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This vision of a “built” community is one in which residents look out 
for both themselves and for others, creating environments in which 

a critical proportion of residents is positively invested. It follows that the 
community-building process would focus on providing ways for people 
in the neighborhood to connect meaningfully with one another. A strong 
or “built” community could be identified by: 1) a large number of block 
associations and civic participation (attendance at town meetings; voting; 
school board attendance), 2) stable local voluntary associations, 3) high lev-
els of informal neighbor-to-neighbor interaction, or 4) all of the above.1 

A growing number of community-based professionals working to bring about 
fundamental and sustainable community-wide improvements in targeted low-
income areas see themselves as community builders. Rather than focusing solely 
on programmatic interventions that directly impact housing, human services, 
economic opportunity or safety, this new movement is characterized by a belief 
that significant, sustainable community change can only be brought about by 
developing and utilizing the social fabric in the targeted communities. The 
central tenet is that tapping into the social life of the community is a key step 
in catalyzing collective action, building collaborative relationships among key 
community members, and building community capacity. 

c h a p t e r  1
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	 For many, community building begins with an investment in the neigh-
borhood’s social infrastructure. The development of healthy and vibrant social 
interactions in the community produce the conditions thought to be necessary 
for more formalized participation in community organizations and associa-
tions. The attitudes, behaviors, and relationships that develop as a result of so-
cial interactions within the neighborhood are increasingly seen as the elements 
of a community’s social capital. Social capital, a relatively unheard-of concept 
a decade ago, has recently been widely used in the literature to describe the 
nexus of social factors that define a neighborhood’s social life and fabric.2

In the context of a community setting, the term “social capital” refers to 
the specific processes among people and organizations, working collab-
oratively in an atmosphere of trust, that lead to accomplishing a goal of 
mutual social benefit. Social capital does not refer to individuals, the 
implements of production, or to the physical infrastructure. Instead, it is a 
relational term that connotes interactions among people through systems 
that enhance and support that interaction.3 

While the term has been used in many different ways across a wide variety of 
empirical and descriptive studies, there seems to be broad agreement about 
its central elements. According to the most widely accepted definitions, social 
capital captures qualities inherent in social relationships—such as trust, shared 
norms and values—that arise in social groups and promote social organiza-
tion, cooperation, and collective action for the common good. Social capital 
holds communities together and facilitates democratic decision making and 
economic and social development.4

	 This chapter provides a synthesis of social science literature on social 
capital, paying particular attention to its manifestations in low-income,  
urban neighborhoods and empirical evidence about its community-level  
outcomes. We begin with a broad discussion of how the concept of social 
capital has been used and the challenge of defining it, paying particular at-
tention to the work of researchers whose conceptualizations have influenced 
the field of community building. We then turn our attention to the com-
mon elements that comprise this concept. Our objectives are to disaggregate  
and define the components of social capital and present empirical evidence 
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about the outcomes that have been associated with them. Following this, we 
attempt to reassemble the components of social capital into a coherent theory 
of change that shows the connections between the components and their  
collective contribution to community-building outcomes. In the next section 
we discuss some of the measurement issues involved in assessing social capital 
at the community level. We conclude with our thoughts about possible ways 
to facilitate the development of social capital.

The concept of social capital 

Robert Putnam’s Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy 
(1993) has been credited with sparking tremendous interest in the concept of 
social capital. Since its publication, tremendous interest developed in the social 
sciences in applying the concept of social capital to research concerned with 
community well-being, democracy, economic development, public health, and 
political and civic participation in America and beyond. Although he did not 
originate the term, Putnam put forward the idea that social capital is a re-
source “that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated 
actions” in terms that were most readily applicable to a wide variety of settings.5 
Putnam’s assertions about the salience of social capital have been provocative, 
and widely debated, yet the underlying principle of his earliest work has gener-
ated enormous interest in applying it to community building, economic devel-
opment, and democracy building throughout the world.
	 Putnam’s research, which looked retrospectively at the economic and civic 
capacity of two regions in Italy, demonstrated a correlation between the effec-
tiveness of governments and the set of attitudes, relationships, and behaviors 
he saw as indicators of social capital. In the northern region, where government 
was effective and efficient, residents engaged in civic organizations, mutual aid 
societies, soccer clubs, literary societies, and unions—while little if any of this 
activity was found in the less civic southern region. He concluded that these 
civic activities nurture and reproduce a kind of capital that reinforces trust, 
norms, and networks—which, taken together, are important resources for the 
maintenance of a healthy society. 
	 In subsequent work, Putnam applied his theory to the United States, where 
he found civic life to be generally on the decline, metaphorically deeming this 
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a nation of people who are “bowling alone.”6 This strong conclusion brought 
home the notion that America’s lack of social capital at the end of the twentieth 
century relative to earlier times was connected to many of the social ills the na-
tion now faces:

Even those most sympathetic to the plight of America’s ghettos are not 
persuaded that simply reviving the social programs dismantled in the 
last decade or so will solve the problems. The erosion of social capital 
is an essential and under-appreciated part of the diagnosis . . . In any 
comprehensive strategy for improving the plight of America’s communi-
ties, rebuilding social capital is as important as investing in human and 
physical capital.7

There has been a tremendous interest within academic, government, nonprofit 
and philanthropic circles in the debate about the relative importance of social 
capital, for the nation and particularly for poor communities of color. This 
work offers a compelling explanation for the persistence of social problems in 
inner-city neighborhoods, and has particular applicability to the challenge of 
building communities in these environments. For many, the social capital thesis 
resonates with an earlier era of social science research spearheaded by William 
Julius Wilson’s work on the urban underclass, which highlighted the role that 
social isolation plays in the lives and life prospects of inner-city residents.8 The 
current work documenting the importance of social capital in American society 
is reminiscent of studies conducted by even earlier generations of researchers—
particularly those from the Chicago School of Sociology—in which scholars 
have studied the connection between crime and the social organization of in-
ner-city communities for more than fifty years.9 

The challenge of defining social capital

When pundits refer to the value of social capital, do they mean the norms 
of cooperation that my neighbors and I agree on when forming a neighbor-
hood association? Do they mean the social networks that are broadened 
when I meet people down the street for the first time? Or do they mean to 
say that the value of social capital lies in the actual reduction in crime that 
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results from the group’s actions or in the organizational skills I develop as 
a member? Often, they seem to mean all three; even more often, they are 
not explicit about what they mean.10

Despite compelling theoretical arguments that support the role social capital 
plays across a variety of settings, there is little empirical evidence regarding 
social capital in neighborhoods. While community builders and theoreticians 
cite the important role of social capital in the lives of residents of low-income 
communities, there is little known about how it actually develops and operates 
in local communities, mainly because the most cited work has examined social 
capital at the national or regional level rather than at the neighborhood level. 
Many notable studies were based on secondary data drawn from large national 
surveys assessing the relationship between social ties and social trust and other 
outcomes of interest.11 To date, we have few examples from primary research of 
how social capital operates at the neighborhood level.12

	 Part of the difficulty is that social capital is an intangible and imprecise 
concept. Conceptualization by a number of scholars in a range of disciplines 
has generated a wide range of definitions with no consensus on how to define 
the term precisely or to identify which of its features are most salient in neigh-
borhood contexts. There are a few widely used indicators, such as access to 
social support networks, membership in organizations and voluntary associa-
tions, voter participation, and social trust. However, the many variations effec-
tively undermine attempts to draw from this work a set of common features of 
social capital in urban neighborhoods. 
	 After a decade of work, social capital has come to be associated with a host 
of behaviors and outcomes that are positive for individuals, social groups, com-
munities, and society at large. Thus, one scholar has commented that “social 
capital [has] taken a circus-tent quality: all things positive and social are piled 
beneath it.”13

	 In an attempt to clarify this concept, a group of researchers and funders 
conducted the largest U.S. survey ever designed to measure the nation’s stock 
of social capital.14 This survey addressed the “circus tent” problem by clearly 
defining a set of attitudes, behaviors, and relationships that are widely seen as 
markers of social capital. 
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	 Working with an expert panel, these researchers put forth a multidimen-
sional definition of social capital that captured many of the elements others 
have examined in earlier research:

•	 Social and interracial trust

•	 Political participation in conventional and protest politics

•	 Civic leadership and involvement in groups, clubs, or local discussions 
about community problems

•	 Giving and volunteering to charities or special interest groups

•	 Faith-based engagement as members, participants, donors, and volunteers

•	 Equality of civic engagement across the community 

Data was collected from a national sample of 3,000 respondents and repre-
sentative samples in forty communities across twenty-nine states, covering an 
additional 26,200 respondents. The results of this survey allow researchers to 
tell the story of American participation in religious, civic, and political activi-
ties. Comparison of regions, cities, and broadly defined communities help to 
determine what socioeconomic outcomes are associated with high levels of 
social capital. What this data does not allow researchers to do, however, is 
tell the story of how social capital develops in any given neighborhood, and 
whether there are levers that can be manipulated to promote the development 
of better relationships among neighbors and more participation in the life of 
the community. 
	 There are, however, two frameworks derived from empirical research that 
applied conceptualizations of social capital to community development in ur-
ban neighborhoods. Together, these frameworks provide a good starting point 
for exploring the ways in which social capital operates in urban communities 
and possible points of intervention in the development of social capital. 
 	 In one of the earliest empirically grounded studies of social capital in in-
ner-city neighborhoods, Kenneth Temkin and William Rohe identified two 
dimensions of social capital that capture elements of neighborhood life that 
are relevant for community builders.15 The first dimension, sociocultural milieu, 
captures observable behaviors of neighborhood residents and their sentiments 
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toward their neighborhood. It includes neighboring behavior, sense of attach-
ment and loyalty among neighborhood residents, and the ability of residents 
to leverage these characteristics into collective action. The second dimension, 
institutional infrastructure, captures the level and quality of organizational abil-
ity in neighborhoods that allows them to act on their common interest, and 
encompasses both the existence of neighborhood groups and the connections 
these groups are able to build with the wider community. 
	 Building on this work and that of other scholars in the field, Ross Gittell 
and Avis Vidal developed a framework that predicts how social capital oper-
ates in the context of community development corporations (CDCs).16 They 
identified two types of social capital, bonding capital and bridging capital, 
which inform their assessment of social capital in the communities CDCs 
serve. Bonding capital is generated by primary relationships—such as kinship 
and friendship, and secondary relationships that develop informally through 
acquaintanceship and neighboring. Bonding capital connects neighborhood 
individuals and organizations to support information and resource sharing, 
and leads to the ability of community residents to come together around a com-
mon agenda. Bridging capital describes the connections between neighborhood 
members and individuals and organizations outside the neighborhood to share 
resources and information for problem solving. Community builders work to 
strengthen both types of capital, and the latter is critically important in the 
community revitalization context. 
	 Our reviews of these and other studies of social capital suggest a small 
set of concepts related to attitudes, behaviors, and relationships that are com-
mon across research on social capital in urban neighborhoods. These concepts 
appear to be inextricably intertwined and include social networks, sense of 
community, and social cohesion. In the next section, we examine each of these 
dimensions of social capital. First, we review how these concepts have been 
defined and operationalized. Next, we review empirical research to find clues 
about how these elements relate to each other. Following this, we examine 
evidence about the ways in which these features are related to important com-
munity-building outcomes, such as community capacity and empowerment.
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Disaggregating the elements of community 
social capital

Social Networks

Because community builders believe that improving the social fabric of com-
munities is a key to sustainable change, community builders are concerned 
with the network of social ties found in the neighborhoods they target for  
revitalization. Researchers generally speak about two types of social ties. Strong 
ties connect family members and friends to one another, and are important 
sources of aid for getting by 17 and for survival and crisis management.18 So-
called “weak ties” are found in acquaintanceship networks, and are important 
sources of everyday assistance, job information, and access to other instrumen-
tal and social resources.19 
	 Social networks themselves cannot be used to differentiate one neighbor-
hood from another, because they are largely relevant at an individual level of 
analysis. To combat this methodological problem, researchers define neighbor-
hoods by how social ties are distributed. At the neighborhood level, networks 
of social ties are understood as either dense or loose.20 Dense networks are ones 
in which everyone in the network knows everyone else and are contrasted with 
loose networks in which there is less overlap of social ties.21 Dense networks 
and loose networks are associated with different types of neighborhood-level 
outcomes. 
	 While a large body of research analyzes whether social ties at the commu-
nity level are still as important as they were in an earlier era,22 most researchers 
accept the importance of social interactions among residents as a given and use 
the quantity or quality of social ties to predict other features of community 
social life and social action. 

Social Interactions Are the Building Blocks of Local Social Capital

Social networks form an important dimension of social capital at the neighbor-
hood level because they are resources for individuals as well as communities 
as a whole. Donald Unger and Abraham Wandersman identify a number of 
functions served by neighbors that highlight the role social networks play in 
the lives of community residents and the way neighbors build social capital that 
benefits the community as a whole:23 
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•	 Neighbors often serve as support systems for each other, providing  
material as well as emotional assistance in times of need; 

•	 Neighbors may serve as a buffer against feelings of isolation, especially  
in large urban areas;

•	 Neighbors (and informal neighborhood leaders) may provide each  
other with links to information about organizations and services that  
are available both within and outside of the neighborhood;

•	 Neighbors are able to provide aid, in the form of daycare or emergency 
help; and

•	 Neighbors may “join together to exercise their political skills and to  
better the quality of their living environment.”

Through day-to-day interaction with each other, neighbors have the potential 
to serve as valuable sources of social support, providing material as well as 
emotional assistance in times of need. Neighbors often fill in the gaps left by 
poverty or lack of formalized services in a distressed, isolated neighborhood.24 
These relationships are important resources, despite the fact that dense net-
works of similarly situated people—particularly the poor—may be better at 
helping individuals get by than get ahead.25 

Social Networks and Community Outcomes

While the prevalence of social networks is largely associated with improved 
quality of life for residents, there is much evidence to suggest that social net-
works positively influence other community dynamics.26 For example, net-
works of friends are associated with reduced crime and social disorder. Wesley 
Skogan, a noted criminologist, notes that “when residents form local social ties, 
their capacity for community social control is increased because they are better 
able to recognize strangers and more apt to engage in guardianship behavior 
against victimization.”27 
	 Similarly, Susan Saegert and Gary Winkel’s study of low-income hous-
ing co-ops in New York supports the notion that interaction with neighbors 
is an important component of social capital in poor communities.28 Informal 
socializing with neighbors in the building, along with strong prosocial norms 
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and participation in the residents’ council, was associated with better building 
conditions and lower levels of crime than buildings with less social capital. The 
neighboring component in particular was associated with better outcomes at 
the collective and individual levels:

. . . social capital in poor communities can support both survival on a 
day-to-day basis and improved educational and employment opportuni-
ties. Our ethnographic studies suggest that co-ops provide social capital 
that acts as the first line of defense in times of crisis (Leavitt and Saegert, 
1990) In almost every co-op we have studied closely, residents also provide 
encouragement and practical assistance to each other in pursuing higher 
education and employment opportunities.29

Researchers examining the connection between neighborhood social climate 
and participation in block associations have found that the nature of the social 
relationships in a neighborhood significantly predicts a neighborhood’s ability 
to organize more instrumental types of organizations. Unger and Wandersman 
reported that informal assistance, through the types of neighboring behaviors 
identified above, facilitated block organizing.30 This in turn opened doors for 
more social interaction, activism around particular neighborhood problems, 
and the development of familiarity with neighbors. In this same vein, Perkins 
found that neighboring, along with other social climate variables, such as per-
ceived incivilities in neighborhoods, block satisfaction, and perceived block as-
sociation efficacy, were significantly and positively associated with block level 
participation in the local residents’ association.31 
	 The density of social networks and the nature of the social ties that com-
prise them are associated with different types of neighborhood-level outcomes. 
Networks characterized by strong ties among family members and among friends 
are viewed as important sources of aid for getting by32 and for survival and crisis 
management.33 Those networks characterized by weak ties, such as acquaintance-
ship networks, are important sources of everyday assistance, effective mechanisms 
for transmitting information, and useful connectors to other instrumental and 
social resources because they are varied and diverse.34 As one scholar noted:
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Where dense networks, in which everyone or almost everyone knows 
everyone else, are good for mobilizing [social support], widely dispersed 
ties to many kinds of people, even if these ties are casual acquaintance-
ships, are most important from the standpoint of job mobility, material 
aid, and so on.35

A significant body of literature examines the ways in which different types of 
social ties serve different purposes. In 1973 Mark Granovetter, an economic 
sociologist, developed an argument about the social importance of “weak ties,” 
that has particular relevance for researchers who are interested in the utility of 
social networks.36 Granovetter held that when individuals interact regularly 
only with an insular or close-knit group, they may experience difficulties in 
gaining access to things (good information or services) that require a diverse 
range of contacts and are less likely to be part of social networks that would 
inform them of societal issues and motivate civic participation. Individuals 
with contacts linking into diverse social networks (the weak ties among ac-
quaintances), on the other hand, are much more likely to communicate with 
a wide variety of people, therefore being better informed about societal issues 
and more likely to engage in collective action.
	 Weak ties may be particularly beneficial to jobseekers who often find out 
about employment opportunities through a friend of a friend. Xavier de Souza 
Briggs has shown that living in a neighborhood with employed adults has a 
positive effect on young jobseekers in a straightforward way. Young people 
who participate in a local social network with people who are more connected 
and better off are privy to information that would otherwise be inaccessible to 
them. A growing number of studies support Briggs’ conclusion that living in 
a neighborhood with gainfully employed adults provides more than just role 
models. Indeed, such research indicates that doors can be opened as a result 
of being part of a social network that facilitates information sharing about op-
portunities within and outside of the neighborhood.37

	 When we think about social networks, then, we should bear in mind that 
knowing, even casually, a wide variety of one’s neighbors is the key feature of 
this dimension of social capital for increasing access to important information 
in a community. It is important to avoid romanticizing the idea, or to pin too 
many hopes on the development of overlapping, dense social networks in dis-
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advantaged neighborhoods. While it is important for residents of poor places to 
have bonds in the neighborhood for social support as well as bridges to others 
outside the neighborhood, research has shown that neighborhood poverty con-
stricts the size and structure of social networks, particularly for black women. 
Poverty has also been found to limit the number of mainstream contacts that 
are accessible for both men and women.38 As Xavier de Souza Briggs, Elizabeth 
Mueller, and Mercer Sullivan observed in their study of the social effects of 
nonprofit community development corporations on urban neighborhoods:

Though we know from case studies that neighboring and other com-
munity-oriented behaviors can be promoted, images of urban neighbor-
hoods—poor and non-poor—swarming with dense, close relationships 
among large numbers of people are terribly misleading. More accurate is 
the image of many small worlds co-existing and coming into fairly limited 
contact in any shared space.39

Sense of Community

One of the most obvious outgrowths of neighborhood-based social interaction 
is the development of sense of community. Building a sense of community is 
often invoked as a key element to community-building success because it repre-
sents important attitudes and feelings that largely define healthy communities. 
Sense of community is a key concept in community-based research, and has 
been conceptualized by some influential theoreticians as “the glue that holds 
communities together.” 40 
	 Sense of community has been defined as a strong attachment that people 
feel toward others based on where they live, work, or go to school, or with 
which groups they affiliate.41 Sense of community describes the extent to 
which people feel that they are part of a community that can be spatially or 
nonspatially defined. This concept taps into community members’ underly-
ing feelings of belonging, togetherness, mutuality, and camaraderie that are 
theoretically linked to behaviors that enhance community life. While it may 
seem intuitive to think of sense of community in relation to one’s community 
of residence, there is a large body of research focusing on the role sense of 
community plays in a number of contexts. It has been examined in reference 
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to how people feel about living in particular cities, and it has also been stud-
ied in relation to small group processes in unions, the workplace, schools, col-
leges, and religious congregations. The sentiment captures how much people 
stick together or feel like members of an identified community that they both 
contribute to and benefit from. 
	 Tremendous interest in sense of community motivated a concerted effort 
by scholars in the latter half of the twentieth century to define, operational-
ize, measure and study it and its impact on society.42 However abundant, this 
research literature is often difficult to interpret, as sense of community and its 
component elements—community attachment and community satisfaction—
are often poorly defined and used interchangeably. As such, the task of clearly 
operationalizing this construct is difficult in basic research and in the applied 
research that would be of interest to community-building practitioners. Even 
if we focus on understanding sense of community from a community psychol-
ogist’s perspective—since that field more than any other has placed sense of 
community at the center of its work—the task is incomplete:

To date, there have been less than 30 published research studies that di-
rectly measure a psychological sense of community. Although there are 
some common methodological and theoretical trends that run through 
these studies, there seems to be little trouble getting people to agree on a 
general definition of psychological sense of community, yet the develop-
ment of a standardized, operational definition of the construct has eluded 
researchers. At least five measures of the construct have been developed, 
and there is still a lack of agreement as to what specific dimensions make 
up psychological sense of community.43

Despite the lack of clarity in the literature, there are studies that are noteworthy 
in their attempts to tackle this definitional and empirical challenge. In one of 
the earliest attempts to operationalize and measure psychological sense of com-
munity empirically, Thomas Glynn created a survey that reflected attitudes 
and behaviors identified in the literature (and by expert judges) as related to the 
psychological sense of community (PSC) concept.44 Glynn’s measure tapped 
into six dimensions of PSC: “objective evaluation of community structure, sup-
portive relationships in the community, similarity and relationship patterns 
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of community residents, individual involvement in the community, quality of 
community environment, and community security.”45 Glynn was also able to 
demonstrate a relationship between the attitudes and behaviors associated with 
PSC and perceptions of community satisfaction and community competence. 
While Glynn is credited with creating a measure that successfully differenti-
ated between communities with high and low levels of sense of community, his 
work has been criticized because of its treatment of sense of community as an 
individual-level variableinstead of one that truly measured sense of community 
as a characteristic of communities.46 Our review of the literature found many 
references to his work, but few examples of how his measure has been used in 
the field.
	 The theoretical approach to PSC put forward by McMillan and Chavis and 
later operationalized by Chavis and colleagues appears to be the most widely 
accepted use of the concept and brings together many of the common themes 
from prior research.47

Sense of community is a feeling that members have of belonging and being 
important to each other, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be 
met by their commitment to be together.48

According to their definition, individuals demonstrate strong (or high) PSC 
toward a particular referent group in four ways: 

•	 A feeling of belonging

•	 A feeling that they influence and are influenced by their community

•	 A belief that their needs can be and are being satisfied by the collective 
capabilities of the group

•	 A feeling of emotional connectedness or a strong sense of investment in 
the collective

These four dimensions—membership, influence, integration, and fulfillment 
of needs—can be readily applied to a variety of geographically bound and in-
terest-oriented communities. 
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Sense of community and community outcomes

It is widely believed that a sense of community is a precondition for resident 
participation in community organizations and local action. Indeed, commu-
nity builders understand sense of community to be a precursor to effective 
community change:

There are certainly examples of community development initiatives that 
are cognizant of the importance of developing and improving both the 
social and physical characteristics of a neighborhood. The Dudley Street 
Initiative in Boston is a fine example of community building. The first sev-
eral years of activity were spent developing a sense of community among 
neighborhood residents. Only then did community organizers turn their 
attention to housing production.49

While a large body of work explores sense of community descriptively, there 
appears to be much less work that explores sense of community in a way that 
would allow for the testing of a cause-effect relationship between sense of com-
munity and other local characteristics or outcomes.50 Furthermore, few of the 
studies of sense of community have been in poor communities, which may 
limit our understanding of how important sense of community is in relation-
ship to the overall social capital in the types of neighborhoods community 
builders target. 
	 David Chavis and Abraham Wandersman conducted one of the most ex-
tensive examinations of the sense of community concept in their analysis of 
cross-sectional, longitudinal data drawn from two studies of neighborhood 
organizations. They reported that sense of community plays a catalytic, if indi-
rect, role in motivating participation in voluntary organizations:
	

In the neighborhood environment a sense of community can be both a 
cause and effect of local action. People feel more secure with their neigh-
bors when they have a sense of community. They are more likely to feel 
comfortable coming to their first meeting of an association and because 
of regular communication among neighbors they are more likely to hear 
about it.51



Pag e 36 |  A n dr e a A .  A n de r son a n d Sh a ron M i l l ig a n

	 While Chavis and Wandersman focused primarily on establishing a con-
nection between sense of community and the longer-term outcome—resident 
participation—they also uncovered intermediate connections along that path-
way and the preconditions for participation and empowerment, which are im-
portant to explore. Specifically, Chavis and Wandersman demonstrated that 
three factors directly related to sense of community—the perception of one’s 
environment, one’s social relations, and perceived ability to affect community 
life and exert control within community—also influence participation in com-
munity affairs. One of their key findings is that, quite often, sense of commu-
nity and other important community attributes have a reciprocal relationship 
that makes determining causal connections among elements of community 
social capital difficult.
	 Their findings about sense of community have been supported by related 
research,52 which suggests that when neighborhood residents share a sense of 
community they are more likely to feel attached to the neighborhood, engage 
in neighboring behavior, and participate in collective efforts to make the neigh-
borhood better. 
	 Much of the remainder of what can be considered “sense of community 
research” is limited to defining its demographic correlates—that is, the types 
of people and places that tend to report a “high” sense of community, and the 
types of community or individual traits that appear to moderate its develop-
ment. Most researchers contend that sense of community tends to be highest in 
places that are residentially stable and associated with neighborhoods that have 
high rates of homeownership or are characterized as safe and orderly. 
	 These relationships are considered conventional wisdom even though there is 
some empirical evidence to the contrary.53 For example, while it makes intuitive 
sense that sense of community would develop in places that are safe and orderly, 
and where fear of crime is therefore low, some researchers have suggested that 
there is a curvilinear relationship between local problems and sense of commu-
nity. That is, a moderate degree of disorder and a moderate fear of crime may 
serve as a catalyst for the members of a community to come together to work on 
resolving threats.54 In this case, coming together to work on a problem can be a 
precondition for developing a sense of community, instead of the converse. 
	 Researchers also suggest that household composition may significantly influ-
ence how sense of community develops. Single adults and elderly residents living 
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alone tend to score lower on measures of sense of community than respondents 
who have small children, or couples.55 On the other hand, parents with small chil-
dren watch out for them as they play in local parks and in front of their homes, 
and as a result, they typically interact with and get to know the children and 
parents as well as other residents in their neighborhood.56 These findings suggest 
that residents who have many social outlets outside of the community, or those 
who are more isolated from their neighbors for other reasons may not be as likely 
to interact much with neighbors. Consequently, single adults and homebound el-
derly are not as likely as parents with young children to experience a high degree of 
sense of community, even if they are long-term residents of the neighborhood. This 
suggests that household family composition may be a key to thinking about the 
types of strategies that a community-building effort may need to adopt in order to 
foster the development of sense of community in neighborhoods where it is low.

Social Cohesion 

Researchers use the term social cohesion in neighborhoods to characterize a 
community according to the extent to which residents share a sense of commu-
nity, an attraction-to-place, patterns of regular interaction among themselves, 
and a sense of trust and mutuality. According to Buckner, “a neighborhood 
high in cohesion refers to a neighborhood where residents, on average, report 
feeling strong sense of community, report engaging in frequent acts of neigh-
boring and are highly attracted to live in and remain residents of the neighbor-
hood.”57 While sense of community represents a set of important feelings about 
neighbors, social cohesion extends to a set of cognitive and behavioral patterns 
across a group of residents that can be used to distinguish a socially cohesive 
neighborhood from one that is less so. Social cohesion suggests that neighbors 
share a common sense of values, and that these common values produce a set of 
observable patterns in how people behave toward each other in private settings 
as well as publicly in the neighborhood. 
	 Much of what is written about social cohesion focuses on commonly ac-
cepted values and norms that are realized in a given community. “Common 
values” in this sense does not refer to homogeneous ethnic, religious or political 
perspectives, necessarily, but rather to the goals of safety, decent housing, and 
orderliness that most of us hope to enjoy in our neighborhoods.58
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Social Cohesion Grows out of Social Contacts in a Neighborhood

Those who have studied the formation of a group or community’s acceptance 
of norms for public behavior have found that regular social contacts are an im-
portant factor for transmitting common values and reinforcing social cohesion. 
Furthermore, a community with a high level of sense of community is expected 
to demonstrate high levels of social cohesion, in which members feel they are 
part of an extended family and exhibit the levels of trust and mutual assistance 
that reflect a willingness to stick together.
	 It is widely held that poor, ethnically heterogeneous communities with 
highly mobile populations are less able to support the types and level of social 
ties that are the precursors to social cohesion. Heterogeneous groups of poor 
people move in and out of low-cost, typically run-down areas, not staying long 
enough to establish the social ties and associations that form the basis of social 
cohesion among neighbors.59

	 Even though poverty and its related conditions may seem like the most 
likely explanatory factors of the lack of social cohesion in a neighborhood, 
other factors may be more significant predictors of neighborhood social cohe-
sion. The most immediate examples are racial and ethnic diversity. Researchers 
have found that racial—and especially ethnic—homogeneity promotes a level 
of acceptance and togetherness among neighborhood residents. Furthermore, 
racially and ethnically homogeneous neighborhoods, and those in which 
people share socioeconomic status and other social characteristics, are more 
likely to develop social cohesion and shared norms because trust develops 
more readily in these settings. According to Greenberg, Rohe, and Williams, 
“residents of low-income heterogeneous neighborhoods tend to be more suspi-
cious of each other, to perceive less commonality with each other, and to feel 
less control over their neighborhoods than do the residents of more homoge-
neous neighborhoods (emphasis added).”60 The presence of a cultural group 
that dominates an area politically, economically, and culturally is cited as a 
predominant characteristic of neighborhoods that maintain high levels of so-
cial cohesion.61 Therefore, while racial and ethnic integration is a goal that is 
often associated with community building, practitioners must acknowledge 
and respect the role that shared racial and ethnic history plays in developing 
social cohesion, particularly in low-income areas.
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Social Cohesion Provides the Foundation for Informal Social Control

Cohesive neighborhoods are often identified by their ability to act collectively 
to promote their own interests. One way this is done is by exerting what soci-
ologists call informal social control,62 which is the willingness of neighbors to 
look out for each other and to intervene to stop crime, disorder, or behavior that 
they view as inappropriate. Effective informal social control allows communi-
ties to set standards for public behavior and to police themselves. In a cohesive 
community, people care about how other members of the group perceive them, 
and take care not to tread on the rules that govern public behavior.
	 In order to enforce social controls, residents require the ability to distin-
guish between community members and outsiders. The effectiveness of social 
control also requires a sense of trust that all members of the group accept com-
munity rules, and that punishment can be meted out without the fear of retali-
ation.63 These informal controls are used to draw boundaries around the types 
of behavior that are acceptable, such as the upkeep of one’s residence, refraining 
from public consumption of alcoholic beverages, and so on. Neighborhoods 
that are able to enforce rules about public behavior and proper maintenance 
of the physical environment demonstrate the power of collectively held values, 
which may be enforced through gossip, a carefully worded memo from the 
neighborhood association, or a knowing glance.64 

Social Cohesion, Informal Social Control, and Community Outcomes

Informal social control is a key community-building concept, with applica-
tions across many of the areas in which CCIs intervene. It is through contact 
with neighbors that shared values and norms are transmitted and maintained, 
resulting in the expectations about acceptable behavior that govern neighbor-
hood action.65 All communities have some level of informal social control, 
which can be exercised through a variety of means:

At the least formal end of the continuum is the individual acting alone 
or with the primary peer group to uphold social norms . . . in this case, 
social control is exercised through direct confrontation or more subtle peer 
group pressure . . . roughly in the middle would be a group of neighbors 
getting together to enforce local norms. For example, a group may form 
to deal with a local teenager who is causing trouble in the neighborhood. 
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The group does not have a name, does not really think of itself as a group 
or hold regular meetings, and has no purpose other than to address the 
problem immediately at hand . . . at the most formal end . . . are the 
neighborhood organizations . . . through various group activities they can 
help to define and reinforce informal norms for acceptable public behavior. 
Clean-up and beautification programs, for example, set a certain standard 
for property maintenance . . .66

Researchers have documented how informal social control is used to promote a 
wide range of positive community outcomes:

The social dimension of neighborhood can be posited as affecting hom-
eowners’ maintenance behavior by encouraging them to conform to the 
other residents’ norms as to what constitutes “minimum acceptable” neigh-
borhood housing quality. Neighbors may consciously or unconsciously ap-
ply social pressure through threats of stigmatization or ostracism to those 
who do not acceptably maintain their dwellings . . . one would also expect 
to find that the greater the “cohesiveness” of the neighborhood, the stron-
ger should be the aforementioned stimuli encouraging conformity by any 
given homeowner in that neighborhood.67

There are real benefits associated with a cohesive community, not the least of 
which is a heightened ability and propensity to develop the capacity to engage 
in political or collective action on behalf of the community. Social cohesion, 
informal social control, and trust are directly related to a community’s ability 
to come together and act collectively to combat violent crime and other anti-
social behavior.68 Informal social control is particularly important in regard to 
a community’s ability to supervise teenagers and prevent juvenile delinquency, 
gang membership, and related youth-perpetrated crimes.69 As Michelle Alberti 
Gambone notes in this volume, neighborhoods with strong informal control 
have lower juvenile delinquency rates than neighborhoods that lack monitoring 
and control. 
	 The overall effects of social cohesion and informal social control are re-
ferred to in the literature as community competence, collective efficacy, or com-
munity empowerment, three terms which capture the ability to bring about  
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desired community goals.70 The conceptual link across each of these manifesta-
tions of community power is the notion that communities in which there are 
informal and formal associations and a sense of familiarity, trust, and shared 
values are able to organize themselves to act collectively to bring about com-
monly understood goals. In contrast, communities that lack social cohesion 
and mechanisms to impose informal social controls are also less able to develop 
the capacities that advance community empowerment.

Social Capital and Empowerment

Our literature review supports the notion that social capital is an important 
resource for communities to consider as they assess their assets and devise strat-
egies for renewal and improvement. While the case can be made for social 
networks, sense of community, social cohesion, and informal social control 
as precursors to community empowerment, the field still has not developed a 
cohesive theory of change about how these elements are related to each other 
in a causal chain. 
	 Part of the difficulty in explaining the connection between social capital 
and empowerment is that—like social capital—empowerment is relevant at 
many levels of analysis.71 At the individual level, empowerment refers to beliefs 
about one’s competence, efforts to exert control over one’s environment, and 
an understanding of the sociopolitical environment.72 At the organizational 
level, empowerment refers to both the empowering practices of organizations 
that provide opportunities for people to participate and gain control over their 
lives, the degree to which organizations are empowered to deliver key resources 
to their constituents, and the ability of organizations to be catalysts for change 
within their sphere of influence.73 At the community level, empowerment is 
generally understood as the ability of a community to initiate improvement ef-
forts, respond to threats to quality of life, and provide opportunities for citizen 
participation.74 
	 In community settings, resident participation in collective action drives 
the empowerment process and is tied more closely than any of the other ele-
ments of social capital to empowerment at the individual, organizational, and 
community levels.75 The pathway of change that promotes resident empower-
ment requires the development of a sustaining social network and a sense of 
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community at both the individual and group level. These concepts are intri-
cately related to participation in collective voluntary activities, understood as 
both a cause and an effect of empowerment. 
	 Some researchers limit the definition of the empowering manifestations 
of resident participation to those activities in which the individual has a role 
in decision making, such as membership on the governance board or steer-
ing committee of a CCI. Others recognize that participation in any organized 
activity in which the individual volunteers in order to achieve a common goal 
has value as part of the empowerment process.76 In terms of building skills and 
competencies, as well as the felt sense of empowerment, participation in volun-
tary activities offers a number of opportunities to gain experience organizing 
people, identifying resources, and developing strategies for achieving goals. 
	 At the organizational level of analysis, social capital plays itself out through 
two types of community organizations: those that are empowering, and those 
that are empowered. Empowering organizations are characterized by democrat-
ic and participatory decision-making structures and shared leadership.77 An 
empowering organization “not only needs structures which enable participa-
tion and empowerment, but must also provide a climate which facilitates these 
processes. Constructive participation requires an atmosphere characterized by 
mutual trust, openness and honesty, and respect and concern for others.”78 
These are the types of organizations in which members feel supported and are 
encouraged to develop skills and competencies that enhance functioning in 
other settings. Empowering organizations promote the benefits and reduce the 
costs of participation for members, and offer members a chance to share experi-
ences and develop a sense of identity with others.79 An organization’s success as 
an empowering institution is often measured by assessing the degree of psycho-
logical empowerment of participants, which can be completely independent of 
actual organizational competence or effectiveness.
	 Empowered organizations are not necessarily those that are empowering for 
members, but they are the institutions seen as players in their communities and 
among peer organizations. These organizations thrive among competitors, ac-
complish their goals, and develop management and communication practices 
that enhance their effectiveness.80 They consistently demonstrate the ability 
to identify and gain access to internal and external resources required to put 
plans in action. They also have the ability to network with other organizations 
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to share information, create a strong base of support, and collaborate to achieve 
common goals.81 An organization’s power can also be reflected by the influence 
it exerts over the local environment and by its ability to become engaged in 
relevant policy debates. 
	 A community’s ability to mobilize resources toward common goals effec-
tively hinges on the community’s organizational resources as well as its social 
relationships. Thus, promoting the development of social capital can be an 
integral step in promoting community empowerment. Although our review 
suggests clearly the nonlinearity of the relationship between social capital and 
empowerment—largely due to the intervening role that resident participation 
plays in connecting elements of social capital to the processes we see as em-
powering for communities—it is safe to say that some level of social capital is 
required to mobilize communities to act collectively on their own behalf. Our 
framework highlights the role that social capital—meaning social networks, 
sense of community, social cohesion, and informal social control—plays as a 
precondition of collective action and collaboration, which lead to community 
empowerment. The model also suggests that social capital is produced as a result 
of collective action, making it difficult to distinguish social capital as product 
from social capital as resource. Social capital produced at one point in time for 
one purpose can be used at a later point for another purpose.82 Promoting even 
a small success in a community can jump start a process that will have benefits 
for years to come.
	 In the next section, we draw on these reviews to surface a theory of change 
that explains how social capital develops in a neighborhood and how it benefits 
community-based efforts to improve local conditions. In the final section, we 
address the limits of this model, and of the social capital concept generally, in 
relation to poor, inner-city communities.
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Putting it all together: A Framework for 
Community Social Capital Development

Neighborhood residents involved in community building spend most of 
their time jointly working on productive activities that directly address 
the problems and opportunities to which they give high priority, whether 
it is cleaning up a vacant lot, planning a housing rehabilitation project, 
trying to improve school quality, or mounting a citizens’ patrol to prevent 
crime. As they do these things they are automatically building social capi-
tal—developing friendships and mutual trust, sharing and strengthening 
common values, learning how to work together as a team to get things ac-
complished, building confidence that they can achieve meaningful results, 
and strengthening their own institutions. This capital then spills over into 
the future.83

Figure 1.1 represents how we understand these important attitudes, behaviors, 
and relationships coming together in a pathway of change that leads to commu-
nity empowerment and to positive changes in community conditions. Notice 
that few of the connections are linear. As our review of the literature illustrates, 

Figure 1.1: Social Capital and Community-Building Theory of Change
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any model of social capital and its related components is recursive, with many 
of the elements understood as both preconditions and products of social capital 
formations. For example, social ties tend to increase the likelihood that resi-
dents will participate in neighborhood associations and the like, but participa-
tion can also create new opportunities to make new ties or to strengthen those 
that already exist. The next step in our model suggests that sense of community 
is a feeling shared by residents who get to know each other and begin to feel 
that they are part of a whole. These feelings increase the likelihood that com-
munity members will engage with neighbors informally and through organiza-
tions and associations. Here again, we see that the arrows in our model go both 
ways: sense of community promotes participation and yet it is also promoted by 
participation in local organizations. Likewise, social cohesion and the overlap-
ping construct, informal social control, develop in communities where people 
know each other and come to share a common set of norms and values. Both 
social cohesion and informal social control predict a community’s ability to 
come together and act in its own best interests, yet they derive, at least in part, 
from participation in local associations or organizations.
	 The literature shows that by far, the prevailing driver in community social 
capital development is participation in local organizations and associations, as 
this is linked to each of the elements of social capital as a precondition as well as 
an outcome. Most importantly, participation in local organizations is strongly 
connected to both the feelings of empowerment and actual empowerment at 
the individual and organizational levels. These outcomes, along with participa-
tion, are directly linked to community competence in bringing about desired 
changes, which are the ultimate goals of community building. 
	 The multidirectionality of elements of our model complicates the task of 
telling the story of how social capital is produced in communities. Our theory 
building is also complicated by the conceptual overlap of the concepts them-
selves, and the similarity of many of the measurement instruments that have 
been developed to assess them, such as sense of community and social cohesion, 
which use very similar survey items. A further complication concerns levels of 
analysis: many of the concepts in the model are measured at the individual 
level of analysis through surveys or interviews that collect data from neighbor-
hood residents, yet are aggregated to characterize attributes of the community 
as a whole. These are serious methodological challenges, and until now, few 
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researchers have been able to devise a strategy to capture the features of social 
capital by studying communities as a whole. 
	 Despite these challenges, the literature allows us to present a model for un-
derstanding how the elements of social capital depend on each other and lead 
to community empowerment and to tangible community change. 

A Word about Measuring Social Capital

A scan of measures of community social context indicates that few measurement 
tools have been designed, validated, and used in communities to measure social 
capital. Social capital measurement tools rely heavily on the use of surveys, but 
include some interview protocols; observational tools; checklists; measures of 
social relationships and networks in communities; and scales that assess at-
titudes and behaviors that are related to, or proxies of, various dimensions of 
neighborhood-based social capital, such as sense of community or neighbor-
ing.84 There are also tools that can be used to document the breadth and depth 
of participation in neighborhood organizational and civic affairs, and measures 
of constructs that are widely viewed as key elements of social capital, such as 
social cohesion and informal social control. Despite the important work that 
has been done to develop measures, some gaps remain. 
	 A major measurement challenge is developing community-level measures for 
social capital that go beyond aggregating its manifestation at the individual or 
organizational level. For a number of the dimensions of social capital, a key ques-
tion at the community level is whether having a high average level of a particular 
dimension in the community is sufficient, whether it needs to be distributed in 
a particular way across the community, or whether it and other dimensions  are 
required to improve a community’s ability to produce better outcomes. 

Final thoughts: Community Building Creates 
Spaces for the Development of Social Capital

There is far less empirical work on how to produce or promote the development 
of social capital than one would expect, given the almost universally accepted 
view that this is an important attribute of healthy communities. We believe 
that this void is due at least in part to the challenges of defining and measuring 
social capital. Research on the dimensions of social capital that are most rel-
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evant to neighborhoods may have somewhat limited applicability to distressed 
urban settings, since much of the published research is drawn from neighbor-
hoods that are neither poor nor distressed.
	 Despite the dearth of research-based evidence, there is a wealth of practical 
knowledge that strongly suggests that creating social capital is an important 
part of community builders’ work, and that it can be done in many ways. 
For example, community organizers have long operated with an understand-
ing of the value a catalytic event can have on building a sense of community, 
which is necessary for mobilization. Raising consciousness about a catalytic 
event may cause residents to recognize a common threat to their well-being. 
Gentrification, the expansion of a local institution, or problems with the police 
may also foster the development of a sense of community among people who 
had never acknowledged a common plight before. 
	 Even when community organizing to understand or combat neighbor-
hood concerns is not the motive, community builders recognize the need to 
create opportunities for residents to get to know each other informally. Such 
gatherings serve as a precursor to building a sense of community, social cohe-
sion, and the ability to exert informal social control. Social ties can develop as 
a result of participation in organizations and associations, such as churches, 
block associations, or local PTAs, which provide a forum for residents to in-
teract regularly in the neighborhood. These participatory patterns are in some 
ways as important indicators of social organization as the prevalence of more 
formal community organizations, such as the CDCs or CCIs. Even activities 
that are designed to be recreational can have positive side effects related to the 
development of social ties, and thus social capital, in a given community. As 
Mercer Sullivan noted: 

The difference between a socially organized and a socially disorganized 
neighborhood cannot always be attributed to the presence or absence of 
formal organizations. In some areas, informal networks of kin and friends, 
rather than formal organizations, are the threads that hold together the so-
cial fabric. Strong organizations themselves draw on local social networks.85

Similarly, community builders can organize community gardens, community 
celebrations, study circles, cleanup campaigns, block parties, rummage sales, 



Pag e 48 |  A n dr e a A .  A n de r s on a n d Sh a ron M i l l ig a n

block or building patrols, and other activities that require only a short-term 
commitment to help residents interact, get to know each other, and develop a 
sense of trust for each other. Social capital may also be fostered through sup-
port or affinity groups that form around a common interest. Quilting circles, 
single parent clubs, and local book clubs are examples of the types of informal 
groups that build community along lines of interest and affinity. There are also 
ways to build community across other interest groups, like those that form 
to support recovering addicts, recently released prisoners, or teens in trouble. 
These community-building activities can facilitate the development of a sense 
of community and set the stage for a wider range of social, economic, and po-
litical interactions with neighbors.
	 All opportunities for interaction occur in a physical space. Thus, place 
may be an important determinant of the development of social networks, and 
therefore social capital, in a neighborhood. Moreover, all places are not equal 
facilitators of social interactions between residents. As noted in the introduc-
tion to this volume, green spaces in a community create opportunities for social 
interaction, while places marred by physical deterioration and vandalism are 
associated with less social interaction. 
	 Ethnographers have documented the importance of ordinary places in 
promoting the types of informal interactions among neighbors that are the 
building blocks of social capital.86 Thus, the constellation of physical spaces 
that make up a neighborhood—private businesses, such as barber shops and 
stores; other community institutions, such as churches and schools; public 
land, such as parks and basketball courts; and private property, such as front 
porches—can be important settings for building and maintaining social capi-
tal in a neighborhood. 
	 It is in this area that many of the themes highlighted in this volume come 
together. For example, economic development and microenterprises that create 
a rich network of small businesses in the neighborhood can create sites for the 
development of social capital. Projects focused on the physical conditions of 
neighborhoods and housing, which promote common spaces, such as parks, 
gardens, and courtyards where people can congregate, can facilitate social in-
teraction. Crime prevention strategies that make the neighborhood safer, and 
consequently encourage people to spend time outdoors in common spaces, pro-
mote this dimension of social capital. And, as Gail Meister notes in this vol-
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ume, schools can be an important setting for community residents to interact 
and to come together to address educational issues.
	 The simple core of social capital as a community concept is that people 
need to know their neighbors, interact with them, and develop a level of trust 
so that when a threat or need arises there is a network in place that can be built 
upon to address the problem collectively. Promoting casual interactions among 
neighbors, then, serves to create communities out of places where people had 
formerly interacted only as strangers, building social capital along the way. 
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