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institutions, all deemed critical aspects of social cohesion. It has become clear that
understanding and strengthening social cohesion in times of stability is critical to
successfully navigate crisis. Despite its importance, evidence from many countries
indicates that this important “social glue” is fragile and at risk, requiring consistent
investments to maintain and strengthen it. Governments and communities around
the world are looking to evidence-based strategies to strengthen social cohesion. To
facilitate this goal, a systematic review is conducted of four major databases
identifying 52 studies with high-quality evidence of what works and why. We also
included the results of three systematic reviews that had investigated the impact of
social capital and/or social cohesion on health-related variables specifically to
broaden our search and enrich our findings (n=21; total =73). Using themes
identified across governments, it is possible to classify the strengths and limitations
of existing research. It becomes clear that the most common effective strategies
were (1) awareness raising and coutering existing stereotypes and (2) offering
opportunities for positive contact and a more co-operative assessment of intergroup
relations. Missing are leadership processes that can (re)define group-based values,
norms, and behaviors. Specific intervention strategies are outlined as well as
directions for future research.

1 | INTRODUCTION

which under certain circumstances may result in less social

cohesion (Kende et al.,, 2022). Included are refugees, with

Social cohesion is argued to be challenged by societal changes
such as migration, demographic changes to smaller families, longer
work days, and lower housing density. Between 1960 and 2020,
the number of migrants has risen from 79 million to 281 million
(International Organization for Migration, 2020). This means more

religious, ethnic, racial, and cultural encounters among people

increasing numbers having to flee their war-torn countries to
safer countries. According to the (UNHCR) (2020) 100 million
people are now displaced which means 1 in every 78 people on
earth has been forced to flee to somewhere safer, if possible. To
make matters worse, more countries and communities are affected

by natural disasters due to the climate change (Haskett, 2022). In
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part, as a reaction to change, uncertainty, and disruption there has
been a rise in far-right and right-wing populism across the world
including the United States, Brazil, France, Germany, ltaly, and
Poland (Berberoglu, 2021).

Social cohesion is a multifaceted concept that seeks to capture
the quality of social relations and interactions amongst members of
society embedded in power relations. As Chan et al. (2006) defined,
social cohesion is s “a state of affairs concerning both the vertical and
the horizontal interactions among members of society as character-
ized by a set of attitudes and norms that includes trust, a sense of
belonging and the willingness to participate and help, as well as their
behavioral manifestations.” (p. 290). Social cohesion then is an
attribute that applies to collectives/groups, not individuals.

Although there are some disagreements over some components
of social cohesion (e.g., economic equality, multiculturalism, shared
values), as it is indicated in Chan and colleagues' definition, there is a
collective agrrement on some components of it. These include social
relation, vertical and horizontal trust, social identification, and a
willingness to act for the betterment of the group through helping
others (e.g., volunteering) and political participation (see, e.g.,
Bernard, 1999; Chan et al., 2006; Dragolov et al., 2018; Schiefer &
van der Noll, 2017; Stanley, 2003). It is an interdisciplinary area of
enquiry with contributions from across the social and behavioral
sciences (e.g., sociology, economics, demography, political science,
and psychology, Dragolov et al., 2018; Forsyth, 2021).

Despite wide interest, it remains less clear what a community or
government should do specifically to attenuate social cohesion
decline or bolster it. It is this issue that is the focus of this systematic
review. We aim to provide a current examination of strategies that
can strengthen social cohesion that (1) builds on a recent G20 report
(see details below) and (2) incorporates much (overlooked) group-
level theory and research in social psychology (e.g., social identity,
contact theory). There is a geneal lack of integration with theoretical
models of group-based motivation and behavior despite it offering
much potential. As Lewin is often quoted “is usually easier to change
individuals formed into a group than to change any one of them
separately” (p. 228). The contribution of group psychology and
intergroup relations sits separately to interest in social cohesion
which is limiting progress. The goal of this research is to integrate
relevant theoretical works and present a systematic review of various

manipulations/interventions aimed at strengthening social cohesion.

2 | G20 REPORT: SOCIAL COHESION,
GLOBAL GOVERNANCE AND THE FUTURE
OF POLITICS

We draw on the G20 report for several reasons. First, this report was
produced by the task force whose aim was to “mitigating the risks of
social and political crises and produce a more cohesive, fair and
inclusive society” (p. 33). This report was the result of a multi-
disciplinary approach and a collaborative endeavor undertaken by
several institutions such as the Hertie School of Governance,
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International Panel on Social Progress (IPSP), Council for international
Relations (CARI), Center for the Implementation of Public Policies
Promoting Equity and Growth (CIPPEC), and Kiel Institute for the
World Economy. Second, this task force also reviewed various
interventions through which scholars and policymakers had strength-
ened social cohesion. Finally, recommendations made by this task
force were in line with widely accepted models of social cohesion
(see, e.g., Chan et al., 2006; Dragolov et al., 2016, 2018). It is timely
to ask whether these remain relevant or other inititaives need to
capture attention in working out how ot strengthen social cohesion.

The G20 made nine recommendations to strengthen social
cohesion (Grimalda & Téanzler, 2018). These recommendations
include (1) further support for facilitating people's participation in
associations and community work, (2) providing opportunities for
citizens to get involved in the implementation of public goods, (3)
offering educational programs providing students with the opportu-
nity to engage in community work and association membership, (4)
facilitating the opportunities for citizens' political engagement and
improve the institutional reception to bottom-up initiatives, (5)
following a strategy of inclusive growth, (6) improving immigrants'
integration in society, (7) improving reciprocal tolerance across social
groups, (8) engaging in a public dialogue with the media, broadly
defined, to discard the diffusion of so-called “fake news,” and (9)
identifying sensitive areas for trust in governments and implement
policies to improve consensus (Grimalda & Tanzler, 2018, see
Table 5).

This list can be further conceptualised as highlighting community
or social interactions, economic strategies, or governance concerns.
Recommendations 1, 2, and 3 relate to opportunities for increased
citizen-to-citizen contact including across ethnic and other divides
through joining groups, helping, and volunteering. These activities
have the potential to facilitate integration of newcomers and build
reciprocal tolerance (Recommendations 6 and 7). Recommendations
5 and 6 can be conceptualised as strengthening employment options
and skills to enable full participation. Recommendations 4, 8, and 9
concern governance, media regulations, and the way the public-
government relations are managed in ways that build trust. The
research focus to date and the material in this review largely concern
recommenations 1, 2, and 3 (which also facilitate recommendations 6
and 7). Over half of the nine G20 recommendations then are central
to this review.

The current research utilises a systematic review of empirical
research as a way to shed further light on the methods that
effectively strengthen social cohesion and the mechanisms that
underpin them. The critical question examined in the current
systematic research then becomes: what initiatives, programs, and
interventions serve to bring about such outcomes? Furthermore, in a
context where almost any efforts might produce some positive
impacts on the desired outcomes, it becomes critical to explore which
methods are maximally efficacious in creating and sustaining social
cohesion.

Many interested parties, from academics to policy makers and

community leaders will benefit from knowing more about the types
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of interventions that lead to the best results (improved social
cohesion in this case) in ways that are sustainable and efficient. There
are two main considerations; (1) the content of an intervention; what
specific content is being targeted and communicated to bring about
social and behavioral change and (2) the methods or processes that
are used to bring about such change. Drawing on insights from the
psychotherapy literature, there may be common factors that contrib-
ute to strengthening social cohesion regardless of the knowledge/
content or action of a particular initiative (specific content factors).
Some examples of common factors are: the extent to which
community members trust those who implement the intervention
(see, e.g., Legge et al., 2020; Ophiyandri et al., 2013), the extent to
which participants are engaged in the intervention (see, e.g., Jaramillo
et al., 2021), and experience an increased sense of being respected as
well as developing an expanded social network and stronger social
ties (Schweinsberg et al, 2016). Differentiating between these
specific and common factors may help policy makers and scholars
identify the “active agents” in bringing about increases in social
cohesion.

We also make a further distinction between two types of
interventions; those that (1) manipulate antecedents of social
cohesion to strengthen it (e.g., increase economic equality through
better access to social services, promoting multiculturalism) and/or
(2) aim to directly change one or more components or subfactors of
social cohesion (e.g., trust, social ties, and volunteerism). In the
current systematic review, the focus is on high-quality, evidence-
based research. Importantly, we introduce some well-researched,
evidence-based social psychological theories (i.e., social identity
theory/self-categorization theory, social psychology of leadership,
co-operative intergroup relations), as these theories have been
largely overlooked but may be important in facilitating innovations.
These are outlined in the next section before details of the methods

and results of the review.

3 | SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY AND SELF-
CATEGORIZATION THEORY

According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-
categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), people's self-concept
consists of both personal and social identity. Social identity comes
into play when people see themselves as a member of a social group
(e.g., sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, religion, nation, sports team,
etc.) and that group is self-relevant and meaningful. One of the key
concepts in this approach is identification which refers to the extent
to which people define their sense of self in relation to being a group
member.

Much of the research over the last 20 years has focused on
explaining how self-perception shifts from personal to social identity
and its far-reaching consequences for cognition, motivation, behav-
ior, and well-being. High identifiers are more likely to use group
norms, values, and rules as their guiding principles (Spears et al., 2001).
Furthermore, experiences of solidarity, cooperation, tolerance, trust,
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and helping—which overlap with indicators of social cohesion—have
been shown to emerge when an aggregate of individuals share a
salient and meaningful group-based social identity. What matters is
that oneself and others are perceived to be members of the same
ingroup (“we” and “us”) versus outgroup members (“them”). It is also
possible under certain conditions for ingroup-outgroup distinctions
to be negotiated within a higher-order shared superordinate group
(e.g., Gaertner et al., 1990; Reynolds, 2017; Reynolds et al., 2015).

Social cohesion can be conceptualized as an outcome of shared
social identity. Social cohesion is one aspect of a positive functioning
group. When a group functions well members feel they belong and
the group is important and meaningful, they want to help other group
members and engage with the strutures (e.g., social and political
institutions) by which the group functions. The structures and
representations of the group are considered legitimate. The more
the group functions in ways that are inclusive and respectful to all
members the more widely it will be endorsed. There is a virtuous
cycle of horizontal and vertical trust, belonging and members acting
to support the betterment of the group through participation and
volunteerism. Often social cohesion is mapped onto societal entities
where there is the potential for various subgroups with diverse
interests but it is possible to see how these same principals apply to
many groups; small and large.

Understood in these terms efforts on the part of leadership to
craft an inclusive sense of “us” is vital to social cohesion as it is a
product of such processes. It is important to recognise that citizens
and community members look to their political and social leaders as
role models and agenda setters. This means that it is not always
communities and community members that should be the target of
change; social and political leaders and institutions also play a critical
role (see G20 recommendations 8 and 9). It is leadership and
important social and political institutions that create social norms
which eventually may lead to social cohesion or social anomie (e.g.,
Haslam et al., 2020; White et al., 2021). Leadership can operate
through social influence processes to establish social norms that
encourage and even consider multiculturalism, intergroup trust, and
civic participation as a given in the community. For example,
leadership that represents and shapes certain social identities (who
“we” are, what “we” do, and where we should go as a community)
may establish and reinforce certain norms supportive of community
cohesion (Haslam et al., 2020). This role of leadership, though, has
been largely overlooked in social cohesion theory and research. By
drawing on such identity processes there may be new pathways
through which social (rather than individual) identity may impact on

social cohesion.

4 | CONTACT THEORY

Gordon Allport's intregroup contact hyopthesis (1954) contends that
intergroup contact is an influential way to decrease intergroup
prejudice. Allport put forth four conditions, known as “positive
factors,” under which intergroup contact reduces outgroup prejudice:
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equal status between groups, common goals, intergroup cooperation,
and the support of authorities, law, or custom. Recent research,
however, suggests that although these factors facilitate positive
intergroup relations, they are not necessary for reducing intergroup
prejudice (see, e.g., Paolini et al., 2021; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005).

Various reasons have put forth as to why intergroup contact
reduces prejudice. Some researchers explain it by applying disso-
nance theory (Brewer & Brown, 1998; Brewer & Miller, 1996).
Engaging in positive interactions with people toward whom we have
negative attitudes creates a discrepancy between our attitudes and
behaviors. To alleviate the psychological discomfort by this discrep-
ancy people change their attitudes in line with their positive
interations. Some believe that gaining more information about the
outgroup is the mechanism through which prejudice reduction
happens (Forbes, 1997). The information often serves to counter-
stereotypes and reduce intergroup threat and anxiety (Kanas
et al., 2015; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005). Wright and colleagues'
(1997) work on extended contact has demonstrated cross-group
interactions can affect ingroup and outgroup norms such that
community members learn that members of their ingroup desire
contact and that members of the outgroup expect and welcome it.

To strengthen social cohesion a context needs to be created that
allows and encourages community members to interact with one
another to increase interpersonal and intergroup trust (Paluck
et al., 2019). Through such interaction researchers and policy makers
strive to craft a sense of “we-ness.” In fact, Putnam drawing in part on
the social identity analysis of intergroup relations has emphasised the
importance of building a broader sense of “we” as a superordinate
group (Putnam, 2007). The aim here is to focus less on ethnic and
racial subgroup differences and more on national symbols and
common experiences. In this sense, intergroup contact is a gateway
to a new superordinate social identity.

The G20 review and recommendation, in the main endorse the
building of co-operative and cohesive group relations through
contact experiences. There is less of a focus on group psychology,
leadership, and interventions that serve to build a shared social

identity (whether explicity or not). A key aim of this systematic
review is to provide an update and possible extension on the G20
recommendations. In the next section, the methods that underpin the
systematic review are outlined along with the results and their
implications.

5 | METHOD USED TO SEARCH FOR
STUDIES

5.1 | Search and retrieval

Drawing on Okoli and Schabram's (2010) guidelines for conducting a
systematic literature review, we searched for relevant literature in
January 2021. As such, the goal was to identify all empirical research,
published over a recent 10-year period in peer-reviewed journals
between January 1 2010, and November 31 2020 (see below for
further details on the rationale for this time frame). An included study
must examine the effects of an intervention on social cohesion, either
at the community or national level and be in English.

Based on previously identified papers, an online search was
conducted using four databases: PsycINFO, Social Science Abstracts,
PsycARTICLES, Academic Search Premier. Key terms, Boolean rules,
and other features we used in the search can be found in Table 1. The
time limit for all search words was set from January 1, 2000 to
November 31, 2022 except for one search word (i.e., prejudice
reduction) which given the volume of material was restricted from
January 1, 2010 to November 31, 2022.

It is important to note that we do not use social cohesion and
social capital as synonyms. Social cohesion is a broader concept than
social capital. Social capital is mainly concerned with the bonding
(within-group social relations) and bridging (between-group social
relations) social capital. These elements are captured in horizontal
and vertical trust as two components of social cohesion.

Results of the search strategy are summarized in Figure 1. After
removing duplicate records, 1568 papers remained for review. A coder

TABLE 1 Key terms used in online search with other relevant information.

Key terms Boolean term Search field # of studies # of duplicates

1 Community resilience N/A SU: Subject term or key term 292 6

2 Prejudice reduction N/A SuU 36 1

3 Prejudice reduction N/A AB: abstract 338 10

4 Social cohesion, field experiment AND AB, AB 12 2

5 Social cohesion, intervention AND AB, AB 743 11

6 Social cohesion, randomized trial AND AB, 0 0

Social cohesion, social capital, intervention AND, AND AB, AB, AB 72 8

8 Social cohesion, social capital, intervention AND, AND SuU, SuU, SU 112 1

9 Social solidarity, social cohesion, intervention AND, AND AB, AB, AB 2 0

1607 39
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FIGURE 1 Search strategy and results.

reviewed the abstracts using two eligibility criteria: whether an
intervention was implemented and whether one of the components
of social cohesion (i.e., social relations, vertical and horizontal trust,
identification, engaging in the betterment of the group) had been
measured as one of the dependent variables in the study, be it the main
or auxiliary variable. It is important to note that the main target of the
intervention did not have to be strengthening social cohesion. If there
was an intervention in place and social cohesion was measured as one
of the dependent variables the study was considered eligible to be
included in the systematic review. To make sure that the coder and
authors shared the same understanding of social cohesion, the first
author provided the coder with a well-established model of social
cohesion (Chan et al., 2006) as a guide. Moreover, whenever the coder
was not sure whether a dependent variable could be interpreted as one
of the components of social cohesion, the first author and the coder
discussed this between themselves and came to an agreement. After
this review, 242 studies remained to be fully examined (i.e., full-test
assessment). A full-text review of these 242 papers led to the inclusion
of 73 papers in our systematic review. To ensure the quality of our
systematic review we used AMSTAR criteria to conduct our review
(Shea et al., 2007, 2009, see Table 2).

Moreover, to broaden our search and enrich our findings we also
looked at a paper (Ehsan et al., 2019) in which authors conducted a
systematic review of all systematic reviews. Papers that had been
included in three systematic reviews were collapsed and analysed (i.e.,
Coll-Planas, Nyqyvist, et al., 2017; Flores et al., 2018; Villalonga-Olives
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TABLE 2 AMSTAR's criteria for assessing the methodological
quality of systematic reviews.

Applied
1 Was an “a priori” design provided? Yes

2 Was there duplicate study selection and Yes
data extraction?

3  Was a comprehensive literature search Yes
performed?

4 Was the status of publication (i.e., gray Yes
literature) used as an inclusion
criterion?

5 Was a list of studies (included and
excluded) provided?

Only included studies
were reported

6 Were the characteristics of the included Yes
studies provided?

7  Was the scientific quality of the included Yes
studies assessed and documented?

8 Was the scientific quality of the included Yes
studies used appropriately in
formulating conclusions?

9  Were the methods used to combine the
findings of studies appropriate?

Not applicable

10 Was the likelihood of publication bias
assessed?

Not applicable

11 Was the conflict of interest stated? Not applicable
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et al., 2018). We assessed all papers in these systematic reviews to see
whether they can be included in our systematic review. After examining
60 papers (17 from Villalonga-Olives et al., 2018; seven from Flores
et al., 2018; and 36 from Coll-Planas, Nyqvist, et al., 2017), 21 papers
were retained for analysis. Those papers that did not implement any
intervention, were duplicated, qualitative, written in language other than
English, or did not measure social cohesion as their dependent variable
were excluded (31 papers). Due to lack of information eight papers
could not be found. For characteristics of the aforementioned studies,
see supplemental material. Combining the 52 papers resulted from our
search with 21 papers extracted from three systematic reviews, 73
papers remained for our evaluation.

5.2 | Results

We first extracted seven basic characteristics of papers that met our
inclusion criteria (i.e., year of publication, the country in which each
intervention has been implemented, social cohesion-relevant vari-
ables included in the paper, the way these variables have been
measured, Cronbach's a, the role of social cohesion as a variable in
the paper (i.e., whether it is a mediator or a moderator, or etc.), and
the number of participants. This information is reflected in Table 3.
Further, to evaluate the scientific rigor of each study we examined
the main characteristics of research designs (i.e., study design,
whether the study included control condition, the magnitude of the
effect of the intervention, intervention length, the aim of the
intervention, and the interventional material in our evaluation, see
Table 4) adopted for each paper. Among those studies that reported
significant results (47 out of 73 studies), nine reported effect size (see
Table 4). There were five studies with moderate or high effect size
(0.13< ng <0.48, Cohen's d=0.57; Cohen, 1988; Lenhard &
Lenhard, 2016). All these studies were field experiments.

Moreover, we examined the “processes” used to implement the
intervention and whether they maximised participants' identification
and engagement with the intervention. We further assessed whether
community members were consulted regarding the approach and
content of the intervention and had some ownership or buy-in of the
intervention (i.e., bottom-up approach, see Tables 5 and 6). The top-
down approach indicates that it was the researchers who deemed a
certain issue as a problem and designed a study to address it. The
frequency at which the articles in this systematic review aligned with
the nine recommendations made by the G20 can be found in Table 7.
It is important to note that some interventions used more than one

G20-recommended strategy to increase social cohesion.

5.3 | Social cohesion: The content of interventions

To advance the evidence base for strengthening social cohesion, we
sought to identify the most effective interventions. As a result, we
focused on those studies that produced significant results. Given that
in much of research the effect size was not reported other criteria
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were utilized. The lack of reporting of the effect size information is
problematic, in and of itself, as it further increases the difficulty of
comparing social cohesion interventions. We analysed the content of
interventions based on those strategies recommended for strength-
ening social cohesion outlined by the G20 report (Grimalda &
Tanzler, 2018), the social psychological research on conflict and co-
operation in intergroup relations and in particular contact theory, and
additional intervention themes identified by the current authors.
For analysing the content of interventions, we first, collected all the
intervention descriptions we could find in each manuscript. Second, each
description was categorized in three abovementioned categories, that is,
(1) nine recommendations made by the G20, (2) well-established theories
in social psychology that were relevant to strengthening social cohesion
(e.g., social identity theory, contact theory) and (3) added intervention
themes identified by current authors (e.g., using leisure and play in an
intervention and creating opportunities for social interactions/support
and increasing social ties). These emergent author-led themes could not
be found directly either in the G20 recommendations or in the relevant
and well-established theories in social psychology. Each description may
or may not fall under one or more categories mentioned above (see
Supporting Information: Material S1). A summary of the number of
papers related to each themes can be found in Table 7. It is important to
note that we counted any educational program, not just educational
programs for school students, toward the second recommendation made
by the G20. As can be seen in Table 7, “Offer educational programs
providing students with the opportunity to engage in community work
and association membership,” “Facilitate the constitution and the
participation in associations and community work,” “Improve reciprocal
tolerance across different ethnic and social groups,” and “Comply with a
strategy of inclusive growth” are the most frequent G20 recommenda-
tions with instances of usage identified as 42, 20, 14, and 13, respectively
(out of a total of 145 instances across all papers). Among social
psychological theories contact theory was identified in all interventions.
To demonstrate concretely what a successful intervention looks
like, in the following section, we present five examples of papers in
which we could find a detailed description of interventions which are
typical of the “how” social cohesion is strengthened. In choosing
these examples we endeavored to use diverse interventions (field and
laboratory experiments with and without control groups, top-down
and bottom-up interventions, interventions implemented in various
countries) to present a representative sample of all the papers that

were included in our systematic review.

5.4 | What interventions works and why?
Exemplary interventions

54.1 | Example 1: Implementing a community-
based, service coordination and delivery intervention
with urban, minority parents (Ferguson et al., 2018)

Ferguson et al. (2018) adopted a community-based, service-
coordination and delivery intervention (CONNECT Program) to
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systematic review
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Cronbach's a

How was the variable measured?

Country

publication

Author(s)

ID Paper title

interven-
tion

University of Newfoundland Scale of

Happiness (MUNSH).
The MUNSH is a 24-item, self-report

condition,
10 in

i,

measure of psychological well-being

control)

that has been validated on samples of

elderly individuals from urban, rural,

and institutional settings.

DV 72

Not reported

(1) QOL: Spitzer's Quality of Life Index

Mantovani 1996 Italy Quality of life and

Impact of psychosocial

73

(QLI) for the global objective

functional living index

et al.

intervention on

evaluation of QL (Spitzer et al.,

the quality of life
of elderly cancer

patients

1981). (2) Functional living: The

Functional Living Index-Cancer (FLIC)

ORAZANI ET AL

increase “urban, minority parents' human capital, financial capital,
community social capital, and service utilization.” (p. 708). To obtain
these goals three primary steps were taken: “(a) employ community
residents to serve as CONNECT peer outreach workers in eight local
community centers to engage families., (b) facilitate referrals for
families to human service providers and community supports, and (c)
offer psychoeducational workshops.to families that are conducted by
service providers and informed by data from focus groups with
community residents.”

In step one, the researchers recruited local community members
as peer outreach workers to facilitate their access to families who
were in need, evaluate their needs, make proper referrals, and ensure
that they followed through those referrals. Although these outreach
workers had “minimal formal training,” they “participated in several
social service trainings to enhance their skills (e.g., training for
screening clients for Food Stamp assistance at community centers)
and received ongoing supervision from the program director.” This
means that they were “adept at “connecting” with their community
constituencies (i.e., parents and youth) and successfully engaging
their respective constituents in needed services” (p. 711). Outreach
workers “walked the streets of the host community and visited public
spaces (e.g., parks, outdoor food markets) and public accommoda-
tions (e.g., businesses, houses of worship) to engage residents”
(p. 711). After identifying community members' needs, referrals were
made to formal agencies.

In the second step, staff members tracked the following areas
after each referral has been made “through follow-up conversations
with both clients and providers: (a) service retention, (b) service
awareness, (c) number of formal and informal service referrals
offered by staff, (d) number of formal and informal service referrals
used by clients, (e) frequency and duration of service use, (f) client
satisfaction with referrals provided, and (g) presenting problem(s) for
referral resolved” (p. 711). Moreover, they did not solely rely on
deficit approach (i.e., what they lack), they “also help[ed] families to
identify, strengthen, and mobilize existing sources of informal help
from the community,” the strengths-based approach. To do so, they
used “assessment tools such as ecomaps with parents to diagram
their family's most important relationships and sources of support.”

In the third step, they offered monthly psychoeducational
workshops. Both host-agencies (two focus groups) and outreach
workers (eight focus groups) were consulted to determine the most
needed psychoeducational workshops.

What makes this intervention effective is (1) recruiting commu-
nity residents as outreach workers with whom community members
could identify more easily (they were one of “them”), (2) determining
community members' needs based on their reports (a bottom-up
approach), (3) referring families in need to proper agencies that could
address those needs, (4) keeping track of referrals to ensure that
families follow it through, (5) offering psychoeducational workshops
to both community members and service providers to make sure that
community members know what social supports are available, which
social supports and agencies they need to receive, and how they can

do that, and (6) adopting strengths-based rather than deficit-based
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TABLE 5

Facilitate the constitution and the participation in associations and community work

Offer educational programs providing students with the opportunity to engage in

community work and association membership

Citizen involvement in the implementation of public goods

Facilitate the opportunities for citizens' political engagement and improve the

institutional reception to bottom-up initiatives
Comply with a strategy of inclusive growth
Improve integration of immigrants in society

Improve reciprocal tolerance across different ethnic and social groups

Engage in a public dialogue with the media, broadly defined, to discard the diffusion of

so-called “fake news”

Identify sensitive areas for trust in governments and implement policies to improve

consensus

approach to community service providers and community members.
The design of the study was pre-posttest single group design.
Community social capital and service utilisation were significantly
increased as a result of the intervention.

5.4.2 | Example 2: Building developmental assets to
empower adolescent girls in rural Bangladesh:
Evaluation of project Kishoree Kontha (KK) (Scales

et al., 2013)

Scales et al. (2013) implemented the KK project to better girls' lives
by promoting social competency and support for staying in school.
The intervention was based on an intensive after-school peer
education program for 6 months (recommendation 2, see Table 5
for all the recommendations made by the G20). Each session lasted
for 2 h for 5 or 6 days each week. It can be classified as a program
that fits within four of the recommendations made by the G20
(recommendations 1, 2, 3, and 5) and one of the research-led
intervention themes (i.e., using leisure and play). Participants were
from 460 Bangladeshi villages. Using different learning methods
(i.e., role play, games, questioning, lecture, and discussion),
educational materials (i.e., life skills, general and reproductive
health, nutrition, safe drinking water, sanitation, personal hygiene,
safe motherhood, effects of early marriage, child rights, and
violence against women, language, and mathematics) were offered
while participants were encouraged “to organize and to facilitate
community-level events (e.g., sports, social, and cultural pro-
grams).” (recommendations 1 and 3). Dance and singing were used
as entertainment activities aiming at social networking. Workshops
were held not only for participants but for their parents as well.
Parents were informed about types of education their girls were
going to receive. Peer education was conducted in a designated

place in participants' houses. By the end of the program, an action

RIGHTS L

Recommendations made by G20 to strengthen social cohesion.

Intervention directionality =~ Theoretical approach

Top-down Contact-based

Top-down Equality- and contact-based
Bottom-up Participation-based
Bottom-up Participation-based
Top-down Equality-based

Top-down Contact-based

Top-down Contact-based

Top-down Knowledge- and trust-based
Top-down Trust-based

plan was implemented to incorporate project lessons for each of
the participants in their daily lives.

Another focus of the KK project was on the relationship between
parents and the girls. Participants discussed with their parents what
they learned from the project. The project tailored its intervention
material to participants' level of literacy. For example, “Non-literate
or semi-literate girls used a self-learning guide or module (with the
Bengali alphabet, words, sentences, text and number examples, and
examples of simple calculations), and were mentored by another
school-going girl” (p. 173).

Key featues of this intervention are (1) aiming at increasing
various types of capital, (2) tailoring the intervention to participants'
needs, (3) using peer educators as an effective way of information
delivery, (4) engaging participants' family in the program, (5) using
leisure and play as a vehicle to learning and network formation, and
(6) incorporating a translation phase where lessons were grounded in
participants daily lives. The design of the study was experimental
with a control group. The results showed that the developmental
assets (i.e., human and social capital) increased in the intervention

group with an average effect size.

5.4.3 | Example 3: A dual identity-electronic contact
(DIEC) experiment promoting short- and long-term
intergroup harmony (White & Abu-Rayya, 2012)

This intervention is one of the few that is explicitly based on clear
theory drawing on both the social identity approach (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979) and contact theory (Allport, 1954). In this intervention,
researchers assessed the effects of both contact theory (outgroup vs.
ingroup contact) and dual identity recategorization (ingroup + super-
ordinate [i.e., Muslim/Australian or Christian/Australian] vs. ingroup
identity only [i.e., only Muslim or only Christian] on group harmony. In
doing so, they adopted the dual identity E-contact [DIEC] framework
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TABLE 7 The number of themes adopted in successful interventions.

Themes

The G20 recommendations
community work

Journal of Applied Social Psychology—\A/| LEY_m

# of themes adopted in
interventions

(1) Facilitate the constitution and the participation in associations and 20

(2) Offer educational programs providing students with the opportunity to 42
engage in community work and association membership

(3) Citizen involvement in the implementation of public goods 9

(4) Facilitate the opportunities for citizens' political engagement and 1

improve the institutional reception to bottom-up initiatives

(5) Comply with a strategy of inclusive growths 13
(6) Improve integration of immigrants in society 2
(7) Improve reciprocal tolerance across different ethnic and social groups 14
(8) Engage in a public dialogue with the media, broadly defined, to discard 0

the diffusion of so-called “fake news”

(9) Identify sensitive areas for trust in governments and implement policies 0

to improve consensus

Relevant well-researched social Social identity theory 6
sychological theories
i . Contact theory 10
Interdependent theory 2
Authors-made themes based on Leisure and play (creating an opportunity for community members to come 10
intervention materials together in a social event, creating an opportunity for children/students
to interact and play with each another)
Creating opportunities for social interactions/support and increasing 16

social ties

in which Muslims and Christians had to virtually work together on a
task [“saving water to help the Australian environment,” p. 599]). This
program although conducted within a school can be classified as an
example of recommendations 2 and 7 of the G20 report (i.e., 2)
providing opportunities for citizens to get involved in the implemen-
tation of public goods (saving-water), and (7) improving reciprocal
tolerance across social groups (through contact). It is also an example
of the research-led theme of creating opportunities for social
interactions/supports and increasing social ties.

Religious identity of Muslim and Christian high school students
were primed to reach a solution that may lead to a “sustainable future
for Australia.” (i.e., water-saving, energy-saving, or recycling solution).
The intervention lasted for 8 weeks consisted of eight 1-h sessions.
First, the importance of water in each religion was emphasised and then
in a virtual group of four (with both Muslim and Christian students) they
were asked to think of a solution for water-saving in a cooperative
manner. The results of the intervention were evaluated at two-time
points (i.e., 2 weeks and 6 months after the end of the intervention).

At the outset of the intervention, students were familiarised with
the structure of intergroup activities using a 40-page “Harmony
Program” manual. After teaching the doctrines of Islam and
Christianity, the two first sessions were specified to “getting-to-
know-you questions and friendship-building exercises.” Two sessions

were then designated as “30-45 min of synchronous internet contact

RIGHTS L

between the cross-religious group members” to focus on water-
saving ideas. Each pair were asked to present their poster to the class
on the ninth session. All participants were in the same room.

What makes this intervention successful is (1) emphasizing on
commonalities among Muslims and Christians, the importance of
water in this case for both Muslims (wozoo) and Christians (baptism),
(2) creating a cooperative (and not a competitive) environment, (3)
and setting a common goal by creating a superordinate identity
(Australian) for participants that allows them to also retain their
religious identity (dual identity approach). In this way, participants did
not see any contradiction between their religious identity and
Australian identity.

This field-experimental study “employed a single-cohort longitu-
dinal approach across three-time intervals” (p. 601). Results of the
study showed a significant decrease in intergroup bias (e.g., ingroup
favoritism) and intergroup anxiety while intergroup knowledge
increased significantly. These effects were observed between T1
versus T2 and T1 versus T3. There was also a significant interaction
between time and condition. Participants in DIEC (as opposed to the
control) condition had less intergroup bias between T1 versus T2 and
T1 versus T3. Muslim participants who were in the DIEC condition
“reported a greater decrease in intergroup bias than the Muslim
Control and the Christian DIEC and Control conditions between” T1
versus T2 and T1 versus T3.
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5.4.4 | Example 4: Effects of a program to prevent
social isolation on loneliness, depression, and subjective
well-being of older adults: A randomized trial among
older migrants in Japan (Saito et al., 2012)

The aim of the intervention was “to improve the health and well-
being of the elderly participants by preventing social isolation.”
(p. 541). This research can be classified as an example of three
recommendations made by the G20 (recommendations 1, 5, and 6)
and one of the research-led themes, that is, creating opportunities for
social interactions/supports and increasing social ties. These
researchers first conducted a survey to “get a grasp of their
[participants'] needs, demands and preferences.” This means that
just like all previous interventions, the intervention was tailored to
the needs and demands of potential participants. However, in some
cases (e.g.,, White & Abu-Rayya, 2012) the need evaluation was
conducted through a top-down approach and in other cases it was by
a bottom-up approach. Later in this paper, we discuss the advantages
of the bottom-up approach. After creating groups of elderly migrants
educational, cognitive, and social support were offered. The
researchers also communicated with relevant city departments to
get information on existing community resources and services they
can provide to elderly people. They then made connections with
community leaders and members to get more information about
participants needs. Community leaders who had experience in
leading group activities and community members who previously
participated in their pilot program were recruited as volunteer
supporters. In four 2-h sessions they (a) introduced the content of
intervention, (b) discussed about participants' relocation experi-
ences, (c) asked participants of their needs, and (d) arranged a city
tour to both show participants public facilities and historical places.
They also involved community “gatekeepers” to get their help to
“make connections between the study participants and community
services.”

The design of the study was a field experiment with a control
group. The effect of the intervention was measured at two-
time points (i.e, 1 and 6 months after the intervention). The
intervention significantly increased social support and familiarity
with services. It also significantly decreased perceived loneliness. As a
project that involved approximately eight hours of participants time
these are noteworthy outcomes. The research also highlights the
benefits of a rigorous design where the impact can be assessed and

compared to a nonintervention control group.

Example 5: “The day after” The organizational
consequences of innovation implementation in
experimental schools (Gilad-Hai & Somech, 2016)

This intervention focused on the effects of educational innovation on
functioning of the school community. In a 5-year longitudinal study,
researchers compared three types of schools, that is, those who
implemented the innovation, those who were in the midst of
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implementation, and those who did not implement it. In line with
West and Farr (1990) they defined innovation as “the intentional
introduction and application within a role (work), group or organiza-
tion of ideas, processes, products or procedures which are new to the
relevant unit of adoption, designed to significantly benefit the
individual, the group, the organization or wider society” (p. 9). The
innovation in this case was a new policy put in place by the ministry
of education where it was easier to implement grassroot changes.
Therefore, school staff were able to design both its organizational
and pedagogical models based on their needs at the time. After
receiving the approval from the ministry of education, schools were
supported by this ministry of education “through a package of human
and economic resources (e.g., advisors, consultations, support,
training, funds, etc.).” After completing the intervention, school staff
were required to continue applying the new model but with no
additional resources from the government. Moreover, it was
expected new innovations would be shared to other schools after
the experimental stage was completed. For example, one school (i.e.,
Ramot Chefer) developed a model called “creative dialogue” which
aimed at promoting group research drawing on “the constructivist
conception of the teaching-learning process” (p. 21). In the
constructivist approach teaching is defined as a process of
knowledge construction in which students are considered active
agents who participate in the process of learning. Another school (i.e.,
Ein Hayam) developed the “play-learning” model through which
games and experiences were developed and incorporated into
teaching-learning processes. In this method, the teacher uses games
as a tool to teach pupils various concepts.

The interventions are diverse and complex but there are a
number of potential reasons for success including (1) the bottom-up
approach, (2) receiving the support from the Ministry of education to
implement the intended innovation, (3) a school staff-centered
approach which makes it more likely for there to be engagement in
implementation, and (4) the need-based approach of the intervention.

In summary, these examples and the wider sample in this
systematic review from which they are draw highlight some
important features of successful interventions. In many cases, an
intervention (based on the definition above by West & Farr, 1990,
p. 9) offers a new or reimagined context for positive interactions
either between members of two groups or within a certain group/
community. Those that are willing to invest time and energy in these
enterprises can experience benefits that underpin social cohesion
including new more diverse social ties/relations, trust, breaking down
stereotypes, and more empathy and commonality. Drawing on
Putnam's terminology, regardless of the specific aim of an interven-
tion (e.g., promoting health outcomes), creating a platform through
which community members can interact with one another may lead
to more bonding (within a particular ethnic group) and bridging
(across different ethnic groups) social capital.

Regarding the context of interventions, it is important to bear in
mind that a given strategy such as “improving reciprocal tolerance
across different ethnic and social groups” may be implemented in

very different contexts (e.g., postcivil war vs. racial prejudice).
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Moreover, the same strategy may be implemented differently in the
same context (e.g., lab-based vs. field study). This means that a given
strategy may lead to both significant and nonsignificant results

depending on the research design rigor (see Table 4).

6 | DISCUSSION
6.1 | Lessons learned

In this section, we examine the characteristics of those interventions
that were effective based on robust evaluation techniques. The first
factor that enables an assessment of whether an interventions is
effective is through reporting acceptable effect sizes was a strong
research design (e.g., including a control condition, random assign-
ment, etc.).

Second, most successful interventions adopted either a theory-
driven framework or a some combination of actions aligned with the
G20 recommendations (see Table 7). Relying on well-established
theory for designing an intervention and ensuring that the interven-
tion is appropriately designed and implemented is crucial for its
success. The theory-driven interventions have drawn predominantly
on the extensively and empirically supported contact theory (Banas
et al.,, 2020; Paolini et al., 2021; Paluck et al., 2019; Paluck &
Green, 2009; Putnam et al, 2004), and social capital theory
(Putnam, 2000).

Third, as we showcased with five examples most top-down
interventions took an equality-based approach, meaning that
researchers tailored their interventions to close the inequality gap
within and among communities. Community needs were determined
either through within-community assessment or third-party
researcher assessments. A key differentiating factor appears to be
whether an external party is designing interventions to “do-to” or
“do-with” the community.

Fourth, people's engagement/identification with the intervention
is another aspect that is common among interventions that produced
significant results and large effect sizes (peer-to-peer education and
recruiting community members as liaisons as indicated in our
examples). There are two forms of such engagement; (a) community
members engagement in defining the most important problem they
grapple with in their community and (b) engaging in offering a
solution to it.

Fifth, it seems that both bottom-up and top-down approaches
have the capacity to increase social cohesion. In the context of
intergroup conflict adopting a top-down approach may be most
successful. This approach can be identified when the community
members play a minimal role in designing and implementing the
intervention. In many cases, it could well be that researchers and
policymakers can bring insights from relevant theory and previous
experience that are outside of the scope of community members'
expertise. Ideally such knowledge can be shared in ways that enable
community members to incorporate such learnings in their own

problem definition and solution generation. The ASPIRE framework is

RIGHTS L

Journal of Applied Social Psychology—\A/| LEY_m

one such model where individuals' and subgroup members' perspec-
tives and interests serve as a bottom-up resource to form mutual
understanding and common aspirations and goals (Haslam et al., 2003;
see also Cvitanovic et al., 2020)

It is important to reiterate that a given approach to strengthen
social cohesion can be successful in one context and unsuccessful
in another. For example, interventions such as opportunities in
schools for students to engage in community work to strengthen
social cohesion have been successful in some studies (see Table 6)
while the same approaches did not produce significant results in
other research (Shen et al., 2017). This speaks to the validity of
several distinctions we made regarding the quality of studies. The
rigor of the study (e.g., including a control condition, controlling for
extraneous variables, etc.) helps identify the specific aspect of an
intervention (i.e., independent variable) that strengthens social
cohesion, not other extraneous variables. Moreover, we made a
distinction between the content of an intervention and the process
through which the intervention is implemented. Despite choosing
a well-founded approach to strengthen social cohesion, we might
not obtain significant results due to improper execution of the
implementation (i.e., fidelity). The broader context in which the
research takes place also matters. Community-based social
cohesion interventions even if successful may not be able to
buffer social conflict and political polarization leveraged by
political leadership and contestation vying for support (Reynolds
et al.,, 2015; White et al., 2021).

It is clear that the process of implementation of an intervention
through addressing direct needs and codesign, can serve to motivate
engagement and participation but it remains unclear how to reach
those who are less interested. For some of these reasons, school-
based interventions could be efficient because they are universal.
Attempts by leadership at crafting a shared sense of group identity
defined by respect and inclusion could have wide benefits amongst
those unlikely to voluntarily access a specific intervention. Leadership
plays a direct role in social influence and shaping the way members
understand themselves as group members but there is limited
research to date.

All in all, based on the results of our systematic review and
examples we provided above, the likelihood of successful
implementation of interventions designed to improve social
cohesion is augmented by the following factors: adopting a well-
established theory as a foundation of the intervention, implement-
ing an experimental design, whether in the laboratory or in the
field, with a control condition, engaging members of the target
community in the process of implementation, involving community
members both in identifying the most urgent issue(s) need to be
addressed in the community and implementing the intervention
(i.e., codesigning the intervention), ensuring that the content of the
intervention is closely connected to the adopted theory, using the
current strengths of the community to overcome the issues at
hand, designing an implementation with which community mem-
bers could identify, and finally, adopting well-established measure

of social cohesion.
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6.2 | Shortcomings and new directions for research

Broadly speaking, we can make a distinction between research issues
and practical issues. Research issues concern the research design,
theories adopted in interventions while practical issues concern with
ways in which we can/should implement the intervention. We

separately discuss shortcomings of each of these areas.

6.3 | Research issues

Even in cases in which the research had drawn on well-established
theories, there are a number of issues that prevent a direct impact on
relevant policy. In an extensive review of contact theory, for example,
Paluck et al. (2019) listed a series of issues with existing research,
some of which can be found also in the social cohesion domain. Most
research does not report sufficient detail of implemented interven-
tions to allow other researchers to evaluate and replicate the
intervention. A problem compounded by the replication crisis in the
psychological sciences (Chambers, 2017). Moreover, the quality of
evidence-based investigations is highly variable. Across this field
there are examples where sample sizes are too low, the duration of
the intervention is inconsistent. Also, there are studies that did not
use randomization while others did not include a control condition in
their design, operationalized and measured the key constructs
including social cohesion differently. This situation leaves research-
ers, policy experts within government, and community leaders at a
loss as to what exactly can be done to strengthen social cohesion.
Considering the fact that there are a high number of extraneous
variables in large-scale interventions, it is integral to ensure that the
effect observed in intervention programs is a result of the
intervention-based manipulation. A major concern here is that by
manipulating even one variable in an intervention, a cascade of
variables may be changed which in turn may obscure the process
through which social cohesion is strengthened. This situation is
problematic because the underpinning process through which social
cohesion is improved remains opaque. By including a control
condition, it is possible to be more certain that the implemented
intervention is responsible for the increased cohesion and not
something else such as time or any other common variables between
the experimental and the control condition. Reporting the effect size
is specifically helpful to policy makers since it allows them to see the
magnitude of the effect each specific intervention produces. It is
unlikely to be worthwhile spending precious resources to implement
an intervention that does not have a justifiably strong effect on social
cohesion. Producing a significant result is not enough to justify the
implementation of an intervention if the effect on social cohesion is
small. Policymakers should weight the cost of an intervention against
its effect and decide whether it is worth implementing or not.
Additionally, in the field of social cohesion there is also confusion
about the antecedents, components, and consequences of social
cohesion (Chan et al., 2006). In some studies, antecedents of social

cohesion (e.g., education and equal access to social services) have
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been manipulated or subjected to a certain intervention while others
have manipulated a specific component of social cohesion itself (e.g.,
social relations). As a result, it is difficult to compare the effectiveness
of different strategies. As noted earlier event the recommendations
for the G20 report do not systematically identify that certain
recommendatiosn relate to interventions (Recommendation 3 offer-
ing educational programs providing students with the opportunity to
engage in community work and association membership) while others
are in fact desired outcomes (Recommendation 7 improving recipro-

cal tolerance across social groups).

6.4 | Practical issues
There is a tension between top-down and bottom-up approaches and
the degree to which the former disregards the agency of community
members, which may in turn limit the impact of the intervention. The
process utilised in bottom-up and codesign approaches, as indicated
in some of the examples we detailed above, are capable of bringing
about wider benefits both to community members and social and
political institutions. It is through bottom-up approaches that people
feel that they matter, that they can add value to the community in
which they live, and that they feel valued and heard by the social and
political institutions (Haslam et al., 2003; Tyler & Blader, 2003). This
may also lead to more trust in political and social institutions.
Moreover, the level of intervention (i.e., policy level, community
level, organizational level, interpersonal level, intrapersonal level, and
intergroup level) and the match between the context in which an
intervention is implemented (e.g., schools, war-torn cities, poverty-
stricken communities, etc.) and the type of intervention itself have
been overlooked (Schélmerich & Kawachi, 2016). Drawing on
Schélmerich and Kawachi (2016) we argue that multilevel interven-
tions and interventions that bring about structural changes (e.g.,
community service providers, ministry of education policies) within
the nation/community/group/family may be more efficacious than
single-level and interpersonal interventions. Considering the popula-
tion turnover in multicultural countries, it is more feasible, at least in
long term, to implement structural rather than interpersonal
interventions to strengthen social cohesion. In addition the specific
features of the broader social or political environment—the social
context—is not itself a subject of investigation which means it is not
clear which kind of intervention to strengthen social cohesion might
be more effective given these broader environmental considerations.
For example, strengthening social cohesion in schools, communities
hit by a natural disaster, or communities who have been victimized
during a civil conflict may or may not demand different strategies.
The current systematic review sheds some lights on, and points to,
some theories, directions, strategies, and interventions that are more
likely to lead to strengthened social cohesion. However, it also reveals
significant gaps with both the theoretical and research methods and the
limited evidence base. More interdisciplinary research on social
cohesion, especially with a focus on well-established social psychological

theories is needed. Despite the importance of social cohesion for the
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prosperity of individuals and communities and functioning political
systems, the underlying scaffolding provided by academic research to
support communities to strengthen it is missing. We hope this
systematic review could inspire more integrative and interdisciplinary
work on social cohesion going forward.

7 | CONCLUSION

We conducted a systematic review to examine the strengths and
shortcomings of research on the effects of various interventions on
social cohesion. Analysing 73 studies that met our inclusion criteria,
we found that even though there are interventions that successfully
strengthened social cohesion, there are a lot of areas in need of
improvement. Integrating social psychological theories (e.g., social
identity and self-categorizing theories, leadership, norms, and contact
theory) into the current literature is a major but necessary task which
should lead to significant advance. Moreover, future research should
focus more on developing larger scale and rigorous research designs
including, but not limited to, reporting the effect size, using bottom-
up rather than top-down approach, including control conditions in
the research design, planning and ensuring a large enough sample of
participants, implementing multi-level interventions, and further
agreement on what constitutes social cohesion and how we should
measure it. Finally, there should be a greater focus on structural and
leadership changes that lead to more cohesive societies rather than
exclusively focusing on the manipulation or changing residents of
communities or schools. A challenge is developing and showcasing
how leadership can serve to nurture and represent a new sense of

“us” that is diverse, inclusive and respectful.
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