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Book review

Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
       Community 

 reviewed by lesley Schulte, cTrS, Saint Francis hospital and health Services,  
 Maryville, Mo

in Bowling alone, Robert d. Putnam discusses the concepts of social capital and social or 
civic engagement. He also identifies their potential importance in the lives and communities in 
which we live. Putnam identifies a variety of indicators for social capital and social engagement 
and presents evidence on how social engagement has declined over the past several decades. 
There is also extensive discussion about why social capital is important and why we all should 
invest in social capital.

Putnam draws from various other professionals throughout his book. For example, in defining 
social capital, Putnam refers to the work of l.J Hanifan, the State supervisor of rural schools in 
West Virginia, who defines social capital as “those tangible substances that count for most in the 
daily lives of people: namely good will, fellowship, sympathy, and social intercourse among the 
individuals and families who make up a social unit” (p. 19). Putnam adds to this statement with 
the assertion that social capital can be both a “private good”, benefiting the investing person, and 
“pubic good”, benefiting by-standers.

Social capital is described as existing in two forms, “bonding” or “bridging”. Bonding social 
capital is inwardly looking and often reinforces identities of groups. For example, bonding social 
capital would include involvement in a women’s Bible study group or membership at the local 
country club. Bridging social capital tends to look outward, crossing diverse social groups. A civil 
rights movement or youth service group would be an example of bridging social capital. 

A significant element of Putnam’s book is dedicated to describing how civic engagement, 
a primary source of social capital, has declined for several decades. This decline has occurred in 
many realms, including political involvement, civic participation, religious participation, con-
nections in the workplace, informal social connections (hobbies, formal leisure organizations, and 
group recreation) volunteering and philanthropy, and social movements.

 one aspect of civic engagement that is particularly relevant to recreation and leisure func-
tioning is informal social connection, which are created within the context of activities such 
as card parties, BBQ’s, and other gatherings of family and friends. When discussing this realm 
of social capital, Putnam describes the difference between machers and Schmoozers. Machers are 
those people who invest much of their time in formal organizations, with little informal social 
capital. They often keep up with current events, volunteer, donate to charity, attend church, read 
the newspaper, give blood and work on community projects. Schmoozers on the other hand, have 
an active social life with loosely organized and less purposeful engagements. They often hang 
out with friends, play cards, visit bars and clubs, host BBQ’s, give dinner parties, visit friend and 
family, and send greeting cards. As with involvement in other sources of social capital, the active 
number of Americans participating in these activities has declined.

Putnam discusses several potential explanations for why America has seen the steady decline 
in civic engagement. The change in the American family structure is discussed as one possible in-
fluence. With the decline of the traditional family (dad, mom and kids) and the associated societal 
norms, social capital opportunities have changed. Time and money pressures have created diffi-
culty for civic engagement, as two-career families have become a necessity. individuals moving to 
the suburbs, creating longer commutes, is another factor. When you live in one community, work 
in another, attend church in another, and participate in leisure in another, people do not become 
fully connected to one community. electronic entertainment is also mentioned as a contributor 
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to the decline in social capital, with technological development in media entertainment now 
capturing much of our time. The final factor, and perhaps most important, is generational change. 
The last “civic generation”, which thrived just after WWii, is now being replaced by much less 
interested and involved generations of Americans.

Putnam continues by explaining how social capital can be of benefit. First he explains that 
social capital is a way of people collectively resolving problems. Putnam states that “People 
would be better off if they cooperate, with each doing her share” (p. 288). Second, social capital 
is a way of gaining trust in one another. With repeated interaction, communities can begin to  
advance. Third, social capital can help people to develop character traits that that benefit the entire  
community.

Putnam identified several specific areas that benefit from social capital including education 
and children, safe and productive neighborhoods, economic prosperity, and health and happiness. 
The one area that was of particular interest was the effect of social capital on health. Putnam 
suggests that social capital can improve our risk of heart related disease, cancer, stroke, depres-
sion including suicide, colds and other causes of premature death. The author even goes as far as 
suggesting that increasing social capital can be as beneficial as quitting smoking, citing a positive 
correlation between social capital and health status.

Although this book may not appear to be directly relevant to therapeutic recreation  
practices, two significant points should be made. First, understanding the needs of clients or  
participants should occur at both the micro and macro level. Understanding social systems and  
how they impact individuals is critical to providing appropriate interventions or services. Social 
capital reflects the role and contribution of the individual within the surrounding community and 
is, therefore, a potential framework for prevention, intervention, and continued support.

Second, recreation and leisure provide a context for both the enhancement and degradation 
of social capital. Therapeutic recreation professionals should acknowledge the potential influence 
of social capital and address it through appropriate programming. in a society where so many  
individuals feel disconnected from or betrayed by the surrounding community, the potential  
impact of building social capital opportunities for those we serves is tremendous. This book serves 
as a great starting point for understanding this potential and introducing it into the framework 
of practice. 
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