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Abstract: This research explored the effects of sense of community and authenticity on meaning
in life in social communities in France. The sample included one hundred participants from four
social communities (i.e., political, religious, virtual learning, and mutual aid). The Meaning in Life
Questionnaire, the Sense of Community Scale, and the Authenticity Scale were administered to
the respondents. The correlational analyses indicated that sense of community and authenticity
were more related to the presence of meaning (r = 0.29 and r = 0.54, respectively) than to the search
for meaning (r = −0.39 and r = 0.03, respectively). In addition, no interaction effects were found
between sense of community and the three dimensions of authenticity, suggesting that the level of
authenticity did not influence the relationships between sense of community and presence of or
search for meaning. The practical and research implications of the study for social communities in
the field of existential psychology were discussed.

Keywords: meaning in life; sense of community; authenticity; existential meaning; community

1. Introduction

The notion of community has no consensus definition and may be perceived differ-
ently from one country to another. In France, “community” is sometimes associated with
negative connotations due to confusion with “communitarianism”, compared to most
English-speaking countries where the idea of community is rather one of “an asset to be
preserved” [1]. In social sciences, it implies “the sharing of traditions, practices, activities,
meanings, and values, linked to a significant degree of political involvement, usually in
the same geographical region” [1]. Accordingly, it is relevant to examine the psychological
benefits of community participation. More specifically, the current study aims to explore
the effects of a sense of community and authenticity on meaning in life in several social
communities in France.

1.1. Conceptualizing Meaning in Life

Meaning in life is a critical psychological resource that contributes to wellbeing,
with positive effects observed on both physical [2] and mental health [3,4]. In recent
decades, numerous studies have been conducted to identify antecedents and consequences
of meaning in life [5]. Meanwhile, there have been major discussions about how it should
be conceptualized in psychology. A scientific consensus has recently been established
around a three-dimensional model combining coherence, purpose, and significance [6–10].
Following George and Park [6], meaning in life is defined as “the extent to which one’s life
is experienced as making sense, as being directed and motivated by valued goals, and as
mattering in the world” (p. 206). Meaning in life, as distinct from meaning of life, focuses
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exclusively on the subjective experience of meaning and avoids the question of what might
constitute a source of meaning [5].

Meaning in life is often understood by making a distinction between the presence
of meaning and the search for meaning [5,9]. The presence of meaning describes “the
extent to which people comprehend, make sense of, or see the significance in their lives,
accompanied by the degree to which they perceive themselves to have a purpose, mission,
or overarching aim in life” while search for meaning evokes “the degree to which people
are trying to establish and/or augment their comprehension of the meaning, significance,
and purpose of their lives” [11]. These two dimensions provide a better understanding of
the complexity of how meaning in life is experienced. Previous research has shown that
the presence of meaning is not always the opposite of the search for meaning. For instance,
Dezutter et al. [12] demonstrated that several profiles could be described regarding the low
or high levels of presence of and search for meaning. Similarly, a recent longitudinal study
conducted over six months with 166 young adults in Hong Kong emphasized the relevance
of looking at the presence of and search for meaning as independent indicators of meaning
in life [13].

Numerous studies have highlighted the relevance of differentiating and searching
for meaning in their relationships with other variables. For instance, positive links were
found with subjective wellbeing [14], career adaptability [15], and passion for leisure [16],
while negative links were shown with anxiety [17–19], uncertainty tolerance [20], and
burnout [21]. In this study, we wanted to extend current literature by comparing the
distinctive relationships of sense of community and authenticity with the presence of and
search for meaning.

1.2. Sense of Community

McMillan [22] and McMillan and Chavis [23] are among the most cited references
in the field of community psychology. They describe sense of community as “a feeling
that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the
group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to
be together” [23]. McMillan and Chavis [23] developed a model with four dimensions,
including membership, influence, integration, and the fulfillment of needs. This model
continues to be used in contemporary research despite the fact that conceptualizations of sense
of community and the methods for assessing this construct are still in debate [24–27]. Indeed,
several psychometric scales have been derived from the four-dimensional model published
by McMillan and Chavis [23]. The most commonly used is the Sense of Community Index,
initially developed by Chavis et al. [28] and revised by Perkins et al. [29]. However, the validity
of its factorial structure has often been questioned in different scientific contexts [24,26,30,31].

Several studies has demonstrated the benefits of sense of community on various
socially related outcomes such as social wellbeing and community participation [32–35],
social capital [36,37], social autonomy [33,38], social support [39,40], and cohesion in
society [41]. In addition, Mannarini et al. [42] showed that a high sense of community
is associated with the value of universalism. Other studies have demonstrated positive
correlations between sense of community and self-centered indicators such as psychological
wellbeing [43–45], life satisfaction [46,47], self-compassion [48], and mental health [27,46,49,50].
Conversely, negative correlations between sense of community and self-criticism, isolation,
excessive self-compassion [48], alienation, solitude [51], depression [50], stress [52,53],
and suicide ideation [54] have been highlighted. According to Prezza et al. [45], sense of
community gradually increases as individuals approach middle-age and move into later life.

There is a range of studies demonstrating that individuals are driven to create secure
social bonds [55], which directly influence meaningful life [5]. Hicks and King [56,57]
showed that positive social relationships, such as an awareness of social support, predicted
meaning in life. However, further research is needed to explore more specifically the links
between sense of community and meaning in life.
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1.3. Authenticity

Being authentic is: (A) to be in harmony with one’s actual condition, physiological,
emotional, and cognitive states, (B) to be aware of these states of being, and (C) to behave
and to express one’s emotions in ways that correspond and are appropriate to them [58]. In
other terms, authenticity implies that “one acts in accord with one’s true self, expressing
oneself in ways that are consistent with inner thoughts and feelings” [59]. Based on the
contribution of Rogers [60], Wood et al. [58] suggested a tripartite model including self-
alienation, authentic living, and the influence of others. This model is currently the most
frequently used for conceptualizing and assessing authenticity. Self-alienation relates to the
relationship between A and B, dealing with the association between lived experiences and
self-awareness. Too long a distance between the two dimensions is particularly alarming as
it may reflect the difficulty to know who oneself is. Authentic life refers to the relationship
between B and C, which is the degree of congruence between one’s psychological and
emotional states, one’s beliefs and values, and one’s behaviors. Influence of others includes
an individual’s social environment and the way in which it conforms or not to other
people’s expectations. Thus, authentic life is more clearly an indicator of authenticity while
self-alienation and influence of others are rather indicators of inauthenticity. Pinto et al. [61]
demonstrates that inauthenticity-related indicators are predictors of aggressive behaviors.

Previous studies demonstrated that authenticity is significantly linked to wellbeing-
related outcomes. For instance, authentic life is positively related to wellbeing and nega-
tively linked to anxiety, while self-alienation is positively associated with wellbeing and
negatively associated with anxiety [58,62]. Overall, psychological wellbeing is positively
correlated with authentic life and negatively correlated with self-alienation and the influ-
ence of others [58,62]. Consistently, being and knowing oneself are significant predictors of
meaning in life [5,63,64]. In order words, authenticity is possibly considered as a critical
ingredient to achieving a meaningful life [55,65]. A recent study confirmed that authen-
ticity is a significant predictor of the presence of meaning in life [66]. Maintaining, or
even increasing, states of authenticity over time also seems to be a necessary condition for
sustainable improvement of meaning in life.

Contrary to the links between authenticity and meaning in life, the relationships
between authenticity and sense of community have not been thoroughly studied. McMil-
lan [67] stated that “without truth there can be no sense of community” (p. 316). As
previously mentioned, authenticity is a fundamental human characteristic that has an
impact on social and psychological health. In relation to sense of community, authenticity
is negatively linked to negative affect [39,68] and positively linked to positive affect [46,58].
A recent study was conducted among a sample of 402 Turkish students aimed at examining
the relationships between authenticity and sense of community. Results revealed that
sense of community was positively correlated with authentic life and negatively with
self-alienation and influence of others. Accordingly, it seems relevant to explore the rela-
tionships between meaning in life, authenticity, and sense of community. More particularly,
authenticity and sense of community are likely to interact together in their links with
meaning in life.

2. Objectives and Hypotheses

The current study aims to examine the links between sense of community, authenticity,
and meaning in life in relation to four social communities in France. Meaning in life is
understood by making a distinction between the presence of and search for meaning [11].
Following our review of the literature, three main hypotheses were formulated:

Meaning in life and sense of community:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Presence of meaning is positively correlated to sense of community.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Search for meaning is negatively correlated to sense of community.
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Meaning in life and authenticity:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Presence of meaning is positively correlated to authenticity.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Search for meaning is negatively correlated to authenticity.

The effect of interaction between sense of community and authenticity:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). There is an interaction effect of sense of community by authenticity on the
presence of meaning.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). There is an interaction effect of sense of community by authenticity on the
search for meaning.

3. Method
3.1. Participants

The study was composed of one hundred participants who identified as belonging to
a community. The sample comprised 51 women and 48 men (i.e., gender was not specified
for one participant) aged from 19 to 73 (M = 43.74, SD = 16.23). They were largely resident
in the Paris metropolitan area (79%). A majority of them had educational levels equivalent
to four-year college (59%) and were employees (50%). Most representative marital statuses
were single (39%) and married (37%).

The participants came from four different French communities; one political (41%),
one religious (26%), one concerned with virtual learning (21%), and another with mutual
aid (12%). No participant belonged to more than one community. Their community
participation ranged from several days to more than sixty years (M = 10.27, SD = 12.95).
More than half of the respondents (54%) joined their community because of a personal
decision. Most of them had responsibilities within their community (54%). They described
their adherence to their communities in terms of shared values (93%), commitments (89%),
or in relation to activities proposed (86%). The time devoted to their communities was in a
broad range: 43% dedicated less than 10 h per month, 44% between 10 and 40 h per month,
and 13% more than 40 h per month. Based on participants’ answers, the communities
operated either by free entry (55%) or by annual subscription (44%), sometimes having
several ways of functioning that operated at the same time. Members came together above
all for meetings (85%), for discussion/exchanges (63%), and for shared activities (54%).

3.2. Measures

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire was developed by Steger et al. [11] and adapted
in a French version for the International Wellbeing Study [69]. It includes two subscales
concerning the presence of meaning (e.g., “I understand my life’s meaning”) and the search
for meaning (e.g., “I am seeking a purpose or mission for my life”). Each subscale comprises
five items measured on a seven-point scale going from 1 (Absolutely untrue) to 7 (Absolutely
true). To achieve acceptable fit indices, item 10 (i.e., “I am searching for meaning in my
life”) and two covariances between residual errors in the items were added: χ2(24) = 39.42,
p = 0.03, CFI = 0.964, TLI = 0.946, RMSEA = 0.079 (0.028, 0.121), SRMR = 0.009. In this
study, Cronbach’s alphas were 0.83 and 0.85, respectively, for the presence of and the search
for meaning.

The Sense of Community Scale was developed by Saïas et al. [70]. It was built using a
combination of items derived from the Sense of Community Index [29] and the Brief Sense
of Community Scale [50]. The modifications were made in order to increase the relevance
of items within the French culture. A typical example of an item is: “The members
of this community share the same values.” The SCS is unidimensional and comprises
twelve items assessed using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (Completely disagree) to 5
(Completely agree). To achieve acceptable fit indices, two items (i.e., “I know the majority of
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my community’s members” and “Very few community members know me”) were removed
and two covariances between residual errors in the items were added: χ2(33) = 45.41,
p = 0.07, CFI = 0.962, TLI = 0.948, RMSEA = 0.065 (0.000, 0.108), SRMR = 0.065. In this study,
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.

The Authenticity Scale was originally developed by Wood et al. [58] and adapted into
French by Grégoire et al. [62]. It includes three subscales comprised of the influence of
others (e.g., “Others influence me enormously”), authentic life (e.g., “I always defend
what I believe in”), and self-alienation (e.g., “I feel disconnected from myself”). Each
dimension is composed of four items measured against a seven-point Likert scale from 1
(Does not describe me at all) to 7 (Describes me very well). The initial model shows very good
fit indices: χ2(51) = 55.16, p = 0.32, CFI = 0.990, TLI = 0.987, RMSEA = 0.029 (0.000, 0.074),
SRMR = 0.055. In this study, Cronbach’s alphas were 0.84, 0.70, and 0.80 for the influence
of others, authentic life, and self-alienation, respectively.

3.3. Method

As a pre-test, eight members of the target communities were asked to assess the com-
prehensibility of items. A large majority of items were perceived as fully understandable.
However, minor adjustments were necessary for the SCS. All the scales were completed
using an online form. Communities were selected purposefully using maximum varia-
tion sampling in order to capture a wide range of variations across traditions, practices,
activities, meanings, and values for each community. Participants were recruited using the
snowball method. Representatives of each community were initially contacted in person
and were encouraged to share the announcement widely. Another fifth community (i.e., a
humanist society) was also contacted, but the number of respondents was not sufficient
to allow data collection. Different links for the online form were prepared (e.g., members
of the religious received a unique link). However, the content was identical across the
different versions of the online form.

Following article L1122-1 of the Public Health Code in France, each participant re-
ceived and completed a written informed consent form. At the time of data collection,
Institutional Review Board (IRB) did not exist at the first author’s institution. Consequently,
no ethical approval was asked. In France, ethical approval from an IRB is not a compulsory
requirement for conducting research in social sciences [71]. Accordingly, the current study
was conducted in full compliance with French regulations for research in social sciences.

4. Results

All the data was processed using the R software, version 3.6.0. Few missing values
were observed (<0.1%). MCAR Little’s test revealed that data were missing completely
at random (χ2(33) = 32.23, p = 0.51). They were replaced using a multiple imputation
method [72]. Analyses of data distribution for items and total scores showed moderate
deviations from the normal curve. Consistently, the confirmatory factor analyses were con-
ducted using the robust maximum likelihood method, while the correlation and regression
analyses were based on non-parametric statistics.

4.1. Correlational Analyses

The Spearman correlations between all the measured variables are shown in Table 1.
Presence of meaning was positively and significantly correlated with sense of community
and the three dimensions of authenticity, with moderate to strong links of between r = 0.29
(p < 0.05) for the influence of others, up to r = 0.54 (p < 0.01) for self-alienation. In other
words, a high score for the presence of meaning was associated with a moderate sense
of community, low influence of others, strong authentic life, and very low self-alienation.
However, heterogeneous results were observed between the search for meaning and the
other variables. In fact, only two dimensions of authenticity are significantly correlated
with search for meaning: the influence of others (r = −0.39, p < 0.01) and self-alienation
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(r = −0.32, p < 0.01). Namely, where low search for meaning was associated with the high
influence of others and self-alienation.

Table 1. Matrix of correlations between meaning in life, sense of community, and authenticity.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Presence of meaning 5.40 1.08 –
2. Search for meaning 3.96 1.62 −0.17 –
3. Sense of community 3.93 0.55 0.34 ** 0.03 –
4. Influence of others 1 5.71 1.15 0.29 * −0.39 ** 0.06 –
5. Authentic life 5.95 0.70 0.41 ** −0.17 0.50 ** 0.33 ** –
6. Self-alienation 1 5.24 1.17 0.54 ** −0.32 ** 0.17 0.58 ** 0.48 ** –

Note. N = 100. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. 1 The scores were inversed which means that high scores correspond to low
influence of others or low self-alienation. The thresholds of significance were defined using Holm’s method. Presence
of meaning is positively and moderately correlated with self-alienation, authentic life, and sense of community, while
search for meaning is negatively and moderately correlated with influence of others and self-alienation.

In addition, the age of the participants correlated positively but moderately with
presence of meaning (r = 0.22, p < 0.05), influence of others (r = 0.36, p < 0.01) and self-
alienation (r = 0.32, p < 0.01), while a negative but moderate correlation was found with
search for meaning (r = −0.28, p < 0.01). Seniority in the community was strongly re-
lated to age (r = 0.50, p < 0.01). Homogeneous correlations were found with search for
meaning (r = −0.20, p < 0.05), influence of others (r = 0.22, p < 0.05) and self-alienation
(r = 0.34, p < 0.01). On the other hand, no significant correlation was found between sense
of community and age (r = −0.02, p = 0.87) or with seniority in the community (r = 0.04,
p = 0.69).

4.2. Differences between the Communities

The members of the four communities showed distinctive socio-demographic char-
acteristics across age (χ2(3) = 24.48, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.22), gender (χ2(3) = 13.60, p < 0.01,
VCramer = 0.37), marital status (χ2(6) = 18.30, p < 0.01, VCramer = 0.30), professional sta-
tus (χ2(15) = 55.96, p < 0.01, VCramer = 0.43), and home-location (χ2(3) = 52.94, p < 0.01,
VCramer = 0.73). More specifically, respondents from the virtual learning community were
the oldest, the large majority of them being women. Participants from the religious com-
munity included the highest proportion of couples. Respondents belonging to the political
community were predominantly students living in the Paris metropolitan area. In terms
of community participation, significant differences were found for seniority (χ2(3) = 36.94,
p < 01, η2 = 0.35) and membership (χ2(3) = 19.60, p < 0.01, VCramer = 0.44). Indeed, average
seniority of members was observed among the religious community compared to the other
communities while memberships to virtual learning community were predominantly the
result of a personal initiative.

As presented in Table 2, the descriptive analysis of the differences and similarities
between the four communities for all the variables measured, revealed that members of
the religious community, on average, scored the highest for presence of meaning and
lowest for search for meaning. Similarly, they had the highest average scores for a sense of
community, authentic life, and lack of self-alienation. However, people from the mutual
aid community had the highest average scores for freedom from the influence of others.
The Kruskal-Wallis tests showed significant differences uniquely in relation to presence of
meaning (χ2(3) = 12.59, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.10) and sense of community (χ2(3) = 15.65, p < 0.01,
η2 = 0.13) with average effect sizes [73].

4.3. The Effect of Interaction between Sense of Community and Authenticity

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine more closely the influence of
sense of community and authenticity on the presence of and search for meaning. For each
dependent variable, three successive models were tested: (i) a linear model where sense
of community is the predictive variable; (ii) a linear model where the three dimensions of
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authenticity are the predictive variables; and (iii) a multiple linear model where sense of
community, the three dimensions of authenticity and their interaction effects are the predic-
tive variables. The conditions of application of the models were examined by controlling
the variance inflation factor, the homoscedasticity, and the autocorrelation in the residuals
using the Durbin-Watson statistics. The results indicated that the model where presence of
meaning was the predicted variable fitted well with the data. On the other hand, where
search for meaning was the predicted variable, the model showed heteroscedasticity in the
variance of the residuals. In this case, a Box-Cox transformation was needed to improve
the fit of the model to the data.

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for meaning in life, sense of community, and authenticity for
each community.

Political
Community

(n = 41)

Religious
Community

(n = 26)

Virtual Learning
Community

(n = 21)

Mutual Aid
Community

(n = 12)

M SD M SD M SD M SD

1. Presence of meaning 4.99 1.29 5.98 0.73 5.50 0.79 5.38 0.69
2. Search for meaning 3.91 1.58 3.63 1.69 4.36 1.86 4.15 1.11
3. Sense of community 3.69 0.58 4.18 0.43 4.15 0.41 3.80 0.56
4. Influence of others 1 5.28 1.27 5.11 1.33 4.96 0.81 5.81 0.81
5. Authentic life 5.82 0.70 6.15 0.74 5.89 0.61 6.00 0.76
6. Self-alienation 1 5.59 1.29 6.10 1.21 5.36 0.85 5.90 0.76

Note. N = 100. 1 The scores were inversed which means that high scores correspond to low influence of others or
low self-alienation.

Table 3 shows a summary of the regression analyses of sense of community and
authenticity on the presence of meaning. The first two models demonstrated that 11 and
30% of the variance in presence of meaning were explained by, respectively, sense of
community (F(1, 98) = 12.63, p < 0.01), and authenticity (F(3, 96) = 15.23, p < 0.01). In
model 2, only the dimensions of authenticity relative to authentic life (β = 0.19, p = 0.04),
and self-alienation (β = 0.48, p < 0.01) are significant at the minimum threshold p < 0.05. In
combination, these four independent variables explained 33% of the variance in presence of
meaning where only sense of community (β = 0.21, p = 0.03), and self-alienation (β = 0.46,
p = 0.03) had a significant role (F(4, 95) = 13.07, p < 0.01). However, the interaction effects
between sense of community and the three dimensions of authenticity brought a negligible
incremental variance (∆R2 = 0.01) that had no significant impact on the model (F(3) = 0.27,
p = 0.85).

Table 3. Regression analyses of sense of community and authenticity on presence of meaning.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

β ES p β ES p β ES

Block 1: Independent variables
Sense of community 0.34 0.18 <0.01 0.22 0.20
Influence of others 1 −0.03 0.10 0.80 0.02 0.10
Authentic life 0.19 0.14 0.04 0.07 0.16
Self-alienation 1 0.48 0.10 <0.01 0.47 0.11
Block 2: Interactions
SC × Influence of others 1 −0.02 0.10
SC × Authentic life −0.07 0.11
SC × Self-alienation 1 0.07 0.12
R2adjusted 0.11 0.30 0.31
∆R2 0.01

Note. N = 100. SC = Sense of community. 1 The scores were inversed which means that high scores correspond to
low influence of others or low self-alienation. Three models were tested to explore separately the effects of sense
of community, authenticity, and the interaction effects between these two variables on presence of meaning.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1018 8 of 13

Table 4 shows a summary of all the regression analyses of sense of community and au-
thenticity on search for meaning. Sense of community had a negligible and non-significant
effect on the variance in search for meaning (F(1, 98) = 0.16, p < 0.01), unlike authenticity,
which explains roughly 15% of the variance. More specifically, only the influence of others
contributed significantly to the variance of search for meaning (β = −0.27, p = 0.02). The
third model highlighted the absence of an interaction effect between sense of community
and the three dimensions of authenticity with a negligible incremental variance (∆R2 = 0.02)
and no significant contribution to the model (F(3) = 0.84, p = 0.47).

Table 4. Regression analyses of sense of community and authenticity on search for meaning.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

β SE p β SE p β SE

Block 1: Independent variables
Sense of community 0.04 0.51 0.69 0.15 0.57
Influence of others 1 −0.27 0.28 0.02 −0.28 0.29
Authentic life 0.02 0.41 0.82 −0.11 0.47
Self-alienation 1 −0.18 0.30 0.14 −0.17 0.30
Block 2: Interactions
SC × Influence of others 1 0.07 0.28
SC × Authentic life −0.02 0.31
SC × Self-alienation 1 0.11 0.33
R2adjusted −0.01 0.15 0.15
∆R2 0.02

Note. N = 100. SC = Sense of community. 1 The scores were inversed which means that high scores correspond to
low influence of others or low self-alienation. Three models were tested to explore separately the effects of sense
of community, authenticity, and the interaction effects between these two variables on search for meaning.

5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the links between sense of community, authen-
ticity, and meaning in life while making the distinction between presence and search for
meaning [11]. The sample comprised four social communities in France: one political, one
religious, one in virtual learning, and one in mutual aid.

The first hypothesis focused on the relationship between meaning in life and sense of
community (H1a and H1b). This relationship was confirmed, but analyses demonstrated
that sense of community was more closely associated to presence of meaning than to
search for meaning. The result related to the relationship between sense of community
and presence of meaning was consistent with previous studies [56,57]. Our results also
highlighted the relevance of distinguishing presence of and search for meaning in their
relationships with other constructs [14–21]. In addition, the positive and moderate to
strong correlations of age with presence of and search for meaning were similar to the
study conducted by Steger et al. [74].

The second hypothesis dealt with the link between meaning in life and authenticity
(H2a and H2b). A positive correlation between meaning in life and the three dimensions
of authenticity was confirmed. The presence of meaning was positively associated with
authentic life and a negative perception of being influenced by others or self-alienation.
Similarly, it was demonstrated that search for meaning was negatively correlated with the
three dimensions of authenticity, two of which–the influence of others and self-alienation–
are significant. The results were similar to the study published by Wilt et al. [66] where
high authenticity is positively associated with presence of meaning. Authenticity brings
members of a community closer to what they really are, to their existential true selves [75],
distancing them from alienating psychological patterns. Authentic life, designated by
congruence between psychological states, values, and behaviors, in combination with true
self-knowledge, determines meaning in life [63,64,76]. Since McMillan and Chavis [23],
a factor determining how sense of community is defined has been identified, namely
“influence,” as it relates to power, whether that which is exercised by a member on the
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group or by the community on its members. Interest in the relationship between different
influences and meaning in life has captured the attention of Jason et al. [77], who have
shown that close relationships in various contexts, including that of a community, nurture
a high degree of trust, which in turn generates new trust-relationships. Our study showed
that the influence of others is important when individuals are searching for meaning. This
approach supports the idea that the search for meaning is a quest to experience meaning in
life [5]. Conversely, when members are aware of the meaningfulness of their lives, they are
more liberated from and less dependent on the influence of others.

The third general hypothesis formulated focused on the interaction effect between
sense of community and authenticity and how it affected presence of and search for mean-
ing (H3a and H3b). In the same way, in the three models we investigated, no interaction
effects between sense of community and the three dimensions of authenticity on presence
of and search for meaning were found. The small size of the sample may be a critical
limitation for testing such interaction effects.

Differences and similarities were observed across communities for community par-
ticipation and profiles of respondents. For meaning in life to emerge as “a commonplace
experience” [56], a social community must play an active role in the day-to-day life of
individuals. It is likely to directly influence the subjective experience of members. Several
notable results can be discussed. First, 44% of participants dedicated between 10 and
40 h a month to their communities, which can be considered a substantial amount of time.
Their commitment often comes with a willingness to take on responsibilities for 54% of
respondents. Membership was considered by McMillan and Chavis’s work [23] as primary
among the four factors defining a sense of community, which requires dedication. It is
noteworthy that the main motives that encourage individuals to join a community over
and above the services and activities it may offer (86%) or even more, the ideas and com-
mitment of its members (89%), is the opportunity to share common values (93%). McMillan
and Chavis [23] defined the integration and fulfillment of needs as another important
determinant. It results from the satisfaction perceived by an individual regarding what a
community brings in terms of resources, rewards, and shared values. The psychological re-
wards directly influence existential meaning and psychological wellbeing [5,55,78]. Values
are known to be a source of meaning for individuals [79–81]. To our knowledge, only one
recent study has established links between community and values, specifically universal-
ism, one of the ten major values listed by Schwartz [82] as characterizing a human being.
In fact, Mannarini et al. [42] showed that universalism encourages a sense of community
and has an effect on how the community is perceived. Finally, our results showed that the
members of the religious community reported the highest level of sense of community,
followed by the virtual learning community, the mutual aid community, and the political
community. For the presence of meaning, the order is the same. As far as McMillan and
Chavis’s [23] study highlighted, the last determinant is a common emotional link–the order
can be traced to the history, or histories, of the community itself, especially as it has been
proved that when crises are overcome together by a community’s members, the links that
tie them to the community are reinforced [83]. Conversely, when the organization of a
community is confused, the cohesion between its members is affected [84,85].

6. Limitations

Several limitations should be considered. Firstly, a poor rate of participation has
dramatically affected the generalization of the results in the target communities. Even
though each community was initially of a reasonable sample size (i.e., calculated by the
number of declared members), the final sample remained relatively small with a certain
degree of heterogeneity in the profiles of the members. It would be relevant to continue
the exploration of the relationships between sense of community and existential meaning
among other groups or social communities. In addition, as a cross-sectional design, it was
not possible to understand the relationships between sense of community, authenticity,
and meaning in life from a causal point of view. Given the complexity of the relations
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between variables and variations in the level of presence of and search for meaning over
time [13,86], a longitudinal study would be more relevant. Furthermore, a correlational
approach may be insufficient to understand the mechanisms behind the relationships
between these variables. A phenomenological study is likely to offer an in-depth view of
the experience of community participation and the process of meaning-making [87].

7. Implications for Practice and Research

The results suggest several practical applications in the field of existential psychology.
For some people, a social community is considered a central part of themselves and their
identity. Consistently, sense of community could be used as an existential theme within
the context of counseling practices. Several existential themes could be explored with
beneficiaries, such as meaning in life or authenticity, drawing on their sense of community
in order to find a path towards an understanding of the existential true self [75]. For
example, it would be relevant if counselors were to gather information about the actions
and behaviors of beneficiaries that reveal their values and their fundamental personal
beliefs [88]. Similarly, greater attention could be given to the extent to which a beneficiary’s
choices and experiences are self-determined or collectively shaped. Encouraging greater
authenticity is likely to encourage being oneself and the development of positive psycho-
logical resources. Overall, such information would be helpful for clarifications and defining
life priorities [89].

New career interventions could also be designed by applying the existential approach
for career decision-making [90] or using meaning-centered approaches [91,92]. Accordingly,
supporting beneficiaries in finding or creating meaning to their lives or works through
connections with others and social communities may be particularly helpful for sustainable
development [93,94].
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