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What holds Asian Societies together?

Economic development and prosperity strengthen social cohesion in Asia, poverty

and discrimination against women weaken it. This is the conclusion of a study

commissioned by the Bertelsmann Stiftung, which for the first time examined the
cohesion of 22 societies in South, Southeast and East Asia (SSEA). According to the study,

cohesion is strongest in Hong Kong and Singapore, followed by Thailand and Bhutan.

Asia’s economic and political rise is one of the most
significant developments of the present age. This
world region has become the driver of the global
economy. At the same time, however, societal chal-
lenges are also increasing in the region. Almost all
Asian societies find themselves in a state of uphe-
aval, and are being drastically altered by profound
transformation processes. As a consequence of eco-
nomic and population growth, urbanization is ad-
vancing almost everywhere and a new middle class
is emerging. Traditions and values are changing due
to increasing mobility, education and prosperity, as
well as greater interaction with global information
and economic flows. In many places, social inequa-
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lity has become more prevalent. As a result of these
developments, there are tensions and conflicts in
numerous Asian countries that threaten social cohe-
sion and political stability. The question of how the
cohesion of societies develops is therefore becoming
increasingly important in Asia.

Against this backdrop, a new study presents, for the first
time, comparative empirical data on social cohesion in

22 societies in SSEA for the period 2004 to 2015. To that
end, a team of academic experts headed by Prof. Klaus

Boehnke (Jacobs University Bremen) and Prof. Jan Delhey
(Otto-von-Guericke University Magdeburg) developed a
theoretically and empirically robust index that allows so-
cial cohesion to be measured in as many SSEA countries
and territories as possible. The index shows the degree of
cohesion in the respective societies, depicting its deve-
lopment over time and presenting each society’s cohe-
sion-related strengths and weaknesses. It also analyzes
the determinants and consequences of social cohesion.
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The Social Cohesion Radar

Social cohesion has become a key policy goal around
the globe — not only in the Western Hemisphere, but
also in Asia. Despite growing interest in this concept
among policy makers and researchers, no generally
shared understanding of social cohesion exists. Most
importantly, empirical findings are lacking. For these
reasons, the Bertelsmann Stiftung developed the Social
Cohesion Radar, a multidimensional measuring instru-
ment that integrates different facets of cohesion.

Social cohesion is thus understood as the quality

of social cooperation and togetherness in a territori-
ally delimited community. Conceptually, it is broken
down into three core aspects, called domains: resilient
social relationships, a positive emotional connected-
ness between the community and its members, and a
pronounced focus on the common good. Each of these
domains encompasses three additional dimensions,
each of which is assigned empirical indicators: Social
relations represent the networks and interactions bet-
ween individuals and groups within a community, trust
in others, and acceptance of diversity. Connectedness
captures the degree to which people identify with the
community, the trust they have in society’s institu-
tions, and whether they believe that social conditions
are just. Finally, the common good describes actions
and attitudes that evince people’s willingness to take
responsibility for others and the community. These
include solidarity and helpfulness, the recognition of
social rules, and participation in society and political
life. Figure 1 illustrates the three domains of social
cohesion and their respective dimensions.

This multidimensional concept of social cohesion has
now been applied to Asian countries and territories?!
for the first time. Twenty-two societies from the three
geographical subregions of South, Southeast and East
Asia (SSEA) were studied for the periods 2004—2008
and 2009-2015. For South Asia these were Afghanis-
tan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan and
Sri Lanka; for Southeast Asia they were Indonesia,
Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam; and for East Asia
China, Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea, Mongolia and
Taiwan. The analysis of social cohesion was based on
secondary data. The sources used were cross-sectional
data from representative comparative surveys conduc-
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ted for the Gallup World Poll, the World Values Survey,
the Asian Barometer and the AsiaBarometer, as well as
data from international institutions and expert opinions.

The SSEA societies examined differ significantly not only
from their Western counterparts, but also among them-
selves in cultural, socio-economic and political terms.
With regard to religious diversity, there are Muslim,
Hindu, Buddhist and Confucian-influenced societies.
Many countries are also characterized by great lingu-
istic, ethnic, cultural and/or religious heterogeneity (for
example Indonesia, Malaysia and India), while others are
more ethno-culturally homogeneous (e.g. Japan, Korea).

The differences between individual SSEA countries could
also hardly be greater when it comes to socio-economic
diversity. The region evinces all four degrees of deve-
lopment as reflected in the United Nations Development
Program’s (UNDP) Human Development Index (HDI).
According to the 2016 HDI, Singapore, Hong Kong,
South Korea and Japan all rank in the top group with a
very high degree of development. Malaysia, China and
Mongolia are described as having a high level of deve-
lopment, while most other countries, such as Indonesia,
the Philippines, Vietnam, India and Myanmar, are cha-
racterized by a medium level. In addition, Afghanistan is
categorized as a low-development country.

The SSEA countries included in the study also exhi-
bit major differences in terms of their political sys-
tems. Based on the classification of the Bertelsmann
Transformation Index (BTI), the spectrum ranges
from “established” or “consolidating democracies,”
such as Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, to “defec-
tive democracies”, such as India, Indonesia and the
Philippines, and “highly defective democracies” like
Nepal, to “moderate autocracies,” like Bangladesh,
Singapore and Malaysia, and “hard-line autocracies,”
such as China, Pakistan, Vietnam and Thailand.

This extraordinary cultural, socio-economic and
political diversity in the SSEA region posed a chal-
lenge when it came to analyzing and interpreting the
results; at the same time, it provided new insights into
the forms and manifestations of social cohesion,
the factors influencing it, and its impacts on other
developments and areas of life.

1 The former British Crown Colony of Hong Kong is a Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China, with its own data on social cohesion.
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Figure 1: Domains of social cohesion and their respective dimensions
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Social Cohesion in SSEA

In the overall index of all societies surveyed over the
entire period under study (Figure 2), Hong Kong and
Singapore take the lead, followed by Thailand and Bhu-
tan. A moderate level of cohesion was found in most of
the countries in Southeast Asia, while the South Asian
nations evince the lowest levels.

In the most recent period (2009—2015), none of the 22
SSEA societies achieved the highest of the five possible
categories. The index starts with the second category,
the mid-top tier, led by Hong Kong and Singapore. In
the middle group, Japan, South Korea and China have a
moderate degree of cohesion, as do most of the ASEAN
countries. India, Bangladesh and Pakistan are in the
mid-bottom tier of low-cohesion countries. Afghanistan
is found at the bottom of the list.

Despite some fluctuations, social cohesion does not
change dramatically throughout the study period. The
changes that occur always result in a country moving

to the next higher or next lower tier. This is evidence
that cohesion is a stable feature of all the SSEA socie-
ties studied, one that evolves over the longer term and,
therefore, only changes significantly over an extended
period of time.

In terms of its social cohesion, a country’s specific
strengths and weaknesses, which partially cancel each
other out in the overall index, are particularly evident at
the level of the three core domains. The values for the
domains social relations, connectedness and focus on
the common good not only show considerable devia-
tions from the overall index, but also differ among each
other (Figure 3). China, for example, is in the top group
in the social relations domain, while lagging behind in
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Figure 2: Overall index of social cohesion for 22 societies in South, Southeast and East Asia
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the domain focus on the common good. The main re-
ason for this is that there are stable social networks in
China and trust in others is very high, while solidari-
ty, helpfulness and participation in society and politi-
cal life are very low.

Overall, the data analysis shows that social cohesion

is strongest in SSEA in the economically most advan-
ced countries. However, there are also less developed
countries with a high level of social cohesion. In ad-
dition, it is clear that none of the societies studied is
strong in all aspects of social cohesion. Each has its
specific strengths and weaknesses. No society in SSEA
achieves at least average scores in all dimensions, but
none can be found in the lower categories alone. For this
reason, it is impossible to highlight one country in par-
ticular as a role model for strong social cohesion in Asia.

On the other hand, it is possible and instructive to ana-
lyze the domains and dimension values in order to iden-

tify different clusters or profiles of countries that have
similar patterns of social cohesion. The results of this
analysis show that there are three groups of countries
with similar cohesion patterns:

1) Sinosphere

This group includes the so-called Asian tiger states of
Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea, as
well as Japan and China. It thus comprises those East
Asian countries and territories that have been shaped
by Chinese culture over the centuries (hence the name
Sinosphere). At the same time, these are the econo-
mically most developed societies in the region. Ove-
rall, this group of societies is characterized by a high
degree of cohesion. Key features are strong social
networks, a very high trust in people and a very high
acceptance of diversity. In addition, the countries of
this group achieve very high values with respect to
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Figure 3: Domain scores over time
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perception of fairness and respect for social rules.
Solidarity and helpfulness, on the other hand, are
only average. The countries’ deficits include a very
weak identification with the community, low trust in
institutions and a low level of civic participation.

China, in a sense, constitutes a special case within this
group and is characterized by a distinct cohesion profile.
It not only achieves high scores with respect to trust
in other people, but also with respect to trust in insti-
tutions, which sets it apart from other countries in the
group. The same applies to its very low levels of soli-
darity, helpfulness and civic participation.

2) ASEAN plus

The second group of countries includes the ASEAN
countries Indonesia, Malaysia, Laos, Cambodia, Viet-
nam, Myanmar, Thailand and the Philippines, as well

as Bhutan, Mongolia and Sri Lanka, thus giving it the
name ASEAN plus. Overall, this group has a moderate
degree of cohesion. Characteristic strengths are a high
degree of identification with the community, strong
social networks, strong trust in institutions and a high
degree of solidarity, helpfulness and civic participation.
Weaknesses include a low level of trust in people, a great
sense of injustice and little respect for social rules.

3) South Asia

Most South Asian societies have a similar cohesion
profile. Afghanistan, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and
India therefore constitute the third group of countries,
which is generally characterized by weak cohesion.
Only with respect to identification with the commu-
nity and civic participation do these countries achieve
average values. For all other dimensions, their values
are low or very low.



The analysis of the cohesion profiles does not reveal a
clear development path leading to consistent cohesi-
on in all domains and dimensions. All three profiles
have specific strengths and weaknesses, regardless of
the level of cohesion, so that none can be considered
an ideal-typical role model. On the other hand, clear
statements can be made as to which factors shape
social cohesion in SSEA and what impact it has on
other developments.

Key Factors for Social Cohesion in SSEA

Overall, the study shows that economic development,
prosperity, human development (especially education
and life expectancy) and gender equality are key factors
fostering social cohesion in SSEA. Conversely, extreme
poverty has the strongest negative impact, followed by
discrimination against women. On the other hand, cul-
tural diversity, meaning linguistic, ethnic or religious
heterogeneity, exhibits no discernible effect on social
cohesion. Only a very high degree of ethnic and cultu-
ral diversity seems to reduce social cohesion.

Social cohesion itself affects a number of important
developments. One of its positive effects in SSEA is
that it promotes economic productivity, reduces un-
employment and provides prospects for a better life
in the future. Moreover, cohesive societies are more
effective in allocating resources to promote public
goods. Here we observe a cycle of mutual reinforce-
ment. Societies that are more prosperous are, on the
whole, more cohesive, and more cohesive societies are
more economically productive.

These findings confirm the importance of the material
factors underlying social cohesion. Economic prosperity,
educational opportunities, health care and gender equa-
lity are essential for a high level of cohesion. In other
words, including human development strengthens social
cohesion. In this respect, the societies in SSEA are no
different from those of the Western world. For the Asian
societies investigated it is also true that economic and
social modernization and social cohesion are not mutu-
ally exclusive; on the contrary, successful moderniza-
tion strengthens social cohesion. Where modernization
works, social cohesion grows. However, there are also
less developed, relatively isolated countries like Bhutan
with a high degree of social cohesion. At the same time,
successful modernization in SSEA is usually accompa-
nied by a weaker national identity.
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An interesting finding derives from the analysis of
the relationship between social cohesion and the po-
litical system. The correlation analysis shows that a
lower level of political freedom and fewer opportuni-
ties for participation correlate with a higher level of
social cohesion. Conversely, social cohesion promotes
the restriction of civil liberties and can strengthen the
stability of authoritarian regimes. This finding makes
it clear that cohesion does not necessarily have (only)
positive consequences, but can have different effects
in different political and social contexts.

Cohesion is a universal characteristic of societies.
Even non-democratic and authoritarian regimes,
which were examined for the first time in the study,
have their own mechanisms for creating social cohe-
sion. Civil liberties and opportunities for participa-
tion are, therefore, not necessarily prerequisites for
high social cohesion, as the examples of Hong Kong
and Singapore show. Rather, what matters is whether
people regard the respective political regime as legiti-
mate and effective.

In addition, democracy promotes political pluralism
and the articulation of specific competing interests. In
some circumstances, this can lead to societal polariza-
tions that are detrimental to social cohesion, especially
when there are no intermediary institutions that can
successfully mediate these conflicts. This is exact-

ly what is happening in many of Asia’s young and
still unstable democracies, which are struggling with
political and social instability, widespread corruption
and the failure of state institutions. At the same time,
many citizens in the established democracies of East
Asia, such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, appear
to be more critical of their governments than people in
authoritarian regimes. They have higher expectations of
their governments and are, therefore, more likely to be
disappointed, even though these governments tend to
perform better than those of non-democratic countries
in terms of economic development and social justice.
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No Silver Bullet for Social Cohesion

As the study as a whole shows, there is no silver bul-
let that leads to consistently strong social cohesion in
SSEA. Rather, different constellations and factors con-
tribute to a more or less cohesive society. This should
not come as a surprise given the great socio-eco-
nomic, cultural and political diversity in the region.
Against this background, however, the results reveal
the opportunities different countries have to develop
their own strategies and measures for strengthening
or maintaining social cohesion. In principle, policy
approaches promoting inclusive economic develop-
ment, poverty alleviation and gender equality offer
the greatest prospects of success.

At the same time, the study’s results point to the Janus-
faced nature of social cohesion in SSEA: Depending on
the political and social framework, it can have both
positive and negative effects. On the one hand, it can
function as the glue that holds a society together,
allowing for economic progress and an inclusive deve-
lopment policy. On the other hand, social cohesion can
serve as a foundation for authoritarian political sys-
tems. This ambivalent quality is an important finding
that can help us better understand social cohesion in
Asia and non-Western societies.
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