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e This report explores why strong communities matter and how philanthropists can
strengthen the local fiber that helps communities improve.

e Putting people with similar interests in proximity to each other and with people who
have a natural interest in helping them is a better giving strategy than is relying on an

outcomes-focused, top-down approach.

e Specifically, community-minded funders could focus on increasing amenities in neglected
neighborhoods, creating alliances that bring together unlikely partners around everyday
concerns such as clean streets and safe neighborhoods, or matching givers and

recipients around specific needs.

“We make our friends; we make our enemies; but
God makes our next-door neighbour,” G. K. Ches-
terton once wrote. “That is why,” he continued,
“the old religions and the old scriptural language
showed so sharp a wisdom when they spoke, not of
one’s duty towards humanity, but one’s duty towards
one’s neighbour.” Serving humanity, Chesterton
said, can be pursued by choice or as a hobby, but we
are stuck with our neighbors. Likewise, living in
small places, rather than large places, more promi-
nently imposes obligations on us. “In a large com-
munity we can choose our companions. In a small
community our companions are chosen for us.
Thus in all extensive and highly civilized societies
groups come into existence founded upon what is
called sympathy.”

Many others have corroborated the dynamics of
tight-knit communities Chesterton described. For
instance, Kirkpatrick Sale documented in his ency-
clopedic Human Scale that “size matters, in human
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institutions as well as human forms, and it has its
limits.”® Robin Dunbar famously showed that there
isalimit to the number of personal connections we
can maintain at any given time (150, to be precise).*
Beginning with Plato, who believed the ideal city
consisted of 5,040 citizens, many theorists over the
centuries have argued that communities are healthier
when they are a manageable size.

Proximity and fellowship in community life are
central to the human experiences of trust, solidar-
ity, and togetherness. Politicians may rouse crowds
with calls to “unity,” and researchers may help us
understand what constitutes solidarity, but no one
can fully understand the value of community with-
out the shared experience of living life in common
with others whose values, habits, and forms of life
overlap. There is a reason we are more distressed
by the news of a close friend’s illness than by reading
about someone in another country with the same
ailment. Proximity and familiarity create sympathetic



bonds that form the bedrock of mutual obligation
on which a community’s vitality and health depend.
Scottish and English Enlightenment writers were
among the first to explore the unique relationship
between moral formation and the mutual obligation
people feel toward each other in a community. We
tend, as philosopher David Hume put it, to “reap
the fruits of mutual protection and assistance” when
we learn to not only look out for our own welfare
but also praise virtuous and generous actions in
the community of which we are a part.’ Likewise,
Adam Smith noted that just as someone who had
never encountered another person would not under-
stand the concept of personal beauty, so that person
cannot understand virtuous behavior in isolation.
“Virtue is not said to be amiable,” he wrote, “or to
be meritorious, because it is the object of its own
love, or of its own gratitude; but because it
excites those sentiments in other men.” These
and other contemporary writers recognized that
what we value today—productivity, compassion,
discipline, and generosity—cannot be taught in the
abstract but must be learned in real-life community
in which some behaviors are praised and others
disdained. As James Q. Wilson noted in his 1993
book, The Moral Sense, the Enlightenment writers’
“pre-scientific” conclusions have been largely vali-
dated in modern-day social science. People learn how
to be good, productive, and charitable not through
impersonal, rational analysis, but through the give-
and-take of everyday communal life. Without com-
munal life, we are mostly amoral creatures.”

So important is the moral value of
community that it forms a key build-
ing block of our political institutions.

So important is the moral value of community
that it forms a key building block of our political
institutions. The history of federalism as a political
theory, in its northern European and British varieties
and put into practice constitutionally in America,
is rooted in a view of the nonnegotiable sovereignty
of local association. To the extent possible, local
communities should be able to express their self-
determination independently, just as we expect
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individuals and families to do. At the heart of fed-
eralism is the acknowledgement that social stability
depends on ties strong enough at the local level to
produce moral education, mutual assistance, and
problem-solving that people and institutions farther
away would be ill-suited to do.

It should not come as a surprise, then, as writers
such as Timothy Carney and Charles Murray have
noted, that an openness to centrally planned solu-
tions tends to follow the decay and collapse of local
communities’ capacity to self-govern and generate
homegrown solutions to local problems.® Strong
communities, it turns out, are fundamentally important
antecedents to other things we care about, such as
economic prosperity and children reaching their
potential. It therefore behooves local leaders, includ-
ing philanthropists and social entrepreneurs, to
understand and invest in the building blocks of
healthy and vibrant local community life.

But What Is Community?

In his landmark book The Quest for Community,
Robert Nisbet wrote that the fundamental associa-
tions of common life—family, local community, and
house of worship—are not the product of rational
design, but rather “are essentially prior to the indi-
vidual and are the indispensable supports of belief
and conduct.” When they break down, or when an
individual lives apart from them, insecurity and anx-
iety increase.” Without healthy community, people
can also become, in David Riesman’s words,
“anomic,” meaning they become lethargic and apa-
thetic, untethered to lives of purpose and direction.'
In recent American Enterprise Institute national
surveys, we found that loneliness and unhappiness
with one’s community were directly related to how
frequently people participate in community asso-
ciations and interact with neighbors and friends."

The building blocks of community have been
further defined in the past quarter century through
the burgeoning amount of research into social cap-
ital. Many studies have concluded that higher rates
of volunteerism, greater shares of nonprofits per
capita, more political participation, regular interac-
tion with friends, an inclination to help strangers,
and other forms of associational life produce an
array of social and economic benefits.



Several of these studies have endeavored to
understand differences at the state and local level
to help clarify the central features of communities
rich in social capital. Robert Putnam’s foundational
2000 book, Bowling Alone, analyzed US states through
more than a dozen indicators in five categories:
community organizational life, engagement in pub-
lic affairs, community volunteerism, informal socia-
bility, and social trust.”* Others have shown that
associational life in America is directly related to
what we care most about: prosperity, progress, and
improvement.” The US Joint Economic Committee’s
Social Capital Project has undertaken the most recent
effort to create state- and county-level social capital
indexes.** It adds a welcome focus on the role of
family and friends in addition to more traditional
community engagement and trust indicators.

These and other research efforts reveal two
important distinctions about community life that
those who want to make a difference in the quality
of life in their local communities would do well to
understand. First, social capital and community
vitality are supported through both formal and infor-
mal means. As Putnam’s work famously showed, the
formal involvement of people in voluntary associ-
ations is closely related to greater levels of trust
and even economic performance. But informal com-
munity interaction also matters. Running into famil-
iar faces at the store, talking regularly with neighbors,
and exchanging tips on things to do in the community
with that bartender or barista you have gotten to
know all positively contribute to community vitality
and have implications for how communities should
be designed, as I will discuss later.

Second, the distinction between “bonding” and
“bridging” social capital, familiar to researchers in
the social sciences, provides a helpful lens through
which local leaders can view their community.
Both are important, and neither suffices on its own
to make a community successful. Bonding social
capital makes families and tight-knit groups possi-
ble. The mutual aid and affection we have for those
close to us and our willingness to spend time helping
them can make all the difference in how we see the
world, view opportunity, and calculate risks. But if
bonding social capital is all we have, we can grow
balkanized and tribal.

Bridging social capital connects people from dif-
ferent families and networks. School, the workplace,
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professional associations, and convening organiza-
tions of various stripes all connect people from dif-
ferent families and neighborhoods around common
causes. Bridging social capital connects people with
opportunities they would not have found on their
own or through their immediate family. A large body
of research shows that “who you know” matters at
alllevels of the socioeconomic ladder. Low-income
people with larger networks land better jobs with
higher pay than do those with small networks.

Research on community and social capital reveals
three important pillars on which the well-being of
local association stands. The reciprocity of mutual
help, a sense of purpose that comes from alliances,
and a sense of place are the bedrock of community
vitality.

Mutuality

“Belonging” is the most accurate antonym to
“loneliness.” In strong communities, people know
they are valued and feel like they have a recognized
place in the group. Much has been written over the
past decade about an “epidemic of loneliness” in
America, a lot of which has been spurred by various
demographic and economic realities, such as an
aging population separated from family and stagnat-
ing communities in the heartland that have experi-
enced outmigration and flattening wages. While good
empirical evidence shows that every generation
has episodes of loneliness and that young people
are no lonelier today than they were 50 years ago,
it is clear that a lack of community produces lone-
liness and a sense of alienation.

In the AEI Survey on Community and Society,
we found that loneliness correlates with age, edu-
cation, and income. Using a modified version of the
UCLA Loneliness Scale, which plots people along
a continuum of social isolation according to their
responses to 19 questions about belonging and iso-
lation, we found that once people in households
reach $75,000 in income, they are considerably be-
low the national average loneliness score. There is
little variation in loneliness among incomes above
that level, while people in households under
$30,000 are considerably lonelier than the national
average. Higher levels of education reduce loneliness,
as does age. The younger you are, the less time you
have had to build the meaningful relationships that



keep loneliness at bay. Likewise, higher levels of
education seem to expand networks and produce
larger groups of acquaintances and friends. The
real drivers of belonging, though, are marriage,
membership in a congregation, community engage-
ment, and residing in a community for at least a
few years. Young adults with these attributes are
hardly ever lonely, on par with baby boomers who
have been in a place a long time."

When people have a strong sense of belonging
to a community, it engenders a sense of mutual aid
and support. According to AEI survey data, people
who talk with their neighbors more frequently also
help others in their community more often. Having
more friends in a neighborhood also correlates
with helpfulness, as does the amount of time one
has lived in a community.”® A sense of shared obli-
gation to one another is the essence of mutuality.
When people feel connected to each other, they
not only enjoy the personal satisfaction that comes
with belonging and friendship but also are helpful
and look out for each other’s welfare.

Alliance

Another important element of community is the sense
that we are part of something important, something
moving in the right direction—an alliance, if you will.
Whereas mutuality is a more inward-focused char-
acteristic of reciprocity, being allied with others in
pursuit of a common goal conveys an outward
sense of forward motion or progress. Communities
rich in social networks and trust, the core elements
of alliance, tend to experience more economic suc-
cess. Several studies have found that places more
densely populated with local associations have
higher levels of income growth than do low-social-
capital places and affect economic growth at least
as much as human capital does."” The rich networks
that exist in associational life, it turns out, lead to
economic and social progress.

There is a strong correlation between neighbor-
liness and enthusiasm about one’s community.
According to AEI survey data, 87 percent of people
who regularly talk to and interact with their neigh-
bors rate their community as a good place to live,
compared to 70 percent who interact less. We also
found that people who are involved in multiple vol-
untary associations are much more likely to believe
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they can positively change their community than do
those who do not participate in community organ-
izations.”® Optimism about the future of one’s
community creates a sense of opportunity that is
intangible yet real. People are drawn to places where
positive change is evident—from refurbished
parks to renovated buildings to reclaimed paths to
new eateries—and, in many cases, a strong belief
in a better future is self-fulfilling.

Sense of Place

Proximity to a wide range of neighborhood ameni-
ties and institutions is another essential element of
community well-being. Living in a well-designed
community in which residents are close to grocery
stores, parks, libraries, schools, restaurants and
cafes, and gyms is correlated with higher levels of
trust, neighborliness, and community pride. AEI
survey data finds, for instance, that 55 percent of
suburbanites who are not close to amenities expe-
rience a high degree of social isolation, compared
to less than a third of those who live close to amen-
ities. Twice as many urbanites in amenity-rich
neighborhoods say they trust their neighbors than
do those in amenity-poor areas."

Living closer to a rich blend of amenities also
boosts trust in local government. Nearly twice as
many Americans living close to a healthy blend of
amenities say they have confidence in their local
leaders than do those living in areas scarcely pop-
ulated by amenities. Living in a well-balanced com-
munity also increases people’s sense that they can
make a difference in politics.>® Living in a place that
affords us good options when we are not at home
or work matters a great deal. Our sense of commu-
nity is stronger when we regularly encounter famil-
iar faces. Such encounters are possible only when
the propinquity of everyday places make them so.

Opportunities for Philanthropists

Given the importance of mutuality, solidarity, and
sense of place for the well-being of entire commu-
nities, philanthropists have an opportunity to think
anew about their role in strengthening the cities
and towns where they live and work.

American givers are well-suited to the task, both
individually and institutionally. After all, most giving



is already focused on local communities. Of the more
than $425 billion in annual charitable contributions
in America, nearly 70 percent comes from individ-
uals and 18 percent from foundations. The majority
of that giving is local in nature, with religious insti-
tutions taking the largest share and education and
human services receiving considerable sums.*
Family foundations, which outnumber corporate
foundations 17 to one, have grown in number by
more than 40 percent and more than doubled their
assets since the turn of the 21st century.* Much of
their giving is locally focused and oriented toward
community-specific needs that no amount of central
planning could address.

The nation’s more than 8oo community founda-
tions are also important sources of locally driven
solutions. They are unevenly distributed (e.g., Indi-
ana has three times the number of community foun-
dations than the more populous New York does),
but every state has them.* Community develop-
ment corporations are another source of locally
generated revenue and solutions for community-
specific, brick-and-mortar, and human services
needs. While counting them is challenging because
they do not occupy a legal or tax status different
from other nonprofits, estimates suggest there are
more than 4,000 nationwide.* While national non-
profits receive more media and marketing attention
than local ones do, America’s civic strength is
clearly in its myriad local associations.

As I have written elsewhere, public policymakers
should factor community and social capital into
their proposed solutions given the success of a
number of policies in the 1990s that did the same.*
From school reform to community policing to pub-
lic housing reform and welfare reform, domestic
policy innovation 30 years ago presupposed the
importance of neighborhood-level ownership of
solutions to poverty and crime. Disentangling those
reforms’ success from their local dynamics is difficult.

Today, there is a renewed need for investments
in bridging social capital in low-income communities
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to connect residents with more promising oppor-
tunity. Social entrepreneurs could take important
steps in this direction by creating affordable neigh-
borhoods, not just affordable housing. They could
also more intentionally work with educational and
workforce leaders to provide wraparound support-
ive services to low-income people looking to improve
their job prospects with better access to the training
and certifications that will help them move up life’s
ladder. Lessons can be learned from places such as
Salt Lake City, Utah, which has a highly integrated
private and public human services sector and, per-
haps as a result, the best upward mobility rate for
low-income people of all large US cities.*

Today, there is a renewed need for
investments in bridging social capital
in low-income communities to con-
nect residents with more promising

opportunity.

The main takeaway from a richer understanding
of social capital and community well-being is radical:
Funding connectedness is more important than is
trying to fund specific outcomes. Putting people
with similar interests in proximity with each other
and with people who have a natural interest in help-
ing them is a better strategy than is trying to figure
out what kind of output to fund. This has significant
implications for philanthropists and social entre-
preneurs. Funding initiatives that focus on increasing
amenities in neglected neighborhoods, creating
alliances that bring together unlikely partners
around everyday concerns such as clean streets and
safe neighborhoods, or matching givers and recipi-
ents around specific needs will all strengthen the
local fiber that helps communities improve in ways
that orchestrated, top-down giving can never achieve.
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