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Social Capital and Social Trust 
in Britain 
Yaojun Li, Andrew Pickles and Mike Savage 

Most quantitative research in social capital focuses on civic engagement in formal 
organisations. Data on social capital in informal social networks are harder to obtain and 
there has also been insufficient means for investigating this. In this paper, we use the British 
Household Panel Survey (BHPS) to conceptualise and measure three types of social capital: 
neighbourhood attachment, social network and civic participation. The first two refer to 
informal social networks and the last to formal social networks. We use gllamm (Generalized 
Linear Latent and Mixed Models) to construct the latent variable scores from the categorical 
component variables. We also analyse the socio-cultural determinants of the three types of 
social capital and their impacts on social trust. The results show that socio-cultural condi-
tions affect social capital generation. People in disadvantaged positions are more likely to 
draw social capital from weak ties and those in advantaged positions are more likely to do 
so from formal civic engagement. We also find that social capital has an effect over and 
above people’s own socio-cultural positions. Informal social networks, especially having 
good neighbourly relations, tend to foster greater trust than does formal civic engagement. 

Introduction 
The concept of social capital is seductive, but infuriating.
In the hands of leading social scientists such as James
Coleman (1988, 1990) and especially Robert Putnam
(2000) the promise is held out that it can explain a
remarkable range of social phenomena, from educa-
tional performance, children’s welfare, economic pros-
perity, democracy to even ‘health and happiness’.1 Yet
the scope of the concept remains over-general, and the
mechanisms by which it is meant to operate are under-
specified. With respect to scope, there is a tension
between those writers such as Bourdieu (1986) and Lin
(2001), who are concerned with how social capital bene-
fits individuals, and other writers, notably Putnam
(2000), who are more interested in how it generates col-
lective goods. With respect to the mechanisms, there is a
difference between those who see the experience of

engagement in civic organisations as crucial to the bene-
ficial effects of social capital (Putnam, 2000; Anheier and
Kendall, 2002), and those who emphasise that network
processes (rather than associational involvement) pro-
duce social capital (Lin, 2001; Burt, 2002). 

These difficulties are not surprising. The concept of
social capital has emerged in an interdisciplinary space
allowing unusual dialogue between neo-classical eco-
nomics and other social sciences (Fine, 2001; Field,
2003), and we should not be surprised that its main the-
orists currently fail to agree. Nonetheless, if the concept
is to be put on a firm footing and, in particular, if it is to
be used as a precise means of social analysis, it is neces-
sary to define its scope and causal properties. This paper
argues that the generic concept of social capital can be
broken down into three different processes, each with its
own social constituencies and dynamics. We show that it
is empirically possible to distinguish types of social capital
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that tap formal or informal networks and, with regard to
informal networks, strong and weak ties. 

Methodologically, we measure three types of social
capital, assess their inter-relationships, examine their
determinants, and consider their relative impact on
social trust. To our knowledge, this is the first attempt to
conceptualise and measure different types of social capi-
tal using British survey data. The next part of this paper
develops our theoretical approach, and shows how the
concept of social capital is ultimately based on a theory
of social networks that needs to distinguish formal and
informal processes of social involvement. This theoreti-
cal elaboration leads on to the following section where
we show how it is possible to differentiate types of social
capital, which map onto these theoretical differences.
Next, we present our findings on the social determinants
of social capital types and their impacts on social trust.
The final section summarises our findings and shows
how social capital can be related back to broader con-
cerns in the sociology of stratification. 

Rethinking Social Capital 
There are two main ways in which social capital is held
to lead to various outcomes. The first approach, associ-
ated with the work of Robert Putnam (1993), adopts a
neo-Tocquevillian argument that the experience of
engagement in civic associations leads people to be bet-
ter able to reconcile differences and work co-operatively
together. ‘Good government’ he writes, ‘is a by-product
of singing groups and soccer clubs’ (1993: 176). The sec-
ond approach argues that social networks – including
informal networks – produce social capital through the
range of contacts they generate. Thus, Lin (2001: 56)
argues that social capital is ‘resources embedded in one’s
network or associations’. Bourdieu (1993: 51) sees it as
‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which
are linked to possession of a durable network of more or
less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquain-
tance and recognition’. 

Putnam’s work is the most celebrated example of the
first approach. Much of his work (1993, 1995, 1996,
2000) stresses the role of formal networks in voluntary
associations in generating trust, for instance in his early
work on Italian politics. Here his argument is that people
learn to trust each other through working together, so
learning to compromise and work for common goals.
Putnam’s later work (2000) broadens his interest in social
capital to include informal social networks. ‘When phi-
losophers speak in exalted tones of “civic engagement”

and “democratic deliberation”, we are inclined to think
of community associations and public life as the higher
form of social involvement, but in everyday life, friend-
ship and other informal types of sociability provide cru-
cial social support’ (Putnam, 2000: 95). Yet he is able to
extend his definition only by losing theoretical precision
about how social capital is supposed to work. He falls
back on metaphors and aphorisms, such as the idea that
‘bonding’ social capital is a form of superglue, that
bridging social capital is a form of WD40, and that there
is a ‘dark side’ to social capital. The strength of Bowling
Alone lies in its descriptive richness in using large-scale
social data to study the patterns and trends in formal
and informal social capital in American society, but
this comes with some theoretical and methodological
costs. 

The second, resource-based, approach to social capital
can be found in the work of Lin and Bourdieu, and does
not attach particular significance to involvement in for-
mal associations. Rather, they emphasise the mobilisa-
tion of informal personal social networks as central to
social capital. In Bourdieu’s work, the emphasis is on the
way in which social capital is necessarily exclusive,
because the networks it generates between people also
involve non-ties with outsiders who are excluded from
social capital. Burt’s (1992, 2000, 2002) analysis of the
way that bankers who are able to cross structural holes
by having contact with different cliques are advantaged
over those who do not maintain such ties is an example
of this approach. Similarly, Lin (2001) shows that Chinese
men are better able to move into senior occupational
positions than women in part because of their superior
stock of social capital in the range of network ties. 

To some extent the differences between these perspec-
tives is related to the kinds of outcomes under examina-
tion. Putnam is interested in collective goods (such as
high aggregate levels of well being) whereas network
writers are more concerned with individual goods (such
as relatively high income or position). In our view whilst
the latter approach is certainly interesting in its own
right, it tends to collapse the analysis of social capital
into that of social relations more generally (since it leads
to the familiar interest in ‘who gets ahead’, which lies at
the heart of the sociology of stratification). Much of the
excitement about the idea of social capital lies in its con-
cern to measure collective goods (Inkeles, 2000; Stolle
and Hooghe, 2003), which is the question we focus on in
this paper. 

In assessing the significance of these two approaches
for the generation of collective goods, we should note
that the significance of voluntary associations for social
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capital is contested. Some studies show little relationship
between associational membership and social trust. Fre-
itag (2003a) demonstrates no such relationship in Swit-
zerland (though there is one in Japan: Frietag, 2003b), as
does Mayer (2003) for France. Hall (1999) shows that
trust has fallen in the UK, even though associational
membership has remained relatively constant, a finding
echoed by Paxton (1999) in the USA.2 Claibourn and
Martin (2000) use panel data to argue that there is no sim-
ple causal relationship between associational membership
and trust. One reason may be that contemporary
involvement in voluntary associations is actually instru-
mental and managerial, and not likely to bestow any
generalised trust (Clark et al., 2002). Szreter (2002) and
Roßteutscher (2002) emphasise that associations gener-
ate social capital through their connections to political
processes, and hence the causal relationship does not
flow from civic involvement to democratic political cul-
ture, but rather from politics to civic involvement. Some
researchers have developed a hybrid measure of social
capital including both associational membership and
levels of reported trust (Paxton, 2002). 

In short, it seems unlikely that social capital defined as
associational involvement will be particularly powerful
in generating outcomes such as social trust (Molenaers,
2003; Stolle, 2003). However, when broadening the defi-
nition of social capital to include informal network pro-
cesses, as Putnam does (see more generally Portes, 1998;
Field, 2003), we need to think carefully about how such
processes might actually generate trust. It is particularly
important to distinguish between the resources mobil-
ised through weak ties and strong ties (Granovetter,
1973; Lin et al., 1981). Weak ties of acquaintances such
as neighbours or work colleagues are often thought to be
especially important as a resource for individuals, and
might in Putnam’s terms serve as bridging social capital.
Strong ties of intimate friendship may be valuable in
generating intense emotional support (Jamieson, 1998;
Pahl, 2000), so producing bonding social capital. This
kind of distinction is elaborated by Putnam as that
between ‘thick trust’ embedded in one’s intimate per-
sonal relations and ‘thin trust’ placed in the anonymous
other (2000: 136–137).3 In order to distinguish these
processes, we need to recognise the difficulty of measur-
ing social networks through survey instruments. Ideally,
social network analysis depends on data collected on
whole populations, rather than samples, so that the con-
nections between all members of the population can
be ascertained. It is in this way that Burt (2002) exam-
ines the social capital of bankers, for instance. However,
such strategies are not possible for the kind of national

representative surveys that are usually used in quantita-
tive research. Although it is possible to gain some infor-
mation about strong ties in surveys by asking about
‘best’ friends, it is difficult to measure weak ties with sur-
vey data, since this requires knowing about a wide range
of people’s contacts. Lin (2001) uses ‘position generator’
questions where respondents identify whether they
know people in varying social range, with those who
know a greater range being defined as having more
social capital. Another strategy is to examine the salience
of situational networks, which assess the degree of support
available for particular situations people confront in
their daily life, such as amongst neighbours or parents.
The resulting networks are relatively open and fluid
since one cannot control whom your neighbours or par-
ents are. When one feels close to people in the same situ-
ation, this is an indication that trust has arisen from
these social networks. On the other hand, friendship
networks are more likely to be exclusive in that people
have the ability to define their own friends. 

The network resources discussed above can thus be
classified into three main conceptual types: informal
personal networks, informal situational networks, and
formal civic engagement. By distinguishing these types
of networks we are able to explore a number of key
issues. Are they bundled together in the way implied by
Putnam, or are they empirically distinct? Do different
social groups rely on different kinds of social networks?
How do different types of social capital impact on social
trust? These questions allow us to go beyond generic
accounts of social capital and enable us to gain a more
precise understanding than available hitherto of how
social capital may become a significant social force. 

Measuring Social Capital 
Our three types of social capital can be summarised as
follows: 
Neighbourhood attachment. This refers to the degree to
which people are attached to their neighbourhood,
taking this as a key index of situational networks, or
‘weak ties’ (Granovetter, 1973; Pahl, 2000). We use
questions on both attitudinal (e.g. ‘I belong to the neigh-
bourhood’) and behavioural (e.g. ‘Advice is available
from my neighbourhood’) aspects of local attachment.
Although it might be objected that this makes our
measure inconsistent, we will be able to tell in our factor
analysis whether these items are related together. This
type serves as a measure of embeddedness in one’s
immediate community (Harper, 2001). 
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Social network. The second type of social capital seeks
to measure the extent of people’s intimate interaction
with those beyond immediate family, and the extent to
which people feel they have supportive networks. In
other words, we are here trying to assess the extent of
‘strong ties’. Such ties need not be based in any parti-
cular location and do not require any assumptions about
geographical proximity. As with ‘neighbourhood attach-
ment’, the questions cover both behavioural (e.g. ‘Is
there anyone you could rely on to help you from outside
your own household if you needed to borrow money to
pay an urgent bill like electricity, gas, rent or mortgage?’)
and attitudinal (e.g. ‘Is there anyone who you can totally
be yourself with?’) aspects. A high degree of social capital
in this regard may be manifested in the range and depth
of social connections that may serve to integrate the
actor in the social fabric of society (Pahl, 2000). 
Civic participation. Existing studies generally use civic
participation as sources of social capital. Most of the
studies proceed either by counting the number of mem-
berships in specific civic organisations as an index of the
stock of social capital in society at a particular time
(Hall, 1999; Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Li et al., 2002)
or by combining certain organisations into associational
types on theoretical grounds (Li et al., 2003). In this
paper, we measure the level of formal social capital from
the underlying scores for involvement in voluntary
associations.4 

We use the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) to
construct the measures of social capital dimensions. The
survey began in 1991 (Wave 1) as the premier British
panel study, and samples around 5000 households and
10,000 individuals each year. Although some of the
original sample members dropped out in later waves,
new members are added and the samples are generally
representative of the UK population in each wave. 

The data in the BHPS allow us to measure the types of
social capital along the conceptual lines discussed above.
As shown in the Appendix (available via the first
author’s website),5 there are eight questions of an ordi-
nal nature for neighbourhood attachment, eight ques-
tions of an ordinal nature for social networks, and 16
questions of a dichotomous nature for civic associations.
Given the categorical nature of the component variables,
we use two-parameter item response theory (IRT) mod-
els (Lord and Novick, 1968) to obtain estimates of indi-
vidual levels of social capital. The sets of items
(component variables for each type of social capital)
were selected as likely indicators of the potentially dis-
tinctive facets of social capital. With indicators for
neighbourhood attachment and social networks, the

original multi-category numerical codes were reordered
to form natural ordered scales. The neighbourhood
attachment scale was derived from eight items, each with
five categories. The social network scale was derived
from eight items, each with three categories. For the set
of items indicating civic participation, some items
reflected similar types of organisation that were rarely
endorsed and were summed together, with the sum
score being treated as a single ordinal item. The original
16 items were reduced to eight, six with two categories
(binary), one with three categories, and one with six
categories. No such summing was required for the
remaining scales. 

The eventual indicators in each type were thus sets of
ordinal items. We then used two-parameter IRT models
to obtain estimates of the underlying types of social cap-
ital. An IRT postulates that a single continuous factor
underlies responses to all items within a set but that this
factor is ‘measured’ subject to error by each item. A con-
tinuous score thus underlies each item, the sum of a true
score contribution and an error. The distribution of this
score is divided up by a set of ordered thresholds, with
each section of the distribution being associated with
observing one of the possible ordered categorical
responses. A respondent’s categorical score is therefore
determined by their continuous score falling within a
particular range of values defined by an adjacent pair of
thresholds. Since the continuous score is not directly
observable, it is commonly considered to be a latent
variable. 

However, different items within a set may have differ-
ent item characteristics. Items are allowed to differ in
two ways. Firstly, items may have different threshold
parameters. This allows, for example, fewer people to say
that they have ‘no one to go to were they depressed’ than
‘no one to go to for borrowing money’. Secondly, items
may have different sensitivity or factor loading parame-
ters. This allows items to be strongly or weakly related to
the underlying factor, or correspondingly to vary in the
extent to which they measure the underlying factor
rather than something else. Choosing a proportional
odds ordinal logistic parameterisation allows the model to
be specified by

where Yij is the response to item i from individual j, ηj is
the score of individual j on the latent factor, λi is the fac-
tor loading for item i, αiK is the threshold for a response
of K or above. For an item with K categories, 1 to K,
α = ∞. Standard identification restrictions are necessary

ln
pr Yij k≤( )
pr Yij k>( )
------------------------- 
  α iK λ iη j+=
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and we estimate the variance of the latent variable but
constrain the first factor loading to 1. All variables have
to be measured in some units and this restriction merely
implies that the latent variable is to be measured in the
units of item 1. It is also usual to make some parametric
assumption about the distribution of the latent variable
in the population. We have assumed this to be normally
distributed.6 

The models were estimated by maximum likelihood
in Stata using gllamm (Generalized Linear Latent and
Mixed Models) (Rabe-Hesketh et al., 2000) and adap-
tive quadrature (Rabe-Hesketh et al., 2002). Respon-
dents with partially incomplete sets of responses were
included under the assumption of the missing data
being missing at random (Rubin, 1976). Estimates of
scores on the underlying factor for each individual were
calculated using empirical Bayes’ methods. This pro-
vided estimates both of individual scores and of estima-
tion precision, the latter tending to be lower for those
with incomplete data. The analyses indicated, with
exceptions noted below, that the items within each set
were indeed associated with a single dominant under-
lying latent variable, and that the latent variables were
rather weakly correlated with each other.7 These condi-
tions justified our approach of fitting IRT models to
each item set separately. 

Methods and Control 
Variables 
The scores obtained for the three types of social capital
were standardised with a mean of zero and standard
deviation of one. This procedure ensures that we can
directly compare the differences from one type to
another when we assess both the social determinants of
social capital generation and their impacts on social
trust. 

We use a range of socio-cultural factors both as deter-
minants of the social capital types and as control vari-
ables in studying their impacts on social trust. These are
indexed via class, education, income, gender, marital
status, age and the ward-level index of social depriva-
tion. The inclusion of the contextual factors (social dep-
rivation) is to help ameliorate the ‘atomistic fallacies’
sometimes attributed to the use of individual level data
(Schwartz, 1994). As some of the component variables
for the social capital types are available from Wave 7 and
others from Wave 8, we take the socio-cultural variables
from Wave 7. Contemporaneous measurement of
explanatory and outcome variables has a number of

disadvantages, notably correlated measurement error
and occasion-specific confounding (Bechhofer and
Paterson, 2000). To examine the impact of social capital
more rigorously, we take our social trust measures from
the next wave available, namely, from Wave 10. 

We give a brief account here of the socio-cultural fac-
tors. A four-way Goldthorpe (Goldthorpe et al., 1987)
class is used. It distinguishes the salariat (professionals,
administrators and managers), the petty bourgeoisie
(small proprietors with or without employees), the rou-
tine-non-manual (routine office workers, manual super-
visors and lower-grade technicians), and the working
class (skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers
including agricultural labourers). For educational quali-
fications, we differentiate between first-degree or above,
professional qualifications below degree such as teaching
and nursing, A/O levels, and vocational or no formal
qualifications. Income is measured as the standardised
household mean income, which takes account of the
complex household compositions and differential
needs.8 We code age into four groups to stand for differ-
ent life stages and we differentiate three levels of ward-
level social deprivation: affluent, intermediate and
deprived.9 

Results 
Patterns of Social Capital and their 
Socio-cultural Determinants 

Table 1 gives parameter estimates for the three types of
social capital. Since only the factor loading parameters
are commonly of interest, we do not report estimated
thresholds. Our principal interests lie in the strength of
evidence for an underlying dimension (given by the
z-statistic associated with the estimated variance of the
latent variable), and in the variation in the factor load-
ings across items. Factor loadings greater than 1 indicate
that the corresponding item is more strongly associated
with the latent variable than is the reference item,
namely item 1. A factor loading close to zero (say, less
than 0.3) indicates that the corresponding item does not
measure this particular latent variable. 

In all cases there was strong evidence of association
among the items within a set explainable by an underly-
ing latent dimension of individual variation. However,
the z-statistics showed considerable variation between
sets of items. Those for neighbourhood attachment and
social networks were substantially larger (z = 26.4 and
19.4, respectively) than that for civic participation
(z =7.4). The neighbourhood attachment items appeared
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to form a largely homogeneous block, although item 4
(borrowing) and item 5 (working to improve neigh-
bourhood) appeared to be somewhat distinct. It is clear
that there is no substantive difference between the
behavioural and the attitudinal questions within this
group. 

The social network items fell into two groups. The
first five items all made substantial contributions to the
measurement of the underlying dimension. The last
three items possessed relatively smaller factor loadings,

possibly due to their rather different location within the
interview schedule, and their wording that specifically
referred to people outside the respondent’s household.
These three items were rather weakly related to the
underlying dimension of this item set. 

Closer inspection of the factor loadings for the civic
participation items clearly shows that although items
1, 2, 4, 5 and 8 were clearly informative as to the under-
lying dimension, memberships of a trade union, social
group or sports club do not measure this same dimension

Table 1 Latent scores for items of the types of social capital 

Source: The British Household Panel Survey (the same below). 
The items for ‘social networks’ are taken from Questions 5 and 6 in the self-completion part of BHPS Wave 7, question wording available at pp. 144–145 from
http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/doc/pdf_versions/questionnaires/bhpsw7q.pdf; the items for ‘civic participation’ are available at p. 75 of the same website;
and the items for ‘neighbourhood attachment’ are taken from Wave 8, available at p. 112 from http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/doc/pdf_versions/question-
naires/bhpsw8q.pdf. 
Pooled items in the ‘civic participation’ type refer to parents association, voluntary service group, other community group, women’s institute, women’s group,
other organisation, pensioner’s organisation, scouts/guides group. 

 Number of 
categories 

Loading Standard 
error 

Neighbourhood attachment    
I belong to this neighbourhood 5 1.00 (−) 
Friends in my neighbourhood mean a lot 5 1.22 (0.032) 
Advice is available from my neighbourhood 5 0.93 (0.024) 
I borrow & exchange favours with neighbours 5 0.48 (0.014) 
Would work to improve my neighbourhood 5 0.43 (0.013) 
Would remain in the neighbourhood 5 0.68 (0.017) 
I am similar to others in the neighbourhood 5 0.87 (0.021) 
I regularly stop and talk with neighbours 5 0.92 (0.023) 
Latent variable variance 5.44 (0.206) z = 26.42   

Social networks    
Anyone to listen to you when you need to talk? 3 1.00 (−) 
Anyone to help you out in a crisis? 3 0.99 (0.033) 
Anyone to be totally yourself with? 3 0.84 (0.029) 
Anyone really appreciates you as a person? 3 0.87 (0.031) 
Anyone to comfort you when you are very upset? 3 1.03 (0.036) 
Anyone outside h/h to help you if depressed? 3 0.52 (0.019) 
Anyone outside h/h to help you get job? 3 0.30 (0.012) 
Anyone outside h/h to lend you money? 3 0.34 (0.013) 
Latent variable variance 8.45 (0.435) z = 19.43   

Civic participation    
Pooled items 6 1.00 (−) 
Political or environmental groups 3 0.93 (0.097) 
Trade unions 2 0.19 (0.029) 
Tenants/resident’s group 2 0.59 (0.056) 
Religious group 2 0.68 (0.066) 
Social group 2 −0.07 (0.034) 
Sports club 2 0.17 (0.027) 
Professional organisations 2 0.65 (0.056) 
Latent variable variance 2.78 (0.374) z = 7.43   

http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/doc/pdf_versions/questionnaires/bhpsw7q.pdf
http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/doc/pdf_versions/question-naires/
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very well. The factor scores derived from this model are
an effective summary of the level of participation in the
other organisations, but items relating to trade unions,
working-men’s groups and sports clubs may be expected
to have additional but distinctive impact. This provides
empirical support for the division made on theoretical
grounds (Hall, 1999; Li et al., 2003) that memberships in
trade unions and working-men’s clubs have distinctly
different social class profiles, ideological orientations
and political preferences.10 

Table 2 shows the standardised mean score for each type
of social capital by class, education, income, gender, mari-
tal status, age and ward-level social deprivation respec-
tively. To aid interpretation, we also present significance

tests of the difference of means between each category and
the reference group in each explanatory variable, with the
reference category taken as the last category and shown in
italics. The patterns show that the scores of the social capi-
tal types are not equally distributed among social groups.
For example, the salariat has a standardised score of −
0.058 in neighbourhood attachment, as compared with
0.066 for the working class. The difference between the
two classes in this type (0.066 minus −0.058=0.124) is sig-
nificant at the 0.001 level. The petty bourgeoisie and the
routine non-manual workers are not significantly different
from the working class in this regard. 

Table 2 reveals some important features in the way
that social groups draw on the different types of social

Table 2 Standardised mean scores of social capital types by socio-cultural factors 

Each of the other categories in a variable is contrasted with the last category (in italics), with the results of significance tests shown.*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 and
***P < 0.001. 
Weighted data and robust standard errors are used. Owing to the large amount of data presented in the table, standard errors and the 95 per cent confidence
intervals are not shown but are available on request. 

 Neighbourhood 
attachment

Social network Civic 
participation

Approx. No 

Class     
Salariat −0.058*** 0.102*** 0.467*** 2568 
Petty bourgeois 0.006 −0.142 −0.130*** 624 
Intermediate 0.021 0.083*** −0.045*** 2686 
Working class 0.066 −0.125 −0.344 2698 

Education     
Degree −0.198*** 0.175*** 0.765*** 851 
Professional −0.020*** 0.070*** 0.301*** 1884 
A/O Levels −0.091*** 0.105*** −0.146*** 2852 
Vocational/None 0.176 −0.179 −0.247 3126 

Income     
Top quartile −0.094*** 0.187*** 0.270*** 2248 
2nd −0.003** 0.030*** 0.017*** 2364 
3rd 0.048 −0.085 −0.072*** 2264 
Bottom quartile 0.104 −0.152 −0.211 2074 

Gender     
Male −0.094*** −0.138*** −0.023* 4073 
Female 0.096 0.130 0.040 4913 

Marital status     
Married 0.131*** −0.035*** 0.115*** 5109 
Other −0.167 0.063 −0.136 3863 

Age     
16–35 −0.319*** 0.226*** −0.249*** 3199 
36–50 0.003*** −0.060*** 0.109* 2550 
51–65 0.196*** −0.052*** 0.108 1760 
66+ 0.358 −0.224 0.190 1477 

Social deprivation     
Affluent 0.106*** 0.041** 0.208*** 2712 
Intermediate 0.001** 0.009 −0.043*** 2734 
Deprived −0.097 −0.044 −0.142 2344 
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capital. The salariat tends to have weaker neighbour-
hood attachment, but stronger social networks than the
other social classes. This finding is in line with studies of
class and sociability (Allan, 1996) that claim that the
middle classes tends to differentiate friends from
acquaintances, whilst the working class tends to have
stronger ‘situational’ networks in the areas of neigh-
bouring (see also Bulmer, 1986; Allan and Crow, 1993).
The salariat is especially likely to have formal networks
in voluntary associations. It is now well established that
there is a strong class gradient in associational member-
ship with the salariat having greater civic involvement
than the working class in Britain (Parry et al., 1992; Hall,
1999; Li et al., 2003). 

The direction of the association between education
and income and the social capital types is the same as
that between class and social capital. Thus, the highly
educated and those with top quartile incomes tend to
have significantly lower scores in neighbourhood attach-
ment than those with only vocational or no formal edu-
cational qualifications or in the bottom quartile of
income, but higher scores in the other two dimensions.
Given the well-known association between education,
class and income, the patterns are not surprising. Sec-
ondly, for each of the dimensions, the magnitude of the
educational differences in the standardised mean scores
is considerably greater than that in the class compari-
sons, which is also true of the income differences in the
two informal dimensions of social capital. People’s
social capital depends not only on their occupational
status, but also, at least on the face of it, on the kind of
cultural and economic capital they possess. 

Other patterns that emerge from Table 2 are that,
compared with women, men are less likely to be
attached to their neighbourhood, to have strong social
support mechanisms or to participate in civic organisa-
tions. Women’s capacity for social networking and
friendship building is widely reported (Jamieson, 1998).
It appears surprising, however, that women have stron-
ger civic participation than men, but the differences are
not large. Married people have higher scores in neigh-
bourhood attachment and civic participation, but lower
scores in social network. This last aspect is not unex-
pected since family life precludes much of the need or
opportunity for outside emotional support (Putnam,
2000). Younger people also have lower levels of neigh-
bourhood attachment and civic engagement and higher
levels of social network than older cohorts. Finally, levels
of ward-level social deprivation are also closely associated
with the types of social capital in an expected way. Peo-
ple resident in relatively affluent areas are consistently

more likely than others to have higher scores in each of
the three types. 

The overall patterns suggest clear evidence of social
stratification in the kinds of social capital that people
possess, confirming the arguments of Li et al. (2003).
The greatest class differences are shown between the sal-
ariat and the working class, with the former reporting
high levels of civic engagement and social networking,
and the latter having strong neighbourhood networks.
Our findings show that, although the working class are
deprived of social capital from formal institutions, they
have a relatively high degree of ‘situational’ social capital
from informal social networks. 

To further check the independence of associations
reported in Table 2, we simultaneously included the
variables in Table 2 as explanatory variables. Table 3
again shows persistent and significant differences
between the salariat and the working class in each of the
dimensions, even when all other variables are controlled
for. The salariat is significantly more likely than the
working class to have higher scores in social networks
and civic participation, but the working class is signifi-
cantly more likely than the salariat to have strong neigh-
bourhood attachment. The effects of education and
income are highly significant on social networks and
civic participation, but not significant on neighbour-
hood attachment, when the other factors are taken into
account. The effects of sex, marital status, age and social
deprivation are also largely significant in the three types. 

Overall, Tables 2 and 3 indicate that people in more
advantaged social positions, be they occupational, educa-
tional, economic or contextual (ward-level index of social
deprivation), are more likely to join civic organisations
and to have denser social networks whereas those in more
disadvantaged positions tend to obtain social capital from
situational social networks, by feeling a greater sense of
belonging to, and reporting more tangible and valuable
instances of help and support from, their neighbours. 

Social Capital, Socio-cultural Factors 
and Social Trust 

Let us now explore which of the three types of social
capital we have delineated is of greater importance in
generating the trust that social capital theorists have
emphasised as the crucial dimension of social capital. If
social capital is a ‘social good’, it will be manifested in
people’s propensity for social trust, that is, in the degree
of trust people would place in their fellow citizens. In
order to see the impact of social capital more effectively,
we use trust from Wave 10.11 As trust may well reflect
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stable personality traits, we also control for trust drawn
from Wave 8. 

Table 4 shows the effects of social capital, socio-
cultural factors and prior levels of trust on social trust.
In order to see the social capital effects more clearly, we
put the standardised scores of the three types into quar-
tile groups. We report results from a multivariate logistic
regression. Three models are constructed. Model 1
shows the effects of the three types of social capital
simultaneously included. Model 2 adds the effects of
socio-cultural factors to terms already in Model 1.

Model 3 adds prior levels of trust (from Wave 8) to
terms already in Model 2. At the bottom of the table, we
also report the improvement in fit for Model 2 over
Model 1, and Model 3 over Model 2. Moving from the
basic to the more complex models, we can see the
changes in the coefficients associated with the social cap-
ital types, and with socio-cultural factors. 

Table 4 shows that, when only the types of social-capital
were included (Model 1), people with higher scores in
neighbourhood attachment and social network, and those
in the top quartile of civic participation in particular,

Table 3 Regression coefficients of social capital types by socio-cultural factors 

Weighted data and robust standard errors are used. Owing to the large amount of data presented in the table, standard errors and the 95 per cent confidence
intervals are not shown but are available on request. 
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 and ***P < 0.001. 

 Neighbourhood 
attachment 

Social network Civic 
participation

Class    
Salariat −0.146*** 0.107** 0.362*** 
Petty bourgeois −0.118* 0.033 0.091 
Intermediate −0.114*** 0.075* 0.152*** 
Working class (base)    

Education    
Degree −0.089 0.129** 0.933*** 
Professional −0.019 0.114** 0.506*** 
A/O Levels −0.016 0.111*** 0.226*** 
Vocational/None (base)    

Income    
Top quartile −0.059 0.219*** 0.175*** 
2nd −0.002 0.104** 0.097** 
3rd −0.039 0.051 0.076** 
Bottom quartile (base)    

Gender    
Male −0.195*** −0.293*** −0.119*** 
Female (base)    

Marital status    
Married 0.223*** −0.039 0.105*** 
Other (base)    

Age    
16–35 −0.603*** 0.358*** −0.686*** 
36–50 −0.363*** 0.082 −0.409*** 
51–65 −0.194*** 0.128** −0.279*** 
66+ (base)    

Social deprivation    
Affluent 0.231*** 0.039 0.162*** 
Intermediate 0.109*** 0.035 0.030 
Deprived (base)    

Constant 0.316*** −0.257*** −0.207*** 
R2 0.092 0.067 0.202 
N 7065 6918 7083 
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Table 4 Logistic regression on social trust by types of social capital socio-cultural factors and prior levels of trust 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Social capital dimensions    
Neighbourhood attachment    

Top quartile 0.479*** 0.643*** 0.495*** 
2nd 0.488*** 0.593*** 0.476*** 
3rd 0.310*** 0.367*** 0.332*** 
Bottom (base)    

Social network    
Top quartile 0.422*** 0.374*** 0.200* 
2nd 0.307*** 0.316*** 0.130 
3rd 0.264** 0.255** 0.112 
Bottom (base)    

Civic participation    
Top quartile 0.802*** 0.364** 0.181 
2nd 0.207 −0.089 −0.177 
3rd −0.142 −0.217 −0.213 
Bottom (base)    

Socio-cultural factors    
Class    

Salariat  0.555*** 0.440*** 
Petty bourgeoisie  0.404*** 0.269* 
Routine non-manual  0.239*** 0.137 
Working class (base)    

Education    
Degree  1.073*** 0.750*** 
Professional  0.332*** 0.232* 
A/O levels  0.397*** 0.397*** 
Vocational/none (base)    

Income    
Top quartile  0.137 0.137 
2nd  0.135 0.135 
3rd  0.068 0.068 
Bottom quartile (base)    

Gender    
Male  0.175* 0.175* 
Female (base)    

Marital status    
Married  0.036 0.036 
Non-married (base)    

Age    
16–35  −0.293** −0.293** 
36–50  −0.030 −0.030 
51–65  −0.188 −0.188 
66+ (base)    

Social deprivation    
Affluent  0.157 0.157 
Intermediate  0.182* 0.182* 
Deprived (base)    

continued
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were significantly more likely than the reference cate-
gory (the bottom quartile in each type) to trust others.
Looking at the coefficients for the three types, it appears
that civic participation is highly generative of generalised
social trust, just as Putnam suggests. 

Model 2 controls for socio-cultural factors. Holding
constant all other variables in the model, we find educa-
tion, class, age, income, ward-level deprivation and gen-
der are all significantly related to trust. The more
advantaged one’s socio-cultural position is, the more
likely one tends to trust others. Young people are gener-
ally less trusting than the old, and men are more trusting
than women. These patterns confirm previous analyses
(Hall, 1999: 432; Putnam, 2000: 136–142). When all the
other variables in the model are controlled for, educa-
tion takes the greatest relative importance and marital
status is the only variable which is not significant. 

Our primary purpose in including the socio-cultural
factors in Model 2 is to see how the coefficients of the
social capital types would change as compared with
those in Model 1 when none of the socio-cultural factors
were included. Now, if we compare the coefficients of
the social capital types from Model 1 to Model 2, we find
a very interesting feature. The coefficients for neigh-
bourhood attachment were notably increased whilst
those for the other two types were sharply reduced. The
coefficient for the top quartile of civic participation was
more than halved: from 0.802 in Model 1 to 0.364 in
Model 2. Existing research has shown that people most
active in civic engagement tend to be in advantaged
socio-economic positions and people in such positions
are also more trusting (see, for example, Hall, 1999;
Harper, 2001). Thus, controlling for socio-cultural fac-
tors rendered the effects of civic participation less prom-
inent. On the other hand, as people in disadvantaged
positions tend to have higher levels of neighbourhood

attachment as we have earlier shown, controlling for
socio-cultural factors made these effects more apparent. 

Given, as we have earlier noted, the possibility that trust
may reflect people’s stable personality traits, it would be
desirable to control for such traits and examine the net
effects of the social capital types as we have developed.
This we do in Model 3 of the table where trust from Wave
8 is used as a covariate. The patterns show that prior levels
of trust have indeed the greatest relative effects, much
higher than any other variables in the model. Controlling
for prior levels of trust, the effects of most of the socio-
cultural factors were reduced, the most notable change
being with education, age and income. 

Now, with prior trust and socio-cultural factors held
constant and comparing the change in the effects of the
three social capital types from Model 2 to Model 3, we
find that civic participation is no longer significant, that
only the top level of social network is significant at the
0.05 level, and yet that each of the three higher levels of
neighbourhood attachment is highly significant at the
0.001 level. Indeed, judging from the magnitude of the
coefficients, we find that the coefficients of neighbour-
hood attachment were, if anything, increased from
Model 1 to Model 3 where the other factors were taken
into account, that the effects associated with social net-
works were sharply reduced, and that the greatest change
occurred with civic participation where the top quartile
fell from a highly significant 0.802 to a non-significant
0.181.12 Thus, the patterns in both Model 2 and Model 3
point in the same direction, namely, that neighbourhood
attachment is more important than civic participation in
predicting people’s social trust, with social network in
between. This finding supports Putnam’s (2000) specula-
tion on the relative importance between what he calls
machers and schmoozers although he did not develop any
composite measures for either type. 

Table 4 (Continued)

Trust in the dependant variable refers to social trust in Wave 10 (coded ‘trusting’ = 1; ‘cannot be too careful’ = 0). Prior levels of trust refer to trust in Wave 8.
Adjusted Wald tests are used to test the additional blocks of model terms. 
aRefers to terms in Model 2 that are additional to those in Model 1; brefers to terms in Model 3 that are additional to those in Model 2. 

Prior levels of trust (Wave 8)    
Trusting   2.170*** 
Cannot be too careful (base)    

Constant −1.316*** −2.528*** −2.548***
Model comparison    

χ2 – 308.490a 1104.470b

P value  <0.001 <0.001 
N 8120 7384 7384 
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Before concluding, there is one very important ques-
tion to ask: are the results we have reported valid, or are
they merely a methodological artefact? Our component
variables for neighbourhood attachment are, as earlier
noted, composed of both behavioural and attitudinal
responses. Is it the case that because the attitudinal ques-
tions were tapping the same basic feeling of connected-
ness, well-being, belonging and diffuse trust as that
underlying generalised social trust, and because there is
a greater weight of attitudinal questions in the set, the
test in Table 4 is essentially biased, especially when we
consider that the other two sets of variables are mea-
sured in an essentially behavioural way? In other words,
if we had excluded the attitudinal items from the set,
would we have arrived at quite different conclusions?
The answer is ‘no’ for two reasons. 

Firstly, attitudinal questions on neighbourhood
attachment are no more closely related to social trust
than behavioural ones. Forty-three percent of those who
‘strongly agreed’ that they borrow things and exchange
favours with their neighbours (behavioural), as com-
pared with 37 percent of those who ‘strongly agreed’ that
they are similar to others in their neighbourhood (attitu-
dinal) in Wave 8, gave a trusting response in Wave 10.
Secondly, further gllamm analysis of the underlying
scores with the attitudinal questions removed from the
component set revealed essentially the same pattern as
that reported in Table 4. We are satisfied that our results
are reassuring and not biased.13 

Discussion 
We have, in this paper, made a new effort at conceptualis-
ing and measuring social capital. The starting point for
this is the sense that over-ambition in social capital
research has led to the concept being defined in generic
ways that are inattentive to the socially distinct ways in
which different kinds of networks have different social
determinants and different consequences. We have
emphasised that the concept of social capital can be mea-
sured as three types, namely, neighbourhood attachment
(mapping onto the situational social capital of weak-tie
networks), social network (indicating informal, strong-tie
social networks), and civic participation (representing
formal social engagement). Most social capital theorists
either run these together in an indiscriminative way or
just focus on civic engagement as a surrogate for all kinds
of social capital. We argue that there are clear theoretical
reasons for differentiating civic participation involving
formal communication with relative strangers, social net-

works based on strong personal ties, and neighbourhood
attachment indicating weak situational ties. 

Our methodological advancement is to use latent
response models to measure types of social capital from
their categorical component variables drawn from a
national representative survey. This, as far as we are aware,
is a first attempt in social capital research. We can thus
show not only how different types of social capital are
related to various social groups, but also the direct and the
indirect impacts of different types of social capital on social
trust. The main findings may be summarised as follows. 

First, social groups vary in the types of social capital
they draw on. People in disadvantaged positions are
more likely to obtain situational social capital from
informal neighbourhood relations, whilst those in
advantaged positions are more likely to have social capi-
tal from social networks and civic engagement. Unlike
efforts for cultivating good neighbourly relations, civic
participation often depends on various forms of socio-
cultural-economic resources and competences. Civic
associations, such as professional organisations, often
require their prospective applicants to formally apply for
membership, pay fees, and know how to deport them-
selves within the organisation. This may serve to deter
disadvantaged social groups from entry. Thus, if we are
to avoid an incomplete, even distorted, account of social
capital, we need to recognise that people in poorer
socio-cultural positions may possess forms of social cap-
ital that are invisible or intangible if research is limited
to involvement in formal civic institutions only. While
there has been ample anecdotal evidence on this, sys-
tematic evidence has hitherto been lacking. 

Secondly, various types of social capital do have a
marked impact on social trust, and this effect is over and
above the well-known effects of class, gender, and other
socio-demographic variables in numerous aspects. In
this respect our analysis is in line with Putnam (2000),
and Lin (2001), in demonstrating that social capital is
indeed of major importance. Thirdly, the analysis of the
properties of different types of social capital in relation
to social trust suggests that social capital generated from
informal networks, especially from neighbourhood
attachment, is of particular importance whereas that
from civic participation is relatively unimportant. 

It is therefore clear that we need to recognise the diver-
sity of forms of social capital, and should not focus on
formal access to civic organisations alone. Civic participa-
tion is just one out of a range of channels of social capital
generation and has been amply shown to favour the mid-
dle class who, among other things, tend to be more likely
than the working class to have ‘the skills, the resources
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and the interests’ for civic engagement (Putnam, 2000:
64). Informal social networks both with neighbours and
with intimate friends beyond one’s immediate neigh-
bourhood play an important, and hitherto neglected, role
at least insomuch as quantitative research using large-
scale and complex survey data is concerned. Registering
these points will help to situate discussions about social
capital within the broader parameters of debates on social
stratification and inequality. In our view, this would be a
welcome development. 

Notes 
1. These are all the subjects of chapters in Putnam

(2000). 

2. Putnam’s arguments about declining levels of trust are
qualified by Newton (1997) and Bromley et al. (2001). 

3. Putnam shows four decades of ‘dwindling trust’ in
American society which he says is explained by the
generational succession (2000: 140-1). Paxton
(1999) shows, however, that whilst there is some
decline in trust in individuals, there is no decline in
trust in institutions in the USA. See also Hall (1999:
429) on social trust in the UK. 

4. It is noted here that the data on civic associations
in the BHPS do not allow us to address issues of the
‘dark side’ of social capital. 

5. Owing to the word limit, we have put the Appendix
at the first author’s website: http://www.sociology.
bham.ac.uk/staff/yaojun_li.htm. 

6. We have chosen not to include covariates at this stage,
since here we are concerned with the measurement of
social capital and covariate adjustment would corre-
spond to adjustment for bias where we have little evi-
dence that bias exists. For example, non-parents have
restricted access to Parent–Teacher Associations (one
of the participation items) suggesting that our item
set is biased. However, we would argue that such PTA
participation differences are not biases of measure-
ment, but reflect real differences in access to social
capital in this respect for non-parents. 

7. The correlation between neighbourhood attachment
and social network is 0.154, that between neighbour-
hood and civic participation is 0.118, and that
between civic participation and social network is
0.086. These coefficients can be judged as being very
low (Cohen and Holliday, 1982), suggesting that the
three types are fairly distinct from one another. 

8. Standardised household income is constructed by tak-
ing the total household annual income before housing
cost, divided by the equivalence (McClements) scale,

and then put into quartiles. The income thus derived
allows for the effects of household size and composi-
tion on needs in making income comparisons. This
practice is often adopted by UK government agencies
and by the research community (see, for example,
Jenkins, 1999). 

9. The ward-level index of social deprivation is based
on the four characteristics drawn from the 1991
UK Census of Population: unemployment rate,
percentage with no car, percentage in overcrowded
housing, and percentage in lower social classes. The
respondents are assigned scores with 10 categories.
The categories are recoded so that 1–3 = ‘Affluent’,
4–7 = ‘Intermediate’ and 8–10 = ‘Deprived’. We
thank Professor Nick Buck at the Institute of Social
Economic Research, Essex University, for provid-
ing us with the data on this variable. 

10. It is noted that we are dealing with three broad
types of social capital in this paper. It is possible
that a greater number of underlying factors can be
differentiated. For instance, among component
variables for civic participation, some organisa-
tions (such as voluntary organisations) are more
likely to generate public goods than others (such
as trade unions and professionals organisations).
We conducted a separate analysis leaving out
these two organisations. The scores with and
without the two organisations have a very high
correlation of 0.93. Given this, and the fact that
these and other similar organisations tend to have
a public good externality, we decided to follow
Putnam (2000) and Hall (1999) in keeping them
in the component set for civic participation. It
would also be of importance to explore people’s
motivations for joining specific organisations.
However, the BHPS data that we use for this
paper do not allow us to do this. We are very
grateful to an anonymous referee for prompting
us to think more deeply about this. 

11. This refers to Question JV13 in Wave 10. The ques-
tion reads: 

Generally speaking, would you say that most people
can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in
dealing with people? 

Most people can be trusted 1

Can’t be too careful 2

Other, depends (IF VOLUNTEERED) 3
WRITE IN  

Don’t know 8

As only 1.6 per cent of the respondents replied
‘Other/depends’, we have, following Hall (1999:

http://www.sociology.bham.ac.uk/staff/yaojun_li.htm
http://www.sociology.bham.ac.uk/staff/yaojun_li.htm
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432), dropped this and the ‘Don’t knows’ in the
analysis. 

12. One may wonder whether the main effects apply
uniformly or whether people in particular social
positions tend to exhibit different social attitudes
depending on their social capital. We tested the
interaction effects for the salariat and those with
degrees in the top level of each of the three types.
The results show that none of the interaction terms
are significant. The data are not reported here but
are available on request. 

13. We are grateful to one of the anonymous referees for
alerting us to the possible bias in this regard. All
details of further analysis are available upon request. 
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