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Abstract
In the late twentieth century, researchers began calling attention to declining social capi-
tal in America and the potential consequences of this trend for a healthy society. While 
researchers empirically assessed the decline in social capital from the mid-1900s onward, 
this line of research diminished when the major source of data, the General Social Sur-
vey, stopped fielding critical questions in 2004. We do not know, therefore, whether social 
capital, especially associational social capital, has declined, stabilized, or even increased 
in a twentyfirst century America. In this paper, we develop a new measure of associational 
social capital using a confirmatory factor analysis of six indicators from the Civic Engage-
ment Supplement to the Current Population Survey for 2008–2011 and 2013. Our findings 
support previous research suggesting that associational social capital does not seem to be 
declining over time. However, we do find evidence of a nonlinear decrease in associating 
during the Great Recession years. Across the entire time period, though, membership in 
groups has not declined and there has been little practical change in the amount of time that 
individuals spend with neighbors. Our analysis of the variance of social capital also shows 
no general change in the national dispersion of social capital from 2008 to 2013. The paper 
advances the measurement of social capital and updates our understanding of its possible 
decline.
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In the late twentieth century, researchers began calling attention to declining social capital 
in America and the potential consequences of this trend for a healthy society (e.g., Putnam 
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1995; Skocpol 1999). This was but the latest iteration of a long history of fears of such 
declines such as “the confidence gap” (Lipset and Schneider 1983) and “the crisis of legiti-
macy” (Lehman 1987). In fact, concern with community decline in the U.S. goes back over 
a century to Simmel’s (1950 [1903]) writings about the metropolis and continues to this 
day (Levin 2016; Stein 1960; Wellman, Carrington, and Hall 1997; Wirth 1938).

Researchers are concerned about a decline in social capital because social capital 
is linked to a wide range of desirable social outcomes (e.g., Aldrich and Meyer 2015; 
Arezzo and Giudici 2017; Arezzo 2014; Coleman 1988; Fukuyama 1995; Guagnano, 
Santarelli and Santini 2016; Knack and Keefer 1997; Paxton 2002; Putnam 1993; Rocco 
and Suhrcke 2012).

As one recent assessment of social capital in the United States by the U.S. Joint Eco-
nomic Committee (2017) states:

At the heart of these warnings, to one degree or another, is the view that what 
happens in the middle layers of our society – what we do together in the space 
between the individual and the state – is vital to sustaining a free, prosperous, 
democratic, and pluralistic country. It is in that space where we are formed, where 
we learn to solve problems together, where we learn the ‘art of association”—
a space held together by extended networks of cooperation and social support, 
norms of reciprocity and mutual obligation, trust, and social cohesion.

Unfortunately, after uncovering evidence of declines in social capital throughout the 
twentieth century (Paxton 1999; Putnam 2000; Rotolo 1999), our ability to assess trends 
in social capital declined with the loss of important data sources. With continuing 
measurement of trust in national surveys, studies have been able to document declines 
in trust in recent time periods (Clark and Eisenstein 2013; Schwadel and Stout 2012; 
Twenge et al. 2014; Wilkes 2011). But due to lack of data, research has been unable to 
estimate trends in associational social capital in the United States past 2004. We cannot 
assume recent decline in associations from declines in trust because different dimen-
sions of social capital may follow different trend patterns (Clark 2015; Paxton 1999; 
Sarracino and Mikucka 2017; Wuthnow 2004; see also Schwadel and Stout 2012). In 
sum, despite considerable academic, public, and policy interest in declines in social 
capital, we currently do not know whether associational social capital is increasing, sta-
ble, or declining.

To address this need, this study tests for a decline in the associational dimension of 
social capital from 2008 to 2013 using longitudinal data available in the Civic Engage-
ment Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS supplement is a 
highly underutilized data source despite having been developed as a response to aca-
demics and policy-makers calling for the national measurement of social capital (CNCS 
2017; Prewitt et al. 2014). Using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), we create a model 
of associational social capital that makes explicit links to theory and analyzes multiple 
indicators of social capital. With multiple indicators, we can more adequately gauge the 
concept of associational social capital and allow for measurement error. We also illus-
trate that the relationship between the measures of associational social capital and the 
theoretical concept remains stable over time. Finally, we estimate change in the level of 
social capital over the 2008–2013 period, considering both linear and nonlinear trends. 
We conclude that there was no overall national decline in associational social capital 
during this period, but the trend is nonlinear and some decline occurred between 2008 
and 2009.
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1 � Literature Review

A recent National Research Council report (Prewitt et  al. 2014) defines social capital as 
high levels of engagement in community organizations; connectedness with friends and 
neighbors; and positive attitudes toward others (see also Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988; 
Putnam 1993, 2000). Generally, definitions of social capital highlight several dimensions 
to the concept, with “growing consensus that it is a multifaceted phenomenon” (van Oors-
chot and Arts 2005: 8). Engbers, Thompson, and Slaper (2017) in a review of the U.S.-
based literature find five common dimensions: formal memberships, trust, altruism, infor-
mal interactions, and shared norms. Other definitions of social capital similarly highlight 
associational activity as one important dimension along with others. For example, Pax-
ton’s (1999) definition presents social capital as having two distinct dimensions. The first 
dimension, objective associations between individuals, refers to the network structure link-
ing individuals in community—how individuals are tied to each other in social space. The 
second dimension highlights the subjective nature of social ties. Social capital requires that 
ties between individuals be reciprocal, trusting, and involving positive emotion.

Recent work has compared a unidimensional conceptualization of social capital (that 
includes measures of associations, trust, norms, etc. together) to a multidimensional one 
and clearly indicates that social capital is multidimensional. For example, Bjørnskov 
(2006: 36) shows that associational activity, measured by memberships, is a “distinct phe-
nomenon” from two other dimensions, trust and social norms. Bjørnskov and Sønderskov 
(2013) replicate the analysis and show that social capital is comprised of multiple dimen-
sions and that organizational activities link to a single factor that is separate from others 
(e.g., norms, confidence in institutions, trust) (see also Pichler and Wallace 2007; Portela 
et al. 2013).

Among the dimensions of social capital, associational ties are foundational (Coleman 
1988; Engbers et al. 2017) and seen as a critical dimension of social capital. Certainly, the 
voluntary associations and informal social ties that indicate objective connections between 
individuals are considered an essential component of social capital. Almost every meas-
ure of social capital attempts to assess how individuals are informally connected to others 
through friendship choices and other types of network ties, or formally connected to oth-
ers through group memberships or community institutions (e.g., Lin 2002; Paxton 1999; 
Pichler and Wallace 2007; Putnam 2000). As explained by Bjørnskov (2006: 23), “Associa-
tional activity and socialization are thus at the heart of Putnam’s concept.” Local, voluntary 
organizations, or associations, contribute to a vibrant American civil society by serving as 
spaces in which individuals connect and form bonds with one another and by providing 
resources and services to their members (Paxton 2007; Reich 2011; Rönnerstrand 2014; 
Wolpert 1999). Informal connections between individuals, such as neighbors, promote out-
group trust and reduce negative views of dissimilar others (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006). At 
its core, social capital is something that is only enjoyed jointly with others and our social 
well-being and happiness depends fundamentally on interpersonal ties (Becchetti et  al. 
2008).

When present, social capital is hypothesized to facilitate the production of both indi-
vidual and collective goods. For example, social capital in the form of network ties and 
trust among neighbors can be seen either as a benefit for individuals, who can freely walk 
the streets, or as a benefit to the community as a whole in the form of reduced crime rates 
and increased resilience to disasters and climate change (Adger 2003; Aldrich and Meyer 
2015). Moreover, high levels of social capital are viewed as essential for a functioning 
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society and to enhance democracy (Fukuyama, 1995; Knack and Keefer 1997; Paxton 
2002; Putnam 1993, 2000; Whiteley 2000).

Given the myriad of benefits attributed to social capital, researchers have been particu-
larly interested in the question of how to properly detect and measure the concept. Indeed, 
the measurement of social capital has caught the attention of both governments and inter-
national organizations like the U.S. Joint Economic Committee (JEC) (2017), the U.S. Cor-
poration for National and Community Service (CNCS) (2017), and the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (Scrivens and Smith 2013). The Com-
mission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, initiated by 
the French government in 2008, called for better measures of social connections and social 
capital (Stiglitz et al. 2009). In 2013, the OECD Statistics Directorate initiated a new pro-
ject to review measures of social capital and “identify priority areas for statistical develop-
ment,” (Scrivens and Smith 2013).

Measures of social capital in the United States traditionally relied on association mem-
berships counts compiled by the National Opinion Research Center’s General Social Sur-
vey (GSS), which surveyed a nationally representative sample on topics of trust, civic 
engagement, and participation in membership associations (Alesina and La Ferrara 2000; 
Brehm and Rahn 1997; Costa and Kahn 2003; Ladd 1996; Paxton 1999; Putnam 1995; 
Rotolo 1999). Most research supported the notion of an overall decline in social capital, 
although when the dimensions of social capital were considered separately, only some 
showed declines. For example, Paxton (1999) found that while there was a decline in trust 
between individuals, trust in institutions and membership associations was essentially 
unchanged over the period 1975–1994.1

Paradoxically, just as scholarly attention turned to declining social capital in the United 
States, in 2004 the General Social Survey dropped the voluntary association questions. 
After 1994, the battery of questions was asked only one more time, in 2004, for a subset 
of respondents. Thus, most analyses of social capital decline end in the late 1990s. For 
example, Costa and Kahn’s (2003) analysis considered 1952–1998, while Paxton’s (1999) 
assessment of social capital, as already stated, stopped in 1994. Analyses of declines in 
trust continued (e.g., Twenge et  al. 2014), but were necessarily decoupled from associ-
ational social capital. One exception that we are aware of is work by Rupasingha et  al. 
(2006) who developed a county-level measure of social capital without reference to the 
GSS. In short, the state of associational social capital since the early 2000s is unknown, 
outside of some localized inquiries (Painter and Paxton 2014; Shaker 2014). This is par-
ticularly disheartening considering recent major events (e.g. the great recession) that likely 
influenced levels of social capital.

Surprisingly, there is another source of data on associational memberships in the United 
States and it continues through the 2010s. But apart from a study of two cities (Shaker 
2014), it has never been used to research social capital or its decline. Beginning in 2008, 
the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) fielded the Civic Engage-
ment Supplement to the Current Population Survey (CPS). It was fielded in 2008, 2009, 
2010, 2011, and 2013. This supplement provides information on level of participation 
in organized groups (church, school, sports, service, other), and extent of connections 
with other community members. By utilizing this new data source from the U.S. federal 

1  Measures in Europe tend to use the World Values Survey and the European Values Survey (e.g., Sarra-
cino and Mikucka 2017; Bjørnskov and Sønderskov 2013).
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statistical system, we can develop a new measure of associational social capital and look at 
declines from 2008 to 2013.

Our proposed measure also avoids a recognized limitation of traditional assessments of 
declining social capital—an over-reliance on a single indicator. Much of the early debates 
about declines hinged on the choice of a single indicator. Depending on which indicator 
was used, researchers could draw different conclusions about the presence of social capi-
tal and how it was operating in a community. Indeed, Rupasingha et  al. (2006) contend 
that “these [traditional] measures have been used with varying degrees of success, but we 
contend that a single measure that captures completely a concept with complex and multi-
ple dimensions, such as social capital, may not exist,” (88). Recognizing the limitations of 
single indicators, researchers have followed Paxton (1999) and Rupasingha et al. (2006) in 
developing multiple indicator assessments of social capital, which allow for a more com-
prehensive, accurate, and reliable measure of social capital. Work in Europe in particular 
has used exploratory techniques like principal components analysis to investigate possi-
ble indicators of social capital (Bjørnskov 2006; Bjørnskov and Sønderskov 2013; Hauser 
et al. 2007; Kaasa 2009; Puntscher et al. 2015).

2 � Model

We model associational capital with multiple indicators over time. We use data from the 
U.S. Current Population Survey (CPS), a monthly survey of households conducted by 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) that covers the entire United States. Alongside demo-
graphic, labor and program participation information, the CPS contains as well supple-
mental data on varied topics. Supplement questions are asked either annually or biennially, 
depending on the needs of the supplement survey’s sponsor. The Civic Engagement sup-
plement, used in this study, was sponsored by CNCS and conducted in November of 2008-
2011 and 2013. The supplement provides information on communication between people, 
interaction with public institutions and private enterprises, relationship among family and 
community members, and participation in different groups. The civic engagement sup-
plements, together with other CPS surveys, are publicly available on IPUMS (Flood et al. 
2017). Our model of social capital, consisting of six indicators, is available for 5 years: 
2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, and 2013, where each year samples a different set of individuals.

Figure 1 presents our model of social capital. We model associational social capital as 
a confirmatory factor analysis (Bollen 1989; Brown 2014) with a single dimension (Bjørn-
skov and Sønderskov 2013) with six observed indicators.

Path diagrams like Fig. 1 represent relations between observed (measured) and unob-
served (latent) variables. Latent variables are enclosed in ovals, while observed variables 
are represented with boxes. Straight arrows indicate the direction of influence between two 
variables, while curved two-headed arrows indicate a covariance between two variables 
that is unexplained in the model. Measurement error is indicated by δ’s. Allowing meas-
urement error acknowledges that the variables are not perfect measures of their underlying 
latent concepts. The latent variable is scaled to civic associations. Table 1 describes the 
means and standard deviations of the observed variables by year.

It is appropriate to model associational social capital with a single factor as theory and 
research have firmly established that associational ties are a distinct dimension of social 
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capital (Bjørnskov 2006; Bjørnskov and Sønderskov 2013; Paxton 1999).2 Further, each of 
the six indicators is measured directly and is not a proxy (Engbers et al. 2017). Four variables 
measure individual connections to different types of organizations—formal associational ties 

Fig. 1   Model of social capital

Table 1   Mean and standard deviations for observed variables by year

2008 2009 2010 2011 2013

Civic organizations 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.09 0.08
(0.28) (0.27) (0.28) (0.29) (0.27)

Sport organizations 0.13 0.10 0.11 0.12 0.11
(0.34) (0.31) (0.31) (0.32) (0.31)

Local organizations 0.17 0.16 0.15 0.16 0.15
(0.38) (0.36) (0.36) (0.37) (0.35)

Religious organizations 0.20 0.19 0.20 0.21 0.20
(0.40) (0.39) (0.40) (0.41) (0.40)

Communication w/neighbors 0.84 0.82 0.82 0.88 0.87
(0.37) (0.38) (0.39) (0.33) (0.34)

Favors for neighbors 0.61 0.58 0.58 0.67 0.65
(0.49) (0.49) (0.49) (0.47) (0.48)

N 68,283 20,911 74,974 78,882 36,779

2  Unfortunately, questions on generalized trust were not available in the Current Population Survey. Single 
years have questions on trust in neighbors and confidence in a few institutions (corporations, the media, and 
public schools) but these are not available in 2008, 2009 and 2010. So we are unable to include an addi-
tional factor to measure trust or analyze recent trends in trust.



Revisiting Declines in Social Capital: Evidence from a New…

1 3

(Pichler and Wallace 2007; Seminar 2001). This is similar to the work of Carpiano (2007, 
2008) in his construction of social capital in Los Angeles. The CPS Civic Engagement 
supplement asks, “Next, I will give you a list of types of groups or organizations in which 
people sometimes participate. Have you participated in any of these groups during the last 
12 months?” Four organization types follow: (1) “Civic Organizations”, such as the American 
Legion or Lions Club; (2) “Sport Organizations,” such as a local soccer team or tennis club; 
(3) “Local Organizations”, such as PTA or neighborhood watch groups, and; (4) “Religious 
Organizations”, which does not include attending religious services.

Broadly, participation in the four types organizations show a nonlinear decline, with drops 
from 2008 to 2009, slight recoveries between then and 2011, and then an additional decline 
by 2013 (see Table 1 for specific mean participation rates each year). In each year of data, 
the participation in religious organization was the highest among the four types of organiza-
tions—around 20% of respondents participated in this type of organizations—and the lowest 
participation rate was in civic organization with less than 10% of participation.

Participation in religious organizations plays a unique role in the United States. Religious 
institutions have contributed to a vibrant American civil society by serving as spaces in which 
individuals connect and form associations with one another and by providing resources and 
services to their members (Putnam and Campbell 2010). In fact, the faith communities that 
make up religious institutions are, according to Putnam “arguably the single most important 
repository of social capital in America” (Putnam 2000: 66). Smidt (2003) points to various 
reasons why religious association is so strongly linked to the formation of social capital. In 
addition to being the most common association in U.S. life, religious association provides ben-
efits to members, such as important social services and resources. Religious affiliation may 
also shape individual beliefs regarding citizen responsibilities to society as well as influence 
pro-social behaviors, such as volunteering, charitable giving, and otherwise helping those in 
need. Furthermore, religious institutions serve as safe, trusted hubs where individuals can 
organize, worship, and socialize.

The final two indicators of associational social capital measure connection between 
neighbors in the community, or informal connections and socialization (Pichler and Wallace 
2007). The first variable, “Communication with Neighbors,” measures whether a respondent 
says they speak with their neighbors at least once a month. The next variable, “Favors with 
Neighbors,” measures whether a resident exchanges favors with their neighbors at least once a 
month. Not surprisingly, the percentage of individuals exchanging favors with their neighbors 
is lower than those who had some sort of communication with neighbors. Figure 1 includes 
correlated errors between these two variables. As suggested by Pichler and Wallace’s (2007) 
distinction between formal and informal associational ties, the measurement error for the two 
“informal” indicators may correlate in addition to the indicators relationship with the latent 
variable.

Our Confirmatory Factor Analysis was estimated in MPLUS. To take advantage of cases 
with incomplete data, we used maximum-likelihood estimation of the model with missing val-
ues. As our variables are categorical we estimate with robust weighted least squares.

3 � Results

Our analysis follows three steps. (1) We estimate our model of social capital and establish 
that it fits the data well in every year. (2) We assess whether the relationship between latent 
social capital and the observed measures remains stable over the 6-year period. We must 
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establish that the model’s parameters have remained stable over time—that they are invari-
ant—to pool the years together. One cannot pool data sets without first establishing that the 
parameters across the groups are the same. (3) Once we have established that our model 
fits well and that its parameters are stable over time, we can assess trends in social capital 
over time (considering both linear and nonlinear trends).

3.1 � The Fit of the Model in Each of the Six Years

We begin by assessing the fit of the model to the data in each year. To begin, the compo-
nent fit of the model in each year is excellent. The factor loadings (the paths from the latent 
variables to each indicators) for all variables in all years are significant at p < 0.001. Partic-
ipation in civic, religious and sport organization are all similarly responsive to changes in 
the latent variable and similar effects are also found among the neighborly interaction vari-
ables. The variance of the latent variable is positive and significant in all years, indicating 
that the latent variable does exist. R-squares range from very good (< 0.50) to acceptable 
(< 0.20). The correlation between the measurement errors for the two neighbor indicators 
estimates as positive and significant.

Global Goodness of Fit statistics for each year appear in Table 2. We provide fit statis-
tics from various families (Tanaka 1993), which together give a comprehensive view of 
how closely the model represents the data in each year. We see that the model fits well in 
each year. The only indication of a poor fit is the significant Chi square test statistic in all 
years. However, the Chi square test is sensitive to sample size. Because the Chi square test 
is a measure of “perfect” fit, any slight deviation from a perfect fit could induce a signifi-
cant test, especially if the model has a great deal of power (e.g., the sample size is large). 
Other fit statistics are less sensitive to sample sizes, and these, the root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA) (Steiger 1980) and comparative fit index (CFI) (Bentler 1990), 
indicate an excellent fit in each year. For the RMSEA, values closer to 0 indicate better fit, 
with values below 0.10 indicating acceptable fit, and values below 0.05 indicating excel-
lent fit. The RMSEAs in Table 2 are all lower than 0.022. For the CFI, values closer to 1.0 
indicate better fit, with values above 0.90 indicating acceptable fit, and values above 0.95 
indicating excellent fit. The CFIs are all above 0.996. In short, the models for 2008–2013 
all have excellent fit.3

Table 2   Model fit statistics by 
year

χ2 df p value RMSEA CFI

2008 239.27 8 0.00 0.021 0.997
2009 67.942 8 0.00 0.019 0.998
2010 275.538 8 0.00 0.021 0.997
2011 268.593 8 0.00 0.02 0.997
2013 150.714 8 0.00 0.022 0.996

3  We use modification indices to assess if the fit of our model would improve by correlating the errors 
between any pair of measured variables. Results demonstrate that including any additional correlations 
beyond those already present does not substantially improve model fit.
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3.2 � The Stability of the Parameter Values over the Time Period

The next step is to test whether the parameters of the model (the factor loadings, variance of 
the latent variables, and the variances and covariances of the measurement errors) remain 
the same over time. We wish to illustrate that each year (group) has the same parameter 
values to pool the samples together to assess trends over time and across communities.

We test the hypothesis that the parameters are the same in every year through a hierar-
chy of invariance, where parameters are constrained in an ordered sequence and compared 
to an  unrestricted model (Bollen 1989; Brown 2014). If the different years have similar 
parameter values, then there should be no significant difference in fit between an unre-
stricted model and a model where the parameters are restricted to be the same across time. 
The restricted models are nested within the unrestricted models, so a Chi square difference 
test provides a test of significance. Other fit statistics can also be checked for a serious 
decline in fit across the models. For the model of social capital, the parameters of interest 
are contained in the factor loadings, the variance of the latent variable, and the variances 
and covariances of the measurement errors. Therefore, we form the following hierarchy 
of models: the model with the factor loadings restricted across time, the model with both 
the factor loadings and the variance of the latent variable restricted, and the model with all 
parameters restricted. Note that the test for the variance of the latent variable is a test for 
a change in the variance (or dispersion) of social capital over time. Table 3 indicates lit-
tle decline in fit when moving from the less restricted to the more restricted forms of the 
model. To address the dichotomous nature of our observed variables we use the WLSMV 
estimator in MPlus. The standard Chi square difference test is therefore inappropriate 
because the Chi square difference is not distributed as a Chi square (Satora and Bentler 
2001). The corrected Chi square difference test is presented in Table 3 and shows signifi-
cance. But with over 200,000 cases, there is incredible power in the model to detect even 
minor variation in the coefficients. The other fit statistics, in contrast, show no decline in 
fit.

Contained within the hierarchy of invariance tables is the test for a change in disper-
sion. When we constrained the variance of the latent variable the RMSEA only increased 
from 0.017 to 0.022, and the CFI only decreased from 0.997 to 0.995. The fact that the 
variance of the latent variable has not changed over time indicates that there has been no 
change in the dispersion (variance) of social capital over time. Thus, although the mean 
level of social capital may show a decline over time, or we may see differences in levels of 
social capital across communities, there is no evidence that social capital is becoming more 
unequal in its distribution across the nation as a whole.

Table 3   Hierarchy of Invariance

χ2 df p value χ2 diff df-diff p value RMSEA CFI

Factor loadings constrained 999.45 56 0.00 0.017 0.997
Factor loadings, variance of 

latent variable constrained
1737.28 60 0.00 451.96 4 0.00 0.022 0.995

Factor loadings, variance of 
latent var, var/cov of errors 
constrained

2535.71 78 0.00 848.49 18 0.00 0.024 0.992
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3.3 � Assessing Change in Social Capital Over Time

Having established that the model fits well in each year and that the estimated parameters 
remain generally stable over the time period, we turn to further analysis. To begin, we con-
sider whether the overall level of social capital is declining. Because the CPS samples a 
different set of individuals every year we do not employ a traditional longitudinal design. 
Instead, we treat each year as a different “group” and consider change over time through a 
multiple group design. As outlined in Muthén (1989), differences in levels between groups 
can be estimated by pooling all of the groups and including exogenous dummy variables to 
distinguish between them. So, we pool all of the years and include a trend variable [Year 
Trend], which tracks the year of the observations beginning at 1 in 2008 and ending at 6 
in 2013. The resulting parameter estimate (0.005) is positive but near zero indicating no 
substantive trend over time.

One way to interpret the 0.005 effect size is to translate the coefficients into the change 
in the predicted probabilities of the observed variables (like in a probit analysis). These 
probabilities indicate very little change over the 6 year period. For example, the change 
in the scaling indicator, membership in a civic organization, over the 6-year period, when 
transformed into percentages, is less than 1% (from 8.8 to 9.2%). Other indicators show 
similar change over time and none grow more than 1%. The probability of belonging to a 
local organization grows from 0.174 to 0.1843 over the time period while the probability of 
doing a favor for a neighbor increases from 0.582 to 0.59. Of course, over a longer period 
of time, say 20 years, the percentage increases would be greater—about 3% for most of the 
indicators—but that is extrapolating beyond the range of the data.

Note that measuring time as a single trend variable assumes that time has a linear effect 
on the latent variable. To relax that assumption, we instead include a series of dummy vari-
ables to represent individual years. The dummy variables are coded to represent their year 
in the trend rather than the typical 0/1 coding (e.g., 0/0, 0/1, 0/2 rather than 0/0, 0/1, 0/1). 
A significant Chi square difference between the restricted and unrestricted models means 
that a nonlinear trend is present. (A restricted version of the model where all the estimated 
coefficients for the dummy variables are restricted to be the same, will produce the same 
results as the model with a single trend variable. When the constraints on the estimation of 
the coefficients are relaxed, however, the model allows nonlinear effects.) The results show 
evidence of a nonlinear trend. The Chi square difference test between the model with con-
strained dummy variable coefficients and free coefficients (574 with 3 df, p < 0.001) indi-
cates a significant improvement in fit when the dummy variables are allowed to estimate a 
nonlinear trend.

The coefficients for the dummy variables indicate that associations declined in 2009 and 
2010, rebounded some in 2011 and then stayed largely the same through 2013. The trend is 
quite interesting, in fact, since declines corresponds to the years of the great recession and 
its aftermath. Translating the coefficients into predicted probabilities indicates that between 
2008 and 2009, the probability of an association membership declined 1% for civic organi-
zations, 2% for local organizations, 2% for religious organizations and sports associations, 
1% for talking to neighbors and 3% for doing favors for neighbors. The probability of 
belonging is relatively stable between 2009 and 2010 (e.g., 7.6% chance of belonging in 
2009 to a civic organization and a 7.8% chance in 2010; or a 18% chance of belonging to a 
religious organization in 2009 vs. 18.5% chance in 2010). 2011 shows complete rebound-
ing to 2008 levels, and sometimes above. Figure 2 shows these nonlinear trends over time.
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4 � Discussion and Conclusion

This work represents both a contribution to the literature and an innovation in the measure-
ment of social capital. Not only do we update a long tradition assessing whether levels of 
social capital are declining in the United States, we also construct a theoretically grounded 
model for its measurement that does not rely on the now-defunct questions in the General 
Social Survey. Engbers et al. (2017) conclude at the end of their review of the social capital 
literature that it is “surprising that there have not been more evolutions in measurement.” 
We measure associational social capital with a confirmatory factor analysis of six indica-
tors. The model also accounts for measurement error and theoretically-reasonable correla-
tions between those errors. We test the model’s fit to ensure that it accurately reflects the 
data, and also confirm that the model parameters are stable across years, indicating our 
ability to pool the data and analyze trends. We then performed a trend analysis for the years 
2008–2013. When imposing a linear trend, we confirm previous research that finds that 
associational social capital is not declining. However, by allowing a non-linear trend, social 
capital in the more recent era did appear to decline during the Great Recession, but has 
largely recovered and remained stable since then. These results mark a contribution to our 
understanding of associational social capital and further our understanding of the measure-
ment of social capital.

Despite ample recent evidence showing a decline in trust over time in the United States, 
even in recent periods, (Clark and Eisenstein 2013; Schwadel and Stout 2012; Twenge et al. 
2014; Wilkes 2011), less is known about how individuals are connected within social space 
through objective ties. Our findings support previous research suggesting that associations 
do not seem to be declining over time (Paxton 1999; Rotolo 1999). But it significantly 
updates the time period considered and is able to investigate declines during recent events 
such as the Great Recession. Indeed, we do find evidence of a decrease in associating 

Fig. 2   Non-linear trends in indicators, 2008–2013
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during the Great Recession years. Across the entire time period, however, membership in 
groups has not declined, and there has been little practical change in the amount of time 
that individuals spend with neighbors. Our analysis of the variance of social capital also 
shows no general change in the national dispersion of social capital from 2008 to 2013, 
which again updates prior research (Paxton 1999). Of course, within or across communi-
ties changes may be taking place.

Aside from analysis of the overall trend, another notable outcome form the paper is the 
constant relationship between the indicators of social capital and the theoretical concept 
of associational social capital. This means that, at least over this six year period and for 
this particular survey, respondents’ understanding or interpretation of the questions has not 
changed. This information should make researchers using single indicators to assess social 
capital feel safer that any trends they find reflect real change and not a change in interpreta-
tion. And it opens up a wider and more recent range of years to investigate, even if multiple 
indicators are not available.4

Previously, research on how individuals in the United States engage with their com-
munities relied on the GSS (Alesina and La Ferrara 2000; Brehm and Rahn 1997; Costa 
and Kahn 2003; Ladd 1996; Paxton 1999; Putnam 1995; Rotolo 1999). By utilizing a new 
source of data, we are able to extend the analysis of associational social capital beyond 
when the GSS ended this line of questions in 2004. The Civic Engagement and Volunteer 
Supplements, part of the CPS, represent an extremely reliable source of data produced by 
the federal statistical system. Still, with declining response rates (Tourangeau and Plewes 
2013) and unstable funding to continue these supplemental surveys (Prewitt et al. 2014:87), 
researchers need to consider alternative and novel sources of data to continue to track social 
capital in all its dimensions. For example, in 2016 the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) pub-
lically released the tax filings of over 1.3 million nonprofit organizations. One of the data 
points on these tax forms are the reported number of volunteers for the organization. This 
provides a new and potentially quite informative data source for social capital research. 
Although subject to bias, the self-reporting biases may be similar to previously-relied-upon 
surveys. Or the simple count of nonprofits within a community could be another indicator 
of these objective ties individuals have with their communities. Alternatively, to measure 
subjective, social expressions, Twitter and other social media platforms have the ability to 
produce new insights to individuals’ affective experiences (Eichstaedt et al. 2015).

Theorizing and researching how individuals engage with their communities has been 
a topic of research for social scientists for over a century (Simmel 1950 [1903]; De Toc-
queville [1835, 1840] 1990). The rightful centering of this question is largely due to the 
significance positive community ties have on a variety of outcomes such as safety (Aldrich 
and Meyer 2015) and the foundations of democratic institutions (Fukuyama, 1995; Knack 
and Keefer 1997; Paxton 2002; Putnam 1993, 2000). Therefore, understanding how com-
munity engagement, through social capital, has changed in the U.S. since the significant 
historical events of the twentyfirst century is of particular importance. And, in order to 
understand this change, there needs to be careful consideration of measurement that is tied 

4  The study of trends in social capital is not solely confined to the American context (e.g., Sarracino and 
Mikucka 2017).We argue, however, that sustained interest in declines in social capital in the United States 
is a good justification for choosing it as a focal country in the exploration of our new measure. Future 
research in other countries should similarly take up the call to investigate trends in associational social capi-
tal along with other dimensions of social capital. An international and comparative approach would contrib-
ute significantly to general theories on how macro-level institutional contexts can help or hinder the growth 
of associational social capital while controlling for cultural differences.
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back into the theoretical definition of social capital. Through a theoretical, expansive, and 
current measurement of social capital we can provide new insights on social capital so that 
its benefits to individuals and society persist into the future.
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