The Role of a Virtual Community in Improving Belonging and Engagement among Career Military Women 

]Journal of Organizational Behaviour Management[ https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=worg20#word-limits
Abstract 

This qualitative study examines the role of Wonder Women, an informal virtual community of practice (VCoP), in fostering a sense of belonging and engagement among career women in the Israeli military. Using interviews and focus groups with 16 community members, the study reveals that the community provides a supportive space for women to share experiences, cope with challenges, and develop strategies for navigating the gender-related barriers they face in a male-dominated organization. The community's discourse dynamics contribute to bridging the expectation and gender gaps experienced by female soldiers, empowering them, and driving organizational change. The findings underscore the potential of informal virtual communities to serve as catalysts for promoting inclusion, well-being, and gender equality within the military. The study recommends that military organizations recognize and support such communities as valuable resources for fostering a more efficient organizational culture.
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Introduction
While theoretical studies have addressed change processes in organizations related to employee belonging and engagement (Jesiek et al., 2018), empirical studies on the impact of professional virtual communities, particularly for women service members in hierarchical organizations like the military, are lacking. This study explores how one such community supports women in coping with the challenges of career military service. Research shows that while well-being and belonging are crucial for organizational success, there are disparities across genders and types of organizations (Gallup, 2016; Miller & Adkins, 2016). The integration and career advancement of women in military organizations, especially in combat roles, is also a focus of recent studies (Mishra et al., 2022; Fieldhouse & O'Leary, 2020; Harel, 2023). However, there is a gap in understanding the contributions of informal communities to well-being and belongingbelong among career servicewomenservice women. This study is an effort to address this gap.
Wonder Women
Wonder Women, the community examined in this study is one of an increasing number of physical and virtual communities within the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) (H & Shindler…). It is an unformal virtual community of practice (ICoP) composed of active-duty conscripted women soldiers as well as career women service members. Founded in 2016 by two female professional service members to address both the social and practical needs of women service members, Wonder Women operates through WhatsApp and Facebook. It initially operated as a space for women who had recently given birth, were on maternity leave, or who were struggling to balance home and work responsibilities. Over time, the community has grown, creating sub-communities addressing new issues, including fertility treatments, pregnancy, breastfeeding during service, and moremany other associated activities. During the research period, there were over 3,800 members in the Wonder Women community (Author C & Author D, 2023).	Comment by Meredith Armstrong: Please check this citation and the same reference in the list - it does not seem correct.
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https://files.taylorandfrancis.com/tf_APA.pdf	Comment by Meredith Armstrong: Is this perhaps ‘informal’?	Comment by Meredith Armstrong: Please check this change - adding, ‘and more’ is generally discouraged as it is better to add the details. If you can add the actual other activities (if relevant to your argument development), this would be best. 
As mission-driven organizations, militaries require personnel to align closely with their goals (Hakanen et al., 2019). The IDF, established in 1948, is unique in its mandated conscription of women, with over 90% of positions currently open to them, reflecting progress in gender inclusivity (Karazi-Presler et al., 2018; Harel, 2023). Mandatory service takestake two to three years for 18 to 21-year-olds. AfterwardAfterwards, most return to civilian roles, although some continue to serve in career positions with regular performance evaluations and accompanying promotions or release (Loker et al., 2015). Motivation to achieve career success may be reflected in commitment to military service which is, in the IDF, influenced more by intrinsic factors (like job satisfaction and social connections) than by extrinsic rewards (Dolav and Pedan, 2014).
This qualitative study builds on previous research on the characteristics of the Wonder Women community, the information and knowledge generated within it, and its impact on the wider organization (Author A, Author B, and Author C, 2023). That This previous study found that values of mutual aid among members, adherence to loyalty codes typical of military organizations, and an openness to a variety of opinions, as well as the presence of individuals from a diversity of roles, ranks, and units among community members –, all contribute to making the community a fertile ground for ready sharing and quick responses.  The current study explores the intrinsic factors, – particularly the sense of belonging and engagement,  – among community members. Its innovation is to link these to the subjective meanings that members assign to their experiences in the community (Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S., 2018). It considers how virtual communities may impact gendered work engagement and organizational commitment, particularly in times of change characterizing the present period.	Comment by Meredith Armstrong: I am not sure what this means - you may want to clarify this?
Virtual Communities of Practice (VCoP)
Top of Form
Gerard Delanty’s (2012) views a community that ‘resides’ in a virtual space as a symbolic system, a cultural-normative model, promoting social and political practices and institutional arrangements. This definition clearly fits the scope of Wonder Women as an intra-organizational community. A Virtual Community of Practice (VCoP) falls under the category of a shared space for dialogue because since it emphasizes the communicative element of a professional Community of Practice (CoP). In this study, we rely on the definition by Etienne Wenger et al. (2002) of a CoP within an organization: “These people share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area through ongoing interaction” (p. 4). In the case of a VCoP, community members interact with each other partially or fully online, using social media, online forums, or instant messaging applications. Members of virtual communities can connect regardless of geographical location or time zone.
VCoPs are recognized in two forms. The first, and most common, are communities established by an organization as part of the organizational structure and managerial tools for information gathering from the field, message transmission, etc. (Dubé et al., 2006). The second are communities with voluntary membership formed by employees within an organization for various purposes (Delgado et al., 2021). These communities are informal entities within the organization, like the community presented in this study.
VCoPs have disadvantages arising from the lack of face-to-face interaction, limited opportunities for building trust and closeness, and the potential for miscommunication and misunderstandings. Further, compared to organization-sponsored VCoPs, voluntary virtual communities may not provide the same commitment expected from an employee with a work contract. However, one of the advantages of a VCoP is enhanced access to information and resources. Dei and van der Walt (2020) argued that virtual communities are valuable tools for managing both formal and informal holistic knowledge in organizations, as they have multi-dimensional practical value in reducing costs, for example, by streamlining information transfer and efficiently utilizing organizational resources. Additional benefits of VCoPs include the ability to connect with people of diverse opinions at flexible communication times. VCoPs can also more easily build a culture of shared values within an organization and create connections between different departments or groups. An example is provided in the research of Blanchard and Horan (2000), who found that social capital and civic engagement increase as virtual communities develop around physical communities. Another advantage of VCoPs is their ability to give employees a sense of belonging to a larger community beyond their immediate team or department.
Among VCoPs, the Wonder Women community has several unique characteristics. It is characterized by a bottom-up formation initiated by the women themselves and in response to member needs. The community operates in a network rather than with a hierarchical structure. In a predominantly male organization, Wonder Women creates a protected environment for female consultation. In addition to the virtual communication format of the community (WhatsApp and Facebook), some community members meet occasionally face-to-face after work. 
Common features of gender-specific VCoPs
Researchers are divided in their opinions on the uniqueness of gender-specific communities. Some have found that compared to general virtual communities, gender-specific virtual communities place more emphasis on creating group identity through the design of communication style and content in the group – from the stage of identifying and approving community members to the stage of encouraging active participation in the community (Banihani et al., 2013; Foulidi & Papakitsos, 2020). Despite these differences, such studies agree about the importance of community management and leadership in building the community, regardless of gender, around its goals and making sure the members stay on topic and respect ethical boundaries. 	Comment by Meredith Armstrong: You have only referenced one side of the debate, you may want to add references for the other side. 
Sense of belonging and work engagement
Belonging and engagement are both seen as important to organizational success. A “sense of belonging” refers to a psychological state characterized by an employee’s close relationship and personal identification with the organization they work for. It is a state of mind that can affect an employee’s investment of effort, dedication to the organization’s goals, and loyalty (Delgado et al., 2021; Sharma & Kaur, 2019). Work engagement is defined as a positive and fulfilling emotional state related to work, characterized by dynamism, dedication, and immersion in work, and is also expressed in organizational commitment. ‘Work engagement’ manifests in the form of high energy and psychological resilience during work; willingness to invest effort in work; perseverance even in the face of difficulties; a sense of meaning, enthusiasm, inspiration, and pride; and feeling challenged by, focused on, and invested in work (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Organizational commitment and work engagement are interrelated. Engaged employees who demonstrate high levels of immersion, dedication, and dynamism are more likely to perform their tasks better and exhibit higher organizational commitment (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Both feelings and actions characterize commitment and engagement.	Comment by Meredith Armstrong: This could be incorporated into another sentence - it seems a little out of place on its own. 
Studies indicate that employees’ sense of belonging and engagement in an organization are essential for both the employees and the organization. Organizations express their commitment to their employees by providing social support (Patro, 2013). Employees identify with the organization’s values and work to achieve its goals and objectives (Hakanen et al., 2019). Belonging and engagement result in higher personal initiative, improved outputs, efficient use of work time, long-term persistence in the organization, a culture of empowerment, reduced turnover, and cost and time savings (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 
A sense of commitment and active engagement also positively affects employees in that engaged employees are more optimistic, maintain better interpersonal relationships (Jena et al., 2018), and have better perseverance and self-esteem (Scrima et al., 2014). They are also more responsive to learning opportunities, more willing to support work colleagues and assist their superiors in decision-making (Channa, 2020; Verčič & Vokić, 2017), and generally feel enthusiastic about their work (Chandani et al., 2016). The cost of mediocre or low employee engagement is a feeling of disconnection from work roles and fear of losing the job, leading to a decline in performance with implications for achieving organizational goals (Sarangi & Nayak, 2016). Based on these findings, it is therefore crucial to invest in creating an engaged workforce (Chandani et al., 2016).
Organizations can enhance engagement by addressing and examining employees’ suggestions for improvements, increasing their commitment to the organization, and creating transparency from senior management (Sarangi & Nayak, 2016). Thus, integrating employees into the company culture through discussions about career development opportunities, encouragement, communication, recognition, flexible working hours, fair pay structure, a transparent and open work environment, and participation in decision-making all contribute to employee engagement (Patro, 2013).
Changes in the world of work and employee engagement
Changes in the world over the last decade have also affected employees’ sense of involvement and active engagement in organizations. These changes include both the shifts in the nature of the workforce (precipitated both by generational shifts and by gender expectations) and by the external impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Generational differences may be seen in the impact on work engagement of the entrance into the labor market of younger generations (Millennials and Generation Z), who tend to be more independent, self-assured, and critical of employers compared to older generations (Generation X). Younger cohorts are also more inclined to switch jobs based on personal fit (Howe & Strauss, 2007; Gallup, 2016; Kismono & Hanggarawati, 2022; Suomäki et al., 2019).
Additionally, from a gender perspective, the #MeToo movement unprecedently exposed issues of gender discrimination and exclusion within organizations. This heightened awareness can be linked to research on factors that promote women's advancement in the workplace. A recent study in the medical field (Moser & Branscombe, 2022) found three components that contribute to the development and engagement of women in the workplace: proper and tailored mentoring, especially at the beginning of their career; a climate of gender equality, which is even more critical in organizations where men are numerically or functionally dominant; and opportunities for professional development. According to the study, women’s engagement in an organization helps create a positive experience for working women. Improving these aspects can contribute to women’s advancement in the corporate sector and changes in their employment policies, as women are still often employed in lower management positions (Mohammadkhani & Dariush, 2016).
Finally, the pandemic-induced changes in work habits led to a renewed focus on developing personal and team resilience to strengthen the connection between the employee and the organization. Organizations based their approach on the assumption that empowering the connection between personal and social capital would strengthen the coping resources of both the individual and the organization in facing the new situation (Blanchard & Horan, 2000). Success occurs when an organization has the following: personal capital (employee knowledge, skills, abilities, and aspirations); social capital (social networks among employees in the organization); and cultural-organizational capital (the connection to the place, local pride, and the shared identity of the organization) (Pass & Ridgway, 2022).
In response to these trends, organizations have needed to create safer and more inclusive environments and provide opportunities for building social and organizational resilience that meet the needs of both routine activities and emergencies (Pass & Ridgway, 2022).
Work engagement in military organizations
Militaries represent a distinctive organizational culture that asksask employees – both conscripted and career professionals – to demonstrate a total commitment to work (service) wherever and whenever duty calls (O’Mahony et al., 2017). Since Wonder Women exists within a military organization, it is important to detail the work context for women in such an organization. In contrast to militaries in some countries, Israel’s military was established as a people’s defense force and has enlisted women from its foundation. Like most other military organizations, however, the IDF is characterized by a hierarchy in which most of the senior command is male and promoted from combat positions. Although this may be changing, most combat roles have historically been taken by men, shaping the identity of women in contrast to men, as women are more likely to be engaged in combat-support roles (Karazi-Presler et al., 2018).
Organizations are currently facing two new trends related to labor commitment: the “Great Resignation,” which refers to a mass trend of leaving workplaces, and “Quiet Quitting,” in both trends employees emphasize well-being and leisure in addition to work (Elran et al., 2021; Formica & Sfodera, 2022). According to Formica and  Sfoderaand Sfodera (2022), these two types of withdrawal from traditional employment began during the COVID-19 period and have required a paradigm shift in the thinking of managers as they formulate human resource strategies that emphasize strategies for creating well-being, belonging, and motivation among employees.
[bookmark: _Hlk168046684][bookmark: _Hlk168862489]Research question
This review of relevant literature highlights the importance of a sense of belonging and engagement for both employees and organizations. It reveals how generational differences, changing gender expectations, the COVID-19 pandemic, and concomitant changes in employee expectations have influenced both organizational belonging and engagement in recent years. Given the growing importance of virtual connections, there are important questions about how virtual communities may impact organizational belonging, commitment, and engagement, including gendered work engagement, within the specific context of the military, typically described as mission-driven and hierarchical. Using a qualitative case study approach with the Wonder Women community in the Israeli military, this research asks if and how membership in an informal virtual community of women service members affects their sense of belonging, well-being, and organizational commitment, particularly as they navigate the challenges of balancing their professional and parental responsibilities.
Research Design 
[bookmark: _Hlk168862574]This study employs a qualitative case study method with a phenomenological approach. Drawing on Yin’s (2013) conceptual framework, we explore the unique characteristics of a specific phenomenon, adhering to the principle that insights from a single case study can be generalized to broader contexts. By investigating the sense of belonging and well-being of the women in this community, we aim to elucidate the significance of their occupational experiences, thereby contributing to a broader understanding of the work lives of women in similar occupational settings.
Data collection and participants
[bookmark: _Hlk168862618][bookmark: _Hlk168862628]An initial, semi-structured interview was conducted (Miles & Huberman, 1994) with the founderfounded of Wonder Women to understand the need for the community and its goals. Following this interview, a two-hour focus group was conducted with seven of the 13 other community managers to identify particular interests, roles, hierarchical positions, or connections to social networks as reflected in participant words or actions (Schatzman & Strauss, 1973). Participants were asked to describe the community’s founding, their personal story of joining, and the importance of the community for them and their members, including current challenges and future expectations. Finally, a letter was sent to all the members ofin the community inviting them to participate in an interview to describe from their point of view the activity of the community and their relationship. This outreach resulted in eight additional individual interviews. All sessionssession were conductedare via a virtual video call, recorded, and transcribed with the participants’ consent.
[bookmark: _Hlk168862653]In total, 16 community members shared their views on the community. They included a variety of ranks, seniority, and positions in order to elicit rich and diverse information. The interviewees’ ages ranged from 25 to 38. Most were mothers and served in the organization at mid-level ranks from Captain to Lieutenant Colonel, with a minority at a higher rank (Colonel) or lower ranks (Lieutenant or Warrant Officer). The women served in various roles: administrative (57%), technological (15%), and professional (28%), such as legal, logistics, and computing.
Data analysis
The data were analyzed using open coding, a method suitable for obtaining valid and reliable results from textual data (Charmaz, 2000). The responses were then subjected to content analysis. To increase inter-judge reliability, the researchers’ analyses were compared and re-examined until consensus was reached on the narrative, which was analyzed and integrated into the research as “…a shared construction of experience and meaning” as described by Lyman (1997:14). 
Ethics
At the beginning of each interview and focus group, interviewees were told that participation could be terminated at any time, that their contributions would be presented using pseudonyms, and that there would be no disclosure of their unit or position. The community managers agreed to disclose the community’s name. The ethics committee of the academic institution approved the research.
[bookmark: _Hlk136435191]Top of Form
Findings 
The interviews revealed two central themes concerningwith regard to the participants’ feelings regarding involvement and occupational commitment to the organization. The first was a gap between their expectations of their jobs and their actual employment experiences. The second was the gender gap they perceived as women in the military. The impact of their membership in the virtual community ason a sense of belonging,  and and engagement, and as well as the development and and continuity of their careers also emerged.
The gap between expectations and experience
The gap between job expectations and actual work experiences, as expressed by community members, focuses on the support, recognition, and rewards they expected to receive from their commanders and the military. In particular, they described working hard to provide support, recognition, and rewards to their subordinates, which involved significant investments on their part, but did not receive commensurate support from their commanders. For example, Natalie describes her commitment as a commander to her soldiers, even when her commanders fail to provide the necessary support and understanding of this responsibility:
“… Why [am I working] 24/7? … Why am I – in my eighth month [of pregnancy], about to give birth – driving at 200 km/hour because my soldier is about to commit suicide in the unit, and only I can save him?”
Natalie’s experience highlights the disparity between the expectations – despite the challenges of balancing pregnancy and service – placed on female soldiers by the military and the realities of their personal lives. 
Lea pointed out that an organizational culture focused on long work hours, rather than outputs. Her observation points to a broader issue within the military's organizational culture, where the value placed on visible presence in the office may overshadow the actual outputs and efficiency of work. This emphasis is particularly costly for women who are balancing parental and work responsibilities and suggests a need to shift the way performance is evaluated and recognized. 
The Wonder Women community helps to address this gap, playing a crucial role in supporting female soldiers as they navigate the complexities of military service, providing members with a supportive space that allows them to share experiences, cope with challenges, and break through barriers related to their military service. For example, as described by Neta, the community bringsbring the group to bear on problems that members thought they faced uniquely:
“Let’s say some issue arises, something is missing. There is not enough strength for someone alone to speak about [the problem] in the office or in the unit ... because they only think about [the problem as an] individual. [But] in the community suddenly she sees that there are other people like her, and [together] … they manage to break through [to] something new.”
The interviews and focus groups show that the expectation gap is not uniform. There are, for example, generational differences among community members. Younger career women, at a critical stage in their careers, callcalling on the organization to address their professional well-being in a way that includes motherhood. At the same time, older women generally have lower expectations from the army. Additionally, younger women seek more community support and guidance than their older counterparts.
The discourse in the group bridges the needsneed of the women and the organization and also refers to the place of the army in Israeli society. As Nira, a senior community member, states: 
I am from the generation that says, ‘Guys [...] start working, so at least you can look in the eyes of that guy from high-tech and tell him that at [age] 42, [when] you’re getting a pension, … [that] you haven’t seen your home for 20 years.... Part of your justification [for receiving a pension at age 42] will be your active hours, your limitless giving, the operations you participated in, [...] [and that] during COVID when everyone was sitting at home you were working.” Nira, an older generationolder generation female soldier, emphasized the changes in gender and organizational perceptions over the years while understanding the challenges and dilemmas faced by younger female soldiers. 
This theme illustrates the fundamental gap between the expectations from commanders and the organization and the realities of female soldiers' personal lives. The study’s participants highlight the impact of the organizational culture and employee evaluation methods that emphasize the contribution of "mingling" to promotion and appreciation. This culture excludes women from the informal centers of the organization, thereby deepening the gap between women’s work expectations and actual work experience. With these challenges in mind, the participants also highlight the ways in which the Wonder Women community functioned to empower members to cope with this gap and lead change.
Bridging the gender gap by the community
The participants adopt two main approaches to gaps they perceive that arise from gender. According to the first approach, pregnancy and motherhood are seen as negatively affecting a career path in the military. According to the second approach, professional growth and family responsibilities can coexist harmoniously. Mia describes this issue: When a woman reaches the age of 27 to 28-eight [...], she needs to choose ... between the ability to expand a family, to get married, and to continue in two or three roles ... [usually far from home], or arriving with the same ... arsenal of roles to compete [with men] for the rank of Lieutenant Colonel or Major.
In practice, although it is ostensibly inappropriate to ask an employee if she is pregnant or planning to become pregnant, the participants note that the question does occur in the interview room, androom and is justified by the potential impact of maternity leave on meeting emergency readiness and fitness goals. In the shadow of this argument for men’s advantage in the system, Miriam talks about the community's help in providing alternatives for balancing motherhood and career:
“They bring up efficiency proposals that they didn't think to raise in the usual ways .... It puts the focus of career service mothers on how to combine the very demanding military career with the very demanding maternal career... .... On these [personal] issues … women find ... a place [in the community] to share, a place of refuge.”
Amidst various difficulties, the community enters with support, encouragement, and practical ideas, serving as a growing female force serving as a female force with the potential to influencefor influencing a male-dominated and identified field. Listening and inclusion in the community provide its members with a tailwind and social resilience to continue in and actively engage in the system. As Ilana describes:
“The army is such a male organization. I think that many of the women there… created this supportive place…. They put their symbols, role models, [their] female gender on the platform....... This is the female answer to the army’s masculinity [...] to present an experience and a response to some needs that were probably hidden somewhere, and the moment the platform was born, they erupted. And I think it's more than that: it's a flag of change.”
Ilana's powerful statement encapsulates several key aspects of the Wonder Women community's impact. By providing a space for women to support and inspire one another, the community not only helps its members cope with the gendered challenges they face in a male-dominated organization but also catalyzesserves as a catalyst for broader institutional changes. For example, the group succeeded in establishing support systems like a parental and marital counseling center – tangible examples of how the community's influence has extended beyond the virtual realm to drive real-world improvements for female service members.
The findings present the basic dilemmas faced by female soldiers in balancing career advancement in "masculine" roles in the military with family responsibilities. In the face of challenges as mother-soldiers, the community provides support and solutions. It serves as a feminine safe zone within a masculine organization, and successfully creates concrete institutional changes that not only challenge traditional gender perceptions, but highlight the generational shift in gender dynamics within the military.
Discussion
The analysis of the significance of the virtual community for its members, considering their expectations and the existing gender gaps, reveals a complex interplay of factors that influence the commitment and engagement of women in the military, particularly those in long-term service roles. One of the main findings of this study is that, despite the increasing integration of women into combat roles and higher ranks, they still report wide gaps between their expectations of and experiences at work, as well as persistent and significant gender gaps. Men continue to be overrepresented in leadership positions and women are often overlooked for promotions. Moreover, women are still expected to function not only professionally but as primary caregivers at home and in the family (Karazi-Presler et al., 2018). 
Such patriarchal norms allow men to devote more time to their work and give them added time to cultivate social and professional relationships (Hochschild & Machung, 2022) which, in turn, influence promotion opportunities. For women, this creates a constant tension between their commitments in the domestic and public spheres. These norms undergird an inherent bias in the system that ignores the potential of female personnel and inhibits their professional growth. The result is the creation of a “glass ceiling” that has been noted by gender researchers (see, for example, Mohammadkhani & Dariush, 2016; Morgan, 2015).
Within this setting, the women of the Wonder Women community expect their commanders and military authorities to consider them for promotion even during their child-rearing period, and weigh their many years of commitment prior to starting a family. They also expect support and fairness in competing for organizational roles while raising a family. They believe that combining parenting with a military career is possible, although they understand the price the organization, and the family will pay.
A mediating parameter that emerged in the research concerned the generation to which the study participants belonged. This is an important factor to consider in terms of social-organizational processes. The women in the research can be divided into two generations: the generation before and after the new service model (Almog et al., 2021). The differences between the younger and older community members may stem partly from seniority, contributing to job security and future stability. The ranks of the older women were higher (Major and above, or senior non-commissioned officers), and they held in more senior roles. In contrast, the younger women were competing for roles that enabledenable them to advance in the organization. Achieving a higher rank translates into a more favorable pension upon retirement. 
Another explanation for the generational differences that emerged in this study are differences in perception around the balance between work and home. The older generation perceives the military as a mission that, after years of investment, yields economic security in retirement. In contrast, the younger generation perceives it as a quality workplace that allows them to develop professionally and achieve personal fulfillment both in family life and as career professionals. The generational gap reflects occupational seniority gaps, but it also expresses a perceptual change: the younger generation's preference for service experience and personal development is a potential for a fresh perspective for the organization itself to re-examine its culture as it evolves.
Community practices for reducing expectation and gender gaps 
The study reveals that the community's discourse dynamics have been effective in reducing both expectation and gender gaps. The support it offers, the hallmark of the virtual community, allows space for open dialogue and assists in identifying strategies that help reduce both. While the military as an employer provides a salary, challenges, interests, and values, the virtual community provides emotional-social nourishment in the form of a safe space for women to vent, discuss challenging topics, consult with one another, and engage in coping practices. The community meets a social need for broad consensus and social recognition among people with shared experiences (Dei & van der Walt, 2020). Similar to claims made by Sarangi and Nayak (2016), the analysis in this study also shows that all of these factors significantly affect members’ feelings of security and competence at work.
This phenomenon created a sense of empowerment among the community members who share common ground. The “community together” in virtual communication was expressed by detailing experiences and expressing subjective and reflexive perceptions of personal fulfillment from the experience. The activity in the virtual community contributes to mutual understanding, collaboration, and shared meaning in social media interactions (Delgado et al., 2021; Dubé et al., 2006). The millennial generation tends to share its experiences more quickly online than previous generations (van Laar et al., 2020), and it seems that the use of this social media not only met needs but also created a new need for further involvement both in the community and the military. Moreover, professional and gender mentoring in the community circle improved the coping skills of the community members with challenges. This is similar to findings from a study that surveyed a community of women cardiologists on Twitter (Chandra et al., 2021) and to those of a study focused on the skills of 21st-century workers and their contribution to the organization (van Laar et al., 2020).
The practices employed by the Wonder Women community not only help to bridge expectationsexpectation and gender gaps but also contribute to the overall strength and influence of the community within the military organization. The military's recognition of Wonder Women’s value and its adoption of ideas generated within the community underscoresunderscore the potential power of such virtual communities in driving organizational change. Hence, involvement in the community appears to strengthen women’s commitment to the military despite their institutional challenges.
The power of community in an organization
A key insight from this research is that the inclusive environment of the Wonder Women community enhances the social capital of each member and that of the community as a whole. The military has recognized the advantages of communities in general and the specific benefits of the Wonder Women community, adopting some of the community’s practical ideas intended to improve the quality of life of the career servicewomen. This reflects the military’s openness to the presence of an independent virtual community, publicly displaying various levels of involvement and affiliation with the organization. Importantly, this process also has advantages for the military itself. Such diversity can promote a dynamic and adaptable workforce better equipped to face the military's complex and evolving challenges (Chanana & Sangeeta, 2020; Verčič & Vokić, 2017). Combining experience and fresh perspectives can lead to innovative solutions and cultivate a learning environment where members can benefit from the strengths of accumulated information and knowledge.
Another advantage of such a virtual community within the organization is its role as a social, ideological, and practical catalyst. Social capital and civic engagement grow when virtual communities engage in general community information exchanges and provide opportunities for organizational and political participation (Blanchard & Horan, 2000). The community’s desire to spread its message and knowledge is done in leisure time and contributes to other communities (He & Bar-Shindler, 2022). The sharing of knowledge and experience in the Wonder Women community is related to the social capital growing from its memberships, extending into the community space, and based on its network structure. This means that, over time, the community comes to represent a broad spectrum of the military service population. Therefore, although community members are cautious about crossing organizational boundaries, a factor also addressed by Jesiek et al. (2018), and most of their activities are intra-community, it appears to be a golden opportunity for the military to adopt processes that can serve as a basis for organizational-level thinking.
These potential benefits emphasize the need for organizational learning and managerial flexibility to maximize the potential for creativity, problem-solving skills, and employee collaboration (van Laar et al., 2020). It has also been found that policies supporting employee well-being can improve retention rates, reduce burnout, and prevent frequent workforce turnover (Kismono & Hanggarawati, 2022; Suomäki et al., 2019), a phenomenon currently occurring among professionals in the military following changes in employment arrangements brought by the new service model (Almog et al., 2021). According to the interviewees, attrition, expressed in the departure or discharge of skilled permanent staff, leads to workloads that influence the quality of outcomes.
The mediating effects of the community 
The findings suggest that understanding the community's contribution to its members involves assessing the overall success of Wonder Women in achieving its goals. The power of the community is manifested in the number of women who joined it in response to a need. Still, its ability to effect change and influence the military organization primarily depends on the system’s response and its prevailing norms.
The COVID-19 pandemic brought significant changes to the world of work (Chanana & Sangeeta, 2020; Hakanen et al., 2019), and the #MeToo movement marked a significant shift in social norms regarding gender relations in the workplace  (Moser & Branscombe, 2022; Pass & Ridgway, 2022). These seismic shifts in workplace culture have driven changes regarding the balance between work and leisure, including implementing policies and practices that promote a healthy and sustainable work environment as another way to improve overall job satisfaction, well-being, and retention (Lian & Yoon 2020; Moser & Branscombe, 2022). All these have created a shift in perceptions of workplace well-being and engagement, and the role of organizational vs. personal goals; these trends contribute to the relevance and strengthen the potential role of informal virtual communities of practice like the Wonder Women community.
This study offers a novel contribution to the field by examining the organizational impact of an informal virtual community within a military setting. Similar to the findings of research on employee commitment to institutional goals in mission-based organizations (Hakanen et al., 2019; O’Mahony et al., 2017), the women of the Wonder Women community demonstrate consistent commitment to the organization, to their peers among the military personnel, and to organizational tasks. Their expectation that their commanders “see them” and attend to their needs and their concerns about the difficulties they confront as women in the system are among the discussions in this alternative virtual community of peers. According to interviews and focus groups, the community offers not only the chance to be listened to, reinforced, and supported but also provides practical solutions in the form of useful information, knowledge, and helpful advice for the individual and ideas for organizational improvement. This dynamic is essential for developing an organizational culture of employee engagement (Patro, 2013), highlighting the unique position of the community within the organization and its impact on it.
However, unlike the findings of other studies focused on civilian organizations (Banihani et al., 2013), the servicewomenservice women of Wonder Women unanimously support the organization’s goals. In doing so the community implements Delanty’s cultural-normative model (Delanty, 2012). The community acting from political awareness, enlists its members in collective action. Alongside enlistment and commitment to the role and organization, its members expect proper attention and rewards, and an organizational culture suited to their dual roles as career service women and mothers, with the community actively towards this outcome. Although this study focuses on a military organization, the extent of a virtual community’s influence on the organization may be relevant to many workplaces today, particularly mission-driven, hierarchical organizations, hence the importance of the research.
Reliance on a qualitative research method involving open-ended interviews and focus groups with a relatively small selection of community members, is one of the current study’s limitations, as it relies on the subjective interpretation of the researchers. Among future research opportunities, an examination of generational gaps in other virtual women’s communities would shed light on differences in belonging and involvement. Finally, the researchers’ positions as a former career service woman, on the one hand, contributes to a close familiarity with the field. On the other hand, it also requires an effort to maintain research distance in analyzing the findings.
Conclusions 
This qualitative case study, using interviews and focus groups with members of an informal virtual community of practice established by women in the Israeli military, examined how membership affects members’ sense of belonging, well-being, and organizational commitment, particularly in navigating the challenges of balancing professional and parental responsibilities. It finds that the Wonder Women community made a significant contribution both symbolically and practically by enabling members to share their experiences, identify common concerns, and propose workplace changes. A– all of which these not only resulted in the addition of formal programs and services, but also contributed to a sense of belonging and engagement within the organization.
This study makes several important contributions to our understanding of the role of virtual communities in supporting women in the military. First, it highlights the crucial role played by the Wonder Women community in addressing the needs of female service members in the Israeli military and enhancing their sense of belonging and engagement. By normalizing feelings of frustration and loneliness, providing coping strategies, and offering a space for consultation and support, the community serves as a vital resource for women navigating the challenges of military service.
Second, the findings have significant practical implications for military organizations. They suggest that recognizing and supporting informal virtual communities can be a powerful strategy for promoting a sense of belonging and empowerment among female service members. By encouraging the development and growth of such communities, military organizations can take concrete steps towardtowards bridging gender gaps and fostering a more inclusive organizational culture.
Third, this research expands our theoretical understanding of the potential of virtual communities to serve as catalysts for organizational change and improved well-being among diverse populations. The Wonder Women community demonstrates how a supportive virtual space for mentoring, creativity, and assertiveness can empower members to navigate the challenges of military service and contribute to a more inclusive organizational culture. Future studies should investigate the experiences of female soldiers in other military contexts, examining how virtual communities can promote gender equality and inclusion across diverse organizational settings. Longitudinal research could also reveal the long-term impact of participation in such communities on women's career trajectories and well-being in the military.
In conclusion, this study makes a significant contribution to our understanding of the role of virtual communities in supporting women in the military. It offers valuable insights for military organizations seeking to create a more inclusive and supportive environment for female service members, and it opens up new avenues for research on the potential of virtual communities to drive organizational change and improve the well-being of diverse populations in the military.
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