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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



question I'm going to ask is What's been happening to social connectedness, to community,
to community bonds and ties in the United States over the course of the last generation or
two?

And secondly, because the answer to the first guestion will be that by many, many different
measures, there’s been a surprising collapse of community bonds in America, in my adult life
time. So the second question will be, why is that? And it's a really interesting puzzle, and we'll
explore some of the possible reasons for it.

The third question that | want to address is, Well so what? | mean does it really matter if
we're no ionger going to the Elks Club, or connecting with our neighbours? Is this mainly just
a matter of nostalgia for the ‘50s and for the kind of society that we really wouldn’t want to
recreate if we could. And | want to argue there that that's not the case, that in fact there are
immeasurable ways our communities work better, and our lives are more satisfying,
immeasurable ways, when we do connect and therefore it is a serious problem.

That will lead naturally to the fourth question: What do we do about it? But in my day job I'm a
professor, and | thought you might not believe that unless | began with just a few words of
social theory before we got to the good stuff. So | want to spend just a minute or two
introducing this concept, the concept of social capital.

You all know what physical capital is: physical capitai is simply some physical object that
makes you more productive than you would otherwise be, a tool. So you save up your money
and you buy a screwdriver and you can repair more bicycles, more quickly. About 25 years
ago economists taught us to talk about human capital, to say that just as you could invest ina
tool, you could also invest in training and education and with that training and education you,
the same you, with the same tools, would be more productive than you would be if you lacked
that human capital.

And social capital says Yes, and there are features of our communities that are like that;
there are features of the organisations that we work in and the communities that we live in
that either make us more productive if we live in a community that has a productive pattern of
connections among its members, or alternatively, if we live in @ community that lacks those
kinds of connections, we’re less productive. Social capital simply refers to social networks
and the value, it calls attention to the value, the value added that comes from very social
networks. Social networks have value for the people who are in them first of all. Your
networks have value to you; we speak in America, and | guess this is probably international
now, we speak of networking as a career strategy and we refer to the fact that most of the
research not only in the United States but also in other places, including Australia, says that
most people get their jobs more through who they know than from what they know. I'm not
talking about nepotism | just mean our connections are valuable to us in making career
advancement. Indeed so important is this as a matter of career advancement that an
economist at the University of Chicago Business School (that's where they do this kind of
work) has calculated that the dollar value to you of your address book in terms of the long-run
income, and in fact for most Americans at least, the dollar value of their address book for
them in terms of their income is a lot higher than the dollar value of all their degrees. And in
that sense, social capital is more valuable than human capital.

But of course P'm not talking only about the monetary returns that come from networks. Our
networks are valuable to us in many different ways. I'm going to be talking about some of
those ways later in these remarks. But the more interesting thing is that sometimes social
networks have value not merely for the people who are in them, but also for the bystanders.
There are, in other words, external effects of social networks that can be quite important. An
example that 'm very much aware of at the moment comes from the fact that criminologists
have found in the US and many other countries that a strong predictor of low crime rates is
the number of neighbours who know one ancther’s first name. If there’s a lot of social capital,
if there’s a dense network of connectedness in a neighbourhood, that has an effect on
lowering crime rates. it's a very powerful relationship. My wife and |, Rosemary, happen to
live in Lexington, Massachusetts, and we live in a little neighbourhood that has a lot of social



capital. People are always going on picnics and barbecues and sledding parties and so on,
and therefore my wife and | are able to be here in Brisbane today, quite confident that our
home in Lexington is being protected by all that social capital in our neighbourhood, even
though (now this is the moment for confession) | actually never go to any of the picnics and
barbecues and sledding parties, I'm on the road often. But 'm able to benefit from those
networks, even though | didn’t contribute to them.

What P've just said, those of you who know economics will know that I've just said social
capital is in some respects a public good; that is, there are external effects that rebound to
people even though they're not themselves in the networks, and that occurs in part because it
tumns out that in a community, or in a neighbourhood, but in a community let’s say, in which
there is a dense network of connection, where people are connected to one another, what
tends to evolve is a norm of reciprocity. Reciprocity simply means I'll do this for you, now,
without expecting anything immediately back from you, because down the road you'll do
something for me and you'll do something for him, and we're all connected anyhow.

I recognise that the term reciprocity is a kind of an abstract term; it was actually however best
defined of all things, by an American baseball player that one or two of you might have heard
of, because he’s rather famous for his misuse of the English language. He’s a person named
Yogi Berrer, who was a catcher for the New York Yankees baseball team, and he said, ‘if you
don’t go to somebody’s funeral, they won't come to yours.” Actually that’s a deep thought; the
more you think about that, the deeper that thought becomes. And he captured in that idea,
the basic concept of reciprocity, and there’s more reciprocity in the community or an
organisation that has lots of social connectedness, and that’s one of the reasons why social
networks have such powerful effects. And we'll talk some more about examples of it later.

But all you need remember now is social capital simply means social networks and the norms
of reciprocity that emerge from them, and there’s reason to think that those social networks
have values, and therefore that led me to ask a few years ago, Well | wonder what has been
the state of the social capital accounts of the United States? How is our social capital doing in
communities across America? And that led me to try to figure out Well, how would you know,
how would you measure if there were trends in connectedness, up trends or down trends in
connectedness. And if you think about your own community, and you were asked to say Well
what have been the trends over the last 30 or 40 years in your community in connectedness?
And if you think about what things you could measure, pretty soon it'll occur to you that one
way of getting at that question would be to take advantage of the fact that club secretaries
keep membership records, and that an important form of social capital is membership in
organisations, and therefore we could look at trends in organisational membership as a rough
measure of social capital. | want to emphasise at the moment that it's by no means the only
form of social capital, but it has the advantage that I've just described, that records are kept
and therefore we don’t have to rely on people’s fallible memories. And therefore we began
gathering data on membership in many, many different kinds of organisations in America, 30
or 40 different kinds of very common organisations: parent/teacher organisations and Scouts
and so on, and we didn't want to know just how many members there were year by year, but
we wanted to know of the people would could have belonged to an organisation, how many
did. In other words, when you have more kids in a baby boom, you have more parents
obviously, when you have more parents you obviously have more members of parent/teacher
organisations but the question is not just Does the rise and fall turn on the number of people
who could belong to the organisation, but what business people would call the market share,
what fraction of the people, what fraction of all parents year by year belonged to what we call
PTA, Parent/Teacher Associations. What fraction of all doctors belong to the American
Medical Association year by year; what fraction of all kids belong to the Scouts; what fraction
of all African Americans belong to the NAACP, the main civil rights organisation for black
Americans. What fraction of all Catholic men belong to the Knights of Columbus, which is a
Catholic men’s organisation; what fraction of all middle-aged men belong to one of the animal
clubs, that is, men’s organisations, that's a technical term; it refers to the fact that all men’s,
we discovered when we began doing this research, that all men’s organisations in America



are named for animals, the Lion’s Club, and the Moose Club and the Elks Club and the
Eagles Club, so we gathered data on market share of the animal clubs year by year. And for
most of the first two-thirds of the 20" century, year by year, Americans were becoming not
only were we a joining people, as Tofler had said, but we were becoming more and more a
joining people, more and more kids belonging to the Scouts, more and more parents
belongjng to the PTA and so on. There’s only one exception to that during the first two-thirds
of the 20™ century, and that is between 1930 and 1935, the Great Depression, many
American organisations lost half of their members in five years, big effect of the Depression
on civic engagement.

But then coming out of the Depression, and especially coming out during the 20 years after
World War I, probably the sharpest civic boom in American history actually. Most American
organisations doubled their market share and then suddenly, silently, mysteriously, all of
those organisations began to experience levelling market share, and then slumping market
share, and then plunging market share. So that by the end of the 20" century all of those
organisations were back down to Depression levels in terms of their membership.

Now not every organisation hit the peak at exactly the same time. The earliest organisation
actually to hit its maximum in terms of market share was the American Medical Association,
the fraction of doctors who belonged to the AMA hit its peak in 1957, the last organisation to
reach a peak, appropriately, was a civic group in America called The Optimists. They kept
going until 1980 but then they just plunged and they’re now down back with the rest of us.
And | believe that that chart is actually not a bad summary of trends in social capital in
America over the course of the 20" century.

| know that this is a very intelligent audience, and | know that already two or three questions
have already begun to surface. First of all you'd say, But wait a minute, that’s talking only
about membership, card-carrying membership, but that doesn’t measure how active people
were in their organisations. Secondly, those are all organisations that have been around for a
hundred years, that's how they got into the graph, but maybe those are just the old-fashioned
organisations, maybe that just shows the rise and decline of a particular set of old-fashioned
organisations, what we could call the Funny Hat organisations; maybe they've been replaced
by another set of new organisations that have grown up, so maybe it's not the joining-ness
that's down, maybe it’s just joining-ness in those organisations, maybe we're all now joining
New Age poetry clubs, or we're belonging to Alcoholics Anonymous or something, and
maybe that doesn’'t show a decline in organisational membership at all. At thirdly you would
say, and | know this is an important point, Wait a minute Bob, you just said two minutes ago,
you told us that not all social capital was organisational, that that's only organisations. Maybe
people have stopped joining organisations but maybe are connecting in other ways. | mean
for example bars, Cheers, the bar you know, where everybody knows your name, that’s pure
social capital. | mean it isn’t actually, it's a TV show, but if it were a real place it would be real
social capital, so maybe we stopped going to the Elks Club and we're going to bars; or
maybe we’re hanging out with friends, or maybe we're going on picnics more often than we
used to, and maybe it's just the organisations that we've stopped going to.

Now I've known for some time that that was a possibility. My problem was | couldn’t figure out
where the National Picnic Registry was kept so | could figure how would you actually know if
we were going on more or fewer picnics than we used to. And then the most exciting thing
that's ever happened to me, well the most exciting thing that's ever happened to me my
professional life, | discovered two massive new data archives. The first comes from a poll that
it tumns out has been asked of national samples of Americans every month for the last 25
years and more, large numbers of people, a couple of thousand people a month have been
asked about their community involvement.

Let me illustrate the questions by asking you these questions. Think of the last 12 months.
How many of you in the room over the course of the last 12 months have been to any public
meeting where people tatked about local affairs or school affairs. Let me see your hands if



























