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Measuring social cohesion: lessons from Kakuma 
Camp
Stephen Hunt and Cory Rodgers

Various surveys have been constructed to measure social cohesion in contexts of 
displacement. But the results must be interpreted carefully by those seeking to inform policy 
and programming.

With the increased attention paid to social 
cohesion in refugee policy, there is greater 
need for robust methods of measuring 
cohesion among displaced and displacement-
affected communities. At the project level, 
organisations that have adopted social 
cohesion goals into their programming 
require indicators for project evaluation. 
At the national and sub-national levels, 
monitoring mechanisms such as UNDP’s 
Regular Perception Surveys in Lebanon 
are gathering data on cohesion and tension 
to improve conflict sensitivity among aid 
actors.1 And at the broadest level, funding 
bodies such as the World Bank are investing 
in research to generate evidence on the 
factors that influence cohesion in contexts of 
displacement, which could be used to develop 
best practices for programme design.2

In Kenya, the World Bank has played 
an important role in supporting the socio-
economic integration agenda pursued by 
the government and UNHCR. This includes 
research on social cohesion in urban and 
camp contexts. Questions on cohesion have 
been incorporated into various surveys 
conducted by the Bank and its partners,3 
including large-scale socio-economic 
assessments of the refugee populations in the 
Kakuma camps and Kalobeyei Settlement.4

Research instruments to study cohesion 
must be designed with attention to the 
particular institutional landscapes and policy 
priorities in any given context. For example, 
in the 1990s, social cohesion in Canada, the 
EU and other high-income countries was 
defined with a strong emphasis on equality. 
But in Kenya, refugees have a subordinated 
legal status and are subjected to strict 
encampment policies. The integration agenda 
is restricted to socio-economic dimensions, 

including the promotion of self-reliance for 
refugees and merging humanitarian and 
national service provision into joint systems. 
As such, a survey question asking refugees 
in Kenya about their sense of ‘equality’ 
would seem out of touch. ‘Cohesion’ 
only really makes sense in regard to the 
expectations that people have for their 
place in a community, which is shaped 
by unequal legal statuses and the policy 
environments in which they find themselves. 
These factors, among others, complicate the 
ways that people interpret and respond to 
survey questions about social cohesion.

In 2022, the ‘Social Cohesion as a 
Humanitarian Objective’5 research team 
developed a strategy for assessing social 
cohesion research instruments used in 
Kakuma. We conducted a standard survey 
with a small but diverse sample of 30 
respondents, immediately followed by 
an open-ended interview. The validity of 
common survey questions was evaluated 
based on similarities and differences between 
survey responses and how people described 
refugee-host relations in their own words. 

In many cases, we found that an 
individual’s survey responses were 
inconsistent with their interview comments. 
For example, in the survey, one South 
Sudanese respondent disagreed with 
a statement that the host community 
is trustworthy. But in the interview, he 
provided an optimistic image of “peace and 
unity among the refugees and Kenyans”. 
Conversely, when asked about the 
trustworthiness of refugees, one Kenyan man 
responded positively. But in the interview, he 
signalled caution: “[Refugees] ask us to join 
them [on the football pitch], but we know that 
they are problematic people. So we refuse.” 
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These observations highlight one 
pervasive problem with how social cohesion 
data is gathered: the closed-ended survey 
format. Respondents are often required 
to choose between binary options (yes or 
no) or to rate their sentiments on a scale 
(such as from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly 
disagree’). But people’s perspectives on their 
social environments are often too complex 
or context-dependent to be captured in 
this way. As one South Sudanese woman 
explained when asked about relations 
between refugees and the local community:

There are some good things about the way people 
stay together here, but sometimes conflicts arise. 
God created people differently. Some are criminals, 
while others say people should live in peace. A 
criminal or a drunkard will bring chaos and 
disagreement between people. It is not all of them, 
but this is the problem.

Such ambiguity is oversimplified when 
responses are restricted to linear scales or 
reduced to a simple position like ‘high trust’ 
or ‘low trust’. Similarly, broad categories like 
‘refugees’ and ‘host community’ sometimes 
encompass too much diversity to elicit 
a meaningful response on a perception 
survey. In our interviews in Kakuma, 
assessments of the ‘trustworthiness’ of 
refugees varied drastically depending 
on which demographics were specified. 
Similarly, when asked about their own 
community, local Kenyan respondents 
highlighted the different motivations and 
lifestyles of those living near the camp and 
those living further away across the river.

Pending a full analysis, several key lessons 
emerge from a preliminary review of our 
findings:

Metrics for social cohesion must be adapted 
to each context. Questions that seem obvious 
may be interpreted differently by various 
groups. For example, some surveys ask if the 
respondent ever shares meals with people 
from other communities, an act assumed to 
measure intimacy. But in Kakuma, refugees 
often exchange meals for firewood and 
charcoal sold by locals. These interactions 

are more transactional and less intimate than 
imagined during survey design. Qualitative 
research is crucial to developing social 
cohesion indicators relevant to each context. 
This includes both preliminary ethnographic 
research to inform survey design and post-
design qualitative validation to understand 
how the questions are interpreted.

Analysis of perception surveys should focus 
on extreme answers. In our study, those 
who provided moderate responses to survey 
questions about the trustworthiness of other 
communities often conveyed ambiguity 
or ambivalence during the interviews. 
But those who provided more extreme 
answers had stronger alignment between 
their survey and interview responses. 

Perception surveys are a very limited 
measure of cohesion. Consider a survey that 
asks about the trustworthiness of refugees: 
even if 90% of the responses are very negative, 
this does not provide a reliable guide to actual 
practices of trust and cooperation in everyday 
life, such as lending money or sharing 
personal information. Responses to questions 
about abstract categories of people are shaped 
by contemporary stereotypes and popular 
narratives. The responses tend to be different 
if interview questions ask about individuals, 
such as neighbours, co-workers or friends. 
Perception indicators should therefore be 
accompanied by more specific measures of 
cohesion, such as the extension of credit or 
marital ties across communal lines. However, 
such measures require a concrete vision 
for how a more cohesive refugee-hosting 
society should look, which is often lacking 
in programme design and policy-making.
Stephen Hunt stephen.hunt@ucl.ac.uk  
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1. Survey results can be viewed on the UNDP and ARK Interactive 
Dashboard, available at: bit.ly/communal-relations-lebanon
2. See the recently launched working paper series on Forced 
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Reflections on approaches and barriers to 
reconciliation
Danielle Vella and Diana Rueda

In a series of working discussions, the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) has identified common 
barriers to reconciliation. Making progress to overcome these barriers starts with individuals. 

The concepts of reconciliation and 
social cohesion are intimately linked: 
reconciliation is a process of “recreating 
right relationships”, with oneself and with 
others1, and social cohesion is the glue that 
holds these relationships together. Both entail 
a complex and at times discordant array of 
objectives that include peace and harmony 
as well as justice and accountability.

In 2018, JRS adopted ‘Reconciliation’ 
as a pillar of its strategic framework. 
This conceptual framework mirrors John 
Paul Lederach’s vision of reconciliation 
as a space for the values of truth, mercy, 
justice and peace.2 An emphasis on non-
violence underpins this framework, as 
do guiding principles that highlight 
equitable participation, restorative justice, 
and a universally shared humanity.

Many communities we work with, 
which are either suffering extreme violence 
or offering refuge to people displaced 
by it, dispute whether reconciliation is 
feasible. Although each context is unique, 
common barriers to reconciliation have 
emerged from JRS workshop discussions. 

Common barriers to reconciliation
One barrier emerges when identity differences 
and power asymmetries are exploited, 
leading to feelings of ‘superiority versus 
inferiority’ that cause marginalisation, 
discrimination and oppression. This 
results in violent division between 
groups, reinforced by narratives that 
dehumanise and even demonise others. 

Another barrier to reconciliation is 
frustration at feelings of powerlessness to 
stop violence and injustice. When legitimate, 
non-violent means of protest are brutally 
suppressed, the use of violence as a last resort 
is more likely to emerge, as is a transition 
from self-defence to vengeance. In contexts 
where there is often neither the space nor 
the resources to heal wounds, unhealed 
pain can perpetuate cycles of violence: “pain 
that is not transformed is transferred”.3   

To meet these challenges, JRS adapts 
to local realities and sets manageable 
expectations. We listen to diverse voices, 
with patience and without imposing our own 
views. We acknowledge calls for justice even 
if we might be woefully unable to support 
their fulfilment. We do not even mention 
the word ‘reconciliation’ if it is deemed 
unhelpful or will provoke scepticism. 

JRS tries to work through barriers with 
individuals and communities, starting at the 
personal level. This journey is non-linear, 
but trust is the ultimate destination. Every 
step, however modest, is progress. We begin 
by encouraging critical self-awareness and 
proceed with cultivating tolerance, being 
willing to listen to and respect opposing 
views, and with time, developing empathy. 

Reconciliation in action: the experience of 
JRS teams
In Myanmar, online sessions organised by 
JRS have nourished participants’ conviction 
that inner personal transformation remains 
possible even in unchangeable situations. 

Displacement and Social Cohesion, implemented by the World 
Bank, UNHCR and the FCDO. bit.ly/WB-social-cohesion
3. See Vemuru, et al. (2016) ‘Refugee Impacts on Turkana Hosts: A 
Social Impact Analysis for Kakuma Town and Refugee Camp’  
bit.ly/vemuru-turkana and Betts et al. (2021) ‘Social Cohesion 

and Refugee-Host Interactions: Evidence from East Africa’ bit.ly/
betts-east-africa
4. bit.ly/kalobeyei-2018
5. bit.ly/social-cohesion-socho
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