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MEASURES OF SOCIAL CAPITAL IN AFRICAN SURVEYS 
 
Professor Richard Rose 
 
 
Social capital describes activities familiar in everyday life in rural and preindustrial societies 
around the world, cooperation between individuals within their household and outside it to 
meet their everyday needs. Yet because social capital is not easily accounted for in money 
terms, its significance has tended to be overlooked in advanced industrial societies. But this 
also implies that social capital ought to be of major importance in developing countries, and 
especially in sub-Saharan Africa, where so much economic activity is not yet fully monetized 
and extended family ties are primary. 
 
As part of a poverty monitoring programme, national statistical agencies, in collaboration with 
the World Bank, have undertaken more than 75 large-scale nationwide surveys in 41 different 
African countries since 1985. A typical survey collects data in interviews with as many as ten 
thousand individuals in several thousand households. The questionnaires cover a range of 
concerns of policymakers, including primary and secondary employment, education, health, 
migration, cash income and expenditure and remittances. Thus, there already exists a massive 
amount of data about social activities in African societies, and institutional infrastructure to 
collect data. 
 
To what extent can understanding social capital help develop policies to reduce poverty in 
Africa? To what extent do existing African surveys already contain data needed to understand 
how people use informal social networks to better themselves or to avoid poverty? Insofar as 
existing data sets are not adequate, what practical steps can be taken to improve the collection 
of social capital data relevant to public policy? 
 
 
I ANALYTIC POINTS 
 
1. DEFINITION. 
Social capital consists of informal social networks and formal organizations used by 
individuals and households to produce goods and services for their own consumption, 
exchange or sale. It is thus about getting things done--and in the African context, it is first of 
all about getting basic necessities. It is about: 
 

*Relationships. Relationships can be between individuals within a household or extend 
to face-to-face groups within a village or to kin or friends of friends elsewhere. Social 
capital thus differs from human capital, which is a measure of attributes of an 
individual. 
 
*Informal networks involving cooperation within the household or among face-to-face 
groups within a village lack legal standing, a bank account, the capacity to absorb 
foreign aid, etc. Networks can also involve formal organizations with a legal standing, 
cash revenues, bank accounts, e.g. agricultural cooperatives or credit unions. 
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*Informal social networks can substitute for government failure, promoting welfare in 
the absence of public services. They can also cooperate with government field 
officials. A third possibility is "debureacratizing" formal organizations by using 
personal networks to exploit formal organizations. 
 
*The tangible goods and basic services produced with social capital are exchangeable 
and therefore potentially marketable, e.g. drawing water or tending animals or repair of 
houses. But often these outputs are non-monetized. 
 
*Outputs of social capital are often not monetized, and therefore left out of official 
statistics. They are easily made visible in survey-based studies of household living 
standards and activities. 
 
*Social capital is likely to be especially important in societies on the fringes of the 
money economy, and especially for poverty avoidance. 
 
*Social capital can also be viewed as part of an individual or household's stock of 
resources, e.g. friends who may be able to loan money as and when a loan is needed. 
 
*Attitudes such as trust (or distrust) are best regarded as byproducts of informal and 
formal interactions. They may create predispositions to cooperation, but they are not 
the thing in itself. 
 

 
2. WHAT SHOULD BE MEASURED? 
 
Social capital is one among several factors of production, along with human capital, monetary 
capital and physical and natural resources. Its importance can be overlooked in simple 
correlation analysis. Compare: 
 
Regular employment--> Cash income 
 
OR 
 
Social capital--> Job search--> Regular employment--> Cash income 
 
Investment of money--> Increased Output 
 
OR 
 
Social capital-->Access to pool of cash-->Money invested--> More output 
 
If social capital does not directly or indirectly affect the production of goods and services and 
the avoidance of poverty, then whatever the academic interest, it is not relevant to 
policymakers.  But since there are prima facie reasons for the importance of social capital in 
Africa, we should measure: 
 
a. Ways in which networks cooperate, informally and formally, to produce basic goods and 
services. While the concept of networks may sound abstract, it refers to familiar activities in 
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everyday life, some of which are already measured in African surveys, such as transporting 
goods from a village to a market. 
 
b. Goods and services produced, such as food, child care, or getting water. 
African surveys routinely measure quantities of goods and services produced by an individual 
and household, including non-monetized production consumed within the household. Hence, 
this paper does not need to detail such measures. 
 
c. How social capital is used. Since social capital is not the only resource of individuals, it is 
an empirical question how people use it to add to other resources, for example, asking a friend 
to help complete an application to a government agency; to substitute for other resources, e.g. 
growing and processing food in the household rather than purchasing it; or to frustrate formal 
organizations, as in tax evasion. 
 
d. How much social capital adds to poverty avoidance or welfare. African surveys regularly 
collect data about the living conditions of a household in terms of health, diet, education, etc.. 
By including measures of social capital in surveys, it then becomes possible to test statistically 
under what circumstances and to what extent social capital adds to the welfare of households--
and whether there are differences in the distribution of advantages within the household, for 
example, women benefiting more than men or vice versa. 
 
To gain evidence about the nature and consequences of social capital need not require large 
investments in elaborate new forms of data collection, since infrastructure and a useful amount 
of data are at hand. To add value to existing data bases by adding measures of social capital 
requires a clear conceptual specification of what we ought to know, and then the design of 
questions and/or modules to augment existing surveys. 
 
 
3. QUESTIONNAIRES REVIEWED 
 
The following questionnaires were supplied for review. 
 
Country   Type  Year 
Burkina Faso   Priority  94/95 
Gambia   Priority II  94 
Ghana    IS LMS III  91/92 
Guinea   IS-LMS  94 
Mali    Econ-Social  94 
Nigeria   Consumer  92/93 
South Africa   IS-LMS  93/94 
Tanzania   IS-LMS  93/94 
Uganda  IS-LMS  92/93 
Uganda   Community  92/93 
Zambia   Priority  92/93 
 
 
In each survey thousands of individuals were interviewed, and information collected about all 
members of the household. The size of the sample indicates statistical reliability. Yet because 
social capital is about networks within a community, social capital surveys should pay special 
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attention to community characteristics when designing a sample and selecting primary 
sampling units for interviewing. 
 
 
III USES OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 
Social capital networks are functional; therefore, they vary according to what is being done. A 
network to secure a cash loan is likely to differ from a network in which an elderly relative 
provides child care or a network for dealing with a regional government office. James S. 
Coleman, the prime mover in making social capital the critical link between individuals and 
formal organizations, stresses the variability of networks from one sector of society. 
 
The uses of social capital are micro-economic, as individuals come together to produce, 
exchange and consume goods and services. For this reason, social capital networks are well 
suited to measurement through normal social survey methods. Reciprocally, it would be 
premature, or even illogical, to attempt to measure social capital in macro-economic terms, 
because there is no common unit of measurement to aggregate social capital used in very 
different areas of a country's life. Moreover, in Africa a high proportion of valued goods and 
services are not monetized. 
 
The activities that follow have been selected as: basic needs in everyday life; relevant to 
policymakers' concerns with reducing poverty; and already the subject matter of many African 
surveys. More activities could be added. 
 
1. PRODUCTIVE ACTIVITIES WITHIN THE HOUSEHOLD--AND 
BEYOND 
 
Every African questionnaire collects copious information about economic activities of 
different individuals in the household. Insofar as households tend toward self-sufficiency, 
social capital is part of its primary economy, producing food, water, and firewood. In addition, 
households can exchange goods or services without cash payment with the "extended" 
household elsewhere; production for selling in a market; or do all of these together, for 
example, farming partly for consumption, partly for exchange, and partly for a market. 
 
Questionnaires normally collect detailed data about the extent to which households produce 
their own food, water and firewood and heat, by non-money exchange or by purchase in a 
conventional market. For example, the Ghana Household survey inventories household 
production by asking: 
 
Which household member is responsible for a farm or livestock? 
 

(If any crops are processed for sale)  
 
Which household members are mainly responsible for this processing? 
 
Who are mainly responsible for preparing food in the household? 
 
Who are mainly responsible for making the household purchases? 
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During the past 12 months has any member of the household worked for himself, other 
than at a farm or raising animals, for example, has anyone operated his/her own 
business, trade, worked as a self-employed professional or craft ? 

 
Which of these bring most money? 
 
Housing. Physical characteristics of housing and sanitation are often inventoried in the 
questionnaire. Yet little or no attention is given to whether the house was constructed by using 
social capital (e.g. by non-waged efforts of family and friends supplemented with materials 
obtained with limited cash payment); through family ties, including inheritance; or through a 
market mechanism. Equally significant, no attention is given to housing maintenance or 
improvement by cooperative do-it-yourself informal networks. Yet their use for home 
maintenance and improvement is widespread in advanced industrial societies, and a priori 
should be even more important in Africa. 
 
Water and rubbish disposal. Questions are often asked about physical facilities for water, 
whether inside or outside the house, and whether payment is made or the household sells water 
to others. It is, however, exceptional for questions to be asked about whose responsibility it is 
to obtain water from outside the house, and whether the effort involved is a few minutes walk 
to a pump or several kilometres to reach a river or well.  Exceptionally, the Guinea survey not 
only asked how the household disposed of its ordures ménagères but also asked whether 
people would be willing to pay money to have their rubbish taken away. 
 
Child care is needed in every household at some stage in the life cycle; how it is provided is 
an empirical question. African surveys often collect information about perinatal and health-
related child care, but the questionnaires examined usually collected cursory data on child 
care. There are significant economic issues about the process by which an infant moves from 
being totally dependent on a breast-feeding mother through care by others to participation in 
productive household activities. This is transition from a child being a "cost" to the household 
to being a benefit, short-term because of economic activities, or long-term because of gaining 
more education than the parents, or both. 
 
2. MARGINAL AGRICULTURAL AND NON-AGRICULTURAL 
ENTERPRISE. 
 
Marginal activities may use informal social networks e.g. friends and neighbours, and involve 
cash exchanges without fulltime employment.  These are cooperative enterprises, but usually 
not formally incorporated.  Insofar as the "employees" are often kin or friends, they may be 
viewed as an extension of the immediate household rather than as a conventional business 
enterprise. 
 
Questionnaires collect copious data about enterprising activities. For example, the Uganda 
questionnaire asks individuals to describe their primary economic activities and two secondary 
activities during the preceding year, an approach that assumes individuals will be marginally 
active in several different spheres. It then asks for particulars about any non-agricultural 
enterprises of the household. There are four categories for number of persons employed--
working proprietor, unpaid household members, unpaid other helpers (and last of all) paid 
employees. The questionnaire in Burkina Faso gives more emphasis to outputs than to the way 
goods are produced. It distinguishes between raising animals and raising crops, whatever the 
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labour employed, implying a small Western-style business rather than an African domestic 
economy. 
 
3. REMITTANCES 
 
The payment of cash remittances by a distant family member is evidence of a network 
extending beyond the face-to-face community. Informal social capital acts as a "bridge" 
between a traditional household economy and a money economy. Whoever sends the 
remittance is simultaneously involved in an impersonal, gesellschaft market and also in a 
gemeinschaft network with commitments to kin. Remittances can be equivalent to income 
supplement or income-maintenance grants paid by governmental agencies in OECD countries. 
 
African questionnaires often ask about remittances, transfer payments made without an 
exchange of merchandise or services. Guinea offers a particular detailed example of collecting 
data: 
 

Au cours des 12 derniers mois, le ménage a-t-il envoyé de l'argent ou des biens en 
nature à un member du ménage absent ou à d'autres personnes? 

 
Those who answered yes were asked in detail about the relation of the recipient with the head 
of household; where the recipient lived (nine categories, ranging from Même village/Ville to 
Pays hors Afrique; the frequency of sending remittances, and the total amount of money, food 
and other goods sent. The Guinea survey also asked whether there is an expectation of 
reimbursement some day. In a complementary fashion, it also inquired: 
 

Au cours des 12 derniers mois, le ménage a-t-il reçu de l'argent ou des biens en nature 
à un member du ménage absent ou à d'autres personnes? 

 
The follow up questions paralleled those for sending remittances. 
 
4. EDUCATION 
 
In advanced industrial societies research on education has shown that informal social networks 
influence how much education a youth secures.  Family relations are of major importance in 
motivating youths; so too are friendships with others motivated to study, neighbourhood 
influences, and networks in which schools are embedded, including religious and ethnic ties. 
Such influences should also be significant in African societies. 
 
Invariably, questionnaires ask about the level of education of family members, where it was 
obtained and when it ended. The Ghana questionnaire also asks how educational expenses, 
such as the purchase of books or registration fees were met, whether by: parents, other 
household members, other relations, non-relatives or by the recipient of education. 
 
Given the importance of education for the reduction of poverty in future, a great deal more 
data could be collected about the informal networks that encourage or discourage children to 
obtain an education. 
 
5. JOB SEARCH. 
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Even in a modern market economy, many individuals do not find employment through such 
formal organizations as a government employment agency or the personnel office of a large 
organization. Job search is a paradigm example of individuals drawing on informal networks 
and formal organizations in order to gain employment or advance their career. 
 
African questionnaires collect a great deal of information about work activity, but very little 
attention is given to how individuals find employment, whether regular, seasonal or casual. 
South Africa is exceptional in asking the straightforward question:  
 
What was the most important method by which you looked for work? Newspaper. Employment 
agencies. Factory gate or knocking at the door. Through friends, family? 
 
Insofar as informal networks affect employment, it is worthwhile determining whether this is 
used as compensation by people who lack formal qualifications, or whether its use is randomly 
distributed through the population. Another important issue is whether individuals in strong 
informal networks are caught in a trap in which everyone they know lacks regular 
employment. In such circumstances, "weak" ties with distant relations or tribal associations 
may be of greater help in making a step forward economically. 
 
6. CRIME IN THE ABSENCE OF INFORMAL SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 
Safety in a community is positive evidence of social capital, for a community with well 
organized informal social networks is to a significant extent "self policing". Moreover, well 
integrated individuals are less likely to turn to crimes of violence. On a priori grounds, one 
would predict that the shift of people from villages with strong informal networks to very large 
cities may destroy social capital important in preventing crime, or lead to the creation of new 
criminal networks. 
 
In the questionnaires reviewed, South Africa was distinctive by including questions about 
crime. The first pair of questions asked: 
 

Thinking about the last five years, how would you say your physical safety when you 
are inside your home has changed?  Are you safer than you were five years ago, about 
the same, or less safe? 

 
A similar question was then asked about safety when outside the house. The follow up 
question asked whether anyone in the household had been thevictim of a crime in the past 
twelve months and, if so, whether the crimewas: Assault, robbery, rape, murder, abduction or 
other. It is noteworthythat four of the five options are crimes against a person rather than theft 
ofproperty. 
 
7. CORRUPTION AS AN INDICATOR OF "NEGATIVE" SOCIALCAPITAL 
 
The 1997 World Development Report highlighted substantial economic, political and social 
costs of corruption, including the state's violation of its own rules and laws. The primary focus 
was on high-level corruption involving large firms and heads of ministries, and including 
foreign economic interests, an issue also being raised by OECD. However, corruption can be 
found wherever government services are delivered, and officials have the discretion to 
withhold services if "dash" is not provided. Low-level corruption in the delivery of services to 
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ordinary households and villages has pervasive negative consequences--and is likely to bear 
heavily on poor households, who have least money and much need for services. 
 
Informal social networks offer poor households an opportunity to get favours from 
government if a household has a relative or friend in a position to influence actions of a public 
agency. No money need change hands when a relative feels a sense of obligation to help kin, 
or to put friendship before official bureaucratic procedures. In some countries, the political 
process offers patronage to individuals, or to whole communities in return for supporting a 
particular personality or party. 
 
Surveys can elicit information about the extent to which people expect public officials to 
follow rules or respond to personal pressure of "tips" or bribes. They can also ask about 
individual behaviour in the face of incentives and/or pressures to offer presents or money in 
return for public services. While it would be unreasonable to expect government agencies to 
collect such information, academic and not-for-profit agencies are starting such monitoring. 
For example, my World Bank social capital survey in Russia focuses on the extent to which 
"de-bureaucratizing" strategies of personal appeals and pressures or "anti-modern" payment of 
tips and bribes are used by Russians to obtain basic goods and services from major public 
sector and private sector organizations. 
 
 
IV COMPLEMENTARITIES AND DISTRIBUTIONAL ISSUES 
 
The relationship between social capital in informal social networks and that of formal 
organizations is contingent. The American-based literature has tended to assume that informal 
social capital and formal organizations interact in ways that have positive outcomes. Robert 
Putnam argues that informal networks are the building blocks creating formal institutions of 
civil society that make democracy work. But the counter-argument is that informal networks 
can be "anti-modern", insofar as they are used to corrupt formal organizations, the role of the 
Mafia in Southern Italy or Russia. 
 
In an African context informal and formal social capital can be combined in positive ways that 
reinforce each other. Grameen-type credit unions are a familiar example, for informal social 
networks evaluate, allocate and recover loans made to individuals to develop economic 
activities that may become integrated in the formal market economy. In distributional terms 
this implies that those who are best off in terms of access to formal organizational capital also 
have the most effective informal social capital. 
 
 Alternatively, informal social capital may substitute for resources of a modern market 
economy. When a poor person is sick, the capacity to borrow money from family or friends is 
an alternative form of "social" insurance. Additionally, informal social networks can 
complement formal resources, for example, a relative or friend looking after a child while a 
parent is in paid employment. 
 
A third hypothesis is that reliance on non-monetized social capital is a mark of desperation or 
isolation by people who lack money and live in a country where the state too lacks the 
resources to ensure that its citizens secure basic necessities of human welfare. 
 
In some circumstances, the invocation of informal social networks can be de-modernizing, 
pitting claims of loyalty to family, friends, village or tribe or ethnic community against 
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conventional bureaucratic rules about eligibility for public services. Where substantial public 
expenditure is involved, informal networks can be used to make large cash payments to secure 
public benefits against the law. It is also possible that strong ties of social obligation may 
prevent individuals from "breaking away" to make better use of their individual education or 
talents. 
 
Distribution of benefits and costs within the household. The core network in Africa is the 
household, however defined; this echoes the origins of the word economy, derived from Greek 
for household management. Invariably, African surveys collect detailed information about the 
composition of households and attributes of individual members. But the collection of data 
about relations within the household is at best patchy. 
 
The logic of social capital implies collective benefits to everyone in the network, as in the case 
of a household collaborating to secure safe water for their house or repair a roof that shelters 
everyone within. But inside a household, there are many differences in the capacities and 
needs of individuals. For example, children need attention from adults, and the oldest 
members of the household may be so physically infirm that they can produce very little. 
 
There are always functional differences within a household: a person tending animals grazing 
at some distance from a house cannot simultaneously be preparing meals, or a person working 
for a money wage at a distance contributes cash while other members contribute nonmonetized 
resources. Time-budget studies in advanced industrial societies consistently find that women 
have less leisure time than men, devoting more time during the week to non-waged productive 
activity--and this remains true even when women are in paid employment.  
 
Autonomy can make competing claims as against social capital. The more strongly an 
individual is tied to informal networks, the less scope a person has to pursue activities 
according to individual taste or preferences. For example, a person whose labour is needed to 
tend a family plot of ground is under pressure not to stay longer at school; an educated person 
may be under pressure to support two families, a family in a city and relatives back home; and 
the social norms associated with informal networks can impose expectations about how a 
public official should act in relation to family, friends and tribal or ethnic kin. 
 
Resilience across time. Any cross-sectional picture of a society ignores the time dimension: 
people may live differently in the rainy season or in the dry season, or their lives may differ 
when they have young children about and when they are older. We must therefore distinguish 
between poverty, however defined, as a permanent condition of a household, or as an 
intermittent condition. Research in Ukraine, for example, has shown that in the course of a 
year the median household is in and out of poverty, sometimes doing without necessities and 
sometimes not. 
 
Surveys can determine the frequency with which different networks are used, ranging from 
daily activities to intermittent actions (assistance when ill) or capacities that are only used 
rarely. Remittances, for example, differ greatly in significance if they come regularly or only 
in reply to pleas of desperation. It is possible that informal social networks have seasonal 
value, whether used to mobilize more labour during harvest seasons and/or to provide non-
monetized resources at times when money is short. 
 
IV DETERMINANTS OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 
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Whatever the context, some individuals and households or villages will also have more social 
capital, making more use of informal social networks, being better able to deal with formal 
organizations and, as a consequence, producing and consuming more goods and services. 
 
1. INDIVIDUAL DETERMINANTS  
Although social capital is relational, since each African survey routinely collect data about 
many thousands of individuals it is straightforward to ask: What accounts for some individuals 
being involved in particular types of informal social networks while others are not? 
 
Gender, education, age and physical health are everywhere primary influences on economic 
activities, and should affect the types of informal networks in which individuals are involved, 
and what is produced. Some networks may tend to be gender-specific, such as child care, 
while others, such as selling goods in a market, may not. Age, and even more, physical health 
affects an individual's capacity for productive activity --and may make individuals 
beneficiaries rather than producers of services. Education can reduce an individual's 
involvement in some informal networks, and increase it with formal organizations. For 
example, an educated person is more likely to deal with bureaucratic organizations on behalf 
of others as well as himself or herself. 
 
2. HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS 
 
The less developed a society, the more likely people are to rely on production within the 
household for their welfare. In some cases household characteristics are simply the sum of 
individual attributes; in others, such as ownership of land or access to water, they are 
collective attributes. 
 

It would be reasonable to expect that productive social capital varies with: -Number of 
economically active persons in the household. -Human capital of household members, 
e.g. education, health. -Intergenerational capital: indicated by education of parents 
 

-Duration of residence in current community. 
 
-Members away from home earning cash wages 
 
-Ownership or access to land, water and other resources 
 
3. COMMUNITY AND COMMUNAL CHARACTERISTICS 
 
The capacity of networks to produce goods and services requires resources in the village. 
Many African households live in communities collectively deprived of resources useful for 
networking, and especially resources linking informal networks with formal institutions, such 
as an all-weather road to take goods to a market. 
 
Public policies can promote collective goods and services such as safe water, and roads much 
more directly than they can influence informal social networks. It is normally assumed that 
spending on infrastructure and community services are good investments in reducing poverty--
and such goals can be secured through top down decisions by government agencies and 
assisted by international lending agencies. The hypothesis is that investment in infrastructure 
and community services produces a positive interaction between informal and formal forms of 
social capital, and thus promotes the production of goods and services. 
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While there ought to be "top down" data in national ministries and statistical offices about 
community facilities, there is much to be said for systematically collecting "bottom up" 
information from individuals as a cross-check on the presence of infrastructure facilities, 
whether services are routinely delivered, and how, that is, consistent with rules of formal 
organizations or (unduly) influenced by informal social networks. 
 
African questionnaires sometimes look access to public services --and obstacles to access. The 
Zambia questionnaire asks: 
 
1. How far is the nearest: food market? post office? primary school? secondary school? health 
centre or clinic? bus station, boat or taxi service? source of drinking water? 
 
For each service: 
2. Does any member of the household use this facility now? 
 
3. (IF NO): What is the reason for not using this facility? 
 
Expensive. Too far. Poor quality service. Facility does not offer full services. Other.  
 
4. What is the usual mode of transport used by the household to reach this facility Foot. 
Bicycle. Motorcycle. Own vehicle. Public transport. Provided by employer. Water transport. 
Other. 
 
5. And what was the mode of transport 12 months ago? 
 
In other countries, access questions may be confined to a single topic, such as education or 
health or in Guinea 
 
41. Votre lieu de travail se trouve-t-il dans cette localité? 
 
Si NON 
 
42. A quelle distance d'ici se trouve votre lieu de travail? 
 
43. A quelle fréquence allez-vous d'ici à votre lieu de travail? 
 
Jour. Semaine. Mois. An. 
 
44. Quel moyen de déplacement utilisez-vous? 
 
Pieds. Bus. Auto. Train. Piroque. Moto/bicyclette. Other. 
 
45. Au total, combien de personnes travaillent au même endroit que vous? 
 
At the common-sense level, it may be assumed that people who live in a village "know" what 
is going on. This implies a high degree of validity and reliability in community 
characterization by individual informants. More arguably, it implies that selecting informants 
can provide reliable and valid data about communities. The 1992 Uganda Integrated 
Household Survey had a separate Community questionnaire asking questions about topics of 
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direct concern to World Bank priorities. Depending on the topic, informants were: One male 
and one female leader; a mixed group of men and women; separate groups of men and 
women; school officials. The 1995 Tanzanian Social Capital and Poverty Survey characterized 
villages on the basis of individual and relational attributes of individual respondents, which 
averaged about 16 persons per village. In statistical terms, it is difficult to regard answers by a 
few individuals as reliable. But they may be valid. In short, to understand social capital better 
we need good data about communities as well as individuals and households. 
 
Communal bonds of tribe, religion or ethnicity may lead people to support others who belong 
to the same group, even though they are not part of an informal face-to-face network. Such 
bonds represent an extension of the "friends of friends" concept. They can encourage traders to 
associate with each other, form mutual aid societies or deal with each other as insiders, thus 
giving them advantages in the market place, whatever the disadvantages conveyed by their 
ascriptive status. 
 
A number of African questionnaires collect information about tribe, ethnicity, religion and/or 
home language. In societies where such distinctions are relevant, it would be appropriate to 
collect basic data about categoric attributes and identifications and ways in which individuals 
and households make use of such ties to get a job, assist migration to the city, etc. 
 
 V CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 
Individuals and households vary in the extent to which they rely on social capital--and whether 
or how they combine informal and formal networks. What difference does access to social 
capital, especially informal social networks, make for the way people live? In the African 
context, the primary concern is with poverty, however defined, and the World Bank has 
published numerous studies about the measurement of poverty, as well as its causes and 
consequences. Measures of physical health, including the avoidance of destitution or 
starvation or high rates of infant mortality, are relevant, and normally included in surveys. 
Given measures of welfare or "illfare" already available, it is possible to test the association 
between these indicators and the social capital of individuals and households. 
 
A focus on social capital also raises fresh concerns about the meaning of welfare. For 
example, the emphasis on informal networks as a source of capital for entrepreneurship or job-
seeking makes it appropriate to think of social capital as a means for households to get ahead, 
raising their longterm household standard of living by using informal social capital to finance 
productive and profitable investment in land, manufacturing or services, conventional 
resources in a modern market economy.  
 
Alternatively and additionally, it could be argued that "too tight" an integration of individuals 
and households into informal social capital networks may lead to a low-level equilibrium trap, 
in which obligations to family, kin and friends cause an economically irrational allocation of 
time. This could come about because individuals or households were expected to support less 
productive households, or because claims on individuals, particularly women, discouraged the 
development of individual potential through autonomous actions. 
 
Analytically, there remains the question: What does it all add up to? At this stage of our 
knowledge, the idea of an aggregate indicator of the amount of social capital in a country 
appears misplaced, for it assumes that all forms of social capital can be reduced to a single 
denominator, and varied nonmoney as well as monetized outputs can also be aggregated. Such 
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steps are necessary to say how much social capital there is in a single country, and produce a 
"league table" of countries with more or less social capital. This is not currently realistic in an 
African context. Even if measurement were perfect, such a figure would not be useful for 
policymaking within a country, for a mean national value tells us nothing about what is 
operationally crucial, namely, differences in the distribution of social capital within a country. 
 
VI TOWARD A STANDARD SET OF SOCIAL CAPITAL INDICATORS 
 
This review of questionnaires in Anglophone and Francophone Africa shows that many 
questions have been asked that could be used as measures of social capital. 
 
Thus, there are two possibilities for advancing understanding. 
 
1. ANALYZE EXISTING SURVEYS 
 
Examining data at hand is desirable--but only if it is adequate to the issues of concern. But this 
is not entirely the case. 
 
Meaningful analysis requires comprehensive coverage of the major elements of social capital, 
and there are good theoretical and practical grounds for avoiding the use of indicators 
collected for other purposes as proxies for what we as yet only imperfectly measure or 
understand. While every survey has some indicators of social capital, coverage is not 
adequate. Given the newness of the subject, it is premature to rely on fragmentary evidence. 
To model the process by which social networks in Africa produce goods and services that 
improve welfare, we need indicators of what happens at each step of the process. Nor is this 
surprising; OECD countries are also short of information about informal networks and their 
productive uses. 
 
An additional practical reasons for not relying on existing data is that a great deal of analytic 
work would need to be done to construct approximate measures of social capital. This would 
require using machine-readable files for purposes for which they are not designed, and for 
which documentation or technical details may be sparse. Moreover, even if start up costs are 
not substantial, it is much more costly in analytic time to "re-construct" measures from a 
survey designed for another purpose than to analyze a purpose-built survey. 
 
If secondary analysis is to be undertaken, the following conditions are relevant. It should be 
confined to a single area where social capital is prima facie important, e.g. access to a specific 
service or remittances. There should be a reasonable amount of data collected, preferably from 
at least two different countries. Staff analyses should have identified appropriate measures of 
goods and services that could be affected by social capital. Computer files should be in good 
shape for analysis and already have measures of goods and services derived from raw data. 
 
Given that some surveys are now five years old and analysis could not start until 1998, there is 
also an opportunity cost. Dedicating limited resources to analyze ageing surveys precludes 
having new, specially commissioned data analyzed by the beginning of the year 2000. 
 
2. CREATE A "BEST PRACTICE" SOCIAL CAPITAL MODULE 
 
The most efficient questionnaire design works from concepts, models and hypotheses to 
colloquial questions that stimulate respondents to provide the data necessary to measure key 
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variables. Thus, once data is collected there is a clear idea of how it ought to be analyzed, and 
how the results can be interpreted in ways relevant to public policy. There is now a conceptual 
framework for creating and applying a social capital questionnaire in African societies. 
 
Introducing social capital to the analysis of African problems can be a conceptual 
breakthrough, offering a rationale for integrating analytically information previously treated as 
anecdotal and left out of formal decision processes. It can also add to the value of existing 
surveys through a marginal investment of effort, since many measures of welfare outputs and 
social capital networks are already included. 
 
To create a "best practice" social capital module requires intellectual investment that specifies: 
 
1. What we need to know. 
 
2. What relevant data has already been collected. 
 
3. What additional questions need to be included in future surveys to provide good measures 
of social capital. 
 
4. Allocates time for analytic work with new empirical data to refine social capital indictors. 
 
While the limitations of existing surveys advises against reliance for a full understanding of 
social capital, the relevance and quantity of work already done constitutes a substantial 
platform of achievement. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that committing significant but 
finite resources to add a social capital dimension to African surveys should produce positive 
benefits for understanding how Africans try to avoid poverty, why some are more successful 
than others--and what role may be played by formal organizations regularly the object of 
World Bank policies. 
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