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 The alleged decline of social capital is a source of considerable debate and 

research within the social sciences.  Defined loosely as the intrinsic value of networks, 

social capital connects citizens and promotes a healthy society.  This emphasis on the 

value of social capital helped launch trust to the forefront of national attention and 

concern.  Trust is essential to social capital as the process of building relationships and 

maintaining connections would not be possible without it.  Research has yet to fully 

investigate and establish the sources of social trust leaving inadequate knowledge of the 

circumstances under which it may exist.  This study of a large recent social capital survey 

demonstrates that, controlling for demographic, socioeconomic, lifestyle and location 

factors, being involved in society is positively associated with social trust.  However, by 

considering community level variables like poverty, education, urbanization and violent 

crime, it is clear that involvement’s effect on social trust is mediated at the group level.  

Therefore, community level characteristics cannot be ignored as important factors that 

have the power to influence an individual’s social trust levels. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction and Literature Review 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Trust is necessary for social institutions, relationships, and communities to 

function.  Individuals cannot rely on one another without the presence of genuine trust, 

nor can organizations operate without a certain level of trust among its members.  It is 

such a simple concept, with the potential to have a profound impact, but it is loaded with 

subtleties.  There is little scholarly agreement on how best to define and measure trust.  

Moreover, some argue whether it even matters at all.  Why bother trying to dissect and 

quantify a less than lucid value or idea?  Because, I argue, trust is vital for the 

functioning of society.  The lack of clarity or consensus on the matter should not arrest 

its study, rather it should incite meticulous, high-quality research that aims to break 

through the clutter and contribute valuable new insight.  This research aspires to do just 

that – to legitimately add to the growing body of literature on the topic and add precision 

to its definition through careful methodological delineation and sound theoretical 

reasoning.   

First of all, what are the basic mechanics of trust?  More specifically, who do we 

trust and why?  Do we trust everyone or just the people we know really well?  What 

makes a person trusting?  Is it their personal values, their temperament, their life 

experiences?  Conventional wisdom might suggest that it is a combination of all of these 

things.  And that would not necessarily be wrong, but it would be overlooking some 



2 

other interesting potential factors.  For example, does where someone lives influence 

how they trust?  And if so, what is it about living in a certain place that manipulates ones 

willingness or ability to have faith in their neighbors?  What about social interactions?  

Does the quantity or quality of ones social relationships have something to do with a 

propensity to trust?  I aim to explore these issues of place and social interaction with this 

research.  An exploration of trust begins with appreciating its definition and 

measurement.  I propose that social trust is best understood as a component of social 

capital, a popular concept in the social sciences in recent decades.  Therefore, in the spirit 

of understanding trust, I will begin with a discussion of social capital, the conception that 

helped launch trust to the forefront of national attention and concern. 

Social capital is basically the value of social relationships.  No matter how simple 

this definition seems, it is a popular term that suffers from being vague and ubiquitous.  

Any candid dialogue about social capital should begin with the fact that it is a source of 

considerable research and debate within the social sciences.  Scholars debate its meaning, 

purpose, and applicability.  What exactly is social capital, and more importantly, why 

should members of society care about it?   Critics argue that its definitions and 

explanations are varied, unclear and sometimes circular.  It is even seen as a potentially 

negative feature in sociological literature as it attempts to sum up the totality of the 

complex social world with a single simple idea (Wuthnow, 2002).  Nevertheless, the 

overall significance of social capital in democratic life is well documented with some 

researchers claiming that in order for modern society to function and flourish, its citizens 

must invest in one another civically (Newton, 2004).   
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Beyond understanding social capital’s meaning and role, the debate has extended 

to its current status, particularly in American society.  For example, the landmark works 

of Robert Putnam (1995, 2000) declared that social capital and its offspring, civic 

engagement, declined in America over the last 20 years.  This declaration spurred 

academics and journalists alike to speculate the accuracy of this claim and its probable 

causes.  Few scholars agree on the current status of social capital, and many refute 

Putnam’s claim that it has decreased (Ladd, 1996; Paxton, 1999).  There is also little 

agreement on what factors primarily influence and possibly predict social capital.  As the 

dust settles from the initial deliberation, a new round of literature has appeared utilizing 

data and methodological techniques that can more fully analyze social capital. 

With thorough definition, review and analysis, this study proposes to explore the 

theory of social capital and investigate an important component: social trust.  By keeping 

this study of social trust grounded in the theory of social capital, the intention is to 

maintain a proper focus that prevents the creation of yet another version of trust that only 

serves to muddy the concept even further.  Social trust is best viewed as a vital element 

of social capital because it affects “human relationships at all levels: relationships 

between governments, between minorities and majorities, buyers and sellers, patients and 

therapists, parents and children, and so on” (Rotter, 1980, p. 1).   

 
Literature Review 

 
 

Social Capital as a Theory and a Process 
 

Generally, the term social capital is plagued by a myriad of definitions, but it can 

be understood above all to focus on the intrinsic value of social networks.  It is the 
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benefit or advantage present in a relationship or in a set of connections.  To fully 

understand social capital and its variety of interconnected definitions, it is necessary to 

first consider its beginnings and development.   

The basic concept behind social capital is not new.  Early theorists like Alexis de 

Tocqueville (2002) highlighted the connection between pluralistic communal life and 

democracy in the early 1830's.  He believed that the particulars of democracy required a 

certain level of trust among citizens and an optimum level of trust between a government 

and its people.  Later, one of the first unified descriptions of the term was offered by 

Pierre Bourdieu (1986) and eventually expanded on in greater detail by James Coleman 

(1988).   

Bourdieu (1986) defines three forms of capital: economic capital, cultural capital 

and social capital.  He identifies social capital as "the aggregate of the actual or potential 

resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition" (p. 248).  In other 

words, Bourdieu sees social capital as a network of relationships that exist not just for the 

sake of survival, but for the purpose of serving as resources or capital.  Coleman (1988), 

meanwhile, argues that while economists see individual action as being ruled by rational, 

self-motivated goals, a sociologist generally sees peoples’ behaviors as stimulated 

primarily by social norms, rules and patterns.  In this sense, society is the chief influencer 

of individual action.  He suggests that both of these views are polarizing and have flaws.  

In order to accurately assess individual action, there is a need to combine these two 

theories into one joint idea.  Hence individuals are actually a combination of rational 

actions that are influenced by social relationships.  This combined theory he sees as 
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social capital and according to his descriptions, acts much like other types of capital and 

functions as a valuable resource.  As Coleman explains: 

I have attempted to introduce into social theory a concept, ‘social capital,’ 
paralleling the concepts of financial capital, physical capital, and human capital – 
but embodied in relations among persons.  This is part of a theoretical strategy 
that involves use of the paradigm of rational action but without the assumption of 
atomistic elements stripped of social relationships. (p. S188) 
 
Even with Bourdieu and Coleman’s focus on social capital, the concept did not 

rise to the forefront of research, conversation and public awareness until Robert 

Putnam’s 2000 book, Bowling Alone.  His work, using empirical research, assessed the 

state of America’s civil health, concluding that people are increasingly disconnected 

resulting in dire consequences.  All of this, he claims, stems from the growing lack of 

social capital.  As Putnam (2000) defines it, social capital "refers to connections among 

individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 

from them” (p. 19).  Social capital, he says, is key to constructing and preserving 

democracy.  And according to his research, there are lower levels of trust in government, 

less civic participation, higher rates of urban sprawl, and greater privatized leisure time 

in America; therefore, citizens are less connected and overall social capital is declining.  

In this way, Putnam’s account of social capital centers almost exclusively on its decline.     

Other explanations of social capital come from subsequent literature.  

Fukuyama’s popular work, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity 

(1995) details social capital as the existence of a certain set of informal values or norms 

shared among members of a group that permit cooperation among them.  Fukuyama 

argues that Coleman was wrong in his description of social capital and claims that it is a 

private good as well as a public good.  Social capital he argues is vital because it reduces 
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the costs associated with transactions and exchanges.  It is not possible to provide enough 

protocol or bureaucratic processes to safeguard all possible interactions, or at least the 

attempt to do so would require an inordinate amount of time and investment of capital.  

Therefore, even the most basic functions of democracy and the economy demand a 

primitive amount of social capital. 

Another researcher, Lin (2001), a noted expert in the social network field, states 

that social capital involves "investment in social relations with expected returns in the 

marketplace” (p. 29).  Lin (1999) argues that social capital must be grounded in social 

network scholarship if it is to be anything more than a useless fad.  In this way, she 

makes an argument for social capital’s usefulness, if it is safe guarded and applied 

correctly and not used as a universal solution it can retain its meaning and value. 

The Saguaro Seminar, a civic engagement project of the John F. Kennedy School 

of Government at Harvard University, has invested considerable effort into 

understanding social capital by utilizing notable scholars and research to generate a 

comprehensive understanding of the topic.  Their efforts include producing a first-of-its-

kind survey assessing social capital on both a national and community level which is 

used for this research (as discussed later).  They define social capital as the, “value of the 

social networks embodied in various communities (both geographically and communities 

of interest), and the trust and reciprocity that flows from those networks” (Saguaro 

Seminar, 2001b).  

So within all these definitions, as summarized in Table 1, there is a common 

thread:  the idea that a network of social relationships has value.  The connections serve 

to benefit individuals, groups, communities and economies.  Social capital is necessary in 
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society today.  When it is depleted citizens realize its true value.  The consequences of 

not having social capital or not having enough of it can put one at a significant 

disadvantage in jobs, opportunities, and times of distress.  After all, when one needs a 

relationship it is often too late to build it.   

 
Table 1 

 
Common Social Capital Definitions from Literature 

Source Social Capital Definition 
Bourdieu (1986) resources linked to a network of relationships  
Coleman (1988) rational action embodied in social relationships 
Putnam (2000) value and benefits of social networks 
Fukuyama (1995) informal value of group members, which encourages 

cooperation 
Lin (2001) investment in relationships with expected benefits 
The Saguaro Seminar (2001b) value of the networks in communities, which produce 

trust 
 

This leads to the question: how does one get and/or use social capital? Groups 

such as sports leagues, school boards, parent/teacher associations, and volunteer 

organizations create social capital.  With increased human interaction people have greater 

familiarity with one another and may be more likely to help one another and have a 

vested interest in the well-being of their community and its citizens. 

In this way, social capital is often compared to other types of capital, such as 

physical capital or financial capital as mentioned earlier (Coleman, 1988).  However, it 

must be noted that unlike other forms of capital, social capital is not depleted by use.  

Rather, the opposite occurs as it is most often depleted by non-use.  In fact, sociologists 

Bankston and Zhou (2002) argue that social capital is organized around a metaphor that 

does not fully capture its meaning.  For example, social capital may consist primarily of 

processes of social interaction rather than resources held by individuals or groups.   
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So, is it something we practice or something we have?  As Putnam (1995) says, 

social capital is the “features of social life - networks, norms, and trust - that enable 

participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives” (pp. 664-665).  

Moreover, Coleman (as cited in Fukuyama, 1995, p. 10) claims that social capital is “the 

ability of people to work together for common purposes in groups and organizations.”  In 

other words, social connections have value and serve to make society more productive.  

Welch et al. (2005) add that social capital can be understood as both the connections 

between people and the total sum of ones connections, i.e. ones stock of social capital.  

Therefore, it may be both a process and a resource.  One has or develops social capital by 

something they do.   

In summation, it is important to note that with the wide range of 

conceptualizations and interpretations, it is prudent for purposes of this analysis to stay 

focused on the primary definition presented here, the value of social relationships.  As 

Portes (1996) states, while social capital may in fact belong in sociological theory, it is 

important to be watchful of its fluidity because its many adaptations can endanger its 

fundamental value as a concept.  To that end, consider what social capital is not.  It is not 

a cure-all, a universal remedy for all social and economic problems.  To be most useful 

as a theory or concept it should be specific and hopefully measurable; therefore, it can 

not be a nebulous term that stretches to apply to any and every social problem.  It is not 

unanimously positive as it can also have negative outcomes, such as when groups realize 

tight social connectedness to the detriment of the outside world thereby using their 

capital as an exclusionary tool.  Lastly, social capital is not precisely quantifiable, like 

many concepts in the social sciences.  However, in order to pursue veritable scholarship 
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on the topic we must accept a certain amount of miscalculation while still aspiring to be 

as accurate and through in our measurement as possible. 

 
Social Trust  

With the larger umbrella of social capital recognized, I will now turn my attention 

to a more specific ingredient, social trust.  Social capital, when it is operationalized, is 

made up primarily of two components, social participation and social trust, with each 

component complementing the other.  Social participation is basically attachment to 

community life through involvement in groups and organizations, while social trust 

refers simply to general trust in other people (Putnam, 1995).  Social trust is at the heart 

of social capital as citizens must first trust one another if they are to engage and work 

together.  In fact, social trust is often understood to be the most important ingredient in 

social capital and a significant indicator of civic engagement (Fukuyama, 1995; Newton, 

2001, 2004; Putnam, 1995, 2000; Wuthnow, 1998).  In addition, social trust is the glue 

that keeps society connected and enables secure relationships that further both 

cooperation and efficiency.  Theorists have long celebrated the role of trust in society and 

identified it as one of the most important social forces (Simmel, 1950).   

Given the argument that trust is a part of social capital, how is the concept of 

social trust defined?  There is not one dominate definition of social trust in the literature.  

In fact, some research goes so far as to suggest that social capital and social trust are one 

in the same rather than building blocks of one another as has been previously stated 

(Arrow, 2000; Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Saxton & Benson, 2005; Wilson, 1997).  Shapiro 

(1987) states that a key problem with defining trust is that it means something different 

to everyone.  Specifically, there are multiple types of trust and depending on the 
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situation, may be described differently.  This undoubtedly leads to confusion in 

interpreting past research and makes it innately difficult to build robust theories that are 

comparable to previous literature.  Nonetheless, even with the variety of interpretations, 

common themes can be found in the understanding of what social trust is. 

Therefore, I argue that social trust is best understood not only as an element of 

social capital but also as a particular type of trust.  This helps to ground the concept in 

years of scholarship based on well-tested survey questions.  By keeping my working 

definition of social trust connected to the entire body of social trust literature, I hope to 

add to the understanding of the concept, rather than offering yet another way to define it. 

Therefore, for purposes of this analysis, the definition posited by Welch et al. 

(2005) will be used.  Their definition is based on an extensive analysis of the various 

usages and meanings of trust, leading them to the following definition, “Social trust is 

the mutually shared expectation, often expressed as confidence, that people will manifest 

sensible and, when needed, reciprocally beneficial behavior in their interactions with 

others” (Welch et al., 2005, p. 457).  This definition places emphasis on the function of 

trust within social relationships that is generalized to others rather than trust as it may 

exist in some persons by nature of their personality or temperament or trust that may be 

extended to a specific person as a consequence of a personal encounter. 

What makes an individual more or less trusting?  Considering the predictors of 

social trust in individuals, past research offers a variety of potential correlates.  First of 

all, trust is generally higher among those who engage in fewer social conflicts, have a 

greater sense of public safety, and are more successful in life (Delhey & Newton, 2003).  

Brehm and Rahn (1997) add that general life satisfaction is related to interpersonal trust 
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where those who are more satisfied with their lives are more trusting.  If someone is safe, 

happy, and at peace with others, it makes sense that their levels of social trust would 

benefit.  Glaser, Laibson, Scheinkman, and Soutter (2000) also confirm that higher status 

individuals often display higher levels of social trust and insert that when individuals 

encounter others of different races or ethnicities their tendency to trust often declines.  

This suggests that when faced with a person of a different race or ethnicity, people may 

be more suspicious and withhold positive assumptions or faith.  However, one factor that 

may alleviate this sense of distrust in the face of diversity is common ground.  For 

example, in situations where individuals must determine their level of trust or distrust, 

Kee and Knox (1970) argue that the amount of personal investment and involvement is 

vital to understanding the outcome.  Likewise, Hardin (2001; 2002) proposes that trust 

can be best appreciated as “encapsulated interest,” meaning that individuals trust one 

another when they share interests and because there is a mutual desire to carry on the 

relationship.  Therefore, if two people share a common interest or goal, their tendency to 

trust one another may increase. 

Among general demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, education, 

income and age are all commonly connected to social trust and proven predictors (Lee et 

al., 2003; Moy & Scheufele, 2000; Moy, Scheufele, & Holbert, 1999; Putnam, 1995; 

Welch, Sikkink, Sartain, & Bond, 2004).  As Lee et al. (2003) state, “The more formally 

educated have attitudes and behaviors consistent with trusting others” (p. 430).  This may 

be either because of the impact of education levels or a more indirect factor.  For 

example, greater education may lead to greater success and satisfaction with life, and 

therefore, directly affect trust.  Or it may be that those with greater education levels come 
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from more educated and affluent families, which is what cultivates a trusting outlook.  In 

addition, studies conclude that age is positively correlated with trust (Lee et al, 2003; 

Moy & Scheufele, 2000).  Most research suggests that this may not be due to the actual 

effects of aging; rather it is a generational age-cohort effect where older generations who 

experienced different historical events are more trusting than later generations (Putnam, 

1995). 

Some researchers also mention church attendance and religious preferences as 

strong predictors of social trust with those who attend church more being more likely to 

exhibit trust (Smidt, 1999).  This may be either due to personal religiosity or the greater 

sense of social connectedness that comes from involvement in a congregation.  Other 

studies demonstrate that race can also significantly influence social trust, as minorities 

may experience and interpret the social environment differently and, therefore, have 

higher levels of mistrust than the majority (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2004; Schmidt, 1999).  

In addition, previous studies have established that community type may also be related to 

social trust, as rural and urban neighborhoods can have drastically different environments 

that create and maintain disparate levels of trust among their citizens (Beaudoin & 

Thorson, 2004; Beggs, Haines, & Hurlbert, 1996; Putnam, 1995, 2000).  For the most 

part, residents in rural areas exhibit greater amounts of trust than those in urban 

environments where interactions may be less personal. 

Another possible predictor of trust are lifestyle factors.  According to Putnam’s 

(1995) research, television deserves a great amount of blame for the overall decline in 

social capital.  One of his primary explanations for this hypothesis is the fact that 

television became a regular household fixture at approximately the same time that social 
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capital began eroding.  The coincidence of these trends led Putnam to conclude 

association and possible causality.  In addition, Putnam contends that television 

contributes to the decline of social capital by taking the time citizens could spend 

engaged in the community and privatizing it in a home-based leisure activity, also known 

as the time displacement hypothesis (Putnam, 1995).  Finally, according to Putnam, 

television leads to greater levels of mistrust by creating and perpetuating fear in its 

audience through excessive exposure to violence and corruption. 

In response to Putnam’s assertions, many researchers have held that television is 

not the problem Putnam would have us believe.  For example, research shows that the 

quantity of television viewed is not the real culprit; rather the content of television 

watched is responsible (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2004; Lee, Cappella, & Southwell, 2003; 

Moy & Scheufele, 2000).   

For example, in a reply to Putnam, Norris (1996) declared that the relationship 

between television and civic engagement is more complex than previously suggested.   

Norris analyzed data from the 1990 American Citizen Participation Study, which 

includes a random sample of 15,000 people.  The survey included items that measured 

hours of television watched and type of programming from news to public programming.  

Norris found that, while the amount of time spent watching television does have a 

negative relationship with social activity, watching news or public affairs programming 

actually has a positive relationship 

Beaudoin and Thorson (2004) also found that those who watch television news 

actually have greater levels of social capital than those who do not. Beaudoin and 

Thorson used data from telephone interviews of adults in four communities in Missouri, 
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two rural and two urban, for a total sample size of 2,363. The interviews were conducted 

by a professional university survey center in the summer of 1998.  Media use was 

measured with an item that asked about the average number of hours of entertainment 

television viewed each day of the week.  Social trust was measured using a four-item 

index for interpersonal trust and a three-item index for community trust.  The researchers 

found that entertainment television had the expected negative relationship with social 

networking directly and social trust indirectly.  In other words, those who spent their 

television viewing hours watching entertainment programming had lower levels of civic 

engagement and, therefore, trust.  This supports Putnam’s original time displacement 

theory, suggesting that the more time citizens spend in privatized leisure, the less time 

they have for social involvement.  However, it builds on his theory by specifying that 

television’s content and role may be more influential than its mere presence.   

While the link between television content and social capital formation is well 

established, there is little convincing evidence regarding the precise relationship between 

television content and social trust.  For instance, some research testing the effects of 

television use on social trust concluded that news programming does not have the 

previously mentioned positive effect.  Specifically, the studies revealed that watching 

entertainment television led to increased social trust while watching news programming 

resulted in lower levels of social trust (Lee et al., 2003; Moy & Scheufele, 2000).  These 

findings to imply that watching entertainment television programming like situation 

comedies, movies, dramas and game shows actually creates a greater trust in society as 

people are more likely to feel connected to the outside world.  Television news programs 

on the other hand, which may sensationalize world events and focus on violence, 
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corruption and biased social views, can essentially foster a greater mistrust among 

audiences.   

However, a key limitation of these conflicting studies is the assumption that 

television content directly affects social trust.  It is possible that those who are more 

trusting may be more inclined to watch entertainment television while those who are less 

trusting are more likely to tune in to the news on a regular basis.  Additionally, the 

programming content may not be causing misanthropy directly.  For example, Hardin 

(2001) proposes that television’s effect on social trust might be more indirect than the 

literature suggests.  He argues that, as people watch more television, their knowledge of 

the world and its institutions increases.  Therefore, they are more demanding of public 

leaders and institutions and expect greater levels of competence.  In other words, 

citizens’ expectations rise due to increased information rather than a lack of trust.  As a 

result, when asked about their faith in others, persons may believe that fewer people are 

living up to expectations and therefore report being less trusting.   

Therefore, demographic characteristics, socioeconomic background, and lifestyle 

are all common predictors of trust.  For purposes of this analysis, one important predictor 

with proven implications for trust levels will receive primary attention.  That central 

factor is group involvement.  After all, belonging to secondary groups or organizations 

has a strong positive influence on levels of trust (Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Claibourn & 

Martin, 2000; Veenstra, 2002).  Involvement, as mentioned previously, is one of the 

primary components of social capital and is most often viewed as a predictor of trust.  

This factor will be explored in greater detail below. 
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Trusting and Joining 

Social participation and activity, both formal (such as groups, clubs, and 

organizations) and informal (interactions with friends, family, and neighbors), are 

principal indicators of social trust.  Research has consistently demonstrated that 

involvement in these associations is correlated with social trust (Brehm & Rahn, 1997; 

Delhey & Newton, 2003; Shah, 1998; Stolle, 2001; Uslaner, 1998; Veenstra, 2002).  The 

assumption is that frequent interaction increases levels of social trust through improved 

awareness, familiarity and faith in others.  It is a way to build relationships with ones 

neighbors, to connect with people in the community, and it is key to trust in society.  

Regarding the question of whether social trust influences involvement or involvement 

influences social trust, Clairborn and Martin (2000) found, using cross-lagged causal 

path models, that there is more support for the effects of social participation on social 

trust that vice versa.   

However, even with the established relationship between social trust and 

involvement it should be noted that not all organizations function similarly.  Social trust 

is comprised of two primary components:  bonding and bridging trust (Putnam 2000).  

Bonding trust refers to trust in known others, such as coworkers, family, neighbors, etc. 

whereas bridging trust refers to trust in strangers, or those beyond ones immediate social 

circle.  While bridging trust is seen as almost conclusively leading to positive outcomes, 

bonding trust is recognized to have some potential downfalls.  For example, some levels 

of bonding trust may actually serve to alienate individuals as it promotes trusting 

relationships and connections not with society at large, but solely within a chosen circle 

of friends and family potentially excluding all others.  Bridging social trust on the other 
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hand generally has multiple benefits for societies, governments, individuals, and 

communities as people connect with all members of ones community, not just those 

within their immediate frame of reference.  This example demonstrates how social bonds 

may not always be beneficial for society even though they may be an asset for 

individuals and groups. A horizontal set of connected citizens that enhance community 

productivity and cohesion can be positive assets whereas more exclusive gangs and 

hierarchical organizations can be negative burdens on society as they alienate rather than 

connect individuals.   

Some scholars maintain that the relationship between involvement and social 

trust is weak, or perhaps even spurious.  Using a survey of Sweden, Germany and the 

United States, Stolle (2001) found that long-term membership in organizations increased 

social trust within groups but only for the United States sample.  In addition, social trust 

of those outside the group did not intensify as the length of time involved in the group 

increased.  Therefore, Stolle concludes that self-selection, rather than group membership, 

has the greater influence on one’s level of social trust. 

Another example of the power of the type of group affecting trust levels comes 

from Welch, Sikkink, Sartain, and Bond (2004).  Using data from the 2000 National 

Election Study, Welch et al. find that the type of organization one is involved in can 

affect trust.  Using both ordinary least squares and logistic regression, they found that 

religious affiliation, specifically one’s denomination, has an influence on social trust.  

Conservative Protestants, such as Evangelicals, Pentecostals and other types of 

Christians, were found to have lower levels of social trust than mainline Protestant 

denominations.  Given the propensity for conservative Protestants to be more exclusive 
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in their behavior, often stressing the importance of segregating or separating oneself from 

the “secular” society at large, it is likely that these groups are building more bonding 

social trust than bridging; therefore, while they may trust those within their congregation, 

they may remain suspicious of society at large.  Mainline Protestant groups however, 

with their more open social structures and less restrictive and exclusive behaviors, may 

be more likely to build relationships with those outside of their immediate circle and 

therefore exhibit greater levels of social trust.  However, even given this finding, the 

researchers conclude: 

Though conservative religious traditions hold views about sin and the cultural 
boundary between the faithful and secular society that may reduce social trust, we 
find evidence that this effect exists almost exclusively among Pentecostals. Most 
importantly, the positive effect of social bonding within the conservative religious 
Pentecostal community actually overrides the negative effects that certain 
religious beliefs have on trust….At the very least, with the exception of less 
committed Pentecostals, the social trust necessary for a successful democracy is 
not hindered by commitments to conservative religious subgroups and their 
congregations. (Welch et al., 2004, p. 337) 
 
Therefore, it seems even though bonding and bridging trust have differing 

consequences and are connected to certain types of involvement, the two forms of social 

trust are still generally more positive forces than negative ones in the grand social 

scheme.  More specifically, given the overall significance of social trust in society for 

affluent social capital, functioning democracy, and social well being, both forms of social 

trust are generally assumed to serve positive roles in society.  In fact, Messner, Baumer, 

and Rosenfeld (2004) found that areas that are high in bonding trust are often also high in 

bridging trust as they reinforce one another.  Therefore, for this analysis it is assumed 

that all forms of social trust are positive social forces.   
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Accepting the theory that social trust and involvement are correlated, the question 

still remains as to just how much they are related and if any other factors, perhaps at the 

community level, mediate the effect or relationship.  

 
Positioning Trust in Community Context 
 

To assess the potential predictors and influencers of trust and expand on previous 

theories, the community and its effect should be considered.  As Welch et al. (2005) 

articulate,  

…the research literature reveals comparatively little about the forces that shape 
trust, and are influenced by it, in group, organizational, and community settings.  
The dearth of empirical findings of this type is particularly puzzling in a 
discipline such as sociology, which has tended to emphasize groups and 
community organizations as sites of important social processes. (p. 468) 
 
 

 Sociology of Community.  It is necessary to begin the process of positioning trust 

in a community context with a discussion of the sociology of community.  First of all, let 

us state exactly what community is.  The most concise definition accepted in the 

literature states that a community has three major elements: a specific geographical area, 

common ties, and social interaction (Hillery, 1955).  The territorial organization, sense of 

belonging, and routine interaction all build a consensus and spirit of allegiance that is 

called “community.”  The extensive literature on community extends back to the 1800s 

with the classic works of Ferdinand Tonnies.  In Community and Civil Society (2001) he 

argued that community is best understood as a sub-component of society and that it could 

be categorized in one of two conceptual ideals.  Gemeinschaft, which references an 

association where individuals have strong relationships based on sentiment, tradition and 

their common bonds, is exemplified in the traditional family.  Gesellschaft, however, 
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refers to associations based more on rational will and emotional disengagement, like a 

typical place of employment or office environment.  These are pure extremes, of course, 

and rarely in society do we find absolute cases of either type of association.  In the case 

of social trust it is often asserted that trust exists more abundantly in gemeinschaft type 

communities than gesellschaft.  The general trend in society towards more and more 

gesellschaft-like community suggests trouble for the state of social trust. 

 Moreover, these two community types are often correlated with rural 

(gemeinschaft) and urban (gesellschaft) environments.  Other community theorists have 

affirmed this notion that large cities suffer from a lack of connectedness and sense of 

community and are therefore more gesellschaft-like.  Theorists like Simmel (1969) and 

Wirth (1938) argued that urban areas give way to qualities such as blasé attitudes, 

excessive individuality and hectic time schedules.  He notes that the large population size 

of cities creates a more impersonal, segmented atmosphere; the greater population 

density leads to increased competition and the need for formal controls; and finally, the 

high degree of heterogeneity produces a more complex stratification system that results 

in more stereotyping and categorical thinking.   

 In general, the finding that social capital, and also social trust, has declined in 

recent decades is paralleled by the proposal that the quality of community life has also 

weakened.  In fact, some sociologists claim that community has actually been “lost” to 

the extent that citizens are now alienated rather than connected and less involved rather 

than active participants in civic life (Bellah, 1985; Putnum, 1995; Wuthnow, 1998).  

Others maintain that community is not completely “lost” and may be partially “saved” by 

being liberated from the traditional territorial confines of times gone by (Ladd, 1999; 
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Wellman, 1979).  In this way, community is held together by more psychological means 

than geographical ones and may be modernized in the sense that people no longer require 

the conventional neighborhood organizations and clubs for their connectedness.  The 

debate over the current condition of community life in America is ongoing and made 

more complex by the modern-day proliferation of computers and online social 

involvement.  Does a traditional sense of community still matter?  Are we realizing a loss 

of community and all its benefits?  Or is the idea of community being transformed into 

something new and equally as effective in providing public goods such as social trust?   

 One explanation for the survival of community today in spite of the decline in 

traditional involvement in churches, community centers, and civic organizations is the 

belief in the “third place.”  Sociologist Ray Oldenburg (1991) argues that there is a need 

for three different locations in community: the home, the office and the gathering place 

(such as bookstores, coffeehouses, bars, and other stores).  Theses gathering places, or 

third places, help provide the channel for social capital and ultimately the creation of a 

sense of community. 

While this research does not purpose to enter into this debate and address the 

status of community, it does depend on a full understanding of both the definition and 

value of community.  Therefore, I argue that no matter what we think is the current state 

of community life, it is widely accepted that it matters.  It simply cannot be ignored as a 

major factor in determining quality of life.  Specifically there are a few agreed upon 

necessities for high quality of life.  These include community characteristics such as 

satisfactory public safety, a strong economy, adequate health care, educational 

opportunities, a clean and healthy environment, and an optimum population size.  Spates 
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and Macionis (2005) suggest that between 50,000 and 100,000 people is an ideal size for 

a healthy community with a high quality of life.   

More subjective components that make a good community include individual 

liberty (which some argue is more readily available in the anonymity that is found in the 

large city), categorical equality and equal opportunity, communal fraternity (which can 

result in the loss of anonymity), a representative and responsive government, local 

identification with the community, and a heterogeneous population (which can be harder 

to find in smaller cities).  If a true sense of community exists, then residents are free to be 

open and mutually respectful which leads to productive social networks that are rich with 

social capital and therefore high levels of social trust and civic engagement.   

Now, to bring this discussion of community back to the topic at hand, let us recall 

that the concept of social trust is in fact often defined, measured, and studied primarily as 

an individual level concept, meaning it is viewed as something that individuals either 

have or do not have at varying levels.  Under this view, a person’s willingness or ability 

to exhibit trusting behavior depends chiefly on their personal background, personality, 

temperament or psychological well-being.  However, some theorists recognize that social 

trust can be developed and impacted by more external factors.  For example, 20 years 

ago, Lewis and Weigert (1985) posited that social trust may actually function in a 

broader context.  Social trust, they argued, should be examined more as a sociological 

concept than a psychological one because without social relationships individuals would 

have no need for trust.  The inherent connected nature of social life embeds one in a 

complex web of interactions that can influence ones motivation to either extend or 

withdraw social trust.  The complex nature of society with increasing demographic 
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variety in neighborhoods and cities demands that citizens interact more and more with 

strangers, persons with whom they may have little historical knowledge or frame of 

reference.  Therefore, social trust as a foundational element of social reality has become 

all the more important.  With whom can one extend social trust in order to engage in 

life’s daily routines and tasks?   

Drawing from the work of Goffman (1959), who claimed that people must act 

according to the specific context of situation rather than based on their impressions of 

society at large, the ability to trust can be seen as stimulated by the assessment that things 

seem as they should be in a given situation.  Trust, then, is not naive acceptance, but a 

rational choice that one makes in light of a unique set of circumstances (Gurtman, 1992; 

Lewis & Weigert, 1985).  In other words, when an individual encounters a social 

interaction with someone, the ability to exchange ideas, money, or information depends 

largely on their cognitive valuation that this person and situation are right or in line with 

expectations and that there is little risk in trusting them.  In interactions where one cannot 

predict actions, motives and behaviors, trust is vitally important.  In fact, Simmel (1990) 

claimed that trust is not only helpful when prediction is not possible, but it is more 

prudent and efficient than prediction ever could be.  Trying to accurately calculate 

situations would be paralyzing as the complexity of analyzing a situation and person can 

be overwhelming if not impossible.   

Regarding the role of community in the status of social capital, Brehm and Rahn 

(1997) confirm that place is a factor in the life of trust.  Through a detailed analysis of 

social trust including both individual and community-level variables, Brehm and Rahn 

report the following: 
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The [significant] coefficients for age cohort, the GINI index, and unemployment 
also imply that social capital is affected by characteristics of the community, not 
just individual life experiences, including the socialization of children, economic 
performance, and the distribution of society’s resources. (p.1016) 

 
If it is possible that aspects of the community that one lives in asserts some 

influence over levels of social capital, then it stands to reason that these same factors may 

manipulate social trust given the correlation and interconnectedness between the two 

concepts.  In fact, looking specifically at social trust, other theorists have noted that if 

persons share beliefs, expectations, and the desire for an equally advantageous outcome, 

then trust levels are likely to be higher (Knight, 2001).  But even more interestingly, 

Knight also argues that social trust may depend on more than the interests, commitments 

or background of the individual, but may also stem from their community’s social norms.  

In other words, the norms and values of a given neighborhood or city may exert some 

influence over an individual’s actions.  If a citizen conforms to the social norms of their 

environment, they may fit in better, feel a greater sense of connection to their neighbors 

through their similarities and therefore be more willing to extend trust to others.  

Therefore, more socially or demographically varied communities may have greater 

difficulty building or realizing a high level of consensus among their members, leading 

to lower levels of trust.   

In another study, Macy and Skvoretz (1998) found that the customs for trusting in 

a given community extend first through the interactions of neighbors and then extend to 

strangers.  In this way, the trusting norms of the social setting pave the way for 

generalized trusting among residents.  Meanwhile, other research confirms that even 

while controlling for demographic characteristics (such as age, sex, race and marital 

status) and socioeconomic characteristics (such as income and education), there are still 
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differences among reported levels of trust in communities (Subramanian, Lochner, & 

Kawachi, 2003).  This implies that trust levels may vary distinctly according to place.   

How then does place factor into the trust equation?  Perhaps through the 

situational assessments people must make in order to offer trust.  Residents make 

assumptions, and calculated opinions either based on knowledge of a person’s 

background or appearance or general knowledge of the community and its 

characteristics.  In this sense, the make up, or character of the place in which the trust 

situation is rooted may exert some influence over ones eagerness to be trusting (Lewis & 

Weigert, 1985).   

If the nature of the community exerts some influence over citizens’ inclination to 

be trusting, what is it about the community that has primary bearing on trust levels?  

Some of the attributes of a given geographic region that have been established as trust 

influencers include the perception of public safety and racial composition, with more 

homogenous areas generally being more trusting (Delhey & Newton, 2003; Glaser, 

Laibson, Scheinkman, 2002).  Also, the general economic health indicators in a 

community, including the distribution of wealth and prevalence of poverty, are often 

predictors of trust (Brehm & Rahn, 1997).  Overall, the social diversity in a community 

as evidenced by characteristics like greater minority diversity, larger populations, and 

dissimilar ethical values can all lead to lower levels of social trust (Fukuyama, 1995; 

Knight, 2001; Putnam, 2000; Rice & Steele, 2001).   

A 2006 Pew Social Trends Report concluded that “…it’s true that there’s a 

significant difference between living in the city and the country – it’s just not entirely 

clear why” (Taylor, Funk, & Clark, 2006, pg. 4).  They go on to explain that their survey 
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showed a clear correlation between location and trust, specifically they found that city 

residents are less trusting than those who live in rural areas.  Of course, this appreciation 

for small town life is popular in American tradition, as Taylor et al. point out.   

According to a study of 99 small towns in Iowa, using 1990 United States Census 

data and 1994 data from an independent study at Iowa State University, researchers Rice 

and Steele (2001) concluded that ethically diverse communities have lower levels of 

community attachment and social capital than racially homogeneous communities.  This, 

they claim, may stem from the fact that residents of more diverse towns view their 

neighbors and fellow citizens with more suspicion than they would if they were more 

like themselves.  This suspicion may lead residents to be less involved, less attached and 

therefore less engaged and trusting. 

Marschall and Dietland (2004) report that among whites, the educational status of 

the neighborhood has a strong influence on trust while among blacks the amount of 

interaction among neighbors is an especially strong predictor of trust.  They conclude 

that neighborhood context matters in analyzing trust and that diversity and social 

interaction are both key predictors of generalized trust. 

In addition, communities with higher levels of social trust also tend to have 

greater voluntary associations and lower crime rates.  Initially Rosenfeld, Messner, and 

Baumer (2001) found that lower levels of social capital in communities led to higher 

homicide rates.  This was despite controlling for economic deprivation, population 

density, or other socioeconomic influences hence reinforcing the significance of social 

capital, which they describe as including social trust and civic engagement, as an 

important factor in a communities’ well-being and safety.  Greater trust and civic 
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engagement is understood to reduce crime and violence principally because higher levels 

of involvement and confidence produce stronger social organizations and therefore more 

social control which has been shown to reduce crime. 

Later Messner, Baumer, and Rosenfeld (2004) confirmed their findings with the 

conclusion that generalized trust is lower in cities with higher crime rates.  Using data 

from the 2000 U.S. Census, FBI crime reports and the 2000 Social Capital Community 

Benchmark survey, they declared that this relationship is reciprocal with lower trust 

levels potentially leading to higher crime rates.  Here they elaborated on their previous 

study by concluding that trust may act as much as an outcome as a cause of crime.  

Therefore, the very climate and atmosphere within a city may shape and influence trust 

among its citizens. 

Community crime rates may also indicate larger community problems, namely 

social disorder.  Researchers have demonstrated that both concentrated poverty and 

mixed land use are more likely to lead to physical and social disorder (Sampson & 

Raudenbush, 1999).  Geographic areas used for dual purposes, both commercial and 

residential properties, with little to no consistent zoning to control the quality of 

developments, are often correlated with higher rates of crime and disorder (Taylor, 

1995).  

Using 1995 Community, Crime, & Health data from a survey of Illinois residents 

linked with data on neighborhoods, Ross, Mirowsky, and Pribesh (2001) found that 

people who live in deprived neighborhoods have lower levels of trust in spite of their 

individual disadvantage.  They argue that the high level of disorder in their 

neighborhoods, resulting in a greater sense of powerlessness, is to blame for this effect.  
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More specifically they find that those who live in areas with greater crime, vandalism, 

graffiti, and noise, among other things, are less trusting. 

This body of evidence suggests that place matters in the arena of trust.  Therefore, 

it may not be enough to measure individuals reported levels of trust without including or 

controlling for characteristics of the community.  As Mutz (2005) states, it is not just the 

uncontrollable life events that may influence ones level of trust, but also what one is 

exposed to through the community.  And the community may offer a distinct set of 

experiences through its characteristics and attributes that should be measured in addition 

to the personal features of an individual.   

On the whole, the literature on social trust has focused almost exclusively on 

either the characteristics of the individual, addressing the predictors and influencers of 

social trust in an individual person, or the characteristics of a community.  However, past 

research discloses comparatively little about individual traits and group or community 

level forces.  As a concept with macro-level implications, trust plays an important role in 

encouraging community and developing society.  After all, trust within a community can 

have a direct impact on important measurable factors such as the economy with 

purchasing behavior being influenced by trust.  Higher levels of trust encourage 

economic growth and health by helping businesses to develop their market in terms of 

the customers they seek to network with (Mutz, 2005).   

Therefore, in order to produce more dynamic models of trust, in addition to 

assessing individual level predictors and outcomes of trust, it is essential to measure 

community level factors as well.   
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Hypotheses 
 

What are the sources of social trust?  Are there specific determinants of social 

trust and under what set of circumstances are they most likely to exist?  I aim to address 

these questions and fully explore social trust by first establishing the individual-level 

factors that influence trust and then combining both individual and community level 

attributes in one model to see the complete picture. 

 
Study One: Predictors of Trust at the Individual Level 
 

First of all, as previously established, social trust and social participation are 

strongly correlated; for example, those who join groups are more likely to be trusting.  

Theoretically, this may be either because trusting people are more likely to join groups or 

because being socially active makes one more trusting.  Why does this matter?  As 

Brehm and Rahn (1997) conclude, “it is probably easier for a community to generate 

greater levels of participation than it is for that community to instill more trusting 

attitudes in others.”  And given the generally accepted positive effects of higher levels of 

trust in a community on social, economic, and political well-being, it is well worth 

investigation.   

Past research has consistently suggested, through statistical methods that allow 

for causality assessment, that joining has a much greater impact on trust than vice versa 

(Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Welch et al., 2005).  Given the importance and primacy of the 

role of civic engagement, via group involvement, the initial question of interest is based 

on the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis One: Net of other effects, greater involvement, both formal and 
informal, among individuals, will lead to higher reported 
levels of social trust as involvement increases connection, 



 

30 

awareness, acceptance, and ultimately, social trust among 
individuals.  

 
Study Two: Predictors of Trust at the Individual and Community Level 
 

The next question expands the focus to combine individual-level and community-

level traits.  If social participation is a predictor of trust at the individual level, then what 

may influence formal involvement at the community level?  Do factors at the community 

level mediate social participation’s effect on social trust?  In other words, are there 

structural characteristics of communities that influence levels of trust or the opportunities 

to create trust?   

With the established link between community social organization and mistrust 

(Massey, 1996; Oliver & Mendelberg, 2000; Ross et al., 2001), I argue that economic 

and demographic factors at the community level will augment the effects that social 

participation, both formal and informal, have on social trust.  Specifically, I argue that 

communities with more economic stability and less social disorder will have higher 

levels of trust.  Therefore, the second hypothesis is stated as: 

Hypothesis Two: The impact of involvement on trust will matter less in 
communities with more economic and social health. 

 
Both of these hypotheses center around the argument that both demographic and 

lifestyle factors influence social trust levels among individuals.  I argue that the overall 

impact of these factors will be mediated by the overall climate of the community in 

which individuals live.  Only by combining both individual and community level factors 

into one multi-level model, that is capable on holding in tension both of these important 

components, can we get a complete picture of how social trust works.   
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Another way to think of this approach is to consider the following example.  If 

we ask people how much they like the food they ate at their last meal and plotted their 

responses, we might conclude that things like flavor, texture and temperature where the 

most influential in rating of food quality.  If however, we could find a way to take into 

account the restaurant they were eating in and include features like the restaurant’s 

atmosphere, the quality of their server, and the number of people in the eating 

establishment, we might find that these “group” level features are significant in their own 

right or even mediate the impact of the flavor of the food, for example.  Hierarchical 

linear modeling will let us do just that – take into account individual and group level 

effects at the same time.  This will be my approach in this study, which I discuss in the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Data and Methodology 
 
 

This chapter details the three publicly available secondary data sources used for 

this research, the 2000 Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey, 2000 U.S. Census 

data, and the 1998-2000 Federal Bureau of Investigation Uniform Crime Reporting 

Program Data.  The second part of the chapter overviews the statistical techniques used 

in the two studies, ordinary least squares regression (OLS) and hierarchical linear 

modeling (HLM). 

 
Data Sources 

 
 

2000 Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey Data 
 

This study uses data from the 2000 Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey 

(SCCBS), a large civic engagement survey designed by the Saguaro Seminar at the John 

F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University (Saguaro Seminar, 2001).  

Leading scholars contributed to the development of this study including Robert Putnam, 

who wrote about the decline of social capital in his book Bowling Alone (2000).  The 

survey consists of a large national sample, with an N of 3,003, and 40 community 

samples, with a total N of 26,230, both of which were collected from July to November 

of 2000.  For this analysis, the community samples are used to focus on social trust 

trends at the individual and community level.  Of the original 40 communities included 

in the data set, only 38 are used in this study, resulting in a sample size of 25,862.  One 

community, rural South Dakota, was excluded from my analysis as the necessary 
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geocodes, discussed in more detail below, were not available for this region given that 

the sponsoring organization did not record this data.  Another community, North 

Minneapolis, was combined with a related community, Minneapolis, as both 

communities included the same county, my key geographic unit of analysis, in their 

sampling.  In order to prevent unnecessary redundancy, I combined the data from these 

communities into one community representing the city of Minneapolis.  A map of the 

SCCBS communities is detailed in Figure 1. 

As previously mentioned, geocodes were key to my analysis.  For example, the 

ability to identify the counties included in each community was necessary in order to 

assess the demographic and economic characteristics of each community by appending 

data from the 2000 U.S. Census to the SCBS data, as discussed later in further detail.  

For this reason, I use the Restricted Use Version of the Social Capital Benchmark Survey 

in my analysis.  To acquire this data set, application was made to the Roper Center for 

Public Opinion Research at the University of Connecticut.  Per the terms of the 

agreement, I, the principal investigator, and Charles M. Tolbert II, Ph.D., my dissertation 

chair, and F. Carson Mencken, Ph.D., a member of my dissertation committee, have 

unlimited access to the restricted use data set.  The Restricted Use Version includes the 

following geocodes of interest:  blocks, census tracts, FIPS state/county code, minor civil 

divisions (MCD’s), and place. 

Each community in the sample, detailed in Table 2, was surveyed by a local 

sponsoring organization.  The sponsors decided what geographic areas to survey, how to 

conduct the interviews and what specific groups (if any) were to be over sampled.  As the 

researchers at the Saguaro Seminar (2001) explain, generally the survey areas included 
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either one county or a cluster of counties, although some survey areas included entire 

municipalities or entire states.  The majority of the surveys used proportionate sampling 

and the sample sizes range from 500-1,500 respondents. 

  The SCCBS data have a few limitations worth noting.  First, the data set suffers 

from lower than desirable response rates by conventional standards, as noted by 

Messsner et al. (2004).  This is significant as response rates often indicate the extent that 

survey data represent the population of interest.  The average adjusted response rate, the 

response rate adjusted for eligibility, among the communities sampled is 28.9 percent as 

calculated using the AAPOR RR21 formula (The American Association for Public 

Opinion Research, 2006).  

The adjusted response rate accounts for the number of completed interviews per 

all eligible respondents whose phone numbers were dialed at least once, ignoring 

ineligible phone numbers.  This indicates that roughly 29 percent of the respondents in 

the sampling frame completed the survey.  Meanwhile, the adjusted cooperation rate, the 

percent of contacted respondents who agreed to complete the interview, was 41.6 

percent.  The adjusted cooperation rate includes the number of completed interviews out 

of the number of eligible individuals who were contacted.  Given that the adjusted 

cooperation rate accounts for those individuals who refused to participate, it is generally 

a better measure of data quality as it identifies the proportion that refused to participate 

and those individuals may be theoretically different from those who did respond.   
                                                 
 1The AAPOR RR2 formula for response rates is: RR2 = I / ((I + R + NC + O + e(UH)), where: I = 
the number of completed interviews; R = the number of refusals and terminations; NC = the number of 
households where the designated respondent was not reached (and there was no explicit refusal); O = other 
(health or language barriers); UH = unknown eligibility / unknown if household – mostly repeated busy 
signal or Caller ID block. The Adjusted Cooperation Rate uses the same logic as the RR2 Response Rate – 
only it deletes the NC, O, and e(UH) terms from the denominator.  
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Table 2 
 

2000 SCCBS Communities Surveyed, Geography of Area, and Sample Size 
Community State Counties Included Sample 
Birmingham Metro AL Jefferson 500 
Phoenix/Maricopa AZ Maricopa 501 
Los Angeles CA Los Angeles 515 
San Diego CA San Diego 504 
San Francisco CA San Francisco 500 
Peninsula/Silicon Valley CA Alameda, San Mateo, Santa Clara 1505 
Boulder CO Boulder 500 
Denver CO Denver 501 
Delaware DE Kent, New Castle, Sussex 1379 
Atlanta Metro GA Cobb, Dekalb, Fulton, Henry, Rockdale 510 
Chicago Metro IL Cook, Dupage, Kane, Lake, McHenry, Will 750 
Indiana IN All counties in the state (see Appendix) 1001 
Baton Rouge LA East Baton Rouge 500 
Boston MA Suffolk 604 
Lewiston-Auburn ME Androscoggin 523 
Kalamazoo MI Kalamazoo 500 
Detroit Metro MI Wayne, Oakland, Macomb, St.Clair, Wasthenaw, 

Monroe, Livingston 
501 

Fremont/Newaygo MI Newaygo 753 
Grand Rapids MI Kent 502 
St. Paul Metro MN Dakota, Ramsey, Washington 503 
Minneapolis MN Hennepin 953 
Montana MT All counties in the state (see Appendix) 502 
Charlotte Region NC Anson, Cabarrus, Catawba, Cleveland, Gaston, Iredell, 

Lincoln, Mecklenburg, Rowan, Stanly, Union, Chester, 
Lancaster, York 

1500 

Winston-Salem/Forsyth NC Forsyth 750 
Greensboro/Guilford NC Guiliford 750 
Bismarck ND Burleigh 506 
New Hampshire NH All counties in the state (see Appendix) 711 
Syracuse/Onondaga NY Onondaga 541 
Rochester Metro NY Monroe, Wayne, Ontario, Livingston, Genesee, 

Orleans 
988 

Cincinnati Metro OH Dearborn, Boone, Campbell, Kenton, Butler, 
Clermont, Hamilton, Warren 

1001 

Cleveland/Cuyahoga OH Cuyahoga 1100 
Central Oregon OR Crook, Deschutes, Jefferson 500 
York PA York 500 
Rural South Dakota SD Miner 368 
East Tennessee TN Anderson, Blount, Campbell, Claiborne, Cocke, 

Grainger, Greene, Hamblen, Hawkins, Hancock, 
Jefferson, Knox, Loudon, Monroe, McMinn, Morgan, 
Roane, Scott, Sevier, Union, Unicoi, and Washington 

500 

Houston/Harris TX Harris 500 
Yakima WA Yakima 500 
Seattle WA King 502 
Kanawha Valley WV Boone, Kanawha, Putnam 500 
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Figure 1.  Map of Communities in Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey
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While these rates are lower than the response rates typical of today’s telephone 

surveys, the data quality may not be affected.  Keeter, Miller, Kohut, Groves and Stanley 

(2000) found that a survey with a low response rate of 36 percent produced data 

consistent with a higher response rate of 61 percent.  In addition, not knowing details 

about the potential characteristics of non-respondents nor the effects of non-response on 

the data quality it is assumed that the data are fit for analysis, especially after the data are 

weighted to adjust the sample according to age, race, sex and education by community. 

 Another noteworthy limitation is the fact that the communities are not of equal 

size or comparable geographic areas.  While some communities encompass a single 

county, others encompass multiple counties or entire states.  Granted the theory of social 

capital is applicable across varying community sizes and definitions, yet the variations of 

community size in this data may prove problematic for drawing accurate and veritable 

conclusions about the impact of community characteristics on social trust.  Nonetheless, 

the data are used with the assumption that in order to verify validity and reliability it may 

be necessary to compare these findings with the results from more traditional samples.  

In addition, these units of measurement are appropriate for group level analysis as they 

qualify as communities with defined geographic boundaries that likely have unique 

social, cultural and economic characteristics asserting influence over individuals living 

within the regions. 

The SCCBS data set contains a series of questions on community involvement, 

political engagement, religious participation and similar topics.  It is a good source for 

investigating social trust, as it is the largest survey to date on Americans’ civic 

engagement.  Many of the question formats used in the survey were patterned after other 
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popular data sources in the study of social capital and therefore can be compared to 

previous studies.  In addition, the study adds to these previous surveys by including new 

and untested measures with greater levels of detail and information.  This research uses a 

few variables from the data set including measures of social trust, measures of social 

participation, and demographic variables as discussed in a subsequent section. 

 
2000 United States Census Data  
 

As previously mentioned, to accurately account for demographic and economic 

characteristics of each community, data from the 2000 U.S. Census were appended to the 

SCBS data.  As discussed in further detail below, I primarily use county-level Census 

variables that assess poverty, education, percent female-headed households, and percent 

urbanization.  These data are necessary as the data in the SCCBS do not allow for precise 

assessment of these characteristics of each community.  Using county-level Census data 

allows for the variables to be attached appropriately to the SCCBS data as each 

community is defined by the county or counties that comprise the geography. 

 
Federal Bureau of Investigation Uniform Crime Reporting Program Data 

 
In addition to the SCCBS data and the Census data, I also used Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) data to account for crime in each 

community.  Specifically, I utilized the Inter-university Consortium for Political and 

Social Research (ICPSR) to obtain the FBI county-level detailed arrest and offense data 

for 1998-2000. 

The UCR data allowed me to get a reliable and valid measure of violent crime, 

which is most useful for this research.  To build the most robust measure of violent 
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crime, I gathered and averaged data from three years: 1998, 1999, and 2000.  This helps 

offset extreme variation in any one year due to reporting errors, unnatural fluctuations, or 

other unforeseen influences.  Accordingly, using a three-year crime average helps reduce 

variability in reported crime that may exist in confined areas over short periods of time.   

I acquired a separate data file for each year of interest (1998-2000) and recoded 

them per my research needs.  To being with, I concatenated the provided state and county 

FIPS codes to create a five-digit county level FIPS code that corresponds with my other 

data sets.  I then merged the three separate ICPSR data sets together so that each of the 

data sets (1998, 1999, and 2000) was contained in one file.  This allowed me to create my 

final measure of violent crime by averaging the three years worth of data into one 

measure for each of the following types of crime: murder, rape, robbery, and aggravated 

assault.  According to the UCR program’s definition, violent crime includes each of these 

offenses.  Once I had a three-year average for each of the four offense types, I compiled 

them into one additive index and calculated a violent crime rate (crimes per 1,000 

persons) using the population of each community.  

 
The Problem of Missing Data 

 
Missing data are a frequent problem in statistical analysis, and this study is no 

exception.  A widely accepted method for dealing for missing responses in data sets is 

listwise deletion, where statistical procedures exclude any missing cases and in this way, 

use only complete cases.  Therefore, the resulting sample size is reduced to the smallest 

number of complete cases among the variables included in a given analysis.  Even if a 

case is only missing a response on one variable, the entire case is lost. 
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The problem of using listwise deletion is apparent in my current analysis.  For 

example, in my present study, the sample size is N = 25, 862.  However, when I conduct 

statistical analysis, specifically hierarchical linear modeling (as discussed in more detail 

later), and all missing cases among my chosen variables are removed, the resulting 

sample size is only 9,461.  This resulting sample size is still a significantly large sample 

size for analysis to be sure; however, it is a 37 percent reduction in the sample size.  

Consequently, any resulting analysis excludes a large portion of the original sample, 

potentially biasing the results.  Who am I missing by excluding cases that are not 100 

percent?  What potential biases might be represented in this reduced sample size? 

An alternate approach to handling missing data, is to utilize a system of single 

imputation, where a value is substituted for each missing value.  Missing values can be 

imputed, for example, with the variable mean from complete cases or another plausible 

value.  This, however, assumes that the imputed values are certain and accurate and the 

estimated variances of parameter estimates are likely to be biased toward zero (Rubin 

1987).  So, in an effort to obtain the most complete and valid version of my data set for 

analysis, I moved on to a third option for dealing with missing cases: multiple 

imputation. 

Multiple imputation solves a few of the problems with both listwise deletion and 

single imputation.  For example, multiple imputation replaces missing values with a set 

of plausible values, hence the name multiple imputation, based on the principal that there 

is uncertainty involved about the correct value to impute.  In the end, the resulting data 

set is 100 percent complete and the analysis can be performed as if every observation 

among every variable of interest has a valid response.  How does the computer “guess” 
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what value to impute for a given variable?  In essence, it uses information from other 

variables in the data set to generate predicted values.  In other words, it draws a random 

sample of the missing values from its distribution which results in inferences that 

properly reflect the uncertainty due to missing values (Rubin, 1987; Schafer, 1997).     

Paul Allison (2002) argues that of all the possible techniques for handling 

missing data, only two prove to be of any real value, maximum likelihood and multiple 

imputation.  He goes on to demonstrate the significant advantages of multiple 

imputation, singling it out as a promising way of overcoming the pitfalls of missing data.  

Why is multiple imputation not more widely used?  Most likely it has recently become 

popular as it is only now computationally practical; although the statistical principals 

driving the method have been around for a long time (Allison, 2002). 

What are the steps in multiple imputation?  Basically, there are three steps for 

most types of analysis:  1) missing data are filled in m times to generate m complete data 

sets; 2) the m complete data sets are analyzed using standard statistical methods; 3) the 

results from each data set are combined to produce inferential results.  For my study, I 

completed the multiple imputation in SAS using the PROC MI statement on my variables 

on interest.  This resulted in five separate imputed data sets, each with an N of 25,862.  

My subsequent analysis was then completed on each imputed data set and the results 

were combined into one model representing the average of all five data sets as if they 

were one, in SAS this is done with the Proc MIANALYZE statement. 

To demonstrate the impact of utilizing multiple imputation, consider the 

comparison below of my variables of interest from my original data set, the one that is 

listwise deleted, and the one after the imputation in Table 3.  The mean and standard 
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deviation for the original data set, with all completed cases, and the multiply imputed 

data set are similar.  The listwise deleted data are skewed due to the removal of missing 

cases. 

Table 3 
 

Comparison of Key Variables Before and After Imputation 

  Complete Cases Listwise Deleted 
N=9,461 

Multiply Imputed 
N=25,862

Variable Range Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Social Trust 0-7 5.54 (1.75) 
N=13,996 5.63 (1.66)  5.54 (1.71)

Formal Group 
Involvement 0-16 2.72 (2.52) 

N=25,607 2.96 (2.50) 2.73 (2.52)

Informal Group 
Involvement 0-300 90.73 (65.45) 

N=17,624 90.07 (65.00) 86.59 (64.85)

 

Additionally, the graph below visually demonstrates the effect of listwise deletion 

and imputation on other demographic variables in the data set.  The original data set 

(which includes all valid responses for a given variable) and the multiple imputed data 

set are similar in distribution while the listwise deleted set is markedly different.  This 

suggests that by using listwise deletion, the demographic make up of the sample of 

altered. 

 One variable that is greatly impacted is employment.  In fact, listwise deletion 

removes a large number of respondents who are unemployed, thereby increasing the 

proportion in the remaining sample who are employed.  By using multiple imputation to 

fill in a plausible value for those respondents in the data set who did not answer certain 

survey questions, all respondents are retained, including unemployed persons, which 

results in a more representative sample.   



 

43 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Evangelical South Happy Male Kids Urban Marital Healthy Own White Employed

Original Listwise Deleted Multiply Imputed
 

Figure 2.  Demographic Characteristics as a Percentage of Respondents by Data Set 
Version: Original Complete Cases, Listwise Deleted, and Multiply Imputed 

 
 

For whatever reason, unemployed persons were more likely to not answer at least one 

question (among my variables of interest) and therefore would have been deleted from 

my analysis had I not done multiple imputation.  It should be noted that all persons were 

asked if they trusted the people that they worked with regardless of their own 

employment status.  Therefore, unemployed respondents had the opportunity to answer 

the question hypothetically.  In fact, of those who reported that they trust their 

coworkers, 18 percent of them were classified as unemployed while the remaining 82 

percent were employed.   

Table 4 shows the impact of imputation on additional demographic and lifestyle 

variables.  The same trend is apparent among these variables as the multiply imputed 
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data set produced values that were more similar to the original data set than did the 

listwise deleted version.  Thus, using listwise deletion would result in a sample that is 

younger, more affluent, better educated, and more geographically mobile than either the 

complete or imputed samples. 

Table 4 
 

Comparison of Demographic and Lifestyle Variables Before and After Imputation. 

  Complete Cases Listwise 
Deleted 

Multiply 
Imputed 

Variable Range Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
TV Hours per 
week 0-12 N=25,654

3.08 (2.71)
N=9,461 

2.77 (2.46) 
N=25,862

3.09 (2.71)

Newspapers 
read per week 0-7 N=25,815

3.52 (2.89)
N=9,461 

3.42 (2.71) 
N=25,862

3.52 (2.88)

Age 18-118 N=25,213
44.60 (17.29)

N=9,461 
39.30 (12.32) 

N=25,862
44.68 (17.27)

Annual 
Income 10-133 N=21,831

53.43 (35.91)
N=9,461 

59.87 (35.03)  
N=25,862

53.46 (35.73)

Year of 
Education 10-20 N=25,518

13.96 (2.71)
N=9,461 

14.28 (2.65) 
N=25,862

13.97 (2.71)

Years Lived 
in community 1-96 N=25,776

15.66 (14.38)
N=9,461 

14.09 (11.96) 
N=25,862

15.66 (14.38)
  

Variables of Interest 
 
 
 Dependent Variable:  Social Trust 

The dependent variable for all three studies is an index of social trust I created 

using the SCCBS data.  Before explaining the details of the index, I will address the 

important measurement issues related to social trust. 

The definition and measurement of social trust is a key issue in the study of its 

condition and possible antecedents.  In order to communicate clearly about this analysis 
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of trust it is necessary to identify the language to be used and the meaning of trust.  Trust 

is often understood to be composed of two distinct components: individual trust and 

institutional trust (Paxton, 1999).  Individual trust is the basic faith people place directly 

in others while institutional trust is the general trust that citizens place in organizations, 

governments, businesses and groups in society.  It is the individual trust that is of greater 

importance for this analysis, as this is the trust one places in strangers and acquaintances 

in a social environment.  While someone may be very trusting of his or her local 

government, they may not trust their neighbors or taxi driver.  Therefore, for these 

purposes, trust is understood to refer to the faith that we have in the goodness of others 

and the basic assumption that others will not do us harm. 

Historically, interpersonal trust had been measured with a variety of indices from 

a single item, such as the familiar question from the General Social Survey asking if 

“most people can be trusted” versus “you can’t be too careful,” to multiple item 

indicators (Davis, Smith, & Marsden, 2003).  For example, one commonly used index 

includes questions on trustfulness, fairness and helpfulness (Paxton, 1999; Robinson & 

Jackson, 2001; Smith, 1997).  This three-item index, adapted from the work of 

Rosenburg (1956), is assumed to be a good indicator of the trustworthiness of a typical 

person.  Other research on trust has used a two-item index that measures only trustfulness 

and fairness (Lee et al., 2003; Moy & Scheufele, 2000).  Still other researchers have used 

a trust index composed of multiple items that question neighbors’ reliability, helpfulness 

and dependability in situations with children, violence and emergencies (Beaudoin & 

Thorson, 2004).   
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This variety in measurement undoubtedly influences the reliability of previous 

findings as different measures may in fact be measuring different things.  The lack of 

consistency in measurement and findings points to the ongoing struggle to understand 

social trust and study it successfully and consistently with survey data.  How should trust 

be measured?  How do interpretations vary based on measurement?   

This analysis relies on a social trust index that I formed with variables in the 2000 

Social Capital Benchmark Survey.  Using factor analysis, the following seven items on 

trust yield one primary dimension of social trust:   

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

 
2. Think about people in your neighborhood. Generally speaking, would you say 

that you can trust them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all? 
 

3. How about people you work with? Would you say that you can trust them a lot, 
some, only a little, or not at all? 

 
4. How about people at your church or place of worship? Would you say that you 

can trust them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all? 
 

5. How about people who work in the stores where you shop? Would you say that 
you can trust them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all? 

 
6. How about the police in your local community? Would you say that you can trust 

them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all? 
 

7. How about [respondent’s ethnicity] people?  Would you say that you can trust 
them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all? 
 
These variables are similar to ones used successfully by other researchers to 

analyze trust (Brooks, 2005; Messner et al., 2004; Saxton & Benson, 2005).  Messner et 

al. (2004) use questions number one through six above plus an additional question that 

assesses the level of trust in the local media.  Saxton and Benson (2005) use the social 

trust index created by The Saquaro Seminar (2001) that is included in the SCCBS data 
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set.  It includes variables one through six above.  Brooks (2005) uses all seven questions 

as listed above to create the social trust index for his study.  My analysis of the available 

trust variables in the SCCBS data set confirm that the seven listed above comprise the 

most reliable measure of social trust for this analysis. 

One thing to note is the use of the following trust questions, “How about people 

you work with? Would you say that you can trust them a lot, some, only a little, or not at 

all?” and “How about people at your church or place of worship? Would you say that you 

can trust them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all?”  Both of these questions seem to 

have the prerequisites of being employed and being a church-goer in order to qualify.  In 

other words, the unemployed and those who do not attend church would not be qualified 

to answer those questions; however, they were in fact asked those questions in the 

survey.  As previously explained, this turns the questions into hypotheticals.  Of the 

respondents who reported that they trust fellow church goers, approximately six percent 

of them were classified as non-affiliated with any religion and therefore not part of a 

religious congregation. 

Some might argue that the inclusion of these factors of trust is unfounded and 

illogical; however, in light of my current methodology, it makes the most sense to 

include them for the following reasons:  1) The inclusion of these two components 

provides the most robust trust index with the highest possible Cronback’s Alpha, 2) 

Secondly, given the use of multiple imputation for these data, having a well-rounded set 

of variables helps to impute the most reliable values for missing cases as the imputation 

process requires evaluating responses to all variables to make statistically valid 

substitutions. 
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Most trust variables (number 2-7 in the list above) were recoded as follows: those 

who reported that they trust others “a little” and “none” were coded as non-trusters while 

those who trust others “some” and “a lot” were coded as trusters.  The remaining trust 

variable, “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you 

can't be too careful in dealing with people?”, was recoded so that those who responded 

“can’t be too careful” and “it depends” were classified as non-trusters and those who said 

that others “can be trusted” were classified as trusters.   This dichotomous classification 

is in keeping with the trend among the variables where responses tended to pool at either 

end of the response spectrum. 

The social trust index has a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .76.  The index was 

calculated by adding the dichotomous variables for whether respondents trust their 

neighbors, their coworkers, the people at their church, the people where they shop, local 

cops, or people from their own race as detailed in Table 5.   

Lastly, consider the trust levels for each community.  Figure 2 compares the 

average social trust levels for each of the 38 communities in this study.  The community 

of Houston/Harris County, Texas has the lowest average social trust level at 4.96 (on the 

seven point social trust scale) while Bismark, North Dakota has the highest average 

social trust level at 6.31.   

This is in keeping with the general trend for trust levels to be higher in rural 
places than urban ones.  For example, Bismark is rural while Houston has a higher 
degree of urbanization.  In general, the list of communities follows this same trend with 
more urban areas having lower levels of trust than their rural counterparts.
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Table 5 

 
Characteristics of the SCCBS Dichotomous Trust Variables 

Data from the Compiled Multiply Imputed data sets, N=129,310 

Component Variables Percent 
Trust Others 50.2 
Trust Store Clerks 77.5 
Trust Neighbors 83.0 
Trust Local Police 85.1 
Trust Coworkers 85.6 
Trust Own Racial Group 88.9 
Trust Fellow Church Goers 93.6 

Social Trust Index Percent 
0 1.54 
1 2.32 
2 3.31 
3 4.67 
4 7.21 
5 13.13 
6 28.50 
7 39.33 

 
 
Key Independent Variables – Social Participation   
 

Two important independent variables in this analysis include measures of social 

participation; specifically the measures include two indices for formal and informal 

social involvement.  The first index is a count of those involved in the following 16 

different types of formal groups: sports clubs or leagues, youth organizations, parent 

associations, veterans groups, neighborhood associations, seniors groups, charity, labor 

unions, professional, trade, farm or business, service or fraternal, ethnic, nationality, or 

civil rights organizations, political groups, literary, art or musical groups, hobby, 

investment or garden clubs, self-help programs, Internet groups, and other organizations.  

Details of each variable and the percent participating in each organization are listed in 

Table 6.  The variable is an additive index with a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .71.
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Figure 3.  Average Social Trust levels among the 38 communities in this study.
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Table 6 
 

Characteristics of the 2000 SCCBS Dichotomous Formal Group Involvement Variables 
Data presented from the Compiled Multiply Imputed data sets, N=129,310 

Types of Formal Groups Percent
Internet Groups 3.1
Ethnic/Nationality/Civic Rights 7.1
Veteran Groups 7.7
Political 9.9
Seniors Groups 14.3
Service or Fraternal 14.4
Other kinds of groups/organizations 15.8
Self-help Programs 18.6
Literary/Art/Musical 20.2
Youth Organizations 21.8
Parent Associations 22.2
Sports Clubs/Leagues; Outdoor Activities 22.8
Neighborhood Associations 25.1
Hobby/Investment/Garden  26.3
Labor Unions/Professional/Trade/Farm/Business 26.3
Charity or Social Welfare Organizations 34.3

 

 The second measure of participation assesses informal social involvement.  The 

variable is an index that is based on the average of the following five questions:  In the 

past 12 months, how often have you (1) played cards or board games with others, (2) 

visited with relatives, (3) had friends over to your home, (4) socialized with co-workers 

outside of work, and (5) hung out with friends in a public place.  The index has a 

Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .67, and each component is detailed in Table 7. 

 
Control Variables  
 

The control variables for this analysis include lifestyle, socioeconomic, and 

demographic measures that have been shown throughout the literature of social trust to 

affect individuals’ reported levels of trust.   
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Table 7 
 

Characteristics of the 2000 SCCBS Informal Group Involvement Variables 
Respondents Reported Number of Times Engaged in Activity in Past 12 Months 

Data presented from the Compiled Multiply Imputed data sets, N=129,310 
Types of Informal Interaction Mean (SD)
Played cards or board games 11.5 (17.1)
Socialized with co-workers outside or work 12.7 (16.3)
Hung out with friends in a public place 16.4 (19.8)
Had friends over to your home 22.2 (21.2)
Visited with relatives 25.1 (22.4)

 

Lifestyle.  The primary lifestyle variables include television and newspaper use.  

Television use is measured through an item that asks respondents to report how many 

hours of television they watch on an average weekday, Monday through Friday.  This 

measure focuses on total viewing time as an indicator of ones use of television.  

Weekday television viewing data is commonly used in previous studies and if therefore 

valuable for comparison sake.  In addition, it is assumed that one’s television viewing 

habits are more likely to remain consistent during the weekday rather than weekends 

which may fluctuate from zero television, during a busy weekend of travel, or many 

hours for a weekend spent at home.  While many object to this measure of television on 

grounds that content matters more than quantity, for this analysis the amount of 

television consumed is important.  It has historically been proven to predict levels of 

social trust.  Research has shown that it often has a negative effect on social trust with 

greater amounts of television viewing leading to lower level of trust (Putnam 2000). 

Newspaper use is measured with an item that asks how many days in the past 

week the respondent read a daily newspaper.  Newspaper readership is proven to have a 

positive effect on social trust with more exposure leading to higher levels of trust as 
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readers may be more aware and connected to their communities.  This is an important 

control to include mediating the potential effects of media exposure on one’s trust levels. 

To control for life satisfaction, which may significantly impact trust, two 

variables measuring health and happiness are included.  The variable measuring 

happiness asks how happy the respondent is from very happy to not at all happy.  For this 

analysis all those who answered happy or very happy are considered happy.  Health is 

measured with a variable that asks respondents to rate their overall health from poor to 

excellent.  All those who answered good, very good, or excellent were considered 

healthy.   

 
Socioeconomic.  In addition to the lifestyle variables above, education, income, 

home ownership and employment status, which are all commonly connected to social 

trust, are included as control variables (Lee et al., 2003; Moy & Scheufele, 2000; Moy, 

Scheufele, & Holbert, 1999; Norris, 1996; Putnam, 1995; Welch, Sikkink, Sartain, & 

Bond, 2004).  Education is measured with a categorical variable with seven categories 

for each level of education achieved.  I recoded the variable and assigned a midpoint 

value for an estimated number of years in school according to the response category.  For 

example, if someone reported having less than a high school education, their response 

was changed into an actual numerical score, in this case 10, representing 10 years, the 

assumed midpoint.  Notably, 60.3 percent of the sample had at least some college 

education. 

Similarly, for income I also recoded the original variable and assigned a midpoint 

value for the estimated total household income in 1999.  The final resulting coding and 

distribution for education and income are presented in Table 8 below. 
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Home ownership was captured via a survey question which asks, “Do you or your 

family own the place where you are living now, or do you rent?”  Sixty-nine percent of 

the sample reported owning their residence.  Finally, employment status is included as a 

control variable and includes all those who are currently working for pay.  All those who 

reported that they are currently working were classified as employed (66.6 percent of the 

sample) while those who said they were currently laid off, unemployed, retired, disabled, 

stay at home, or a student were classified as unemployed. 

 
Table 8 

 
Characteristics of the SCCBS Education and Income Variables 

Data presented from the Compiled Multiply Imputed data sets, N=129,310 
Variable Definition Percent
Education  
     10 Less than High School 8.9
     12 High School 31.1
     14 Some College, Associates Degree 39.3
     16 Bachelor Degree 21.0
     18 Some Graduate School 4.4
     20 Graduate Degree 16.4
Income  
     10 Less than 20K 15.6
     25 20-30K 14.4
     40 31-50K 24.7
     62 51-75K 20.9
     87 76-100K 13.0
     133 Greater than 100K 11.4

 

Demographic.  The demographic variables included in this analysis are race, 

gender, age, marital status, the presence of children, and religious preference.  All of 

which may affect levels of social trust. 

As previously mentioned race is an important control in the study of trust as 

minorities may experience and interpret the social environment differently and therefore 
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have differing levels of misanthropy (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2004).  For this analysis, I 

use an ethnicity variable that classifies respondents as either black, Asian, Hispanic or 

white.  Those who reported being black, Asian, or Hispanic were coded as non-white 

with the remaining respondents classified as white.  Seventy-six percent of the sample is 

white. 

Gender is measured with a dummy variable where male=1 and female=0.  The 

sample is predominately female at 58.6 percent of the sample.  The variable for age is 

continuous with a range of 18-118 years old.  The mean age reported was 45.  Marital 

status is also a dummy variable with those who are currently married classified as “1” 

while those who have never been married, are widowed, divorced, or separated are 

classified as “0”.  Fifty-one percent of the sample is currently married.  Finally, the 

presence of children is measured with a dummy variable; those who have children and 

those who do not have children.  Thirty-nine percent of the sample has children.  This 

dichotomous variable is most useful for my analysis as the mere presence of children, 

and therefore a distinct type of family life, is thought to be an important influence over 

one’s levels of trust, not the specific number of children.  In other words, trust has not 

been shown to increase or decrease with the addition of another child. 

In order to control for the effect of religion on social trust levels, I included a 

dichotomous variable for evangelical protestants.  In this way I am comparing 

evangelicals verses all other persons.  As Welch et al. (2004) report, evangelical 

protestants tend to have lower levels of trust than other protestants.  And 

characteristically, evangelicals often stand apart from their mainline counterparts in their 

behaviors, beliefs, and social practices.  To create the evangelical variable, I 
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approximated the variable using the RELTRAD method for classifying protestant 

denominations with the SCCBS data (Steensland et al., 2000).  This resulted in the 

following seven categories:  evangelical, mainline, other protestants, catholic, jewish, 

other faith, and nonaffiliated as detailed in Table 9. 

 
Table 9 

 
Characteristics of the 2000 SCCBS RELTRAD Variables 

Data presented from the original recoded data set, N=24,020 
Religious Affiliation Percent 
Catholic 26.2 
Evangelical 24.4 
Mainline 18.0 
Non-affiliated 15.0 
Other protestant 8.0 
Other 6.8 
Jewish 1.6 

 

Then, in order to simplify the imputation of the data, I elected to carry forward 

only one dichotomous religious category.  Otherwise, given the rounding procedure that 

must occur after values are imputed, individuals could be assigned to more than one 

category (Allison 2002).  The simplest way to deal with this problem is to only impute 

the dummy variable of primary interest, in this case evangelicals, leaving the other 

categories as a reference group.  The final result is that 24.7 percent of respondents are 

evangelical. 

 
Residential Patterns.  Previous studies have established that community type may 

also be related to social trust, as rural and urban neighborhoods can have drastically 

different environments that encourage disparate levels of trust among their citizens 

(Beaudoin & Thorson, 2004; Beggs, Haines, & Hurlbert, 1996; Putnam, 1995, 2000).  
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Therefore, this analysis controls for whether a community where an individual resides is 

rural or urban.  The designation of urban includes cities that are in the center of a 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), outside the center of an MSA but inside the county 

of the center city, inside a suburban county of an MSA, or in an MSA that has no center 

city.  Fifty-four percent of individuals report living in an urban setting. 

The length of time one reports living in their community is also included to 

account for the effect that time can have on connectedness to ones community.  The 

years in residence ranges from 1-96 years with a mean of approximately 15 years and a 

standard deviation of 14.1.  Finally, the region of the country where one lives, south or 

non-south, is accounted for.  The distinct values, beliefs, norms and other cultural 

patterns of these two regions often influence individual’s behaviors and attitudes and are 

therefore important to control for.  About 29 percent of the sample lives in the south.  

Each of the previously mentioned variables used in this research are summarized in 

Table 10. 

 
Key Independent Variables –Community Level 
 

For the second study that requires community-level variables, the following 

county-level Census and ICPSR variables are used:  percent in poverty, percent with 

greater than high school education, percent female-headed households, percent urban, 

and the violent crime rate.  These variables, as outlined in Table 11, are included to 

account for both the resource deprivation in a given geographic area and quality of life in 

a community.  By allowing these characteristics of an area to influence the effects of 

social participation on trust, the hope is to generate greater clarity into the possible 

geographic characteristics of an area that manipulate an individuals’ level of trust. 
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Table 10 

 
Descriptive Statistics of the 2000 SCCBS Variables 

Data presented from the Compiled Multiply Imputed data sets, N=129,310 
Variable Definition Range Mean (SD)

Dependent Variable    
Social Trust Index Additive index of instances of trust; 

0=low trust and 7=high trust 
0-7 5.64 (1.66)

Social Participation 
  

Formal Group 
Involvement 

Count of organizations involved in 0-16 2.90 (2.60)

Informal Social 
Interaction 

Number of times engaged in informal 
socializing 

0-300 87.88 
(64.08)

Demographic    
Age Continuous variable of age reported 18-118 44.7 (16.6)
Male Male=1 0-1 .41 (.50)
White White = 1 0-1 .76 (.43)
Married Married = 1 0-1 .51 (.50)
Have Children Have Children = 1 0-1 .39 (.49)
Evangelical Evangelical Protestant = 1; all other 

Protestants = 0 
0-1 .25 (.43)

Socioeconomic 
  

Employed Employed = 1 0-1 .67 (.47)
Income Six categories at the midpoint of each 

range to approximate annual income 
10-133 54.5 (36.6)

Education Six categories at the midpoint of each 
range to approximate years of education 

10-20 14.5 (2.8)

Home Ownership Home Owner = 1 0-1 .69 (.46)

Lifestyle 
  

TV Hours Number of hours watch TV per day 0-12 3.0 (2.7)
Newspapers Read Number of days a week read newspaper 0-7 3.5 (2.9)
Happy Happy = 1 0-1 .38 (.49)
Healthy Healthy = 1 0-1 .62 (.49)

Community    
South South = 1 0-1 .29 (.45)
Urban Urban = 1 0-1 .53 (.50)
Years Lived in 
Community 

Continuous variable of years lived in 
community 

1-96 15.3 (14.1)
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Table 11 

 
2000 United States Census Data Variables and 1998-2000 FBI UCR Data 

The data are averaged per Community 
Variable Definition Mean (SD) N 
POV2000 Poverty rate per county 11.4 (3.0) 38
GTHS00 Percent in county with greater than HS education 70.3 (6.6) 38
PFEMHH00 Percent female-headed-households in county 8.1 (1.2) 38
PURB2000 Percent of county that is classified as urban 82.2 (18.8) 38
VCRIME Violent crime rate per 1,000 people in county 4.9 (2.4) 38

 
 
Study One: Predictors of Trust at the Individual Level 
 
 To assess the potential correlates of trust at the individual level, I use the 

individuals in the SCCBS community data.  The analysis includes the following variables 

at the individual level: 

Dependent Variable – Social Trust 
Key Independent Variables – Social Participation 
Control Variables 

 
 
Study Two: Predictors of Trust at the Individual and Community Level 
 

For the analysis of the individual and community-level data, I use the SCCBS 

individual level data and data from the 2000 U.S. Census and the FBI UCR.  The 

analysis uses individual-level variables and variables aggregated for each community: 

Level 2 – Model 1 
Dependent Variable – Social Trust Intercept 
Key Independent Variables – poverty, education, female headed-households, 
urban, violent crime rate 
Control Variables 
 
Level 2 – Model 2 
Dependent Variable – Formal Group Involvement 
Key Independent Variables – poverty, education, female headed-households, 
urban, violent crime rate 
Control Variables 
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Level 2 – Model 3 
Dependent Variable – Informal Group Involvement  
Key Independent Variables – poverty, education, female headed-households, 
urban, violent crime rate 

 Control Variables 
 
 

Statistical Methodology 
 
 

Study One: Ordinary Least Squares Regression 
 
For the first model, using the continuous social trust index, I use an ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression equation to estimate the net effects of social participation on 

trust levels. 

To analyze the multiply imputed data, I fit the model using a BY statement in the 

SAS code to fit a model for each imputed version of the dataset, in this case, five 

datasets.  I output a new data file from the regression that includes the parameter 

estimates, variables, and covariances.   

Finally, I combine the regressions results from the five separate imputed data sets 

in one SAS procedure using the SAS statement PROC MIANALYZE.  The resulting 

output is a single set of estimates.  The standard errors account for the variation across 

imputed data sets, as well as the sampling variation. 

 
Study Two: Hierarchical Linear Model 
 

For the second study, I utilize a multilevel analysis of trust and extend the 

existing literature in several ways. First, by redirecting the focus from the individual, I 

bring some balance to the literature on generalized social trust.  Second, utilizing the 

analytical and statistical advantages of a multilevel research design, I demonstrate how 

trust is shaped by individual-level factors and by community-level factors. 
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Hierarchical linear models allow for analysis of social trust in relation to spatial 

characteristics of the respondent’s community.  Due to the multilevel nature of the data, 

hierarchical linear models are most appropriate as they address many of the complexities 

inherent in analyzing nested data. 

For the level-1 analysis of individuals, I used the following model: 
 

Y = B0 + B1*(HAPPY) + B2*(OWN) + B3*(MARITAL) + B4*(KIDS) + 

B5*(SOUTH) + B6*(HEALTHY) + B7*(MALE) + B8*(WHITE) + B9*(URBAN) + 

B10*(EMPLOYED) + B11*(TIME IN RESIDENCE) + B12*(INCOME) + 

B13*(EDUCATION) + B14*(EVANGELICAL) + B15*(AGE) + B16*(TV HOURS) 

+ B17*(NEWSPAPERS) + B18*(FORMAL INVOLVEMENT) + B19*(INFORMAL 

INVOLVEMENT) + R 

Where Y equals the social trust of an individual and B0 is the level-1 intercept.  

There are also coefficients for each of the individual variables (for example B1*HAPPY) 

included as well as the error term, R.  The variables TIME IN RESIDENCE, INCOME, 

EDUCATION, AGE, TV HOURS, NEWSPAPERS, FORMAL INVOLVEMENT, and 

INFORMAL INVOLVEMENT are all centered on the grand-mean. 

In order to assess impact of the economic and demographic characteristics in a 

community on the slope of formal group involvement, the slope for FORMAL 

INVOLVEMENT from the level-1 analysis is modeled as follows: 

B18 = γ 180 + γ 181*(POVERTY) + γ 182*(EDUCATION) + γ 183*(FEMALE 

HEADED HOUSEHOLDS) +  γ 184*(URBAN) + γ 185*( CRIME) + U18 
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Where B18 is the slope for formal group involvement and γ 180  is the level-2 

intercept.  POVERTY is the percentage in poverty in a community, EDUCATION is the 

percent with a greater than high school education in a community, FEMALE-HEADED 

HOUSEHOLDS is the percentage of female-headed households in each community, 

URBAN is the percentage of the community that is classified as urban, and VIOLENT 

CRIME RATE is the violent crime rate.  Finally, U18 is the error term.  The variables are 

all centered on the grand-mean. 

In order to assess the impact of the economic and demographic characteristics in 

a community on the slope of informal group involvement, the slope for INFORMAL 

INVOLVEMENT from the level-1 analysis is modeled as follows: 

B19 = γ 190 + γ 191*(POVERTY) + γ 192*(EDUCATION) + γ 193*(FEMALE 

HEADED HOUSEHOLDS) +  γ 194*(URBAN) + γ 195*( CRIME) + U18 

Where B19 is the slope for informal group involvement and γ 190 is the level-2 

intercept.  POVERTY is the percentage in poverty in a community, EDUCATION is the 

percent with a greater than high school education in a community, FEMALE-HEADED 

HOUSEHOLDS is the percentage of female-headed households in each community, 

URBAN is the percentage of the community that is classified as urban, and VIOLENT 

CRIME RATE is the violent crime rate.  Finally, U19 is the error term.  The variables are 

all centered on the grand-mean. 

The models are estimated using restricted maximum likelihood in HLM for 

Windows version 6.02a.  The results of these statistical procedures are discussed in the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Results 
 
 

This chapter details the results from two primary analyses: both an individual 

level ordinary least squares regression and a multi-level hierarchical linear model. 

 
Study One OLS Model: Trust at the Individual Level 

 
To assess the relationship between reported levels of social trust and potential 

predictors at the individual level, I utilize an ordinary least squares regression model.  

The dependent variable in this model is the additive index of social trust which includes 

seven instances where respondents may display trust (i.e. with coworkers, local police, 

etc.).  For this model I treat the social trust variable as a continuous variable ranging from 

0-7.  While an OLS model has some weaknesses with this type of dependent variable, it 

is nonetheless the best choice in this case given the complexities of analyzing imputed 

data.  Statistical procedures allow for the compilation of each imputed data set which will 

produce a single set of OLS regression parameter estimates.  For this study, the 

individual-level OLS is meant to serve primarily as a comparison of the main model of 

interest, the multilevel model.  Therefore, even with its weaknesses, it is satisfactory for 

this stage of the research. 

 
Five Multiply Imputed Data Sets 

 
As previously explained, the OLS model estimates the net effects of social 

participation on trust levels.  Given the unique nature of the multiply imputed data, a few 

extra steps are required in the regression analysis.  First, I ran the model using a BY 
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statement in the SAS code to fit a model for each imputed version of the dataset, in this 

case, five datasets.  The results from these models are listed in Table 12.  The 

coefficients are remarkably similar among the five separate regressions with only slight 

variations among the estimates.  This variation is due largely to the random nature of the 

imputation process.  These five separately imputed data sets are necessary because of a 

byproduct of the multiple imputation process, the fact that analyses run on imputed data 

result in lower standard errors and higher test statistics.  The multiple imputation 

procedure produces five imputed versions of the data set by default.  Repeating the 

imputation process allows for variability and helps to “adjust the standard errors upward” 

(Allison, 2002, p.29).  

 
Single Integrated Data Set 
 

To get a composite set of parameter estimates, I combine the results from the five 

imputed data sets into one data set, as detailed in Table 13.  To do this, I ran the original 

regression by imputation as described above and outputted a new data file containing the 

coefficients.  I analyzed this outputted data set using the SAS statement PROC 

MIANALYZE to create a single set of estimates, standard errors, confidence intervals, 

and t-tests.   

First of all, the model shows that the explanatory variables explain about 23 

percent of the variance in social trust.  Specifically, net of the other effects, as age, 

education and income increase, so does reported social trust.  This is consistent with 

previous research suggesting that age, education and income are all positively related to 

trust (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2004; Moy, 2000; Newton, 2001).   
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Table 12 
           

Regression Coefficients and Standard Errors for Five Separate Multiply Imputed Data Sets 
 Imputation 1 Imputation 2 Imputation 3 Imputation 4 Imputation 5 
Variables b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) 
Intercept 2.483 (.073) ** 2.483 (.073) ** 2.484 (.073) ** 2.477 (.073) ** 2.476 (.073) ** 
Formal Group Involvement .016 (.004) ** .017 (.004) ** .018 (.004) ** .016 (.004) ** .016 (.004) * 
Informal Social Involvement .001 (.000) ** .001 (.000) ** .001 (.000) ** .001 (.000) ** .001 (.000) ** 
Age .013 (.001) ** .013 (.001) ** .013 (.001) ** .013 (.001) ** .013 (.001) ** 
Male -.180 (.020) ** -.183 (.019) ** -.188 (.020) ** -.177 (.019) ** -.185 (.020) ** 
White .944 (.024) ** .940 (.024) ** .948 (.024) ** .959 (.024) ** .941 (.024) ** 
Married .116 (.021) ** .127 (.021) ** .115 (.021) ** .114 (.021) ** .108 (.021) ** 
Have Children -.095 (.022) ** -.110 (.022) ** -.100 (.022) ** -.098 (.022) ** -.100 (.022) ** 
Evangelical .044 (.022) * .053 (.022) * .056 (.022) * .053 (.022) * .059 (.022) * 
Employed .079 (.022) * .076 (.022) * .069 (.022) * .074 (.022) * .078 (.022) * 
Income .002 (.000) ** .001 (.000) ** .002 (.000) ** .002 (.000) ** .002 (.000) ** 
Education .090 (.004) ** .090 (.004) ** .090 (.004) ** .089 (.004) ** .089 (.004) ** 
Home Owner .184 (.024) ** .214 (.024) ** .203 (.024) ** .208 (.024) ** .221 (.024) ** 
TV Hours -.026 (.004) ** -.026 (.004) ** -.024 (.004) ** -.025 (.004) ** -.024 (.004) ** 
Newspaper Reading .029 (.004) ** .030 (.004) ** .030 (.004) ** .028 (.004) ** .029 (.004) ** 
Happy .293 (.020) ** .287 (.020) ** .290 (.020) ** .287 (.020) ** .290 (.020) ** 
Healthy .280 (.021) ** .286 (.021) ** .271 (.021) ** .284 (.021) ** .280 (.021) ** 
Live in the South -.147 (.021) ** -.145 (.021) ** -.143 (.021) ** -.146 (.021) ** -.147 (.021) ** 
Live in Urban Area -.098 (.020) ** -.091 (.020) ** -.090 (.020) ** -.087 (.020) ** -.086 (.020) ** 
Years Lived in Community .000 (.000)  .000 (.000)  .000 (.000)  .000 (.000)  .000 (.000)  
  R2 = .23   R2 = .23   R2 = .23   R2 = .23   R2 = .23   

*p < .05.  **p < .01.           
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Table 13 
   
OLS Regression Equation for Effects of Individual Level Predictors on Social Trust 

   
Variables b (se) 
Intercept 2.480 (.073) **

Social Participation  
Formal Group Involvement .017 (.004) **
Informal Social Involvement .001 (.000) **

Demographic  
Age .012 (.001) **
Male -.183 (.020) **
White .946 (.025) **
Married .116 (.023) **
Have Children -.100 (.023) **
Evangelical .053 (.023) * 

Socioeconomic  
Employed .075 (.023) * 
Income .002 (.000) **
Education .090 (.004) **
Home Owner .206 (.028) **

Lifestyle  
TV Hours -.025 (.004) **
Newspaper Reading .030 (.004) **
Happy .290 (.020) **
Healthy .280 (.022) **

Community  
Live in the South -.146 (.021) **
Live in Urban Area -.090 (.020) **
Years Lived in Community .000 (.001)  

 R2 = .23  
*p < .05.  **p < .01.   
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 It has been established that those who are older and have a higher economic 

status are often more trusting than those who have less or are younger.  In other words, 

“those who are doing well in society are more likely to express social trust than those 

doing less well” (Newton, 2001, p. 204).   This finding is echoed by the fact that those 

who are happy and healthy report higher levels of trust, net of the other effects.  In 

addition, the model indicates that controlling for the other factors, home owners, females, 

those who are married, those without children, those who are employed, whites, 

evangelical protestants, those living in rural areas, and those who do not live in the south 

are all more likely to be trusting than their counterparts.  Each of these findings is 

consistent with other literature profiling those who are more likely to be trusting. 

To aid in interpretation of the model coefficients I calculated elasticities based on 

the dependent and independent variable parameters.  Specifically, this model shows that 

a one percent change in age results in a ten percent change in social trust with older 

respondents more likely to have higher levels of trust.  A one percent change in the 

educational attainment level leads to a 23 percent change in social trust with those who 

have more education being more likely to report higher levels of trust. 

Interestingly, the coefficient of .053 for evangelical indicates that evangelical 

Protestants display higher levels of trust than their counterparts, which in this case 

includes the following religious affiliations:  mainline Protestant, other Protestant, 

Catholic, Jewish, other religions, non-affiliated persons.  This finding is contrary to what 

was originally expected.  Previous researchers, notably Wuthnow (1999), have argued 

that conservative Protestants, such as Evangelicals, Pentecostals and other types of 

Christians, have lower levels of social trust possibly due to their distinctive subcultures 
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and religious community structures.  However, this model suggests that evangelicals may 

even have slightly higher levels of trust than their counterparts.  This echoes the finding 

of Welch et al (2004) who reported that: 

. . . we find no evidence that conservative Protestants (e.g., fundamentalists or 
evangelicals) are uniquely unwilling to extend trust to . . .  neighbors and 
colleagues with whom they work.  Contrary to many social commentators and 
democratic theorists, we would have to conclude that, on the whole, conservative 
Protestant religious beliefs do not appear to threaten the health of democracy by 
reducing social trust and producing dangerous levels of social fragmentation 
(336-337). 
 
The model also includes a measure of television use and confirms Putnam’s 

(1995) finding that television has a significant negative relationship with social trust.  

Controlling for demographic and social variables, a one percent increase in the hours of 

television watched leads to a 1.3 percent decrease in social trust.  This suggests that the 

time spent watching television has a negative impact on trust.  In addition, a one percent 

increase in newspaper readership results in a two percent increase in trust, which is also 

what we would expect to find. 

Notably, the two measures of social involvement, both formal and informal, are 

significant.  A one percent change in the count of formal group involvement leads to a 

1.5 percent change in social trust and a one percent change in the informal social 

interaction scale leads to a twp percent change in trust with those who are more formally 

and informally socially involved reporting higher levels of trust.  This finding is 

consistent with previous literature which suggests that belonging to groups and 

interacting with others facilitates trust (Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Delhey & Newton, 2003; 

Uslaner, 1998; Shah, 1998; Stolle, 2001: Veenstra 2002).    While the findings presented 

here do not assume causality; it is safe to say that even when controlling for significant 



 

69 

demographic, socioeconomic, and lifestyle variables, there is a powerful relationship 

between trusting and joining. 

The findings reported for this study support the initial proposed hypothesis which 

states that:  Net of other effects, greater involvement, both formal and informal, among 

individuals, will lead to higher reported levels of social trust. 

 
Study Two Poisson HLM Model: Trust at the Individual and Community Level 

 
The second study expands on the previous study by including both individual and 

community level variables in a multilevel model.  Multilevel models are superior to 

contextual models which include both individual and aggregate-level measures in the 

same equation as multilevel models generate more reliable estimates by taking into 

account dependence among cases from the same context (Blalock, 1984; Bryk & 

Raudenbush, 1992).   

The dependent variable is an index of self-reported social trust ranging from 0-7.  

Given the nature of the index, it is best treated as a count variable rather than a 

continuous variable.  This produces a more reliable model and takes care of some of the 

problems mentioned in regards to the previous OLS model.  For this analysis, the 

Poisson component of HLM is most appropriate. The Poisson distribution is a probability 

model for counts, such as the number of instances that a person trusts.  The current 

analysis also considers the possibility of overdispersion, which permit the Level 1 

variance to be larger than the mean and produces more reliable significance tests than 

would a standard Poisson regression model (Osgood, 2000). 

The coefficients from the Poisson HLM model are in a log linear metric and must 

be exponentiated to convert them for interpretation (Liao, 1994). The interpretation for a 
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negative coefficient is a fraction once exponentiated, and decreases the expected count of 

social trust instances while a positive coefficient will increase the expected count (i.e., 

negative numbers reduce the odds while positive numbers increase the odds). 

 
Null Model 

First of all, I start with a Null model, an analysis without any explanatory 

variables. The null model, presented in Table 14, provides information on the average 

level of social trust per community and helps to answer the question, “Does social trust 

vary by community?”  For example, the coefficient of 1.73 for average social trust levels 

indicates that the average level of social trust for a community is 1.73 in a log linear 

metric.  The exponentiated values are provided in the second column to ease 

interpretation (i.e., odds ratio).  The coefficient of 1.73 converts to an average level of 

trust of 5.6 on a scale of zero to seven, which means that among the 38 communities in 

the analysis, the average reported level of social trust is 5.6. 

 
Table 14 

   
Null Model Regression Coefficients and Variance Components  

From Overdispersed Poission HLM Regression 
Fixed Effects γ (se) Odds Ratio
Average Social Trust Levels 1.730 (.009) * 5.643
   

Random Effects 
Variance 

Componentsa
Proportion of 

Total Variance
Between Community Social Trust Levels, u 0.003 0.006
Within Community Social Trust Levels, r 0.482 0.994
aThe Variance Component and the Proportion of Total Variance is in the log linear 
metric of the Poisson distribution. 
*p < .05.  **p < .01.   
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To assess the central question at hand, review of the random effects is necessary.  

The variance components for the null model are also listed in Table 14.  As would be 

expected, there is more unexplained variance within communities than between 

communities.  The between-community variance is about one percent of the total 

unexplained variance.  This means that only about one percent of the variance in social 

trust can be explained by differences between communities.  However, even with this 

relatively small amount of between-community variance, there is still enough notable 

variation in social trust between communities to warrant continued analysis.  To 

demonstrate this I present an interpretation of the variance components in Table 15.  I 

took the standard deviation for social trust by taking the square root of the variance 

component and then adding and subtracting it to the mean to produce the range of values.  

Given the principal of the central limit theorem, the empirical rule states that 

approximately 68 percent of the values are within one standard deviation of the mean and 

about 95 percent of the values are within two standard deviations and about 99.7  percent 

lie within 3 standard deviations. 

 
Table 15 

The Variance of Community Social Trust Means from an  
Overdispersed Poisson Regression Null Model 

 Expected Range for 99 percent of Communities 
        
 Expected Range for 95 percent of Communities 
        
 Expected Range for 68 percent of Communities 
        
        
 -3 σ -2 σ -1 σ μ +1 σ +2 σ +3 σ 
Natural Log 1.57 1.62 1.68 1.73 1.78 1.84 1.90
Odds Ratio 4.78 5.05 5.37 5.64 5.93 6.30 6.65
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As the table shows, social trust ranges from approximately 5-7 among the 38 

communities studied.  This demonstrates that there is a real difference in the average 

levels of social trust.  Residents in some communities report trust levels that are almost 

1.5 times that of other communities.  This difference among communities is what 

prompts the remainder of the analysis. 

 
Full Model 

 The results from the final full overdispersed Poisson hierarchical linear model are 

presented in Table 16.  In the model, only the continuous variables, but not the dummy 

variables, are centered about the grand-mean for ease of interpretation. 

Among the control variables, the findings are largely similar to the individual-

level OLS model.  Specifically, net of other effects, for each year of age, the predicted 

count of trust events increases by .2 percent.  Those with greater education and income 

also have higher trust levels.  A single point increase in the income scale reflects a .02 

percent increase in trust and an increase in the education scale reflects a two percent 

increase in trust.  Those who are more likely to be trusting include females, whites, 

married persons, those without children, evangelicals, employed persons, home owners, 

happy persons, healthy persons, those who do not live in the south, and those who do not 

live in urban areas. 

 Notably, a one unit increase in the number of hours of television watched per day 

led to a one percent decrease in trust while each additional day of newspaper readership 

led to a one percent increase in trust.   
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Table 16 

   
Results from Overdispersed Poisson HLM Regression Evaluating  

Characteristics of Individuals and Communities as Predictors of Social Trust 
Level 1 N=25,862    Level 2 N=38 

Fixed Effects γ (se) odds ratio 
Community Social Trust Mean   

Intercept 1.522 (.015) * 4.586 
Poverty Rate -.003 (.001) *   0.997 
Greater Than High School Education .001 (.001) *   1.001 
Percent Female-Headed Households .002 (.003) * 1.002 
Percent Urban -.000 (.000) * 1.000 
Violent Crime Rate -.004 (.002) * 0.996 

Formal Group Involvement   
Intercept .003 (.001) * 1.003 
Poverty Rate .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Greater Than High School Education -.000 (.000) * 1.000 
Percent Female-Headed Households -.001 (.001) * 0.999 
Percent Urban .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Violent Crime Rate .000 (.000) * 1.000 

Informal Social Involvement   
Intercept .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Poverty Rate .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Greater Than High School Education .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Percent Female-Headed Households -.000 (.000) * 1.000 
Percent Urban .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Violent Crime Rate .000 (.000) * 1.000 

Individual-Level Variables   
Age .002 (.000) * 1.002 
Male -.033 (.005) * 0.967 
White .180 (.014) * 1.198 
Married .020 (.006) * 1.020 
Have Children -.019 (.004) * 0.981 
Evangelical .013 (.006) * 1.013 
Employed .015 (.005) * 1.016 
Income .000 (.000) * 1.000 
Education .015 (.000) * 1.015 
Home Owner .040 (.007) * 1.041 
TV Hours -.005 (.001) * 0.995 
Newspaper Reading .005 (.001) * 1.005 
Happy .050 (.004) * 1.051 
Healthy .052 (.006) * 1.053 
Live in the South -.017 (.007) * 0.983 
Live in Urban Area -.017 (.005) * 0.983 
Years Lived in Community .000 (.000) * 1.000 

Random Effects Variance Components df 
Between Community Social Trust, u 0.00023 *                32 
Formal Involvement Slope, u 0.00001 *                32 
Informal Involvement Slope, u 0.00000 *                32 
Within Communities, Level-1 effect, r 0.41621 *   
*p < .05.  **p < .01.   
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These television and newspaper findings are consistent with previous literature 

suggesting that the privization of leisure time through television viewing lessens social 

engagement (and therfore trust) while the information and sense of connectedness gained 

through newspaper readership may positively influence social trust. 

Now we consider the level-2 effects.  For the community social trust mean 

intercept model, the only significant level-2 variable is the violent crime rate.  The 

coefficient of -.004 and corresponding odds ratio of .996 suggests that as communities 

violent crime rates increase, residents’ predicted expression of trust decreases.  In other 

words, respondents who live in communities with higher violent crime rates, have lower 

trust levels. 

For the formal group involvement slope model, the intercept can be interpreted as 

the effect of formal group involvement on social trust levels.  In this case, as individuals’ 

participation in organizations increases, the expected count of trust instances is 

approximately one times greater.  There are two significant group-level effects, education 

and the percentage urban.  As the percentage of residents with greater than a high school 

education increases, the impact of group involvement on trust levels is lessened.  This 

suggests that in communities with higher education levels, trust among residents is less 

affected by organizational involvement.  In contrast, the positive coefficient for percent 

urban means that as the percentage or urbanization increases in a community, the impact 

of group involvement on trust is greater.  For example, residents who live in highly urban 

environments, with potentially greater populations than their rural counterparts, the value 

of organizational involvement is greater in regards to social trust. 
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To visually demonstrate the relationship among these variables, figures are 

included below for each significant relationship.  Figure 2 shows the varying slopes for 

formal involvement and trust at three levels of community education, the 25th percentile, 

50th percentile, and the 75th percentile.  The slopes show that for communities with 

greater education levels, a one unit increase in formal group involvement results in a 

smaller increase in trust than for communities with less education. 

 

Figure 4.   Graph of the formal group involvement slope equation from full Poisson 
HLM model demonstrating the impact of the percentage of residents with greater than a 
high school education in a community, with the 25th, 50th and 75th percentiles graphed. 

 
 
For example, in a city like Charlotte, North Carolina whose education level is at 

the 25th percentile, the relationship between trusting and joining is much stronger than 

communities at higher education levels.  In Charlotte, approximately 66 percent of its 

population has great than a high school education and the average trust level is 5.5 on a 

scale of 0-7.  For these residents an increase in the number of formal organizations one is 
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involved in results in a greater increase in trust than for residents of communities with 

higher education level, like Boston for example.  Seventy-three percent of Boston 

residents have a greater than high school education and here the slope between trusting 

and joining is less steep.  Boston’s overall social trust level is 5 on the 0-7 scale.  It is 

also interesting to note that the groups meet at approximately 2.5 organizations; in other 

words, each of the various education levels converge with formal group membership and 

trust at around 2.5 organizations.  This is the point at which the number of organizations 

one belongs to has a similar impact on trust regardless of the education level of the city 

of residence. 

Figure 3 shows the relationship between trusting and joining as mediated by the 

urbanization of a community.  Like the preceding example, three percentiles for the 

percentage classified as urban are shown, the 25th, 50th and 75th percentiles.  The slope 

for highly urbanized communities (i.e. at the 75th percentile) is much steeper than for 

more rural communities. 

For example, in a city like Yakima, Washington (which is at the 25th percentile 

for percent urban) the number of formal organizations one belongs to has less of an 

impact on trust levels.  In Atlanta, Georgia, however, belonging to groups has a much 

larger effect on trust.  Atlanta, which is classified as approximately 97 percent urban, has 

a mean of three organizations per person and trust level of 5.3 on the 0-7 scale. 

Now moving on to the informal social involvement slope model, we see that the 

only significant level-2 variable is the poverty rate.  Specifically, as the poverty rate in a 

given community increases, the importance of social interaction in influencing trust 

levels increases.  This relationship, as depicted in Figure 4, suggests that in communities 
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with less poverty, residents’ propensity to trust others is not as dependent upon informal 

social interactions.  None of the remaining group-level effects are significant. 
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Figure5.  Graph of the formal group involvement slope equation from full Poisson HLM 
model demonstrating the impact of the percentage of urbanization in a community, with 
the 25th, 50th and 75th percentiles graphed. 

 
 
Two examples come from Cincinnati, Ohio and Birmingham, Alabama.  

Cincinnati is at the 25th percentile for poverty with a poverty rate of approximately nine 

percent while Birmingham is at the 75th percentile with a poverty rate of about 13 

percent.  Cincinnati residents have an average of 90 informal social interactions (out of a 

potential 300) and a social trust average of 5.7 (out of seven).  While Birmingham 

residents report having 84 information social interactions and a trust level of 5.5.  In 

Birmingham trust levels are much more affected by the amount of social interaction that 

takes place among friends, families, coworkers, neighbors, etc.   
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These findings support the initially proposed hypothesis which stated that the 

impact of involvement on trust will matter less in communities with more economic and 

social health.  There is evidence that the climate of a community mediates the 

relationship between trusting and joining.  In particular, the education level, poverty rate 

and amount of urbanization in a community place a significant role in the life of 

residents.  The education and poverty levels both speak to the economic health of a 

community.  The implications of these findings are thoroughly addressed in the 

subsequent chapter. 
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Figure 6.  Graph of the informal social interaction slope equation from full Poisson HLM 
model demonstrating the impact of the percentage of poverty in a community, with the 
25th, 50th and 75th percentiles graphed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Discussion and Conclusions 
 
 

Social capital, civic engagement and social trust have received much attention 

over the last decade.  Scholarly literature and the mainstream media all decreed that 

citizens were failing to bond with one another (at least not to the degree that they had in 

decades past) and our nation was paying the price.  Life had become privatized; everyone 

was secluded and disconnected from their neighbors.  We were plagued with private 

fenced in back yards, homes without front porches, empty bowling alleys, vacant town 

halls, car-dependent suburban lives, blasé attitudes; and it had all turned us into a society 

of alienated persons retreating into our concealed worlds, protecting ourselves, and 

assuming the worst of our neighbors.  

Much of the research bolstering these claims focused on the qualities and 

characteristics of individuals.  Who was less inclined to engage with others and therefore 

trust?  What characteristics and themes were visible?  Mostly, research pointed to 

demographic and socioeconomic features and made a now familiar correlation between 

prosperity and trust.  The more comfortable a person is, the more trusting they are, or 

perchance the easier it is for them to trust.  While some research did endeavor to 

incorporate environmental or contextual factors, there has been remarkably little research 

utilizing more advanced modeling techniques which can hold in tension both the 

individual and group level effects.   

First of all, this study confirms that individual demographic (age, gender, race, 

marital status, the presence of children, religion), socioeconomic (employment, income, 
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education, home ownership), lifestyle (television use, newspaper readership, happiness, 

health) and location factors (being a southerner, living in an urban area) all impact trust.  

These results of who is most likely to be trusting are summarized in table 17.  

 
Table 17 

Social Trust is Highest Among . . . 
(Results from Individual level OLS Model) 

Demographic Socioeconomic Lifestyle 
Older persons 
Females 
Whites 
Married persons 
Those without 
children 
Evangelicals 

Employed persons 
Higher income individuals 
Highly educated individuals 
Home owners 

Those who watch less 
TV 
Those who read 
newspapers 
Happy persons 
Healthy persons 

Location Social participation  
Non-southerners 
Rural residents 
 

Those belonging to more groups 
Those who engage in social activities 

 

 
 
These findings are not surprising and they support an anthology of literature 

which asserts comparable conclusions.  One thing worth emphasizing is that even when 

personal prosperity, television and newspaper use, and location factors are accounted for 

involvement still matters.  Even more so, it is the fact that both formal and informal 

participation are significant that stands out.  This suggests that it is more than just social 

attachment generally but that specifically that belonging to groups and engaging with 

friends that matters.  Defining and measuring these factors separately helps to improve 

the argument that participation makes a difference by grounding it in concrete examples. 

Now, once we expand this individual level model to incorporate community level 

variables like poverty, education, urbanization and violent crime, it is clear that 
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involvement’s effect on social trust is mediated at the group level.  Community level 

characteristics cannot be ignored as important factors that have the power to influence an 

individual’s social trust levels.   

The results demonstrate that residents of cities with higher violent crime rates 

tend to have lower levels of trust.  This is after controlling for individual level factors, 

which demonstrates both that context matters and it confirms the theory that the 

perception of safety influences one propensity to trust fellow citizens.  In addition, we 

see that in affluent, highly educated, less urban communities there is a weaker 

association between social involvement and trust compared to less affluent, less 

educated, more urban cities.  This is notable given the important relationship between 

trusting and joining.  It has long been argued that being involved in ones community and 

interacting with friends, family members, neighbors, and coworkers helps encourage 

collegiality and ultimately social trust.  This trust in others and the belief that you can 

extend goodwill and rely on others reinforces social capital which allows for the 

optimum functioning of democracy and the economy.  While cities may not have the 

capacity to directly bolster trust among its residents, they can take steps to indirectly 

influence trust by facilitating and enabling social participation, both formal and informal.  

So in less educated, poor, urban cities, the correlation between social trust and social 

participation is such that encouraging social involvement may be a productive way to 

shape trust.  However, what about in communities with greater education and wealth and 

less urbanization?  Why is the relationship between group involvement and social trust so 

different in these cities?  Perhaps the population, demographic characteristics, and other 

features of these communities takes precedence and in effect lessen the need for 
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involvement when it comes to trust.  In other words, it is conceivable that residents of 

these communities have their trust fueled through other avenues and likewise do not have 

as great a tendency to belong to formal organizations or engage in informal social 

interactions.  Sobel (2002) suggests this possibility in his article debating the relevancy 

of social capital when he says: 

Maybe people do not want to join groups.  They can get jobs through the 
placement office at their school.  They can find babysitters through want ads or 
friends at work.  They get an adequate taste of politics listening to talk radio on 
their long commute.  They prefer going to law school to making cupcakes for the 
PTA bake sale.  They prefer an evening of “Must See TV” (which they can talk 
about the next day at the office) to the challenges of a card game or another long 
drive to the Elks Lodge. (p. 143) 
 

The choices he describes are often only available to persons with economic advantages 

and resources, who most likely reside in communities with greater economic health and 

opportunities.  Perhaps these residents realize greater trust levels as a result of their 

general well-being as suggested by previous researchers (Delehy & Newton, 2003).  

However, in communities with greater resource deprivation, one’s willingness to extend 

trust to others is hampered by environmental factors and face-to-face interactions are 

required to build trust and cooperation where it might not exist otherwise.  This argument 

is echoed by the findings of Ross et al. (2001) who illustrate that net of individual 

disadvantages, residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods have low levels of trust. 

 So while social participation is highly correlated with social trust, we see that the 

relationship does not look the same in all community settings.  Clearly place matters and 

intervenes in this relationship.  This suggests that efforts to strengthen trust could expand 

to consider potential regional qualities and how those may manipulate trust.  Even more 

notable is that fact that perhaps America’s declining social participation levels should not 
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receive all the blame for the rise of mistrust in America.  The situation is more 

complicated and depends not only on person’s individual behavior but also their place of 

residence. 

Even though these findings confirm the role of place in the study of social 

interaction and trust, one question remains:  did all of the extra methodological steps, 

from the multiple imputations to multilevel analyses, prove worthy of the efforts?  I 

believe that going to these great lengths proved valuable.  For one thing, the use of these 

relatively new and untested techniques helped to achieve a chief goal of this study.  They 

added precision to the analysis of social trust by allowing for missing cases to be 

addressed and nested data to be appreciated.  Moreover, the extensive body of literature 

on social trust focuses almost exclusively on individual traits and circumstances that 

facilitate trust.  By enlarging the focus and accounting for the nested structure of 

residents in cities, this study becomes a truly sociological one and takes the focus of trust 

from persons to places.    

The original question I set out to address - what affect community setting has 

directly on social trust - while answered partially, needs further exploration.  What other 

community level characteristics may impact individual trust levels?  The significance of 

urbanization in this study, for example, leads me to speculate that there may be more 

underlying factors to explore including population, population density, the type of 

housing one lives in, commuting patterns, etc.  What is it specifically about living in an 

urban environment that modifies the connection between trust and participation? 

Moreover, since the commencement of this research it has been reiterated that 

diversity is a very critical factor in understanding trust in communities.  Putnam recently 
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reported a contentious finding that residents of more diverse communities tend to distrust 

others (2007).  He found that diversity impedes not only trust between dissimilar groups 

but it also lessens trust among the members of the same group.  This suggests that 

previous theories explaining the potential values of diversity are deficient.  The 

theoretical foundation of my research did not motivate the inclusion of a group level race 

measure as I was focused primarily on economic, crime, and urbanization factors as 

proxies for resource deprivation.  Nonetheless, given these recent reports from Putnam, I 

think that it would be prudent and valuable to replicate this research with a level-2 

measure of ethnic diversity.   

In conclusion, whether social trust is explored at the group or individual level, it 

is commonly agreed that its presence is vital.  Without members of society interacting 

and relating to one another trust would not be generated at levels sufficient for the 

functioning of civilization.  It is this fact that makes social trust worthy of exploration 

and justifies its resurgence in sociological literature.  This study adds to the wealth of 

information on trust by giving rise to the suspicion that the restoration of social trust may 

require more than front porches, bowling leagues, car-pooling, and a neighborhood 

barbecue. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Counties Surveyed in Indiana, Montana, and New Hampshire 
 

 
In the 2000 Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey, the entire states of Indiana, 
Montana and New Hampshire were surveyed by their respective local survey sponsor 
organizations.  The counties included in the surveys for these states are listed below:   
 
Indiana Counties 
Adams, Allen, Bartholomew, Benton, Blackford, Boone, Brown, Carroll, Cass, Clark, 
Clay, Clinton, Crawford, Daviess, Dearborn, Decatur, Dekalb, Delaware, Debois, 
Elkhart, Fayette, Floyd, Fountain, Franklin, Fulton, Gibson, Grant, Greene, Hamilton, 
Hancock, Harrison, Hendricks, Henry, Howard, Huntington, Jackson, Jasper, Jay, 
Jefferson, Jennings, Johnson, Knox, Kosciusko, Lagrange, Lake, Laporte, Lawrence, 
Madison, Marion, Marshall, Martin, Miami, Monroe, Montgomery, Morgan, Newton, 
Noble, Ohio, Orange, Owen, Parke, Perry, Pike, Porter, Posey, Pulaski, Putnam, 
Randolph, Ripley, Rush, St. Joseph, Scott, Shelby, Spencer, Starke, Steuben, Sullivan, 
Switzerland, Tippercanoe, Tipton, Union, Vanderburgh, Vermillion, Vigo, Wabash, 
Warren, Warrick, Washington, Wayne, Wells, White, Whitley 
 
Montana Counties 
Beaverhead, Big Horn, Blaine, Broadwater, Carbon, Carter, Cascade, Chouteau, Custer, 
Daniels, Dawson, Deer Lodge, Fallon, Fergus, Flathead, Gallatin, Garfield, Glacier, 
Golden Valley, Granite, Hill, Jefferson, Judith Basin, Lake, Lewis and Clark, Liberty, 
Lincoln, McCone, Madison, Meagher, Mineral, Missoula, Musselshell, Park, Petroleum, 
Phillips, Pondera, Powder River, Powell, Prairie, Ravalli, Richland, Roosevelt, Rosebud, 
Sanders, Sheridan, Silver Bow, Stillwater, Sweet Grass, Teton, Toole, Treasure, Valley, 
Wheatland, Wibaux, Yellowstone 
 
New Hampshire 
Belknap, Carroll, Cheshire, Coos, Grafton, Hillsborough, Merrimack, Rockingham, 
Strafford, Sullivan 
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