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That organizational involvement has a positive impact on political action is a well-established
finding in empirical research around the world. To account for this, theorists since Tocqueville
have pointed to the returns in human capital, in particular ‘civic skills’, yielded by associations.
This article, by contrast, is a study of whether social capital theory can help explain the same
effect. According to the logic of ‘weak ties’, organizational involvement provides bridging
social capital by connecting the individual to a wider range of people. As a result, the input of
requests for participation increases and this ultimately leads to more activity. Unspecified in
this argument, however, is what aspect of associational memberships is most conducive to such
weak ties: the sheer number of memberships, or the extent to which one’s memberships
provide links to people of dissimilar social origin. In an unprecedented empirical test based
on survey data from Sweden in 1997, it is shown that being connected to multiple voluntary
associations is what matters for political activity, not the extent to which one’s memberships
cut across social cleavages. Moreover, the social capital mechanism of recruitment is more
important in explaining this effect than the human capital mechanism of civic skills, since
the former can account for why even passive members, not just organizational activists, may
become more prone to take political action.

Introduction
The fact that voluntary associations induce political activity among their
members was discovered in The Civic Culture study of Almond and Verba
(1963). It was explored at some length in one of the field’s most influential
studies from the 1970s (Verba & Nie 1972), and has been shown to hold in
the latest participation studies from Britain and America (Parry et al. 1992;
Verba et al. 1995; Moyser & Parry 1997), as well as in most countries of
Western Europe (Petersson et al. 1989; Dekker et al. 1997; Stolle & Rochon
1998; 1999) and even Central America (Seligson 1999). It is one of the most
well-established findings in studies of political participation. Can social
capital theory help explain this effect? That is the question to be explored in
this article.
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I will show that voluntary associations can create ‘weak ties’ in the social
networks surrounding individuals, thereby linking them to a wider input of
requests for participation. This finding lends support to the literature on
social capital conceived as a theory proper, ‘the core idea’ of which is ‘that
social networks have value’ (Putnam 2000, 18f ), or the notion that ‘the
success of action is positively related to . . . the resources embedded in
social networks’ (Lin 2001, 25, 60). But it also addresses an important issue
in the wider research agenda often adhered to by students of social capital,
namely that of explaining ‘what makes democracy work’ (Putnam 1993).
This is so because political participation may be one of the missing links
between social capital and democratic performance – a mechanism of which
Putnam’s own account has been found wanting (Booth & Richard 1998a,
782; 1998b, 35; Seligson 1999, 347).

Voluntary Associations, Political Participation and
Social Capital Theory
The most prominent explanation of why social organizations have political
effects is that they yield returns in human capital, that is, personal skills and
capacities that enable action (Becker 1964). The first and most illustrious
scholar to acknowledge this socializing capacity of civic organization,
Alexis de Tocqueville, thus claimed that ‘the technique of association
becomes the mother of every other technique’ (cited in Miller 2001, 9). By
providing real-life practice in what it takes to make collectively binding
decisions in a small-scale setting, a voluntary association works as a ‘school
in democracy’ and provides an experience that becomes an asset when
taking political action outside the organizational environment. Empirical
evidence has also shown strong support for a connection between the civic
skills incubated by organizations and political participation in the larger
community (Verba et al. 1995, 304–90; cf. Miller 2001).

One could of course argue that to the extent that involvement in
voluntary associations is a form of social capital itself, even this human
capital explanation has social capital as its prime mover. According to the
influential definition given by Coleman, social capital is ‘not a single entity,
but a variety of different entities having two characteristics in common:
They all consist of some aspect of social structure, and they facilitate certain
actions of individuals who are within the structure’. Unlike human capital,
which is ‘lodged in individuals’, social capital ‘inheres in the structure
of relations between persons and among persons’ (1990, 302). Being
connected to a voluntary association arguably qualifies as social capital in
this basic sense, since it ties an individual to a network of relationships –
even if this network consist only of ties between members and the
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organizational centre. But connections can be used for many purposes, one
of which is to work as a training ground for the development of civic skills.
In this sense, then, even the human capital explanation of the external
effects of organizations rests on a social capital foundation.

The hypothesis to be developed here, however, posits a social capital
explanation unmediated by human capital concerns. Moreover, it purports
to explain also why passive members of organizations, not only the activists,
may become more politically involved. This is an unresolved issue in the
human capital explanation, since the civic skills that enhance political
action presumably must be learned through activity. The human capital
mechanism thus cannot account for the boost in political participation
instilled among passive members.

The alternative social capital mechanism I have in mind draws on the
argument, proffered by Granovetter (1973) and Burt (1992) among others,
that social networks serve to structure the flow of information surrounding
an individual. In a very general sense, networks provide cues that may
lower the cost of participation (Lake & Huckfeldt 1998, 569–71; Miller
2001). More specifically, however, one thing the social environment
surrounding an agent might attempt is to persuade him or her to take part in
political action. In the words of Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995, 15),
we can think of three reasons why people do not take part in politics:
‘because they can’t; because they don’t want to; or because nobody asked’.
The last reason points to the potential role networks may play in the
process through which people are recruited into political action.

Social network theory can help us derive certain predictions of what kind
of social ties would increase the likelihood of receiving such requests
for participation. The core idea of Granovetter’s seminal article on ‘the
strength of weak ties’ is that the amount of useful information accessible to
an agent is a decreasing function of the strength of the bonds linking him or
her to others. That is, the more tightly knit a network surrounding an agent,
the less information will reach him. The theoretical reason to expect this is
that the stronger a person’s ties with his associates, the more will their
friendship circles overlap. Weak ties, by contrast, increase the likelihood of
being connected to diverse others, and hence to information of wider scope.
Weak ties tend to be ‘local bridges’ into sectors of the wider network
surrounding an individual that he or she would otherwise not reach, and
hence could not be reached by (Granovetter 1973, 1362–5). A similar
metaphor is used by Burt (1992), who speaks of the information benefits
that accrue to actors spanning ‘structural holes’, the people on either side
of which circulate in different flows of information. Putnam, in his later
writings, refers to the same connecting capacity as ‘bridging’ social capital,
as opposed to the ‘bonding’ social capital inherent in strong ties of tightly
knit circles of friendship and kin (Putnam 2000, 22f ).
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Now if we apply this logic to the case of recruitment, we should expect
people having access to large but loosely coupled networks – in other
words, ‘bridging’ social capital – to get more requests for participation. This
follows from the idea that such networks link people to a wider context,
and thus increase the probability of being exposed to appeals for political
action. According to this logic, then, the power of voluntary associations to
promote political action hinges on their ability to develop weak ties (or
bridge structural holes). In effect, Granovetter (1973, 1375) in his original
argument pointed to formal organizations as one of the ‘two common
sources of weak ties’ (the other being work settings). Moreover, since no
activity is required in order for one to be requested to take part in political
action, this social capital mechanism can explain why not only activists but
also passive members are recruited into politics.

However, a crucial element of how associational involvement creates
weak ties has been left unspecified in the argument so far. According to
Granovetter (1973, 1377), ‘Weak ties are more likely to link members of
different small groups than are strong ones, which tend to be concentrated
within particular groups’. The question is whether ‘groups’ should here
be interpreted as meaning social ‘groups’ – defined by gender, ethnicity
or class, for example – or formal groups such as voluntary associations.
Putnam (1993, 175), who cites this passage by Granovetter with approval,
goes for the former interpretation in asserting that ‘networks of civic
engagement that cut across social cleavages nourish wider cooperation’
(italics added). If this is true, then what matters for the likelihood of
being requested, and hence for participation itself, is not the number of
associations one belongs to, but the membership characteristics of these
associations. More precisely, the more an individual is associated with
members of different social origin, the weaker the ties created by this
association. Hence, the more political participation should be fostered
within this particular individual.

Equally possible, however, is that every different type of association
creates a weak tie that brings in a wider scope of solicitations for action.
According to this logic, every association in itself could be perfectly
homogeneous and in every single respect mirror the social characteristics
of an individual. What matters is instead the number of associations this
individual belongs to. This is the version of the argument most often put
to the test in empirical studies of associational membership and political
participation (see, for example, Verba & Nie 1972, 174–208; Petersson et al.
1989, 211–60; Parry et al. 1993, 85–119). And from the perspective of the
human capital explanation this makes perfect sense, since the opportunity
to practise civic skills should increase with the number of memberships
but not be related to membership characteristics. When viewed from the
standpoint of social capital logic, however, either version is possible. But to
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my knowledge no one has hitherto pitted the two logics against each other
in an empirical test. In what follows, this is exactly what I attempt to do.

In sum, there are two questions that will guide the empirical analyses of
this article. To begin with, in order to promote political participation,
should cleavages cut across organizational types or across social charac-
teristics? Although these have been presented as two rival explanations
above, nothing stops them being complementary. Second, is the effect of
organizational involvement explained by the human capital mechanism
related to civic skills, or by the social capital mechanism related to
recruitment? Although these two explanations again need not be mutually
exclusive, the theoretical expectation in the case of passive membership is
that the social capital mechanism should supersede the human capital one.

What Is To Be Explained: Two Modes of
Political Participation
To test these theoretical propositions, I will analyse a survey conducted
on a representative sample of 1460 Swedish residents aged 16–80 years, the
so-called Swedish Citizen Study.2 The fieldwork was carried out in 1997,
mainly as face-to-face interviews averaging about 75 minutes in length. The
response rate was 74.3 percent.3

In keeping with the traditional approach to ‘political participation’, I will
by this term be referring to ‘those activities by private citizens that . . . aim
at influencing the government’ (Verba & Nie 1972, 2; see Brady 1999, 737f ).
Table 1 summarizes the dimensional pattern behind specific responses

Table 1. Two Modes of Political Participation (Principal Component Factor Analysis)

Participation acts Contacting Manifestations

Contacted a politician 73 10
Contacted an association or organization 62 16
Contacted a central or local government official 74 11
Contacted, or appeared in, the media 61 17
Contacted a solicitor or judicial body 57 −07
Wore or displayed a campaign badge/sticker 10 51
Signed a petition 08 67
Participated in a demonstration (other than 1 May) 03 47
Boycotted e.g. certain products 02 56
Donated money 13 53

Note: Entries are factor loadings, multiplied by 100, from a varimax rotated solution of a
principal component analysis. Loadings larger than 40 are in bold. The retention of factors is
based on the Kaiser criterion (i.e. eigenvalues greater than 1.0). The eigenvalues are 2.50 and
1.31, respectively, the two factors together explaining 38.1 percent of the variance in the
variables; N = 1424.
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to ten questions about such activities. In order to restrict attention to
participation of a non-particularistic nature, respondents were asked
whether during the past year they had carried out any of the listed activities
as an attempt ‘to bring about improvements or resist deterioration in
society . . . for a cause which does not only concern yourself or your family’.
On the basis of principal component analysis the ten participation acts can
be reduced to two more general modes of participation.4

The first deals with contacts of different sorts: with politicians,
government officials, organizations, the media and judicial bodies. The
second mode of participation covers a variety of actions: to wear or
display a campaign badge or sticker, to sign a petition, to participate in a
demonstration (other than the annual demonstrations of 1 May), to boycott
something (e.g. certain products) and to donate money. Since all these acts
imply making one’s political preferences manifest to the public, this second
mode of participation will be termed ‘manifestations’ (Petersson et al. 1989;
1998). In the analyses to follow, two additive scales, simply based on the
number of acts within each mode of participation a respondent has carried
out, will serve as our dependent variables. According to these indices, the
average Swede in 1997 had in the past year performed 0.58 of the contacts
and 1.22 of the acts of manifestation.

Membership and Activity in Voluntary Associations:
Do Numbers or Dissimilarity Matter?
We shall now address the first question posed above: is it the number
of organizations or their membership characteristics that drives political
participation? The Swedish Citizen Study included an extensive battery of
questions on membership and activity in 30 different types of voluntary
associations. They range from recreational organizations such as sports
clubs and cultural societies, through organizations promoting particular
interests, such as women’s or pensioners’ organizations and trade unions,
to organizations struggling for a more ideological cause, such as envir-
onmental and peace organizations. The average respondent reported
membership in 3.05 of these organizational types. For each membership
reported, respondents were in addition asked whether they held office or
during the past year had been active in the organization (see Petersson et al.
1998, 62–8). Since holding office almost by definition implies being active,
we shall in what follows combine these two measures into one representing
either holding office or being active in some other way. According to this
indicator, the average respondent was active in 0.91 organizational types.
By controlling for active membership, the index of mere membership will
allow us to pick up the effect of being a passive member alone.
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Our measure of membership dissimilarity has been computed from
membership characteristics aggregated at the organizational level. Much
as the original sample of individuals is representative of the Swedish
population, the subsamples of members and activists in the 30 types of
organizations should be representative of the corresponding population of
members and activists in these types of organizations. Hence, we can use
the sample estimates of membership characteristics to measure the level of
dissimilarity between a given respondent and his or her organizations. This
measure has been computed as the probability that any randomly selected
member or activist of the organization (other than the respondent) should
be different from the respondent on any pertinent social characteristic.
Thus, for example, a man who is a member of a sports club – a type of
organization an average of 57 percent of whose members are men – would
receive a dissimilarity score of 0.43, that is, the probability that a randomly
selected member of that organization is a woman. The corresponding value
for a woman in a sports club would thus be 0.57 – that is, the probability of
randomly selecting a man.

Since there are no theoretical expectations of which social characteristics
should be most conducive to forming weak ties, I have simply used all the
sociodemographic variables that have a significant impact on political
participation. They include sex, age, years of education, occupational level
(blue-collar worker, white-collar worker or self-employed/farmer), sector
of employment (public versus private), residence (living in a town or city
versus living in the countryside) and immigration.5 The overall dissimil-
arity measure is computed by first averaging across these seven social
characteristics for each organization a respondent belongs to, and then
averaging across all organizational types. Again, two such indices can be
constructed, one for mere members and one for active members.6 The
average dissimilarity measure for members is 0.39, whereas for active
members it is 0.26. This makes sense, since active cadres can be expected
to be more homogeneous in their sociodemographic attributes. However,
since the number of active members is fairly low for some types of
organizations, in some cases even falling below ten, the measure is much
shakier in the case of activists than when based on all members. Still, it
should be unbiased, and the small N is in many cases offset by the effect of
averaging across membership types.

Two weaknesses of using these dissimilarity measures should be
readily acknowledged: they cannot link a member to a specific organization,
only to an organizational type, and they are based on the assumption
that membership characteristics are similar throughout the nation. We lack
information about the characteristics of those members with whom a
respondent actually interacts at the local level (see Stolle & Rochon [1998,
59] on a similar proviso). But then again, the social capital mechanism need
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not operate through face-to-face interaction, at least not in organizations
that span several localities and where information is processed through an
organizational centre.

In Table 2, the two rival propositions of how voluntary associations
affect political participation are pitted against each other, controlling for
sociodemographics. Three models are tested for each dependent variable,
one each for the two propositions tested separately, and one for a
simultaneous confrontation. Since psychological political engagement, such
as the level of interest in politics and public affairs, might stimulate both
organizational involvement and political participation, it has been added as
a control as well.7 In order to direct attention to the information of most
importance for the research question at hand, however, this variable, along
with the sociodemographic controls, will not be presented explicitly in the
tables to come.

As Table 2 makes clear, being involved in voluntary associations has a
substantive effect on political participation, regardless of psychological
engagement and social position. If we convert the results from the first
model for each dependent variable (C2.1 and M2.1) into how much
organizational involvement it takes to boost the dependent variables one
notch (i.e. dividing 1 by each regression coefficient), approximately 13
passive or seven active memberships amount to one additional contact.

Table 2. The Effects of Voluntary Associations on Political Participation (OLS Regression)

Contacting Manifestations

C2.1 C2.2 C2.3 M2.1 M2.2 M2.3

No. of memberships 0.08** − 0.09** 0.11** − 0.11**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

No. of active memberships 0.14** − 0.17** 0.04 − 0.03
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Dissimilarity of memberships − 0.03 −0.32 − 0.68** 0.23
(0.24) (0.24) (0.25) (0.26)

Dissimilarity of active
memberships − 0.57** −0.22 − 0.44** 0.04

(0.10) (0.15) (0.11) (0.15)
R2    0.20 0.15 0.20 0.12 0.10 0.12
Standard error of regression    0.94 0.96 0.93 1.01 1.03 1.01

* Significant at 0.10 level.
** Significant at 0.05 level.
Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses;
R2 is corrected for the number of degrees of freedom; N = 1440. Control variables included in
the model are: political engagement, sex, age (three dummies), years of education, occupation
(dummies for worker, self-employed/farmer and never gainfully employed), sector of employ-
ment (dummies for public sector and non-employee / not gainfully employed / unclassifiable
employer), residence (dummy for living in the countryside) and immigration (dummy for
being an immigrant to Sweden).
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The corresponding figure for manifestations is around nine passive
memberships, but the effect of active memberships cannot in this case be
significantly distinguished from zero.

The second model (C2.2 and M2.2) is also in line with theoretical
expectations. The regression coefficients should in this case be interpreted
as the mean difference in political participation between two hypothetical
individuals: one who is connected only to associations where all other
members share all his or her social attributes (or who is not involved in
organizations at all), and one who is the only member in the organizations
involved who holds these attributes. As can be seen, this estimated
difference is in the case of active membership dissimilarity 0.57 contacts
and 0.44 manifestations. In the case of passive membership dissimilarity,
the effects on the two dependent variables again differ: in the case of
manifestations the effect is a sizeable 0.68, but in the case of contacts it is
insignificant.

Nonetheless, the fact that membership dissimilarity has an impact on
political participation in the hypothesized direction is a notable finding,
particularly in the light of the aforementioned caveats pertaining to its
measurement. As models C2.3 and M2.3 clearly show, however, this is a
spurious finding. When one controls for the number of memberships, active
or passive, the effect of dissimilarity is washed out completely. Thus, what
matters is how many associations one joins, not the social characteristics
of those organizations. Since dissimilarity is positively related to the
number of memberships, it just appeared to have an effect when numbers
were not controlled for.

Unravelling the Mechanism: Recruitment
or Civic Skills?
We now turn to the second question, on what explains the effects of
voluntary associations – more precisely couched in terms of the number
of memberships: is it the social capital mechanism of recruitment or the
human capital mechanism of civic skills?

To begin with, we need a measure of these two competing mechanisms.
In the survey, in addition to reports on actual behaviour, respondents were
asked whether during the past year they had been ‘personally asked to take
part’ in any of the ten activities presented in Table 1. The control variable
designed to pick up the recruitment mechanism is then computed by simply
summing the number of such requests each individual has received.8

Moreover, in keeping with the original measurement of civic skills (Verba
et al. 1995, 309–13), each respondent was asked how often they ‘as part
of their work, their studies or in associational life’ do the following:
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‘Participate in decisions at a meeting’, ‘Plan or chair a meeting’, ‘Prepare or
give a speech before a meeting’, and ‘Write a text other than a private letter,
at least a few pages in length’. The respondent was in addition asked in what
capacity he or she pursues the aforementioned activities, ranging from 0
(‘only in connection with my work/studies’) to 10 (‘only in connection with
associational life’). The measure of civic skills practised within voluntary
organizations is then constructed by multiplying the average frequency with
the question on the locus of activities, and ranges from 0 (‘never or almost
never’ do any of the activities of associational life) to 1 (‘almost every day’
do all of the activities of associational life).

Before proceeding with the analysis, we must address the problem
of endogeneity. Just as being involved in voluntary associations may
promote political activity, the causal arrow might run in the opposite
direction: political participation might beget membership and activity in
organizations. To the extent there is such backward causality, the cross-
sectional effect of such membership and activity will be boosted, and the
evaluation of causal mechanisms biased. However, a panel follow-up of the
Swedish Citizen Study conducted in 1999 clearly suggests that the causal
arrow runs in the direction from involvement in voluntary association to
participation, rather than the other way around.9 Although it would have
been preferable to use this panel in the following analyses, it is not of much
use because it did not include the recruitment and civic skills variables. But
still, we can proceed with some empirically founded confidence about our
assumed direction of causality.

The assessment of causal mechanisms is in Table 3 performed in a
stepwise manner, by adding the indicators for each respective mechanism as
we go along. Since both recruitment and civic skills should be located
between organizational involvement and political participation in the chain
of causation, we should expect the effects of organizational involvement to
drop when they are controlled for. This follows from simple causal logic
(see, for example, Davis 1985, 44–8), which tells us that the effect of a
variable, when controlling for prior variables in the causal system only (as
in models C3.1 and M3.1), is the sum of its direct effect and any indirect
effects caused by intervening variables. Since the intervening variables pick
up the indirect effects when they are controlled for (as in models C3.2–3
and M.2–3), the remaining direct effects of organizational involvement
should decrease. From this it also follows that the larger the difference
between the total effect and the effect when an intervening variable is
controlled for, the larger the indirect effect following the causal path
through that particular intervening variable must be. Thus, by comparing
how much the effect of organizational involvement drops when controlling
for recruitment and civic skills, respectively, we can assess which one of the
two mechanisms is most important.10
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Table 3. The Effects of Voluntary Associations, Recruitment and Civic Skills on Political
Participation (OLS Regression)

Contacting Manifestations

C3.1 C3.2 C3.3 M3.1 M3.2 M3.3

No. of memberships 0.08** 0.05** 0.05** 0.11** 0.09** 0.08**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

No. of active memberships 0.14** 0.11** 0.06** 0.04 0.02 0.01
(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Recruitment (no. of requests) − 0.84** 0.77** − 0.51** 0.51**
(0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)

Civic skills (0–1 index) − − 1.93** − − 0.43
(0.26) (0.29)

R2    0.20 0.34 0.36 0.12 0.23 0.23
Standard error of regression    0.94 0.85 0.84 1.01 0.94 0.94

* Significant at 0.10 level.
** Significant at 0.05 level.
Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses;
R2 is corrected for the number of degrees of freedom; N = 1424. Control variables included in
the model are the same as in Table 2.

Again as was hypothesized, the verdict of this assessment differs between
passive and active membership. The coefficient for the effect of active
memberships on contacting (which is the only dependent variable for which
it is significant) drops far more when civic skills are controlled for than
when only recruitment is controlled for. In other words, being active in
voluntary associations primarily yields returns in human capital to be used
for political action. In the case of passive memberships, however, the
scenario is reversed. Here the drop is most accentuated when recruitment is
controlled for. But since passive membership could hardly promote the
acquisition of skills, this should come as no surprise. Passive memberships
do help in the creation of social capital, however, by connecting people to a
wider scope of input for recruitment.

The upper panel of Table 4 presents the same results, but in a somewhat
different manner. What the figures here represent is the extent (in
percentages) to which the effects shown in models C3.1 and M3.1 of Table 3
decrease when we control for recruitment and civic skills, respectively.
Thus, for example, the first row in the first column indicates that the total
effect of passive memberships on contacting (from model C3.1) decreases
by 33.0 percent when recruitment is controlled for (in model C3.2). Since
this drop results from controlling for an intervening variable, it means that
33.0 percent of the effect in this case operates through the mechanism
of recruitment.11

Again, the recruitment mechanism throughout explains a portion of the
effect from organizational involvement, passive or active, whereas the civic
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Table 4. The Pathway of Memberships and Activity in Voluntary Associations through
Recruitment and Civic Skills (Percentages)

Contacting Manifestations

Passive Active Passive Activea

Panel A
Recruitment (no. of requests) 33.0 22.5 22.2 49.3
Civic skills (0–1 index) 4.2 35.8 1.1 29.4
Total 37.2 58.3 23.3 78.7

Panel B
Requested by a person known . . .
. . . from organizational life 15.0 11.1 4.5 41.7
. . . in the family, the neighbourhood,
at  work or in some other way 7.0 25.1 10.2 33.9

Requested by a stranger . . .
. . . from an organization 7.0 –0.6b 9.3 7.1
. . . from a political party or some
other  context 4.2 –4.1b –1.4b 1.9

a The effect of organizational activity on manifestations is not significant at the 0.10 level even
before controlling for recruitment and civic skills; its decomposition should therefore be
interpreted with caution.
b Negative numbers imply that the effect of membership on political participation actually
increases when one controls for this specific recruitment variable.
Note: Entries are percentages of the effects (in terms of unstandardized regression coeffici-
ents) of involvement in voluntary associations on political participation that work through
recruitment; N = 1421. Control variables included in the model are the same as in Table 2.

skills mechanism only works as an explanation for the effect of being an active
member. As a result, the row with total percentages shows that in tandem
these mechanisms explain a sizeable part of the effect of being an active
member. In the case of passive memberships, however, where only one of
the mechanisms operates, more than half of the effect remains unexplained.

The lower panel of Table 4 gives some further details on how the
recruitment mechanism works by adding information on the sources of
requests for political action. Each respondent who reported a request was
in addition asked to give ‘the best description’ of the person requesting.
On a show card respondents could choose between two broad categories:
‘A person I know’ and ‘A stranger’. Below the first of these the person
requesting could then be specified as being ‘In the family’, ‘In my
neighbourhood’, ‘At work’, ‘From organizational life’ or just known ‘In
some other way’ (i.e. just a friend or acquaintance). Below the second
category the options were ‘From a political party’, ‘From an organization
or association’, or ‘From some other context’.

This measure gives us a multifaceted picture of the locus of recruitment.
For the purpose of the present analysis, however, this information has been
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reduced into a twofold distinction. The first distinction, between requests
from persons known and requests from strangers, gives us a crude measure
of whether the process should be understood as one of ‘social recruitment’
or ‘political mobilization’.12 The second, between requests from voluntary
associations and any other sources, will allow us to assess whether the
recruitment mechanism operates internally to or externally to associational
life. By crossing these two distinctions we get the typology of four types of
sources listed in Table 4. What the figures for each source of recruit-
ment then represent is the extent (in percentage) to which the effects
of organizational involvement decrease when this particular recruitment
variable is added to the others as a control variable. Since the recruitment
variables are not perfectly independent (and since some respondents have
not been able to give any information on the locus of some requests), the
percentages do not sum properly to the total effects presented in the first
row of the upper panel. In a relative sense, however, they still give a clear
picture of the importance of each source of recruitment as a mediating
mechanism.

As simple logic would lead one to expect, some of the impact of
organizational involvement on political action owes to the fact that
organizations are themselves the locus of recruitment. To be a passive or
active member of an organization is to expose oneself to inputs from the
organizational environment that trigger political action. In the case of
manifestations, where ‘political mobilization’ is a more sizeable part of the
mechanism (although still weaker than ‘social recruitment’), this role of
organizations is also upheld by solicitations from strangers. This makes
perfect sense from the perspective of social capital theory, since people
involved in organizations have, through their weak ties, more associates
who could give their name and number to an unknown requester. That is,
they have a higher probability of being targeted (Rosenstone & Hansen
1993, 31).

Perhaps somewhat surprising, however, is another mechanism of
importance: the requests stemming from persons known from contexts
other than organizational life. As can be seen, recruitment from family,
friends, colleagues and neighbours in some cases picks up more of the
effects of organizational involvement than the requests stemming from
associational life. This finding can be given a rationale when seen from the
perspective of those recruiting for political action. They should, for
example, be more likely to ask people who in terms of prestige, influence
and experience would make a substantial contribution to the effectiveness
of the action (Brady et al. 1999). Members and activists in voluntary
associations probably fit this description in the eyes of their associates,
regardless of whether the latter themselves are involved in the same
organizations, or in any organization at all. Hence, they get more requests
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for participation. While this is only a plausible interpretation, not a verified
proposition, it points to the fact that social capital is not only an asset as
a provider of new social connections, but can also promote the ‘social
credentials’ of an individual among his or her closer friends and kin
(Lin 2001, 20).

In sum, these results enable us to speak of at least three different ways
in which voluntary associations are important for the amount of political
participation in a society – apart from their socializing effects on human
capital. First of all, organizations provide arenas where political activity is
encouraged through mutual recruitment among fellow members. Second,
people joining associational life are targeted by requests from either their
own or some other organization and hence become mobilized into political
action. Third, members of organizations are solicited into action by their
social environment, regardless of whether these associates are in themselves
a part of organizational life.

Conclusion
I have raised two questions in this article. First, is it the number of
associations to which one belongs or the extent to which one is dissimilar to
other members or activists of those associations, regardless of their number,
that determines political participation? The answer, at least in Sweden in
1997, is: the number. Political participation is an effect of connections to
a multitude of organizations, not of diverse social characteristics within
organizations. Second, does the social capital mechanism of recruitment or
the human capital mechanism of civic skills explain this effect? The answer
is: both, but whereas civic skills can explain only the effect of active
membership, recruitment can also account for the effect of being a passive
member.

These results relate to two current strands in the social capital debate.
To begin with, they support the conceptualization of social capital as a
property of social structure, as opposed to an attitude such as social trust
(on this distinction, see Foley & Edwards 1998, 148; Newton 1999, 4–7;
Hadenius 2001, 18f; cf. Portes 1998; Lin 2001, 21–5).13 Second, the findings
in this article lend support to the bridging view of social capital, first
developed by Granovetter (1973), then refined by Burt (1992; 1997; 1998),
and now adopted by Putnam (2000). That is, what makes some people
more prone to take political action is not primarily the tightly knit, dense
or bonding networks of friendship and kin. On the contrary, what makes
a difference is being connected to a diversity of organizations, since
that brings connections to large and loosely coupled networks of high
information potential.
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NOTES
1 I wish to thank Axel Hadenius, Marc Hooghe, Karolina Hulterström, Bo Rothstein,

Volker Schneider, Dietlind Stolle, Anders Westholm and participants in the workshop
‘Voluntary Associations, Social Capital and Interest Mediation: Forging the Link’,
ECPR Joint Sessions in Copenhagen, Denmark, 15–19 April 2000, for valuable
comments on earlier versions of this article.

2 Principal investigators were Anders Westholm and the author, both at the Department
of Government, Uppsala University. The fieldwork was carried out by Statistics
Sweden. Funding was supplied by the Swedish Research Council for the Humanities
and the Social Sciences (HSFR) and the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation.

3 In terms of statistical significance, non-response rates were higher among middle-aged
(41–60) and elderly people (71–80), within lower income groups and among
immigrants and residents in large cities (Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmo). By and
large, however, none of these differences is deemed large enough to substantially
affect the results presented in this paper.

4 The set of items from which these ten types of participation were drawn also included
‘worked in a political party’, ‘worked in a political action group’, ‘worked in an
organization’ (other than party/action group), ‘raised funds’, ‘took part in a strike’ and
‘participated in illegal protest action’. Of these the latter two are excluded because of
lack of variance (only 1.0 percent and 0.3 percent of the respondents, respectively,
report having carried out these acts). Party work is excluded because it can empirically
be shown to belong to a separate mode of participation, including party membership,
other kinds of party activity and holding party or public office (Petersson et al. 1998,
73). Work in political action groups and other organizations is excluded because of
its conceptual overlap with the primary explanatory variable considered in this article,
namely involvement in voluntary associations. Finally, adding fundraising to the list
presented in Table 1 would generate a third factor consisting of this item and donating
money. To avoid having to use three dependent variables, and since donating money
clearly forms a part of the manifestations dimension as well (thus loading on two
dimensions), fundraising is excluded.

5 Other control variables tested but rejected owing to statistical insignificance were civil
status, income, residential ownership, access to free time, unemployment, health
status, formal citizenship and language skills. To avoid losing all respondents who have
never been gainfully employed, and therefore have no occupational level, and those
whose sector of employment cannot be classified (either because they are non-
employees, because their employer is not classifiable as being either public or private,
or because they are currently not gainfully employed), these two categories are
represented by dummies.

6 More formally, let Ajx be the number of members belonging to organization j who
share attribute x (such as being male, 30 years old or younger, an immigrant, etc.), let
Nj be the total number of members belonging to organization j, let aix be a dummy
indicating whether individual i shares the attribute x (aix = 1) or not (aix = 0), and finally
let nmembi be the number of organizations that individual i belongs to. Then the
dissimilarity with respect to attribute x between individual i and the other members of
an organization j, to which i belongs, is:

dijx = |aix – (Ajx – aix)/(Nj – 1)|

Averaging across the seven attributes and the organizational types to which i belongs
renders the overall dissimilarity measure for individual i:

    
d d nmembi

j x
ijx i  ( ( )/ )/= ∑ ∑ 7

The same logic is then applied for active members. The dissimilarity scores for
non-members (7.3 percent of the sample) and people with no active memberships
(50.0 percent of the sample), however, were set to zero by definition.

In the case of dichotomous attributes (such as gender), or polychotomous attributes
that may be represented by a number of dichotomies (such as class), this approach
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is straightforward. When the attribute is continuous, however, a number of options
present themselves. In the case of age, I have simply used the same polychotomous age
categorization as in the control model used when predicting participation (i.e. aged 30
or below, aged 31–50, 51–65 and 66–80). In the case of education, a standardized
measure ranging from 0 to 1 has been calculated through the formula (years of
education – 6)/12, where those with fewer than 6 years have been set to 6 and those
with more than 18 years have been set to 18.

7 The measure of psychological engagement is computed by averaging across two
questions pertaining to how ‘fun or exciting’ (on a scale from 0 to 10) it is (a) ‘to follow
what goes on in politics and public affairs’, and (b) ‘to work actively to influence the
development of politics and public affairs’.

8 Although using sums of requests to predict participation is the approach adopted by
Verba and colleagues (1995, 338–40), it entails two problems that need mentioning.
First, there may be aggregation bias: a person could report a request for one type of
participation act (such as attending a demonstration), but actually participate in some
other type of act (such as signing a petition). When the numbers of requests are
aggregated within each of the two modes of participation, these discrepancies get lost.
Second, there may be specification bias: even in the case where the request and the
action concern the same type of participation act, the action need not be a result of the
request. For example, a request to take part in a demonstration might be turned down,
but the same person might still have spontaneously joined a demonstration at some
other time.

The occurrence of the first of these problems can be diagnosed by using the
participation acts as units of analysis: if the effect of being requested is then smaller
than when individuals were used as units of analysis, there is aggregation bias. The
occurrence of the second problem can be diagnosed by adding information from
another survey question pertaining to recruitment: whether the respondent accepted a
given request or not. If being requested has an impact on participation when one
controls for this response variable (again running the analysis with participation acts
as units of analysis), there is specification bias. As it turns out, the manifestations
are unaffected by both these problems. In the case of contacting, however, there is
a certain amount of both aggregation and specification bias. This means that the
recruitment variable (number of requests) in the forthcoming analyses overestimates
the ‘true’ causal effect on contacting somewhat, but hardly to the extent that it affects
the substantial conclusions drawn.

9 The 1999 follow-up survey was a short mail questionnaire sent out to the same sample
as in 1997. The response rate this time was 61.9 percent, but, taking panel attrition
across waves into account, only 1054, or 52.7 percent, of the original 1997 sample took
part in both waves.

On this panel data I have run both a cross-lagged model (with ordinary least squares
[OLS]) and a synchronous effects model (with two-stage least squares [2SLS]) for each
of the dependent variables, controlling for socioeconomic status. (On assessing models
of reciprocal causation, see Finkel [1995, 22–44].) The results are nearly identical: the
effect of manifestations on organizational involvement is not even significant, whereas
the reverse effect is. Although the effect of contacting on organizational involvement
reaches statistical significance, the corresponding effect of organizational involvement
on contacting is more sizeable (in terms of standardized coefficients as well as
unstandardized coefficients when both contacting and organizational involvement are
bounded equally).

10 To be precise, this assessment also hinges on an additional assumption: how to deal
with the causal path running from organizational involvement through both civic
skills and recruitment. Since it seems more plausible to assume that requests for
participation are an effect of, rather than affect, the practice of civic skills, I have
assigned this pathway to the recruitment mechanism. However, reversing this decision
does not affect the overall comparative assessment to any notable extent, especially
not in the case of manifestations, where the effect of civic skills on requests is not even
significant.
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11 In order to compute these percentages precisely, no rounding of decimals has
been applied. Thus, the entry of 33.0 percent comes from dividing 0.0763 (the
exact effect of passive memberships on contacts in model C3.1) minus 0.0511 (the
exact effect of passive memberships when controlling for recruitment in model C3.2)
by 0.0763.

12 The measure is crude for two reasons. First, we are not able to separate ‘social
recruitment’ in the sense alluded to here from what Rosenstone & Hansen (1993, 26)
term ‘indirect mobilization’, i.e. the extent to which persons making requests have in
their turn been mobilized by the political system. Second, the category ‘a stranger from
another context’ is conceptually vague and could for example include appeals for
participation from (extra)ordinary citizens trying to whip up support for political
action by soliciting perfect strangers. To solve the first problem we would need an
entirely different set of data. For the second, we can at least be reassured by the
empirical insignificance of such requests: they amount to only 9.0 percent of the total
number of requests.

13 As a matter of fact, when controlling for socioeconomic status, the effect of
‘generalized social trust’ (measured by three different indicators ranging from 0 to 10)
on both contacting and manifestations is insignificant. In other words, trust is not an
adequate indicator of social capital relevant to these forms of political action.
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