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Abstract

Understanding how family functioning shapes social cohesion in South African commu-
nities offers insight into relational dynamics that sustain neighborhood well-being. This
convergent parallel mixed-methods study examined associations between family function-
ing and neighborhood social cohesion in Cape Town. Quantitative data (N = 662) were
collected using the Family Functioning Questionnaire and the Neighborhood Social Cohe-
sion Questionnaire. Correlations showed positive associations between family cohesion
and trust (r = 0.20), expressiveness and tolerance/respect (r = 0.20), and democratic family
style and neighborhood attachment (r = 0.21). Family disengagement showed a small
negative association with tolerance/respect (r = −0.11) and a small positive association
with practical help (r = 0.17), an unexpected pattern interpreted cautiously. Qualitative in-
terviews (n = 20) provided contextual depth, describing how open communication, shared
caregiving, and supportive family networks enhance trust, belonging, reciprocity, and
responsibility. Thematic analysis produced five themes spanning cohesion, expressiveness,
conflict/disengagement, democratic family functioning, and authoritarian parenting as
adaptation. Triangulation indicated that cohesive, expressive, and democratic family pro-
cesses align with stronger neighborhood connectedness, while conflict and strictness were
often described as forms of regulation rather than uniformly harmful. Findings support
strengthening family-based interventions, parenting programs, and community policies
that reinforce both family well-being and social connectedness.

Keywords: family functioning; social cohesion; trust; parenting; community connectedness;
South Africa

1. Introduction
The family is widely recognized as the primary social unit that individuals encounter

early in life and plays a central role in shaping emotional, cognitive, and social development
(Berk 2022). Family interactions—including communication patterns, shared activities,
emotional expression, and approaches to conflict resolution—form the foundation for
how individuals engage with others and participate in broader social contexts (Ishimaru
2019). Families that are cohesive, adaptable, and characterized by effective communication
are more likely to foster children who demonstrate strong social skills, empathy, and a
sense of belonging that extends beyond the home environment (Bogdan et al. 2023). In
contrast, families that are disengaged, resistant to change, or marked by frequent conflict
may struggle to establish trust, which can contribute to social isolation and weakened
connections to the wider community (Chambers and Gracia 2021).
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1.1. Linking Family Functioning and Social Cohesion

Functional family systems not only shape individual social competencies but also
contribute to broader social cohesion through community involvement, reciprocal support,
and local engagement (Bidandi and Roman 2020; Parekh et al. 2018). Chang et al. (2022)
and Jiang et al. (2025) converge on the argument that family functioning supports well-
being by strengthening adolescents’ relational capacities, while also showing that these
effects operate through different but complementary pathways. In Chang et al. (2022),
maternal involvement was the only family-level factor that significantly predicted positive
psychological functioning in adolescence, and maternal involvement together with school
connectedness and neighborhood social cohesion predicted stronger social skills, indicat-
ing that supportive caregiving works alongside broader relational contexts to promote
resilience. Jiang et al. (2025) extend this family well-being account by showing that family
cohesion and adaptability are associated with better adolescent adjustment, partly through
interpersonal competence, specifically communication and emotion regulation skills. To-
gether, these studies support an ecological interpretation in which supportive, cohesive
family environments foster well-being both directly (through caregiver involvement) and
indirectly (by cultivating interpersonal skills that extend to community relationships).
Therefore, families that maintain positive interactions, provide emotional support, and
engage in collaborative decision-making often extend these relational norms into their
communities, thereby fostering trust and cooperation (Singerman 2020). Their confidence
and openness can generate positive spillover effects that benefit the wider community (Or-
gad and Gill 2021). Socially integrated communities, in turn, support families by offering
shared resources, emotional support, and opportunities for civic participation (Aldrich
and Meyer 2015). This reciprocal relationship suggests that family functioning and social
cohesion are interconnected processes that can mutually strengthen or undermine one
another (Alexander and Robbins 2019; Baldassarri and Abascal 2020).

In the South African context, the relationship between family functioning and social
cohesion is deeply interconnected. The country’s historical legacy of racial and spatial
inequality continues to shape household structures, parenting practices, and community
interactions (Mohapanele 2023; Tshishonga 2019). Decades of apartheid produced enduring
disparities in income, education, and opportunity, which have influenced both family life
and neighborhood solidarity (Bidandi and Roman 2020). Functional families characterized
by effective communication, reciprocity, and emotional support can help mitigate these
structural inequalities by fostering resilience and a strong sense of belonging among their
members (Jenson 2019). By contrast, family dysfunction, neglect, or dissolution may
erode social trust and contribute to social fragmentation and exclusion (Adams 2017).
Noyoo (2025) further posits that while South African families contribute to cohesion, their
functioning is shaped by state capacity, inequality, labor-market structure, social protection
and the broader society. Accordingly, this study is grounded in a systemic and ecological
theoretical lens in which internal relational dynamics within families can be influenced by
broader social and structural contexts that shape family functioning and social cohesion
(Eppler 2019; Ferguson and Evans 2019; Roman et al. 2025).

1.2. Theoretical Perspective

Family functioning is a multidimensional construct encompassing patterns of interac-
tion, communication, and collaboration among family members that support individual
and collective well-being (Falana et al. 2024; Booysen et al. 2021). It reflects a family’s
capacity for adaptability, cooperation, resilience, and the ability to balance individual needs
with the demands of the family system.
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Similarly, Bowen’s (1978) family systems theory (FST) conceptualizes the family as
an emotional and social unit in which patterns of interaction, communication, and cohe-
sion shape individual behavior and broader relational functioning. Bowen (1978) argues
that the family operates as an interdependent system, such that a change in one compo-
nent of the system is likely to produce corresponding shifts in other components. When
family systems are characterized by open communication, adaptability, and emotional
responsiveness, they can strengthen individuals’ engagement with external social networks.
Conversely, dysfunction within the family system may contribute to social disengagement,
mistrust, or conflict at the community level (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1986). Thus, the value
of systemic theorizing lies in understanding how relational patterns within families are
connected to wider social functioning, while also emphasizing that family processes both
influence and are influenced by the broader sociocultural contexts in which they unfold
(Asiimwe et al. 2026).

This perspective is further extended by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems the-
ory (EST), which posits that human development occurs within a set of interrelated systems,
ranging from the microsystem of the family to the macrosystem of broader societal norms
and structures. The family, situated within the microsystem, directly shapes members’
capacity for social interaction and community participation, while the mesosystem—such
as neighborhoods and local institutions—reciprocally influences family functioning (Saun-
ders 1999). Empirical evidence shows that broader structural conditions (e.g., institutional
environments and systemic disadvantages) shape lived experiences and developmental
outcomes, underscoring the relevance of ecological approaches for contextualizing family
functioning in settings marked by inequality (Gonçalves et al. 2026). This bidirectional rela-
tionship between family systems and community contexts forms the conceptual foundation
of the present study.

1.3. Social Cohesion and Community Well-Being

Social cohesion refers to the strength of relationships, levels of trust, and a shared
sense of belonging among members of a group or society (Aref and Al-Emadi 2023; Ware
2023). Often described as the “social glue” that binds societies together (Verneert et al.
2021), social cohesion encompasses interpersonal connections, civic engagement, trust,
attachment, mutual assistance, and tolerance (Berger 2018; Orazani et al. 2023). It is
grounded in families and networks of friends, which provide emotional security and
foster a sense of belonging (Chipkin 2008). Participation in collective activities strengthens
social capital and promotes inclusivity (Habermann et al. 2014; Painter 2013), while trust
facilitates collaboration and mutual understanding (Baldassarri and Abascal 2020; Khaile
et al. 2022). Neighborhood attachment and mutual aid represent tangible expressions of
social cohesion, illustrating how relational trust is translated into concrete acts of support
(Cramm et al. 2013; Elliott et al. 2014). In diverse societies, tolerance and respect are essential
for sustaining peace and social harmony (Budiyono et al. 2018).

In South Africa, levels of social cohesion vary significantly across racial and geographic
contexts. Persistent inequalities in housing, education, and public safety continue to hinder
social integration (David et al. 2018; Bwalya et al. 2023). Research indicates that interracial
trust remains low, particularly in formerly segregated urban areas (Bwalya et al. 2023).
Moreover, while social media has the potential to bridge social divides, it can also intensify
polarization and reinforce existing social boundaries (Matema and Kariuki 2022). In rural
region communities, trust and collective engagement are essential yet precarious elements
of social cohesion (Khaile et al. 2022).
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1.4. The Relationship Between Family Functioning and Social Cohesion

A well-functioning family enhances not only the well-being of its members but also
the broader social fabric. Families operate as microsystems of society contexts in which
empathy, trust, and collaboration are cultivated (Roman et al. 2016). Research indicates that
closely connected families contribute to the development of trust and cooperation within
communities (Schiefer and Van der Noll 2017) and can buffer children from the adverse
health effects of disadvantaged neighborhood conditions (Fan and Chen 2012; Sim and
Georgiades 2022). At the level of parenting practices, democratic family environments
characterized by parental warmth, autonomy granting, and open communication have
been positively associated with adolescents’ endorsement of democratic values, suggesting
that participatory family structures function as formative spaces for the internalization of
civic norms and prosocial orientations that extend into community life (Miklikowska and
Hurme 2011). Conversely, authoritarian parenting styles characterized by strict behavioral
control, limited emotional responsiveness, and low autonomy-granting have been linked
to weakened internal family bonds (Aloia and Strutzenberg 2023). Within socioeconomi-
cally constrained contexts such as South Africa, however, such disciplinary structures may
function as adaptive responses to structural inequality and external risk, wherein strict
behavioral boundaries serve as protective rather than purely punitive functions (Bronfen-
brenner 2005). Conversely, Özkaya (2022) argues that diversification in family forms (e.g.,
delayed marriages, blended households and shifting parental roles) alongside evolving
functions (e.g., caregiving and authority) can be accompanied by reduced communication
and fragmented relational expectations. However, modern families retain a foundational
capacity to generate social cohesion through civic participation, intergenerational solidarity
and social trust when empathy and interconnectivity are actively cultivated and reinforced
through aligned social institutions and responsive public policy. Socially integrated neigh-
borhoods, in turn, strengthen family functioning by promoting safety, facilitating shared
child supervision, and fostering a shared sense of responsibility (Barnhart et al. 2022;
Erickson et al. 2016).

Within South Africa’s diverse socioeconomic contexts, examining the interplay be-
tween family functioning and community social cohesion provides critical insight into how
micro-level interactions influence macro-level solidarity. Framing family functioning as
a key determinant of social cohesion can, however, inadvertently individualize broader
structural challenges and risk portraying families in low-resource communities as “defi-
cient” rather than disadvantaged (David et al. 2018; Holborn and Eddy 2011; Palmary 2015).
By positioning family functioning as central to cohesion, the current study adopts this
perspective while understanding families not as isolated agents responsible for repairing
social fractures, but as microsystems embedded within unequal neighborhoods and policy
regimes (Bidandi and Roman 2020; Jenson 2019).

Prior research has linked cohesive family relationships to higher levels of community
trust, reduced social isolation, and increased civic engagement (Schiefer and Van der Noll
2017). Despite the recognized interdependence between family functioning and social
cohesion, empirical evidence from South Africa remains limited. Existing studies have
often examined these constructs in isolation, thereby overlooking their reciprocal influence
and contextual dimensions. This study therefore integrates quantitative and qualitative
approaches to examine how family functioning contributes to social cohesion among South
African families.

Based on the theoretical frameworks of Bowen’s (1978) Family Systems Theory and
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, and in light of the existing empirical
literature, the following hypotheses were formulated to guide the quantitative component
of the study:

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 207 5 of 24

H1. Higher levels of family cohesion will be positively associated with neighborhood social
cohesion outcomes.

H2. Higher levels of expressiveness will be positively associated with participation in organized
activities and tolerance of respect within the neighborhood.

H3. Family conflict and disengagement will be negatively associated with social trust outcomes.

H4. A democratic family style will be positively associated with social integration, trust, and
attachment to the neighborhood.

H5. An authoritarian family style will be negatively associated with internal family ties.

The study aims to:

1. Examine the relationship between dimensions of family functioning and social cohesion.
2. Explore qualitatively how family dynamics, values, and lived experiences contribute

to social cohesion.

By combining quantitative and qualitative data, the study seeks to understand how
cohesive family systems function as a catalyst for fostering healthy, trustworthy, and
inclusive neighborhoods in South Africa.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design

A convergent mixed-methods methodology was employed, collecting quantitative
and qualitative data concurrently to clarify the relationship between family functioning
and social cohesiveness (Creswell and Inoue 2025). This approach enables the integration
of quantitative findings with narrative transcripts, offering both a comprehensive scope
and nuanced insight while incorporating methodological triangulation (Gibson 2017).

The quantitative component was anchored in the positivist paradigm, aiming to
identify measurable relationships among variables via statistical analysis (Park et al. 2020).
A cross-sectional, ex post facto correlational design was utilized to address the study’s first
objective: to determine the relationship between dimensions of family functioning and
social cohesion (Babbie 2020; Simon and Goes 2013).

The qualitative component, grounded in an interpretivist paradigm, offered deeper
insight into the second objective: to explore how family dynamics, values, and experiences
contribute to social cohesion. This phase expanded on and contextualized the quantitative
findings through semi-structured interviews (Gibson 2017). Together, these two compo-
nents constituted a two-phase triangulated design in which qualitative findings served to
validate, enrich, and interpret the quantitative results (Creswell and Hirose 2019).

2.2. Research Context

The research was conducted in urban and peri-urban areas of Cape Town, South Africa.
These neighborhoods represent a wide range of socioeconomic conditions, including both
low- and middle-income groups. According to 2011 Census data from the City of Cape
Town, many families in the Northern and Southern suburbs earn less than R4000 per month,
reflecting persistent structural inequalities and economic vulnerability (City of Cape Town
2011a, 2011b). These social conditions shape family dynamics, parenting practices, and
community relationships. Examining how families function and sustain cohesion amid
social and economic pressures provides critical insight into familial resilience and commu-
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nity engagement, thereby informing the development of context-specific interventions and
policies aimed at strengthening families and enhancing social cohesion (Olabiyi et al. 2025).

2.3. Sampling and Participants
2.3.1. Phase 1: Quantitative

Data were collected using purposive and convenience sampling techniques to recruit
individuals aged 18 years and older from diverse family structures residing in Cape Town.
The purposive sampling component ensured alignment between participant characteristics
and the study’s objectives, thereby enhancing validity and precision (Campbell et al. 2020).
The convenience sampling approach facilitated the recruitment of participants who were
readily accessible and willing to participate.

2.3.2. Phase 2: Qualitative

The qualitative phase employed convenience and snowball sampling techniques
to recruit participants, ensuring the inclusion of parents, guardians with children, and
community stakeholders. Recruitment was conducted through door-to-door engagement
and referrals from previous participants. Interviews were conducted with participants
from diverse socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds in Cape Town, representing the
same communities sampled during the quantitative phase.

Although the quantitative and qualitative samples comprised different participants,
both represented the same communities and addressed the same scope of interest. This
approach enhanced the depth of insight and allowed for cross-validation of findings.
Drawing on overlapping but not identical participant groups enabled data triangulation
(Gibson 2017).

2.4. Research Procedure
Measuring Instrument

Family functioning was assessed using the Family Functioning Questionnaire (FFQ)
developed by Bloom and Naar (1994). The FFQ consists of 30 items rated on a 4-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Very Untrue) to 4 (Very True). The questionnaire measures
six subscales: cohesion, expressiveness, conflict, disengagement, democratic family style,
and authoritarian family style. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the FFQ subscales
ranged from 0.47 to 0.74. It is acknowledged that the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the
Conflict (α = 0.50) and Disengagement (α = 0.47) subscales fall below the conventional
threshold. The FFQ has been used in diverse cross-cultural and low-resource settings,
including the South African context (Roman et al. 2016; Botha and Booysen 2014). In the
present study, questionnaires were administered in three languages: English, Afrikaans,
and isiXhosa across participants from diverse socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds in
Cape Town. Slight item-level variation in interpretation across these language groups may
have contributed to attenuated alpha values. In addition, it should be noted that Cronbach’s
alpha is sensitive to the number of items per subscale. Both the Conflict and Disengage-
ment subscales comprise a small number of items, which may constrain the maximum
attainable alpha value. Findings derived from the Conflict and Disengagement subscales
should therefore be interpreted with appropriate caution. Furthermore, sensitivity analy-
sis was conducted to examine the pattern by excluding the Conflict and Disengagement
subscales; the result revealed that it remains stable in direction and magnitude of the
remaining subscales.

Neighborhood social cohesion was assessed using the Neighborhood Social Cohesion
Questionnaire (N-SCQ) developed by Stafford and Marmot (2003). The N-SCQ consists of
29 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with higher scores (5) indicating greater agreement.
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The questionnaire assesses both structural aspects of social cohesion and cognitive aspects
of social interaction (Stafford and Marmot 2003). The N-SCQ measures seven subscales:
friendship ties, participation in organized activities, integration into wider society, trust,
neighborhood attachment, practical help, and tolerance of respect. The scale demonstrated
high internal consistency (α = 0.93).

Questionnaires were administered at times and in locations convenient for participants,
including community centers and local meeting spaces in the Northern and Southern
suburbs of Cape Town. All questionnaires were administered in participants’ preferred
languages (i.e., English, Afrikaans, or isiXhosa) to ensure inclusivity and cultural sensitivity
(Li and Miao 2025).

Data were collected concurrently through one-on-one semi-structured interviews. All
interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and subsequently transcribed
verbatim by the researcher. This process ensured the accurate and authentic representation
of participants’ lived experiences (Busetto et al. 2020).

2.5. Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the University of the Western Cape’s
Research Ethics Committee (HS20/2/13). Participants were provided with informed
consent forms explaining the purpose, procedures, and voluntary nature of the study. They
were assured of anonymity, confidentiality, and their right to withdraw at any time without
penalty. Data were securely stored and accessible only to the research team. All ethical
principles, including those of autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice, were
upheld throughout both phases of the study (Hasan 2023).

3. Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 27 to generate

descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlation coefficients, examining relationships be-
tween family functioning and social cohesion subscales. Conversely, qualitative data were
analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework. This process
involved coding, categorization, and theme development to capture participants’ lived
experiences. The final themes were aligned with the quantitative subscales to facilitate
integration and triangulation.

4. Results
This section presents findings from both the quantitative and qualitative phases of the

study, in line with the convergent mixed-methods design. Quantitative results, guided by
Objective 1, provide a statistical analysis of the relationship between family functioning
and neighborhood social cohesion. Qualitative findings, aligned with Objective 2, offer
insight into the lived experiences of family functioning and social cohesion.

4.1. Quantitative Findings
4.1.1. Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 1, which
displays both the quantitative and qualitative data components.

Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard devi-
ations, were used to summarize participants’ demographic characteristics. As shown in
Table 1, the total quantitative sample comprised 662 participants, of whom 67.07% were
female and 32.93% were male. The majority of participants (84.14%) resided in urban areas.
The qualitative sample consisted of 20 participants, of whom 55% were female and 45%
were male.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of quantitative and qualitative participants.

Quantitative Qualitative

Demographic Female N (%) Male N (%) Total N (%) Female N (%) Male N (%) Total N (%)

Gender 444 (67.07) 218 (32.93) 662 (100%) 11 (55) 9 (45) 20 (100)

Age
Mean age (years) 39 (SD = 15.05) 35 (SD = 13.83) 38 (SD = 14.77) 37 43 39
Range 16–79 17–75 16–76 22–70 22–70

Employment Status
Yes 163 (36.71) 109 (50.00) 272 (41.09) 8 (40) 9 (45) 17 (85)
No 279 (62.84) 109 (50.00) 388 (58.61) 3 (15) 0 3 (15)
Missing 2 (0.45) 2 (0.30)

Type of Area
Rural 72 (16.22) 30 (13.76) 102 (15.41) - - -
Urban 369 (83.11) 188 (86.24) 557 (84.14) 11 (55) 9 (45) 20 (100)
Missing 3 (0.68) 3 (0.45)

Family Structure
Nuclear Family 171 (38.51) 113 (51.83) 284 (42.90) 2 (18.18) 3 (33.33) 5 (25)
Extended Family 70 (15.76) 27 (12.38) 97 (14.65) 4 (36.36) 4 (44.44) 8 (40)
Single Parent Family 155 (34.90) 49 (22.47) 204 (30.81) 5 (45.45) 2 (22.22) 7 (35)
Child-headed Family 4 (0.90) 2 (0.91) 6 (0.90) - - -
Step Family 4 (0.90) 1 (0.45) 5 (0.75) - - -
Grandparent Family 13 (2.92) 7 (3.21) 20 (3.02) - - -
Live alone - 1 (0.45) 1 (0.15) - - -
Others 19 (4.27) 17 (7.79) 36 (5.43) - - -
Missing 8 (1.80) 1 (0.45) 9 (1.35)

Marital Status
Married 157 (35. 36) 83 (18.69) 240 (36.25) 4 (36.36) 5 (55.55) 9 (45)
Domestic partner 12 (2.70) 4 (0.90) 16 (2.41) 0 1 (11.11) 1 (5)
Divorced 31 (6.98) 11 (2.47) 42 (6.34) 2 (18.18) 0 2 (10)
Separated 13 (2.92) 1 (0.22) 14 (2.11) 0 0 0
Single, never married 190 (42.79) 109 (24.54) 299 (45.16) 5 (45.45) 2 (22.22) 7 (35)
Widowed 31 (6.98) 6 (1.35) 37 (5.58) 0 1 (11.11) 1 (5)
Others 5 (1.12) 4 (0.90) 9 (1.35) - - -
Missing 5 (1.12) - 5 (0.75)

4.1.2. Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were computed for
variables related to social cohesion and family functioning among South African family
participants. As shown in Table 2, participants reported above-average mean scores on the
family functioning subscales of cohesion (M = 3.15, SD = 0.61), expressiveness (M = 3.04,
SD = 0.61), and democratic family style (M = 2.83, SD = 0.79). In contrast, lower mean scores
were observed for conflict (M = 2.02, SD = 0.62) and disengagement (M = 2.15, SD = 0.86).

With respect to the neighborhood social cohesion subscales, participants reported
above-average mean scores on most variables. Higher mean scores were observed for
neighborhood attachment (M = 3.74, SD = 1.05), tolerance of respect (M = 3.68, SD = 0.90),
and trust (M = 3.64, SD = 0.96). The lowest mean score was recorded for participation in
organized activities (M = 2.68, SD = 1.07). Overall, the mean scores across the neighborhood
social cohesion subscales suggest that participants in this study demonstrated relatively
high levels of social cohesion.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 207 9 of 24

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the FFQ and NSCQ variables.

Variables Min. Max. Mean Standard Deviation Cronbach Alpha

Family Functioning

Cohesion 1.00 4.00 3.15 0.61 0.65

Expressiveness 1.00 4.00 3.04 0.61 0.61

Conflict 1.00 4.00 2.02 0.62 0.50

Disengagement 1.00 4.00 2.15 0.86 0.47

Democratic Family Style 1.00 4.00 2.83 0.79 0.66

Authoritarian Family Style 1.00 4.00 2.51 0.82 0.63

Social Cohesion

Family Ties 1.00 5.00 3.53 1.26 0.68

Friendship Ties 1.00 5.00 3.56 1.24 0.73

Participation in Organized Activities 1.00 5.00 2.68 1.07 0.77

Integration into Wider Society 1.00 5.00 3.25 1.17 0.68

Trust 1.00 4.00 3.64 0.96 0.78

Attachment to Neighborhood 1.00 4.00 3.74 1.05 0.83

Practical Help 1.00 4.00 2.72 1.18 0.78

Tolerance of Respect 1.00 5.00 3.68 0.90 0.76

4.2. Relationship Between Family Functioning and Neighborhood Social Cohesion

Bivariate Pearson correlations were computed to examine the relationships between Fam-
ily Functioning and Neighborhood Social Cohesion sub-variables. The observed correlations
across FFQ and NSCQ subscales ranged from (r = −0.11) to (r = 0.28). These associations
are consistent with the broader empirical literature, in which family-level variables typically
yield correlations with neighborhood social cohesion outcomes (Schiefer and Van der Noll
2017; Cheng et al. 2021). This is unsurprising, as social cohesion is a multidimensional con-
struct shaped by structural, historical, and socioeconomic factors, including income inequality,
residential stability, and access to public services that extend well beyond family-level pro-
cesses (David et al. 2018; Baldassarri and Abascal 2020). It is therefore theoretically expected
that individual family functioning variables would account for only a portion of variance in
neighborhood-level social cohesion outcomes. Importantly, even small correlations within
large community samples (N = 662) can signal meaningful population-level relationships and
carry practical implications for family-based and community interventions (Ferguson 2009).
To aid interpretive precision, 95% confidence intervals were computed and reported alongside
the correlation values in Table 3.

As shown in Table 3, Family Cohesion demonstrated weak to moderate positive correla-
tions with several social cohesion variables, including Trust (r = 0.20, p < 0.001), Tolerance and
Respect (r = 0.20, p < 0.001), and Attachment to Neighborhood (r = 0.21, p < 0.001). Family
cohesion was also positively correlated with other family functioning dimensions, namely
Family Expressiveness (r = 0.60, p < 0.001) and Democratic Family Style (r = 0.43, p < 0.001). In
contrast, it was negatively associated with Family Disengagement (r = −0.29, p < 0.001). These
findings suggest that higher levels of Family Cohesion are linked to better social cohesion
outcomes, especially trust (r = 0.20), tolerance of respect (r = 0.20), and attachment to the
neighborhood (r = 0.21). However, although Family Cohesion was statistically associated with
Participation in Organized Activities (r = 0.08, p < 0.05), this association is weak. Additionally,
higher Family Cohesion was related to stronger family functioning characteristics, such as
increased Family Expressiveness and stronger relational ties.
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Table 3. Relationship between FFQ and NSCQ variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Cohesion -

Expressiveness 0.60 ***
[0.55, 0.65] -

Conflict
−0.23 ***
[−0.30,
−16]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34] -

Disengagement
−0.29 ***
[−0.36,
−0.22]

0.34 ***
[0.27, 0.41]

0.36 ***
[0.29, 0.42] -

Democratic
Family Style

0.43 ***
[0.37, 0.49]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34]

−0.16 ***
[−0.23,
−0.08]

−0.24 ***
[−0.31,
−0.17]

-

Authoritarian
Family Style

0.06
[−0.02,
0.14]

0.25 *
[0.18, 0.32]

0.22 ***
[0.15, 0.29]

0.24 ***
[0.17, 0.31]

0.07
[−0.01,
0.15]

-

Family Ties 0.25 **
[0.18, 0.32]

0.24 ***
[0.17, 0.31]

−0.09 *
[−0.17,
−0.01]

−0.09 *
[−0.17,
−0.01]

0.07
[−0.01,
0.15]

−0.09 *
[−0.17,
−0.01]

-

Friendship Ties
0.15 ***
[0.0007,

0.22]

0.14 ***
[0.06, 0.21]

−0.04
[−0.12,
0.04]

−0.11 **
[−0.18,
−0.03]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34]

0.03
[−0.05,
0.11]

0.47 ***
[0.41, 0.53] -

Participation in
Activities

0.08 *
[0.00, 0.16]

0.16 ***
[0.08, 0.23]

0.06
[−0.02,

0.14

0.02
[−0.06,
0.10]

0.16 ***
[0.08, 0.23]

0.17 ***
[0.10, 0.24]

0.25 ***
[0.18, 0.32]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34] -

Integration in
Society

0.13 ***
[0.05, 0.20]

0.12 ***
[0.04, 0.19]

−0.07
[−0.15,
0.01]

0.10 **
[0.02, 0.17]

0.22 ***
[0.15, 0.29]

0.20 ***
[0.13, 0.27]

0.31 ***
[0.24, 0.38]

0.34 ***
[0.27, 0.41]

0.45 ***
[0.39, 0.51] -

Trust 0.20 ***
[0.13, 0.27]

0.16 ***
[0.08, 0.23]

−0.05
[−0.13,
0.03]

−0.07
[−0.15,
0.01]

0.28 ***
[0.21, 0.35]

0.11 **
[0.03, 0.18]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34]

0.27 ***
[0.27, 0.41]

0.20 ***
[0.13, 0.27]

0.43 ***
[0.37, 0.49] -

Attachment to
Neighborhood

0.21 ***
[0.14, 0.28]

0.17 ***
[0.10, 0.24]

0.01
[−0.07,
0.09]

0.07
[−0.01,
0.15]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34]

0.15 ***
[0.07, 0.22]

0.29 ***
[0.22, 0.36]

0.25 *
[0.20, 0.34]

0.25 ***
[0.18, 0.32]

0.50 ***
[0.44, 0.56]

0.67 ***
[0.63, 0.71] -
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Table 3. Cont.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Practical Help
0.07

[−0.01,
0.15]

0.08
[0.00, 0.16]

0.14 ***
[0.06, 0.21]

0.17 ***
[.10, 0.24]

0.16 **
[0.08, 0.23]

0.15 ***
[0.07, 0.22]

0.23 ***
[0.16, 0.30]

0.16 ***
[0.08, 0.23]

0.27 ***
[0.20, 0.34]

0.42 ***
[0.36, 0.48]

0.38 ***
[0.31, 0.44]

0.50 ***
[0.44, 0.56] -

Tolerance of
Respect

0.20 ***
[0.13, 0.27]

0.14 ***
[0.06, 0.21]

−0.07
[−0.15,
0.01]

−0.11 **
[−0.18,
−0.03]

0.22 ***
[0.15, 0.29]

0.02
[−0.06,
0.10]

0.21 ***
[0.14, 0.28]

0.17 ***
[0.10, 0.24]

0.10 *
[0.02, 0.17]

0.31 ***
[0.24, 0.38]

0.55 ***
[0.49, 0.60]

0.52 ***
[0.46, 0.57]

0.31 ***
[0.24, 0.38] -

* p < 0.5, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; 1 = Cohesion; 2 = Expressiveness; 3 = Conflict; 4 = Disengagement; 5 = Democratic; 6 = Authoritarian; 7 = Family Ties; 8 = Friendship Ties;
9 = Participation in Organized Activities; 10 = Integration into Wider Society; 11 = Trust; 12 = Attachment to Neighborhood; 13 = Practical Help; 14 = Tolerance of Respect. CI = 95%
confidence interval in brackets.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 207 12 of 24

Similarly, Family Expressiveness was positively associated with Family Ties (r = 0.24,
p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of Family Expressiveness were related to greater
participation in family-related activities.

Conversely, Conflict showed negative correlations with Democratic Family Style
(r = −0.16, p < 0.001) and Family Ties (r = −0.09, p < 0.001). In contrast, positive correlations
were observed between Family Disengagement (r = 0.36, p < 0.001) and Authoritarian
Family Style (r = 0.22, p < 0.001). These findings suggest that as family conflict increases,
levels of Family Disengagement also increase.

Similarly, Family Disengagement showed negative relationships with Tolerance of
Respect (r = −0.11, p < 0.001), indicating that as Family Disengagement increases, social
bonding and respect decrease. In contrast, Family Disengagement showed a small positive
correlation with Practical Help (r = 0.17, p < 0.001). This suggests that those who scored
higher on Family Disengagement reported higher levels of practical help in their neighbor-
hood. Parenting styles such as the Democratic Style showed positive correlations with Trust
(r = 0.28, p < 0.001) and Attachment to Neighborhood (r = 0.27, p < 0.001). This indicates
that a more democratic family environment is associated with stronger social integration,
trust, a sense of belonging, social bonding and levels of respect.

Lastly, Authoritarian Family Style displayed a negative correlation with Family Ties
(r = −0.09, p < 0.01), indicating that stronger authoritarian family environments are associ-
ated with weaker family ties. However, a positive correlation was found with Integration
into Society (r = 0.20, p < 0.01), suggesting that families following an Authoritarian Family
Style may exhibit increased socially cohesive forms of conduct.

4.3. Integrating Qualitative Findings

The qualitative analysis identified five main themes aligned with the family function-
ing and social cohesion subscales. Although the qualitative themes generally aligned with
the overall direction of the quantitative associations, the study does not assume that the
themes explain correlations; instead, qualitative data are used to contextualize patterns and
to highlight areas where integration is partial or inconsistent.

4.3.1. Theme 1: Family Cohesion and Social Trust

The first theme presents qualitative findings aligned with the quantitative results,
which found that family cohesion was positively associated with trust, tolerance of respect,
and neighborhood attachment. Participants in the qualitative phase similarly described co-
hesive family norms as an extension expressed through mutual aid and routine interactions
that foster local trust and a sense of belonging:

“[F]amily teaches you that you don’t have to be alone, and how to be there for the next
person, family teaches us patience and how to work with one another to achieve a greater
goal.” (P 8, Male, 22)

“We have lived there for very long, so everyone knows us and comes to us when in need of
advice or help. Our house has an open-door policy, so people (family/friends in the area)
frequently move in and out on a daily basis.” (P 10, Female, 30)

“[F]amily is going through a tough time. And, for example, my sister, being the cheerleader,
she that encouraged us to push through and be strong for one another. Because things
will get better. . .I can speak about anything, because I trust her.” (P 20, Female, 22)

Families that valued transparent dialogue and emotional openness extended these
communication patterns into the community, thereby cultivating mutual trust and under-
standing. Participants consistently described communication as both an emotional and
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social bridge, supporting Bowen’s (1978) framework of open family systems that promote
adaptability and relational health.

4.3.2. Theme 2: Family Expressiveness and Neighborhood Participation

The second theme relates to quantitative findings that indicated modest yet statistically
significant correlations between family expressiveness and participation in activities, as
well as tolerance of respect. These associations suggest that families who encourage open
dialogue, emotional expression, and mutual understanding are more likely to contribute to
social participation. Quantitatively, this pattern reflects a consistent but moderate associ-
ation, indicating that expressiveness functions as a facilitating rather than a determining
factor in the development of social cohesion. The qualitative findings further deepened
and complicated this relationship by revealing that expressiveness is not a uniform or static
trait, but a relational and developmental process embedded in everyday family interactions.
Although these correlations were statistically significant, their modest strength suggests
that emotional openness contributes to but does not solely determine civic participation
or respect.

In the quantitative findings, participation referred to neighborhood involvement, col-
lective activities, or helping behaviors. Qualitatively, participation was often expressed in
communication-based forms, such as sharing information, offering emotional encourage-
ment, or providing mutual aid, such as:

“One of the family members could be considered a black sheep. . . he would tend to isolate
or hide himself in his bedroom and not really participate. . . I am often the one to mediate
and get discussions flowing in a more constructive way.” (P 2, Female, 28)

“. . . I think mostly the guys in the family feel like they can’t be open about their feelings.
my sister and I would actually speak about it and say how we feel.” (P 20, Female, 22)

Family expressiveness—including communication, encouragement, and emotional
warmth—extended into forms of participation such as volunteering, helping, and col-
laboration, which were often understood as moral obligations rather than formal civic
activities. These qualitative findings illustrate how participants expressed care and a sense
of collective belonging. This is reflected in the following:

“We have a strong volunteer network with the neighborhood watch and the caring/helping
network on Facebook.” (P 10, Female, 30)

Similarly, tolerance of respect—understood as attitudes of acceptance and empathy—
was qualitatively expressed by families as relational practices rooted in daily rituals of
moral conduct, such as greeting others, listening attentively, and demonstrating empathy.

“Yes, greeting each other is important, you don’t have to visit or know their lives, just see
and respect each other.” (P 1, Female, 49)

“. . .how I conduct myself, example always treating others with kindness and respect. . .”
(P 4, Female, 27)

Qualitative narratives support the quantitative findings, indicating that families who
express emotions openly tend to demonstrate higher levels of participation and respect;
however, these are not direct causal outcomes. Family expressiveness is understood as
a social mechanism through which empathy is cultivated and extended into community
participation and respect. In this way, expressiveness promotes social cohesion indirectly
through empathy, with respect and participation emerging as ecological outcomes of
expressive family moral attitudes.
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4.3.3. Theme 3: Conflict, Disengagement, and the Function of Emotional Difference

The third theme integrates quantitative correlations showing that family conflict and
disengagement co-occur and are associated with weaker relational indicators, particularly
reduced family ties and lower tolerance/respect. Although the quantitative results also
showed a small positive association between disengagement and reported practical help
(r = 0.17, p < 0.001), this was not clearly reflected in participants’ narratives, and therefore,
the qualitative data do not directly confirm this specific pattern. As the quantitative
correlations found, family conflict and disengagement co-occur, reducing family ties while
increasing practical help structures. This contrasting result between the quantitative and
qualitative findings suggests that conflict may weaken relational closeness yet still preserve
functional unity, as family members may argue but continue to act collectively. For example,
qualitatively, participants reframed conflict and disengagement as normal and relationally
meaningful, serving as ways to express difference without threatening belonging. Thus,
rather than indicating dysfunction, conflict, and disengagement within these families may
reflect adaptive emotional regulation that balances autonomy and connection.

“Yes, in a household of five it can be hard at times and disagreements do happen. . . usually
something small, and receiving some stern words from my parents.” (P 8, Male, 22)

“We do argue, but because we’re family, we always just sweep it under the rug.” (P 16,
Male, 41)

Although disagreements were common, most participants framed them as integral to
relational vitality. One participant emphasized that a complete absence of conflict would
signal emotional suppression:

“If you never argue, then there is something wrong either you don’t want to raise your
opinion or you’re not free to. I believe there must be some sort of disagreement; you can’t
agree always on everything.” (P 19, Male, 45)

The next theme focuses on family styles and collective efficacy.

4.3.4. Theme 4: Democratic Family Style and Collective Efficacy

The fourth theme encompasses findings related to democratic family style, which
showed strong positive associations with integration into society, trust, and neighbor-
hood attachment. Similarly, qualitative findings revealed that participants valued open
communication, shared decision-making, and joint responsibility within their families, as
these practices fostered greater internal unity and external social connectivity. Democratic
parenting practices were framed as pathways toward mutual understanding and moral
growth, for example:

“Definitely, I apply the same parenting approach and evaluate the situation to determine
the behavior. I do however engage my daughter to get [an] understanding of her interpre-
tation of the situation and ensure that she understands what influences my response to
the situation—whether it be strict or flexible. I think it contributes to us having an open
relationship where she is free to discuss matters no matter how difficult or embarrassing,
they may be. I encourage her to express herself and communicate on even those matters
that were taboo when I was growing up.” (P 3, Male, 48)

“It is a mutual agreement. . . if I have a problem, we talk–all three; I want to hear
what he says, and what the child also says, because sometimes we overlook the child[‘s]
perspective.” (P 1, Female, 49)

The positive quantitative findings linking democratic family practices to integration
into society and respect extend beyond the household into civic life, a pattern that is sup-
ported by the qualitative findings. Qualitative narratives of democratic parenting practices
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illustrate a balance between autonomy and belonging, achieved through responsiveness,
which creates spaces where differences are tolerated and emotional safety is maintained.

4.3.5. Theme 5: Authoritarian Parenting and Contextual Adaptation

The final theme integrates the quantitative findings showing that authoritarian par-
enting was negatively correlated with family ties and positively associated with social
integration, participation, and practical help. This pattern suggests that while author-
itarian parenting may weaken emotional bonds within families, it can reinforce civic
participation and practical assistance beyond the household. However, qualitative findings
revealed that participants acknowledged strict discipline while also contextualizing it as a
protective structure:

“My Parents were authoritative as they used to give us strict tasks but would still support
us with whatever chores they gave us. We had a routine we had to follow.” (P 5, Male, 34)

These perceptions indicate that authoritarian norms were interpreted as care through
control, with rules and structured expectations—though restrictive—viewed as moral and
safety boundaries.

“I’d say they’re quite strict. . . we had a curfew. . . I think it was a good thing. . . keeping
us safe.” (P 20, Female, 22)

Participants expressed how authoritarian parenting could lead to decreased family
ties and increased participation in activities outside the home.

“Being too strict could push us as kids into doing what we wanted outside the house with
the wrong friends.” (P 6, Female, 45)

However, these parenting practices were also noted to have an adaptive nature,
as family members develop and transition into adulthood, often shifting toward more
democratic parenting practices after being raised in disciplined environments characterized
by authoritarian family approaches:

“. . .my father believed that hitting a child solves everything, he believed in corporal
punishment. I don’t believe in that because that made me a nervous wreck and I don’t
want my child to be as nervous. . .I have improved on that so that my child doesn’t go
through what I had to go through.” (P 19, Male, 42)

These findings align with the quantitative results, indicating that authoritarian prac-
tices influence both family relationships and community participation and integration.
Contextual narratives demonstrate that rule-based structures are often combined with
care, situational judgment, and moral and safety rationales for boundaries, reflecting both
cultural and ecological adaptation. Bronfenbrenner’s contextual framework helps elucidate
this duality: rigid rules may protect against external risks while simultaneously limiting
internal emotional warmth. Participants’ gradual movement toward more authoritative
or democratic parenting styles reflects a chronosystemic shift—a temporal evolution in
parenting philosophy—consistent with transitions toward relational autonomy.

Overall, the qualitative themes support and extend the quantitative correlations. Fam-
ilies that emphasized communication, emotional responsiveness, and shared responsibility
reported stronger levels of community trust, belonging, and mutual support. Participants
portrayed the family as the foundation of society, where everyday relational practices
within the home serve as a training ground for community life.

5. Discussion
This mixed-methods study examined the relationship between family functioning and

social cohesion among South African families by integrating quantitative and qualitative
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data to explore the systemic and ecological interplay between micro-level family processes
and macro-level community connectedness. The following hypotheses were studied:

H1: Higher levels of family cohesion will be positively associated with neighborhood
social cohesion outcomes. H1 was supported. Family cohesion showed small positive
associations with key neighborhood social cohesion indicators, including trust (r = 0.20),
tolerance/respect (r = 0.20) and attachment to neighborhood (r = 0.21). Qualitative narra-
tives reinforced this pattern by describing how cohesive families extend relational practices
into everyday community trust and support, suggesting that cohesion at the family mi-
crosystem aligns with stronger neighborhood connectedness. The second hypothesis stated
that Higher levels of expressiveness will be positively associated with participation in
organized activities and tolerance of respect within the neighborhood. H2 was partially
supported. Family expressiveness was positively associated with participation in orga-
nized activities (r = 0.16) and tolerance/respect (r = 0.14), indicating small but statistically
significant relationships. However, these modest findings should be interpreted with
caution. Qualitative findings linked expressiveness to respect, listening and supportive
communication. Narratives on participation were described as informal helping and infor-
mation sharing than formal civic engagement. The third hypothesis, predicting that Family
conflict and disengagement will be negatively associated with social trust outcomes, was
not supported. In the quantitative results, conflict was not significantly associated with
trust (r = −0.05) and disengagement showed small non-significant associations with trust
(r = −0.07). Qualitative findings nevertheless indicated that conflict can be interpreted
as normative and sometimes constructive when managed within an ongoing connection,
which may explain why conflict did not translate into lower neighborhood trust in a simple
linear way. The fourth hypothesis states that A democratic family style will be positively
associated with social integration, trust, and attachment to the neighborhood. H4 was
supported. Democratic family style showed the strongest and most consistent positive
associations with neighborhood social cohesion indicators, including integration into wider
society (r = 0.22), trust (r = 0.28) and attachment to neighborhood (r = 0.27). Qualitative
narratives aligned with the findings supporting shared decision-making, responsiveness
and respectful communication as practices that foster internal unity and extend to social
participation and neighborhood belonging.

Lastly, the fifth hypothesis states that An authoritarian family style will be negatively
associated with internal family ties. H5 was supported. Authoritarian family style was neg-
atively associated with family ties (r = −0.09), indicating a small relationship. Qualitative
accounts framed strictness as sometimes protective or adaptive contexts of perceived risk,
extending that authoritarian practices may reduce emotional closeness while serving safety
or order functions. Thus, conflict and strictness, typically viewed as negative dynamics,
were found to play a role in maintaining order and regulating emotions within families.
Bowen’s (1978) systems perspective helps explain these processes, suggesting that fam-
ilies capable of managing internal conflict constructively can transfer stability into their
communities, thereby fostering cohesion and collective efficacy.

Taken together, the findings depict family functioning and social cohesion as mutually
reinforcing processes. Families characterized by emotional openness, effective communica-
tion, and fairness cultivate trust and empathy that extend beyond the household, thereby
strengthening neighborhoods. Conversely, cohesive communities provide social support
that reinforces family unity, reflecting what Bronfenbrenner (2005) described as reciprocal
mesosystemic influence. Overall, the findings highlight the family as a moral and emotional
foundation for civic engagement and social empathy.
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5.1. Families as a System for Social Cohesion

The findings indicating positive levels of family cohesion and expressiveness align
with Bowen’s (1978) concept of differentiation of self, the ability to maintain emotional
closeness while upholding one’s individuality. Participants’ descriptions of “open-door
homes” and “being there for the next person” demonstrate how familial empathy can be ex-
tended to wider social networks, thus fostering social capital. This perspective is consistent
with Green and Janmaat’s (2011) claim that interpersonal trust within families forms the
foundation for cohesion at the community level. Empirical research further demonstrates
that robust family networks contribute to neighborhood solidarity and reinforce informal
social regulation (Wickes et al. 2017).

Quantitative findings indicate a positive correlation between family cohesion and
variables such as trust, tolerance of respect, and neighborhood connection, suggesting that
emotionally integrated families are predisposed to forming strong social bonds.

Qualitative data reveal that participants highlighted reciprocity and moral responsi-
bility, thereby aligning with Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) concept of bidirectional interaction
within micro- and mesosystems. Harmonious families both mirror and foster collective
efficacy and mutual aid within their communities. However, excessive family enmeshment
may limit autonomy and reduce external engagement, particularly in collectivist contexts
where interdependence is the norm (Chuang et al. 2018). In the South African context,
although ubuntu “a person is a person through other persons” (Matahela 2025, p. 2) values
social interconnectedness, scholars caution that overly cohesive family structures can result
in dependence and reduced civic agency (Waghid 2024). Adopting a critical ecological per-
spective therefore acknowledges that cohesion is always contested, partial, and influenced
by power dynamics, rather than representing a fixed or absolute state.

5.2. Expressiveness and Social Engagement

Furthermore, quantitative findings revealed that family expressiveness was modestly
associated with civic participation and tolerance, suggesting that emotional openness
may facilitate empathy and social engagement, though the correlations were small and
warrant cautious interpretation. In particular, the association between expressiveness and
participation in organized activities, while statistically significant, was small in magnitude
(r = 0.08). Conversely, qualitative data demonstrated that expressiveness is reflected in
mutual listening and support. Such findings correspond to what Ho (2009) describes as
‘emotional citizenship’. Expressive families cultivate empathy and respect for diversity,
fostering micro-level tolerance that extends to broader civic coexistence.

From an ecological systems perspective, emotional expressiveness constitutes a proxi-
mal process within the family microsystem that exerts influence on mesosystemic dynamics,
including neighborhood trust and civic engagement (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 2005). Empirical
evidence indicates that family cohesion and expressiveness contribute to increased social
trust and tolerance (Cheng et al. 2021; Ye et al. 2024). Furthermore, families characterized by
stronger communication patterns report a greater sense of neighborhood attachment and
belonging (Campbell et al. 2022). In South Africa, the increasing emotional openness among
families suggests adaptive responses to evolving norms and socio-economic pressures (Ja-
cobs 2023). Nevertheless, cultural factors continue to shape these forms of expression; in
more patriarchal contexts, emotional restraint may exist alongside expressions of solidarity
(Morrell 2011).

5.3. Conflict and Disengagement as Forms of Regulation

Although conflict exhibited a negative correlation with cohesion and a democratic
style, qualitative accounts reconceptualised it as an adaptive process rather than a dysfunc-
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tion. Contrastingly, the quantitative finding of the study found that disengagement was
positively associated with practical help, which was not clearly evident in the qualitative
accounts, which emphasized emotional meaning-making around conflict and distance. In
this sense, practical help may reflect community responses to family strain (e.g., support
mobilized when difficulties are visible rather than disengagement functioning as a path-
way to cohesion. Families considered disagreement an integral component of relationship
health, consistent with Bowen’s (1978) concept of difference and the emotional security hy-
pothesis of Cummings et al. (2015), which recognizes mild conflict as crucial for emotional
development. Likewise, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) notion of ‘proximal processes’ suggests
that family conflict cultivates negotiation and tolerance, skills applied later in community
engagement. Evidence from South Africa substantiates this perspective; for example, Botha
and Booysen (2014) found that balanced family functioning, characterized by adaptability,
open communication, and constructive management of differences, was strongly associated
with higher life satisfaction and happiness.

In a similar vein, Saleem (2017) noted that individuals from functional families demon-
strate significantly greater emotion regulation and social competence, closely linked to
secure parental bonding, whereas members of dysfunctional families display weaker emo-
tional control and social adjustment due to insecure or inconsistent parental relationships.
These findings indicate that moderate relational tension, when managed constructively,
facilitates emotional regulation and well-being instead of dysfunction. Thus, moderate
relational tension, when approached effectively, serves as a catalyst for emotional regula-
tion, resilience, and communal involvement, reaffirming the systemic importance of family
processes in fostering social trust and cohesion (Walsh 2016).

5.4. Democratic Functioning and Collective Efficacy

In addition, quantitative findings indicated that a democratic family style exhibited
the strongest correlations with social trust, neighborhood attachment, and civic integration.
Qualitative data further showed that families employed meetings and shared decision-
making as strategies to promote fairness and unity. These results are consistent with
Miklikowska and Hurme (2011), who found that adolescents raised in families characterized
by democratic functioning marked by parental warmth, autonomy provision, and limited
psychological control display a greater endorsement of democratic values, even when
accounting for variables such as gender, political experience, and authoritarianism.

Empathy was found to partially mediate this association, suggesting that democratic
parenting cultivates democratic orientations by fostering empathic abilities and participa-
tory socialization within the family context. Employing a systems perspective, participa-
tory interactions within families reduce anxiety and help to maintain family equilibrium
(Walsh 2016). From an ecological perspective, such democratic practices reside within
the mesosystem, influencing collective community behavior (Becvar 2013). The findings
indicate that the parenting context shapes the way “democracy” within families contributes
to social cohesion. Democratic families function as micro-foundations for civic learning,
thereby transforming intra-family communication and practices into collective trust and
social participation.

5.5. Authoritarian Parenting and Contextual Adaptation

In contrast to democratic parenting styles, authoritarian parenting demonstrated a neg-
ative correlation with emotional ties; however, it was positively associated with participa-
tion and practical support, suggesting adaptive control under conditions of socio-economic
stress. Qualitative accounts portrayed strictness as “care-through-control”, serving to
protect family members from external threats. Such findings reflect Bronfenbrenner’s (2005)
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exosystemic adaptation, in which parenting strategies evolve in response to contextual
demands. The present study proposes that, within this context, authoritarianism consti-
tutes adaptive endurance rather than dysfunction, illustrating how families self-regulate
within ecological constraints to preserve cohesion and ensure safety. These findings di-
verge from recent research that identifies a negative association between authoritarian
parenting marked by rigidity and control and family cohesion, particularly when levels of
conscientiousness are high (Aloia and Strutzenberg 2023). It follows that an authoritarian
approach may undermine family cohesion, especially in environments that value autonomy
and self-discipline.

Overall, the findings demonstrate how Bowen’s FST and Bronfenbrenner’s EST aided
this study in illuminating the interconnectedness between family processes and neighbor-
hood conditions. From a critical ecological perspective, these theories can present structural
forces as either neutral or unchangeable. While both frameworks delineate the broader sys-
tems impacting families, they do not consistently elaborate on how factors such as racism,
apartheid, the labor market, and social policy directly shape the allocation of resources
among families (Houston 2017). Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of economic, social, and
cultural capital, family cohesion and neighborhood cohesion may be understood not only
as indicators of ‘good functioning’, but also as outcomes of unequal access to financial
resources, stable housing, supportive networks, and broader opportunities. This approach
suggests that the positive associations identified between cohesion, trust, and attachment to
neighborhood in this study may in part reflect the circumstances of families with sufficient
capital to invest in social relationships, whereas families facing poverty and insecurity may
aspire to similar relationships, yet are systematically impeded from realizing them.

6. Limitations
There are several limitations to this study that should be acknowledged when inter-

preting the results. The cross-sectional, correlational design and reliance on self-report
questionnaires permit the identification of associations but do not allow for causal infer-
ences. Responses may also have been affected by social desirability and common-method
bias. Additionally, the use of purposive and convenience sampling within specific urban
and peri-urban neighborhoods in Cape Town limits the generalizability of the findings
to other South African contexts, especially those in more remote or rural areas. As such,
the use of convenience and snowball sampling may have introduced self-selection and
referral-network bias, particularly in low-income or high-mobility areas. Participants who
were more available, socially connected or already engaged in local community structures
may have been more likely to participate, while individuals facing family functioning
and social cohesion challenges may have been under-represented. These dynamics could
have inflated perceptions of cohesion, trust or reciprocity and limited the visibility of more
socially excluded families. Future studies should consider probability or stratified sam-
pling where feasible to reduce bias and strengthen representativeness across socioeconomic
contexts. Measurement constraints are also relevant, as certain family functioning subscales
on the FFQ demonstrated limited internal consistency, potentially affecting the strength of
the observed relationships.

The qualitative component of the study is inherently limited. Qualitative interviews
are designed to yield rich, context-dependent insights rather than statistically generalizable
outcomes, and the themes developed in this study reflect the experiences of a specific group
of participants from selected neighborhoods. Therefore, the qualitative findings should
be seen as illustrative and exploratory, offering a deeper understanding of how certain
families and communities perceive social cohesion, rather than providing a definitive
account applicable to all South African families or contexts.
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7. Recommendations
The current study demonstrates an association between family functioning factors and

aspects of social cohesion. However, as the study utilized correlation analysis to examine
relationships, other factors may also contribute to the link between family functioning and
social cohesion. Future research should involve all family members in studies assessing
individual perceptions of daily family functioning and neighborhood social cohesion to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of these variables. Both internal and external
influences within family and neighborhood environments require consideration, as they
can shape family functioning across rural and urban settings.

Furthermore, longitudinal research designs are necessary to identify additional vari-
ables affecting family functioning and neighborhood social cohesion. Recognizing factors
that contribute to family functioning and social cohesion is essential for explaining variabil-
ity in developmental and family health outcomes, and for identifying actionable targets for
intervention and policy development. Efforts aligned with social development strategies
could integrate household-level support with neighborhood-level capacity building. Such
integrated approaches may help families and communities co-produce more inclusive
and connected environments. Therefore, insights from future research should inform poli-
cies and interventions designed to enhance family functioning and social cohesion, with
adaptations to address the diverse needs present across family and neighborhood contexts.

Implementing these recommendations will allow future research to deepen insight
into the intricate relationship between family functioning and social cohesion, thereby
fostering enhanced family health outcomes and more resilient community bonds.

8. Conclusions
This study confirms the interdependence and reciprocity between family functioning

and social cohesion. However, while qualitative findings broadly supported quantitative
findings, these findings were used to contextualize associations. Positive family functioning,
characterized by cohesion, open communication, and democratic interaction, establishes
the psychological and moral groundwork necessary for cultivating community trust and
civic engagement in South African societies.

Quantitative findings showed small positive associations between family cohesion,
expressiveness and democratic family style with neighborhood trust, tolerance/respect
and attachment, while conflict and disengagement were linked to lower scores on relational
indicators (e.g., tolerance/respect, friendship ties and family ties). Qualitative narratives
clarified that open communication, shared caregiving and moral responsibility translate
family relational norms into everyday acts of trust, reciprocity and mutual aid in neighbor-
hoods. Interpreted through the theoretical lens of the FST and EST, the findings suggest
that family interactions operate as key processes that may support relational capacities
and that families may adapt caregiving, discipline and support practices in response to
perceived contextual risks and constraints.

The study shows that links between family functioning and neighborhood social
cohesion are significant but modest, reinforcing that social cohesion is influenced by factors
beyond family processes, including structural and socioeconomic conditions. Additionally,
the qualitative findings show how these small associations may still matter in everyday
community life. Overall, the study positions family functioning and social cohesion as
interconnected and shaped by context, with family-level relational strengths aligning with
neighborhood trust and connectedness in South African society.

Furthermore, a lack of connection between family functioning and social cohesion
within neighborhoods may impede families’ capacity to establish meaningful rituals, main-
tain effective communication, manage conflicts, and shape both parenting approaches
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and sibling relationships. As a result, social cohesion within neighborhoods emerges as
a crucial factor in fostering constructive, effective, and beneficial family dynamics in the
South African context.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization—K.R.O. and N.V.R.; methodology—K.R.O. and S.D.D.;
software—S.D.D. and K.R.O.; validation—K.R.O. and N.V.R.; formal analysis—S.D.D. and K.R.O.;
investigation—K.R.O. and N.V.R.; resources—N.V.R.; data curation—K.R.O. and S.D.D.; writing—
original draft preparation—K.R.O. and S.D.D.; writing—review and editing—N.V.R.; visualization—
K.R.O.; supervision—N.V.R. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by The National Research Foundation (NRF) of South Africa,
grant number [SARCI170802258816/UID: 11560].

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki and approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University of the Western Cape
Ethics Research Committee HS20/2/13 (15 December 2025).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The original contributions presented in this study are included in the
article. Further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Abbreviations
The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

FST Family Systems Theory
EST Ecological Systems Theory
FFQ Family Functioning Questionnaire
N-SCQ Neighborhood Social Cohesion Questionnaire
SPSS Statistical Package for Social Sciences
N Sample size
M Mean
SD Standard Deviation
r Pearson Correlation Coefficient
p Probability Value
a Cronbach’s Alpha
R South Africa’s Rand currency

References
Adams, Tani M. 2017. How Chronic Violence Affects Human Development, Social Relations, and the Practice of Citizenship: A Systemic

Framework for Action. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.
Aldrich, Daniel P., and Michelle A. Meyer. 2015. Social Capital and Community Resilience. American Behavioral Scientist 59: 254–69.

[CrossRef]
Alexander, James F., and Michael S. Robbins. 2019. Functional Family Therapy. In Encyclopedia of Couple and Family Therapy. Edited by

Jay L. Lebow, Anthony L. Chambers and Douglas C. Breunlin. Cham: Springer, pp. 1232–40.
Aloia, Lindsey S., and Claire Strutzenberg. 2023. Family Cohesion in Adulthood as a Function of Parenting Style in Childhood and

Enduring Personality Traits. The Family Journal 31: 288–95. [CrossRef]
Aref, Ahmed, and Sharifa N. Al-Emadi. 2023. Critical Review of Family Well-Being and Cohesion Indexes: A Multidimensional

Approach to Measurement in the Arab World. Doha International Family Institute Journal 2023: 8. [CrossRef]
Asiimwe, Ronald, Doneila L. McIntosh, Rehema Gathumbi Nyambura, and Rosco Kasujja. 2026. Cultural threads: An Afrocentric

paradigm for integrating social justice principles in the practice of family therapy in Africa. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy
52: e70091. [CrossRef]

Babbie, Earl R. 2020. The Practice of Social Research. Boston: Cengage AU.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764214550299
https://doi.org/10.1177/10664807221104139
https://doi.org/10.5339/difi.2023.8
https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.70091
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 207 22 of 24

Baldassarri, Delia, and Maria Abascal. 2020. Diversity and Prosocial Behaviour. Science 369: 1183–87. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Barnhart, Sheila, Molly Bode, Michael C. Gearhart, and Kathryn Maguire-Jack. 2022. Supportive Neighbourhoods, Family Resilience

and Flourishing in Childhood and Adolescence. Children 9: 495. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Becvar, Dorothy S., ed. 2013. Handbook of Family Resilience. New York: Springer Science Business Media.
Berger, Peter L. 2018. The Limits of Social Cohesion: Conflict and Mediation in Pluralist Societies. London: Routledge.
Berk, Laura E. 2022. Infants, Children, and Adolescents. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications.
Bidandi, Fred, and Nicolette V. Roman. 2020. Social Cohesion as an External Factor Affecting Families: An Analysis of the White Paper

on Families in South Africa. Southern African Journal of Social Work & Social Development 32: 1. [CrossRef]
Bloom, Bernard L., and Sylvie Naar. 1994. Self-Report Measures of Family Functioning: Extensions of a Factorial Analysis. Family

Process 33: 203–16. [CrossRef]
Bogdan, Evalyna A., Caroline McDonald-Harker, Emilie M. Bassi, and Timothy J. Haney. 2023. Holding Together After Disaster: The

Role of Social Skills in Strengthening Family Cohesion and Resilience. Family Relations 72: 2194–214. [CrossRef]
Booysen, Frikkie, Ferdi Botha, and Edwin Wouters. 2021. Conceptual Causal Models of Socioeconomic Status, Family Structure, Family

Functioning and Their Role in Public Health. BMC Public Health 21: 191. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Botha, Ferdi, and Frikkie Booysen. 2014. Family Functioning and Life Satisfaction and Happiness in South African Households. Social

Indicators Research 119: 163–82. [CrossRef]
Bowen, Murray. 1978. Family Therapy in Clinical Practice. New York: Aronson.
Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2006. Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology 3: 77–101.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 1979. The Ecology of Human Development. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 1986. Ecology of the Family as a Context for Human Development: Research Perspectives. Developmental

Psychology 22: 723–42. [CrossRef]
Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 2005. Making Human Beings Human: Bioecological Perspectives on Human Development. Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Budiyono, Budiyono, Wawan Kokotiasa, Yuni Harmawati, and Yoga Ardian Feriandi. 2018. Social Cohesion in Society: A Study on

Inter-Religious Harmony. In 2nd International Conference on Sociology Education. Bandung: ScitePress, pp. 157–65.
Busetto, Loraine, Wolfgang Wick, and Christoph Gumbinger. 2020. How to Use and Assess Qualitative Research Methods. Neurological

Research and Practice 2: 14. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Bwalya, John, Cecil Seethal, and Mikala S. Bwalya. 2023. Sense of Neighbourhood in a South African Urban Locale. Journal of

Intercultural Studies 44: 818–32. [CrossRef]
Campbell, Colin, Jessica Pearlman, Ashton M. Verdery, and Kira England. 2022. Community Lost? Changes and Stratification in

Perceived Neighborhood Social Cohesion Among Families with Children. Socius 8: 23780231221079997. [CrossRef]
Campbell, Steve, Melanie Greenwood, Sarah Prior, Toniele Shearer, Kerrie Walkem, Sarah Young, Danielle Bywaters, and Kim Walker.

2020. Purposive Sampling: Complex or Simple? Research Case Examples. Journal of Research in Nursing 25: 652–61. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Chambers, Deborah, and Pablo Gracia. 2021. A Sociology of Family Life: Change and Diversity in Intimate Relations. Hoboken: John Wiley
& Sons.

Chang, Yujeong, Susan Yoon, Kathryn Maguire-Jack, and Jihye Lee. 2022. Family-, school-, and neighborhood-level predictors of
resilience for adolescents with a history of maltreatment. Children 10: 1. [CrossRef]

Cheng, Wing Yi, Rebecca Y. Cheung, and Kevin K. H. Chung. 2021. Understanding Adolescents’ Perceived Social Responsibility: The
Role of Family Cohesion, Interdependent Self-Construal, and Social Trust. Journal of Adolescence 89: 55–62. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Chipkin, Ivor. 2008. Friends and Family: Social Cohesion in South Africa. Journal of Southern African Studies 34: 61–76. [CrossRef]
Chuang, Susan S., Jenny Glozman, Deondre S. Green, and Sarah Rasmi. 2018. Parenting and Family Relationships in Chinese Families:

A Critical Ecological Approach. Journal of Family Theory & Review 10: 367–83. [CrossRef]
City of Cape Town. 2011a. Census 2011 Demographic and Socio-Economic Trends. Available online: https://www.capetown.gov.za

(accessed on 6 November 2025).
City of Cape Town. 2011b. Census 2011 Suburb Profile. Cape Town: City of Cape Town.
Cramm, Jane M., Hanna M. Van Dijk, and Anna P. Nieboer. 2013. The Importance of Neighbourhood Social Cohesion and Social

Capital for the Well-Being of Older Adults in the Community. The Gerontologist 53: 142–52. [CrossRef]
Creswell, John W., and Machiko Inoue. 2025. A Process for Conducting Mixed Methods Data Analysis. Journal of General and Family

Medicine 26: 4–11. [CrossRef]
Creswell, John W., and Mariko Hirose. 2019. Mixed Methods and Survey Research in Family Medicine and Community Health. Family

Medicine and Community Health 7: e000086. [CrossRef]
Cummings, E. Mark, Kreshinda J. Koss, and Patrick T. Davies. 2015. Prospective Relations Between Family Conflict and Adolescent

Maladjustment: Security in the Family System as a Mediating Process. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology 43: 503–15. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abb2432
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32883860
https://doi.org/10.3390/children9040495
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35455539
https://doi.org/10.25159/2708-9355/7457
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.1994.00203.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12791
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10214-z
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33478444
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-013-0485-6
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32100154
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.22.6.723
https://doi.org/10.1186/s42466-020-00059-z
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33324920
https://doi.org/10.1080/07256868.2023.2229254
https://doi.org/10.1177/23780231221079997
https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34394687
https://doi.org/10.3390/children10010001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2021.04.001
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33873101
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057070701832882
https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12257
https://www.capetown.gov.za
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gns052
https://doi.org/10.1002/jgf2.736
https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2018-000086
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-014-9926-1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25131144
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 207 23 of 24

David, Anda, Nathalie Guilbert, Hiroyuki Hino, Murray Leibbrandt, Elnari Potgieter, and Muna Shifa. 2018. Social Cohesion and
Inequality in South Africa. Cape Town: UCT.

Elliott, Jane, Catharine R. Gale, Samantha Parsons, and Diana Kuh. 2014. Neighbourhood Cohesion and Mental Wellbeing Among
Older Adults: A Mixed Methods Approach. Social Science & Medicine 107: 44–51. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Eppler, Christie. 2019. Ecosystem in family systems theory. In Encyclopedia of Couple and Family Therapy. Cham: Springer International
Publishing, pp. 828–32. [CrossRef]

Erickson, Lee B., Pamela Wisniewski, Heng Xu, John M. Carroll, Mary Beth Rosson, and Daniel F. Perkins. 2016. The Boundaries
Between: Parental Involvement in a Teen’s Online World. Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technology 67:
1384–403. [CrossRef]

Falana, Stella Mubo, Cecilia B. Bello, and Feyisayo I. Bamidele. 2024. Improved Family Roles and Functions: An Approach to Healthy
Family. Journal of Liaoning Technical University (Natural Science Edition) 18: 95–115.

Fan, Yingling, and Qian Chen. 2012. Family Functioning as a Mediator Between Neighbourhood Conditions and Children’s Health:
Evidence from a National Survey in the United States. Social Science & Medicine 74: 1939–47. [CrossRef]

Ferguson, Christopher. 2009. An effect size primer: A guide for clinicians and researchers. Professional Psychology: Research and Practice
40: 532–38. [CrossRef]

Ferguson, Kim T., and Gary W. Evans. 2019. Social ecological theory: Family systems and family psychology in bioecological and
bioecocultural perspective. In APA Handbook of Contemporary Family Psychology: Foundations, Methods, and Contemporary Issues
Across the Lifespan. Edited by Barbara H. Fiese, Marianne Celano, Kirby Deater-Deckard, Ernest N. Jouriles and Mark A. Whisman.
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, pp. 143–61. [CrossRef]

Gibson, Cristina B. 2017. Elaboration, Generalization, Triangulation, and Interpretation: On Enhancing the Value of Mixed Method
Research. Organizational Research Methods 20: 193–223.

Gonçalves, Carolina, Ka I. Ip, Cierra A. Stanton, Patricia Bamwine, David R. Williams, Uma Rao, and Velma McBride Murry. 2026. A
review of the impact of structural racism on lived experiences of adolescents of African descent: Implications for development,
brain structure, and health. Neuropsychopharmacology 51: 203–18. [CrossRef]

Green, Andy, and Jan Germen Janmaat. 2011. Defining Social Cohesion. In Regimes of Social Cohesion: Societies and the Crisis of
Globalization. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, pp. 6–20.

Habermann, Hermann, Christopher D. Mackie, and Kenneth Prewitt, eds. 2014. Civic Engagement and Social Cohesion: Measuring
Dimensions of Social Capital to Inform Policy. Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

Hasan, Abid. 2023. Ethical Considerations in Mixed Methods Research Design. In Mixed Methods Research Design for the Built
Environment. London: Routledge, pp. 30–43.

Ho, Elaine L. E. 2009. Constituting Citizenship Through the Emotions: Singaporean Transmigrants in London. Annals of the Association
of American Geographers 99: 788–804.

Holborn, Lucy, and Gail Eddy. 2011. First Steps to Healing the South African Family. Johannesburg: South African Institute of Race
Relations.

Houston, Stan. 2017. Towards a Critical Ecology of Child Development in Social Work: Aligning the Theories of Bronfenbrenner and
Bourdieu. Families, Relationships and Societies 6: 53–69. [CrossRef]

Ishimaru, Ann M. 2019. Just Schools: Building Equitable Collaborations with Families and Communities. New York: Teachers College Press.
Jacobs, Chantal. 2023. Parental Educational Support to Adolescents: Exploring the Role of Emotional Capital in Low-Income

Single-Mother Families in South Africa. South African Journal of Education 43: 2.
Jenson, Jane. 2019. Intersections of Pluralism and Social Cohesion. Ottawa: Global Centre for Pluralism, p. 29.
Jiang, Yuhan, Leping Huang, Yi Song, Jingxin Wang, and Kuo Zhang. 2025. How family functioning shapes adolescent adjustment:

The mediating role of interpersonal competence. Behavioral Sciences 15: 1441. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Khaile, Fundiswa T., Nicolette V. Roman, Keamogetse R. October, Martin Van Staden, and Tolulope Victoria Balogun. 2022. Perceptions

of Trust in the Context of Social Cohesion in Selected Rural Communities of South Africa. Social Sciences 11: 359. [CrossRef]
Li, Pei-Jung, and Xiao-Dong Miao. 2025. Exploring the Role of Language Choice: A Catalyst for Transforming Research Dynamics and

Relationships. Qualitative Health Research 35: 462–75. [CrossRef]
Matahela, Vhothusa Edward. 2025. The Self Amongst Others: A Critical Analysis of the Interplay Between Ubuntu and Self-Leadership

in Nursing Education. Nursing Philosophy 26: e70051. [CrossRef]
Matema, Tawanda, and Paul Kariuki. 2022. The Impact of Social Media on Social Cohesion in South Africa. Journal of Economics and

Behavioral Studies 14: 1–12. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Miklikowska, Marta, and Helena Hurme. 2011. Democracy Begins at Home: Democratic Parenting and Adolescents’ Support for

Democratic Values. European Journal of Developmental Psychology 8: 541–57. [CrossRef]
Mohapanele, Kelebogile G. 2023. The Impact of Family Structure and Its Dynamics on Street Children Phenomenon in the North West

Province of South Africa. Ph.D. thesis, North-West University, Potchefstroom, South Africa.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.02.027
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24602970
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-49425-8_260
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23450
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.01.039
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015808
https://doi.org/10.1037/0000099-009
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41386-025-02239-4
https://doi.org/10.1332/204674315x14281321359847
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs15111441
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/41301246
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci11080359
https://doi.org/10.1177/10497323251315444
https://doi.org/10.1111/nup.70051
https://doi.org/10.22610/jebs.v14i2(J).3249
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/40364281
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2011.576856
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 207 24 of 24

Morrell, Robert. 2011. Carework and Caring: A Path to Gender Equitable Practices. International Journal for Equity in Health 10: 17.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

Noyoo, Ndangwa. 2025. Social Development in South Africa: In Pursuit of a Developmental State. Cham: Springer Nature. [CrossRef]
Olabiyi, Oluwafemi J., Nicolette V. Roman, Fundiswa T. Khaile, and Anja Human. 2025. Exploring Barriers to Social Cohesion in Rural

South African Communities: A Family-Centred Qualitative Study. Wellbeing, Space and Society 7: 100296. [CrossRef]
Orazani, Sahar N., Katherine J. Reynolds, and Hatty Osborne. 2023. What Works and Why in Interventions to Strengthen Social

Cohesion: A Systematic Review. Journal of Applied Social Psychology 53: 938–95. [CrossRef]
Orgad, Shani, and Rosalind Gill. 2021. Confidence Culture. Durham: Duke University Press.
Özkaya, Zeynep Nur. 2022. Transformative patterns in modern family structures and their influence on contemporary social cohesion.

Journal of Social Science Studies 2: 277–82.
Painter, Carla Valle. 2013. Sense of Belonging: Literature Review. Ottawa: Citizenship and Immigration Canada.
Palmary, Ingrid. 2015. Reflections on Social Cohesion in Contemporary South Africa. Psychology in Society 49: 62–69. [CrossRef]
Parekh, Rupal, Arati Maleku, Noelle Fields, Gail Adorno, Donna Schuman, and Brandi Felderhoff. 2018. Pathways to Age-Friendly

Communities in Diverse Urban Neighborhoods: Do Social Capital and Social Cohesion Matter? Journal of Gerontological Social
Work 61: 492–512. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Park, Yoon Soo, Lars Konge, and Anthony R. Artino, Jr. 2020. The Positivism Paradigm of Research. Academic Medicine 95: 690–94.
[CrossRef]

Roman, Nicolette V., Rinie Schenck, Jill Ryan, Fairoza Brey, Neil Henderson, Nomvuyo Lukelelo, and Valerie Saville. 2016. Relational
Aspects of Family Functioning and Family Satisfaction with a Sample of Families in the Western Cape. Social Work 52: 303–12.
[CrossRef]

Roman, Nicolette V., Tolulope V. Balogun, Letitia Butler-Kruger, Solomon D. Danga, Janine Therese de Lange, Anja Human-Hendricks,
Fundiswa Thelma Khaile, Kezia R. October, and Olaniyi J. Olabiyi. 2025. Strengthening family bonds: A systematic review of
factors and interventions that enhance family cohesion. Social Sciences 14: 371. [CrossRef]

Saleem, Tahira. 2017. Emotion Regulation, Social Competence and Parental Bonding in Functional and Dysfunctional Families: A
Comparative Study. Ph.D. thesis, International Islamic University, Islamabad, Pakistan.

Saunders, Peter. 1999. What Future for Family Research? Australian Family Briefing No. 5. Melbourne: The Australian Institute of
Family Studies. Available online: https://aifs.gov.au/all-research/research-reports/what-future-family-research (accessed on 28
January 2025).

Schiefer, David, and Jolanda Van der Noll. 2017. The Essentials of Social Cohesion: A Literature Review. Social Indicators Research 132:
579–603. [CrossRef]

Sim, Amanda, and Kathy Georgiades. 2022. Neighbourhood and Family Correlates of Immigrant Children’s Mental Health: A
Population-Based Cross-Sectional Study in Canada. BMC Psychiatry 22: 447. [CrossRef]

Simon, Marilyn K., and Jim Goes. 2013. Scope, Limitations, and Delimitations. Seattle: Dissertation Success, LLC.
Singerman, Diane. 2020. Avenues of Participation: Family, Politics, and Networks in Urban Quarters of Cairo. Princeton: Princeton University

Press, vol. 5.
Stafford, Mai, and Michael Marmot. 2003. Neighbourhood Deprivation and Health: Does It Affect Us All Equally? International Journal

of Epidemiology 32: 357–66. [CrossRef]
Tshishonga, Ndwakhulu. 2019. The Legacy of Apartheid on Democracy and Citizenship in Post-Apartheid South Africa: An

Inclusionary and Exclusionary Binary? African Journal of Development Studies 9: 167–91. [CrossRef]
Verneert, Filip, Luc Nijs, and Thomas De Baets. 2021. A Space for Collaborative Creativity: How Collective Improvising Shapes ‘A

Sense of Belonging’. Frontiers in Psychology 12: 648770. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Waghid, Zayd. 2024. Enhancing Community Engagement Initiatives Through Moderate Communitarianism. Discover Education 3: 120.

[CrossRef]
Walsh, Froma. 2016. Strengthening Family Resilience. New York: Guilford Publications.
Ware, Paul. 2023. Social Cohesion and Covid-19: An Integrative Review. Interactive Journal of Medical Research 13: e51214. [CrossRef]

[PubMed]
Wickes, Rebecca, John Hipp, Elise Sargeant, and Lorraine Mazerolle. 2017. Neighborhood Social Ties and Shared Expectations for

Informal Social Control: Do They Influence Informal Social Control Actions? Journal of Quantitative Criminology 33: 101–29.
[CrossRef]

Ye, Baojuan, Zixuan Zhu, Hohjin Im, Xinyin Chen, Ni Fan, Qiang Yang, and Fei Xia. 2024. Maintaining Social Trust: Family Cohesion
and Enhancing Mindset in the Face of COVID-19 Stress. Personal Relationships 31: 282–300. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

https://doi.org/10.1186/1475-9276-10-17
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21549020
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-032-01126-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wss.2025.100296
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12990
https://doi.org/10.17159/2309-8708/2015/n49a5
https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2018.1454564
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29595371
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000003093
https://doi.org/10.15270/52-3-511
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci14060371
https://aifs.gov.au/all-research/research-reports/what-future-family-research
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-016-1314-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-022-04096-7
https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyg084
https://doi.org/10.31920/2075-6534/2019/9n1a8
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.648770
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33868125
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44217-024-00223-6
https://doi.org/10.2196/51214
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/39571166
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10940-016-9285-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12542
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15030207

	Introduction 
	Linking Family Functioning and Social Cohesion 
	Theoretical Perspective 
	Social Cohesion and Community Well-Being 
	The Relationship Between Family Functioning and Social Cohesion 

	Materials and Methods 
	Study Design 
	Research Context 
	Sampling and Participants 
	Phase 1: Quantitative 
	Phase 2: Qualitative 

	Research Procedure 
	Ethical Considerations 

	Data Analysis 
	Results 
	Quantitative Findings 
	Demographic Characteristics 
	Descriptive Statistics 

	Relationship Between Family Functioning and Neighborhood Social Cohesion 
	Integrating Qualitative Findings 
	Theme 1: Family Cohesion and Social Trust 
	Theme 2: Family Expressiveness and Neighborhood Participation 
	Theme 3: Conflict, Disengagement, and the Function of Emotional Difference 
	Theme 4: Democratic Family Style and Collective Efficacy 
	Theme 5: Authoritarian Parenting and Contextual Adaptation 


	Discussion 
	Families as a System for Social Cohesion 
	Expressiveness and Social Engagement 
	Conflict and Disengagement as Forms of Regulation 
	Democratic Functioning and Collective Efficacy 
	Authoritarian Parenting and Contextual Adaptation 

	Limitations 
	Recommendations 
	Conclusions 
	References

