An Interview with Professor Robert Putnam
On The Potential And Problems Of Community
On Wednesday 26/09/01

Summary:
‘More people in America watch ‘Friends’ than have friends.’

Leading American sociologist Robert Putnam made this semi-serious claim in a talk he gave
recently to a large audience at the Brisbane Convention Centre.

Professor Putnam cites public health research which shows that people who are socially
isolated are as much at risk of death as people who smoke.

Robert Putnam is the author of the term ‘social capital’, which refers to community bonds and
interpersonal connections. These, he argues, are just as important for the public good as
economic wellbeing.

His bestselling book ‘Bowling Alone: The Decline and Revival of American Community’
described how on many measures social capital has declined dramatically since the 1970s.
Putnam analysed factors such as membership of voluntary organisations, how often people
went on picnics, and levels of philanthropy, and found sharp declines on all fronts.

He blames television, but not computers - the internet, he says, has rich possibilities for new
connections. Commuting long distances by car is seen as one of the most disconnecting
developments of the late 20" century. It robs peaple of time they’d otherwise spend with
family and friends.

The solution is not to try and return to the past, Putnam says. The challenge is to re-invent
ways for people to connect with each other, just as newly industrialised and urbanised
societies had to do at the end of last century.

Transcript:

Geraldine Doogue: Our special guest today, the man with the clever thought of linking the
words ‘social’ and ‘capital’ and who thus challenged the political agenda.

Today a special broadcast of American sociologist Robert Putnam’s address in Brisbane
recently (organised by the University of Queensland), where he talked about the importance
of social connections, and by that he doesn’t mean being invited to high society parties -
although he has done research that concluded that your address book is probably more
important to your earnings than any number of academic degrees.

Robert Putnam really wants to drive home the idea that it's the day-to-day social connections
through membership of organisations, through having friends over to your house, through
voluntary work, that make for a strong community. And this, says Putnam, is what social
capital is all about. He should know, he invented the term.

Robert Putnam: Here’s what I'd like to do in the time that | have this morning: I'd like to talk
about four questions. 'm going to be talking primarily about the United States; you all know
I'm not an expert on Australia, but | have some reason for believing in work that we've done,
that the malady that m going to describe is not unique to the United States. So the first




































