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Concerns about immigration and the rising visibility of ethnic and racial minorities have 

triggered a lively scholarly debate on the consequences of ethnic diversity for social cohesion. 

Economists suggest that ethnic diversity is one of the reasons for stagnation and corruption in 

the developing world (Easterly & Levine, 1997), and explains why the USA does not have a 

European-style welfare state (Alesina, Glaeser, & Sacerdote, 2001). In political science and 

sociology, Putnam’s (2007) “hunkering down” thesis is a central focus of debate: in 

neighborhoods, cities or regions that are more ethnically diverse, citizens withdraw from 

public social life and reciprocity and trust go down.  

 

While the debate originates in the USA, it has been receiving growing attention from 

European scholars, who fear that the high levels of trust, civic engagement, and redistribution 

that characterize European countries might be threatened by increasing levels of ethnic 
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diversity. In Sweden, higher levels of ethnic diversity have been shown to be associated with 

declining levels of support for welfare state spending (Eger, 2010), and in Germany with 

declining support for unemployment benefits (Stichnoth, 2012). In many other European 

countries, ethnic diversity is related to a decline in social trust and civic engagement (Delhey 

& Newton, 2005; Dinesen, 2011; Laurence, 2011). 

 

However, the ethnic diversity hypothesis is also disputed. Critics argue that the role of socio-

economic deprivation has been overlooked (e.g., Letki, 2008; Twigg, Taylor, & Mohan, 

2010) and that findings that are particular to one national context, especially the US, are 

generalized to other countries (e.g., Harell & Stolle, 2010; Holtug & Mason, 2010). 

Moreover, heterogeneous networks often lead to positive outcomes, such as more productive 

job searches (Granovetter, 1973), more creativity (Burt, 2000), and greater problem-solving 

capacities (Gurin, Nagda, & Lopez, 2004).  

 

Whatever their disagreements, both sides of the debate agree that under some circumstances 

ethnic diversity can lead to declines of social cohesion, but also that in the long run, 

immigration is beneficial to innovation and economic prosperity (cf., Alesina, Baqir, & 

Easterly, 1999; Page, 2008; Putnam, 2007). Yet, if ethnic diversification is associated with 

short and medium-term declines in social cohesion and public goods production, we need to 

understand why and under which conditions this is the case. However, until now, most 

research has focused on the question whether a negative relation between ethnic diversity and 

social cohesion exists at all. Moreover, almost all evidence in the one or the other direction 

has been correlational. The causal effect of ethnic diversity therefore remains an issue of 

further study. Incomplete knowledge about causality and underlying mechanisms makes it 

hard to propose policy solutions and to bring the research field further. 
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Ethnic diversity can be a consequence both of indigenous ethnic heterogeneity, and of recent 

immigration. While many of the arguments discussed in this volume also apply to examples 

of “native” heterogeneity such as in the cases of Basks, Catalans, and Castilians in Spain or 

relations between Whites, Blacks, and Native Americans in the United States, in this volume 

we focus exclusively on ethnic diversity that derives from recent immigration waves. It is the 

connection between ethnic diversity and immigration that has been at the heart of recent 

controversies over alleged declines in social cohesion in Europe and North America.  

 

Social cohesion can include a broad array of phenomena. In this volume, we reserve it in the 

first place for a community’s capacity for collective action in pursuit of public goods, and the 

attitudes and expectations of trust that undergird this capacity. In a wider sense, the absence 

of prejudices and hostility among groups, the density and quality of intergroup social 

contacts, shared norms, values and identities, and the ability to communicate through a 

common language are often also counted as aspects of social cohesion. We will argue, 

however, that the latter are better seen as mechanisms and conditions through which social 

cohesion – in the sense of cooperative capacity and trust – may be negatively affected by 

ethnic diversity.  

   

In order to better understand how and why ethnic diversity affects social cohesion in Europe 

and North America, we move beyond the omnipresent research that analyzes whether or not 

there is a relationship between diversity and social cohesion. Instead, the chapters in this 

volume engage explicitly with three core issues that we believe to be most pressing in the 

current debate: a) the causal status of ethnic diversity effects; b) competing explanations and 

mechanisms; and c) conditional effects. While the chapters differ in many respects, such as 

the countries of analysis and the measures of social cohesion that are investigated, the explicit 

discussion of explanations and mechanisms, conditions and causality, is what unites the 
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chapters into a coherent volume. An additional innovative feature of this volume is that, in 

addition to the more traditional focus on the diversity of spatial areas such as neighborhoods, 

the contributions in Part III expand the focus to the analysis of diversity effects in a key 

functional context: schools. Within the school setting, chapters focus on causality, 

mechanisms, and conditional effects.  

 

Spurious correlation or causal effect? 

The first contribution of this book is to better establish whether the relation between ethnic 

diversity and social cohesion is causal. The question of causality is very salient in the debate 

on the consequences of ethnic diversity. Is the observed effect of ethnic diversity spurious, 

due to unobserved contextual heterogeneity? For example, some scholars argue that studies 

do not fully take into account socio-economic deprivation (Letki, 2008). In this view, the 

effect of ethnic diversity is significant only because of its correlation with the socio-economic 

status of neighborhoods or cities. Similarly, because of data limitations or because the amount 

of variables that can be included on the contextual level is limited, it could be that previous 

work suffers from further sources of unobserved heterogeneity. Any such omitted variable 

bias would render observed ethnic diversity effects at least partly spurious, implying that 

correlational studies over-estimate the effect of ethnic diversity. 

 

Another important issue in establishing a causal relationship between diversity and social 

cohesion is individual’s self-selection. The interpretation of correlations between diversity 

and social cohesion is complicated by the potential influence of self-selection, for instance if 

better-situated, high-trusting people move to other areas when the ethnic composition changes 

(e.g., Alesina & La Ferrara, 2002; Crowder, Hall, & Tolnay, 2011), leaving behind the 

deprived, low-trusting, and disengaged. In this case, self-selection would also cause an 
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overestimation of negative diversity effects. Alternatively, it may also be the case that more 

trustful people are more comfortable with diversity and stay in, or move to diverse areas, 

whereas low trusters avoid or move away from diversity. In this scenario, self-selection would 

lead to an underestimation of negative diversity effects. Either way, as most previous studies 

do not control for selection, existing findings may provide biased estimates of the negative 

effects of diversity.  

 

Experimental and longitudinal designs are the best options to investigate causality issues, and 

this volume contains several examples of such designs. In order to address the bias arising 

from endogenous residential sorting, Camille Hémet presents in Chapter 2 a quasi-

experimental study on individuals living in the French public housing sector, in which 

housing is allocated independent of households' ethnic origins or their preferences for 

diversity. The absence of choice in this section of the housing market eliminates the problem 

of self-selection. Nevertheless, Hémet finds that ethnic diversity is associated with increases 

of various indicators of degradation (e.g., vandalism, graffitti, trash lying around) in common 

areas of housing blocks. In addition, Hémet finds negative effects of ethnic diversity on 

individuals’ chances of finding employment, suggesting that communication barriers and 

ethnically clustered networks limit the circulation of information in diverse areas. These 

effects are strongest when analyzed on the level of small neighborhoods rather than larger 

geographical areas. 

 

In Chapter 3, Bram Lancee and Merlin Schaeffer employ a longitudinal panel design to 

analyze causal effects of ethnic diversity in Germany. There is hardly any empirical research 

on diversity effects that relies on longitudinal data. This is problematic because as Hopkins 

(2010, p. 160) states: “To understand how diversity influences public good provision, we 

should look to those towns that are diversifying, not those towns that are diverse”. Put 
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differently, the guiding question in the debate is how changes in ethnic diversity affect 

changes in trust and social cohesion. Applying a differences-in-differences design, Lancee 

and Schaeffer investigate how the event of moving to a more diverse neighborhood affects 

people’s opinions about immigration. They show that moving to diversity indeed results in 

more concerns about immigration. Moreover, the effect lasts over time: even three years after 

moving people who moved to a more diverse neighborhood remain significantly more 

xenophobic.  

 

Another way of dealing with selection problems is to make use of natural experiments. When 

diversity arrives as an exogenous shock, one can observe potential changes in social capital 

amongst a “treatment group” experiencing an increase of diversity it did not choose, 

compared to a similar “control group” whose level of diversity has not changed. In Chapter 4, 

Abigail Fisher Williamson reviews the benefits and challenges of using natural experiments, 

drawing on the example of Lewiston, Maine, which experienced an unanticipated arrival of 

Somali refugees. With qualitative interviews and survey data she investigates changes in local 

social capital in Lewiston after the Somalis’ arrival and carefully compares these changes to 

developments in otherwise similar localities. The findings are mixed. On the one hand, on the 

county and municipal levels of analysis there is no evidence that organizational involvement, 

trust, and interracial accord have disporportionately declined in Lewiston. However, on the 

neighborhood level she does find marked declines for various indicators of social cohesion 

comparing the neighborhoods where diversity had increased most strongly to otherwise 

similar neighborhoods that had not experienced strong increases in diversity. For instance, 

agreement to the statement that neighbors are likely to cooperate declined by as much as 41 

percent in the neighborhoods that experienced the greatest increases in diversity.  
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Causality problems are not completely avoided in field-experimental studies, because ethnic 

diversity is used as an explanatory contextual variable, but is not itself subject to experimental 

control (see also Falk & Zehnder, 2013; Koopmans & Veit, 2013). Designs that fully 

randomize experimental and control conditions can establish causal claims with greater 

confidence. However, existing laboratory experiments that have taken into account ethnicity 

were usually conducted with interethnic pairs of participants instead of ethnically diverse 

groups, leading to mixed findings reflecting trust, cooperation, and discrimination among 

specific ethnic groups rather than general effects of ethnic diversity (e.g. Chuah, Fahoum, & 

Hoffmann, 2013; Fershtman & Gneezy, 2001). Two exceptions are the studies of Alexander 

and Christia (2011) and Koopmans and Rebers (2009), which both use public goods games to 

study cooperation in culturally homogeneous and diverse groups with random assignment and 

find lower cooperation levels in the latter. While these studies provide a stronger basis for 

causality claims, they raise, as laboratory experiments generally do, the question of external 

validity. 

 

In Chapter 9, Susanne Veit presents the results of two survey-experimental studies among 

neighborhood residents across Germany and parents at primary schools in Berlin. In both 

experiments, respondents were randomly allocated to experimental primes that heightened the 

salience of ethnic diversity in their neighborhoods, respectively schools, without, however, 

suggesting any negative or positive evaluation of such diversity. As control conditions, other 

respondents were randomly primed either with another form of neighborhood or school 

diversity or with no particular form of diversity at all. The results show that people who are 

cognitively exposed to ethnic diversity primes are significantly more pessimistic about the 

trustworthiness of neighbors and parental cooperation at school than those who are exposed to 

age or income diversity primes, or to no particular form of diversity at all. The findings for 

the treatment in which people’s attention was directed to income differences within the 
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neighborhood are particularly interesting. This study is, as far as we are aware, the first that 

experimentally tests ethnic diversity and socio-economic inequality explanations for declines 

in trust against each other. The results show that raising the cognitive salience of the 

neighborhood’s ethnic diversity does reduce trust in neighbors, whereas pointing towards 

economic inequalities in the neighborhood does not. 

 

By eliminating potential biases due to self-selection and unobserved heterogeneity, these four 

studies provide strong evidence of the causal nature of negative diversity effect. In addition, 

they provide further evidence for the recurrent research finding (see the literature reviews of 

Schaeffer, 2014 and Van der Meer and Tolsma, 2014) that negative diversity effects are 

strongest when investigated on low levels of spatial aggregation. This remarkably consistent 

pattern in the literature seems to suggest that the negative impacts of diversity are highly 

spatially (and presumanly also socially) concentrated, whereas positive impacts are more 

dispersed or may even accrue most to those who find themselves at some social and 

geographical distance from the epicenters of diversity. 

 

A further important finding is that two of the four studies investigate the causality of ethnic 

diversity effects separately for people of native and immigrant origin. Lancee and Schaeffer 

find in Chapter 3 that both groups become more concerned about immigration when they 

move to more diverse areas, and Veit shows in Chapter 9 that both groups become more 

distrustful of their neighbors and more pessimistic about parental cooperation at school when 

their cognitive attention is focused on the ethnic diversity of neighborhoods and schools. The 

evidence for the United Kingdom presented by Dingeman Wiertz, Matthew Bennett, and 

Meenakshi Parameshwaran in Chapter 7 points in the same direction. These results clearly 

show that negative ethnic diversity effects should not be confused with one-sided xenophobia 

and racism among majority populations. 
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Competing Explanations and Mechanisms 

If negative effects of ethnic diversity are real, and affect majority and minority populations 

very much alike, the question becomes: what explains them? The literature on the 

consequences of ethnic diversity is multidisciplinary and it is thus not surprising that 

competing theoretical explanations coexist. There is, however, little systematic comparison of 

these different explanations. Few, if any, studies test the different theories against one 

another. Moreover, there is little agreement on suitable methods to carry out convincing tests. 

We discuss three types of theoretical mechanisms – referring respectively to psychological 

biases, cultural differences, and social networks – by which ethnic diversity might negatively 

affect social cohesion. The majority of studies and especially those undertaken from a social-

psychological angle, refer to in-group favoritism and out-group biases. Economists have 

often referred to collective choice theories that suggest that lower levels of public goods 

provision might be due to coordination problems that arise because of cultural differences 

related to the lack of a shared language, diverging cultural norms, and different values 

regarding preferred public goods. Finally, more sociological perspectives stress a lack of 

social control in ethnically diverse areas as a result of network clustering along ethnic lines. 

 

In-Group Favoritism and Out-Group Biases 

Explanations for ethnic diversity effects that are based on negative attitudes towards out-

groups come in two variants: social identity and group threat theories. Most authors view 

ethnicity primarily as a social identity, which Tajfel defines as: “that part of an individual’s 

self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or 

groups), together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” 

(Tajfel, 1978, 63). Social identity theory emphasizes the motivation to have a positive self-

conception and since social identities are part of one’s self-conception, actors are likely to 
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evaluate their social identities, and the other people belonging to it, in a positive manner 

relative to out-group members (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Many studies refer to this theory in 

order to explain negative diversity effects. The basic argument is that since people favor 

others who are alike, they see out-group members as less trustworthy and are less likely to 

invest in public goods if out-group members will profit as well (e.g. Alesina, Baqir, & 

Easterly 1999). 

 

Out-group biases are also central to group threat theory, which states that people perceive or 

experience conflicts with other ethnic groups over economic resources and symbolic 

representations (e.g. Blalock, 1967). These conflicts cause people to see members of other 

ethnic groups as economic and cultural threats and have been put forward as possible 

explanations of diversity effects (e.g. Hou & Wu, 2009). In support of both social identity and 

group threat approaches, some studies have found the negative effect of ethnic diversity to be 

stronger for people who oppose racial mixing (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000), or who hold anti-

immigration attitudes (Marschall & Stolle, 2004). 

 

If biases against out-groups are a mechanism linking ethnic diversity to social cohesion, it 

should be the case that prejudices against out-groups are stronger among those living in 

ethnically diverse areas. However, the evidence here is mixed. Lancee and Schaeffer’s 

longitudinal findings in Chapter 3 demonstrate that people who moved to more diverse areas 

became more concerned about immigration. However, this effect occurs both for people of 

native and of immigrant origin. While the finding for natives can be easily interpreted in 

terms of out-group biases, this is less straightforward for the case of immigrants because in 

the German context diverse areas are those where more other immigrants but also more co-

ethnics live. This may imply that the relevant in-group versus out-group distinction is for 

immigrants not so much the one between themselves and natives, but rather the one between 
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their own ethnic group and other immigrant groups. Because of the strong focus in the 

literature on majority rejection of minorities, tensions between minority groups have thus far 

hardly been considered as a potential source of negative diversity effects.  

 

Katharina Schmid, Miles Hewstone, and Ananthi Al Ramiah find in Chapter 8 for the United 

Kingdom no significant effect of diversity on out-group attitudes for minorities, while Whites 

living in diverse neighborhoods hold even significantly more positive attitudes towards 

minorities than Whites living in homogenous neighborhoods. Likewise, Miles Hewstone and 

colleagues find in Chapter 11 that pupils of racially mixed schools tend to have more positive 

attitudes towards out-groups than their peers in racially homogeneous schools. A recent field-

experimental study in Germany by Koopmans and Veit (2013) casts further doubt on out-

group biases as a major mechanism linking ethnic diversity to social cohesion. In 

neighborhoods across Berlin, they dropped letters addressed to German, Turkish, Christian, 

and Islamic cultural voluntary association and investigated, as an indicator of cooperative 

behavior, whether passersby picked these apparently lost letters up and dropped them in a 

mailbox. Letters dropped in ethnically diverse neighborhoods were much less likely to be 

returned, but the rates of return did not differ by type of voluntary association. People in 

ethnically homogeneous neighborhoods dominated by White Germans were not more likely 

to return letters addressed to German and Christian associations, nor were the inhabitants of 

diverse neighborhoods (dominated by immigrants) more likely to return letters addressed to 

Turkish and Islamic associations. Overall, these results suggest that other factors than in-

group favoritism and out-group biases may be responsible for the lower levels of cooperation 

in diverse neighborhoods.  

 

The reason why there is no consistent relationship between diversity and out-group biases 

may be that, while the presence of other ethnic groups may provoke in-group favoritism and 
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feelings of threat, diversity is also likely to lead to positive forms of intergroup contact, which 

according to the famous contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) may work in the opposite 

direction by reducing anxiety about out-groups. To the extent that out-group members 

become friends, schoolmates or even family members interethnic contacts may blur the 

boundary between in-group and out-group altogether. We will discuss these counterbalancing 

effects of intergroup contacts further below in the section on conditional effects.  

 

Cultural Differences and Coordination Problems 

For now, we turn to an alternative mechanism that may explain negative diversity effects on 

social cohesion. An obvious condition for collective action in pursuit of public goods is that 

there exists a shared goal in the first place. Accordingly, some scholars have argued that 

diversity in the goods that people value leads to under-provision of public goods in ethnically 

diverse communities (e.g. Kimenyi, 2006). In addition, Page has argued from a social choice 

perspective that asymmetrically distributed preferences may erode trust because they are a 

“[…] potential for disagreement [that] may create incentives to misrepresent how we feel. We 

may try to manipulate process and agenda, creating distrust and dislike” (Page, 2008, 239). In 

support of preference diversity as a mechanism, Ruttan (2006) finds more disagreement about 

collective resource management in culturally heterogeneous communities. By contrast, 

Habyarimana et al. (2007) found no significant differences regarding preferences for various 

collective goods across individuals of different ethnic backgrounds in Kenya. Baldwin and 

Huber (2010) advance a preference diversity interpretation for the negative effect of group-

based economic inequality on collective goods provision, arguing that: “Group-based 

economic differences can lead to different group needs with respect to public goods, feelings 

of alienation or discrimination by some groups, different attitudes toward redistribution across 

groups, and different “class” identities by different groups” (Baldwin & Huber, 2010, 644). 

This argument is similarly made in the literature on economic inequality and social cohesion 
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(see, for example, Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009): inequality depresses social cohesion because 

conditions for social interaction are not met: people belong to different status groups and 

therefore have fewer opportunities to share common goals. Along this line of argument, 

increasing differences between people (be they ethnic or economic) result in coordination 

problems with detrimental consequences for social cohesion.  

 

Others have emphasized the importance of a common cultural “toolkit” (Swidler, 1986). A 

shared language, as well as commonly understood practices and interpretive schemata are in 

this view necessary to communicate the existence of shared preferences and to successfully 

coordinate the production of common goods (Habyarimana et al., 2007, 2009). This is also 

underlined by experimental studies, which consistently show how groups that are allowed to 

communicate solve social dilemmas at much higher rates (e.g. Jeffreys, 2008). Yet, the 

evidence in support of this explanation of diversity effects is mixed. Kooij-de Bode, van 

Knippenberg, and van Ginkel (2008) show that ethnically homogenous groups distribute 

information more efficiently. Some studies have found linguistic diversity to have superior 

predictive power compared to ethnic diversity (Anderson & Paskeviciute, 2006; Desmet, 

Ortuño-Ortín, & Wacziarg, 2012), but this result is not confirmed in Baldwin and Huber’s 

(2010) cross-national study. More confuting findings come from Lancee and Dronkers (2011) 

and Schaeffer (2013), who found no effects of host-country language proficiency of 

immigrants in the Netherlands.  

 

On the level of actual diversity, it is – at least in the context of immigration-related diversity – 

often impossible to test cultural explanations of diversity effects directly. Theoretically, this 

mechanism implies that culturally more proximate forms of ethnic diversity – e.g. Austrians 

in Germany – should have less of an impact on social cohesion than more culturally distant 
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ones – e.g. Turks in Germany. However, as Schaeffer (2013) has demonstrated, the 

population distributions of most geographical areas in most Western immigration countries 

are so skewed towards the majority group that attempts to create separate “culturally 

weighted” diversity measures are futile because they produce measures that are statistically 

indistinguishable from the standard ethnic fractionalization index. On the level of perceptions, 

however, Koopmans and Schaeffer (forthcoming) were able to show that perceived linguistic 

and preference diversity exert independent effects on various indicators of social cohesion, 

controlling for actual statistical diversity as well as for other measures of perceived diversity 

such as the estimated percentage of immigrants or the extent of perceived intergroup conflict 

(see also Semyonov, Raijman, & Gorodzeisky, 2008). 

 

Social Networks and Social Control 

Few studies recognize ethnic network clustering as a key factor in explaining diversity effects 

(e.g. Habyarimana et al., 2007; Miguel & Gugerty, 2005), even though network density is at 

the heart of Coleman’s (1988) explanation of trust and has been known to enable cooperation 

since Axelrod’s (1984) work on the evolution of cooperation. The mechanism underlying the 

importance of network density is that contacts enable the exercise of social control via 

sanctioning and defamation. Coleman (1990) called this mechanism of increased social 

control via network density “closure”. Some scholars refer to these network mechanisms and 

claim that negative ethnic diversity effects are due to ethnically clustered networks that inhibit 

sanctioning and information diffusion across ethnic boundaries (e.g. Habyarimana et al., 

2007; Miguel & Gugerty, 2005). Unfortunately, there are few empirical tests of this 

mechanism, since it is hardly recognized in the debate. Most support comes from 

Habyarimana et al. (2007), who show that the participants of their Uganda-based experiment 

tend to favor co-ethnics only if their own ethnicity is public, but not when their own identity 

is anonymous. Against all cognitive biases that would lead one to expect a general tendency 
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to discriminate against out-groups, this result suggests that people fear sanctioning from co-

ethnics who could ostracize them later on if they do not display normatively prescribed 

cooperative behavior. Habyarimana et al. (2007) also showed that people who were asked to 

find random persons in their city are quicker to find co-ethnics than those of other 

backgrounds. This implies low mobilization rates and knowledge diffusion between ethnic 

network clusters. Karlan (2007) comes to similar conclusions in his investigation of banking 

groups in Peru. He shows that, in ethnically homogeneous groups, members know more about 

collaborators who fail their credit schedule or even dropout altogether. In their public goods 

game, Alexander and Christia (2009) likewise found that members of ethnically diverse 

groups refrain from sanctioning free-riders, because they do not believe in its effectiveness. 

Ruttan (2006) on the other hand only provides partial evidence for reduced levels of 

sanctioning in his investigation of fisheries and irrigation systems in various countries. 

 

In this volume, Frank Kalter and Hanno Kruse’s study reported in Chapter 10 is unique in that 

it investigates social network mechanisms head-on in a context of immigration-derived ethnic 

diversity. Their study across school classes in Germany, the United Kingdom, the 

Netherlands, and Sweden reveals strong tendencies towards ethnic homophily. Friendship 

networks in school classes cluster strongly along lines of ethnicity: in diverse classrooms, 

interethnic friendships are far less likely than they would be if kids chose their friends 

randomly without regard for ethnicity. Hewstone and colleagues provide in Chapter 11 a 

striking illustration of this phenomenon in their analysis of seating patterns in school 

canteens, which reveal a strong clustering of pupils along racial lines: in a school in which 59 

percent of pupils were White and 35 percent were Asian, they found that only 5 percent of the 

lunch units they identified in the school cafeteria were racially mixed. They refer to this 

pattern as “resegregation” because it occurs within the context of schools that are themselves 

diverse and provide ample opportunities for interethnic contact. In Chapter 4, Fisher 
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Williamson provides evidence of similar patterns in her study of the impacts of Somali 

immigration in Lewiston. Although overall interethnic contacts increased as a result of the 

influx of Somali immigrants, the rate of increase was far below what one would expect in the 

absence of a tendency towards ethnic “homophily,” and in the neighborhoods that saw the 

greatest influx of immigrants the rate of interethnic contact even decreased.  

 

Surprisingly, however, in spite of the strong tendencies towards ethnic clustering, Kalter and 

Kruse find in Chapter 10 that, with the partial exception of Germany, there is no significant 

negative relationship between the ethnic diversity of classrooms and two measures of overall 

network cohesion: density and reachability. In other words, there is no evidence in their study 

that friendship networks in ethnically diverse classrooms are less dense or that the ethnic 

clustering that occurs is a significant barrier to the circulation of information, and thus, by 

extension also for social sanctioning. In view of the fact that the Kalter and Kruse study is to 

our knowledge the first to investigate the role of social networks as a mechanism in detail, it 

is much too early to discard social network explanations of diversity effects altogether. For 

instance, it remains to be seen whether the results generalize beyond classrooms, which are 

perhaps too small in size and too dense in friendship contacts for ethnic diversity to be able to 

create significant network barriers. 
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Figure 1: Theoretical Framework for the Analysis of the Relationship between Ethnic 
Diversity and Social Cohesion 
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Figure 1.1 visualizes how in-group favoritism and out-group biases, cultural differences and 

associated coordination problems, as well as ethnically clustered networks and attendant 

reduced social control may mediate between ethnic diversity and reduced social cohesion. We 

label these factors as “primary mechanisms” because they are the ones that have been put 

forward in the literature as possible explanations for negative diversity effects. We have 

visualized them as overlapping spheres because they are obviously interdependent: out-group 

biases may lead to ethnically clustered networks and inflated perceptions of cultural 

differences, but vice versa ethnic network clustering and experiences of communication 

problems and divergent norms and practices may also sustain out-group biases.  

 

Conditional Effects 

The mixed results of previous studies suggest that the effects of ethnic diversity via the 

primary mechanisms that we identify may be conditional on other factors. Therefore, research 

on diversity effects has increasingly begun to investigate moderating factors that may 

counterbalance, or for some people and some contexts even fully neutralize the negative 

effects of diversity. We distinguish two types of such moderators (see Figure 1.1). The first 

type refers to personal diversity experiences that we label as “moderating mechanisms” to 

acknowledge that they moderate the mechanisms via which ethnic diversity negatively affects 

social cohesion, but are also themselves a product of contextual diversity. The chapters in this 

volume address two such moderating mechanisms: positive interethnic contacts and identity 

realignment. While – as the above-mentioned findings on “resegregation” demonstrate – 

intergroup contacts do not necessarily and automatically emerge in diverse contexts, diversity 

at least creates the opportunity structure in which people can develop positive ties, such as 

friendships, to members of other ethnic groups. Moreover, experiences of diversity may 

broaden people’s cultural horizons and relativize the norms and practices of their own group – 
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a process that Schmid, Hewstone, and Al Ramiah in Chapter 8 label as “deprovincialization.” 

Positive intergroup ties and inclusive identities may counteract network segregation, decrease 

the salience of cultural differences, mitigate coordination problems and reduce negative 

attitudes towards out-groups. Thus, intergroup ties can temper or cancel out negative effects 

of diversity on social cohesion.  

 

The second type of moderator that is visualized in Figure 1.1 we label “institutional 

moderators”. The extent to which diversity affects social cohesion may be determined by the 

way diversity and immigration are framed in integration and diversity policies, mobilized by 

political parties, or covered by the media. Policies and public discourses on immigration can 

highlight or downplay cultural differences, and if they highlight them they can do so in 

positive or negative ways. Furthermore, policies can influence public norms against 

discrimination, emphasize cultural assimilation, provide incentives for host-country language 

acquisition, or actively combat ethnic segregation. We know very little about the nature and 

direction of such institutional effects. 

 

Interethnic Contacts 

In line with the idea that interethnic contact acts as an antidote against negative diversity 

effects, Eric Uslaner argues in Chapter 5 that not diversity per se, but segregation and social 

isolation are the real culprits. At first, this seems to contradict the argument since segregation 

implies homogeneous neighborhoods, which should not face any diversity obstacles. 

However, high levels of segregation may be combined with high levels of diversity at higher 

levels of spatial aggregation, as is the case particularly in many US American cities that tend 

to have highly diverse populations, which live however largely in racially segregated 

neighborhoods. This leads to a situation in which immediate interethnic contact experiences 
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are very limited while ethnic diversity remains highly present and salient in the wider 

environment. Against this backdrop, Uslaner posits that segregation makes out-groups seem 

larger and even more threatening. Hence living next to, rather than in, neighborhoods with 

many out-group members causes threat. Uslaner concludes that diversity does not harm social 

cohesion if people live in integrated neighborhoods and particularly not if they also use the 

opportunity to make friends of other backgrounds. 

 

In line with this argument, Dietlind Stolle and Allison Harell review in Chapter 6 several 

studies that have posited that negative effects of diversity on trust may be mitigated by the 

potential for personal interethnic contacts that diverse contexts provide. As Allport (1954; see 

also Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) already hypothesized, whether interethnic contact promotes or 

reduces ethnic biases is likely to depend on its quality. Consequently, Stolle and Harell 

postulate that researchers need to consider positive personal contact experiences in addition to 

contextual-level diversity. The conditions for positive intergroup contact that Allport 

mentions (e.g., equal status or common goals) are best met by interethnic friendships. In this 

view, out-group biases are the result of fears and negative perceptions of out-groups that arise 

only if there is a lack of intergroup contact. Stolle and Harell therefore argue that while 

diversity itself (without contact) may push interpersonal trust downwards, personal positive 

“contacts work as vaccines–people with inter-ethnic contacts seem to become immune against 

adverse diversity effects.”  

 

In Chapter 8, Schmid et al. provide empirical support for these claims. The chapter 

particularly builds on the extensive social-psychological literature on interethnic contact and 

group threat, and reports the results of an analysis of White British majority and ethnic 

minority respondents living in over two hundred British neighborhoods. Schmid and 
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colleagues are able to show how living in diverse neighborhoods is indirectly associated with 

greater out-group, in-group and neighborhood trust via positive neighborhood contact for both 

majority and minority members. Hewstone et al. further cross-validate these insights in 

Chapter 11. Their chapter documents various findings of their extensive research program on 

ethnic diversity in schools. They thus directly respond to Stolle and Harell’s call for more 

non-neighborhood-based research on ethnic diversity effects. Among others, they discuss 

evidence that ethnic diversity leads to positive interethnic contact experiences, which in turn 

reduce negative attitudes towards out-groups in British schools. 

 

However, Hewstone et al. also report that ethnic diversity simultaneously increases the 

probability to make negative interethnic contact experiences, which result in negative 

diversity effects on attitudes towards out-groups. It is important to recognize the possibility of 

negative interethnic contact because the few studies that have compared different types of 

interethnic contact suggest that negative contacts may be more important for understanding 

out-group categorization and rejection than positive contacts. One explanation for this finding 

is that the sources of negative experiences tend to be viewed as typical for the ethnic group at 

large, whereas the sources of positive experiences are more likely to be perceived as 

(exceptional) individuals (Paolini, Harwood, & Rubin, 2010). Hewstone et al.’s arguments in 

Chapter 11 are a crucial reminder that once we begin to consider personal contact experiences 

we should not exclude the possibility that some forms of intergroup contact may actually 

reinforce feelings of group threat and sustain interethnic prejudices. For instance, if minorities 

and the majority group experience discrimination, unfair treatment, or worse even harassment 

and abuse in their encounters with one another. This raises the possibility that interethnic 

contact in diverse contexts may sometimes be a cause of, rather than an antidote against 
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distrust and prejudice. As Hewstone et al. note, this insight “adds an important note of realism 

to our work, and to the field.” 

 

That diversity creates opportunities for both positive and negative contact experiences might 

also explain why previous diversity experiences as such do not necessarily mitigate negative 

diversity effects, as two other contributions to this volume show. Veit shows in Chapter 9 that 

trust levels of people living in neighborhoods with higher levels of actual diversity were less 

negatively affected by experimental priming that highlighted diversity. Every-day interethnic 

contact experiences seem to have made people living in high diversity neighborhoods less 

susceptible to such framing. Yet, Veit conducted a similar experiment in schools. Parents 

whose children go to diverse schools showed particularly strong reductions in trust when they 

were primed with ethnic diversity. Presumably, negative contact experiences among parents 

have dominated their previous experiences. Lancee and Schaeffer’s analyses of moves 

between neighborhoods in Chapter 3 show that the level of diversity in the neighborhood 

from which people move does not make a difference in how they react to their new 

neighborhood’s diversity. Overall then, ethnic diversity creates the opportunity for both 

positive and negative personal contact experiences and these experiences may explain why 

some people are “vaccinated” against negative diversity effects while others become 

particularly receptive to them. 

 

If diversity results in increased opportunities for both positive and negative contact, it also 

results in increased opportunities for more superficial forms of interethnic contact that neither 

unequivocally meet Allport’s positive quality criteria, nor per se constitute negative 

experiences. Several chapters in this volume investigate such forms of contact. Stolle and 

Harell show in Chapter 6 that those who talk to their neighbors are less affected by negative 



 23 

ethnic diversity effects. Yet, such contacts still assume a minimum level of acquaintance 

between neighbors to mitigate negative diversity effects (Schaeffer, 2014, Ch. 7). Veit and 

Koopmans (2014) go one step further and show that superficial interethnic neighborhood 

encounters between strangers, for instance in parks, playgrounds, and restaurants, do not do 

the job; they actually result in mistrust. 

 

Hewstone and colleagues (Chapter 11) cross-validate some of these insights for the school 

context. They discuss evidence according to which indirect, so-called “extended,” contact also 

reduces negative out-group attitudes. To put it differently: the more interethnic friends a 

child’s direct co-ethnic friends have, the more positive are a child’s own attitudes towards 

ethnic out-groups. Importantly, this association holds irrespectively of the amount of a child’s 

own interethnic contact experiences. Taken together, these results provide strong evidence 

that diverse school contexts – at least to the extent that tendencies of resegregation within 

schools can be counteracted – rather than provoking feelings of threat can lead to improved 

intergroup attitudes. To what extent this also leads to more social cohesion in schools in the 

form of overall levels of trust and cooperativeness remains a question for further 

investigation. While positive intergroup attitudes are obviously important in their own right, 

there is, as we have seen above, reason to doubt that out-group biases are the main reason for 

lower levels of trust and cooperation in diverse contexts. 

 

Inclusive Identities 

Negative diversity effects may also be moderated through the formation of inclusive identities 

that encompass both minorities and the majority group. If people who live in diverse contexts 

are more likely to develop such identities, in-group versus out-group distinctions will become 

blurred, cultural differences will be perceived as less conflictive, and social network ties may 
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be formed based on such shared identities. On the other hand, the mechanism of in-group 

favoritism and group threat implies the opposite: in diverse contexts, particularistic group 

identities are strengthened while inclusive identities are weakened. In Chapter 7, Wiertz, 

Bennett, and Parameshwaran show that in the British context minorities do not identify more 

strongly with their ethnic group if they live in diverse neighborhoods. However, in line with 

group threat and in-group favoritism perspectives, White British do identify more strongly 

with their own racial group when they live in diverse neighborhoods. For identification with 

the overarching British identity, they find no relationship with neighborhood diversity for 

Whites, but minorities tend to see themselves less as British when they live in more diverse 

neighborhoods. Overall, then, there is some support for the idea that diversity undermines (for 

minorities) overarching identities, and strengthens (for Whites) particularistic identities, and 

no evidence that points towards the opposite view of diversity as a promoter of inclusive 

identities. The chapter also shows that identification patterns have some impact on social 

cohesion. For minorities, identification has no impact on trust but their weaker British identity 

in diverse neighborhoods leads to a significant reduction of their civic participation. Whites’ 

stronger racial identity in diverse contexts also leads to a significant reduction in civic 

engagement, as well as, to a lesser extent, lower trust in neighbors. Overall, however, 

identification patterns explain only a small part of diversity effects for both groups. 

 

In Chapter 8, Schmid, Hewstone, and Al Ramiah present a slightly different argument on the 

role of identities, which emphasizes what they label “social identity complexity.” When 

people see their various social identities as only loosely coupled rather than as tightly 

overlapping, it becomes easier for them to see commonalities with members of other ethnic 

groups. For instance, someone who views being British as largely synonymous to being 

White and Christian, excludes minorities from his social identity, in contrast to someone who 
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acknowledges that being British is not necessarily tied to a particular faith or race. Putting this 

idea to an empirical test in separate studies in the United Kingdom and Germany, the authors 

find that majority members living in diverse areas tend to have more complex social identities 

and that such social identity complexity in turn is associated with more positive attitudes 

towards out-groups.  

 

Institutional Effects 

The final and least researched type of moderators are institutional effects. Since here lies the 

most direct angle for potential interventions, the question of the potential relevance of the 

political context to mitigate or even reverse negative effects of ethnic diversity on social 

cohesion is of utmost importance. For instance, do multicultural policies that were designed to 

accommodate diverse populations attenuate the negative effects of ethnic divisions? Research 

on developing countries suggests they might not. Comparing Kenya and Tanzania, Miguel 

(2004) argues against the accommodation of diversity via multiculturalism or federalism and 

emphasizes instead the attenuating effects of policies that emphasize a common national 

identity. While Tanzania has a policy tradition that weakens ethnic cleavages, Kenya’s polity 

is strongly organized along the lines of ethnic groups. Ahlerup and Hansson (2011) make 

essentially the same argument in their cross-national analysis of developing countries. Their 

evidence shows that nationalism mitigates the negative effects of ethnic diversity on good 

government.  

 

However, such results for native ethnic diversity in developing countries that are still in the 

process of state formation do not necessarily generalize to developed countries where 

diversity results from immigration and where established national cultures and identities are 

already in place. The few studies that are available for Western immigration countries do not 
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suggest that multicultural policies are harmful to social cohesion, but do not point towards 

positive effects, either (see Koopmans, 2013 for an overview). For instance, in a cross-

national analysis, Banting et al. (2006, p. 79) find evidence of a negative effect of 

immigration on levels of social spending, but multicultural policies have no significant 

impact. Kesler and Bloemraad (2010) find no effect of increases in immigration on 

generalized trust, regardless of whether countries have multicultural policies or not. Hooghe, 

Reeskens, and Stolle (2007), show in a cross-European comparison that, although there is no 

effect of multicultural policies, other types of inclusive policies, in their case voting rights for 

foreigners, do have a positive effect on generalized trust. In Chapter 6, Stolle and Harell refer 

to a few other studies that point towards positive effects of inclusive policies. In addition, they 

point towards evidence that shows that party-political mobilization and negative framing of 

immigration in the media may have harmful impacts on social cohesion. While research on 

institutional effects is already scarce for the national level of analysis, whether local diversity 

effects can also be related to variation across localities in policies, political mobilization, and 

media framing is even more an open question. The only study that we are aware of refers to 

the local German level and provides no empirical support for effects of local policies and 

political mobilization. Koopmans et al. (2011) analyze municipal integration policies in 

Germany, indicated by naturalization rates, minority councils, and the salience of migration 

issues in the election platform of the ruling mayor. Their results suggest that these local policy 

measures have no impact on the direction or strength of the negative relationship between 

ethnic diversity and social cohesion across German municipalities.  

 

While much remains to be done to entangle the complex relationship between diversity and 

social cohesion, we believe that the right way forward is to focus on issues of causality, to 

tease out the mediating mechanisms and test them against each other, and to investigate 
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moderating factors, both psychological and institutional. The contributions in this book 

provide ample evidence of the fruitfulness of such an approach. 
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