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Introduction
In contemporary Western society religion is one of those subjects about
which specialists hold very different opinions. Due to secularisation processes, some scholars are convinced that religion does not play an important social role in Western civilisation. Similar opinions can be found when
certain authors write about social capital, for they pay little attention to
religion as a source of social capital or simply do not mention it at all. On
the other hand, research undertaken in the last few decades reveals different expressions of the revival and revitalisation of social religion (Beckford
and Luckmann, 1989). In her influential writings Davie shows different
religious images of various parts of Europe, very often the unexpected ways
in which religion matters (i.e. controversies about religion as public/private
matters or still controversial ideological debates on religious influence today) and important differences between Europe and other parts of the world
(Davie, 2000; 2002). In a similarly but sharper way, Berger (1999) is even
developing a desecularisation thesis; according to him the world today is
massively religious with two exceptions: (Western) Europe and an international subculture composed of people with Western-type higher education,
especially in the humanities and social sciences. Others (like Norris and
Inglehart, 2004) have used the secularisation thesis with certain limitations,
while many others are trying to understand religious influence in contemporary societies beyond the secularisation/revitalisation division.
When speaking about the impact of religion on social capital it is meaningful to start with the observation that some key authors in the area of
social capital, such as James Coleman and Robert Putnam, consider religion to be an important and/or indispensable source of certain segments of
social capital. Many authors analyse a direct link between the indicators of
religion and the indicators of social capital: trust, voluntary work, voluntary associations as well as informal gatherings and close bonds in primordial groups. In the majority of these cases, religion is treated more or less in
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the same way as other sources of social capital in the domain of private life
and civil society, i.e. as a source of civic norms and associations.
On the other hand, the impact of (the type of) religion as a whole on
society should be taken into account, i.e. religion as a carrier of cultural and
ethnic orientations, meanings and symbols that make up a constituent part
of social and cultural identity. Religions have not only bound together
people and cultures, individuals and community/society, but placed everyday events within the context of the eternal, they have placed individual
and communal life within the framework of the entirety of natural, sociocultural and otherworldly reality.
As a result, our thesis is that we cannot exclusively look for an answer to
the question of the social capital of religion in the social dimensions of
religion without showing how they are included in the whole of religion.
Thus, it can be expected that religion’s impact on social capital depends on
one hand on the variations between religiously different parts of Europe.
We presume that religion influences – albeit in different ways, according to various religious-cultural traditions – at least some aspects of social
capital. We presume there are important differences based on various religious-cultural traditions concerning trust and other indicators of social capital.
The question in this regard is which division of Europe is the most appropriate here: into two parts (Western and Eastern (ex-communist) Europe),
four parts (denominational traditions: Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox and
religious mixed religions), five parts (Scandinavian Protestant countries,
Roman-Mediterranean Catholic countries, non-Roman (Germanic) Western countries, Central European (ex-communist) countries, Orthodox (mostly
Slavic) Eastern European)? We also presume there are differences in terms
of individual religiosity, attendance at religious rituals and belonging to
volunteer religious organisations.
This chapter first presents the results of some studies about religion and
social capital. In the second part we will analyse the European Value Survey 1999/2000 data (and partly also the European Social Survey data) to
try to answer the question of how cultural-religious differences are reflected
in the indicators of social capital. In the conclusion we shall link the results
of the analysis with the question of social development.

Some findings on the relationship between religion and social capital
in the literature
One of the first chapters in the development of social capital theory is linked
to religion. James Coleman was led to the concept of social capital by a
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study of education in the USA, first of all regarding the greater successfulness of private Catholic schools than other private schools and public
schools. According to Coleman, the underlying reasons involve several
interlinked reasons but one that strongly prevails is the fact that these schools
had better developed active co-operation with parents and bonds with civil
communities of the environment, especially religious and local ones. The
social capital emerging from these relations together with other conditions
of good schooling (for example high standards, better discipline, successful integration of economically and culturally deprived students1) significantly contributed to the more successful education in private Catholic
schools. In other words, religious social (and cultural) capital together with
other socio-cultural resources leads to better education.
While Coleman underlines the importance of primordial groups (family,
neighbourhood, religious community, people of the same age; most of them
can be called ‘small life-worlds’ (‘kleine Lebenswelten’, Luckmann), Putnam
draws attention to religion as a generator of secondary association linkages, that is the bonding and bridging dimensions of social capital. In a
study of social capital in the USA Putnam (2000) shows that Churches,
synagogues and mosques as well as various associate forms connected to
religion (ranging from church choirs, various volunteer associations to youth
work etc.) – in spite of their obvious diminishment in the past few decades –
still remain an important milieu of civil life, a school of civil culture, trust
and civic norms.2 Putnam (2000: 66) states that ‘faith communities in which
people worship together are arguably the single most important repository
of social capital in America’. However, this does not mean that religious
practices and communities and associations connected to religions usually
contribute to ‘positive’ civic social capital, that is, to the common good of
society. Putnam (1993: 107-109) also showed that in Southern Italy an
organised Catholic community is ‘an alternative to the civic community’.
The civic community in (Southern) Italy is a secular community. Yet, since
two other parts of Italy showed a different picture – the EVS data from
1

When comparing children of similar backgrounds, the authors discovered that students performed about one grade level higher in Catholic schools. Low-income and minority students in
particular did better in Catholic schools than in public schools. Coleman and Hoffer (Public and
Private High Schools: The Impact of Communities, 1987) show that Catholic schools were functioning better to diminish the effect of family culture and income.
2
Moreover, in Bowling Alone Putnam argues that, as churches have traditionally played a vital
role in American civic life, the process of secularisation has significantly contributed to the erosion
of community activism. Putnam regards religious organisations, particularly Protestant churches, as
uniquely important for American civic society.
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1981 and 1990 also show a modest positive link between religiosity and
social capital (Halman and Pettersson, 2003: 181-182) – it seems that more
relevant reasons for the ‘non-civility’ of Catholic Southern Italy are connected with cultural and historical development, and with the prevailing
hierarchical structure of the Church in that part of Italy. All in all, Putnam’s
study of the development of democracy in three parts of Italy showed that,
beside the associate factor, other factors also need to be considered, above all
the cultural and historical circumstances and the level of norms of civility.
Social capital debates frequently highlight questions linked with democracy and capitalism. According to contemporary authors, democracy needs
sources which cannot be produced by the democratic state itself. Some
have stressed the importance of intermediary institutions and a mediating
structure (Durkheim, 1933 Ø1893Å; Berger and Neuhaus, 1996 Ø1977Å; Berger
and Luckmann, 1995) or communitarian elements (Selznick, 1992; Etzioni,
1994; Bellah, 1995/96), others like Dahrendorf and Wuthnow (2003) place
the importance of rebuilding the institutional aspect of our human life in the
centre of development. Common to all these approaches is that the core
problem of contemporary Western civilisation is its too individualistic understanding of our human life. This is not surprising since both central
institutions of Western societies – that is democracy and the free market –
are according to Bellah (1995/1996) individualistic by their very nature.
Yet, the positive development of both needs communitarian resources and
social capital. Although the state and free market cannot by themselves
produce enough social capital elements, the state and the free market are
very important in view of the fact that they have the resources to enable
structural frameworks (economic and political mechanisms) for the positive development of these elements.

Conceptualising social capital
Thorough and systematic research into the influence of religion on social
capital is a complex task due to the variety of factors regarding religion as
well as the potential influence on religion that must be taken into account.
The fact that there is no unified conceptualisation of social capital, nor for
its operationalisation, makes this task even more difficult.3
3

For example, Smidt (2003) argues that in some cases differences in the conceptualisation and
choices of indicators (religion and/or social capital) are so great that they influence interpretation,
leading to different interpretations, or even to different conclusions.
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According to Coleman (1994: 302), social capital is ‘defined by its function. It is not one whole entity, but it represents differences of resources,
which have two groups of characteristics: all are made of some social
structure’s points of view and they make an easy individual’s activity in this
structure’. The basic ingredients of social capital are trust, networks, participation and norms of reciprocity (trustworthiness).
We subscribe to the thesis that social capital is – as with any other capital –
a quantity which can be used either to benefit or to damage individuals and
society. It is reasonable to distinguish among different social capitals as
well as different contexts of social capital. Social capital is, according to
Putnam (2001: 41-42), much like physical capital, anything but homogeneous: ‘Some forms of social capital are good for certain things and not for
others’.
To understand the complexity of religious influence on social capital, it
is useful to impose certain distinctions. First, it is necessary to distinguish
among the three subtypes of social capital: bonding, bridging and linking
social capital. The term bonding applies to links inside (close) groups/communities; bridging applies to relationships outside close-knit groups (for
example, relationships with other groups and individuals) and between different social status (Wuthnow, 2002) – while linking refers to relationships
with the wider institutional environment (state institutions, the economy
etc.) (Woolcock, 2001; Field, 2003).
Social capital includes a structural dimension (links, networks, organisations) and a cultural dimension (norms of reciprocity, trust etc.). Some authors distinguish between the structural, relational and cognitive aspects or
dimensions of social capital: (Naphiet and Ghosal, 1998; Norris and Inglehart,
2004). This conception emphasises the role of a wider environmental cultural mentality, i.e. the system of meanings, interpretations, habits, values
etc. We believe that the role of the interrelated influence of cultural mentality, cognition and (interpersonal and intergroup) relations are essential for
understanding the religious impact on the social capital since they lie within
the very essence of religion.
Authors in the area of the social capital concept argue it is necessary to
view social capital as a linked whole, which is why we cannot treat any of
its parts (or indicators) in isolation from the others. Different kinds of social
capital are suitable for different purposes. Coleman associated successful
education with the complementary effects of primordial groups interpreted
in mutual interrelationships. Primordial groups contain entire sets of lifestyle
differences which make them different from ‘constructed’ groups (their relative durability and transfer from generation to generation and which leads
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towards permanent and more solid forms of social capital). 4 This kind of
social capital does not necessarily also lead to a better economy, better
democratic development and a more healthy society (also see Nemeth and
Luidens, 2003; Woolcock, 2001).

Religion and social capital
As an integral interpretation of life, religion includes several dimensions,
some of which we consider are worth mentioning at this point. The word
‘religion’ stems from Latin, re-ligare, which means ‘to connect’ or ‘to reconnect’. Specifically, we refer to the following kinds of connections: (1)
the relation of a person to man’s transcendent reality, God; (2) relationships
and links with other people; (3) an individual’s attitude to created nature as
a whole and the human socio-cultural reality; and (4) an integral relationship with (attitude to) one’s own self. Although it is possible to analytically
distinguish between different dimensions of religion, in all religious systems they are always interconnected and mutually conditioned.
An important link between religion and social capital can be understood
through the ethical teaching of religions. All world religions require that
you have to do others the same as you would want them to do to you.
Through this requirement religion expands the range of human obligations
from self, family and friends to neighbours, visitors and unknown strangers; religion expands responsibility beyond family, village or ethnical group
boundaries. Realisations of these ethic principles stimulate the development of civic norms and virtues, community integration and responsibility
for other individuals and communities.
That is why religious bonding, bridging and linking (all of them in principle and as a tendency) are unable to remain – in comparison with some
other forms of civic associations – solely at the instrumental level of reaching certain/particular aims. Religious linking inseparably comprises the
question of profound identity, the dimension of one’s relationship with superhuman reality, nature and history, past and future. In this sense, reli4

Similar findings concerning religious influence on the moral education of youth are reported by
Ebstyne King and Furrow (2004: for example 710). Religiously more active young people are more
likely to interact with, trust and to share similar perspectives with a non/familiar adult than those who
are less or not at all involved in religious activities. However, general religiousness can be interpreted
as a necessary but insufficient condition for such an outcome. Social capital associated with religion
is the most effective determining factor of moral development among young people, however in
connection with religion three social resources – family, friends and non-familiar adults – are the
most important for establishing a durable network of relationships.
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gious social capital not only limits itself to achieving specific aims about
living in this world but also locates these aims within the context of the
whole human existence on Earth.
The relevant analyses of how both instrumental and substantial religion
impact on social capital should include three levels: ‘the level of individual
religiousness; the level of religious organisations; and the level of the society in which that action takes place’ (Ammerman, 1997: 203). In practice,
this means that beside the individual religiosity and religious community
aspects the cultural-historical and structural aspects should also be included
in the analysis.
A great part of vital civic sociability is done in a good way by small vital
communities (from family to small groups) and broader civil society associations. In this sense, religion plays an important role because it is strong
source of civility. For America, the authors of ‘Bettertogether’ (2000) stressed
that nearly half of the stock of social capital is religious or connected with
religions regardless of whether it is concern associational membership, philanthropy or volunteering. For Europe, this share is smaller and differs according to different regions – but it is still important (Norris and Inglehart,
2004; de Hart, 2001; also see the different authors in Arts, Hagenaars, and
Halman, 2003). In this regard the classification of societies used in Norris
and Inglehart (2004: 44 ss.) analysis of religion’s impact on politics worldwide is significant. Their classification includes two categories: historically
predominant major religions (Christian: Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox,
Muslim and Eastern religions) and economic development (agrarian, industrial and post-industrial). We also expect political history (especially a
Communist past) can play an important role and should be taken into consideration.

Some aspects of religion as a source of social capital
Charities
Charity is the basic form of a solidarity relationship with others. Charity can
be understood as part of (informal) social capital – although some social
capital authors do not pay any attention to it.
Certain degrees of charity exist in all human societies regardless of the
differences in the religious or unreligious orientations of individuals and
cultures.5 Some contemporary research studies show that religious people
5

In this regard, Ammerman (1997) stressed the importance of religious practices for charity:
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contribute more to charity than non-religious individuals (Nemeth and
Luiders, 2003; Greeley, 1997). But is this limited to intra-community charity (as an expression of an exclusively bonding dimension) or not? So far,
research has shown that religious individuals are more likely to contribute
to non-religious charities than those who are not members of religious
organisations, and tend to spend greater sums of money on charity. The
decisive religious factor seems to be attendance at religious services. It could
be interpreted that community experience is a necessary condition for an
increased engagement in charity work. Similar findings are found in the
USA and Canada (Greeley, 1997; Nemeth and Luidens, 2003; Smidt et al.,
2003), in the Netherlands (Dekker et al., 1999), and Finland (Yeung, 2004).

Belonging to voluntary associations and active voluntary involvement
Material philanthropic contributions to charity are an important indicator of
human interconnectedness and solidarity. However, greater impacts on social capital have more permanent and durable forms of social networks and
active volunteering. Most researchers agree on an interpretation that membership in volunteer associations and active participation in such
organisations (or volunteering for them) is a good indicator (or predictor)
in this regard.
Some researchers doubt the adequacy of these data to provide solid
grounds for establishing the level of social capital. We feel, however, that
the analysis of these data does offer some important insights regarding the
state of social capital.
As a reference point within the quantitative interpretation of the associative aspect of religion we propose the findings of Norris and Inglehart (2004).
It is worth mentioning that their interpretation is based on secularisation
theory, but with certain limitations – in other words, they are not secularisation
maximalists nor do they advocate an end to the secularisation theory.
Here are some of their conclusions based on data from the two waves of
the World Value Survey (in the early 1990s and in 1999/2000).
1. There is a statistically significant correlation between membership in
religious volunteer associations and/or organisations and religion. On a global level, they show that different faiths have different levels of support
‘Organized collective religious practice involves situations in which rituals and other religious
activities introduce transcendent perspective into social life. This involves social structures that make
charitable activity possible and likely.’
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and/or encouragement of membership in religious associations. The results
of a logistic regression – even after a battery of controls (level of human
development, level of political development, age, gender, education, and
income) was applied – show that regular attendance at religious services
has a significant impact on membership in volunteer religious organisations.
The highest positive correlation was found within Protestant, Hindu and
Jewish communities. A negative correlation was only found among Orthodox communities (Norris and Inglehart, 2004: 186).
2. Studies also show that religious participation is positively associated
with a higher level of belonging to different non-religious volunteer organisations and community associations. ‘Regular church-attendance was most
strongly associated with membership in associations concerned with traditional philanthropic functions of religious institutions, including those for
social welfare such as for the elderly or handicapped Ø...Å the only negative
relationship was membership in trade unions’ (Norris and Inglehart (2004:
188). Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist and Protestants belong to more groups than
average, while Catholics, Orthodox, Muslims and atheists belong to fewer
groups than average.
3. Regarding the influence of religion on civil society and on active participation in democratic processes within society, Norris and Inglehart (2004:
192) found that: ‘ØBÅelonging to religious organisations does indeed go
together with community engagement and democratic participation, as social capital theory suggests.’ They found that membership in religiously affiliated organisations is positively linked with civil activity (measured through
indicators of civic engagement including social attitudes and political
behaviour). The findings regarding church attendance are contrasting: high
rates of church attendance are ‘negatively linked with civic activity’.
Yet, it is unclear whether this correlation can be expressed in terms of
causality. The authors suspect there is no uni-linear causal relation, but a
reciprocal causal process.6
Their findings are corroborated by other studies (Greeley, 1997 and Smidt,
2003 for the USA and Canada; Beugelsdijk and van Schaik, 2003 and de
Hart, 2001 for the Netherlands). Especially interesting is a comparative study
6

‘The available database is inadequate to determine the causality in these associations, which
requires panel surveys. But a process of mutually reinforcing reciprocal causation is probably
underlying these relationships, whereby ‘joiners’ who are active in local sports clubs, arts associations, and youth work, as well as having a positive sense of political and social trust, also belong to
religious organisations.’ Norris and Inglehart (2004: 194)
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about social capital in three European countries (Sweden, West Germany
and Spain) and the USA because these countries differ greatly in their religious traditions and welfare systems, and covers a broad variation in terms
of value orientation and social capital (Halman and Pettersson, 2003). These
studies bring about a deeper understanding of qualitative differences which
explain relationships between religion and social capital:
1. The Halman and Pettersson (2003: 173 ss.) study confirms that, at the
individual level, social capital is positively related to religiosity. Among the
components of social capital the norms of reciprocity seem to be most strongly
related to religiosity. Religious people appear somewhat more trustworthy
than less religious people. Interpersonal trust is positively related with religiosity in West Germany, while in the USA and Sweden engagement in social
networks is higher among religious people than among less religious people.
The regression analysis with social capital as the compound variable reveals positive associations with religiosity, particularly in the USA and in
West Germany and, to a lesser extent, in Spain, with hardly any in Sweden.
2. Americans are more religious and civically engaged than Canadians.
But, ‘while the aggregate level of such involvement and engagement differ
across the two countries, the nature of the relationship between religious
involvement and civic engagement tends to be identical in both countries’
(Smidt et al., 2003: 169). Such findings are not limited to North America.
For example, the results of a national ‘God in the Netherlands’ survey (data
from 1996) show that religion supports civic engagement in all three religious communities. De Hart (2001: 96, 98-99) prove that ‘church members
are more likely to do voluntary work than non-church members, and regular churchgoers are the most likely to volunteer. This applies even to volunteer work that is not associated with the church’. Yet, Calvinists are the
most likely to do voluntary work and to be a member. Catholics are less
likely to do voluntary work than Calvinists and members of the reformed
Church, ‘but they do spend more time on their voluntary work’. Churchgoing is a more important factor of volunteering among Catholics than among
Protestants. Research also shows that Calvinists are more likely to be members of an organisation with an ideological aim, and of youth clubs; Protestants are more likely to join political groups and Catholics leisure organisations. These results fit well into a broader religious-cultural tradition and
history of the Netherlands.
3. One of the key reasons for the difference between Protestants and
Catholics may lie in the level of development of horizontal authority and
horizontal connections in Church organisations / associations. Horizontal
connections are more likely to be found within religious groups that en-
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courage active participation instead of submissiveness and passivity. According to their studies, congregational forms of religion encourage horizontal authority – which according to theory is essential for social capital –
rather than hierarchical authority (Halman and Pettersson, 2003; also see
Nemeth and Luidens, 2003).
John Coleman (2003) points out a great difference among Protestants in
the USA in this regard: this particular aspect (horizontal authority) is more
developed within mainstream churches than within charismatic and Evangelical groups. (It is worth noting that, in the USA, the former are rapidly
declining while the expansion rate of the latter is the highest among all
types of religious groups.) Similarly, within the Catholic Church there is a
great difference between traditionalist groups with strongly developed vertical links and those groups that have been organised in the spirit of the
renewal following Vatican II and are characterised by stronger and more
active lay participation with more horizontal links and less hierarchical links.
This difference within the Catholic Church is also reported in Europe (de
Hart, 2003; Halman and Pettersson, 2003). On the other hand, strong horizontal links/connections may have a negative impact on social capital –
they could foster an ‘implosion’, i.e. a movement of concentration inwards,
towards group seclusion (comp. Coleman, 2003). This inward movement
could be compound by a fear of the harsh realities in broader society (reflected by the motto ‘heaven in a heartless world’).
These findings echo the opinion of certain authors who have warned
that the international surveys (WVS, EVS, ESS…) should be interpreted
with certain reservations, claiming that these indicators only offer an approximate assessment of social capital indicators. The sheer number of volunteer organisations does not provide a complete picture of the social capital involved. It does not tell us whether it serves society at large or just the
narrow interests of a small circle. More importantly, the number does not
tell us anything about their impact on a particular society. The quality of the
impact is more connected with the historical and cultural properties of a
specific society, type of welfare state etc.7 Numerical data, for example, do
not reflect variations among qualitatively different organisations: they might
include clientelistic networks, rent-seeking groups, narrow-scope special
interest groups, amoral familism etc. Therefore, other aspects should also
be considered such as qualitative data, the value orientation of groups etc.
7

For example, there are 28,000 registered NGOs in Croatia but their impact on society is
relatively weak and invisible (comp. Be`ovan 2004).
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In this regard Knack and Keefer (see Beugelsdijk and Schaik, 2003) proposed a distinction between different types of volunteer associations. They
differentiate between Putnam groups and Olson groups. According to these
authors, each of them has an opposite effect on social capital. Membership
in Putnam groups (voluntary religious organisation; education, arts, music
or cultural activities; and youth work) appear to contribute more to social
capital that benefits society at large, while members of Olson groups (trade
unions; political parties or group; professional associations) tend to benefit
narrower segments of society.
This contradicts the usual interpretations that emphasise the power of the
structural aspect: strong connections within a group are supposed to have a
positive impact on bonding and a negative impact on bridging social capital.
This would tend to confirm that the feeling of responsibility towards other
people, as an ethical/spiritual component, plays a major role regarding the
influence of religion on social capital. Some create bonding, others bridging social capital. According to some studies (Smidt, 2003), the type/kind
of social capital that a religious group chooses to develop is determined by
its view of the world, or ideology, i.e. by ethical and cultural aspects.

Trust
For many authors trust and/or trustworthiness is the central indicator of
social capital.
Regarding the influence of religion on the level of trust, there are two
points of particular interest:
1. Research studies have shown that, within Europe, the level of trust in
traditionally Protestant countries is generally higher than in Catholic countries. Especially significant is the difference between northern Scandinavian countries and the traditionally Catholic countries of Western Europe
(France, Spain, Portugal). Comparative research of European regions does
show, however, a high level of trust in some Catholic environments, notably the North of Italy, the South of the Netherlands, Flanders, and Madrid
(Beugelsdijk and Schaik, 2003). These regions have the highest scores for
trust (0.447 – 0.646), far above both the average and some Protestant areas.
This indicates that trust does depend on several interconnected factors, with
religion being one of them.
2. Studies show that religious (confessional) affiliation has little or no
effect (either positive or negative) on the level of trust. For the Netherlands,
Dekker et al. (1999) have shown that ‘attending church proves to have no
influence on social trust.’ On the global level, Norris and Inglehart (2004)
reached the same conclusion.
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Religious impact on trust and voluntarism according to the European
Value Survey data
Europe is a diverse continent consisting of very different historical, religious, cultural and political traditions and history. The East-West divide is
mainly based on political history (democracy – communism) and economic
development. The North-South-East divide is mainly based on religious
matters: the Northern Protestant culture differs from the Southern Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox culture. On the other hand, important differences are
based on groups of languages and/or nations, especially between the three
main linguistic groups (Romanic, Germanic and Slavic).
Our hypothesis is that these differences can also be seen in social capital. But which one of the divisions mentioned above is more appropriate for
social capital aspects? Religious culture is one of the relevant factors for
differences in social capital, for example, the Catholic-Protestant divide is
accepted in all studies about social capital. In accordance with this we may
analytically divide Europe into four religious confessional traditions: mainly
Protestant, mainly Catholic, mainly Orthodox, and mixed. On the other hand,
a multidimensional division which includes religious traditions as a primary factor and socio-cultural and historical-political differences as a secondary one show there are at least five European regions: Protestant democratic Scandinavian North, Catholic democratic South (mostly Romanic
speaking), Orthodox ex-communist East, mainly Catholic ex-communist
Central (or Central and Eastern) and religiously mixed non-Romanic speaking democratic West (and Central and Western) Europe.8
We will test our hypothesis with the European Values Survey (EVS; 1999/
2000) and partly the European Social Survey (ESS; 2002). The classification
of countries included in the EVS into two, four and five European regions is
given in a footnote9 and is also evident in Table 6.1. Given the limitations
8

These classifications have echoes in two existing studies about social capital. Halman and
Pettersson (2003) speak about three very different Western European countries (Germany, Spain
and Sweden). Norris and Inglehart (2004: 46) divide Europe into four regions, two of them are postindustrial (Catholic and Protestant countries of Western Europe – without Portugal), two industrial
(Catholic ex-communist Central Europe and the Orthodox East).
9
European regions by countries (EVS 1999/2000 countries):
- Europe divided into 2 regions (Western/Eastern Europe): (1) Western Europe: France, Great
Britain, Germany, Austria, Italy, Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, Sweden,
Finland, Iceland, N. Ireland, Ireland, Malta, Luxembourg, and Greece; (2) Eastern Europe (mostly
ex-communist): Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Rep., Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Russia, Slovenia, Ukraine, and Belarus.
- Europe divided into 4 regions (European Confessional Traditions): (1) Catholic: France, Austria,
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of space we will analyse the two aspects of social capital which are central
for many authors: interpersonal generalised trust and voluntarism (belonging to voluntary organisations and unpaid work).

Trust, religion and European regions
Research studies have shown that, within European states, the levels of interpersonal generalised trust are very different; in traditionally Protestant countries the level of trust is generally higher than in Catholic countries, in the
West higher than in the East, in countries with a democratic tradition higher
than in ex-communist countries. Table 6.1 indicates that most Western European countries have a higher level of trust than Eastern European ex-communist countries. However, there are some exceptions and differences within
the countries of Western/Eastern Europe. These differences need an additional explanation. Some differences can be interpreted through the religious
confessional tradition of the countries involved. On the other hand, countries
with the same religious confessional traditions have very different values.
A division into five European regions gives more homogenous groups
of countries. Especially homogenous are the groups of Scandinavian countries and Central European ex-communist countries (also see Table 6.2).
The low level of trust in ex-communist countries shows how a specific
legacy and specific transitional circumstances influence both the general
level of social capital and the possibility of religion to create social capital
(^rpi}, Zrin{~ak, 2005). In two other regions just one or two countries have
levels very different from the other countries. In the Orthodox East these two
countries are Romania (10.1%) and Belarus (41.9%), in the non-Romanic
speaking West there is the Netherlands (60.1%).10 Only within the group of
Italy, Spain, Portugal, Belgium, Ireland, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Croatia,
Malta, Luxembourg, and Slovenia; (2) Protestant: Great Britain, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and
Iceland; (3) Orthodox: Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus; (4) Mixed: Germany, Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Estonia, Latvia, Hungary.
- Europe divided into 5 regions (Religious Cultural European regions): (1) Scandinavia (Protestant): Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and Iceland; (2) West Europe, non-Romanic-speaking (different
religion): Great Britain, Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium, Northern Ireland, Ireland, and
Luxembourg; (3) Western Europe, Romanic-speaking and Malta (mostly Catholic): France, Italy,
Spain, Portugal, and Malta; (4) Central (/ex-communist) European region (mostly Catholic) : Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, and Slovenia; (5) Eastern Europe (Orthodox, mostly Slavic): Bulgaria, Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Romania, and Greece.
10
We think the main reason why the Netherlands differs so much from other countries within the
region is that the Netherlands is much more influenced by (a specific form of) Protestantism than any
other countries in ‘non-Romanic-speaking’ Western Europe.
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the Catholic Romanic speaking West are levels of trust in countries very diverse, being very low in Portugal (12.3%) and France (21.3%), while relatively high in Spain (38.5%) and Italy (32.6%). All in all, it may be concluded that the classification into religious cultural regions forms much more
homogenous results regarding trust than the two other divisions examined.
Table 6.1 Trust in Europe (source EVS 1999/2000), in percentages
(Q: Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can’t be too
careful in dealing with people? A: Most people can be trusted.)

Europe
Two European regions Five Religious
Main Religious
fessional
traditions
Cultural conEuropean regions
West, Demo-cratic
Ex-com-munist
Catholic
Prote-stant
Ortho-dox
Mixed East,
Scandi-navian,
Prote-stant
West,
non-Romanic
speaking,
religious
mixed
West,
mostly
Romanic
speaking,
Catholic mostly
Ex-communist
Central Europe,
mostly
Catholic
Slavic, Orthodox
Romania
10.1 East,
10.1
10.1 10.1 12.3
Portugal
12.3
12.3
12.3 15.9
Slovakia
15.9 15.9
15.9
Latvia
17.1
17.1
17.1
17.1
Poland
18.4
18.4 18.4
18.4
Croatia
20.5
20.5
20.5
20.5 20.7
Malta20.7 20.7
20.7
France
21.3 21.3
21.3
21.3
Slovenia
21.7
21.7 21.7
21.7
Hungary 22.3
22.3
22.3
22.3
Estonia
23.5
23.5
23.5
23.5
Greece
23.7
23.7
23.7
Russia
24.0 23.7
24.0
24.0 24.0
Czech R. 24.5
24.5 24.5
24.5 24.8 24.8
Luxembourg
24.8
24.8
Lithuania 25.9
25.9 25.9
25.9
Bulgaria
26.8
26.8
26.8
Ukraine
26.9 26.8
26.9
26.9 26.9
Great28.9
Britain
28.9
28.9
28.9
Belgium
29.2
29.2
29.2
29.2
Italy32.6 32.6
32.6
32.6
Austria
33.4 33.4
33.4
33.4
Ireland
36.0 36.0
36.0
36.0
Germany
37.5
37.5
37.5
37.5
Spain38.5 38.5 38.5
38.5
N.
Ireland
39.5
39.5
39.5
39.5
Iceland
41.1
41.1
41.1
41.1
Belarus
41.9 41.9 41.9
41.9
Finland
57.4 57.4
57.4
57.4
Netherlands 60.1 60.1
60.1
60.1
Sweden
66.3 66.3
66.3
66.3
Denmark 66.5 66.5
66.5
66.5
Average
30.3 24.9
36.2 22.7 25.6 52.3 24.9 34.0
58.1
35.5(region)
26.2 21.2
Average
30.9 25.6
37.8 22.9 25.3 52.0 28.7 33.3 57.8
36.2
25.1* 21.1
St. Dev.*
14.4 16.5
7.8
16.6 7.6
15.8 11.9
10.8
10.4 * 3.4
10.2 7.0
Minimum
10.1 10.1
12.3
10.1 12.3 28.9 23.7 17.1 41.1
24.8
12.3
15.9
Maximum
*66.5
66.5
41.9
38.5
66.5
41.9
60.1
66.5
60.1
38.5
25.9standard
41.9 deviation, minimum and maximum is calcu* The
average,
lated from country aggregate values.
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Table 6.2 Trust in European regions (source EVS 1999/2000), in percentages

Num-ber of
regi-ons
Regions
Trust in region Min /max (country within the
region) Country with min /max level of trust Second min /max value
1

Europe 30.3

12.3 / 66.5

2
Denmark

West, Democratic
20.7 / 66.3
East. Ex-communist
Belarus15.9 / 26.9

36.2

12.3 / 66.5

Portugal

22.7

10.1 / 41.9

Romania /

4
15.9 / 36.0

25.6

12.3 / 38.5

Portugal / Spain

52.3

28.9 / 66.5

Great Britain / Den-

24.9

10.1 / 41.9

Romania / Belarus

Catholic

Protestant
41.1 / 66.3
Orthodox
23.7 / 26.9
Mixed 34.0
/ 39.5
mark

17.1 / 60.1

/

Latvia / Netherlands

22.3

5
Scandinavian, Protestant
58.1 41.1 / 66.5
land / Denmark
57.4 / 66.3
West, non Romanic speak., religious mixed 35.5
/ 60.1 Luxembourg / Netherlands
28.9 / 39.5
West, Romanic speak. + Malta, Catholic
26.2
/ 38.5 Portugal / Spain
20.7 / 32.6
Ex-communist Central Europe, mostly Catholic
15.9 / 25.9
Slovakia / Lithuania 17.1 / 24.5
East, mostly Slavic, Orthodox 24.9 10.1 / 41.9
mania / Belarus
23.7 / 26.9

Ice24.8
12.3
21.2
Ro-

What about the relationship between (individual) religiousness and
generalised trust? According to our analysis of the EVS there are significant differences in regions regarding personal religiousness.11 A regression
analysis shows that religious persons are less trusting than non/religious
persons and convinced atheists in the Orthodox East (biggest differences);
the same relationship is found in both Western regions – but not in Central
Europe, where there are very few differences in trust between religious
persons and atheists while in the Scandinavian region there is no difference
at all. Attendance at Church services and Church membership have very
low or no influence on trust at the level of regions. However, there are
11
We undertook a regression analysis for Europe and in each of the five European regions. Due
to the limited space we only present the most important results without tables.
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countries where these relationships are positive and others where they are
negative. Religious membership and trust are positively correlated in Austria, Sweden, Belarus, Croatia, Ireland, Malta, Northern Ireland; negatively in
Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Iceland, Italy and Romania.
We can conclude that religious tradition does matter – but not by itself
and not all aspects of religion in the same way. Differences are caused by
many interrelated reasons: different histories, a different socio-cultural development, a different political past (and present). In this regard, the analysis of secularisation processes by D. Martin (2005) clearly showed that the
contemporary influence of religion on society strongly depends on the relationship of Catholic political power with the process of national affirmation – being unfriendly (as in France or the Czech Republic) or supporting
(Poland, Croatia…).
Two factors seem very relevant: State-Church relations and the civil society situation. Countries and regions with a strong ‘cultural war’ (Kulturkampf) in the past seem to have lower levels of trust than countries where
these conflicts did not exist. Low levels of trust in Central European countries and the Orthodox East could be connected with their communist past.
It is also important to keep in mind that the Scandinavian form of State
Church, or Free Folk Church as was recently more appropriately described
(Bäckström, Beckman, Pettersson, 2004), has a different practical implication than other Protestant countries: Scandinavia is the most secularised
part of Europe if we look at personal religiousness and attendance at religious services but (!) it has the highest level of ‘associational’ religiousness
in the form of belonging and participation in religious (para-Church) voluntary associations and voluntary work for religious associations. That also
indicates the difficulties of the secularisation thesis in grasping different
aspects of religious processes in Scandinavian countries, which combines
the low level of practice, even low visibility of churches in public with
remarkable continuity in the high nominal membership together with the
fairly high and stable participation in church rituals (Repstad, 2005). Many
of these differences are in line with the classification into five European
religious cultures.

Belonging to voluntary associations and active voluntary involvement
In the previous part of the article, we broached the question of whether the
high level of religious social capital in the USA is an exception, or whether
religious social capital is also important in Europe. It is clear that Europe is
much more secularised than America, but the EVS data show that religion
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in Europe is still a very important factor of voluntarism. In comparing data
about belonging to volunteer associations in Europe it is clear that the four
types of associations with the highest levels of involvement are: trade unions
(16.6%), sports/recreation organisations (16.5%), religious organisations
(14.5%), and cultural activities (10.4%) (see Table 6.3). A very similar pattern can be seen within the regions. A similar pattern appears regarding
unpaid work (Table 6.4). The only difference is that labour unions do not
play such an important role.
Table 6.3 Belonging to volunteer organisations (source EVS 1999/2000), in percentages

Table 6.3 Belonging to volunteer organisations (source EVS 1999/2000), in percentages

Europe Two European regions
Five Religious Cultural European
regions
Do you
belong to: Scandi-navian,
West, Democratic
East, non- Romanic
Ex-com-munist
Prote-stant
speaking,
religious
mixed
West, mostly Romanic West,
speaking, Catholic
Ex-communist
Central
Europe,
mostly
Catholic
East, mostly
Slavic,
Orthodox
welfare
organisation
6.3
8.5
3.2
14.4
9.1
4.7
3.9religious
2.7 organisation
14.5 19.9 6.9
52.7 16.9 8.3
8.8cultural
4.1 activities
10.4 14.0 5.3
19.5 15.6 7.4
6.6
5.8trade unions16.6 17.5
15.3 55.6 12.7 5.1
10.3 21.6
parties/groups
4.7
6.0
2.8
11.0 5.9
3.1
3.2political
3.1
community action
3.2
3.7
2.5
5.5
3.9
2.3
3.3local
1.7
rights
3.3
5.4
0.5
8.8
6.5
1.83w-development/human
0.5
1.2
5.3
7.5
2.2
9.1
9.6
2.5
2.8
2.7environment
associations 5.8
7.6
3.3
13.3 7.0
4.0
4.1professional
3.9
youth work 4.0
4.9
2.7
7.4
5.3
2.8
3.7
1.7
16.1 21.2 8.9
34.0 23.4 11.5 12.1
5.3sports/recreation
groups
2.7
3.5
1.6
3.9
5.1
0.8
2.2
1.3women’s
movement 1.0
1.4
0.5
1.3
1.5
0.9
0.6
0.9peace
health
organisations
3.7
4.7
2.3
5.9
5.4
3.0voluntary
3.0
1.7
6.1
7.3
4.4
14.3 7.0
4.1
5.9
2.6other groups
do
you
belong
to:
none
51.2
42.8
62.1
11.8
41.8
62.6
57.7 65.3

It can also be concluded that ‘associational culture’ differs between regions. First, levels range from very low levels of belonging (and unpaid
work) in the Christian Orthodox; a lower than average level is found in
Central Europe and in the Romanic speaking Western Europe (both mostly
Catholic); an almost average level is seen in the non-Romanic West and it is
much higher in Scandinavia.12 Second, there is a relatively high level of
12

Again, it should be kept in mind that in some countries questions about membership reflect
partly the different administrative practice and, because of that, authors in a recent article about social
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Table 6.4 Unpaid work (EVS 1999/2000), in percentages

Europe Two European regions
Five Religious Cultural European regions
Do you work unpaid for:
West, Democratic
East,
Ex-com-munist
Scandina-vian, Protestant
West, non- Romanic
speaking, religious mixed
West, mostly Romanic speaking, Catholic
Ex-communist Central Europe,
mostly Catholic
East, mostly Slavic, Orthodox
welfare organisation
4.5
6.0
2.5
10.4 6.0
3.9
3.1
2.4
religious
organisation
6.3
7.8
4.3
13.5
7.7
5.9
5.2cultural
3.2 activities 5.7
7.2
3.7
9.8
7.4
4.5
4.7
3.9trade unions3.1
2.7
3.7
6.7
1.9
1.5
2.8
5.2
political parties/groups
2.3
2.7
1.9
4.7
2.4
1.9
2.0
2.2
local
community
action
2.4
2.6
2.0
4.0
2.2
2.0
2.63w-develop../human
1.9
rights 1.7
2.7
0.3
3.9
3.0
1.3
0.3environment
1.3
2.3
2.8
1.6
3.5
3.0
1.3
1.8
2.5professional associations
2.3
2.9
1.6
4.7
2.7
1.8
1.9youth1.8
work 3.3
4.2
2.2
6.8
4.9
2.2
2.9
1.5
sports/recreation
7.6
9.5
5.1
18.3 9.0
6.2
6.9
3.1women’s
groups
1.5
1.8
1.1
2.6
2.4
0.6
1.4
1.0peace movement
1.2
0.3
0.7
1.2
0.6
0.3
1.1voluntary health org.0.8
2.6
3.4
1.5
3.5
4.2
1.9
1.9other1.7
4.8
3.1
8.5
5.0
3.0
4.1
1.9None groups73.2 4.0
68.8 79.0 59.0 68.6 76.2 73.8 83.0

similarity between regions. However, some specifics of regions are evident. With the exception of Scandinavia and the Orthodox East, sports/
recreation ranks are higher than any other kind of volunteering and belonging. In the Orthodox region, where belonging to a Church organisation is
very low relative to the pattern seen in other regions, the relative level of
unpaid work for those organisations is much higher.
We have already stressed that the very high levels of membership in
religious organisations and in trade unions in some Scandinavian countries
(especially in Sweden) are partly due to differences in how the question is
understood. Therefore, we have tried to test the conclusions concerning the
participational and voluntaristic aspects of (religious) social capital on other
sets of data. We realised that the European Social Survey data (2002) could
be helpful here. On one hand, the formulation of questions in the ESS is
capital excluded from the scale of passive participation organisations called ‘trade unions’ and
‘religious organisations’: ‘For instance, in Sweden and Denmark union membership is a requirement for eligibility for most social-security benefits. And Swedes score extremely high on membership of ‘religious organisations’ because they are for the most part automatically administered as
members of the Lutheran Church’ (van Oorschot and Arts, 2005:11).
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slightly different from that of the EVS and the result could be a clearer
understanding of the questions. On the other hand, the formulation of participation (membership and unpaid work) in the ESS is similar enough to
the EVS survey so that it is possible to make an approximate comparison of
data from both surveys (with the exception of the Orthodox region – in the
ESS the only Orthodox country included is Greece).13 The ESS data show
that the level of membership in religious (para-church) organisations (and
in volunteer work) is essentially lower compared to the EVS data, especially in the Scandinavian region (see Tables 6.5 and 6.6)14. Nevertheless,
religious organisations in Scandinavia still have high levels of membership
and unpaid work. Although it is possible to doubt the exact levels of empirical measurement (differences exist not only in religious organisations
and trade unions but also in other organisations; they are not limited to
Scandinavia either), we cannot doubt the nature of the role of religion. The
ESS survey data corroborate our conclusion from the EVS data that religion
is one of the most important resources of the associational aspect of social
capital in every region and in Europe as a whole, measured by active participation as well as membership.
Table 6.5 Members of volunteer organisations (six types of organisations with the
highest levels of membership; ESS 2002 data), in percentages

Europe Two European regions
Five Religious Cultural European regions (Orthodox region not included)
Member in last 12 months:
West, Democratic
East, Ex-communist Scandina-vian, Protestant
West, no- Romanic
speaking, religious mixed
West, mostly Romanic speaking, Catholic
Ex-com. Central Europe,
mostly Catholic
sports/outdoor activity club 22.3 25.5 8.1
31.8 30.6
9.7
8.1
cultural /hobby activity organisation 14.4 16.3 5.1
21.2
18.3 7.4
5.1
trade union
21.8 24.7 9.9
52.6 19.5 6.2
9.9
consumer/automobile organisation
17.7 20.0 3.6
23.6
26.3 3.6
3.6
religious/church organisation 13.2 15.3 5.4
19.5 18.5
5.3
5.4
social club etc. 11.7 13.4 2.5
16.9 15.6 5.5
2.5

13

European countries included in the ESS are Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden (the Scandinavian group), Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands (Western non-Romanic group), France, Spain, Italy, Portugal (WesternRomanic group), Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia (Central European ex-communist
group) and Greece (the only country in the Orthodox group).
14
The ESS includes four questions about participation: membership, unpaid work, participation
and donations. Due to the different approach it is impossible to make a strict comparison between the
ESS and EVS data.
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Table 6.6 Voluntary work (six types of organisations with highest levels in membership; ESS 2002 data), in percentages

Europe Two European regions
Five Religious Cultural European regions (Orthodox region not included)
Voluntary work in last 12 months:
West, Democratic
East, Ex-communist Scandina-vian, Protestant
West, no- Romanic
speaking, religious mixed
West, mostly Romanic speaking, Catholic
Ex-com. Central Europe,
mostly Catholic
sports/outdoor activity club 6.3
7.4
3.2
13.0 7.5
1.1
3.2
cultural /hobby activity organisation 4.4
4.9
2.8
7.6
5.2
1.4
2.8
trade union
1.0
1.1
0.9
2.2
0.8
0.3
0.9
consumer/automobile organisation
0.2
0.3
0.2
0.4
0.3
0.0
0.2
religious/church organisation 3.0
3.4
1.8
3.7
4.3
1.3
1.8
social club etc. 3.2
3.6
1.5
4.9
4.3
0.7
1.5
Our regression analysis of the EVS data15 shows that indicators of individual religiousness are not as important as the indicators of ‘community
participation’ religiosity – that is, attendance at religious services (in rituals,
community elements are very important) and belonging to (para-Church)
religious associations seem to be of more importance than individual religious feelings/ attitudes. However, the influence of religious community
participation does not influence all kinds of voluntarism in the same way.
According to our analysis, in Europe as a whole and in each of the five
religious cultural regions attendance at religious services (a dependent variable) is significantly and positively correlated to belonging to religious voluntary organisations and doing unpaid work for religious organisations. A
weak negative correlation is, however, found between attendance at religious service and belonging to sports/recreation groups in four European
regions (but not in the Orthodox East European region) as well as between
attendance at religious services and belonging to trade unions (with the
exception of Catholic Western and Central Europe). For other types of
voluntarism, we found there are significant differences among regions. For
example, in protestant regions a weak positive correlation was found between attendance at religious services and youth work – much less is true
for the other regions. A weak negative correlation between attendance at
religious services and belonging to environmental groups was found only
in the non-Romanic speaking Western and in ex-communist Central Europe, but not in the other three regions. It is interesting that in the Orthodox
15

Due to the limited space here, we only present the most important results without tables.
Comp. footnote 11.
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East attendance at religious services is negatively related to only one type of
voluntarism: belonging to trade unions and unpaid work for trade unions –
and positively related (or without any relationship) to all other types of
volunteer associations and unpaid work. However, due to a certain lack of
clarity there is a need for additional analyses in this respect.

Conclusions
This paper raises many aspects of the impact of organised religion on social
capital (indicators). Overall, we can say that religion does matter – not only
in the world at large, but also in the secularised Europe. In fact, it is still a
very important generator of associational life and voluntary activities. We
can say that our hypotheses were supported in most cases – we do offer
some interpretation but we expect additional work to deepen our knowledge and the interpretation of the data. However, it is important to note that
the impact of religion is inter-connected with different historical social and
cultural factors which shape the influence of religion. That complexity does
not exclude religion but calls for a more detailed analysis. Of particular
interest is the general level of religiosity and/or general social role of religion in society as it was shown that in more secularised societies religion
can have more visible links with the individual behaviour of (truly) religious people while, on the other hand, in more religious societies the impact of religion can be less visible on the individual level but more spread
in a diffused way across different aspects of social life.
Our analyses of the European (EVS and ESS) data confirm many of the
claims present in the literature. A lower level of religious participation and
denominational belonging seems not to lead to a change in the ‘inner nature’ of religion. It is true that attendance at religious services influences the
associational aspect of social capital much more than individual religiousness does. Religious (sometimes called para-Church) voluntary organisations
appear to have an even stronger influence on associational aspects. This
supports the thesis that the communitarian aspect of religion should be taken
as the key factor of religious based social capital.
Still, there are two additional aspects of the research question of religion
and social capital that should be further researched. In Europe, engaged
ways of social behaviour less rely on individual/associational efforts within
communities/societies than in the USA, but the same social responsibility is
usually achieved in the context of collectivistic social action, churches
included. Therefore it is reasonable to expect that some forms of trust or
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other civil society values are highly constructed by the social role of dominant churches, particularly in the fields of welfare, educational or health
activities.
The second one comes from the current ideological divisions observable in different European societies, very often highly connected with religions. The links between religions and ideological cleavages show that religion can be very powerful in bonding inside particular groups and in not
bridging links between different groups. It can be said that the strong religious associational aspects of fundamentalist religious groups do not support the appropriate social capital for the whole of society. That is why
further research should not be restricted for example to the links between
religion and general trust but should more closely examine different aspects of trust in different social/cultural/linguistic/ethnic groups.
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