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Project summary and overview

Background

There is now mounting international evidence that social relations of a particular quality and nature are central to creating sustainable communities. Social relationships, which are characterised by high degrees of mutual trust and reciprocity are argued to sustain better outcomes in the economy, democracy and civil society. These sorts of social relationships are said to be laden with social capital – the norms and networks that enable people to act collectively.

Within the social capital literature it is generally assumed that the mere practice of family life will generate norms of trust and reciprocity but the actual circumstances under which this takes place are under researched. Community life has typically been the focus of social capital researchers. This work has pointed to the ‘decline of community’ (a long-standing theme in classical sociology) but has tended to assume that family life has been unchanging. Yet, contemporary family sociology has identified that family practices are also changing rapidly. Massive demographic change has signalled dramatic changes in family-form with family-households now considerably smaller. This has important implications for the likely scale of kin-based networks. There is also evidence that the norms governing family life are undergoing change as well, from being primarily obligational to negotiated. Changes in the scale of kin-based networks and changes in the norms governing family life have considerable implications for social capital that as yet remain unexplored.

The research aims to inform the growing political and policy concern about the erosion of community networks and social civility. A social capital informed view of public policy advocates addressing how governments intervene in family and social life. Social capital friendly public policy avoids undermining existing networks and norms of trust and reciprocity, and designs programs to enhance social capital. This is the discourse informing policy discussions about building community strengths, which seek government interventions that build upon existing social capital to more effectively deliver services. The government’s lexicon for this approach refers to a ‘social coalition’ and ‘partnerships with business and the community’.

This policy approach is founded upon the assumption that social capital does indeed matter to a wide range of outcomes – an assumption that the Families, Social Capital and Citizenship project is designed to test. Specifically the FSAC project will test the importance of social capital to a range of economic, political and community engagement outcomes. By cross-referencing Institute data with ABS 1996 Census data, and other geo-coded data bases (for example on crime or suicide), the analysis will identify the socio-demographic profiles of types of localities that are characterised by high and low social capital.  The project will thus not only reveal the impact of differing family arrangements for social capital, but also what sorts of locational factors are associated with high and low social capital.  Combined these findings will establish the types of locations in which particular forms of government intervention may succeed and why they are likely to do so.
The findings will also assess the importance of social capital in promoting self-reliance, for example, by revealing the importance of informal networks in finding employment, or the importance of reciprocal exchange amongst kin, around child care, in assisting sole parents to remain in employment.

The FSAC project is providing the basis for an ongoing dialogue with the Department of Family and Community Services about the capacity of social capital to generate enhanced macro outcomes in economic and political systems, and improved micro-level outcomes of improved health, family well being and community cohesion. The Institute’s Social Capital and Social Policy Conference held in Canberra, February 1999 was the launching point for the Department of Family and Community Services Social Capital Think Tanks in which Ian Winter is a core participant. The research team are also currently assisting the Department in the conduct of a ‘social capital audit’ of current policy and programs.

Objectives

The Families, Social Capital and Citizenship project aims to examine levels of social capital associated with varying family circumstances and to assess the importance of social capital in shaping patterns of family engagement with the economy, polity and community. The project aims to test the ‘social capital thesis’ by exploring the relative importance of different elements of social capital (trust, reciprocity, networks) to different sorts of family engagement outcomes. The overarching research question to be addressed is whether social capital is as important to effective economic, political and community engagement as the literature suggests. Thus the project asks:

· How important is social capital to family engagement in the economy, polity and community?

· What family circumstances are most strongly and or weakly associated with social capital?

· What locality factors are most strongly and or weakly associated with social capital?

Other key objectives of the project are to identify:

· A set of indicators measuring social capital at the family and community levels.

· The spatial patterns of family engagement in economy, polity and community for families high and low in social capital.
· The processes and circumstances that lead to the transfer of social capital within the family to more extensive networks.

· Whether deficits of social capital within the family can be compensated for by social capital from networks beyond the family.

· Conclusions regarding the appropriateness of different kinds of government interventions in different kinds of family and community circumstances.

Research design

Data for the project will mainly be collected from a national random sample of around 2,000 adults via telephone , being undertaken during December 2000 and January 2001.  The survey will collect information about the family’s activities within and beyond the household and within and beyond the locality.

The research design of the project is summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Research design for the Families, Social Capital and Citizenship Project.

Aspects of family life

Independent variables
Locality factors

Mediating variables
Economic, Political and Community Engagement

Dependent variables

· Social capital within and beyond the family
- Trust

      - Reciprocity
      - Networks
· Age

· Gender

· Ethnicity

· Class

· Family functioning (eg parenting style)

· Family structure
(eg number of parents in h’hold)

· Family values
(eg traditional, self-help)

· Other demographics

(eg mobility)


· Ethnic homogeneity

· Income inequalities

· Crime rate, fear of crime

· Provision and availability of services

· Labour market strength

· Locality type – urban, rural
Economic engagement

· labour force participation

· income

· wealth

· market-based consumption practices

Political engagement

· receipt of income support

· consumption of state-services, education and health

· civic practices

· citizenship values

Community engagement

· cultural practices

· associational life 

· familist/ communitarian values

The survey instrument will require valid measures of the key aspects of social capital including networks, trust and reciprocity.  The Australian Living Standards Study, Family Formation Surveys and the Australian Life Course Survey, all conducted by the Institute, provide examples of indicators of family and community networks.  However, little work has been done previously on measuring trust and reciprocity in family and community networks.  Most of the current literature on social capital at the family level is derived from surveys not designed for the purpose.  The development of measures of social capital at the family level is therefore an original methodological contribution of the research.

About the survey

In order to measure the key dimensions of social capital and to link these together empirically, the survey measures the extent and structure of social relations across a range of communities of interest, and links these directly to information about the quality (norms of trust and reciprocity) of these relationships.  These measures of social capital, both within and beyond the household, are then able to be linked to measures of economic, community and political engagement also included in the survey.

The structure of the survey is as follows:

· Basic respondent demographics 

· Household roster

· Network mapping: number & location (of personal ties)

· Ties to organisations & institutions (government, media, legal system, church etc)

· Quality of personal relationships

· Contact (with family, friends, current and previous workmates & neighbours)

· Financial support (informal)

· Child care (formal and informal provision and receipt)

· Health & Caring  (formal and informal provision and receipt)

· Civic participation

· Trust in institutions (government, media, legal system, police force, church etc)

· Characteristics of local area

· Attitudes (trust & reciprocity; diversity)

· Mastery 

· Detailed respondent demographics 

· Attitudes to work

· Characteristics of partner, parents and friends 

· Income/financial circumstances

· Housing



Planned analysis of survey data

Although the project provides many avenues for analysis, core themes of research to be undertaken with these data are:

· An empirical mapping exercise to determine how the dimensions of social capital operate together empirically, as well as to see how these are distributed across families and communities in varied circumstances.  

Following this first methodological exercise, the project will use these findings to follow three substantive lines of research:

· Analysis of the role of social capital in facilitating family engagement in the labour market and economy.

· Analysis of the role of social capital in facilitating family participation in the community and civic life.

· Analysis of the role of social capital in facilitating family engagement in political life.
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