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Macro-economic social cohesion indicators 
 

Social cohesion may be defined as access to rights.  If such access is made difficult, social 
cohesion will probably be poor, and vice versa.  It would seem that there is consensus about 
this general point, but this consensus is liable to be misleading.  What rights are we talking 
about?  Can we say that it is sufficient for economic rights to be respected, or to be better 
respected than they used to be, for us to infer that there is a high degree of social cohesion?  
Three problems spring to mind.  Is social cohesion a stationary state or a process?  Can the 
conditions needed to improve the lot of society be knowingly confused with the components 
of that lot?  What place do economic rights have alongside other rights, and how does 
economics tie in with the social sphere, politics and ethics?  Let us take a quick look at the 
first two questions. 
 
A stationary state or a process?  We could take the view that social cohesion can be defined 
in terms of the degree of harmony among the residents of a country, which can be measured 
with the help of qualitative, subjective indicators based on surveys (“Do you have confidence 
in the health system, the police, etc?” “Do you look after your neighbours if necessary?” “Are 
you attached to your community?” and so on), or objective, quantitative indicators (electoral 
turnout, political party membership, private donations, etc).  Conversely, if social cohesion is 
seen as a process, it will depend on changing mentalities, be they individual or collective.  
The social cohesion model dating from a golden age may, of course, remain, but what 
becomes essential is whether the situation is improving or not, both objectively and 
subjectively.  The focus is then on processes, which may, however, have conflicting effects.  
For example, if the income of an individual or a household improves, the satisfaction gained 
may be diminished if the income decreases in relative terms because of growing inequalities.  
This relative decline in the income of certain sections of the population may affect social 
cohesion - which is what binds individuals and social groups together - even as their 
incomes are increasing in absolute terms.  In that case, the improvement in absolute terms 
is subjectively wiped out, and what remains is the decline in relative terms, which is a source 
of discontent.  The two processes are conflicting, and subjectively the latter overrides the 
former.  Beyond certain limits, growing inequalities are contrary to a development ethic 
based on a fair distribution of the benefits of growth.  As life is not a bed of roses and as 
changes are made up of numerous imbalances and not a succession of balances, it is on 
processes that we must concentrate.  Changes are multi-faceted and one many conflict with 
another, although this may not be apparent.  They must therefore be looked at both 
objectively and subjectively, which poses a number of measurement problems.  It is this 
evolutive approach to social cohesion that makes it possible to avoid the pitfall of a Euro-
centrist definition that makes western ethical codes into universal rules1 applicable to a set of 
countries that are, to a greater or lesser degree, heterogeneous from a cultural standpoint. 
 
By concentrating on access to social rights it is possible to favour an approach that sees 
social cohesion as a process rather than as a stationary state.  This means the question as 
                                                 
1  A parallel may be drawn between ethical codes and culture.  To go by most specialists, the number  of 
definitions of culture is impressive: 164 according to Kroeber and Kluckhohn between 1871 and 1951, 160 used 
by anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists, etc according to Jamieson (see J. Shixue: “Cultural Factors and 
Economic Performance in East Asia and Latin America”, LABEA, working papers, 2003).  This shows that an 
approach to social cohesion based solely on the definition of ethical rules is arbitrary.  This observation does not 
rule out the setting of rules, but implies that one must be aware that they are arbitrary: one may, for instance, 
consider that certain indicators refer to democratic political rules, while being aware that in certain societies 
failure to observe democratic rules does not imply that social cohesion does not exist.  Cohesion may be based 
on the observance of ethnic rules in these societies, but insofar as their cultures are becoming increasingly 
impregnated with foreign, dominant cultures, “thanks” to globalisation, the internationalisation of the media, 
and so on, the arbitrary inclusion of democratic rules when defining social cohesion, which is constantly 
evolving, may be considered legitimate.   
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to whether, in so doing, one is not confusing the conditions for social cohesion with its 
components becomes a non-issue.  If social cohesion is not a stationary state, but a fleeting 
condition resulting from a process, an evolving fleeting condition, the distinction between 
conditions and components is irrelevant.  Conversely, if social cohesion is defined as a 
stationary state, and not as a fleeting condition, there is no alternative but to consider that 
only indicators designed to measure harmony, in its subjective and objective aspects, within 
civil society but also in relations between the government and society, are relevant.  
Economic indicators are necessarily excluded from this approach, since, being conditions, 
they cannot be components, according to J and E Chan and B H P Ho2. 
 
That leaves us with the third and most difficult point.  How does economics tie in with the 
other social science disciplines?  Is there a hierarchy of such disciplines or, rather, does 
economics pervade the other disciplines?  Can we accept the “imperialism of economics” or, 
to be more precise, of a certain approach to economics which, in an attempt to make the 
contributions of other social science disciplines to ways of tackling an issue irrelevant, 
imposes its hypotheses and its approach, often under the cover of reliable-sounding formal 
models?  Here are a few examples.  According to a major school of thought, that based on 
“human capital”, marriage, or any other form of couple cohabitation, is the result of a trade-
off between the cost of family life and the cost of using prostitutes.  Marriage is therefore 
based merely on a financial calculation.  In the same vein, can we take the view that 
violence can be explained by the fact that the cost of possibly being caught and sent to 
prison is weighed up against the satisfaction gained as a result of theft or murder?  If that is 
so, the poor would necessarily be prone to violence because the (alternative) cost of being 
caught would be negligible in relation to the anticipated benefit … unlike the rich, who, as 
they earn more by definition, would have more to lose.  According to this approach, in order 
to strengthen social cohesion (reduce crime), it is necessary not to reduce poverty but to 
clamp down on crime.  By seeing poor people as the culprits, this security-based approach, 
which is applied in many countries, rejects welfare, and hence social programmes, and 
prefers workfare, obliging the poor to work rather than laze about on welfare benefits and 
hence be tempted by crime3.  Lastly, can we consider that the behaviour and decisions of 
politicians are dictated solely by the material benefits they obtain from being elected and that 
they determine their actions with the sole aim of being re-elected?  Can we take the view 
that their only ethical basis is the “political market”, a market that operates according to the 
same rules as any commodity?  Although there is a pronounced tendency to consider 
human beings as commodities, the lure of gain is not the only thing that drives individuals, 
and money is not the only gauge of how satisfied they are.  Few individuals obey the law of 
the market alone. 
 
These few examples show how over-simplified and dangerous this approach to economics 
is.  Dangerous because, under the cover of sophisticated models in which over-simple 
hypotheses are very quickly forgotten and accepted, these arguments acquire scientific 
respectability and underpin policies that can have a radical effect on social cohesion.  Over-
simplified because sociology, anthropology, etc have their own methods, and to reduce them 
to an aspect of economics means doing without their contribution.  Admittedly, economics 

                                                 
2  See “Reconsidering Social Cohesion, developing a definition; an Analytical Framework for Policy 
Research” Mimeo, 2003 

3  According to R. Herrnstein, a Harvard psychologist and author of the bestselling, “The Bell Curve”, 
crime is the result of mental and moral depravity,  which is found mainly among those who do not have a high 
IQ, ie the poor.  There is therefore no point in seeking to reduce inequalities, which are inherent, by means of 
social policies (for detailed comments, see L. Wacquant (1999): Les prisons de la misère, published by Raisons 
d’agir, and Laurent Mucchieli and Philippe Robert (2002): Crime et sécurité, l’état des savoirs, published by La 
découverte). 
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cannot be reduced to this aspect alone, and many economists accept a multidisciplinary 
approach.  The fact remains, however, that economics in general is often seen as dominant: 
the “natural” imperialism of economists can give rise to “economicist” or even deterministic 
interpretations and overlook what underlies the processes whereby governments gain or 
lose legitimacy and what underpins social cohesion.  Its arcane rules seem to give it a 
degree of legitimacy: stock exchange indices are reported daily, as is the dollar exchange 
rate, without our knowing how they affect the economic climate, whereas indicators such as 
changes in wages and industrial accidents are loftily ignored, to the extent that it seems that 
only capital counts and that labour is the one thing that must not be mentioned … except 
when public services go on strike.   
 
The links between economics and the other social disciplines are therefore complex.  Yet it 
is this very complexity that makes the study of social cohesion interesting.  It is the result of 
a concentrate of these difficulties, in which economics is intermingled with politics, the social 
sphere, ethics, and so on.  An overall indicator of social cohesion must be more than the 
mere sum of exclusively economic or sociological and political indicators.  A number of 
indicators making up this overall indicator must incorporate both a significant economic fact 
and a social signifier.  For example, the inequality variation indicator is to be preferred to the 
income increase indicator, for the reasons referred to above.  The overall indicator must take 
account of the links between economics and the social sphere and reflect the paradox that 
human beings are free to make their own history, but under conditions that they do not freely 
determine, in which chance and necessity are intermingled.   
 
Once this point has been made, the effects of change in the macro-economic environment 
on social cohesion may be analysed from other angles - economic cycles and cycles of 
industrial unrest, economic cycles and legitimisation, growth rates and social exclusion - to 
see how these affect social cohesion, strengthening or weakening it.   
 
The economic cycle follows neither the cycle of industrial unrest nor that of the changeover 
of power between political parties.  Yet these cycles are not independent of one another.  A 
fall in gross domestic product is likely to breed discontent when it is reflected in increased 
unemployment and job insecurity and a relative reduction in real wages.  This discontent 
may give rise to action in support of demands, which is itself a possible source of a political 
rift.  The economic cycle may therefore generate both industrial unrest and changeovers of 
political power or undermine the legitimacy of government action and hence weaken social 
cohesion.  It is, however, necessary to guard against a deterministic approach.  When a 
recession is seen as unavoidable, a fatalistic feeling may prevail, and curb industrial unrest.  
Social cohesion may seem stable despite the failure to meet expectations, growing 
frustration and discouragement at the presumed ineffectiveness of any protest movement.  
Failure is internalised, but this internalisation may subsequently generate resentment and 
behaviour likely to breed industrial unrest.  Once the recession is over and the economic 
recovery is under way, the boom may prompt people to try and make up for what they have 
lost out on: after sacrifices have been “agreed to” in order to pull the economy out of an 
economic crisis or recession, industrial action may take place4.  The success or failure of this 
                                                 
4  It is worth adding that, conversely, a fall in income in absolute terms may breed even greater discontent 
if the burden is not fairly shared and if, in addition, certain minority groups benefit from the recession.  If there 
seems to be no way out of recession, pessimism and a feeling that there is nothing to be done may prevail, and 
disorganised spontaneous, sporadic rebellions may take place.  In some cases, the economic upturn can come as 
a wonderful surprise, instil new hope, strengthen the legitimacy of a government that is held to be partly 
responsible for it and give new impetus to social cohesion.  Here there is a limit to the relationship between the 
economy and social cohesion: the standard of living of the bulk of the population may be lower than it was at 
the start of the recession, and yet social cohesion may be strengthened by the prospect of an improvement, 
particularly if government action is accompanied by a few symbolic measures that reflect the end of an era and 
the start of a new age. 
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action generally leaves its mark, and this may be reflected in political terms, or an outlet may 
be found in the form of scapegoats designated either by populist political organisations, 
which claim that immigrants are responsible for the unemployment of nationals, the social 
security deficit and growing insecurity, and that a repressive policy would solve these 
problems, which are due to their presence, or by opposition parties short of arguments that 
will appeal to the masses, which claim that the recession is due entirely to public intervention 
errors and the resulting insecurity.  On the other hand, if the upturn proves durable, they 
claim that it is in no way the result of an effective economic policy, but the automatic 
consequence of a more favourable international climate.   
 
Economic cycles, legitimisation, social cohesion.  In the light of the writings of Habermas and 
de Offe, it can be said that revealing the true nature of the State is less important than it was 
when the dream of a better world was a source of inspiration and effort.  Whether the State 
is seen as being above the social classes and social groups - as a neutral guarantor of an 
exchange of equivalents - or as serving vested interests and, for all its universalist rhetoric, 
seeking to favour those interests, does not seem to be the key question.  Intervention by the 
enormous administrative and economic machine that constitutes the State, its presence in 
the economic sphere and its regulatory function are increasingly accepted, despite the 
progress of liberalism, which seeks to confine State intervention to non-economic spheres.  
This internalisation carries some weight in the legitimacy afforded to governments according 
to their capacity to resolve economic problems.  It is probably because the European 
Commission is not elected, but is appointed by national governments, that its growing 
interventionism in place of individual states does not give it increased legitimacy: quite the 
contrary.   
 
The effectiveness of State intervention depends on many factors: the political line taken by a 
particular government, which is linked to a greater or lesser degree to its manifesto, which 
has been given legitimacy by elections; ministers’ technical ability and their political grasp of 
changing industrial relations; external constraints on which national decisions may have 
more or less effect, depending on the extent of those constraints and the way in which they 
change.  This last factor has become important and should become increasingly so as 
European integration proceeds.  The world economy tends to play a dominant role, prompts 
states to ask themselves questions and encourages new geographical groupings which 
sometimes transcend national borders.  With the spread of globalisation in the sphere of 
finance and trade, the various countries’ economies are more closely interlinked than in the 
past and therefore dependent on the economic climate in those countries with which they 
have the most financial transactions and trade.  National economic policies are becoming 
less independent, but are not disappearing.  They are changing in terms of form and content.  
There may be a substantial discrepancy between a Europe that is already becoming 
integrated and the way in which this integration is perceived.  The delays in the introduction 
of European social and tax legislation, while progress is made with the introduction of a 
common currency and rules governing competition, etc, are likely to generate a malaise 
which may itself weaken social cohesion if it emerges that State intervention is restricted by 
European rules which do not have any obvious political legitimacy.  In the circumstances, the 
establishment of a social cohesion indicator for each country can reveal the progress or 
setbacks that have taken place and the amount that still has to be done by the European 
institutions and individual states. 
 
Social exclusion and cohesion.  The relationship between the economy and social cohesion 
concerns individuals, social groups and sometimes their representatives, public authorities 
and government policy, the European Commission and often international financial markets.  
The relations between them are, to varying degrees, inherently a source of conflict.  The 
existence of social cohesion does not rule out industrial unrest or power struggles, as long 
as these remain in keeping with the Constitution.  Industrial action and power struggles may 
strengthen social cohesion, but they may also weaken it.  The road to social cohesion is a 
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narrow path that has more in common with a tightrope than with a broad, quiet avenue.  
Social cohesion entails legitimisation mechanisms that are complex, for it is, as it were, “an 
operation whereby constraint, hierarchy and oppressive power take the form of objective 
reason; the supreme form of violence is that which entails internalising rules and 
rationalising the feeling of guilt that accompanies revolt”5. 
 
Caught in the neo-liberal vice of the 1990s, in an increasingly global context, the State has 
difficulty in performing its functions (schooling, health, justice, etc) and often allows the 
market to generate inequalities, without establishing sufficient safeguards against social 
exclusion, which is on the increase and leads to the emergence of ghetto towns and districts 
where psychological distress and poverty are spreading and despair is more and more rife.  
This despair, which is the result of the inability of social cohesion to withstand the challenges 
of globalisation and the liberal approach to it, sometimes prompts people to seek refuge in 
religious sectarianism, which is itself very likely to undermine social cohesion, exacerbate 
divisions in society and fuel violence.  In such circumstances, unequal access to rights is 
seen by the socially excluded as a sign that they are being rejected by those whom they 
view as being well-off, and a ghetto mentality may seem to be a solution for a minority, as 
may violence against others but also against themselves (destruction of their own 
environment, which is already short of public and social services).  Violence is no longer 
following the course that N Elias predicted for western societies, since individuals’ 
psychological self-restraint, a concept dear to Elias, instead of growing with the 
monopolisation of physical restraint in the wake of the establishment of modern states, is 
weakening among many socially excluded people.  “Flexible” morals are therefore emerging 
among a proportion of young people on the fringes of society as a result of the deterioration 
of reference models,  
which may cause substantial damage to social cohesion6. 
 
It is probably here that ethics are most seriously called into question by economics.  At a 
time when market forces are not restrained by State intervention, by the existence of both 
trade union and industrial monopolies and/or by the weight of rent-seeking lobbies 
approaching a State or the European Commission, such a system, even assuming that it is 
effective, would not appear to be ethically legitimate.  Human beings are not commodities.  
Social exclusion cannot be allowed on the pretext that it is the price to be paid for growth in a 
world of merciless competition.  Accordingly, the economy cannot do without ethics and 
moral rules, which serve as a basis for social cohesion and change according to the 
problems that society has to resolve.  Social cohesion is something that exists at a point in 
time and is constantly evolving.  It is not a stationary state.  The conditions that make for 
improved social cohesion are part of that cohesion. 

                                                 
5  See Lagroye: “La légitimation” in Grawitz and Leca, Traité de sciences politiques, PUF, 1985, p.406. 

6  See, in this connection, Lagrange, "Violence, répression et civilisation des moeurs" in Cahiers de la 
sécurité intérieure, No.47, 2002, La documentation française. 
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