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Abstract

A large body of research shows that individual's perceived sense of
connectedness with his or her community has a robust association with health,
well-being, and productivity. However, little is known about the factors that
might influence one's community connectedness (CC). Three hundred
university students from three higher education institutes responded to a self-
administered questionnaire that included demographic, behavioural and
psychological measures such as (i) perceived community connectedness, (ii)
depression and (iii) Internet addiction. Results revealed that there was a
significant positive association of CC with age, number of siblings and SES and
a significant negative association with Internet addiction and depression.
Multiple regression found age, socio-economic status (SES), Internet addiction
and level of depression were the significant factors influencing participants” CC
[F (7, 292) = 26.406, p < .001, Adj. R? = 0.373]. Findings are discussed in the light
of existing literature.

Introduction

Community connectedness (CC) is a psychological sense of belonging; experiencing a
sense of closeness with others in the community®. It can be defined as 'the convergence
of individuals' desires to belong to a larger collective, establish a mutually influential
relationship with that collective, satisfy their individual needs and be rewarded through
their collective affiliation, and construct a shared emotional connection®. People who are
more socially connected report less psychological distress, including depression and low
self-esteem, than the less connected individuals®. Thus, the more socially connected a
person felt, the better he or she perceived himself or herself as physically and mentally
healthy.

Perceived CC can be characterized by the subjective experience of one’s feelings of
connectedness and belongingness with the community. The degree to which one
perceives himself or herself as connected to the community is informed by personality
and other individual-level characteristics and cognitive schemas®. Perceived connected-
ness has been linked to physical and mental health, an observation evidenced by both
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sociological and psychological research®. For example, a large body of research has
demonstrated a robust association between disconnectedness and worse health,
including cardiovascular disease, inflammation, and depression®. Socially connected
individuals may receive support from community members, which may assist them in
active coping and help to reduce stress. On the other hand, people who are less
connected may have perceived isolation which may affect their physical health given that
its well-established link with mental health®.

The current global technological advancement has resulted in an increasing
downward trend in relation to CC, especially within the young groups. Identifying
modifiable factors believed to be associated with perceived CC is, therefore, a critical
agendum for psychological research. Existing literature shows that technological
transformation of leisure, the growth of cable and satellite system, and the addiction to
virtual reality serve to isolate the individual from the community group®. Another study
indicates that social interactions and perceived connectedness vary between genders.
Low social network involvement is reported by older men, whereas low perceived social
support is reported by older women®. Again, age is arguably positively related to the
experience of loneliness®. It has been found to be negatively related to network size,
closeness to network members, and the number of non-primary-group ties®. In contrast,
some evidence revealed that with age individual develops the civic sense and feel the
need to participate in civic life®. Thus they become more connected with their
community.

Psychological conditions such as Internet addiction and depression could also appear
as influential factors in relation to perceived CC. Internet addiction or problematic use is
one of the individuals and social problems of Internet overusing(%. A national survey in
the United States reported that 93% of young people use the Internet at least occasionally
and 95% of all teenagers ages between 12 and 17 years remain online®. In Bangladesh,
Internet users have increased tremendously resulting 6.5% of the entire population
encompass access to the Internet®?. In general, people who spent more time on the
Internet are less likely to make social connections. Limited face-to-face interaction can
gradually lead to a disconnection from the community which eventually might result in
isolation, loneliness, and depression@. A recent study with the graduate students of
Bangladesh reported that around 24% of the participants reported experiencing addiction
to the Internet(® characterized by higher psychological distress.

In addition to Internet addiction, depression could also be a risk factor to influence
one's perceived CC. Depression is a significant contributor to the global burden of
disease and affects people in all communities across the world. On average about 1 in 20
people reported having an episode of depression in the previous year(?. Within
university students population, the prevalence of depression is alarming with an
increasing rate irrespective of geographical territory(4. Usually, during the depressive
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period, people show a lack of interest in social interaction thereby distancing themselves
from the community they belong to®.

The existing literature indicates a range of psychological and social factors might
influence how close a person feels with his or her community. Although, a handful
amount of research has accumulated evidence for the western context, very little is
known about Bangladesh. We aimed to understand potential psychosocial factors that
might influence one's CC. Revealing these factors would help to design interventions
addressing young adults” health and well-being. Further, university/college mental
health professionals could explore on the modifiable influencing factors in order for
better outcomes in their practice.

Material and Methods

A total of 300 students was selected purposively from three higher education
institutes of Dhaka city serves as study participants. Their age ranges from 18 to 28 years
with a mean 22.1 years (sd = 2.12). Detailed information of the study participants is given
in Table 1.
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Fig. 1. The inclusion of community in self scale.

Inclusion of community in self (ICS) scale(® was used to measure the community
connectedness. The ICS is a single-item pictorial measure consisting of six pairs of
overlapping circles, with each pair of same-size circles overlapping slightly more than
the preceding pair (Fig. 1). Scoring of ICS scale is ranging from 1 to 6 where the
minimum score is 1 and the maximum score is 6. The test-retest reliability of the ICS over
a two-week period was r = 0.74.

The Bangla adapted Internet addiction test (IAT)(9 was used to measure the
addictive use of the Internet. The Bangla IAT has 18-items; each item is responded using
a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (rarely) to 5 (always). The total IAT score is the
sum of all items which gives a minimum score of 18 to maximum 90. A higher score
indicates a higher level Internet addiction. The Bangla IAT poses sound reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha 0.89) and discriminant and convergent validity(316),
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The depression scale( was used to index level of depression. It is a 30-item self-
report rating scale that measures characteristic attitudes and symptoms of depression.
Items are responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 5. The minimum
obtainable score on the scale is 30 and the maximum is 150. A higher score indicates a
higher level of depression. In addition, a separate demographic information collection
sheet was used to capture information such as sex, age, SES, number of siblings,
residential status (residential vs. non-residential), relationship status (yes, no or split),
academic orientation (medical, engineering or general university) and academic year
(first to fourth year and master's). Ethical approval was obtained from the concerned
university ethics committee. Written consent was also obtained from each participant
prior to data collection. Participation in this study was voluntary.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 depicts mean and standard deviations of community connectedness (CC),
Internet addiction and depression according to participants’ socio-demographic and
academic determinants. As seen, there were no statistically significant sex differences in
CC and depression scores. Males, however, scored higher on Internet addiction measure
(40.43 vs. 36.71) than their female counterparts (t = —2.158, p < 0.05). There were also no
significant differences in any of the measures while comparing on the respondents’
academic orientation. Academic year, however, did have a significant effect on CC,
Internet addiction, and depression. There was a consistent increase of CC from first year
Honors to Master level [F (4, 295) = 6.693, p < 0.0001]. Internet addiction [F (4, 295) =
8.906, p < 0.0001] and depression [F (4, 295) = 8.099, p < 0.0001], conversely, decrease as
the study year progresses. Residential status was also significantly associated with CC
with residential respondents showing higher CC than the non-residential students (t =
2.136, p <0.05). CC was not found to be associated with participants’ relationship status.
However, having a committed relationship is associated with lower level of depression
and Internet addiction.

Table 2 presents bivariate correlations of the key continuous variables. As seen, CC
was significantly and positively associated with age, number of siblings and socio-
economic status (SES) indicating higher age, more siblings, and higher SES are linked
with higher perceived CC. CC was also significantly and negatively correlated with
Internet addiction and depression. The strength of the positive associations was lower
while for the negative relations it was higher.

Next, we computed a multiple linear regression with perceived CC as the criterion
variable. Age, male gender, number of siblings, non-residential status, SES, Internet
addiction and depression were entered simultaneously as predictor variables into the
multiple regressions using the standard method. Multi-collinearity diagnostics indicated
that this was not aissue (variance inflation factors reported in Table 3). The regression
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Table 1. Mean and standard deviation (in brackets) of the key measures according to socio-
demographic and academic variables.

Community Internet Depression
connectedness addiction
Total sample (n = 300) 3.64 (1.39) 38.57 (15.02) 74.31 (25.98)
Sex
Female (n = 150) 3.60 (1.49) 36.71 (16.51) 74.40 (27.09)
Male (n =150) 3.67 (1.28) 40.43 (13.17) 74.22 (24.92)
Academic area
Engineering (n = 101) 3.48 (1.35) 40.50 (14.35) 78.45 (23.72)
Medical (n=100) 3.80 (1.48) 37.61 (16.56) 69.79 (28.05)
General (n=99) 3.63 (1.32) 37.59 (13.99) 74.65 (25.54)
Academic year
First (n =25) 2.84 (1.52) 51.80 (18.93) 95.04 (21.67)
Second (n=111) 3.40 (1.35) 40.00 (13.57) 77.25 (23.53)
Third (n =47) 3.56 (1.46) 39.83 (13.08) 74.89 (25.92)
Fourth (n =32) 3.75 (1.34) 34.69 (14.36) 73.16 (27.48)
Master (n = 85) 4.18 (1.22) 33.59 (14.26) 64.48 (25.75)
Residential status
Residential (n = 174) 3.78 (1.39) 37.33 (14.81) 71.87 (26.58)
Non-residential (n = 126) 3.44 (1.37) 40.29 (15.20) 77.67 (24.83)
Relationship status
In relation (n=112) 3.63 (1.45) 35.20 (14.08) 66.18 (23.37)
Single (n = 188) 3.64 (1.36) 40.59 (15.24) 79.15 (26.30)

Variables highlighted in bold indicate a significant difference in all or any of the measures at 0.05
level.

Table 2. Association of community connectedness with key continuous measures.

Mean (sd) 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Community connectedness 3.64 (1.39) 1
2. Age 22.01(2.12) 0.325** 1
3. Number of siblings 2.74(143)  0.120* 0.225* 1
4. Socio-economic status 6.32 (1.84) 0.198**  0.007 -0.017 1
5. Internet addiction 38.57 (15.02) -0.514** -0.265** 0.056 -0.101 1
6. Depression 74.31 (25.98) -0.539** -0.267** -0.095 -0.184** 0.630** 1

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed).
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was significant, F (7, 292) = 26.406, p < .001, Adj. R? = 0.373, with age, SES, Internet
addiction and depression emerging as significant predictors. Regression coefficients are
reported in Table 3.

Table 3. Standardised and unstandardised regression coefficients for the multiple linear
regression with perceived community connectedness as the criterion variable.

Factors B SE B t P VIF
Age 0.096 0.033 0.147 2919 0.004 1.201
Sex

Female [ref]

Male 0.140 0.132  0.050  1.056 0.292 1.083
No. of siblings 0.067 0.047 0.068  1.428 0.154 1.094
Residential status

Residential [ref]

Non-residential -0.068 0.132 -0.024 -0.512 0.609 1.051
Socio-economic status 0.092 0.036 0.122  2.591 0.010 1.058
Internet addiction -0.027 0.006 -0.292 -4.744 0.000 1.804
Depression -0.015 0.003 -0.284 -4.644 0.000 1.788

We found that age is positively correlated with CC. The need for belongingness is a
basic psychological need for every human being and with physical development, this
needs become prominent(®. With aging, individual develop the civic sense and feel the
need to participate in civic life®®. This, in turn, helps to reduce social isolation and level of
depression. We also observed a significant difference in CC between residential and non-
residential students. Residing in the dormitories with other students open the opportunity to get
involve with pro-social activities which again facilitates social connection(?,

In the later investigation of this study, it was found that participant’'s SES and
number of siblings were positively associated with CC. Studies showed that people who
are from middle or higher class can maintain a good connection with their community®.
Moreover, siblings serve an important role in each other’s lives throughout the life
course. Through the sharing of emotions, siblings feel a feeling of connection with the
family. Children who have no siblings or have one sibling feel isolated and become
stressed in any problem situation®). On the other hand, who have more siblings they feel
more connection among them and can maintain a good bonding with the outer world in
the same way®".

Another significant finding of the study is that CC, depression and Internet addiction
is positively linked with each other. Well community connected individual spent more
time with the community group and participate in various types of activities. Thus they
tend to spent less time in browsing the Internet and become less addicted to it. In
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contrast, less community connected individuals (could be introverted) are likely to
engage online social connectivity as a mean of socialization which in turn could lead to
compulsive or addictive Internet use. Continuation of this phenomenon in fact facilitates
more isolation and a sense of loneliness eventually leading to the development of
depressive symptoms?2).

Finally, the study revealed age, SES, Internet addiction and depression as significant
predictors influencing CC. Addressing these factors would help students to get
connected with the community they belong. However, findings of this study need to be
interpreted with caution as it has a number of limitations. For example, the sample was
selected only from Dhaka, thereby failing to represent the entire student population of
Bangladesh. Additionally, there might be other important determinants behind one’s
sense of CC. Such as, attachment style of the respondents, genetic factors, cultural and
religious values could be potential area for future studies to consider. Nonetheless, the
study highlights that health planners and university authorities could take necessary
interventions in order to increase CC of students especially targeting determinants
including early age, addictive users of the Internet and students suffering from
depression.
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