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Does the level of Social capital affect 

the performance of local government:  
A British case study, 2000 -2010?  

A national, local comparison and single local 
council case study.  

 

This paper particularly focuses upon Social capital which has argued greater community cohesion 

can create better governance. Recent research has provided much debate over this topic, yet there 

still remains much confusion over trends and possible relationships. This has produced a gap in the 

research area, especially within a British context. Because of the current lack of data, trends and 

relationship understanding this dissertation will focus upon a British case study, which will focus on 

local government within Britain, allowing for greater generalisations to be made. Furthermore, it will 

attempt to build on past measurements and identified causal processes. Finally, it will allow for 

greater analysis of Social capitals past, current and possible future impact on British politics. This will 

be done through focusing on non-municipal borough councils within Britain. There will be a national 

focus of all these councils, a local comparison study comprising of eight councils and a local focus 

study of Hastings. Social capital will be measured through four surveys: SAS, HOCS, BHPS and BES 

carried out through 2000-2010. This paper will therefore address the debates surrounding Social 

capital through addressing the gap in the literature. The main findings were declining levels of Social 

capital were met with local government performance declines. This finding was the reinforced with a 

new set of local trends which overcame a gap of a lack of local trends in Social capital and British 

Social capital studies. Economic indicators appear to also be vitally important in the relationship. 

New causal pathways were also identified where information and deprivation factors were more 

important than the civil culture causal argument.    

Key Words:  Social capital, Local government, performance, governance, British politics and 

Hastings.  
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This dissertation will look at the intense academic debate of the idea that a civic culture positively 

affects the quality of democratic performance. This dissertations question asks “does the level of SC 

affect the performance of local government: A British case study, 2000 -2010?”  

This dissertation question has originated from past research which has provided much new insights, 

bold claims, but inconclusive answers. Firstly, the observations made by Alexis de Tocqueville, in 

1831, suggested that Americans who formed civic groups allowed states to be more governable 

(Kramnic 2003). Later Hanifan, in 1920, concluded that the use of community centres created better 

governance in deprived areas within America. (Hanifan 1920). Later followed by Almond and Verba’s 

civic culture study, which suggested more civically minded nations produced better democratic 

outcomes (Almond & Verba: 1989). Coleman has also suggested educational centres can create SC 

that helps educate its citizens, which results in a more governable nation (Coleman 1988). 

Reinforced through Robert Putnam’s study of SC, and its potential link to democratic performance of 

local government, within Italy (Putnam: 1993). Putnam’s study has led to a large increase in research 

of the civic cultures relationship with government performance, resulting in many possible 

relationships between the two concepts (Boix 2009.) This can be with recent research, for example 

in Pattie’s study investigated the link between local government educational performance in Wales 

and levels of associational membership (Pattie, Seyd & Whiteley: 2004).  

      The research has provided much variation, which has created a desire to provide new evidence to 

attempt to add greater understanding of Putnam`s relationship claims. This essay will set out to do 

this through testing Putnam’s claims through focusing on SC and local government within Britain. 

This makes this study worthwhile precisely because of historical claims which suggests that declining 

SC may be causing declining trust in government, and may be a threat towards democracy (Warren 

2001). Therefore testing SC levels in a democracy, which was once considered strong (Almond & 

Verba 1989), would have implications for democracy, politics and political research as it can help 

address the wider debate which claims Western democracies are weakening (Putnam 2002). This, 

combined with this area’s long historical relationship claims, is where this dissertation question 

originates from.   

     The core purpose of this paper is to ask can SC positively contribute towards better performing 

government? In this case focusing on local government within Britain in the years 20000 – 2010. 

Secondly, a key aim of this question is to produce results from the national, local comparison and 

local study that will show trends and relationships which can answer the question. Finally, this will 

allow this dissertation to address a gap in the literature and add to the current literature through: 

building on the work of Putnam by measuring SC as a single number, instead of several different 

measures for different variables, so the concept can be measured by one figure. It has been done 

like this in order to build on Putnam’s measure which has shown some elements of SC are related, 

whilst others are not, therefore providing confusion in whether the concept is related to 

government performance (Putnam 2000 & Whiteley 2012). The single measure will avoid this by 

taking all attributes into account, which Putnam has argued is needed to fully measure SC, and 

therefore fully test SC’s link to government performance (Putnam 2000). It will also add to the 

debate through testing the generalizability of the claim a form of a civic culture can help democratic 

institutions function more effectively, through using a unique local British case study. Furthermore, 

it will add to the debate through seeking to provide evidence that will test claims made in previous 

studies surrounding this area in British politics; such as testing claims made surrounding the trends 

of SC in Britain. This dissertation seeks establish a clearer set of trends in order to add to the current 
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debate through providing greater clarity. It seeks to add to the debate through providing new 

information about the possible relationship between SC and local government performance, 

previously not done in the UK before, through using statistical stratification techniques. This will 

allow to estimate local SC levels as the only data available is through national studies, limiting the 

ability to understand variations across Britain due to the aggregation of data. This will add to the 

debate in firstly testing the generalizability of the relationship to different levels within the UK, 

secondly testing the possible different variations across different levels, and areas, across the UK and 

finally providing new evidence to establish a clearer set of causal relationships which may exist 

within Britain.  

In order to explore this area of study further, the study will focus upon the relationship between two 

key concepts. Firstly, the concept of SC, secondly the concept of local government, both in the 

context of England. See pages 6-7 for more detailed definitions of the concepts this paper focuses 

on. 

So what?  Firstly, this question is important to explore as there is a gap in the literature. The 

relationship between the two concepts in question has not been investigated on a constituency level 

within Britain. So far this type of investigation has been conducted outside of the UK, and suggests 

there is a relationship (Putnam 1993). The generalizability of this claim can be tested within this 

British case study, helping to add to the debate and understanding of this claimed relationship and 

its level of generalizability. Furthermore, it will also allow the testing of post-stratification which may 

open up new ways to investigate SC and its relation to local government (Park, Gelman, and Bafumi 

2004 & Hanretty 2014). 

Secondly, another important reason to investigate this question is because of much disagreement 

and variation in causal links, definitions and statistical trends within this area of research. (Boix and 

Stokes 2009).  Disagreement of SC statistical trends, within Britain, can be seen with Whiteley’s and 

Hall’s study showing different trends. Whiteley’s study in Britain showed decreases in trends 

(Whiteley 2012), whilst Hall’s show increases in trends (Hall in Putnam 2002). Causality conflictions 

can be seen in the studies of Whiteley, showing that SC had many variations in significance of its 

relationship to local government, but overall there was a significance (Whiteley 2012). Pattie’s study 

found that SC was related to government service delivery, but not related to local government 

performance over all (Pattie, Seyd, and Whiteley 2003). Importantly, initial research raises questions 

over what exactly is the statistical trend within Britain and its causal affect upon local government.  

SC levels are important as SC may be a key indicator of wider citizen engagement, which is under a 

lot of academic debate. Stoker has shown both how SC and engagement may have both declined 

and risen (Stoker 2004). Also SC levels may increase the efficiency of local government performance, 

which may provide new knowledge in what exactly makes local government more cost effective. It is 

can also be argued to help better governance through creating greater ability for councils to deliver 

services and solve problems. Furthermore, this may add to the current political debate in how to 

make current savings being implemented on local government. This dissertation’s investigation will 

seek to add to current literature through measuring SC levels, and causal connections from 2001-

2010, through a new investigation at the local level in a British case study, which will provide a new 

test for an old academic problem.  

      Thirdly, this study is worthwhile as it will investigate potential causes that may strengthen local 

government within Britain. The cause of effective Local government is important in British political 

studies because firstly it forms the basis of a large and complex political structure that exists within 

the UK. Local government is the first level of politics for many people, and represents concerns and 

delivers many services important to people’s everyday lives. Importantly, this means that local 
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government has a great impact on people’s ability to participate in politics. Because of this testing its 

strength and what causes its success is key to understand what may be driving the quality of 

democracy in the UK, which has been under debate for decades (Almond & Verba: 1963, Stoker, 

2006.) Furthermore, it is highly relevant to today’s debate around local government and localism 

within Britain. It firstly addresses the debate about how to best effectively to deal with proposed 

cuts surrounding public and services spending, which is current in mainstream political debate. Such 

debate can be seen contemporary with local government cuts. The Adam smith institute arguing it is 

no bad thing (Bowman 2014), whilst the Green party is urging action against further cuts (Lucas 

2014, Parker 2014). It also addresses the academic debate surrounding localism within Britain, such 

as Wilson’s article that suggests more localism can help deliver better democratic and service 

outcomes in the UK, instead of pressing on with the trend of centralisation of local services and 

representation (Davies in Flinders et al 2009). If this study shows a link between more active localism 

and better local government performance it could reinforce or weaken arguments such as this, 

resulting in adding to the localism debate.  

      Finally, in this area of research there is still much debate about the endogenous nature of these 

types of questions. This debate concerns the problematic nature of assessing if a relationship 

between these two concepts exists when they might be interacting with each other; meaning good 

local government performance may increase SC, and this then may contribute to better local 

governance, then better SC, and so on.   In this academic area of research the most common debate 

is asking the question: does good governance create SC? Scholars, focusing within Britain disagree. 

Wilson, firmly suggests this is not the case (Wilson and Game 2011 & Lindsey 2011), whilst other 

scholars strongly assert that institutions are essential to creating SC, that then goes on to create 

better functioning institutions (Stoker 2004). This dissertation attempts to add to this debate by 

looking at New Labour’s time in office, where the government tried to use national government 

policies to increase SC (Kelly 2006). Importantly, through investigating the changes within SC when 

concurrently a government was aiming to create SC, it will provide a key test to show if governance 

can create SC. Within British academic debate there is disagreement over what type of local 

government system exists (Travers 2014). This will add new knowledge to this unresolved debate by 

providing unique information on not just a national level, but a regional and local level, to see if 

governments can create SC, and if this reveals an endogenous problem in this type of research. This 

will also help show evidence of whether local government should be considered as a networked 

community governance, or a service provider (Travers 2014; Stoker 2004).  This will be achieved 

through interview analysis of councillors. Therefore all this helps to address the wider debate around 

SC within Britain and its relationship with local government. 

In summary, this dissertation seeks to add to the current literature through: using a single measure 

of SC, and of different types of SC, and compare it to local government performance within Brittan. 

Grouping SC and local government measures into different categories will allow for new, and more 

in depth, comparisons and possible statistical links. Provide a more value neutral local government 

measure within SC studies. Provide new evidence for a local study of Hastings that may identify 

clearer causal pathways of claimed relationships. Have a local comparison study of different 

localities within the UK, creating new graphs to identify SC and local government trends, in different 

levels and areas in Britain. Provide new regression analysis with control variables attempting to 

identify clearer relationships between what improves local government performance within Britain. 

The use of the home office citizenship survey, giving new variables, which will possibly identify new 

trends.  All this will add to the wider debate of SC and its exact relationship to the quality of 

governance.   
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My findings – 1. A decline in SC is correlated with a decline in the performance of local government 

over the time period investigated. 2. Economic control variables are important, which complicates 

the understanding of the relationship. 3. On a local level SC helps local government perform through 

providing more information and reducing barriers to service provision. 4. New Labour policy around 

local government was mainly top-down, controlled and did not assist the localism vision established 

in policy documents.  

 

This dissertation seeks firstly to establish a graph identify a possible relationship between the two 

variables on a national level. It then seeks to create a graph to indicate any possible trends on the 

local constituency level. It also intends to test the claimed correlated relationships, if any are found, 

through a regression analysis through also using control variables. It also seeks to produce one 

measure for SC, which builds on Putman’s measure. SC will then be split up into groups to produce 

trends, through graphs, and identified relationships, through regression, to see if different types of 

SC affect local government performance differently.  

The study aims to create a local case study which produces unique information to analyse the 

statistical claims through a focus of one case. This will be used to test the claimed relationships, if 

any are found, in order to rigorously test the available statistical evidence, concluding in more 

reliable, stronger and valid claims.  It also seeks to identify clearer and more concrete causal 

pathways in order to clarify and add to the debate.  

How the study will seek to achieve its aims:  

My dissertation will attempt to answer this question by firstly having a national study. The national 

study will use large N data sets, which have been designed and implemented mainly on a British 

basis. The data sets I will use are the Social attitudes survey (SAS), British household panel survey 

(BHPS), British election study (BES), Home Office Citizenship survey (HOCS) to measure SC levels. 

These surveys are being used as they were listed in a 2002 government study of SC, suggesting they 

have been designed for this purpose (Ruston 2002). This is where I got the 89 variables and SC 

survey questions from. I will use the CPA assessment data, recorded by government officials since 

1993, to measure the performance of services. This national average will be taken from this data to 

assess the performance of local government across England in the time period 2000 -2010.  

Secondly, the dissertation will have a more local focus. This will comprise of comparisons of councils 

in different constituencies, in order to assess if there are any trends that can be established on a 

more local level. As SC variables are measured in national survey I will use a statistical method, 

called data stratification, to estimate the level of SC in one given local area. This could potentially 

add to the debate, as local studies have been scarce, that findings of a relationship between SC and 

local government may be present on not just a national level, but a local level as well, possibly 

making the theory more generalizable.  

 Furthermore, the study will focus upon one local case study. The local area is defined as the area 

Hastings council operates within. Hastings has been selected because it was a key target for New 

Labour’s reform and the implementation regeneration through community groups and local 

government action (Jacotine & Wates, Leesery et al 2004). This provides a key test of New Labour’s 

localism reforms and the test of SC being able to help council policy efforts.  People’s experiences 

will be defined through those who have worked in local government since 2001, and those who have 

worked in community groups since 2001. These people’s experiences will be measured through the 
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use of interviews. The people interviewed consists of Cllr Jeremy Birch the leader of Hastings council, 

selected as a likely person to be able to describe how council performance can be affected by 

community groups over time. Cllr Peter Chowney the leader of the regeneration project who has 

had a lot of contact with community groups and has knowledge to how groups can impact on 

regeneration services. Cllr Andrew Cartwright and Cllr Trevor Webb have both been selected as their 

work with community panels which has given them experience of how these groups have changed 

over time and how they affect the council’s ability to understand the local population and the 

services it needs. The community workers interviewed will be Steve Mannering, the leader of 

Hastings voluntary action (HVA), who has had a long term experience with the nature of community 

groups in Hastings, and their interaction with certain council projects. Secondly, Chris Collenelly 

someone who has set up community groups in recent years and also had contact with the council in 

his work. These interviews will provide examples to exactly how those in the community see these 

groups role in helping to determine council performance quality, therefore helping me to fully 

answer my question.  

Variables and methods of measurement:  The National study.  

Social capital in this study refers to the estimated measure of the amount of a given society’s 

community networks and trust. Furthermore, it assesses the estimated strength of institutions, 

values and actions that support societal cohesion and community activism; resulting in a society’s 

ability to function and solve its problems (Putnam 2000). All this fosters norms, reciprocity and 

expectations that make up part of the civic culture, and forms the basis of a given society (Putnam 

2000). This concept has several combined variables, which cover the topic of associational 

membership, trust, citizen values and actions; and SC institutions. Each category will have its own 

measurement. This is because SC is a contested concept surrounding theory and measurement. I 

have selected what I deem to be the literatures’ best features of measuring the concept, and I have 

come up with these categories: firstly to build on the work and definition of Putnam, and secondly to 

maintain conceptual flexibility. Flexibility of the concept is vitally important because there is much 

data restriction, and flexibility around categories will allow best use of the data available, whilst 

hopefully maintaining some broad consensus of what the concept is, allowing for future and 

accurate comparisons.  

       Associational membership will be measured through the average amount of associational 

memberships; trust through interpersonal trust levels; values and actions through support for 

community organisations; levels of voluntary activity and participation in community campaigns and 

local collective action problems. SC institutions will be measured through community centre 

numbers and trade union membership numbers. These groups are being used to allow a possibility 

to help answer a key question of if different types of SC affect government performance differently, 

outlined in previous studies (Pattie, Seyd, and Whiteley 2004). 

       In total these groups amount to 89 variables, which can be seen in the Appendix in full. The 

measurement will give the average value for 2001-‘05, and 2006 –’10, and the two averages 

differences will be measured through the percentage change between the two figures, this is done 

for each variable. The total percentage change for each variable is added together to give a final 

figure, which will show a decrease or an increase in SC. The figure for 2001-’05 is then added to the 

percentage change figure to give the trend from this point to the end of 2010. For example the 

2001-05 figure may be 1000, then when added to percentage change figure of -10% would lead to a 

figure for 2006-’10 of 900, thus showing a decrease in SC over the decade, identifying a trend and 

helping to answer the question. This has been done in this way to avoid a simple comparison 

between the 2001 and 2010, meaning it will include all the years from 2002-’09 to ensure all 
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information across the decade is used in an accurate and fair manner. It has also been done in this 

way because these variables do not always have a value for every year, because of a lack of survey 

data as some surveys only were carried out every two or three years. This method will allow for a 

comparison of the two time periods with all the same variables, meaning that a full and accurate 

change can be measured.  

Local government in the national study refers to all the local councils listed in the Audit 

Commission’s comprehensive performance assessment review, which has been carried out since 

1993 (Newman 2013). All the councils listed in this assessment are single tier and two tier councils, 

which comprise of borough councils, the lower tier, and country council, the upper tier. This 

measurement leaves out parish councils and community panels, like neighbourhood watch and 

police panel groups which operate in some localities, mainly in the South East of England.  

Local government’s purpose in this study is assumed to be mainly about service provision. This is 

because firstly local government has been increasingly driven towards service provision. This can be 

seen through New Labours reforms being increasingly market, and best value for money, driven 

(Kelly 2006). This was seen by their last set of reforms that forced local councils to have targets set 

by them by national government which resulted in services becoming the main measure of local 

government performance, and therefore national governments’ view of what local governments’ 

sole purpose is. 

Secondly, local government is defined through service provision in an attempt to remain value 

neutral in the definition, importantly reducing any potential bias that can result in a study that has 

two variables that can easily become subjective. For example if local government performance was 

to be defined through the quality of representation bias opinions on what good representation 

constitutes could result in selection bias, reducing the quality of the study. Focusing on how 

successfully local authorities overall meet set targets removes these potential problems, increasing 

the integrity of this study.  

For local government the data is much more complete, allowing for a year to year comparison. This 

means that the average for local government will be measure through the percentage change for 

each year compared to the year previous to it. As the way of local government performance is 

changed from 2001-06, being a general service competence Indicator, to a 2007-10’ being a best 

value for money indicator the performance of local government will be measured by the average 

percentage change for all variables for 2001-06 to measuring the percentage change for all variables 

for 2007-10’. For example, if the first time period showed a 10% increase in performance and then 

the following stage saw a 19% decrease the graph will show a result of -9% from 2005 to 2010, 

making it comparable to the rise or decline expressed through the SC measure.  

The correlation created will indicate some form of relationship, which then will be retested through 

regression analysis. The regression will include the SC and local government performance measures 

described above. It will also include economic factors such as income, taken from national real wage 

income figure, unemployment, from the unemployment statistics and growth, taken from economic 

growth figures, all gathered from ONS sources. It will include social control variables such as Sprawl 

measured through average stay in one household, taken from ONS figures. Age and education levels 

will also be included, these factors are taken from the surveys outlined already.  

Local comparison study: After the national study is complete the study then will use the 

stratification method to calculate the predicted local values for each variable. This will be achieved 

through using the average of social characteristic variables, like age, of the national study and then 

comparing it to the local level average, resulting in a statistical estimate of local levels of SC. This will 
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then be done for eight non-municipal borough councils. These councils will be selected on a random 

basis within different areas of Britain which have this type of local government. This is to ensure a 

wide range of different geographies with different socio-economic circumstances will be picked, in 

order to avoid any possible selection bias.  

The local study method:  

The local study will be conducted through interviews. The quality of local services in a local area 

within a constituency level will be assessed through information gained through interviews. 

Interviews will be conducted with privileged actors who have had the most detailed experiences 

with local government and the 3rd sector over the last decade. This will provide the most detailed set 

of examples which may be able to identify more detailed causal pathways which current statistical 

based literature has not done, especially within a British context (Svendsen & Svendsen 2009). The 

reasons for the people selected can be found in more detail on p.5-p.6.  

Hypothesis:  

H1: In a comparison of 2010 and 2001 this paper expects to observe a decline in both SC and Local 

government performance. This is based on (Putnam 1993) findings.  

H2: This paper expects to find a positive correlation between SC and local government performance, 

indicating some form of a relationship. This is based on (Putnam 1993) findings.  

H3: This paper would expect to find a complex relationship model when economic control variables 

are added, casting doubt over the initial relationship found between SC and government 

performance. This is based on (Whitely 2000) findings.  

H4: This paper expects to find a causal pathway where SC creates a civic culture which then creates 

better governance. This is based on (Almond & Verba: 1989 & Putnam 1993, 2000) analysis.  

H5: This paper expects to confirm the statement of New Labour’s local government policy was 

agency focused and enforced through a top –down centralised process. This is because of (Davies 

2009 & Wilson 2011) analysis upon labour’s local government policy objectives tends to be the most 

convincing. 
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Findings Chapter  

This study set out to find the exact trend of SC and its relationship to local government performance 

in the years 2000 to 2010.  It specifically attempted to identify the exact nature of the claimed 

relationship. This dissertation particularly focuses on clarifying the issue of causal pathways, which 

does not always fully explain the relationship. It also set out to investigate if different types of SC 

affected local government performance more significantly than other types, for example bridging SC 

affecting local government performance more than trust SC. Finally, this dissertation set out to 

analyse the exact nature of local government. It analyses if it relies on an inclusive community 

sector, like New Labour reforms planned, or if it developed into an agency model, where services 

were contracted out to more private and exclusive bodies.  

Before reading this chapter the reader should be aware of the limitations.  

The main limitations to the national findings is the lack of statistical significance. Due to the lack of 

complete data this has resulted in a great difficulty to establish clear relationship between SC and 

local government performance. This is something that the reader should keep in mind when 

assessing the strength of the findings made here.  

The national study & the local comparison study:  

Trends and correlation.  

H1: Firstly, the main finding of the 

national study consists of SC and 

government performance having 

both declined. SC has declined at 

roughly the same pace as local 

government performance. This is 

shown with figure 1. This finding is 

reinforced with a Pearson 

correlation test showing a 

significant correlation of (3.08*) 

again suggesting a clear trend.  

The local comparison study also 

reflects the correlation, trends and 

possible relationships reflected in 

the national study, strengthening the national study’s results.  

This builds on the current literature findings, and clarifies the debate around trends. Firstly, this 

study conflicts with Hall’s analysis which estimates SC in the UK has remained stable in recent 

decades (Hall in Putnam 2002). It also builds on Putnam’s measure of SC and confirms his trends 

(Putnam 2000). The study supports one side of the debate which suggests that SC has declined in 

recent times (Stoker 2004, Whiteley 2012). It also helps to clarify the debate around localism that 

has claimed citizen engagement in local groups has declined in recent times (Davies 2009). 

Furthermore, it helps to clarify the debate within British politics which suggests declining 

engagement, may be hurting the ability for better governance (Putnam 1993, Whiteley 2012, Stoker 

2004). This is identified through declining citizen engagement, measured through SC, correlating 

with lower government performance. The analysis suggests lowering engagement can create lower 

performing governance; thus helping to add and clarify this confusing debate, especially within 

Britain.  
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Secondly, the local comparison study fits the trend of high SC with high local government 

performance, and low SC with lower performing governments compared to the national average. 

The local comparison study showed that councils which are experiencing a decline in estimated SC 

levels also experienced a decline in local government performance. Furthermore, it shows that areas 

that had an estimated 

increase in SC also had an 

increase in the performance of 

local government.  

The local comparison study 

adds to the debate through 

clarifying local SC levels impact 

on government performance 

within Britain. It does this 

through a graph showing six of 

eight selected local councils. 

All councils which experienced 

a decline in SC experienced a 

decline in local government 

performance, again suggesting 

a trend. This is reflected in 

areas which had increasing SC 

also seeing a rise in local government performance. This again reinforces other evidence, through 

showing the same trends exists on a local level. It also supports and adds to other literature that has 

found similar localised findings (Whitely 2012 & Putnam 1993, 2000).   

This particular finding contradicts other studies within the UK which suggests on a local level SC is 

not declining, and that SC levels always help local governance perform better (Lindsey 2011). This 

study instead suggests that the level of SC is important in determining the quality of local 

governance, if SC is declining it is possible it may negatively affect local governance, something 

which other studies do not suggest and largely have not investigated. Thus helping to clarify SC 

effect on local governance and address a gap in the literature. 

Importantly, as these more localised findings reflect the national findings trends, suggesting trends 

may be generalizable across different areas within England. This conflicts with other research that 

suggests results found with SC and trends towards government performance cannot be generalised 

across different areas (Baron, Field, & Schuller: 2000), but supports (Putnam 1993).  

There were two outliers. Exeter showed high levels of local government performance, but low SC. 

This highlights the key issue that there are more factors than just SC affecting governance trends. 

Exeter has a higher income and education levels than the national average. This can produce a 

higher council tax intake, resulting in more resources to manage services more effectively, creating a 

more content population. This reduces resistance to the implementation of services, making it far 

more cost effective. Also higher education levels, and a more skilled workforce, creates the ability to 

deliver the same services more efficiently. Secondly, as Eden is so affluent many services may not be 

thought of a needed, so the council is less responsive to the type of services being measured. 

Instead it spends money on other services like culture, sport and museums. This is reinforced with 

the measure of spending on these measures improving by 80%, whilst most other areas declined. 

Furthermore, tourism intake declined, suggesting a loss of revenue, after the recession, which may 

have hurt resources and in turn hurt council performance. Again reinforcing the national study and 

LGA Performance  

SC 
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model two findings that stress the importance of economic factors. Based on this we can accept H1. 

The calculation for all these finding can be found in more detail in the appendix, including mire detail 

to how the stratification method calculated the estimated SC levels.   

Relationships?  
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H3: Model one shows that without control variables SC is significant at the 95% level, and can explain 

7.9% of the variation in declining local government performance. It suggests that a decline in SC has a 

decreasing effect on local government performance, suggesting a relationship. 

Model two has control variables, such as economic factors, explaining 16.6% of local government 

variation can be taken into account. Also economic factors: particularly, growth, income, unemployment 

and sprawl are important. This is the same for the local comparison study. Importantly, sprawl is also 

affected by economic factors such as economic insecurity (Wroe 2014).   This suggests other factors may 

influence local government performance alongside SC, providing more explanation of what creates the 

quality of governance within an area. This supports other relationship analysis such as (Brehm & Rahn, 

Campbell, Dalton 2004 Svendsen 2009 & Whitely 2000).   

Secondly, model four highlights how different types of SC can affect government performance differently. 

Actions and institutions, values and beliefs with bridging SC affects local government more significantly 

than bonding and trust SC. Furthermore, it finds that SC affects different types of local government 

performance differently. For example SC appears to be more important in determining the quality of 

benefit services than in delivering financially sustainable budgets for the local council. This supports past 

evidence showing different SC has differing impacts on governance (Pattie 2004, Whiteley 2012, and 
Lowndes 2001). See appendix for more graphic details.  

Finally, model three has found a possible endogenous problem of the discussed relationship SC has on 

local government performance but, local government appears to also determine some of the variation 

within SC levels over the investigated time period. This particular model shows that SC trends are 

dependent on partly local government performance and also economic factors; particularly income, and 

unemployment. This would suggest that the relationship between SC and local government performance 

could be endogenous and reliant on a multitude of different factors which complicates the relationship. 

This analysis can explain an expected 48.8% of the variation of SC. The endogenous problem reflects past 

research and criticisms of SC research which consists of (Baron, Field, & Schuller: 2000 & Sabetti in Biox 

2009). Based on this we can neither accept nor reject H2. 

This last finding created much confusion this study has decided to further investigate possible 

relationships through interview analysis of one focused case study, Hastings. This should also help 

identify causal pathways behind this complex and unclear statistical relationship.   
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Local study trends 

Overall there is substantial evidence to 

show that SC in Hastings has declined. 

This is reflected through institutional SC 

declining, declining numbers of 

community groups (bridging SC) and a 

noticeable decline in people engaging 

with community groups. 

In particular councillors commented on 

community infrastructure, in the form 

of community centres, forums and 

resident and traders associations 

declining.  

Cllr Peter Chowney described how in 

Tressell ward, an area covering a third 

of the east side of town, there once was three resident groups, now there are none. Cllr Trevor 

Webb stated this was similar in the West and central areas of the town. He said both Forums and 

residents groups have slowly disappeared over the last decade, and more recently the community 

centre in the West part of town, St Leonards, closed down. Importantly, this shows that SC is not just 

in decline in the whole of Hastings, but in many sub local areas, meaning council ward areas, 

suggesting the trends can be generalised down to even more local levels than just Hastings itself. 

Supporting the idea again that trends can be generalised (Putnam 1993, Halpern 2000 & Pattie 

2004).   

To summarise all councillors mostly stated Cllr Peter Chowney’s comments which stated, “People 

just do not participate in groups anymore. Residents groups that were there are mostly gone and 

people lead more isolated and atomised lives, making collective action less common although it still 

exists in some areas.” This reinforces past arguments made by (Davies 2009, Putnam 1993, 2000, 

2002 & Halpern 2005).   

A lack of trust is apparent within Hastings. Trust in official residents’ and traders’ associations, and 

especially a lack of trust in the local council, reinforcing the claim that SC has overall declined.  

Community worker Chris Connelly, commented how he often observed that many people would not 

join official residents and community groups because they did not trust organisations that involved 

very formal meetings and membership status. He went onto discuss how a lot of community groups 

fail to attract many people, and often the same people, because a lot of these groups invited the 

council, police and other authority bodies to meetings, which often put people off. This was largely 

because many people no longer trusted these authorities and people associated with them. This was 

reinforced through Cllr Andrew Cartwright also suggesting that many people did not engage with 

community based council meetings and the neighbourhood watch panel group because many 

people no longer trusted these groups and did not engage with them as a result.  

This often hurt community group’s ability to form networks that can help facilitate reciprocity and 

overcome collective action problems, resulting in a lack of SC being formed and reinforcing the 

trends already found (Putnam 1993, Whiteley 2012 & Hall in Putnam 2002).   
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The nature of local government.  

Councillor’s expressed much concern to how they felt that community involvement with the council 

was being weakened through services being consistently contracted out. Hastings’ council leader, 

Jeremy Birch discussed how recent reform, especially the most recent cuts reforms made in 2011, 

have increasingly forced councils to rely on outside agencies to deliver services, especially in 

education and refuse collection services. Also Cllr Chowney discussed how the regeneration projects, 

once mainly led by community groups and the third sector, is increasingly being contracted out to 

private agencies. Furthermore, the services which community sectors have involvement in have also 

experienced a reduced ability to contribute engaging in the delivering of services. Steve Mannering, 

who leads Hastings voluntary action, discussed how less resources, but more pressure on the third 

sector due to the economic and cuts situation, resulted in the sector’s reduced ability engage with 

the council. Importantly, this means that community groups may be able to change less things locally 

than in previous times, making joining these groups less appealing.  This may result in a further 

decline of SC.  

      Crucially, this impacts upon the debate surrounding New Labour’s policies on local government 

reform. It was designed to put community groups at the heart of service provision, but as seen with 

Hastings this has not happened (Davies 2009 & Wilson 2011). This may have been because during 

the economic boom Whitehall may have changed policy as it favoured the efficiency of private 

organisations. During the downturn it may have been cheaper to keep it in private agency hands, as 

consultation costs money. Therefore this supports (Davies 2009 & Wilson 2011) view on local 

government being an agency model and not (Stoker 2004) view who sees it a community network 

model. Importantly, this also creates a debate that either New Labour’s reforms changes through its 

time in office or started as an attempted to extend the privatisation Thatcherism started.  

Causal pathways.  

H4: The interview highlighted causal pathway one. This occurs through consultation, information 

gathering and political representation functions local councils usually engage in.    

     Firstly, one example was the case of waste disposal and cleanliness services. Cllr Cartwright and 

community worker Connelly both agreed that delivering waste disposal services relied on 

community groups acting and providing information to the council. This can be seen with different 

areas, where one area in Central St Leonards had much lower SC and waste collection services than 

another area, Bohemia in Gensing, which had higher SC and better waste collection services. On 

further questioning it was revealed that this was the case because of community groups. The 

Bohemia residents and traders association noticed the waste problem and through regular meetings 

created the idea of Seagull proof bin bags, which stopped seagulls spreading waste around the local 

area. In the other area where no community groups are present a new set of delivered bins, in an 

attempt to improve the litter problem, resulted in failure because the bins were too small for people 

to put there bin bags through. As the council did not have information, unlike in the Bohemia case, 

the council resulted in implementing something at large cost that did not address the particular 

needs of the local people. This shows how community groups’ actions and vital information can 

result in better quality and delivered services, and how a lack of these groups can result in inefficient 

services, and poorer governance, which may cause more distrust in councils ability to perform, 

creating resistance and again lower government performance levels. Showing how these groups can 

again make it easier for local government to perform at a higher level, supporting literature which 

argues this (Putnam 1993, Davies 2009, Halpern 2005 & Whiteley 2012).  
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Pathway 2 is exemplified through several accounts, particularly Collenelly’s interview involving what 

was the 7 streets project. He stated “that people in these groups bring up their own initiatives, 

which usually were designed to address the key social issues.” As this group was set up to tackle 

local social problems and low SC this created many initiatives aimed at tackling these social issues. 

Collenelly particularly talked about the “street cleaning and housing projects, aimed at improving 

local living conditions.” Also another example can be found with Mannering’s account which showed 

that environmental groups, trained by the third sector, cleaned rivers and help clean local areas. 

Importantly, this helped the council deliver housing and cleaning services.  

     Cllr Cartwright also explained that this was the same process for groups in Gensing which helped 

with social issues like speeding through taking the registration of cars caught speeding, helping to 

deliver policing services. This was also the case with groups keeping alleyways clean in the local area, 

helping the council to deliver cleaning services.  

      Mannering discussed several community projects where volunteer groups would help with 

educational support, especially in early year’s education. This included volunteer groups helping 

children to read and giving educational support to those in deprived communities. This helps the 

council not just deliver education services, but over the long term have a population which is more 

educated, needing less services, and more able to pay higher taxes. This produces a positive long 

term affect which makes it easier for councils to deliver services. This also support evidence that SC 

can help educational development, which overtime improves governance (Coleman 1988).    

All this shows evidence that SC can create more effective collective action to address social 

problems. This in turn removes barriers councils’ face in delivering services, and reduces the amount 

of social services which need delivering. This means that more resources can be used for fewer 
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services, making more efficient and highly performing governance. This makes people more content 

with government decisions, producing less resistance, again making it more cost effective to 

implement services, improving levels of governance. 

Finally, interview analysis highlighted an endogenous problem within the relationship. It showed that SC 

success, in particular community groups, is partly dependent on local government performance. Yet, 

local governments’ ability to deliver services is partly dependant on the strength of SC within the local 

area a service is being delivered. Cllr Birch summarised a possible endogenous relationship through 

saying “the council relies on these groups to perform and deliver services, but these groups sometimes 

rely on us to help them to succeed in their goals.” He then went onto give an example how the council 

compulsory purchased the dilapidated pier, which supported a community group’s campaign to restore 

the pier. Shortly after this a rise in community engagement around the pier area occurred. Again this 

issue was most evident when every councillor interviewed said they attended community group 

meetings and helped certain groups function. All the third sector workers interviewed said how their 

group delivered certain services on behalf of the council, for example HVA delivering benefit services 

and information advice in benefits. Another group also helped the council deliver children services in an 

area with little children services. This presents an important problem as it makes observation of this 

type of relationship incredibly difficult. Moreover, it has a lot of implications on existing literature, most 

notably it contradicts work which suggests that a direct relationship may be present (Putnam 1993), 

casting doubt on these key works claims accuracy, suggesting we must reject H4.   

These findings mainly add to the debate by building on Putnam’s measure of SC which confirms 

Putnam’s trend. It further adds through clarifying the current relationship that surrounds SC and 

local government, it suggests that a relationship of SC and certain economic factors greatly impacts 

local government performance and the relationship at time can be endogenous. It also clarifies 

current trends of SC, which is a declining one that affects declining local government performance. 

Through doing this this paper has addressed a key gap in the literature, a lack of local government 

focus and SC within Britain meaning more generalisations may be possible.  

It provides clarity around the nature of local government where it is mainly about service provision 

and contracting pout to less inclusive outside agencies, not about community network governance 

as some have argued. It supports (Davies 2009, Wilson 2011) which states it is a complex agency 

model where services are contracted out to many different bodies, and disagrees with analysis 

which states it  is a community network led service system (Stoker 2004 and Lindsey 2011). This 

suggests we must accept H5.   

Conclusion Chapter:  

In summary the findings from this paper demonstrate declining trends in both SC and local 

government performance. The causal pathway identified shows that community groups enhance 

local government performance through providing vital information which helps a local authority gain 

a greater understanding of its citizens’ service needs. This then leads to more targeted and efficient 

service provision, helping to increase the quality of governance. Also SC tends to reduce social 

barriers, such as reducing deprivation, which can impede higher governance levels through draining 

resources and making service provision more complex. The relationship is slightly endogenous, 

which this dissertation would conclude through saying the SC that currently exists can be facilitated 

through council help, but cannot be created by local governments. The dissertation finds that 

different types of SC helps the quality of governance more than other forms of SC. This dissertation 

also finds that council services are mainly about service provision and not community involvement 

as other theories have suggested.  
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       This dissertation has mainly added greater clarification through providing new data and trends, 

through graphs. It has added to Putnam’s measure of SC, through using SC as one figure. It has 

clarified the debate around whether different types of SC affect local governance differently. It has 

added through providing a new focus on local government within Britain, suggesting generalisations 

can be made of Putnam’s works. Also as stated above it has added through providing a different 

perspective on the causal pathways.  

Implications of these results are, firstly it identifies that a declining trend of SC may be existent 

within localities and sub localities, Like Hastings, Central Hastings and as small a level as the seven 

streets within central St Leonards. This conflicts with previous local SC studies within Britain (Olivia, 

Stoker 2004) and confirms (Davies 2009). Importantly, this suggests that the results may be 

generalizable to several local areas across Britain. Supporting (Jacobs 1961, Putnam 1993, 2000 and 

Harvey 2005) argument, these results are generalizable.  

Further, the local study shows how a causal relationship may exist within a British local government 

context. This supports previous evidence stating a relationship exists (Putnam 1993, Halpern 2005 & 

Stoker 2004), and contradicts other claims which suggests the relationship is too vague to 

understand (Baron, Field, & Schuller: 2000 and Frane 2007 and Boix 2009). It also shows how 

economic factors can be important in the relationship, suggesting a more complex relationship 

(Whiteley 2012, Putnam 2000, Menaham 2011, Saegert 2001, Coleman 1988, Tomsic 2007 & 

Lewandowskim 2007.)  

Secondly, the local study shows how trust and reciprocity is important in the causal process through 

creating SC, which creates better governance. This strengthens SC analysis (Putnam, Coleman, Field 

2003 and Hanifan 1916).  

Finally, causal pathway findings contradict other findings and suggest it purely informs knowledge to 

produce more efficient service processes instead. This suggests that current explanations, especially 

inferring the civic culture creates a behaviour that creates better governance, may be wrong 

(Putnam, Almond & Verba 1963 , Warren 2001, Hooghe 2003, De Tocqueville 2003, Svendsen 2009 

& Halpern 2005).  

The wider impact upon SC research is primarily on measurement and methodology of possible 

future research. This dissertation stresses the importance of future SC research keeping the single 

measure of the SC concept. It would also stress future use of the stratification method to limit the 

negative impact of a lack of local statistical data in most SC research. This dissertation also impacts 

SC research in suggesting that more of a focus on local case studies, especially though the use of 

interview analysis, is needed to establish clearer causal pathways. The dissertation suggests that if 

this method is used more generalisations of trends and relationships, on a more localised level, may 

be possible.  This shows Putnam’s research may be generalizable, reinforcing past literature (Putnam 

2000). It also suggests that criticism of this type of research in its lack of established causal 

pathways, ability to overcome the endogenous problem and current issues with the lack of 

generalizability, may all be credible criticisms. Future research may need to take more of a local case 

focus, with interview analysis to help overcome these problems and establish the exact nature of 

generalisations, trends and relationships which can be made. Also it may help establish the level of 

its endogeneity and more concrete set of causal pathways.  

      This dissertation also deeply impacts upon British political literature, supporting literature which 

argues political and civic engagement has declined in recent times (Putnam 2000). This would also 

have an impact on wider political literature, especially trust literature, which suggests there may be 

a crisis in democratic nations, most exemplified through decreasing engagement in the collective 
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political process (Stoker 2004.) This dissertation suggests that collective actions nationally have 

declined, representing a difficulty in mobilisation of collective forces to address large political 

problems. This may result in a less effective effort to tackle to biggest political issues of the day, 

especially as people are more atomised and individually motivated (Warren 2001). This may lead to 

institutions being viewed as less able to address people’s issues, resulting in declined confidence and 

trust in institutions, which may present a threat towards democracy (Warren 2001). This implication 

suggests SC and trust research is highly relevant for political analysis.  

       It also has a slight impact on the British localism and local government debate, through 

supporting literature which suggests that localism and local government have been weakened in 

recent times (Davies 2009). It would suggest that local government has been increasingly top down, 

directed by national government. It follows an agent model which forces to contract more services 

out to private agencies, weakening local control and involvement in local service provision.  

      Finally, implications of this paper involve a real political world aspect. It directly addresses the 

debate surrounding local government, how to most effectively implement efficiency savings set by 

national government. This dissertation argues it would appear that saving money through cutting 

the resources supplied to local government may not be the best way to implement the efficiency 

savings. This is because it restricts the council’s ability to interact with groups, lowering the amount 

of information they can acquire before implementing local services. It also places more pressure on 

community and voluntary sectors, which are required to deliver more services with lower budgets 

and support from the council (Mannering 2015). This means that the best way to create more 

efficient and value-for-money local government would be to protect funding for local government in 

terms of support for 3rd sector funding, whilst also finding more cost-efficient ways to deliver 

services.  

      This dissertation would recommend further research to use this measure of SC to analyse if SC 

has any effects on social attitudes towards government, which would mean this dissertation’s 

methodology entering the area of trust research. This could be done through using the SAS to see if 

issues like governmental trust is at all affected by SC. This would provide greater understanding to 

an argument made in this dissertation that lowering SC and collective action levels, may be resulting 

in poorer performing governance, decreasing people’s faith in democratic institutions, resulting in a 

weakening of democracy.   

      Importantly, one limitation is in control variables, such as economic factors, making identified 

relationships a lot more complex. Further research could build on past studies trying to identify the 

relationship of economic factors and SC relationship to governance quality, which affects support for 

the democratic system (Terrance 2004) to try and identify a more accurate relationship model, 

which can explain more of the variation in government performance levels.   
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Stratification table  This is the average score for each survey. 

This is the population of one local 

authority for a given year, allows a 

comparison of the population to the 

surveys population.  

This is the 

population’s key 

demographics for a 

given year, allowing 

for a comparison of 

the local authorise 

demographics to 

the surveys 

demographics.  

These are the outputs generated to represent a difference in a 

local authority’s population and key demographics compared to a 

particular survey’s population and demographics – these are the 

numbers used to produce the estimate for the local SC level. For 

example if the variable used to calculate social capital came from 

the HOCS you would use these numbers in the formula to generate 

a local estimate. If the variable came from the BHPS survey then 

you would use these numbers to calculate the local average for 

that particular variable. You use each set of numbers dependent 

on the year being measured.  
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                                                                                                                                                 4.  

This is again reflected with 

the correlational 

relationships, where some 

types of SC were more 

correlated with declining local 

government performance 

than others were.   

This graph shows that despite 

one type of SC may correlate 

with local government 

performance across a time 

period it does not necessarily 

means causation. For 

example the decline in 

binding SC highly correlates, 

but has little statistical 

significance, shown in model 

4.  

 

Correlation: Bridging SC (0.779), Institutions and actions SC (0.605*) & Values 

and beliefs SC (0.412).  

Lack of correlation: Bonding SC (0.052), Trust SC (0.062) & Reciprocity and 

Rewards SC (0.032.)  

 


