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In his article Components of an Emerging Strategy: A Report on the Conversation, Principal and 
Vice-Chancellor of Queen’s University Patrick Deane shares the pillars on which he plans to 
build the university’s new strategic framework. Deane cites community as a central focus: 
 
“Reimagining our relationship with the notion of community will be fundamental to our success 
in the future.” 
 
Community is important. For Principal Deane, the quality of Queen’s University as an institution 
is inextricably bound to the quality of the community that comprises it.  
 
With that being said, community can be tricky to define because the use of the term has been 
evolving. Until recently, community was rooted in location. If you asked someone to explain 
what community meant to them, they likely would have given you an answer involving the place 
they lived. People chose their communities almost entirely based on the people who lived around 
them. But this has changed in recent years. Community can also be identity-based, meaning one 
can be part of a community not based on location, but on shared circumstances or identity, such 
as the LGBTQ+ community, the journalist community, or the Latino community. Both location-
based and identity-based communities can rightly call themselves communities.  
 
This duality begs the question: what do these two types of community have in common? The 
answer will help us uncover the basis of what community means. 
 
 



Cohesiveness 
 
At its core, community is about people. A community is a group of people who are bound 
together by a set of interconnected relationships. People form these relationships and ties to meet 
shared needs. But this seems somewhat simplistic as a definition to me - communities are 
cohesive groups of people held together by much more than mere interconnected relationships. 
Communities are resilient and adaptive groups of people. Therefore, the force that produces such 
cohesiveness and togetherness between people is critical to the notion of community itself. 
 
In their foundational paper, Sense of Community: A Definition and Theory, David W. McMillan 
and David M. Chavis (1986) propose a framework of four elements that invoke cohesiveness 
within a community – membership, influence, the fulfilment of needs, and shared emotional 
connection.1  
 
These four elements are what bring people together to form and maintain communities: 
 

- Membership: Community addresses the fundamental human desire to belong. Being part 
of a community makes us feel accepted and valued as worthy members of the group. This 
feeling is a prerequisite for the following three elements. A community cannot exist 
without its members feeling like they belong.  
 

- Influence: To feel attracted to and part of a community, we must feel like we matter to 
the group and that we have some level of influence on it. Our opinions and contributions 
must have an impact on what the group does. Influence also goes the other way: to feel 
part of a community, it must matter to us (we need to want to be a member), and it must 
have some level of influence on what we do and how we think. This involves 
acknowledging the needs, values, and opinions of the group and, to some degree, letting 
that influence our own opinions and values.  
 

- Fulfilment of Needs: A community’s members share the belief that it will be rewarding 
for them to be members. McMillan and Chavis describe shared values as an essential 
determinant of whether communities will fulfill their members’ needs. When people with 
shared values come together, they also share similar needs and goals. By coming 
together, they believe they can better satisfy these needs than otherwise, which helps 
creates a cohesive community. 
 

- Shared Emotional Connection: Often, communities have a shared history between its 
members that invokes a shared emotional connection. Similarly, members have a vested 
interest in the group's future and a belief that they will experience a shared fate with their 
fellow members – both of prosperity and failure. This emotional connection to one 
another strengthens the cohesion between members and commitment to the group.  

  
Strong, cohesive communities meet these four needs for its members. So, a community is a 
group of people who feel they belong, influence each other, have their needs met by the group, 
and share an emotional connection. And both location-based communities and identity-based 
communities can meet these four needs for their members.  



Place 
 
Communities, both location-based and identity-based, need shared places for people to come 
together and form relationships. For a traditional location-based community, places that might 
foster community are local parks, grocery stores, or community centres. Meanwhile, these shared 
places could be conferences, meet-up events, or online platforms like Twitter for identity-based 
communities. The distinction is that location and proximity are what create location-based 
communities, while it is shared identity that brings together identity-based communities. Both 
locational and identity communities are also made much stronger by a shared vision, sense of 
purpose and respect. 
 
An example that illustrates this is my family community (an identity-based community, given 
that we all live in different places but are united together through shared identity, circumstances, 
and history). During the COVID-19 pandemic, we have been hosting weekly Zoom calls for the 
extended family. These Zoom calls are a shared place for our small community to interact with 
one another. All of the elements of community cohesiveness I outlined above are present: we feel 
like we belong in this group, like we matter to it, that our needs are being met (in this case, the 
therapeutic benefit of sharing stories about our lives and learning about the lives of the people 
that matter to us), and that we share an emotional connection (both a result of shared history as a 
family before the pandemic, as well as this new tradition of weekly meetings). 
 
Queen’s University and Community 
 
A renewed and improved understanding of what community means can help us attend to the 
quality and nature of the communities around us. Shared places, like Zoom meeting rooms and 
local parks, give rise to community by enabling people to form relationships. And it is the four 
elements of group cohesiveness (membership, influence, fulfilment of needs, and shared 
emotional connection) that foster a sense of community from sets of interconnected 
relationships.  
 
If Principal Deane believes that attending to the quality of the Queen’s University community is 
a fundamental priority for the institution, improving its ability to foster a sense of community for 
all members of Queen’s would be a worthwhile endeavour. To do so, Queen’s must improve 
how it attends to the four elements of group cohesiveness. 
 
First, and of utmost importance, is that the university must improve its ability to make all 
members of the Queen’s community feel like they belong. As explained earlier, creating a sense 
of membership and belonging is a critical aspect of cohesive communities; however, recent 
events like the creation of Stolen By Smith and the appearance of racist graffiti on campus 
demonstrate that marginalized groups at Queen’s university have neither been treated like nor 
feel like they are valued or belong. To change this, inclusivity and acceptance must become core 
institutional values. We need to make it so that all members of the Queen’s community must feel 
accepted.  
 
This is but one example of how this framework can be used in thinking about improving 
communities. Having a proper definition of what community means creates a foundation that can 



be leveraged to strengthen and improve the communities around us. And this is a worthwhile 
endeavour – communities are a fundamental part of the human experience that improve the lives 
of the people that comprise them, so we should strive to make them healthier, stronger, and more 
resilient.  
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