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Abstract
Research suggests that societies are becoming more materially secure, less intensely 
religious and that social interactions are increasingly computer mediated. However, 
sociological theorists have not yet developed robust mechanistic theories explaining 
how social cohesion might be generated under these new conditions. This is a nota-
ble omission because scholars have demonstrated empirically that materially secure, 
non-religious, people tend to be more individualistic, have more diverse networks, 
and are less socially engaged than traditionally religious individuals (Zuckerman 
et  al., The nonreligious: Understanding secular people and societies, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2016). Does the secularization of societies necessarily imply societal 
instability, anomie, or isolation? If not, why not? Here, we posit the existence of a 
continuum of modes of social cohesion that are characterized by a suite of histori-
cally contingent variables which impact the volume, scope, and rate of human inter-
actions. This novel theory of “distributive effervescence” specifies how emotional 
energy might be generated via punctuated interactions with heterogeneous others 
across diverse settings.

Keywords Emotional energy · Identity · Mattering · Social integration · Social 
networks · Social psychology

This article builds on existing theories of social cohesion in order to address three 
crucial, yet currently unanswered, questions:

1. How do mechanisms of social cohesion operate differently in secularizing socie-
ties characterized by relatively higher levels of material security, greater individu-
alism, more demographically diverse networks, and elevated rates of computer-
mediated communication?
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2. In what ways are these mechanisms related to changes in socio-emotional experi-
ence?

3. How might these mechanisms facilitate new expressions of self-identity?

Existing work (Bellah et  al., 1985; Bainbridge, 2005; see Zuckerman et  al., 
2016 for a review) indicates that religious non-affiliates, and particularly athe-
ists, tend to be more individualistic, less social, and/or more independent in their 
beliefs and behaviors relative to their traditional religious peers. Scholars all too 
often take for granted that society will “hang together” in a secular age – or they 
simply express worry that cohesion will dissolve and lead to pathologies in the 
population. What is needed here is theorizing about the conditions under which 
social cohesion can be created and sustained despite these changing proclivities 
in secularizing societies. Here we build on the classical sociological approach of 
Emile Durkheim and contemporary extensions developed by Randall Collins and 
Jonathan H. Turner in order to propose a theory of “distributive effervescence” 
that hypothesizes mechanisms by which cohesion in society might be maintained 
(or increased) even as more individuals become secularized and exhibit these 
traits identified in the literature.

Durkheim famously drew from ethnographies of Australian aborigines to theo-
rize that the core foundation of religion, and by extension society, was an experi-
ence of “collective effervescence” (Durkheim[, 1912] 2001, Pp. 164). This col-
lective effervescence, he argued, was generated as people engaged in rhythmic 
synchronization (of bodily movements or of habituated vocalizations) directed 
toward a common set of symbols or “totems.” He thought that this was a powerful 
source of social cohesion because it effectively blurred people’s perceptions of 
self-other boundaries. Specifically, Durkheim speculated that, “Once individuals 
are assembled, their proximity generates a kind of electricity that quickly trans-
ports them to an extraordinary degree of exaltation… [just as] the heat or electric-
ity… [of] any object…can be transmitted to the surrounding setting” (Durkheim 
[1912] 2001  pg. 162, 240). Repeated experiences of this “electricity” enabled 
individuals to store the emotional energy generated by these group interactions, 
which could then be primed in other contexts with various group symbols/totems. 
Today, similar dynamics occur when Protestants, for example, clutch their cruci-
fix during a lively church service on Sunday or when people barbecue with their 
neighbors on the Fourth of July under the banner of an American flag.

We suggest that unlike traditional societies founded on a relatively socially 
homogenous and geographically centralized collective effervescence, societies 
are– and have been becoming– increasingly characterized by a distributive effer-
vescence. As people in society become more materially secure, gain access to 
increasingly sophisticated communication technologies, and express more secu-
lar worldview orientations, their identities become increasingly unbound from 
any single frame or set of behavioral expectations. In secularizing societies, we 
suggest, effervescence increasingly becomes (1) distributed across relatively less 
similar or familiar individuals across relatively less similar or familiar social set-
tings, (2) grounded in an eclectic mix of experiences associated with various 
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forms of music, movies, hobbies, sports, books, or work projects, (3) manifested 
across a greater number of identities, and (4) characterized by a changing equi-
libria generated by social interactions punctuated by varying levels of emotional 
intensity.

In our conceptualization, the generation of emotional energy amongst individu-
als in society can become relatively more “punctuated” (though, potentially, stable), 
resulting from an increasing rate of interpersonal and inter-situational surprises rela-
tive to expectations. That is, the more emotional effervescence in a society becomes 
distributed, the less emotional energy is generated from repeated, predictable inter-
actions with homophilous others across similar or familiar contexts and the more 
emotional energy is generated from the unexpected pleasures associated with rela-
tively rarer positive interactions (rarer on account of the larger volume of possible 
interactions, most of which are neutral) with diverse others (who may appear rela-
tively less similar or less familiar to self) across shifting contexts (which may also 
appear relatively less similar or less familiar compared to past situations).

Put another way, as the form of social cohesion becomes more distributive, peo-
ple gain access to more total possible interactions, which means that proportionally 
fewer end up as genuine friendships or perceived valuable connections or collabora-
tions; friendships or positive acquaintanceships are formed more unexpectedly (that 
is, more often as a result of “serendipitous social encounters,” see Olshannikova 
et al., 2020). Additionally, the more people interact with diverse others, the greater 
the opportunity for fear of excessive distinctiveness/uniqueness to give way to the 
enjoyment of unexpected similarities. After all, research continually confirms that 
cross-culturally people are more similar than they are different despite our common 
intuition to the contrary (see Hanel et al., 2019). Finally, the same is true for settings 
and situations: people begin to interact across relatively more various physical or 
virtual contexts where concerns related to situational unfamiliarity or dissimilarity 
(compared to past experiences) can more often give way to unexpected opportuni-
ties for self-actualization and social connection.

In this article, we theorize these processes and their consequences and argue for a 
radically new conceptualization of social cohesion.

Theories of social cohesion in classical sociology

Tönnies  ([1887] 1912), Weber ([1922] 1978), Durkheim ([1897] 1997) and Marx 
([1932] 1964) all followed Comte’s ([1830–1842] 1975) lead in specifying commu-
nity in emotional terms, but also emphasized the import of economic relationships 
as societies grew in size and density. For both Tönnies  and Weber, a community 
(e.g., a small town) was marked by affective, familial ties whereas a society (e.g., 
an urban metropolis) was marked by a relative increasing prevalence of instrumen-
tal/economic ties. Relatedly, for Durkheim and Marx, social cohesion depended 
on peoples’ ability to foster and maintain economic interdependence as well as on 
their capacity to collectively organize or ritualize around shared economic interests. 
For many classical social scientists then, albeit in different ways, social cohesion 
emerged from a balanced combination of affective and instrumental/economic ties.
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These classical scholars nevertheless varied in their optimism about social 
cohesion in contemporary societies. For example, Weber thought social cohe-
sion could be bureaucratically routinized and regulated while Marx though it 
could be ensured only as a result of revolution. Durkheim (1984 [1893]) was 
more optimistic, noting that economic and technological complexity does not 
necessarily lead to disaffection and anomie, but can lead to the opposite. Dur-
kheim suggested that the sense of cohesion an individual feels with her nation 
or her metropolis does not depend on mutual acquaintance with all its members, 
but rather on her economic interdependence with individuals working some-
times quite different jobs and living quite different lives. Her ability to meet her 
needs—for everything from a haircut to a college degree—rests on others spe-
cializing their skills or wares in ways quite different from her own specializa-
tions or immediate concerns. This “organic solidarity” depends on three con-
ditions: (a) diversity in interests among members of a society, (b) a complex 
division of labor, and (c) strong “coordinating institutions” such as govern-
ment or education that can facilitate peoples’ entrance into increasingly com-
plex economies (see Portes & Vickstrom, 2011). Where these conditions exist, 
Durkheim felt that homogenous social networks predicated on shared totems or 
interests would be less necessary for the emergence of social cohesion.

Approaches to social cohesion in the contemporary period

More recently, scholars have re-centered their theoretical focus on the suppos-
edly shared moral culture under-girding peoples’ sense of social cohesion (e.g., 
Etzioni, 2001). Contemporary scholars are, in essence, challenging the Dur-
kheimian model that traditional community cohesion depends on homogeneity 
while cohesion in a modern metropolis does not. For example, in scrutinizing 
the notion that economic/instrumental ties can replace more affective or moral-
istic ties, Vaisey (2007) finds that while shared moral beliefs are not sufficient 
in themselves to generate a sense of communal “we-ness” among individuals, a 
lack of shared moral beliefs may be sufficient to prevent it. Compatibly, Abend 
(2016) has documented the historical importance of a shared moral culture in 
providing a “background” set of assumptions about what counts as ethical or 
appropriate in institutional settings. Others (e.g., Hitlin & Harkness, 2018) have 
shown that income inequality at the national level influences how often indi-
viduals report feeling negative emotions such as shame and guilt, potentially 
eroding social cohesion. And, of course, there is an influential tradition in con-
temporary theoretical sociology claiming that globalized, market-driven, hyper-
differentiated modern societies are, to a significant extent, intrinsically corrosive 
to social cohesion (e.g., Giddens, 1991).

We now turn to two other areas of research bearing on the structure of social 
cohesion in modern societies that are relevant as background for the explication 
of our theory: intergroup contact and social tie-strength.
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The salience of intergroup contact amidst preferences for homophily

Research by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) suggests that sustained cooperative con-
tact with unfamiliar or dissimilar others (as, for example, in the pursuit of shared 
occupational or recreational goals) will tend to reduce the prevalence and inten-
sity of out-group discrimination and prejudicial attitudes. This “intergroup con-
tact” fosters social cohesion by facilitating an increased understanding of others’ 
interests and motivations, by reducing uncertainty and anxiety, and by increas-
ing individuals’ motivation to take the perspective of the other. However, we also 
know that people tend to cluster into demographically homogenous networks, in 
part because those sharing demographic characteristics tend to associate in simi-
lar structural locations (Blau & Schwartz, 1984). For example, people with higher 
levels of education and income may shop at different grocery stores and live in 
different neighborhoods compared to people with lower levels of socioeconomic 
status. How might we reconcile this tension between the tendency for homophily 
in social networks and the importance of intergroup contact for social cohesion?

According to one influential theory, society can be conceived of as a multi-
dimensional space revealing variation in parameters that are either gradu-
ated (parameters one can have more or less of, such as income or educational 
attainment) or nominal (parameters one either has or does not have, such as a 
particular racial or gender identity). This multi-dimensional parameter space has 
been referred to as “Blau Space” after its intellectual forbearer, Peter Blau (see 
McPherson, Miller, and Ranger-Moore 1991; McPherson, 2004). According to 
this perspective, social cohesion requires mitigating the problem of “consolidated 
parameters,” i.e., particular nominal parameters associated with high levels of 
desired graduated parameters, as when a particular demographic group in society 
enjoys stable access to high levels of wealth or educational attainment relative to 
other demographic groups. This can be accomplished through institutional norms 
or public policies fostering “cross-cutting” social interactions, i.e., social interac-
tions between people of different demographic groups in pursuit of valued gradu-
ated parameters (Blau & Schwartz, 1984; see also Brint, 2001).

However, this perspective has been complicated by a consistent body of 
research (e.g., Dinesen & Sønderskov, 2018; Van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014) that 
has found a small, negative relationship between (ethnic) diversity and social 
cohesion. This work suggests that, while intergroup contact is important for miti-
gating intergroup prejudice, facilitating intergroup contact—especially where 
there are geographic barriers or barriers related to institutional access—can be 
difficult. However, there is a further, perhaps even more substantial complica-
tion: theorists have argued that shared identities, expectations, and worldviews 
are either critical for fostering social cohesion or tend to result from it. Indeed, 
some social scientists rest their hypotheses and interpretations almost entirely on 
humans’ apparent homophily bias or in-group bias with the underlying assump-
tion that interactions with physically and/or symbolically similar others will be 
associated with lower interactional anxiety and a greater sense of shared behavio-
ral expectations (Currarini & Mengel, 2016; McPherson et al., 2001).
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Randall Collins’ theory of interaction rituals (2004), for example, builds on Dur-
kheim’s understanding of “collective effervescence” and holds that social cohesion 
is built when a strong mutual focus of attention between individuals begins to gener-
ate positive emotions of increasing intensity, which lead to the rhythmic entrainment 
of vocalizations and body language among individuals. Shared identities, shared 
role commitments, shared worldviews, and shared behaviors are all theorized, in his 
model, to be driving the mutual focus of attention that begins building emotional 
energy. This emotional energy can accumulate in individuals over time, providing 
them with the charismatic capacity to establish new, regular, interactions with oth-
ers or to pursue social projects and compete for status in institutions. Collins argues 
not only that homophily is important for reducing anxiety and increasing a sense of 
shared expectations about how encounters should proceed, but also that face-to-face 
interaction is crucial for the generation of emotional energy and the sustaining inter-
actions of over time (see also Turner, 2002). On account of disrupting face-to-face 
interactions and mitigating the exchange of gestures and vocalizations, computer-
mediated interactions (as with social media) are considered obvious liabilities and 
barriers to entrainment, the generation of emotional energy and, thus, social cohe-
sion (see also Turner, 2020).

In sum, according to these influential approaches, some degree of network 
diversity and intergroup contact is crucial for social cohesion in modern nations. 
Though barriers to the creation of such diversity and contact exist, the assumption 
of the importance of network diversity for cohesion is typically undoubted because 
of the import of tolerance and openness for social coordination in cosmopolitan 
modernity. Yet, at the same time and somewhat paradoxically, other theories (e.g., 
Collins, 2004; McPherson et  al., 2001; Turner, 2020) insist on humans’ tendency 
toward (and the interactional significance of) social homophily when choosing 
interaction partners and building a sense of cohesion. Additionally, face-to-face 
interactions are considered paramount for the generation of emotional energy and 
solidarity, as the rhythmic entrainment of physiology and behavior are regarded as 
key precursors to more cognitive or symbolic forms of cohesion.

Strong and weak ties

A second area of research that provides an important theoretical background to the 
approach we are building in this article has to do with the distinction between strong 
and weak ties. Weak ties are those that “bridge socially distant network cliques,” 
and that therefore potentially expose individuals to novel information and other 
resources they would otherwise not have access to if they interacted only with those 
in their immediate, strong-tie, networks (Aral, 2016, Pp. 1931). Strong ties, by con-
trast, are those contacts a person has with familiar others with whom one interacts 
(relatively) frequently; close friends and family members are classic examples of 
strong ties. Weak ties are typically acquaintances, colleagues, and others we keep in 
touch with but who may live in different places, work different jobs, and lead differ-
ent sorts of lives.



1 3

Theory and Society 

The important dimension here is “familiarity,” with weak ties being those we 
have with people in our network we are less familiar with and who are therefore 
more capable of offering novel insights and resources. After all, it is not just that 
we are less familiar with our weak ties, it is also possible that we are relatively less 
familiar with the particular network composition (in terms of demographics, world-
views, or recreational interests) our weak tie has. However, although weak ties are 
capable of exposing people to new information (and other resources) strong ties are 
thought to contain larger “information bandwidth” (via greater total communica-
tion time and a greater sense of shared understanding and identity). Therefore, as a 
network becomes more characterized by weak ties, the total volume of information 
shared between people is assumed to attenuate—this has been called the “diversity-
bandwidth tradeoff” (Aral & Van Alstyne, 2011). Strong ties, due to their greater 
level of familiarity with ego (as well as a greater associated probability of shared 
identities or experiences), are assumed to result in a greater total volume of commu-
nication and thus a larger amount of total transmitted information, even if any given 
unit of information is less likely to be novel relative to information transmitted from 
weak ties.

The social value of weak ties relative to strong ties, then, varies according to the 
informational ecosystem within which an individual lives. Aral and Van Alstyne 
(2011) suggest that in an environment with rapidly changing and broadly distributed 
information, strong ties will be favored due to their higher informational bandwidth, 
even if the uniqueness of information is typically lower. However, in an environ-
ment with more slowly changing or socially centralized information, weak ties will 
be preferred because they can enable individuals to access idiosyncratic informa-
tional niches that would otherwise be inaccessible. However, because of the time 
and energy-intensive nature of maintaining strong network ties, people are expected 
to selectively maintain strong ties with those individuals who are best capable of 
offering informational or networking value (Bruggeman, 2016; see Aral, 2016 for a 
review). Therefore, information bandwidth is not peoples’ only consideration; time 
and energy-management in a rapidly changing environment might mitigate the per-
ceived usefulness of forging and maintaining strong ties.

In sum, though the particular proportion of strong or weak ties will vary from 
individual to individual and from society to society, the consensus of this approach 
is that some mixture of strong and weak ties will be important so that individuals 
can access both substantive and reliable emotional, financial, or informational sup-
port (typical of stronger ties) as well as more novel information, experiences, and 
opportunities (typical of weaker ties).

Outstanding paradoxes in theories of social cohesion

According to the existing theory reviewed above, social cohesion rests on some 
degree of shared culture or values (Etzioni, 2001; Vaisey, 2007) and sustained social 
interaction with some combination of homophilous and diverse others (Pettigrew 
& Tropp, 2006), as well as a combination of strong and weak ties (Putnam, 2007; 
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McPherson et al., 2001; Brashears, 2010; Aral & Van Alstyne, 2011), which are fos-
tered situationally in face to face interactions (Collins, 2004; Turner, 2002).

However, we argue that four rarely acknowledged paradoxes or challenges emerge 
from this research:

(1) Social cohesion ostensibly requires shared culture or values, but less-religious 
individuals in rich democracies tend to exist in highly pluralistic social ecolo-
gies, to be highly individualistic, and to express relatively high levels of social 
tolerance.

(2) Social cohesion in pluralistic societies requires sustained interaction with 
diverse others, but people are assumed to have strong preferences for homoph-
ily (because it is supposed to produce lower interactional anxiety).

(3) Social cohesion requires a combination of strong ties and weak ties, but peoples’ 
strong ties are declining in number or in strength (McPherson et al., 2006; but 
see Paik & Sanchagrin, 2013), families are getting smaller and being formed 
later in life (Hagewen & Morgan, 2005), and strong ties are time intensive to 
form and maintain (Aral & Van Alstyne, 2011).

(4) The generation of sufficient levels of emotional energy is assumed to require 
face-to-face interaction and consequent physical entrainment, but people around 
the world are increasingly communicating in virtual computer-mediated environ-
ments; some data indicates that at least 90% of young adults use social media 
daily, and about 70% of adults generally report using social media (Perrin, 2015; 
Scott et al., 2017; Shearer & Mitchell, 2021).

Modes of social cohesion lie along a dynamic continuum

We suggest that the three questions with which we opened this article can be 
answered, and the motivating paradoxes listed above resolved, by re-conceptual-
izing social cohesion as a dynamic socio-historical process more complex than 
Durkheim’s classical model. We suggest that modes of social cohesion lie along 
a dynamic continuum from relatively more centralized modes to relatively more 
distributive modes, where the latter are characterized by relative increases in the 
volume, scope, and rate of social tie formation across diverse groups and settings. 
People in tribal and traditional societies manifest a relatively more centralized form 
of cohesion; familiar individuals interact with one another, face-to-face, for consist-
ent, prolonged periods in relatively homogenous social networks. However, under 
certain conditions, outlined below, we suggest that the mode of cohesion in a soci-
ety can incrementally shift toward what we are calling distributive effervescence, 
which is produced through interactions that increasingly occur between relatively 
less familiar, less similar individuals across relatively more various situations and 
locations and, increasingly, via electronically-mediated communication.

We are emphatically not suggesting that post-industrial societies anchor some 
sort of final “end point” of social cohesion. Rather, we are proposing a continuum 
model of societal change as a replacement for the idea of a categorical change 
in societal “stages,” as well as a replacement for the idea that social cohesion is 
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necessarily threatened or reduced in technocratic modernity (wherever we might 
arbitrarily place the marker of “modernity”). Our argument is that, perhaps par-
ticularly since the formation of large agrarian states and the subsequent establish-
ment of civil rights, large open markets, and computer-mediated communication, 
the mode of social cohesion has been becoming more distributed, that is, charac-
terized by a higher number, more types, and a greater scope of interactions across 
space and time. The result, we argue, is a form of cohesion predicated on the 
sheer volume of interaction partners, the sheer scope of interactions (as transpor-
tation and communication technology reduce the relevance of geographic or time 
barriers to interaction, see Harvey, 1989), and the frequency and relative celer-
ity of interactions across increasingly novel encounters. As the mode of cohesion 
becomes more distributive, social familiarity or interaction regularity (with any 
one partner sharing any given characteristic in any given setting) become less 
important for maintaining a sense of social embeddedness. Less total information 
may be shared between any two particular people, but more total information is 
shared amongst numerous people.

To begin, we suggest that the distributive quality of the mode of social cohe-
sion is determined by macro-societal variables, all of which are historically con-
tingent and inter-correlated, and any one of which will influence to some extent 
the scope, volume, and rate of interactions. These variables include (non-exhaus-
tively) population size, territory size, population diversity, population density, 
economic and political decentralization, and the efficiency and accessibility of 
transportation and communication technologies.

Figure 1 below provides a visual depiction of these inter-correlated socio-his-
torical variables, which we suggest influence the mechanisms driving the mode of 
social cohesion in a society, along a continuum between more centralized/collec-
tive modes and more decentralized/ distributive modes.

Fig. 1  Stable States (Dotted) Along a Continuum of Social Cohesion Modes
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These socio-historical variables, in turn, modulate the structure of modal interac-
tions so as to increase (or decrease) their volume, scope, and rate. We define each of 
these as follows:

• Volume: the total number of (active or passive) interaction partners per unit of 
time. Active partners are those interacted with bidirectionally in-person or by 
technologically-mediated means, even if this bidirectional interaction is lagged 
in time (as with responding to an email). Passive partners are those interacted 
with unidirectionally, as when watching a documentary film or reading an arti-
cle or blog written by someone else.

• Scope: the spatial distribution of (physical or virtual) interactions. Physical 
space might include geographic distance; virtual space might include distinct 
website URLs.

• Rate: frequency of interactions with new individuals per unit of time. The “new-
ness” of individuals refers to  peoples’ perceptions of physical or ideological 
unfamiliarity or dissimilarity.

We take a broad information-theoretic perspective, according to which informa-
tion can be construed as inputs to individuals which increase their understanding 
of others’ emotional states, attitudes and intentions. In small bands of foragers, the 
mode of social cohesion that has characterized most of human history, information 
transfer was typically shaped by a relatively small population size, relative demo-
graphic homogeneity, and a relatively low rate of circulation of people across a rela-
tively small and stable geographic range. In the forager mode of social cohesion, 
information is generally transferred in focused, sustained interactions with specific, 
knowledgeable, familiar people who communicate across high-bandwidth, strong-tie 
connections (Kelly, 2013).

We contend that as societies have grown (non-linearly) in technological com-
plexity (particularly with regard to communication and transportation technologies) 
and, hence, size and diversity (Turner & Maryanski, 2015) over the millennia, their 
mode of social cohesion has also been changing as information and social exchange 
becomes increasingly transferred through potentially less focused and more var-
ied interactions with inconsistently familiar or similar people, who communicate 
across lower-bandwidth, weaker tie connections. This was initially a subtle shift that 
increased in pace as population size, population diversity and density (i.e., urbaniza-
tion), and territory sizes rose, and as transportation technology and communication 
technology enabled an ever-increasing rate and scope of interaction across a larger 
swath of territory (eventually the entire globe) for those who can afford it. Mean-
while, global poverty which might inhibit access to such technology, continues to 
decline (see Roser & Ortiz-Ospina, 2020).

It is important to emphasize that more distributive modes of social cohesion 
may fundamentally rely on conditions of relative material security, because under 
conditions of scarcity and insecurity, people appear to adopt “tight,” parochial, 
social norms (i.e., become more in-group oriented, more hierarchical, more fear-
ful of out-groups) as a means of defense against uncertainty and group conflicts 
over resources (Gelfand et  al., 2011; Inglehart, 2018). As a consequence of this 
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tightening tendency, more distributive modes of social cohesion may require that 
successive thresholds of material security be established, for example, by expand-
ing regional and international economies which raises GDP per capita, or more 
recently, by strong social welfare policies. Throughout history, many material secu-
rity thresholds have been crossed (see for example, Whitehouse et al., 2019) ena-
bling, we argue, the conditions necessary for increasingly rapid, more distributed 
states of social cohesion.

Socio‑historical variables modulating modes of social cohesion

Figure 2 depicts simple mathematical models of some of the mechanisms that we 
suggest are important in influencing the pace/form of social cohesion in society. 
Most relationships in the model are additive, as with economic and political inter-
dependence, because the one can occur relatively independently from the other 
(consider a highly differentiated economy that is relatively non-democratic). Other 
relationships are multiplicative, as with transportation technology efficiency and 
transportation technology accessibility, because the impact of transportation tech-
nology efficiency on the pace/form of social cohesion is hypothesized to be directly 
impacted by the availability or accessibility of this technology to the public. Each 
equation also specifies a denominator indicating the level of material insecurity in 
that society. As we describe here, the potentially fleeting, serendipitous, novel and 
irregular forms of social interaction characterized by shifts toward more distribu-
tive modes of social cohesion may indeed be perceived as aversive or substantively 
unsupportive for people in material need.

Below we walk the reader through the hypothesized import of each of the vari-
ables in these equations.

Fig. 2  Mechanisms Influenc-
ing the Pace/Form of Social 
Cohesion
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Polity size, density, and political/economic interdependence

We suggest that larger populations–particularly when centralized in space (e.g., 
urbanization), and to the extent that the availability of communication and trans-
portation technologies reduces the time and cost of traversing space–will facilitate a 
faster and more distributed mode of social cohesion. A key component of our theory 
is that population density and territory size are not necessarily at odds—consider the 
many highly dense urban areas scattered in numerous locations around the globe. 
Indeed, individuals around the world continue to migrate to increasingly dense 
urban centers (West, 2017).

Work in ethology shows that urban animals, on account of living in denser social 
environments requiring greater coordination, on average move faster, are more cog-
nitively flexible, more tolerant, less aggressive, and better at solving problems com-
pared to animals living in less socially dense rural or forested areas (Audet et al., 
2016; Lapiedra et al., 2017; Griffin et al., 2017; Schilthuizen, 2019). Urban humans 
(as well as other animals) reveal similar adaptive responses to urban environments 
(Linnell et al., 2013). A recent review points out,

“Rather than the pace of life systematically decreasing with size, the superlin-
ear dynamics of social networks leads to a systematic increase in the pace of 
life: diseases spread faster, business are born and die more often, commerce is 
transacted more rapidly, and people even walk faster…This effective speeding 
up of time is an emergent phenomenon generated by the continuous positive 
feedback mechanisms inherent in social networks in which social interactions 
beget ever more interactions, ideas stimulate yet more ideas, and wealth cre-
ates more wealth as size increases,” (West, 2017, Pp. 327).

We argue that increases in population size and density drive the rate and scope of 
information generation and transfer (shifting the mode of social cohesion to become 
more distributed) on account of the availability of a larger number of interaction 
partners drawn from increasingly novel or idiosyncratically distinct cultural niches. 
There is also less of a need to spend time memorizing or learning skillsets from 
any one person because others have skillsets that one can easily co-opt and benefit 
from in the context of an interdependent economic labor market (Durkheim[, 1893] 
1984; see Henrich, 2017 for a modern conceptualization). For example, the larger 
and denser the population, the less necessary it becomes to learn how to fix our own 
car, because there is an increasing chance that someone nearby knows how to fix 
cars already.

Although relatively less emphasized by Durkheim, the possibility for political 
interdependence also grows with population size and density. Speaking generally, 
the more people that exist in a political territory, the more various in form and con-
tent will be the status and prestige hierarchies associated with local and national 
political leadership (Turner, 2010). We certainly make no claim that such politi-
cal leadership is necessarily effective or legitimate, only that the daily tasks asso-
ciated with community regulation (disaster response, taxation, policing, schooling, 
etc.) will tend to be “outsourced” to others as population size and density increase. 
This is, nevertheless, a potentially interdependent circumstance, whereby local and 
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national governments extract tribute or taxation from the public for purposes of 
funding the maintenance of these services (or, often, for funding the political status 
and prestige hierarchies themselves).

In “outsourcing” mundane tasks associated with instrumental community-pres-
ervation and self-maintenance (car/computer/home repairs, food production, gar-
ment manufacture, political administration etc.), individuals are left with more time 
and attention available for the tasks of self-actualization and creative goal pursuits. 
Put differently, individuals’ cognitive loads can be reduced as labor is distributed to 
others across economy and polity, enabling people to learn skills and information 
that they personally find intriguing, novel, or relevant to particular circumstances. 
Finally, as populations grow in size, and if roaming territory expands, groups will 
tend to fission into subgroups and subcultures (Turner, 2010) and, as a consequence 
of this, the probabilistic exposure to novel information, resources, and worldviews 
rises to the degree that people in different subgroups have distinct experiences and 
interpretations of life.

This last component is especially reliant on territory size: we suggest that as ter-
ritory becomes more restricted (historically this would have been driven to a large 
extent by political circumscription, see Carneiro, 1970), members of subgroups 
within any given territory will be less likely to harbor information, resources, or 
worldviews distinct from members of other subgroups. Thus, we suggest that popu-
lation size and density can speed up the transfer of social information, territory size 
can increase the potential for exposure to novelty, and economic and political inter-
dependence can to some extent reduce the cognitive load associated with material 
subsistence and community regulation, respectively, such that people can acquire or 
enjoy the experience (or pursuit) of novel information, recreational idiosyncrasies, 
goal-oriented opportunities and serendipitous social exchanges.

Population diversity

Population diversity is a related variable that we argue contributes to an increasingly 
distributive mode of social cohesion. The diversity of societal populations, 
especially in cities, spiked initially with the establishment of large agrarian 
empires in Mesopotamia, though the rate of urbanization increased rapidly after 
1600 (Scott, 2017; Smith, 2020). The demographic and ideological diversity of 
networks are important for several reasons. First, network diversity can facilitate 
creativity, intellectual flexibility, and tolerance for ambiguity (McLeod et al., 1996; 
Chen & Hooijberg, 2000; Paulus et  al., 2016). We argue that network diversity 
also potentially generates a higher volume, scope, and rate of interactions (across 
settings) that are less expected  and less predictable but nevertheless beneficial 
and exciting (more on this below). Moreover, when one is not certain of the 
background assumptions of those with whom one is interacting, efforts may be 
made to communicate more carefully and more clearly, facilitating the transfer of 
information despite a high volume of weak-tie interactions. Finally, as Berger (1967) 
notes, exposure to different points of view can lead to greater tolerance, insofar as 
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one does not construe the sources of these different points of view as competitors 
for scarce resources (as they would under conditions of higher material insecurity).

Additionally, we suggest that interactions across diverse networks of people may, 
in themselves, be a source of excitement or stimulation. Interactions in hominin 
ancestral environments would have occurred mostly within bands of known others 
who shared several important physical or symbolic traits (such as genetic related-
ness/ancestry or religious identifications, see Kelly, 2013 for a broad review). To the 
extent that the human brain evolved in the social context of such an environment, 
humans and many other group-living animals may be genetically “prepared” to 
expect interactions to occur in homophilous groups. Arguably, this evolved propen-
sity underlies the findings on homophily mentioned above. However, recent work is 
showing that people have equally important “other-oriented” tendencies that would 
have been beneficial in small-scale tribal life and which can be leveraged to produce 
new forms of social integration.

For example, people tend to be cooperative with others, even in one-off 
exchanges, because this would have been advantageous in an ancestral environment 
on account of the fact that, in small-scale societies, those you see once are likely 
to be interacted with again in the future (Krasnow et al., 2013). In their review of 
the literature, Van Lange and Columbus (2021) conclude that even minimal social 
encounters can be potentially conducive to the expression of high-cost helpfulness 
and cooperation. This is evidenced in different ways across different studies; some 
show a tendency for people to donate money when asked, some show that peo-
ple tend to be mindful of others’ preferences (e.g., leaving the last highly-desired 
item in a buffet for the person behind them) and at least one demonstrated a ten-
dency for people to return lost wallets. In this latter study (see Cohn et al, 2019), 
17,303 wallets were anonymously turned in to various banks, theaters, museums, 
post offices, hotels and police departments in 355 cities around the globe in order to 
assess the frequency with which the wallets were returned (by staff) to the “owners” 
(who were, of course, just the study personnel). Amazingly, the probability that any 
given wallet was returned by staff at the theater, museum, hotel and so on, actually 
increased with the numerical value of the cash tucked inside, suggesting a genuine 
altruistic response.

Another important point regarding existing research is that people tend to 
genuinely enjoy—and benefit personally from–contact with others, even strangers 
(Kardas et  al., 2021). Arguably, the more individuals become accustomed to 
interacting with different individuals from different sub-cultural niches, the easier 
it becomes to construe distinctiveness as less important relative to probabilistically 
shared goals (occupational goals, family goals, recreational goals, etc.). Studies have 
repeatedly shown that people underestimate how pleasurable casual exchanges with 
others can be—casual conversations with others on the bus or while commuting 
or while getting coffee have been found to give people a non-trivial (if short-term) 
boost in happiness (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014; Van Lange & Columbus, 2021). 
Sometimes, such conversations might become what researchers call “serendipitous 
encounters,” which, once experienced for the first time, might motivate continued 
interaction with diverse others across various settings. For instance, one mixed-
methods study of people who had experienced serendipitous encounters with 
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strangers found that such encounters, “led to various positive feelings such as 
excitement, thrills, curiosity, interest, and a sense of belonging and importance,” as 
well as “…valuable professional outcomes [such as] collaboration and partnering, 
gaining employment, changing jobs, and deciding on career directions.” Moreover, 
“some assumed that fate or providence had enabled these encounters, while others 
considered them to be the results of personal traits such as openness, willingness 
to communicate, and the ability to step outside their comfort zone” (Olshannikova 
et  al., 2020, pg. 8, 12). Of course, from the vantage point of the present theory 
being developed here, these serendipitous encounters were not merely a result of 
the personality characteristics of individuals but of the changing structure of the 
societies within which these people live. In addition, the relative evolutionary 
novelty of these exchanges (novel in that most associations in humans’ ancestral 
environment were with homophilous, familiar others) might be a source of pleasant 
surprise when such interactions regularly turn out more positive than negative.

Some prominent researchers have expressed fear that linear increases in network 
diversity will erode social cohesion because people have homophilous preferences 
and are prone to feeling anxious or uncertain when faced with interactions that are 
unpredictable (i.e., because the interaction partner might have different norms on 
account of being ethnically or racially different from ego). Robert Putnam (2007), 
for example, has shown that ethnic diversity at the neighborhood level can be associ-
ated with lower levels of trust, altruism, and sociality. He writes,

“Diversity seems to trigger  not  in‐group/out‐group division, but anomie or 
social isolation. In colloquial language, people living in ethnically diverse set-
tings appear to ‘hunker down’– that is, to pull in like a turtle… we have been 
able to discover no significant interactive effects between economic inequality 
and ethnic diversity – that is, our core finding that diversity produces hunker-
ing is equally true both in communities with great economic disparities and in 
those that are relatively egalitarian. Economic inequality is very important, but 
it does not appear to cause, amplify or obscure the apparent effects of ethnic 
diversity on social capital,” (Putnam, 2007, Pp. 149, 157).

In contrast to Putnam’s conclusion that diversity erodes social capital irrespective 
of economic conditions, subsequent work has suggested that economics does indeed 
play a substantial role. These latter research findings are convergent: diversity tends 
to erode trust when people perceive outgroup members as competitors, especially 
in a context of material scarcity, and as material security rises, intergroup contact is 
capable of washing away the residual negative impact of diversity on trust (Hooghe 
et al., 2009; Kesler & Bloemraad, 2010; Schmid et al., 2014; Abascal & Baldassarri, 
2015; but see also Koopmans & Veit, 2014).

The argument we wish to make here is that network diversity is not necessarily 
causally related to reduced trust. We do not deny, of course, that a mode of social 
cohesion can rest on demographic and/or worldview homogeneity—this is precisely 
the form of cohesion that will tend to be more prevalent when the volume, scope, 
and rate of interactions is lower among individuals and across settings. For exam-
ple, in a large sample of adults, Matthew Brashears (2010) found in his analysis of 
General Social Survey data that the more time people spent discussing “important 
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matters” with others in their network who shared their worldview, the happier and 
less anomic they were. Other more recent research has shown that individuals with 
a larger percentage of same-gender members in their network reported perceiving a 
greater degree of social support compared to individuals whose networks contained 
more opposite-gender members (Lee et  al., 2016). This mode of social cohesion, 
which is reliant on relative homophily of interaction partners or territory/settings of 
interaction, is consistent with our conceptualization of a relatively slower, more cen-
tralized mode of social cohesion.

It is important to note that the studies cited in the above paragraph were con-
ducted just in the last decade or so using samples from modern societies, which 
our theory specifies have relatively more distributive modes of cohesion-enhancing 
effervescence that past societies. How to reconcile this? A key point of our approach 
is that modes of social cohesion do not change in a “phase-shifting” manner, where 
each and every individual in a society suddenly becomes equally motivated to inter-
act with a greater volume of individuals more rapidly across greater expanses of 
space. Rather, our theory postulates incremental and incomplete changes in social 
cohesion modes. Following Rogers’ (1962) foundational work on the diffusion of 
innovations, we conceptualize relative changes in social cohesion mode to be akin to 
a form of innovation in interaction likely to be adopted by more materially secure, 
formally credentialled, individuals working and living in the most rapidly grow-
ing (typically urban) ecologies within societies of a given era. Though the mode of 
social cohesion can (and will tend to) be adopted by larger swaths of the public than 
just this small elite group, our theory contains no assumption that all individuals in a 
given era will interact in an equally rapid or distributed manner.

Transportation and communication technology

Improvements in the efficiency and accessibility of transportation technologies 
directly increase the rate and scope of circulation of people in space, facilitating the 
generation and transfer of information by reducing the chronological time and finan-
cial cost of navigating a large territory. More subtly, mass transit in particular can 
harbor the potential for generating incidental exposure or minimal social encounters 
with otherwise socially distant individuals; e.g., a pleasant and potentially inform-
ative one-off conversation on the commuter train with someone of slightly differ-
ent politics, or of a different religion or ethnicity (Van Lange & Columbus, 2021). 
Throughout history, the reduction of travel time and costs – due to improvements 
ranging from better roads, ships, or carriages to airplanes and cars – has increased 
peoples’ exposure to individuals harboring new information, expertise, or experi-
ences. The novelty and excitement of such interactions may also stimulate the pro-
duction of new shared goals or projects (e.g., Coser, 1997). Insofar as such technol-
ogy becomes relatively more affordable/accessible and efficient, limitations to the 
volume, scope, and rate of interactions will be lifted and the distributive quality of 
social cohesion can increase.
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Communication technology has analogous, but not identical, effects to that of 
travel technology. Improvements to the efficiency and accessibility of communica-
tion technologies involve a socio-historical process of entrepreneurial innovation 
and institutionalization beginning in its earliest form with pictographic and cunei-
form writing and reaching new modern thresholds especially with the telegraph 
and telephone in the 1800s and with computer-mediated communication since the 
1980s. Unlike innovations in transportation technology, innovations in communica-
tion technology increased the volume, scope, and rate of information generation and 
transfer across space and time. Communication technologies such as logograms and 
alphabets and, later, printing presses and the internet have enabled increasingly large 
swaths of people to “time travel” to past events, using their culturally-acquired lit-
eracy and imaginations to peer through the eyes of historical individuals via their 
writings. In the case of historical film documentaries (or, for that matter, YouTube 
videos), individuals can engage in passive, unidirectional, interactions with a film-
maker discussing events long past. Indeed, another important component of the 
theory being developed here is that both active and passive interactions have the 
potential to proliferate as the efficiency and accessibility of transportation and com-
munication technology grows. For instance, a person today surfing the internet has 
the capacity to passively interact with (and appreciate or benefit from) the musings 
of an enormous number of unfamiliar dissimilar others past and present.

Our claim here is that developments in technology have steadily reduced the 
relevance of both space and time in communicating either actively or passively 
with a variety of others about a variety of topics. Crucially, to the extent that 
human beings are prone to social anxiety in the context of new interactions with 
unknown others (Turner, 2002; Turner & Maryanski, 2015), computer-mediated 
communication may facilitate interactions in a way that is more socially distant, 
more delayed and, thus, less emotionally intense (see Lieberman & Schroeder, 
2020). For example, one can think for a while about how to reply to an email 
or text message but must respond verbally in a more or less improvisational and 
immediate manner when communicating in a face-to-face interaction. While oth-
ers have noted this anxiety-reducing function of electronically mediated com-
munication (e.g., Turkle, 2011), they often do so in the service of advancing 
anti-cohesion theories; for example, by arguing that such technology causes or 
contributes to extreme social isolation or narcissism. However, meta-analyses do 
not support the notion that use of social media necessarily reduces the preva-
lence of in-person social interaction; in fact, use of social media has been associ-
ated with increased in-person participation in civic life (Boulianne, 2015, 2018; 
Boulianne & Theocharis, 2020). Moreover, research indicates that the widespread 
adoption of social media profiles has not significantly reduced or increased the 
number of offline contacts with others (~ 5 intimately close friends, ~ 15 good 
friends, ~ 50 generally consistent contacts and ~ 150 acquaintances, see Dunbar, 
2016). Thus, it would seem that computer-mediated communication, by reduc-
ing barriers associated with territory size as well as the financial costs (to use 
a recent example, monthly broadband internet is generally cheaper than plane 
tickets and can be accessed via hotspots at cafes around the world) and social 
costs associated with interaction (self-presentational or interactional anxiety and 
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uncertainty), facilitates potential increases in the volume, scope, and rate of inter-
action over time.

It has indeed been argued that certain forms of computer-mediated commu-
nication (and, for that matter, less recent innovations in communication technol-
ogy such as letter delivery or, later, telegraph machines) allow for “fewer nonver-
bal cues” between interactants and a “greater potential for anonymity,” as well 
as “more opportunity to form new social ties and to bolster existing weak ties” 
and a “wider dissemination of information,” (Lieberman & Schroeder, 2020, pg. 
16). Yet, our theory is, in part, predicated on the claim that the latter two char-
acteristics are undertheorized aspects of these technologies. To the degree that 
people experience (relative) increases in material security and to the extent that 
they are curious or concerned with self-improvement or with a general aware-
ness of broader society, we suggest that even anonymous communications lacking 
rich non-verbal cues may be enjoyed for their novelty, stimulation, or practical 
usefulness. Indeed, such interactions may be generative of some degree of excite-
ment or emotional energy (see Fig.  3 below) precisely on account of how rela-
tively unusual they would have been in the ancestral environment of evolutionary 
adaptedness.

Fig. 3  Variables Influencing Perception of Emotional Energy
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Material security thresholds as pre‑conditions for increasingly distributive modes 
of social cohesion

The importance of material security thresholds was mentioned above, but this is a 
point worth underscoring, as we suggest that such thresholds are a necessary but 
not sufficient condition for the emergence and maintenance of modes of social 
cohesion that produce increases in distributive effervescence. Though energy cap-
ture and per capita GDP spiked most notably during the dawn of the industrial 
revolution (Smil, 2017), advances in infrastructure and technology have accumu-
lated over time, leading to non-linear increases in material security over the past 
10–12,000 years (Morris, 2017). This is supported by empirical work showing, 
for example, the broad chronological range of prosperous “Axial Ages” through-
out the historical record (Mullins et al., 2018; Shults et al., 2018).

Material security thresholds are an important consideration for shifts in modes 
of social cohesion because empirical research worldwide shows that people 
appear to form tighter (i.e., more homogenous, hierarchical, rule-following and 
conformist) social groups to the extent that they live in conditions of relative per-
ceived material uncertainty and/or when they perceive threats in their environ-
ment (Gelfand, 2019; Inglehart, 2018). The reason for this is that people often 
prioritize personal safety and conformity (along with cues that society is orderly 
and that deviants will be punished) over self-expression, freedom of association, 
and geographic mobility when they feel their group/society/nation may be needed 
to provide them or their family substantive aid or support.

As societies become more stable and materially comfortable, they also become 
“looser.” On this matter, Michele Gelfand, who has shown this general dynamic 
to operate cross-culturally, writes,

Behavior, it turns out, largely depends on whether we live in a tight or loose 
culture…Social norms are the glue that holds groups together…Yet, cul-
tures vary in the strength of their social glue…Tight cultures have strong 
social norms and little tolerance for deviance, while loose cultures have 
weak social norms and are highly permissive…Tightness and looseness can 
evolve in different ways, but the outcome isn’t random. Ecological and his-
torical threats—real or perceived—push groups to be tighter, while diver-
sity, mobility, and multi-cultural contact with outsiders foster looseness,” 
(Gelfand, 2019, Pp. 3, 74-75).

The theory we propose here suggests that the increased sophistication and 
availability of both communication and transportation technologies, the spread 
of urban environments, political and economic interdependence, and so on, cre-
ate the conditions under which more fast-paced, distributive modes of socio-
emotional connection can emerge. However, any such precarious and incremen-
tal shift will ultimately rest upon certain thresholds of material security because 
if people are fearful about their immediate survival, whether due to warfare or 
disease, they may be less likely to travel widely and less likely to tolerate inter-
actions with unfamiliar or dissimilar others across novel/changing settings (van 
Leeuwen & Petersen, 2018).
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Moreover, while an unexpectedly positive encounter with a new person in our 
neighborhood, at school, at work or online might yield advice or even substantive 
help with a task, it is probably less likely to yield sustained, long-term financial 
or emotional support compared to close friends and family (Thoits, 2011). This is 
important because it suggests that the more materially insecure or otherwise vulner-
able an individual is, the more probable it is that they will be reliant on strong ties 
for social or financial aid and, by possible implication, the less exciting, energizing, 
or stimulating they may find rapid, distributed, social interactions to be. For these 
reasons, we theorize that threshold increases in material security are a necessary but 
not sufficient condition for people to be motivated to pursue a greater rate of interac-
tions with more diverse people across increasingly distinct contexts.

Emotional energy in more distributive modes of social cohesion

Up to this point, we’ve discussed some of the central socio-historical variables (see 
Figs. 1 and 2) that ex hypothesi modulate the mechanisms influencing the pace of 
social cohesion modes. This addresses the substance of the first, perhaps largest, ori-
enting concern of this article (i.e., the first question enumerated at the beginning of 
the Introduction). However, the second and third orienting questions are critically 
important as well since no mode of social cohesion will be viable without correlated, 
in some sense compatible, shifts in identity formation and emotional experience. As 
the classical theorists understood, changes in the form of social cohesion are inextri-
cably linked to changes in the form of emotional experience and self-understanding.

In foraging societies, groups form and disperse fluidly within a band (Kelly, 
2013). Individuals shift between subgroups throughout the day, roaming a delim-
ited territory, with casual interactions occurring between different individuals who 
typically share the same group membership, religious cosmology, and ethnicity. 
These individuals then aggregate more permanently, for example, before and after 
a hunt, during occasional rituals and at night when everybody sleeps together at a 
“home base” (Moffett, 2019). The early form that human social cohesion took, then, 
was a fluid (if homophilous) fission–fusion system within a stable geographic range 
(Turner & Maryanski, 2015).

We suggest that as the mode of social cohesion becomes more distributed, the 
fission–fusion pattern changes as well. Instead of interacting with (relatively) famil-
iar, homogenous individuals intermittently within a delimited territory, individuals 
increasingly interact with (relatively) less familiar, heterogenous individuals (and/
or their posted writings/thoughts) intermittently across changing settings. Perhaps 
a crude comparison can help make the general point: while a tribal festival or town 
holiday might bring together clans of foragers or groups of villagers, most all of 
whom share a tribal identity, ethnicity, and cosmology, a modern music festival in 
a high-income society will bring relatively more diverse, less familiar individuals 
together at ever-changing venues. As another example, while people in high-income 
modern societies don’t all sleep together in a “home base” or meet together for every 
major meal, the efficiency and availability of travel and communication technology 
means that, more or less on a whim, individuals can get a motel, hotel, hostel, or 
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Airbnb with almost anyone at any time, virtually anywhere in the world (if they can 
afford it—recall the import of material security thresholds discussed above).

But what micro-level mechanisms sustain individuals’ emotional commitment to 
society as the macro-level mode of social cohesion increases in rapidity and scope? 
Recall that, in the Durkheimian/Collins/Turner formulation, a strong mutual focus 
of attention amongst those sharing demographic characteristics or cultural capital 
leads to the rhythmic entrainment of voice and behavior, which generates the accu-
mulation of emotional energy and subsequent sense of cohesion which, in turn, aids 
in sustaining such interactions over time and in motivating individuals to pursue sta-
tus within institutions.

We are hypothesizing a different way of accumulating emotional energy, one that 
becomes more prevalent with increases in the distributive quality of social cohe-
sion: in addition to (and perhaps increasingly instead of) a steadily built reservoir 
of emotional energy sustained over time with similar others engaged in stereotyped 
behaviors, social cohesion may be sustained by relative increases in punctuated 
experiences of emotional energy. That is, to the degree that network heterogeneity 
rises, familiarity declines, and the rate of interaction grows, positive interactions, 
when they do occur, may be both less expected and more emotionally potent com-
pared to positive interactions that occur in homogenous networks of highly familiar 
people in stable settings. Novelty and curiosity, amidst a pinch of euphoric anxiety 
(again, presuming material security thresholds), become increasingly salient moti-
vating dynamics as societies move from relatively slower, less distributed modes of 
cohesion to relatively faster, more distributive, modes of cohesions. The relatively 
unexpected pleasure or usefulness of any one interaction (given the overall increase 
in the rate of interactions, apparent dissimilarities or unfamiliarities and changing 
settings) may allow for a jolt of hormones and neurotransmitters that feels relatively 
more potent compared to any given interaction amongst relatively more similar, 
familiar others occurring in relatively similar or familiar settings. There is interest-
ing emerging empirical evidence to support this notion. One study, for instance, 
found that people enjoyed a short conversation with an opposite-sex stranger just as 
much as they did a conversation with their existing romantic partner, even though, 
of course, few people in the sample anticipated that they would enjoy both conversa-
tions equally (Dunn et al., 2007).

When potential interaction partners are (relatively) less similar and/or familiar, 
interaction is more transient, and settings are less consistent, emotional energy may 
tend to be relatively less incrementally accumulated and more often accumulated in 
a period-punctuated manner, but in such a way that nevertheless sustains individu-
als’ desires to associate, collaborate, or continue interacting with others. And, again, 
recall that in our theoretical conceptualization, the potential uncertainty and dys-
phoric anxiety associated with interactions among unfamiliar or distinct individuals 
may actually be attenuated by particular communication innovations which allow for 
greater anonymity, delayed responding, avatar creation/self-representational fluidity, 
and psychological distancing (Colasante et al., 2020; Fokides, 2020; Hooi & Cho, 
2014; Joinson, 2001; LeFebvre, 2017; Pickard et al., 2016).

We agree with Collins, Turner, and Durkheim that “emotional energy” funda-
mentally undergirds social cohesion, but this concept requires further elaboration. 
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Although we do not have space here to spell it out in detail, it will be helpful to 
outline what we mean by the concept of emotional energy relative to changes in 
the evolutionary environment.

We begin with a somewhat distal consideration: to what extent is the social 
environment in which emotional energy is sought “evolutionarily novel”? The 
term “evolutionary novelty” refers to the degree of atypicality of a social environ-
ment relative to what archaeologists, historians, anthropologists and/or evolution-
ary biologists postulate as the sort of ancestral social environment within which 
the human species evolved (for an example of how animal behaviorists use this 
phrase, see Lowry et  al., 2013). Environments are not bimodally evolutionarily 
novel or evolutionarily typical—this distinction is a matter of degree. We sug-
gest that interactions with relatively less familiar, less similar people across rela-
tively larger geographic terrains than would have been common in ancestral envi-
ronments constitute relatively more “evolutionarily novel” social environments. 
Under certain conditions, this novelty might lead to greater levels of fear or anxi-
ety (mediated by spikes in various neurotransmitters and associated physiological 
arousal) about social interactions and, thus, to reduced social cohesion.

But we ought also to consider important conditioning factors, such as the 
potential impact of positive-sum exchanges (productive, reciprocal, generalized, 
negotiated, see Molm, 2003; Lawler et  al, 2009) on the tendency for people to 
evaluate interactions with less familiar, less similar others in less familiar geo-
graphic locales as motivating and congenial (vs. de-motivating and anti-social). 
What is theoretically relevant about this latter distinction for the approach being 
developed here is that most forms of exchange—even in minimal or serendipi-
tous social encounters—harbor the potential for positive-sum gain. For example, 
productive forms of exchange involve one or more people deciding to collabo-
rate on some mutual, super-ordinately shared goal (common, e.g., in workplace 
environments). Reciprocal forms of exchange involve one party providing some 
assistance or benefit with a general expectation for some reciprocation in the 
future (common, e.g., in acquaintanceship relationships). Generalized forms of 
exchange involve the provisioning of some often minor form of assistance with 
no general expectation for reciprocation (common, e.g., when a waitress is tipped 
well, or a door is held open for a person entering next into a building, or a bus 
driver is thanked for being on time, or a person writes a blog to help others navi-
gate some topic or task). Negotiated forms of exchange involve people attempting 
to come to terms on a mutually beneficial agreement where each party might have 
diverging interests (common, e.g., in business exchanges).

In principle, each of these forms of exchange can occur online or offline and 
to varying degrees in the context of both strong or weak ties, but also in the con-
text of minimal or serendipitous social encounters. The point is that each form 
is conducive to the exchange of potentially valued resources, such as a sense of 
belonging, or a network contact for a job, or advice regarding some life event. 
Only zero-sum contexts, in which the interaction partner(s) is viewed as a strict 
combatant or competitor for a scarce resource, will tend to be unconducive to the 
acquisition of these cohesion-enhancing resources.
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Standing behind (and fueling) all of these dynamics are the socio-historical vari-
ables depicted in Figs. 1 and 2 above. We suggest that the result is a nested social 
structure that modulates the human experience of emotional energy, wherein physio-
logical cues across interactions (e.g., systolic blood pressure or heart rate along with 
correlated short-term boosts in epinephrine, serotonin or cortisol) are, in the context 
of various and potentially fleeting exchanges, interpreted positively or, at least, non-
negatively. We provide a visualization of these dynamics in Fig. 3 below.

Our concept of “punctuated experiences of emotional energy” builds on and 
extends prominent prior work outside of sociology. Consider, for example, the 
distinction made by Whitehouse (2004) between “ritual modes” in anthropology. 
According to Whitehouse, “imagistic” religious rituals occur relatively rarely but are 
more emotionally arousing compared to “doctrinal” rituals, which occur more often 
but are less emotionally intense. Whitehouse’s theory hypothesizes that the relative 
rarity and unpredictability of imagistic rituals produces a greater intensity of emo-
tion than does the relative frequency and predictability of doctrinal rituals.

Our theoretical model simply extends and elaborates on this basic phenomenon. 
If the rate of interaction within a social cohesion mode grows, the probability of 
any one interaction leading to a longer-term collaboration or relationship (however 
short-lived) declines. Moreover, our conceptualization offers an important exten-
sion: in addition to this rarity effect, the diversity of interaction partners and diver-
sity of contexts may increase the magnitude spike in anticipatory (non-dysphoric) 
anxiety, excitement or curiosity which may, in turn, generate greater emotional 
energy. We suggest that interactions occurring across diverse interaction partners 
and settings, coupled with increases in the relative rarity of longer-term collabora-
tive friendship/relationship formation given a higher rate of total interaction, may 
generate more intense, positively interpreted, physiological responses. Put another 
way: the evolutionary novelty of interactions, in addition to the growing number of 
total interactions across space and time, may produce a context where physiological 
cues associated with arousal become more punctuated and intense. So long as these 
physiological cues are interpreted positively, a new stable state of cohesion might 
emerge.

Indeed, there is some evidence for this punctuated physiological/energetic 
dynamic, though it is still highly under-researched in humans. One study, for exam-
ple, found that tie strength was curvilinear in that the more distant a social tie was, 
the stronger it was, but only after a certain substantial degree of distance (Park et al., 
2018). In fact, in some of the countries assessed, people’s tie strength was similar 
between their most distant and least distant tie. One explanation suggested for their 
finding was that because weak ties are generally more likely to dissolve over time 
compared to strong ties, weak ties that remain may do so because of more emotion-
ally-salient exchanges. Other work (e.g., Lynch et  al., 1982) has found that blood 
pressure and heart rate both rise when speaking in conversations, and we might 
hypothesize that such spikes in arousal would be relatively greater (though poten-
tially non-pathological) in positive interactions with (relatively) less familiar, less 
similar others in changing environments (Vrana & Rollock, 1998).

Our theory might also be understood as a substantial extension of Robert Zajonc’s 
(1965) concept of “social facilitation.” Zajonc demonstrated that the presence of 



 Theory and Society

1 3

others leads to spikes in physiological arousal, which in turn influences peoples’ 
performance on tasks (e.g., completing them faster but not as thoroughly). His data 
support, partially and in limited scope, the theory proposed here. Additionally, some 
laboratory studies on non-human mammals find that oxytocin, a hormone associated 
with feelings of social cohesion, can suppress the stress responses normally asso-
ciated with novel physical or social environments (DeVries et  al., 2003). On our 
theory, then, perceptions of material security may influence the degree to which hor-
mones like oxytocin mitigate stress responses in interactions with less similar, less 
familiar people in more novel environments.

In sum, our theory proposes that relative increases in the degree of positively-
interpreted punctuated arousal may undergird changes in the form of social cohe-
sion over time. Our premise is that more frequent interactions with more diverse, 
less familiar, people in fluid online and offline settings, so long as interactions occur 
under conditions of low threat and relative material security, may increase excite-
ment and euphoric anxiety because such interactions harbor relatively greater poten-
tial for informational and experiential novelty, creativity, insight, and unexpected 
collaboration or aid relative to more homogenous, familiar interactions in more sta-
ble settings. Thus, we do not dispute Durkheim’s or Collins’ model; rather, we sug-
gest that social cohesion can be understood as occurring in different modes along 
a continuum. Durkheim’s and Collins’ models account for relatively slower, more 
centralized, modes of cohesion, while the present model also accounts for faster, 
more distributed modes of cohesion as well as the relationship between these poles.

Identities and encounters in distributive modes of social cohesion

Up to this point, we’ve offered a theoretical reframing of the structure and mech-
anisms of social cohesion, in addition to the affective/physiological experience of 
emotional energy in more distributive modes of social cohesion. But how might 
these changes in the mode of social cohesion influence peoples’ understanding of 
themselves?

We suggest that as the mode of social cohesion becomes more distributive, the 
norms and values traditionally or historically associated with any given social set-
ting become less influential on an individual’s thought and behavior. This formu-
lation is consistent with work on “situational strength” (Meyer et  al., 2010). The 
strength or “tightness” (Gelfand, 2019) of normative constraints in a given social 
setting can be assessed along at least four dimensions, including (1) the perceived 
clarity of normative expectations associated with self-expression, (2) the cross-sit-
uational stability of cues related to such expectations, (3) the number of cues in a 
given situation indicating that individuals ought not decide freely what behavior or 
self-expressions to display to others, and (4) the clarity of connections between neg-
ative sanctions and expected adherence to situational cues regarding self-expression. 
Generally speaking, tighter/stronger situations are those where individuals feel their 
behavior or beliefs (about themselves and others) are more constrained by others’ 
expectations.
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Our theoretical framing, then, posits that shifts toward more distributive modes 
of social cohesion will be associated with (1a) relative increases in normative ambi-
guity, (2a) decreases in the stability of cues associated with expectations about 
self-expression, (3a) fewer total cues related to expectations about individuals’ 
self-expression, and (4a) fewer clearly defined or formal negative sanctions associ-
ated with individuals’ self-expressions. The combined effect of (1a)-(4a) is to allow 
people relative increases in flexibility and freedom with regard to the development 
and expression of self-identities. Put another way, more distributive modes of social 
cohesion incentivize individuals to adopt fluid and flexible self-understandings 
in order to successfully interact more often with different people across different 
settings.

But what counts as a normative expectation or situational cue regarding self-
expression? Potentially many things, certainly. Though many ideologies, mytholo-
gies, and worldviews have been involved across history in canalizing the sociali-
zation practices associated with individuals’ identity formation, arguably the most 
prominent have been religious ideologies and worldviews. Forager societies, for 
example, often regard religious mythologies as foundational to tribal identity, and 
in traditional agricultural societies identity formation is often strongly influenced by 
religious authorities in the home and at work, school, church (of course), and across 
public institutions (Bruce, 2011; Sterelny, 2018). People no doubt develop identities 
separate from the religion of their upbringing, but the identities they do develop are 
typically understood to be constrained by the expectations of religious family mem-
bers, peers, and institutional authorities generally (Sherkat, 2003).

In many contemporary societies, where separation of church and state exists 
formally or informally, individuals may experience strong pressures to conform 
their self-understanding to religious norms only in family settings (Bengtson, 2013). 
Even still, research in the US has found that self-identified atheists still report being 
discriminated against for being nonreligious even outside of family settings (e.g., 
at work or school, see Cragun et al., 2012), though the mental health consequences 
of disagreeing with family members over religious matters may be most severe 
(Kugelmass & Garcia, 2015).

Yet, there is reason to believe that religious constraints on situational expectations 
for self-expression have been becoming looser and less relevant. Theoretical and 
empirical work have shown that the more materially secure societies become, the 
less dogmatically religious people become (Barber, 2013; Bruce, 2011; Inglehart, 
2018). A discussion of the precise mechanisms linking rising material security to 
declining religious commitment would take us beyond the scope of the present 
article, but we can at least point to one of the most common explanations of this 
linkage; viz., that religious beliefs, which can buffer people from the stress and 
uncertainty associated with perceptions of threat (e.g., Storm, 2017; Schnabel, 2021; 
see Wildman et al., 2020 for a multi-factor explanation), are less necessary in more 
materially secure environments.

For these reasons, we suggest that relative shifts towards more distributive modes 
of social cohesion, particularly in recent centuries with massive increases in per 
capita GDP and energy capture (see Smil, 2017), have rendered individuals’ iden-
tity-related self-expression increasingly unbound from any single frame or set of 
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expectations across settings. While future empirical research will be the ultimate 
arbiter of exactly how these dynamics operate, we theorize below how self and iden-
tity might be developed and expressed differently with changes in the mode of social 
cohesion.

The threshold condition of material security necessary for relative increases in 
the distributive form of social cohesion is also associated with a slower life history 
strategy and lower fertility (Baumard, 2019). One consequence of adopting a slower 
life history strategy and producing fewer offspring, is that parents begin to invest 
more of their resources and time into the development of their offspring’s skillsets 
and capabilities. In sociology, this is known as engaging in “concerted cultivation” 
of one’s children (Lareau, 2003; Bodovski & Farkas, 2008). When engaging in con-
certed cultivation, parents attempt to engross their children in a variety of environ-
ments that will teach them important skills (verbal, behavioral, dress, and otherwise) 
in preparation for their future adoption of high-prestige or lucrative roles and social 
identities. In doing so, children develop (and are increasingly allowed to develop) 
a broad range of individual interests, hobbies, and skillsets. In learning to develop 
and appreciate these various interests and skills, they also become more “culturally 
omnivorous” (Peterson & Kern, 1996; Hazir and Warde 2015). Socialization thus 
becomes more complex and nuanced as the mode of social cohesion becomes more 
distributed.

Theoretically, the result of this concerted cultivation in childhood and cultural 
omnivorousness in adulthood in faster, more distributive modes of social cohesion is 
that: (1) people can be/are encouraged to develop a relatively greater variety of iden-
tities around various interests, hobbies, and skillsets, (2) people begin developing a 
sense that they “matter” socially because a variety of diverse others across settings 
(not all of whom share all of self’s interests) are aware of them, potentially find them 
important and rely on them, and (3) people begin circulating in (physical or virtual) 
space and communicating at a higher rate with less familiar others about their vari-
ous identity-related interests, hobbies, and skillsets. Throughout (1)-(3), peoples’ 
identities can be verified, friendships can be formed (and abandoned at a relatively 
lower cost), and novel re-combinations of culture can be generated and shared with 
relatively less fear of strict normative expectations or situational sanctioning. To the 
extent that cultural omnivorousness arises from both socialization practices and a 
rising volume, scope, and rate of interactions, economic markets may emerge which 
cater identity-related products toward individuals interested expressly in novel re-
combinations of culture. In this way, as anticipated to some extent by Durkheim, 
modes of social cohesion can interact with economic markets to facilitate a stable 
state.

Consistent with Durkheim’s ([1912] 2001) and Collins’ (2004) work, we suggest 
that emotional energy can be stimulated by a high rate of interaction with diverse oth-
ers across numerous settings such as concerts, sporting events, book signings, hiking 
clubs, and movie nights. These gatherings provide people with the feeling that others 
are aware of them, find them important and rely on them. For example, consider a per-
son who travels by car three hours from work to see a sporting event one evening—
this effervescent experience might enable identity verification (if they have a “sports 
fan” social identity) and positive interactions with other, unfamiliar, co-fans at the event 
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might provide the impression that others are aware of them, find them important, and 
rely on them (because the team is believed to benefit from their cheers and loyal fan 
support). This general dynamic might be seen operating in any social context, not only 
large events, as the mode of social cohesion shifts to becoming faster and more dis-
persed. One week it is a sporting event, the next, maybe a concert, or a night out on the 
town, or a night spent engaging with others on Twitter, and so on. That these interac-
tions might not occur very often with the same people at the same events is precisely 
the point—punctuated emotional experiences across diverse interactions leverages the 
curiosity, novelty, and anticipatory anxiety/euphoria that might exist in a less potent 
form when the same individuals engage in essentially the same behavior across similar 
settings.

Indeed, our theory that the mode of social cohesion influences self-expressive flex-
ibility so as to enable individuals’ adaptability to increasingly varying settings amidst 
increasingly distinct individuals, is consonant—though distinct from—emerging the-
oretical work outside of sociology. Scholars in psychology and cognitive science are 
arguing that the complexity of personality and identity is linked to the structural com-
plexity of society, with increases in the latter motivating adaptive responses in the for-
mer (a view with its origins in work by sociologist Norbert Elias[, 1939] 2000; see also 
Henrich, 2020; Lukaszewski et al., 2020). In a recent articulation, Smaldino writes:

“…as human societies grew larger, [people] would increasingly have to interact 
with individuals whom they had not previously encountered or otherwise knew 
little about, making finding partners for cooperation and coordination increas-
ingly difficult. [Also], as the diversity of roles within a society becomes greater, 
individuals would increasingly have to modify the expression of their social iden-
tities to relate to others in a larger variety of contexts...in more complex soci-
eties, the landscape of possible identities is more heterogeneous, and the mul-
tidimensionality of social identity is employed more directly as a coordination 
device. Thus, the advent of social identities in modern complex societies, such as 
national or regional identities, religious affiliations, or various fan communities 
for sport teams, film, or music, may be indicative of a culturally evolved solution 
set to the problem of assortment for cooperation and coordination in an expand-
ing world” (Smaldino, 2019, Pp. 19-20).

As in our theoretical model described above, here, a proliferation of identities aids 
individuals in navigating what we’ve referred to as an increasingly rapid, dispersed, 
social landscape. However, in much existing work, important theoretical components 
related to situational strength, secularization, material security, punctuated emotional 
experiences, and social cohesion modes remain unintegrated. The present theoretical 
model is consistent with emerging and existing work while extending the theoretical 
depth of such work.
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Discussion and conclusion

In this article, we have suggested that interactions between people in a relatively 
more distributed mode of social cohesion, though increasingly unbound to any sta-
ble physical setting or any consistent set of behavioral expectations and involving 
fleeting contacts with diverse individuals, may still generate sufficient emotional 
energy and social trust for social cohesion because materially secure people within 
a complex division of labor are capable of being pleasant (or, at least not hostile) 
toward, and (albeit preliminarily) trusting of, unfamiliar others (Krasnow et  al., 
2013; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). Even minimal encounters can produce short term 
gains in a sense of belonging (Van Lange & Columbus, 2021). Additionally, interac-
tions with different people across a variety of settings (online or offline) spanning 
large geographical territories might facilitate an intellectually and emotionally stim-
ulating exposure to novelty (in expertise, attitude, or experience) which may also 
produce a motivating sense of trust and cohesion.

Our theoretical model rests, in part, on the assumption that computer-mediated 
communication in more recent societies can successfully facilitate interactions and 
collaborations between diverse people across wide spatial and cultural distances. On 
this point, two prominent objections might be raised. First, some might argue that 
the possibility of accessing virtual environments with many options for news and 
information consumption will just lead people to become paranoid, defensive, over-
whelmed and/or uncertain and that they will thus hunker down and construct “echo 
chambers.” Second, it could be argued that such developments might lead to the pro-
liferation of “fake news” and other modes of low- quality information which could 
foment ideological divisions between people. Below, we briefly deal with each of 
these in turn.

While it is certainly plausible that people, when faced with a large amount of 
information and a large number of potential interaction partners, will seek to cloister 
themselves in social or informational enclaves which increase emotional and moral 
certainty, empirical research suggests that this isn’t actually how most people operate 
online most of the time. For example, there is very little evidence that echo chamber 
construction is common and, moreover, what the evidence does suggest is that peo-
ple seek out confirming points of view more than they avoid disconfirming points of 
view, that most people are light news consumers who interact casually with others 
while being frequently exposed to diverse perspectives online, and that most people 
just aren’t very interested in debating divisive political issues with others (Dubois & 
Blank, 2018; Guess et al., 2018). And, as Jasny et al. (2015) point out, echo cham-
bers can actually reduce peoples’ perception of an ideological consensus because, 
within the echo chamber, those in the ideological outgroup will be widely discussed/
scrutinized/criticized with the consequence of giving those in the echo chamber the 
impression that dissent is common and substantial. This exposure to high-profile or 
influential dissenters may result in a possible reduction in moral certainty amongst 
those in echo chambers.

Of course, echo chamber construction is still a social problem insofar as it 
increases out-group hostility and resistance to new or more accurate information. 
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Given humans’ apparent cognitive biases for homophily and attitudinal-reinforce-
ment, echo chamber construction among some people is, in a sense, “inevitable” 
(Sasahara et  al., 2019). Research suggests that the people most often spending 
their time in echo chambers are people who are especially angry and extremist, 
as well those who prefer strong-tie connections (Bessi, 2016; Boutyline & Willer, 
2017; Wolleback et  al., 2019). Regardless, our point is that echo chambers are 
likely to be occupied by a small subset of the population, not by most people. 
Even more importantly, an implication of our theoretical model is that prefer-
ences for homophily, attitudinal reinforcement, and strong tie connections should 
not be treated as constants but, rather, as variable social signals that can be sup-
pressed or adjusted in accordance with the interactional demands and opportuni-
ties associated with changes in the mode of social cohesion.

What about the problem of “fake news,” that is, low-quality information in 
mass-information markets? Couldn’t such information lead to arbitrary divisions 
between already superficially dissimilar people, thus eroding social cohesion? 
Fake news is indeed likely to spread on account of its often salacious and emo-
tionally arousing content (Vosoughi et al., 2018). It is also important not to forget 
that “bots” may be easily programmed to spread fake news (Shao et  al., 2018). 
However, while research has shown that exposure to fake news on the internet is 
fairly common, this is mere exposure, and no research has yet determined how 
influential such exposure actually is to social cohesion in the long run (Lazer 
et al., 2018).

Moreover, low-quality information sources have always existed, and compared to 
people in more homogenous networks, those embedded in diverse networks engage 
in a greater degree of ideational recombination whereby they “divide their attention 
across non-redundant communication partners” (Rhee & Leonardi, 2018, Pp. 1191). 
While people in homogenous networks can develop good, high-quality information 
and ideas via prolonged interrogation of network members, those in heterogenous 
networks can develop good, high-quality information and ideas by allocating atten-
tion to many diverse others. The latter strategy involves recombining insights and 
averaging out disagreements and “noise” in a way that gleans the “wisdom” of the 
crowd. In essence, the larger the size of the network and the more diverse the net-
work, the more people can (consciously or unconsciously) leverage Bayesian infer-
ence and abductive reasoning in order to minimize the impact of fake, false, or mis-
leading information.

Finally, people are not necessarily motivated to consume poor-quality informa-
tion, they are often just lazy in the attention they allocate to analyzing the informa-
tion they receive (Pennycook & Rand, 2019). Insofar as fake news becomes more 
widely discussed and critiqued, people may simply begin to allocate more atten-
tion to vetting the information they consume. A “hive mind” (even one composed 
of biased individual humans) of fast, clear, decentralized, communication channels 
with a large number of cognitively diverse agents harboring different pieces of infor-
mation, can average out anomalous information, aggregate reliable information, and 
ultimately converge on increasingly accurate (if always somewhat rough) approxi-
mations of reality (Becker et  al., 2019). Moreover, so long as polarized groups 
continue to interact with one another, they will tend to produce, together, more 
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constructive and informative insights on account of trying to figure out the strengths 
and weaknesses of the opposite or alternative point of view (Shi et al., 2019).

In closing, we’d like to highlight some important avenues for future inquiry. 
Though an entire set of articles might be written about the theoretical and empiri-
cal implications of the theoretical extension suggested above, we think two areas of 
scholarship might be particularly well-equipped to explore these implications: iden-
tity dynamics and social “mattering.”

Within “Identity Theory” (Burke & Stets, 2009), “identities” are conscious self-
views that come in three potentially overlapping forms—role, social, person—with 
each identity composed of a varying amount of semantic “meanings.” Role identi-
ties are identities tied to obligations towards others (e.g., a teacher identity is a role 
identity on account of the implied obligations to others who are students), social 
identities are identities that signify a person as a member of a group (a Democrat 
or LA Lakers fan) and person identities are views about oneself as a particular indi-
vidual (e.g., honest, caring). Depending on the person and their location in a social 
structure, role identities may overlap with social and person identities, or, they might 
not. All three types of identity, when consistently verified by others in social interac-
tions, can provide people a sense of stability, comfort, and self-understanding (Hogg 
& Wagoner, 2017), and people often seek to control others’ perceptions so as to be 
in line with the meanings they attach to their own identities.

The theory articulated in this article points to several identity-related questions 
worthy of future investigation: which bases of identity (role, social, person) do peo-
ple define more fluidly as modes of social cohesion become faster and more dis-
tributive? How does the fluidity of self-understanding vary according to an individ-
ual’s demographic characteristics? How does the fluidity of self-understanding vary 
according to the novelty of social settings over time (i.e., occupational or recrea-
tional)? Is identity verification harder to perceive as the mode of cohesion speeds 
up and becomes more distributive? Or, perhaps, does the threshold for what counts 
to individuals as adequate verification change? Is the overlapping (or non-overlap-
ping) of role, social, or person identities perceived of as more, or less, aversive with 
changes in the mode of social cohesion? Does this aversiveness vary according to an 
individuals’ demographic characteristics or their location in social structure?

A second area fertile for future inquiry given the theory we’ve presented in this 
article is that of social mattering. Mattering is a term denoting whether or not, and 
the degree to which, a person feels important, worthy, or valuable. Elliott et  al. 
(2004) find that mattering is composed of several elements, including awareness 
(e.g., whether or not others notice, recognize, remember, or focus on me), impor-
tance (e.g., whether or not others invest in, promote, provide for, or care for me) 
and reliance (whether or not others seek advice from, depend on, seek support 
from, need, miss, or trust me). Mattering is not the same construct as self-esteem, 
perceived social support, or self-consciousness although mattering is positively 
correlated with self-esteem and perceived social support while being negatively 
correlated with self-consciousness (Elliott et al. 2004). In fact, it appears that mat-
tering may mediate the effect of self-esteem on well-being (Matera et  al., 2020). 
This concept of mattering is also potentially generative of future inquiry guided 
by our theoretical extension. For example: how might peoples’ sense of awareness, 
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importance, or reliance change with shifts in social cohesion mode? How might any 
such changes be moderated by threshold changes in material security? Does mat-
tering become less, or more, important for the relationship between self-esteem and 
well-being with increases in the speed and distributiveness of social cohesion?

No doubt other questions, across sub-areas of the discipline and across disci-
plines, might be posed. We encourage our colleagues to consider not only whether 
and to what extent social cohesion exists within a group or population but also the 
way in which modes of social cohesion can shift from era to era.
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