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Executive Summary

This study provides a comprehensive assessment of social cohesion in South Africa. It is an updated edition
of the study published in November 2024, which focused on the development of social cohesion from 2021
to 2023, extending the period of observation to 2024.

Following the measurement concept developed by the authors and their colleagues for the Social Cohesion
Radar of Bertelsmann Stiftung, the study assesses social cohesion in three domains: Social relations,
Connectedness, and Focus on the common good. Each of these domains encompasses three dimensions of
cohesion, namely: the intactness of Social networks, general Trust in people, and Acceptance of diversity
within the domain Social relations; Identification with one's place of residence, Trust in institutions, and
Perception of fairness within the domain Connectedness; and Solidarity and helpfulness, Respect for social
rules, and Civic participation within the domain Focus on the common good.

The study uses data from Waves 1 of the Khayabus Survey, a population-representative cross-sectional
survey conducted annually by Ipsos South Africa. The Bertelsmann concept of defining a country's level of
social cohesion allows scores between 0 (no cohesion) and 100 (maximal cohesion). Which score can be
regarded as sufficiently high is a normative, not to say political decision. It has become customary to
designate scores below 20 as very low, from 20 to below 40 as low, from 40 to below 60 as moderate, from
60 to below 80 as high, and from 80 to 100 as very high. A very high level of social cohesion has not been
reported for any country or other geopolitical entity yet.

In 2024, the overall level of social cohesion in South Africa as a whole was found moderate at 53.3 points. It
went through a steady, though slow, decline from 53.5 points in 2021 to 51.7 points in 2023. By 2023, the
downward trend in South Africa's overall level of social cohesion has halted and reversed in an upward
direction. The previously accrued decline has been almost overcome by 2024.

In 2024, the highest scores for a single dimension were found for Identification (72.2), followed by Solidarity
and helpfulness (61.3), and Social networks (59.9). These dimensions constitute the glue that holds the
South African society together. The lowest scores were found for Respect for social rules (36.6) and
Perception of fairness (42.7). Although all nine dimensions improved from 2023 to 2024, only three have
achieved an overall increase from 2021 to 2024: Trust in people (+2.0), Solidarity and helpfulness (+2.2), and
Civic participation (+3.6). All other dimensions have registered an overall decline in the range from -0.2 for
Acceptance of diversity to -3.8 for Respect for social rules.

As for the South African provinces, all exhibit moderate levels of social cohesion in 2024. In a comparison,
cohesion was found lowest in KwaZulu-Natal (49.6), second lowest in North West (52.0), and third lowest in
Free State (52.1). Cohesion was found highest in Limpopo (56.5). Over the period from 2021 to 2024,
cohesion has improved only in North West (+1.2) and Eastern Cape (+2.6). All other provinces have registered
an overall decline in the range from -0.1 for Gauteng to -4.2 for Northern Cape.

Correlational analyses on the provinces' overall level of social cohesion and their structural characteristics
offer insights on how to strengthen social cohesion: by enabling inclusive (people-centered) economic
progress, reducing unemployment, lowering income inequality, providing adequate jobs for the highly qualified,
promoting a family-oriented life-style, and bringing the living conditions in rural and urban areas to an equally
adequate level.

The study, further, presents results from Latent Class Analysis (LCA), a grouping procedure that isolates
distinct subgroups of South Africans who experience different strengths and deficits in social cohesion in
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their immediate life context. The preferred LCA solution identifies four classes of South Africans: Class 1
(Critics), which is characterized by high Identification but critically low Acceptance of diversity, a critically
low perception of Respect for social rules, and low to moderate scores on the other dimensions; Class 2
(Integrated Sceptics), which is characterized by well-knit Social networks, high levels of Trust in people,
Acceptance of diversity, Solidarity, and Civic participation, but low scores on the remaining dimensions; Class
3 (Middle South Africa), which is characterized by a high level of Identification with the country but moderate
scores on all other dimensions; and Class 4 (Cohesive Communities), which is an ideal-typical model of strong
cohesion in South Africa manifesting itself in exceptionally high Identification and high scores on all other
dimensions. A series of chi-square tests of independence suggest that these four classes differ along core
socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics. The insights can help identify social groups at risk of
experiencing low social cohesion.

Ultimately, the report examines the relationship between social cohesion and subjective well-being among
South Africans. The evidence supports a core finding that has emerged in essentially all previous studies we
have performed on social cohesion elsewhere: The quality of society (social cohesion) translates directly into
citizens' quality of life (subjective well-being). The analyses performed on the level of the provinces show that
higher levels of social cohesion lead to a more positive evaluation of life, improved life satisfaction, and
stronger optimism for the future. The same picture emerges from the analysis focusing on the four classes
of respondents: In Class 4, Cohesive communities, families are predominantly seen as better off than a year
ago, life satisfaction has improved for the majority, children are predominantly believed to have a bright future
ahead.

It is exactly the strong positive relationship between social cohesion and subjective well-being that
underscores the necessity of political action to improve South Africa's level of social cohesion. Whereas
conceptual academic work on social cohesion sometimes claims that too high a level of social cohesion can
cement the societal status quo and prevent progress, all empirical studies have shown that high levels of
cohesion foster peaceful coexistence of various societal groups in respect, dignity, trust, and cooperation.
Cohesion translates the social and economic structures (performance and output of the economy, living
conditions) into quality of life (happiness, life satisfaction) directly experienced by individual members of
society. In case cohesion is neglected, one can expect societal polarization and political instability.

2 | THE SOUTH AFRICA SOCIAL COHESION INDEX
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1. Introduction

Since the French Revolution with its famous motto “liberté, égalité, fraternité", discourse on the cohesion of
geopolitical entities (countries, provinces, neighborhoods) has seen waves of greater and lesser intensity,
but one thing is clear: A healthy social entity needs fraternité or, in modern terminology, social cohesion among
its members. Social cohesion stands for the ability of societies to stick together or, as Leininger and
colleagues put it, “the glue that holds society together” (Leininger et al., 2021: 2).

In recent years, when social cohesion has been discussed in South Africa, it has been with an increasingly
critical undertone. The sentiment that the self-declared Rainbow Nation (Tutu, Mandela) is drifting apart
rather than growing together has become stronger. However, research — mainly empirical — on social cohesion
in South Africa is scarce. Our search for any available scholarly literature within the past 10 years yielded
seven publications, two of which are reviews of a book by Ballantine et al. (2017) included in the count. The
book by Ballantine and colleagues is a collection of essays by local academics and public figures about issues
related to, amongst others, inequality, xenophobia, safety, gender-based abuse, political leadership, law,
education, identity, sport, arts, and South Africa’s position in the world. A paper by Abrahams (2016) tracks
the evolution of social cohesion over twenty years in South African politics, criticizing the instrumentalization
of cohesion as a social policy concept exclusively towards a form of nation-building that seeks to solidify the
hegemony of the ruling party. A brief report by the South African Institute of International Affairs (2021)
reviews the status quo and progress in religion, nationality, race and ethnicity, and LGBTQ+ rights. The latter
report offers recommendations for improving the situation in these spheres and promotes the role of young
people in fostering social cohesion. A paper by Burns and colleagues from the South African Labour and
Development Research Unit emphasizes the importance of social cohesion as a social policy concept, also
referring to studies conducted by the authors of the present report, critically reviews existing concepts of
social cohesion proposed in the academic and policy discourse, and formulates a definition for its assessment
in the South African society based on theoretical considerations: “Social Cohesion is the extent to which
people are co-operative, within and across group boundaries, without coercion or purely self-interested
motivation" (Burns et al., 2018, p. 10). Interestingly, Burns et al. (2018) identify the overlap between social
cohesion and ubuntu, arguing that the two have become synonymous regarding nation-building and efforts to
close South African society's cultural and racial divides.

To our knowledge, two existing empirical studies have defined and measured social cohesion in South Africa.
Langer et al. (2017) define social cohesion in an African context as the interplay of three salient aspects:
perceived inequalities, trust (interpersonal and institutional), and identity (national vs ethnic). Their
measurement draws on data from 19 countries, including South Africa, from Round 3 (2005 - 2006), Round
4 (2008 - 2009), and Round 5 (2011 - 2013) of the Afrobarometer survey. For each aspect of a country, the
authors calculate the proportion of respondents who provide those answers to the selected survey items
that point to a stronger expression of cohesion. The resulting proportions for each aspect are then averaged
by taking their arithmetic mean into a social cohesion index. According to the findings, overall cohesion in
South Africa and its three aspects have recorded only minor ups or downs in the period studied. The level of
identification was found to range from 0.612 (2005 — 2006) to 0.700 (2011 — 2013) and can be considered
moderately high. The perception of equality was found in the range from 0.328 (2008 — 2009) to 0.469 (2011
- 2013) and can be qualified as low to moderately low. Trust was found in the range from 0.239 (2011 -
2013) to 0.293 (2005 - 2006) and can be qualified as low. From a comparative perspective, South Africa
emerged in the middle of the country ranking on the overall level of cohesion and the perceived level of equality,
in the lower half of the ranking on trust, and among the top countries on identification.

The second available empirical study (Leininger et al., 2021) similarly compares African countries. According
to its authors, “cohesion is characterized by a set of attitudes and behavioural manifestations that includes

THE SOUTH AFRICA SOCIAL COHESION INDEX | 3



trust, an inclusive identity and cooperation for the common good” (Leininger et al., 2021, p. 3). These three
attributes unfold into two elements, encompassing horizontal or vertical relations among citizens and the
state (see Figure 1.1): social trust and institutional trust, group identity and national identity, intergroup
cooperation, and state-society cooperation. Leininger and colleagues operationalize their concept with items
from the Afrobarometer, covering a varying set of African societies depending on the data availability for the
particular element of cohesion: 17 to 18 in Round 3 (2005 - 2006), 20 in Round 4 (2008 - 2009), 28 to 34
in Round 5 (2011 - 2013), 32 to 36 in Round 6 (2014 — 2015). Their methodological approach measures the
three attributes on a scale from O (low) to 1 (high). South Africa achieved scores in the range from 0.44
(2015) to 0.51 (2011) on trust, 0.3 (2015) to 0.43 (2006) on cooperation, and 0.42 (2015) to 0.74 (2011)
on identity. These scores point to a downward trend in cohesion in South Africa for each attribute. In
comparing African countries, South Africa ranked in the middle on trust, in the lower half on cooperation, and
among the top countries on identity (except for the last year of observation, 2015). The work by Leininger et
al. (2021), however, does not produce an overall index of cohesion, does not offer insights for more recent
years since 2015, and does not venture into exploring the determinants of the country scores on the cohesion
attributes or outcomes of cohesion.

Figure 1.1 Constitutive elements of social cohesion (Leininger)

m m m

State - society Institutional National
cooperation trust identity

Cooperation ticlost
for the Trust r:;: u:.lve
common good ioentity

Social Cohesion

Intergroup Group
cooperation identity

sad 22

Source: Leininger et al. (2021)

The present report attempts to close the gap in the existing research on South Africa. It aims to provide an
all-around theoretically founded and methodologically sound empirical assessment of social cohesion in South
African society. In particular, our study attempts to:

1 measure the current degree of social cohesion in South Africa and its nine constituent provinces;

2. track how cohesion has developed in the period from 2021 to 2024,

3. identify structural characteristics from the thematic fields of economic situation, inequality and
poverty, demography, diversity, and modernization that promote or hinder social cohesion;

4. explore which social groups experience a high or low level of cohesion;

5. investigate how social cohesion, i.e., the quality of society, relates to citizens' well-being, i.e., quality
of life.
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To achieve these aims, we apply the measurement concept of the Bertelsmann Social Cohesion Radar, which
was informed by a comprehensive literature review (Schiefer & van der Noll, 2017) and the input of experts
on the topic. It defines cohesion as the “quality of social cooperation and togetherness of a collective, defined
in geopolitical terms, that is expressed in the attitudes and behaviors of its members. A cohesive society is
characterized by resilient social relations, a positive emotional connectedness between its members and the
community, and a pronounced focus on the common good” (Dragolov et al., 2016: 6). These three domains
unfold into three dimensions. The domain Social relations measures the strength and resilience of individuals'
social ties (Dimension 1.1 — Social networks), the degree to which people trust others (Dimension 1.2 — Trust
in people), and the extent to which people accept individuals of different background, lifestyle, and values as
equal members of society (Dimension 1.3 — Acceptance of diversity). The domain Connectedness measures
the strength of individuals' identification with the geopolitical entity (Dimension 2.1 — Identification), the
degree to which individuals trust the entity's institutions (Dimension 2.2 — Trust in institutions), and
individuals' perception that they are treated fairly and that material resources are fairly distributed
(Dimension 2.3 — Perception of fairness). The domain Focus on the common good captures the extent to
which people feel and demonstrate responsibility for weak others (Dimension 3.1 — Solidarity and
helpfulness), people’s willingness to abide by the rules of society (Dimension 3.2 — Respect for social rules),
and their participation in society and political life (Dimension 3.3 — Civic participation). Figure 1.2 depicts the
measurement concept of the Social Cohesion Radar (SCR).

Figure 1.2 Measurement concept of the Bertelsmann Social Cohesion Radar

TRUST IN INSTITUTIONS
People have a high level

— of confidence in social
IDENTIFICATION and postical instiustions. PERCEPTION OF FAIRNESS
People feel strongly People believe that society's

connected to their goods are fairly distributed
country and identify and that they are being

withit. treated fairly.
SOCIAL SOLIDARITY AND
NETWORKS HELPFULNESS
People have strong, People feel
resilient social responsibility for
networks. others and are

willing to help them.

TRUST IN PEOPLE RESPECT FOR

People have a high SOCIALRULES
Level of trust in People abide by
others. rules of society.

ACCEPTANCE OF Civic
DIVERSITY PARTICIPATION

People accept People participate
individuals with in society and
other values and political life and
lifestyles as equal enter into public

members of society. discussions.

Source: Dragolov et al. (2016)
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A comparison of the SCR to the approaches of Langer et al. (2017) and Leininger et al. (2021) shows that
the three concepts overlap in several regards. First, social cohesion is a quantifiable quality of collectives,
not individuals. Second, they all cover horizontal and vertical ties. Third, they all suggest that social cohesion
should be assessed via a perception-based index, not based on objective socio-demographic indicators. Next,
there is a considerable conceptual overlap in the emphasis on specific dimensions (aspects) of social
cohesion. As already mentioned above, Langer et al. suggest including the extent of perceived inequalities
(SCR: Perception of fairness), the societal level of trust (SCR: Trust in people), and the strength of people's
adherence to their national identity (SCR: Identification). Leininger and colleagues also mention trust and
identity, whereas their dimension of cooperation is called Solidarity and helpfulness in the SCR.

The main difference between the three approaches lies in their conceptual scope. Whereas the SCR
comprehensively describes the components necessary for a full-fledged assessment of the level of social
cohesion in a given society, the two concepts based on the Afrobarometer remain somewhat piecemeal. In
addition, one of the main advantages of the SCR approach is its leanness, a necessity also underscored by
Leininger et al. (2021). On the one hand, the concept covers the essential components of social cohesion. At
the same time, it leaves room for a systematic exploration of determinants (e.g., state of the economy, socio-
economic exclusion) and outcomes (e.g., population well-being). For a critical review of the advantages and
disadvantages of measurement concepts of cohesion that have been applied in empirical research, we refer
readers to Delhey, Dragolov, and Boehnke (2023).

On a final note, the SCR has been utilized to assess social cohesion in 34 Western (EU and OECD) countries
(Dragolov et al., 2016), 22 Asian countries (Delhey & Boehnke, 2018), the 16 federal states of Germany
(Dragolov et al., 2016), 79 spatial planning regions of Germany (Arant et al., 2017; Boehnke et al., 2024), 78
neighborhoods of the Free Hanseatic City of Bremen (Arant et al., 2016), the 32 federal entities of Mexico
(Boehnke et al., 2019), and the seven regions of Kyrgyzstan (Larsen & Boehnke, 2016).
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2. Measuring social cohesion

This section details the data and methodological approach employed for measuring social cohesion in South
Africa.

2.1 Data

The current report offers empirical evidence from analyses performed on data from the Khayabus Survey. The
data were collected by Ipsos South Africa and provided by the Inclusive Society Institute. The Khayabus Survey
is a population-representative cross-sectional survey that has been fielded annually in at least two waves
among respondents of age 15 and above. The survey covers various topics related to society and politics in
South Africa. It initially included the sections Socio-Political Trends (SPT), Government Performance
Barometer (GPB), and Party Image (PI). A fourth section, GovDemPol, was added in 2021.

Because the GovDemPal section includes the core set of indicators needed for assessing social cohesion
along the concept of the Social Cohesion Radar, our analyses can only start with 2021. Data on three items
crucial for the measurement concept, each belonging to the SPT section, had to be taken from the 2020
Khayabus, as they were not included in the 2021 survey. The most recent survey data available to us refer to
the year 2024. Our report concentrates on survey respondents aged 18 and above, as several of the needed
items were not included in the questionnaire for under-aged South Africans. The analyses performed for this
report draw on Waves 1 of the Khayabus survey, typically conducted from late May/early June to mid-July.
The overall samples in the employed data encompass 3758 respondents in 2020, 3402 respondents in 2021,
3459 respondents in 2022, 3519 respondents in 2023, and 3172 respondents in 2024.

Table 1.1 Sample sizes of Khayabus — Waves 1

2021 2022 2023
% N % N

Province

Western Cape 447 121 | 461 128 | 454 123 | 461 126 | 395 1186
Eastern Cape 360 108 | 345 106 | 350 109 | 351 109 | 331 118
Northern Cape 76 2.2 23 0.8 66 2.3 64 2.2 63 2.4
Free State 174 51 154 5.0 160 51 161 51 154 5.3
KwaZulu-Natal 652 185 | 620 19.0 | 589 174 | 616 175 | 503 181
North West 215 6.4 185 6.6 197 6.8 209 7.0 201 6.6
Gauteng 1278 279 | 1144 289 | 1163 285 | 1168 28.4 | 1087 27.0
Mpumalanga 245 7.6 202 6.9 227 7.9 229 7.6 186 7.4
Limpopo 311 9.4 268 9.4 253 8.8 260 8.7 252 9.8
South Africa 3768 100.0 | 3402 100.0 | 3459 100.0 | 35619 100.0 | 3172 100.0

Note: The table shows the absolute (N) and population-weighted relative frequencies (%) of respondents from South Africa and

its nine provinces in Waves 1 of the Khayabus survey from 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, and 2024.

Table 2.1 offers detailed information on sample sizes achieved in Waves 1 of the Khayabus survey from 2020
to 2024. The table provides a breakdown of the samples by province, as the present report also aims to
measure social cohesion in the nine constituent provinces of South Africa. We refer readers unfamiliar with
the nine provinces' geographic location and administrative borders to Figure 2.1. It is important to note that
population sizes vary widely between the mostly urban Gauteng province, where well over a quarter of South
Africa’'s adult population lives, and the mostly desert Northern Cape province, which encompasses less than
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3%. The uneven distribution of the South African population across the provinces is reflected in the achieved
sample sizes for the provinces, as evident from Table 2.1. The low sample sizes for the least populated
provinces, e.g., Northern Cape with typically about 60 respondents per wave, do not necessarily reduce the
representativity of the data concerning core socio-demographic characteristics of their population. We
address this issue by calibrating the survey data with the population weights provided by Ipsos South Africa.
Smaller sample sizes do, however, involve a larger standard error for sample statistics like percentages and
means. In practical terms, this means that the precision of the measurements for Gauteng (Nsr202¢ = 1087)
is about four times higher than that for Northern Cape (Nyc202« = 83) at the same variability in the data.
Caution is, therefore, required when interpreting such statistics as estimates of the ‘true’ situation or opinion
in the population of provinces for which low sample sizes are available.

Figure 1.3 Provinces of South Africa

Limpopo

Western
Cape

Source: Apraku et al. (2018)

In addition to the above-addressed statistical issues, population sizes, and population density are closely
related: In the Gauteng province, more than 800 people live per square kilometer, whereas in the Northern
Cape province, the density figure is below 4 per square kilometer (Statistics South Africa, 2024a). Considering
these stark differences is essential when evaluating our findings on levels and trends of social cohesion in
South Africa.

2.2 Analytical approach

Below we elaborate on the methodological approach for assessing social cohesion. We begin with the strategy
for selecting Khayabus survey questions, also referred to here as items or indicators, to measure the nine
dimensions of social cohesion in line with the Bertelsmann concept. We then turn to the approach for
computing scores for the nine dimensions and the overall social cohesion index.

Item selection was conducted using a multi-step procedure. First, members of the research team —
independent of each other — identified potential items for measuring the nine cohesion dimensions from the
Khayabus questionnaire according to face validity. Members of the research team then jointly prepared a pool
of items according to face validity. In the third step, items from the pool were subjected to an exploratory
factor analysis for each dimension. Factor analysis is a statistical sorting procedure that analyzes the matrix
of item intercorrelations to separate items with a highly similar response pattern from items with a different
response pattern and then sort them into distinct subgroups. The various subgroups of items (called factors)

8 | THE SOUTH AFRICA SOCIAL COHESION INDEX
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allow us to assess whether or not the items were selected appropriately according to their face validity as
per the different dimensions of social cohesion. An important selection criterion is the item's factor loading,
which reflects how strongly an item is correlated with the other items sorted into the given factor. Item
loadings should typically exceed .40 to be seen as sufficiently high. Items exhibiting sufficiently high factor
loadings were retained. In the final step, we assessed the internal consistency of the scales formed by the
selected items to measure a pertinent dimension. Cronbach’s U consistency coefficients should reach .90
for an excellent scale, .80 for a very good scale, .70 for a satisfactory scale, and minimally .30, or, in case of
short scales, at least .10 times the number of items in the scale.

Several data preparation steps had to be taken before performing factor analyses. Where needed, the
response options of the items were reverse coded so that a higher numerical value stands for a more vital
expression of the pertinent aspect of cohesion. The response options of all items were rescaled to range from
0 (weakest expression of cohesion) to 100 (strongest expression of cohesion). If present, missing values on
an item were substituted with the sample mean as the missingness rate was very low. Tables 2.2 to 2.4
document the selected items' factor loadings and the internal consistencies of the scales these items form
for measuring the nine dimensions of social cohesion.

Table 1.2 Factor loadings of items for dimensions within Domain 1 "Sacial relations”

Factor loadings

Item (Cronbach's U)
2021 2022 2023 2024
Dimension 1.1 - Social networks (.76) (.77) (80) (.74)
| enjoy working together with people from all population groups. 69 70 74 .68
My friends are from different population groups. 81 82 83 .80

| entertain friends from different population groups at home or another place. .82 .82 83 81
| go to [religious service] with people from different population groups. J1r 74 77 .70
Dimension 1.2 - Trust in people (.78) (.80) (.75) (.72)

How much you trust: Your neighborhood 80 80 79 .76
How much you trust: People you know personally 79 81 79 76
How much you trust: People you met for the first time J1 .75 67 .66
How much you trust: People in your own community 80 80 79 77
Dimension 1.3 — Acceptance of diversity (.86) (.86) (.84) (.81)
How much you trust: People of another religion g7 78 76 71
How much you trust: People of another nationality 80 81 78 76
How much you trust: Black South Africans 78 79 76 .72
How much you trust: White South Africans 81 82 79 .78
How much you trust: Coloured South Africans 82 81 81 .80

Note: The table shows the factor loadings of the items from exploratory factor analysis for the pertinent dimension. Values in
parentheses refer to Cronbach's U coefficient of internal consistency of the scale, formed by the items selected to measure the
pertinent dimension.
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Table 1.3 Factor loadings of items for dimensions within Domain 2 "Connectedness”

Factor loadings

(Cronbach's U)

2021 2022 2023 2024
Dimension 2.1 - Identification ()  (23) (25) (.33)
| am proud to be South African &b J5 76 .78
It is important to unite all South Africans e 75 76 .78
Dimension 2.2 — Trust in institutions () (62) (61) (61)
Elections are free and fair e 78 74 73
Elections in South Africa express the will of the people e g4 73 72
How well government is handling: Maintaining transparency and ° .64 64 60
accountability
How likely are you to: Trust Parliament 2 b7 60 .64
Dimension 2.3 — Perception of fairness (57) (58) (53) (51)
Land expropriation without compensation is fair to all South Africans 46 b3 45 47
How well government is handling: Narrowing the income gap between race .76 .77 .79 .79
groups
How well government is handling: Fighting corruption in government J9 76 77 .75

How well government is handling: Distributing social grants to those whoare .61 .60 .65 51
entitled to it, such as old-age pensions, disability payments, child
maintenance grants

Note: The table shows the factor loadings of the items from exploratory factor analysis for the pertinent dimension. Values in
parentheses refer to Cronbach’'s U coefficient of internal consistency of the scale, formed by the items selected to measure the

pertinent dimension.
3 Loadings and Cronbach's alpha cannot be computed; ® substituted with mean from Khayabus 2020 — Wave 1

Table 1.4 Factor loadings of items for dimensions within Domain 3 “Focus on the common good”

Factor loadings
Item (Cronbach's U)

2021 2022 2023 2024

Dimension 3.1 “Solidarity and helpfulness” (71) (89) (.70) (.66)
| donate money to community organizations if | can 88 87 88 .87
| actively look for ways in which | can support people who are less fortunate .88 .87 .88 .87
than | am

Dimension 3.2 "Respect for social rules” (50) (53) (5b2) (50)

How do you describe your own current feeling of personal safety? Has it .64 54 60 .61
improved/stayed the same/worsened compared to a few months ago?

How well government is handling: Reducing the crime rate 79 80 .77 .78
How well government is handling: Providing safe and efficient public transport .78 80 .77 .74

Dimension 3.3 “Civic participation” (36) (.36) (.25)
How interested are you in politics and elections? &b 32 3 .25
It is important to get involved in the community where you live. e 79 79 77
| actively work for the welfare of my community. e 82 80 79

Note: The table shows the factor loadings of the items from exploratory factor analysis for the pertinent dimension. Values in
parentheses refer to Cronbach's U coefficient of internal consistency of the scale, formed by the items selected to measure the

pertinent dimension.
?Loadings and Cronbach's alpha cannot be computed; ®substituted with mean from Khayabus 2020 — Wave 1
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Readers will note that not all dimensions of social cohesion were measured equally well. This had several
reasons. To begin with, the questionnaire offered a limited choice of indicators for some dimensions. This is
why not all dimensions could be measured with at least three items. This pertained to Dimension 2.1
(Identification) and Dimension 3.1 (Solidarity and helpfulness), for which only two items could be included.
Moreover, for Dimension 2.1, an item from the 2020 Khayabus had to be included, even with two items, to
assess citizens' identification with South Africa in 2021. Second, not all scales exhibit a high degree of
homogeneity (level of intercorrelation) of the included items. This is particularly true for Dimension 2.1 and
Dimension 3.3 (Civic participation).

After sorting items via factor analyses, the nine dimension scores were computed by calculating the
arithmetic mean of the items determined to belong to a given factor. The overall cohesion index was
calculated as the arithmetic mean of the nine dimension scores. Dimension and index scores for the provinces
and South Africa were calculated by aggregating the individual-level data to the respective level via the
population-weighted arithmetic mean. Scores for the dimensions and the overall index range from 0 (very low
cohesion) to 100 (very high cohesion), where scores from 0 to 19.99 can be interpreted as pointing to a very
low level of cohesion, 20 to 39.99 - low, 40 to 59.99 — medium, 60 to 79.99 - high, and 80 to 100 - very
high.
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3. Level and trend of social cohesion

In this section, we report findings on the level and trend of social cohesion in South Africa and its nine
constituent provinces from 2021 to 2024.

3.1 Social cohesion in South Africa

Table 3.1 documents the annual level and trend of social cohesion in South Africa since 2021. We first present
the findings for 2024, the most recent year for which data are available, and then proceed to the changes
observed over time.

Level in 2024

In 2024, the overall social cohesion index for South Africa was 53.3, slightly above the theoretical midpoint
of the measurement scale of 50. As such, the strength of social cohesion in South Africa can be qualified as
moderate—neither high nor low. What is behind this result? Alook at the single dimensions reveals the strong
and weak spots of cohesion in South Africa that jointly produce its moderate overall level.

Table 1.5 Social cohesion and its dimensions in South Africa across time

QRo22- Ro2s- Ro2s- 2024 (Pozs-

Social cohesion 2021 2022 2023

2021 2022 2023 2021
Overall index 53.5 -1.2 52.4 -0.7 51.7 +1.6 53.3 -0.2
Dimensions
1.1 Social networks 61.3 -1.3 599 -1.1 58.8 +1.0 999 -1.4
1.2 Trust in people 525 +1.8 54.3 -0.3 541 +0.4 54.4 +2.0

1.3 Acceptance of diversity 47.1 -0.9 46.1 +0.6 46.8 +0.1 46.8 -0.2

2.1 Identification 73.2 -3.0 70.2 +1.0 71.2 +1.0 72.2 -1.1
2.2 Trust in institutions 50.7 -1.5 492 -2.6 46.6 +1.3 47.9 -2.8
2.3 Perception of fairness 43.4 -1.7 41.7 -1.2 40.5 +2.2 427 -0.7

3.1 Solidarity and helpfulness 59.0 -0.0 59.0 +0.0 59.1 +2.2 61.3 +2.2
3.2 Respect for social rules 40.3 -3.6 36.7 -3.7 33.0 +3.6 36.6 -3.8
3.3 Civic participation 54.4 -0.4 541 +1.4 55.5 +2.5 58.0 +3.6

Note: The table shows the scores of South Africa as a whole on the overall index of social cohesion and its dimensions in 2021, 2022,
2023, and 2024. Scores below 20 (very low cohesion) are shaded in red, scores between 20 and 40 (low) are shaded in orange,
scores between 40 and 60 (moderate) are shaded in yellow, and scores above 60 (high) are shaded in green. The table also shows
changes (c over time. Positive changes are highlighted in green, and negative changes are highlighted in red.

Dimension 1.1, Social networks, scored 59.9 in 2024. The intactness of citizens' social networks is currently
the third strongest dimension in South Africa. The strength of this dimension can be qualified as moderate to
high as it has almost reached the lower bound of the interval of high scores (60). To exemplify with one
indicator for this dimension: About 52.5 % of the respondents agreed with the statement “I entertain friends
from different population groups at home or another place," 24.8 % disagreed, and 20.7 % positioned
themselves in between (see Table A.1 of the Appendix).
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Dimension 1.2, Trust in people, can also be found in 2024 in the upper half of the measurement scale, with a
score of 54.4. The level of trust that South Africans place in others qualifies, thereby, as moderate. To
exemplify the finding with one indicator for this dimension: 17.7 % of the respondents trust people in their
community completely, 64.6 % only somewhat or not very much, and 16.5 % not at all (see Table A.2).

Dimension 1.3, Acceptance of diversity, achieved in 2024 a score of 46.8. The numeric result qualifies the
tolerance level in South African society still as moderate. However, it should be noted that it falls within the
lower half of the measurement scale, unlike the previous two dimensions from the domain Social relations.
To exemplify with one indicator for Acceptance of diversity: 10.8 % of the respondents trust coloured South
Africans completely, 58.9 % only somewhat or not very much, and 28.5 % not at all (see Table A.3).

Dimension 2.1, Identification, scored 72.2, the highest among all dimensions in 2024. Identification is the
most pronounced aspect of social cohesion in South Africa and the only dimension that can be qualified
without any reservations as high. This is manifested, for example, in the responses to the statement “| am
proud to be South African”: 75.4 % agreed, 13.9 % disagreed, and 9.2 % positioned themselves in between
(see Table A.4).

Dimension 2.2, Trust in institutions, achieved in 2024 a score of 47.9. Just like Acceptance of diversity, the
extent of trust citizens have in the country's institutions can be considered moderate. However, it falls within
the lower half of the measurement scale. To exemplify with one indicator: 48.7 % of the respondents agreed
with the statement "Elections are free and fair,” 30.6 % disagreed, and 17.3 % positioned themselves in
between (see Table A.5).

Dimension 2.3, Perception of fairness, scored in 2024 at 42.7. It is the second weakest aspect of social
cohesion in South Africa. The extent to which people perceive the distribution of material resources as fair
can be qualified as moderate. However, it should be noted that the result is very close to the upper bound of
the interval of low scores (40). To exemplify with one indicator for this dimension: 29.9 % of the respondents
stated the government is doing very well or fairly well at narrowing the income gap between races, whereas
65.3 % stated the government is handling this issue not very well or not at all well (see Table A.6).

Dimension 3.1, Solidarity and helpfulness, achieved in 2024 a score of 61.3. With this result, it is the second
most vital aspect of social cohesion in South Africa. The extent to which people help the weak members of
society can be qualified as high. To exemplify with one indicator for this dimension: 60 % of the respondents
agreed with the statement "l actively look for ways in which | can support people who are less fortunate than
I am", 18 % disagreed, and 20.4 % positioned themselves in between (see Table A.7).

Dimension 3.2, Respect for social rules, achieved in 2024 a score of 36.6. This is the weakest aspect of social
cohesion in South Africa. The extent to which people perceive that rules are observed is low. To exemplify
with one indicator for this dimension: 23.5 % of the respondents stated that the government is doing very
well or fairly well at reducing the crime rate, whereas 74.9 % stated not very well or not at all well (see Table
A.8).

Dimension 3.3, Civic participation, scored at 58.0 in 2024. Citizens' involvement in society and political life
can be qualified as moderate, tending towards high. One indicator for this dimension: 51.4 % of the
respondents agreed with | actively work for the welfare of my community”, 28.5 % disagreed, and 18.2 %
were undecided (see Table A.9).

The results for the dimensions form a nuanced profile of cohesion. None of the three domains of social
cohesion (Social relations, Connectedness, and Focus on the common good) exhibits either only deficits or
only strengths for all its dimensions. Interestingly, the three top-scoring dimensions (Identification, Solidarity
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and helpfulness, and Social networks) stand out as strong to moderately strong anchors of their respective
domains. However, two domains are imbalanced: Connectedness by the moderately low Perception of
fairness, and Focus on the common good by the low Respect for social rules. If one should point out the glue
that holds South African society together, this would undoubtedly be citizens' strong identification with the
country, their solidarity with their weaker fellow citizens, and the functioning of their social networks. On the
other hand, what could destabilize the South African society is the perceived lack of respect for rules and the
perceived lack of distributional fairness.

Trend over time

Regarding the trajectory of social cohesion, the results summarized in Table 3.1 present a mix of good and
bad developments. To begin with the good, the year 2023 marks an inflection point in the downward trend of
the overall index that had been observed since 2021. Following a steady, though slow, decline from its level
at 53.5in 2021 down to 52.4 in 2022 and further down to 51.7 in 2023, the overall index of social cohesion
has increased to the current level of 53.5. The overall index has, thereby, recovered by 1.6 points from 2023
to 2024, but not fully yet to the level measured in 2021, as it is still -0.2 points below this benchmark.

The almost full recovery of the overall index of social cohesion should not be overestimated as it masks
diverging trajectories among the dimensions. It is indeed the case that all nine dimensions increased from
2023 and 2024. The gains vary considerably from +0.1 points for Acceptance of diversity to +3.6 points for
Respect for social rules. For six dimensions, the increase over the past year does not suffice to compensate
for the previously accrued decline. The latter issue is most pronounced for Respect for social rules. In 2021,
this dimension ranked as moderate with a borderline score of 40.3 but lost -7.3 points over 2022 and 2023
to qualify in the low-level category, where it can still be found despite the halving of the decline from 2023 to
2024. In fact, Respect for social rules in South Africa is approximately back to its level from 2022. A similar
trajectory can be observed for Social networks: From an initially high level of 61.3, over 2022 and 2023 it slid
down by 2.4 points to the moderate-level category, and is still to be found there in 2024 despite a gain of +1
point up to its current level, which happens to be identical to that from 2022. Other dimensions that are
currently still below their starting positions from 2021 are Trust in institutions (-2.8 points), Identification (-
1.1 points), Perception of fairness (-0.7 points), and Acceptance of diversity (-0.2 points).

The remaining three dimensions follow the opposite trajectory. By 2024, they have not just made up for
declines experienced prior to 2023, but have, moreover, surpassed their starting levels from 2021. The most
pronounced increase can be observed for Civic participation (+3.6 points), followed by Solidarity and
helpfulness (+2.2 points), and Trust in people (+2.0 points). Further, Solidarity and helpfulness has already
made it into the high-level category. We refer readers to Tables A.1 to A.9 of the Appendix for changes over
time in the responses to the indicators of the respective dimensions.
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3.2 Social cohesion in the nine provinces

Level in 2024

Zooming into the provinces, we find some variation across these administrative units. Figure 3.1 maps the
strength of the overall social cohesion index in the nine provinces. Table 3.2 documents the annual level and
trend over the four years examined here. In 2024, social cohesion was found relatively lowest in KwaZulu-
Natal (49.6), second lowest in North West (52.0), and third lowest in Free State (52.1). Mpumalanga (53.2)
comes closest to the country average of 53.3. Cohesion is higher than the result for South Africa as a whole
in Gauteng (54.0), Eastern Cape (54.4), Western Cape (54.5), Northern Cape (55.1), and highest in Limpopo
(56.5). In fact, all provinces rank in the interval of the measurement scale, referring to a moderate level of
cohesion.

Figure 1.4 Overall index of social cohesion in South African provinces (2024)

Overall index of cohesion (2024)

40 50 60

56.5

54.0 53.2
52.0

52.1 49.6
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Note: The map applies the colour scheme displayed abave to visualize the strength of social cohesion in 2024 across the nine
provinces.
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Table 1.6 The overall index of social cohesion in South African provinces across time

Province 2021 Roz-20221 2022  QRozs-2022 2023  (Roas2023 2024  Po2s-2021
Limpopo 56.8 -1.1 55.7 +2.5 58.3 -1.8 56.5 -04
Northern Cape 59.2 -8.3 51.0 +1.6 52.5 +2.5 55.1 -4.2
Western Cape 55.5 -0.6 54.9 -0.2 547 -0.2 545 -1.0
Eastern Cape 51.9 +2.4 543 +1.3 55.6 -1.2 54.4 +2.6
Gauteng 541 -1.2 52.9 -2.4 50.5 +3.6 54.0 -0.1
South Africa B85 -1.2 52.4 -0.7 51.7 +1.6 B8 -0.2
Mpumalanga 54.0 -0.9 53.1 -1.0 521 +1.1 53.2 -0.8
Free State 53.6 -3.6 49.9 -0.6 494 +2.8 521 -1.4
North West 50.8 -0.4 50.3 +1.8 522 -0.2 52.0 +1.2
KwaZulu-Natal 51.2 -3.0 48.2 2.1 46.1 +3.5 496 -15

Note: The table shows the scores of the nine South African provinces on the overall social cohesion index in 2021, 2022, 2023, and
2024. Scores below 20 (very low cohesion) are shaded in red, scores between 20 and 40 (low) are shaded in orange, scores between
40 and 60 (moderate) are shaded in yellow, and scores above 60 (high) are shaded in green. The table also shows changes (c over
time. Positive changes are highlighted in green, and negative changes are highlighted in red.

Tables A.10 to A.18 of Appendix A document the provinces' performance on the single dimensions of cohesion.
Interestingly, none of the provinces exhibits a consistent profile. Each province has a distinctive pattern of
strengths and weakness which is evident both in an absolute and in a relative comparison of the provinces'
dimension scores. The only exception would be the strength of identification with the country, which is, in
absolute terms, high across all provinces. To exemplify the idiosyncrasies of the provinces, we take Limpopo
and KwaZulu-Natal, the two extremes in the ranking on the overall index of cohesion. Limpopo, achieves the
relatively highest scores on altogether five dimensions from the domains Connectedness and Focus on the
common good, but shows deficits on two dimensions from the domain Social relations. In particular, Limpopo
occupies the second lowest rank on Trust in people, found highest in Eastern Cape (61.0), with a moderate
score of 48.1, and the lowest rank on Acceptance of diversity, found highest in Gauteng (49.6), with a low
score of 37.9. On the other hand, KwaZulu-Natal occupies bottom ranks on six dimensions across all three
domains but achieves the second highest score on Trust in people (57.2).

Trend over time

As evident from Table 3.2, social cohesion in the provinces has followed five different trajectories from 2021
to 2024. The most common trajectory comprises a larger decline in the beginning followed by a smaller
increase, which, taken together, result in an overall decline. Readers may recall that this is the trajectory of
South Africa as a whole on the overall index of cohesion and all dimensions but Trust in people. It applies to
five provinces: Northern Cape (-4.2 points), KwaZulu-Natal (-1.5 points), Free State (-1.4 points),
Mpumalanga (-0.8 points), and Gauteng (-0.1 points). The opposite trajectory — a larger increase in the
beginning and a later smaller decline — applies only to Eastern Cape (+2.6 points). Two other provinces,
Limpopo and North West, have experienced a zig-zag trajectory similar to that of South Africa as a whole on
Trust in people: a decline followed by an increase and then another decline. Due to differences in the
magnitudes of these ups and downs, the combined effect is an overall decline in Limpopo (-0.4 points) and
an overall increase in North West (+1.2 points). Finally, a steady decline characterizes the trajectory of
cohesion in Western Cape, resulting in an overall decline of -1 point. Taken together, the five trajectories bring
about an overall decline of social cohesion in seven provinces and an overall increase in only two. Figure 3.2
depicts these developments in the overall cohesion index across the provinces.

Readers may notice in Table 3.2 that the divergence of the provinces observed from 2022 to 2023 has '
reversed to a convergence from 2023 to 2024. The range of the provinces' scores on the overall index, i.e. the ‘
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difference between the top ranked and the bottom ranked province, has decreased from 12.2 points in 2023,
when it was the largest across all years analyzed, to only 6.9 points in 2024. In fact, the range in 2024 is the
smallest observed in the period from 2021 to 2024. The closing gap in the strength of cohesion among the
provinces is, however, misleading. Behind it is not a process of upward convergence, i.e. former ‘losers’
catching up, but one of downward convergence, namely the weakening cohesion in Limpopo and Northern
Cape.

Figure 1.5 Overall index of social cohesion in South African provinces across time
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Note: The figure shows the scores of the nine provinces on the overall index of social cohesion in 2021, 2022, and 2023.

As to the trend in the single dimensions, Tables A.10 to A.18 reveal that Social networks, Solidarity and
helpfulness, and Civic participation are the only dimensions that have improved for almost all provinces. Social
networks have weakened only in KwaZulu-Natal (-1.3 points), and more pronouncedly in Gauteng (-5.1 points)
and Mpumalanga (-8.8 points). Solidarity and helpfulness has declined only in Western Cape (-3.1 points),
Northern Cape (3.2 points) and more dramatically in Mpumalanga (-12.7 points). The only declines observed
on Civic participation affect North West (-0.5 points) and Northern Cape (-1.1 points). It is worrying that the
picture is reversed for Identification, which holds the South African society together: Whereas citizens'
strength of identification has improved in Limpopo (+6.5 points) and North West (+6.6 points), it has declined
in the remaining seven provinces in the range from -0.2 points (Eastern Cape) to -5.9 points (Free State).
Perception of fairness and Respect for social rules — the major weaknesses of social cohesion in South Africa
—aswell as Trust in institutions also register predominantly declines across the provinces. Respect for social
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rules has returned to its initial level from 2021 in Limpopo, and has increased only in Northern Cape (+1.4
points) and Western Cape (+1.9 points). We observed the largest decline in Respect for social rules in
KwaZulu-Natal (-11.6 points), despite an improvement of +2.6 points from 2023 to 2024. Perception of
fairness has improved only in Western Cape (+0.2 points), Gauteng (+1.8 points), and Limpopo (+6.2 points).
The extent to which citizens place trust in institutions has improved only in Mpumalanga (+1.2 points),
Western Cape (+2.1 points), and Northern Cape (+2.3 points). Following a steady downward trend, Trust in
institutions has declined by -11.7 points in KwaZulu-Natal. On a final note, Trust in people and Acceptance of
diversity are also characterized by more provinces being on a decline, although the ratio here is rather
balanced at 5:4. It is noteworthy, though, that Limpopo has experienced a steady decline across all years
both on the extent to which citizens trust others (-9.8 points) and the extent to which citizens accept
diversity (-12.9 points). Acceptance of diversity has consistently declined also in Western Cape (-6.5 points).
In contrast, we observe a steady increase on Trust in people for Eastern Cape (+11.6 points) and North West
(+9.5 points), and a steady increase on Acceptance of diversity in Mpumalanga (+12.3 points).

In the subsequent section, we investigate which structural characteristics of the provinces may be at play
in promoting or hindering social cohesion.
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4. Structural influences on social cohesion

This section aims to find evidence on structural determinants of social cohesion. For this purpose, we explore
the relationship between the overall level of social cohesion in the nine provinces and selected characteristics
of the provinces from the following thematic fields: economic situation, inequality and poverty, demography,
diversity, and modernization. The focus on these aspects is not arbitrary: Our studies on Western and Asian
societies as well as the federal states and spatial planning regions of Germany demonstrated empirically that
aspects from these thematic fields act as determinants rather than outcomes of social cohesion (Dragolov
et al., 2016; Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2018; Arant, Dragolov & Boehnke, 2017; Boehnke, Dragolov, Arant &
Unzicker, 2024).

4.1 Data and method

To touch on the economic situation in the provinces, we use data on the gross domestic product per capita®
in Rand (Statistics South Africa, 2024a), Human Development Index (Global Data Lab, 2024), and
unemployment rates — official and expanded (Statistics South Africa, 2023b). We measure poverty using one
subjective indicator — the share of households in a province who perceive themselves as poor (Statistics
South Africa, 2024c), and objective indicators concerning three definitions of the poverty line? — the share of
the population below the food poverty line, the lower-bound poverty line, and the upper-bound poverty line
(own calculations based on CRA, 2023). We employ the Gini index of income inequality and the P90/P10 ratio
(own calculations based on CRA, 2023) to measure inequality®. We draw on data from Census 2022
(Statistics South Africa, 2023a) for the remaining thematic fields. In particular, as to demographics, we
consider population density, the share of urban and rural population, the share of singles and married citizens,
and the population’'s median age. To tap into diversity, we use the share of Blacks, Whites, Coloured,
Indian/Asian, and Other races; the share of immigrants; as well as ethnic, linguistic, and religious
fractionalization* (own calculations based on Statistics South Africa, 2023a). To touch on modernization, we
use the share of citizens with completed primary, secondary, and post-secondary education, the share of
citizens owning a computer and a cell phone, and the share of the population without access to the internet.

For reasons of data availability, all structural indicators refer to the years 2021 or 2022. Thereby, they precede
the most recent measurement of social cohesion from 2024 by about two to three years. The intentional time
lag—earlier measurement of the provinces' structural characteristics and later measurement of social
cohesion—introduces a certain degree of temporal order in the analyses. It cannot prove the existence of a
causal relationship, but it can increase the plausibility of attributing causality.

Each of the above-listed structural characteristics of the provinces was subjected to a correlation test with
the level of social cohesion. Two variables are correlated when changes in one are (closely) followed by

L Inline with the customary practice in economic research and our previous studies, we transform the raw values by taking their
natural logarithm (/n).

2 Individuals below the food poverty line cannot afford enough food to abtain the minimum daily energy requirement for adequate
health. Individuals below the lower-bound poverty line are unable to afford both adequate food and non-food items and have to
sacrifice food for essential non-food items. Individuals below the upper-bound poverty line can afford adequate food and essential
non-food items. In 2022, the food poverty line was at 663 Rand, the lower-bound poverty line at 945 Rand, and the upper-bound
poverty line at 1417 Rand, according to the report of the Center for Risk Analysis (CRA, 2023).

8 The Gini index measures income inequality in the population as a whole. It ranges from 0 (perfect equality among all individuals)
to 1 (perfect inequality, where one individual has all income). The P90/P10 ratio contrasts the income at the 90™ percentile of
the income distribution to the income at its 10t percentile (OECD, 2021).

4 Fractionalization is the probability that two randomly selected individuals are not from the same group (ethnic, linguistic, religious,
etc.; Alesina et al., 2003). The corresponding indices for ethnic/linguistic/religious fractionalization range from O (all individuals
are from the same ethnic group/speak the same language/are from the same religious group) to 1 (each individual belongs to a
separate ethnic/linguistic/religious group).
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changes in the other. A correlation can be positive (the more of Variable 4, the more of Variable B) or negative
(the more of Variable A, the less of Variable B). The strength of the association is reflected in the correlation
coefficient, which can range from 0 (no correlation) to +1 (perfect correlation). Typically, a correlation of size
below |.10| is very weak and not worth interpreting, between |.10| and |.30] — weak, between |.30| and |.50| -
moderate, and above |.50| — strong.

A considerable obstacle arises from the sample size for the correlations on the level of provinces. Of course,
the overall sample size in each survey wave is large and has sufficient statistical power. Power (in
mathematical-statistical theory) means that a given sample is large enough to corroborate a particular effect
as likely 'true’ about the population from which the sample was drawn — South Africa in this case. On the level
of provinces, however, showing that a specific correlation is sizable enough to conclude that it is significant
(i.e., likely true in the nine provinces) is problematic due to the number of provinces — only nine, unlike the
number of surveyed individuals — over three thousand in each year. This may be surprising at first glance
because more people have been surveyed in the provinces, with a minimum of 63 in Northern Cape and a
maximum of 1087 in Gauteng in 2024. However, social cohesion is not a characteristic of individuals but of
geopolitical entities, and the latter — the provinces of South Africa — are only nine.

The low number of cases (provinces) means that only extremely high correlations can reach statistical
significance. Mathematically, significance is a function of sample size (the higher, the more likely it is for a
particular coefficient to be significant) and data variability (the higher the variance of the included data, the
less likely it is that a specific coefficient is significant). Given these constraints, we disregard the significance
of the correlation coefficients in our reporting and interpretation, focusing instead on the tendency in the
data. Thus, we follow the appeal of a respectable number of scientific community members to ditch p-values
(Wasserstein, Schirm & Lazar, 2019). The results from additionally performed bivariate biserial Pearson
correlations, for which the province-level characteristics were disaggregated to the individual-level data set
for 2024 (N = 3172), show that ten of altogether 31 associations may not be considered significant (see
Table A.19 of Appendix C). This finding supports our decision to focus on tendencies instead of discarding
associations merely for not meeting a criterion for statistical significance.

Besides significance, the number of provinces is critically low for performing Pearson correlations. As a
parametric test, the Pearson correlation involves assumptions that cannot be fulfilled with the data on the
level of provinces. We, therefore, resort to Spearman correlations as a non-parametric, assumption-free
alternative. A Spearman correlation is, in essence, a Pearson correlation performed on ranked data. The
distinction between the two approaches is that a Pearson correlation considers the exact distances among
the observations on each variable, whereas a Spearman correlation considers only whether there are
differences, disregarding their size. For example, in 2022, the wealthiest province in terms of per capita GDP
was Gauteng, with 96,252 Rand, and the poorest was Eastern Cape, with 54,805 Rand. The Pearson
correlation will be influenced by the numeric difference of 41,447 Rand between the two provinces, whereas
the Spearman correlation will only consider which province has the higher value. One implication is that
the Spearman method is not sensitive to outliers in the data — observations (provinces) with an extremely
large or extremely low value on a characteristic of interest. Given the critically low sample size of nine
provinces, the Spearman method is advantageous compared to a Pearson correlation which may be quickly
and heavily biased by an outlier. Because in all our previous studies on cohesion, the data allowed us to apply
the Pearson correlation method, we performed Pearson correlations for the present report, too. Interested
readers can find those in Table A.19 of Appendix C. In a few instances, we observe great discrepancies —
mostly in size but also in direction. As discussed at length above, to stay on the safe side, we report and
interpret the findings from the Spearman correlation tests.

On a final note, we performed both bivariate correlations and partial correlations for GDP, because both in our ’A“
study of 34 Western countries (Dragolov et al., 2016) and our study of 22 Asian countries (Bertelsmann ‘\\;7/,4
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Stiftung, 2018), GDP was highly positively related to social cohesion: The more prosperous a society, the
more cohesive it is. Partialling GDP out of a relationship removes the influence of GDP on both variables
involved. This makes it possible to speak of associations between a given structural characteristic of the
provinces and social cohesion, independent of their economic prosperity. In the section below, we report and
interpret the partial correlations.

4.2 Results

Table 4.1 documents the relationships between the structural characteristics of the nine provinces and social
cohesion per thematic field. The empirical findings for South Africa present several surprises concerning what
has been previously found for Western and Asian societies.

Economic situation

The bivariate correlation between per capita GDP (in a province) and social cohesion (in the same province)
was found at} =.00. The relationship is non-existent. It informs that social cohesion is independent of how
economically affluent the provinces are. This result is striking as it goes against the positive association
between GDOP and cohesion that was consistently found in all our previous studies on Western and Asian
societies.

The correlation between the Human Development Index and cohesion emerged positive and moderate in size
() =.39). People-centered economic progress (Gross National Income coupled with mean years of schooling
and life expectancy) appears conducive to social cohesion.

Both measures of unemployment — the official and expanded unemployment rates — exhibited moderately
negative associations with social cohesion (} = -.42 and } = -.32, respectively). Provinces in which more
unemployed people reside tend to have weaker social cohesion.

Poverty and inequality

The evidence presents mixed findings on poverty. Whereas the subjective indicator exhibited a strongly
negative correlation with social cohesion (§ = -.55), the three objective indicators were found to correlate
positively but only very weakly in the range from } = .03 for the upper-bound poverty line to § = .10 for the
food and lower-bound poverty lines. Social cohesion tends to be lower in provinces where more households
perceive themselves as poor. Its level, however, appears to be, by and large, unrelated to objective poverty.
Though at first glance puzzling, the results on objective poverty can be explained with the efficiency of social
welfare programs targeted at supporting poor citizens.

The correlations of the social cohesion index with both measures of income inequality were found to
be consistently negative. Social cohesion tends to be lower in provinces with larger inequality in income.
Interestingly, the correlation with the Gini index is moderately negative (} = -.44) and insignificant, whereas
that with the P90/P10 ratio is strongly negative (} = -.65) and marginally significant (p < .10). The Gini index
considers the entire income distribution. In contrast, the P90/P10 ratio contrasts the income at the top of
the distribution (90™ percentile) to the income at the bottom (10" percentile). The latter focuses on
inequality, which is more visible and more accessible for ordinary citizens to perceive. The top-to-bottom
income ratio is 38 in the Free State and 11 in the Northern Cape. These values inform that the top earners'
income is 38 times higher than that of poor citizens in the Free State; in Northern Cape — ‘only’ 11 times
higher. Vast discrepancies in income emerge as detrimental to social cohesion.
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Table 1.7 Structural characteristics and social cohesion in South African provinces

Spearman correlation
Bivariate Partial for GDP
(In) GDP per capita
HDI .30 .39
Unemployment (official) -.38 -.42
Unemployment (expanded) -22

Poverty and inequality

Subjective poverty

Structural characteristic

% below food poverty line .10 .lO
% below LB poverty line 10 .10
% below UB poverty line .03 .03
Gini index -.40 -.44

P30/P10 ratio

Demography

Population density

% urban -.15 -.30
% rural 15 .30
% Singles -.48 -.66 *
% Married .40 .47
Medlan age

% Black

% White .08 .13
% Coloured .28 .32
% Indian/Asian .08 .09
% Other 12 12
% Immigrants .18 21
Ethnic fractionalization 13 16
Linguistic fractionalization .33 .43

Religious fractionalization -.12

Modernization

% primary education

% secondary education -.57 -.67 *
% post-school education -15 -.16
% having a computer -.05 -10
% having a cell phone -10 -10
% having no internet .38 .62

Note: The table shows Spearman correlations (bivariate and partial for GDP) between the
overall index of sacial cohesion and structural characteristics of the provinces, performed

on the level of the provinces (N [ EEEEEEEEEEEE
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