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Bonding and Bridging among first generation Asian migrants in Australian 

Protestant churches 

Around a third of Asian migrants to Australia self-identify as Christians, and many join 

churches where they meet fellow migrants and other Australians. Churches might thus be 

places that can foster the integration of Asian migrants into Australian society. This paper 

uses social network and social capital theory to examine the prevalence of bonding and 

bridging among 61,386 churchgoers from 2,135 Protestant churches who completed the 

Australian National Church Life Survey in 2011. We compared levels of bonding and 

bridging social ties of first generation Asian migrants (FMAG) with Australians born of 

Australian-born parents (ABOAP). FGAM joining congregations had fewer social ties than 

ABOAP, and developed bridging (but not bonding) more slowly. FGAM had lower bonding 

but higher bridging in MonoAnglo congregations compared with Multicultural or MonoAsian 

congregations. The results suggest that FGAM who are in MonoAnglo churches may be less 

tightly bound to their congregation, but more likely to bridge beyond it, than are FGAM in 

multicultural or largely Asian congregations.   

 

 

Keywords:  ethnicity, homophily, religion, social capital, social networks 

 

  



3 
 

Introduction 

Australia is a country shaped by migration. The proportion of the population born overseas 

was less than 10% in 1951 but rose to 28% in 2014 (ABS 2014). Although people born in the 

UK form the largest group of migrants (5-6% of the population), the fastest growing groups 

are from Asia. Between 2004 and 2014 the proportion of the population born in the UK fell 

from 5.6% to 5.2%, while the proportion born in China rose from 1.0% to 1.9% and the 

proportion born in India rose from 0.7% to 1.7%. Net overseas migration (total immigration 

minus emigration) peaked in 2008 at nearly 300,000, but fell to 212,700 in 2014. (ABS 

2012).  

The integration of migrants into the country remains an important cultural and 

political issue in Australia.  At one level it refers to integration at the political or institutional 

level, but the more direct effects for immigrants themselves are related to economic and 

social domains (Collins 2013).  Economic issues are concerned with how successfully 

migrants are able to join and thrive in the workforce, while social issues concern settlement 

patterns, social cohesion and national identity. Despite local variations and some widely 

reported incidents (the 2005 Cronulla beach riots are often cited as an example) most 

migrants settle into Australian society successfully (Collins 2013, Clyne and Jupp 2011, 

Bouma, Ling, and Pratt 2014). This does not mean that ethnic minorities always find it easy, 

and Collins (2013, p.146) argues that 'Racist attitudes and racial discrimination persist.'  

  In these circumstances it is hardly surprising that social scientists continue to examine 

the factors that foster the integration or assimilation of migrants. A number of writers have 

used the concepts of social ties (Liu 2013, Moroşanu 2016, Ryan 2011) and social capital 

(Allen 2010, Cederberg 2012, Missingham, Dibden, and Cocklin 2006, Jacobs and Tillie 

2004, Lancee 2012, 2010) to explain differences between individuals or communities in the 

settlement experience of migrants. The two concepts are closely linked because social capital 

is thought to accrue through interactions between people who share social ties. Social capital 

is notoriously difficult to define (Bjørnskov and Sønderskov 2013), but most writers refer to 

it as resources generated by social networks of reciprocity and trust that arise from 

interpersonal relationships (Field 2008, Portes 1998, Baker and Miles-Watson 2010, Esser 

2008). It is through participation in social networks that migrants are assumed to form ties 

that create opportunities for economic and social advancement in their new homeland  

(Carrington and Marshall 2008, Missingham, Dibden, and Cocklin 2006, Jacobs and Tillie 

2004, Cederberg 2012, Granberry 2014). Churches  and other religious institutions are 
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thought to be places that generate social capital (Putnam 2000, Allen 2010, Andrews 2011, 

Schwadel 2005, Smidt et al. 2003, Weller 2005) and can be important social organisations for 

first-generation migrants (Peschke 2009, Watson 2009, Allen 2010, Cheong et al. 2007, 

Foner and Alba 2008, Foroutan 2008).  

This paper draws on data from the 2011 National Church Life Survey (NCLS) to 

compare social ties among first-generation Asian migrants (FGAM) attending Protestant 

churches in Australia with that among a 'control' group of Australians born of Australian 

parents (ABOAP). The underlying question is whether migrants are helped to develop social 

networks beyond a congregation by belonging to a congregation. In order to answer this it is 

first necessary to define the notion of bonding and bridging ties used in this study and show 

how it might be both a positive and a negative force for social integration among migrants. 

Context is important in defining any role of social networking in migrant inclusion, so we 

will next briefly explain the history and nature of Asian migration into Australia and the 

particular context of migrants in this study. The next step is to outline the individual and 

congregational-level factors that might influence levels of social networking. Of particular 

interest here is how the level of social networking is related to the length of time someone has 

been attending their church (termed ‘duration’ here), and the degree of cultural homogeneity 

in congregations. We will then use multi-level models to examine simultaneously the effects 

on social ties of individual and contextual-level predictors and their interaction. 

Bonding and bridging 

Of the many different conceptualisations around the idea of social capital, Robert Putnam's 

distinction between bonding and bridging has been particularly influential (Putnam 2000). 

Bonding and bridging terminology in social capital theory is analogous to the notion of strong 

and weak ties that derive from network theory (Granovetter 1983, 1973). Bonding social 

capital is generated between people within the same organisation or social group, and Putnam 

refers to it famously as 'a kind of sociological superglue' (2000, 23),  generating 'thick trust' 

through sustained interaction with particular people (Putnam, Leonardi, and Nonetti 1994, 

171). Bridging social capital is generated between different organisations or social groups. 

Putnam (2000, 23) referred to this as 'WD-40', a lubricant rather than a glue, emphasising that 

it adheres to networks that exist across heterogeneous social groups and which bring people 

into contact with those who are different from themselves and who they may not know very 

well.  Bridging social capital associated with 'thin' trust of others through more fleeting 

interactions with a range of heterogeneous groups, which might nonetheless offer more 
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opportunities for social or economic advancement. This was the notion suggested by 

Granovetter (1983), who pointed out that ‘weak’ social ties beyond the close-knit family or 

ethnic group might be more helpful in allowing people to access the resources associated with 

social capital. Putnam draws on Briggs (1997) to argue that bonding helps individuals to 'get 

by' (i.e., it offers social support) whereas bridging helps individuals to 'get ahead' (i.e., it 

offers opportunities to access external assets).  

The relationship between social ties and social capital has been debated for many 

years, partly because social ties may be necessary, but not necessarily sufficient, for the 

generation of social capital (Lin 1999, Snijders 1999). Social ties are relationships that might 

generate social capital, but whether they actually do may vary from one context to another. 

The complexity of how exactly how migrants generate social capital, and the nature of that 

capital, is being revealed by detailed qualitative studies of small groups of migrants (see, for 

example, Ryan 2011, Moroşanu 2016, Iosifides et al. 2007, Svendsen 2006). This quantitative 

study uses proxy measures of bonding and bridging social ties to investigate how they vary 

between migrants and non-migrants in a large sample of church congregations. 

Social ties, migrants, and religion 

When applied to the study of migrants, bonding and bridging ties may have different effects, 

depending on the nature of the networks being studied (Foner and Alba 2008, Allen 2010), 

and the political, economic or cultural structure in which migrant communities are located 

(Cheong et al. 2007, Connor and Koenig 2013).  New migrants will often tend to settle where 

there are other people of the same family, ethnicity or nationality.  In these circumstances, the 

tendency can be to develop ties within the migrant community, but not necessarily outside it 

(Granberry 2014, Noguera, Herzog, and Fleerackers 2013).  

Where religion is a central facet of migrant identity, religious organisations may 

function as key loci for creating the networks that generate social capital.  Churches may 

foster bridging by organising contacts with other groups, empowering individuals to 

volunteer in the community, or increasing their political activism (Smidt 2003). For migrants, 

religious institutions may connect them to new culture and traditions, directly provide 

resources (such as language lessons or counselling), or allow them to access other resources 

by diversify and strengthen their external social networks (Allen 2010, Greeley 1997, Ley 

2008).  

Where migrants form homogenous congregations the assumption has often been that 

this will reduce the chances of social integration beyond the migrant group leading to 
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bonding rather than bridging capital. This idea has been prevalent in sociology since 

pioneering studies of Christian or Jewish migrants in the USA (Handlin 1951, Herberg 1955, 

Gordon 1964) and more recently has been applied to Muslim migration in various parts of the 

world (Maliepaard and Phalet 2012, Allen 2010). Where religion and ethnic or national 

identity are closely intertwined there can be strong segregation between migrants and natives,  

which is fostered by religion creating what has been termed 'bright boundaries'  between 

these groups (Alba 2005). However, religious institutions can also be organisations that 

enhance integration and cohesion, either because they have a more open attitude to social 

engagement beyond the congregation, or because migrants share the same religion as natives, 

and gravitate to largely native congregations. In the latter circumstance, migrants who 

develop church-based ties are likely to be networking with non-migrants in the same 

congregations. In this context, bonding ties are, to some extent, the same as bridging ties. 

Empirical evidence of the relationship of religion, social capital and social integration 

among migrants is mixed, reflecting the differences between native and migrant religious 

cultures in different parts of the world. For example, Foner and Alba (2008) suggest that the 

different role that religion plays for immigrant inclusion in the USA and Europe is related to 

the background of the religious immigrants, the religiosity of the native population, and 

historically conditioned relationships between state and religious groups. In the USA religion 

has largely been seen as a positive force, and successive waves of migrants of different 

religions have been able to foster their religion and religious identity alongside civic 

participation and American identity. In Europe, where religion is generally less prevalent and 

there is often a contrast between a largely Christian native culture and a largely Muslim 

migrant culture, the integration has often been more troubled. Richard Alba (2005) makes a 

similar point in discussing the role of religion in blurring or sharpening ethnic boundaries. He 

suggests Mexican migrants into the USA encounter ethnic boundaries that are blurred by the 

existence of a Catholic faith that is shared with many natives. In Europe, however, North 

African Muslims arriving in France or Turkish Muslims arriving in Germany encounter 

bright boundaries made more so by the discontinuity of secular and religious cultures. 

Given the complexity of the migrant-native interactions, the role of social networks in 

fostering social cohesion may be multifaceted and complex. Cheong et al. (2007) argue that 

the simple identification of bonding capital as 'bad' and bridging capital as 'good' needs to be 

nuanced and challenged. This would seem to be especially so where migrants share the same 

religion as natives, so that religious institutions may be a positive force for social cohesion 

and the integration of migrants (Peschke 2009, Weller 2005). In Australia, Protestant and 
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Catholic Christianity have been the main forms of religious expression, so Christian migrants 

have the opportunity to join institutions where the dominant culture is related to that of long-

standing Australians. Networks within congregations offer opportunities for migrants to 

create social ties by bonding with those born in Australia, though they may find it easier to 

bond if they are in congregations that consist mainly of migrants from their own ethnic 

background. In addition, migrants could develop bridging ties either by joining church-based, 

outward-facing activity groups, or by being introduced to external networks through friends 

they make at church. 

When someone starts to attend a particular church they will already belong to other 

social networks. Migrants may have fewer of these, especially if they have only recently 

arrived from another country. Bonding ties with the congregation will develop over time, and 

may help to create new bridging ties if fellow congregants have access to other, external 

networks. We have used differences in duration in the church to test ideas about the 

development of the two types of social ties over time, on the assumption that difference 

between individuals of different durations reflects the likely average pattern of development 

among individuals. This may not be so if the strength of ties affects leaving, so that only 

those individuals with high initial bonding stay for long in a church. While this may be so, it 

is equally likely that social ties develop over time, and this is our assumption when 

interpreting the effect of duration.  

Homophily and social networking 

Homophily describes the  widely observed phenomenon that people generally tend to 

associate with people who are similar to them in terms of social location and experience 

(Lazersfeld and Merton 1954). This tendency has been seen as reducing the likelihood of 

assimilation by decreasing the desire to mix beyond one's own social network (McPherson, 

Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). Studies of homophily and congregations (mainly from the 

USA)  suggest that most, but not all,  congregations are strongly homogenous with respect to 

the social background, ethnicity and beliefs of their members (Emerson and Smith 2000, 

Dougherty 2003).  

Putnam's definition of bonding social capital assumed that it would be between 

homogeneous groups, and he specifically mentioned 'ethnic enclaves' in this respect. In 

contrast, he suggested that bridging capital is generated by networking with people 'across 

diverse social cleavages' (Putnam 2000, 22). If homophily operates in congregations 

according to native or migrant status, the strength of social ties may depend not only on an 



8 
 

individual's status, but also on the make-up of their congregation. In Australia, Christian 

migrants from Asia may be able to generate more bonding ties if they are in congregations 

that have a large proportion of others who are also Asian migrants. Bonding ties generated 

within mixed congregations may also contain an element of bridging ties if they foster 

networks between members who are culturally and ethnically diverse. Bridging beyond 

congregations may be fostered if FGAM mix with ABOAP, who may offer them access to 

networks that reach beyond the church. If this is the case, congregations where there is a 

higher proportion of ABOAP may offer FGAM more opportunities for generating bridging 

ties.  

Asian migration to Australia 

Asian migration to Australia began in the nineteenth century as European settlers looked for 

cheap sources of labour to run gold mines in Victoria and New South Wales and sugar cane 

farms in Queensland (Jayasuriya and Kee 1999). Concerns over the extent of this influx led to 

the notorious 'White Australia' policy, enforced by legislation passed in the first decade of the 

twentieth century, which continued to exert influence until the 1960s.  From the 1960s there 

was a growing liberalisation of immigration laws that that sought to remove any 

discrimination on the grounds of race, colour or national identity, driven notably by the 

Whitlam government which rescinded the 'White Australia' policy in 1973 and then passed 

the 1975 Racial Discrimination Act which made the use of racial criteria unlawful for official 

purposes.  

The changes since the 1970s have seen a move towards multiculturalism (Clyne and 

Jupp 2011, Bouma 1995, Bouma, Ling, and Pratt 2014), but one which has its critics and 

which has met with some resistance (Jupp 1995, 2009, Ang 2003). In 1995 James Jupp wrote: 

Australia is no longer an isolated British outpost nor is it still wedded to the idea of 

White Australia based on fear of Asia. Officially Australia is a multicultural society, 

an active participant in the economics and politics of the Asia-Pacific region, and a 

fully independent state on the verge of severing its remaining constitutional links with 

the United Kingdom. (p. 223) 

The picture of Australia being more closely integrated with Asia is reflected in the changing 

patterns of Asian migration. Figures for the top ten source countries for settler arrivals 

(Jayasuriya and Kee 1999, 27) show that in the 1960s these were overwhelmingly from the 

UK and Ireland, with no Asian countries in the list. The first Asian country to appear was 

Malaysia in the 1970s. By the 1990s five of the top ten countries were Asian, with China 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racial_Discrimination_Act_1975
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having the same number of settlers as the UK. Since then the trend has continued, with 

figures for 2012/13 indicating that half of the approximately 152,000 settlers were from Asia, 

which accounted for six of the top ten source countries (in descending order): China, 

Philippines, Malaysia, Vietnam, Sri Lanka (DIBP 2015). 

Protestant congregations in Australia 

The religious culture of Australia has historically been dominated by the settlement of 

Europeans from Protestant and Catholic backgrounds. For this study we have selected 

worshippers at Protestant churches because Catholic migrants may behave differently.   

Religious affiliation has declined generally in Australia  in recent decades (see table 12 in 

DIBP 2014), but even in the 2011 census, 61% of Australians self-identified as Christian, 

with 41 % of these identifying specifically as Catholic, 28% as Anglican, and 21% as other 

Protestants. In that census there were around 1.7 million residents born in Asia, of which 34% 

identified as Christian. Among these Asian Christian migrants,  around 62% were Catholic, 

8% Anglican, and 27% other Protestant denominations such as Baptist, Presbyterian, Uniting 

Church, and Pentecostal (ABS 2015). Although most Asian migrants may be either non-

religious or affiliated with non-Christian religions, over a third seem to have Christian roots, 

and may therefore be likely to join Christian churches when they settle in the country.  

Christian churches may thus have an important role in helping them to integrate into 

Australian society, and to foster more generally the inclusion of Asian migrants. 

With regard to ethnic makeup, Australian congregations can be categorised by ethnic 

make-up into ‘monocultural AngloCeltic’, ‘monocultural non-English-speaking (NES)’, and 

‘multicultural’. A congregation can be considered multicultural when 20% or more of its 

members have a cultural background that is different from the dominant cultural group. 

Research suggests that this threshold represents a ‘critical mass’ at which the presence of 

minority groups is likely to permeate an organisation such as a congregation (Emerson and 

Kim 2003).  There are no national figures on the number of monocultural NES congregations 

in Australia, but the 2011 NCLS included a question on relationships with NES 

congregations (Duncum, Hancock, and Powell 2014). Just over a fifth (21%) of sampled 

churches had some relationship with a NES congregation, either because they shared a church 

building (9%), shared worship with special NES groups (2%), had separate worship but 

shared small groups (6%), or had some other arrangement (4%). In this study we have 

categorised congregations according to the ethnicity of congregants. The majority of churches 

in this study were monocultural AngloCeltic congregations where English was the common 



10 
 

language and there was some possibility of migrant minorities forming networks with non-

migrants through their church activity. A small minority were classed as monocultural Asian 

congregations, which were likely to be NES. Also included are multicultural congregations 

where the services were likely to be in English but there was a significant proportion of 

ethnic Asians. 

Research questions 

Although some theory suggests developing bonding capital may detract from developing 

bridging capital in some denominations (Beyerlein and Hipp 2006, Wilson and Janoski 

1995), previous studies of Australian churches suggests the opposite maybe true (Leonard 

and Bellamy 2010). Work with immigrant and multi-ethnic churches suggests migrants can 

develop networks in the wider community through the contacts that they make within their 

congregation (Allen 2010, Ley 2008). We suggest that involvement in congregations over a 

number of years leads to increased bonding ties, and this is also true for bridging ties because 

networking in a congregation opens opportunities for networking beyond it.  If intra-

congregational bonding promotes rather than reduces bridging ties we predict that: 

H1.1: Levels of bonding and bridging are positively correlated at both individual and 

congregational level. 

 

Leonard and Bellamy also showed that the level of bridging capital relative to bonding capital 

was higher among those from English-speaking backgrounds. This might be because non-

migrants have more social networks generally, and are less reliant on congregations to 

develop bridging ties. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

H1.2: FGAM have lower levels of bridging ties, relative to bonding ties, compared 

with ABOAP. 

 

Bonding is likely to be lowest when people first arrive in a congregation, and to increase over 

time as they get to know others and join groups. On average, migrants and non-migrants 

should both start from similar levels of bonding; unless one group is more likely than the 

other to already know people in the congregation when they join (and there is no evidence to 

suggest whether this is likely or not).  Unless they have been in the country for a long time, 

first generation migrants are likely to have fewer bridging ties than those who were born in 

the country. Being part of a congregation could increase bridging ties more for migrants than 

for others, so that the disparity in bridging ties between migrants and non-migrants will be 
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lowest among the most long-standing members of congregations. This suggests two 

hypotheses related to social ties and duration: 

H2.1: For those who have just joined a congregation, FGAM will have similar levels 

of bonding ties, but lower levels of bridging ties, compared to ABOAP. 

 

H2.2: Once they join a congregation, FGAM develop bonding ties at the same rate as 

ABOAP, but they develop bridging ties more rapidly because they benefit more from 

congregational networks for developing such ties. 

 

Homophily suggests that the level and development of bonding ties will depend on the 

interaction of individual migrant status and their predominant congregational culture.  If so: 

H3.1: FGAM in MonoAsian or Multicultural congregations will have more bonding 

ties than those in MonoAnglo congregations. 

 

Bridging ties should be less influenced by homophily, but migrants in MonoAnglo 

congregations may have better access to bridging networks through meeting non-migrant 

fellow congregants. Therefore: 

H3.2 FGAM in MonoAnglo congregations will have more bridging ties than those in 

other congregations. 

 

Method 

Sample 

The NCLS, which is a local church-based survey, has collected data from thousands of 

churches and hundreds of thousands of congregants from approximately 20 Christian 

denominations across Australia every five years since 1991 (Pepper, Sterland, and Powell 

2015). The 2011 National Church Life Survey was conducted from September to December 

and involved over 3,000 local churches from 23 denominations. ‘Local church’ refers to a 

particular address, where there may be serval worship services and returns from different 

services were aggregated to calculate ‘congregational-level’ variables. There were around 

260,000 adult  participants who completed surveys in one of eight languages: English, 

Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, Tongan, Italian, Arabic and Dinka (NCLS 2013). This study is 

based on the main survey instrument given to Protestant churches and completed by attendees 
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at worship services. A sub-sample was used which excluded teenagers and those aged over 

79 as the latter in particular may be constrained in forming networks because of age-related 

decreased mobility.  Also excluded were churches that had 10 or less responses, churches that 

failed to return sufficient numbers of survey forms to meet sample adequacy criteria (based 

on standard error calculations and finite population corrections), and one outlier that had 

1500 (the next largest church returned 742 replies), leaving a final sample of 2135 churches.  

The questionnaire included two items used to identify FGAM and ABOAP: 

1. Where were you born? was a forced-choice question with 18 possible replies 

including 'Australia', 'Korea', 'China/Hong Kong', 'Vietnam', 'Philippines', 'India/Sri 

Lanka' and 'Other Asia'. 

2. Where were your father and mother born? had three possible answers for each parent, 

'Australia', 'Another country where English is the main language', and 'Another 

country (where English is not the main language)'.  

There was no direct question about migrant status, but from these questions we identified two 

contrasting groups for the purposes of this study: ABOAP were those born in Australia of 

Australian-born parents; FGAM were those born in Asia with neither parent born in 

Australia. Excluded from the dataset were migrants from outside Asia and second-generation 

migrants: the focus of the paper is on Asian migrants, and it was not possible to ascertain the 

origins of those born in Australia of non-Australian-born parents. 

 Of the 112,846 participants aged 20-79 from this sub-sample of Protestant churches, 

64,544 were either ABOAP or FGAM, of which  61,386 had complete data for all variables 

used in this analysis. The final sample comprised 7,872 (12.8%) FGAM, the majority of 

which (88.2%) had parents who were born in a country where English was not the main 

language.  The countries of origin of the Asian migrants were: China/Hong Kong (37.1%), 

India/Sri Lanka (15.8%), Philippines (9.0%), Korea (5.8%), and Vietnam (2.1%), with other, 

unspecified, countries accounting for 31.3%.  

Compared with ABOAP, Asian migrants were more likely to be male, younger, never 

married, have degrees, and to be employed (Table 1).  They were also more likely to attend 

church on a weekly rather than a less frequent basis. Unsurprisingly they had lower duration 

in the congregation than ABOAP: over half had been coming to their congregation for less 

than six years, compared with just under a third of ABOAP.  

 

[Table 1 about here] 
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Dependent variables 

 NCL surveys have usually included a range of items that relate to bonding and bridging 

social ties and which have enabled studies of social capital as a resource of the collective 

community  (Leonard and Bellamy 2015, 2006, 2010, Robbins, Francis, and Powell 2012). 

The 2001 NCLS data were used by Leonard and Bellamy (2010) to create a bonding social 

capital index based on twelve items that included frequency of attendance and duration 

(number of years involved with the current congregation). Our study looks at how social ties 

vary in relation to attendance and duration, so it was necessary to develop measures of 

bonding and bridging that excluded these variables. 

Bonding ties were assessed using responses to items asking about involvement in 

congregational activity (0 = none; 1 = one type; 2 = two types); sense of belonging to 

congregation (0 = not strong; 1 = strong but reducing; 2 = strong) or denomination (0 = not 

strong; 1 = neutral; 2 = strong); ease of making friends (0 = not easy; 1 = neutral; 2 = strong); 

financial commitment to the congregation (0 = irregular; 1 = < 5% of net income; 2 = > 5% 

of net income); number of roles in the congregation (0 = none; 1 = one role; 2 = two or more 

roles); and if they agreed that the leadership encouraged respondents to use their gifts and 

skills (0 = disagree; 1 = neutral; 2 = agree). These were considered to be a proxy measure of 

the strength of an individual’s networking relationships within the congregational context.  

 Bridging ties were assessed by three multiple-response items, with the number of 

responses summed to give an overall score. The first asked about outward-facing 

congregational activities, and offered two possible responses. The second asked about 

involvement in groups that were not connected to the congregations, and offered five 

response that included community service, social action, sports, and youth groups. The third 

asked about various activities in the last twelve months and included such things as lending 

money to someone outside the family and contacting a parliamentarian or local counsellor. 

Although activities related to congregation members were not specifically excluded, the focus 

of the question was taken to be bridging rather than bonding. 

Predictor variables 

Migrant status was coded as 1 = FGAM and 2 = ABOAP. 

Congregational culture was measured from data aggregated at church level on the full survey 

data using the item 'Where were you born?' The proportion of 'AngloCeltic' in a congregation 

was taken as the sum percentage of those born in Australia, New Zealand, UK, Ireland, and 

North America. 'MonoAnglo' congregations were those where this proportion was greater 
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than 80%. 'MonoAsian' congregations were those where the percentage born in Asian was 

over 60% (a lower threshold was used, to allow for second generation Asian migrants). The 

remaining congregations were classified as 'Multicultural'. There were 16 congregations that 

had more than 60% from a non-Anglo migrant group besides Asian, and these were excluded. 

For regression analyses, we used MonoAnglo status as a dummy variable to compare people 

in these congregations with those in Multicultural or MonoAsian congregations.  

Church attendance was measured on an ordinal scale and treated as a continuous co-variate 

(1 = < monthly, 2 = monthly, 3 = 2-3 times a month, 4 = weekly, 5 = > weekly).   

Duration was the number of years participants had been going to services or activities at their 

congregation, recorded on a six-point ordinal scale and treated as a categorical variable in 

order to calculate marginal means. Those who were visiting were excluded from the sample.  

Control variables 

Individual-level control variables were sex (1 = female, 2 = male), age (by decade), marital 

status (coded into dummy variables 'never married', 'married', 'divorced/separated'), education 

level (coded into dummy variables 'school' and 'degree'), employment status (coded into a 

dummy variable 'employed'). 

Congregational-level control variables were size (aggregated from the total number of returns 

from each church in the full survey) and church tradition (based on denomination with 1= 

'Other Protestant', 2 = 'Evangelical Protestant', 3 = 'Pentecostal', and 4 = 'Mainstream 

Protestant').  All dummy and continuous variables were grand mean centred (Bickel 2007). 

Analysis 

Respondents were not randomly distributed, but grouped into congregations that varied 

considerably in their migrant profiles. Multi-level regression (Bickel 2007, Snijders and 

Bosker 1999) allowed for this grouping effect and enabled cross-level interactions to be 

tested. Analysis was in three stages. The first stage examined the relationship of bridging to 

bonding using correlation and regression. In the second stage we fitted multi-level models for 

bonding and bridging separately, testing the interactions of duration and migrant status at the 

individual level. In the final stage we added contextual-level variables and tested the cross-

level interaction of migrant status and congregation culture.  There were too few ABOAP in 

MonoAsian congregations to test the interaction for this category, but sufficient people of 

both migrant statuses in MonoAnglo congregations to test them against the rest of the sample. 

To interpret interactions, we generated estimated marginal means from the fitted models and 
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used graphical analysis to display the effects of duration and different congregational cultures 

on bonding and bridging scores. 

 

Results 

The bonding and bridging scales had Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities of  .70 and .61 

respectively (Tables  2 and 3). Although .61 is slightly below the .65 level of reliability 

usually considered adequate for summated scales (DeVellis 2003), the coefficient may have 

been artificially low because the bridging scale relied on dichotomous variables and because 

activity in one area may have reduced the chances of activity in other areas if time was 

limited.  For bonding, high scores were more frequent for ABOAP than for FGAM in all 

cases. Bridging items were much less likely to be endorsed generally, but were more often 

endorsed by ABOAP, except for lending money outside the family and caring for someone 

who was sick, where there was no difference.  

 

[Tables 1 and 2 about here] 

 

Tests of hypotheses are related to the multilevel models for bonding (Table 4) and 

bridging (Table 5), and graphical analysis of means (Figures 1-3). 

H1.1: Levels of bonding and bridging are positively correlated at both individual and 

congregational level 

Overall there were significant positive correlations between bridging and bonding scores at 

both individual level (r = .34, df= 61,384, p < .001) and using mean congregation scores (r = 

.39, df = 2133, p < .001). The relationship was curvilinear such that individuals with high 

bonding scores had relatively higher bridging scores than those with low bonding scores 

(Figure 1).   

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

H1.2: FGAM have lower levels of bridging ties, relative to bonding ties, compared with 

ABOAP 

Figure 1 shows that FGAM had lower bridging scores, at any given bonding score, than did 

ABOAP, supporting H1.2. The difference between migrants and others was most evident 
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among those with low bonding scores, and decreased (but was still present) among 

congregants with the highest bonding scores. 

 

H2.1: For those who have just joined a congregation, FGAM will have similar levels of 

bonding ties, but lower levels of bridging ties, compared to ABOAP 

Among those who had been coming for less than a year, FGAM had significantly lower 

bonding than did ABOAP (Figure 2a), which was not expected from our hypothesis. They 

did, however have lower levels of bridging ties (Figure 2b), which was predicted by H2.1. 

[Figure 2 about here] 

H2.2: Once they join a congregation, FGAM develop bonding ties at the same rate as 

ABOAP, but they develop bridging ties more rapidly because they benefit more from 

congregational networks for developing such ties 

For bonding scores there was no significant interaction between migrant status and duration 

(Table 4, Model 1), suggesting both groups show similar associations with duration. In both 

groups there was a marked difference between the <1 and 1-2 year groups, with less 

difference between groups with durations over five years (Figure 2a). For bridging scores 

there was a significant interaction between duration and migrant status (Table 5, Model 1). 

For ABOAP, bridging scores increased across the first three duration groups, but showed but 

little change thereafter, whereas with FGAM there were small incremental increases across 

all duration levels (Figure 2b). This meant that, over all six levels, duration had a greater 

effect on bridging among FGAM than among ABOAP, supporting H2.2.  

[Tables 4 and 5 about here] 

H3.1: FGAM in MonoAsian or Multicultural congregations will have more bonding ties 

than those in MonoAnglo congregations 

For FGAM, bonding scores were significantly lower in MonoAnglo congregations than in 

MonoAsian and Multicultural congregations (Figure 3a). H3.1 therefore seems to be 

supported. The comparable results for the ‘control’ group of ABOAP were in the opposite 

direction, with bonding capital highest in MonoAnglo and Multicultural congregations and 

lowest in MonoAsian congregations, though there were too few ABOAP in MonoAsian 

congregations to test this fully.  
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[Figure 3 about here] 

 H3.2: FGAM in MonoAnglo congregations will have more bridging ties than those other 

congregations 

Across the whole sample, bridging scores were not significantly higher in MonoAnglo 

congregations compared with others (Table 5, Model 2), mainly because there was no 

difference between MonoAnglo and Multicultural congregations in ABOAP (Figure 3b). 

However there was a significant interaction with migrant status and congregational culture, 

and FGAM had higher bridging scores in MonoAnglo than in MonoAsian congregations. 

Discussion 

This cross-sectional study of 61386 Protestant churchgoers has examined the levels of 

bonding and bridging social ties among first generation Asian migrants and compared them 

with those among a control group of Australians born of Australian parents attending a 

sample of 2135 churches. The results suggest that congregations may promote both bonding 

and bridging ties, and that the relationships between social ties and duration in the 

congregation and congregational culture show significant variation between migrants and 

non-migrants. 

Bonding items were much more likely to be endorsed than bridging items. Bridging 

ties were measured in relation to both outward-orientated church-based activities and 

activities unconnected to church, but church attenders may have had other routes to 

developing out-group contacts which were not measured in the survey. It is perhaps not 

surprising that churches are good at creating bonding ties because care for fellow Christians 

is at the heart of Christian beliefs, and many church activities are geared to fostering in-group 

relationships within congregational life. The correlation between bridging and bonding 

scores, and the positive relationship between duration and bridging ties suggests that 

congregations can generate social ties beyond their immediate network. The questionnaire did 

not ask migrants how long they had lived in Australia, and this may have allowed us to 

separate out  the specific effect of duration in congregation from the more general effect of 

duration in the country (though the two may be closely related).  The 2011 NCLS did not 

have items that specifically asked if bridging activity was a direct result of relationships 

developed in the congregation, but our results are consistent with this possibility. 

Migrant status and social ties 
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FGAM had lower bridging ties relative to their level of bonding ties compared to ABOAP.  

This was true at all levels of bonding ties, but less so where migrants had very high levels of 

bonding ties. The reasons for this are unclear, and more detailed work on smaller samples is 

needed to investigate why this is so. The findings here are consistent with the idea that 

migrants are more reliant on their congregation for developing bridging ties than are non-

migrants, though establishing external network contacts through the congregation is more 

difficult for migrants, even when they have been in the same congregation for many years.  

FGAM had lower average levels of both bonding and bridging than did ABOAP, even 

after controlling for their different socio-demographic profile and attendance behaviour. This 

is in line with the lower levels of social capital of non-English speaking congregants in the 

2001 NCLS survey (Leonard and Bellamy 2010). This study extends our understanding by 

showing that this is largely because migrants start with lower levels of both bonding and 

bridging ties when they arrive in a congregation. Bonding scores tended to develop most 

rapidly in the first few years after arrival, after which the rate slowed down, especially among 

FGAM. For FGAM, bridging scores increased slowly but did not seem to plateau, unlike 

ABOAP. Although congregations do not seem to entirely overcome the inherently lower 

levels of social ties among Asian migrants, the positive effect of duration suggests than being 

part of a church may promote the growth of social ties, and therefore perhaps social capital, 

among those who stay.   For migrants this could enhance their integration both by bonding 

with native-born Australians who are part of their congregation, and by gradually 

strengthening bridging networks beyond the congregation. 

Homophily and social ties 

For bonding ties, the cross-level interaction of congregational culture and migrant status was 

in the direction predicted by homophily. FGAM had higher levels in Multicultural or 

MonoAsian congregations than in MonoAnglo congregations. The reverse may have been 

true for ABOAP, but the numbers in MonoAsian congregations were too low to be sure. The 

effects of homogeneity on bonding scores were relatively small, but might reflect an 

underlying difficulty for migrants integrating into predominately non-migrant congregations. 

This would increase pressure to form separate migrant congregations, either in the same 

church or in another building. Crucially, FGAM in MonoAnglo congregations had slightly 

higher bridging scores than those in Multicultural or MonoAsian congregations. The effect 

was again small but points to the possibility that the blurring of ethnic boundaries in 

MonoAnglo congregations may be enable Christian FGAM to develop more social ties into 
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Australian culture beyond their churches than those who mix primarily with their own ethnic 

group. Although this does not necessarily mean they are using those ties to develop social 

capital, it at least suggests they may be better placed to do so. 

 

 

Conclusions 

This study is based on data collected from a large number of churchgoers from a reasonably 

representative sample of Protestant congregations. It has the advantage of generalisability, 

but it suffers from the usual limitations of cross-sectional studies. We cannot tell for certain if 

the changes with duration were due to individuals developing more ties (as we suggest), or 

because those with low bonding do not persist in congregations. In may be that both forces 

are at work, and only longitudinal studies (likely to be on much smaller samples) could 

answer this for certain. The items in our bonding and bridging scales are typical for large 

scale surveys that employ proximal measures of the actual networks that social capital theory 

posits. Although we have used a range of different measures to try and capture different ways 

in which an individual might bond or bridge, more work is needed to improve the assessment 

of social ties and social capital in such large-scale surveys. In particular, items relating to 

how far contacts made through church (rather than ties unconnected with church) have led to 

migrants accessing the resources associated with social capital would be useful measures of 

bridging in this context. 

  Overall, this study provides some evidence that Protestant congregations in Australia 

can help Asian migrants generate both bonding and bridging networks, and this implies they 

would be helped to integrate into society. A key finding has been that first generation Asian 

migrants who belonged to predominantly Anglo congregations found it harder to bond but 

easier to bridge than their counterparts in Multiracial or MonoAsian congregations.  The 

disadvantage of such large scale studies is that it is difficult to interpret the findings in terms 

of deciding how exactly congregations foster social integration. Studies that investigate more 

directly integration among migrants in churches might target both homogenous migrant and 

mixed congregations, and use qualitative techniques to give a more focused picture of how 

particular individuals use churches to overcome the barriers of migration. Our study has 

shown that such detailed work is worthwhile because evidence from a large sample shows 

that churches do seem to have an influence on the development of social ties among first-

generation Asian migrants. 
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Table 1 Profile of participants. 

  Both  FGAM  ABOAP 

 N = 61386  7872  53514 
  %  %  % 
Sex Female 58.2  54.5  58.8 

 Male 41.8  45.5  41.2 
       

Age 20-29 13.7  18.1  13.0 

 30-39 13.7  22.1  12.4 

 40-49 16.6  24.0  15.5 

 50-59 19.4  19.3  19.4 

 60-69 20.9  10.7  22.3 

 70-79 15.8  5.8  17.3 
       

Marital status Never married 14.6  20.4  13.8 

 Married/partnership 74.3  72.1  74.6 

 Separated/divorced 6.3  4.7  6.5 
 Widowed 4.8  2.9  5.0 
       

Education level School 31.5  15.9  33.8 
 Vocational 26.6  17.4  28.0 

 Degree 41.9  66.7  38.3 
       

Employment status Not employed 40.3  33.4  41.3 

 Employed 59.7  66.6  58.7 
       

Attendance > Weekly 9.9  9.0  10.0 

 Usually weekly 75.1  79.2  74.5 

 2 or 3 times/month 11.7  9.5  12.0 

 Monthly 2.2  1.4  2.3 

 < Monthly 1.2  0.9  1.2 
       

Duration > 20 years 29.4  10.8  32.1 

 11-20 years 18.9  15.1  19.5 

 6-10 years 16.7  17.4  16.6 

 3-5 years 16.1  23.3  15.1 

 1-2 years 10.4  17.5  9.3 

 < 1 year 8.5  15.8  7.4 
Note. Differences in frequencies between FGAM and ABOAP were all statistically 

significant at p < .001 (chi-squared tests).   
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Table 2 Items in the bonding scale. 

 Both  FGAM  ABOAP 

N = 61386  7872  53514 

Score: 0 1 2  0 1 2  0 1 2 

 % % %  % % %  % % % 

Congregation activities 27.9 51.6 20.5  32.6 50.9 16.5  27.2 51.7 21.1 

Congregational belonging 9.3 9.6 81.1  15.0 8.4 76.6  8.5 9.8 81.8 

Denominational belonging 7.8 12.9 79.3  6.1 17.4 76.6  8.1 12.2 79.7 

Making friends 5.1 12.1 82.8  5.2 17.8 77.0  5.1 11.2 83.7 

Financial commitment 22.0 19.9 58.1  31.3 18.7 50.0  20.6 20.0 59.3 

Congregational roles 35.5 31.5 33.0  49.6 31.2 19.2  33.4 31.6 35.0 

Gifts encouraged by leadership 20.7 56.4 22.9  35.5 45.0 19.5  18.5 58.1 23.4 

Mean = 18.3 27.7 54.0  25.0 27.1 47.9  17.3 27.8 54.9 
 

Note. For scoring, see text. Differences in frequency between FGAM and ABOAP were 
tested by chi-squared tests with 2 df,  and all were significant at  p < .001. Cronbach’s alpha 
for scale = .70. 
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Table 3 Items in the bridging scale. 

  Both  FGAM  ABOAP  
  61386  7872  53514  

  No Yes  No Yes  No Yes  
 

 % %  % %  % %  
Church activity:           

Community service  71.3 28.7  79.6 20.4  70.1 29.9 *** 

Congregational outreach  72.6 27.4  76.3 23.7  72.0 28.0 *** 

           

Personal activity:           

Lent money outside family  73.2 26.8  73.1 26.9  73.3 26.7 NS 
Cared from someone sick  69.0 31.0  68.8 31.2  69.0 31.0 NS 

Helped through crisis  51.1 48.9  59.0 41.0  49.9 50.1 *** 

Visited in hospital  43.4 56.6  61.8 38.2  40.7 59.3 *** 

Gave possessions  54.9 45.1  58.4 41.6  54.4 45.6 *** 

Tried to stop substance abuse  86.2 13.8  90.8 9.2  85.6 14.4 *** 

Donated money  16.4 83.6  32.6 67.4  14.1 85.9 *** 

Contacted parliamentarian  78.3 21.7  92.6 7.4  76.2 23.8 *** 

           

External group activity:           

Community service group  74.9 25.1  82.4 17.6  73.7 26.3 *** 

Social action group  92.7 7.3  95.3 4.7  92.3 7.7 *** 

School/youth groups  88.8 11.2  93.4 6.6  88.2 11.8 *** 

           

Mean =  67.1 32.9  74.2 25.8  66.1 33.9  

 

Note. Items were scored zero for ‘no’ and one for ‘yes’. Differences in frequency between 
FGAM and ABOAP were tested by chi-squared tests with 1 df : ***  =  p < .001, NS = Not 
Significant. Cronbach’s alpha for scale = .61. 

 

  



24 
 

Table 4 Individual and congregation-level predictors of bonding scores. 

Parameter  Null Model Model 1 Model 2 

  Estimate (SE) Estimate (SE) Estimate (SE) 

Intercept  9.599 (0.018)*** 7.522 (0.065)*** 7.620 (0.076)*** 

Sex a female  -0.161 (0.021)*** -0.160 (0.020)*** 

Age    -0.002 (0.001)* -0.002 (0.001)* 

Single   -0.040 (0.058) NS -0.028 (0.058) NS 

Married/partnership a   0.208 (0.049)*** 0.213 (0.048)*** 

Divorced/separated a   -0.295 (0.061)*** -0.301 (0.061)*** 

Educated to school level a   -0.307 (0.027)*** -0.314 (0.027)*** 

Educated to degree level a   0.144 (0.025)*** 0.157 (0.025)*** 

Employed a   0.144 (0.023)*** 0.140 (0.023)*** 

Attendance   1.759 (0.016)*** 1.757 (0.016)*** 

Duration (ref = < 1 year) >20  2.690 (0.045)*** 2.693 (0.045)*** 

 11-20  2.458 (0.047)*** 2.464 (0.046)*** 

 6-10  2.308 (0.047)*** 2.313 (0.047)*** 

 3-5  1.922 (0.048)*** 1.923 (0.048)*** 

 1-2  1.300 (0.052)*** 1.300 (0.052)*** 

Migrant status a (ref = ABOAP) FGAM  -0.869 (0.081)*** -0.810 (0.087)*** 

Migrant  x  Duration b   F = 1.374 NS F = 1.403 NS 

Tradition  Other Protestant   0.228 (0.071)*** 

(ref = Mainstream Prot.) Evangelical    -0.092 (0.036)* 

 Pentecostal   0.360 (0.052)*** 

Size (x 100)    -0.233 (0.018)*** 

MonoAnglo congregation a    -0.106 (0.042)* 

Migrant x MonoAnglo    -0.141 (0.071)* 

     

-2 Restricted Log Likelihood  301827 283967 283765 

Number of parameters  3 23 29 

     

Residual  7.815 (0.045)*** 5.830 (0.034)*** 5.832 (0.034)*** 

Intercept [subject = church]  0.313 (0.019)*** 0.245 (0.015)*** 0.186 (0.013)*** 

ICC  3.8% 4.0% 3.1% 

     

 



25 
 

Note. Subject (grouping) variable = church. ICC = Intraclass Correlation Coefficient for 

churches. ABOAP = Australian born of Australian parents; FGAM = first generation Asian 

migrant.  a These are dummy variables.   b Parameter estimates for the Migrant x Duration 

interaction are not given as these are difficult to interpret; significance is based on the F ratio 

for the overall fixed effect.     * =  p < .05; * *=  p < .01; * **=  p < .001, NS = not significant. 
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Table 5 Individual and congregation-level predictors of bridging scores. 

 

Parameter  Null Model Model 1 Model 2 

  Estimate (SE) Estimate (SE) Estimate (SE) 

Intercept  4.325 (0.015)*** 4.195 (0.058)*** 4.092 (0.067)*** 

Sex a female  -0.557 (0.018)*** -0.556 (0.018)*** 

Age   0.003 (0.001)*** 0.003 (0.001)*** 

Single a   -0.182 (0.052)*** -0.172 (0.052)*** 

Married/partnership a   0.052 (0.044) NS 0.049 (0.044) NS 

Divorced/separated a   0.098 (0.055) NS 0.086 (0.055) NS 

Educated to school level a   -0.516 (0.024)*** -0.519 (0.024)*** 

Educated to degree level a   0.294 (0.023)*** 0.312 (0.023)*** 

Employed a   0.202 (0.021)*** 0.198 (0.021)*** 

Attendance   0.523 (0.014)*** 0.514 (0.014)*** 

Duration (ref = < 1 year) >20  0.477 (0.040)*** 0.491 (0.040)*** 

 11-20  0.447 (0.042)*** 0.455 (0.042)*** 

 6-10  0.446 (0.042)*** 0.452 (0.042)*** 

 3-5  0.429 (0.043)*** 0.433 (0.043)*** 

 1-2  0.156 (0.047)*** 0.160 (0.047)*** 

Migrant status a  (ref = ABOAP) FGAM  -1.162 (0.072)*** -1.220 (0.078)*** 

Migrant  x  Durationa   F = 11.306*** F = 10.476*** 

Tradition Other Protestant   0.144 (0.059)* 

(ref = Mainstream Prot.) Evangelical   0.082 (0.030)** 

 Pentecostal   0.374 (0.043)*** 

Size (x 100)    -0.078 (0.014)*** 

MonoAnglo congregation a    0.057 (0.035) NS 

Migrant x MonoAnglo    0.184 (0.064)** 

     

-2 Restricted Log Likelihood  275335 270531 270457 

Number of parameters  3 23 29 

     

Residual  5.078 (0.029)*** 4.713 (0.027)*** 4.713 (0.027)*** 

Intercept [subject = church]  0.198 (0.013)*** 0.127 (0.010)*** 0.109 (0.009)*** 

ICC  3.8% 2.6% 2.3% 
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Note. For explanation, see Table 4. 
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Figure 1 Relationship of bridging to bonding scores for first generation Asian migrants (open 
circles) and Australians born of Australian parents (closed triangles). Error bars show 95% CL. 
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 Figure 2 Estimated marginal means (± 95% CI) of bonding and bridging social capital scores by 
duration in the congregation for first generation Asian migrants (open circles) and Australians 
born of Australian parents (closed triangles).  
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Figure 3 Estimated marginal means (± 95% CI) of bonding and bridging social capital scores by 
congregation culture for first generation Asian migrants (open circles) and Australians born of 
Australian parents (closed triangles). Note: Confidence intervals for ABOAP in MonoAsian 
congregations are not shown because there were too few in this category. 
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