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I. INTRODUCTION

One “social fact” that has achieved consensus for 
well over a century is that social cohesion and well-
being are connected. In recent years, social cohesion 
has been endowed with extraordinary capacities in 
relation to everything from the social determinants 
of health to reconstruction and peace-building in 
post-conflict situations, and to easing the “fault lines” 
of socio-economic and cultural diversity in both the 
Global North and South. Therefore, the absence 
of social cohesion or threats to it create anxiety in 
policy communities. Even in the late 19th century, 
Émile Durkheim’s thesis about the division of 
labour concluded that the cohesion that had created 
solidarity in “traditional society” was at risk from 
modernity.1 In the closing decade of the last century, 
similar concerns came to the fore as governments, 
international organizations and ordinary citizens 
began to worry about the state of social cohesion.2 
This concern about factors undermining social 

cohesion continues. Policy communities have 
also identified social cohesion as contributory to 
improving well-being of all sorts: peace after conflict, 
economic growth, social development, cultural 
harmony in diverse societies and population health. 
These communities seek the conditions fostering 
social cohesion or the contributions of social 
cohesion to societal well-being. 

In this paper,  we observe that social cohesion is 
sometimes a positive outcome to be generated and 
sometimes a factor contributing to the hoped for 
well-being. Given this difference in locating social 
cohesion on a pathway to well-being, it is hardly 
surprising that the concept has no single definition.3 
In its 2013 project to develop a Social Cohesion 
Radar, the Bertelsmann Stiftung incorporated “a 
focus on the common good” as one dimension of 
social cohesion,4 and a literature overview similarly 
identifies “orientation to the common good” as one 
of three essential dimensions of the concept.5 But 
there are other meanings.6 In a World Bank policy 
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document, social cohesion is described as converging 
norms across groups that provide a framework 
within which diverse groups can coexist peacefully.7 
Yet others define social cohesion in terms of social 
capital, itself defined as trust. Thus, “a socially 
cohesive society [is] one in which people trust 
each other.”8 For its part, and in preparation for 
its own programmatic attention to social cohesion, 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) provided an all-encompassing 
definition of a cohesive society as one “that works 
towards the well-being of all its members, fights 
exclusion and marginalisation, creates a sense of 
belonging, promotes trust, and offers its members 
the opportunity of upward social mobility.”9 

In numerous analyses of social cohesion, ethnic, 
linguistic, religious and other forms of diversity 
are treated as threats to social cohesion because 
they are viewed as almost inevitably inhibiting 
trust or cooperation among members of a society.10 
But this is not the case for all uses of the social 
cohesion concept. Thus there are possibilities for 
work on pluralism, as undertaken by the Global 
Centre for Pluralism (GCP), to intersect with some 
approaches to the concept of social cohesion. This 
paper’s mapping exercise seeks to explore these 
intersections. The first section briefly presents the 
definition and approach to pluralism informing 
the Pluralism Lens, which defines pluralism as 
“an ethic of respect that values human diversity.”11 
Subsequent sections review the concept of social 
cohesion as deployed, in particular, by a number of 
international and inter-governmental organizations 
and international non-governmental organizations 
(INGOs) that operate in the same general areas 
as the GCP. The accent, then, is primarily on the 

Global South, although important work on the 
North is also included.

This mapping overview locates each concept in a 
number of “pathways” of development. For the 
GCP, pluralism is an outcome, “a choice” made 
within diverse societies. Practices generate the ethic 
of pluralism. These are practices of institutions 
as well as groups and individuals. In some uses of 
social cohesion, we can observe a similar structure 
of the argument: social cohesion is the product of 
conditions or practices. Thus, for the Bertelsmann 
Stiftung, “in modern societies, social cohesion is 
only possible if people are able to deal appropriately 
with diversity…social cohesion is reflected in a 
constructive approach to diversity.”12 Other analyses, 
however, develop their interest in or understanding 
of social cohesion differently, being primarily 
interested in what social cohesion does, what its 
consequences are. Thus, for the OECD, “social 
cohesion is a valuable goal in itself and contributes 
to maintaining long-term economic growth.”13 

We can label these uses “the drivers of social 
cohesion” and “social cohesion as driver of positive 
outcomes.”14 The first set can be expected to be 
closer to the GCP’s use of the concept of pluralism 
precisely because the analytic spotlight is on the 
outcome. Nonetheless, in some of the GCP’s work 
we also find claims for “pluralism as driver” of well-
being, and thus this comparison to the alternate use 
of social cohesion can also be made. By examining 
the two sets of claims about social cohesion, the 
goal is to conclude where the concept of pluralism 
might contribute or add value to the work of these 
fields of practice through identifying areas of 
intersection. 
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II. PLURALISM: THE WORKING 
CONCEPT OF THE GLOBAL 
CENTRE FOR PLURALISM

The concept of pluralism has an intellectual history 
almost as disputed as that of social cohesion. In the 
20th century, the term “plural society” was applied 
to parts of Southeast Asia where both Dutch and 
British colonialism had encouraged immigration 
(usually from other parts of Asia) for commercial or 
agricultural development. The classic examples for 
this literature are Chinese merchants but also South 
Asian, often Muslim, workers who built what is now 
Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia.15 The “plural 
society” concept was also applied to East Africa where 
Asian and other immigrant populations had been 
encouraged or pressured to settle by colonial powers. 

This history of population movement structured 
social relations that became criss-crossed by 
multiple dimensions of social difference, including 
religion, ethnic origin, language and economic 
power. In the latter part of the 20th century, the 
concept of “diversity” or “diverse societies” replaced 
that of plural societies, but the meaning is very 
similar. Population flows, driven by voluntary and 
involuntary immigration, have created societies in 
which multiple dimensions of diversity structure 
social relations, including in societies whose citizens 
are descended from long-established indigenous 
peoples. Such structuring was also the consequence 
of map drawing by ex-colonial powers at the time of 
decolonization. Post-colonial state boundaries and 
borders drawn—with little respect for the territory 
occupied by ethnic groups—created new states 
in Africa and Asia that then had to confront the 

challenges of governing several ethnic groups in a 
single country.16

The definition of pluralism as an “ethic of respect 
that values human diversity” means that for 
successful pluralism to work it must overcome 
division and conflict, and ensure inclusion and 
participation. Pluralism is never the same thing 
as diversity: its definition rests on a generalized 
belief in the value of diversity being promoted and 
protected by legal and political institutions and 
leaders. The GCP identifies the drivers of successful 
pluralism as being “hardware” and “software.” Both 
are important. Hardware is institutions, such as 
constitutions, legislatures, courts, schools and the 
media. These formal institutions define the legal and 
political space within which members of society act. 
Software is made up of cultural habits or cultural 
norms, such as conceptions of national identity 
and historic narratives that shape perceptions of 
who belongs to any society and influences everyday 
interactions as well as policy choices.17

In summary, the GCP’s position is that pluralism is 
an ethical commitment to both respect and value 
rather than downplaying or eliminating diversity in 
representations and practices. Successful pluralism 
involves equal participation of persons from all 
cultural, linguistic and religious groups; avoids 
exclusion based on difference in diverse societies and 
promotes inclusion; minimizes the resort to violence 
as a mechanism for conflict resolution; and includes 
promoting notions of shared citizenship. The way 
to achieve these characteristics and advantages of 
pluralism is to develop and ensure the maintenance 
of the “hardware” of legal and political institutions 
(including civic associations) committed to and 
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active in the dissemination of the ethic of pluralism. 
It also requires attention to the “software,” 
particularly social norms and values that respect 
social diversity. The practices generating such 
results can occur in a variety of economic, political 
and social domains that intersect on the pathways 
towards pluralism.18

The next section examines the extent to which 
organizations engaged in promoting social cohesion 
share these principles, although they may wrap them 
in different conceptual apparatus. 

III. SOCIAL COHESION 
AS DRIVER OF POSITIVE 
OUTCOMES

The range of uses of social cohesion in this 
category is large. The perspective that social 
cohesion generates positive outcomes is found 
in the area of health research (both the social 
determinants of health and public health). It is 
used by organizations working in post-conflict 
situations, and is deployed by organizations focused 
on social development, whether in “fragile states” 
or not. As well, it is worth noting that although 
social cohesion is identified as the key ingredient 
in assuring health, peace and development, the 
actual analysis tends to focus on the absence of 
social cohesion and treats consequences arising 
from this missing phenomenon. There are fewer 
studies that actually document what social cohesion 
does than there are postulating the need to create 
more cohesion in order to achieve a particular and 
desirable outcome.

Social Cohesion Drives Good Health 
Outcomes

The World Health Organization (WHO) and its 
affiliated agencies have been considering the 
effects of social cohesion on health for a number 
of years. This interest reflects a tradition in 
academic research of assessing the impact of 
social cohesion—or more notably, its absence—for 
health outcomes. In the 1990s and 2000s, the 
argument that social cohesion (usually defined as 
“trust”) mediated the much-observed relationship 
between income inequalities and poor health was 
advanced by Richard Wilkinson, promoted by 
several researchers and debated by yet others.19 
This has been described as a neo-Durkheimian 
research program because of its emphasis on social 
relations via “the attribution of the effects of income 
inequality on population health to the breakdown of 
social cohesion (e.g., cooperation, reciprocity, trust, 
civic participation).”20 In other words, where social 
relations among individuals had deteriorated, it 
was possible to see a correlation with poorer health 
outcomes.21

In its path-breaking report, Closing the Gap, the 
WHO’s Commission on the Social Determinants of 
Health gestured towards this debate, and positioned 
social cohesion as one of the factors that is causally 
aligned with good health outcomes, alongside 
material circumstances, psychosocial factors, 
(individual) behaviours and biological factors.22 In 
this model, social cohesion and inequities in health 
outcomes are negatively correlated. In such work, 
the factors driving good health—and thus including 
social cohesion—are both individual and collective. 
National governmental and global institutions 
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as well as civil society organizations are assigned 
significant responsibility for “closing the gap” by 
ensuring that daily living conditions are improved 
and by ensuring more equitable distribution of 
power, money and resources.23 Nonetheless, the 
absence of any clear definition or specification 
of what social cohesion actually is allows it to be 
deployed in a very vague way.

Social Cohesion Drives Peace and Reduces 
Violence

In a Middle East riven by, among other things, the 
Syrian conflict and massive refugee movement, the 
3RP (Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan) brought 
together strategic actions developed in collaboration 
with international agencies “under the leadership of 
national authorities—namely, the Arab Republic of 
Egypt, the Republic of Iraq, the Hashemite Kingdom 
of Jordan, the Lebanese Republic and the Republic 
of Turkey—to ensure protection, humanitarian 
assistance and strengthen resilience.”24 The plans’ 
starting principle was that social cohesion, if 
correctly promoted, would improve conditions of 
resilience and peaceful coexistence: 

Households, communities and societies that 
are resilient are able to withstand shocks and 
stresses, and to work with national and local 
administrative institutions to achieve lasting 
transformative change. In the countries and 
communities affected by the refugee crisis, such 
cohesion needs to be fostered and developed to 
reduce the incidence and risk of local violence or 
larger conflict.25

The mechanisms to do so were “social cohesion 
interventions.” They  often targeted specifically  
the local level of government, where the risk of 
conflict was high.26 Such projects usually involved 
interventions that brought members of different 
communities together to discuss problems and 
identify solutions or, as in the case of a Save the 
Children project, to have them work side-by-side in 
mixed groups.27  

Another example of the reliance on social cohesion 
mechanisms comes from the 2010–13 United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) peace-
building project with the government of Timor-
Leste. The project focused on “social cohesion 
mechanisms” and direct delivery of services to 
communities, including by, among others, a 
Dialogue and Mediation Unit “to facilitate dialogue 
and mediation in communities identified as currently 
experiencing or vulnerable to conflict, and to seek 
increased understanding of its causes.” A second 
mechanism was the community strengthening unit 
“to facilitate interventions to build relationships 
and strengthen trust among community members 
through support for community-level activities.” A 
third was a training, monitoring and evaluation unit 
to strengthen the capacity “for conflict resolution 
and strengthening social cohesion through delivering 
training programs, monitoring, assessing and 
reporting on results” in the government and local 
communities.28  

There is an affinity between this attention to social 
cohesion interventions and recent work by the 
World Bank that treats social cohesion as a driver 
for overcoming fragility in post-conflict settings. In 
such situations the expectation, as summarized by 
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Elizabeth King, is that “by improving public goods 
provision or enhancing cohesion, CDR [community 
driven reconstruction] may reduce the risk of 
renewed conflict by lessening local grievances or 
facilitating economic development, which may 
in turn reduce the incentives to participate in 
violence.”29 For this work on fragile states, however, 
the World Bank differs from many other analysts by 
providing a clear definition of social cohesion: 

The term social cohesion describes the nature 
and quality of relationships among people 
and groups in society, including the state. The 
constituency of social cohesion is complex, 
but at its essence social cohesion implies a 
convergence across groups in society that 
provides a framework within which groups 
can, at a minimum, coexist peacefully. In 
this way, social cohesion offers a measure of 
predictability to interactions across people and 
groups, which in turn provides incentives for 
collective action.30

In this definition we find that the presence of social 
cohesion enables collective action and decision-
making, whereas its absence or fragility hinders such 
necessary aspects of living together. It shares the 
notion present in early health studies as well as in 
early work by the World Bank that social cohesion 
is primarily about connections among individuals. 
Where ties are many and structured, social cohesion 
will be greater.31  

The Club de Madrid, under its Shared Society theme, 
uses a similar understanding of social cohesion as 
social capital, defined as trust, that drives positive 
economic outcomes.32 Thus, “a Shared Society is a 

socially cohesive society; one in which people trust 
each other.”33 A Shared Society research paper 
presents social cohesion in relationship to economic 
growth. The definition of social cohesion can be 
teased out from the following quote: 

The political costs of group-based violence 
are clear. Less clear, until now, have been the 
economic costs…societies with lower social trust 
experienced lower economic growth during the 
subsequent decade…social crime and mistrust 
indicators show that societies with low social 
cohesion stagnated economically in the 1990s...
Failure to confront group-based grievances, 
build social cohesion and establish the rule of 
law is not simply a political threat, but also a 
threat to prosperity.34

For these analyses, social cohesion is trust and trust 
drives economic growth.

Social Cohesion and Effective Institutions

Work begun at the World Bank at the end of the 
1990s focused on social cohesion differently than 
the position referenced in Section III’s discussion 
of social cohesion driving peace and reducing 
violence. In general, the position can be associated 
with significant attention to formal institutions, 
especially state institutions, and little concern 
with local and civil society. Social cohesion had 
consequences for institutional capacity and 
through that, to economic development. Jo Ritzen, 
a World Bank vice-president, summarized the 
claim: “It is my contention that a country’s social 
cohesion—contributing to the inclusiveness of its 
communities and responsive political institutions—
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has a vitally important role in managing the 
effectiveness of that country’s policy response to 
the vagaries of the global economy.”35 This position 
informed the World Development Reports (WDRs) 
of 2000 and 2001.36 

Eventually, the arguments were summarized in 
an intricate set of claims in William Easterly, 
Jo Ritzen and Michael Woolcock’s 2006 article 
on social cohesion, effective institutions and 
economic growth.37 The focus here is on finding 
characteristics of cohesive societies that allow 
policy choices that will promote economic growth. 
In essence, the claim about the causal chain is that 
social cohesion helps sustain institutions which can 
then lead to good policy: 

A country’s social cohesion is essential for 
generating the confidence and patience needed 
to implement reforms: citizens have to trust the 
government that the short-term losses inevitably 
arising from reform will be more than offset by 
long-term gains…We argue that the strength of 
institutions itself may be, in part, determined 
by social cohesion. If this is so, we propose that 
key development outcomes (the most widely 
available being “economic growth”) should 
be more likely to be associated with countries 
governed by effective public institutions, and 
that those institutions, in turn, should be more 
likely to be found in socially cohesive societies.38

In this research report, social cohesion was indicated 
by two measures: income inequality and ethnic 
fractionalization. The conclusion is that there is a 
strong inverse correlation between good institutional 
performance and inequality and fractionalization 

(the factors inhibiting cohesion). More broadly, in 
the series of texts that generated Easterly, Ritzen 
and Woolcock’s 2006 publication,39 the claim was 
that an inclusive society, characterized by social 
cohesion, was the best foundation for economic 
growth: “an inclusive economy and society requires 
a serious commitment to building and maintaining 
social cohesion. It matters in all countries and for all 
members of society, especially the poor, and their 
prospects of living with a sense of empowerment, 
security and opportunity.”40 This attention to social 
inclusion alongside cohesion became a defining 
characteristic of much work on social development.41

Social Cohesion, Social Inclusion and 
Social Development

Recent work by the World Bank and the OECD 
exemplify this linking of social cohesion and 
inclusion as a foundation for development. Looking 
at the improving possibilities for growth, the 
OECD, as already noted, used a broad definition.42 
It generated a wide-ranging (and often cited) list 
of qualities of cohesion (i.e., what it accomplishes) 
that was modelled in recognition of interactions on 
the pathways of social cohesion. “Social cohesion is 
both a means to development and an end in itself, 
and is shaped by a society’s preferences, history and 
culture.”43 In this analysis, then, attention goes not 
only to the consequences of a cohesive society but 
also to the factors that work to make it cohesive.

At the same moment, the WDR 2013 identified 
social cohesion as one of the pillars of development, 
building also on the notion of interactions along 
pathways between social cohesion and jobs, and 
vice versa.44  For this analysis, the World Bank 
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proposes both individual-level indicators—trust and 
civic engagement—and a country-level indicator 
of the capacity for successful decision-making.45 
The second continues the emphasis on institutions, 
although the bulk of empirical analysis actually 
focuses on the individual-level indicators. Most 
important for this paper’s purpose, however, is the 
construction of Figure 1. Social cohesion is depicted 
as a driver of development, but “jobs” are identified 
as the key causal factor.46

Figure 1

In this WDR, jobs are the foundation to ensuring 
inclusion and for fostering social cohesion. A range 
of data are presented to support claims that jobs 
promote inter-ethnic and inter-group contact and 
that they also stimulate participation in other kinds 
of institutions, including those responsible for 
building interpersonal trust.

Overall, social inclusion is gaining more attention. 
Two examples are relevant here. The UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals for 2030, adopted 
in 2015, include dimensions that clearly touch on 
social inclusion, including gender equality, decent 
work, no poverty, and “peace, justice and strong 
institutions.”47 This formulation of inclusive societies 
resonates with the increasing attention to “inclusive 
growth” as a goal for the Global North as much as 
the Global South. Traditional actors in the field of 
development deploy the concept of inclusive growth 
but now so too do the OECD and the European 
Union (EU) with respect to their own members as 
well as in their development work.48 

The argument that the benefits of employment go 
beyond the income generated for individuals are not 
sui generis to the World Bank, to one WDR or to 
the OECD. The 3RP plan for 2016–17 places access 
to income at the centre of any strategy for building 
resilience in the Middle East, and essentially 
transforms the discussion of social cohesion from 
one about inter-group dialogue to one of “livelihoods 
and social cohesion.” Thus, it affirms that 

overall objectives for the livelihoods and 
social cohesion/stabilization sector in the five 
3RP countries include creating the necessary 
conditions and environment for job creation 
while enhancing existing systems and promoting 
social cohesion and community integration 
initiatives at the community and municipal 
levels.49 

The community initiatives highlighted are essentially 
service provision. Providing services depends on 
having real institutional capacity.
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SECTION III OVERVIEW 

We see in these recent discussions of the role of 
social cohesion in development, as well as elsewhere, 
several important adjustments have taken place in 
the use of the concept. 

 ▪ First is that this literature continues to see 
diversity and diverse societies as threats that 
need to be managed by successful social cohesion 
interventions in order to achieve the promised 
outcomes of social cohesion. In these analyses, 
diversity and the assumed concomitant lack of 
trust and social capital is problematic, and there 
is little attention to diversity as a good to be 
respected.

 ▪ Second is that social inclusion appears to be 
trumping social cohesion in the vocabulary of 
international policy communities. This provides 
a clear intersection with the GCP’s attention to 
inclusive citizenship and the key contributions of 
the economic domain on successful pathways to 
pluralism. 

 ▪ The increasing emphasis on formal institutions for 
social development is also in line with the GCP’s 
work on the hardware of pluralism. Indeed, a 
third adjustment within policy communities using 
the concept of social cohesion is the identification 
of institutional capacity as an important factor 
for achieving desired outcomes, whether with 
respect to fragile states or not. This emphasis on 
well-functioning institutions, including municipal 
and state institutions, is an important theme after 
several decades of domination by critiques of 
public authority and state action. 

 ▪ Fourth, in the recent literature, if social cohesion 
matters it is because, even more than inter-group 
circumstances, social cohesion is an intervening 
factor between access to employment—the 
“jobs” in the Section III’s Figure 1—and social 
development. Put succinctly, social cohesion is not 
fostered by “dialogue” as much as it is the result 
of successful living together. Social cohesion has 
become practice. Indeed, this position downplays 
the very notion that social cohesion is a driver, 
and looks more to the drivers of social cohesion.

IV. THE DRIVERS OF SOCIAL 
COHESION  

This section reviews approaches that seek to 
understand social cohesion as an outcome, and as 
such intersects significantly with the GCP’s concern 
for how pluralism is created and maintained. The 
search for the foundations of social cohesion is 
also widespread, generating a number of different 
approaches. Again, and as in the previous section, 
there is more emphasis on what hinders social 
cohesion than on what actually brings it into 
existence.

This section can be subdivided into approaches that 
stress values, including definitions of citizenship, 
as the grounding for weaker or stronger social 
cohesion; those that claim successful management of 
diversity fosters social cohesion; and those that see 
social cohesion as the result of policies designed to 
achieve other goals for social development. Because 
the interventions and initiatives as well as academic 
literature on this pathway are numerous,50 for the 
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purposes of this mapping exercise, the examples 
chosen include organizations operating in the same 
general areas as the GCP. 

Shared Values Drive Social Cohesion

Within this category there are several different 
stances, but in essence they come down to the 
position that cohesion results from acceptance of 
common values. Policy domains such as education 
have been identified as particularly useful for 
teaching the values and practices of “living together.” 
If in many contemporary cases the goal is to teach 
the normality and advantages of valuing societal 
diversity, historically it has been more common 
to insist that citizenship education depends on 
teaching a set of shared values that will provide the 
foundation for social cohesion.

An emphasis on shared values has deep roots 
in European societies divided by religious belief 
and language, and has shaped theories of social 
cohesion. For example, between 1894 and 1906 
France was deeply divided over the Dreyfus Affair. 
This profound cultural and political conflict starkly 
divided Catholics and “traditionalist-monarchists” 
from republicans, who promoted their values, 
including secularism (laicité), in their support for 
Dreyfus and opposition to the anti-Semitism driving 
the Affair.51 Émile Durkheim, one of the first to 
use the concept of social cohesion, intervened on 
the side of the republicans, in the name of reason 
and a modern “moral individualism.” This was an 
early manifestation of what are now identified as 
republican notions of social cohesion, which treat 
it as essentially voluntarist and political, with ties 

based on sharing fundamental values and practices 
of participation. 

Over time, however, despite a certain level of 
agreement on the importance of values, there is 
much less agreement about whether they must 
be the same (sometimes labelled fundamental) 
or whether the shared values can be simply 
commitments to practice. This distinction creates 
what Keith Banting describes as two models of 
integration. One “sees social cohesion as flowing 
from elements of a common culture, including a 
common sense of identity and shared cultural values. 
Here, the essential question is “Who is us?” A second 
approach “argues that a commitment to democratic 
rights and participation is the key to an integrated 
society. Here the key question is…‘How are we to 
live together?’”52 In both cases, values drive social 
cohesion because even the second requires, at a 
minimum, there be “acceptance of the legitimacy of 
such differences, and agreement on the institutions 
and procedures through which we manage.”53

Attention to values characterized the treatment 
of social cohesion by the Council of Europe (CoE) 
for many years.54 In an important 2001 strategic 
announcement, the CoE stated that 

social cohesion, as defined by the Directorate 
General of Social Cohesion of the Council of 
Europe, is a concept that includes values and 
principles which aim to ensure that all citizens, 
without discrimination and on an equal footing, 
have access to fundamental social and economic 
rights.55 
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In 2004, the CoE offered its definition—or 
understanding—of social cohesion, saying “as 
understood by the Council of Europe, social cohesion 
is the capacity of a society to ensure the welfare of 
all its members, minimizing disparities and avoiding 
polarization. A cohesive society is a mutually 
supportive community of free individuals pursuing 
these common goals by democratic means.”56 Shared 
values were important for achieving such cohesion.57 
This pathway ranged from recognition of cultural 
diversity via rights to reasonable accommodation to 
promotion of respect for diversity via the education 
system and values promoted in curricula. In other 
words, diversity was not a threat if it was managed 
well, and even more importantly for the CoE, 
diversity merited recognition.

A similar focus, developed in collaboration with 
the CoE, has been inserted into the joint work 
undertaken by the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OCSE) and the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) on educational interventions to counter 
intolerance and discrimination against Muslims.58

This reasoning also informed Our Shared Future, 
the Commission on Integration and Cohesion’s 
final report, which analyzed the English situation. 
Established in 2006, the Commission’s mandate was 
to consider how local areas can make the most of the 
benefits delivered by increasing diversity—and also 
to consider how they can respond to the tensions it 
can sometimes cause. It was tasked with developing 
practical approaches to building communities’ own 
capacity to prevent and manage tensions.59 Chaired 
by Darra Singh, chief executive of Ealing Council, 
it did not employ the concept of social cohesion, 

preferring instead to focus on “community cohesion” 
and identifying the local scale and local authorities 
as key actors in ensuring successful integration and 
cohesion. Instead of “shared values,” the report called 
for the consolidation of more general beliefs. First 
was acceptance that there would be a shared future, 
emphasizing bonds within communities rather than 
differences. Second was a new model of rights and 
responsibilities for 21st-century citizenship. A third 
emphasis on values came with the call for an “ethic 
of hospitality,” grounded in “mutual respect and 
civility.” And finally came familiar tropes of equality, 
social justice and trust in institutions.60 Our Shared 
Future was important because it moved beyond the 
rigid stance of the 2001 Cantle Report that examined 
outbreaks of violence in English cities, although the 
former continued to use the keyword introduced 
by the latter—“community cohesion”—thereby 
emphasizing values as well as practices.61 

Following directly and quickly on Our Shared 
Future, schools were officially assigned the “new 
duty to promote community cohesion” in 2007, and 
provided with a definition identifying values that 
would improve “living together”:

By community cohesion, we mean working 
towards a society in which there is a 
common vision and sense of belonging by all 
communities; a society in which the diversity 
of people’s backgrounds and circumstances 
is appreciated and valued; a society in which 
similar life opportunities are available to all; 
and a society in which strong and positive 
relationships exist and continue to be developed 
in the workplace, in schools and in the wider 
community.62
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The attention to fostering shared values as a 
foundation for social cohesion is also present in 
the World Bank’s work on social cohesion cited 
earlier. The “convergence” that social cohesion is 
meant to generate must be based on drivers of social 
cohesion: 

Convergence across groups that is based on 
shared intersubjective meanings facilitates social 
cohesion. Intersubjective meanings encompass 
beliefs of individuals, communities, and societies 
about themselves, how the world works, and 
their own agency in confronting change and 
making decisions that affect their own lives…
It does not mean that all people need to believe 
the same things and behave in the same way, 
but that at least a minimum of overlap should 
exist between various meaning systems, and 
that people’s understandings of the world and 
the behavior that comes with it must have some 
elements of compatibility.63

The Social Cohesion Radar developed by the 
Bertelsmann Stiftung, and covering 34 members 
of the EU and OECD, similarly emphasizes “the 
ideational and relational nature of social cohesion,”64 
by explicitly rejecting the need for—or even 
advantages of—sociological homogeneity: 

Our approach specifically avoids equating 
cohesion and homogeneity—in terms of the 
distribution of wealth, the religious and ethnic 
makeup of the population, or values. We believe 
that a homogeneity-based model is outdated 
and fails to account for the reality of diverse and 
complex societies…Our definition, which allows 
for heterogeneity, also means that cohesion 

among the majority must not be achieved by 
excluding minorities.65

Concretely, and in an analysis of the 16 German 
Länder (provinces), the results of the Social 
Cohesion Radar found that social cohesion was 
stronger in wealthier and urban areas, and, in 
general, “in contrast to what is commonly believed, 
ethnic diversity is not a threat to cohesiveness.”66 
Similar results emerge from the broad international 
comparison, which is framed in part as an explicit 
refutation of Robert Putnam’s assertion of the 
dangers of diversity and of economists’ reliance on 
ethnic fractionalization as an assumed hindrance 
to social cohesion.67 With such an approach, the 
Social Cohesion Radar leaves to empirical analysis 
the types and amount of value consensus needed 
as grounding for social cohesion, just as the GCP’s 
definition of pluralism asks empirically about 
whether in any particular society diversity is treated 
as a value or a problem to be managed.

We see then that a similar caveat about not 
requiring, or imposing, homogeneity of values is 
present in all four of the main sources cited above. 
Consensus seems to exist. However, the difficult 
question about “how much” agreement and “whose 
values” continues to plague notions of social 
cohesion founded on shared values.68 

Social Cohesion via Policies to Manage 
Diversity

The next set of claims about the drivers of social 
cohesion is well-known to the Global Centre for 
Pluralism, in large part because it is associated with 
work on policies of multiculturalism originating 
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in Canada. The claim is that a pathway to social 
cohesion follows from public policies intended 
to manage diversity. Will Kymlicka summarizes 
multiculturalism policies (abbreviated as MCP) by 
saying the term covers a wide range of policies, but 
what they have in common is that they go beyond 
the protection of the basic civil and political rights 
guaranteed to all individuals in a liberal-democratic 
state to also extend some level of public recognition 
and support for minorities to express their distinct 
identities and practices.69 

Many identify such policies as having helped 
countries avoid the conflictual and often violent 
clashes associated with mobilized differences, to 
achieve social cohesion.70 Canadian Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau expressed this belief in the role of 
public policy in November 2015:

Canada has learned how to be strong not in 
spite of our differences, but because of them, 
and going forward, that capacity will be at the 
heart of both our success, and of what we offer 
the world. Our commitment to diversity and 
inclusion isn’t about Canadians being nice 
and polite—though of course we are. In fact, 
this commitment is a powerful and ambitious 
approach to making Canada, and the world, a 
better, and safer, place.71 

This belief that multicultural policies foster social 
cohesion is not shared by all. For example, in fall 
2015 German Chancellor Angela Merkel labelled 
multiculturalism “a sham,” a claim that repeated 
her 2010 pronouncement that it had “utterly 
failed.”72 What she meant by multiculturalism—
practices that allowed immigrants to live their 

lives in parallel to other Germans—was not what 
is usually meant by multiculturalism policies’ 
contribution to social cohesion, of course.73 
However, so discredited now is multiculturalism 
as a policy perspective in much of Europe that 
the CoE has abandoned the term and selected the 
concept of “interculturalism” instead.74 In 2008, 
a CoE White Paper called for policies promoting 
intercultural dialogue, with the policy advocated 
as “a powerful instrument of mediation and 
reconciliation: through critical and constructive 
engagement across cultural fault-lines, it addresses 
real concerns about social fragmentation and 
insecurity while fostering integration and social 
cohesion.”75 By 2015, the Committee of Ministers 
to Member States on Intercultural Integration 
recommended that member states enable their 
cities to follow the “urban model of intercultural 
integration,” including its tools for implementation 
and evaluation, in part because “a solid body 
of research both in Europe and worldwide has 
demonstrated the value of diversity for human 
and social development and cohesion, economic 
growth, productivity, creativity and innovation and 
that these benefits of diversity can only be realised 
on condition that adequate policies are in place 
to prevent conflict and foster equal opportunities 
and social cohesion.”76 This recommendation 
was the follow-up to an initiative on intercultural 
cities co-sponsored by the CoE and the EU several 
years earlier. In other words, for these two large 
European bodies, the policy interventions for 
intercultural practice take place increasingly at the 
local level because “cities are at the front line of 
integration and diversity management.”77 Social 
cohesion can be built, according to these claims, 
even in the most cosmopolitan and seemingly least 
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rooted settings that are contemporary urban areas, 
if the right policies are in place.

Fostering Social Cohesion via Policies for 
Social Development

In this third set of approaches, which may be the 
most prevalent at this point in time, the pathways 
to social cohesion are complex. In Section III’s 
discussion of social cohesion, social inclusion and 
social development, rising attention to “livelihoods” 
and to jobs (formal and informal) as the pathway 
to social cohesion was noted. Examining these 
approaches in more detail here, we find approaches 
targeting social development are now identifying 
social cohesion as one positive outcome of work, 
employment and jobs. In such formulations of 
pathways to well-being, social cohesion is frequently 
only a station along the way to another end, and its 
separate contribution may be quite minor. 

The EU was ahead of the others with this approach, 
in part because it has quite a particular approach 
to “cohesion.” For the EU, the concept has long 
meant “social cohesion funds” intended to enable 
development towards European norms in less 
wealthy member states and regions. More broadly, 
the social policy agenda is also part of this approach, 
in the sense that cohesion is sought via the 
eradication of poverty and social exclusion as well as 
the modernization of social protection, all of which 
require social investment, activation of the labour 
force and a higher employment rate to generate 
social inclusion.78   

Increasingly, however, other organizations are 
identifying economic and social inequalities as both 

hindering social cohesion and creating the need for 
direct interventions. The OECD, which relaunched 
itself onto the terrain of social cohesion recently, 
did so by laying out a model emphasizing widely 
available public services for health and education 
as drivers of social cohesion (understood here as 
common norms): 

Growth and development help maintain and 
enhance social cohesion. For example, greater 
available public resources can be used to 
support more inclusive health and education 
programmes, while better education can, in turn, 
strengthen participation in decision making and 
reinforce the sense of belonging to a community. 
In fact, in addition to determining growth, 
public education also indirectly reduces income 
inequalities and instils common norms.79

This shift is also visible in the work of the World 
Bank, which has focused its discussions of social 
cohesion on work in the WDR 2013, linking jobs to 
development as shown in Section III’s Figure 1, and 
with social cohesion being one of the intermediary 
routes on this longer pathway. In this analysis, if 
social cohesion contributed to development, jobs 
were the driving force for enabling social cohesion as 
well as the other drivers of development.

The UNDP took up the theme again with its 2015 
Human Development Report, Work for Human 
Development. With this focus on work (paid 
and unpaid, formal and informal, etc.), social 
cohesion is present but not the centrepiece. It 
is one of the positive outcomes: “Work provides 
livelihoods, income, a means for participation 
and connectedness, social cohesion, and human 
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dignity.”80 In a speech introducing the report, 
the lead author opened by stating, “work is the 
defining issue of our time…The 2030 Development 
Agenda, which the world has recently agreed upon, 
is linked to the issue of work.”81  While much of 
the report focuses on rethinking “what work is,” it 
makes an explicit link to the situation of conflict 
and post-conflict situations in this way, as well as 
giving several examples of how to achieve the ends 
of social cohesion in such situations: “In conflict 
and post-conflict situations it is important to focus 
on productive jobs that empower people, build 
agency, provide access to voice, offer social status 
and increase respect, cohesion, trust and people’s 
willingness to participate in civil society.”82 

A similar reorientation can be seen in the 3RP 
project in the Middle East. It moved its plan for 
2016–17 toward a chapter on livelihoods and jobs, 
in which work of all kinds was discussed as fostering 
social cohesion, but attention to social cohesion was 
decidedly secondary.83 This was a shift from even a 
year earlier, when supporting social cohesion had its 
own chapter.84 

SECTION IV OVERVIEW

A number of generalizations emerge from this brief 
consideration of the drivers of social cohesion.

 ▪ Currently, when shared values are identified as 
important drivers both organizations working in 
the North and those of the Global South identify 
values in broad rather than narrow and limited 
ways. The values are both general (an ethic of 
hospitality) and likely to include valuing diversity 

(an ethic of respect). These formulations clearly 
accord with the GCP’s definition of pluralism as an 
ethic of respect that values human diversity.

 ▪ “Multiculturalism” as a concept and as a policy is 
now widely contested. While it is not an explicit 
element of the presentation of pluralism by the 
GCP, the skepticism that multiculturalism can 
be a successful driver of social cohesion and the 
turn to other concepts—such as interculturalism—
suggest caution in deployment of concepts.

 ▪ This section has also found that social cohesion per 
se may be on another of its periodic downswings 
in popularity. One indicator is the spread of the 
concept of community cohesion, including the 
emphasis on the local level of government and 
service delivery, from the United Kingdom into 
European bodies. A second sign is the treatment 
of social cohesion as one of many way stations on 
the pathway of development—economic, human 
and social. The necessary gesture to cohesion 
is present, but jobs and livelihoods have gained 
much greater prominence. This is also the case in 
the Pluralism Lens developed by the GCP, which 
identifies livelihoods as one of the main domains 
for instituting pluralism.

 ▪   All of these analyses, although often stressing 
shared values (the “software”) and contact among 
groups and individuals, assign public institutions, 
including those of civil society (the “hardware”), 
a role in ensuring social cohesion is fostered and 
protected. Approaches to social cohesion as an 
outcome assign responsibilities to governments at 
all levels. This is particularly explicit with respect 
to multiculturalism and intercultural policies as 
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well as with the emphasis on limiting inequalities, 
social exclusion and discrimination.

V. CONCLUSION: 
INTERSECTIONS AND 
COLLABORATIONS?

The two previous sections have been organized 
around the notion that, just as for pluralism in 
the eyes of the GCP, action research focused on 
social cohesion sometimes treats it as a driver 
of well-being and sometimes focuses on the 
drivers of social cohesion. However, this binary 
classification has been hard to maintain, as is the 
difficulty of associating the GCP with only one 
pathway. One reason for the difficulty is that the 
interests of any organization change, depending on 
the circumstances or situation. The goal at times 
may be to understand what social cohesion and 
pluralism do, but at others it may be more important 
to understand what fosters social cohesion and 
pluralism. Beyond such normal adjustments, 
however, there is a growing tendency to downplay 
the autonomy of social cohesion effects and 
consequences (described in Sections III and IV).

Three sources of this tendency can be identified from 
this paper’s mapping exercise. First, social cohesion 
is increasingly treated as an intermediate (and 
relatively underanalyzed) factor on the pathway to 
well-being. Recent analyses of social development 
focused on jobs and work are examples of this, as is 
the mounting attention to inclusive growth.85 Social 
cohesion is situated between earlier causal factors 
and a particular positive outcome. 

Second, this paper pointed out a tendency simply 
to insert “social cohesion” in a list of positive 
phenomena expected to result from a particular 
action or intervention, or more usually, a list of 
negative phenomena threatening a particular 
situation due to the absence of cohesion. The WHO’s 
gesture toward social cohesion in its modelling of the 
social determinants of health provides one example 
among many.86 Reliance on an underdefined or 
undefined conceptualization of social cohesion no 
doubt follows from its status as a quasi-concept. 
Such concepts are hybrids, used for theoretical and 
empirical work in the academy but also deployed 
in policy discourse and analysis. Their value is in 
their capacity to bridge both academic and policy 
research. Their disadvantage is that their very 
definition and use is not stabilized; they are used 
in a variety of ways to serve a range of purposes. 
Social cohesion, along with a number of other 
popular terms such as social inclusion, social 
capital or inclusive growth, are quasi-concepts 
used to enable engagement across widely varying 
policy communities.87 They are useful as such, but 
the other side of the coin is their lack of precision. 
When efforts are made to measure and provide 
indicators of the concept, the definition either 
becomes very narrow or exceedingly general and 
broad. The first result was observed in Easterly, 
Ritzen and Woolcock’s 2006 article in which 
“ethnic fractionalization”— usually understood as 
a challenge to social cohesion—was used as one 
proxy for social cohesion itself.88 The second result 
characterizes the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Social 
Cohesion Radar which identifies three domains 
and nine dimensions of social cohesion, using 
up to 11 indicators for each dimension.89 As the 
authors themselves readily acknowledge, there is 
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no agreement about either the indicators chosen 
for each dimension or even the nine dimensions 
themselves. While the authors do generate scores 
across countries and time periods, other analysts 
argue that the index includes either things it is trying 
to explain or things better explained differently.90 No 
consensus exists.

A third source of this tendency to move away 
from treating social cohesion either as a cause or 
an effect results from a more systematic analytic 
approach to analyzing the quality of societies, and 
it is here that there is the greatest potential for 
intersections between analyses deploying a social 
cohesion approach and the conceptualization of 
a Pluralism Lens. Three examples of this analytic 
approach to the quality of a society are now widely 
cited in the periodic censuses of social cohesion. 
One is the CoE’s definition of a cohesive society, 
cited previously: “A cohesive society is a mutually 
supportive community of free individuals pursuing 
these common goals by democratic means.”91 The 
Club de Madrid asserts “a shared society as one 
in which all individuals and constituent groups 
hold status as equally contributing participants, 
free to express their differences while integrating 
their voices within the broader population” and 
“shared societies are stable, safe and just.”92 For 
the OECD, a cohesive society “works toward the 
well-being of all its members, fights exclusion 
and marginalisation, creates a sense of belonging, 
promotes trust, and offers its members the 
opportunity of upward social mobility.”93 

All of these portraits of the quality of society seek 
interactions rather than linear pathways. The 
OECD represents this tendency most clearly when it 

provides the diagram linking the three components 
in Figure 2. It seeks to provide a tool to examine 
social cohesion as “both a means to development and 
an end in itself.94 Gone is the linearity of the WDR 
2013’s discussion of causation (Figure 1).

Figure 2

Instead of linearity, this is an interactive model with 
a holistic approach. 

The GCP’s Pluralism Lens also seeks to provide 
such a holistic approach to pluralism, rather than 
identifying a single linear pathway. Thus, the 
potential intersection with recent approaches to 
social cohesion is evident. In addition, in doing so, 
the GCP brings forward its expertise on analyzing the 
interlinkage of institutions (hardware) that support 
or undermine pluralism and the cultural norms and 
values (software) that strengthen or weaken the ethic 
of respect that values human diversity. 

Beyond this approach to causality, the most 
convincing analyses of social cohesion are 
those that see it as an outcome, whether final or 
intermediary, and assign public and third-sector 
institutions roles in safeguarding it. Those that 
simply emphasize social relations (such as “trust”) 
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or social cleavages (labelled “diversity”) have 
given way to more nuanced approaches. In doing 
so, the notion that diversity is a danger because it 
is negatively correlated with social cohesion has 
been rejected by those who assert the need for 
respect of difference (such as institutions providing 
multicultural and intercultural policies), but it 
has also been banished by empirical studies of the 
conditions in which social cohesion is stronger or 
weaker. For example, the Social Cohesion Radar 
identifies the sapping effects of high level of 
inequalities and low levels of social inclusion for 
social cohesion, and also has null results when it 
correlates social cohesion and immigration rates. 
Such findings direct analytic attention to the role of 
institutions in limiting inequalities and integrating 
immigrants as well as the power of values, as does 
the Pluralism Lens.

Finally, with respect to the popular approach to 
social cohesion that focuses on “social capital” 
(defined as trust), the GCP can provide leadership 
for moving it beyond its own limits.95 Experts now 
agree that treating trust as the driver of social 
cohesion leaves underanalyzed the factors that 
drive trust. In the United States, for example, 
where generalized trust has declined over the last 
several decades, explanations range from rising 
economic inequality to political factors such as 
duplicity and uncivil discourse.96 An additional 
factor often mentioned, following Robert Putnam, 
is “diversity.” Barbara Arneil provides a convincing 
argument that it is not diversity per se that shapes 

trust, nor only economic inequalities (although she 
recognizes they must be considered). “The decline 
in trust over time of all Americans is also rooted in 
the politics of diversity,” in which claims-making 
by minorities of all kinds increased and sometimes 
provoked backlash even as it generated outcomes 
that increased their capacity to participate, their 
rights and their recognition.97 Christel Kesler and 
Irene Bloemraad develop a similar argument about 
diversity (indicated by immigration) and cohesion, 
with data from 19 advanced industrial countries, 
with similar conclusions: 

Our findings speak to a central theoretical 
claim: the need to take institutions seriously. 
Positing a general, negative relationship between 
diversity and collective-mindedness requires 
a universalist account of human behaviours 
and attitudes. Such an account, predicated on 
innate psychological traits, differential interests 
or fear of social change must be tempered by 
sociologists’ accumulated knowledge about how 
institutions and social context channel humans’ 
beliefs and actions.98

Thus, they point us again to the importance of 
institutions—public, private and in civil society—and 
their practices for promoting both social cohesion 
and pluralism, and safeguarding norms of respect 
for difference, which the GCP sees as the software of 
pluralism. With this emphasis on both software and 
hardware, fruitful intersections between promotion 
of pluralism and social cohesion are clearly possible.
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