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Abstract

We offer theoretical foundations for the notion of social cohesion, provide empirical
evidence for its drivers and impact on policy-relevant targets (such as GDP and well-
being) and analyze its trend. We then offer several recommendations on how to
foster social cohesion, pertaining to either its “objective” component - e.q. facilitating
participation in association and community work, inserting “service-learning” into
school curricula, acting for inclusive growth - and its “subjective” component - e.g.
encouraging media and civil society to self-requlate to reduce the diffusion of false
information, improving tolerance across groups and removing stereotypes over
immigrants’ perceived lack of integration in society.

Challenge

Originating from the Latin word ‘cohaerere’ (to stick, to be tied together), social
cohesion refers to the sense of community and the solidarity exhibited by people
of a society. A cohesive society can be defined as being “characterized by resilient
social relations, a positive emotional connectedness between its members and the
community and a pronounced focus on the common good” (Bertelsmann Foundation,
2013: 12; Tonnies (1887), Durkheim (1897)). The literature identifies two dimensions of
social cohesion:

e Horizontal Vs. vertical: The horizontal dimension looks at inter-individual
relationships - such as how much trust people put in others, or the willingness
to join associations. The vertical dimension focuses on relationship between the
individual and a superordinate institution, such as state and government, looking
for instance at how much trust citizens put in their governments.

e Subjective (or cognitive) Vs. objective (or behavioral): Social cohesion
encompasses both the perceived sense of belonging of a member to her group
(subjective dimension), as well as the concrete manifestations of her attachment
to (or embeddedness into) the group (behavioural dimension) (Bollen and Hoyle
1990). The perceived intimacy of a relationship is as important for an individual as
the “objective” number of relationships that a person holds (Williams and Solano
1983).

Social cohesion is a crucial variable for society’s welfare. As documented in the
Appendix, section Al, social cohesion has a direct positive effect on the quality of
institutions, and thus on economic growth, as well as on subjective well-being and
health. Social cohesion is thwarted by social divisions triggered by income, ethnicity,
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political parties, caste, language, gender differences or other demographic variables.
Rising levels of inequality and increased immigration undermine social cohesion, if
these processes are not properly handled.

Section A2 in the Appendix documents the evolution of social cohesion in an
international comparative perspective. Although social cohesion shows relative
stability in the aggregate, some worrying trends emerge analyzing its underlying
components, particularly acceptance of racial diversity and trust in governments,
which show decreasing trends. Moreover, with spiraling levels of inequality, social
cohesion seems under threat. Milanovic (2016) and Acevedo (2018) show that while
the global elites have amassed large portions of income over the last two decades,
the incomes of the poor have remained stagnant over the last three decades. The
success of populistic political movements in the West may be accounted for by the
resentment experienced by those left behind with respect to the élites breaking away
from the “social contract”.

Fostering social cohesion requires dealing with both its objective and subjective
components, addressing aspects as disparate as correcting individuals’ stereotypes
over other groups in society - particularly immigrants and racially diverse others
-, facilitating participation in associations and the undertaking of community work,
and implement macro-policies aiming at inclusive growth. These challenges require
a comprehensive and integrated approach. In many cases civil society and bottom-
up initiatives should take center stage, while governments take on a subsidiary
facilitating role only.

1. Conceptualizing social cohesion

As mentioned in the “Challenge” section, social cohesion rests on both a horizontal
/ vertical dimension, and on a subjective / objective dimension. Various components
of each category are enumerated in Table 1, which draws on Bertelsmann (2013) and
Chan et al. (2005).



and the Future

of Politics ARGENTINA 2018
THINK 20

—"j Social Cohesion,
(ﬂ. Global Governance
E-.—ﬁ

Table 1. Measuring Social Cohesion: A two-by-two framework (based on Chan et al.
2005 and Bertelsmann Foundation, 2013)

Subjective component Objective component

Horizontal General trust in other citizens Memberships in associations,
dimension trade unions, clubs etc.
Willingness to cooperate and help
other citizens Community work, donations
Sense of belonging to the Respect for social rules

community and identification

Acceptance of diversity

Vertical Trust in institutions Civic and Political participation

dimension . L
Trust in leaders and public figures

Perception of fairness

2. Recommendations
2.1 Tackling the “objective” side of social cohesion

Recommendation 1: Facilitate the constitution and the participation in associations
and community work

Participation in associations is a key component of social cohesion. We recommend
that governments facilitate both the creation of associations and the likelihood with
which people can join. This may take the form of providing fiscal incentives for the
constitution of associations, in particular through tax discounts for donations to
charities, conceding loans for start-up projects to associations whose goals seem
particularly worth of support, providing the general public with information over
associations’ activities.

Recommendation 2: Offer educational programs providing students with the
opportunity to engage in community work and association membership.

So called service-learning, i.e. the practice of inserting active participation in volunteer
associations as a requirement of school curricula, has been implemented in some
countries such as the US, though never on an extensive scale. Analyses of its impact
are unambiguously positive. Not only does service-learning enhance the probability
of future volunteerism (Griffith 2010), but also personal well-being and life satisfaction
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in the long run (Bowman et al. 2010). It also reduces teenage pregnancy, alcohol
consumption and criminal conduct (Allen et al. 1997), while improving educational
achievements, political activity and attitudes toward civic participation (Hart et
al. 2008). The available evidence clearly indicates that the establishment of such
programs would have beneficial effects for both social cohesion and well-being.

Recommendation 3: Facilitate the opportunities for citizens’ enforcement of
social rules

Another constituent element of social cohesion is rule abidance. Incentivizing social
norms compliance “from above” may run the risk of backfiring through so-called
crowding-out effects (see Appendix: section A4). This is the tendency for “intrinsically
motivated” people to give up on pro-social behavior when material incentives are
set to favor such pro-social behavior. There have been nonetheless a number of
initiatives in which public authorities offered support and coordination, rather than
monetary incentives, in order to provide public goods. One example is the so-called
“Neighbourhood Watch” initiative, whereby citizens of a certain neighborhood are
encouraged to take explicit actions to watch over their district of residence, and to
exchange information over security issues with both other citizens and the police.
These initiatives seem capable of reducing crime activities (Bennett et al,, 2006)
and increase citizens’ sense of security (Henig, 1984). We endorse public authorities
encouraging such activities, offering coordination and expertise among citizens. A
number of public goods could also be provided in the process.

Recommendation 4: Facilitate citizens’ political engagement

A wide range of democratic innovations has been implemented, particularly in Latin
America, to increase and deepen citizens’ participation in the political decision-
making process (see IPSP: Chapter 14 for a review).

*  Participatory budgeting involves citizens in the definition, formulation, decision,
and control over several aspects of the municipal budget. In the pioneering case of
Porto Alegre, Brazil, popular assemblies gather thousands of individuals with the
goal of formulating demands over infrastructure and investment. Some of these
demands are then selected in a transparent political process, in which relative
poverty enters as a key criterion for selection. Many other municipalities in Latin
America adopted similar practices.

«  Policy councils foster co-governance among public authorities, civil society,
business leaders and service providers. Policy councils may have a deliberative
and agenda-setting function, or a management and decision-making functions
- for example in the health sector -or the representative purpose of including
minority groups in the policy process.
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«  National public policy conferences involve large number of citizens in a
multi-level deliberation process aiming at formulating demands to the national
government. Although such policy proposals are non-binding, the experience in
Brazil shows that the national governmentis open to implementing these demands.

Mini-publics involve groups of citizens that are randomly selected from the
population at large, who are asked to express their recommendation on a set of
social or political issues, upon receiving evidence and information from experts.

Actual voting in political elections may also be encouraged, for instance increasing
the number of polling stations, extending their opening time, fixing voting on festive
days rather than during the working week.

These activities are worth being pursued, not only for their practical consequences,
which often entail redistribution toward disadvantaged groups, but also because
they foster inclusion (Avritzer, 2009; Wampler, 2007). The political psychological
literature suggests that having a “voice” is extremely important for individuals, often
well beyond the instrumental value that this voice might have on final outcomes
(Grimalda et al., 2016).

Recommendation 5: Comply with a strategy of inclusive growth

In other works of this taskforce we have laid out the foundations of inclusive growth
(Boarini et al, 2017). That is a process whereby growth (a) is meant to benefit all
economic and social groups in the population, leaving no one behind; (b) considers
a comprehensive notion of well-being that is not limited to income but looks at other
aspects of objective and subjective well-being, such as in particular individuals’
inclusion in the society. Reducing economic and social inequality and facilitating
the access to education at all levels can improve both inclusive growth and social
cohesion.

Recommendation 6: Empower individuals as consumers and workers

The above recommendations mainly focus on community life, but we recognize
that empowerment of individuals in other life domains is also important for social
cohesion. In particular, helping consumers to have a say in the patterns of production
could be important to enhance their involvement in society (Micheletti et al., 2003).
Improving the governance of companies and businesses organizations through
enhanced collective bargaining and other forms of democratization may also be
important. Finally, fostering the activities of social enterprises and “B-corp” firms' will
also enhance individuals’ inclusions in society, as the frontier between community
and economic activity becomes more blurred.

1 https:/www.bcorporation.net
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2.2 Tackling the “subjective” side of social cohesion

Dealing with individuals’ process of opinion formation is problematic, because
the need to sanction the transmission of factually wrong information needs to be
balanced with the need to respect individuals’ autonomy in forming their own values
and views of the world. Nevertheless, we believe that there is ample space for action.
In Appendix, section A5, we clarify in which sense an individual may end up having an
incorrect vision of reality. We assume that individuals receive imperfect “signals” over
the true state of the world, and that value judgement might affect the interpretations
of such signals because of cognitive dissonance. Even if cognitive or judgement
errors are inevitable, it is obvious that the more a fact becomes uncontroversial, the
higher the probability that the individual will eventually form the correct view on
such fact. In the specific case of social cohesion, the more the government acts to
foster social cohesion, the more likely it is that the individual will in the end form the
correct opinion on how much she can expect from the rest of society. For this reason,
we encourage policy-makers to take measures to improve the set of variables that
has been identified as relevant determinants of social cohesion.

Recommendation 7: Improve integration of immigrants in society

In many Western countries integration is subject to a “test” of knowledge of the
language, culture and institution of the recipient countries. Although we believe
that language is important, the effectiveness of such tests has been challenged. We
propose alternatives.

Discrimination rests on evolved psychological propensities to categorize the self and
others into groups, to identify the self with one - or more - of such groups, and to
also categorize others into groups (see Appendix, section A3). Although it may be
unavoidable to construe social relationships in terms of an “us vs them” perspective,
education and cultural processes should prevent this perspective to become a
conflictual one.

One of the possible causes of discrimination is so called statistical discrimination. That
is the phenomenon whereby individuals belonging to a certain group are attributed
the same characteristics that are believed to hold for the whole group. Note that
the belief may be true. Most typically, though, the beliefs are unfounded or factually
false and people belonging to certain groups will be stereotypically discriminated
against (Dorrough and Gldckner, 2016). Immigrants in many countries are statistically
discriminated against on the basis of stereotypical beliefs that they lack work ethic,
or hold too different values from those held by natives in order to be integrated in
society. An effective way to break down such beliefs relies once more, we believe,
on volunteerism and community work. We envisage immigrants’ participation
into voluntary associations involving both natives and immigrants, which perform
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beneficial activities for the community.

Such type of activities would have many advantages in addition to the public goods
they provide. They would permit “transmission” of the relevant social norms from
natives to immigrants, let alone language skills. They would contribute to remove
natives’ prejudices associated with immigrants’ poor work ethic, or their unwillingness
to integrate into the native community. Moreover, they would demonstrate to the
native population immigrants’ willingness to contribute to the common good. The
involvement in such activities should not be compulsory but accessible on a voluntary
basis by both immigrants and associations. Public authorities should nonetheless play
arole in encouraging immigrants’ participation explaining their benefits. Associations
may receive subsidies to implement these activities, though preferably this should
not be the case to remove crowding-out effects. The existence of such activities and
their beneficial consequences should be disseminated across citizens.

Several Westerngovernmentshavebeen consideringbansonwearing clothing strongly
associated with religious practices in public spaces - most typically the headscarf as
symbol of Islam. We believe that such policies are actually counterproductive, because
they reinforce the “us vs them” construal of social relationship. The people who are at
the receiving ends of such bans will feel discriminated against, thus thwarting their
process of integration into society. We therefore do not encourage such bans.

Recommendation 8: Improve reciprocal tolerance across different ethnic and
social groups

The social psychological literature is divided over so-called conflict and contact theory,
which state that mixing racial groups causes either further radicalization (conflict
theory), or, on the contrary, the removal of psychological cleavages (contact theory)
(see Putnam, 2007, for a review). We do not believe that integration strategies can
always be effective in the short-term, hence we are not surprised that conflict theory
appears to be dominant in many instances. Nonetheless, we note that the existence
of very diverse attitudes toward immigration across geographical regions in a country
or across countries - e.g. negative attitudes towards immigrants are concentrated in
Eastern Germany within Germany, or in Eastern and Southern Europe within Europe
- point to the extreme power that different educational systems can have in shaping
attitudes towards immigration. We share Putnam’s (2007) view that a society that
is racially and ethnically diverse will enrich its citizens in the long term under many
perspectives - not least the economic one. Hence, societies should be prepared to
pay the short-term costs of removing segregation barriers in order to reap the long-
term benefits of a diverse society.

The same approach holds not only for racial groups but also for economic groups.
Urban spaces tend to be highly segregated across income classes, with the rich
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occupying different areas from the poor (see IPSP, chapter 5). This entails that social
interactions become segmented and do not reach out to people who are economically
diverse. These divisions facilitate lack of solidarity from the rich towards the poor,
thus favoring the élites breaking away from the social contract, amassing their wealth
in tax havens and subtracting it from the country’s tax base. Even in this case, we
advocate a patient approach of mixing together of people from different economic
classes, overcoming the actual patterns of strong segregation. We believe that this
social policy would engender various positive effects, both in augmenting the sense
of inclusion by the poor, and increasing the sense of duty and obligation towards
society by the rich.

Recommendation 9: Engage in a public dialogue with the media, broadly defined,
in order to discard the diffusion of so-called “fake news”

The rapid diffusion of social media has brought to the fore the possibility of so-
called “fake news” - the artefactual diffusion of false facts, mainly to shift political or
electoral consensus. Finding strategies to intervene on this issue is complicated by
the risk of limiting individual freedom of expression. Nonetheless, it is of paramount
importance to acknowledge that media should be treated as a public good for
society, alike other sectors - e.g. education - and infrastructures (see IPSP, chapter
13), because of their importance for the democratic functioning of societies. The
increasing concentration in the media and information industry is in this sense
worrying and should be monitored by public authorities. The lack of transparency
and accountability by media companies should also be addressed.

Bottom-up solutions coming from civil society should play amajorroleinthe monitoring
of the media. We endorse a national and global dialogue among governments, civil
society and the media sector - broadly defined. The government should encourage
the media sector to voluntarily subscribe to codes of conduct aiming to eradicate the
phenomenon of false reporting or fake news. This strategy may also rely on auditing
and certification by credible authorities independent from the government over the
reliability of a certain news source - be it an official media company or a Twitter
account. An example of such codes of conduct is laid out in the “Journalism Trust
Initiative”.? Empowering “fact-checking” associations, whose aim is to highlight and
disseminate the misreporting of information, should also be encouraged.

Recommendation 10: Identify sensitive areas for trust in governments and implement
policies to improve consensus

Extensive survey research permits to identify areas of government activities to which
public opinion is particularly sensitive. Recent research conducted within the OECD

2 https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/rsf-trust-initiative

10


https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/rsf-trust-initiative

and the Future

—l'j Social Cohesion,
(ﬂ. Global Governance
~

of Politics ARGENTINA 2018
THINK 20

Trustlab project?® identifies government integrity - meaning, mainly, refraining from
bribery and corruption practices - as the characteristic that is of greatest importance
to the public of four Western countries. This factor is nearly twice as important as
other factors, such as effectiveness and responsiveness to citizens’ demands. This
evidence clearly suggests that the one area where governments are expected to
come clean to the public is that of perceived corruption.

Existing policies are reviewed in Appendix: section A6.

3 https:/www.oecd.org/naec/TRUSTLAB NAEC final.pdf
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Appendix: Supporting materials
Al. Drivers and ramifications of social cohesion

We here summarize the empirical work on the determinants of social cohesion and
on its effects on other key variables for policy.

* Racial diversity: The existence of cleavages across ethnic and racial lines is
often considered as the main obstacle to social cohesion (Easterly et al. 2006).
Such cleavages are based on what the social psychology literature - particularly
Social Identity Theory (see Appendix, section A3) - identifies as a key component
of human psychology, i.e. the tendency to categorize people into groups, to
identify with one group and to draw comparisons across groups. Racial diversity
offers a very strong group demarcation. At the cognitive level, identification of
race occurs even faster than identification of gender or age in human brains
(Eisenberg et al,, 1998).

The seminal work of Alesina and La Ferrara (2002) supports the idea that more
diverse communities are associated with /ower levels of horizontal (but not
vertical) trust, and in willingness to join associations, across US municipalities.
Hence, racial diversity can be thought of as lowering social cohesion. They account
for this evidence with aversion to diversity. Some subsequent studies replicated
this result (Putnam 2007) in the United Kingdom or Canada, while others did
not (Nannestad 2008). Interestingly, no correlation between generalized trust
and ethnic fractionalization was found at the national level across 20 European
countries (Hooghe et al. 2009). Hence, the effect of ethnic diversity may be
specific to culture or historical trajectories.

e Economic inequality: Kawachi et al. (1997) demonstrate a generally negative
impact of income inequality on horizontal trust. This result may be due to lack of
optimism that one will benefit from societal progress (Uslaner 2002). Interestingly,
evidence has been provided that immigration has a negative effect on social
cohesion only in countries with high levels of economic inequality (Kesler and
Bloemraad 2010).

e Education: A positive relationship between education and social cohesion
has lbeen empirically confirmed (Helliwell and Putnam 2007). The reason is that
creating a mutual identity and facilitating cooperation within the society is one of
the main purpose of public education (Heynemann, 2000).

e Historical events: In line with the idea that cultural values may be very
persistent over time (Bisin & Verdier 2015), there is also evidence that historical
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events influence social cohesion in the long term. Nowadays trust is still lower
among ethnic groups in Africa which were most affected by slave trade in the past
(Nunn & Wantchekon 2011). Likewise, Northern ltalian cities with more inclusive
political structures in the medieval still possessed higher levels of social capital
nearly a thousand years later (Putnam et al. 1993).

Social cohesion has important ramifications on variables that are of clear interest for
individuals’ well-being:

e GDP: Social cohesion has been demonstrated to have both a direct positive
effect on GDP (Foa 2011), partly caused by the huge economic costs of inter-racial
conflict and war, or an indirect effect, through the facilitation of better institutions
like the juridical system or freedom of expression (Easterly et al. 2006). Similarly,
it has been shown that countries whose GDP was more strongly affected by the
economic crises in the 1970s had scarcely cohesive societies (Rodrik 1999).

e Subjective well-being: It has been shown that increased trust has the same
impact on life satisfaction as an increase by two-thirds of household income
(Helliwell and Wang 2011). A positive relationship between well-being and overall
social cohesion has also been established (Delhey, J., & Dragolov, 2016).

¢« Health: Data from 39 US states indicate that social cohesion fosters mental
(Kawachi and Berkman 2001) as well as physical health, even moderating the
effect of income equality on increased mortality. It has also been demonstrated
that a disinvestment in social capital leads to the rise of mortality rates (Kawachi
et al. 1997).

A2.Evolution of social cohesion

The Social Cohesion Radar of the Bertelsmann Foundation (2013) has measured social
cohesioninfourwavesacross 34 OECD countries. The analysis shows broad international
differences, with Scandinavian countries being ranked at the top throughout all four
waves, Eastern European countries at the bottom, and Central European countries in
the middle. Whereas the levels of social cohesion in Canada and the US were similar
to those in Northern Europe in the 1990s, both countries experienced substantial
declines during the last 15 years. Conversely, social cohesion has remained stable - but
at low levels - in several Southern European Countries that were severely affected by
the Great Recession originated in 2008. This may be due to the stability over time
of the objective dimension, particularly association membership. On the contrary, the
subjective component experienced a decrease in trust in institutions in many countries
(see Figure 1 in the Appendix), and even more markedly, in acceptance of diversity.
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Germany is a notable case, with acceptance of diversity dropping while the overall
indicator of social cohesion has risen. The evolution of World Value Survey indicators
of horizontal trust does not show any obvious trend over a time span of about 20 years
(see Figure 2). It also shows very little variation comparing the wave before and after
the 2008 Great Recession (not reported).

It is often claimed that social cohesion is decreasing in our societies because of
rising inequalities and the impact of the Great Recession. Although it is difficult to
draw generalizations, the analysis of these indicators would tentatively suggest that
Western societies are overall more resilient and cohesive than one could think of. This
is of course a conseqguence of the fact that all the different components of the index
enter with equal weight in the overall index. In that sense, it is worrying to see a drop
in acceptance of diversity and trust in institutions, while it is reassuring that trust in
others does not seem to follow the same trend. We also point out that indicators of
how much people can expect to be supported and helped by others, especially in
a time of crisis, are absent from international social survey. Since this seems to be
an important constituent of sense of community and of the perception of solidarity
that citizens experience, it seems that a fundamental component of social cohesion
cannot be properly measured.
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