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Belonging, Relatedness, Connection, or Social Presence?

Introduction

During the COVID-19 global pandemic, the prevalence of online learning rapidly accelerated as
universities were forced to adopt digital learning tools and approaches at an unprecedented rate
(Rahman et al., 2021). Today, online learning continues to be an essential part of post-
secondary education. While online learning has several benefits regarding access and flexibility,
high-quality online learning requires supporting social connection and guarding against feelings
of isolation which can occur in learners without careful attention to course or program design
(Rahman et al., 2021; Singh et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2021). Research from varying
perspectives supports the idea that feeling connected plays an essential role in motivation
(Capon-Sieber et al., 2022; Reeve, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2020; Zhou et al., 2021; Zumbrunn et
al., 2014) and performance (Fong Lam et al., 2015; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Rahman et al.,
2021; Yang et al., 2021) as well as engagement and persistence (Chiu, 2022; Hausmann et al.,
2007; Holzer et al., 2021; Ng, 2019; Peacock & Cowan, 2019). Although these constructs are
related, we suggest they can each contribute uniquely to our understanding of how online
learning can be best designed to support human connection. As such, the purpose of this
session is to compare four constructs related to feeling connected in an online learning context:
(a) relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000), (b) sense of belonging (Goodenow, 1993), (c) social
presence (Garrison et al., 1999), and (d) social connectedness (Lee & Robbins, 1995).
Specifically, we review the definition of each construct and their root and domain theory. Finally,
we conclude with considerations regarding the contributions of these constructs to
understanding and supporting the experiences of online learners. Exploring constructs of human
connection

Exploring Constructs of Human Connection

Relatedness

From the perspective of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), relatedness is one of the three basic
needs, alongside autonomy and competency, facilitating well-being and motivation (Ryan &
Deci, 2000, 2020). Specifically, relatedness refers to the need to be connected and accepted by
significant others in a specific context and the need to establish close emotional bonds and
attachments with other people. From this perspective, relatedness emphasizes the desire to be
involved in warm relationships and connected. While few studies have empirically examined
relatedness in online learning alone, it appears to play an important role in self-determination.

Sense of Belonging

Sense of belonging is rooted in Goodenow’s work (1993), where it refers to a sense of being
accepted, valued, included and encouraged by others, a sense of feeling as an important part of
the life and activity of the context. This perspective of belonging draws on Maslow’s
psychological hierarchy, in which support plays an important role. Moreover, a sense of
belonging is also often defined in work by Baumeister and Leary (1995) as the pervasive human
drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive, and significant
interpersonal relationships. As a result of this drive, humans have a need for frequent,
affectively pleasant interactions with a few other people and these interactions must take place
in the context of a temporally stable and enduring framework of affective concern for each
other’s welfare.
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Social Connectedness

Based on Kohut's (1984) belongingness in self-psychology theory, Lee and Robbins (1995)
defined social connectedness as one factor with key importance for belongingness. From this
perspective, social connectedness refers to one’s opinion of self in relation to other people and
focuses on the emotional distance or connectedness between the self and other people. For
example, scale items that tap into social connectedness include “I don’t feel | participate with
anyone or any group” and “I catch myself losing all sense of connectedness with society.” This
construct is closely aligned with the feelings of security and being part of a group.

Social Presence

From a community of inquiry (COI) lens, social presence refers to the ability of participants in a
learning community to present themselves to the other participants as ‘real people’ (i.e., their full
personality; Garrison et al., 1999). Specifically, from COIl perspective, social presence
contributes to the creation of deep and meaningful learning experiences alongside and in
interaction cognitive presence and teaching presence.

Considerations for Research and Practice

Although there are distinct differences in the above constructs, an overarching theme is
interpersonal communications and connections as perceived by learners themselves. A second
commonality is the positive impact each is reported to have on learning, such as experiencing
higher levels of inclusion (DiGiacomo et al., 2023), positive emotions (Fong Lam et al., 2015),
motivation (Capon-Sieber et al., 2022; Reeve, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2020; Zhou et al., 2021;
Zumbrunn et al., 2014), performance (Fong Lam et al., 2015; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Rahman
et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2021), and higher engagement and persistence (Chiu, 2022;
Hausmann et al., 2007; Holzer et al., 2021; Ng, 2019; Peacock & Cowan, 2019). On the other
hand, these constructs are also commonly linked with lower stress and fewer challenges (Utvaer
et al., 2021).

Although there are many similarities amongst these constructs, they differ in their emphasis. For
example, while sense of belonging focuses on creating a supportive and inclusive environment,
relatedness from a SDT perspective emphasizes meaningful relationships and autonomy more
than other elements. Similarly, while social connectedness highlights peer interactions and
social activities, social presence provides more emphasis on real-time interactions and
multimedia engagement.

Notable research— when it comes to learning—of each of these constructs provides similar
recommendations in practice. For example, these recommendations include intentionally
fostering peer and learner-instructor interaction and participation; establishing a welcoming and
supporting environment; making students feel valued, respected, and included; promoting
channels of communication; facilitating personal connections; and providing timely and
personalized feedback.

Conclusions
The constructs discussed in this session, relatedness, connectedness, sense of belonging, and

social presence, have many similarities, but also differ in their emphasis. As such, we suggest
that research examining ways to support human connection in online learning should draw
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across these multiple emerging lines of research. From our view, each provides invaluable
insight into the design of online environments where students feel they belong.
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