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Our research on cohesion (selection)

• Extensive literature review

– New definition

– New measurement concept

– Onset of the Social Cohesion Radar
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Our research on cohesion (selection)

• International comparisons

– 34 EU and OECD societies

(4 waves from 1989 to 2012)

– 22 SSE Asian societies

(2 waves from 2004 to 2008)
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Our research on cohesion (selection)

• Intra-German comparisons

– 16 federal states and 79 regions of Germany (2017, 2020, 2023)
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Our research on cohesion (selection)

• Intra-German comparisons

– Bremen (2015) and Baden-Württemberg (2019, 2021/22)
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Previous research on cohesion in South Africa

• Abrahams (2016)

– Criticizes the instrumentalization of cohesion in social policy

towards nation-building

• Ballantine et al. (2017)

– Essays by academics and public figures on, among others,

inequality, xenophobia, safety, identity

• South African Institute of International Affairs (2021)

– Review of status quo and progress in the spheres of religion,

nationality, race, ethnicity, LGBTQ+ rights
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Previous research on cohesion in South Africa

• Burns et al. (2018)

– Review of concepts, including our Social Cohesion Radar

– Social cohesion in the South African context

– Proposes a definition of cohesion for South Africa

“extent to which people are co-operative, within and across group

boundaries, without coercion or purely self-interested motivation”

– Suggests cohesion reflects the idea of ubuntu

“multidimensional concept which represents the core values of

African ontologies: respect for any human being, for human dignity

and for human life, collective shared-ness, obedience, humility,

solidarity, caring, hospitality, interdependence, communalism, to list

but a few.” (Kamwangamalu 1999, pp. 25-26)
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Previous research on cohesion in South Africa

• Langer et al. (2017)

– Overall index of cohesion

• Perceived level of equality

• Institutional and interpersonal trust

• National vs. group identity

– Comparison of 19 African societies using Afrobarometer rounds

3 (2005/6), 4 (2008/9), and 5 (2011/13)

– Ranking of South Africa:

• Mid position on overall index of cohesion

• Mid position on perceived equality

• Lower half on trust

• Among top countries on identification

• Ups and downs over time
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Previous research on cohesion in South Africa

• Leininger et al. (2021)

– No overall index of cohesion

• Intergroup vs state-society cooperation

• Social vs institutional trust

• Group vs national identity

– Comparison of 17 to 36 African societies using Afrobarometer

rounds 3 (2005/6), 4 (2008/9), 5 (2011/13), and 6 (2014/15)

– Results for South Africa

• Downward trend for each aspect of cohesion

• Middle rank on trust

• Lower half on cooperation

• Among top countries on identification (except in 2015)
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Previous research on cohesion in South Africa

• Very scarce

• Predominantly theoretical or normative

• Only two empirical studies measuring cohesion

– Both outdated by now

– Only one produces an overall index

– None explores determinants and outcomes of cohesion
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Research questions of our study

1) What is the current level of cohesion in South Africa and its nine

provinces?

2) How has cohesion in South Africa and its nine provinces changed

from 2021 to 2023?

3) Which structural characteristics promote / hinder cohesion?

4) Which social groups experience high / low cohesion?

5) How does cohesion relate to citizens’ well-being?
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Relevance of our study

• Currency

• Established concept of cohesion, applied globally

• Tried-and-tested methodology

• All-round empirical assessment of cohesion

• Evidence-based social policy
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How do we define social cohesion?
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How do we define social cohesion?

• Quality of social cooperation and togetherness of a collective,

defined in geopolitical terms, that is expressed in the attitudes and

behaviors of its members

• Three domains with three dimensions each
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How do we define social cohesion?

• Dimensions with Domain 1
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How do we define social cohesion?

• Dimensions with Domain 2
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How do we define social cohesion?

• Dimensions with Domain 3
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Data

• Khayabus survey (IPSOS South Africa)

– fielded at least twice a year face-to-face

• Waves 1 (May – July) available to us

– Standardized closed-ended questions on society and politics in

the sections Socio-Political Trends, Government Performance

Barometer, Party Image, GovDemPol (as of 2021)

• Our analyses begin with 2021

• Data on few items not asked in 2021 were taken from 2020

– Representative for the population of age 15 and above

• All items needed asked to respondents of age 18 and above

– Regionalization with respect to provinces
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Data

• Samples sizes of Khayabus – Waves 1
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How do we measure social cohesion?

• Approach
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Dimension scores
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How do we measure social cohesion?

• Selection of items for each dimension

– Each team member independently at face validity

– Team members jointly at face validity

– Data preparation

• Reverse coding of item response options, if needed

• Rescaling of item response options from 0 (weakest) to 100

(strongest expression of cohesion)

• Substitution of missing values, if present, per item with

sample mean

– Factor analysis of selected items for each dimension

– Internal consistency of the resulting scale for the dimension

26.11.2024 SASCI 21



How do we measure social cohesion?

• Please take 3 minutes to fill out the abridged questionnaire
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How do we measure social cohesion?

• Factor loadings of items per dimension within Domain 1
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How do we measure social cohesion?

• Factor loadings of items per dimension within Domain 2
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How do we measure social cohesion?

• Factor loadings of items per dimension within Domain 3
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How do we measure social cohesion?

• Dimension scores

– Individual experience of cohesion: Arithmetic mean of items per

dimension

– For South Africa and provinces: Aggregation of dimension scores

via arithmetic mean to the respective level

– Interpretation of dimension scores
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0 to 19.99 very low cohesion

20 to 39.99 low

40 to 59.99 medium

60 to 79.99 high

80 to 100 very high cohesion



How do we measure social cohesion?

• Overall index of cohesion

– Arithmetic mean of the scores of the nine dimensions

– Interpretation of index scores
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0 to 19.99 very low cohesion

20 to 39.99 low

40 to 59.99 medium

60 to 79.99 high

80 to 100 very high cohesion



Level and trend of cohesion in South Africa

• Overall index and dimensions
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Level and trend of cohesion in South Africa

• Overall index of cohesion in 2023

– Moderate (51.7) – neither high, nor low

• Only slightly above the theoretical midpoint of 50

• Room for improvement

– Virtually identical to that in Germany (52)

• German government coalition collapsed on Nov 06, 2024

• Overall index of cohesion since 2021

– Rather stable – slight downward trend (-1.8 points)

– Potential issue, if downward trend persists

– Cohesion in Germany declined by 10 points since 2017 and

2020 (Corona pandemic and war in Ukraine)
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Level and trend of cohesion in South Africa

• Dimensions of cohesion in 2023

– High Identification – apparently, the glue of South African society

– Moderately high Solidarity, Social networks, Civic participation,

and Trust in people

– Moderately low Acceptance of diversity, Trust in institutions, and

Perception of fairness

– Low Respect for social rules

– Pattern of strengths and weakness very similar to that in Israel

• Dimensions of cohesion since 2021

– All dimensions but three on a decline, most pronounced for

Respect for social rules
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Level and trend of cohesion 

in provinces

• Overall index in the provinces

– Highest in Limpopo (moderately high)

– Lowest in KwaZulu-Natal (moderately low)

– Decline in six provinces since 2021
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 2.1 – Identification in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 3.2 – Respect for social rules in the provinces
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Factors promoting / hindering cohesion

• Structural characteristics of the provinces from the thematic fields

– Economic situation

– Poverty and inequality

– Demography

– Diversity

– Modernization

• Data sources

– mostly Statistics South Africa, but also Center for Risk Analysis,

Global Data Lab, or own calculations based on these data

– Data refer to 2021 or 2022

• Assessed using Spearman rank correlations, partialled for GDP

– Characteristics of provinces (N = 9) correlated with the overall

index of cohesion there, as measured in 2023
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Factors promoting / hindering cohesion: 

Economic situation

Social cohesion is higher in provinces where… :

…economic prosperity (GDP per capita) is lower (?)

…people-centric economic progress (HDI) is higher

…unemployment is lower
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Factors promoting / hindering cohesion: 

Poverty and inequality

Social cohesion is higher in provinces where… :

…less people feel poor

…more people live in objective poverty (?)

…income inequality is lower
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Factors promoting / hindering cohesion: 

Demography

Social cohesion is higher in provinces where… :

…population density is lower

…the degree of urbanization is lower

…less singles or more married people live

…the population is younger
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Factors promoting / hindering cohesion: 

Diversity

Social cohesion is higher in provinces where… :

…less Blacks and Indian/Asian, and more Whites and Colored live

…more immigrants live

…ethnic and linguistic fractionalization are higher

…religious fractionalization is lower
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Factors promoting / hindering cohesion: 

Modernization

Social cohesion is higher in provinces where… :

…more people have primary education

…less people have (post-)secondary education

…less people have a computer and cell phone

…less people have access to internet
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Latent Class Analysis

• Based on respondents’ scores on the nine dimensions of cohesion

• Four social groups (classes of respondents) identified

– Class 1: Critics (n1 = 611, 16.7 %)

– Class 2: Integrated Skeptics (n2 = 1107, 32.8 %)

– Class 3: Middle South Africa (n3 = 1060, 29.8 %)

– Class 4: Cohesive Communities (n4 = 741, 20.7 %)

– Goodness of fit: Entropy H = .91, APCM = 85 %
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Cohesion in the four classes
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Characterization of the four classes

– with respect to socio-demographics reported in the survey

• Biological sex

• Age group

• Race

• Main language

• Marital status

• Community size

• Education

• Employment status

• Income class

– using cross-tabulations and chi-square tests of independence
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Class 1 (Critics) overproportionally represents:

– Men (51.9 %)

– Speakers of indigenous languages (76.5 %)

– Dwellers in metropolitan areas (54.9 %)

– Persons with completed secondary education (58.4 %)

– Unemployed (38.3 %)

– Persons who refused to report household income (46.1 %)
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Class 2 (Integrated skeptics) overproportionally represents:

– Persons of age 25-44 years (54.1 %) and 65+ years (4.7 %)

– Whites (13.6 %), Indian/Asian (3.6 %), other non-Black (9.7 %)

– Speakers of English (13 %) and Afrikaans (18.1 %)

– Widowed or divorced (10.6 %)

– Persons with completed post-secondary education (18.4 %)

– Persons not in the workforce (19.8 %)

– Members of the high-income class (15.2 %)
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Class 3 (Middle South Africa) overproportionally represents:

– Women (55.1 %)

– Blacks (81.8 %)

– Singles (63.6 %)

– Dwellers in towns or cities (26 %)

– Members of the lower-middle-income class (14.3 %)
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Social groups experiencing high / low cohesion

• Class 4 (Cohesive communities) overproportionally represents:

– Persons of age 45-64 years (28 %)

– Married or living together as married (32.9 %)

– Dwellers in rural areas or villages (33.2 %)

– Persons with primary or no formal education (34.4 %)

– Employed (47.8 %)

– Members of the low-income class (19.2 %) but also the upper-

middle-income class (17.8 %)
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Cohesion and subjective well-being

• In more cohesive provinces…

…life evaluation is more positive

…optimism is, on average, higher

…life satisfaction is, on average, greater

…less citizens consider to emigrate
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Cohesion and subjective well-being

• Within the four social groups (classes)

– Life evaluation and life satisfaction

• Positive responses mostly in Class 4 (Cohesive

communities) and Class 3 (Middle South Africa)

• Negative responses mostly in Class 1 (Critics) and Class 2

(Integrated skeptics)

– Optimism

• Largest share of positive responses in Class 4

• Largest share of negative responses in Class 1 and Class 2

– Emigration

• Unclear pattern
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Conclusions

• Cohesion in South Africa

– Moderate overall level

– Strength: Identification

– Weaknesses: Respect for social rules, but potentially also

Perception of fairness and Trust in institutions

– Stable decline since 2021

• Cohesion in the provinces

– Moderate overall level

– Relatively strongest in Limpopo, Eastern Cape, Western Cape

– Relatively weakest in KwaZulu-Natal, Free State, Gauteng

– Declines in six of nine provinces since 2021
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Conclusions

• Four distinct social groups in terms of experiencing cohesion

– Low among Critics (16.7 %)

– Moderate among Integrated skeptics (32.8 %) and Middle South

Africa (29.8 %)

– High among Cohesive communities (20.7 %)

– Rural-urban split

• Cohesion is higher in rurally dominated South Africa

• Metropolitan areas are hotbeds of intra-societal cleavages
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Conclusions

• Policy recommendations to strengthen cohesion

– Enable inclusive economic progress

– Reduce unemployment

– Lower income inequality

– Promote family-oriented life style

– Provide for adequate living conditions in rural areas

• Counter-intuitive results

– Negative relationship with (post-)secondary education

• Economy does not provide jobs for the highly qualified

– Negative relationship with penetration of modern ICT
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Conclusions

• Cohesion promotes citizens’ well-being

– More positive life evaluation

– Greater optimism for own family and children

– Higher life satisfaction
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Thank you!
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Back-up slides
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How do we define social cohesion?

• Our concept vs others
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 1.1 – Social networks in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 1.2 – Trust in people in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 1.3 – Acceptance of diversity in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 2.2 – Trust in institutions in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 2.3 – Perception of fairness in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 3.1 – Solidarity and helpfulness in the provinces
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Level and trend of cohesion in provinces

• Dimension 3.3 – Civic participation in the provinces
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Individual experience of cohesion

• Characterization of the four classes
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Individual experience of cohesion

• Characterization of the four classes
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Individual experience of cohesion

• Characterization of the four classes
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Cohesion and subjective well-being

• Within the four social groups (classes)

26.11.2024 SASCI 66



Cohesion and subjective well-being

• Within the four social groups (classes)
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Recommendations for future research

• New items for the dimensions

– D 1.1 – Social networks

• Stronger emphasis on access to resources and support via

the network, and reliability of contacts

– D 1.2 – Trust in people

• Stronger emphasis on generalized trust

– D 1.3 – Acceptance of diversity

• Shift focus from trust to tolerance towards diverse groups
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Recommendations for future research

• New items for the dimensions

– D 2.1 – Identification

• Include attachment to country, province, place of residence

– D 2.2 – Trust in institutions

• Cover more institutions (courts, police)

• Avoid measuring via trust towards the current incumbent

– D 2.3 – Perception of fairness

• Ideally, detach from evaluation of government performance
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Recommendations for future research

• New items for the dimensions

– D 3.1 – Solidarity and helpfulness

• Include another relevant aspect

– D 3.2 – Respect for social rules

• Ideally, detach from evaluation of government performance

• Include items on specific problems (litter, illegal parking, etc.)

– D 3.3 – Civic participation

• Include standard battery of items on political activity
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 1.1 – Social networks
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 1.2 – Trust in people
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 1.3 – Acceptance of diversity
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 2.1 – Identification
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 2.2 – Trust in institutions
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 2.3 – Perception of fairness
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 3.1 – Solidarity and helpfulness
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 3.2 – Respect for social rules
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Indicators over time

• Dimension 3.3 – Civic participation
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