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English Summary

Social cohesion in a pandemic era
Results of a longitudinal survey with three survey
waves conducted in Germany in 2020
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Key findings

Social cohesion: Social cohesion remained stable
throughout 2020. A slight increase in certain aspects
of cohesion was observed in the middle of the year
which, however, more or less evaporated by the end
of the year. The perceived threat to cohesion has also
changed little over the course of the last year, and has
even shrunk somewhat. People living in precarious
circumstances are the least likely to report a reduced
fear of threats to social cohesion. This group also
shows the strongest return to perceptions reported
at the start of the year.
Trust in others: While the middle class proves to be
relatively unaffected by corona-related impacts, fluc
tuations in interpersonal trust are particularly evi
dent among people living in precarious circum
stances: This group, which reports the lowest level of
interpersonal trust overall, reported a sharp increase
in interpersonal trust by the year’s midpoint – that
is, the period between Germany’s two lockdowns
– though this falls at the end of the year. Overall,
the coronavirus pandemic tends to have a negative
impact on interpersonal trust, although the changes
measured across individual polling points are gener
ally marginal.
Humanity: On average, respondents surveyed at the
end of the year tend to believe that people in Ger
many care for and help each other. The pandemic
has thus resulted in a greater visibility of solidarity
in some areas. Notably, however, this more positive
perception of the last year is not found among peo
ple with a lower economic status. Throughout the
year, this group reports a more or less unchanged and
proportionally more pessimistic perception. In other
words, when it comes to perceptions of demonstrate
fellow humanity, this group differs more strongly
from other social groups.
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Satisfaction with democracy and trust in govern-

over the second half of the year is also much smaller

ment: Perceptions among different social strata of

than that reported by the other two groups.

democratic processes are also drifting apart. Peo
ple with lower levels of education in particular are

Young people under 30: Concerns about the future

associated with a decline in satisfaction with democ

and feelings of loneliness are particularly pronounced

racy over the course of the year. In contrast, those

among those respondents under the age of 30. This

with middle and upper educational attainment lev

part of the population feels particularly hard hit by

els report a slight increase in satisfaction. The eco

the situation. However, at the end of the year, this age

nomic middle class stands out with regard to changes

group also reports the largest number of those who

recorded in responses over the course of the year

feel the measures to combat the pandemic are appro

on this point. This group shows a particularly large

priate.

number of respondents reporting greater satisfac
tion with democracy by the end of the year. Simi

People living in precarious circumstances: Nearly

lar but less- clear trends can be seen regarding trust

all results of the study show that the developments

in the federal government. A closer look at individ

of 2020 will have a negative impact on people liv

ual responses across the year show that perceptions

ing in precarious circumstances, that is, those with

on this point are generally more positive. Overall, and

low incomes and a low level of formal education. This

even among those in the economically weakest group,

finding highlights the risk that the pandemic holds

more respondents report a growing rather than wan

for exacerbating divisive tendencies in society in the

ing confidence in the federal government. Particu

medium term.

larly significant, however, is the reported gain in con
fidence among the middle class, which exceeds that

Divisiveness: For most respondents, frequent

found among those with upper income levels, whose

debates with others in their circle about the pandemic

reported confidence levels were even higher in Feb

is an aspect of everyday life. But not all respondents

ruary/March of 2020. Overall, policymakers seem to

see these disagreements as indicative of divisiveness.

be much more successful in getting people in the mid

Middle-aged, low-educated respondents living in pre

dle and upper socioeconomic classes on board with

carious circumstances in particular feel that society is

their pandemic response measures than they are with

heavily divided. This perception is often accompanied

people with lower education and income levels.

by a lower level of trust in government, greater oppo
sition to pandemic response measures, and a grow

Concerns about the future: In the second half of the

ing fear that societal consensus is increasingly out of

year, concerns about what the future holds increases

reach.

among all groups surveyed. The middle class shows
the strongest increase in worries about the future,
while the largest share of those with major concerns
about the future is found among those living in pre
carious circumstances. Significantly fewer people
with higher socioeconomic status report worrying
about the future, and the increase in their concern

3

Social cohesion in a pandemic era

Data basis and methodology
This study is based on three sets of data collected

We based our drawing of the initial sampling of

in 2020: The first set of data was collected from

addresses for the first survey on the sampling

February 5 to March 28 through a telephone sur

design established by the Arbeitskreis Deutscher

vey of 3,010 people aged 16 and older on issues

Markt- und Sozialforschungsinstitute e.V. (ADM).

regarding social cohesion. A total of 1,000 partici

Based on the Gabler-Häder method, this approach

pants in this representative survey took part in

involves generating telephone numbers synthet

the second survey conducted between May 27

ically, as generally accessible directories such as

and June 9. Some 611 people were available for

telephone books offer only a very limited selec

the third survey carried out from December 7 to

tion framework, even in the landline network. In

14. Common for a panel survey of this kind, the

order to include mobile-phone users in the survey,

decline in the number of participants found here

a dual-frame approach was used in which both lan

falls within the expected range. Unlike a represent

dline and mobile phone sampling frames are used

ative cross-sectional survey, however, these results

to draw the sample and then combined. In the case

cannot be extrapolated to the population as a

of landline sampling in multi-person households,

whole. Calculating representative values was pos

the person to be interviewed is selected at random.

sible for the first two of the three conducted sur

The last-birthday method, which involves selecting

veys only. These results are documented in the pre

an interviewee by determining who in the house

vious study (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2020b).

hold has most recently had a birthday, has proven
to be a valid instrument for this purpose. In the

Survey data are thus available for a total of 611

mobile phone sample, the primary user of a non-

individuals at three points in time in 2020, which

work-related mobile phone is interviewed. The

allows for conclusions to be drawn about the social

minimum age required to participate in the survey

impact of the coronavirus pandemic over time.

was 16 in both cases.

Conducting a longitudinal survey of the same indi
viduals makes it easier to track and understand

The first survey was significantly more compre

changes in attitudes than would be otherwise pos

hensive than the two follow-up surveys. Lasting

sible through a comparison of several cross-sec

an average of 30 minutes, the first interview cov

tional surveys of different individual respond

ered several different aspects of social cohesion.

ents conducted at different points in time. Sample

Interviews conducted as part of the later survey

quality was statistically tested for all three sur

waves lasted an average of twelve and ten minutes,

vey waves. A two-stage weighting procedure

respectively. Details presented in the methodology

was applied for the initial sample. The first stage

report regarding the sample, weighting procedure

involved calculating a design-related weight to

and panel approach used remain valid.

compensate for the greater probability of con
tacting individuals in large households with land
lines and to ensure an accurate share of landline
and mobile telephone sampling as well as regional
allocations for the interviews conducted. The sec
ond stage involved making adjustments, through
an iterative procedure, to known distributions
of the population in terms of age, gender, educa
tion, migration background and residential status.
For the panel sample of the second and third sur
vey waves, additional longitudinal weights were
applied.

4

The Living Values program
The Living Values program explores issues relevant to social
cohesion and the ways in which religion and values influence
how we live together in diverse societies. We conduct research
and publish studies on these topics in the framework of our
Religion Monitor and Social Cohesion Radar. Our program
works with various projects and approaches aimed at strength
ening values in society and actively builds networks involving
civil society actors committed to social cohesion.
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