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The Structure of Community Satisfaction 
in a Southeastern American City

   J.B. Hughey and J.W. Bardo 

The study examined the dimensionality of the revised Community Satisfaction Scale (CSS) among 
residents of a Southeastern American Community. A random sample of 250 persons was 
interviewed by trained interviewers with the use of a survey instrument of 54 CSS items and 
demographic information. Item-total correlations and Cronbach’s coefficient alpha were used as 
scaling criteria, and the resulting scale was factor analyzed. Large differences were noted in the 
dimensionality of the scale between a Midwestern American community and British new town. 
The differences concerned the number of factors identified as well as the nature of those factors. 
The results indicated that the meaning of structure of community satisfaction is multidimensional 
variable within and between populations. The implications of the findings for theories of 
environmental perception, planning, and community change were discussed.  

A. Introduction
A consistent feature in discussions of the concept of community in psychology (24) and sociology 

(5) has been attitudes of residents toward their communities as manifested in community satisfaction.
Recent reviews of research in the area (18, 19) have highlighted two divergent approaches to the study
of community satisfaction. First, community satisfaction has been referred to by notions of the primacy
of the physical environment (20, 21, 22), and much of the emotional literature in the area has largely
adopted this frame of reference by focusing on the evaluation of various community services (e.g., 23) or
aspects of the physical environment, such as housing quality or parks (25).

A second approach to community satisfaction has emphasized the role of the social environment 
in perceptions of community. Advocates of this approach include sociologists Keller (17) and psychologists 
Heller et al. (16) who argue that the impact of the physical environment on individuals is not direct but is 
mediated by aspects of the social milieu. Evidence of the lack of correspondence between objective 
characteristics of environments and perceptions of environments is used to support this claim (10). Also 
inherent in this sociocultural approach is the notion that perceptions of community satisfaction may vary 
over time or according to the cultural group studied (2).  

Regardless of the underlying conception, there is increasing consensus (14, 18) that community 
satisfaction is multidimensional rather than unidimensional; this is true of research which has examined 
physical, as well as social aspects of the issue. Studies on the structure of satisfaction with community 
services (23, 25) identified such factors as public and commercial service satisfaction (e.g., fire protection, 
shopping facilities), satisfaction with medical and educational services, and satisfaction with the local 
environment (23), which included items concerning satisfaction with climate, parks, and taxes. Other 
research (12, 16) has identified a somewhat similar variety of factors-opportunity and accessibility factors 
involving the availability of educational and employment opportunities; governmental service and 
institutional factors focusing on, for example, police protection and maintenance of the physical 
environment, as well as political efficacy; and, a "social" factor defined by perceptions of power 
distribution and politics.  

In a third, more broad-based approach, the Community Satisfaction Scale [CSS (1)], which is a 
more comprehensive community satisfaction measure, has been used to investigate the dimensionality 
of community satisfaction in American and British communities (1, 3). The instrument is comprised of 
items which measure perceptions of the physical and social environments and has yielded nine oblique 
factors which were reliable in a Midwestern American sample and a British planned community sample. 



Cross-cultural variations in the structure of community satisfaction were also noted. Specifically, 
both physical and social dimensions were defined for each group, but the physical and social factors were 
more distinct in the British sample. For example, elements of satisfaction with the physical and social 
environment loaded on separate factors in the British sample ("Physical attraction," "Belongingness"), 
while the American sample yielded a "General Satisfaction Factor" comprised of both housing and 
alienation items. Recent research with a revised CSS in the British planned community (2) showed that 
after eight years certain original items of the CSS failed to meet scaling criteria, and the previous 
distinction between physical and social dimensions in the British sample moderated, thus demonstrating 
that the concept of community satisfaction is subject to variation over time even within a particular 
population or locale. The purpose of the present study was to examine the factorial structure of 
community satisfaction in a Southeastern American community with the use of a revised form of the CSS. 
Two questions were explored: "What structure of community satisfaction would emerge?" and "How 
would that structure resemble that of the previously studied American and British communities?" 
 
B. METHOD 

A randomly selected sample of 250 adult residents of Knoxville, Tennessee, completed a revised 
form of the Community Satisfaction Scale [CSS (2)] which consisted of 54 items. The revised form 
contained 18 new items concerning attitudes toward community, as well as a personal data section. The 
new attitude items focused on perceptions of economic well-beinge. g., "In the future there will be 
enough good jobs in this community for most residents"-evaluations of community services-e. g., 
"Compared to other towns in this area, this community has excellent shopping facilities"-and political 
efficacy-"The voice of the average person is not heard by our leaders."  

The 250 respondents interviewed were selected by means of a household sample with the use of 
a multistage cluster procedure which insured that the number of households selected within each census 
tract was proportional to the number of households in the community. Trained professional interviewers 
administered the survey which on the average required 15 minutes to complete. Of those persons who 
completed the survey, 70 percent were female, 61 percent were married, and 32 percent were from white 
collar households. Thirty percent were under age 30, 24 percent were between ages 30 and 44, 31 percent 
were between ages 45 and 64, and 15 percent were over age 65.  

Responses to the 54 items of the revised CSS were analyzed for internal consistency with the use 
of item total correlation, and reliability was determined with the use of Cronbach's coefficient alpha (9). 
Two criteria for scaling the items were used: each item had to be correlated with all other items (item-
total correlation ≤ .30), and coefficient alpha had to be improved or not affected by the inclusion of each 
item. Subsequently, these items were factored via a principal axis solution and oblique rotation to simple 
structure. 
 
C. RESULTS 

Application of the two scaling criteria showed that 15 of the original 36 CSS items and all 18 of the 
additional items failed to meet the first scaling criteria. Thus, the scale employed here consisted of 21 
items which demonstrated item-total correlations of not less than .34 and a coefficient alpha of .84. Items 
from the original CSS that failed to meet these criteria reflected perceptions of peacefulness and 
courteousness, such as "Almost everyone is polite and courteous to you" and perceptions of the physical 
environment, "This house is adequate for my needs." The remaining new CSS items as described 
previously focused on perceptions of economic well-being, evaluation of community services, and political 
efficacy. The resulting revised CSS scale of 21 items was then factored to determine dimensionality.  

lntercorrelations among the items of the CSS were computed, and the variance in the resulting 
correlation matrix was found to be significant (Bartlett's chi square = 1159.16, df = 210, z = 23.62). 
Eigenvalues were then calculated for the correlation matrix, and the Scree test (6) indicated that four 



factors were to be extracted. An iterative principal axis solution was then applied to the correlation matrix 
until communalities stabilized in the third decimal place. A Kaiser varimax orthogonal rotation (15) was 
performed on the factor matrix followed by a Promax oblique rotation. Finally a maxplane clean-up 
rotation (7) was performed which resulted in a 54% .10 hyperplane.  

The four factors were interpreted with the use of loadings of .35 as the criterion for saliency. As 
shown in Table 1, Factor I was defined by such items as "A lot of people think they are too nice for you 
here" and "People give you a bad name if you insist on being different." Together with the other items 
loading on this factor, the items appeared to refer to generalized perceptions of other persons in the 
community rather than specific persons or events. Thus, this factor was labeled "Alienation from 
Generalized Others."  

Factor II, first of all, contained elements of global evaluation of the community, such as “I feel very 
much that I belong here” and “This is a very good place to live.” These items were linked to items focusing 
on comparative evaluation of economic and overall opportunity in the community. Factor II was 
designated “Belongingness and Quality of Community Life.” 
 

Table 1 
Factor Loadings of the Revised Community Satisfaction Scale: Knoxville 

 
Factor I: Alienation from Generalized Others  
  A lot of people think they are too nice for you here. -.398 
  Everyone here tries to take advantage of you. -.376 
  Most of church people forget the meaning of the word brotherhood when they get out of 
church. 

-.770 

  This community lacks real leaders. -.601 
  People give you a bad name if you insist on being different. -.551 
  Every church wants to be the biggest and most impressive. -.639 
  People are generally critical of others.  -.566 
  This is a very good place to live .359 

Factor II: Belongingness and Quality of Community Life  
  I feel very much that I belong here. .874 
  I think employment opportunities are as good here as anywhere else for me.  .459 
  I would really rather live in a different town. This one is just not the place for me. .764 
  This is a very good place to live. .733 

Factor III: Care for Community by Others and Institutions  
  The people here are all “penny pinchers.” .718 
  Local concerns expect their help to live on low wages.  .450 
  No one seems to care much how the community looks.  .485 
  The city council gets very little done. .358 
  There is not enough going on in this town to keep me busy. .354 
  Life in the community is dull.  .398 

Factor IV: Friendliness  
  Real friends are hard to find in the community .772 

 
Factor III, "Care for the Community by Others and Institutions," was comprised of items that 

referred to concern for the community by political institutions and individuals, as well as the overall 
excitement or dullness of community life. Items such as "No one seems to care much how the community 



looks," "The city council gets very little done," and "Life in the community is dull" loaded on this factor. 
The last of the factors (Factor IV) was defined by only one item, "Real friends are hard to find in this 
community." This factor was designated "Friendliness." On a conceptual basis, this factor appeared similar 
to Factor I (Alienation from Generalized Others). However, Factor IV was a unique factor which tapped 
perceptions of friendliness in the community as indicated by its one salient loading (.772). 

Subsequent examination of the correlations among the factors revealed that the generalized 
alienation dimension (Factor I) was substantially correlated with all other factors in a negative direction. 
The average intercorrelation was -.54 (p < .05). This suggests that as alienation from generalized other 
increased, perceptions of belongingness and quality of community life, care for the community, and 
perceptions of friendliness in the community decreased. On the other hand, the perception of 
belongingness and quality of community life was positively related to care for the community and 
friendliness (average r = .41, p < .05). 

 
D. DISCUSSION 

The measurement of community satisfaction variables in a Southeastern American community 
confirmed once again the multidimensional nature of community satisfaction. However, in this case the 
dimensions primarily reflected perceptions of social facets associated with the concept. This was the case 
for all four factors which concerned appraisals of interactions with generalized others and interactions 
with institutions. The magnitude and direction of factor correlations also indicated that the factors were 
of the same domain. The average absolute value of correlations among the factors was 46; and as would 
be expected, alienation from generalized others was negatively related to perceptions of belongingness, 
friendliness, and care for the community. 

There are substantial differences between the present solution and that of the Midwest American 
community and the British new town. A striking difference in the number of factors was noted. In previous 
applications of the CSS (2, 3), eight or nine factors emerged; only four factors emerged in the present 
solution, thus indicating that the concept of community satisfaction was less complex in this population.  

The fewer number of factors was attributable in large measure to the absence of evaluations of 
community services and the physical environment in the solution. This was clearly not the case in previous 
applications of the CSS in which both physical and social dimensions were defined in American as well as 
British groups. Together with the present findings, this supports the notion that the meaning and structure 
of community satisfaction is subject to considerable variance across time and place. Not only has the 
concept been shown to vary between cultures (3) and over time (2), but now it appears community 
satisfaction is variable across different locales within the same culture. 

These findings have both theoretical and applied implications. Socioculturalists, such as Gans (11) 
and Keller (17), argue that perceptions of community or neighborhood are substantially dependent upon 
the social environment. These data support this sociocultural perspective; the social environment as 
represented by the nature of the factors was central for this population. While other studies (1, 3) showed 
that views of the physical environment, services, and the like were one part of the domain of community 
satisfaction, this study showed that appraisals of this type were not even of the same domain. This is also 
consistent with social-psychological conceptions of the sense of community (24) which emphasize the role 
of the social milieu in the relationship of individuals and groups to the larger community. 

The practical implications of this research lie in its relevance to debates concerning the planning 
of communities. Physical-ecological determinists-e.g., Mumford (20, 21) and Gruen (13)-have emphasized 
variables such as population size and densities in cities and the characteristics of architecture and its 
relationship to behavior. It is assumed that there is a clear link between such physical aspects and the 
perceptions, emotions, and behavior of persons and that it is possible to devise master plans of the 
physical environment to enhance human functioning or well-being. The vast differences noted here in 
dimensions of community satisfaction between the British cultural group and within the American culture 



seem to contradict the physical-ecological assumptions in two ways-the role of the physical environment 
and desirability of macro-level planning. First, in the present case the physical environment was found not 
to be part of the domain of community satisfaction. Second, the variability in the concept would seem 
to believe efforts to design living environments effectively irrespective of the specific characteristics 
of the persons living in the environments. What is indicated instead is an approach to planning (e.g., 4) 
which recognizes the mediating influence of the social environment and the need to plan living 
environments according to the perceptions, emotions, and behavior of specific groups that are to 
inhabit a particular setting. 

A final implication involves the notion that such social factors as those identified here might 
become particularly important when inhabitants of communities experience changes in their 
environments. This change could take many forms, such as changes in neighborhood composition (16), or 
even a nuclear accident, such as the one at Three Mile Island (8). Planners who become involved with 
these sorts of community events might first identify relevant dimensions, such as alienation, 
belongingness, friendliness, and care for the community and, subsequently, use them as bases for 
planning efforts designed to assist inhabitants in their efforts to cope with change. If these or similar 
factors were identified as being relevant to a specific population, social and/or physical interventions 
designed to enhance, for example, belongingness or lessen alienation could then be implemented. The 
present study shows, however, that in each case an effort would need to be made to identify those factors 
most relevant to the specific setting. 
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