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Social capital in contemporary Europe:
evidence from the European 
Social Survey
Loek Halman and Ruud Luijkx 

Tilburg University

Abstract
Social capital is an increasingly popular concept among scientists, politicians
and the media. It is regarded as a remedy for many of the failures of modern
society and seen as wonder glue conducive to feelings of happiness and to
better performing economies and democracies. In this article we are not so
much concerned with the consequences of social capital for society, but we
focus on why some people have higher levels of social capital than others. We
argue that this is not only due to a number of personal characteristics but also
to contextual or country features. We therefore formulate hypotheses about
the effects of individual and macro or country characteristics that were tested
using the survey data from the European Social Survey (2002). The results
demonstrate that the impact of macro characteristics is rather modest com-
pared to the effects of individual attributes. It also seems that social capital is
a multifaceted phenomenon that cannot be captured by one single measure.

Introduction
A recent promising development within the social sciences has been the

emergence of intensified research on social capital (e.g. Flap 1999;

Paxton 1999; Portes 1998; Putnam 1993, 2000; Swain 2003; Szreter

2000; Woolcock 1998). The notion of social capital originally referred to

the production of individual-level goods (Bourdieu 1973, 1985; Coleman

1990; Loury 1977). Individual-level social capital theory assumes that

individuals take an active stance when they try to produce a good life.

Social capital (informal social connectedness and formal civic engage-

ment) is, according to this theory, at least as vital as physical, financial

and human capital for the well-being of individuals. Those with more

social capital will better be able to realize their goals or defend their inte-

rests (Flap 1999: 8). More recent writings on social capital (Fukuyama

1995; Putnam 1995, 2000), however, have extended the notion of social

capital from an individual asset to a feature of communities and even

nations. In other words, social capital is regarded as a social fact, and as

such as something external to the individual ‘that can be “built” and
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pumped up by effective policy initiatives’ (Swain 2003: 196). It is

assumed that entire nations can have different levels of social capital,

which in turn affect positively the chances for democracy, industriali-

zation, wealth, etc.

A popular view is that it is a remedy against all kinds of societal prob-

lems. Social capital is a very promising concept to solve ‘collective action

problems’ (Uslaner and Dekker 2001: 176). It is recognized that it plays a

crucial role in economic transactions and is linked with governmental

efficiency, economic activity and growth (Fukuyama 1995; Knack and

Keefer 1997), good governance and democracy (Putnam 1993, 2000)

and even the reduction of violent crimes (Lederman, Loayza and

Menéndez 2002). Therefore it may not come as a big surprise that social

capital has been received with great enthusiasm from the mass media to

the World Bank, the IMF and the OECD and to politicians in the White

House. Social capital is seen as an important, if not the most important,

resource to support economic and social development (OECD 2001: 9).

However, despite many convincing examples in several of the publi-

cations on social capital and the positive effects it has on society in terms

of democratic development, economic advancement, collective action

and feelings of happiness, the evidence that social capital really matters

is not very strong. Beugelsdijk and Van Schaik investigated the relation-

ship between participation in civil society and economic development in

European regions and concluded that ‘social capital in terms of trust is

not related to economic growth at the regional level in Europe’. When

social capital refers to involvement in social networks, they find some

evidence in favour of Putnam’s hypothesis that social capital matters for

economic success. However, it is ‘not only the existence of social net-

works that contribute to regional economic growth, but also the actual

level of involvement in it’ (Beugelsdijk and Van Schaik 2003: 141).

O’Connell (2003) even argues that social capital is not a very powerful

determining factor in society. According to him, scores of studies yield evi-

dence that social capital does not produce better-performing societies, but

that the relationship is reversed. ‘Studies again and again highlight speci-

fically that levels of social capital are a function of economic circumstances’

(O’Connell 2003: 244) and not the other way around!

Others (e.g. Portes 1998; Durlauf 2002) suggest that the virtues of social

capital are exaggerated and that social capital can have serious negative conse-

quences: ‘exclusion of outsiders, excess claims on group members, restrictions

on individual freedom, and downward levelling norms’ (Portes 1998: 15).

Swain (2003: 201) argues that social capital has ‘a dark side: the very exis-

tence of a group with social capital suggests that there are others without it;

what benefits some necessarily excludes others’.

Such conclusions seem to demonstrate the wide conceptual confusion and

major difficulties in using concepts like social capital. Apparently, different

interpretations and usages of social capital yield different results as far as the

importance of social capital for society and its citizens are concerned. The aim
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of this article is not so much to investigate the importance of social capital for

the well functioning and performance of society, but to explore social capital at

the individual level. In fact, in this article we do not regard social capital as an

independent quality or mediating factor, but we focus on social capital at the

individual level as the dependent variable. We aim at understanding and/or

explaining differences in people’s degrees of social capital. Of course, others

have already tried to understand and explain the varieties in the degrees of an

individual’s level of social capital. Whiteley (1999), Uslaner (1999) and

Freitag (2003) have focused on a number of individual attributes and 

we will make use of their arguments and analyses. What is new, however, is

the combination of both micro- and macro-level characteristics to understand

the individual’s level of social capital. As far as we know, there have been far

fewer attempts at explaining the individual’s levels of social capital from both

individual characteristics and macro features. Although Whiteley formulated

a number of hypotheses at both levels, his empirical analyses were confined to

the micro or individual level. We extend his analyses by also including factors

at the macro level and thus multi-level analyses are applied.

In the next section we begin by defining the concept of social capital

as a feature of individuals not, as is commonly done, as a characteristic of

society. Then we present our theoretical arguments explaining and

understanding differences in individual levels of social capital. As said,

here we will largely build on the work of Whiteley, but also on the works

of Uslaner (1999), Freitag (2003) and others. The arguments are not

from one theoretical point of view or from one theory. Most of the lite-

rature focuses on the societal consequences of social capital and not so

much on the sources of why people have a certain level of social capital.

We present some thoughts on the effects of some individual characteris-

tics and contextual features on social capital. Individuals are not living in

an isolated area, but operate in ‘geographically, historically and socially

specific contexts’ that affect their levels of social capital. In section four

we present the data sources, the measurements and our analytical

design; and the results of our analyses are presented in section five. In

section six we summarize our analyses and draw some conclusions.

What is social capital?
Although the concept of social capital is not new to the social sciences, it

was Putnam and his Making Democracy Work that made the concept attrac-

tive to modern social and political theories and public debates. Social capital

is considered an important factor with regard to social relationships

(Coleman 1990), the family (Boisjoly, Duncan and Hofferth 1995), achieve-

ment at school (Sheedey 1997) and work (Burt 1998), as well as a working

democracy (Putnam 1993), economic development (Fukuyama 1995;

Knack and Keefer 1997) and a healthy civil society (Fukuyama 2000). In

this sense, social capital relates to several basic dimensions of social life.

According to Coleman, social capital constitutes a basic component of a

logic of action, which eases social cooperation and the attainment of
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collective common goods. Thus, social capital allows ‘the achievement of

certain ends that would not be attainable in its absence’ (Coleman 1990:

302). Using such arguments, Putnam assumed the ‘civic community’ and

social capital to be a basic prerequisite for a well-functioning democracy and

a prosperous society: ‘When trust and social networks flourish, individuals,

firms, neighbourhoods and even nations prosper’ (Putnam 2000: 319). No

wonder that the genesis, maintenance and workings of social capital have

gained importance in the social and political sciences and that the concept of

social capital is appealing to international bodies (like the World Bank) and

programmes dealing with economic transition and political changes. Social

capital is considered ‘a silent partner that can bring about desirable aspects

of economic and political development’ (Montgomery 2001: 228). However,

since there are different understandings of social capital, our use of the

concept needs to be clarified.

Despite its widespread attention, the concept of social capital is far from

clear. In his book Making Democracies Work, Putnam identifies social capital

as a rather abstract and vague phenomenon. Social capital, he says, ‘refers

to features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and social net-

works’ (Putnam 1993: 167). He proceeds by giving a number of examples

to illustrate what he considers to be social capital, how it works, etc. From

these examples, it remains unclear what the relationships are between the

various components of social capital. At one point he argues that they are

self-reinforcing and cumulative (Putnam 1993: 177), while on other occa-

sions he regards them as a special form or as another form of social capital,

or as one special feature of it (Putnam 1993: 170). In other words, it is

unclear whether or not the components of social capital are at the same

level or if one influences the others in causal terms. For example, he explains

that social trust can arise from related sources: norms of reciprocity and

networks (Putnam 1993: 170), and that accordingly networks and norms

should be prior to trust. In his more recent publication he defines social

capital in similar terms: ‘social capital refers to connections among indivi-

duals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness

that arises from them’ (Putnam 2000: 19).

It thus seems as if Putnam confines the concept of social capital to the

connectedness of people. This connectedness is also emphasized in other

attempts to define or describe social capital. According to Coleman (1990),

social capital has to do with people’s ability to associate with each other. Social

relations constitute a capital asset of the individual, that is, ‘a resource that,

once accumulated, can be drawn on or accessed as needed ...[a resource] 

that makes possible otherwise impossible goals’ (Boisjoly, Duncan and Hofferth

1995: 609). In other words, social networks are regarded as a kind of prere-

quisite to build up social capital. Engagement in networks and a dense

social network are necessary conditions for the emergence of social capital.

As Portes (1998: 6) states, ‘the consensus is growing in the literature that

social capital stands for the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of

membership in social networks or other social structures’. Social networks
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enable the mobilization of social contacts from which an individual can

benefit. In other words, social connections affect an individual’s life

changes (Putnam 2000: 319) and produce higher levels of trust. This claim

of Putnam is supported by Brehm and Rahm who indeed find that people

who are more active in their communities had more positive beliefs about

trustworthiness of others while ‘the effect of trust in others on levels of civic

engagement is considerably weaker’ (Brehm and Rahm 1997: 1014).

However, the ties in civic networks must be of a specific kind. They

must be trusting and reciprocal (see Paxton 1999: 93) and it seems more

likely to assume that trust is not so much produced because of people

being involved in networks, but the other way around. Thus, people get

involved in networks or civically engaged because they trust others.

Indeed, Stolle (1998) has found that trusting people join organizations

while group membership does not make people more trusting. Tonkiss and

Passey (1999: 262) argued that ‘trust can be viewed as the basis for

voluntary association’ and this was confirmed, at least in the case of

Romania, where trust in people appeared as one of the most significant

predictors of voluntary activism (Voicu and Voicu 2003: 152). Also,

Uslaner challenged Putnam’s claim that group membership produces

trust. In fact, Uslaner (2000) not only did not find any support for

Putnam’s claim, he also found no support for the opposite claim. Thus,

group membership and informal socializing do not depend on trust but do

not create trust either.

Whether involvement in social networks generates trust or not is a

matter that is open to debate; however, it seems more accurate to assume

that trust is present prior to engagement in social relations and associa-

tions because without ‘the subjective capacity to empathise, to trust and to

reciprocate in social relations, strong and extensive networks would not be

created and formal and informal associations would not proliferate’

(Newton 1999: 6).

The importance of trust is also emphasized by Francis Fukuyama

(1995, 2000). He argues that interpersonal trust is basic for a wide variety

of social relationships to emerge. He also argues that since transactions

costs are low in instances of mutual trust, interpersonal trust is basic to a

flourishing economy: ‘If people who have to work in an enterprise trust one

another doing business costs less’ (Fukuyama 1995: 27). Mutual trust

eases the cooperation between individuals. As Uslaner (1999: 216) writes,

trust ‘provides the glue that binds people together in the absence of enforce-

able contracts policed by external agents’. Thus, trust is a ‘synthetic force

within society’ (Simmel 1950: 326).

When social capital is regarded as referring to qualities in social relation-

ships that enhance the capacity of the participants to achieve their interests

and, which at a more general level, constitute a resource for social deve-

lopment, it is clear that interpersonal trust, mutual supportiveness, shared

norms and understandings are among these important qualities. Coleman

(1990) argues that the core of social capital is trust, which is based on norms
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of generalized reciprocity. ‘Generalised reciprocity refers to a continuing rela-

tionship of exchange that is at any given time unrequited or imbalanced, but

that involves mutual expectations that a benefit granted now should be

repaid in the future’ (Putnam 1993: 172). Thus, one does something for

someone else not because one expects immediate repayment, but in the

vague expectation that the other might do something in return for you in the

(near) future. Generalized reciprocity thus involves a degree of uncertainty,

risk and vulnerability (Newton 1999: 4). Here the relationship with trust is

clear: one relies on the firm expectation that the other will do something in

return for what one has done for the other. Thus, generalized reciprocity is

based on mutual trust and trustworthiness. The other way around, it can be

argued that mutual trust is, in a way, the same as generalized reciprocity.

Although we have not defined the concept of social capital very con-

cisely here, it will be clear that basic to the notion of social capital is that

people spend their resources on others, that people invest in each other

and that people can mobilize the resources of others. That can be either

in closed networks of family and friends or homogeneous groups, or it

can be in open networks of people in different groups. The first is known

as bonding social capital, because it provides social, psychological and

emotional support for the group members only and as such it creates a

strong in-group loyalty: ‘bonding social capital constitutes a kind of soci-

ological superglue’ (Putnam 2000: 23). Bridging social capital, on the

other hand, strengthens a larger society in the sense that it promotes

civic responsibility, tolerance and cooperation between people of different

groups and, as such, links very heterogeneous groups together. Social

capital bridges different communities or groups and ‘can generate

broader identities and reciprocity’ (Putnam 2000: 23). We focus parti-

cularly on this latter interpretation and do not consider social capital in

the narrow sense of spending resources on and investing in significant

others that are near and dear to us only, but also of more distant and

generalized others. The main components of social capital are: trust,

norms of reciprocity and engagement in networks. How these compo-

nents are mutually related is not further discussed here. It appears difficult

to decide upon the relationships and possible causal chains. What is clear

is that it is ‘an obvious chicken-and-egg problem in deciding which comes

first: norms of trust and reciprocity without which networks cannot be

created; or networks which help create norms of trust and reciprocity’

(Newton 1999: 7).

Understanding individual levels of social capital
In this article we do not consider social capital as a characteristic of

society or social fact contributing positively to the well-functioning and

performance of that society; rather we regard social capital as a quality of

individuals in the sense that people can be differentiated according to their

levels of social capital. Some individuals can be highly trusting, and may

have a cooperative attitude and be very active in society, whereas others
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may have low levels of trust, be less cooperative and less active. As such it

may be considered a personal trait.

We are not so much concerned with the ultimate consequences of high

or low levels of social capital in a society, but rather want to explore the

socio-demographic and attitudinal attributes of an individual’s level of

social capital. Thus, why do some people have higher levels of social

capital and others lower levels or simply lack any social capital? In order to

understand the differences in these traits at the individual level we not only

focus on socio-demographic features of individuals, but also on the context

people are living in. Individuals are not living in isolation but are part of a

certain culture. It is likely that these national cultures also have an impact

on individual levels of social capital. Apart from investigating the impact of

individual characteristics we focus on such macro characteristics and

include both simultaneously in the analyses. As far as we know, there

have not been many efforts to combine individual and macro characteris-

tics in one analysis. An exception is the study of social capital in civic and

stressful societies (Rose, Mishler and Haerpfer 1997), but that study was

confined to central/eastern European countries. Although Whiteley

(1999) and Freitag (2003) formulate hypotheses at both levels, they

empirically test the individual-level hypotheses only. Both Whiteley’s and

Freitag’s arguments can and will be used in this article to formulate

hypotheses and empirically test them at both levels.

Individual-level characteristics
It is often argued that contemporary society is highly individualized in the

sense that increasingly people’s judgements on what is good and evil ranks

prior to adherence and acceptance of the traditional norms. The individual’s

personal freedom tolerates few restrictions; and individualism, anonymity

and competition have gradually replaced senses of ‘shared space, close

kinship links, shared religious and moral values’ (Forrest and Kearns 2001:

2125). According to some social observers, such developments are a real

threat to the functioning of and living in modern society. People in modern,

individualized liberal society are assumed to be egoistic, hedonistic, narcissis-

tic, nihilistic and atomistic, etc. As a consequence of this development, an

ego-centred, consumerist mentality of non-commitment is widely diffused,

which has led to a reduced interest in public life that has consequently

become seriously eroded. Individualism thus seems not very conducive to – if

it is not indeed destructive of – the common good, and as such it destroys

mutual trust and civic order in society and alienates its people. As a result,

social capital is likely to deteriorate. Thus, we expect individualists to be low

on social capital.

Whiteley (1999: 30) argued that ‘individuals with a strong moral sense

which promotes empathy with others and a desire for fairness, are likely to

be predisposed to trust other people in comparison with individuals who lack

such a moral sense’. Indeed, it can be argued that because a moral sense sets

limits to the members of a society to what they can and cannot do, and thus
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makes us decide what is right and wrong and what is acceptable and unac-

ceptable (Wilson 1993: 25) a strong moral sense will be conducive to higher

levels of social capital. If one is of the opinion that everybody in society obeys

the law not because they are forced to obey, but because it is their duty, one

can rely on the others that they will not be free riders. As such, a strong

moral sense may promote trust and collaboration. Thus, individuals with a

strong moral sense will have higher levels of social capital.

If social capital is indeed a kind of personal trait, it may very well be

connected with what is called peoples’ political views, orientations and

ideologies. For example, a well-known and oft-applied distinction is made

between left and right ideologies. Although the understanding of left and

right may be as difficult as social capital and thus be far from clear and

highly confusing (Laponce 1970), the concepts of left and right are ‘gene-

rally seen as instruments that citizens can use to orient themselves in a

complex political world’ (Fuchs and Klingemann 1989: 203). The core

issue in the left–right distinction is equality (Bobbio 1996: 60). The ‘left’

represents that part of society that favours a more just distribution of

income and wealth and that welcomes state intervention to achieve this.

On the other hand, the ‘right’ stresses a class society and the principles of

a free-market economy and independent individuals. According to such

understandings of the ideological differences between left and right, it may

be expected that people on the ideological left will emphasis cooperation,

solidarity and fraternity and consequently have higher levels of social

capital, whereas those on the right will stress competition, hierarchy, will

be in favour of the ‘struggle for survival’ and will have lower degrees of

social capital (see Whiteley 1999: 37).

Religion is another factor that may affect people’s degrees of social

capital. The relationship between religion and social capital has long been

of prime concern in the sociology of religion. Durkheim (1965 [1915])

argued that religion and social trust were positively intertwined, and that

religion was given a key role in the creation and maintenance of solidarity.

That religion is likely to be conducive to the creation of social trust has also

been argued by others. For example, according to Levi (1995: 48), social

trust is ‘a result of interactions among groups defined by ethnicity, religion,

or some other shared value’. Whiteley (1999: 37) argues that religious

people will have developed ‘an ethos which is trusting, altruistic and

favourably inclined towards cooperation with other people’. Religious

belonging is regarded by some as conducive to social capital since it con-

nects people to one another and is conducive to pro-social behaviour. Loury

(1977), Coleman (1990) as well as Putnam (1993, 2000) have argued

that religious involvement is ‘a social resource that generates the kinds of

networks, norms and relationships that help individuals and communities

attain important goals’ (Wuthnow 2002: 669). In this sense, religious

involvement can be seen as an important attribute – if not a prerequisite – of

social capital. Religious beliefs are also assumed to produce an ethos that is

trusting, altruistic and cooperative: ‘Faith creates communal bonds that
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foster social connectedness, participation and moral behaviour’ (Uslaner

1999: 216). Thus, it is likely that religion is conducive to the emergence

and maintenance of social capital both at the individual and societal level.

At the individual level, we therefore assume that religious people will have

higher levels of social capital than those who are less religious.

According to Whiteley (1999) and Freitag (2003), feelings of happiness

and satisfaction are powerful predictors of trust and cooperative attitudes.

These feelings will be based on positive past experiences (Alesina and 

La Ferrara 2002). If someone is hurt in the past, not treated nicely or even

cheated, this will not only produce low levels of happiness and high levels of

dissatisfaction but it will also affect levels of trust and willingness to engage

in social actions: thus happiness, satisfaction and positive past experiences

will tend to lead to higher levels of individual social capital.

Individual differences in levels of social capital may also be found in

several socio-economic characteristics of individuals, e.g. levels of edu-

cation, age and gender. Education because it ‘supplies us with knowledge

and information that form the basis of daily social interaction’ (Freitag

2003: 220), and because education makes people more open-minded and

thus accepting otherness easier. As such they will have more bridging

abilities than lower-educated people and thus are likely to have a higher

level of social capital.

Age may be important to control for because it can be argued that older

people are raised and socialized in less secure circumstances and thus it

seems fair to assume that they are more ‘solidaristic’, more cooperative and

more trusting of each other than younger people (Whiteley 1999). To this

can be added what Gächter, Herrmann and Thöni (2004) have found in

their research on trust and voluntary cooperation. Older people were less

afraid of being exploited than younger people. This fostered their trust in

the fairness of others, which correlated positively with cooperative beha-

viour. Thus older people are likely to be more cooperative and trustful than

younger people.

Macro-level characteristics
As we argued above, growing levels of individualism are not very supportive

of collaborative behaviour and mutual trust. As Fukuyama notes: ‘a society

dedicated to the constant upending of norms and rules in the name of

increasing individual freedom of choice will find itself increasingly disorgan-

ised, atomised, isolated and incapable of carrying out common goals and

tasks’ (Fukuyama 2000: 15). According to Fukuyama, this easily leads to

social disorder and conflict because individualistic society lacks social cohe-

sion. Therefore we can expect that inhabitants of individualistic societies are

lower on social capital than inhabitants of less-individualistic societies.

When it comes to the origin of social capital, Fukuyama (1995) argues

that the differences in social capital can be attributed to differences in cultural

and ethical habits which, in their turn, are ultimately grounded in religion.

Also, Uslaner (1999) suggested that a country’s religious culture should play
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a key role in the development of social capital. In a general way, these

assumptions may be said to contradict the claims made by modernization

and, especially, secularization theories. According to modernization theory,

society has gradually transformed and become secular and highly indivi-

dualized. Religion in modern society is no longer regarded as a core

element, shaping people’s world-views, their moral convictions, their

private and communal lives and their politics (Van Deth 1995: 9–10). The

prevalent view in secularization theories is that religion has gradually lost

substantial parts of its former impact on social life. However, it can be

argued that the cultural patterns today were established in a time when

religion still played an important role (Inglehart 1997). ‘Despite the

decline of hierarchical religion in modern societies, the cultural patterns it

established long ago continues to play decisive roles in shaping contemporary

trust relationships’ (Fukuyama 2000: 240). Religion is still generally seen 

as a main source to refrain from pure self-interest. Rokeach (1973: 128)

demonstrated that people who attend religious services more frequently are

more often inclined to be helpful. More recently, Wuthnow (1991) has shown

that religiosity promotes volunteering, while others have demonstrated the

importance of religious orientations and the involvement in religious institu-

tions for charitable contributions and voting (Uslaner 1999: 216). Thus we

may expect that countries where people are more religious will have higher

levels of social capital than countries in which the population is less religious.

As we have argued above, at the individual level past experiences will

also be relevant to the development of social capital. Negative experiences

will not only lead to disappointment, dissatisfaction and unhappiness but

also to distrust and the refraining from social participation. If society has

performed well and/or is performing well, this will generate higher levels

of trust and thus high levels of social capital. Thus, if most people in a

society are happy and satisfied, high levels of trust and social capital can

be expected to exist. Further, if people are often confronted with the misbe-

haviour of others, social capital will not be very high. If there is a collective

feeling that others cheat you, why trust them or why engage in voluntary

organizations and collaborate and be cooperative? Thus, if corruption is

high, social capital is low. One could also argue the contrary, that when

social capital is high and, therefore, societal trust is high, corruption will

not appear.

Societies may also differ in levels of what is called moral sense. Such a

moral sense is a society’s source of moral constraints and defines the limits

of the behaviours of the members of a society (Wilson 1993: 14). A strong

moral sense means that there is widespread agreement on the fairness or

disapproval of certain actions. If, in a society, people share such high

moral standards it can be expected that everybody will behave accordingly

and that nobody is ‘free riding’. As a consequence, a strong moral sense

enhances social capital. Thus, in a society in which most people believe in

strong moral principles, high levels of social capital will exist (Whiteley

1999: 30).
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Finally, modern people are living in an increasingly globalized world,

meaning that people have the opportunity to get in touch with and gener-

ate awareness of very different experiences, habits and customs. In a way,

it connects people globally and, as such, globalization may be conducive to

bridging social capital, perhaps at the cost of binding social capital. Now

that people no longer have to rely on immediate relatives, but more on

communities with people far away, the radius of trust may be expanding

and no longer be confined to family and kinship groups (Fukuyama

2000). However, as Forrest and Kearns argue, globalization may also have

the opposite effect, ‘as the forces which bear down upon us seem to be

increasingly remote, local social interaction and the familiar landmarks of

the neighbourhood may take on greater significance as sources of comfort

and security’ (Forrest and Kearns 2001: 2129). So, we make it an empirical

issue and our analyses will demonstrate which of these opposing arguments

and views are supported.

Data, measurements and analytical strategy
Data: European Social Survey (ESS)
The individual-level data that will be analysed does not need to be intro-

duced since all contributions make use of the same data source: the

European Social Survey conducted in a number of European countries and

Israel during 2002. Since we focus on Europe, we excluded Israel from our

analyses. Unfortunately, not all questions and items required to opera-

tionalize the theoretical concepts discussed so far are available for all

countries. This has had serious consequences for our research, since it

reduced not only the number of cases, but also the number of countries

that can be analysed. Included in our study are Austria (AT), Belgium

(BE), Switzerland (CH), Czech Republic (CZ), Germany (DE), Denmark

(DK), Spain (ES), Finland (FI), France (FR), Greece (GR), Hungary (HU),

Ireland (IE), Italy (IT), Luxembourg (LU), Netherlands (NL), Norway (NO),

Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Sweden (SE), Slovenia (SL) and the United

Kingdom (GB).

As far as macro-level data is concerned, use is made of international data

sources such as Transparency International (http://www.transparency.org)

and Human Development Report (http://hdr.undp.org), but also by aggre-

gating individual-level data from the ESS itself and the European Values

Study 1999/2000 (Halman 2001, www.europeanvalues.nl).

Measurements
The dependent variable(s)
The popularity and frequent use of the concept of social capital has not yet

resulted in unanimity on how it should be measured and empirically

assessed. Narayan and Cassidy (2001: 61) state that ‘at operational level

the interpretations of what social capital is and is not are diverse’. As a

result, the ‘measurements of social capital are made in rather ad hoc,

pragmatic and unsystematic ways’ (Flap 1999: 19). An effective and
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reliable measurement is still lacking, perhaps because of the multidimen-

sional nature of the concept.

It is obvious from our introductory discussion that social capital is a

multifaceted phenomenon that needs multiple indicators. There seems to

be some agreement on the main constituents of social capital, although the

exact relationship between these components remains unclear. The mea-

surement model we have applied combines four variables: (1) interpersonal

trust; (2) confidence in institutions; (3) trustworthiness of the respondents

themselves; and (4) engagement in social networks.

Interpersonal trust is measured by three questions: ‘Generally speak-

ing, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can’t be too

careful in dealing with people?’ Answer categories range from 1 (You can’t

be too careful) to 10 (Most people can be trusted); ‘Do you think that most

people would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance, or would

they try to be fair?’ with answers from 0 (Most people would try to take

advantage of me) to 10 (Most people would try to be fair); and ‘Would you

say that most of the time people try to be helpful or that they are mostly

looking out for themselves?’ with answers from 0 (People mostly look out

for themselves) to 10 (People mostly try to be helpful). Factor analysis was

used to calculate scores for each individual where high scores indicate

high levels of interpersonal trust.

Confidence in institutions is measured by asking people whether or not

they personally trusted a number of ‘governmental’ institutions, such as a

country’s parliament, the legal system, the police, politicians, the European

Parliament and the United Nations. The answer categories were 0 (No trust

at all) to 10 (Complete trust). By applying factor analysis on these items,

scores were calculated for each case in our data set in such a way that high

scores indicate high levels of institutional trust.

Engagement in social networks can refer to two forms of engagement:

engagement in informal networks or relations (being socially active) on the

one hand, and involvement in formal networks or relations (being a member

of and/or doing voluntary work for an organization) on the other. The

degree to which one is informally connected is measured by three indicators:

(1) the importance of friends in the respondent’s life, with answers ranging

from 0 (Extremely unimportant) to 10 (Extremely important); (2) ‘How

often do you meet socially with friends, relatives or work colleagues?’ with

responses ranging from 1 (Never) to 7 (Every day); and (3) ‘Compared to other

people of your age, how often would you say you take part in social activities?’

with answer categories ranging from 1 (Much less than most) to 5 (Much

more than most). Scores were calculated by applying factor analysis on

these items. High scores indicate high levels being socially active in society.

An indicator for the degree of people’s involvement in social networks

can be found in the number of organizations in which one is an active

member. However, information is not available for all countries in the ESS

project: namely, the Czech Republic and Switzerland. Therefore we do 

not rely on reported membership in voluntary organizations, but on the
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importance of voluntary activity for the respondent. The question was:

‘How important are voluntary organizations in your life?’ with responses

ranging from 0 (Extremely unimportant) to 10 (Extremely important).

Another question included was: ‘To be a good citizen, how important

would you say it is for a person to be active in voluntary organizations?’

with answer possibilities ranging from 0 (Extremely unimportant) to 

10 (Extremely important). Sum scores were calculated in such a way that

high scores indicate that formal engagement is considered important.

At the individual level, the four indicators of social capital are only

modestly correlated (see Table 1). Trust measures appear strongest corre-

lated, but these measures do not correlate with the importance of formal

and social engagement. As a consequence, it does not make much sense to

try to create one measure of social capital. It means that social capital at

the individual level is a multifaceted phenomenon that cannot be reduced

to one simple measure. Knowing that one person trusts others does not

mean that that person will also find it important to be socially active or

formally engaged in society. This result resembles findings based on data

from the European Values Study. Investigating the relationship between

religion and social capital, it was concluded that the correlations between

the various components of social capital were very weak (Halman and

Pettersson 2002: 75–76). Such low correlations demonstrate the need to

analyse the various components separately.

As Halman and Pettersson (2002) concluded, the associations between

the distinctive components of social capital were substantially stronger at

the aggregate level (Table 1) for most of the measures. Countries with high

levels of interpersonal trust appear to have not only higher levels of insti-

tutional trust, but also consider social activism to be more important.

However, societies with high levels of interpersonal trust do not have popu-

lations that find it important to be formally engaged: in fact, the correlation

turns out not to be significant!

High levels of institutional trust also appear to be associated with more

importance given to social activism, but not with the importance of formal

activism, although the latter correlation is in the expected positive direction.

Disregarding the correlations among the four components of social

capital, we present the levels of the various components in the different
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(N=21)
Interpersonal

trust
Institutional

trust
Social activism

important

Formal
engagement

important

Interpersonal 0.754*** -0.782*** -0.060

Institutional 0.403*** 0.462* 0.095

Social activism 0.229*** 0.144*** 0.293

Formal engagement 0.078*** 0.146*** 0.220***

Table 1: Correlation coefficients between the 4 indicators of social capital at
individual level (lower-left corner) and macro level (upper-right corner).

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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countries. In Figure 1, the mean country scores on the various components

are displayed. The importance of being formally active is also presented as a

standardized score in order to have the same scale as the three other indi-

cators of social capital.

Levels of interpersonal trust are highest in Denmark, Sweden, Finland,

Norway and also in Ireland and the Netherlands. The lowest levels of inter-

personal trust are found in Greece, Poland, Hungary, Slovenia and the

Czech Republic. Institutional trust is highest again in the Scandinavian

countries but also in Switzerland, and lowest again in Poland, Slovenia and

the Czech Republic and also in Portugal. Social activism is more important

to people in Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Portugal than to people in

Hungary, Italy and Poland. When it comes to formal engagement, this is

more important to people in Luxembourg and Italy than to people in

Hungary and the Czech Republic.

It is not easy to find a clear pattern in Europe, although on most mea-

sures, people in the Scandinavian countries score higher than in eastern

Europe; however, there are exceptions. The variation in these measures

demonstrates once more the need to explore the various components of

social capital separately.

The explanatory variables
In the 2002 European Social Survey, a module on basic human values was

included and several items could be used to measure individualism, defined 

as emphasizing personal freedom and autonomy.1 The values module describes

some people and their main characteristics, and the respondent is asked to

indicate how much each person was or was not like the respondent. The

answer categories were 1 (Very much like me), 2 (Like me), 3 (Somewhat like

me), 4 (A little like me), 5 (Not like me) and 6 (Not at all like me).
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Figure 1: Country mean scores on the four components of social capital.

1 These items were not
available for Italy and
Luxembourg which
means that we have
had to exclude these
two countries in most
of our analyses.
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Individualism appears from the answers to the items: ‘Thinking up

new ideas and being creative is important to him. He likes to do things in

his own original way’; ‘It is important to him to make his own decisions

about what he does. He likes to be free and not depend on others’; ‘Being

very successful is important to him. He hopes people will recognize his

achievements’. Factor analysis was applied and factor scores were calcu-

lated and high scores on this dimension signifies that the respondent was

individualistic.

The same module on values included items tapping into the idea of

moral sense.2 This can be defined as a kind of decency, fairness and sym-

pathy (Wilson 1993). This appears from the following characteristics of

people that were presented to the respondent who was asked to indicate

how much each person was or was not like the respondent. The answer

categories were 1 (Very much like me), 2 (Like me), 3 (Somewhat like me),

4 (A little like me), 5 (Not like me) and 6 (Not at all like me).

The items included were, ‘It is important to him to be humble and

modest. He tries not to draw attention to himself ’; ‘It is very important to

him to help the people around him. He wants to care for their well-being’;

‘It is important to him always to behave properly. He wants to avoid doing

anything that people would say is wrong’; ‘It is important to him to be

loyal to his friends. He wants to devote himself to people close to him’.

Factor analysis was applied and factor scores were calculated so that a

high score represents a high moral sense.

Left–right orientation was simply measured by the well-known and

oft-applied ten-point scale (Fuchs and Klingemann 1989): ‘In politics

people sometimes talk of “left” and “right”. Using this card, where would

you place yourself on this scale, where 0 means the left and 10 means

the right?’

Religiosity is included in the ESS by three questions, one on being reli-

gious, one on church attendance and one on prayers. Being religious was

measured by the following question: ‘Regardless of whether you belong to

a particular religion, how religious would you say you are?’ with answer

categories ranging from 0 (Not at all religious) to 10 (Very religious).

Church attendance was measured by the question: ‘Apart from special

occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you attend

religious services?’ with responses ranging from 1 (Every day) to 7

(Never). Prayer was measured by the following question: ‘Apart from when

you are at religious services, how often, if at all, do you pray?’ with answer

categories ranging from 1 (Every day) to 7 (Never). Factor analysis was

applied and factor scores were calculated. Higher scores indicate higher

levels of religiosity.

To measure the degree of happiness or satisfaction the survey asked:

‘Taking all things together, how happy would you say you are?’ with

responses ranging from 0 (Extremely unhappy) to 10 (Extremely happy).

In order to assess life satisfaction, the survey asked: ‘All things considered,

how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays? Please answer

2 Again, the items to
measure moral sense
were not available for
Italy and Luxembourg.
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using this card, where 0 means extremely dissatisfied and 10 means

extremely satisfied’. We calculated sum scores.

In order to assess past and recent experiences/evaluation of the

current situation, the ESS included a number of questions asking

whether or not the respondent was satisfied with several issues and

circumstances. The degree of satisfaction was indicated by a ten-point

scale ranging from 1 (Extremely dissatisfied) to 10 (Extremely satisfied).

The survey also asked: ‘On the whole, how satisfied are you with the

present state of the economy in [country], where 0 means extremely

dissatisfied and 10 means extremely satisfied?’ and ‘Now thinking

about the [country’s] government, how satisfied are you with the way it

is doing its job, where 0 means extremely dissatisfied and 10 means

extremely satisfied?’; ‘And on the whole, how satisfied are you with the

way democracy works in [the country], where 0 means extremely 

dissatisfied and 10 means extremely satisfied?’; ‘Now, using this card,

please say what you think overall about the state of education 

in [the country] nowadays with 1 representing extremely bad and 

10 extremely good’; ‘Still using this card, please say what you think

overall about the state of health services in [the country] nowadays?’

Factor scores have been calculated, with high scores indicating positive

experiences/evaluations. 

Age is simply calculated by subtracting the year of birth from the year of

the survey. Seven categories were used to distinguished levels of education: 0

(Not completed primary (compulsory) education); 1 (Primary education or

first stage of basic education); 2 (Lower level secondary education or second

stage of basic education); 3 (Upper secondary education); 4 (Post-secondary,

non-tertiary education); 5 (First stage of tertiary education (not leading

directly to an advanced research qualification)); and 6 (Second stage of

tertiary education (leading directly to an advanced research qualification)).

For gender we use: 0 (Male); 1 (Female).

Macro characteristics
Some of the macro characteristics are simple aggregates of the individual-

level variables. For example, the country’s levels of individualism, religiosity,

happiness/satisfaction and moral sense are the country means of the mea-

sures described before.

For corruption, the website of Transparency International (www.trans-

parency.org) provides the ‘Corruption Perceptions Index’, which is based

on several surveys of experts and general public views of the extent of

corruption in a country. Apart from moral sense, we included a measure

assessing the degree of civic morality in a society based on the most recent

European Values Study. In EVS/WVS (see Halman 2001; Inglehart et al.

2004) a number of behaviours and issues were presented, and respon-

dents were asked to indicate whether or not such behaviours and issues

could be justified or not on a scale ranging from 1 (Not at all justified) to

10 (Completely justified). Included in our measure of moral sense are three
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behaviours: claiming state benefits illegally, cheating on taxes and accept-

ing a bribe. Factor analysis was applied and factor scores calculated, and

the country mean scores are included as country characteristics measur-

ing civic morality (a high score indicating that such behaviour cannot 

be accepted).

Globalization refers to the increased exposure to modern communi-

cations and flows of information. The spread of modern communications

and information can be measured by the number of telephones, mobile

phones and Internet use. The Human Development Report 2004 includes

figures on the number of fixed telephones, mobile-phone subscribers and

Internet users (all per 1000 people) in each country (UNDP 2004). Using

factor analysis these three indicators yielded a factor that we use to

measure the degree to which a population is exposed to modern flows of

communication and information and, as such, it indicates the degree 

to which a society is globalized. The higher the score on this composite

variable, the more globalized that society is.

Analytical strategy
We have furnished evidence that creating one scale of social capital that

includes all aspects, e.g. interpersonal and institutional trust, social

activism and formal engagement, is not feasible since the correlations

between the distinctive attributes are too low. Therefore, we analyse the

four dimensions of social capital separately. Since we are not only inter-

ested in individual-level determinants but also in macro-level determi-

nants of social capital, we apply a multi-level analysis using the HLM5

computer program (Raudenbusch et al. 2001).

Results
The results presented in Table 2 provide evidence that the explanations for

the four components of social capital are not similar and consequently our

hypotheses are neither confirmed nor rejected unequivocally.3

Differences in individual levels of interpersonal trust, for example,

cannot be explained from individual characteristics as levels of moral

sense and religiosity, but the other hypotheses at the individual level

appear to be essentially confirmed. This is not the case with regard to

macro-level characteristics. Societal features that appear important for an

individual’s level of interpersonal trust are the levels of corruption, civic

morality and individualism. The higher the level of corruption in a society,

the less people in that society are likely to trust each other. High levels of

civic morality, on the other hand, are supportive of interpersonal trust as

are lower societal levels of individualism. These findings are in line with

our expectations but our hypotheses with regard to other country charac-

teristics are not confirmed.

High levels of institutional trust indeed appear to exist among higher-

educated people, those who are more religious, more satisfied and those

who have positive life experiences. Societal characteristics that seem to

3 In the analyses Italy
and Luxembourg 
are excluded, because
these countries do 
not have indicators 
to measure 
individualism and
moral sense.
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matter for individual levels of institutional trust appear to be the degree of

globalization, religiosity and satisfaction. The more globalized a society is,

the more people in that society trust their institutions. This finding con-

firms Fukuyama’s suggestion (2000) that the radius of trust has increased.

The more religious a society is, the more people in that society trust their

institutions, although higher levels of satisfaction appear not to be very

conducive to higher degrees of institutional trust among the citizens.

With regards to the importance of being socially and formally active,

the results are also not uniform. People who are socially active appear to

be higher educated and younger than people who are not. Being socially

active is also more important for religious people and those who have

higher levels of moral sense, who are more satisfied and who have positive

life experiences. This kind of activism is also stressed more by individualis-

tic people than by more collectivistic people! This latter result is not as

expected, for we argued that individualists would be low on social capital.

However, as a collective characteristic, individualism has the expected

effect. People living in more individualistic societies appear to attach more

importance to being socially active than people in more collective societies.

Life experiences at the collective level have an opposite effect compared
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Interpersonal trust Institutional trust
Importance of 

being socially active
Importance of being

formally active

Model 0 Full 0 Full 0 Full 0 Full

Intercept 0.031 0.053* -0.017 0.017 0.045 0.059* 4.977*** 5.010***

Micro-
Left-right -0.019*** -0.000 -0.005 -0.035**

Education 0.066*** 0.064*** 0.020** 0.035

Individualism -0.028** -0.004 0.108*** 0.054*

Moral sense -0.010 0.015* 0.038*** 0.205***

Religiosity 0.012 0.048*** 0.044*** 0.536***

Satisfaction 0.089*** 0.023*** 0.116*** 0.078***

Life experiences 0.239*** 0.604*** 0.026** 0.175***

Age 0.002* -0.001 -0.011*** 0.003

Female 0.056** 0.011 0.043 -0.172**

Macro-
Corruption 0.069* 0.067 0.011 0.015

Civic morality 0.529** 0.349 0.175 0.179

Globalisation 0.051 0.259** 0.127 0.435

Individualism -0.511** -0.332 -0.629* -1.404

Moral sense 0.071 0.331 0.397 2.347**

Religiosity -0.022 0.252* 0.036 0.020

Satisfaction 0.055 -0.519* 0.207 0.355

Life experiences -0.026 0.124 -0.316* -0.843*

Variance components
Individual 0.757 0.641 0.877 0.537 0.869 0.762 5.302 4.898

Country 0.223 0.011 0.121 0.032 0.058 0.017 0.364 0.278

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 

Table 2: Results of the multi-level analyses for each component of social capital (unstandardised coefficients).
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with individual life experiences. People living in societies with positive life

experiences appear to be less inclined to find being socially active impor-

tant than people in countries with more negative experiences.

The importance of formal engagement is also greater in societies that

have less positive life experiences, while at the individual level the analyses

yield that, as expected, positive life experiences generate higher levels of

importance of formal engagement. As was the case with the impact of the

level of individualism at an individual level on the importance of being

socially active, formal engagement is more important for people who are

highly individualistic. This contradicts our hypothesis at the individual

level. At the macro level, individualism does not appear to be an important

attribute. As far as the other macro characteristics are concerned, only

levels of moral sense seem to matter for the importance attached to formal

engagement in society. Those who are on the ideological left, who are indi-

vidualistic, who have a high moral sense and who are religious, and who

are male, appear more inclined to find formal engagement more important

than their opposites.
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Expected impact
on social capital

Observed effect on components of social capital

Interpersonal
trust

Institutional
trust

Importance of being
socially active

Importance of being
formally engaged

Individualism - - + +

Moral sense + + + +

Left + + +

Religious + + + +

Satisfaction + + + + +
Positive life
experience + + + + +
Education + + +

Age + + -

Female (control) ? + -

Table 3: Overview of results at individual level.

Macro level

Expected impact
on social capital

Observed effect on components of social capital

Interpersonal
trust

Institutional
trust

Importance of
being socially

active

Importance of
being formally

engaged

Individualism - - -

Moral sense + +

Corruption - -

Religious + +

Satisfaction + -

Positive life experience + - -

Globalisation +/- +
Civic morality + +

Table 4: Overview of results at aggregate level.
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Conclusions
Social capital gained popularity amongst scientists, politicians and the

media. Increasingly, social capital is considered as a kind of wonder glue

that is not only conducive to collective actions and feelings of happiness

but also to the better performance of economies and democracies. Despite

all these positive features, social capital appears to be a very complex

concept that is not only understood or interpreted in very different ways

but which is also investigated empirically using very different definitions

and indicators. This contribution to the discussion on social capital is less

concerned with the impact and consequences of social capital for society

and more with understanding why some people have more social capital

than others.

As far as the definition of social capital is concerned, the recent litera-

ture distinguishes between two kinds of social capital: bridging and

bonding. In this article, we do not elaborate upon this distinction, mainly

because the data does not allow us to make this differentiation. We recom-

mend, however, that more attention is paid to this distinction in future

studies. Both kinds of social capital may not only have opposite effects on

society but the explanation of the existence of social capital may be quite

different depending on the kind of social capital one focuses on. Bonding

social capital may be less conducive to the good functioning of the broader

society, because it promotes strong mutual ties within closed and narrow

groups. As such it may be considered ‘negative social capital’ because 

it easily leads to the ‘exclusion of outsiders, excess claims on group

members, restrictions on individual freedoms and downward levelling

norms’ (Portes 1998: 15). Our definition and understanding of social

capital refers to bridging social capital: the capacity to link heterogeneous

groups together, overcome divisiveness and insularity and generate toler-

ance, mutual respect and cooperation (Wuthnow 2002: 670). 

Considering social capital to be a characteristic of individuals, we

assumed that differences in levels of social capital could be attributed first

of all to a number of individual socio-demographic characteristics and a

number of individual orientations. Hypotheses were formulated about the

effects of age, gender and level of education and orientations such as

left–right, individualism, moral sense, religiosity, life satisfaction and life

experiences. Since individuals do not live in isolation, it is assumed that

the context in which they live will affect their levels of social capital as

well. We therefore formulated a number of hypotheses about macro or

country characteristics having an impact on an individual’s level of social

capital. Hypotheses concerned the impact of the societal levels of corrup-

tion, civic morality, globalization, individualism, moral sense, religiosity,

satisfaction and life experiences. These hypotheses were empirically tested

using the data from the European Social Survey. The hypotheses were not

supported very strongly by the results of our analyses. What is clear is that

the impact of macro characteristics is modest compared to the impact of

individual attributes; however, it must be noted that the conclusions are
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based on the full model of all individual and macro characteristics. This

means that the effects are controlled effects. The macro characteristics

are, of course, strongly correlated and this co-linearity strongly affects the

results insofar as the correlation between the degree of life satisfaction and

the level of corruption is very strong (r = 0.89) while the correlation

between life satisfaction and the degree of globalization is no less than 0.81.

Nevertheless many of our hypotheses at the individual level are con-

firmed, although our analyses seem to demonstrate the necessity to

explore the distinctive components separately. Moral sense, religiosity and

the level of education do not affect individual levels of interpersonal trust

but they do have an effect (as expected) on institutional trust. It is a chal-

lenge to understand why these factors affect some components but not all

of them. At least we have to rethink our theoretical notions on these

effects. The same holds true for our theoretical expectations with respect

to the assumed effects of the left–right orientation, individualism and age

on social capital.

As far as the latter is concerned, we observed that young people believe

social activism to be more important than older people do, which contra-

dicts our hypothesis on the effect of age on social capital. It may be that

young people are more inclined to find it important because they are at the

start of their careers and may use these networks to find jobs, etc. Also,

they are at a stage of building networks that already exist for older people.

Individualistic people consider formal as well as social activism more

important than collectivistic people. Perhaps this is the evidence that indi-

vidualism may not be equated with egoism, as was also concluded by

Wuthnow (1991: 22–23) who found that ‘people who were the most indi-

vidualistic were also the most likely to value doing things to help others’.

Long ago, Yankelovich (1981) argued that the process of individualization

reinforced the need for personal contacts and mutual involvement; and

Inglehart (1997) argued and demonstrated that the greater emphasis on

individual freedom and personal autonomy went hand in hand with a

growing concern for quality of life, social concern, environmental activism

and participation in human rights and peace movements. Thus, individua-

lism should not necessarily be understood in terms of hedonism or egoism.

On the other hand, the finding that individualistic people find social

activism more important than collectivistic people may indicate that egoism

is the motivating factor for individualists to emphasize social and formal

engagement in society.

Education and age appear to have no effect on the importance of formal

engagement. The question, of course, is whether our hypothesis that higher-

educated people will have more social capital than lower-educated people

makes sense in respect of this particular aspect of social capital. Why should

lower-educated people be inclined to find formal engagement less important

than higher-educated people? The same question can be raised with regard

to the assumed effect of age on social capital. In other words, can these

hypotheses be transferred to explain differences in degrees to which formal
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engagement is found important? Formal engagement can be as important to

younger and older people as well as lower- and higher-educated people. For

younger and lower-educated people these networks provide possibilities for

them to begin and develop a career. Older and higher-educated people are

already involved in networks and want to maintain them because they are

important for one or another reason. Thus, engagement in networks is

equally important for younger and lower-educated people.

Macro features appear not to be very important, but in the few cases in

which they have a significant effect most of these are in line with our expec-

tations. Why are most macro hypotheses on social capital not substantiated

when separately investigated for each component? Perhaps it is simply

because the hypotheses cannot be translated to these different components.

Apparently, the argument that there is a collective feeling that a particular

society may be corrupt or that it has lower or no moral standards in terms

of civic morality or moral sense is not true as far as the importance of social

and formal networks in people’s lives.

However, although the collective positive feelings of past experi-

ences do affect the importance of formal and social networks, the

direction is not as predicted. In fact, positive feelings seem to hamper

the importance of activism in society. This may be because such collec-

tive feelings make people feel that nothing has to be done and that

everything has already been achieved. If that is indeed the case, then

networks will not be considered important because they do not help

with life achievement.

Neither positive feelings nor higher levels of societal moral sense affect

individual levels of interpersonal trust. These interpersonal trust levels are

influenced to a certain extent by the country’s level of civic morality and

individualism. Religiosity appears to be only an important attribute in

understanding an individual’s level of institutional trust, in the sense that

higher levels of religiosity in a society enhance the level of trust in institu-

tions. It is strange to find that higher levels of satisfaction do not enhance

levels of institutional trust. This finding seems to reject some political

theories of the legitimacy crisis or overload and ungovernability (Kaase

and Newton 1995). The less a government is able to satisfy the funda-

mental needs of people, the less happy with their government and its insti-

tutions the people will be, and the less they will trust these institutions.

Not being able to resolve the increasing demands of people in modern

welfare states, modern democratic states run into crisis (Kaase and

Newton 1995: 210). The people’s increased expectations of what the

government ought to provide have not been met in many countries, which

has resulted in a serious decline in public confidence in the government.

Higher standards of living, growing affluence, welfare for all, improved

health and rising levels of education for each citizen have undermined

‘private initiative and responsibility’, and because ‘egalitarian and merito-

cratic ideology promised much more than could ever realistically be

achieved’ a decline in respect for authority was reinforced (Held 1997: 242).
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Thus, projected onto this single component of social capital – institutional

trust – the hypothesis would be that high levels of satisfaction would

produce high levels of institutional trust. The only likely explanation for

finding the opposite is that a collective feeling of happiness is not the result

of governmental performance, but is rather grounded in other factors. It is,

as yet, unclear what these factors may be.

Finally, like Paxton (1999), we have not confined our study to a single

measure of social capital but instead we have identified four measures

(models) of social capital that appeared modestly associated at the individ-

ual level. Social capital appears to be a multifaceted phenomenon and one

measure of social capital does not do justice to this complexity. It therefore

seems quite unrealistic to continue talking about social capital as if it is

one clear concept. Analytically it may imply that other kinds of latent vari-

able models have to be used, e.g. latent class analyses (Hagenaars 1990;

Vermunt 1996; Vermunt and Magidson 2000) may be a useful tool to

distinguish profiles of people that differ in the degree to which they adhere

to the key components of social capital.

References
Alesina, A. and La Ferrara, E. (2002), ‘Who trusts others?’, Journal of Public

Economics, 85, pp. 207–34.

Beugelsdijk S. and Van Schaik, T. (2003), ‘Participation in civil society and European
regional economic growth’, in W. Arts, J. Hagenaars and L. Halman (eds), The
Cultural Diversity of European Unity, Leiden: Brill, pp. 119–46.

Bobbio, N. (1996), Left and Right: The Significance of a Political Distinction, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Boisjoly, J., Duncan, J.G. and Hofferth, S. (1995), ‘Access to social capital’, Journal of
Family Issues, 16, pp. 609–31.

Bourdieu, P. (1973), ‘Cultural reproduction and social reproduction’, in R. Brown
(ed.), Knowledge, Education and Cultural Change, London: Tavistock, pp. 71–112.

________ (1985), ‘Forms of capital’, in J.G. Richardson (ed.), Handbook of Theory and
Research for the Sociology of Education, New York: Greenwood Press, pp. 251–58.

Brehm, J. and Rahm, W. (1997), ‘Individual level evidence for the cause and conse-
quences of social capital’, American Journal of Political Science, 41, pp. 888–1023.

Burt, R. (1998), ‘The gender of social capital’, Rationality and Society, 10, pp. 5–46.

Coleman, J.S. (1990), Foundations of Social Theory, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Durkheim, E. (1965 [1915]), The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, New York:
Free Press.

Durlauf, S. (2002), ‘On the empirics of social capital’, The Economic Journal, 112,
pp. F459–79.

Flap, H. (1999), ‘Creation and returns of social capital: a new research program’,
La revue Tocqueville/The Tocqueville Review, 20, pp. 5–26.

Forrest, R. and Kearns, A. (2001), ‘Social cohesion, social capital and the neigh-
bourhood’, Urban Studies, 38, pp. 2125–43.

Freitag, M. (2003), ‘Beyond Tocqueville: the origins of social capital in Switzerland’,
European Sociological Review, 19, pp. 217–32.

87Social capital in contemporary Europe: evidence from the European Social Survey

PJSS_5_Halman.qxd  7/12/06  5:29 PM  Page 87



Fuchs, D. and Klingemann, H.-D. (1989), ‘The left-right schema’, in J.W. Van Deth
and M. Kent Jennings (eds), Continuities in Political Action, Berlin and New York:
Walter de Gruyter, pp. 203–34.

Fukuyama, F. (1995), Trust, London: Penguin.

________ (2000), The Great Disruption, New York: Touchstone.

Gächter, S., Herrmann, B. and Thöni, C. (2004), ‘Trust, voluntary cooperation,
and socio-economic background: survey and experimental evidence’, Journal 
of Economic Behavior and Organization, 55, pp. 505–31.

Hagenaars, J.A. (1990), Categorical Longitudinal Data: Loglinear Panel, Trend, and Cohort
Analysis, Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Halman, L. (2001), The European Values Study: A Third Wave, Tilburg: EVS, WORC,
Tilburg University.

Halman, L. and Pettersson, T. (2002), ‘Religion and social capital in contemporary
Europe: results from the 1999/2000 European Values Study’, in D.O. Moberg
and R.L. Piedmont (eds), Research in the Scientific Study of Religion, Leiden: Brill,
pp. 65–94.

Held, D. (1997), Models of Democracy, Oxford: Polity.

Inglehart, R. (1997), Modernization and Post-modernization, Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Inglehart, R., Basáñez, M., Díez-Medrano, J., Halman, L. and Luijkx, R. (2004),
Human Beliefs and Values, Mexico City: Siglo XXI Editores.

Kaase, M. and Newton, K. (1995), Beliefs in Government, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Knack, S. and Keefer, P. (1997), ‘Does social capital have an economic payoff? 
A cross-country investigation’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 62, pp. 1251–88.

Laponce, J.A. (1970), ‘Note on the use of the left-right dimension’, Comparative
Political Studies, 2, pp. 481–502.

Lederman, D., Loayza, N. and Menéndez, M. (2002), ‘Violent crime: does social
capital matter?’, Economic Development and Cultural Change, 51, pp. 509–39.

Levi, M. (1995), ‘Social and unsocial capital: a review essay of Robert Putnam’s
Making Democracy Work’, Politics and Society, 2, pp. 25–53.

Loury, G. (1977), ‘A dynamic theory of racial income differences’, in P. Wallace and
A. LaMond (eds), Women, Minorities, and Employment Discrimination, Lexington,
MA: Lexington Books, pp. 153–88.

Montgomery, J. (2001), ‘Social capital as a policy resource’, Policy Sciences, 33,
pp. 227–43.

Narayan, D. and Cassidy, M. (2001), ‘A dimensional approach to measuring social
capital: development and validation of a social capital inventory’, Current
Sociology, 49, pp. 59–102.

Newton, K. (1999), ‘Social capital and democracy in modern Europe’, in J.W. 
Van Deth, M. Maraffi, K. Newton and P. Whiteley (eds), Social Capital and
European Democracy, London: Routledge, pp. 3–24.

O’Connell, M. (2003), ‘Anti “social capital”: civic values versus economic equality
in the EU’, European Sociological Review, 19, pp. 241–48.

OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) (2001), The
Well-Being of Nations: The Role of Human and Social Capital, Paris: OECD.

Paxton, P. (1999), ‘Is social capital declining in the United States? A multiple 
indicator assessment’, American Journal of Sociology, 105, pp. 88–127.

Portes, A. (1998), ‘Social capital: its origins and applications in modern sociology’,
Annual Review of Sociology, 24, pp. 1–24.

88 Loek Halman and Ruud Luijkx

PJSS_5_Halman.qxd  7/12/06  5:29 PM  Page 88



Putnam, R. (1993), Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

________ (1995), ‘Bowling alone: America’s declining social capital’, Journal of
Democracy, 6, pp. 65–78.

________ (2000), Bowling Alone, New York: Simon & Schuster.

Raudenbusch, S.W., Bryk, A.S., Cheong, Y.F. and Congdon, R. (2001), HLM 5:
Hierarchical Linear and Nonlinear Modelling, 2nd ed., Chicago: Scientific Software
International.

Rokeach, M. (1973), The Nature of Human Values, New York: Free Press.

Rose, R., Mishler, W. and Haerpfer, C. (1997), ‘Social capital in civic and stressful
societies’, Studies in Comparative International Development, 32, pp. 85–111.

Sheedey, M. (1997), ‘Gente-puente: social capital in immigrant leadership forma-
tion’, Migration World, 25, pp. 24–28.

Simmel, G. (1950), The Sociology of Georg Simmel (trans. K. Wolff), New York: Free Press.

Stolle, D. (1998), ‘Bowling together, bowling alone: the development of generalized
trust in voluntary associations’, Political Psychology, 19, pp. 497–526.

Swain, N. (2003), ‘Social capital and its uses’, Archives Européennes de Sociologie,
44, pp. 185–212.

Szreter, S. (2000), ‘The state of social capital: bringing back in power, politics, and
history’, Theory and Society, 31, pp. 573–621.

Tonkiss, F. and Passey, A. (1999), ‘Trust, confidence and voluntary organizations’,
Sociology, 33, pp. 257–74.

UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) (2004), Human Development
Report 2004, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Uslaner, E.M. (1999), ‘Morality plays: social capital and moral behaviour in
Anglo-American democracies’, in J.W. Van Deth, M. Maraffi, K. Newton and 
P. Whiteley (eds), Social Capital and European Democracy, London: Routledge, 
pp. 213–39.

________ (2000), ‘Producing and consuming trust’, Political Science Quarterly,
115, pp. 569–90.

Uslaner, E. and Dekker, P. (2001), ‘The “social” in social capital’, in P. Dekker and
E. Uslaner (eds), Social Capital and Participation in Everyday Life, London:
Routledge, pp. 176–87.

Van Deth, J.W. (1995), ‘Introduction: the impact of values’, in J.W. Van Deth and 
E. Scarbrough (eds), The Impact of Values, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 1–18.

Vermunt, J.K (1996), Log-Linear Event History Analysis, Tilburg: Tilburg
University Press.

Vermunt, J.K. and Magidson, J. (2000), Latent Gold: User’s Guide, Belmont, MA:
Statistical Innovations.

Voicu, M. and Voicu, B. (2003), ‘Volunteering in Romania’, in P. Dekker and 
L. Halman (eds), The Values of Volunteering, New York: Kluwer, 
pp. 143–60.

Whiteley, P. (1999), ‘The origins of social capital’, in J.W. Van Deth, M. Maraffi, 
K. Newton and P. Whiteley (eds), Social Capital and European Democracy,
London: Routledge, pp. 25–44.

Wilson, J. (1993), The Moral Sense, New York: Free Press.

Woolcock, M. (1998), ‘Social capital and economic development: toward a theoretical
synthesis and policy framework’, Theory and Society, 27, pp. 151–208.

Wuthnow, R. (1991), Acts of Compassion, Princeton: Princeton University Press.

89Social capital in contemporary Europe: evidence from the European Social Survey

PJSS_5_Halman.qxd  7/12/06  5:29 PM  Page 89



________ (2002), ‘Religious involvement and status-bridging social capital’,
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 41, pp. 669–84.

Yankelovich, D. (1981), New Rules, New York: Random House.

Suggested citation:
Halman, L. and Luijkx, R. (2006), ‘Social capital in contemporary Europe: 

evidence from the European Social Survey’, Portuguese Journal of Social Science 5: 1,
pp. 65–90, doi: 10.1386/pjss.5.1.65/1

Contributor details
Loek Halman is a senior lecturer of sociology in the Department of Social Cultural
Sciences at Tilburg University’s Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences. His
main interests are comparative research on values and value change. He is cur-
rently involved in the international and longitudinal survey project, European
Values Study (EVS), where he is secretary to the Board of the EVS Foundation. He
is also programme director of the European Values Study.

Ruud Luijkx is a lecturer of sociology at Tilburg University. He has contributed to
international benchmark studies on social mobility and published further in the
field of (educational) heterogamy, social inequality, career mobility, labour
market transitions and loglinear and latent class analysis. Recently his focus has
shifted partly towards research on values, norms, beliefs and voluntary associa-
tions and at this moment he is the chief of data processing for the European
Values Study and responsible for the integration and harmonization of the
European and World Values Surveys.

Contact details
Loek Halman, Tilburg University, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences,
Department of Social Cultural Sciences, PO Box 90153, NL-5000 LE Tilburg,
Netherlands. Tel: +31 13 466 2015; Fax: +31 13 466 3002;
E-mail: loek.halman@uvt.nl 

Ruud Luijkx, Tilburg University, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences,
Department of Social Cultural Sciences, PO Box 90153, NL-5000 LE Tilburg,
Netherlands. Tel: +31 13 466 2738; Fax: +31 13 466 3002;
E-mail: R.Luijkx@uvt.nl

90 Loek Halman and Ruud Luijkx

PJSS_5_Halman.qxd  7/12/06  5:29 PM  Page 90


