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Maxwell (1996) “Building shared values and communities 

of interpretation, reducing disparities in wealth and 

income, and generally enabling people to have a sense 

that they are engaged in a common enterprise, facing 

shared challenges and that they are members of the same 

community” 

Jensen (1998): Belonging/isolation; 
Inclusion/Exclusion; Participation/non-involvement; 
Recognition/rejection; Legitimacy/IllegitimacyBernard (1999): 

Economic, Political and Sociocultural dimensions x 
Formal/Attitudinal or Substantial/Behavioral dimensions >> 
insertion/exclusion, legitimacy/illegitimacy, acceptance/rejection; 
equaility/inequality,participation/passivity; affiliation/isolation

DEFINING COHESION 

Many different definitions in the literature, and many note the difficulty of defining social cohesion

Ritzen (2000) “A state of affairs in which a group of people 

demonstrates an aptitude for collaboration that produces a 

climate for change that, in the longer run, benefits all” 

“Social cohesion is both a process and 

a state that describes people’s 

connection to other individuals, groups 

and communities” (Beyond us and 

Them project, 2021)

Stanley (2003) “The sum over a population of individuals’ 
willingness to cooperate with each other without coercion in the 
complex set of social relations needed by individuals to complete 
their life courses” 

Friedkin (2004):  networks and influence, interlated processes linking 
micro and macro affecting membership, attitudes and behaviours. 

Chan et al, (2006)“Social cohesion is a state of affairs concerning both the vertical 

and the horizontal interactions among members of a society, as characterized by a 

set of attitudes and norms that include trust, a sense of belonging, and the willingness 

to participate and help, as well as their behavioural manifestations”  

Putnam (2007) – cohesion as social capital: trust, norms and networks 

(interconnectedness) enabling pursuit of objectives through bridging, 

bonding and linking capital. 
UK Commission on Integration and Cohesion (2007)  - adds belonging, 
trust, willingness to help, and respect for differences.

 

Dickes & Valentova (2013):

Formal/Attitudinal (institutional trust, solidarity) and 

Substantial/Behavioural (political and sociocultural participation)Schiefer & van der Noll (2017) : Social relations; 
Attachment/belonging; Oritntation towards the common good.
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Core aspects of cohesion

Cultural memory and tradition

Social economy

Meaning and mechanisms of social 

responsibility

Identity and belonging

Care for the future

Cohesive Societies landscape reviews 2019 

Essential elements

Homogeneity of values

Regards for diversity

Participation and collaboration

Rules and institutions relying on 

consensus

Wealth/income equality

Equal access to resources

Sense of belonging
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Priorities for deeper investigation

- How societal cohesion relates to other social goals

- How it relates to economic and political priorities

- How it works with different identities

- How it changes over time and place 

- New and better ways to measure, understand and 

improve societal cohesion

- More coherent policy involving societal cohesion

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/programmes/cohesive-societies/



DISTINGUISHING VOLUNTEERING FROM SOCIAL COHESION

• Fernando, Ravenera and Beaujot (2003)

• Rajulton, Ravenera and Beaujot (2007)

• Schmeets and te Riele (2013)

• Tolsma, van der Meer and Gesthuizen 

(2009)

“social cohesion is often taken to be the same as 
voluntary activity: voluntary activity ‘embodies’ social 
cohesion”. (Wooley, 2003)

Buckner’s (1998) 
Neighbourhood Cohesion 

Instrument

a= 0.91-0.95

 But not always!



VOLUNTEERING

“An active and intentional process in 

which individuals and groups seek out 

opportunities to assist others. These 

actions, intended to be helpful, are 

undertaken by choice, on the basis of 

free will, and often in the service of 

personal values, needs, and motives.” 

(Omoto & Packard, 2016)

The volunteering process model (Snyder and Omoto, 2008)

Formal vs. informal 
volunteering

“Specifically, formal volunteering is unpaid help on behalf of an organization (e.g., Carson, 1999; Wilson & Musick, 

1997), whereas informal volunteering is less structured and may involve helping neighbours and friends directly outside 

an organizational context (e.g., Finkelstein & Brannick, 2007; Lee & Brudney, 2012)” (Pearce & Kristjansson, 2019)



Social Cohesion Investment
In June 2021, respondents in the six local authority 
areas reported:

• Higher levels of trust in national gov (+10%)

• More positive about local gov’s response (+8%)

• Closer relations with family, friends, colleagues 
and neighbours (+19%)

• Stronger sense of neighbourliness (+4%)

• Greater active social engagement (+18%)

• Higher levels of subjective wellbeing



FORMS OF COHESION – WITHIN AND BETWEEN GROUPS

Prejudice

Low High

Good 

Relations

Low

Benign Indifference Malign Antipathy

Atomised, disengaged 

community, 

unconcerned about 

others

Fragmented, 

discontented, 

disengaged community 

hostile to both internal 

and external rivals or 

enemies

High

Harmonious 

Cohesion
Rivalrous Cohesion

Cohesive, engaged 

community, open and 

flexible

Cohesive, engaged 

community but is 

competitive towards 

subordinates, rivals, 

enemies

Why might 

volunteering not 

be synonymous 

with cohesion?



TO OUR QUESTION: 

WHAT ARE THE LIKELY CAUSAL LINKS BETWEEN 
COHESION AND VOLUNTEERING?
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