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▪ End in itself…

▪ …and good for people‘s subjective well-being (Delhey & Dragolov 2016)

➔ Key question: is cohesion indeed getting weaker?

Why caring about social cohesion?



Our (previous) work on social cohesion
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What social cohesion is NOT! Misconceptions

Cohe-
sion

The social-democratic
misconception: economic
inequality

The national-conservative
misconception:
homogeneity

The social-liberal
misconception:
freedom & 
democracy

The neo-liberal
misconception:
wealth and well-
being



Cohesion as a distinct welfare
concept

„Social cohesion is the quality of social
cooperation and togetherness of a collective, 
defined in geopolitical terms, that is expressed
in the attitudes and behaviors of its members“

Dragolov et al. (2016): 6
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Perceived social exclusion

Social trust

Civic engegament

Political participation

Socio-economic tensions

Ethno-cultural tensions

Local feeling of attachment

Local contacts

 Levels and

(short-term) trends

 Cross-national 

differences & determinants

 Vulnerable groups

 Effects/association w/ SWB



Levels of social cohesion, 2016

Dimension EU-Average

Perceived social exclusion (-) 28 %

Social trust 46 %

Civic engegament 17 %

Political participation 28 %

Economic tensions (-) 28 % („very strong“)

Ethno-cultural tensions (-) 37 % („very strong“)

Local feeling of attachment 66 %

Local contacts 65 %





Short-term trends in social cohesion

Dimension Trend

Perceived social exclusion (-) ➔

Social trust ➔

Civic engegament ➔

Political participation ➔

Economic tensions (-) 

Ethno-cultural tensions (-) 

Local feeling of attachment ()

Local contacts ()



EU averages, 2007-2016



Aspects of cohesion with changing levels

Decrease in 
cohesion

Fluctuating



Ethno-cultural tensions

Socio-economic tensions

Local feeling of attachment Decrease in 
cohesion

Increase in 
cohesion

Frequency of local contacts



Cross-national differences, 2016

Dimension Average Worst Best

Perceived social exclusion (-) 28 %

Social trust 46 %

Civic engegament 17 %

Political participation 28 %

Economic tensions (-) 28 %

Ethno-cultural tensions (-) 37 %

Local feeling of attachment 66 %

Local contacts 65 %


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Determinants GDP p/c

% Tertiary education

% Digital 
skills

Government
expenditure, 
public policies

Income 
inequality
(S80/S20)

Poverty rateUnemploy-
ment rate

Downward/
upward
mobility ratio

% Religion 
important

Religious
diversity

Asylum
seekers



?
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Determinants of social cohesion, 2016

Dimension Significant determinants

Perceived social exclusion (-) 

Social trust  

Civic engegament 

Political participation 

Economic tensions (-)  

Ethno-cultural tensions (-)  

Local feeling of attachment  

Local contacts 



Significant
partial correlations
(controlled for GDP 
p.c.)



Vulnerable groups

Dimension Lowest values for

Perceived social exclusion (-) unemployed; low income; low education; chronically ill

Social trust unemployed; low income; low education; chronically ill

Civic engegament low education; unemployed; low income

Political participation low education; elderly/retired; unemployed; low income

Economic tensions (-) unemployed; low education; chronically ill

Ethno-cultural tensions (-) chronically ill; countryside; young

Local feeling of attachment young; unemployed; city

Local contacts [very small social gradients]


Black = vertical parameter
Red = horizontal parameter



Effects on SWB (population averages)

Dimension Correlation with population-average SWB                                                    

Perceived social exclusion (-) strong,  -.66***

Social trust strong, ☺ .80***

Civic engegament strong, ☺ .83***

Political participation strong, ☺ .79***

Economic tensions (-) moderate,  -.40**

Ethno-cultural tensions (-) weak, ☺ .32 n.s.

Local feeling of attachment moderate,  -.43*

Local contacts weak, -.20 n.s.





▪ Social cohesion is studied best as a distinct welfare concept

▪ Social cohesion in Europe is better than many think! No social malaise!

▪ But societies in different shape: Typically, Southeast European societies least 
cohesive, Nordic and Germanic societies most cohesive

▪ Generally: Politicians should focus on the syndrome of social exclusion, low social
capital, and economic tensions

➔ similar macro-level drivers (wealth, government exp., digital skills)

➔ similar vulnerable groups (socio-economically disadvantaged)

➔ highly relevant for SWB

▪ Rich-western Europe: additionally adress the immigration/diversity issue (luxury
problem, but still not easy to solve)

Summary: what do we learn? 


