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Already in the classical sociology of the 19th century it was a typical expectation that 

societies would function more effectively without the presence of fundamental cleavages 

among the population. Diversity, whether culturally, ethnically or religiously, could only 

lead to a division of society that would hamper a successful search for the collective 

good. Effective societies are homogeneous societies, to summarize the traditional 

argument all too crudely. At first sight, this assumption makes sense from a theoretical 

perspective: it can be assumed that if individual citizens have less in common with one 

another, they will be less likely to contribute to the common good. Co-operative behavior 

prospers most abundantly if the perceived social distance between individuals (whether in 

terms of socio-economic status, ethnicity, language or religion) remains limited. 

Individuals will be less likely to co-operate if they perceive others as belonging to an out-

group, or as fundamentally different from themselves. The implications of this 

assumption, however, are far-reaching. We know that Western European countries are 

rapidly becoming more diverse. Even traditionally homogeneous societies had to adapt to 

the influx of new groups, often from different religious or cultural traditions. Especially 

for the countries in Southern Europe, this transition was made very quickly. Up until the 

1980s, countries like Italy, Spain, Greece or Portugal were net ‘exporters’ of manual 

labor. Droves of inhabitants from these countries were searching for better economic 

prospects in the northern part of Western Europe or in Northern America. In the mid-

1990’s all of this changed quite dramatically. The number of people leaving Southern 

Europe for economic reasons declined sharply, while simultaneously these countries 



experienced a massive inflow from Northern Africa and Central and Eastern Europe. 

Especially in Italy, this has led to a hostile backlash to the presence of foreigners, 

sometimes even resulting in violent incidents. In 2007, Italy and Romania had a sharp 

conflict about the hostile treatment of Romanian immigrants living in Italian cities. 

In various other large European metropolitan areas, however, there have also been some 

negative experiences with clashes between various ethnic and cultural groups. At first 

sight, therefore, as Western Europe has become more diverse, it has also been confronted 

with various new problems with regard to managing this kind of diversity. 

 

As happens all too often, European scholars, too, are strongly influenced by research that 

is being conducted in US society. Various attempts have been made to replicate the 2007 

study by Robert D. Putnam, showing that ethnic diversity has a negative impact on the 

trust in one’s neighbors. Since the initial findings by Putnam already circulated widely at 

various international conferences from the year 2001 on, European scholars took up the 

challenge and started to work on this relation with European data. It has to be 

remembered, however, that European scholars cannot rely on a comprehensive survey 

like the Social Capital Benchmark Survey, that was used by Putnam. Various data 

sources had to be combined, and none of them was collected specifically to study the 

effect of ethnic diversity. Furthermore, even comparisons across European societies are 

made difficult by strong differences with regard to sampling and definitions. In a country 

like France, there is even a legal ban on collecting official records on ethnicity as it is 

feared that this could lead to discriminatory practices. 

 

This means that overall conclusions for Western Europe certainly cannot be drawn in the 

current phase of research. As far as I know, scholarly analyses are now available for the 

situation in the UK, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden and Belgium. These analyses are 

now in various phases of the publication process, with some of them published or 

forthcoming, while others are still circulating as conference papers. We therefore have to 

be very cautious in drawing general conclusions about the currently available statistical 

material. However, what is clear already is that in no way we can detect an overall 

negative pattern: the negative findings with regard to the United States have not been 



repeated in Europe. In most of the studies that are currently available, the conclusion is 

that there is not a significant relation between the ethnic diversity of a community and 

various social capital indicators. 

A number of caveats however are called for before we accept this very general 

conclusion. First of all, it appears that the introduction of a sufficient number control 

variables is of paramount importance. Poverty, unemployment and inequality are 

important determinants of generalized trust levels, while at the same time the regions 

with a strong concentration of ethnic minorities also tend to score quite high on these 

indicators for a lack of social cohesion. Recent British research indicates that the relation 

between diversity and trust is rendered insignificant if one includes adequate controls for 

socio-economic exclusion. 

 

Second, the choice of the dependent variable is important. It has to be remembered that 

the variable that is theoretically most relevant is generalized trust, since it can be assumed 

that a lack of generalized trust will render it more difficult for communities to pursue 

common goals. With regard to this crucial variable, however, European research has not 

revealed any systematic negative relation with ethnic diversity. For other indicators, on 

the other hand, some negative findings have been reported. Dutch research, e.g., shows 

that the original inhabitants of the Netherlands report fewer and less intensive contacts 

with their neighbors if they live in an ethnically divided community. This kind of 

conclusion, however, seems rather tautological: if neighbors do not even talk the same 

language, it is rather self-evident that they will talk less often. Furthermore, this kind of 

relation is hardly theoretically relevant. The real challenge of this kind of research is to 

determine whether an increased ethnic diversity can be considered as a threat for social 

stability and given the available research on social capital and social cohesion, we can 

assume that generalized trust can function as a proxy indicator for social cohesion. 

Whether or not neighbors often talk with one another, on the other hand, is not a valid 

indicator for social cohesion. 

A third caveat is that because of the restraints on available data sources, various levels of 

analysis have been used interchangeably: communities, urban neighborhoods, 

municipalities, census tracts, regions and even entire countries. No matter the level of 



analysis, however, the conclusion more or less remains the same: we do not find an 

overall negative relation between ethnic diversity and generalized trust. 

Looking in retrospect at the findings, it may appear as obvious that Western Europe does 

not behave like the United States in this kind of research, since there are fundamental 

differences between these societies. On a purely anecdotal level: I remember showing a 

colleague around in one of the more ethnically diverse neighborhoods of the Belgian 

capital Brussels. After a while, passing by some nice Turkish restaurants mainly catering 

for a Belgian audience, my friend asked me: “So, and when do we get in the really black 

neighborhood?” I had to disappoint her: this is about as diverse as we get in Brussels, 

despite the fact that Brussels is the capital of the European Union. And to follow up with 

more serious statistical evidence: segregation is much more limited in Europe than it is in 

the US. Even in major cities like London, Paris, Amsterdam or Brussels, the population is 

more mixed than in some areas in the United States. Self-evidently, in these cities too, 

there is a concentration of ethnic minorities, but this concentration effect is not as 

massive as it is in the United States. To put it differently: the variation on the independent 

variable is much higher in the US than it is in Western Europe. Second, diversity too has 

different characteristics. In most Western European countries, the rise of ethnic diversity 

is a rather recent phenomenon. While ethnic diversity is a stable feature of US society for 

at least 2 centuries by now, the influx of immigrants in most Western European societies 

started in the 1960s. The demographic pattern of diversity is therefore completely 

different in the US than it is in Western Europe. A third element that we have to 

incorporate is that political reality is different. In general, communities or neighborhoods 

do not have any authority on school boards. Although a process of school segregation is 

evident in most European societies too, schools are not financially dependent on the fiscal 

regime within their community. In most political systems schools receive the same 

amount of funding, whether they are situated in rich or in poor communities, and in some 

countries even the reverse policy is being applied, with schools situated in ethnically 

diverse communities receiving additional funding to accommodate the influx of pupils 

with a different cultural background. Again, this implies that the consequences of 

segregation will be less visible in Western Europe than they are in the US. 

 



Systematic research on the relation between diversity and social cohesion has just begun 

in Western Europe, and therefore the initial conclusions have to be taken with caution. In 

the years ahead, additional data sources will become available and it is hoped for that this 

will enable researchers to develop a more fine-grained understanding of the relation 

between diversity and trust. Furthermore, all economic forecasts predict that in the five 

decades ahead the European economy will have to attract more foreign labor, resulting in 

a further increase of ethnic diversity in Europe. Given the ongoing political concerns 

about the maintenance of national and cultural identity, this process will lead to some 

political conflicts. At the same time, the EU member states continue to apply various 

policies to promote social and economic integration of ethnic minorities, despite some 

efforts for European-wide harmonization of these policies. It can be safely predicted, 

therefore that finding ways to integrate minorities in a successful and fair manner will 

continue to figure high, not just on the political agenda of European societies, but also on 

the research agenda of European social and political science. 


