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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES IN THE TIME OF
THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

Coming together or coming apart? Changes in social
cohesion during the Covid-19 pandemic in England
Magda Borkowska a and James Laurence b

aInstitute for Social and Economic Research, University of Essex, Institute for Social and
Economic Research, Colchester, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland;
bCathie Marsh Institute for Social Research, University of Manchester, Manchester, United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the potential impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on people’s
perceptions of cohesion in their local communities; particularly for vulnerable
groups/communities, such as ethnic minorities or those living in highly
deprived neighbourhoods. To this end, we examine both trends over time in
overall levels of cohesion as well as patterns of positive and negative changes
experienced by individuals using nationally representative data from
Understanding Society Study. We test whether rates of positive-/negative-
change in cohesion over the pandemic-period differed across socio-
demographic groups and neighbourhood characteristics. These trends are then
compared to patterns of positive-/negative-change over time experienced in
earlier periods to test whether the pandemic was uniquely harmful. We show
that the overall levels of social cohesion are lower in June 2020 compared to all
of the examined pre-pandemic periods. The decline of perceived-cohesion is
particularly high in the most deprived communities, among certain ethnic
minority groups and among the lower-skilled. Our findings suggest that the
pandemic put higher strain on social-resources among vulnerable groups and
communities, who also experiencedmore negative changes in other areas of life.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 31 July 2020; Accepted 2 October 2020
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Introduction

Social cohesion in the Covid-19 pandemic

Since the introduction of the Covid-19 social distancing restrictions,
there has been an ongoing public discussion on how far communities
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in the UK (and globally) are coming together to overcome the crisis. On
one hand, news outlets have touted a renewed sense of community and
togetherness emerging from the pandemic.1 Some prominent examples
of this include the rapid response to the government-backed NHS Volun-
teer Responders scheme and the brisk emergence of ad-hoc community
help groups. Yet, at the same time, we have also witnessed signs of com-
munities under strain, such as ethnic harassment during the early days of
the pandemic2, and news reports on neighbourhood tensions over adher-
ence to ‘social distancing’ rules.3 This raises a key question: did commu-
nities come together during the pandemic or did they come apart?
Furthermore, were any impacts of the pandemic on cohesion4 shared
equally across society; or, were more vulnerable people/places less able
to hold together in the wake of Covid-19, potentially widening pre-exist-
ing inequalities in cohesion?

Understanding how the pandemic affected perceived-cohesion is criti-
cal given the benefits it can bring, especially during crises. Disaster
research links collective-efficacy that comes from higher perceived neigh-
bourhood cohesion5 to greater community resilience, reflected in faster
recoveries from natural disasters (e.g. Cagney et al. 2016). Studies of
recent environmental disasters, such as hurricane Katrina and the
nuclear disaster in Fukushima, show that individuals in more cohesive
neighbourhoods (as measured by perceived-cohesion) had lower odds
of developing depression (Lê et al. 2013), a higher likelihood of maintain-
ing life satisfaction and were more positive about their future prospects
(Jung 2019). In addition, Norris et al. (2008) argue that community-com-
petence, related to collective decision-making and taking effective action
is highly correlated with perceived local cohesion. Interestingly, Tacken-
berg and Lukas (2019:325) note that, in modern societies, collective
efficacy may be based less on actual friendship relationships between
neighbours and more on ‘the shared belief in the collective ability to
achieve common goals’.

1https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/05/neighbourliness-to-the-fore-its-been-the-highlight-of-
our-lockdown; https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8134733/Tiny-acts-kindness-keeping-Britain-
going-coronavirus-crisis.html

2https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/feb/09/chinese-in-uk-report-shocking-levels-of-racism-after-
coronavirus-outbreak; https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-the-uk/the-rise-of-coronavirus-
hate-crimes

3https://www.euronews.com/2020/04/03/stay-home-idiot-neighbours-turn-on-each-other-as-europe-s-
coronavirus-lockdown-tensions-r

4For parsimony, we use the terms perceived cohesion and cohesion interchangeably.
5We use the terms ‘local community’ and ‘neighbourhood’ interchangeably.

2 M. BORKOWSKA AND J. LAURENCE

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/05/neighbourliness-to-the-fore-its-been-the-highlight-of-our-lockdown
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/05/neighbourliness-to-the-fore-its-been-the-highlight-of-our-lockdown
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8134733/Tiny-acts-kindness-keeping-Britain-going-coronavirus-crisis.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8134733/Tiny-acts-kindness-keeping-Britain-going-coronavirus-crisis.html
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/feb/09/chinese-in-uk-report-shocking-levels-of-racism-after-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/feb/09/chinese-in-uk-report-shocking-levels-of-racism-after-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-the-uk/the-rise-of-coronavirus-hate-crimes
https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-the-uk/the-rise-of-coronavirus-hate-crimes
https://www.euronews.com/2020/04/03/stay-home-idiot-neighbours-turn-on-each-other-as-europe-s-coronavirus-lockdown-tensions-r
https://www.euronews.com/2020/04/03/stay-home-idiot-neighbours-turn-on-each-other-as-europe-s-coronavirus-lockdown-tensions-r


What can past research of crises teach us about how perceived-cohe-
sion might be responding under the Covid-19 pandemic? On one
hand, there are reasons to be optimistic that neighbourliness may have
experienced a resurgence under the pandemic. There are no shortage
of accounts of communities coming together during crises, such as the
2008–09 Economic Crisis or London Blitz (e.g. Judt 2010). Experimental
work also demonstrates that acute social stress might lead to more pro-
social behaviour (e.g. trust and support) (von Dawans et al. 2012). On
the other hand, however, recent research into the impact of Covid-19
on other outcomes leads to less optimistic predictions. Emerging evi-
dence is revealing a slew of negative pandemic impacts, such as increasing
mental distress (e.g. Sibley et al. 2020), unemployment (e.g. Bauer and
Weber 2020) and loneliness (e.g. Killgore et al. 2020). Concurrently,
more vulnerable groups appear to be bearing a disproportionate share
of these impacts. E.g. studies show that the economically-precarious
and those with pre-existing health conditions are reporting even
greater depressive symptoms (e.g. Kim and Laurence 2020), or that min-
ority groups are exhibiting a greater jump in pandemic-driven unem-
ployment (Couch et al. 2020), while residents of disadvantaged
communities are bearing a greater healthcost (Harlem and Lynn 2020).

Such findings raise the possibility that the pandemic could also be
harming perceived local cohesion. Poorer mental-/physical- health and
socio-economic insecurity are all associated with weaker cohesion (Lim
and Laurence 2015; Putnam 2000). For example, economic insecurity
can lead resources (finances, time and energies) being redirected to sup-
porting oneself and immediate household, rather than the wider commu-
nity (Strauß 2008). Similarly, stress, depression and anxiety are strong
predictors of social isolation and disengagement (Sirven and Debrand
2012). Accordingly, through these pathways the pandemic may also
trigger a national withdrawal from community life. In addition, if vulner-
able groups are experiencing harsher-effects of the pandemic, or if the
pandemic has induced greater precarity and anxiety among those in vul-
nerable positions, these groups may see larger cohesion declines.

Concurrently, where vulnerable-groups are concentrated together (e.g.
disadvantaged communities) the pandemic could exert additional perni-
cious effects on cohesion, beyond individuals’ personal experiences. For
example, if many residents in an area are negatively impacted by the pan-
demic, their withdrawal from community-life could spill-over to affect
the cohesion of residents who have not been significantly impacted them-
selves. Alternatively, disadvantaged communities may possess weaker
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social resources, norms of engagement, or civic infrastructures, all impor-
tant to maintain cohesion. This may result in less resilience to mobilise in
the face of the pandemic, or become actively involved in their areas,
leading to even greater community withdrawal (Lim and Laurence
2015; Sampson et al. 2005). Accordingly, the impacts of the pandemic
on perceived-cohesion may vary not solely across individuals but also
communities, with disadvantaged areas potentially particularly hard hit.

To our knowledge, little work has systematically examined how the
current pandemic is affecting perceptions of cohesion. However, one
clue may be to return to the last crisis the UK experienced – the 2008–
09 Recession – in which communities also experienced large-scale econ-
omic, health and mental distress (Chang et al. 2013; e.g. Stuckler et al.
2011). With the onset of the recession, rates of formal and informal
helping behaviours declined amongst all people, but with particularly
precipitous drops among residents of disadvantaged communities (Lim
and Laurence 2015). Such work suggests the Covid-19 pandemic could
have a similarly corrosive effect on cohesion, especially for more vulner-
able people/places.

In this paper, we attempt to provide the first empirical evidence on how
perceptions of cohesion in England have changed around the time of the
Covid-19 pandemic. We measure cohesion using survey questions on
how individuals perceive cohesion of their local community. However,
despite being individuals’ own perceptions, we believe these reflect (in
part) neighbourhood-level beliefs about local cohesiveness. We ask: 1)
Are overall levels of perceived local cohesion during the pandemic
different from the levels reported in pre-pandemic periods? And, 2) did
levels of cohesion decline/increase more among certain socio-demographic
groups/communities during the pandemic, compared to the pre-pandemic
period?We then use the panel component of our data to track how individ-
uals’ perceptions of cohesion changed over the pre-pandemic period (2011/
12–2014/15), versus how individuals’ perceptions of cohesion changed
around the pandemic period (2014/15–2020). In doing so, we can
compare the proportion of individuals reporting a negative change, no
change, or a positive change over the pre-pandemic period with patterns
of positive/negative/no change around the pandemic period. This is impor-
tant to unpack the source of any declining cohesionover time: simply study-
ing levels of cohesion over two time-periods gives no indication of how
much change might still be occurring. For example, if levels of cohesion
between two time-points remain stable, this could be driven by all individ-
uals experiencing ‘no change’ over the period, or it could be driven by equal

4 M. BORKOWSKA AND J. LAURENCE



proportions of individuals experiencing a positive and negative change,
similarly resulting in stable levels. Accordingly, any declining levels of cohe-
sion around the pandemic may be driven by both an increase in the pro-
portion experiencing negative changes compared to the pre-pandemic
period and a decrease in the proportion experiencing positive changes in
cohesion. We therefore also ask: 3) Are the changes in levels of perceived-
cohesion observed during the pandemic driven more by declining posi-
tive/or rising negative change? We also provide the first test of whether
cohesion in more and less deprived communities was differently affected
during the pandemic by linking individual-level responses to neighbour-
hood-levelmeasures of deprivation. This exploreswhether, after controlling
for individual-level characteristics, contextual-characteristics of neighbour-
hoods (e.g. deprivation) also matter for how individuals’ cohesion
responded. Although we cannot explicitly test if changes in cohesion were
directly related to the pandemic, as our baseline levels of cohesion were
measured in 2014/15, for some measures we are also able to compare pan-
demic levels of cohesionwith those observed in 2017/18, to assess any cohe-
sion declines around the time of the pandemic with more confidence.

Data

Our main analysis uses three waves of Understanding Society: the UK
Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS), which comprises a representa-
tive sample of approximately 40,000 households followed since 2009–10.
Understanding Society includes a special Covid-19 Study capturing indi-
viduals’ experiences during the pandemic. The Covid-19 Study sample
consists of active respondents from the main Study, meaning that the
data can be linked to answers provided in previous UKHLS waves. For
our analyses, we use two waves of the annual survey: Wave 3 (collected
2011/12) and 6 (collected 2014/15), and the latest UKHLS Covid-19
data (Wave 3), collected between 24 and 30 June 2020. All three waves
contain a ‘neighbourhood-module’ regarding perceived-cohesion in
respondents’ local area. Additionally, for two out of five measures, we
can compare cohesion levels observed in 2017/2018 (Wave 9).

Measures

Neighbourhood cohesion
Neighbourhood cohesion is assessed using five items, measured on a 5-
point Likert scale (1-strongly agree; 5-strongly disagree): ‘I regularly
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stop and talk with people in my neighbourhood’, ‘People around here
are willing to help their neighbours’, ‘People in this neighbourhood
can be trusted’, ‘People in this neighbourhood generally don’t
get along with each other’, ‘I think of myself as similar to the people
that live in this neighbourhood’.6 We reverse scales where appropriate
so higher values always represent greater cohesion. We also construct a
social cohesion scale computed as the sum of scores of the five input
variables (Cronbach’s alpha=.8). The values of the scale range from
5 (lowest cohesion) to 25 (highest cohesion). If respondents are
missing only one item, we impute their mean response (rounded to
integer) based on the four other items as a proxy. For each cohesion
measure, we also create a change variable that takes the value of 1
(‘positive change’) if an individual reports higher level of social cohe-
sion at time t, compared to the value reported when previously asked;
value 0 if there is no change, and value −1 if there is a ‘negative
change’ (less cohesion). We create a change variable for the cohe-
sion-scale in a similar manner; however, those who experienced net
positive or negative change by less than two points are classed in
the ‘no change’ category. We apply a threshold of +/- 2 points so
that the distribution of change follows approximately the same distri-
bution of its composite measures.

Covariates
We explore cohesion patterns across basic socio-demographic charac-
teristics such as: gender (men/women); age groups (coded in 10-year
intervals), economic activity (employed, self-employed, non-
employed), education (GCSE or lower, A-level, degree-level) and eth-
nicity (White British, Indian, Pakistani/Bangladeshi, Black, White
Other, Other ethnic group). We also examine differences in cohesion
across area-level deprivation using deciles of the Index of Multiple
Deprivation (IMD)7 measured at Middle Layer Super Output Area
level (MSOA).8 In the models estimated for Wave 6, we use IMD
2015 and in the models estimated for the Covid-19 wave, we use
IMD 2019.

6The exact question wording as well as the mean and standard deviation of social cohesion scale and
each of the composite items is available in the supplemental online material (Table A1).

7Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is the official measure of area deprivation in England. It comprises
seven domains: Income, Employment, Health, Education, Crime, Housing, and Living Environment.
Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019

8For further discussion of geographical units used in our analysis, please see supplemental online
material (Table A5).
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https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019


Sample, methods and analytical approach
We restrict the analytic sample to England given the devolved govern-
ments had different policies on restrictions/timing of their implemen-
tation. Our sample consists of 34,508 individuals at Wave 3; 28,383 at
Wave 6 and 11,164 at the Covid-19 wave. The first stage of analysis com-
pares levels of perceived-cohesion across three points in time (two pre-
pandemic time-points and one pandemic time-point) for the general
population and for different socio-demographic groups. For two out of
five composite measures (with data for 2017/18), we report three pre-pan-
demic time points. In the second step, we compare the share of individuals
experiencing positive and negative changes in social cohesion around the
‘pandemic-period’ (between Wave 6 and the third Covid-19 Study
Wave) with the share experiencing positive and negative changes over
the ‘pre-pandemic-period’ (between Waves 3 and 6).

In the third step, we apply multinomial multilevel logistic regression
models with individuals as Level-1 units and MSOAs as Level-2 units
where the dependent variable is ‘change in social cohesion’ occurring
across two-waves the (pre-pandemic and pandemic) periods. These
models apply the aforementioned 3-category measure of ‘change in per-
ceived-cohesion’, where: −1 is an individual experiencing ‘negative
change’, 0 is ‘no change’, and 1 is ‘positive change’. ‘No change’ forms
the baseline outcome category. First, we build the baseline model that
controls for individual-level characteristics only. In the second step, we
add neighbourhood-level deprivation measured by IMD deciles. We
also conduct sensitivity analysis by testing alternative modelling strat-
egies (results available on request) e.g. individual-level multinomial logis-
tic regressions with robust standard errors clustered either at individual
or MSOA level; the results are substantively the same.

Firstly, these models test whether different individual-level socio-
demographic characteristics, and neighbourhood deprivation, are associ-
ated with a higher likelihood of experiencing positive/negative changes in
cohesion around the pandemic-period (Wave 6 to Covid-19 Wave). Sec-
ondly, this analysis is repeated to examine the same relationships over the
pre-pandemic period (Wave 3–6). This allows us: (a) to model how much
positive/negative change different groups experienced around the pan-
demic-period; and (b) compare such pandemic-period changes to pat-
terns of change occurring over the pre-pandemic period. We do not
perform formal significance-testing for any observed differences in how
our socio-demographic predictors are associated with change in the
pre-pandemic period and pandemic period (point (b) above), given
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data complications associated with multinomial analyses of panel data
across different periods. Instead, comparisons of models across the pre-
pandemic/pandemic periods are only indicative.

Although Understanding Society is a panel study, we essentially treat it
as a repeated cross-sectional survey, but which also contains an individ-
uals’ lagged outcome-score. Given longitudinal weights for the UKHLS
Covid-19 survey are not currently produced, we are only able to correctly
adjust for unequal selection probabilities and panel attrition using cross-
sectional weights.

Applying this data structure to our multinomial models, for the pan-
demic-period analysis our outcome is a three-category variable measuring
‘change in cohesion between the Covid-19 Wave and Wave 6’, while cov-
ariates are measured at their Covid-19 Wave value. For the pre-pandemic
period, our outcome is a three-category variable measuring ‘change in
cohesion between Wave 6 and Wave 3’, with all covariates measured at
their Wave 6 value. We repeat the same models on a longitudinal
unweighted sample of individuals present in Wave 3, Wave 6 and Covid-
19 Wave and the results are substantively similar to the weighted findings.

Results

Figure 1 shows the percentage of people expressing ‘positive’ opinions
about each of the five perceived-cohesion statements at three points in
time: Wave 3 (2011/12), Wave 6 (2014/15) and the third Covid-19
Wave (June 2020). Additionally, we report the percentage of people
expressing ‘positive’ statements about ‘talking to neighbours’ and
‘being similar to neighbours’ at Wave 9 (2017/18). Across all sub-dimen-
sions, the percentage of people reporting positive feelings about their
community was the lowest during the pandemic-period. Except for
‘people’s willingness to help their neighbours’, the proportion of those
expressing positive views declined by more than 10 percentage-points
(pp). The decline in ‘local people’s willingness to help their neighbours’
was statistically significant but the net difference was much smaller. In
terms of ‘talking to neighbours’ and ‘being similar to neighbours’, a
decline in expressing positive views was already visible in Wave
9. However, the decline observed between Wave 9 and Covid-19 Wave
(1.5–2 years difference) was almost two times larger (about 10pp) than
between Wave 6 and Wave 9 (3 years difference; decline by about 6
pp). Given high correlations between all perceived-cohesion measures,
it is reasonable to expect similar patterns also occurred for the other
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three measures. Such patterns suggest that some of the decline in per-
ceived-cohesion between 2014/15 (Wave 6) and June 2020 (Covid-19
Wave) was already observed in 2017/18 (Wave 9); however, the scale of
decline was much smaller. In the subsequent analysis, we refer only to
the changes between Wave 3 and 6 and between Wave 6 and Covid-19
(unless explicitly stated otherwise) for which we have full data for our
five-item cohesion scale.

The next question is whether all individuals experienced a similar
decline in their reported cohesion during the pandemic or whether
certain sub-groups saw particularly large/small declines. Figure 2 demon-
strates that levels of perceived-cohesion across all socio-demographic
groups, and those living in deprived and non-deprived neighbourhoods,
was at its lowest during the pandemic period, compared to the two pre-
pandemic periods. In other words, the pandemic seems to have had a
negative effect on perceived-cohesion among all people/places. That
said, some groups saw their cohesion decline more than others. People
living in the 10% most (compared to the 10% least) deprived neighbour-
hoods, those with less than A-level education (compared to degree
holders), younger age groups (under 35) (compared to those over 35),
and those from certain ethnic minority backgrounds (Pakistanis/

Figure 1. Percentage of people reporting positive opinions about social cohesion in
their neighbourhood (sum of ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ answers to positive statements
and sum of ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’ answers to negative statements) for each
of the five social cohesion dimensions at Wave 3, Wave 6, Wave 9 (two statements only),
and Covid-19 Wave. Weighted results with 95% CI. (Data: Understanding Society, Uni-
versity of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research 2020)
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Bangladeshis, Black and ‘Other’9) (compared to White British) experi-
enced larger declines. The higher decline in cohesion among those
living in the most deprived communities and the aforementioned
ethnic minority groups seem to be a new phenomenon compared to
the patterns observed pre-pandemic. As discussed earlier, perceived-
cohesion seems to have already declined between 2014/15 (Wave 6)
and 2017/18 (Wave 9); however, this decline was not particularly felt
by minority individuals or those in less affluent neighbourhoods (see:
Table A2 in supplemental online material).

Figure 2. Average social cohesion score at Wave 3, Wave 6 and Covid-19 Wave by IMD
decile, sex, ethnicity, age group, education and economic activity. Weighted results with
95% CI. (Data: Understanding Society, University of Essex, Institute for Social and Econ-
omic Research 2020)

9The small sample sizes of ethnic minorities in the Covid-19 Wave (and therefore large CI) mean that we
ought to be cautions with interpretation of the results although the differences between means were
statistically significant.
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As mentioned, the observed lower level of cohesion in Figure 1 and
Figure 2 (showing a negative net change over time) could be due to a
greater stability of cohesion over the pre-pandemic period and more
negative change over the pandemic period. An alternative possibility is
that significant change was occurring during both the pre- and pandemic
period. If so, the pandemic decline in levels could be driven by more
people experiencing a negative change over the pandemic-period
(Wave 6 to Covid-19 wave), compared to the pre-pandemic-period
Wave 3 to Wave 6, and/or a lower proportion experiencing positive
changes.

To explore this, Figure 3 shows the percentage of people reporting
positive/negative changes in their cohesion over the pre-pandemic and
pandemic periods. Importantly, cohesion across both periods appears
rather fluid and not too dissimilar: over the pre-pandemic period, 52%
of individuals changed their perceptions while 58% changed during the
pandemic-period. However, the main change during the pandemic is
that the proportion experiencing a negative change increased by 17pp
but also that the proportion experiencing a positive change dropped by
10pp.

Figure 3. Percentage of people experiencing positive and negative changes in the
overall social cohesion score in two time periods: between Wave 3 and Wave 6
(2011/12–2014/15); and between Wave 6 and Covid-19 Wave (2014/15-June 2020).
Weighted results with 95% CI. (Data: Understanding Society, University of Essex, Insti-
tute for Social and Economic Research 2020).
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We next explore whether people with certain socio-demographic
characteristics were more likely to experience positive/negative changes
over the pandemic-period, and whether these patterns of changes
during the pandemic-period appear similar or different from pre-pan-
demic patterns. To this end, we apply multinomial multilevel logistic
regressions to compare the likelihood of experiencing ‘positive’ or ‘nega-
tive’ change relative to experiencing ‘no change’ (reference category) over
the pandemic and pre-pandemic periods. Figure 4 shows adjusted pre-
dicted probabilities calculated from the models with all covariates. The
full model coefficients can be found in the supplemental online file
(Table A3A and Table A3B). In terms of age, in the pre-pandemic

Figure 4. Adjusted predicted probabilities from multilevel multinomial logistic
regression models predicting the likelihood of experiencing positive change, negative
change and no change in perceived cohesion between Wave 3 and Wave 6 and
between Wave 6 and Covid-19 Wave for all covariates. Weighted results with 95% CI.
(Data: Understanding Society, University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic
Research 2020)
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period, the youngest group (under 25) was the most likely to change their
perceived local cohesion (in both the positive and negative direction).
However, over the pandemic period, the age gradient has flattened i.e.
all ages were generally more likely to report a negative change in cohesion
and less likely to experience a positive change. Similarly, both men and
women, and people from different economic activity groups, were
equally likely to experience more negative changes in perceived-cohesion
over the pandemic-period compared to pre-pandemic period.

In terms of education, people with lower formal skills (GCSE or lower)
were more likely to report both positive and negative changes in the pre-
pandemic period compared to degree-level. During the pandemic,
however, lower skilled were less likely to experience positive change,
whereas their likelihood of negative change was similar to those with
degrees. Thus, it is mainly the decline in proportion reporting a positive
change behind the bigger decline in perceived-cohesion among lower
skilled individuals.

Pre-pandemic and pandemic patterns of positive/negative change have
also somewhat shifted amongst people living in the most and least
deprived neighbourhoods. During both periods, rates of negative
change were higher in the 10% most deprived neighbourhoods than in
the 10% least deprived areas. However, in the pre-pandemic period,
rates of positive change were also higher in the most compared to the
least deprived areas. During the pandemic, however, the likelihood of
experiencing positive change dropped more in deprived compared to
affluent areas (and became equal to rates of positive change in affluent
areas). Yet, rates of negative change continued to be higher in deprived
areas. Taken together, it was thus a bigger decline in the likelihood of
experiencing positive change during the pandemic (relative to the pre-
pandemic period) that likely explains the bigger drop in cohesion in
the most deprived areas. Importantly, these differences hold after adjust-
ing for individual-level covariates, suggesting cohesion shifted more in
disadvantaged areas even after accounting for their compositional
makeup.

Another shift in the patterns of change over the pandemic period
occurred among some of the ethnic minority groups. During the pan-
demic period, people from Black and ‘Other’ ethnic minority back-
grounds were much more likely than those from White British/Irish
background to experience negative changes, and those from Pakistani/
Bangladeshi backgrounds were much less likely to experience positive
changes. During the pre-pandemic period, it was only the Black groups
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who had more fluid perceptions about cohesion (they were more likely to
experience changes in both directions). Thus, it was both an increase of
rates of negative change for some groups and a decline of rates of positive
change for other groups that contributed to the larger drop in perceived-
cohesion among minority groups, relative to the pre-pandemic period.

We also applied this same modelling approach for the changes in
‘talking to neighbours’ and ‘being similar to neighbours’ occurring
between 2014/15 (Wave 6) and 2017/18 (Wave 9) i.e. where Wave 6 to
Wave 9 is now treated as the pre-pandemic period. Reassuringly, those
results demonstrate consistency with those in which we use Wave 3 to
Wave 6 as the pre-pandemic period.10 In other words, the higher
decline in perceived-cohesion in the deprived neighbourhoods, among
certain ethnic minority groups, and among lower skilled, that is observed
during the pandemic is substantively different from patterns of change
occurring prior to the pandemic.

It is difficult to speculate about the reasons behind the negative
changes among ethnic minorities without further analysis, beyond the
scope of this paper. One explanation is that minority-groups are also
more economically/socially vulnerable (Platt and Warwick 2020). This
might lead to greater negative changes across other aspects of their
lives, contributing to more negative change in cohesion.

Yet, another explanation is that the Covid-19 crisis may have increased
inter-ethnic divisions within communities. This might stem, in part, from
negative rhetoric about the virus being associated with certain ethnicities,
or ‘foreigners’ (e.g. Gover et al. 2020). The possibility of increased racial
attacks seems plausible based on preliminary analysis of the UKHLS.
Figure 5 shows that the proportion of people with ethnic minority back-
grounds who reported that racial insults/attacks are ‘very common’/
‘fairly common’ increased from 4% to about 9% during the pandemic-
period (after decreasing by about 2pp between Waves 3–6). This could
suggest ethnic minorities saw their cohesion decline during the pandemic
because intergroup tensions worsened.

Discussion and conclusion

This paper aimed to perform the first systematic test of whether the
Covid-19 pandemic led to changes in perceptions of neighbourhood
cohesion. The first key finding is that, despite the positive prognoses

10The full models’ coefficients are available in the supplemental online material (Table A4).
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across media/political narratives, cohesion appeared to decline quite sub-
stantially around the pandemic, compared to pre-pandemic periods. This
decline occurred across all five dimensions of cohesion: both behavioural
dimensions of ‘talking to neighbours’ (which might be expected given
requirements to socially distance), but also perceptual dimensions, such
as neighbour-trust. Due to data availability, we were only able to
compare the levels of all the ‘social cohesion scale’ components measured
in June 2020 with baseline-levels observed in 2014/15. This of course is a
limitation as the observed decline in perceived neighbourhood cohesion
could have happened before the pandemic and might have been due to
societal tensions around 2016 EU referendum, climate change activism,
or polarising debates of ‘young’ against ‘old’. However, our comparison
of the two perceived-cohesion indicators measured in June 2020 that
were also measured in 2017/18 provide initial evidence that both the
scale of the decline, as well as the patterns of positive/negative change
among different groups, appear qualitatively different during the pan-
demic. Furthermore, we cross-validated our UKHLS findings using the
Community Life Survey (CLS) on neighbour-trust between 2012/13
and 2018/19, which showed a small drop in neighbour-trust between
2015/16 and 2016/17, after which levels of cohesion remained stable up
to 2018/19 (see: Figure A6 in the supplemental online material). This

Figure 5. Percentage of Ethnic Minority and White British respondents stating that racial
insults and attacks are very/ fairly common in their local area at Wave 3, Wave 6 and
Covid-19 Wave. Weighted results with 95% CI. (Data: Understanding Society, University
of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research 2020)
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suggests the decline observed in UKHLS data during the pandemic is less
likely to be simply a continuation of a declining trend in cohesion that
began in 2014/15 (given trust levels in the CLS data looked stable from
2016/17 onwards). Instead, the decline likely represents something trig-
gered during the pandemic-period itself.

In order to unpack whether the decline in overall levels of cohesion
was simply driven by people becoming more pessimistic about their
neighbourhoods, we explored patterns of positive/negative changes in
cohesion between 2014/15 and June 2020 with the patterns across the
pre-pandemic period (2011/12- 2014/15). During both pandemic and
pre-pandemic periods there was a significant amount of flux (people
experiencing both positive and negative changes), which is something
often masked by the seemingly stable aggregate levels of cohesion. Fur-
thermore, this revealed that the pandemic decline in cohesion was pri-
marily driven by an increasing proportion of individuals experiencing
a negative change compared to the pre-pandemic period (38% compared
to 21%) but also a decreasing proportion of individuals experiencing a
positive change over the pandemic (compared to pre-pandemic) period
(20% compared to 30%).

The second key finding is that the negative impact of the pandemic on
perceived-cohesion was not shared equally across all people/places. More
vulnerable groups, including residents of disadvantaged communities,
those with lower education, and certain ethnic minorities such as Pakis-
tani/Bangladeshis, ‘Other’ minorities and Blacks, all experienced a greater
decline compared to their less vulnerable counterparts. For several min-
ority-groups, alongside residents of disadvantaged communities, this stron-
ger decline had the additional pernicious effect of widening pre-existing
inequalities with their White British and affluent-area counterparts. This
widening of inequalities stems predominantly from a larger increase in
the proportion of vulnerable individuals experiencing a negative change
in perceived-cohesion during the pandemic- (compared to pre-pandemic)
periods. This was true using both the social cohesion scale between 2014/15
(pre-pandemic period) and June 2020 (pandemic-period) as well as the two
measures (‘talking to neighbours’ and ‘feeling similar to others’) addition-
ally available for the comparisons between the more recent pre-pandemic
period (2017/18) and pandemic-period (June 2020). However, for some
of these groups, the widening of gaps in cohesion is also driven by a
larger decrease in the proportion experiencing a positive change. For
example, Blacks and residents of disadvantaged communities were, in the
past, likely to experience more flux (more positive and negative changes).
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In the pandemic period, however, their likelihood of experiencing positive
change significantly decreased whereas their likelihood of experiencing
negative change remained higher, compared to those from more affluent
neighbourhoods, and those from White British background. Therefore,
the larger drop in cohesion for certain groups during the pandemic was
as much about increasing rates of negative change as about curtailing the
positive flux apparent in the pre-pandemic period. In sum, this paper
adds perceptions of cohesion to the list of areas of people’s lives worsening
during Covid-19. It also presents evidence that the scale of decline in per-
ceived-cohesion has not been shared equally across society, and some
groups suffered much more. The only positive signal emerging was that
the smallest decline in cohesion was in people’s perceptions that neighbours
were ‘willing to help one another’. Therefore, despite appearing to with-
draw from their communities, individuals still maintained a belief that
people were willing to help. Future research should explore whether the
(more stable) declared willingness to help has turned into action e.g. pro-
viding informal help. Unfortunately, the data do not allow us to explore
behavioural aspects of cohesion (e.g. informal helping behaviours), which
may have responded differently to the pandemic relative to residents’ per-
ceptions. Another possibility is that the apparent decline in perceived-cohe-
sion on the neighbourhood-level, might have been compensated for by
other forms of social capital, such as increased contact with, or reciprocity
among, people’s strong ties (such as family, close friends) or weak ties
beyond the neighbourhood (e.g. via online platforms). Both of these limit-
ations are important avenues for future research.
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