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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in 
fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS TOWARDS ENHANCEMENT OF SOCIAL 
COHESION IN VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES. 

By 

HAMIZAH BINTI SAHHARON 

November 2021 

Chair  : Assoc. Prof. Jusang Bolong, PhD  
Faculty  : Modern Languages and Communication 

An ethnically heterogeneous population requires the acceptance of differing 
values and tolerance for diversity per se. Frequent changes within the 
environment lead to uncertainty in human society. Several social exchange 
theories have justified factors that influence social cohesion, but it was the theory 
of relational cohesion that illustrates the micro and macro level of human 
interactions. Given the rapid technological changes in society, people face 
changes in almost every area of the economy, society, and culture, thus 
maintaining social cohesion can be quite challenging because commitment 
requires emotional reactions. To influence a person’s membership attitude and 
behavior towards a group, the anxiety and uncertainty management theory said 
the members should be cooperative, trusting, tolerate diversity, and emit positive 
emotions. Youth nowadays prefer spending time on social networking sites as a 
virtual community platform to communicate effectively. To emit cooperative, 
trusting, and positive attributes in virtual communities, members can 
communicate effectively by having tolerance for diversity. Referring to the 
universal-diverse orientation model, multicultural awareness is developed when 
people are mindful and accept both the similarities and differences among 
people to avoid offending others. Hence, to attain the truth about this 
phenomenon lies in the deductive approach based on the theoretical research 
framework. This research is quantitative in nature and a multi-stage 
homogeneous sampling approach is applied, whereby 600 youths are chosen to 
represent each zone for inclusivity of the youth population and equal distribution. 
The data is analyzed using SPSS and Partial Least Square (PLS) Structural 
Equation Modelling (SEM) to explore the theoretical framework. In conclusion, 
interaction within social networking sites or virtual communities can enhance the 
sense of social cohesion among Malaysian youths if they socially categorized 
themselves as being part of the group, feel connected to others, personally and 
socially identify themselves as members, and positively react to others. Rural 
youths especially, have better communication effectiveness in virtual 
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communities than their urban counterparts when they manage their level of 
anxiety and uncertainty through personal/social identity, motivation to interact, 
and situational processes. Although communication effectiveness and tolerance 
of diversity did not affect anxiety and uncertainty management directly in 
enhancing the sense of social cohesion in virtual communities, it was proven that 
a micro-macro level online interaction could enhance social cohesion among 
youth.  
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia 
sebagai memenuhi keperluan untuk ijazah Doktor Falsafah 

FAKTOR PENYUMBANG KE ARAH MENINGKATKAN KEJELEKETAN 
SOSIAL DALAM KOMUNITI MAYA  

Oleh 

HAMIZAH BINTI SAHHARON 

November 2021 

Pengerusi : Prof. Madya Jusang Bolong, PhD 
Fakulti  : Bahasa Moden dan Komunikasi 

Negara yang mempunyai pelbagai kaum memerlukan penerimaan nilai budaya 
yang berbeza dan toleransi terhadap kepelbagaian. Perubahan yang kerap 
berlaku dalam arus persekitaran membawa kepada ketidaktentuan kepada 
masyarakat. Terdapat beberapa teori pertukaran sosial yang menafsirkan faktor 
yang dapat mempengaruhi kejeleketan sosial, namun hanya teori relational 
cohesion yang menjelaskan interaksi manusia secara mikro dan makro. Melihat 
kepada perubahan teknologi yang pesat, ia dilihat dapat mempengaruhi hampir 
setiap pelosok ekonomi, masyarakat dan budaya, justeru itu, mengekalkan 
kejeleketan sosial adalah amat mencabar kerana komitmen memerlukan reaksi 
emosi. Untuk mempengaruhi sikap dan tingkah laku keahlian seseorang individu 
terhadap sebuah kumpulan, teori pengurusan kebimbangan dan ketidakpastian 
menyatakan bahawa setiap ahli harus bekerjasama, saling mempercayai, 
mempunyai toleransi terhadap kepelbagaian dan menghasilkan ruang emosi 
yang positif. Belia masa kini lebih gemar meluangkan masa di media sosial yang 
berfungsi sebagai ruang komuniti maya untuk berhubung secara efektif. Untuk 
membina ruang komuniti maya yang memberi kerjasama, boleh dipercayai dan 
membawa aura yang positif, ahli komuniti maya tersebut haruslah mempunyai 
toleransi terhadap kepelbagaian. Menurut model universal-diverse orientation, 
toleransi terhadap kepelbagaian hanya akan wujud jika seseorang itu sentiasa 
beringat dan dapat menerima persamaan dan perbezaan yang wujud bagi 
mengelak daripada menyinggung perasan orang lain. Oleh itu, bagi memahami 
fenomena ini satu pendekatan secara deduktif diambil untuk memahami ketiga-
tiga teori komunikasi yang dinyatakan sebelum ini. Kajian ini adalah bersifat 
kuantitatif menggunakan kaedah persampelan homogen pelbagai peringkat, 
seramai 600 belia dipilih untuk mewakili setiap zon bagi merangkumi setiap 
populasi belia dan pengagihan sama rata. Data kajian ini dianalisis 
menggunakan SPSS dan Partial Least Square (PLS) Structural Equation 
Modelling (SEM) untuk meneroka kerangka teori kajian. Secara keseluruhan, 
didapati bahawa interaksi dalam komuniti maya atau media sosial dapat 
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meningkatkan rasa kejeleketan sosial dalam kalangan belia Malaysia jika 
mereka mengkategorikan diri mereka sebagai sebahagian daripada kumpulan 
maya tersebut, mempunyai hubung kait dengan orang lain, mengenalpasti diri 
mereka sebagai ahli secara peribadi dan sosial, dan bertindak balas secara 
positif terhadap orang lain. Belia luar bandar terutamanya, berkomunikasi secara 
lebih berkesan dalam komuniti maya berbanding belia bandar apabila mereka 
berjaya menguruskan tahap kebimbangan dan ketidakpastian melalui identiti 
peribadi/ sosial, motivasi untuk berinteraksi dan proses situasi. Walaupun 
keberkesanan berkomunikasi dan toleransi terhadap kepelbagian tidak memberi 
kesan secara langsung terhadap pengurusan kebimbangan dan ketidakpastian 
dalam meningkatkan tahap kejeleketan sosial dalam komuniti maya, kajian ini 
membuktikan bahawa interaksi dalam talian di peringkat mikro dan makro dapat 
meningkatkan kejeleketan sosial dalam kalangan belia.         
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The first chapter of this thesis entails the study’s context about human 
communication in general and proceeds to explain Malaysia’s interethnic 
interaction scenario. The chapter delves through the importance of unity and 
challenges faced by Malaysians, especially youth regarding multicultural 
awareness, social acceptance, effective communication, and the level of social 
cohesion. The research problem, research questions, research objectives, 
significance of the study, and definition of keywords are included in the chapter.  

1.1 Background of the study 

Communication often involves a minimum of two individuals exchanging ideas, 
ideals, information, and many other forms of dyadic relationships. The 
development, maintenance and termination of a social relationship depend on 
the communication effectiveness because without proper feedback, the receiver 
will not receive nor understand each other’s message. There are several barriers 
known to have hindered effective communication, for example, both the 
messages you send and the messages that you receive should get the attention 
of the intended receiver, the messages shared should relate to common 
experiences, and at least meet the personality needs appropriate to the 
receiver’s culture and situation. The ability to communicate effectively with 
people from diverse cultures may result in financial gain, increase employment 
opportunities and advancement prospects (Devito, 2009). During social 
situations people should become increasingly sensitive to cultural differences 
and respect cultural diversity to be an effective communicator.       

The term “social” has been used to explain all phenomena that happen within 
society involving human occurrence. Every human being function in their best 
interest to conduct daily commitments and obligations to the law and custom of 
the country they live in. Due to their distinct characteristics apart from the subject 
of biology and psychology, all practices in the daily lives of an individual such as 
their profession, religion, culture, and education functions interdependently upon 
one another. Living in a multicultural society would mean living with people from 
different ethnic backgrounds and sociocultural background, therefore the 
differences are vast. In consequence of social diversity, our beliefs, values, and 
social norms can result in negative outcomes such as irreconcilable differences 
and prejudice. Therefore, trying to engage the society to realize a collected 
sense of nationalism is challenging due to the notion of fear towards feeling 
uncertain and anxious.   
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Malaysia is a multicultural country with diverse ethnics and religions. It is 
customary to have cultural gaps among different ethnic groups, which is why in 
1970 the ‘Rukun Negara’ principles were formed. They are encrypted with noble 
values to achieving a national identity and greater unity among the people after 
the racial riot that occurred on 13 May 1969 (Gill, Talib, & Jawan, 2012; Ongkili, 
1974). The ‘Rukun Negara’ holds the national ideology to develop a sense of 
shared identity among citizens and build national unity through five main 
principles: belief in God, loyalty to King and country, nobleness of the 
constitution, sovereignty of the law, and courtesy and decency. In a plural 
society, the sharing of principals and moral values is demanding (Gill et al., 
2012); hence the awareness of diversity (Awang, Ahmad, & Rahman, 2017) 
needs to be disseminated through early exposure from institutions such as 
family, school, the media, and most probably several modes of mass 
communication. It is essential that these values and principles be taught so that 
the society feels they belong to each other and transcend to other communities.  

In 1971, several implementations of policies such as the National Cultural Policy 
(NCP) and the Malaysian National Economic Policies (NEP) were formulated to 
achieve national culture, national unity, harmony, and integrity. Due to the 
aftermath of 13 May 1969 tragedy, a proper planning of social integration is 
imperative because without proper planning social chaos may occur. Thus, the 
implementation of policies like NCP takes place as a guideline to reduce the gap 
between races and sustain national culture and identity (Ongkili, 1974). Along 
with NCP, the NEP was formulated to further promote national unity. The 
purpose of NEP is to implement plans to provide a fair society treatment in 
Malaysia to attain national integration and unity (Musa & Jalil, 2013). The policy 
raises hope to expedite cultural compromise in creating a national unity, which 
involves the nation’s readiness to accept cultural and religious diversity.   

Creating oneness or a sense of unity within a multi-cultural society is a challenge 
given the cultural and religious diversity, later in 2012 the policies were proven 
to have a fruitful outcome, Malaysia was ranked 64th out of 187 countries by the 
2012 Human Development Index for their 1994 successful case of high human 
development due to their social integration policy in NEP (Mu Hung, 2014). In 
the past, Ongkili (1974) said the challenges of social integration are prejudice, 
communalism, ethnocentrism, ignorance of other ethnic groups, intra-ethnic 
socialization, racism, socio-economic difference, cultural differences, and 
segregation. These issues continue to be a concern for the government (Musa 
& Jalil, 2013). As of the third quarter of 2018, Malaysia has a population of 32.5 
million, however, only 29.06 million are citizens consisting of 69.1% 
Bumiputeras, 23.0% Chinese, and 6.9% Indians (Department of Statistics 
Malaysia, 2018a, 2018b). Despite the constant growth in Malaysian economy, 
the division of economic activities and place of settlement of the three main 
ethnics in Malaysia has led to polarization and segregation (Raman & Sua, 
2010).  
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In a 2006 poll on interethnic trust, it was revealed that Malaysians, especially the 
Malays and the Chinese, have low trust even though they have friends from 
different ethnic groups from theirs (Mu Hung, 2014). The reason of low 
interethnic trust was believed to be the lack of social contact and interethnic 
understanding, and programs that encourage inter-ethnic interactions. 
According to 97% of the respondents, interethnic interaction is critical for 
maintaining peace, stability, and national unity. As noted by Mu Hung (2014), the 
problem can never be resolved in a day; it needs to be managed, especially with 
the increasing number of non-Malays who constantly feel discriminated. Several 
factors like widespread corruption and urbanization causes inequality that has 
been worsened over the decades, which could erode trust in a society. As people 
become better educated, have greater access to information through social 
media, and have rising ambitions, social unrest is growing in many nations with 
authoritarian governments. However, as contradicted by Gill et al. (2012), a high 
level of skill and better education does not guarantee citizen contribution towards 
national development and well-being of the society.  

The challenges of social transformation in Asia are manifold. The problem arises 
as most social activities tend to be carried out by Malay, Chinese and Indian 
youth organizations within their own ethnic community, which restricts their 
social dependence to intra-ethnic unity as opposed to inter-ethnic unity. People 
can be narrow-minded, prejudiced, intolerant, and irresponsible of others. As 
insinuated by Gill et al. (2012), ethnic relations should be nurtured periodically 
through Malaysia’s national ideology to achieve a more congruent level of 
integration. Youth especially, is the most important group that should be 
endowed with knowledge of ethnic relations (Zainal & Salleh, 2010) as they are 
the ones responsible for the future of the country. Their determination to unite 
and active participation could promote unity. Therefore, the key features to 
national unity are social inclusion, social capital, and social cohesion. 

Social cohesion in Malaysia  

To achieve national unity in Malaysia, Shamsul Amri used the term “kesepaduan 
sosial” or “social cohesion” as he called it as a guideline for the progress (in Musa 
& Jalil, 2013). As highlighted by Che Din (2011), social cohesion has been the 
pillar to several Malaysian governments’ policy agendas since 1971. He claimed 
that social cohesion is necessary to guide policy agendas because it has the 
main social structures; material conditions, social order, positive interaction, 
social inclusion and integration, and social equality to inseminate national unity 
beyond ethnic and territorial divisions. Social cohesion is essential to achieve 
the nation’s aspiration level of unity and social well-being. All things considered, 
both Musa and Jalil (2013), and Sivanandam (2015) said there are several 
challenges that need to be tackled to maintain the level of social cohesion in 
Malaysia, one of them is social participation. 

Based on the Malaysia Quality Life Index, the focus should be on the three main 
components: family life, income distribution, and social participation. In a recent 
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empirical study by Bertelsmann on social cohesion in 22 societies in South, 
Southeast and East Asia, the level and trend of social cohesion were studied 
over a span of 11 years in two time periods; 2004 to 2008 and 2009 to 2015 
(refer to Figure 1). This empirical study also highlights that economically thriving 
ASEAN countries show the highest level of social cohesion, while South Asian 
countries show lower level of social cohesion. The study further accentuates that 
modernization did not hinder social cohesion but strengthens it.     

 

Figure 1 : A comparison on the level of social cohesion between 2004 to 
2008 and 2009 to 2015 in South, Southeast and East Asia  
(Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2017) 

The overall findings of the recent statistics (2009–2015) show that Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Thailand, and Bhutan yielded the highest level of social cohesion 
whereas Malaysia was found to remain in the third tier of medium cohesion 
among other Asian countries (Walkenhorst, 2018). This result was due to a very 
low level of trust and intolerance to diversity among Malaysians, which exhibit a 
downward trend in their social relations. Although Malaysians exhibited a high 
strength of social networks and a moderate level of diversity acceptance, their 
trust in people remained very low.  

In terms of connectedness, Malaysia improved in their sense of identification with 
the community, high level of institutional trust, and perceived fairness through a 
high level of attachment and sense of belonging. In the third domain, Malaysia 
yielded a moderate level of doing a common good through medium level of 
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solidarity, low respect for social rules, and an inconsistently level of civic 
participation (refer to Table 1). Unlike the Western society’s cohesion study by 
Delhey and Dragolov (2016), the economic and social modernization of Asian 
countries does not guarantee a high level of social cohesion, but a successful 
modernization does help strengthen social cohesion.  

Urbanization can result in increased income disparity, increased reliance on the 
government, and a loss of social cohesiveness due to a lack of social 
responsibility, no social cohesion activities, or a decrease in the practice of good 
values within society (Mohamad, Jusoh, & Kassim, 2019). Burhan, Sidek, 
Kurniawan, and Mohamad (2015) found socioeconomic inequalities within a 
national society can lead to a loss of social cohesion. Socioeconomic equalities 
are the cause for positive group bonding through the sharing of collective values, 
purpose in a society, and have a sense of togetherness and belonging for 
individuals from various backgrounds.  

According to Bertelsmann’s study, cultural orientations such as religiosity, 
acceptance of hierarchies and collectivist values have no influence the level of 
togetherness. They argued that democracy and social cohesion has a negative 
relationship due to its openness and inclusion, which can be disposed to different 
opinions and expressions, thereby causing a deflation in social cohesion. This 
issue was further identified by Awang, Ahmad, and Rahman (2017), they claimed 
that most of the respondents said they appreciate various ethnic cultures and 
tolerate other socio-cultural groups, however they lacked cooperation and 
cultural adaptability. Hence, Bertelsmann encouraged the active participation of 
all parties in the community to play their roles in promoting the spirit of harmony, 
especially among youths. 

Overtime, the level of social cohesion in Malaysia may be stable but the 
comparison over the span of 11 years has shown a decline in interpersonal trust 
as it dropped from low to very low, acceptance of diversity has dropped from 
high to medium, and solidarity has dropped from high to medium. As emphasized 
in Bertelsmann’s study (Walkenhorst, 2018), the low level of interpersonal trust 
and low acceptance of diversity may be due to Malaysian’s view of unity is within 
their own community compared to diverse communities leading them to be 
ethnocentric, which is a feeling of pride for being superior to others.  

The pride for being superior may widen the racial division gap among youths (Gill 
et al., 2012). Equally, Burhan et al. (2015) argued that people tend to trust others 
with whom they share similar social and cultural characteristics, or else it would 
discourage their cooperation with others. This study also provided a review of 
social cohesion in 22 Asian countries, which shows that cultural diversity has no 
apparent effect on social cohesion unless the degree of ethnic and cultural 
diversity is high, it could reduce social cohesion. 
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Table 1 : The trend of social cohesion in Malaysia and its nine dimensions 
over time  

Trends of social cohesion 2004-2008 2009-2015 

Overall index of social cohesion 0.23 0.19 
1.1 Social networks 0.57 0.53 
1.2 Trust in people -0.81 -1.06 
1.3 Acceptance of diversity 0.51 0.18 
2.1 Identification 0.06 1.08 
2.2 Trust in institutions 0.55 0.58 
2.3 Perceptions of fairness 0.35 0.47 
3.1 Solidarity and helpfulness 0.66 -0.11 
3.2 Respect for social rules -0.34 -0.33 
3.3 Civic participation  0.49 0.34 

Note: Scores stem from factor analyses and represent relative standard 
deviation distances from the average case. No absolute comparisons and 
statements are possible. The color of the cells indicates the society’s position 
relative to the other 21 countries: dark blue for top tier (very high cohesion), blue 
for second tier (high), light blue for middle tier (medium), yellow for fourth tier 
(low), and orange for bottom tier (very low). Dotted cells designate dimension 
scores that were estimated based on the other time. 
(Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2017) 

The role of youth in enhancing social cohesion 

Youths represent 46.6% of the Malaysian population and they are important in 
forming the political (electoral), social (cohesion), and economic (human capital) 
sectors in the country (Ministry of Rural Development, 2016). Youth being the 
highest percentage age group, are considered an asset in determining the 
country’s direction and success. Youths can grow a nation and strengthen the 
foundations of national unity. Therefore, youth recognition and contribution are 
critical since they are important assets and represent the next generation of 
national leaders.  

The first role is to understand and respect the diversity of our ethnic cultures in 
Malaysia. Gill et al. (2012) insinuated the importance of this group because 
youths often interact with various ethnic groups during their studies and during 
participation in co-curricular activities at campus. The issue of ‘racial polarization’ 
has been steadily worsening in our universities, which is why ties of friendship, 
toleration and mutual respect are very important. Second, the principle of Rukun 
Negara dictates the role of youths in upholding moral values and spirituality in 
the lives of people and society. This is because society sees youths as a 
repository of knowledge, and they must behave in a manner that is consistent 
with good morals and spirituality. Third, youths should communicate responsibly 
and competently to the authorities to strengthen national unity in Malaysia. The 
opinions of youths are in this way, important and should be developed by means 
of various channels, especially through their most sought out medium, the social 
media.  
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The Institute for Youth Research Malaysia (IYRES) under the Ministry of Youth 
and Sports has been conducting the Malaysian Youth Index studies since 2015 
with 12 domains to measure the quality and well-being of youths in Malaysia. 
This study involved youths aged 19 to 30 years old and notably the score for 
Social Relationship and Identity domains have been decreasing throughout the 
years. The Social Relationship domain has three main indicators to measure the 
level of cohesion between individuals: the relationship between parents/ family, 
society, and friends while the Identity domain has five main indicators but for this 
study the researcher focused on the sense of unity and integrity.  

The difference in score for the Social Relationship domain have been decreasing 
from 78.18 (Satisfactory) in 2015, 78.06 (Satisfactory) in 2016, 74.94 (Moderate) 
in 2017, to 74.45 (Moderate) in 2019. Meanwhile, the Identity domain score have 
been decreasing from 69.14 (Moderate) in 2015 to 68.39 (Moderate) in 2019. 
Therefore, both domains have been moderating throughout the years (Institute 
for Youth Research Malaysia, 2020). This score shows a lack of association 
between youth and their surrounding community or neighbors, which causes 
their relationship to be tenuous.  

The lack of association between youth and their surroundings may be because 
of more communication opportunities such as through social media networks, 
which limits their quality time to face-to-face interaction with family, friends, and 
neighbors. In another study that focuses on the same age group by Awang et al. 
(2017) shows that social integration practices among multi-ethnic youths in 
Malaysia were moderately high. This finding was because most of them often 
practiced social acceptance and cultural appreciation but practiced less 
cooperation and cultural adaptation.  

To ensure continued social cohesion in Malaysia, Mu Hung (2014) disclosed that 
first, the people should craft a more inclusive nationhood and to empower non-
Malay/Muslim indigenous people, meanwhile Musa and Jalil (2013) further 
accentuate that social cohesion can be maintained if Malaysians focus on social 
participation. However, celebrating diversity is difficult because cultural 
adaptation was determined to be the most challenging action among multi-ethnic 
youth since practicing with other ethnic groups was one of the least common 
types of behavior regardless of ethnic background, they attempted to 
communicate with others using the national language (Marzbali, Abdullah, Abd 
Razak, & Tilaki, 2014). 

Social acceptance, multicultural awareness, and effective communication 
among youths  

Social acceptance is crucial for tolerance, when the opportunity to communicate 
with others is effectively obtained, tolerance levels will rise until there is no longer 
a feeling of prejudice but rather a willingness to recognize, appreciate, and instill 
national identity beyond their own ethnic identity (Awang et al., 2017). West 
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(2018) agreed that managing social cohesion in an emerging Asian country is 
challenging, when youth adopt Western behaviors, they tend to live with modern 
values.  

One factor that is driving social unrest is endemic corruption, which erodes trust. 
This is also the reason why Hong Kong, Singapore, and Japan yield the highest 
level of social cohesion in Bertelsmann’s study, they exhibit very high levels of 
interpersonal trust, high acceptance for diversity, perceived fairness, and high 
respect for social rules (West, 2018). Saripudin and Komalasari (2015) said that 
the tolerance is an important indicator for cohesion success because it leads to 
a unified and harmonious society. There is still a gap in diversity tolerance, 
especially among youths in Malaysia. 

Despite various efforts and programs carried out because of these policies, the 
level of patriotism, tolerance, and unity is still at an unsatisfactory level. There 
should be more studies done to see the integration of increased diversity in 
Malaysia (Yassin, Dahalan, Abdullah, Ismail, Hamzah, Ahmad, & Serit, 2013). 
Youths from Sabah and Sarawak should be included in studies to allow for 
generalizations across the board in the aspects researched, and an experimental 
research project to develop a module to enhance patriotism and racial tolerance 
among the youth of different ethnic groups in Malaysia.  

Past study by Yassin et al. (2013) has illustrated Bumiputera’s readiness to 
celebrate ethnic diversity. They found a significant difference between 
respondents living in rural areas compared to the urbanites; the rural 
communities were more willing to accept diversity than their urban counterparts. 
Hence, youth commitment to national identity tended to be higher in the rural 
than for youth in urban areas. This finding was similar to a study in the past by 
Ibrahim (1980), the reason for this may be due to fact that the rural areas are 
mainly dominated by indigenous people, especially the Malays.  

Malaysia being a plural society is a challenge to disseminate social cohesion. 
According to Hofstede’s cultural dimension study (Minkov & Hofstede, 2012), 
Malaysians scored 36 in preference for uncertainty avoidance, and they are 
relational people in nature, which means they value friendships, knowing other’s 
beliefs, and values relational uncertainty. Even Gudykunst and Nishida (2001) 
claimed that uncertainty avoidance creates anxiety, for this reason, Hofstede 
insinuated the need for uncertainty avoidance because uncertainty makes 
people feel anxious.  

In Malaysia, it is imperative to communicate effectively with people of different 
cultures. Gill et al. (2012) also highlighted the importance of sharing principals 
and moral values in a plural society but within the Malaysian context, 
cohesiveness is demanding because it is affected by prominent issues like 
distrusts, ethnic conflict, suspicion, and dissatisfaction, which continue to be a 
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concern for the Malaysian government (Musa & Jalil, 2013; Shamsuddin, Liaw, 
& Ridzuan, 2015).  

Social acceptance, ethnic tolerance, and effective communication are all 
connected in enhancing cohesion but first, people must first learn to manage 
their feeling of distrust and prejudice (Mu Hung, 2014). Hence, Awang et al. 
(2017) solicited that social attitude like awareness of diversity and acceptance of 
similarities and differences needs to be disseminated between the communities. 
The rapid diffusion of communication technology has made intercultural 
communication easy, practical, and inevitable.  

As discussed previously, daily Medias in Malaysia have been bombarded with 
evidence of low trust, low respect for social rules, lack of solidarity and identity 
(Institute for Youth Research Malaysia, 2020; Gill et al., 2012; Mu Hung, 2014; 
Musa & Jalil, 2013; Talib & Jawan, 2012; Walkenhorst, 2018), and other 
problems caused by failed intercultural communication.  

Nowadays, intercultural communication is made easy through social network 
site, however, communication skill is culturally distinctive; what is effective in one 
culture may not be effective in another. Because culture permeates all form of 
communication, it is crucial to understand its influences on communication skills. 
Often, personality factors such as your degree of assertiveness, extroversion, or 
optimism may be more influential than culture (Devito, 2009).      

1.2 Statement of research problem  

In the era of technological advancement, 11.5% of internet users in 2020 spent 
more than 18 hours online compared to merely 8.1% in 2018. The top five online 
activities among 93.3% Malaysians were spent on social networking sites due to 
its easy access and rapid process (Malaysian Communications and Multimedia 
Commission, 2020). Built as a micro-blogging technology, social networking 
sites support interactive activities with lower word posts and user-friendly 
features (Yusop & Sumari, 2013). Social networking sites were found to be a 
factor that can influence and change people’s perception, which may trigger 
public interest and create hatred (Chinnasamy & Manaf, 2018; Marlowe, Bartley, 
& Collins, 2017).  

According to the Global Digital Report 2018 (2018), 75% of the Malaysian 
population (24 million) were active social networking sites users, and their 
internet usage frequency is nearly every day (83%). Most internet users resided 
in urban areas (67.2%) while the remaining (32.8%) lived in the rural areas. On 
average, Malaysians spent at least 3 hours per day on social networking sites. 
Notably 59% of their weekly smartphone online activities were spent scrolling 
through social networking sites. About 89.3% of Malaysians used the internet to 
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access their social networking sites, by far their favorite platform to spend on 
were Facebook (97.3%), Instagram (56.1%), YouTube (45.3%), and WeChat 
Moments (43.7%) (Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission, 
2017).  

Virtual community members have the tendency to discuss problems of public 
interest when they assemble online, and if the issue is addressed by many, more 
users tend to join the bandwagon to keep up with what is going on. The topic of 
interest could heat up when users disagree with each other. For example, peer 
engagement on social media has a huge impact on Malaysian youth's political 
opinions, particularly when it comes to voting (Hassim, Zian, & Jayasainan, 
2020). Findings revealed that Malaysian youths are easily influenced by their 
social connections, resulting in stronger interaction in virtual communities.  

Previous researcher’s findings have focused on the concept of social cohesion 
in offline domains; the lack of interpersonal trust, diversity acceptance and 
tolerance, solidarity and helpfulness, low respect for social rules, cooperation 
and cultural adaptation, association and participation, and racial polarization 
issues could fluctuate the level of social cohesion due to the ineffectiveness of 
communication between diverse communities (Awang et al., 2017; Institute for 
Youth Research Malaysia, 2020; Gill et al., 2012; Musa & Jalil, 2013; Saripudin 
& Komalasari, 2015; Walkenhorst, 2018).  

As a collectivist country, Malaysia has the support of people from diverse 
backgrounds, but different customs have significant impact on employee’s social 
behavior and proved to be difficult for managers to unify diverse employees 
(Shaari, Subramaniam, & Hassan, 2020). Each ethnic group has different beliefs 
and ideologies that influences how they think, make decisions, and direct an 
organization directly or indirectly. Hence, everyone is responsible for the entire 
group to function, for instance, one’s way of conveying a message to the 
community shows how much they spend time getting to know each culture 
interpersonally and socially before any communication transaction. Because of 
this multicultural awareness, the members are mindful of each other and avoid 
offending other members.  

An effective communication in a plural society is challenging because it requires 
mindfulness, trust, and positive social attitude rather than a mere exchange of 
facts. These identified problems call for study on the area of conflict, deficiencies 
in evidence, and controversies surrounding the phenomenon. Therefore, the real 
gap lies in the youth digital practices because daily engagement is not only 
limited to face-to-face but also digitization (Harris & Johns, 2021).  

Looking at youth online practices in Malaysia, a sense of shared purpose and 
belonging can be difficult to develop when the validity of some virtual community 
members is questioned, and social inclusion is threatened. Everyday 
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interpersonal negotiation, debate, and participation (rather than homogeneity) 
are seen as critical in a culturally diverse community’s continual process of 
cohesion and active engagement by all members (Harris & Han, 2020; Walton, 
Harris, & Iwabuchi, 2020).  

Some of the common risks to social cohesion are prejudice, racism, 
discrimination, and bias because adolescents who went through these problems 
suffered from intergroup social exclusion (Cooley, Burkholder, & Killen, 2019). It 
was also found that ethnic majority adolescent holds implicit and explicit ingroup 
biases about race, those who came from high levels of exposure to racial 
diversity were less racial bias (Cooley et al., 2019). 

To achieve Vision 2030's goals, it is important to consider the nation's unity and 
social cohesion as well as economic progress. Social inclusion is a matter of the 
National Identity formulation, which is the population’s sense of belonging, sense 
of togetherness and social trusts. However, to this day social inclusion is low due 
to low interethnic trust, low social integration (Hung, 2014; Jabatan Perpaduan 
Negara dan Integrasi Nasional, 2016; Lim, Hassan, Ghaffarianhoseini, & Daud, 
2017), medium social cohesion, low level of trust, low respect for social rules, 
and intolerance to diversity (Walkenhorst, 2018), especially among youths 
(Institute for Youth Research Malaysia, 2020). However, up to date there is no 
study of social cohesion that focuses on multi-ethnic youth communities in 
Malaysia (inclusive of Sabah and Sarawak) because this age group lacks 
association with their surrounding community, which reasons their moderate 
level of social relationship and sense of identity (Institute for Youth Research 
Malaysia, 2020).  

Despite the issues mentioned previously (e.g., low level of trust, low respect for 
social rules, low participation, and intolerance to diversity in Malaysia) on the 
ineffectiveness of communication between diverse communities, Yassin et al. 
(2013) found rural youths were more prepared and accepting of diversity due to 
integration in their social environment than those observed in urban cities. There 
is a lack of empirical research that focuses on finding the differences between 
rural and urban youths’ level of social cohesion and how they enhance their 
sense of social cohesion. Thus, the broad definition of this concept has clearly 
asked for more studies to be done in the communication field, especially between 
two localities.  

So far, the micro-level of social cohesion is based upon the dependence of 
individuals and others in an advanced society but the term itself has complex 
reviews. It is often confused with social solidarity, social capital, and social 
integration. Again, Bruhn (2009a) highlighted that social cohesion is 
characterized by psychological outcomes such as levels of anxiety and 
depression when it is absent and was uncertain about how cohesiveness is 
conceived, supported, and maintained.  
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Most social cohesion studies are deductive in nature with the objective of 
verifying a theory rather than develop it like the social exchange theory by 
Homans (1958). The theories of social cohesion ranging from group dynamic 
theories to social exchange theories, they have become a framework for the 
entire social cohesion phenomenon and the organizing model for research 
questions. in the past, the phenomenon of social cohesion was first identified as 
social solidarity and the duration of a person’s membership to their group.  

Later, the phenomenon is elaborated to include the process by which each group 
member shapes the conditions of their environment. Nowadays, scholars have 
recognized this phenomenon should focus on everyone’s decisions to remain in 
or leave a group to explain about their attitudes and about their group 
membership. Since the phenomenon of social cohesion is quantitative in nature, 
the research questions begin with a ‘why’ to explain about a phenomenon 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Therefore, in trying to answer the study’s research 
questions, the researcher uses a deductive approach instead of an inductive 
approach. 

Many studies in the past have focused on social capital factors such as social 
network, social trust, and shared goals in face-to-face interpersonal relationships 
in an organizational setting (Chow & Chan, 2008) or electronic commerce (Hsu, 
Ju, Yen, & Chang, 2007; Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009). However, based on a 
systematic literature review on the trend of social cohesion studies dated from 
year 2015 until 2020 (refer to Figure 2, page 15), none of the studies on social 
cohesion investigated the feeling of distrust such as anxiety/uncertainty and 
prejudice to be a causal factor for ineffective communication, which in turn 
hinders the sense of social cohesion among youths in virtual communities.    

1.2.1 Systematic literature review on social cohesion studies in Malaysia 

To fully understand the recent social cohesion phenomenon in Malaysia, the 
researcher ran a systematic literature review. The relevant criteria of the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines and diagram are used in this review (Moher, Liberati, 
Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2010). PRISMA plots the number of records discovered by 
search engines, the included and excluded criteria, and the basis for exclusions.  

The guidelines allow a review of literature to be more systematic by pooling all 
supported studies relevant to the eligibility criteria to address a research 
question. This method is therefore suitable to minimize bias by using an 
unambiguous and systematic literature review. The first step is to conduct a 
search strategy through an academic electronic database such as Scopus, 
Google Scholar, and Dimensions. A criterion for the systematic search was 
established (refer to Table 2), the criterion includes keyword search and related 
text words known as the search string.  
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Table 2 : The inclusion and exclusion criteria for SLR 

Criterion Eligibility Exclusion 

Literature 
type 

Journal articles Books, conference 
proceedings 

Year 2015-2020 Before 2015 
Language English Non-English 
Subject 
areas 

Psychology, Social Sciences, 
Sociology, Behavioral Sciences, 
Social Issues, Ethnic Studies, 
Communication, Arts and 
Humanities, Urban Studies, 
Human Relations, Small Group, 
Human Communication or 
Cultural Studies  

Computer Science, Business, 
Management and Accounting, 
Economics, Econometrics and 
Finance, Engineering, 
Medicine, Mathematics, 
Agricultural and Biological 
Sciences, Health Professions, 
Nursing, Energy, 
Neuroscience 

The search was conducted using a search string consisted of a combination of 
exact keywords (i.e., Malaysia, youth, adolescence, community, social cohesion, 
social cohesiveness, group cohesiveness, cohesion, group cohesion, 
coherence, social collectivity, and social solidarity) referring to the article’s titles, 
abstracts, and findings from recent published articles (since 2015 up to now) 
(refer to Table 3).  

Using the exact keywords allow the database search to be more specific in 
searching for the right articles with related terms but at the same time the 
synonyms allow for similar contextual findings. In the previous section it was 
established that social cohesion used to be called social solidarity and group 
cohesion; therefore, the search string included the terms in case cohesion 
scholars still use the term to explain this phenomenon. The author tried to include 
as many related keywords as possible to include recent cohesion studies in 
Malaysia.     
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Table 3 : Search string used for the systematic review process 

Databases Keywords used 

Scopus ((Malaysia) AND (youth OR adolescen* OR communit*) 
AND ("social cohesi*" OR cohesi* OR “group cohesi*” 
OR “social coherenc*” OR “social collectivity” OR “social 
solidarity”)) 

Google Scholar allintitle: Malaysia youth OR adolescent OR community 
"social cohesion" OR cohesion OR cohesiveness OR 
“group cohesion” OR “social coherence” OR “social 
collectivity” OR “social solidarity” 

Dimensions (Malaysia) AND (youth OR adolescent OR community) 
AND ("social cohesion" OR cohesion OR cohesiveness 
OR “group cohesion” OR “social coherence” OR “social 
collectivity” OR “social solidarity”)  

To control the number of surfaced articles, the researcher included an inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. The author used Mendeley (Elsevier, Amsterdam) 
reference management software for the screening process, hence the criteria 
was useful to organize the articles. All things considered, the process of refining 
and excluding the articles were clarified in the PRISMA flow diagram below (refer 
to Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 : The flow diagram of the systematic literature review  
(Adapted from Moher et al., and the PRISMA Group, 2009)
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Records after duplicates removed  
(n = 12) 

Number of articles 
remaining after title and 

abstract review: 
(n = 1,079) 

Records excluded on 
title and abstract level  

(n = 1,019) 

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility  

(n = 60) 

Full-text articles 
excluded, with reasons  

(n = 45) 

• Excluded subject 
areas: Business, 
Management and 
Accounting, 
Medicine, Computer 
Science, 
Economics, 
Agriculture, 
Biological sciences, 
Chemistry, Physics, 
Engineering 

• Excluded document 
type: book/book 
chapter, review, 
conference paper, 
editorial, letter, 
note. 

• Excluded country: 
non-Malaysia 

• Source type: 
Journals 

• Excluded language: 
non-English  

Studies included in 
qualitative synthesis  

(n = 15) 

Additional records identified 
through other sources  

(n = 0) 
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Altogether, 1,091 articles were assessed for relevance based on their titles, 
abstracts, and keywords. The resulted articles were screened in Mendeley, and 
12 duplicated articles were removed, leaving 1,079 article abstracts to be 
reviewed.  After screening every article abstract, only 60 full-text articles were 
retrieved from the three databases. The contents of the 60 full-text articles were 
read carefully to see whether they met the criteria of this systematic review; in 
total, only 15 studies were reviewed.   

The scenario of social cohesion studies in Malaysia is dispersed. Looking back 
from 2016 until 2019, the number of studies that addressed the level of ‘social 
cohesion’ was negligible because not all of them referred to social cohesion 
directly and the theories used were inconsistent. Out of the fifteen studies, five 
studies have no mention of theory (i.e., Abdullah, Hassan, Ismail, Anuar, Din, 
Noor, Shahabuddinm, Daud, & Hassim, 2018; Alavi, Mehrinezhad, Amini, & 
Parthaman Singh, 2017; Din, Hassan, & Noor, 2019; Hassan, Abdullah, Noor, 
Din, Abdullah, & Ismail, 2018; Salizar, Munirah, & Arbon, 2019), but three studies 
have applied the social capital theory, which focused on neighborhood 
participation, neighborhood social trust, and interethnic interaction (i.e., Hamid, 
Marzuki, Ahmad, & Ishak, 2016; Ketab, Tamam, Bolong, & Sharif, 2016; Lim, 
Norhaslina, Amirhosein, & Md Nasir, 2017).  

Although the three social capital studies did not mention the level of social 
cohesion, but they did emphasize on the role of social capital in enhancing 
community cohesion, effective communication, and social trust (Hamid et al., 
2016; Ketab et al., 2016; Lim et al., 2017). Meanwhile, the rest of the studies 
reviewed have applied the theory of interdependence, theory of self-identity, the 
social cognitive theory, team-member exchange theory, ecological theory, social 
identity theory, ecological system theory, situational theory of problem solving, 
and contact and cohesion theory to explain the scenario of cohesiveness in 
Malaysia (i.e., Azlan, Kee, & Abdullah, 2018; Hassan, 2017; Kaur, Awang-
Hashim, & Noman, 2017; Krauss, Kornbluh, & Zeldin, 2017; Sahharon, 2016; 
Sarwari, Wahab, Said, & Aziz, 2018; Tamam & Hashmi, 2016). 

After reviewing all fifteen studies, only six studies addressed the level of 
cohesion among their sampled community in Malaysia. Overall, the level of 
social cohesion among rural youth community was only moderate (Sahharon, 
2016), the perceived cohesion at a group level is influenced by factors like the 
level of collectivist cultural context and cooperative communication, the higher 
the level of these two factors the stronger group cohesion (Hassan, 2017), the 
level of social cohesion among business community was good if they have 
tolerance and care for each other (Abdullah et al., 2018; Din et al., 2019), the 
level of social cohesion among business community and hawkers was influenced 
by the increase of social capital factors like social networking (Hassan et al., 
2018), and the level of social cohesion among flood victims in highly affected 
areas were high (Salizar et al., 2019). Overall, the fifteen reviewed cohesion 
studies conducted in Malaysia is very limited and the sampled population were 
a majority within the business community.    
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Previous researchers failed to address anxiety and uncertainty as a barrier to 
effective communication, like Ketab et al. (2016) and Tamam et al. (2016) 
highlighted in their studies on Malaysian samples (especially among youths), 
intercultural communication is important to help them feel closer and increase 
cooperation level because the more people feel secure and trust others around 
them, the more effective their interaction. All in all, cohesion studies on 
Malaysian population did not study virtual communities and how anxiety and 
uncertainty is managed among Malaysians to be able to communicate 
effectively, which in turn enhances their level of social cohesion. 

It was mentioned in the Malaysian Youth Index 2020 study (Institute for Youth 
Research Malaysia, 2020) that Malaysian youths are avid users of social 
networking sites because if offers more communication opportunities, yet not 
many studies on social cohesion consider social networking sites as a platform 
for youths to communicate effectively with others, which can enhance their sense 
of social cohesion. Other than the lack of social cohesion study among virtual 
communities, theoretically speaking, social cohesion studies in the past have 
used various theories that were inconsistent to enhance social cohesion.  

However, up to date, there is a scarcity of studies that use this theory as a basis 
to explain how people develop affective ties to their groups and maintain them, 
especially online. As asserted by Friedkin (2004), a good theory of social 
cohesion would deal with the social processes that link micro and macro levels 
of interaction and draws the framework to understand more on the effects of 
individuals’ membership attitudes and behavior. The mentioned social processes 
include managing the feeling of anxiety and uncertainty towards others during 
communication.  

In a multicultural society like Malaysia, the differences are vast. In consequence 
of social diversity, our beliefs, values, and social norms can result in negative 
outcomes such as irreconcilable differences and prejudice. To understand the 
contribution of individual social media users’ contribution to social cohesion in 
today’s digital environment, there is a need of a more differentiated investigation 
of the practices by which these youths relate to in different public spheres. 
Therefore, trying to engage the society to enhance the sense of social cohesion 
is challenging due to the notion of fear towards feeling uncertain and anxious. 
Hence, the researcher questions whether managing the level of anxiety and 
uncertainty in virtual communities can influence the level of social cohesion 
among youths in Malaysia. 

1.2.2 Research questions 

1. Can anxiety/uncertainty management influence the level of social 
cohesion in virtual youth communities? 
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2. Can anxiety/uncertainty management help facilitate communication 
effectiveness in virtual youth communities? 

3. Is there a significant difference in the relationship between 
anxiety/uncertainty management and social cohesion between rural and urban 
virtual youth communities? 

4. Is there a significant difference in the relationship between 
anxiety/uncertainty management and communication effectiveness between 
rural and urban virtual youth communities? 

5. Does communication effectiveness mediate the relationship between 
anxiety/uncertainty management and social cohesion in virtual youth 
communities?  

6. Does higher sense of multicultural awareness increase the relationship 
between anxiety/uncertainty management and communication effectiveness in 
virtual youth communities? 

1.3 Research objectives 

1.3.1 General objective 

The main objective of this research is to determine the role of multicultural 
awareness (universal-diverse orientation) and communication effectiveness 
towards anxiety/uncertainty management and enhancing social cohesion in 
virtual youth communities. 

1.3.2 Specific objectives 

1.  To determine the association between anxiety/uncertainty management 
and the level of social cohesion in virtual youth communities. 

2. To determine the relationship between anxiety/uncertainty management 
and communication effectiveness in virtual youth communities.  

3. To determine the difference in the relationship between 
anxiety/uncertainty management and social cohesion for rural and urban virtual 
youth communities. 

4.  To determine the difference in the relationship between 
anxiety/uncertainty management and communication effectiveness for rural and 
urban virtual youth communities.  

5. To test the role of communication effectiveness on anxiety/uncertainty 
management and social cohesion in virtual youth communities.     

6. To test the role of multicultural awareness on anxiety/uncertainty 
management and communication effectiveness in virtual youth communities. 
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1.4 Significance of the study 

Ethnic social closeness and intolerance of uncertainty were found to be 
mediators of anxiety symptoms in a previous study by Liao, Weng, and West 
(2016). In the association between perceived racial microaggressions and 
anxiety symptoms, social connectedness to one's ethnic community operated as 
a buffer, whereas intolerance of uncertainty acted as an exacerbating factor. 
Social cohesion is a difficult phenomenon to maintain among Malaysians due to 
its diversity, therefore this study aims to analyze social cohesion (micro level) 
and the antecedent factors (macro level) involved in enhancing it. Compared to 
the previous study by Liao et al. (2016), this study saw the antecedent’s factors 
of cohesiveness to be anxiety and uncertainty management and multicultural 
awareness instead of a moderator. It is more crucial to consider the direct impact 
of anxiety and uncertainty management on communication effectiveness and 
social cohesion.  

1.4.1 Contribution to knowledge  

Although recently it was established that Malaysian level of social cohesion is 
only moderate due to low social trust (Mu Hung, 2014; Walkenhorst, 2018), low 
respect for social rules, low solidarity and helpfulness, low acceptance of 
diversity (Walkenhorst, 2018), and low social integration (Hung, 2014; Jabatan 
Perpaduan Negara dan Integrasi Nasional, 2016). It was noted earlier that in the 
past Hofstede (1997) claimed that Malaysians were tolerant towards diversity 
and accept ambiguity, but recent studies have proved otherwise.  

Due to low social trust (Mu Hung, 2014; Walkenhorst, 2018), low regard for social 
laws, low solidarity and helpfulness, and low acceptance of variety, Malaysia's 
social cohesiveness is deteriorating (Walkenhorst, 2018). These challenges 
have prompted a consensus on the findings of an empirical study on elements 
that can help improve social cohesion. Based on the Malaysian Youth Index 
2020, both the level of social relationship and sense of identity among youths in 
Malaysia were only moderate (Institute for Youth Research Malaysia, 2020). 
Distrust and prejudice need to be managed (Mu Hung, 2014), which was why 
Awang et al. (2017) solicited that social attitude like awareness of diversity and 
acceptance of similarities and differences needs to be disseminated between 
youth communities.  

Malaysian youths are avid users of social network sites; they frequently socialize 
online more than they do in person (Malaysian Communications and Multimedia 
Commission, 2017). As youths spent more time with their virtual communities, 
they are bound to have established several personality traits that can affect their 
online relationships. Even though most online interactions are anonymous, 
online platforms provide web-based communication tools with common 
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characteristics that allow users to interact collectively and communicate 
effectively.  

The features in social network sites could instill a sense of belonging, a sense of 
community, allow proximity despite distance, enable group formations so people 
whom they share similarities with can exchange ideas, and many more that are 
beneficial to enhance the level of social cohesion.  

First, due to the limited scientific research on finding the solutions to manage 
and enhance the sense of social cohesion, especially among youths, this study 
contributes significantly to the body of knowledge regarding social cohesion 
within the virtual context. As depicted by Giardello (2014), to develop a 
generative theory of social cohesion one must analyze social cohesion at a 
micro-macro interaction level and understand what constitute the sense of social 
cohesion?  

Through this study, two theories were applied and amalgamated (i.e., theory of 
relational cohesion and anxiety/uncertainty management) as a basis to 
understand how anxiety/uncertainty management through virtual community 
platforms, supplemented by effective communication and multicultural 
awareness, can enhance Malaysian youths’ level of social cohesion.  

This study’s framework could guide future researchers to understand that anxiety 
and uncertainty with the influence of multicultural awareness, can affect effective 
communication, which in turn help them feel socially cohesive. Accordingly, this 
study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge by serving as a focal point for 
information, knowledge, research, and development in relation to how interaction 
management in virtual communities can enhance social cohesion among online 
youths in Malaysia.  

Secondly, it could be a good reference point for related parties, researchers and 
students who aim to further ascertain and explore factors that can enhance social 
cohesion. As depicted by Chan et al. (2006), social cohesion is an attribute of 
the inner community through relational dimensions rather than a process. The 
dimensions identified in this study are thematized in terms of macro and not just 
a generative process within from different local contexts.  

The identified factors can influence positive online attitude, which could instill 
strong collective identity built on self-categorization and enabling social 
memberships to build a strong community. Data gained can be used to develop 
knowledge resources relating to the use of networked media outlets by 
Malaysians.  
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1.4.2 Contribution to practice  

This study attempts to contribute to Malaysian youth’s online socialization skills, 
which posit positive social attitude like the ability to manage anxiety and 
uncertainty within virtual communities and enhancing social cohesion. The 
government and related institutions can apply social networking sites in a variety 
of ways to bring its initiatives or messages closer to the people, such as 
employing social media as a tool for community accountability and transparency.  

Furthermore, new media made possible by the internet revolution, such as 
YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, and others, can serve as a platform for 
promoting activism and aiding its organization. As a result, the involved parties 
can encourage the use of social networking sites to empower local involvement 
(Parsons, 2005) and effective engagement between multi-ethnic youth 
communities (Mansor, 2014; Marzbali et al., 2014) as it helps sustain good sense 
of cohesion.  

Other than granting visibility, socialization skills like anxiety/uncertainty 
management, frequent participation between virtual community members can 
help enhance social participation and increase perception of equity. This is due 
to the members perceiving that they share similar interests, solidarity, and 
aspiration, which then leads to effective communication and enhances social 
cohesion.  

The study provides a platform on how socializing online encourages belonging, 
togetherness, social trust, and social interaction through being mindful, 
accepting of diversity, managing the unknown and communicating effectively. It 
contributes to the practice in a sense that it points to key areas that enhance 
social cohesion among virtual community members. As social cohesion requires 
revision to enhance it, youths must be able to manage their anxiety and 
uncertainties through virtual communities, adjust to the changes in their social 
environment, and diminish social exclusions. 

1.4.3 Contribution to policy  

In Malaysia, social cohesion is like a guideline for policy agenda since 1971 (Che 
Din, 2011). The concept of social cohesion is useful as a policy tool for social 
capability (Woolcock, 2011), social capital (Putnam, 2000), social inclusion 
(Michael & Nika, 2009), social mobility (Che Din, 2011), and collective efficacy 
(Soboroff, 2012), in response to the challenges that can disrupt a harmonious 
community. Such challenges can emerge from issues like the lack of inclusion, 
anxiety due to uncertainties, lack of trust, prejudice, and inequality.  
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The main cause to low social cohesion is primarily due to the failure of 
intercultural communication management among members of the community, 
which can lead to social, cultural, and political discrimination. Hence, to improve 
intercultural communication is through cultural sensitivity, acceptance, or 
multicultural awareness, reduce ethnocentrism, reduce stereotypes, be mindful, 
recognize differences, and effective communication.  

Throughout this study, findings can help as a means of guiding policy for 
enhancing social cohesion. Understanding the micro-macro interaction process 
of social cohesiveness can be both a prerequisite for development and a critical 
component of the National Youth Development Policy (1997); for example, the 
policy outlined several elements that will contribute to a holistic and harmonious 
Malaysian youth force embedded with strong spiritual and moral values (Ministry 
of Youth and Sports Malaysia, 1997).  

Among the strategies to realize the policy is the implementation of attitudinal 
development as a response to the development of a positive and creative 
attitude, improve facilities for social interaction to promote healthy interactions 
and social activities, and international relations and networking to further 
encourage closer ties with other communities. This study help provides 
understanding on the ability of virtual communities to manage the sustainability 
to improve youth identity, or the ability of representative institutions to facilitate 
reformation of youth social interaction rules.   

1.5 Definition of keywords 

1.5.1 Social cohesion (SC) 

Overall, social cohesion is a property of togetherness that includes positive 
membership attitudes, behaviors, and the capacity of the resulting force of group 
members to ensure the welfare of all members, minimize disparities and 
polarization, strive for common goals, and have strong membership attraction 
and attachments. These properties deal with the social processes that link micro-
macro interaction level outcomes, and ultimately influence individual behavior to 
coexist peacefully. Although social cohesion is a multi-faceted process, its 
indicator can be broken down into four main dimensions: social interaction, 
sense of togetherness, sense of belonging, and social trust. 

1.5.2 Youth 

The definition of youth is this study is based on the Akta Pertubuhan Belia dan 
Pembangunan Belia 2007 (Act 668) or the National Youth Development Policy 
in 1997, which defined youth as “those aged between the age range of 15 to 40” 
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(Ministry of Youth and Sports Malaysia, 1997). The focus on this group is due to 
youth as the key asset in determining the direction and success of Malaysia in 
becoming a developed country. Youth is also the main age category 
(Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2018a, 2018c) to have moderate social 
relationships, sense of identity (Institute for Youth Research Malaysia, 2020), 
and moderate sense of social integration (Awang et al., 2017). Although they 
lack association and cooperation, they are the most active social media users 
(Global Digital Report, 2018), which is why the researcher wanted to determine 
how their online social interaction management can enhance their sense of 
social cohesion.   

1.5.3 Anxiety/Uncertainty Management (AUM) 

The definition of anxiety/uncertainty management in this study is inspired by 
Gudykunst’s (1995) anxiety and uncertainty management theory. Gudykunst 
refers to Anxiety/ uncertainty management as the “central processes of 
influencing the effectiveness of our communication with others”. Anxiety/ 
uncertainty management is an extension from uncertainty reduction theory by 
Berger and Calabrese (1975), which is revised to explain communication 
competence towards effective interpersonal and intergroup communication.  

The feeling of anxiety/uncertainty is managed through seven superficial causes 
as he calls it; personal/social identity, motivation to interact, reactions to 
strangers, social categorizations, situational processes, connections to 
strangers, and perceived effectiveness of communication.  

1.5.4 Communication effectiveness (CE) 

As a result of anxiety and uncertainty management process, Gudykunst defined 
effective communication as the “process of sharing information between entities 
in a way to create a mindful perception that is received in a positive manner” 
(Gudykunst & Nishida, 2001). Within the context of intercultural communication, 
the communication is considered effective when the information shared is 
conveyed and received efficiently without the intended meaning being distorted 
or changed.   

1.5.5 Universal-Diverse Orientation (UDO) 

Universal-Diverse Orientation or multicultural awareness is defined as the 
“awareness of attitudes toward diversity” (Miville, Mohr, Sedlacek, & Gretchen, 
2000). The phrase refers to a pleasant social attitude toward others that includes 
an awareness of both people's similarities and differences. UDO contains three 
attitudinal components made for several settings to reduce prejudice: realistic 
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appreciation (a cognition), comfort with difference (a feeling), and diversity of 
contact (a behavior) (Miville, Rohrbacker, & Kim, 2005).  

1.5.6 Virtual community (VC) 

A virtual community is defined as “a group of people who share common 
interests, feelings or ideas, or pursue similar goals over the internet or over any 
collaborative network” (Abfalter, Zaglia, & Mueller, 2012). A virtual community is 
also known as an online community platform created through social network sites 
such as Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, Twitter and more, which offers 
different functionalities with a wide range of interests and practices.  

1.6 Summary 

Throughout this chapter it was established that Malaysia is socially 
heterogeneous in a way that it is predisposed to social conflicts. In the past 
decades, even if scholars and policy makers focus a lot on social cohesion, their 
concern were mostly on the decline in social cohesion and how to enhance it. 
Due to a decline in social cohesion, the society faces social and political 
instability. Although the studies claimed that Malaysia’s social cohesion level is 
stable because the threshold is still within the middle tier of medium cohesion, a 
comparison between the two waves shows otherwise; there is a declining trend 
in diversity acceptance, trust in people, and solidarity. The research problem 
shows that due to the immense use of technology, most Malaysian youths rely 
on social network sites to keep in touch with acquaintances, friends, and loved 
ones. They prefer spending time online to become part of the virtual community. 
A virtual community is a go to social platform among Malaysian youths to give 
and receive social support. Based on the reviews, the researcher posed six 
research questions on whether social networking sites can sub as a social 
platform to communicate effectively while managing their anxiety and uncertainty 
online and enhance social cohesion. In the next chapter, the researcher 
discusses further on how anxiety/uncertainty management can enhance social 
cohesion virtually and the factors involved in determining its strength.      
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