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Abstract 
Although a cohesive society is difficult to maintain, social cohesion is seen as ideal to unite a 
heterogeneous community. Studies in the past have focused on social cohesion within real 
life context involving face-to-face encounters, nowadays it was noted that social networking 
sites (SNS) have a role in determining the level of social cohesion. This study aims to examine 
the role of SNS in determining the level of social cohesiveness among its virtual youth 
communities’ members. A total of 600 multiethnic youths in urban and rural areas in Malaysia 
were selected based on a multi-stage cluster sampling technique. The respondents were 
asked to state their level of agreement on sense of togetherness, sense of belonging, social 
trust, and social interaction through a distributed self-administered questionnaire. The results 
showed that the overall level of social cohesion among virtual youth communities was only 
moderate and the dimension sense of belonging yielded the highest score. This study implied 
that SNS are capable of enhancing the level of social cohesion among youths in Malaysia. 
Keywords: Virtual Community, Social Cohesion, Cohesiveness, Communication, Youth 
 
Introduction 

Social cohesion is defined as the sum of the positive forces that works towards the 
well-being of all members, fights racial exclusion and marginalization, creates a sense of 
belonging, promotes trust, and offers its members the opportunity of upward mobility (Hogg, 
1992). The term social cohesion is defined through the simple cluster of socially ‘desirable’ 
individual traits within groups and communities such as trust, tolerance, and active 
membership. It was in 1897 that a French sociologist, Emile Durkheim conceptualizes social 
cohesion as a norm and values of a collective social behavior. He studied the social 
phenomena from the perspective of social integration, religion and suicide and how 
individuals act to feel connected to a collective society (Pahl, 1991).  
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In Asia, Khan (2001) and DeVito (2009) claimed that Asian values are family-oriented 
and privileged society over individualism. The welfare of the whole society is put above the 
individuals, which is why social cohesion plays an important role in building interdependent 
relationships. The concept of social cohesion does not incite individuals to share the same 
opinion, but more to do with the mutual attraction between members from different 
background; it is a measure of interdependence and the extent to which individuals work 
together as one (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Cartwright (1968) then stated in his theory that 
social cohesion is different as it is the sum of the positive forces of different individuals have 
in each member's life-space and this phenomenon is the consequence of different forces 
acting on all the members to remain within the group.  

Rising income inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009; Burhan, Sidek, Kurniawan, and 
Mohamad, 2015; Mohamad, Jusoh, & Kassim, 2019), unemployment and crime (Jenson, 1998; 
Shawkat, 2010; Smith, 2010), and a rise of a more individualized generation have been the 
cause of the decline in social cohesion (Putnam, 2000). According to Oliveri (2005), to tackle 
the causes of social insecurity is through enhancing the sense of social cohesion in our society 
as it provides a sense of security and social inclusion to the people who are fearful, and the 
feared. A tool that can enhance the sense of social cohesion is through SNS; it can be more 
than a medium for communication. Interaction via SNS epitomizes a widespread process of 
interaction with cognition (Fischer & Reuber, 2011).  

In two studies on Twitter (Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Purohit, Ruan, Fuhry, Parthasarathy 
& Sheth, 2014), they found that online users recognized how Twitter has a community 
dynamic that helped disseminate information that people might not generally share, which 
resulted in a greater sense of trust and social identity among their customers. However, the 
number of research studies that examined social cohesion within virtual communities was 
minimal. There is little specific research conducted into the types of interactions within virtual 
communities that may be used to provide such emotional support and enhance the member’s 
sense of belonging or community.  

Computer-mediated communication is seamless with interpersonal communication 
and becomes more apparent with the era of modernization. The emerging SNS such as 
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for example, has induced youths to become more 
accustomed to using the internet as a medium for conveying messages. Thus, leading us to 
question; what is the level of social cohesion among virtual community members? Hence, this 
paper aims to examine the role of SNS in determining the level of social cohesiveness among 
Malaysian virtual youth communities. 

 
Interrelated Theories of Social Cohesion 

Social cohesion is conceptualized based on the interrelated theoretical assumptions 
made by different academic fields with respect to one another being an antecedent, 
intervening or outcome variables (Friedkin, 2004; Bruhn, 2009; Mansor, 2014; Saripudin & 
Komalasari, 2015). Theorists from the sociological, psychological and communication fields 
believe that social cohesion results from an innate sense of togetherness or belonging to the 
society as a whole. Since year 1377 to 1993, different philosophical fields have influenced the 
understanding on the concept of social cohesion. The concept started from the sociological 
field, which then extends its concept to the communication and social psychological field. 
Each theory predicts the nature of human society and explains the communicative processes 
or exchange between individuals in a group or community in general to develop the sense of 
social cohesion. 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 1 0 , No. 15, 2020, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020 

217 

The extension of cohesion theories involves emotional dimensions with a set of 
attitudes like solidarity, trust, a sense of belonging, togetherness, membership, and the 
member’s willingness to participate for equal benefits. Bonding between individuals is 
created once they feel connected through group feeling, frequent social interactions, social 
attraction, social capital, and task commitment or interdependence (Khaldun, 1969; Le Bon, 
1896; Lewin, 1943; Deutsch, 1949; Festinger, 1954; French, 1956; Homans, 1958; Bourdieu, 
1986; Hogg, 1992; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Lawler & Yoon, 1993). Friedkin (2004) highlighted 
that social cohesion has no definite definition due to the complex system of various disciplines 
that studies the concept like sociology, social psychology, mental health, public health.  

The studies on social cohesion have revolved around three methodological 
approaches: empirical, experimental, and social network analysis (Bruhn, 2009). Although the 
concept has a multi-disciplinary approach, Friedkin (2004) emphasized that it is not important 
whether social cohesion is conceptualized according to the individual’s membership duration 
or according to the individual’s desire to maintain membership. He accentuated that based 
on past theories, it is important to note that there is a causal relationship between the two 
or more variables. Hence, Table 1 will explain the process of extension, intension, and 
evolution of theories related to the micro-macro interaction of social cohesion. 
 
Table 1  
Interrelated theoretical assumptions on the concept of social cohesion 

Author (s) 
and year 

Theory Definition Dimensions involved 

Ibn 
Khaldun 
(1377) 

Asabiyah theory It is the notion social 
solidarity with an emphasis on 
unity, group feeling and sense of 
shared purpose, and social 
cohesion within the context of 
tribalism and clannism. It is 
known to be a fundamental 
bond of human society and the 
basis motive force of nomadic 
history.  

• Social bond 

• Cultural bond 

• Social solidarity 

• Cohesion 

Durkheim 
(1893) 

Social integration 
theory 

It is believed that society 
exerted a powerful force on 
individuals. It asserts that 
people’s norms, beliefs, and 
values make up a collective 
consciousness, or a shared way 
of understanding and behaving 
in the world. As a result, 
collective consciousness binds 
individuals together and creates 
social integration. 

• Organic solidarity 

• Mechanical 
solidarity 

• Social 
interactions 

• Collective 
consciousness  

• Moral density 

Le Bon 
(1896) 

Contagion theory It is the solidarity of the crowd 
due to its uniformity of action or 
collective behavior which 
explains that the crowd can 

• Hypnotic 
influence 

• Mental unity 

• Collective action 
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cause a hypnotic impact on 
individuals which, in turn, is 
largely due to its anonymity and 
contagion.  

Lewin 
(1943) 

Group dynamics 
theory 

It is the degree of 
interdependence between 
group members depending on 
the size, organization, and 
intimacy of the group. The 
process is affected by the way 
groups and individuals think and 
feel, and their interaction 
especially within a group 
environment. 

• Positive 
interpersonal 
interaction 

• Uniformity 

• Cohesiveness 

• Group norms 

• Trust 

Deutsch 
(1949) 

Theory of 
cooperation and 
competition 

It is the belief that cooperation 
is better than competition upon 
small-group functioning. It 
asserts that cooperation is to 
the group member’s mutual 
benefit, resulting in a win-win 
situation. Group members 
rewarded on a cooperative 
basis are more cohesive than 
members rewarded on a 
competitive basis. 

• Network 
relationship 

• Competition 

• Cooperation 

• Conflict 

• Negotiation 

Festinger, 
Schachter, 
and Back 
(1950) 

Group 
cohesiveness 
theory 

It is the attractiveness to people 
which have the best care within 
the group and attractiveness to 
the group. It asserts that 
Members of strongly cohesive 
groups are more inclined to 
participate readily and to stay 
with the group.  

• Social relations  

• Task commitment  

• Perceived unity 

• Emotions 

• Attraction 

• Group pride 

• Interpersonal 
attraction 

French 
(1956) 

Theory of social 
power 

It is the potential for social 
influence a person has among 
their peers and within the 
society defined by the five 
sources of power for changing 
conditions inside or outside a 
social group. 

• Reward 

• Coercion 

• Legitimate 

• Expert 

• Referent 
 

Homans 
(1958) 

Social exchange 
theory 

It is the weight of costs against 
benefits while forming a 
relationship. It asserts that 
relationship commitments form 
because of self-interest and 
interdependence, social 
exchanges produce emotions 

• Individualism or 
self-interest 

• Interdependence 

• Costs 

• Rewards 

• Reciprocity 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 1 0 , No. 15, 2020, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020 

219 

(or feelings), and under certain 
conditions, people associate 
their individual feelings with 
their relationship or shared 
group affiliation. 

Thibaut 
and Kelley 
(1959) 

Interdependence 
theory 

It is the expectation of the kinds 
of outcomes a person expects to 
receive in a relationship. It 
asserts that the rewards and 
costs associated with a person’s 
interpersonal relationship will 
influence their expectation so 
they can evaluate the outcome 
of their relationship as either 
positive or negative. 

• Emotional reward 

• Social reward 

• Instrumental 
reward 

• Opportunity 
reward 

Bormann 
(1972) 

Symbolic 
Convergence 
Theory 

It is a process through which 
collectives create and share a 
consciousness and develop a 
common symbolic reality. It 
asserts that once a group 
consciousness or mutual 
understanding is achieved, it 
results in group's cohesiveness, 
consisting of shared emotions, 
motives, and meanings where 
they no longer think in terms of 
"I" or "me" but in terms of "us" 
and "we."  

• Shared group 
consciousness 

• Common 
symbolic reality 

Tajfel and 
Turner 
(1979) 

Social identity 
theory 

It is the perception of self and 
others based on the social group 
that the person belongs to. It 
asserts that people develop a 
sense of personal identity 
through reliance upon factors 
that make them unique and 
possess multiple identities 
associated with their affiliated 
group memberships. 

• Social 
categorization 

• Social 
identification 

• Intergroup 
comparison 

Bourdieu 
(1986) 

Social capital 
theory 

It is about the value of a durable 
network of institutionalized 
relationships of mutual 
acquaintance or recognition, 
connections, and provides each 
member with the backing of 
collectivity. It asserts that 
individuals invest in social 
relations with the aim of 

• Social 
connections 

• Social networks 

• Social support 

• Group 
membership  
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economic, social and symbolic 
"profit" that follows from 
belonging to the association, 
leading to the growth of 
solidarity. 

Hogg 
(1992) 

Self-
categorization 
theory 

It is the process of people 
forming cognitive 
representations of themselves 
and others in relation to 
different social groups and 
focuses more on uncertainty 
reduction rather than self-
esteem as a motive. It asserts 
that people place themselves 
and others into social categories 
based on in-group and out-
group attributes, the process 
shapes their attitudes, 
emotions, and behaviors. 

• In-group 

• Out-group 

• Perceived fit 

• Perceived 
readiness 

Lawler and 
Yoon 
(1993, 
2002) 

Relational 
cohesion theory 

It explains how and when 
people who are exchanging 
things of value develop stable 
and cohesive relationships. It 
asserts that people tend to 
interact and commit to the 
group because they get 
something they value or want 
from others. 

• Interdependence 

• Social exchanges 

• Predictability 

• Positive emotions 

• Group cohesion 

• Commitment  

 
Based on Table 2, the concept of cohesion gradually evolved from clannism to a 

collective consciousness of individuals attracted to one another in a group or group cohesion. 
Scholars in these eras started using the term group cohesion to describe social and dynamic 
process that involves group members who are willing to stick together and remain in the 
group that has mutual attraction. Overall, the concept of social cohesion during this era 
resides when individuals identify themselves as members of a group that they consider as in-
groups as opposed to out-groups, however, the mechanism of group cohesion only applies at 
a group level phenomenon and not towards the mass. Then again, recent scholars have 
argued that where there is a group, there must be cohesion.  

 
Table 2 
The characteristics of group cohesion 

“a shared way of understanding and behaving in the world that binds individuals 
together and creates social integration”  

- Durkheim (1893)  

“the share of personal and enduring relationships”  
- Cooley (1902) 

“group identification and emotional ties”  
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- Freud (1921) 

“collective individuals with common mode of feeling and reciprocal influence”  
- MacDougall (1921) (cited in Bruhn, 2009) 

“attraction and repulsion among group members”  
- Moreno (1934) 

“interdependence and intimacy of group members”  
- Lewin (1943)  

 “situation where cooperation is to member’s mutual benefit”  
- Deutsch (1949) 

“membership continuity – the cement that binds together group members to remain in 
the group”  

- Festinger, Schachter, & Back (1950)  

“when group members accept and conform to group norms”  
- Cartwright & Zander (1960) 

“the resultant forces which are acting on the members to stay in a group or the 
attraction of membership in a group for its members”  

- Back (1951)  

“the power of groups to generate conformity and willingness to compromise”  
- Asch (1952)  

“the resistance of a group to disruptive forces”  
- Gross & Martin (1952)  

“the attractiveness of the group, which is the pooled effect or the average of the 
individual members’ attraction-to-group or their wish to remain in the group”  

- Israel (1956)  

“a property that is inferred from the number and strength of mutual positive attitudes 
among group members”  

- Lott & Lott (1960)  

"the resultant of all forces acting on all the members to remain in the group"  
- Cartwright (1968)  

“cooperative interdependence in the pursuit of shared goals”  
- Sherif & Sherif (1969) 

“consensus among group members”  
- Friedkin (1984)  

“a sense of belonging and feelings of morale”  
- Bollen & Hoyle (1990)  

“attraction and bonding, and self-disclosure and feedback”  
- Braaten (1991) 

“a measure of the willingness of people to stay in the community”  
- Robbins (1993)  

“a set of social processes that help instil in individuals the sense of belonging to the 
same community and the feeling that they are recognized as members of the 
community  

- Commissariat Général du Plan, 1997 (quoted in Jenson, 1998)  

“dynamic process through which group members stick together and remain united”  
Carron & Hausenblas (1998) 
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Starting from 2000 onwards, the concept of social cohesion has become more specific 
and specialized (refer to Table 3). Although the concept has become more specific and 
specialized, the classical idea that social cohesion is the “field of forces” of conditions (direct 
or indirect attributes) and the causal system that determines a person’s membership 
attitudes and behaviors still remains the same.  

 
Table 3 
Refined characteristics of social cohesion 

“the strength of psychological link among members, and the attraction of community 
to members” 

- Younglin & Maryam (2001)  

“the degree to which people respond cooperatively to achieve their valued outcomes 
and to deal with the political, economic, social, or environmental stresses that 
influence them”  

- Reimer (2002)  

“a sense of responsibility and trust”  
- Figueroa, Kincaid, Rani, & Lewis (2002)  

“the paths that link members are the social glue that hold them together”  
- Moody & White (2003)  

“mutually supportive community of free individuals pursuing these common goals by 
democratic means”  

- European Committee for Social Cohesion (2004) (cited in Figueroa et al., 2002) 

“the construction of shared values and communities of interpretation engaged in a 
common enterprise to address common challenges, and the reduction of inequality in 
wealth and income”  

- Jupp, Nieuwenhuysen & Dawson (2007)  

“the bond that brings people together”  
- Bruhn (2009)  

“a cohesive society will work towards the well-being of all its members, minimizing 
disparities and avoiding marginalization between different groups, fighting 
discrimination, exclusion and excessive inequalities”  

- Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2011)  

“a sum of the positive forces that works towards the well-being of all members, fights 
exclusion and marginalization, creates a sense of belonging, promotes trust, and offers 
its members the opportunity of upward mobility  

- Woolcock (2011)  

“a form of self-disclosure, member acceptance, empathy, roles, social trust, and social 
interaction”  

- Bolong (2011)  

“a measure of predictability to interactions across people and groups, which in turn 
provides incentives for collective action”  

- Social Development Department, World Bank (2012)  

“the quality of social cooperation and togetherness of a collective, defined in geo-
political terms, that is expressed in the attitudes and behaviours of its members”  

- Dragolov, Koch, & Larsen (2018) 
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Overall, based on the tables above it can be synthesized that there are four main 
dimensions to measure the level of social cohesion; Sense of togetherness, Sense of 
belonging, Social trust, and Social interaction. 

 
The Importance of Social Cohesion 

Social cohesion is a social phenomenon that attracts members to one another and to 
a group. Cartwright (1968) stated in his theory that social cohesion is different from 
integration as it is the sum of the positive forces of different individuals have in each 
member's life-space and this it is the consequence of different forces acting on all the 
members to remain within the group. It is considered as a crucial element of a successful 
society since it enhances coordination and productivity between individuals. Social cohesion 
can instill a sense of belonging and oneness, when individuals identify with, and classify 
themselves into a social category. Consequently, as individuals self-identify themselves into a 
social category it leads to in-group favoritism and result in commitment to the group, product 
or service (Hu, Zhang, & Wang, 2017).  

Instilling a sense of social cohesion among community members can create a thriving 
place in which a fear of difference is replaced by a shared set of values and a shared sense of 
purpose and belonging, higher trust, better social and emotional support, resolve tensions, 
and bringing people together (Dragolov et al., 2018). Unfortunately, rising income inequality 
(Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009; Burhan et al, 2015; Mohamad et al., 2019), unemployment and 
crime (Jenson, 1998; Shawkat, 2010; Smith, 2010), a rise of a more individualized generation 
(Putnam, 2000), anxiety, uncertainty, and ethnocentrism (Levin, Taylor, & Caudle, 2007; 
Logan, Steel, & Hunt, 2014) have been the cause of the decline in social cohesion. Mennis, 
Dayanim, and Grunwald (2013), and Hamid, Marzuki, Ahmad, and Ishak (2016) claimed that 
an increase in inter-ethnic neighborhood lowers participation in social activities due to poor 
cooperation and low sense of social cohesion. These are the characteristics of being uncertain 
about others, such uncertainty stems from an antiquated understanding of diversity.  

Nowadays, that old notion of diversity has changed after decades of incoming 
immigrations, which changed the nature of multi-ethnic neighborhoods today.  One aspect of 
cohesiveness is based on virtual community members' liking for one another and on their 
desire to be in the group and share the same goal. It is an important aspect of being a part of 
an online community and feel like they belong. Plus, to successfully build and maintain a 
collective community remains a challenge, especially when it involves emotional aspects such 
as trust (Powell, Piccoli, & Ives, 2004; Lawler, and Yoon, 2014; Sarwari, Wahab, Said, & Aziz, 
2018). 

Trust is an important emotional factor that may affect the level of social cohesion; 
Lawler, Thye, and Yoon (2000) explained in their theory of relational cohesion that emotion 
plays an important role in enhancing social cohesion. The theory has gone through several 
studies to show how and when positive emotional processes could generate commitment to 
relationship with others and the members within their group based on the frequency of their 
interaction and shared focus. Huang, Cheng, Huang & Teng (2018) further argues that 
frequent social interaction through SNS produces positive emotions that could enhance their 
commitment and ultimately encourages them to remain in the relationship. 

 
Interaction within Virtual Communities 

Since the emergence of the Internet, virtual communities have also become a popular 
phenomenon. Virtual communities affect the social interaction of people and shape different 
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areas of their life, including their working life and their leisure time as well as enabling 
members to start new friendships, learn, and form opinions and exchange information on 
products (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002). Virtual communities are an important resource for 
people with various interests, goals, and needs (Jin, Park, & Kim, 2010). With different cultural 
preferences, other approaches of socialization can be applied; Powell et al. (2004): Madell 
and Muncer (2007): and Tomasello, Lee & Baer (2010), all claimed that social bonding can be 
done partially via electronic communication tools such as SNS.  

In 2017, Chung, Tyan, and Chung argued that virtual communities and social networks 
have verified the crucial role of community identification of members in showing positive 
outcomes such as consumption behaviors, generating positive word-of-mouth, and 
continuous usage intention. Previously, Walton and Hardebeck (2016) highlighted the fact 
that to understand the decline in social cohesion, one must first understand the urbanization 
processes. They further insinuated the key perspective that threatens social cohesion in 
neighborhoods is due to the social disorganization perspective, which says racial 
heterogeneity hampers any form of communication and limits the achievement of common 
goals.  

Tobin, Vanman, Verreynne and Saeri’s (2014), and Sahharon, Bolong, Omar, and 
Shaffril (2018) study on Facebook use helped examine the feeling of meaningful existence as 
an outcome of Facebook functionality use. Sahharon et al. (2018) highlighted that the most 
used Facebook functions were group, conversation, sharing, identity and reputation to 
sustain their interpersonal relationship between close and distant friends. Being a member of 
a social group is a psychological state in which members feel a sense of togetherness and a 
sense of belonging. Favoritism towards an in-group is purely an interpersonal interaction, 
which involves people relating entirely as individuals, social in-group members for example, 
feel a sense of engagement with members whom they share similar traits (Bolong, 2011).  

Much interdependence could lead to a collaborative social interaction, 
communication, similarity and influence between individuals. However, a purely intergroup 
interaction causes the members to relate entirely as representatives of their groups (Kelley, 
Holmes, Kerr, Reis, Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). Overall, the mechanisms of social connection 
provided by SNS such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, blogs, and webpages have effects that 
are either favorable or unfavorable for social cohesion. It seems that these internet 
capabilities have the potential for working in both directions, which can be both undermining 
and enhancing social cohesion. Hence, as highlighted by Durkheim and Tönnies, SNS can 
become a contemporary alternative to the face-to-face relationships (Pahnila & Warsta, 2012; 
Whitaker, 2013; Ellison & Boyd, 2013). 

 
Methodology 

In this study, a multi-stage cluster sampling is employed. First, all states were grouped 
according to their zones (Southern, Northern, Central, East Coast, and Borneo). Second, a 
state was selected to represent the selected zone. Third, two parliamentary/district areas 
were selected randomly to represent urban and rural. Fourth, a total of 100 SNS’ users were 
selected as respondents to represent an area. In total, about 600 youths were involved in the 
study. Both urban and rural locations were chosen for generalization. The locations chosen 
for this study are Penang (Northern zone), Selangor (central zone), Johor (Southern zone), 
Terengganu (East Coast zone), and both Sabah and Sarawak to represent the Borneo.  

The subject of study is multi-ethnic youths in Malaysia ranging from 15 to 40 years old 
and frequent several SNS. This study uses purposive sampling to find eligible respondents who 
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meet the criteria of the study. Based on the ethnic group composition in 2017, there are 
68.8% Bumiputera, 23.2% Chinese, and 7% Indian out of the total population of citizens 
(Mahidin, 2017). The ratio of 100 respondents for each zone is sorted according to race/area 
(refer to Table 4). After being identified to be eligible to answer the survey, the respondent 
was given a questionnaire to answer. 
 
Table 4 
Ratio according to race and area 

Race 
  

Area 
TOTAL 

Urban Rural 

Bumiputera 35 35 70 

Chinese 12 12 24 

Indian 3 3 6 

Total 50 50 100 

 
Social Cohesion Measurement 

There are four dimensions to measure the respondent’s sense of social cohesion 
within their virtual communities; sense of togetherness, sense of belonging, social trust, and 
social interaction. In total there are 24 items to measure the level of social cohesion among 
Malaysian virtual youth communities. All items are measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale 
level of agreement. The 7-point level of agreement ranges from 1 indicating strongly disagree 
to 7 indicating strongly agree. Based on this scale, the highest average score reflects a strong 
sense of social cohesion and otherwise the lowest average score reflects a weak sense of 
social cohesion among virtual communities’ members. 

The items for social cohesion have been modified from the original list of questions by 
Figueroa et al. (2002) and Bolong (2006). According to Figueroa et al. (2002), there are six 
related social and cognitive dimensions (i.e. sense of belonging, feelings of morale, goal 
consensus, trust, reciprocity, and network cohesion) of social cohesion that act on members 
of a group or community to remain within the group and actively contribute to it. In a cohesive 
group, members would want to belong to the group, like one another, get along, be loyal to 
each other, and cooperate in the pursuit of group goals. Figueroa et al. believed that social 
cohesion is an important antecedent and consequence of a successful collective action.  

The first dimension, a sense of togetherness is measured on whether the respondents 
felt like they are part of their virtual communities, whether their SNS profile belongs to them, 
whether they put themselves as a part of the virtual community where they know about other 
people, whether they attempt to achieve a common goal and understanding, and whether 
they want to leave the virtual community.  

The second dimension, a sense of belonging is measured on the extent to which 
individual members felt as if they are an important part of the community, whether they are 
happy and satisfied to be a part of the virtual community, whether the virtual community is 
one of the best virtual community they have joined, whether they want to work with the same 
individuals in realizing their community projects in the future, whether  help is mutual, and 
whether others were willing to share responsibilities in order to create a better environment.   

The third dimension, social trust is measured on the level of trust between youths in 
their virtual communities, whether they think their virtual community members would think 
that they have to share the benefits obtained from the output of their work, their beliefs 
whether doing a project in their virtual community is important, and whether youths are 
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comfortable in giving responsibilities knowing that their virtual community members can be 
trusted in realizing a planned project.  

The fourth dimension, social interaction is measured on whether the respondents will 
share responsibilities with each other in their virtual community, whether their virtual 
community members are convincing or take advantage of one another, and their agreement 
on fulfilling their obligations towards their virtual community knowing the others would do 
the same.  
 
Findings and Discussion 

The pattern of SNS usage presents the years of experience for SNS usage, and the 
frequency of SNS usage among youths in Malaysia. As shown in Table 6 (Appendix 1), 80.7% 
of Malaysian youths have used SNS between 11 to 20 years while 18.7% had more than 20 
years of experience. On average, Malaysian youths had 8.39 years of SNS usage experience. 
The highest downloaded and used SNS app was WhatsApp (n=296), followed by YouTube 
(n=273), and Instagram (n=248). Meanwhile, the least downloaded and used app was WeChat 
(n=89).    

Pertaining to the frequency of SNS app usage, the respondents frequently opened 
WhatsApp (M=17.27), Instagram (M=9.45), and YouTube (M=5.28). Through this category of 
SNS usage, it was a mix of categories because WhatsApp provides a chatting platform to 
maintain interpersonal relationship, while Instagram provides visual platform with 
interactions through comments and DMs, while YouTube provides a video platform with 
comments and likes.  

Approximately, Malaysian youths spent less than one hour per SNS usage. For 
example, since YouTube is a video platform, they spent nearly an hour on it compared to 
Facebook and Instagram. The average time they spent of chatting apps depends on how many 
friends they have as members; these youths spent about 13 minutes on WhatsApp per use, 5 
minutes on Telegram per use, and 3 minutes on WeChat per use. This finding was useful 
enough to understand that these users would use several channels to sustain their 
relationships and flow of communication.  

 
Social Cohesion in Virtual Community 

The overall assessment of social cohesion is measured based on the mean score of the 
added four dimensions based on the average classification of the seven-point scale. The 
percentages of total respondents per level indicate the intensity of the respondents is in the 
measured level of social cohesion. 

 
Table 5 
Distribution of Malaysian youth by Level of Cohesiveness 

Cohesiveness 
Dimensions 

Level by range Overall 
Mean 

Standard 
Deviation Low (1.00-

3.00) 
Moderate 
(3.01-5.00 

High (5.01- 
7.00) 

Sense of 
togetherness 

60 (10.0%) 398 (66.3%) 142 (23.7%) 4.354 1.034 

Sense of belonging 54 (9.0%) 389 (64.8%) 157 (26.2%) 4.437 1.031 

Social trust 78 (13.0%) 405 (67.5%) 117 (19.5%) 4.298 1.046 

Social interaction 90 (15.0%) 401 (66.8%) 109 (18.2%) 4.189 1.048 
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Sense of Togetherness 
Based on the data in Table 5, more than half of Malaysian virtual youth communities 

(66.3%) had a moderate level of sense of togetherness, while only 23.7% had a high sense of 
togetherness and only 10.0% had a low level of togetherness in their virtual communities.  
Although the sense of togetherness was only moderate among virtual youth communities, 
the finding illustrates how SNS made them feel like a member of the virtual communities 
despite being physically apart from each other. These youths acknowledged that despite the 
ethnicity and cultural differences, they felt that the virtual communities belong to them 
without prejudice.  

On average, they refused to leave their virtual communities because they want to 
show that they felt cohesive with other members in the communities. Feeling of cohesiveness 
arise due to the virtual communities’ environment, which were proven to support and foster 
mutual understanding. As a result, findings from this study supported the Asabiyah theory, 
which expresses the notion of social solidarity with an emphasis on unity, group feeling and 
sense of shared purpose, and social cohesion within the context of tribalism and clannism. 
Therefore, even within the context of virtual communities, the concept of Asabiyah theory 
introduced by Ibn Khaldun (1377) is still relevant to this day.       

 
Sense of Belonging 

Several studies in the past have concluded (about 3 to 5 scholars who studied sense 
of belonging) that virtual communities within SNSs are only temporary and cannot last long 
because their members had the option whether to remain or to leave the group without 
permission or feeling of guilt towards other members. However, these studies did not convey 
the sense of belonging among the increasingly active SNS usage among youths as shown in 
Table 5. Findings from this study contradicts past findings. It was found that 64.8% of virtual 
youth communities in Malaysia had a moderate level of sense of belonging, 26.2% yielded a 
high sense of belonging, and only 9.0% yielded a low sense of belonging. 

The moderate sense of belonging among virtual youth communities implied that the 
members who used various SNS channels as a medium to interact are prone to be cohesive. 
It can be concluded that youths are happy to be part of their virtual communities and they 
are willing to help each other in likelihood of future problems. In fact, the youths in this study 
were satisfied to be part of their virtual communities, thus they are bonded by their sense of 
belonging. Therefore, there was no such member who would leave their communities. As 
argued by Festinger et al. (1950) in their group cohesiveness theory, it is the attractiveness to 
people that have the best care within the group and attractiveness to the group that made 
them refuse to leave. It asserts that members of a highly cohesive groups are more inclined 
to participate readily and to stay with the group. 

 
Social Trust 

Interactions through SNS has the potential to effectively convey verbal, non-verbal, 
non-vocal messages. Undeniably, SNS platforms are increasingly rich in delivering 
synchronized and asynchronous messages but nowadays there are still miscommunications 
and misunderstandings between SNS users who are complete strangers from different races, 
to the extent that occurrences of trust issues still remain within the virtual communities. This 
study clearly shows that the majority 67.5% of virtual youth communities in Malaysia had a 
moderate level of social trust among their virtual communities’ members (refer to Table 5), 
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19.5% highly trusted their virtual communities’ members, and about 13.0% had low sense of 
social trust with their virtual communities’ members. 

 
Woolcock (2011) and Bolong (2011) argued that one of the key dimensions in 

determining a member’s sense of cohesion is social trust. When mutual trust among members 
in the community is high, it enhances their sense of social cohesion. Although 405 out of the 
surveyed 600 youths in Malaysia had a moderate level of social trust, they still confide in their 
virtual community members by sharing their daily interests on SNS engagements. The act of 
sharing information or daily activities on SNSs is a form of self-disclosure, unless their social 
trust towards each other is high, self-disclosing daily activities is a rare sharing session 
between strangers. This study indicates that the youths involved in this study are still wary of 
sharing their daily activities and interest with other virtual community members. In fact, these 
youths were moderately confident in sharing mutual responsibilities during their interactions 
on SNSs, unless there is confiding elements that influences their trust, these youths are still 
on the brink to socially trust others would do the same.         

 
Social Interaction 

In relational cohesion theory, Lawler and Yoon (1993, 2002) explained how and when 
people who are exchanging things of value develop stable and cohesive relationships. It 
asserts that people tend to interact and commit to the group because they get something 
they value or want from others. This theory emphasized on social interaction not just on its 
intensity and quality on SNSs, but they focuses on whether the respondents will share 
responsibilities with each other in their virtual community, whether their virtual community 
members are convincing or take advantage of one another, and their agreement on fulfilling 
their obligations towards their virtual community knowing the others would do the same. 
Based on the data in Table 5, most of the youths in Malaysia had moderate level of social 
interaction (66.8%), while the others yielded a high level of social interaction (18.2%). 
 
Conclusion 

The concept of social cohesion has been gaining popularity among scholars since the 
era of Ibn Khaldun (1377) leading to recent years by Dragolov, Koch, & Larsen (2018). These 
scholars have elaborated on the concept by introducing interrelated variables that make up 
the theory. During the synchronizing process of past theories, it was found that although the 
term differs according to scholars, the concept of social cohesion has consistent definitions 
and meanings. However, the elements of solidarity introduced by past scholars can be 
synthesized into four important dimensions to measure social cohesion. The four identified 
dimensions of social cohesion are sense of togetherness, sense of belonging, social trust, and 
social interaction.    

Although it was established that social cohesion has four core dimensions, the 
measurement in these theories mainly refer to face-to-face interaction context within real life 
communities, thus leaving us to question the level of social cohesion among SNS users during 
their interactions on virtual communities. Overall, the majority of virtual youth communities 
who participated in this study had a moderate sense of togetherness, sense of belonging, 
social trust, and social interaction. These findings dismiss the concerns of social media scholar 
who claimed that virtual community members are unable to enhance their sense of social 
cohesion through SNS usage. The moderate level of social cohesion also gives the impression 
that SNSs remain a potential medium for interaction to build a harmonious community 
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although the society is still cynical about the negative influences of social media. It should be 
highlighted that SNS users should use the online platform wisely and positively in order to 
foster cohesion.     

This study only revealed that Malaysian youth virtual communities yielded a moderate 
level of social cohesion when they use SNSs. Findings on the level of social cohesion alone is 
insufficient to understand the implications of SNS usage on the development of a model, thus 
there is a need for future study that focuses on the contributing factors of social cohesion to 
provide a better understanding on the issue of virtual communities, which is much discussed 
nowadays regarding Industrial Revolution 4.0. 
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