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Abstract

The Policy Research Working Paper Series disseminates the findings of work in progress to encourage the exchange of ideas about development 
issues. An objective of the series is to get the findings out quickly, even if the presentations are less than fully polished. The papers carry the 
names of the authors and should be cited accordingly. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in this paper are entirely those 
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the views of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank and 
its affiliated organizations, or those of the Executive Directors of the World Bank or the governments they represent.
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Efforts to promote social cohesion through development 
projects have had to contend with multiple definitions of 
the term, a lack of clarity on diagnostic and measurement 
approaches, and contradictory evidence on the effectiveness 
of different types of interventions meant to repair or rein-
force it. This paper first offers a definition of social cohesion 
that highlights three sets of relations: those connecting indi-
viduals within a community (bonding), those connecting 
individuals across distinct communities (bridging), and 
those connecting individuals to people and structures in a 
position of power (linking). Together, these three dimen-
sions constitute a framework for diagnosing gaps in social 

cohesion, assessing trends, and prioritizing interventions 
and investments. The paper also outlines strategies for diag-
nosing gaps in social cohesion and tracking trends along 
these three dimensions, providing concrete recommenda-
tions for teams designing social cohesion measurement 
strategies. Finally, the paper reviews the evidence on what 
works to reinforce cohesion within community, to build 
trust across groups, and to strengthen citizen-state relations. 
This review highlights different types of intervention that 
can help promote social cohesion, while suggesting that 
their effectiveness is conditional on sound diagnoses and 
rigorous implementation processes.

This paper is a product of the Social Sustainability and Inclusion Global Practice. It is part of a larger effort by the World 
Bank to provide open access to its research and make a contribution to development policy discussions around the world. 
Policy Research Working Papers are also posted on the Web at http://www.worldbank.org/prwp. The authors may be 
contacted at schatterchjee3@worldbank.org, mgassier@worldbank.org, and nmyint@worldbank.org.
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INTRODUCTION  
 

Social cohesion in its broadest sense refers to the ability of communities and individuals to collaborate with 

one another and with government for the common good.  Strong social cohesion makes communities more 

resilient to external shocks and better able to manage public goods, which in turn facilitate stability and growth.  

Conversely, gaps in social cohesion can substantially exacerbate development challenges by undermining the 

ability of communities to overcome conflicts in a non-violent, productive manner and to act collectively to 

identify and implement solutions to the issues they face.  

Social cohesion takes on particular importance in situations of fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV), where 

limited state capacity often meets extensive urgent needs.  In such situations, the ability of governments and 

development partners to work directly with communities in identification of needs and vulnerable populations 

as well as in the implementation and supervision of development programs offers an important potential asset.  

Ten years ago, the 2011 World Development Report on Conflict, Security and Development included programs that 

support bottom-up state-society relations as the first in its top five policy recommendations for programming 

in insecure areas, and specifically highlighted the importance of social cohesion as part of national institutional 

capacity.   Similarly, the 2018 UN-World Bank Pathways for Peace study argued that “navigating change by 

fostering inclusiveness and thus social cohesion is the essence of prevention.”   This theme was reiterated in 

the WBG’s FY20-25 FCV Strategy, which highlights the importance of fostering social cohesion as a core 

engagement principle in FCV contexts.  Beyond FCV settings, social cohesion enables communities to respond 

to other shocks, such as responding to the COVID-19 pandemic or adapting to the impacts of climate change. 

Furthermore, in a recent agenda-setting strategy paper,2 the World Bank identified social cohesion as one of 

the key pillars of social sustainability, along with inclusion, resilience, and process legitimacy. The dynamics 

connecting these different pillars are complex, and efforts to promote one component of sustainability can 

create disruptions that, at least initially, undermine its other dimensions, as is the case when interventions in 

favor of greater inclusion erode cohesion. Nevertheless, with careful adaptation to local challenges, efforts to 

advance these four components can also be mutually reinforcing. The strategies outlined in this paper aim to 

strengthen social cohesion while also creating contexts that allow communities to become more inclusive and 

resilient, and in which negotiation the process between different stakeholders is seen to be legitimate. Achieving 

these mutually reinforcing gains can however be a slow process, and development actors enacting these 

approaches must recognize that short-term engagement is often insufficient.  

Efforts to operationalize social cohesion in development projects have had to contend with multiple definitions 

of the term, a lack of clarity on diagnostic and measurement approaches, and contradictory evidence on the 

feasibility of influencing social cohesion through project level interventions.  This framing paper aims to address 

some of these constraints by offering a definition of social cohesion grounded in the academic literature and 

aligned with the institutional and operational priorities of the World Bank, and by bringing together new 

evidence and literature in the field to offer pragmatic approaches for measuring and seeking to build social 

cohesion in the context of development interventions.  

 
2 World Bank. 2023. Social Sustainability in Development: Meeting the Challenges of the 21st Century. This strategy 
paper proposes that social sustainability means that “all people feel part of the development process and their 
descendants will benefit from it. Socially sustainable communities and societies are willing and able to work 
together to overcome challenges, deliver public goods, and allocate scarce resources in ways that are 
perceived as legitimate and fair by all so that all people may thrive over time.” 
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The objective of the paper is to identify how to foster and leverage social cohesion to improve development 

outcomes through a review of global evidence and literature.  While grounded in theory and evidence from 

academia, the paper is aimed at an audience of development practitioners, including in the World Bank as well 

as within national governments, development partners, and civil society. 

In exploring social cohesion, the paper focuses on communities as the primary unit of analysis.  Trends in social 

cohesion can be examined at different scales, with a growing literature on the determinants of social cohesion 

at the national level.  However, such approaches tend to mask significant subnational differences and therefore 

provide insufficient granularity to offer operational entry points.  This is especially true in FCV contexts, where 

the conflict literature highlights the importance of the interaction of national and local dynamics in escalation 

and violence (Kalyvas 2006). To complement existing frameworks largely focused on national-level drivers of 

fragility, this paper therefore examines community-level dynamics and national-local interactions.   In doing so, 

it also highlights the potential of local participatory approaches to strengthen cohesion.   

The structure of the paper is as follows: section 1 defines social cohesion, provides a historical and development 

context of the term and its use, and identifies its key constituent components and relationships.  Section 2 

explores challenges in measuring social cohesion, reviewing potential diagnostic tools and measurement 

approaches.  Section 3 reviews the evidence base on approaches to building social cohesion.  Section 4 

concludes with key takeaways as well as areas for future research.   
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1. DEFINING SOCIAL COHESION  
 
Social cohesion is a term with a long history and a subject of inquiry across multiple disciplines, leading to a 

range of definitions.  While these vary in focus and have evolved over time, an emerging consensus in today’s 

literature conceptualizes social cohesion as the ability of people to cooperate for a common good.  This section 

reviews the history and evolution of the term, proposes a specific definition for the purposes of this paper and 

related work by the World Bank, and reviews the relationship of the term to concepts such as social capital. 

Clarity around the concept of social cohesion provides the foundations for effective diagnostics, operational 

interventions and measurement of outcomes that are the focus of the remainder of this paper. 

 

1.1. SOCIAL COHESION IN HISTORIC CONTEXT  
 
When first conceptualized, social cohesion was most frequently identified by its absence and its resultant 

consequences, including conflict. In 1897, French sociologist Emile Durkheim first defined social cohesion in 

the academic literature, describing it as a societal characteristic of interdependence between individuals and 

defining it as the absence of latent social conflict and the presence of strong bonds. In 1909, American 

sociologist Charles Cooley coined the idea of primary groups, identified as groups having communication, 

cooperation, and a high number of friendships stemming from time together, which when absent can cause 

social disorganization.  

 

There was subsequently more headway in identifying what social cohesion independently looks like and what 

characterizes it. Further studies identified varying dimensions, such as specific characteristics that affect group 

dynamics (French, 1959); an intrinsic collective mentality with reciprocity, common ways of thinking and feeling 

(McDougall, 1921); and as rewards from a set of negotiated exchanges in people’s friendships, with more 

exchanges leading to more social cohesion (Homan, 1958).  

 

Over the past 30 years, the focus turned to social cohesion as a prescriptive process, emphasizing the need for 

inclusion and participative structures that bring together institutions and citizens. Defined as an ongoing 

process, socially cohesive societies are those that reduce disparities in wealth and income, and have mechanisms 

to solve and navigate conflict (Beauvais, 2002), fight exclusion and marginalization, and offer opportunities and 

participatory processes to improve social mobility (OECD, 2008). Aside from these actionable elements, the 

definitions over time have stressed and reached a consensus on the importance of shared values, identities, and 

communities of interpretation (Maxwell 1996), as well as on levels of solidarity, reciprocity, and trust, including 

through strong social norms, pressures to conform and mechanisms through which norms are enforced.  

 

Schiefer and Van der Noll’s (2017) comprehensive literature review identified three critical dimensions of social 

cohesion. Firstly, socially cohesive societies are characterized by close social relationships through strong social 

networks, high levels of institutional and social trust and civic participation in public life.  Secondly, members 

of society are emotionally connected to the social identity, and thirdly, exhibit an orientation towards the 

common good and solidarity and compliance with social order.  

 

Leininger et. al (2021) further adopt a lean definition of social cohesion emphasizing vertical and horizontal 

relations among members of society and state which hold together and characterize social cohesion as a set of 

attitudes and behavioral manifestations.  These behaviors include trust, inclusive identity, and cooperation for 

common good.  Inclusive identity refers to social identities or hierarchical memberships in different groups, 

where inclusion is greatest when superordinate social identities create inclusive compatibility between various 
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subordinate identities without dominating them. Trust refers to social trust and not particularized trust. 

Cooperation for common good refers to the manifestation of cooperation and commitment and not the intent 

or attitude. These attitudes then build upon and reinforce each other, wherein a minimum level of trust and 

inclusive identity is a precondition for cooperation.  

 

1.2.  AN OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF SOCIAL COHESION  
 

Across this variety of perspectives, a consensus is emerging on what the hallmarks of strong, productive social 

cohesion are. These include high levels of trust, openness towards “outgroups”, and the perception that public 

institutions are legitimate – all features of communities that have greater capacity for effective collective action. 

Based on this emerging consensus, we adopt the following definition: Social cohesion is a sense of shared purpose, trust 

and willingness to cooperate among members of a given group, between members of different groups, and between people and the 

state. 

 

What constitutes an individual’s community is context-dependent and has evolved over time. With the 

evolution of national institutions and changes in communication technologies, scholars coined the phrase 

“imagined communities” to refer to communities (including nations) which exist only “in the minds” of their 

members, most of whom have never met or even heard of each other (Anderson, 1983). But while these 

imagined communities may play an increasingly important role in shaping individuals’ social and political 

behaviors, they have not become the only form of community that informs such behavior. The propensity of 

individuals to act collectively, as well as the types and direction this collective action may take also depends on 

the more immediate communities they are a part of. These communities may be constituted through proximity, 

history, and regular interaction in a social or professional context. They may result from shared material 

interests, including the need to manage shared resources (for example villages sharing a watershed). They may 

also be composed of individuals who, even if they do not know each other, are connected by kinship or other 

ties (for example extended clan structures). 

 

These more immediate communities vary greatly in their nature, history, as well as in how explicit, inclusive 

and participatory the norms governing them are. Migdal’s conceptualization of state-society relations, which 

shows how the state competes with a range of other entities for social control through “ongoing struggles 

among shifting coalitions about the rules for daily behaviors,” offers a helpful template for identifying the 

overlapping structures of collective action and communities that may operate in a given environment. To 

identify such communities, it is important to look for the structures that have “the ability to devise rules 

governing aspects of people’s lives” and may “offer individuals strategies or survival, and, for some, strategies 

of upward mobility.”  This analysis further points to three markers that signal a community’s influence over its 

members: compliance with the norms it sets and/or the demands of its leadership, participation in the activities 

it organizes, and acceptance of the “rules of the game” it defines. 

 

Given the web of communities that may shape whom people are willing to trust and cooperate with, and the 

complex ways in which they may reinforce or challenge each other, what is the relevant type or “level” of 

community that discussions of social cohesion should consider?  The answer depends on context, but the 

framework introduced in this paper points to a set of questions that can guide such discussions. What are the 

structures in place that support practice of solidarity or non-violent dispute resolution? What are the main 

threats to such structures? Whom might they exclude or disadvantage? What are the contested resources to be 

managed? What are the existing networks and norms? 
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The definition we propose is meant to help navigate these questions by highlighting three sets of relations that 

contribute to social cohesion: those connecting individuals within a given community (bonding), those 

connecting individuals across distinct communities (bridging), and those connecting citizens to people or 

structures in a position of power (linking). The first two sets of relations contribute to horizontal social 

cohesion, and the third one to vertical social cohesion.  

 

While there are differences in the nature of the horizontal and vertical components, all three dimensions are 

integral to social cohesion. Unlike horizontal social cohesion, vertical social cohesion is asymmetrical: the state 

can obtain compliance from individuals in ways that are not available to individuals interacting with one another. 

A society characterized by strong vertical cohesion is primarily one in which individuals are willing to cooperate 

with the state, rather than the reverse. In spite of this asymmetry, this vertical dimension remains critical to the 

definition of social cohesion. This is because a great variety of interactions between members of a group or 

different groups are mediated and sustained by state institutions. Furthermore, while this vertical dimension is 

asymmetrical, it is not unidirectional: strengthening social cohesion also means putting people in a better 

position to hold state institutions accountable.  

 

Vertical social cohesion links all people in a country to state institutions. While the literature commonly uses 

the phrase “citizen-state relationship” in reference to vertical social cohesion (and we use this phrase as well), 

strong social cohesion must be inclusive of all individuals in a country, not just nationals of that country. 

Furthermore, a distinction can be made between trust in state institutions and trust in representatives of a 

particular government. While the behavior of both may affect the trajectory of a society, the vertical component 

of social cohesion primarily reflects the former kind of trust.  

 

The three dimensions of social cohesion (bonding/bridging/linking) are connected to other core features of a 

society, particularly the quality of social capital and of the social contract. All three enable people to act 

collectively, but in different ways or at different levels. The reciprocal relationships between these three 

dimensions are further discussed in section 1.4 below.  Figure 1 illustrates the operational implications of this 

conceptualization, highlighting specific issues associated with gaps along each dimension and mechanisms to 

remedy them.  
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Figure 1: Dimensions of social cohesion, related issues, and mechanisms for promotion  

 

Dimension 
 

Manifestations of frayed cohesion Manifestations of strong cohesion 

Horizontal social 
cohesion 

Relations among individuals 
within a given community 
(bonding) 

❑ Unpredictable/contentious relations – and the 
associated unpredictability – adversely affect investment and 
economic development 

❑ Lack of trust create environment favorable to elite 
capture & exclusion 

❑ Affect the management of community resources 

❑ Gender inequality, restrictive gender norms, exclusion 
of women and youth from opportunities 

❑ Crime and insecurity (including domestic violence) 

• Capacity to collectively set priorities and 
contribute to public goods  

• Capacity for non-violent conflict resolution 

• Inclusion (particularly of youth, women, 
minorities) 

• Interpersonal trust 

• Acceptance of support to vulnerable households 

Horizontal social 
cohesion 

Relations between individuals 
across distinct communities 
(bridging) 

❑ Ineffective management of shared resources (including 
land), exclusion of minorities/outgroups from these resources 

❑ Gaps in access to services between groups or along 
identity lines 

❑ Tensions/conflictual relations between host 
communities and displaced people 

❑ Inter-community violence 

• Non-violent, productive management of 
competition/feuds between communities 

• Prevention and mitigation of discrimination; 
trust; economic and social engagement across 
communities 

• Acceptance and integration of IDPs/refugees 

Vertical social cohesion Relations between people and 
state institutions (linking) 

❑ Proliferation or growth of “rivals” to state institutions 
(particularly rebel/criminal groups) 

❑ Gaps and inequities in access to services 

❑ Crime and insecurity 

• State presence and capacity to perform key 
functions (security, justice, basic services) 

• Equitable access to justice 

• Transparency and accountability 

• Broad and equitable citizen engagement 

• Consistent outreach 



 

 

This definition is rooted in the academic literature and historical traditions of the term, while offering three 

distinct strengths.  First, it can guide diagnostics and measurement of social cohesion and highlight mechanisms 

that interventions can aim to strengthen.  Second, it is consistent with the characteristics of social cohesion, not 

only as defined over time by a multitude of scholars, but also as used in current practice by other organizations 

(for example, it is in line with the definitions of the OECD3 and UNDP4 in highlighting the importance of 

participatory processes, role of trust and shared purpose and cooperation). Finally, it explicitly introduces the 

relational element of social cohesion, and identifies key participants in the process of building social cohesion, 

offering a framework that can guide operational responses.  

 

To understand social cohesion, it is important to consider the multiple levels at which social interactions play 

out.  The proposed definition considers the institutional, community, sub-community, and individual levels, 

providing a more holistic sense for those looking to measure, foster or leverage social cohesion effectively.  

Social cohesion happens at the intersection of three levels – individual, community and institutional, where 

formal societal structures must allow citizens to act, along with diverse communities with shared norms and 

values, to enable individuals to affirm their commitment to belong, participate and perform (Xavier, 2019). The 

relational element of the definition, by specifying horizontal relationships within groups (bonding), across 

groups (bridging) and between groups and power structures (linking), highlights the importance of interactions 

in social cohesion and helps a systematic understanding of the multiple underlying relationships that can foster 

or degrade it. Moreover, by clearly outlining the various groups involved in understanding social cohesion, it is 

operationally more directional, by identifying a set of key actors and groups to influence in the process of 

building social cohesion. These groups can look very different (including at a national and subnational level) 

but there is sufficient flexibility in what they can mean for this to be a starting point for analysis and intervention.  

 

 

1.3.  WHY SOCIAL COHESION MATTERS  
 

Social cohesion is an inherently valuable strength for communities and societies to pursue. It also plays an 

important role in allowing them to meet their development goals, improve social inclusion and become more 

resilient to violent conflict. Indeed, social cohesion can help communities achieve a variety of development 

outcomes by enabling the kind of collective action necessary to manage shared resources and make progress 

towards shared goals. It allows communities to, for instance, consistently manage local infrastructures, establish 

mutual aid and self-help mechanisms (such as rotating savings groups), adapt to new environmental challenges 

or adjust to influxes of displaced households. One reason community-driven programs effectively improve 

basic public services and infrastructures is that they are typically implemented in contexts characterized by high 

levels of trust and civic engagement by community members (Casey, 2018). Strong social cohesion also creates 

an environment that facilitates economic investments and exchanges within and between communities. It does 

so by fostering the trusts required for agreements to be upheld, and letting communities avoid the economic 

losses associated with discrimination.  

 

 
3 OECD defines social cohesion as “working towards the well-being of all its members, fighting exclusion and 
marginalization, creating a sense of belonging, promoting trust, and offering its members the opportunity of upward social 
mobility.” 
4 UNDP defines social cohesion as “the extent of trust in government and within society and the willingness to participate 
collectively toward a shared vision of sustainable peace and common development goals.” 
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Because social cohesion also reduces the barriers to participation in economic, political and social life that 

different groups of individuals may face – including women, unemployed youth or minorities – it is a critical 

ingredient of inclusive societies and communities. As such, it contributes to economic growth and poverty 

reduction. A growing body of evidence shows that polarization – which undermines linking across identity-

based or economic groups – is associated with greater difficulties implementing redistributive policies 

(Montalvo and Reynal-Queyrol 2003; Alesina and La Ferrara, 2005; Stichnoth and Van der Straeten 2011). 

 

In addition, poor social cohesion and inclusion exacerbate the risk of violent escalation of the conflicts that 

divide communities. The adoption of exclusionary policies has been shown to predict civil war recurrence, 

possibly because it undermines trust across communities (Call 2012). Similarly, high levels of inequality, when 

unaddressed, leave societies more vulnerable to violent conflicts. Conversely, participative governance and 

greater political engagement from previously marginalized groups can help mitigate the risk of conflict, 

particularly during economic downturns (Fearon 2010, Fearon and Laitin 2013, Min et al. 2017). At the 

community level, greater social cohesion can increase resilience to the influence of violent actors, from 

insurgent movements to criminal organizations. In different contexts, including Colombia or the Philippines, 

studies have shown that communities’ ability to resist the demands of armed groups depends on their members’ 

capacity for effective collective action and the quality of existing local institutions, that is on both the bonding 

and linking dimensions of social cohesion (Arjona, 2016; Rubin, 2018).   

 

Finally, because, as noted, social cohesion is also a desirable end in and of itself, it is important to note the 

reciprocal relationships between social cohesion and the different variables considered in this discussion. The 

lack of social cohesion not only undermines policies meant to address inequality, it also becomes more severe 

as inequality grows (this relationship has been studied mostly across European countries – see Vergolini, 2011, 

or Whelan and Maitre, 2005). Similarly, poor social cohesion not only weakens communities’ resilience to the 

threats posed by violent actors, it is also a frequent consequence of violent episodes, which can be difficult for 

communities to overcome even long after the end of these episodes (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002). 

 

At the same time, social cohesion is not an unambiguous good. Indeed, communities can be both highly 

cohesive and organized around inequitable hierarchies. Strong social ties, supported by a sense of solidarity and 

reciprocal obligation between community members can help armed insurgencies recruit and flourish (Staniland 

2014). In some contexts, high levels of bonding can undermine the bridging dimension of social cohesion, with 

members of highly cohesive communities remaining mistrustful of members of out-groups. Highly cohesive 

communities may also offer less space and support for those that fall outside traditional norms or practices, 

including based on gender identity and sexual orientation. Analyses of the genealogy of social contracts also 

show how exclusionary the political and social processes that produced them can be, depriving racial minorities 

or other vulnerable groups from the rights and protections that these contracts offered to members of the 

dominant group (Mills 1997, Goldberg 2002). 
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1.4.  CONTEXTUALIZING SOCIAL COHESION WITHIN RELATED CONCEPTS  
 

In describing relationships across society, social cohesion is related to other aspects of socio-political dynamics, 

including social capital, social resilience, and social contracts. In this section, we examine definitions of these 

concepts and how they relate to social cohesion.  

 

SOCIA L CA PITA L  
 

Social capital refers to the norms and networks that enable people to act collectively (Woolcock and Narayan, 

2000).  While often used synonymously with social cohesion, it is broadly recognized as a critical subcomponent 

of social cohesion. Initial conceptualizations of social capital focused on its positive manifestations in 

communities – such as local and civic organizations, where a higher density represented higher levels of social 

capital. The networks view stressed horizontal and vertical community linkages, while with acknowledging some 

of the possible negative aspects of group dynamics. (for example strong intra community but weak 

intercommunity ties could encourage narrow sectarian interests). The institutional view considered that 

political, legal and institutional environments influence community networks. Finally, the synergy view, which 

integrates the institutional and networks views, acknowledged that states, firms, and communities are not single-

handedly capable of promoting broad-based sustainable development, and that complementarities and 

partnerships forged within and across them are therefore critical. This view is based on the concept of 

complementarity or mutually supportive relations, facilitated through supportive overarching formal and 

informal institutions and embeddedness or the extent of ties connecting citizens and public officials. 

 

A key distinction between social capital and social cohesion is that social capital generally focuses more on the 

level of individuals, with an emphasis on networks between and across individuals and the strength of these 

ties, whereas social cohesion focuses more on society-level manifestations (King et al., 2010; Dayton-Johnson, 

2003). Social capital includes an individual’s sacrifices made in an effort to cooperate with others.  In contrast, 

social cohesion is a societal characteristic that depends on social capital – more socially cohesive societies will 

include communities with higher manifestations of social capital – both horizontally and vertically (Oxoby, 

2009). Nonetheless, the precise boundaries between social capital and social cohesion are blurry, and have at 

times been used interchangeably (Mansuri, et al., 2004), including by the World Bank (Beauvais, 2002).   

 

The concept of bonding, bridging, and linking used to organize this paper’s discussion of the different 

dimensions of social cohesion, was first introduced in the context of describing different forms of social capital 

(Woolcock et al., 2000; Putnam, 2000).  In its original usage, bonding social capital refers to trusting and co-

operative relations between members of a network who see themselves as being similar. Bridging social capital, 

by contrast, comprises relations of respect and mutuality between people who know that they are not alike in 

some socio-demographic sense. Woolcock (2004) further refines the category of bridging, by introducing the 

subset of linking – defined as norms of respect and networks of trusting relationships between people who are 

interacting across explicit, formal, or institutionalized power or authority gradients in society. 

 

Over time, this conceptualization of social capital theory has expanded to social cohesion. Colletta et al. (2000) 

use the concepts of bonding and bridging not only in the context of social capital, but also in the context of 

broader social relations, using case studies from Rwanda and Cambodia to understand the nexus between 

violent conflict, social capital and social cohesion and identify social capital as a subset of social cohesion, 

drawing from the work of Kawachi et al. (2000).  King et al. (2010) draw a contrast between interpersonal social 
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cohesion and intergroup social cohesion, acknowledging the resemblance of these concepts with bonding and 

social capital and articulate their preference of using the term social cohesion to emphasize their focus on 

attributes of groups and patterns of cooperation directly, rather than assets such as religious beliefs or altruistic 

dispositions that may drive patterns.  

 

For this framing paper too, communities are the relevant primary unit of analysis and extrapolating the social 

capital terminology in the context of social cohesion is useful in terms of understanding how specific types of 

social capital relate to social cohesion.  This includes, for instance, what the exclusion of certain groups within 

a community means for social cohesion, as well as how dynamics at the community level differ when 

considering cohesion within a community, across communities, or relations with state institutions.  

 

SOCIA L RES IL IE NCE  
 

Social resilience enhances the capacity of individuals, groups and organizations to deal with threats and is 

recognized as a key outcome of social cohesion. It is the capacity of actors to access networks and connections 

in order to not only cope with and adjust to adverse conditions (reactive capacity), but also to search for and 

create options and thus develop increased competence in dealing with a threat (Obrist et al. 2010a). A first 

dimension of social resilience is the coping capacities of actors and their ability to overcome adversity (adaptive 

capacity).  A second important dimension rests on actors’ ability to learn and adapt to new situations and 

transformative capacities, to be more societally robust to crisis (Keck et al., 2012).   

 

Social resilience is both an outcome and a driver of social cohesion, which itself depends on social relations 

and network structures, institutions and power relations, as well as and knowledge and discourse. The presence 

of social networks, structures and relations alone, however, does not guarantee the building and maintenance 

of social resilience – it is the content of social relations and the role of trust, reciprocity and mutual support 

that influences societal capacity to manage change (Peiling et al., 2005). Institutions, another component of 

social cohesion, also influence social resilience to the extent that they shape social and economic systems in 

terms of structures and distribution of assets (Adger, 2000). As a subset of social cohesion, social capital is 

recognized as playing a key role in building and maintaining social resilience.  

 

SOCIA L CONTRACT  
 

The “social contract” is the set of often implicit agreements between societal groups and the state on rights and 

obligations toward each other (Loewe et al., 2021).  Conceptually, strong social contracts are both a critical 

contributor to social cohesion, and one of its outcomes. High levels of social cohesion can help establish 

stronger social contracts. The elements of social cohesion such as reciprocity, shared values and trust, including 

within groups and between groups and the state are those that shape a social contract. A weak social contract 

poses a strong risk to social cohesion (Razavi et al., 2020). For instance, the absence of a strong social contract 

between a government and its citizens can create the space for rebel and armed groups to step in and provide 

the expectations of the contract themselves, subverting state legitimacy and creating discord with weaker 

groups. Alternatively, social cohesion can help build and rebuild social contracts, especially in conflict settings 

(Kaplan, 2017).  
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Figure 2: Diagrammatic representation of how social cohesion relates to social capital, social 

resilience 

 

  



 

13 | P a g e  
 

2.   MEASURING SOCIAL COHESION  
 

As the conceptual understanding of social cohesion has evolved, so have the approaches deployed to measure 

it.  This section aims to provide guidance and identify resources to design a strategy for measuring social 

cohesion at a project level.  Given the need for approaches to be grounded in context, there is no one size fits 

all approach – instead, the focus in this section is on identifying what diagnostic and measurement approaches 

suit the context and purpose of specific interventions, and most relevant tools and sources for those.  It is by 

its nature not comprehensive, as additional data sources may be or become available or new measurement 

methods developed. Rather, it is intended as a starting point to ground discussions of measuring social cohesion. 

   

Despite a growing number of data sources, measuring social cohesion remains challenging because it involves 

high levels of abstraction and the integration of multifaceted constructs. Beyond a sound conceptualization of 

social cohesion, its measurement requires an understanding of its practical manifestations and of the different 

categories of actors involved in these manifestations. To be adequately measured, social cohesion must also be 

contextualized. Measurement strategies must be adapted to different countries, cultures, or socio-economic 

environments. Tracking the evolution of different dimensions of cohesion can be necessary to better 

understand how communities are faring: for instance, trust in state services remain unchanged, even while 

attitudes towards outgroups deteriorate. Tracking both indicators over time is necessary to understand changes 

in overall social cohesion.  

 

When developing a project level monitoring and evaluation strategy, it can be helpful to think of approaches to 

measuring social cohesion as falling along a continuum covering diagnosis, monitoring anticipatory analytics 

developments, and evaluation. Indicators and methods must be adapted to each of these dimensions. The 

adequacy of indicators – e.g. their quality and temporal coverage, along with the frequency of collection and 

the context within which they are collected – may change depending on their intended use: diagnostics require 

credible data, over time and across countries, and specific understanding of the local context. Monitoring 

requires an understanding not only of the intervention at hand, but also which indicators most closely track 

anticipated changes. Anticipatory analysis requires identifying key elements that precede changing situations in 

conflict regions and the ability to collect and analyze them quickly. Evaluation requires recognition of consistent 

indicators that are responsive to interventions and can be collected over time.  

 

2.1.  MEASURING SOCIAL COHESION:  TOOLS AND DATA SOURCES  
 

There is a myriad of existing and emerging quantitative and qualitative tools to measure social cohesion that 

draw from research methodologies from economics, behavioral sciences, sociology, political science, and 

anthropology. Different tools can be employed at different project stages, depending on the purpose of 

measurement. Some tools are helpful in setting and informing practitioners of the context in which their 

program will function, while others are useful in diagnosing challenges or formulating hypotheses on the issues 

a program will address, monitoring the outcomes of a program, predicting future conflicts, or evaluating 

program effectiveness.  No specific tool offers a clear pathway to the right answer. Combining several tools is 

often necessary. It an offer the flexibility required to adapt to a range of practical and political constraints 

(including time and budget constraints). It also helps validate initial insights and triangulate findings. For 

instance, while existing surveys may help identify an issue between ethnic groups in a community, focus groups 

or interviews may aid practitioners in identifying and confirming a more nuanced understanding of inter-group 
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relations and potential entry points. Figure 3 summarizes available tools and their usefulness across the 

measurement continuum. The next section includes a discussion on key quantitative and qualitative tools, what 

they can adequately measure, their appropriateness for different measurement purposes, and associated 

challenges. 

 

Figure 3: Measurement Tools and Their Use Across the Measurement Continuum 

Tool/Measurement 
Purpose 

Context 
Setting 

Diagnosis Monitoring Anticipatory 
Analytics 

Evaluation 

Quantitative 
Indexes Tracking 

Perceptions 
X X X X X 

Tracking changes in 
behaviors and 

incidents 

X X    

Survey Experiments  X X X X 
Behavioral Games  X   X 

Randomized Control 
Trials 

  X  X 

Qualitative 
Focus Groups X X  X X 

Memory Workshops X X   X 
Key Informant 

Interviews 
X X    

Participatory 
Approaches 

X  X  X 

Mapping of 
constituencies/actors 

X     

 

INDICE S RE LATED TO SO C I AL  CO HES ION PER CEP TIO N S  
 

Composite indices that integrate multiple dimensions of social cohesion are a widely used tool of measurement.  

These indices use multiple indicators that capture perceptions and attitudes using data collected via primary 

surveys designed to track respondents’ perceptions of and attitudes towards intra- and inter-community 

dynamics, as well as local institutions. Many will combine questions regarding opinions or values with 

hypothetical situations. Indicators capturing intra-community, inter-community and citizen-state dynamics are 

then aggregated to develop a composite understanding of the state of social cohesion in a specific context. The 

data for these exercises are often already widely available and already collected, and when not available, there 

are pre-designed tools of data collection available which can be deployed or customized for projects.  

 

EXIS T ING  SOUR CES  
 

A number of survey-based indices tracking social cohesion indicators exist at the global, regional and in some 

cases national level.  At the global level, two of the best-known indices are the World Values Survey and Gallup 

polls, which are value-based representative surveys capturing data on social capital, trust, organizational 

membership, perceptions of corruption, ethical and religious values, political participation, and political culture. 

In addition, the regional barometers (Africa, Latin America, Asia etc.) capture perceptions of state institutions, 

local government, justice system, security forces, corruption, or access to services, as well as attitudes towards 

out-groups.  
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The questions asked by these widely available surveys help understand different dimensions of social cohesion, 

including bonding, bridging, and linking. For instance, the World Values Survey asks respondents whether they 

feel insecure or experience racism within their own neighborhood, which attempts to capture dynamics within 

communities by specifying the geographical parameter for the respondent’s consideration. The Afro barometer, 

asks, “generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you must be very careful in dealing with people?”. 

While the question does not explicitly ask for attitudes towards out-groups, Delhey, Newton and Welzel (2011) 

found that in most countries respondents interpret “most people” as outgroups and the indicator as a result is 

often used to capture this element of social cohesion.  

 

In addition to existing surveys, there are also predesigned tools that facilitate primary data collection at a 

community level. The toolkit jointly developed by Mercy Corps and the World Bank includes a set of questions 

designed to capture the underlying constructs of bonding, bridging, and linking in the context of community-

driven development programs.  The toolkit includes questions to understand relationships, resources, trust, 

collective action norms, civic engagement, identity, belonging and even specific attitudes towards out-groups.  

 

The UNDP Social Cohesion and Resilience Index was developed to address the dearth of perception-based 

data in FCV contexts. Now used in countries including South Sudan, Nepal, the Maldives, Liberia, and Ukraine, 

it was initially developed for use in Cyprus to track trust in institutions, human security, and satisfaction with 

civic life.  It includes data on the capacity of public institutions, perceptions of institutional corruption, negative 

stereotypes, anxiety about interactions with adversarial groups, social distance (weak ties) and threats, and active 

discrimination towards others.  

 

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Using existing indices is often appealing for purposes of analysis and diagnostics, because data is widely available 

across countries and collected at frequent intervals. The World Values Survey for instance, has been conducted 

since 1981 at regular intervals for a wide set of countries that has continued to expand – in 2020, it was 

conducted in 80 countries.  Addressing data gaps in developing countries, the regional barometers cover many 

countries within their regions, capturing regionally meaningful variation and allowing for regional-level 

contextualization of the questions asked. For instance, the Afro barometer covered 37 countries in Africa in its 

sixth round in 2021, was conducted in 115 languages and represented 76 percent of the African population. 

Given that surveys are conducted at regular intervals, they allow for meaningful comparison over time and 

across countries – both useful dimensions to consider in social cohesion diagnostics.  
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Figure 4 – Coverage of commonly used perceptions and attitudes-based data surveys 

Survey Coverage Periodicity Since Latest round 

World Values 
Survey 5 

80 countries Every 3-5 years 1981 2017-2021 

Afrobarometer6 40 African 
countries 

Every 2 years 1999 (9 waves) ongoing, to be 

completed in 

October 2022 

Arab Barometer 
7 

12 countries Ever 2-5 years 2006 (6 waves) 2020-2021 

Asian 
Barometer 8 

18 Asian 
countries 

Every 2-3 years 2001 2018-2021 

Latin 
Barometer9 

18 Every 1-2 years 1995 2020 

 

CONS TR AI NT S  
 

While these indices contain a wealth of data, it is important not to rely solely on a composite index to avoid 

missing key nuances or changes in components of social cohesion. For example, a country or region may show 

an improvement in social cohesion overall, but this difference may be driven by an improvement in people’s 

perceptions of state services and miss out on growing polarization among dominant and minority groups.  

 

In addition, it is important to remember that these surveys are not specifically geared to capture social cohesion. 

Instead, indices capture a wide variety of dimensions such as political freedoms, democracy, and perceptions 

of economic opportunities.  Moreover, indices use a standard set of questions for quantifying levels of trust, 

which may or may not correspond to the social cohesion issues most salient within a given context. For instance, 

for a context where out-groups are not a dominant concern, the question on trusting other people may be 

interpreted differently by respondents. In surveys specific to social cohesion, this could be addressed by asking 

a set of questions that attempt to capture the same element, allowing for validation at the analysis stage.  When 

using existing indices, one option may be to use these as starting points for additional analysis to allow for 

contextualization at a project level.  

 

Given the tradeoffs of breadth versus depth, perceptions data have limitations when it comes to their use for 

monitoring, predictive and evaluative purposes. It is difficult to meaningfully interpret changes in perceptions 

through statistical methods alone given the intangible nature of such concepts – for instance, more ground level 

context through qualitative studies may be needed to understand how an increase in trust towards out-groups, 

as captured in surveys, manifests contextually.  

 

Finally, given their large-scale nature and regular data collection cycles, these indices may be poorly suited to 

tracking impacts of specific events.  While social cohesion overall is a sticky concept that generally changes 

slowly over time, it is sensitive to shocks that can effect significant changes.  To understand the impacts of 

 
5 https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp 
6 https://afrobarometer.org/ 
7 https://www.arabbarometer.org/ 
8 http://www.asianbarometer.org/ 
9 https://www.latinobarometro.org/lat.jsp?Idioma=0 
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specific shocks on social cohesion, additional work beyond existing indices may be needed given the importance 

of timing of data collection.  

 

TRACK IN G CHANGE S IN  BE HAV IOR S  
 
Measurement strategies should ideally track both attitudes as well as actual behaviors. Behaviors that can be 

tracked include participation in community-based collective action, interactions with other communities or 

outgroups, and interactions with local formal and informal institutions. Tracking these behaviors over time and 

across geographical units can yield insights into variation in social cohesion trends across different contexts. 

Primary surveys can be deployed at regular intervals to track self-reported household or individual behaviors 

(for example, interactions with local government institutions) or organization reported behaviors (for example, 

participation in voluntary organizations or village meetings). Incidence of events can also be tracked through 

primary surveys that collect information on lived experiences of specific events (such as conflict incidents), 

media reports (such as on incidence of violence in an area) or official and standardized statistics on the same 

(such as government collected crime or violence data).  

 

EXIS T ING  SOUR CES  
 

Questions on tracked behaviors are included in barometer surveys, as well as the World Values Survey and 

Gallup.  This includes questions on actual participation in voluntary associations or community groups or 

incidence and frequency of interactions with local institutions like the police or frontline government officials.  

As with the indices discussed above, given that these surveys ask about both attitudes and behaviors, and are 

collected at regular intervals of times and across regions, they form a key resource for understanding social 

cohesion, including temporal and cross-country comparison.  

 

Beyond surveys, there are several existing databases that track incidents of violence and conflict, ownership of 

arms and other proxies of conflict.  These include the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) 

dataset, which collects dates, actors, locations, fatalities and types of a broad range of conflict events, largely by 

drawing on local news. Several countries also maintain databases to track local violence, including the 

Bangsamoro Conflict Monitoring system in the Philippines which collects violence data in Mindanao, or a 

national level system in Indonesia. While these incidents are hard to tie down at an individual level, they provide 

rich insight into the experience of violence at a community level.  

 

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Data sources that track behaviors are key in validating perception surveys and can be useful in designing and 

assessing prevention strategies. Behavior-related data helps assess the extent to which perceptions do or do not 

align with the attitudes of respondents. For instance, respondents may largely claim to trust their neighbors, 

but not actively participate in neighborhood associations, which can help identify disconnects and potential 

entry points.  Tracking patterns of violence over time can help in designing and evaluating prevention and 

engagement strategies at the local level. For example, Berman et al. (2011) use data on violent incidents in Iraq 

to examine the impact of $2.9 billion in U.S. reconstruction funds allocated through the Commander’s 

Emergency Response Program (CERP) and related smaller programs. Similarly, Crost et al. (2016) use data on 

conflict related incidents at the village level to examine the impact of a cash transfer program in four provinces 

in the Philippines.  
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CONS TR AI NT S  
 

While these datasets can be very useful, it is important to understand their limits. For example, on behaviors, 

these instruments do not track the very diverse manifestations of participation and their variation across 

different population groups.  Similarly, on incidents of violence or conflict, there may be under-reporting of 

conflict in remote areas or other areas with limited media presence – and trendlines may be difficult to interpret 

if constraints on the media change over time.  Finally, the impact of violence is broader than its numeric quantity 

– the quality of a violent incident in terms of the nature, location or target of the attack may carry meaning for 

local dynamics beyond its quantity.  

 

SURVEY EX PER IMEN T S  
 
Survey experiments refer to questionnaire design techniques that help indirectly elicit responses regarding 

sensitive issues during primary data collection through surveys. List and endorsement experiments are two 

widely used survey experiments.10  

 

List experiments present respondents with a list of items, experiences, or statements, including sensitive items, 

requiring respondents to report how many items in the list pertain to them. The researcher then divides the 

sample randomly into two groups – the direct response group who are presented with a list of neutral and non-

sensitive items and the veiled response group, who are presented with an identical list plus a sensitive item. 

Respondents are asked to state the number of items in the list they agree with (but never asked directly whether 

they agree with the sensitive statement). Researchers then estimate the proportion of people to whom the 

sensitive item pertains by subtracting average responses between the groups. Figure 5 illustrates the structure 

of a typical embedded list experiment. In the example below, if respondents in the direct response group agree 

with two items on average, and respondents in the veiled response group with 2.5 items, we can deduce that 

about 50 percent of the population agrees with the sensitive statement.  

 

Figure 5: Example of List experiment technique in a survey 

 
Source: Coffman et al., 2016 

 
10 Self-administered field surveys where researchers allow respondents to self-administer responses using electronic devices 
as an alternative to more complicated experimental approaches is an emerging technique to solicit sensitive information 
as well. An experiment in rural Philippines tested the effect of this method in response rates and falsification of data and 
found that allowing respondents to enumerate these questions themselves versus audibly stating their choice reduced non-
response rates but did not significantly impact falsification rates (Haims, 2020).  
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Endorsement experiments rely on subtle cues, where respondents rate their support for policies endorsed by 

socially sensitive actors. With this method too, random variation must be introduced in the data collection 

strategy. Typically, respondents in the control group are asked to rate how much they support a specific issue 

or policy, while respondents in the treatment group are asked the same question, but the policy is presented as 

endorsed by a specific category of actors.  With a large enough sample, a difference in the responses of the 

treatment and control sample can help estimate the support for the specific group in question. Figure 6 

illustrates an embedded endorsement experiment.  

 

Figure 6: Example of an embedded endorsement experiment in a survey 

 
Source: Fair 2011 

 

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Survey experiments are useful in exploring attitudes towards sensitive issues such as racial justice or support 

for military groups or political parties, attitudes towards out groups and even incidents of sexual violence. Given 

that the experiments provide respondents with anonymity, they can express potentially sensitive attitudes 

without being identified, helping researchers reduce the non-response and social desirability bias (Blair, et al. 

2014). Lyall et al. (2019) used the endorsement method in Afghanistan to elicit responses regarding the changing 

support towards rebels against the state, in response to cash transfers and training programs and found that a 

combination of the two led to a lasting decrease in support towards rebels among at-risk youth in Kandahar. 

Koos et al. (2021) use list experiments to uncover the incidence of sexual violence during wartime in Liberia, 

Sri Lanka and the Democratic Republic of Congo and were able to overcome the underreporting bias associated 

with reports of sexual violence and estimate incidence at the population level. In Colombia, Matanock et al. 

(2018) compared direct and indirect methods of assessing support for the military and found lower rates of 

support when measured indirectly with the difference being most pronounced in areas with insurgent control, 

demonstrating the value such techniques can add to eliciting sensitive information.  

 

Moreover, survey experiments can be used in combination to validate findings.  A 2014 study found that, when 

carefully designed and analyzed, two survey experiments can produce substantively similar empirical findings 

even in challenging research environments like Afghanistan and be used to validate each other (Blair et al. 2014).  

Specifically, the authors uncovered similar patterns of support for the International Security Assistance Force 

among Pashtun respondents, using both the list and experiment methods in assessing attitudes towards 

competitors of the state.  
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CONS TR AI NT S  
 

The two key challenges associated with this tool are statistical and logistical. Statistically, while indirect 

questioning techniques reduce bias, they also elicit less information and result in inefficient estimates.  This can 

be partially remedied by combining measurement experiments, e.g. using different survey experiment methods 

to produce more precise estimates.  Logistically, these experiments can be difficult to administer, requiring 

efforts on the part of the respondent to consider a wide set of factors at once and thus leaving room for 

misunderstandings and resulting errors in capturing accurate responses. Moreover, simply because they are 

participating in a survey, even with indirect questions respondents may still perceive sensitive issues to be open 

to breaches of confidentiality, leading to potential desirability bias. 

 

BEHAVIOR A L GAME S  
 
Behavioral lab or field games are an emerging tool used to complement surveys in understanding interpersonal 

and intercommunity relationships. Drawing from the field of behavioral economics, voluntary games are a tool 

used to measure and compare the preferences of the players, particularly their willingness to cooperate with 

one another. The choices that participants make in a game setting in terms of prosocial behaviors such as trust, 

cooperation, willingness to sacrifice for the public good are presumed to reflect choices that they would be 

willing to make in the real-world situations.  

  

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Given their nature, behavioral games can be useful in validating perception and observational data and can be 

specifically useful in understanding the impact of social cohesion interventions on willingness to engage in 

collective action (bonding) and attitude towards outgroups (bridging).  For example, Alan et al. (2021) used this 

method to investigate the impact of a perspective taking curriculum on the incidence of violence and inter-

ethnic friendships in elementary schools in Türkiye, where one in five students was a refugee. Implemented 

over a one-year period and involving three-hour weekly lectures, activities, and videos, they tracked changes in 

behaviors using field games testing trust, reciprocity, cooperation, and altruism among participants of the study. 

Similarly, Avdeenko and Gilligan (2015) investigated the impact of a community development fund in four 

states in South Sudan using lab games to measure prosocial behaviors.  Importantly, both projects also collected 

perception and observational data to assess against the results of these field games, to help build robust 

conclusions. For instance, the study in South Sudan showed no impacts on prosocial behaviors through games 

but showed an improvement in perceptions of civic participation among participants, allowing the authors to 

distinguish between the impact on individual norms versus institutions.  

 

CONS TR AI NT S  
 

Behavioral games need to be assessed for their limitations in reflecting real world conditions, and extrapolations 

from games to real world behaviors need to be done carefully and calibrated within local context, including 

perception and observational data. While games can be iterated and localized, they remain bounded in time and 

in a simplified context, in a way that does not symmetrically mirror real life considerations. Moreover, in any 

replication of real-life contexts, timing, location, and setting dynamics need to be carefully considered – for 

instance deciding when to play games in the context of when the intervention is introduced or where the games 

are played within a community and how that may affect results of the exercise.  
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RANDOM IZED CONT ROL LE D  TRIA LS  
 
Randomized controlled trials are designed to be used for evaluation and monitoring purposes and investigate 

identification or attribution issues.  Random variation can be introduced at different levels, including at the 

individual or community level, or other units of intervention used in a project. Randomized experimental 

approaches have been widely used in studying elements of social cohesion in various contexts and are 

increasingly being used even in challenging conflict-affected settings. Given that randomized evaluations collect 

data at regular intervals, metrics tracked at various intervals can be used for monitoring as well as evaluation 

purposes.  

 

Depending on an intervention’s theory of change or the specific research question, this approach can be adapted 

to evaluate and monitor effects on all three dimensions of bonding, bridging, or linking, including in conflict 

settings.  For example, Blair et al. (2019) evaluated the impact of recurring patrols by local police in rural 

communities in Liberia on perceptions of the police among communities.  Similarly, Blattman et al. (2021) 

looked at the impact of an alternative dispute resolution program among community members in three counties 

in Liberia on the resolution of unresolved and violent land disputes, capturing the intervention’s impact on 

bonds between community members. Finally, in post-conflict Sierra Leone, Cillier et al. (2018) looked at the 

effect of community level reconciliation forums on the relationships between community members and former 

combatants, capturing relations with out-groups.  

 

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Randomized evaluations are an effective tool to demonstrate impact, especially of programmatic components. 

They help parse out the influence of multiple coexisting factors and impacts of specific variables. For example, 

an evaluation can test different combinations of inputs such as cash transfers and dispute resolution training 

and their impact against individually offering these in similar settings, allowing practitioners to have confidence 

in their specific iteration of the program.  

 

CONS TR AI NT S  

The biggest constraint to randomization is feasibility, which can be constrained by several factors. For example, 

randomizing the allocation of cash transfers can be politically difficult, especially in conflict zones where the 

environment may be unstable to begin with.  Randomization is also the most useful when looking at 

standardized interventions, which can be reasonably administered similarly across implementation areas, 

helping draw conclusions on the effectiveness of the intervention conceptually and not on implementation 

challenges in administering the intervention. RCTs also do not capture mechanisms unless explicitly designed 

for, making them hard to use in settings where the mechanisms are yet to be explored. Moreover, while their 

relatively longer time to implement means changes in sticky concepts like social cohesion should be captured 

adequately, attribution becomes difficult depending on the timing of measuring the treatment effect.  

 

FOCU S GROUP S  
 

Focus groups are a long-standing data collection method that have been used effectively in research on social 

identity (Posner, 2005) and trust (Paluck and Green, 2009), especially to provide researchers with means to 

generate meaningful, locally contextualized hypotheses.  Focus groups are often used to complement other 
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research methods and involve discussions between small groups of people, where the researcher introduces 

open-ended questions which participants then discuss among themselves.  

 

Memory workshops are a particular sub-type of focus groups meant to create a collective narrative on challenges 

communities have faced. They are particularly useful to track the history of formal and informal local 

institutions and the history of local feuds between communities and out-groups.  

 

Advantages  

Focus groups can provide a deep, localized understanding of social dynamics and can be useful to explore the 

degree of consensus on issues facing a community and the mechanisms driving changes in social cohesion. They 

are inherently social in nature and data is generated through conversations and interactions that are in line with 

local practices and only affected by the researcher in limited ways (Cyr, 2017), thus providing insight into 

“collective sense making”. They provide information that can be analyzed at three levels - the individual’s, 

appropriate for triangulation, interactions between two individuals, appropriate for exploration and within the 

group, appropriate for pretesting (Cyr, 2015). The understanding of mechanisms can help form hypotheses on 

the determinants and nature of social cohesion that can then be further validated with other data.  

 

Memory workshops can generate rich data on the stories and lived experience of communities, especially when 

used in conflict settings. In Rebelocracy, Arjona (2016) draws from memory workshops conducted between 2004 

and 2012 in Colombia to understand social order during the civil war by examining the motivations of rebel 

groups and their interactions with existing governance structures. Yaylaci (2020) uses the cases of the Kurdish 

insurgency in Türkiye and Maoist insurgency in Peru as examples of focus groups, used in complementarity 

with personal narratives, helping researchers culturally anchor themselves and access reliable accounts of the 

past by unearthing stories of wartime events and dynamics.  

 

Constraints  

The structural benefits of focus groups can also be a weakness in certain settings. Given that focus groups are 

typically small and formed through non-probability sampling, it can be difficult to select a representative group 

of participants.  Conversely, selecting a representative group can obstruct free-flowing conversation and 

increase social desirability bias. Moreover, while focus groups can be useful to observe specific group dynamics, 

these dynamics may also threaten the validity of the data collected – for instance, in a group that comprises the 

elites and marginalized members of a community together, the actual dynamics between the groups may restrict 

or give too much voice to the opinions of socially dominant groups or even fall prey to “groupthink”, where 

the opinion of the whole group subdues more nuanced individual opinions. In addition, focus groups are often 

asked to consider hypothetical situations, which may lead to more socially appropriate discussions of settings 

rather than actual actions that would play out.  

 

A number of strategies exist to maximize the utility of focus groups. A good practice is to consider data from 

a variety of combinations of different groups, and to use other data to inform the composition of groups. 

Researchers should endeavor to create open and permissive environments, where opinions are welcome, along 

with possibly asking respondents to record their individual responses before sharing with the group to helping 

understand potential divergences between individual and group responses.  
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In addition to the general challenges in the use of focus groups, memory workshops have the added difficulty 

of researcher and participants grappling with contested and unreliable memories, which can be tainted by time, 

official state discourses and current ideologies (Yaylaci, 2020).  Beyond questions of reliability, the use of 

memory workshops also involves ethical questions, as they can surface memories of difficult and possibly 

violent pasts and require facilitators equipped to manage and navigate emotions in the situation to avoid re-

traumatizing participants.  

 

KEY INFOR MA NT  IN TERV IE WS  
 
Key informant interviews are personal, semi-structured interviews that are open-ended enough to allow 

respondents to structure their personal narratives on a topic. Using guiding questions, the researcher can delve 

into different dimensions of social cohesion without interrupting the respondent’s personal stories. Given the 

nature of the data, this tool is suitable for understanding social cohesion issues more than monitoring, predictive 

or evaluative purposes.  

 

ADVANT AGE S  

Personal interviews with target groups are an important source of data to complement group-based data 

collection, particularly on sensitive questions, as it allows research participants to contribute anonymously. 

Moreover, they allow respondents to express diverging or controversial opinions in a safe setting if sufficient 

rapport is built with the interviewer.  

 

CONS TR AI NT S  

Data collected from key informant interviews must be assessed for reliability and quality. In terms of data 

reliability, it can be difficult to conduct interviews with a representative sample, similar to the challenges of 

putting together focus groups. Personal narratives need to be viewed in the context of influence of identity, 

political views, and other impacts.  Similar to memory workshops, it is important to consider the impact of 

describing difficult or traumatic experiences on a respondent. 

 
PART I CI PA TOR Y A PP ROA C HES  
 
Participatory or ethnographic approaches, commonly employed in sociology and anthropology, rely on 

participant observation, with the goal of generating an immersive understanding of community-level dynamics. 

Increasingly used in conflict and peacebuilding research, they can provide information of the formal and 

informal processes that exist in a community for decision-making and can thus be useful to examine how 

collective action unfolds and what mechanisms and institutions communities rely on. Researchers pay attention 

to specific questions but also immerse themselves in context and understand people’s narratives beyond 

interviews and focus groups in the context of their daily lives.    

 

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Participatory approaches are useful for monitoring and even predictive purposes and can be a useful 

complement to evaluations.  They can specifically be useful in observing subtle impacts of project interventions 

in the daily lives of beneficiaries, for example through observing the sessions where beneficiaries are trained in 

alternative dispute resolution and observing subsequent community meetings, providing rich implementation 
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data. They can open researchers to what they should be monitoring in terms of indicators and help in the 

observation or recognition of adverse effects of the intervention.  

 

CONS TR AI NT S  
 

Ethnographic evidence needs to be considered within the context of both observer bias, where the researcher’s 

priors shape the understanding or collection of data, as well as observer expectancy effects, where participants 

modulate their behaviors because they are being observed. Moreover, these types of studies tend to require 

significant time and resources, making them difficult to maintain and replicate at scale.   

 

MAPP ING  OF  CO NS TI TUEN CIE S /A C TORS  
 
The visual mapping of key constituencies, actors and formal and informal institutions is meant to capture the 

overlapping sets of institutions and actors that drive attitudes and behaviors related to cooperation and 

collective actions, and that enforce norms.  

 

ADVANT AGE S  
 

Mapping exercises are particularly useful to understand drivers of local grievances and patterns of competition 

between actors.  For practitioners, they can be visually helpful in identifying and taking stock of context at 

present and over time, more than as a measurement tool for diagnosis, monitoring, or evaluation.  Mapping 

can be done through key informant interviews or focus groups and other available information.  

 

CONS TR AI NT S  
 

There is a tradeoff between capturing complexity and maintaining visual and user focused simplification.  This 

can be addressed by being clear about the audience and purpose of the map, and curating information 

accordingly.  

 
 

2.2.   IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES ALONG THE MEASUREMENT CONTINUUM  
 

As the above section shows, there are a broad range of approaches to understanding social cohesion.  In 

identifying an appropriate measurement strategy, it is thus useful to begin with a clear definition of the main 

purpose of data collection along the measurement continuum: will data be used to inform project and 

intervention design, to monitor implementation of an existing project, provide early warning tools, or to evaluate 

impact?  Being clear about the objective helps to identify specific data needs, including indicators and collection 

frequency.  Mapping this against an assessment of what data is already available begins to frame the needs for 

new data collection, which in turn can be assessed against feasibility and advantages and disadvantages described 

above to settle on the most appropriate data collection tools.  

 

D IA GNOS T IC S  
 

A strategy for social cohesion diagnostics relying on multiple sources of data can help ensure accurate 

contextualization, particularly in conflict-affected environments settings. Qualitative tools in particular, such as 
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focus groups and key informant interviews can shed light on local dynamics, but only when conducted by 

experienced teams who can carry out such work while minimizing bias.  Multiple data sources are often useful 

to validate initial assessments, for instance comparing behavior and incidents data with findings from surveys 

focused on people’s perception. At the diagnostic stage, the understanding of possible adverse impacts and 

spillovers of similar interventions can be useful in refining the project design and monitoring structures. Visual 

tools like stakeholder mapping can be useful in helping project teams process available information.  

 

MONITOR ING   
 

In collecting data for monitoring project interventions, timing and availability are key constraints.  Project 

design will inform the most relevant indicators, and the team must consider whether available data sources 

collect relevant indicators frequently enough to fulfill monitoring needs. If surveys need to be put in place, the 

team must evaluate if the data being collected captures both short-term expected and unexpected outcomes, to 

allow them to build useful feedback systems within the project. Moving beyond typical quantitative indicators, 

the team could consider whether the project and context offer space for ethnographic research streams where 

immediate impacts of implementation can be observed in daily contexts over time, including to identify 

potential adverse impacts. If monitoring requires the collection of sensitive information, such as support for 

rebel groups, surveys could utilize emerging tools such as list and endorsement experiments to elicit sensitive 

information anonymously.  

 

ANTI C IP ATO RY ANA LY T IC S  OR EAR LY WARN ING  SY S TE MS  
 

In designing early warning systems, the challenge is in accurately identifying relevant indicators that can predict 

conflict trajectories.  This requires strong diagnostics, including inputs from local stakeholders through 

qualitative approaches.  Once indicators have been identified, teams will need to assess the existing availability 

of such data versus collection needs.  This can involve integrating data from multiple partners and will require 

validation approaches.  Using multiple sources of data can corroborate trends in key predictive indicators: for 

instance, tracking multiple indicators of trust or incidents of violence can be useful in reaching operational 

conclusions. Finally, providing space for the emergence and observation of unexpected outcomes in predicting 

conflict is key to ensure the team is not too narrowly focused.  

 

EVALU A TION S BA SED ON  R ANDOM IZED CONT ROL LED  TRI A LS  
 

In setting up a measurement strategy to evaluate an intervention, it is often useful to begin by assessing if 

randomization is possible technically, administratively, and politically. Evaluations strategy must anticipate and 

adapt to the political and ethical implications of randomization in different settings – for instance a cash transfer 

during active conflict versus a dispute resolution mechanism during a post-conflict period – must be considered.  

Next, it should be considered whether it is feasible to embed an impact evaluation at the onset of the program 

itself, which would allow for the collection of accurate baseline information and enable more meaningful 

comparisons. The quality of implementation, e.g. through process evaluations, is an integral component of 

impact evaluations given that outcomes are critically dependent on actual implementation.  This is all the more 

relevant for interventions targeting social cohesion, which are context and situation specific along with being 

heavily dependent on participant behavior, unlike a more simplistic standardized intervention such as the 

distribution of malaria nets or cash. This process level information of impact evaluations can also be potentially 

used for predictive or program monitoring purposes. Finally, in the design of the impact evaluation itself, the 
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consideration of adverse effects need to be integrated into the measurement and analysis stage, with space to 

collect emerging information in dynamic contexts.  

 

2.3.   MEASURING EFFECTIVELY :  CAPTURING ADVERSE AND UNINTENDED EFFECTS  
 

Development interventions can have unintended adverse consequences, which are particularly important in 

fragile settings and require the practice of conflict sensitivity and application of “do no harm” principles.  Barron 

et al. (2007) examine the specific role of development projects in shaping the nature, extent and trajectory of 

everyday conflicts and found that development projects in rural Indonesia that gave inadequate attention to 

dispute resolution mechanisms stimulated local conflict, either through the injection of development resources 

themselves or by worsening pre-existing tensions in target communities.  

  

Conflict sensitivity involves practitioners considering the context within which their programs operate, 

understanding the interaction between the intervention and context, and using these insights to avoid negative 

impacts and maximize positive impacts. It involves considering potential unintended consequences of 

interventions and taking actions to actively address these.  “Do no harm” approaches have been operationalized 

in a number of different tools that apply conflict sensitivity, for example by recognizing the presence of 

‘dividers’ and ‘connectors’ in conflict and analyzing how an intervention may be implemented in a way that 

supports local communities address underlying causes of conflict rather than exacerbate them (Haider,2017).  

Such approaches help increase effectiveness by tailoring interventions to local context, encouraging redressal 

of unintended consequences and involving local voices and priorities in programming (CDA, 2018). 

 

Measurement strategies should reflect this key principle and be designed to detect both positive and negative 

effects of interventions on social cohesion.  Diagnostics can help in the design of interventions to influence 

one or more dimensions of social cohesion and can also help identify indicators that can inform practitioners 

of any unintended negative consequences as the intervention is implemented. The absence of adequate 

diagnostics and indicators that fail to capture key impacts of an intervention risks exacerbating gaps in social 

cohesion and creating new challenges.  This can include an uninformed distribution of the intervention to those 

who do not need it and create new grievances or increase the vulnerability of target populations to capture or 

exploitation. Cillier, Dube, Siddiqi (2018) evaluate the impact of community-level reconciliation forums in Sierra 

Leone, where victims detailed war atrocities and perpetrators confessed to war crimes. The evaluation showed 

that while the reconciliation processes led to greater forgiveness of former perpetrators and forged social capital 

and social networks with people displaying more pro-social behaviors, it also worsened psychological health by 

increasing anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder among participants with both positive and 

negative impacts persisting for nearly three years after the intervention was completed.   

 

Finally, even projects do not explicitly aim to reinforce social cohesion, it can be nonetheless useful to track 

social cohesion indicators.  For instance, in projects providing cash transfers in conflict settings, it may be useful 

to track social cohesion metrics over the course of the intervention to observe and detect any increase in inter-

group conflicts arising from a particular group receiving monetary assistance instead of another.  In Jordan, for 

example, researchers studied the indirect effects of a cash for work program on social cohesion outcomes, and 

found that the program strengthened relations between host and refugee communities and offered incentives 

for more equitable gender roles, in addition to its impact on local economic development (Loewe et al., 2020).   
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3.  REVIEWING THE EVIDENCE ON WHAT WORKS TO PROMOTE SOCIAL 

COHESION 
 

This section reviews the literature presenting the existing evidence on what works – and what does not – to 

promote social cohesion. This section reviews a broad range of interventions, including mechanisms to 

strengthen local institutions, to repair inter-group dynamics, to improve perceptions of the government and 

state legitimacy, and to reduce or prevent the incidence of violence. It aims to provide an up-to-date synthesis 

of what we have learned, though individual studies and systematic reviews, about the type of interventions that 

may effectively promote social cohesion.   

 

In the last years, several studies have provided evidence that interventions can strengthen specific dimensions 

of social cohesion. This section reviews academic papers that address the impact of interventions targeting at 

least one of the three dimensions of social cohesion – bonding, bridging, and linking, in both FCV and non 

FCV contexts. For the section on bridging, the evidence includes a recent systematic literature review carried 

out by the International Initiative on Impact Evaluation (3ie) on strengthening inter-group dynamics that 

assessed 24 studies spanning 31 interventions (Doherty et al., 2021), as well as an evidence synthesis published 

by IPA (Knox et al., 2021). It expands these reviews with the addition of papers published after their conclusion. 

To do so, we employed the snowball methodology and used Google Scholar to identify papers that cited papers 

included within the systematic review. Doing so allowed us to use the systematic review as a starting point and 

then look at additional evidence to build on and assess counter-narratives to the findings of the systematic 

review along with shedding light on additional interventions not covered in the review that also target 

dimensions of social cohesion. For the section on linking, in the absence of any relevant systematic review, we 

used Google Scholar to identify studies that included specific interventions and relevant outcomes related to 

citizen-state relations. The review included 52 studies published since 2011. Our sample includes 14 studies on 

interventions focused on bonding, 11 focused on bridging, and 29 studies focused on linking dimensions of 

social cohesion.  

 

The evidence reviewed covered a broad range of previously under-studied mechanisms and specific 

interventions that target social cohesion. Along with recent interest in applying social cohesion concepts to 

development interventions, the evidence base on the effectiveness of such interventions has continued to grow.  

While a few years ago most studies on social cohesion focused on community-based programming, recent years 

have seen an expansion of studies covering a broad range of social and economic interventions.  This has 

included contexts ranging from forced displacement to the reintegration of ex-combatants, and innovative 

instruments including perspective taking workshops, reconciliation forums and trainings on alternative dispute 

resolution mechanisms.  
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Figure 7: The breakup of evidence across different interventions and mechanisms 

Bonding # Studies Bridging # Studies Linking # Studies 

Community Driven 
Development 

1 systematic 
review + 3 

studies 

School based 
peacebuilding 

1 systematic review Community 
Economic Support 

6 

Household Economic 
Support 

3 Collaborative contact 1 systematic review + 
1 study 

Individual Economic 
Support 

11 

Alternative Dispute 
Resolution & Mediation 

4 Intergroup dialogue 1 systematic review + 
3 

Citizen engagement 7 

Security Reforms 4 Media targeting peace 1 systematic review + 
2 

Community Policing 5 

 
 
 
 
  

Workshop + Economic 
Support 

1 systematic review  
 
 
 
  

Only Economic Support 3 

Exposure to Outgroups 3 

 

The evidence reviewed here includes study tracking the social cohesion impacts of local economic development 

programs.  This enriches the evidence considered in the 3ie systematic review (Doherty et al., 2021) which 

restricted inclusion to programs that had at least a component with an explicit social cohesion objective.  The 

3ie review includes four studies that evaluate the bundling of economic support programs with interventions 

that encourage contact and dialogue with out-groups. Broader local development programs have typically not 

been extensively studied to understand their impacts on social cohesion on account of measurement challenges. 

In this review, 17 out of the 52 studies included shed light on the effects such programs can independently 

have on bonding, bridging, and linking cohesion. This helps practitioners better understand the interrelated and 

even unintended impacts of economic development programming and social cohesion. It can help offer insights 

on improving existing program design to positively influence social cohesion, identify promising new entry 

points through economic support programs, and allow for a more integrated and cross-sectoral development 

approach in resource constrained settings.   

 

Some of the studies set in FCV contexts benefit from measurement strategies that capture intangible 

information. For instance, using public goods games help capture intangible concepts such as cooperative 

capacity in South Sudan and Turkey (Avdeenko et al., 2015, Alan et al., 2021) and changing behaviors towards 

out-groups in Lebanon, Iraq, and Nigeria (Doherty et al., 2021). Similarly, survey experiments such as list and 

endorsement experiments (Lyall et al, 2019; Grossman et al., 2021) help capture attitudes towards governments 

or support for rebel groups in contexts such as Afghanistan and rural Colombia, where eliciting such 

information directly is difficult and can create security risks for respondents.  

 

Some of the research reviewed also charts out unintended adverse effects, providing practitioners with more 

nuanced insights to inform program design. For instance, recent evidence explores the unintended impacts of 

social cohesion interventions on communities in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Cleven, 2020) and on individual 

well-being in Sierra Leone (Cillier et al., 2018).  It also reveals heterogenous impacts of alternative dispute 

resolution based on levels political connectedness in Liberia (Blattman et al., 2021) and based on existing 

political knowledge in Colombia (Grossman et al., 2021). These insights can inform practitioners as they design 

programs and adopt strategies to mitigate adverse effects. The following subsections look at the evidence on 

effectiveness of interventions across the three key dimensions of social cohesion. 
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3.1.   BONDING :  INTRA-COMMUNITY DYNAMICS  
 

For this evidence review, we identified 13 studies that evaluate efforts to strengthen bonding dimensions of 

social cohesion.  Three of these evaluated community-driven development approaches, three covered economic 

support programs, three covered dispute resolution mechanisms, and four studied security reform programs. 

There is a long-standing debate around the contribution of CDD programs to fostering social cohesion.  What 

the evidence to date suggests is that CDD programs have the potential to increase cohesion, including the 

potential to build and alter cooperative behavior within communities, but that these effects are not automatic 

or inherent to CDD approaches and – as with other programming interventions discussed here – require careful 

design and implementation.  In Colombia, a rural CDD program improved cooperation within communities, 

with cooperative behaviors of program beneficiaries influencing non-beneficiaries (Coleman, 2018). A program 

in Haiti offers additional insights on these dynamics even if it did not involve investments in communities: 

farmers who were exposed to a framed public goods game posing a collective action problem were more likely 

to volunteer in a local canal cleaning project, motivated by increasing social connections between neighbors 

and shifting expectations about each other’s contributions to public goods through the game, helping them 

develop common norms of behavior (Turiansky, 2021). In post conflict Liberia, a development program was 

able to alter cooperation levels in communities where the program required men and women to address 

collective action challenges together and not in communities where women worked independently – suggesting 

that these programs induce improvements in cooperative capacity by providing the space or trigger to do so 

(Fearon et al., 2015).  Yet at the same time, there are multiple examples of where CDD programs failed to affect 

such behavior changes. Casey (2018) conducted a review of evaluations of CDD programs on social cohesion 

and trust, including of programs implemented in Afghanistan, Sierra Leone and Sudan and found no evidence 

that CDD approaches improved trust within a community, potentially in part because these programs built on 

existing high levels of cohesion. 

 

Similarly, cash transfer programs or livelihood support programs that integrate mechanisms to improve social 

cohesion can be effective in fostering cohesion. In Malawi, a study comparing the impact of lump sum cash 

transfers to that of an intervention combining training and participation in a savings group with similar cash 

transfers found that the combined interventions laid to significant gains in horizontal social cohesion, attributed 

to the fact that participating in the savings group improved relations within the community itself (Burchi, 2021). 

In Côte d’Ivoire, an evaluation of an integrated package of support through village savings and loans 

associations, business training and encouraging social cohesion showed increased solidarity in target villages as 

a result of regular meetings of savings groups, but no broader increases in trust or perceptions of security at 

the community level (Marguerie, 2019).  

 

Introducing non-violent means of dispute resolutions within communities can be effective in improving 

intracommunity relations, especially in contexts where local clashes are frequent, and these effects can persist 

over time.  Blattman et al. (2014 and 2021) evaluated a mass education initiative in Liberia that promoted 

alternative dispute resolution through an eight-day program focused on problem resolution, negotiation and 

socio-emotional skills in communities where violent land disputes were frequent. The program was found to 

be effective at reducing violent and unresolved disputes in the short term, with persistent drops in violent 

disputes and a small but statistically significant shift to non-violent norms in the long term. It is important to 

note that these long-term effects are not observed in all contexts. In conflict-affected western areas of Côte 

d’Ivoire, a community-based conflict resolution project implemented by the UN helped build social cohesion 

by reducing ethnic and armed violence within the community when measured immediately after the completion 
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of the project, but these effects disappeared over time, with exogenous institutions failing to be reinforced or 

become integrated within existing community channels for conflict resolution (Khadka, 2020).   

 

Similarly, training local leaders in interest-based mediation can also improve their ability to effectively resolve 

disputes. Reardon et al. (2021) evaluated a program run by Mercy Corps in North Central Nigeria, a region 

where inter-communal disputes over and resources are frequent and often escalate. The mediation training 

effectively improved perceptions of security and significantly lowered the share of community members who 

had recently experienced a violent incident, demonstrating that working with local leaders to improve their 

dispute resolution skills can be an effective conflict mitigation strategy. 

 

There have been a range of efforts to improve local security, including through state and non-state institutions.  

These have included efforts to improve intra-community relations as a way of improving general security within 

the community and reducing the risk of conflicts escalating to the use of violence.  However, the evidence on 

the impact of such interventions is limited, with additional work needed to understand how to maximize the 

potential of such efforts.  On the positive side, Dyer (2020) evaluated the impact of improving security for rural 

Kenyan farmers through the provision of watchmen and found that doing so increased perceived security of 

farmers, reduced theft, and reduced disputes between neighboring farmers. In Colombia, Blair et al. (2021) 

evaluated the ComunPaz program which sought to replace rebel governance by harnessing complementarities 

between state and communal authorities through locally embedded mechanisms for sustaining order 

independently of the state, typically using social sanctions, to improve security and justice provisions in areas 

once dominated by the FARC. The program included a four-day module training police officers and communal 

councils to understand the division of labor between state and communal authorities, identify comparative 

advantages of these groups in dispute resolution and locate sources of conflict within communities. The 

program enhanced the quality of local dispute resolution and strengthened coordination between state and 

communal authorities but did not improve reliance on state or communal authorities – possibly because of the 

increased ability of participants to resolve conflict through dialogue, thus reducing the need for third party 

recourse.  

 

Interventions targeting the bonding dimension cohesion can have features that interact poorly with existing 

marginalization patterns. For instance, community-based reconstruction programs have been effective in 

reaching conflict-affected areas but can be contentious when they only target ex-combatants or conflict-affected 

individuals for support (White et al., 2018). In Liberia, an alternative dispute resolution training program 

improved the perception of property rights but was more likely to do so among those more politically connected 

(Blattman, 2021). In the Philippines, a community policing program increased trust among citizens and their 

willingness to engage with officers, though these effects again were more pronounced among people related to 

officers. Moreover, in villages where officers were highly embedded in family networks, there were higher rates 

of disputes, with people who had no family or social ties to officers rating officer performance more poorly 

(Haim, 2021).  

 

As the above examples show, it is important to consider unintended adverse effects of programs on social 

cohesion, particularly the ways in which they may create new social divisions or exacerbate existing fault lines. 

For example, while cash transfers have been shown to improve social inclusion and capital for marginalized 

and vulnerable communities, they can also generate intra-community tensions and feelings of being unfairly 

excluded among non-beneficiaries, for example as a result of eligibility criteria being perceived as unfair or 

unclear as evidenced from cases in the Republic of Yemen and Kenya (Pavanello et al., 2016). In Indonesia, an 
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unconditional cash transfer program triggered multifaceted conflicts which were accompanied by social unrest. 

While the government failed to reduce resultant conflicts, community leaders were able to minimize conflicts 

through informal channels of redistribution (Sumarto, 2020).  

 

 

3.2.   BRIDGING :  INTER-COMMUNITY RELATIONS  
 

Establishing bridges across communities and promoting more positive engagement with “out-groups” can be 

an important part of promoting social cohesion in FCV settings. Several evaluations have reviewed 

interventions that target inter-community relations and either implement them independently or in conjunction 

with other social programs. We draw on insights from a systematic review of interventions targeting inter-

community relations and additionally identify ten studies that assess similar interventions as well as traditional 

economic support interventions that also measured impacts on inter-group cohesion. These additional studies 

largely encompass research published after the systematic review, while others are included for measuring 

impacts on social cohesion even if fostering cohesion was not their principal objective, such as economic 

support programs.  

 

The International Initiative on Impact Evaluation (3ie) in 2021 published a systematic evidence review on what 

works to improve inter-group relationships across 24 studies, assessing 31 interventions (Sonnenfeld et al., 

2021). The review identified five key types of interventions–school-based peace education interventions; 

collaborative contact11 interventions; intergroup dialogue interventions; workshop-based peace education with 

intergroup contact and economic support; and media for peace interventions. Overall, the review found small 

but statistically significant positive impacts across intervention types and measures of social cohesion, with 

programs that accurately identified local bottlenecks to intergroup social cohesion having larger and more 

positive effects.   

 

The review found (i) largely positive impacts in school-based peacebuilding and interventions that bundled 

inter-group facilitated contact with economic support, (ii) mixed impacts in interventions focused on 

collaborative contact and media promoting peace, and (iii) negative or adverse effects in interventions 

promoting controlled inter-group dialogue. School-based peacebuilding12 was found to improve inter-group 

social cohesion by inducing more pro-social behaviors, and had small positive effects on trust, willingness to 

participate and willingness to help, as well as weakly positive effects on acceptance of diversity. The review 

looked at five studies evaluating bundled interventions combining workshop-based peace education 

interventions with intergroup contact and economic support and found a positive impact on trust, and 

imprecise but positive impacts on sense of belonging and willingness to participate.13 Collaborative contact was 

 
11 Collaborative contact interventions involve bringing different groups to work together on shared projects and emphasize 
influencing social cohesion through improving relations between groups by working together. 
12 For example, Alan, Baysan, Gumren, Kubliay (2020) evaluated the impact of a perspective taking curriculum 
implemented over a year in elementary schools in Türkiye where 18 percent of the students were refugees and found that 
the program significantly lowered peer violence and victimization on school grounds, reduced social exclusion and ethnic 
segregation and enhanced prosocial behaviors such as trust, reciprocity, and altruism. 
13For example, Dawop et al. (2019) assessed the Mercy Corps CONCUR program that trained community leaders in 
conflict resolution combined with economic support for four years in Nigeria’s middle belt, with treated communities 
reporting reduced tensions and improved economic mobility. 
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found to improve social cohesion through improving a sense of belonging and tolerance14 but showed mixed 

evidence on trust. On the whole, the effects of collaborative contact on its own appear to be inconsistent and 

context-dependent. The studies in the systematic review looked at the impact of radio dramas and found 

positive impacts on trust but heterogenous impacts on other parameters, with particularly strong effects 

reported during latent conflict and no impacts on violence or extremism. Evaluations of inter-group dialogue 

interventions found indications of adverse effects on trust as well as acceptance of diversity.15   

 

The review also documents several instances of adverse effects at the individual and community level in the 

context of interventions promoting dialogue or perspective sharing. For example, in investigating impacts of 

school-based peacebuilding programs, Cleven (2020) evaluated the impact of a short-term dialogue project in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina where activities included seminars for local politicians and municipal administrators, 

parents, teachers, as well as joint activities for school children. The study found that the intervention actually 

reduced in-group trust. At an individual level, Cillier, Dube, Siddiqi (2018) examined the effects of community 

level reconciliation forums in which victims describe violence they experienced and perpetrators ask for 

forgiveness in post-conflict Sierra Leone. As noted, while the study found positive effects on trust towards ex-

combatants, it also revealed adverse impacts on the psychological health of participants that lasted for a year. 

These observed adverse effects highlight the need for careful monitoring and mitigation strategies at the design 

and implementation stage.  

 

We find three additional studies beyond the systematic review that show positive impacts of perspective taking 

interventions. In Cyprus, an evaluation of an extended contact workshop – where indirect contact entailed 

learning about the experience of others – those who participated exhibited greater trust in outgroups and 

support for cross-ethnic interaction, but only among those who were initially more opposed towards 

reconciliation (Donno et al., 2021). In Colombia, the research team varied the protocol of facilitating 

discussions among ex-combatants and members of conflict-affected communities and found that those in the 

treatment involving perspective-giving improved their attitudes towards ex-combatants substantially, especially 

when compared to those in groups where an argumentative approach was encouraged (Ugarrizo et al., 2016). 

In Hungary, participation in an online perspective taking game led to more positive sentiment towards Roma 

and refugee communities (Simonovits et al., 2018).  

 

Inter-ethnic exposure and interactions in daily life can also have positive impacts on trust. In Israel, randomly 

assigning Jewish patients to Arab doctors across 21 medical clinics facilitated intergroup contact and improved 

majority group perceptions of minorities – with contact with Arab doctors reducing the social distance 

preference of Jewish patients and increasing their perceptions about the feasibility of peace (Weiss, 2020). In 

Türkiye, an early childhood program preparing Turkish and Syrian children for primary school led to the 

 
14 For example, Alaref et al. (2019) investigated the impact of three-month youth volunteering camps to complete civil 
work in Lebanon, which required 20 percent of team participants to come from outside the area of project implementation. 
Those participating in such collaborative activities were found to be reporting higher tolerance values for “others” and a 
stronger sense of belonging to the Lebanese community a year after the completion of activities. The studies included in 
IPA’s review show that in Afghanistan, social contact with internally displaced migrants in the context of a vocational 
training program did not reduce prejudice towards migrant communities (Zhou and Lyall, 2020). Similarly, in Nigeria, male 
students assigned to mixed-religion classrooms during a computer literacy training program were as prejudiced as young 
men who had not participated in the training. 
15 The exception of the Svensson and Brouneous (2013) study that evaluated a 12 session sustained dialogue program at 
Addis Ababa University in Ethiopia, run by trained moderators over a year, and found that it lowered mistrust and 
improved measures of trust. 
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formation of interethnic friendships, improved the Turkish language skills of Syrian children (especially in 

classes with more Turkish children), and had a long-term effect on reducing primary school absenteeism for 

Syrian children (Boucher et al., 2020).  

  

At the same time, the benefits of exposure can be erased by key contextual elements. For example, in Türkiye, 

in classrooms where a program successfully strengthened ties between Turkish and Syrian students, teachers’ 

ethnic prejudice expressed through biased classroom practices significantly lowered the prevalence of inter-

ethnic social links, increased within-group ties among host children, and put refugee children at a higher risk of 

peer violence (Alan et al., 2021).   

 

Traditional economic and livelihood support interventions can also improve social cohesion between groups 

because they facilitate intergroup contact and collaboration, even without the inclusion of an explicit training 

or dialogue component. Valli, Hidrobo, Peterman (2019) looked at social cohesion in refugee-host settings 

while examining a short-term transfer program targeting Colombian refugees and poor Ecuadorians in urban 

and peri-urban areas of northern Ecuador and found improvements in social cohesion among Colombian 

refugees in the hosting community through enhanced personal agency, attitudes accepting diversity, confidence 

in institutions, and social participation, without any negative impacts among Ecuadorian counterparts. The 

authors attribute the impacts to the joint targeting of Colombians and Ecuadorians, the interaction between 

nationalities at monthly nutrition sessions, and the messaging around social inclusion by program implementers. 

In Jordan, a vocational training program enrolled both Jordanians and Syrian refugees, encouraging contact 

between the groups. An evaluation found that those enrolled in the program showed less in-group favoritism, 

increased trust with others and less bias towards those from other nationalities as a result of interactions (Mercy 

Corps, 2021). A mixed-methods study evaluating a cash for work program in Jordan including both Jordanian 

and Syrian participants found trust improving between the two groups as a result of shared experiences while 

working together – including conversations about each other’s interests and values, collaborating over shared 

work objectives, shared meals and leisure activities after work and critically exchanging skills among each other.  

 

Mass media campaigns can work, with impact depending on the messenger and their social importance to the 

communities to whom the campaign is targeted. However, the evidence on impact is mixed and points to the 

importance of paying attention to unintended effects of the message being promoted.  Blair, Littman, Nugent 

(2021) assessed the impact of radio messages in Maiduguri, Nigeria (the geographical origin of the extremist 

group Boko Haram) delivered by religious leaders emphasizing the importance of forgiveness, announcing the 

leader’s forgiveness of repentant fighters, and calling on followers to forgive. The study found that radio 

messages delivered by trusted authorities led to large and positive changes in people’s willingness to accept 

Boko Haram fighters back home, and make people think their neighbors are in favor of reintegration. On the 

other hand, in Burkina Faso, pro-peace religious messaging targeted at adolescents in school was found to have 

no effect on attitudes towards religious extremism, and instead had the unintended effect of increasing 

intolerance towards ethnic others by inadvertently reinforcing ethnic identities and reminding respondents of 

how their community had been the target of religious violence (Grossman, 2021).  

 

3.3.   L INKING:  C IT IZEN-STATE RELATIONS OR VERTICAL COHESION  
 

Strong citizen-state relationships, meaning in particular that communities view local state institutions as 

legitimate, trustworthy, and reliable,  are key in preventing conflict and in stabilizing post-conflict societies. A 
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diverse set of interventions, ranging from economic support to citizen engagement to improved service delivery 

and security and justice reforms all aim to shape how citizens and communities perceive the state. We identify 

29 studies covering interventions influencing citizen-state relations through various interventions.  These 

include economic support at the community and household level, social accountability measures integrated into 

government programs, information provision, and security and justice reforms.  

 

Both community and household level economic support have the potential to reduce incidence of violence, 

improve perceptions of the state and reduce support for rebel groups and other non-state actors. These can be 

effective through a variety of mechanisms – improving perceptions of service delivery and governance, 

improving perceptions of leaders or government officials, improving security in communities, or increasing 

cost in terms of livelihood opportunities.  

 

The provision of community reconstruction grants or provision of infrastructure help generate physical and 

tangible evidence that governments are investing in communities and can have far-reaching effects on how 

communities perceive governments. In areas of limited statehood, a state’s legitimacy among the domestic 

population crucially depends on whether that population feels safe and secure and security perceptions of the 

population thus play a key role in strengthening state legitimacy at both the community and county level 

(Nomikos, 2021).  In Afghanistan, the National Solidarity Program improved attitudes towards government 

and perceptions of security, without affecting security incidents themselves (Beath et al., 2012).  In Iraq, violent 

incidents reduced with community level spending on reconstruction efforts (Berman et al., 2011). A more recent 

study in Iraq found that political events that raise popular expectations of future public service and security 

provision increases support for government and decreases support for violent opposition groups (Mikulaschek, 

2020).  

 

Household-level economic support programs like cash transfers, public works programs and livelihood training 

can create better and more sustainable economic opportunities for households and build support for the state. 

India’s public works program, NREGA was found to encourage people to help the police track down insurgents 

(Khanna and Zimmerman, 2014). The Pantawid Pamilyang program in the Philippines reduced the number of 

conflict-related incidents and decreased the influence of insurgents (Crost et al., 2016). In Afghanistan, while 

cash transfers alone increased short-term but not long-term support for government, a combination of cash 

transfers and livelihood training resulted in lasting decreased support for rebels (Lyal, 2019). In Colombia, the 

Familia en Accion program was found to have positive effects on the demobilization of combatants, observed 

three years after the program started (Pena, 2017). Economic support can also improve trust in governing 

institutions through improvements in perceptions of both leaders and governance. In rural Tanzania, cash 

transfers increased trust in leaders and perceptions of leaders’ responsiveness and honesty, with communities 

where more information was shared on development projects and revenue use seeing larger improvements 

(Evans et al., 2019).  

 

However, initial positive impacts of community and household-level programs can risk repercussions.  

Mitigating such risks is important for program design.  For example, in the case of NREGA in India, in conflict-

affected parts of West Bengal, civilians helping the police were more vulnerable to retaliation (Khanna et al., 

2014). Moreover, when program design excludes specific community members or groups, intervention can 

undermined vertical cohesion among excluded groups. In Pakistan’s Benazir Income Support program, an increase 

in trust in government and leaders was observed only when relative deprivation in communities was salient, 

with differences between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries driving the increase (Kosec et al., 2018) and a 
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significant increase in trust being observed in better-connected communities (Ghorpade, 2019). An evaluation 

of Peru’s Juntos cash transfer program found that the program increased trust in local government institutions 

linked to the program, but only among beneficiaries of the program. Moreover, perceptions of unfairness in 

targeting and implementation lowered trust in institutions, a finding emerging in other studies on cash transfer 

programs as well (Camacho, 2014).  

 

Another consideration is the potential for reduced trust in government in contexts where conflict escalation 

affects the operation of existing economic support programs.  For example, in South Sudan, the intensification 

of violence in 2016 halted the operations of an unconditional cash grant and life skills training program for the 

youth, where those who were scheduled to but did not receive the grant experienced strong reductions in trust 

in government (Muller, 2019).  

 

Integrating social accountability mechanisms within community economic support programs can improve 

citizen-state relations, as long as mechanisms are effective in getting beneficiaries to report issues and the state 

acting on this information (Fox, 2015).  In Uganda, training beneficiaries of a community program to report 

misuse of funds led to improved monitoring of funds, project quality, and trust towards the central government 

(Premand et al., 2017). In Indonesia’s Raskin rice distribution program, providing information to beneficiaries 

in the form of cards documenting eligibility led to a large increase in subsidies received by eligible households 

(Olken et al., 2018). 

 

Information provision combined with adequate service delivery can improve trust in governments when 

sustained over time. In conflict zones in the Philippines, sustained engagement of the state through organizing 

regular meetings with community leaders increased the response rate on COVID-19 cases, enabling increased 

service delivery to at-risk communities (Haim et al., 2021). The Liberian government’s door-to-door canvassing 

campaign to voluntarily comply with disease containment policies during the 2014-15 Ebola epidemic was 

effective in improving safety related behaviors, generating support for public health policies and increasing trust 

in governments (Blair et al., 2020). In Pakistan, a government agency used social media during the COVID-19 

pandemic to communicate with citizens and created positive perceptions of management of the COVID-19 

crisis, increasing trust in government (Mansoor, 2021).   

 

Information provision can help shift support from non-state actors to the state when combined with 

demonstrated improvements in service delivery. In Pakistan, providing accurate information about reduced 

delays in state courts led citizens to report higher likelihoods of using them and demonstrating greater support 

for the state, as measured in lab games. Moreover, this intervention led to reduced support for non-state actors 

(Acemoglu et al., 2020). Providing information on service delivery, however, can also reduce trust in 

governments by increasing expectations.  In Colombia, providing information on service delivery through text 

messages led to a reduction in satisfaction with services, critically among those, with low political knowledge 

and information, backfiring among those such initiatives typically seek to engage (Nussio et al., 2019).  

 

The evidence on the impact of community policing on trust in state institution is mixed.  Community policing 

to date shows limited success in improving trust in governments and police institutions, possibly attributable 

to poor implementation of existing interventions. A large-scale systematic evaluation of community policing 

programs across six countries (Brazil, Colombia, Liberia, Pakistan, Philippines, and Uganda) found that 

community engagement did not increase trust in police, improve citizen cooperation with police or reduce 

crime levels. However, the results were attributed to implementation challenges resulting from a lack of 
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sustained buy-in from police leadership, frequent rotations of leaders and officers and a lack of resources to 

effectively respond to issues raised by citizens. 

 

However, community policing has shown some promise in improving civilian awareness of the law, improving 

relations between police and communities, providing alternative channels of dispute resolution, and reducing 

support for rebel groups. In rural Uganda, a community policing program increased interactions between 

civilians and the police and improved knowledge of the criminal justice system among civilians (Blair et al., 

2019). In rural Liberia, police visits within communities facilitated relationship building which in turn improved 

perceptions of the state (Karim, 2020). In Liberia, the Confidence Patrols program (which trained and better 

equipped police officers) had positive impacts on knowledge of the police and law, increased security of 

property rights and reduced the incidence of crimes like assault and domestic violence. Moreover, the increase 

in crime reporting was concentrated among those disadvantaged in traditional mechanisms of dispute 

resolution, showing promise of an alternative channel of improving social cohesion (Blair et al., 2019). In rural 

Colombia, the ComunPaz16 program reduced citizen trust and reliance on rebel groups in previously FARC 

dominated areas (Blattman et al., 2021). 

 

Lastly, while community policing can foster reliance on the state, this can happen through trust in authorities 

but also through a fear of the state. In South Africa, increased police visits improved a willingness to rely on 

the police and promoted less reliance on vigilante groups, although this increase was driven by a fear of state 

punishment for vigilante violence, rather than an increase in the belief that state capacity had improved (Wilkes 

2021).  

 

3.4.   AREAS FOR FUTURE EXPLORATION  
 

There is limited evidence to date on what works in contexts where the scope of FCV risks continues to evolve 

and escalate. For instance, one study in the review looked at the impact of a livelihood intervention that had to 

be discontinued in South Sudan as security deteriorated (Muller, 2019). There is scope to improve our 

understanding of how programs can change in the face of these evolving situations and what that means for 

resultant impacts. Even when specific interventions have not been shown to be effective yet, it is important to 

examine intermediate outcomes and to consider the contextual factors that may have undermined the 

effectiveness of these interventions.  For instance, while systematic reviews suggest that interventions such as 

workshops facilitating intergroup dialogue (Doherty et al., 2021) or community police interventions (Haim et 

al., 2021) do not improve bridging and linking cohesion respectively, it is important to consider the ways in 

which specific modalities of implementation or context-specific factors. In this example, it would be useful to 

understand if there is a specific style or context within which inter-dialogue workshops can positively influence 

intergroup relations or if such programs could lead to increased conversations between groups or improve 

attitudes towards out-groups, if not behaviors. Such nuanced information can help practitioners not only tweak 

existing programs but also design more effective ones in the future.  

 

More research is needed on the interplay between the intended interventions to influence social cohesion and 

their actual implementation. Social cohesion interventions often involve multiple components and depend 

significantly on situational factors that shape program delivery. For instance, the effectiveness of an education 

 
16 The CommunPaz program sought to improve security provision and harness complementarities between state and 
communal institutions in previously FARC dominated areas. 
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program promoting peacebuilding could depend on who is facilitating the sessions, what mode it is delivered 

in, how student’s questions and concerns are addressed or the content itself.  It is less straightforward to track 

the implementation of such programs compared to more transactional programs such as providing bed-nets or 

textbooks in a school. This can make it difficult to decisively ascertain whether the intervention does not work 

as an approach, or whether the problem lies with its implementation, underlining the importance of integrating 

process evaluations within more quantitative evaluations.   
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4.   CONCLUSION  
Social cohesion, e.g. the ability of people to collaborate for the public good, can be an important driver of 

resilience in contexts affected by fragility, conflict and violence.  Both horizontal cohesion (relationships within 

and among communities) and vertical cohesion (relationships between communities and the state) strengthen 

the ability of communities to withstand shocks and the ability of governments to deliver services effectively.  

Cohesive societies are better able to deal with change, and to resist the influence of armed actors. While social 

cohesion depends on norms and behaviors that can be deep rooted, the evidence shows that it is possible to 

strengthen cohesion through development interventions.  The above sections have described a broad range of 

projects that have done so, across different regions, income levels, and institutional capability levels, and 

addressing both vertical and horizontal cohesion.  While the interventions vary in their focus and scope, 

successful interventions all share an emphasis on careful diagnostics to identify specific constraints and entry 

points, thoughtful implementation with a focus on adaptive learning and remaining aware of potential adverse 

effects, and rigorous evaluation to understand impacts and their sustainability over time.   

 

The review of the evidence also makes clear that there are many ways to foster cohesion.  This includes fostering 

cohesion through stand-alone projects (like programs that specifically aim to increase trust in the police, 

increase inter-ethnic connections in schools, or promote non-violent conflict resolution), but also fostering 

cohesion as part of programs that have broader objectives (such as programs aimed at increasing livelihood 

opportunities or improving access to public services).  Understanding the potential impact that a broad range 

of projects can have on social cohesion opens the door to thinking creatively about sectoral interventions and 

how to maximize their impact in this regard – often through relatively low-cost adaptations in design and 

implementation. 

 

At the same time, the paper highlights that results were neither automatic nor universal.  Instead, the broad 

range of cases examined paper highlights the importance of: (i) Sound diagnostics, including to identify specific 

constraints that a project seeks to solve and tailoring interventions accordingly.  As the paper shows using the 

case of the national police in Liberia, perceptions can be driven both by changes in the performance, but also 

in how they relate to communities; (ii) Quality implementation, including addressing concerns such as perceived 

favoritism in targeting or an inability to follow through on project promises, which can erase the positive 

impacts of a project and highlights the importance of effective communication and reliable follow through, and 

(iii) Careful monitoring and evaluation including to enable the early identification of unanticipated adverse 

consequences, for example when improvements in irrigation in Nepal reduced incentives for inter-community 

collaboration, or when participation in a government program makes communities targets for reprisals. 

 

Just as the work on social cohesion spans numerous academic disciplines, its operational understandings are 

evolving across a community of practitioners, including national governments, international institutions, 

development agencies and civil society.  Finding ways to share and harness this collective knowledge will be 

critical to making progress on this undertaking. 

  



 

39 | P a g e  
 

References  

 
DEFINING SOCIAL COHESION  

Adger, W. 2000. “Social and Ecological Resilience: Are they Related?”. Progress in Human Geography, 24(3): pp. 

347–364. 

 

Alesina, A., and La Ferrara E. 2005. “Ethnic Diversity and Economic Performance.” Journal of Economic Literature 

43(3): 762–800. 

 

Alesina, A., and La Ferrara E. 2002. “Who Trusts Others?” Journal of Public Economics 85(2): 207–34. 

 

Arjona, A. 2016. “Rebelocracy”. Cambridge University Press. Cambridge University UK 

Barron, P, Diprose, R & Woolcock, M. 2011. “Contesting Development: Participatory Projects and Local 

Conflict Dynamics in Indonesia”. Yale University Press 

Beauvais, C. & Jenson, J. 2002. “Social Cohesion: Updating the State of the Research”. CPRN Discussion Paper 

No. F|22. Canadian Policy Research Networks, Ottawa 

Call, C. 2012. Why Peace Fails: The Causes and Prevention of Civil War Recurrence. Georgetown University Press. 

 

Casey, K. 2018. “Radical Decentralization: Does Community-Driven Development Work?” Annual Review of 

Economics 10: 139–63. 

Cooley, C. 1909. “Primary Groups.” Social Organization: A Study of the Larger Mind, New York, NY: Charles 

Scribner’s Sons. pp. 23–31 

Council of Europe. 2004. “A New Strategy for Social cohesion. European Committee for Social Cohesion”. 

Approved by Committee of Ministers of Council of Europe on 31st March 2004. Council of Europe  

Dayton-Johnson, J.2003. “Social Capital, Social Cohesion, Community: A Microeconomic Analysis”.  University 

of Toronto Press, Toronto., pp. 43–78 

Durkheim, E. 1897. “Le suicide: étude de sociologie”. New York, NY: F. Alcan. 

 

Fearon, J. 2010. “Governance and Civil War Onset. Background Paper to the World Development Report 

2011.” Washington, DC: World Bank. 

Fonseca, X, Lukosch, S, & Brazier, F. 2019. “Social Cohesion Revisited: A New Definition and How to 

Characterize It”. Innovation: The European Journal of Social Science Research 32(2): pp. 231–53.  

French, J & Raven, P. 1959. “Classics of Organization Theory”. Chapter 6. Oslo: Institute for Social Research. 

Friedman, J & Majeed, R. 2014. “For the People, By the People in Indonesia”. Foreign Policy 



 

40 | P a g e  
 

Garg, T & Gennaioli, C & Lovo, S & Singer, G. 2022. “Can Competition Reduce Conflict?”. Working paper 

Goldberg, D. 2008. “Racial States” in A Companion to Racial and Ethnic Studies. Blackwell Publisher.  

Kalyvas, S. 2006. “The Logic of Violence in Civil War”. Cambridge University Press. Cambridge University UK 

Kaplan, S. 2017. “Inclusive Social Contracts in Fragile States in Transition Strengthening the Building Blocks 

of Success”. Institute for Integrated Transitions. 

Keck, M & Sakdapolrak, P. 2012. “What Is Social Resilience? Lessons Learned and Ways Forward”. Erdkunde 

67 (1): pp. 5-19 

Kim, J & Sheely, R. 2020. “Social Capital and Social Cohesion Measurement Toolkit for Community-Driven 

Development Operations”. Washington, DC: Mercy Corps and The World Bank Group. 

Laitin, D., and Fearon J. 2012. “How Persistent Is Armed Conflict?” In APSA 2012 Annual Meeting Paper 

Leininger, J., Burchi, F., Fiedler, C., Mross, K., Nowack, D., von Schiller, A., Sommer, C., Strupat, C. and Ziaja, 

S. 2021. Social cohesion: a new definition and a proposal for its measurement in Africa. DIE Discussion Paper 

31/2021. Bonn: German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE). 

Loewe, M, Zintl, T & Houdret, A. 2021. “The Social Contract as a Tool of Analysis”. World Development, Vol 

145. 

 

Majeed, R. 2014a. “Expanding and Diversifying Indonesia’s Program for Community Empowerment, 2007-

2012.” 

 

Majeed, R.  2014b. “Services for the People, by the People: Indonesia’s Program for Community 

Empowerment, 1998-2006.” 

Maxwell, J.1996. “Social Dimensions of Economic Growth”. Eric J. Hansen Memorial Lecture. January 25, 

University of Alberta  

 

Min, E., Singh M., Shapiro J., and Crisman B.. 2017. “Understanding Risk and Resilience to Violent Conflicts.”  

Background paper for the United Nations–World Bank Flagship Study, Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing 

Violent Conflict, World Bank, Washington, DC. 

 

Mills, C. 1997. The Racial Contract. Cornell University Press 

 

Montalvo, J., and Reynal-Querol, M. 2003. “Religious Polarization and Economic Development.” Economics 

Letters 80(2): 201–10. 

Obrist, B. 2010. “Multi-Layered Social Resilience: A New Approach in Mitigation Research”. Progress in 

Development Studies 10(4): pp. 283-293 



 

41 | P a g e  
 

OECD. 2011. “Perspectives on Global Development 2012”. OECD Publishing. 

Oxoby, R. 2009. "Understanding Social Inclusion, Social Cohesion, And Social Capital". International Journal of 

Social Economics, Vol. 36 No. 12: pp. 1133-1152 

Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive societies, 2021. “From Rhetoric to Action Delivering Equality & 

Inclusion”. NYU Center on International Cooperation. 

Pelling, M. & High, C.2005. “Understanding Adaptation: What Can Social Capital Offer Assessments of 

Adaptive Capacity?”. Global Environmental Change, 15:  pp. 308-319. 

Razavi, S. 2020. “Reinvigorating the Social Contract and Strengthening Social Cohesion: Social Protection 

Responses to COVID-19. International Social Security Review 73 (3): pp. 55-80 

Rubin, M. 2018. “Rebel Territorial Control, Governance, and Political Accountability in Civil War: Evidence 

from the Communist Insurgency in the Philippines.” PhD Thesis. Columbia University NY. 

Schiefer, D & Noll, J. 2017. "The Essentials of Social Cohesion: A Literature Review". Social Indicators Research: 

An International and Interdisciplinary Journal for Quality-of-Life Measurement. Springer, vol. 132(2): pp. 579-603 

Schneider, H & McDougall, W. 1921. “The Group Mind.” Journal of Philosophy 18: pp. 690–697. 

 

Stichnoth, H., and Van der Straeten, K. 2013. “Ethnic Diversity, Public Spending, and Individual Support for 

the Welfare State: A Review of the Empirical Literature.” Journal of Economic Surveys 27(2): 364–89. 

 

Vergolini, L. 2011. “Social Cohesion in Europe: How Do the Different Dimensions of Inequality Affect Social 

Cohesion?” International Journal of Comparative Sociology 52(3): 197–214. 

 

Whelan, C., and Maître, B. 2005. “Economic Vulnerability, Multidimensional Deprivation and Social Cohesion 

in an Enlarged European Community.” International Journal of Comparative Sociology 46(3): 215–39. 

Woolcock, M & Narayan, D. 2000. “Social Capital: Implications for Development Theory, Research, And 

Policy”. World Bank Research Observer 15 (2): pp. 225-249 

World Bank, 2020. “Strategy for Fragility, Conflict and Violence 2020 – 2025”. Washington DC 

World Bank. 2023. Social Sustainability in Development: Meeting the Challenges of the 21st Century. Washington DC. 

 

MEASURING SOCIAL COHESION  
 

Barron, P, Diprose, R & Woolcock, M. 2007.” Local Conflict and Development Projects in Indonesia: Part of 

the Problem or Part of a Solution?”. Policy Research Working Paper; No. 4212. World Bank, Washington, DC.  



 

42 | P a g e  
 

Blair, G, Lyall, J & Imai, K. 2014. “Comparing and Combining List and Endorsement Experiments: Evidence 

from Afghanistan”. American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 58, No. 4, October 2014, pp. 1043–1063 

CDA. 2018. Do no harm: a brief introduction from CDA. 

Cyr, J. 2016. “The Pitfalls and Promise of Focus Groups as a Data Collection Method”. Sociological Methods & 

Research, 45(2): pp. 231–259 

Cyr, J. 2017.” The Unique Utility of Focus Groups for Mixed-Methods Research”. Political Science & Politics, 

50(4): pp. 1038-1042. 

Fair, C, Malhotra, N. & Shapiro, J. 2011. “Faith or Doctrine? Islam and Support for Political Violence in 

Pakistan”. Public Opinion Quarterly 76(4): pp. 688-720 

Haider, H.2014. “Conflict Sensitivity: Topic Guide”. Birmingham, UK: GSDRC, University of Birmingham. 

Koos, C and Traunmüller, R. 2021. “The Social and Political Consequences of Wartime Sexual Violence: New 

Evidence from List Experiments in Three Conflict-Affected Populations”. Social Science Research Network 

Matanock, A, García-Sánchez, M. 2018. “Does Counterinsurgent Success Match Social Support? Evidence 

from a Survey Experiment in Colombia”. Journal of Politics, Volume 80 

Nanes, M., & Haim, D. 2021. “Self-Administered Field Surveys on Sensitive Topics”. Journal of Experimental 

Political Science, 8(2), pp. 185-194 

Paluck, E, & Green, D. 2009. “Deference, Dissent, and Dispute Resolution: An Experimental Intervention 

Using Mass Media to Change Norms and Behaviors in Rwanda.”. American Political Science Review 103 

(November): pp. 622–44 

Posner, D. 2005. “Institutions and Ethnic Politics in Africa”. Cambridge University. Cambridge, UK 

Yaylacı, Ş.2020. “Utility of Focus Groups in Retrospective Analysis of Conflict Contexts”. International Journal 

of Qualitative Methods 

 

 

REVIEWING THE EVIDENCE  
 

Alan, S, Baysan, C, Gumren, M & Kubilay, E. 2020. "Building Inter-Ethnic Cohesion in Schools: An 

Intervention on Perspective-Taking”. Working Papers 2020-009, Human Capital and Economic Opportunity 

Working Group. 

Alaref, J et al. 2019. “The Short-Term Impact of Inter-Community Volunteering Activities and Soft Skills 

Training on Self-Reported Social Cohesion Values: Quasi-Experimental Evidence from Lebanon”. World Bank 

Policy Research Working Paper (8691). 



 

43 | P a g e  
 

Beath, A, Fotini, C & Enikolopov, Ruben. 2012. “Winning Hearts and Minds through Development? Evidence 

from a Field Experiment in Afghanistan”. Policy Research Working Paper; No. 6129. World Bank, Washington, 

DC. 

Berman, E., Shapiro, J. N., & Felter, J. H. 2011. “Can Hearts and Minds Be Bought? The Economics of 

Counterinsurgency in Iraq”. Journal of Political Economy. 119(4): pp. 766–819 

Blair, R, Moscoso, M, Vargas, A & Weintraub, M. 2021. “After Rebel Governance: A Field Experiment in 

Security and Justice Provision in Rural Colombia.” Available at SSRN 3815789. 

Blair, R., Karim, S and Morse, B. 2019. “Establishing the Rule of Law in Weak and War-Torn States: Evidence 

from a Field Experiment with the Liberian National Police.” American Political Science Review 113(3): pp. 641–57. 

Blattman, C, Hartman, A & Blair, R. 2013. “How to Promote Order and Property Rights Under Weak Rule of 

Law? An Experiment in Changing Dispute Resolution Behavior Through Community Education”. American 

Political Science Association. 108 

Blattman, C, Hartman, A & Blair, R. 2021. “Engineering Informal Institutions: Long-Run Impacts of 

Alternative Dispute Resolution on Violence and Property Rights in Liberia”. The Journal of Politics 83(1): pp. 

381–89. 

Boucher, V, Tumen, S, Vlassopoulos, M, Wahba, J & Zenou, Yves.  2021. "Ethnic Mixing in Early Childhood: 

Evidence from a Randomized Field Experiment and a Structural Model". IZA Discussion Papers 14260, Institute 

of Labor Economics (IZA). 

Burchi, F & Roscioli, F. 2021. “Can Integrated Social Protection Programmes Affect Social Cohesion? Mixed-

Methods Evidence from Malawi”.  

Camacho, L. 2014. “The Effects of Conditional Cash Transfers on Social Engagement and Trust in Institutions: 

Evidence from Peru’s Juntos Programme”. German Development Institute. 

Cleven, E. 2020. “Making Connections? A Study of Interethnic Dialogue in a Divided Community in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina”. Ethnopolitics, Volume 19(2): pp. 125-149 

Crost, B, Felter, J & Johnston, P. 2016. “Conditional Cash Transfers, Civil Conflict and Insurgent Influence: 

Experimental Evidence from the Philippines”. Journal of Development Economics, 2016, vol. 118, issue C, pp. 171-

182 

Dawop, DS, Grady, C, Inks, L & Wolfe, RJ. 2019. “Does Peacebuilding Work in the Midst of Conflict? Impact 

Evaluation of a Peacebuilding Program in Nigeria”. Portland, OR: Mercy Corps 

D'Exelle, B & Coleman, E & Lopez, M. 2018. "Community-Driven Reconstruction in Colombia: An 

Experimental Study of Collective Action beyond Program Beneficiaries," World Development, Elsevier, vol. 

101(C), pp 188-201. 



 

44 | P a g e  
 

DFID .2011. “Cash Transfers – Evidence Paper”. DFID Policy Division. 

Donno, D, Psaltis, C & Zarpli, O. 2021. “Extended intergroup contact in frozen conflicts: Experimental 

evidence from Cyprus”. Conflict Management and Peace Science. 

Dyer. 2020. “The Fruits (and Vegetables) of Crime: Protection from Theft and Agricultural Development”. 

Working Paper. University of Exeter.  

Esenaliev, D, Bolotbekova, A, Kyzy, G, Tilekeyev, K, Aladysheva, A, Mogilevskii, R & Brück, T.2018. “Social 

Cohesion through Community-based Development in Kyrgyzstan”. Working Paper No. 46, University of Central 

Asia – Institute of Public Policy and Administration (IPPA) 

Evans, D, Holtemeyer, B & Kosec, K. 2019. “Cash Transfers Increase Trust in Local Government”. World 

Development, Volume 114, pp. 138-155 

Finkel, S, Belasco, C, Gineste, C, Neureiter, M & McCauley, J. 2018. “Peace Through Development II, Burkina 

Faso, Chad, and Niger: Impact Evaluation Endline Report”. Washington, DC: USAID. 

Finkel, S, McCauley, J, Neureiter, M & Belasco, C. 2021. “Community Violence and Support for Violent 

Extremism: Evidence from the Sahel.” Political Psychology 42(1): pp. 143–61. 

Fox, J. 2015. “Social Accountability: What Does the Evidence Really Say?”. World Development, No. 72, [revised 

and abridged version of GPSA Working Paper] 

Ghorpade, Y & Justino, P. 2019. “Winning or Buying Hearts and Minds? Cash transfers and political attitudes 

in Pakistan”. WIDER Working Paper 2019/91. United Nations 

Grossman, A. N., Nomikos, W. G., & Siddiqui, N. 2021. “Can Appeals For Peace Promote Tolerance and 

Mitigate Support for Extremism? Evidence from an Experiment with Adolescents in Burkina Faso”. OSF 

Preprints 49na5, Center for Open Science. 

Haim, D, Nanes, M & Davidson, M. 2021. “Family Matters: The Double-Edged Sword of Police-Community 

Connections”. The Journal of Politics 83 (4): pp. 1529-1544 

Khadka, P & Phayal, A. 2020. “Community Driven Conflict Resolution: Evidence from a Randomized 

Controlled Trial in Ivory Coast”. Under Review.  

Khanna, G & Zimmermann, L. 2015. "Guns and Butter? Fighting Violence with the Promise of Development". 

IZA Discussion Papers 9160, Institute of Labor Economics (IZA). 

Kim, B., Lee, J., & Chung, J. 2021. “Double-Edged Cohesion: Multidimensional Impacts of Community 

Governance on Cohesion in Community-Driven Development”. Community Development, 52(4): pp 486-504 

Knox, A., Cillian N., Salgado, I., Barnes, A. 2021 “Governance, Crime, And Conflict Initiative Evidence Wrap-

Up” J-PAL and IPA. 



45 | P a g e

Kosec, K. & C. Mo. 2018. “Social Protection, Poverty, And Politics: The Role of Relative Deprivation in 

Determining Citizen Attitudes Toward Government”. World Bank. Washington DC.   

Loewe, M. 2020.  “Community Effects of Cash-For-Work Programmes In Jordan: Supporting Social Cohesion, 

More Equitable Gender Roles and Local Economic Development In Contexts of Flight And Migration”. DIE 

Studies 102, German Development Institute, Bonn 

Lyall, L, Zhou, YY & Imai, K .2019. “Can Economic Assistance Shape Combatant Support in Wartime? 

Experimental Evidence from Afghanistan”. American Political Science Review 114 (1): pp. 126-143 

Marguerie, A. & Premand, P. 2019. “Economic Inclusion, Micro-entrepreneurship and Social Cohesion”. 

Mimeo. 

Mercy Corps. 2021. “The Effects of Vocational Training on Bias Towards Hosts and Refugees: Findings from 

Jordan and Lebanon”. 

Molyneux, M, Jones, N & Samuels, F. 2016. “Can Cash Transfer Programmes Have ‘Transformative’ Effects?”. 

The Journal of Development Studies, 52:8: pp. 1087-1098 

Mousa, S. 2020. “Building Social Cohesion between Christians and Muslims through Soccer in Post-ISIS Iraq.” 

Science 369(6505): pp. 866–70. 

Muller, A, Pape, U & Ralston, L. 2019. “Broken Promises: Evaluating an Incomplete Cash Transfer Program”. 

World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 9016 

Nomikos, W.2021. “More Security, More Legitimacy? Effective Governance as a Source of State Legitimacy in 

Liberia.” 

Nussio, E, García-Sánchez, M, Oppenheim, B & Pantoja-Barrios, S.2020. “Testing Statebuilding’s ‘Missing 

Link’: Effects of Government Communications in Colombia”. The Journal of Development Studies, 56:3, pp. 509-

526 

Olken, B, Banerjee, A, Hannah, R, Kyle, J, Sumarto, S. 2018. “Tangible Information and Citizen 

Empowerment: Identification Cards and Food Subsidy Programs in Indonesia”. Journal of Political Economy. 

Volume 126 (2) 

Pavanello, S, Watson, C. 2016. “Effects of Cash Transfers on Community Interactions: Emerging Evidence”. 

Journal of Development Studies 52(8): pp. 1-15 

Pena, P, Urrego, J & Villa, J. 2017. "Civil Conflict and Conditional Cash Transfers: Effects on Demobilization". 

World Development, Elsevier, vol. 99(C), pp. 431-440. 

Simonovits, G., Gabor K., and Peter K. 2018. “Seeing the World through the Other’s Eye: An Online 

Intervention Reducing Ethnic Prejudice.” American Political Science Review 112, no. 1: 186–93. 



 

46 | P a g e  
 

Sonnenfeld, A, Doherty, J, Berretta, M, Shisler, S, Snilstveit, B, Eyers, J, Castaman, K, Gupta, R, Anda Leon, 

MD, Franich, A, Yavuz, C, Baafi, A & Obaid, R, 2021. “Strengthening Intergroup Social Cohesion in Fragile 

Situations”. 3ie Systematic Review 46. New Delhi: International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie) 

Sumarto, M. 2021. “Welfare and Conflict: Policy Failure in the Indonesian Cash Transfer”. Journal of Social Policy, 

50(3): pp. 533-551 

Svensson, I, & Brounéus, K. 2013. “Dialogue and Interethnic Trust: A Randomized Field Trial of ‘Sustained 

Dialogue ‘in Ethiopia.” Journal of Peace Research 50(5): pp. 563–75. 

Turiansky, A. 2021. "Collective action in games as in life: Experimental evidence from canal cleaning in Haiti". 

Journal of Development Economics, Elsevier, vol. 153(C) 

Ugarriza, J, & Nussio, E. 2015. “The Effect of Perspective-giving on Post conflict Reconciliation: An 

Experimental Approach”. Political Psychology, 38, pp. 3-19. 

Valli, E, Peterman, A & Hidrobo, M. 2019.” Economic Transfers and Social Cohesion in a Refugee-Hosting 

Setting”. The Journal of Development Studies. 55: pp. 128-146 

Van der Windt, P.2020. “Assessing the Longer-Term Impact of Community-Driven Development Programs: 

Evidence from a Field Experiment in the Democratic Republic of Congo”. World Bank Policy Research Working 

Paper No. 9140. Washington DC. 

Weiss, C. 2019. “Curing Prejudice through Representative Bureaucracies: Evidence from A Natural Experiment 

in Israeli Medical Clinics”.  

White, H, Menon, R, Waddington, H. 2018. “Community-driven Development: Does it Build Social Cohesion 

or Infrastructure – A Mixed Method Evidence Synthesis”. Working Paper 30. International Initiative for Impact 

Evaluation (3ie) 

Zuo, C, Wang, Z & Zeng, Q. 2021. “From Poverty to Trust: Political Implications of the Anti-Poverty 

Campaign in China”. International Political Science Review. 

  



47 | P a g e

ANNEX:  L ITERATURE REVIEW METHODOLOGY  

The literature review included studies that addressed at least one dimension of social cohesion, e.g. bonding, 

bridging, or linking.  While studies were not excluded based on research methodologies, a majority of the studies 

included were designed as randomized controlled trials.  

The studies for the review were assembled using the snowball methodology, which involves using a key 

publication on the subject as a base to search for relevant publications by identifying the papers cited by the 

document (backward snowballing) and papers citing the document (forward snowballing). This process is then 

carried forward as more papers are identified and their references are assessed for inclusion.  

For studies on bridging interventions, the International Initiative on Impact Evaluation (3ie)’s systematic review 

“Strengthening intergroup social cohesion in fragile situations” (Doherty et al., 2021) was used as the starting 

point.  This review included 24 studies spanning 31 interventions. The 24 studies included in the review were 

then used as a base to implement the snowball method and identify 11 additional studies.  

For studies on bonding interventions, an evidence synthesis published by IPA and JPAL, “Governance, Crime, 

And Conflict Initiative Evidence Wrap-Up” (Knox et al., 2021) was used to identify key studies on bonding 

mechanisms.  These studies covered interventions in the areas of community policing, justice provision, 

peacebuilding and reconciliation and cash transfer programs. These studies were used as a base to identify 14 

additional relevant studies for inclusion.  

For studies on linking interventions, the 3ie systematic review (Doherty et al., 2021) was used as a base to 

identify some studies on citizen-state relations along with using Google Scholar.  Google Scholar was used to 

search for studies investigating the impact of economic support at the household and community level, social 

accountability measures, information provision from the state and security and justice reforms that looked at 

outcomes such as perceptions of the state, interactions with local government, service delivery and violence 

indicators. This process yielded 29 relevant studies.  


