female workers to protect each other in this new 

workplace from male advances or abuse. 

 

To gain a more formal role in setting the terms of employment, poor women outworkers 

began to form or join labor unions.  Between 1825 and 1831, New York City’s 

seamstresses conducted the first all-female strike and formed one of the first women’s 

unions, the Tailoresses Society.  The union’s objectives included establishing and 

enforcing fair pricing for their outwork, encouraging women’s self-reliance and self-

advocacy, and increasing the union’s influence by growing their membership.  As 

Stansell notes, at this time, prevailing male opinion was that, given their dependency, 

limited intelligence and experience, women were to defer to men’s judgment.  Their 

proper economic and social role was as men’s helpmates.  Since women laborers were 

not considered skilled artisans, they were barred from the craft unions.  The seamstresses 

relied on men to organize the union and bringing their concerns to the public.  While the 

Tailoresses Society existed for less than a year and was unsuccessful in improving wages, 

it was a notable first step towards in laboring women’s rights.  

 

According to Stansell, the next notable step in the city’s female labor movement was the 

formation, in 1845, of the Ladies Industrial Association (LIA).  Unlike the Tailoresses 
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Society, the LIA sought its women members from across a wide range of manufacturing, 

from garment workers to bookbinding, and wage grades.  They also sought to manage 

their own affairs, independent of male involvement.  They elected their own leadership, 

created their own constitution, set goals, and developed plans to strike if their demand 

were unmet.  The LIA attracted hundreds of members and did carry out its threatened 

strike.  However, the strike faltered in the face of widespread employer resistance and the 

dilution in the LIA’s purpose.  In appeasing the wishes of their bourgeois patrons, LIA 

leaders diluted their message with allusions to the virtues of domestic life, thereby 

undercutting their member’s passion and commitment.  Like its predecessor, the LIA was 

short-lived and unsuccessful.  Stansell notes that a sustained women’s rights movement 

would not begin until 1848 and a sustained women’s labor movement would not begin 

until the beginning of the 20
th
 century.  

 

Stansell found that workingmen’s view the women’s employment in the manufacturing 

sector was strained by two realities. On the one hand, these men viewed women laborers 

as a threat to their wages and employment, which they were.  In addition, the factory 

woman’s independent nature threatened the men’s social construction of community as 

based on family cooperation and female subservience.  Her apparent self-reliance 

suggested that women could have a successful life outside of marriage and family, and by 

extension, men’s control.  On the other hand, workingmen and their unions 

acknowledged that poor women often had to work to help their families survive. For 

example, in the 1830s, the National Trades’ Union (NTU) included women in their 
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struggle for better wages and accepted that some women had to work out of necessity. 

However, their overall objective was to raise male wages sufficiently so women could 

return to their families and homes.  As immigrant members, with their traditional view of 

male-hierarchical families, came to dominate the city’s male unions in the 1850s, 

laboring women’s concerns faded from the union agendas.  The prevailing union view 

was that women’s place was at home.  By the end of the Civil War, only three national 

unions allowed women members.   

 

The NTU was also progressive in acknowledging another often-ignored group of 

laborers, the children.  In 1836, it’s Committee on Female Labor proposed legislation to 

restrict girls’ factory employment to situations where their parents could supervise their 

work.  Stansell recorded extensively how, in the antebellum years, poor children 

participated directly and indirectly in New York City’s wage economy. Given adult 

wages were so low and child laborers required more supervision, there was little 

incentive for mainstream employers to hire children.  Consequently, poor children could 

generally only earn money from the informal marketplace of the street.  Poor parents, 

especially single mothers, relied on their children’s wages from scavenging and peddling 

to augment their meager earnings.  

 

Earning money by scavenging or peddling meant that poor children in this period spent a 

significant part of their day out on the street.  Children were also on the street because, as 

noted earlier, tenement housing provided little space or amenities for play.  Lastly, poor 
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children who had been abandoned by their parents, either willfully or by death, had to 

live on the street and fend for themselves.  Consequently, the streets of the city’s poor 

neighborhoods were teeming, all day long, with children who were under only sporadic 

parental supervision.  While having some responsibility could help cultivate the 

children’s independence and self-reliance, too much responsibility or freedom provided 

them with ample opportunities to get into trouble, either through their own 

mischievousness or at the hands of adults who took advantage of their vulnerability.  For 

example, poor children’s scavenging could devolve into pilfering or stealing, through 

their own initiative, innocently or deliberately, or with the encouragement of an adult.  

 

The children’s direct and indirect participation in public life influenced several areas of 

public policy in antebellum New York.  According to Stansell, the significant economic 

fluctuations during the 1830s to 1850s and a perception that poverty and crime were 

spreading led reformers to seek a social renewal.  Another factor nurturing reformer 

efforts was a concern that public streets could bring the poverty, crime and disease of the 

tenements into their lives or respectable neighborhoods.  Drawing on their bourgeois 

experience and theory of domesticity, reformers concluded that the major causes of 

poverty were inadequate parenting (particularly by mothers) and home life.  These family 

inadequacies led to children’s presence on the street which, in turn, led to crime.  

 

As Stansell describes, to address street crime and the perceived causes, the city’s 

reformers undertook a multi-pronged approach.  First, they advocated the formation of 
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the city’s first professional police department, over significant opposition.  One of the 

police commissioner’s early goals was to rid the city’s public streets of its poor children. 

Consequently, the police began to arrest poor children who were seen on the street, and 

unsupervised, for thievery and vagrancy.  Secondly, they drew on the emerging doctrine 

of “parens patriae” (the state’s sovereign authority to protect the best interests of the 

child) in framing and passing the state’s first truancy law.  This law banned unsupervised, 

school-age children from the streets and made their school attendance a condition for 

relief.  Children were to be at home, school or at work, and not alone on the public street. 

Thirdly, they provided the state with a remedy which promised to address a major source 

of crime while lightening the public’s financial burden – the placing-out system.    

 

In the 1850s, the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) developed and began implementing the 

placing-out system which, for decades, relocated the city’s “orphans,” particularly boys, 

to rural farms to live and work.  As Stansell describes, from the reformer’s perspective, 

this system helped address the causes of poverty and crime.  It got unsupervised children 

off the city’s street, broke the “criminal” influence of the poor family and tenement life 

on the child’s character, redistributed child laborers to where they were more needed and 

shifted the financial burden of childrearing from the state to rural farmers.  Critics of the 

system noted that it facilitated the exploitation of child laborers; placed-out children who 

were not orphans (and sometimes against their parent’s wishes); and that the rural 

farmers were not necessarily better moral leaders or parents. Despite the criticisms, 
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Stansell notes that CAS’s overarching view of the family and tenement life as the causes 

of poverty and crime would influence social reform into the next century.    

 

Stansell’s study demonstrates that laboring women and children in New York’s City 

during the antebellum years actively participated in reshaping public life and wage 

economy, and as a consequence helped to reshape both lower and upper-class 

communities.  As described, these women built their own social support networks in their 

tenement neighborhoods as a response to the lack of legal protection and aid.  The poor’s 

demand led to an expansion of the welfare system which provided with more control over 

their lives.  Laboring women and children used wage work as an opportunity gain more 

independence from their families, and thereby helped to create a new youth culture.  

 

Experience with the laboring classes contributed to changes in the upper class 

community, as well.  Reformers sought to infuse the poor with bourgeois values and 

habits by changing the public and private welfare policies.  Engaging with the poor 

through their participation in charities and evangelical causes, gave upper class women 

greater access to public spaces.  Engaging with domestics in their own homes gave these 

women the rare opportunity to supervise others.  The city’s manufacturers took advantage 

of the city’s abundant labor pool to create a new production system which gave them a 

competitive advantage over factory-style production.  Establishing a police force to 

prevent street crime provided the upper class with more protection and greater control 

over the poor use of public space.  
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APPENDIX C - PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNITY AS 

DESCRIBED IN THE SOCIAL ORDER OF A FRONTIER 

COMMUNITY 

 

Don H. Doyle’s The Social Order of a Frontier Community: Jacksonville, Illinois, 1825-

1870.
30

  Is a study of a small Midwestern city, from its antebellum creation through the 

beginning of Reconstruction.  The City of Jacksonville is the county seat of Morgan 

County.  It is located in central Illinois, about 35 miles west of the state capital, 

Springfield, and about 65 miles east of Illinois’ western border on the Mississippi River. 

Jacksonville was created as a way to end a long-running debate among local politicians.  

Illinois became a state in 1818 and Morgan County was created five years later.  

However, for two years local politicians could not reach agreement on which of the 

existing hamlets would become the seat for Morgan County.  As a compromise solution, 

the county commissioners decided in 1825 to create a new town to be the seat and locate 

it in the center of the county.  While this solution ended the political debate, it meant that 

the new town would be situated away from navigable rivers, the major long-range 

transportation route in the days before railroads.  The state auctioned the land for the 

county seat.  Two settlers bought 160 acres of the auctioned land at a modest price.  They 
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then donated half of their purchase for the town.  The town was named for Andrew 

Jackson, of Kentucky, who was still venerated for his 1815 victory in New Orleans and 

who had just narrowly lost in the 1824 presidential election to John Quincy Adams, of 

Massachusetts.        

     

The founding of Jacksonville presaged several social practices which become ingrained 

in the Jacksonville community and are highlighted in Doyle’s study.  The new town was 

founded because, after two years of debate, county politicians could not reach agreement 

among existing alternatives.  Time and again, Jacksonville would endure protracted 

conflicts which would eventually be resolved by appealing to an institutional authority. 

Creating a new town and locating it in the center of the county solved the near-term 

political problem, but hampered the town’s long-term growth.  In the future, Jacksonville 

residents would repeatedly choose a near-term solution that limited the town’s future 

opportunities.  Land speculators donated the land to create the town.  Yet, their donation 

also nearly guaranteed the substantial appreciation of their remaining property, which 

surrounded the new county seat.  Through its early history, Doyle found that 

Jacksonville’s leaders or benefactors often advocated solutions that simultaneously 

helped the community and their individual wealth.  Lastly, the frontiersmen who founded 

Jacksonville named it after the “man of the people” candidate from the frontier who had 

just narrowly lost to the “Eastern establishment” candidate from New England.  As 

Doyle’s study describes, national politics and regional tensions would influence 

Jacksonville’s local affairs throughout its early history.      
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As noted, Doyle’s study describes how the town’s physical structures influenced 

Jacksonville’s development from the start.  The rich soil of the surrounding area attracted 

farmers and ranchers from the South and Northeast.  Yet, the lack of efficient 

transportation to outside markets would inhibit its early economic growth.  Jacksonville’s 

farmers and ranchers would have to wait until the 1850s to become part of a railroad 

network that could distribute their products to regional and national markets.  Later 

industrial development would be limited by the lack of nearby coal or other natural power 

supply.  The town’s streets were laid based on grid pattern emanating out from a public 

square.  The square, with its tidy arrangement of public buildings and local markets, 

would become a gathering place for residents and visitors and a symbol of the town’s 

desire for order.  

 

Based on Doyle’s description, the physical structure that seemed to play the largest part 

in shaping Jacksonville was migration.  He found that, at any given time, most of the 

town’s population was comprised of migrants.  Using census records from 1850 through 

1870, he found that less than one-quarter of the town’s non-dependent31 population could 

be traced from one census to the next.  Like many Midwestern towns in the nineteenth 

century, Jacksonville was a stop for various population groups on their way West.  Over 

time, it would also be a stop for migrants heading to or away from Chicago and other 

Northern industrial cities.  Even so, Jacksonville’s total in-migration was greater than its 
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out-migration.  Over the decades the town’s population grew, from about 450 in 1830, to 

1,900 in 1840, to 6,000 in 1855, and to 10,000 by 1870.  The population was generally 

young and evenly divided between men and women. 

 

Doyle’s analysis of census records found that, between 1850 and 1870, these migrants 

were commonly young men and women who worked as unskilled laborers. They were 

typically unmarried and childless. The men often worked for the railroad, while the 

women worked as domestics. Census data indicated that less than 15 percent of these 

laborers resided in town from one census to the next. Doyle found that these unskilled 

workers often held several jobs during the year and migrated in and out of town through 

the seasons, as the demand for laborers ebbed and flowed. They also migrated from town 

to town in pursuit of employment and individual opportunity. In some cases, the men 

were seeking not just individual opportunity, but scouting out towns in advance of 

migrating relatives.  

 

The town’s physical structures influenced its economic structures.  Doyle observed that 

transitory nature of the unskilled workforce was self-perpetuating.  The continual in-

migration of laborers meant a healthy competition for jobs which kept wages low.  

Skilled and unskilled workers had little power with which to negotiate better wages or 

working conditions.  Consequently, migrants readily left town in pursuit of better 

opportunities and higher wages.  The lack of a permanent workforce stymied organizers 
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efforts to form unions to seek higher wages.  Over time, the proportion of unskilled 

workers in Jacksonville’s workforce grew from one-fifth in 1850 to one-third by 1870.  

 

Doyle observed that the migrants participated both positively and negatively in town 

affairs.  Some became members of the local churches and voluntary associations, as will 

be described later.  Many of adult men voted in local elections, even though they did not 

meet the state’s residency requirement.  Some of the young male laborers spent their free 

time lounging in the town’s square or taverns.  At times, the loungers’ rude behavior 

toward female pedestrians made the public square an unwelcome place for women.  They 

would also join public events, such as celebrations or protests.  But typically, the 

migrants were not in town long enough to engage routinely in local affairs.  

 

The fact that these migrants typically were unmarried, property-less laborers set them 

apart from the Jacksonville’s residents.  Indeed, the town’s newspapers referred to them 

as “strangers.”  Yet, Doyle’s analysis of census data suggested these migrants actually 

had close, if temporary, ties to local residents.  He found that they often had one or more 

kin living in town, such as a father or brother.  These kin provided the migrants with 

critical assistance, such as emotional support, and help obtaining employment or credit.  

In addition, the migrants often lived among the residents as lodgers in their homes.  As a 

result of these ties, Doyle found that the household served as a central force in 

organizing, stabilizing, and connecting the town’s migrant population to its core of 

permanent residents.  
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Jacksonville’s permanent residents, or “citizens” as the newspapers called them, shared 

several common characteristics, which distinguished them from the migrants.  Compared 

to the migrants, residents tended to be over 30 years old, married, with children, and 

middle or upper class.  Doyle found a reciprocal relationship between ownership and 

residency.  Those who owned property were more likely to stay, and those who stayed 

were more likely to acquire property.  It took more than a generation for a cohort of 

permanent residents to form, which shared a common past and wished to preserve their 

history.  The first history of Jacksonville symbolized its “old settlers,’ who worked 

together and heroically endured through snowstorms and epidemics.  

  

These permanent residents were the backbone of the local economy which, initially, was 

based on subsistence farming.  The town’s role as the county seat helped to draw 

businesses, such as taverns, and customers to the town.  Its taverns were soon followed 

by mills, general and farm supply stores.  Jacksonville’s businesses were generally small; 

they owned by one or two people and employed one or two clerks or laborers.  Business 

success generally required long-term residency, in order to gain a reputation for 

responsibility and reliability, build clientele, and make a profit. Transactions generally 

relied on bartering and credit, since there was not a lot of currency in circulation and 

farmers were often unable to pay for supplies until harvest time.  The credit system relied 

on trust between the retailer and the farmers.  
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Residents commonly supplemented their employment or business income by taking in 

one or two lodgers.  This practice allowed homeowners to indirectly support the 

migratory workforce structure and benefit from the competitive real estate market.  For 

women, taking in lodgers was a socially acceptable form of business ownership, and, in 

some cases, was their only source of income.  Long term residency generally led to 

property ownership and wealth. 

 

Given pervasive influence of migration, Jacksonville’s permanent residents found it 

difficult, at first, to build a cohesive community out of a shared identity or experience.  

Doyle found four major groups that helped Jacksonville to forge its own community 

identity in the cross-currents of 19
th
 century migration: boosters, churches, voluntary 

associations, and political parties.  Over time and despite their many differences, the 

combined influences of these groups helped residents identify common values and goals. 

 

The first group who strove repeatedly to build a cohesive community was the town’s 

boosters.  While membership in this small, informal group changed over the decades, its 

members were generally the town’s property-owners, such as the leading retailers, 

farmers, newspapermen, and professionals.  While the booster’s interests and activities 

garnered a lot of press attention, relatively few of the town’s residents were wealthy 

enough to be property-owners.  Doyle found, according to 1850 through 1870 census, 

that generally one-third or less of the non-dependent population owned land, and only 10 

percent of this population owned at least half of the town’s wealth.  
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Doyle observed that the boosters’ own experience had taught them that, while migration 

could lead to opportunity, a long-term commitment to a community and its economic 

growth led to personal wealth and social advancement.  Consequently, they defined 

community as those who shared a desire for economic growth and personal wealth.  They 

supported other groups’ activities which they thought made Jacksonville more attractive 

to investors and customers.  In keeping with this internal schema, the boosters repeatedly 

promoted large projects or initiatives that had the potential to simultaneously increase 

community cohesion and their personal wealth.      

 

To achieve their twin objectives, the boosters collectively crafted and agreed on a variety 

of economic development ventures.  One of their first ventures began in 1827, when they 

undertook a campaign to build a ‘seminary of learning’ in the town.  According to Doyle, 

the boosters’ used basically the same campaign methods to gain community support for 

and participation in each of its ventures.  They held public meetings, collected capital 

from local residents through the sale of subscriptions or shares, formed a development 

organization led by prominent residents, and convinced voters to approve local bonds for 

additional capital.  Their campaign rhetoric often promised wealth to the local investors 

and warned of an opportunity lost to rival towns if they dawdled.  

 

About the same time that Jacksonville’s boosters were trying to build a seminary, a 

national Congregationalist missionary association and a regional Presbyterian mission 
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had formed a partnership to survey Illinois frontier towns for a location for a new 

seminary.  After Jacksonville’s boosters undertook the first of its several economic 

development campaigns, the town agreed to give the missionaries: the land for the 

seminary, total control over its operations, and a sufficient number of local students. 

Given this appealing package of incentives, the association chose Jacksonville as the site 

for its seminary.  The missionaries agreed to raise the necessary funds to build the 

seminary, as well as recruit and pay the teachers.  The seminary, established as Illinois 

College, opened in 1830.  

 

Doyle’s study describes some of the different internal structures that shaped how boosters 

and the missionaries participated in their joint venture.  The Presbyterian ministers, who 

had just graduated from Yale were recruited to teach at the new college, thought the West 

was on the brink of calamity.  They considered their mission an example of New 

England’s prompt and benevolent response to West’s urgent cries for help.  

Chauvinistically, these Presbyterian missionaries thought that by transplanting their New 

England religious and educational institutions, they could save Jacksonville, and other 

infant communities in the West, from a Catholic takeover or the single-minded pursuit of 

individual wealth.  In contrast, the local boosters’ goals for the college were more 

prosaic.  They hoped the college would enhance the town’s reputation, which would 

attract desirable residents, and, ultimately, increase local commerce and property values.     
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Drawing on their internal schema, each group assessed Jacksonville’s shortcomings and 

the college’s future role differently.  The Yale missionaries thought the town’s residents 

desperately lacked morals and education.  They wanted their college and church to play a 

central role in shaping the town’s common set of values, just as they thought these 

institutions did in New England society.  In fact, their objective was to transplant New 

England society, with its “superior” morality, into the West.  The boosters thought the 

town lacked some refinement, but more importantly, it lacked customers and capital.  The 

college could help attract both.  They saw the college as an important asset to the 

community, but not as a central player in shaping the town’s future.  

 

The disparity in goals and attitudes between the town’s first two leading groups would 

create an ongoing atmosphere of social conflict and negative participation.  According to 

Doyle, both the boosters and working class residents would grow to resent the teachers’ 

snobbery and moralizing.  At times, mobs would threaten the college or its teachers over 

various reform issues, such as abolition and temperance.  The college’s leaders were 

distressed by the residents’ low-brow tastes and secular attitudes.  Consequently, the Yale 

missionaries delivered dense and scolding sermons that served to emphasize their 

differences with other residents and discourage church attendance.  

 

Ironically, even though the relationship between these two groups was an early and 

ongoing source of social conflict, they both proclaimed a desire for community unity. 

They generally agreed that conflict would lead to the town’s failure and disgrace.  They 
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each expected unity to grow from a set of shared values.  However, each group turned to 

a different set of values to nurture the unity.  Furthermore, each group sought this unity 

for different reasons.  Doyle found that the boosters thought the unity would grow from 

shared interest in economic progress and personal wealth, while the missionaries thought 

it would grow from shared moral values.  The boosters sought unity as a means to ensure 

the town’s future prominence and prosperity, while the missionaries sought unity to 

minimize social conflict.  

 

The 1830s and 1840s were difficult times for Jacksonville’s boosters and the 

missionaries, as they each pursued their separate goals.  While the boosters’ first major 

campaign was a success, its next two development ventures were disastrous.  The 

boosters’ next major campaign was the competition in the early 1830s to become the new 

state capital.  The lengthy campaign fueled real estate speculation in Jacksonville and 

Morgan County.  After Springfield won the competition in 1837, the town’s land prices 

collapsed and did not recover for a decade.  That same year, there was a financial crisis 

(“Panic of 1837”) which led to nationwide bank failures, depression and high 

unemployment.  Jacksonville’s only bank closed in 1842 as a result of the Panic.  The 

boosters sought to offset the loss of the state capital by securing a station on a new 

railroad line, the Northern Cross, which would link the town to outside markets.  While 

boosters’ succeeded in securing a Jacksonville station on the line, the railroad failed after 

only a couple of years.  The town would not have another bank until 1849 or another 
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railroad until 1852.  Without access to major transportation or affordable credit, the 

town’s economic development slowed.  

 

The missionaries were also dealing with significant problems.  Despite their desire for 

Christian unity and community peace, Doyle found that the Protestant missionaries and 

their churches were a major source of social conflict during Jacksonville’s early years. 

Yet, this social conflict would also contribute to its community development.  In the 

1820s, the national Presbyterian & Congregationalist churches formed an alliance to 

promote Protestant Christianity in the West.  As noted earlier, it was an alliance between 

a national Congregationalist and regional Presbyterian missionary association that led to 

the founding of Illinois College in 1830.  The college founders purposely did not affiliate 

the college with a particular Protestant denomination in order to facilitate broad 

community support.  However, this strategy did not spare the college from subsequent 

conflict between the two denominations, at the national and local levels.  Rivalry and 

suspicion between the national Congregationalist and Presbyterian missionary 

associations, headquartered in New York and Philadelphia respectively, led to a split 

among the college’s founders.  In 1833, just three years after the college opened, an agent 

from the national Presbyterian missionary association accused the Illinois College’s 

president and two faculty members of heresy.  Although they were acquitted by the 

church, the strain caused the local Congregationalists to split from the Presbyterians and 

form their own church.  Five years later, another controversy in the national Presbyterian 

Church led to a further split in the local Presbyterian congregation.  The college’s 
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problems were compounded by the local financial crisis.  In the late 1830s, Illinois 

College was plunged deeply into debt when it lost over $100,000 in investments from the 

combined effect of the local real estate collapse and the Panic of 1837. 

 

According to Doyle, the schisms in the local Presbyterian Church negatively impacted 

both the college and Jacksonville.  The college had been the town’s first major asset, 

intended to attract respectable citizens and investors.  Yet, the ongoing disputes and 

accusations among local Protestants undermined the social and financial support for the 

college.  The lack of support and crippling debt inhibited the college’s growth and 

undercut its reputation. This, in turn, limited the college’s ability to contribute directly 

and indirectly to the town’s economic growth.  

 

The Protestant conflicts in Jacksonville were not limited to the Presbyterian and 

Congregationalist churches.  Doyle notes that, during the antebellum years, Protestants 

experienced an extended period of sectarianism and denominationalism, where national 

denominations split into sects or new denominations over adherence to particular 

doctrines of faith.  Jacksonville’s Protestant church history reflects the influence and 

consequence of this national trend.  In 1826, the town had a Methodist and a Presbyterian 

church to serve its few hundred residents.  By 1860, it had 18 Protestant churches, 

representing eight denominations, serving about 4,000-5,000 Protestant residents. 
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Doyle reported that these churches typically hosted numerous activities during the week 

that provided its parishioners with numerous opportunities to social contact and 

fellowship.  In addition to Sunday morning and evening services, there were prayer 

meetings and lectures during the week.  There were also numerous committees which 

supported church operations, such as fundraising and the choir.  The churches also 

created and supported church-affiliated associations or organizations, such as schools and 

societies for the poor.  

 

Doyle suggested that the proliferation of churches in Jacksonville in the 1850s and 1860s 

was due, in part, to Jacksonville’s growing ethnic diversity.  Until the early 1840s, a 

significant majority of the town’s residents were white, native-born Protestants.  Most 

had migrated to the town from Southern and Border States.  A small minority had 

migrated from the Mid-Atlantic and New England regions.  Only a tiny portion of 

residents were black or foreign-born.  By 1850, the town’s ethnic population had grown 

substantially with the black and foreign-born residents representing, combined, about 28 

percent of the non-dependent population.  By 1870, they represented 44 percent of the 

non-dependent population.  The largest ethnic groups were the Irish Catholics (14%), 

Black (6%), German (6%), and Portuguese (5%).   

 

Beginning with the black population, each ethnic group followed a similar pattern in 

establishing itself as a part of Jacksonville.  First, the new arrivals chose to live near each 

other.  Residential concentrations led to distinctive geographic enclaves, such as “Africa” 
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in the southwest for blacks, “Madeira” in the northwest for the Portuguese and “Patch” in 

the north for the Irish.  Once a sufficient cohort had gathered, the group’s first major 

activity was to build a church.  The church was a central force in each of these 

communities because it offered cultural fellowship and was a well-spring for further 

community development.  The Germans and Portuguese built their own Protestant 

churches to help them continue their unique religious and cultural traditions and speak 

their native language.  The Irish Catholics built their own church to perpetuate their 

religious practice.  These immigrant churches also sponsored church-affiliated schools 

and voluntary associations to help advance their cultural traditions.  The blacks had to 

establish their own churches, associations and schools because of racism and segregation.  

Despite widespread racial discrimination against the blacks, and ethnic and religious 

discrimination against the Irish, Doyle reported that Protestant churches and benefactors 

provided substantial donations to help the blacks and Irish build larger churches to house 

their growing congregations.  

 

Doyle noted that the churches were also important to women because church activities 

increased women’s participation in Jacksonville’s public sphere.  Yet, I would suggest 

the women’s participation in Jacksonville’s church had implications far beyond the 

town’s borders.  First, these activities offered the women with a socially-acceptable 

pretext to be away from home, to interact with male and female neighbors, and use public 

spaces.  Second, at least two of town’s churches established female schools that, for the 

period, provided women with the rare opportunity to obtain higher education and 
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vocational training.  In 1833, Jacksonville’s Presbyterians opened a female academy, as 

an adjunct to Illinois College, to train female teachers.  The ministers’ and professors’ 

wives formed an association that provided long-term financial support to the academy.  

Over the next generation, the academy trained a cadre of professional teachers who were 

as competent, and less expensive, than male teachers.  In 1851, the town’s Methodists 

further advanced higher education for women by establishing the state’s first women’s 

college.  By the 1850s, the proliferation of female teachers helped Illinois to create a 

statewide public school system.  

 

Doyle also suggested the proliferation of churches in Jacksonville was due to a lack of 

Protestant unity and the town’s ongoing tendency toward social conflict.  While the 

proliferation of churches does offer examples of negative community participation, I 

would suggest it also demonstrates a strong commitment to the Protestant faith and 

religious expression through group practice.  When parishioners became dissatisfied with 

their church, they could have responded individually in a number of ways.  For instance, 

they could have: remained church member, ignored their personal differences and 

continue to passively attend services; or they could have worked to change the church; or 

become an ongoing, disruptive member. Alternatively, they could have chosen, as 

individuals, to attend another church or stop attending church services altogether.  Yet, 

these Protestants had a strong desire to continue their faith in a church community.  In 

choosing to create a new church that more closely matched their specific needs, these 
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parishioners chose an alternative that required group cooperation and, likely, a greater 

level of personal and financial investment than the other alternatives. 

 

Given the town’s numerous local churches and relatively small population, church 

leaders realized by the 1850s that they were in a lively competition with each other for 

members.  They needed to find new ways to attract members and funding, if their 

churches were to survive.  Doyle offers three examples of how the churches adapted their 

activities and membership requirements to gain more members.  He found that the 

combined effect of these adaptations was to dilute the key religious requirement that had 

fueled the earlier schisms – members’ adherence to doctrines of faith.  As a consequence, 

Protestant churches changed the basis for membership and participation in church 

activities.  Membership became based more on a display of individual piety, a desire for 

fellowship and an adherence to a generic set of Christian morals, and less on a rigorous 

adherence to specific church doctrine.  

 

The first new recruitment strategy came with the rise of revivalism in the 1840s and 

1850s.  The revivals were a series of rousing prayer meetings held over weeks or months, 

often during the lonely winter months.  Revival preachers welcomed anyone who wished 

to attend.  During a revival, some attendees would spontaneously convert to the faith.  

Because of their public demonstration of individual faith, these converts were 

immediately accepted as members, and not required to publically accept all the church’s 

doctrine.  After one revival meeting in Jacksonville, the sponsoring church gained 
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hundreds of new members.  As ministers from more traditional denominations saw that 

the churches which hosted revivals were gaining members, they too began to host 

revivals and readily accept converts.  

 

Another strategy which churches relied on to facilitate membership was the use of 

transfer letters.  A church gave a letter or certificate of transfer to migrating parishioners-

in-good-standing to facilitate their acceptance by a parish in their new home.  According 

to Doyle, these transfer letters enabled the bearer to carry their membership privileges 

with them.  These letters also provided the bearer with an important character reference, 

facilitating their access into their new community’s social network.  Since a minister 

could not be sure that the bearer’s next town would have a church in their denomination, 

the transfer letter also allowed the bearer to join a church of a different denomination.  

Over time, Protestant churches in Jacksonville and elsewhere liberally issued and 

accepted transfer letters, without submitting the bearer to questions about doctrine.  They 

even accepted these letters from residents who just wanted to transfer to another local 

church. Denying a transfer letter was a rare sanction.  

 

To fund larger projects, such as the building of churches and schools, church leaders 

often needed to reach beyond its members for financial support.  They found they could 

raise funds by hosting secular, social events that were open to the public, such as ice 

cream socials and fairs.  To have a successful fundraiser, the parishioners had to 

genuinely welcome and entertain attendees from other faiths and ethnicities.  Doyle 
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found that these church-sponsored events helped to lower the social barriers between the 

town’s different Christian denominations.  As a consequence, parishioners were able to 

occasionally participate in another church’s services or revivals without jeopardizing 

their membership.  

 

Like the Protestant churches, Jacksonville’s boosters and small businesses felt they 

needed to adapt if they were to remain economically competitive with Illinois’ other 

growing towns.  Between 1845 and 1870, they saw an emerging policy trend that played 

to the town’s strength.  According to Doyle, during this period, a greater appreciation of 

the biological causes of disabilities, a greater confidence in man’s ability to control 

nature, and the professionalization of medicine, among other factors, coalesced into calls 

for publically-funded education and treatment of the severely disabled.  Various 

professional associations and charities undertook campaigns seeking state funding for 

institutions for the disabled.  If they could market the cultivated image of Jacksonville as 

an educational center, they could secure one of these new state institutions and thereby 

broaden the town’s economic base.  Between 1845 and 1853, the town was selected as 

the site for the state’s institutions for the deaf, blind, and insane.  These highly-prized 

assets provided the town with a source of steady of employment and building contracts. 

In 1866, Jacksonville sought the largest institutional prize since the capital - the Illinois 

Industrial University.  The boosters assembled an impressive funding package, just as 

they had for 40 years before for Illinois College.  The array of funding sources suggests 

the level of community participation in and support for this type of venture.  The citizens 
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repeatedly voted for $200,000-300,000 in bond funding.  Collectively, wealthy residents 

donated $125,000. Illinois College offered its campus and endowment, and the county 

donated over 200 acres.  Despite assembling this lucrative package of incentives, 

Jacksonville lost the bid.  

 

As Jacksonville was gaining these state health-related institutions, the town’s businesses 

also adapted their business strategies to take advantage of new economic opportunities.  

First, local retailers opened stores specializing in particularly product lines, like women’s 

clothing, to serve the town’s growing middle class.  Second, the larger retailers shifted 

away from transactions based on barter and credit.  They found that debt collection was 

much easier, particularly from a large transient population, when they used cash and a 

billing system for transactions.  The smaller retailers soon followed suit.  Thirdly, when 

the town was finally connected to a major railroad system, local farmers and ranchers 

expanded their operations to meet the greater demand. 

 

The third group that helped Jacksonville’s residents forge a cohesive community was the 

voluntary associations.  As noted earlier, the churches sponsored or were affiliated with 

many of the town’s first voluntary associations.  Doyle found that the permanent 

residents also created a plethora of secular associations, such as fraternal lodges, 

professional associations, charities, reform societies and literary circles.  These 

associations helped to nurture interests that cut across social boundaries. Southerners and 

Yankees could both be members in a business association.  Protestants and Catholics 
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could volunteer with the same fire brigade.  The associations generally avoided 

membership requirements that were divisive, such as adherence to specific religious or 

political precepts. 

 

Doyle found that membership in these associations was generally limited to native white, 

middle-class males.  These men had much in common as permanent residents, property-

owners and businessmen.  These common traits provided with them with the opportunity, 

resources and pretext to become members of a secular association.  Lower class males 

often did not intend to live in Jacksonville long enough to join, and often lacked the time 

and resources to pursue extracurricular activities.  Black and foreign-born males were not 

encouraged to join due to discrimination.  These ethnic groups formed their own 

associations.  These ethnic-oriented associations engaged in public activities as a way to 

rebut negative stereotypes about their ethnic group.  For instance, they recast popular 

native holidays, like the 4
th
 of July, into events that showcased and celebrated their 

unique heritage. 

 

According to Doyle, membership in these associations offered the men numerous 

benefits.  First, it provided them with a fellowship with others who shared their interest.  

It provided them with an acceptable social outlet, away from their business or family.  

The men also learned basic management and leadership skills.  Through their 

membership they gained access to other members who could become useful social, 

business or political contacts.  Like church membership, an association membership 
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could also serve as a character reference.  At the very least, association membership 

conveyed to other residents the man’s commitment to the community and an interest in 

social advancement.  In fact, Doyle found that the men who were association membership 

generally increased their wealth over non-members.  

 

Doyle found that Jacksonville’s voluntary associations, whether ethnically, religiously or 

secular-based, followed the organizational model used by the native, white, male middle-

class associations.  Basically, members worked cooperatively to reach agreements, select 

leaders, conduct meetings, carry out activities, raise and spend resources, and so on.  The 

common experience of self-governance through membership in one or more voluntary 

organization helped to reinforce a shared set of middle-class values.  These shared values 

included a desire for order, fellowship, fairness, self-discipline, self-improvement, and a 

willingness to submit to group decision-making and discipline.  These values outlined the 

emerging character of Jacksonville and its rules of public and private governance.  

 

At times, leaders of Jacksonville’s associations appealed to public institutions to help 

them extend their values to residents and migrants who did not adhere to them 

voluntarily.  Doyle describes several of these reform efforts in Jacksonville, such as 

abolition and public school movements.  One example of this type of efforts was the 

temperance movement.  The town’s organized temperance movement began in the 1830s 

with the formation of a county temperance society that was loosely affiliated with a 

national association.  At this time, temperance was viewed a private practice to which an 
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individual adhered voluntarily.  Group discipline would help reinforce the member’s 

commitment.  They hosted public campaigns to persuade others to make the same pledge. 

One campaign approach was to get community leaders to make a public pledge to 

abstinence, in the hope that their lives demonstrated the benefits of temperance.  By the 

1840s, the strategies of the leading temperance groups had changed.  For instance, these 

groups moved their activities more into the public arena.  One of their public efforts was 

to try to have the community join them in recasting major, public holiday celebrations, 

such as Independence Day, into sober events.  When they found that those who publicly 

pledged abstinence frequently relapsed, they shifted their internal activities to provide 

more group support and discipline to members.   For instance, they conducted more 

frequent meetings and monitored each other’s behavior.  

 

In the 1850s, the town’s temperance movement combined members’ interest in 

promoting abstinence in the public arena and their leader’s belief in the power of group 

discipline leaders into an effort to impose abstinence on the entire community through 

public regulation.  Doyle attributed this new effort to the local leaders’ concern with the 

increasing foreign-born population, such as the Irish, Portuguese and German, who did 

not appear to follow native, middle-class Protestant habits.  In their view, the community 

was responsible for defining basic moral standards, protecting local families, and 

promoting progress.  Drunkenness threatened public safety, family preservation and the 

town’s cultivated reputation for gentility.  Through the 1850s, the town passed local 

ordinances that increasingly limited the sale and consumption of liquor.  The town 
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leaders also used temperance as a basis to prohibit other vices.  By the mid-1850s, the 

town had banned any businesses the encouraged drinking, gaming, or fornication.   

 

The temperance movement cut across traditional cultural boundaries, bringing together 

traditional antagonists and straining alliances.  For example, Northern and Southern 

middle-class residents, who had clashed over abolition, joined in supporting the 

movement.  However, it strained relations between the middle-class foreign-born and 

native-born Protestants.  The German and Portuguese Protestant immigrants resented the 

restrictions on their cultural traditions.  They and other immigrants found ways to 

circumvent town restrictions.  The Germans set up their beer gardens outside of the town 

limits, while other groups turned to bootlegging.  Germans and Irish developed separate 

celebrations for national holidays, so that they could enjoy their liquor. 

 

The temperance movement also revealed differences regarding the nature of community 

and the role of government between the Jacksonville’s Democrats and Republicans.  

Until the mid-1830s, there had been little party organization in Jacksonville.  Local issues 

and elections were handled throughout the antebellum years on a non-partisan basis.  The 

political parties were organized, starting in the mid-1830s, to promote state and national 

policies.  The Democrats represented the anti-temperance residents who felt the 

movement threatened individual liberty.  They also felt the government restrictions 

encroached on the authority of the family and church to set morals and enforce group 

discipline.  The Republicans supported the temperance movement and its approach of 
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using public regulation as a means of protecting the town’s reputation and its future 

economic growth.  Like the town’s other voluntary associations, party membership was 

drawn from across various ethnic groups.  For instance, the lower class immigrants 

tended to support the Democrats, while the middle and upper class tended to support the 

Republicans.  

 

Doyle found that Jacksonville’s Democratic and Republican parties had a substantial 

impact on state and national politics.  Steven Douglas was a Jacksonville resident who 

led the formation of the local Democratic party, in the mid-1830s, as a way to show 

support for President Jackson.  He designed a convention system for statewide 

nominations which helped strengthen the party’s state-level organization, and went on to 

become a U.S. Senate and Presidential nominee.  Doyle also found that Jacksonville was 

the birthplace of the national Republican party.  The party was born out of the local 

abolitionist movement and built from the remnants the Whig party.  The new party 

employed several new strategies to encourage on-going political participation.  They 

sponsored large events to draw attention and mobilize voters.  They formed local 

Republican reading rooms, clubs and auxiliary organizations, to sustain their supporters 

and their social connectedness between elections.  

 

Doyle found that participation in each of Jacksonville’s movements, such as boosterism, 

Protestant revivalism, and temperance, and their related associations, cut across cultural 

boundaries and helped integrate the town’s many different cultural groups. Furthermore, 
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each of these associations actively adapted traditional activities or developed new 

strategies to gain members from a large transient population.  He found that the town’s 

permanent residents repeatedly attempted to manage of volatile issues, such as abolition 

and temperance, by channeling the debates and decision-making through its private and 

public institutions.  The controls imposed by these institutions and the residents’ general 

desire for comity, frequently helped to keep the controversies contained.  

 

At least one of the town’s leaders knew Jacksonville’s residents were actively re-

structuring the traditional American community.  Doyle quotes Jonathan Baldwin Turner, 

Illinois College professor and social reformer, as noting that “while the difference about 

forms and rites and dogmas among men is hopelessly widening every year and every day, 

the union of interest, and real moral principle is hourly becoming compact, uniform and 

intense.  Society is not therefore dissolving; but is merely taking to itself forms in which 

it can live and act in its new mode of being (Doyle 1983:180)." 
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APPENDIX D - PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNITY AS 

DESCRIBED IN ARTIC VILLAGE 

 

In Artic Village32 Robert Marshall33  described the distinctive culture created by the 127 

white and Native-Americans who resided in or near two northern Alaskan villages, 

Wiseman and Bettles, during 1930-1931.  Marshall, a plant physiologist, had visited the 

area in 1929 to conduct a study on tree growth.  He was intrigued by the widespread 

happiness of the residents and thought the isolation of the region had preserved a culture 

similar to that of America’s eighteenth century frontier.  After consulting with Margaret 

Mead, he returned to conduct a socio-economic study of the residents.  While Marshall 

collected data for both villages, most of his study focused on the residents of Wiseman.   

 

Wiseman and Bettles are located above the Arctic Circle, in the river basin of the 

Koyukuk River, a 15,000 square mile area formed by the seven tributaries that flow into 

the Koyukuk, on the southern side of the Brooks Mountain Range.  The geography and 

weather in the region are forbidding.  Wiseman, the northernmost village, is located about 

                                                             
32

 Marshall, Robert, Artic Village, Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 1991. (Reprint. Originally 

published: New York: Smith and Haas, 1933).  
33

 As described in the Preface of the 1991 edition of Arctic Village, Robert “Bob” Marshall (1901-1939) 

was an early leader in the American conservationist movement.  He was a founding member and leading 

funder of the Wilderness Society. Marshall is credited with naming twin peaks in the Brooks Range as the 

“Gates of the Arctic” and first proposed a national park to preserve the Brooks Range wilderness in 1937.   
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600 miles north of Anchorage, about 200 northwest of Fairbanks and about 85 miles 

northeast of Bettles.  Wiseman is situated in the valley of the Middle Fork of the 

Koyokuk and surrounded by a steep mountain range, with summits of 3,000 ft. or more 

and deep glacial canyons.  Bettles is located on the Lower Fork of the Koyukuk River, in 

a less mountainous terrain, near the confluence of several tributaries.  Not surprisingly, 

the winters, which last from October to April, are bitterly cold, with typical daytime 

temperatures in the -40 to -60F range.  Summer lasts from June to September, with 

daytime temperatures ranging from 50 to 70F.  Spring and autumn last only three to four 

weeks. 

 

Given these harsh conditions, life in this region during the 1930s was very difficult. 

Transportation into and through the Koyukuk region was a year-round challenge.  At that 

time, there were no railroads or highways into the region.  Most goods came in from 

Seattle, 3,700 miles away and the mail came from Nenana, 400 miles away.  To get from 

Seattle to Bettles, the goods were carried by train, truck, steamer, train, steamboat, and 

gasoline boat.  In winter, dogsleds were the fastest mode of transportation across the 

frozen land and water.  From spring to autumn, the fastest ground transportation was by 

river, on a scow.  The downstream passage only took a few days, but was treacherous due 

to the fast current and submerged obstacles.  The upstream passage could take from one 

to four weeks, as boat handlers fought the downstream current, the whole way.     
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Once the goods arrived in the village, they still had to be delivered to the customers. 

Wiseman had six miles of dirt roads; the longest stretch of road was a half mile long. 

Given the village’s limited and crude roadways, cars and trucks were impractical.  The 

wireless operator owned Wiseman’s only car and found its only practical use was hauling 

freight to the store during the summer.  The rest of the year, dogsleds delivered freighted 

goods to the local store or nearby customers.  The lengthy, complicated journey from 

Seattle to Wiseman meant that store-bought goods cost two to eight times the prices 

charged in Seattle.  The lengthy journey from Nenana, meant mail was only delivered 

monthly. 

 

In 1925, two technologies brought Wiseman’s residents much closer to Fairbanks.  That 

year, the first plane landed in Wiseman, to the wonderment of all the residents.  Within 5 

years, an airplane was landing in Wiseman about once a month.  Because of the airplane, 

Fairbanks was only two or three hours away from Wiseman, instead of weeks or months 

away over land.  The fare for a one-way flight between Fairbanks and Wiseman was 

about $150, or about three weeks’ wages.  Yet, despite this high fare, by 1930, more 

whites entered and left the region by plane than traveled by boat or sled – combined.  

Also in 1925, the government installed a wireless two-way radio between Wiseman and 

Fairbanks, which residents used to get weather or news reports, order goods or outbound 

flights, or get medical advice.  The arrival of air service and wireless radio in meant that 

residents were significantly less isolated from the rest of modern society, than they had 

been before. 
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According to Marshall, Bettles had twelve wood-framed houses, while Wiseman had 48 

dwellings that were a mix of houses and igloos made of logs, moss and willow branches, 

with stoves and windows.  Most of the houses in Bettles were aligned along the eight-foot 

high riverbank, while in Wiseman the houses were situated along three roads that were 

parallel to the river and three perpendicular roads leading away from the river, toward the 

mountains.  The village's residents claimed squatter's rights to the lots for their houses, 

yards and gardens.  There was no electricity.  Residents relied on gasoline lanterns, lamps 

and candles for indoor lighting.  However, indoor lighting was not needed from May to 

August due to the 20 hours of daylight.   The two towns had no indoor plumbing.  

Residents drew their water from the river and used outhouses for sanitation.  There was 

no waste collection; the garbage was dumped in the river.  There was limited phone 

service between Wiseman and nearby hamlets.  There was no broadcast radio in the 

region, at that time, because it was too costly to install.  Marshall thought that, during the 

day, Wiseman appeared to be a substantial village.  But at night, the village seemed 

insignificant compared to the surrounding snow-covered mountainsides and aurora-filled 

sky. 

 

Early in his study, Marshall asserts that the history of the region in the early twentieth 

century could be succinctly explained by tracking changes in the white population, the 

dollar value of gold production, and the prostitute population between 1898 and 1931.  

He observed that the white and prostitute populations fluctuated between 1898 and 1915 



 

540 

 

with the value of gold production.  By 1915 the richest gold claims in the region had been 

mined.  From 1915 through 1931, the white and prostitute populations declined as value 

of gold production declined. Consequently, Marshall framed Arctic Village as the study 

of a rural community in the midst of an inexorable population decline. 

 

While Marshall’s assertion about the region’s population decline may have been 

correct,34 his use of data to support this assertion is significantly flawed and, ironically, at 

odds with the balance of his study.  For example, he makes his assertion based on 

historical data for one racial population, one industry, and one sub-population of women.  

Yet Arctic Village is a detailed ethnographic study of a bi-racial community comprised of 

white and Eskimo-Indian populations.  As his study demonstrates, the history of the 

region is actually about how people from two disparate cultures blended to form a unique 

community.  Secondly, this assertion is based on two economic activities that, as he later 

described, had significantly diminished by 1930.  While gold mining was still a principal 

occupation at the time of his study, Marshall reported that residents’ income from mining 

was so meager that they depended on hunting and agriculture to survive.  He also 

indicated that, by 1930, prostitutes had not lived in the region for over ten years, negating 

their significance in the local economy.  In basing his assertion on two fading economic 

activities, Marshall missed the opportunity to more fully examine the potential impact of 

new industries, such as the airplane and radio, on the region’s future economy.   

                                                             
34

 County-equivalent US Census data for the area, that included Wiseman and Bettles, indicated that 

between 1900 and 1930, the total population declined by one-third, from 455 to 293 inhabitants. Bureau of 

the Census, Supplement for Alaska Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1910 and Bureau of 
the Census, Population-Alaska, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1930. 
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Lastly, in drawing his assertion about the history of the region, Marshall relied on 

secondary historical data, without citation.  Yet his other assertions were based on the 

primary data he collected while living in Wiseman from August 1930 to October 1931.35  

He interviewed all of the region’s residents, often several times, and made direct 

observations of residents’ activities, as well as, direct measurements of the natural 

surroundings.  In fact, Marshall collected an impressive volume of ethnographic and 

physical information.  For example, he tracked the number of conversational minutes 

residents devoted in a year to different topics.  Lastly, his assertion is unusual because, 

with a few exceptions, Marshall did not compare his primary data to published secondary 

data.  For example, he did not compare his demographic data with U.S. Census data.  

This is somewhat understandable since published demographic data on the Alaska 

territory during this period was limited and inconsistent.36  

 

The remoteness of the region and the harsh conditions made large-scale data collection 

difficult.  As noted earlier, the transportation and communications infrastructures were 

very limited.  In addition, there had not been a lot of human activity in the region until the 

late 19
th
 century.  According to Marshall, Upper Koyukuk river basin was largely 

                                                             
35

 Of the six studies in this meta-analysis, Arctic Village is the first of three contemporary studies of a 

community.  

36
 The population data for county-equivalent areas in Alaska was not reported until 1910 and population by 

race, at the county-equivalent level, was not reported for these areas until the 1930 Census, about the same 

time Marshall was collecting his data. Bureau of the Census, Supplement for Alaska Washington, D.C.: 

U.S. Department of Commerce, 1910 and Bureau of the Census, Population-Alaska, Washington, D.C.: 

U.S. Department of Commerce, 1930. 
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uninhabited until the late 1890s, when the whites began migrating into the region from 

the south in search of gold and the Eskimos began migrating in from the north.  He did 

not report any specific reason the Eskimos’ migration into the region.  After the 

population surge at the start of the twentieth century, Marshall found the white population 

in the upper Koyukuk region declined from 270 in 1900, to 190 in 1910, and to 77 in 

1930. US Census data indicates that the total population in the region was also declining.  

Census data indicated that the total population in Koyukuk District, a county-equivalent 

area that included Wiseman and Bettles, had declined from 455 in 1910 to 271 in 1930.37   

Table 45 presents a sample of the detailed demographic data Marshall collected and 

reported, and the demographic data reported in the 1930 Census. 

 

 

  

                                                             
37

Population data for Koyukuk District in 1900 are not available because the Census did not report data at 

the county-equivalent level until 1910. Furthermore, a comparison between decennial data can only suggest 

a rough trend because, between 1910 and 1930, the U.S. Census’ enumeration methods and boundaries for 

its county- equivalent areas, such as the Koyukuk District, changed substantially. Bureau of the Census, 

Supplement for Alaska Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1910 and Bureau of the Census, 

Population-Alaska, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1930.  
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Table 45. Population data collected by Marshall and U.S. Census for Wiseman and 

Bettles, 1930 

Data source 

  Total Population  
    Total, by Subgroup 

Total  Data collection areas 

1930 US Census  Wiseman Village   

(area undefined) 

Bettles Village      

(area undefined) 

   Total  81 58 23 

    

1930 Marshall data  Wiseman   

(100 sq. mile area of 

village) 

Bettles   

(100 sq. mile area of 

village) 

  Total 127 105  22 

  White 77 61 16 

     Men  70   

     Women 7   

     Children 0   

     Foreign-born 32   

     Age 40 and  younger 9   

      Age 20 and  younger 0   

  Eskimo, Indian, Mixed Race  50 44 6 

    Eskimo 34   

    Indian 6   

    Eskimo-Indian 1   

    Eskimo-Japanese 2   

    Eskimo-White 4   

    Eskimo-Japanese- White 3   

    Men 10 9 1 

    Women 15 11 4 

    Foreign-born 0   

    Age 40 and  younger 36   

    Age 20 and  younger  

          (pure-blooded and mix race) 

25 24  1 

 Sources: Artic Village and U.S. Census for Alaska, 1930 
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As the table shows, the total population that Marshall reported for Wiseman and Bettles 

did not match the population data reported in the 1930 Census.  Marshall collected data 

on residents living within a 100 square mile area of the two villages, while the Census 

reported data for the villages, without describing size of the area included.  Although 

Marshall’s totals did not match those from the Census, the table illustrates that he 

collected far more detailed demographic data on the two villages’ populations.38 

Unfortunately, he was not consistent in reporting sub-group data, by village.  For 

example, he did not report the white population by gender for Wiseman and Bettles, as he 

did for Native-Americans.  

 

As Marshall’s data shows, 90 percent of the whites were men. Most were middle-aged, 

single men who lived alone.  Less than a handful of the whites lived with their spouses. 

Fifty-seven of the 77 whites arrived in the region between 1900 and 1915, during the later 

years of the gold rush.  In contrast, the Native-American population was much younger, 

with half of them age 20 years old or younger.  They lived in family groups that included 

1 to five children.  During the winter they lived liked the whites: their homes were near 

town; they bought goods from the local store; and they participated in social activities.  

During the summer, they followed the traditional Eskimo lifestyle, living in hunting 

camps following the moose and caribou herds.     

                                                             
38

 The US Census did not collect comparable data for Wiseman or Bettles until 1990. For that census, 

Wiseman and Bettles were listed as census-designated places, encompassing a 78 square mile area around 

each village. Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census of Population, General Population-Characteristics-
Alaska, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990. 
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Marshall found that, despite their racial and ethnic differences, the residents of Bettles 

and Wiseman shared enough in common to be considered a unified culture.  English was 

their common language, even though about 40% of the population was foreign-born and 

40% were Native-Americans.  Most of the Native-Americans were bi-lingual, while only 

one white could speak Eskimo.  They ate the same food and wore the same clothes – 

caribou pants and hooded tunics in winter and traditional rural attire in summer. Most 

mined for gold and hunted.  They shared the costs and benefits of living in a remote 

frontier.  They commonly expressed their separateness from other Americans by referring 

to the lower 48 states as “the Outside.”  They also shared the risks and rewards of living 

in a harsh wilderness, where one could hike for days without seeing another person and 

accidental death, such as due to freezing, drowning or disappearing, was a real 

possibility.   

 

Two occupations that encapsulated the risks and rewards of the region were mining and 

hunting, the major occupations at that time.  Marshall observed that residents continued 

to mine for gold despite years of disappointment.  He reported that from 1900 through 

1916, about $3.8 million in gold was extracted from the region.  During the 1920s less 

than $650,000 in gold was extracted, and during 1931, all of the region's miners extracted 

less than $30,000 in gold. Residents who mined at this time participated with each other 

as relative equals.  Everyone received the same wage of $10 per day, whether the 

participant was an owner, partner or laborer.  The participants in a venture concurred on 

everyone’s wages and the distribution of any profits, typically via an oral agreement.   
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Gold mining in the Koyukuk region in 1931 was fraught with challenges.  As the data on 

regional gold extraction suggests, failure was common.  Those few miners who found 

gold reaped only tiny profits.  Over 90% of the $30,000 in extracted in 1931 paid for 

labor, 4% paid for equipment, and only $1,200 (4%) was paid in the royalties to the local 

mine owners.  Furthermore, gold mining was hard work, and potentially dangerous. 

Miners often began by panning for gold in the local river. While panning required a small 

initial investment and was simple to learn, the work was back-breaking and tedious.  

With experience, prospectors generally progressed to surface mining.  This work required 

more tools and supplies, and one or two partners or laborers to help with the work.  

However, the hazards increased, with collapses and flooding being common occurrences. 

Yet, despite these challenges, residents told Marshall that gold mining still appealed to 

them for several reasons: each new site created unique problem-solving opportunities; the 

equitable working arrangement; the workplace and the gold were innately attractive; each 

venture was a new gamble for success or failure; and success did not require one to take 

advantage of someone else or of nature. 

 

Given the small income from gold mining, the residents had to live-off-the-land in order 

to survive.  Marshall found they did so by hunting, trapping, and fishing for meat; 

berrying and gardening for produce; and logging for fuel.  Hunting not only provided 

meat for personal use, but also provided an additional source of income.  Like gold, the 

price for meat – the chief agricultural good that was locally sold – was fixed.  By drawing 
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on the area’s natural resources, residents were able to eke out at least a subsistence-level 

income.  While these activities were necessary for survival, residents also found them 

enjoyable.  Many of the attractive attributes residents ascribed to mining, they also 

associated with these agricultural activities: the ascetic beauty of the setting and the 

goods gleaned from nature; everyone had the same chances for success; and even the best 

effort could not assure success.  Unlike their mining ventures, the residents were far more 

successful in their agricultural pursuits.  

 

Koyukuk residents also shared an interest in socializing and dancing with each other.  

Marshall reported that the residents visited with each other almost daily when they were 

nearby. It was not unusual for him to receive 5 to 6 visitors a day.  By tracking the topics 

of conversations, Marshall found that over two-thirds of the discussion time centered on 

their daily lives, like gossip, work or recreation, while the rest dealt with impersonal 

topics like science and technology.  He observed that the Native-Americans enjoyed 

hearing their legends, even though they were retold often.  They also enjoyed attending 

the informal dances at the local roadhouse.  In both villages, the roadhouse was the social 

center of the village, serving as a combination trail refuge, restaurant, hotel, club, bank 

and store.  At the Wiseman roadhouse, informal dances occurred at least two to three 

times per week, and lasted 5 hours or more.  Since there were many more men than 

women, the women present often danced the whole evening.  
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Lastly, the residents shared a commitment to providing mutual aid, both as individuals 

and through groups.  Marshall observed that several individuals readily donated their 

labor or goods to help others, in small and large ways.  For instance, neighbors would 

help others with household chores, e.g. gardening, repairs, if they were not busy.  They 

would give work, goods, housing or money to neighbors who were impoverished.  Other 

individuals donated services which made life in the region more convenient.  For 

instance, one miner installed and operated the local telephone service between Wiseman 

and two hamlets, enabling the residents to share news, announcements, gossips, and 

requests for help.  Wiseman’s local teacher opened her home to her students, and taught 

them vocational skills outside of the school day.  Three residents were former nurses who 

provided first-aid and routine medical care to their neighbors, free of charge.  Several 

experienced Native-American women also volunteered as midwives. Untrained residents 

also provided health care, with varying results.  For instance, residents would use home 

remedies on themselves or on neighbors to deal with a health problem.  They would use 

the remedies for a variety of reasons, such as ignorance, frugality, or superstition.  Some 

of these remedies were practical and helped solve the problem, while others only caused 

more suffering.   

 

Marshall observed that residents also provided mutual aid through small, informal 

groups, even to neighbors who were not particularly well-liked.  For instance, most 

residents loathed the local store owner.  Yet, when his store was burning, neighbors 

rushed in to save as much as they could.  Small groups of residents would also work 
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together  to provide round-the-clock care to a neighbor who was sick or dying. If the 

neighbor was seriously ill, the residents would collect donations for a flight to Fairbanks 

for medical care, even if making the contribution caused them hardship. 

 

There was one formal group in Wiseman that provided aid to local residents, the local 

chapter of the Pioneers of Alaska. This organization was a voluntary cooperative that 

performed several of the functions usually undertaken by local government. Anyone who 

had migrated to Alaska before January 1, 1906, was eligible for membership. In 1930, 

Wiseman’s local chapter had about 50 members in 1930. The group held regular 

meetings, elected officers, and agreed on group positions or actions. The Pioneers owned 

a community hall which was used for formal dances; operated the local library; 

maintained an assistance fund for the poor and sick; and gathered volunteers when a 

situation required a group response. Examples of the Pioneers-led activities include 

building of the airplane field, reinforcing the river bank, raising funds to buy a wireless 

station, and complaining to the U.S. Post Service about poor mail service.       

 

Marshall found the residents shared a common outlook, or general disposition and habits.  

He found that, because human companionship was rare in this wilderness, the residents 

considered each person as uniquely important. They expressed this attitude through a 

variety of participatory activities.  For example, the arrival and departures of friends, and 

even acquaintances, were treated as major community events.  They visited each other as 

often as possible, and maintained an intimate knowledge of other’s affairs. For example, 
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if a hunter did not return as scheduled or a neighbor was unseen for a few days, then 

residents would investigate.  Since residents perceived that they were valued by others, 

Marshall reported that they did not strive for recognition through social status or wealth.  

In fact, he found snobbery and bragging were considered bad manners, while those who 

were honest and good natured were the most popular.  Disputes were generally avoided 

or handled privately.  

 

Marshall observed that the individualistic nature of their common work experiences 

reinforced their commitment to independence and self-reliance.  For example, they often 

mined or hunted alone in the wilderness, where mistakes could become deadly with no 

one nearby to help.  Consequently, they had to plan multi-step activities so that all the 

sub-tasks could be completed safely by one person, with the necessary equipment on-

hand. They had to anticipate potential problems and develop contingency plans.  Because 

their work varied throughout the year, they had to be competent in a host of skills, such 

as camping, carpentry, and dog-handling, and they expected this competence in others.  

For example, on a simple winter hunting trip all of the members of a hunting party were 

expected to be able to mush a dogsled, care for the dogs, camp, cook, provide first-aid, 

launder and repair clothes, in addition to being able to hunt.  This breadth of competence 

gave the residents a confident, self-assured bearing.  They also expected everyone to be 

considerate of each other and of nature.  For example, residents expected everyone to: 

help maintain the trail cabins which were used by all residents in emergencies; come to 
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each other’s aid regardless of the state of their relations; and never kill game just for 

sport.  

 

The residents shared a common belief that the Outside had relatively little impact on their 

lives.  For instance, they thought that because they were able to get the basic food they 

needed from local natural resources, they were generally insulated from the effects of the 

Depression.  Residents’ generally thought that, because they were a small, remote 

community, national and state politics had little impact on their lives.  However, Marshall 

observed that the residents’ lives were more dependent on state and national economic 

forces than they appreciated.  For instance, residents depended on retailers in Seattle for 

ammunition, guns, and other goods that were critical for mining and hunting could not be 

made locally.  The prices set for the exported gold and the imported retail goods were 

influenced by the national economy.  Marshall attributed the outmigration of young men 

after 1910 in part to the high wages and labor shortages in the rest of the country during 

World War I.  Residents also relied on outside experts, such as the meteorologists and 

doctors in Fairbanks, who provided their expertise over the two-way radio.  Several of the 

amenities they enjoyed and shared, such as the magazines and phonograph records, were 

regularly shipped in from the Outside.   

 

Moreover, the residents were more influenced by and dependent on the Outside than even  

Marshall acknowledged.  For instance, Marshall suggested there was no civil government 

in the region.  However, he also reported that Wiseman and Bettles were in the Koyukuk 
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District which was governed by a commissioner and deputy U.S. Marshal.  He notes the 

commissioner performed weddings, presided over minor civil and criminal cases, and 

maintained mining claims and vital records.  Marshall mentioned a local board oversaw 

the school and hired the teacher, and residents paid taxes to support the school.  He also 

reported that Wiseman residents held local elections for the school board and state 

territorial representative.  While Marshall reported there was little crime, two laws 

routinely influenced residents’ lives, the state gaming law and Prohibition.  Lastly, 

several of the residents were public employees, including the wireless operator, school 

teacher, and postmaster, and four residents received public relief. 

 

Perhaps because the residents’ work was less regimented and governed more by the 

seasons than by a time clock, they had less awareness of elapsed months and years.  For 

example, despite having failed in their quest for gold, the white men felt caught up in the 

Arctic lifestyle.  It was an irresistible force which prevented them from returning to the 

Outside.  They told Marshall they were so engaged in their daily activities, that years 

seemed to fly by.  The Native-Americans also seemed to live in the present, take life as it 

came, and conveyed few worries about the past or future.  Marshall speculated that the 

demands of life in the Arctic, the residents’ full engagement in their daily tasks, their 

appreciation for the beautiful surroundings and a satisfying social life, all contributed to 

their joy for life and focus on the present.  
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While Marshall found the residents shared a general disposition, he also observed 

distinctive attitudes among the whites and Native-Americans.  For example, Marshall’s 

observations suggest that the several white residents were strongly prejudiced against 

their Native-American neighbors - despite Marshall’s assertion that whites and Native-

Americans treated each other as equals, both socially and legally.  For example, he 

reported that 9 of the 77 whites, over 10 percent, considered the Native-Americans 

inferior in intelligence and culture, and treated them coldly.39  In contrast, he found the 

Native-Americans did not generalize about characteristics of an entire race.  He also 

suggested there was no almost prejudice against interracial marriage, and noted that one-

third of the children were mixed race.  Yet, while young Native-American women were 

willing to marry young white men, he found some whites were against such marriages, 

with a few even condoning rape, in lieu of marriage.  While Marshall reported no legal 

inequalities between the races in 1930, he also noted that, before Prohibition outlawed all 

alcohol sales, it had been illegal for Native- Americans to buy alcohol in Alaska.  One 

possible explanation for Marshall overstating the comity between the races may have 

been that the prejudice he observed in the Koyukuk region was significantly less blatant 

and institutionalized than his knowledge of racism in other regions of 1930s America. 

 

                                                             
39

 In fact, the results of standardized intelligence tests for English-speaking Native-Americans, which 

Marshall administered with some reservations because he thought they yielded only a limited indication of 

intelligence, revealed their average scores were higher, especially among the children, than the average 

scores for whites. Both school teachers also reported that they found the Native-American children more 

intelligent than white children. 
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Marshall’s observations also suggest the Native-Americans were more engaged in 

religious or spiritual practice than the whites.  For example, most of Wiseman's Native-

Americans actively participated in the Christian services held on Wednesdays and 

Sundays.  Their leader encouraged them to attend and often led one of the services.  In 

contrast, Marshall found that only a handful of the 77 whites practiced their Christian 

faith.  Over 85 percent of the whites were unaffiliated with a specific religion.  The white 

woman missionary was unclear how much the Native-Americans actually embraced the 

Christian faith or simply enjoyed the fellowship of the group meetings.  Marshall did not 

report what the Native-Americans said about their Christian faith.  He did report on how 

much they embraced their traditional religion. Although the majority valued the 

traditional religious stories as part of their culture, few fully embraced their traditional 

religion, as a matter of faith.  He also learned that the children were raised to expect 

miracles and the intervention of the supernatural in daily events.  Consequently, it was 

common for all of the Native-Americans to suggest the intervention of spirits, either 

seriously or humorously, in notable events.  Most of the Native-Americans also had a 

strong belief in the afterlife and that the nature of the person’s death influenced the 

quality of one’s after-life.  

 

The Native-Americans also did not understand the whites’ views on wealth or lending.  

They explained to Marshall that their forebears’ nomadic life did not allow for the 

accumulation of wealth.  Since there was no adequate long-term storage to protect against 

the weather or theft, they had to carry their possessions from camp to camp. 
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Accumulating possessions was burdensome, literally.  If a hunter killed more game than 

he could eat, he shared the extra meat with his neighbors.  The benefactor gained respect 

for his hunting skill and generosity, as well as his neighbors’ indebtedness should he need 

their assistance in the future.  Marshall observed the modern version of this philosophy in 

the Native-American’s ‘potlatch.’  In this annual event, all of the Native-Americans 

gathered together and, regardless of whether they were rich or poor, contributed goods to 

a common coffer.  The more someone contributed, the greater their honor.  They then 

divided the contents of the coffer equally among people.  No one was expected to repay if 

they received more goods than they contributed.  This is how the Native-Americans took 

care of the needs of their poor.  Given this tradition, the Native-Americans did not 

understand the whites’ lending practice where a wealthy person lent money to those who 

had less, and expected repayment with interest.  They thought the wealthy whites should 

provide goods to poorer neighbors just for the honor of being generous.  

 

As described in the preface to the 1991 edition of Arctic Village, when Marshall returned 

to Alaska in 1938, after a seven-year absence, he found the area population had continued 

to decline. Nearly half of the old timers had moved or died.  In addition, the isolation that 

had made the Koyukuk wilderness uniquely attractive to many of the study participants 

was disappearing. The introduction of six radios and two or three airplanes landings a 

week had brought Wiseman much closer to the Outside world.   
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Significant changes to the region continued throughout the twentieth century.  According 

to the preface to the 1991 edition of Arctic Village, the preservation of the Brooks Range 

wilderness, which Marshall had proposed in 1937, became a reality in 1980 with the 

establishment of the Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve.  By 1991, the Trans-

Alaska oil pipeline and the Dalton Highway cut directly through the one-time wilderness 

of the Koyukuk region, providing Wiseman area residents with efficient transportation to 

jobs in the oil industry in northern Prudhoe Bay or in neighboring communities.  Yet 

improved transportation and a better access to a variety of jobs did not reverse the area’s 

population decline.  By 1991, according to the preface, only a handful of residents still 

lived in Wiseman.  According to the 1990 US Census, only 33 people (28 White and 5 

Native Alaskans) lived in Wiseman and the surrounding 78 square mile area.40 By 2009, 

the state of Alaska estimated the total population in this area had declined still further to 

16 inhabitants.41  The little arctic village, created during Alaska’s Gold Rush about 100 

years ago and studied by Marshall 80 years ago, had largely disappeared.  

 

  

                                                             
40

 Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census of Population, General Population-Characteristics-Alaska, 

Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990. 

41
 Division of Community and Regional Affairs, Wiseman Community Overview, Juneau, AK.: State of 

Alaska, 2009. 
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APPENDIX E - PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNITY AS 

DESCRIBED IN ALL OUR KIN 

 

Carol Stack’s 1974 ethnographic study, All Our Kin,42 centered on the daily lives of 15 

unrelated coalitions of kinsmen in a poor black community of a Midwestern city, in the 

late 1960s.  Stack gave the city, located on along the rail line to Chicago, the fictitious 

name of “Jackson Harbor” and referred to the poor black section as “The Flats.”  Her 

research objectives were to study the family members’ residence patterns, the relationship 

between their daily activities and poverty, and the recruitment of people into the extended 

family network.   In order to conduct her study, Stack lived, with her pre-school age son, 

in the community from 1968 through 1970 and became a participant-observer of the daily 

activities of the coalitions.  Over the course of her field work, she repeatedly observed 

and informally interviewed her subjects in the course of their daily activities, recording 

her observations and discussions afterwards in private.  She also recruited a few subjects 

to help her identify topics, develop interview questions and conduct interviews.  Stack 

also compared her observations with the statistical data and descriptions offered by social 

service case workers that she gleaned from a statistical survey of the case records of 188 

black AFDC recipients who lived in the same county as the Flats.  In her analysis, she 

identified where the government data supported or contradicted her observations, she re-
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 Stack, Carol, All Our Kin, New York: Basic Books, 1974. 



 

558 

 

examined the government data, as necessary, and offered alternative interpretations of the 

data.       

 

In 1968, blacks living in Jackson Harbor faced daunting economic conditions.  The city 

had little industry and its largest employer, a state-run hospital, employed relatively few 

blacks.  According to the U.S. Census, black unemployment in the city was over 20 

percent.43  Nearly two-thirds of blacks who were employed worked in low-paying service 

jobs.  The jobs held by the adults in Stack’s study included cook, factory-worker, 

cabdriver, newspaper deliverer, and brick carrier.  Besides being low-paying, these jobs 

were often temporary, seasonal and/or part-time.  It was common for the adults to be laid 

off, repeatedly.  Stack observed that the high unemployment rate undercut job security 

and wage growth, since employers had a large pool of unemployed from which to draw 

potential replacements.  Given the high cost of living in Jackson Harbor and the chronic 

unemployment and under-employment among the Flats’ adults, most families lived in 

poverty.   

 

The physical infrastructure of the Flats community was poor.  The unpaved streets and 

unkempt yards were littered with trash, discarded furnishings and abandoned cars.  The 

most common form of transportation was walking.  Stack described the adults and 

children walking several miles a day to complete daily chores, such as shopping, laundry, 
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 This rate was five to six times the national unemployment rate in 1968, which ranged between 3.4 and 

3.8 percent. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Civilian Unemployment Rate, Washington, D.C: Department of 

Labor, January 7, 2011.   
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and bill-paying. Bicycles were another cheap alternative, in good weather.  Cabs were a 

very expensive, but necessary, alternative for important chores.  Stack did not mention 

residents using buses or a subway.  The reliance on walking for transportation meant that 

completing one or more chores required a significant amount of time, and strength, if the 

walker was carrying a load of groceries, clothes or other goods.       

 

Housing in the Flats consisted mostly of small, single family homes.  There were a few 

multi-family homes and apartments.  There were no public housing projects.  The homes 

were often severely overcrowded and in deteriorating condition.  Local housing standards 

were not enforced.  The rents were high, relative to the condition of the housing, and the 

landlords were quick to evict tenants who complained or were late with the rent. 

Consequently, families moved frequently.  Severe overcrowding meant there was little 

space or privacy within the households.  One reaction this chronic condition was that 

adults did not allow children into their personal space, uninvited.  Typically, the 

households included three-generations of occupants.  Stack observed that, while women 

were often the more permanent members of the household, men were often present.  

These men were siblings, uncles, spouses, lovers, or friends of the adult women.  

 

In order to survive, families in the Flats depended on public assistance from two federal 

programs: Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC; also referred to as 

“welfare”) and Food Stamps.  Stack found this dependence on public assistance was 

multi-generational, with several parents who had grown up “on aid” subsequently raising 
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their children “on aid.”  She also found that, although receiving welfare benefits helped 

poor families to survive, some of its provisions also undercut families’ efforts to escape 

poverty.  For example, since benefits were given to women with children.  The welfare 

benefits gave the mothers a degree of economic security and independence that blunted 

the urgency to form a nuclear family with men.  Because benefits were immediately 

withdrawn if the family acquired any cash reserves, welfare worked as a disincentive to 

saving the equity required to buy a car, get training, or relocate.  

 

During her field work, Stack observed or learned of several instances where local black 

residents were ill-treated by white professionals.  For example, social service 

caseworkers were slow to provide needed references to housing applicants, thereby 

preventing a family from moving into available housing.  Yet, the white professionals 

would often be more responsive if Stack, who is white, intervened.  Stack attributed the 

whites' behavior to individual and/or institutional racism, though class prejudice may also 

have been a factor.  For example, some white doctors or white-run medical clinics would 

not treat welfare residents.  Even if residents were seen, Stack observed several instances 

where the white medical staff members were careless or rude to black patients, taking 

little time to assess the potential causes for their illnesses.  

 

Given these constraining economic, physical and social structures, Stack focused her 

study on the adaptive strategies that families in the Flats used to survive.  The principal 

strategy that these families employed was to create a social structure: a domestic network 
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– described as a large number of kin and friends that cooperated in providing each other 

with good and services, such as food, shelter and childcare.  Within a domestic network, 

members applied innovative participatory strategies to sustain the network and its 

members, such as redefining kinship, fluid household residency, swapping, shared 

parenting,  and “child-keeping” (foster parenting).   

 

Domestic networks were coalitions built upon each member’s personal kindred networks 

– those people who were socially recognized as having reciprocal obligations with the 

member.  An individual’s personal kindred network consisted of selected blood-relatives 

and other individuals who were designated as kin.  When a person joined a domestic 

network they brought along members of their personal kindred network.  The 

membership of the domestic networks ranged in size, from a couple dozen to scores of 

members.  One network that Stack profiled had over seventy active members.  However, 

the specific members of a given network shifted several times a year as members died or 

were born, relocated, began or ended relationships, and so on. 

 

Most of the participants in a domestic network were drawn from the members’ relatives: 

parents, siblings, grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles.  However, not all of a 

member’s relatives were necessarily part of their network.  Membership in the network 

generally depended on two criteria.  First, given the nature of network activities and the 

limited available transportation, network members needed to live near each other.   

Second, relatives or friends only joined one’s network if they agreed that they shared 
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reciprocal obligations with the network member.  This agreement was reached and the 

details of the reciprocal obligations worked out through repeated exchanges of good and 

services between the individuals involved.  Only those relatives and friends who met 

these criteria were considered kin, and thereby included in the domestic network.  

 

The primary members of one’s domestic network were those relatives with whom they 

had the strongest emotional ties.  Since a person’s chances of getting the goods and 

services they needed improved when the domestic network was larger, Stack found that 

residents, particularly the women, actively recruited non-kin into their network.  In doing 

so, they consciously redefined kinship to include people who were not blood-relatives.  

One source of network members that women actively drew on was their children’s 

kindred network, particularly if the children had different fathers.  Other sources included 

ex-lovers, ex-spouses and friends.  Friendship in the Flats entailed more than just pleasant 

companionship.  Friends expected and depended on each other to readily share goods and 

services.  Friends who continued to meet the expected level of exchange were considered 

kin, and were often referred to using kinship terms or names.  Friendships ended if one 

friend suspected the other of withholding needed goods or services.  Given that 

friendships could come and go, residents recognized that they were most dependent on 

their relatives in the network.     

 

Another adaptive strategy used by residents was to not limit a household’s occupants to 

one family or domestic network.  Instead, a given household could have members from 
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several domestic networks, and networks were spread across several households.  

According to Stack, this innovation developed in response to pressure from several 

external structures existing in the Flats.  First, the lack of affordable housing meant that 

the rent of existing housing was expensive.  Second, high unemployment, particularly 

among men, meant that adults often could not afford to support their own household.  

Third, swift evictions meant that families had to split up, until new housing was found.  

Severe overcrowding contributed to another adaptive strategy, child-keeping, which is 

described later. 

 

As noted earlier, membership in a domestic network depended on reciprocal obligations 

worked out through the repeated exchanges of good and services among the individuals 

involved.  These exchanges, described as “swapping” or “trading,” played a key part in 

members’ daily lives and helped them achieved multiple objectives.  First, members 

engaged in these exchanges in order to obtain those goods and services that they could 

not afford to buy directly or had no resources to produce.44  Goods traded included 

money, Food Stamps, food, housing and clothes.  Services included household help, 

repairs, medical and child-care.  

 

Network members exchanged items with other members on a daily basis, but the 

exchanges were not simultaneous.  Typically, one member would express interest in 
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 Stack offered at least one example of residents producing their own food – men hunting raccoon and 

selling its meat. She did not mention if residents in the Flats maintained gardens. 
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another’s good or service.  The owner would often give the item to the requester, or offer 

something else of equivalent value.  After an elapsed period, the roles would be reversed 

and another good or service would be exchanged.  Network members gave items 

generously to each other because they knew that the other member’s need was often 

urgent.  Members were flexible, to a degree, in their expectations of reciprocity since 

they knew that an individual’s circumstances could change rapidly.  However, to not 

repay an exchange had potentially severe consequences; it could mean that “someone 

else’s child would not eat (Stack 1974:28).”  

 

The passage of time between giving and receiving an item from a trading partner helped 

members achieved a second objective – the creation of a co-dependent relationship based 

on obligation and trust.  During the elapsed time between exchanges, the member had to 

trust that, when a need arose, their trading partner would repay them with an equivalent 

good or service.  If the exchange was mutually satisfying then the relationship was 

strengthened.  Their common practice of frequent exchanges, with elapsed time between 

trades, helped to reinforce members’ internal structures of mutual obligation and trust.  

 

Lastly, by accessing the goods and services of their domestic network, members were 

able to augment their meager income.  The network provided members and their children 

with a reserve of wealth and a reassuring source of protection when their own resources 

were often insufficient for survival.  As Stack observed, the network also provided 

critical emotional support to the poor residents by providing stability and security.  It also 
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empowered them by providing a way for them to respond their environment and, to a 

degree, control its impact of on their lives.  To effectively use the network’s resources, 

members have to not only invest time in executing exchanges with numerous network 

members, but also in gathering information about the members’ acquisition of any goods, 

money or other resources.  Individuals would routinely synthesize information about 

external resources with their internal knowledge about their pending obligations.  This 

process enabled them to acquire conjuncturally-specific knowledge about the total 

resources potentially available within the network and which members are most likely to 

provide different types of assistance. 

 

In creating a domestic network, the poor helped each other to participate indirectly in the 

commercial marketplace, while also creating an alternative marketplace and financial 

institution.  By swapping goods with each other, residents were indirectly participating in 

the retail market since, as Stack reported, purchased manufactured goods were repeated 

swapped and used by multiple members.  At the same time, domestic networks created 

alternative marketplaces for members to acquire goods and services.  Members were able 

to get what they needed through non-cash transactions with non-commercial providers.  

In a community were cash was scarce, the residents added meaning to good and services, 

beyond their intrinsic value, by also using them as a form of currency.  The domestic 

networks also served as an alternative banking or financing system.  Given that they 

could not build cash reserves without risking the loss of their welfare benefits, residents 

purposely distributed any extra cash they acquired in order to build an alternative form of 
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reserves – reserves of obligations.  They described these reserves using financing 

terminology. Residents described building “credit” through exchanges with network 

members and drawing on their accumulated credit when they were in need.  One resident 

likened the “credit” lent by the network to the credit offered by stores and recognized that 

by offering such credit, the network encouraged greater participation in trading, just as a 

store credit encouraged shopping.  

 

Mothers in the Flats also drew on their domestics networks to help them raise their 

children.  Over three-quarters of the mothers in the Flats, according to Stack, raised their 

own children.  However, Stack found that residents shared several common views about 

parenting.  First, they did not expect mothers to be solely responsible for parenting their 

children.  Second, mothers did not expect, given the high unemployment, that fathers 

would financially support their children.  Third, residents expected mothers to share 

parenting duties with members of the both the mother’s and father’s kin network, for 

short or long periods of time.  To help support and raise their children in the face of 

persistent poverty, Stack observed that members of domestic networks used other 

creative strategies, shared parenting, short-term child exchange and informal foster 

parenting, known locally as “child-keeping.”  These strategies enabled parents to 

continue to retain some of their parental rights and ready access to their children, while 

also sharing the emotional and financial burden of raising children with other adults.  

Each of these strategies was performed informally and on an ad hoc basis.  Stack found 
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that residents had difficult describing how these different relationships unfolded because 

the practices had become so ingrained. 

 

The use of each strategy depended on how the child’s personal kindred network was 

created and adapted by the immediate relatives, and the degree to which the domestic 

network recognized the roles and responsibilities assigned to different members for 

various children within the network.  The child’s personal kindred network was a 

combination of parts of the mother’s and father’s network.  At birth, the child became a 

part of the mother’s personal kindred network.  If the father accepted paternity of the 

child, by publicly acknowledging it and/or providing nominal financial support, then the 

father’s kin also became part of the child’s kindred network.  

 

In order to be able to share parenting roles and responsibilities, Stack observed that Flats 

residents took the innovative approach of splitting the parenting role into functional 

pieces, such as disciplinarian, trainer, and provider.  Parents assigned specific parenting 

rights to network members according to role(s) they played in raising the child.  For 

example, one network member may have helped to provide for a child and therefore had 

the right to weigh in on goods purchased for the child.  Another network member may 

have helped discipline the child whenever they thought it was needed, irrespective of 

whether the mother was present.  Still others had the right to clothe the children, play 

with them or take them to medical appointments.  Mothers often traded parenting duties 
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with other parents in the network, or if the network member was not raising children, 

then repaid the parenting assistance by providing financial support.   

 

Only selected members of the kin network, e.g. particular relatives or friends, were 

permitted to share in parental rights.  Men who were co-habitating with a mother were 

also allowed, and expected, to share in parenting her children. Shared parental rights were 

not distributed equally among network members.  Some network members had wide-

ranging responsibilities and rights, while others were limited.  Sometimes the shared 

parenting began when a network member had temporary custody of the children and 

continued after the mother regained custody.  Sometimes, the shared rights were 

temporary; for example, only lasting for the duration of a romance. Occasionally, ex-

lovers continued to help parent the children after their romance ended.        

 

In addition to sharing parenting duties, network members could ask others to take care of 

their children or offer to take care of a child for a short period of time.  As with trading 

goods, this short-term childcare exchange was a way for members to get needed 

assistance or to build “credit” for childcare services, in anticipation of future needs.  It 

was difficult for the mother to refuse a request for assistance or an offer of childcare since 

a willingness to exchange a child demonstrated both mutual trust and willingness to be 

obligated to another member of the network.  If the mother determined that the network 

member had appropriately carried out their assigned parental roles and responsibilities 

while the child was in their care, then the obligations between the mother, child and 
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network member grew.  When a caregiver did not meet expectations, then they were 

sanctioned by the mother and the network.  Successful exchanges also served to bolster 

the reputation of the participants as childcare providers.  Given the limited opportunities 

to show proficiency through employment, such validation from alternative activities 

might have been particularly important to adults in the Flats.   

 

At times, mothers were unable to care for a child, such as when a mother neglected to 

reclaim a child from temporary care, a family had to split up after an eviction or if the 

mother’s family thought she was too young to adequately raise a child.  In such 

circumstances, mothers would transfer the bulk of their parenting rights and 

responsibilities to a member of the child’s kindred network, such as a grandparent, aunt, 

sibling or friend.  This type of informal foster parenting was known as “child-keeping,” 

and the arrangements could last for months or years.  The members of the domestic 

network shared the general disposition that their felt children were the responsibility of 

the network.  Therefore members of the network felt empowered to recognized and 

validate the transfer of major parenting rights and duties for a child from a birth parent to 

a custodial or foster parent.  One way they validated this transfer was that birth mothers 

or kin who received AFDC benefits for a child would ensure that the custodial or foster 

parent received the benefits.  If the foster parent could no longer care for the child, then 

the foster parent had the right to select the next foster parent.  The network would not 

support a mother who used the legal system to reclaim her rights from a foster parent 
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since.  Stack found that while short-term child-keeping was common – most adults 

reported they had been kept by kin for a time – long-term fosterage was not typical.  

 

Stack noted that these adaptive parenting strategies – shared parenting, extended 

childcare, and informal fosterage – were at odds with the legal and government systems 

for child custody.  To the outside political structures, families in the Flats appeared to be 

inadequate because there was not a clear alignment between parents, children and 

residence (e.g. mother, father and children living together in a home).  However, most 

parents had deep affection for their children and were actively involved in raising them.  

Stack found that over three-quarters of the mothers raised their own children, while over 

two-thirds of the fathers acknowledged their paternity and provided direct assistance or 

indirect assistance through their kin network.  Yet, unlike middle class white families, 

Flats residents faced chronically high unemployment and severe overcrowding.  Just as 

the Flats residents had responded to these pressures by creating an alternative 

marketplace for goods and services, Stack’s study suggests they also used these networks 

to create an alternative child services system to ensure their children received adequate 

care and parenting.  

 

While participating in the network helped members to survive poverty, not everyone 

participated in a domestic network and those who did participate were aware of its 

negative consequences.  Residents who were not actively engaged in a domestic network 

might occasionally get together with their friends and relatives, but they did not 
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participate in the daily exchanges of goods and services.  If they gave away a good, they 

did not later ask for something in return.  They particularly avoided exchanging services, 

like childcare, that might entangle them in obligations.  The advantage of not 

participating in a network was that it preventing the network from draining an 

individual’s or couple’s resources.  The disadvantage was that they did not have the right 

to participate in the decision-making regarding the care of a child or elderly parent.  

 

While participants gave the impression that the exchanges were voluntary and the goods 

and services were offered generously, in reality, Stack found that the exchanges were 

mandatory.  The network was supportive of members who adhered to the basic rules of 

exchange, but would punish those who did not meet their obligations.  For example, if a 

person failed to complete an exchange or provided inferior goods or services, then the 

member was subject to harsh criticism and gossip.  Such a sanction could have serious 

consequences since the loss of one’s reputation jeopardized the potential to receive aid, if 

a crisis arose. 

 

Based on Stack’s description, it appears that participating in the domestic exchanges also 

led to negative developments in members’ internal structures and, subsequently led into 

negative participation practices and negative perceptions about others in the network.  

For example, Stack concluded that the real value the trader placed on the good exchanged 

was the relative power that the giver and receiver levied over each other – an interpretive 

scheme of relative power.  However, it was not clear who had power over whom.  Those 
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in need would prey on the emotions of others, such as love, duty, and guilt, to get what 

they needed.  Participants felt that they were exploited, at times, by their kin and friends 

in the network.  Even with this knowledge, they felt they could not break free of the 

network.  They described themselves to Stack as victims of the inexhaustible needs of 

their family; trapped and unable to resist the repeated requests for aid.  As noted earlier, 

one of the disadvantages of participating in a domestic network was that it prevented an 

individual from acquiring equity.  Some participants felt as though their domestic 

network did not want them to succeed because it would mean the loss of the resources 

that the participants contributed to others.  

 

Residents told Stack that the demands of the domestic network also undermined 

romances and marriages.  Members interpreted someone’s desire to get married as a 

signal that they wanted to end their participation in the daily cycle of exchanges, since 

once married, the spouse’s needs would come before those of the network.  Residents 

reported that network members gossiped to women about their lovers or husbands being 

unfaithful in the hopes of ending the relationship.  According to Stack, this tactic often 

worked, particularly if the man was unemployed.  Men and women realized that the only 

way they could get out of poverty was to break away from the domestic network. This  

often meant relocating away from the Flats.  Conversely, if a woman found herself facing 

divorce and looming poverty, she would exchange some of her remaining possessions, in 

order to join a network. 
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While Stack study provides a rich description of the adaptive strategies that the residents 

of the Flats developed to survive poverty, it seems there are two problems with her study 

relative to community participation.  The first problem is that one of her conclusions is at 

odds with her observations.  Towards the end of the study, Stack concludes that “the 

strategies that the poor have evolved to cope with poverty do not compensate for poverty 

in themselves, nor do they perpetuate the poverty cycle (Stack 1974:127).”  Yet the 

conclusion regarding the poor’s strategies not perpetuating the poverty cycle is at odds 

with her other observations, described above, regarding the negative impact of network 

membership on individual members and kin relations.  As the residents reported, the 

domestic network did undermine the saving of equity and the building of a nuclear 

family, which Stack had noted were key prerequisites for escaping poverty.  

 

The second problem is that Stack seemed to examine the domestic networks as entities 

that were isolated from other types of community groups that Stack acknowledged were 

in the Flats at the time of her study.  For example, Stack provides few, if any references, 

to the members’ involvement in non-network groups or activities, such as participating in 

local churches or informal gatherings at local businesses.  Yet, she noted that the 

neighborhood included churches, barbershops, bars and sweet shops.  Furthermore, she 

did not describe whether the network members received other types of public or private 

assistance, beyond AFDC and Food Stamps, even though she noted that a welfare-rights 

organization, job training center, union hall and free health clinic were also in the 

neighborhood.  In addition, she provided few references to the children attending school 
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or parents interacting with the school personnel.  Consequently, it is unclear the extent to 

which network members participated in these other community-based organizations or if 

Stack excluded these activities from her observations.   

 

Historically, black residents in poor neighborhoods have created and actively participated 

in church, schools and/or other community-based institutions which, in turn, have 

provided emotional support, material assistance, and advocated for changes in public 

policy.45   If members of Stack’s domestic networks regularly participated in or received 

ongoing assistance from one or more of these community-based organizations, then 

excluding this information from the study may have exaggerated the relative importance 

of the domestic networks in providing members with emotional and/or economic support.  

While domestic kin networks and their participatory activities may well be “proven 

strategies for survival” for America’s urban black poor, they certainly have not been the 

only ones (Stack 1974).   
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APPENDIX F - PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNITY AS 

DESCRIBED IN COMMUNITY: PURSUING THE DREAM, LIVING 

THE REALITY 

 

Community: Pursuing the Dream, Living the Reality46 is Suzanne Keller’s study of the 

New Jersey’s first planned urban development (PUD) called Twin Rivers. Keller was a 

sociologist who had joined the Princeton University faculty after conducting planning-

related research on a neighborhood in Athens, Greece.  Keller’s objectives in studying 

Twin Rivers were to assess the influence of the formative years of the development on its 

later life, with a particular emphasis on the influence of the physical and political 

structure of Twin Rivers, as a PUD and a homeowners association (HOA), on the 

creation and evolution of this territorial community.  Her study begins with a review of 

the history of civil self-governance, from Greece to 19
th
 century America, and an 

overview of the major theories of community, including Durkheim and Tӧnnies.  The 

balance of the study describes the evolution of the Twin Rivers community, and 

particularly it’s HOA, from 1970 through 2001.    
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 Keller, Suzanne, Community: Pursuing the Dream, Living the Reality, Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
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Keller began her study in the late 1960s, with the cooperation of the original developer, 

and completed her data collection in 2001.  She reported using a host of methods to 

gather information, including:  

 lengthy, structured interviews with a representative sample of 250 women 

residents in 1975-1976 that included over 100 open-ended questions; 

  a 77-question survey of youth in mid-1970s and mid-1980s (question type 

unspecified);  

 a shorter survey of men in the late 1970s (number of questions and question type 

unspecified);  

 a 33-question, multiple-choice surveys of a random sample of 1,000 residents in 

mid-1980s and 1998;  

 in-depth interviews with a group of residents before and after they moved in;  

 two interviews with a group of 44 residents, a decade apart; 

 in-depth interviews with 50 respondents to the 1997 survey; interviews with over 

100 community leaders;  

 direct observation of resident activities;  

 at community events, local retailers, and homeowner association meetings;  

 content analysis of the community newspapers; 

 an analysis of voting patterns and results;  

 documentation of major events; and  

 a photographic analysis of the local land use (e.g. landscaping, signage).   
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Unfortunately, Keller’s descriptions of her various data collection strategies are limited 

and inconsistent.  For instance, Keller did not provide information on her criteria for 

selecting respondents (or an overall profile of her respondents) for each of her interviews 

or surveys, so it is unclear how representative her respondents were of the Twin Rivers 

population.  She did not identify who conducted the first round of 250 interviews, but did 

report that different survey organizations conducted the subsequent community-wide 

surveys.  It is not clear if the various survey instruments used similar questions and data 

collection procedures.  In one section of the book, she reports that follow-up interviews 

were conducted with a sample of 100 of the 1997 survey respondents and in another 

section she reports that 50 follow-up interviews were conducted.  While Keller helpfully 

provided a copy of the 1997 survey and reports the response rate (50 percent), she does 

not do the same for the other surveys, either in the book or by reference to other 

published work.  Consequently, the reader cannot be as confident of the reliability of her 

research results, as fuller description of her research might have engendered.     

 

Twin Rivers, the focus of Keller’s study, is a PUD located 15 miles east of Princeton, in 

East Windsor Township.  Although the first residents began moving in during 1970, 

construction was not completed until 1976.  By that point, the development had 3,000 

residential units and a population of about 10,000.  The Twin Rivers development was 

divided north-to-south by a major street and east-to-west by a state highway into four 

neighborhoods, which the developer named “quads.”  Each quad supported a different 

density of housing.  For instance, the higher density housing, such as the two nine-story 
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apartment houses with a total of 234 apartments, was located in one quad.  The single 

family houses, the lowest density housing, were located in another quad.  The 

townhouses were located in the other two quads.  Overall, nearly two-thirds of the 

residential units were townhouses, about one-quarter was apartments, and the remaining 

units were roughly divided between single-family homes and condominiums.  Each quad 

had recreational facilities, such as a pool and tennis courts.  The townhouse and single 

family houses were attached in rows of six to ten units. The front of the units faced the 

assigned parking spaces and street. The back of the units faced a grassy backyard, which 

was a common public area.  Each unit had a private, fenced-in back patio. One objective 

of the Twin Rivers’ design was to encourage walking by having sidewalks and walking 

paths that connected residents to destinations within their quad and to other quads, 

thereby, separating pedestrian traffic from vehicular traffic.  Keller’s observations 

regarding the effect of this design on community participation are described later.  

 

As described by Keller, the PUDs were a twentieth century milestone in America’s long 

history of planned suburban and rural communities.  Over centuries, America’s planned 

communities have included religious communities, company towns, utopias and 

communes.  As she notes, one of America’s first successful colonies, Plymouth, was a 

planned community.47  In the late 1960s, PUDs became an alternative to the common 

suburban design of the 1950s and 1960s, which typically consisted of hundreds or 

                                                             
47

 As noted in Mayflower, Plymouth was both a religious community, where only certain Protestants were 

welcome, and a company town, where everyone worked to pay off their English investors, the Merchant 

Adventurers. 
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thousands of similarly designed, single-family, detached homes, on quarter-acre lots.  

The new suburban PUDs offered, in a compact space, a mix of housing types, such as 

townhouses, condominiums, and apartments, along with adjoining retail/commercial and 

common spaces that could be used by all.  

 

Keller thought PUDs had become so popular with homeowners, developers and public 

policymakers because it responded to several of the changes occurring in American 

suburbs during the 1960s and 1970s. PUDs had several features that attracted potential 

homeowners.  First, the townhouses, a key feature in this design, were attractive to 

prospective buyers because their high-ceilings gave the illusion of space; they cost less to 

buy; and required less maintenance than single family houses.  Second, during this 

period, adults found they had noticeably less time to devote to maintaining their house 

and property, due to, in part, the increase in the number of women entering the workforce 

and the increase in the divorce rate, and its accompanying proliferation of single-parent 

families.  The only private, outdoor space that the townhouse owner might control, and 

have to maintain, were the small patches of land immediately in front and back of their 

townhouse, bounded by the edges of their townhouse, the front sidewalk and the back 

alley.  Therefore, this design complimented the adults’ limited time for landscaping and 

maintenance.  Third, with rising demand from the baby boomer population and inflation 

driving up the cost of housing, single parents were also drawn to townhouses as a cheaper 

alternative to the detached house with a yard.  

 



 

580 

 

PUDs were also an attractive product for developers.  First, it was cheaper and more 

efficient for the developer to build the PUD’s cluster of townhouses, than to build a 

subdivision of single-family homes.  For example, given that a townhouse is a home that 

is attached to two or more other homes, in a row, that share walls and a common roof, 

their construction required less time and materials.  It was also simpler and cheaper to lay 

in utilities, such as water and sewer, in the smaller space allotted to townhouse clusters 

than to hundreds of single-family houses a sprawling subdivision.  

 

Public policymakers also found PUDs attractive because, over the long-term, it would 

cost the local government less to provide services, such as police and fire, to concentrated 

PUDs than to provide the same services to far flung subdivisions.  Moreover, the 

concentration of residential property made more land available for retail, commercial and 

industrial activities, which provided additional sources of tax revenues.  Lastly, the PUD 

design was attractive to the nascent environmental and conservation movements, since it 

helped reduce wasteful use of natural resources and helped preserve nature and open 

spaces for everyone’s enjoyment.   

 

The introduction of the townhouse-dominated PUD is an example of structuration in the 

suburban housing market during this period.  The PUD represented an alternative to the 

dominant residential design – the single-family subdivision – which met the needs of the 

bourgeoning baby-boomer customer base.  The townhouse cluster design enabled 

developers to offer cheap housing, in the face of rising inflation, while continuing to 
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make profits.  They also helped localities attract residents to their communities, while not 

overly constraining future land use options.  Lastly, the design appealed to the growing 

public policy interest in conservation and pollution control.  Hence, key political, social, 

economic and physical structures aligned, at this time, to support the proliferation of 

PUDs.  

 

The physical design of the PUD was not the only innovation it brought to suburban life. 

The proliferation of PUDs also resulted in the proliferation of a relatively new form of 

community self-governance – the homeowners association (HOA).  While there had been 

HOAs in America for decades, Keller reported that, by the early 1960s, there were only 

about 500 HOAs nationwide.48  The HOA is a key ingredient in the long-term 

sustainability of a PUD.  Since a PUD creates common areas to be enjoyed and 

maintained by the homeowners, the development needs a governance structure to 

implement rules on the use of the common areas and provide financial support for their 

upkeep.  

 

As described by Keller, HOAs are private, non-profit corporations that administer 

defined territories.  An HOA’s power comes from its creation as a corporation, rather 

than from its property ownership. The HOA’s revenues come largely from membership 

                                                             
48

 In 2010, the Community Association Institute (CAI) estimated that, in the United States, there were over 

309,000 association-governed communities, which included homeowners associations, condominiums, 

cooperatives and other planned communities. Community Association Institute, “Industry Data,” Falls 

Church, VA: Community Association Institute. Webpage: 

http://www.caionline.org/info/research/Pages/default.aspx, downloaded March 27, 2011. 

http://www.caionline.org/info/research/Pages/default.aspx
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fees.  The developer drafts the HOA’s initial corporate by-laws before any homes are 

sold.  These initial by-laws are in effect until the HOA members ratify them or an 

amended set of by-laws.  At a minimum, buyers are given a copy of the HOA by-laws 

and related documents to review during the closing of the home sale.  While a purchaser 

may voluntarily choose to buy a home in a PUD, once they buy the home their 

membership in the HOA is mandatory.  In purchasing the home, the homeowners agree to 

abide by HOA rules and pay fees that are established, at least initially, by the developer. 

HOA members agree to allow the association to regulate some of their behavior with 

respect to the upkeep of their home and their use of HOA territory and property.  They 

also agree to accept penalties for breaking HOA rules.  In exchange, the HOA provides 

services, such as maintenance of common property and snow removal, and enforces the 

rules on all homeowners. HOA officers and by-laws are selected based on majority 

voting, where each residential unit gets one vote (rather than each adult getting one vote, 

as in public elections).  In sum, Keller viewed HOAs as similar to city or town 

government, with the only difference being that membership in the HOA was mandatory. 

 

The founding of the Twin Rivers PUD and HOA took several years and involved several 

public and private stakeholders.  First, in 1963, the state of New Jersey enacted enabling 

legislation for PUDs.  Then, in 1968, East Winsor Township approved an ordinance for a 

PUD and the planning application for the Twin Rivers PUD.  At this point, the developer, 

Twin Rivers Holding Company, had to organize a trust to own and manage Twin Rivers.  
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As Keller describes, the developer and the town officials wanted a bank to perpetually 

serve as the trustee, with a member advisory board (the Twin Rivers Advisory Board 

(TAB)) providing homeowner input.  Apparently, both stakeholders were concerned 

about financial risk.  If the trust went bankrupt, then the developer would lose their 

investment, and the town would have to assume responsibility for managing the common 

property. In addition, town officials were aware of the significant effect that Twin Rivers 

would have on the voting base of the town.  When it was fully built, about 40% of the 

town’s voters would live in the development.  The public officials could anticipate that 

such a voting block would endorse town intervention should the trust run into financial 

trouble. However, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and the Veteran’s 

Administration (VA), which would underwrite many of the Twin Rivers mortgages, 

wanted the Twin Rivers Homeowner’s Association (TRHA) to be the trustee.  All of the 

stakeholders reached a compromised whereby a bank would serve as the trustee for the 

first seven years, with input from the TAB.  Then the TRHA members would vote on 

whether the bank would continue as the trustee or have the TRHA become the trustee.  

The developer selected the bank that would serve as the trustee in July 1969 and the trust 

was created in November 1969.  The trustee’s duties included collecting member fees; 

creating the rules on members’ use of community facilities and common grounds; 

maintaining a budget; and contracting with service providers, such as property 

management, utilities, and grounds keeping.  
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As the first residents moved into Twin Rivers during 1970, the developer sponsored 

elections for a nine-member board of directors for the TRHA.  The developer then 

formed the 10-member TAB, which was composed of a subset of TRHA board members 

and five homeowners selected by the developer.  As a result of this compromise, the 

leadership of the Twin Rivers development from 1969 through 1976 consisted of the 

developer, the bank-trustee, TAB and TRHA.  Adding to the complexity was that the 

ownership of the Twin Rivers Holding Company changed hands three times during this 

same period.  The overlapping jurisdictions, conflicting interests and changing leadership 

of these different groups, coupled with the precedent-setting role of the Twin Rivers 

HOA in New Jersey, would lead to substantial antagonism among the different 

stakeholders. 

 

According to Keller, Twin Rivers’ first residents were generally young, native-born, 

well-educated, and overwhelming white.  The men were the principal income-earners and 

worked as professional or blue collar workers.  Most of the women stayed home during 

the day.  Keller estimated that between 25 to 40 percent of the first residents were Jewish, 

while the remainder was either Protestant or Catholic.  Many had lived in apartments 

during their childhood and early adulthood, and were used to relying on landlords for 

maintenance.  According to Keller’s interviews with the new residents, the house was 

particularly important symbol of success for these first-time owners.  The move to Twin 

Rivers represented an opportunity for the family to own an affordable home, be part of 
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something new and innovative – a PUD and HOA, and raise their children in a suburban 

environment.  

 

As noted above, Twin Rivers represented innovations in residential design (the PUD) and 

community self-governance (the HOA).  While the developer suggested these 

innovations were the key ingredients to a uniquely positive community experience, 

Keller’s study suggests that key features of PUD and the HOA, particularly as 

experienced by residents during in the 1970s, had a lasting influence on residents’ habits 

of negative and positive participation.  One of the developer’s decisions that spawned 

significant negative participation among the residents was the decision to have residents 

moved in before the key amenities were finished.  The developers had marketed Twin 

Rivers as a ready-made, self-contained community.  But this was not what the first 

residents faced when they moved in.  Instead, they found they lived in an unfinished 

construction site, which, in addition to being dirty and noisy, lacked the promised trees, 

manicured lawns, shopping and recreational facilities.  Several of the promised facilities 

would not be built for two to three years, while others were never built, such as the teen 

and community centers.  Without these facilities, adults and teenagers lacked major 

venues to carry-out community-building activities.  Because the PUD’s initial physical 

features fell so far short of developers’ marketing, the residents got into the negative 

habit of persistently complaining to the developer or trustee about unmet promises.  In 

response, the developer and trustee fell quickly into the negative habit of responding 

slowly or ignoring residents’ complaints.  As will be described later, this synergy of 
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negative behavior would lead to major confrontations between Twin Rivers’ 

stakeholders.  

 

While the developer’s actions with respect to the physical structure of the Twin Rivers 

PUD led to negative participation, the residents’ tendency to make friends with those 

living in the same block or quad—coupled with the construction sequence and design 

layout— also led to negative participation.  First, the residents who moved into the first 

two quads during the first year formed a clique that was often at odds with the opinions 

of the later arrivals who moved into the newer quads.  As the original cohort that faced 

adversities unknown to later arrivals, the first-year residents felt they had earned a higher 

standing in the community.  Second, the segregation of Twin River residents into quads 

by housing density, as described above, also had the effect of segregating the population 

by income and ownership.  Owners of the single family houses needed to earn over a 

thousand dollars per week to afford their homes, while renters only needed to earn a few 

hundred of dollars per week to afford to live in the Twin Rivers apartments.  Lastly, to 

promote a walking community, the developer had allotted only 1.5 to 2 parking spaces 

per residential unit.  However, final construction had two flaws that undermined the 

design objective.  The distances to local destinations were too far for most residents to 

walk, thereby, requiring them to have a car to drive.  Furthermore, the parking allotment 

underestimated residents’ parking needs.  The problem only worsened as children grew 

old enough to drive and more mothers began to work.  The lack of parking space led to 
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persistent friction between neighbors and resulted in an ongoing administrative burden 

for the trustee and the TRHA.   

 

While some physical features of the Twin Rivers PUD contributed to negative 

participation, Keller found other physical features encouraged positive community 

participation, such as socializing and volunteering.  Within each quad, the streets 

consisted of rows of houses or townhouses that faced each other and created a common 

public area of front doors, stoops, yards and parking.   Keller concluded that the daily 

observations and interactions among the neighbors—combined with the residents’ 

perception that their neighbors shared similar socio-economic characteristics and 

values—helped to build familiarity and friendships. She reported that neighboring habits 

among the first residents were particularly strong, where nearly 40 percent of respondents 

knew more than 100 neighbors by name.  She also found that the neighboring habit 

persisted over the years, with over half of the respondents to her subsequent surveys 

reporting that they had made best friends and many acquaintances among neighbors who 

typically lived in the same block or quad.  The development also included several 

recreational facilities, which became major venues for socializing and organized group 

activities.  The recreational facilities included pools, tennis courts, ball fields, 

playgrounds, and trails for biking and walking.  From the beginning, the pools were the 

major settings for socializing and community events  during the summer months, 

especially for children and mothers.  Keller reported that, over the years, the residents 
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formed numerous leagues to support a variety of sports and athletes, and league 

competitions became major events that helped build Twin Rivers’ unique culture.   

 

Like the PUD, Keller found that the governance structure of the Twin Rivers HOA 

influenced how various residents participated in development-sponsored activities.  

Between 1969 and 1976, the developer played a major role in designing and 

implementing the governance structure.  The developer drafted the initial governing 

rules, contained in trust documents, selected the bank trustee, and appointed the members 

of the TAB.  As required by the trust documents, in 1970, the developer sponsored 

elections for board of directors of the TRHA.  Even though the developer had significant 

power over Twin Rivers’ governance, owners did volunteer to serve on the TAB and to 

run for positions on the Board of the TRHA.  Keller found that, while during the 1970s it 

was difficult to get owners to run for TRHA offices, by the 1980s the TRHA board 

elections had become very competitive and continued to be so into the 1990s.  She found 

that TRHA leaders often volunteered for a variety of reasons, such as altruism and self-

interest, but a common motivation was to follow their parents’ example or expectations.  

In addition to the formal leaders, Keller found that TRHA operations could rely on a 

small group of volunteers that continually donated their time, talents and money to lead 

various TRHA-sponsored activities, such as TRHA committees, clubs and the community 

newspaper.   
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The governance rules of the TRHA reinforced that the owners were partners in an 

economic venture—the maintenance and appreciation of the property values of the Twin 

Rivers development.  Votes in the TRHA were allotted to houses, not to each adult 

resident.  According to the trust rules, each house was awarded one vote, but the value of 

each vote varied with the assessed value of the house.  For example, the vote allotted to a 

single family house could be worth twice the vote allotted to a townhouse.  The vote 

allotted to the owner of the rental property was significantly higher in value than the vote 

allotted to the houses or townhouses.  The developer also ensured his control over the 

early decision-making by allotting one vote to each homeowner and three votes to the 

developer for every unoccupied unit.  As the homes were sold, the developer’s control 

over the voting decreased. Renters had no voting rights.  These voting rules challenge 

Keller’s contention that the HOA did not obtain power through property ownership since 

those who owned more valuable property had greater voting power.  At the very least, 

these voting rules reinforced the economic divisions among the owners, and excluded the 

renters from decision-making.  

 

According to Keller, new owners thought the HOA governance structure was confusing, 

with its various roles and responsibilities for the developer, bank trustee, TAB and 

TRHA.  Adding insult to their sense of injury was the developer’s and the bank trustee’s 

lack of responsiveness to residents’ queries and complaints.  Residents appealed to their 

representative groups, the TRHA and TAB, for assistance in dealing with the developer 

and bank trustee.  However, the TRHA and TAB leaders had just as much difficulty 
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getting an adequate or timely response from either the developer or bank-trustee.  

Respondents to Keller’s surveys indicated that the frustration with the various HOA 

leadership bodies, particularly in the early years, discouraged them from participating in 

HOA governance. 

 

Keller found that the TRHA’s operating rules also caused confusion and ill-will among 

some residents.  The new residents were often confused about rules that restricted their 

use of space and disgruntled that a trustee/HOA could control how they maintained their 

property.  For instance, while the common grounds and facilities provided venues for 

neighbors to socialize, they also evoked disputes with the bank-trustee and the TRHA 

over the rules limiting what residents could do in the facilities, such as no eating at the 

pool.  There was also confusion over what was private versus common property.  For 

example, according to an early survey, just over half of the residents thought the front 

yard was common property while just under half considered it private property. To 

resolve these disputes, the trustee and the TRHA had to clearly define and enforce the 

boundaries of the common spaces.  Lastly, the trust imposed architectural rules that 

limited how owners could renovate their homes or property.  Those who violated trust 

rules could be fined or sanctioned, such as temporarily losing their right to use 

recreational facilities.  Some rules encouraged owners’ negative behavior.   For example, 

owners only had thirty days after they moved in to register problems with the developer.  

This rule encouraged new owners to complain early and often to the developer and bank-

trustee.  As a result, the new owners’ first interaction with the developer and trustee was 
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through a form of negative participation.  Keller reported that complaining became the 

routine form of resident participation.  Yet, this should not be surprising when 

developers’ own rules and owners’ economic interests encouraged this type of 

participation.   

 

By 1973, the dialog between the homeowners’ camp (TRHA and TAB) and the 

developer’s camp (the developer and bank trustee) had deteriorated into a series of 

recriminations.  Each camp accused the other of acting in bad faith, and other negative 

behavior, such as threats and counter-threats.  Through the TRHA, the homeowners 

complained that the developer failed to provide a key facility, the community center, and 

adequate services, as promised.  The developer said the allegations were unfounded. 

Unable to resolve their dispute internally, the TRHA filed a lawsuit against the developer, 

bank-trustee and the township.  While the lawsuit was born out of a negative experience, 

it had the positive effect of unifying the owners in a common purpose and endeavor – 

limiting the power of their common adversaries (the developer and bank trustee) through 

legal action.  Although the TRHA lost the case, the lawsuit drew volunteers into the 

TRHA and helped them organize their constituency.  When the time came in 1976 for the 

owners to vote on whether to have the bank or the TRHA serve as the trustee, TRHA won 

the election easily.  Through its pursuit of the lawsuit, TRHA had developed organized 

group of volunteers to campaign on its behalf and demonstrated to the local residents that 

it was responsive to the owners’ concerns.  Over the years, Keller found that this process 

repeated itself and helped to build the Twin Rivers culture. The shared experience of 
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living with a negative situation, such as non-responsive developer, crime or a minor 

emergency, and then working together to develop a group response, helped unify the 

community.  

 

Despite these unifying events, a continuing theme in Keller’s study was the residents’ 

lack of participation in HOA governance and the TRHA’s leaders repeated pleas for 

owners to get involved.   For example, after a two year effort in the early 1980s to get 

owners support for major changes to the trust documents, only 17 percent of the owners 

voted on the proposed changes.  Keller seemed sympathetic to the leaders concerns and 

puzzled by the residents’ persistent apathy.  Yet, it could be the TRHA leaders, like 

Keller, saw the HOA as akin to a town or city government, while the non-participating 

owners may have viewed the TRHA as a type of “community of limited liability”—a 

specialized community where members limited their participation by narrow interests.49  

After all, the HOA was a private, non-profit corporation formed for the purpose of 

protecting the owners’ economic investment in their house, by maintaining HOA 

property.  Some residents may have seen their membership in the HOA as a type of 

insurance or warranty—a financial tool that was in place to protect against the damage, 

loss or depreciation of their property.  Just as one buys an insurance policy or warranty 

then sets it aside until a problem occurs, the owners with less interest in real estate may 

                                                             
49

 Keller used these characteristics to summarize Janowitz’s “community of limited liability.” Janowitz , 
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have set aside the HOA, trusting that those with more interest in real estate would 

actively participate in the HOA and do what was required to maintain property values.  

 

Furthermore, by design, Twin Rivers physically discouraged renters, a significant portion 

of the PUD residents, from participating in community affairs.  The PUD design 

intentionally segregated the rental property and the residential houses into separate quads.  

As a result, renters and homeowners had less of an opportunity to interact with each other 

and develop friendships.  The combination of the spatial segregation and the physical 

boundaries of each quad likely reinforced the economic and social division between the 

owners and renters.  

 

As a homeowners’ association, TRHA was also designed to discourage renters’ political 

participation. Renters could not become members, and thus, did not have any voting 

rights.  Given their exclusion from the governance of the development, there was likely 

little incentive for renters to proactively become informed about rules, community 

meetings or other events.  This lack of information and awareness might have contributed 

to renters’ non-participation in community activities, non-compliance with local rules, 

and relative indifference to the maintenance or betterment of the property.  Lastly, Keller 

did not describe any significant effort that the bank-trustee’s or TRHA leaders’ made to 

include the renters in community activities or governance, and thereby, lower the 

physical and political boundaries to renters’ participation.  
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The renters’ physical segregation from homeowners and their exclusion from TRHA 

governance from might have also contributed to:  

 the transient nature of the renter population, which in turn, could have 

exacerbated the renters’ disengagement from community life and non-compliance 

with TRHA rules; and   

 reported tensions between the two groups.   

According to Keller’s surveys and interviews, homeowners perceived that renters lacked 

a commitment to the community and thought they were among the likely culprits when 

littering occurred.50  The renters resented the owners’ un-neighborly attitudes and slights. 

While Keller observed tensions in the owner-renter relations and lack of renters’ 

participation, she did not explore the degree to which the physical structure of the PUD 

and political structures of Twin Rivers HOA may have contributed to the renters’ 

behaviors.   

 

By the 1990s, notable changes had occurred in Twin Rivers.  First, Keller reported that 

the Twin River culture and community had become more defined through the owners’ 

shared experiences of group victories and defeats.  In addition, Keller reported that the 

population was significantly more diverse than it had been in the 1970s.  A majority of 

survey respondent reported that the community was stable.  A majority also indicated that 

they liked their townhouses and the physical features of their PUD, and were supportive 

of the TRHA.  However, some aspects of the Twin Rivers culture from the 1970s 
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persisted twenty years later.  A cohort of owners continued to complain that the trustee, 

now TRHA, exercised too much power and was not responsive to owners’ concerns.  A 

majority of respondents still resisted actively participating in organized social activities.  

TRHA leaders still pleaded for owners to volunteer to help run community activities and 

the HOA still relied on a small cadre of volunteers to carry out its operations.  

 

As noted earlier, Keller mentioned in her study that Twin Rivers was the first HOA in 

New Jersey.  While one might have anticipated further developments in state HOA policy 

after it granted permission for the establishment of its first PUD and HOA in the 1960s, 

Keller did not offer any further details on the evolution of state policy.  Moreover, Keller 

did not provide details on the growth of HOAs in the state or observe whether Twin 

River’s experience was representative of what was happening in other HOAs in the state.  

In fact, as HOAs proliferated across New Jersey during the period of Keller’s study, 

substantial policy struggles unfolded over HOA governance and membership rights.  In 

reviewing the thousands of complaints submitted to the state from 1996 through 2001, the 

state official charged with overseeing HOAs and other types of community associations 

offered several observations: 

 “Owners did not realize the extent association rules could govern their lives 

(Hannaman 2002:3).”  

 The most common complaint pertained to the “inability [of HOA members] to 

secure the attention of boards or property managers, to acknowledge, no less 

address, their complaints (Hannaman 2002:3).” 



 

596 

 

 “Boards, or board presidents desirous of acting contrary to law, their 

governing documents or to fundamental democratic principles, are 

unstoppable without extreme owner effort and often costly litigation 

(Hannaman 2002:3).”  

These observations are at odds with the Keller’s optimistic view of HOAs as an emerging 

form of local civic self-governance.  

 

Between 1968 and 2001, New Jersey made significant changes in state’s HOA laws to 

improve HOA members’ rights.  For example, in 1996, the complaints were widespread 

enough to prompt the amendment of the state’s Condominium Act to create a Bureau of 

Homeowner Protection to monitor HOAs and enforce members’ rights.  The purpose of 

the Bureau was to assist homeowners in resolving complaints over which it had 

jurisdiction.  By 2001, new HOA member rights included a neutral review of grievances 

by neutral third-parties; standards for access and maintenance of HOA records; 

regulations regarding the notification and documentation of HOA Board voting on issues 

that might be binding on members (Hannaman 2002).51   

 

Twin Rivers continued to play a leading role in New Jersey’s policy struggle over the 

boundaries of HOA authority.  As Keller concluded her study of Twin Rivers in 2001, 

she noted that TRHA leadership was facing a new challenge from a coalition of members 

                                                             
51
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who were challenging the TRHA’s authority, and had filed a lawsuit.  While Keller 

dismisses this coalition as a splinter group that did not represent the concerns of most 

TRHA members, their minority views dealt with the very issues of democratic self-

governance that Keller had said her study had intended to explore.  Among other matters, 

the lawsuit contested the TRHA Board’s authority to limit members’ use of HOA 

facilities, newsletter and lawn signs for political purposes. 

 

While the lawsuit was not resolved until long after the conclusion of Keller’s study, its 

outcome would have implications for HOA members across the state.  In 2004, a trial 

court ruled in favor of the TRHA, though this decision was overturned on appeal in 2006.  

In 2007, the state Supreme Court ruled that in restricting residents’ political activities, 

TRHA was not acting as a municipality, but as a private actor.  As such, TRHA could 

restrict members' political rights on HOA property, and that TRHA regulations had not 

unreasonably restricted residents’ free speech under the state’s constitution (Anon 2007). 

This ruling significantly challenges Keller’s view of HOAs as similar to town or city 

government.  As the court ruled, TRHA was not a municipality and was not required to 

extend full democratic rights on its property.  In fact, to provide more democratic rights 

to HOA members, state politicians introduced a HOA owner protection bill in 2006 that 

defined members’ rights and limited HOA authority (Franzese and Siegel 2008). State 

legislators have continued to re-introduce the bill for consideration, but, as of March 

2011, the bill had not passed (New Jersey State Legislature 2011).    
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Keller’s study of Twin Rivers’ PUD-HOA illustrated, intentionally and unintentionally, 

that this type of development encouraged and discouraged community participation.  

However, the PUD-HOA certainly did not produce the ready-made community the 

developer marketed, particularly for the renters.  Homeowners would have to build their 

community the old fashion way—through common struggles.  As recent events illustrate, 

the structuration of the HOAs in New Jersey, both as a form of private self-governance 

and a venue for public policy, continues.  Moreover, Twin Rivers, which helped 

inaugurate New Jersey’s HOA debate over 40 years ago, remains at the forefront of this 

policy battleground.  
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APPENDIX G - DESCRIPTION OF NATIONAL SURVEYS 

COLLECTING PARTICIPATION DATA 

 

This appendix provides a brief overview of the three national surveys that collect the 

participation data used in the analyses.  

 

General Social Survey 

 

The General Social Survey (GSS) is a nationally representative, cross-sectional survey 

that has been conducted annually or biennially by the National Opinion Research Center 

(NORC) since 1972 (Schwadel, McCarthy, and Nelsen 2009; Smith et al. 2010).  The 

survey is considered to meet academic standards and to be the premier instrument for 

monitoring recent trends in American attitudes and behaviors (Dalton 2006; Robinson 

and Martin 2010; Skocpol and Fiorina 1999).  The GSS questionnaire is administered by 

NORC-trained interviewers through 90-minute, in-home, face-to-face interviews with the 

respondent.  One adult, 18 years of age or older, is randomly chosen from each household 

to participate (Presser and Chaves 2007; Robinson and Martin 2010; Smith et al. 2010).  

The response rate has varied from a low of 70 percent in 2000 to a high of 82 percent in 
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1993.  The lowest response rates, hovering around 70 percent, have occurred on the most 

recent biennial surveys – those conducted from 2000 through 2010. As of 2010, there 

were 55087 completed interviews from the 28 surveys(Smith et al. 2010).    

          

Each GSS consists of two sets of questions.  The first set is the replicating core question 

set that explores the respondent’s socio-demographic characteristics, as well as general 

social and political attitudes and behaviors.  Frequently, the core question set also asked 

whether respondents engaged in several different types of participation activities.  For 

instance, each survey has asked respondents if they engaged in two types of formal 

participation: voting in recent presidential elections and attending religious services.  On 

16 of the 28 GSSs (from 1974 through 1994, and again in 2004), the core question set 

asked respondents if they were a member of any of 16 different types of organizations.  

In addition, the core question set for most of the GSS asked respondents whether they 

engaged in several informal participation activities, such as socializing, watching 

television and reading the paper (Smith et al. 2010).   

 

In addition to the core question set, each GSS since 1985 has included from one to twelve 

topical modules. These modules ask a series of questions about specific topics. For 

instance, the 1987 GSS included one topical module about socio-political participation, 

while the 2004 GSS included 12 modules on such diverse topics as altruism, genes and 

mental health.  Like many topical modules, the participation questions asked in the 1987 

module have not been repeated in subsequent surveys (Smith et al. 2010). Because more 
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detailed questions about participation - like those in the 1987 and 2004 modules – were 

asked only once, there is no opportunity to compare survey results over time.  

Consequently, researchers wishing to use GSS data to explore participation trends over 

time are confined to the few participation-related questions found in the core question set. 

     

Current Population Survey 

 

Each month, U.S. Census Bureau surveys about 60,000 eligible households to collect 

information for the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) on employment and unemployment 

among the nation's civilian non-institutional population age 16 and over.  This monthly 

survey is called the Current Population Survey (CPS) (U.S. BLS 2011c). The CPS grew 

out of the U.S. government’s urgent need during the Great Depression to get an accurate 

estimate of unemployment.  The survey that evolved into CPS began during World War 

II.  Today, the CPS is considered the U.S. government’s primary source for national 

employment statistics (U.S. Census 2006).  

 

Each of this sample survey collects household-level demographic and employment 

information from a designated household respondent.  In addition to a core question set, 

each monthly CPS also asks supplemental questions about selected topics, such as food 

security, tobacco use, and school enrollment.  While a few of these supplemental 
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inquiries have only been asked once, many have been undertaken repeatedly and some 

supplements are routinely included in the CPS during the same month, each year (U.S. 

Census 2006).    

 

One of the longest running CPS supplements has been the November Voting and 

Registration supplement.  This supplemental inquiry has been included in the November 

CPS, on a biennial basis, since 1964 and is conducted about two weeks after each federal 

election (File and Crissey 2012).  Over the past dozen years, additional questions or 

supplements have been added to the CPS which asked about other forms of participation. 

Since 2002, the U.S. Bureaus of Labor Statistics (BLS) and more recently the 

Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) have sponsored the September 

Volunteering supplement to the CPS.  This yearly supplement collects information on the 

incidence of volunteering and the characteristics of volunteers in the United States.  In 

2008, the U.S. Census and U.S. Bureaus of Labor Statistics (BLS) introduced a new 

November supplement which asked CPS respondents about their participation in various 

civic activities. This supplement was repeated in 2009 and 2010 (U.S. CNCS 2011).   

 

Consumer Expenditure Survey 

 

The U.S. Census conducts another survey for the BLS called the Consumer Expenditure 

Survey (CES).  This quarterly survey collects information on the buying habits of 
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American consumers from 91 areas of the United States, on an ongoing basis.  Of interest 

to this dissertation, is the data the CES has collected, since 2000, about the average 

annual expenditures that were for cash contributions. This survey has two parts: a diary 

survey and an interview survey. For the diary survey, a sample of about 7,000 households 

(or other types of consumer units) keeps a diary of expenditures for two 1-week periods, 

resulting in about 14,000 diaries a year. In the interview survey, about 7,000 consumer 

units are interviewed once per quarter for five consecutive quarters. The diary and 

interview surveys collect data from an independent sample of consumer units that is 

representative of the U.S. population (U.S. BLS 2011a). 
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APPENDIX H - PARTICIPATION VARIABLES FROM GSS 

Formal participation variables 

 

To capture reported voting behavior, the voting variables reported for specific elections 

were recoded into a binary variable that recorded whether or not a respondent reported 

voting in any of the recent presidential elections (Smith et al. 2010).  Voting in 

presidential elections is only one form of political participation.  The core question set 

does not ask the respondents to report whether they have voted in other types of elections, 

or engagement in other types of political activities, such as attending a public hearing or 

writing to a public official  (Burns et al. 2001b; Dalton 2006; Schudson 1998; Verba and 

Nie 1987) . 

 

The religious attendance variable (‘attend’) asked how often the respondent attended 

religious services.  While the questions preceding the attendance question in the GSS ask 

the respondent about their about religious preference, the attendance question is asked of 

all respondents.  The respondents’ answer is coded on an ordinal scale from “0,” for 

never attending services, through “8,” for attending services several times a week.  The 

core question set does not ask respondents whether they participated in other types of 
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religious activities, such as going on a religious retreat or teaching religious education 

(Smith et al. 2010). 

 

In addition to asking about voting and attendance at religious services, the GSS core 

question set asked respondents (from 1974 through 1994, and again in 2004) if they were 

a member of any of 16 different types of organizations.  The types of organizations 

tracked were: church-affiliated groups, (memchurh), farm organizations (memfarm), 

fraternal groups (memfrat), school fraternities or sororities (memgreek), hobby or garden 

clubs, (memhobby), literary, art, discussion or study groups (memlit), nationality groups 

(memnat), any other groups (memother), political clubs (mempolit), professional or 

academic societies (memprof), school service groups (memschl), service clubs 

(memserv), sports groups (memsport), labor unions (memunion), veterans' groups 

(memvet), and youth groups (memyouth).  These binary variables were recoded to 

facilitate analyses (see Appendix A).  The GSS also had a variable to record the total 

number of types of organization memberships reported ('memnum'), and hence, measures 

the variety of the respondent’s memberships (Smith et al. 2010). 
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Table 46. Coding for the original GSS vote variables and the recoded variable voted 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

VOTE68, VOTE72, VOTE76, VOTE80, VOTE84, 

VOTE88 

VOTE92, VOTE96, VOTE00, VOTE04, VOTE08 

dummy Voted* dummy 

Question: Now in (federal election year), you 
remember that (candidate name) ran for President on 

the Democratic ticket against (candidate name)  for 

the Republicans, and (candidate name)  as an 

Independent. Do you remember for sure whether or 
not you voted in that election? 

Choices: Punch  

Question: did respondent 

report that they had voted 

in one or more of the 

recent federal presidential 
elections?  

Choices: Recode: 

Vote72 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote72 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote76 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote76 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote80 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote80 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote84 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote84 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote88 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote88 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote92 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote92 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote96 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote96 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote00 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote00 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote04 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote04 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Vote08 - did not vote 0 No 0 

Vote08 - Voted 1 Yes 1 

Years asked on GSS = 

VOTE68 -  1972, 1973 

VOTE72 -   1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977 
VOTE76 - 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982   

VOTE80 -  1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1987 

VOTE84 -  1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989 

VOTE88 - 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993 
VOTE92 -  1993, 1994, 1996, 1998 

VOTE96 -  1998, 2000, 2002, 2004 

VOTE00 - 2002, 2004, 2006 

VOTE04 -  2006, 2008, 2010 
VOTE08 -  2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

1 to 5 

28 

Number surveys with 

variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28 

Total N = 

2023 TO  

8130 Total N = 51,356 
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Table 47. Coding for the original GSS attend variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

ATTEND Ordinal Not recoded  

Question: How often do you attend religious services? 

Choices: Punch    

never 0   

Less than once a year 1   

once a year 2   

several times a year 3   

once a month 4   

2-3 times a month 5   

nearly every week 6   

every week 7   

several times a week 8   

 .d   

 .n   

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 

1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991,  

1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 
2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 54546   
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Table 48. Coding for the original GSS membership variables and the recoded 

membership variables 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

MEMFRAT, MEMSERV, MEMVET, 
MEMPOLIT, MEMUNION, MEMSPORT, 

MEMYOUTH, MEMSCHL, MEMHOBBY, 

MEMGREEK, MEMNAT, MEMFARM, 

MEMLIT, MEMPROF, MEMCHURH, 
MEMOTHER 

nominal memchrh1 , memfarm1 , 
memfrat1 , memgrek1 , 

memhoby1 , memlit1 , memnat1 

, memothr1 , mempolt1 , 

memprof1 , memschl1 , 
memserv1 , memsprt1 , 

memunon1 , memvet1 , 

memyoth1 

dummy 

Question: Now we would like to know 

something about the groups or organizations to 
which individuals belong. Here is a list of 

various organizations. Could you tell me 

whether or not you are a member of each type?  

 
Fraternal groups (MEMFRAT), Service clubs 

(MEMSERV), Veterans' groups (MEMVET), 

Political clubs (MEMPOLIT), Labor unions 

(MEMUNION), Sports groups (MEMSPORT), 
Youth groups (MEMYOUTH), School service 

groups (MEMSCHL), Hobby or garden clubs 

(MEMHOBBY), School fraternities or 

sororities (MEMGREEK), Nationality groups 
(MEMNAT), Farm organizations 

(MEMFARM), Literary, art, discussion or 

study groups (MEMLIT), Professional or 

academic societies (MEMPROF), Church-
affiliated groups  

(MEMCHURH), Any other groups 

(MEMOTHER) 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Did respondent report 

that they were a member of a 

given type of organization?  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Choices: Recode: 

Yes 1 No 0 

No 2 Yes 1 

Do not know  .d  . 

No answer  .n  . 

Years question asked on GSS -   
1974, 1975, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1983, 1984, 

1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 

1994, 2004  

  

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

16 

28 

  

Total N = 
MEMFRAT 

MEMSERV 

MEMVET 

MEMPOLIT 
MEMUNION 

MEMSPORT 

 
20611 

 20610  

20625 

20615 
20621 

 20637 
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Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

MEMYOUTH 
MEMSCHL 

MEMHOBBY 

MEMGREEK 

MEMNAT 
MEMFARM 

MEMLIT 

MEMPROF 

MEMCHURH 
MEMOTHER 

 20607 
 20607  

20608 

 20603 

20589 
20589 

 20601 

20607 

20655 
20058 

 

 
 

 

Table 49. Coding for the original GSS memnum variable 

 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

 

MEMNUM Numeric Not recoded  

Question: Any membership at all (total number of organization types, 
among 16 choices, for which respondent reported a membership) 

 

Choices: Punch    

If a respondent answered a "No" to all of the organizational items, 

MEMNUM was code "00." 0 
  

If a respondent answered "Yes" to any organizations, the total 

number of "Yes" responses was counted and put in MEMNUM. 1 to 16 
  

Years question asked on GSS -   
1974, 1975, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1983, 1984, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 

1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 2004  

  

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

16 

28 

  

Total N = 20790   

 
 

 

On two occasions, the GSS asked additional questions about the nature of the 

respondents’ participation in their reported organizations.  In 1987, the GSS included a 

thematic question set about community participation.  In addition to asking if the 

respondent was a member of various types of organizations, the survey also asked: 
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 if the respondent was active in the organization;  

 if the organization tried to solve problems; 

 Which group the respondent was most active in; 

o For the group in which the respondent was most active, had the 

respondent:  

 served on committees;  

 given money above regular dues;  

 served as an officer; 

 attended group conferences; 

 written to newspaper for group; and  

 contacted government officials for group.  

In 2004, the GSS again included questions about group/organization-related participation, 

though these questions were different than the 1987 questions.  This later survey asked 

 if the respondent belonged to one or more organizations of a given type (e.g. 

farm, professional, youth);  

 how many groups/organizations of a given type the respondent belonged to; 

 how many years the respondent had been a member of each group/organization, 

within a given type (e.g. farm group1, farm group 2, etc.);  

 if the group met in the area; and 

 if members of the respondents social network were also members of one or more 

of the same groups. 
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The 2004 GSS also asked if the respondent was a member of any informal groups; if so, 

which groups and how long had they been a member.  

 

However, the data from the 1987 or 2004 GSS were not included in the analyses because 

GSS only asked these questions once and so only the results represent just one point in 

time.  In addition, the 1987 GSS did not overlap in time with the CPS or CES surveys, 

and the questions on the 2004 GSS were not similar to questions asked on the CPS or 

CES.  
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Informal participation variables 

 

Table 50. Coding for the original GSS socializing variables and the recoded 

variables 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

SOCBAR, SOCFREND, SOCOMMUN, SOCREL,  

 

Ordinal socbar1,  socfrnd1,  

socommn1,  socrel1,   

Ordinal 

Question: Would you use this card and tell me which 

answer comes closest to how often you do the 
following things… 

 

Spend a social evening with relatives? (SOCREL) 

Spend a social evening with someone who lives in your 
neighborhood?  (SOCOMMUN) 

Spend a social evening with friends who live outside 

the neighborhood? (SOCFREND) 

Go to a bar or tavern? (SOCBAR) 
 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Frequency 

with which 

respondent reported 

engaging in this 
activity?  

 

 

 
 

Choices: Recode: 

Inappropriate   0   

Almost every day  1  daily 4  

Once or twice a week  2  weekly 3  

Several times a month  3  monthly 2  

About once a month  4  monthly 2  

Several times a year  5  yearly 1  

About once a year  6  yearly 1  

Never  7  never 0  

Do not know  .d   

No answer  .n   

Not applicable     

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 

1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 
1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2010     

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 

SOCBAR 
SOCFREND 

SOCOMMUN 

SOCREL 

 

31612 
31644 

31635 

31665   
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Table 51. Coding for the original GSS socpars and socsibs variables and the recoded 

variables 

Original GSS variable  Variable type Recoded variable Variable 
type 

SOCPARS, SOCSIBS  Ordinal socpars1, socsibs1 Ordinal 

Question: Would you use this card and tell me 

which answer comes closest to how often you do 

the following things… 

 
Spend a social evening with your parents? 

(SOCPARS) 

Spend a social evening with a brother or sister? 

(SOCSIBS) 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Frequency with 

which respondent reported 
engaging in this activity (if 

they had parents or siblings 

(e.g. punch on original 

variable did not equal 0)?  

Choices: Recode: 

Not appropriate (e.g. no such relatives)* 0   

Almost every day  1  daily 4  

Once or twice a week  2  weekly 3  

Several times a month  3  monthly 2  

About once a month  4  monthly 2  

Several times a year  5  yearly 1  

About once a year  6  yearly 1  

Never  7  never 0  

Do not know  .d   

No answer  .n   

Years asked on GSS = 

1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 

1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

13 

28 

Those respondents with 

parents or siblings  

Total N = 
SOCPARS 

SOCSIBS 

13434 

13423 

Total N = 
SOCPARS1 

SOCSIBS1 

9520 

12193 

 
 

 

Lastly, the analysis included two variables that assessed two newer participation 

activities.  On four surveys between 2000 and 2010, the GSS asked respondents how 

many minutes per week they spent sending and answering e-mail (variable: emailmin).   

Also on four surveys between 1993 and 2010, the GSS asked respondents how frequently 
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they sorted trash for recycling (variable: recycle; see Appendix A for details).  Given the 

phrasing of these questions, the respondent could engage in these participation activities 

formally, such as through workplace procedures, or informally, such as exchanging 

emails or recycling at home, or in both ways. 

 

 

Table 52. Coding for the original GSS email variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

Variable 

type 

EMAILMIN Numeric Not recoded  

Question: About how many minutes per week do you spend 
sending and answering electronic mail or e-mail? 

 

Choices: Punch    

 0 to 997   

Years asked on GSS = 
2000, 2002, 2004, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

4 

28   

Total N = 4,287   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

615 

 

Table 53. Coding for the original GSS recycle variable and the recoded recyce1 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

RECYCLE  Ordinal recycle1 Ordinal 

Question: How often do you make a 

special effort to sort glass or cans or 

plastic or papers and so on for recycling? 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Frequency with which 
respondent reported engaging in 

this activity (if recycling 

available)?  

Choices: Recode: 

always 1 always 3 

often 2 often 2 

sometimes 3 sometimes 1 

never 4 never 0 

not available 5   
Do not know  .d  . 

No answer  .n  . 

Not applicable     

Years asked on GSS = 

1994, 1996, 2002    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

3 

28   

Total N = 5519 Total N = 5322 
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Indirect participation variables 

 

 

Table 54. Coding for the original GSS tvhours variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

Variable type 

TVHOURS Numeric Not recoded  

Question: On the average day, about how many hours do you 
personally watch television? 

 

Choices: Punch    

Hours per day 0 to 24   

Years asked on GSS = 

1975,1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 
1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 

2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

22 

28   

Total N = 32557   
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Table 55. Coding for the original GSS news variable and the recoded news2 variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

NEWS  Ordinal News2 Ordinal 

Question: How often do you read the newspaper--
every day, a few times a week, once a week, less 

than once a week, or never? 

 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Frequency with 

which respondent reported 

engaging in this activity?  

Choices: Recode: 

everyday  1 daily 4 

few times a week  2 at least weekly 3 

once a week  3 at least weekly 2 

less than once week  4 less than once a week  1 

never  5 never  0 

.n  .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 
1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 

1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 34,388   
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APPENDIX I - GENERAL DISPOSITION VARIABLES FROM GSS 

 

This appendix describes the general disposition variables used in the multiple regression 

analyses: happy1, polview4, posview_others (factor scale of 3 variables), 

confid_institions (factor scale of 7 variables).  Each table describes the original question, 

coding, years of the GSS when the question was asked, and the number of respondents 

for the original GSS variable.  If the variable was recoded, then the table also describes 

the recoding used.  A separate table describes the two factor scale variables, 

posview_others and confid_institions, followed by table(s) describing the original GSS 

variables that comprise the scale variables. 
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Table 56. Coding for the original GSS happy variable and the recoded happy1 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

HAPPY Ordinal happy1 Ordinal 

Question: Taken all together, how would you say 

things are these days--would you say that you are 

very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy? 
 

Choices: Punch  Choices: Recode: 

very happy 1 very happy 2 

pretty happy 2 pretty happy 1 

not too happy 3 not too happy 0 

.n  .  . 

.d .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 

1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 
1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010     

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 50357   

 
 

 

 

Table 57. Coding for the factor scale variable: posview_others – factor scale 

Recoded variables  Variable 

type 
Factor variable  Variable 

type 

fair1 helpful1 trust1 Numeric posview_others = rmean 
(fair1 helpful1 trust1) 

 Numeric 

 
 

Variable 

Factor 1 

Loadings Uniqueness 

   fair1  0.7993 0.3611 

  helpful1  0.7673 0.4112 

  trust1  0.7575 0.4262 

   N=  33321 

Number surveys with 

variable 

Total number of surveys = 

24 

28  Alpha coefficient 
0.667 

 
 
 



 

620 

 

Table 58. Coding for the original GSS fair variable and the recoded fair1 variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

FAIR Ordinal fair1 Ordinal 

Question: Do you think most people would 

try to take advantage of you if they got a 

chance, or would they try to be fair? 
 

Choices: Punch  Choices: Recode: 

take advantage 1 take advantage 0 

fair 2 fair 2 

depends 3 depends 1 

.n  .  . 

.d .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1975, 1976, 1978, 1980, 1983, 

1984,  
1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 

1994, 

1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2010    

Number surveys with variable 
Total number of surveys = 

24 
28   

Total N = 34734   
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Table 59. Coding for the original GSS helpful variable and the recoded helpful1 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

HELPFUL Ordinal helpful1 Ordinal 

Question: Would you say that most of the time 

people try to be helpful, or that they are mostly just 

looking out for themselves? 
 

Choices: Punch  Choices: Recode: 

Try to be helpful 1 Try to be helpful 2 

Look out for themselves 2 Look out for themselves 0 

depends 3 depends 1 

.n  .  . 

.d .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1975, 1976, 1978, 1980, 1983, 

1984,  

1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 
1994, 

1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

24 

28   

Total N = 34374   
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Table 60. Coding for the original GSS trust variable and the recoded trust1 variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

TRUST Ordinal trust1 Ordinal 

Question: Generally speaking, would you say that 

most people can be trusted or that you can't be too 

careful in dealing with people? 
 

Choices: Punch  

 

Choices: Recode: 

People can be trusted 1 People can be trusted 2 

Cannot be too careful 2 Cannot be too careful 0 

Other, depends 3 Other, depends 1 

.n  .  . 

.d .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 
1972, 1973, 1975, 1976, 1978, 1980, 1983, 

1984,  

1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 

1994, 
1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

24 

28   

Total N = 36332   
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Table 61. Coding for the original GSS polview variable and the recoded 

liberal_ordnl and  conservative_ordnl variables 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

POLVIEW Numeric liberal_ordnl Ordinal conservative_ordnl Ordinal 

Question: Respondent thinks 
of themselves as liberal or 

conservative  

 

 

 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Respondent 

thinks of themselves as 

liberal  

 

 

Choices: Recode: 

Question: 
Respondent thinks of 

themselves as 

conservative  

 

Choices: Recode: 

extremely liberal 1 extremely liberal 3 extremely liberal 0 

liberal 2 liberal 2 liberal 0 

slightly liberal 3 slightly liberal 1 slightly liberal 0 

moderate 4 moderate 0 moderate 0 

slightly conservative 
5 slightly 

conservative 

0 slightly 
conservative 

1 

conservative 6 conservative 0 conservative 2 

extremely conservative 
7 extremely 

conservative 

0 extremely 

conservative 

3 

. .  .  . 

.n .  .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 
1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 

1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 

1984, 1985, 

1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 
1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 

1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

  

Number surveys with 

variable 
Total number of surveys = 

26 
28   

  

Total N = 46002  12,560  15,661 
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Table 62. Coding for the factor scale variable: confid_institions – factor scale 

Recoded variables  Variable 

type 
Factor variable   Variable 

type 

conbus1 conclrg1 

confed1 confinn1 
conlabr1 coneduc1 

conpress1 conmedic1 

contv1 conjudge1 
consci1 conlegis1 

conarmy1 

Numeric confid_institions 

= rmean (conbus1 

conclrg1 confed1 
confinn1 conlabr1 

coneduc1 conpress1 

conmedic1 contv1 

conjudge1 consci1 
conlegis1 conarmy1) 

  Numeric 

 
 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 

Uniquenes

s 

  conbus1  0.5426 0.2673 0.6342 

  conclrg1  0.4469 0.2362 0.7445 

  confed1  0.6366 0.1735 0.5647 

  confinn1  0.5744 0.0428 0.6683 

  conlabr1  0.3991 0.5573 0.5301 

  coneduc1  0.5362 0.2991 0.6231 

  conmedic1  0.537 0.2826 0.6318 

  conjudge1  0.6318 0.2049 0.5589 

  consci1  0.4989 0.5689 0.4274 

  conlegis1  0.6611 0.1868 0.528 

  conarmy1  0.5305 0.0232 0.718 

 
  

 
Total N 

= 
28453 

Number surveys with 

variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28 

 

 

Alpha 

coeffici

ent 

0.7832 
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Table 63. Coding for the original GSS confidence in various institutions variable 

and the recoded variables 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

CONFINAN, CONBUS, CONCLERG, CONFED, 
CONLABOR, CONEDUC, CONPRESS, 

CONMEDIC, CONTV, CONJUDGE, CONSCI, 

CONLEGIS, CONARMY 

nominal conbus1, conclrg1, confed1, 
confinn1, conlabr1,  coneduc1, 

conpress1, conmedic1, contv1, 

conjudge1, consci1, conlegis1, 

conarmy1, 

dummy 

Question: I am going to name some institutions in 
this country. As far as the people running these 

institutions are concerned, would you say you have 

a great deal of confidence, only some confidence, 

or hardly any confidence at all in them? 
 

Banks and financial institutions (CONFINAN), 

Major companies (CONBUS), Organized religion 

(CONCLERG), Education (CONEDUC), 
Executive branch of the federal government 

(CONFED), Organized labor (CONLABOR), 

Press (CONPRESS), Medicine (CONMEDIC), TV 

(CONTV), U.S. Supreme Court (CONJUDGE), 
Scientific Community (CONSCI), Congress 

(CONLEGIS), Military (CONARMY) 

Choices: Punch  

Question: Did respondent 
report confidence with the 

institution?  

Choices: Recode: 

a great deal 1 a great deal 2 

only some 2 only some 1 

hardly any 3 hardly any 0 

.d .  . 

.n .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 
1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 

1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 
CONFINAN 

CONBUS 

CONCLERG 

CONFED 
CONLABOR 

CONEDUC 

CONPRESS 

CONMEDIC 
CONTV 

CONJUDGE 

CONSCI 

CONLEGIS 
CONARMY 

 
34,523 

37,546 

37,546 

37,546 
37,546 

37,546 

37,546 

37,546 
37,546 

37,546 

37,546 

37,546 
37,546 
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APPENDIX J - CONTROL VARIABLES FROM GSS 

 
 

This appendix describes the control variables used in the multiple regression analyses.  

Each table describes the original question, coding, years of the GSS when the question 

was asked, and the number of respondents for the original GSS variable.  If the variable 

was recoded, then the table also describes the recoding used.  

 

 

Table 64. Coding for the original GSS age variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

Variable 

type 

AGE Numeric Not 
recoded 

 

Question: RESPONDENT'S AGE 

Choices: Punch    

10 - 19 1   

20 - 29 2   

30 - 39 3   

40 - 49 4   

50 - 59 5   

60 - 69 6   

70 - 79 7   

80 or over 8   

No answer, Do not know 9   

.n .   

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 
1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 

2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 54890   
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Table 65. Coding for the original GSS year variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable type Recoded 

variable 

Variable 

type 

YEAR Numeric Not 

recoded 

 

Question: the year the respondent participated 

in the GSS survey 

Choices: Punch    

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 

1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 

1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 

1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010  

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 

1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 

1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 

1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 
1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 

1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010 

  

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 
1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 

1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 

1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010     

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 55,087   

 

 
 

 

Table 66. Coding for the original GSS sex variable and the recoded r_female 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

Variable 

type 

SEX Nominal r_female 

 

dummy 

Question: CODE RESPONDENT'S SEX 

Choices: Punch  

Question: 
was 
respondent 

female?  

Choices: Recode: 

Male 1 No 0 

Female 2 Yes 1 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 
1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 

1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010     

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 55,087   
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Table 67. Coding for the original GSS class variable and the recoded class1 variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

CLASS Ordinal class1 Ordinal 

Question: If you were asked to use one of four names for 

your social class, which would you say you belong in: the 

lower class, the working class, the middle class, or the 
upper class? 

 

 

Choices: Punch  

Question:  
respondent 
reported being part 

of which social 

class?  

Choices: Recode: 

lower 1 lower 0 

working 2 working 1 

middle 3 middle 2 

upper 4 upper 3 

No class 5  . 

.d . .d . 

.n . .n . 

Years asked on GSS = 
1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 

1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 

1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2010    

Number surveys with variable 
Total number of surveys = 

28 
28   

Total N = 51,679   
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Table 68. Coding for the original GSS degree variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

Variable 

type 

DEGREE Ordinal Not 

recoded 

 

Question: The highest diploma or degree respondent actually 

received (DEGREE is a GSS recoded variable based on a set of five 
questions about completed diplomas and/or degrees) 

Choices: Punch    

Less than high school  0   

High school  1   

Associate/Junior college 2   

 Bachelor's 3   

Graduate  4   

Do not know  .   

No answer  .   

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 

1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 
2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 54922   
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Table 69. Coding for the original GSS marital variable and the recoded married 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable type Recoded variable Variable 

type 

MARITAL Nominal married dummy 

Question: Are you currently--married, 
widowed, divorced, separated, or have you 

never been married? 

Choices: Punch  

Question: did respondent 
report being currently 

married?  

Choices: Recode: 

married 1 Yes 1 

widowed 2 No 0 

divorced 3 No 0 

separated 4 No 0 

Never married 5 No 0 

No answer 9 No 0 

. .  . 

.n .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 
1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 

1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 

1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 55067   
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Table 70. Coding for the original GSS childs variable and the recoded childs1 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded 

variable 

Variable 

type 

CHILDS Numeric childs1 dummy 

Question: How many children have you ever had?  

Choices: Punch    

None 0 No 0 

One 1 Yes 1 

Two 2 Yes 1 

Three 3 Yes 1 

Four 4 Yes 1 

Five 5 Yes 1 

Six 6 Yes 1 

Seven 7 Yes 1 

Eight or More 8 Yes 1 

. .  . 

.n .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 

1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 
1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

28 

28   

Total N = 54909   
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Table 71. Coding for the original GSS wrkstat variable and the recoded employed 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable 

type 

WRKSTAT Nominal employed dummy 

Question: Last week were you working full time, part 

time, going to school, keeping house, or what? 

Choices: Punch  

Question: did respondent 
report being employed in 

preceding week?  

Choices: Recode: 

working full time 1 Yes 1 

working part time 2 Yes 1 

with a job, but not at work because of temporary 

illness, vacation, strike 

3 Yes 1 

unemployed, laid off, looking for work 4 No 0 

retired 5 No 0 

In school 6 No 0 

keeping house 7 No 0 

other 8 No 0 

. .  . 

.n .  . 

Years asked on GSS = 
1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1980, 

1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 

1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2010    

Number surveys with variable 
Total number of surveys = 

28 
28   

Total N = 55,074   
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Table 72. Coding for the original GSS dwelown variable and the recoded own_dwel 

variable 

Original GSS variable  Variable 

type 
Recoded variable Variable type 

DWELOWN nominal own_dwel dummy 

Question: (Do you/Does your family) own your 

(home/apartment), pay rent, or what? 

Choices: Punch  

Question: did 
respondent report 

owning dwelling?  

Choices: Recode: 

Own or is buying 1 yes 1 

Pays rent 2 No 0 

Other (specify) 3 No 0 

Do not know  99  . 

No answer  98  . 

Years asked on GSS = 

1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 
1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2010    

Number surveys with variable 

Total number of surveys = 

17 

28   

Total N = 23699   
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APPENDIX K - LIMITATIONS OF THE GENERAL SOCIAL 

SURVEY DATA FOR THE PURPOSES OF STUDYING 

PARTICIPATION 

 

As described earlier, the GSS is one of the few national data sets tracking formal and 

informal participation activities by American adults, over an extended period of time.  

Bearing in mind that the GSS was designed to track general trends in Americans’ social 

attitudes and behaviors rather than specifically focus on their community participation, 

numerous limitations in the GSS design and participation-related questions substantially 

constrained the survey’s usefulness in describing the trends in the few participation 

activities that it tracks: 

 GSS sampling was limited to:  

o English-speaking respondents from 1972 to 2004.  

 Although the GSS began administering a Spanish language 

version of the survey in 2006, the survey excluded non-English 

speakers from the sample for over 30 years, even though the size 

of this population was equivalent to that of the state of New Jersey 

and growing significantly.  In 1990, the U.S. Census estimated 

that about 3% of adults and households did not speak English very 



 

635 

 

well or not at all and were considered linguistically isolated  

(Siegel, Martin, and Bruno 2001).  By 2000, this figure has 

increased to nearly 5 percent (Shin and Bruno 2003).  

o Residents in U.S. states. 

 Until the 1990s, the GSS sample was drawn from the 48 states in 

the U.S. mainland, excluding Alaska and Hawaii.  However, the 

sampling has never included Puerto Rico and the other the U.S. 

territories.  While excluding the other U.S. territories might be 

understandable, given their small populations and substantial 

distances from the U.S. mainland, it is harder to understand the 

exclusion of Puerto Rico from the sampling.  Its population (over 

3.5 million people) is larger than 10 other States and it is closer to 

the mainland than Hawaii.   

o Adults only 

 In 1970, those under 18 years old made up about 34 percent of the 

U.S. population.  By 2010, this figure had declined to about 24 

percent (U.S. Census 2011a). While limiting the GSS sampling to 

adults (18 years of age and older) is understandable for several 

practical reasons, such as the protection of children, it means that 

the survey does not report the participation activities of a sizable 

portion of the nation’s population.  Other research has shown that 

high school students do engage in a wide variety of activities 
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outside of school (National Center for Education Statistics 1994).  

In addition, as this analysis has observed, the presence of children 

can influence adult participation in some activities. 

 The core question set asks about a few types of participation activities. 

o As reported, the survey asks about very few categories of social 

participation, such as about political (federal presidential voting), 

organizational participation (membership in different type of 

organizations), socializing (evenings spent with 3 groups of people), and a 

few forms of indirect communication.   

o Within each category of participation, the questions that are asked are 

limited to a few specific types of activities. 

 The questions about organization participation ask about 

membership in a variety of organizations.  But membership is just 

the first step in organizational engagement. The questions do not 

ask about: 

 The number of organizational memberships within each 

organizational type; 

 Duration of membership, as asked on the 2004 GSS. 

 The intensity/level of activity of the membership, as asked 

in GSS 1987 (e.g. intensity, leadership, contributions; 

mailing-list only); 
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 Certain types of organizations, such as senior citizen, 

community/neighborhood associations, public TV & radio, 

etc. 

(Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Skocpol and Fiorina 1999; Skocpol 

2003). 

 Questions about voting are limited to federal presidential-year 

elections. The GSS core question set does not ask about voting in 

federal mid-term elections, or voting in state or local elections. 

 Question about attendance at religious services lumps together 

potentially several distinctive types of religious participation 

 The questions about socializing are limited to asking how often 

respondent spent a ‘social evening’ with different groups of 

people, such as relatives and friends.  There are no questions about 

other types of activities, or activities conducted during other parts 

of the day or those activities conducted for a minimum quantity of 

time, at any time of the day.  

 Several of the questions ask respondents to generalize about their behavior over a 

variety of preceding timeframes, such as over the preceding year, which may be 

difficult for the respondent to recall.  

 Some questions provide no timeframe for the recalled activity.  For example, the 

socializing questions ask how frequently the respondent engages in a given 
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activity but does not provide a timeframe for establishing the frequency, such as 

‘over the past year’ or ‘over the past several years.’ 

 Respondents want to report that they engage in socially respected or desirable 

behavior (‘social desirability bias’) or behavior that fits their idealized image of 

themselves, such as being a church-goer or a good citizen (Brenner 2011; Smith 

1998).  Over the years, research has suggested that this bias appears in the 

reporting over several types of participation activities such as voting and 

attending religious service (Brenner 2011; Presser and Chaves 2007).  The 

analyses of the voted variable demonstrated the gap between reported voting in 

presidential elections and estimates from official records. Some studies have also 

reported that this bias is more pronounced with interviewer-administered surveys, 

such as the GSS, than in self-administered surveys or time-use studies (Brenner 

2011; Presser and Chaves 2007).    

 As a cross-sectional survey, the GSS measures the prevalence, rather than the 

incidence, of different phenomena at the time of a given survey.  Because we 

often do not know when a given activity occurred, such as when a person became 

a member of an organization, we do not know about the annual rate of 

organizational membership or rate of organizational membership over a lifetime.  
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APPENDIX L - REPORTED CHARITABLE CONTRIBUTIONS 

FROM IRS TAX RETURNS 

 

Each year, those Americans who file individual tax returns can either report standard 

deduction for an individual, couple or family, or they can deduct certain expenditures 

from their gross income, and thereby lower their tax liability.  Charitable donations are 

among the type of expenditures that potentially that qualify as a deduction.  

 

Figure 51 summarizes IRS data on the amount of reported cash and non-cash charitable 

contributions among those tax filers who itemized their deductions, from 2000 through 

2010, in constant 2000 dollars.  The results indicate the amount of cash and non-cash 

deductions have increased steadily during the 2000-2010 period.  The figure also 

suggests that the fluctuations from year to year in the reported cash and non-cash 

contributions tend to mirror each other.  These fluctuations tend to coincide with 

fluctuations in the economy.  For instance, the decrease in reported contributions from 

2008 through 2010 coincides with the worsening economic situation in America during 

this period. 
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Figure Note: 1990 constant dollars calculated using http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm   
Sources: For itemized charitable cash contributions from 1990 to 1998: IRS Statistics of Income Winter 

2003-2004 Bulletin, Publication 1136. For itemized charitable cash contributions from 1999-2010: IRS, 

Statistics of Income—Individual Income Tax Returns, appropriate years.  SOI Tax Stats - Individual 

Income Tax Returns Publication 1304 “Table 2.1: Returns with Itemized Deductions: Sources of Income, 
Adjustments, Itemized Deductions by Type, Exemptions, and Tax Items, 1990-2010.” 

 

Figure 51. Itemized charitable contribution deductions, per filed tax returns 1990-

2010, in constant 1990 dollars 

 

 

In 2010, IRS required tax filers whose adjusted gross income (AGI) was over $100,000 to 

itemize their deductions, while itemizing deductions was optional for those filers whose 

AGI was less than $100,000.  That year, about 41 percent of tax filers used the short 

forms (1040EZ and 1040A) and report the standard deductions, while about 59 percent of 

filers used the longer form (1040) and itemized their deductions (Anon 2012b).  

 

0

20,000,000

40,000,000

60,000,000

80,000,000

100,000,000

120,000,000

140,000,000

Cash contributions Noncash contributions

http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm


 

641 

 

Table 72 shows the proportional distribution in reported charitable contributions, by the 

filer’s adjusted gross income. This data is drawn from IRS preliminary data for tax years 

2007 through 2010.   According to IRS, the preliminary data represent estimates of 

income and tax items based on a sample of individual income tax returns filed between 

January and late September of a given processing year, weighted to represent a full year 

of taxpayer reporting.  The preliminary data was used here in order to report the latest 

data, for tax year 2010, from IRS.   In contrast, the latest year for which completed tax 

year data was available on the IRS website was 2009.  The table shows that the 

proportional distribution of total charitable contribution deductions by AGI remained 

fairly consistent over the four year period.  Of the total reported charitable deductions, 

nearly one-third came from returns where the AGI was greater than $250,000, even 

though returns from filers in this income bracket represented on about 6 percent of the 

total number of returns that claimed charitable deductions.  The next largest proportions 

of the total contributions came from filers with AGIs in the $50,000-100,000 and 

$100,000-200,000 brackets. Interestingly, as the AGI brackets decrease the proportion of 

reported charitable contributions compared to total charitable contributions becomes 

significantly higher compared to the proportion of tax returns claiming charitable 

deduction, relative to the total number of returns claiming this deduction (Anon 2012a). 
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Table 73. Charitable contributions deduction reported on individual income tax 

returns, by adjusted gross income, per preliminary IRS data for tax years 2007-2010 

 
Item All returns 

Size of adjusted gross income 

 Under 

$15,000 

  

$15,000 

under 

$30,000 

  

$30,000 

under 

$50,000 

  

$50,000 

under 

$100,000 

  

 

        

 % of 

total 

% of 

total 

% of 

total 

% of 

total 

Year Charitable contributions deduction:               

 

Number 

of returns 41138108 1148037 2.8% 2996713 7.3% 6443470 15.7% 15934997 38.7% 

2007 Amount 174504204 1591775 0.9% 5786999 3.3% 13703115 7.9% 41624595 23.9% 

 

Number 

of returns 39223228 1139605 2.9% 2732665 7.0% 5876730 15.0% 14804523 37.7% 

2008 Amount 161869762 1527957 0.9% 5530118 3.4% 12863772 7.9% 39872929 24.6% 

 

Number 

of returns 37305909 1158154 3.1% 2722363 7.3% 5587355 15.0% 13940966 37.4% 

2009 Amount 148594527 1732503 1.2% 5576537 3.8% 12707263 8.6% 38687774 26.0% 

  

Number 

of returns 38,166,791 1,136,914 3.0% 2,698,889 7.1% 5,547,298 14.5% 14,227,137 37.3% 

2010 Amount 158,187,787 1,674,016 1.1% 5,553,188 3.5% 12,674,126 8.0% 40,042,401 25.3% 

Source: “SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Returns -  Individual Income Tax Returns, Preliminary 

Data”  http://www.irs.gov/taxstats/indtaxstats/article/0,,id=133414,00.html#prelim, as of March 06, 2012;  

accessed 5/6/2012. 

 
 

 

Table 73. Continued  

 
Item All returns 

Size of adjusted gross income 

 $100,000 

under 

$200,000 

  

$200,000 

under 

$250,000 

  

$250,000 

or more 
 

  

 

    

 
  

 % of 

total 

% of 

total 

% of 

total 

Total 

percent 

Year               

 

Number 

of returns 41138108 10614126 25.8% 1311569 3.2% 2,689,195 6.5% 100% 

2007 Amount 174504204 40229180 23.1% 7519217 4.3% 64,049,322 36.7% 100% 

 

Number 

of returns 39223228 10755712 27.4% 1347292 3.4% 2,566,701 6.5% 100% 

2008 Amount 161869762 40412344 25.0% 7941807 4.9% 53,720,835 33.2% 100% 

 

Number 

of returns 37305909 10346002 27.7% 1274989 3.4% 2,276,081 6.1% 100% 

2009 Amount 148594527 40226649 27.1% 7582958 5.1% 42,080,841 28.3% 100% 

  

Number 

of returns 38,166,791 10,709,872 28.1% 1,349,520 3.5% 2,497,163 6.5% 100% 

2010 Amount 158,187,787 41,313,238 26.1% 7,859,050 5.0% 49,071,769 31.0% 100% 

Source: “SOI Tax Stats - Individual Income Tax Returns -  Individual Income Tax Returns, Preliminary 
Data”  http://www.irs.gov/taxstats/indtaxstats/article/0,,id=133414,00.html#prelim, as of March 06, 2012;  

accessed 5/6/2012. 

http://www.irs.gov/taxstats/indtaxstats/article/0,,id=133414,00.html#prelim
http://www.irs.gov/taxstats/indtaxstats/article/0,,id=133414,00.html#prelim
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