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Background: Social cohesion is a relatively new concept in quality of life and well-being

research (e.g. Chan, To, & Chan, 2006; Janmaat, 2011; Noll, 2000). The notion denotes

society’s collective quality of life; more specifically, the sense of community and mutual

support among the people in society. It is often assumed that cohesion is under pressure

these days in Western societies, due to the recent economic crisis and to secular trends

such as globalisation, growing economic inequality, or immigration. Yet, over the past 20

years, when the concept gained prominence, research on cohesion has been mainly

concerned with defining what cohesion is, placing little emphasis on developing an index

to measure its degree. The Social Cohesion Radar (www.social-cohesion.net), a social

reporting initiative of the Bertelsmann Foundation that we co-author, attempts to close



this gap, developing a new index of social cohesion. Based on an extensive literature

review (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2012), we formulated a robust nine-dimensional

conceptual framework that can be applied to various levels of communal life: e.g.

national, regional, and neighbourhood. A cohesive society is characterized by resilient

social relations (social networks, trust in people, acceptance of diversity), a positive

emotional connectedness between its members and the community (identification, trust in

institutions, perception of fairness), and a pronounced focus on the common good

(solidarity, respect for social rules, civic participation).

Objectives: The Social Cohesion Radar aims to develop an index for benchmarking and

monitoring levels and trends of social cohesion, particularly in modern societies. The

project further aims to understand the causes and effects of cohesion so that appropriate

policy decisions can be developed.

Methods: The project employs exclusively secondary data from high-quality sources such

as international comparative cross-sectional surveys, expert ratings, and institutional data.

We cover 34 modern-Western societies (EU-27 and 7 OECD countries) in four time

periods between 1989 and 2012. In order to deal with the lack of identical indicators over

time, we measure each of the nine cohesion dimensions mentioned above in a structural

equation modelling framework, following the principle of reflective measurement (Bollen

& Lennox, 1991). We then apply formative index building to construct the overall index

of social cohesion as the average of the nine dimensions. Based on thresholds derived

from the standard normal distribution, countries can be assigned to five groups with

respect to the strength of their dimension and/or cohesion index scores.

Results: The main results are as follows (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2013). In the most recent

time period (2009-2012), the Scandinavian societies emerge in the top group of social

cohesion, closely followed by the English-speaking immigration societies, USA, Canada,

New Zealand, and Australia. The middle group encompasses mainly Western European

countries, such as Switzerland and Germany. Italy is in the lower middle group together

with Portugal and most of the East European countries. The group of weakest cohesion is

occupied by the Southeast European societies. As to temporal changes, cohesion seems to

be a rather stable societal characteristic. A key societal determinant of strong cohesion is

affluence, a key outcome of cohesion is higher subjective well-being (Delhey &

Dragolov, 2015).

Conclusions: The relative nature of the index, due to the reflective measurement of the

dimensions, is the major issue with our approach. It allows only rankings, precluding

absolute statements. The talk addresses its origins in more detail and opens the stage for a

fruitful discussion on how the issue can be overcome.
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