"Bowling Alone: America's Declining Social Capital"
Robert D. Putnam, Dillion Professor of International Affairs at Harvard University, describes
decreasing participation in U.S. civic organizations and suggests reasons for this trend. Since
its initial publication in the Journal of Democracy, this article-presented here in abridgmenthas stirred a vigorous public debate and made “Bowling Alone” a metaphor for
contemporary life in America.
Reprinted by permission of the Johns Hopkins University Press. Copyright (c) 1995. Journal of
Democracy, July 1995.
Whatever Happened to Civic Engagement?
We begin with familiar evidence on changing patterns of political participation. Consider the
well-known decline in turnout in national elections over the last three decades. From a
relative high point in the early 1960s, voter turnout had by 1990 declined by nearly a
quarter; tens of millions of Americans had forsaken their parents' habitual readiness to
engage in the simplest act of citizenship.
It is not just the voting booth that has been increasingly deserted by Americans. A series of
identical questions posed by the Roper Organization to national samples ten times each year
over the last two decades reveals that since 1973 the number of Americans who report that
"in the past year" they have "attended a public meeting on town or school affairs" has fallen by
more than a third (from 22 percent in 1973 to 13 percent in 1993). Similar (or even greater)
relative declines are evident in responses to questions about attending a political rally or
speech, serving on a committee of some local organization, and working for a political party.
By almost every measure, Americans' direct engagement in politics and government has fallen
steadily and sharply over the last generation, despite the fact that average levels of education
-- the best individual-level predictor of political participation -- have risen sharply throughout
this period.
Not coincidentally, Americans have also disengaged psychologically from politics and
government over this era. The proportion of Americans who reply that they "trust the
government in Washington" only "some of the time" or "almost never" has risen steadily from
30 percent (30%) in 1966 to 75 percent (75%) in 1992.
Our survey of organizational membership among Americans can usefully begin with a glance
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at the aggregate results of the General Social Survey, a scientifically conducted, nationalsample survey that has been repeated 14 times over the last two decades. Church-related
groups constitute the most common type of organization joined by Americans; they are
especially popular with women. Other types of organizations frequently joined by women
include school-service groups (mostly parent-teacher associations), sports groups,
professional societies, and literary societies. Among men, sports clubs, labor unions,
professional societies, fraternal groups, veterans' groups, and service clubs are all relatively
popular.
Religious affiliation is by far the most common associational membership among Americans.
Indeed, by many measures America continues to be (even more than in Tocqueville's time) an
astonishingly "churched" society. For example, the United States has more houses of worship
per capita than any other nation on Earth. Yet religious sentiment in America seems to be
becoming somewhat less tied to institutions and more self-defined.
How have these complex crosscurrents played out over the last three or four decades in terms
of Americans' engagement with organized religion? The general pattern is clear: The 1960s
witnessed a significant drop in reported weekly churchgoing -- from roughly 48 percent in the
late 1950s to roughly 41 percent (41%) in the early 1970s. Since then, it has stagnated or
(according to some surveys) declined still further. Meanwhile, data from the General Social
Survey show a modest decline in membership in all "church-related groups" over the last 20
years. It would seem, then, that net participation by Americans, both in religious services and
in church-related groups, has declined modestly (by perhaps a sixth) since the 1960s.
For many years, labor unions provided one of the most common organizational affiliations
among American workers. Yet union membership has been falling for nearly four decades,
with the steepest decline occurring between 1975 and 1985.
The Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) has been an especially important form of civic
engagement in twentieth-century America because parental involvement in the educational
process represents a particularly productive form of social capital. It is, therefore, dismaying
to discover that participation in parent-teacher organizations has dropped drastically over the
last generation, from more than twelve million in 1964 to barely five million in 1982 before
recovering to approximately seven million now.
Next, we turn to evidence on membership in (and volunteering for) civic and fraternal
organizations. These data show some striking patterns. First, membership in traditional
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women's groups has declined more or less steadily since the mid-1960s. Similar reductions
are apparent in the numbers of volunteers for mainline civic organizations, such as the Boy
Scouts (off by 26 percent since 1970) and the Red Cross (off by 61 percent since 1970).
Fraternal organizations have also witnessed a substantial drop in membership during the
1980s and 1990s.
The most whimsical yet discomfiting bit of evidence of social disengagement in contemporary
America that I have discovered is this: More Americans are bowling today than ever before,
but bowling in organized leagues has plummeted in the last decade or so. Between 1980
and 1993 the total number of bowlers in America increased by ten percent, while league
bowling decreased by 40 percent. The rise of solo bowling threatens the livelihood of
bowling-lane proprietors because those who bowl as members of leagues consume three
times as much beer and pizza as solo bowlers, and the money in bowling is in the beer and
pizza, not the balls and shoes. The broader social significance, however, lies in the social
interaction and even occasionally civic conversations over beer and pizza that solo bowlers
forgo. Whether or not bowling beats balloting in the eyes of most Americans, bowling teams
illustrate yet another vanishing form of social capital.
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