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Better Together is a concept popularized by Robert D. Putnam, a distinguished political scientist
known for his research on social capital and civic engagement. Published in 2000, his book "Bowling
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community" highlighted the decline of social capital in
the United States and its implications for democracy and community life. In "Better Together," co-
authored with Lewis M. Feldstein, Putnam expands on the idea that community engagement and
social networks are crucial for a healthy society. This article delves into the core themes of Better
Together, exploring its significance in contemporary society, the underlying theories of social capital,
and the practical implications for building stronger communities.

Understanding Social Capital

At the heart of Putnam's work is the concept of social capital, which refers to the networks, norms,
and trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit. Social capital can be
categorized into two main types:

1. Bonding Social Capital

Bonding social capital refers to the relationships and networks formed among individuals with similar
backgrounds, such as family ties, close friendships, and ethnic or religious affiliations. This type of
capital is crucial for providing emotional support and a sense of belonging.

2. Bridging Social Capital

Bridging social capital, on the other hand, connects individuals across diverse social groups. This form
of capital is essential for fostering inclusivity and understanding among different communities, as it
encourages collaboration and interaction between diverse populations.

The Decline of Community Engagement

In "Bowling Alone," Putnam illustrates how Americans have become increasingly disconnected from
one another over the past several decades. He uses the metaphor of bowling leagues, which have
seen a significant decline in participation, to represent the broader trend of reduced civic
engagement. Several factors contribute to this decline:

- Increased Mobility: People frequently move for job opportunities, leading to weaker ties with
neighbors and local communities.
- Technological Advances: The rise of the internet and social media has changed the way people
interact, often replacing face-to-face connections with virtual interactions.
- Time Constraints: Busy lifestyles and increased work demands leave individuals with less time to



engage in community activities.

The Importance of Community Connections

Despite the challenges posed by modern life, Putnam emphasizes the importance of fostering
community connections. He argues that stronger communities lead to a range of benefits, including:

1. Improved Mental Health: Social connections are linked to lower levels of anxiety and depression.
Individuals who engage in community activities report higher levels of happiness and life satisfaction.
2. Enhanced Civic Engagement: Communities with high social capital tend to have higher rates of
political participation, volunteerism, and civic involvement.
3. Economic Benefits: Strong networks can lead to economic opportunities and support local
businesses, creating a more vibrant economy.

Case Studies of Successful Community Building

In "Better Together," Putnam and Feldstein present several case studies that showcase successful
community-building initiatives. These examples illustrate how communities can leverage social capital
to address common challenges:

- The Harlem Children's Zone: This initiative aims to break the cycle of poverty through education and
community support. By fostering strong relationships among families, schools, and local
organizations, the program has seen significant improvements in children's educational outcomes.
- The Community Development Corporation (CDC): Various CDCs across the United States have
successfully revitalized neighborhoods by fostering resident engagement, improving local
infrastructure, and promoting economic development. These organizations empower residents to take
an active role in shaping their communities.
- The Participatory Budgeting Movement: This democratic process allows citizens to decide how to
allocate public funds in their communities. By involving residents in budget decisions, cities like New
York and Paris have strengthened civic engagement and trust in government.

Strategies for Building Better Communities

To cultivate stronger communities, Putnam and Feldstein offer several practical strategies that
individuals and organizations can adopt:

1. Encourage Volunteerism: Promote volunteer opportunities that bring people together for a common
cause, fostering both bonding and bridging social capital.
2. Create Inclusive Spaces: Design public spaces that encourage interaction among diverse groups.
Parks, community centers, and local events can serve as gathering points for residents.
3. Leverage Technology: Use online platforms to connect community members and facilitate
discussions, while ensuring that these technologies complement rather than replace face-to-face
interactions.
4. Support Local Organizations: Engage with local nonprofits, schools, and religious institutions that
are already working to strengthen community ties. Collaboration can amplify their impact.



5. Focus on Youth Engagement: Create programs that involve young people in community activities,
empowering them to take leadership roles and become active participants in civic life.
6. Promote Intergenerational Connections: Initiatives that bring together different generations can
foster understanding and cooperation, enriching the community with diverse perspectives.

The Role of Leadership in Community Building

Effective leadership is crucial for fostering community engagement and social capital. Leaders can
inspire and mobilize individuals by:

- Modeling Civic Engagement: Leaders should actively participate in community activities, setting an
example for others to follow.
- Building Trust: Transparency and accountability are essential for building trust within communities.
Leaders should communicate openly and involve residents in decision-making processes.
- Fostering Collaboration: Encouraging partnerships between different organizations and community
members can create a sense of shared purpose and collective action.

Conclusion: The Path Forward

In an era marked by social fragmentation and political polarization, Robert D. Putnam's insights in
Better Together serve as a powerful reminder of the importance of community connection. By
emphasizing the value of social capital and providing practical strategies for fostering engagement,
Putnam and Feldstein offer a roadmap for building stronger, more resilient communities. As
individuals, organizations, and leaders work together to cultivate social networks and promote
inclusivity, they can create a more vibrant society that benefits everyone.

In summary, the message of Better Together is clear: we are indeed better together. The strength of
our communities lies in our ability to connect, collaborate, and support one another. As we face the
challenges of modern life, let us not forget the timeless wisdom of investing in our relationships and
building social capital for the benefit of all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Robert D. Putnam's 'Better
Together'?
The main thesis of 'Better Together' is that social capital and community engagement are crucial for a
healthy society, and that organizations and institutions can foster collaboration and connection
among individuals.

How does Putnam define social capital in 'Better Together'?
Putnam defines social capital as the networks, norms, and trust that enable participants to act



together more effectively to pursue shared objectives.

What types of organizations does Putnam emphasize in
'Better Together'?
Putnam emphasizes the importance of civic organizations, religious groups, and other community-
based institutions that promote social interaction and collective action.

What role does volunteerism play in 'Better Together'?
Volunteerism is highlighted as a key component of building social capital, as it encourages individuals
to engage with their communities and foster relationships.

How does Putnam connect social capital to economic
outcomes?
Putnam argues that higher levels of social capital lead to better economic outcomes, as communities
with strong social networks tend to have more effective collaboration and problem-solving abilities.

What evidence does Putnam provide to support his claims
about community engagement?
Putnam provides a variety of empirical studies and case examples that illustrate the positive effects
of community engagement on individual well-being and societal health.

In what ways does 'Better Together' suggest improving social
capital?
The book suggests increasing participation in community organizations, fostering inclusive dialogue,
and creating opportunities for collaborative projects as ways to improve social capital.

What critiques have emerged regarding Putnam's perspective
in 'Better Together'?
Critiques include concerns about the oversimplification of social dynamics and the neglect of
structural inequalities that affect community engagement.

How does Putnam address the impact of technology on social
capital in 'Better Together'?
Putnam discusses how technology can both enhance and hinder social capital, noting that while
online platforms can connect people, they may also lead to superficial interactions that lack depth.

What is the significance of the title 'Better Together'?
The title 'Better Together' signifies the idea that individuals and communities thrive when they



collaborate, build relationships, and work towards common goals, emphasizing the value of collective
action.
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