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CHAPTER 8

Social Capital, GDP and Quality of Services

Paola Borvdandini and Luca Bortolott:

Abstract This chapter examines the interrelationships between social
capital, GDP per capita, and a multi-dimensional index of quality of public
services in Italian provinces from 2008 to 2022. The analysis confirms that
these three dimensions are positively correlated, suggesting a mutually
reinforcing “virtuous circle”, a finding already highlighted in the literature.
However, the strength of these associations has declined compared to
previous studies, exhibiting a further slight decrease in the period we
analyse. The link between social capital and GDP, while positive, has
weakened and shows signs of a curvilinear relationship, possibly indicating
a “defensive growth” dynamic where economic gains in wealthy areas may
come at the expense of social cohesion. Similarly, the correlation between
social capital and quality of services has decreased over time. The analysis
extends beyond these core relationships, adopting preliminary regression
models to demonstrate the significant role of these three factors in pro-
moting social sustainability and cohesion, evidenced by their impact on
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reducing gambling, improving women’s quality of life, and encouraging
donations toward municipality governments. The findings suggest that
investing in social capital and promoting integrated policies that consider
its interlinkages with economic development and quality of services are
crucial for building more cohesive and sustainable communities.

Keywords Social capital - Italy - Social sustainability - Social cohesion -
Defensive growth

8.1 INTRODUCTION

The aim of this chapter is to test our index of social capital so as to
understand its relationships over time with economic growth and the
quality of local services. Once again, our starting point is the seminal
study of Putnam, Nanetti and Leonardi of 1993, in which the authors
investigate how much the performance of the Regions of Italy was influ-
enced by social capital with respect to regional economic growth. The
relationship between these three dimensions is complex and controversial,
both empirically and theoretically. Here we analyse and discuss it dia-
chronically on the basis of the provincial data collected.

We show that the divide between the north and south of Italy in terms
of social capital overlaps with the divide in terms of income and quality of
public services, a triangle that enabled us to discuss the plausibility of
a two-way causal model between the three dimensions, in which each
can act both as a dependent and an independent variable. We also examine
the way social capital, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and quality of
services can promote certain aspects of social sustainability and cohesion.

8.2 EconoMic GROWTH AND SociaLl CAPITAL

The relation between social capital and economic development is complex
because the link between these two dimensions may vary in time and in
different contexts, and because the literature is often based on conflicting
definitions of both concepts. In the literature one finds examples of studies
that describe a clear positive association between the two dimensions, and
others that report a negative or curvilinear trend.

Most authors underline the existence of a close positive relation
between economic development and social capital, pointing out that the
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latter (or its components, such as trust in others) can create an environment
conducive to investment, innovation and economic growth (Fukuyama,
1995; Helliwell, 2008; Zack & Knack, 2001). Others, however, have
reported a negative correlation, focusing on the limits that social capital
(especially bonding) can pose to entreprenecurial opportunities in social
contexts characterised by dense, closed networks (e.g. Granovetter, 1973,
2005; Alesina & La Ferrara, 2002).

Reports of a curvilinear relationship are also interesting. They find that the
relationship between social capital and economic growth is positive up to
a certain level of development, after which it may become negative. A case in
point is that of defensive growth, where growth of GDP occurs through
erosion of the stock of social capital (Bartolini & Bonatti, 2008; Bartolini,
2021). An example of such growth of GDP is offered by the home-
entertainment market. Free time and social life increasingly involve the
consumption of private products (like streaming and video games) rather
than free social activities." In economic terms, social life and the home-
entertainment sector can be considered substitutes with a fundamental dis-
tinction: social (and political) activities are free, whereas the entertainment
market increases GDP (Bartolini, 2010, p. 86).

In Making Democracy Work, Putnam et al. linked social capital and an
index of economic modernity composed of various indicators (collected
between 1970 and 1977),? finding a strong correlation of 0.81 between
the two dimensions at regional level. This important result was in line with
the Italian industrial situation of the period, based on small firms having
strong local roots, where social capital was a central ingredient of the so-
called “industrial atmosphere” typical of the industrial districts of Terza
Italin (Bagnasco, 1977; Becattini, 1975, 1987; Trigilia, 1986).

! The considerations of Putnam on this point in Bowling Alone (2000) are also of interest.

2 Growth of the home-entertainment industry is not the only trend that leads to mutual
reinforcement of GDP and social disintegration. When distrust increases in a community,
there may also be an increase in “guard labour”, i.e. the protection of people and property
market. This increases jobs for supervisors and private guards, as well as purchases of security
systems. The dynamics are clear: trust is free, whereas surveillance and security have to be
bought and therefore increase GDP (Bartolini & Bonatti, 2008; Bartolini, 2021).

3The indicators were: per capita income, regional GDP, the agricultural and industrial
shares of the workforce, and the agricultural and industrial shares of added value (Putnam
etal., 1993: 219).
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In 2008, Cartocci and Vanelli, trace a strong correlation between social
capital and economic growth using data collected at province level in the
early 2000s, recording a Pearson coefficient of 0.82. In their case, howev-
er, instead of building an index of economic modernity, they used GDP,
namely the sum of the added value produced at the level of province. This
was a substantial difference with respect to Putnam et al. that made the
results difficult to compare, since GDP concentrates on consumption and
excludes economic aspects linked to structural and organisational change.

To maintain comparability with the province data collected by Cartocci,
we focused on the relation between social capital and GDP, studying the
relationship in the period 2008-2022,* which in Italy was characterised by
profound economic turmoil (IMF, 2024).° Figure 8.1 shows a divide in the
geography of GDP per capita between northern and southern Italy that
persists or even slightly exacerbates over the period considered.

Returning to the relation between GDP and social capital, the correla-
tions we detected between 2008 and 2022 were all positive, but much
weaker than those recorded previously. The coefficient of correlation r was
0.68 in 2008 and 0.62 in 2022.

Figure 8.2 offers insights into the link between social capital and GDP.
The 104 Italian provinces analysed are shown in relation to GDP and
social capital in 2022.° The scatterplot shows a positive relation between
the two variables (r=10.62), since most provinces fall in the first (lower
right) and third (upper left) quadrants, defined on the basis of national
mean values of social capital and GDP set at 100. In particular, almost all
southern provinces that historically record social capital and GDP below

*The GDP data comes from the website of ISTAT, except for 2022, which is from the
dataset of I/ Sole 24 Ore: https:/ /github.com/IISole24Ore.

®The global financial crisis that exploded in the USA in 2008 had significant international
repercussions that affected Italy and other European countries. In particular, the GDP of Italy
showed a sharp decline (-5,3%) in 2009. The crisis magnified certain structural weaknesses of
the Italian economy, such as the low productivity of firms and high public debt. These factors
contributed to the sovereign debt crisis that began in 2011. Pro-cyclic fiscal policies adopted in
2011 triggered a new phase of recession in 2013. This situation further aggravated economic
conditions, having repercussions on employment, consumption, standard of living and the
stability of firms. The subsequent health crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic with its
lockdowns determined a further recession in 2020, marking a new phase of difficulty for the
Italian economy (IMF, 2024).

6 Similar results were also recorded in the previous years, or using the index of critical
rather than classical social capital.
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Fig. 8.1 DPer capita GDP by province (quintiles). Years: 2008, 2013, 2018 and
2022. Map of provinces with names: See Appendix, Sect. A
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the national average fall in the first quadrant, pointing to a positive linear
correlation between the two variables. Indeed, in southern Italy, per capita
income and social capital increase proportionally at almost the same rate.
The trend of the relationship in the rest of the country is more dispersed,
especially if we consider the results of prior studies. Specific study of this
aspect would be worthwhile.

When we compare our dispersion diagram with that of Cartocci and
Vanelli (2008) who used data of the 2000s (ibidem, p. 92), some differ-
ences are evident:

1. aless crowded third quadrant (provinces with higher than average
income and social capital);

2. afourth quadrant (provinces with high income but low social capital)
containing the principal provinces of the North-West (in particular
Turin and Milan);

3. more provinces and metropolitan areas from the former red area
(Centre) below the regression line, i.e. where effective social capital
is lower than expected on the basis of income;

4. a shift of Sardinian provinces (particularly Cagliari, Oristano,
Nuoro, and Sassari) from the first to the second or third quadrant,
indicating their progress in terms of social capital.

Some of these changes suggest a transformation of the model linking
GDP and social capital from a linear to a curvilinear relationship. Indeed
Fig. 8.2 shows a parabola, suggesting that at low levels of GDP, eco-
nomic growth and social capital growth move together, while at higher
levels of GDP, further economic growth is accompanied by a reduction
in social capital. The turning point, i.e. the level at which GDP became
negatively related to social capital, occurred in 2022 at a GDP about 50%
higher than the national average. We verified econometrically that the
relationship between social capital and GDP was parabolic, i.e. an initial
positive relationship was followed by a turning point, beyond which
further income improvements were accompanied by a decrease in social
capital. These results were statistically significant and confirmed over
time.”

7We tested the equation SC=aGDP +BGDP2+ ¢, where SC is our measure of Social
Capital, and GDP? is the square of GDP per capita. In order to be a parabolic relationship,
o must be positive (non-zero) and B negative (non-zero), while ¢ can be any number,
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Fig. 8.2 Scatterplot of social capital and GDP per capita by province, 2022
(curvilinear relationship). Map of provinces with names: See Appendix, Sect. A

Although further evidence is necessary before we can claim that the
relationship is curvilinear, this result seems coherent with the hypothesis of
defensive growth mentioned above. The case of Milan is paradigmatic of
such a trend, since the capital of Lombardy is by far the richest province
of Italy in terms of GDP, whereas its social capital is lower than the
national mean and decreased in the study period.® A similar pattern was
also evident in other cities (Bologna, Florence, Genoa and Turin®),

positive, negative or zero. All these conditions were verified, also including a robustness test
that excluded Milan as an outlier. The estimated turning point was 152 in 2008, 152 in
2013, 150 in 2018 and 149 in 2022 (the average income per capita in Italian provinces was
set at 100). This means that Italian provinces are slowly approaching the turning point.

8 The index numbers (GDP versus social capital) recorded for Milan at our four time points are:
2008 (201 vs 104),2013 (202 vs 97),2018 (207 vs 93) and 2022 (204 vs 90). Note that GDP is
always more than double the national average (which for index numbers is set at 100), whereas
social capital is almost always below the national mean and showed a linear decreasing trend.

® GDP versus social capital for Florence: 2008 (118 vs 118),2013 (117 vs 111), 2018 (117 vs
106), 2022 (136 vs 108); Bologna: 2008 (131 vs 129), 2012 (133 vs 116), 2018 (133 vs 109),
2022 (155 vs 110); Genoa: 2008 (131 vs 125),2013 (127 vs 129),2018 (132 vs 118),2022 (134
vs 110); Turin: 2008 (122 vs 96), 2013 (121 vs 96), 2018 (125 vs 96), 2022 (122 vs 94).
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suggesting that in certain contexts, economic growth is increasingly ac-
companied by a hectic lifestyle that reduces the time available for civic
commitment and participation in Italian political and social life.'®

8.3  QUALITY OF SERVICES AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

The book by Putnam et al. 1993 has the clear merit of raising the
importance of studying the relationship between social capital and
the efficiency of institutional government, showing that in Italy, the
Regions of the centre-north had more efficient government and ser-
vices than the southern Regions, which were poorer in terms of civic
culture. According to their initial interpretation, social capital was the
crucial variable for effective institutional government, more than “eco-
nomic modernity”. Putnam and colleagues saw civic culture as the
primary determinant of regional institutional performance because it
promotes trust, public spirit and political as well as social participation.
Thus civic culture facilitates governance and promotes a legitimate,
responsible and congruent political class of high quality. On this
basis, the relation between social capital and institutional performance
resembles the findings of studies on territorial identity and the quality
of democracy (Almagisti, 2003, 2022).

In the decade after publication of Making Democracy Work, many
empirical studies confirmed the positive (or at least non-negative) asso-
ciation of social capital with institutional performance, also in other
countries and in contexts different from that of Italy. However, many
of these studies are more cautious about the direction of the causal
relationship proposed by Putnam et al. in 1993, pointing out that
widespread trust and the vitality of a civic community could also be the
product of equality or of their legal and political environment (e.g.
Knack & Keefer, 1997; Rothstein, 2011; Easterly, 2001; La Porta
et al., 1997; Levi, 1998; Muller & Seligson, 1994).

The complexity of the relation between social capital and institutional
performance makes it reasonable to postulate a bidirectional causality
between these two dimensions, capable of producing a kind of virtuous

A more detailed analysis based on an inter-province inequality index could clarify
whether inequality questions underlie the growth of provincial GDP, and what the implica-
tions could be for the present research.
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circle (Bordandini & Cartocci, 2019, p. 136). On one hand, political and
social participation facilitates an exacting, coherent political demand for
public goods rather than parcelled-out benefits; on the other it favours
the selection of administrators capable of promoting efficient govern-
ment institutions that help build civic identity and foster democratic
norms, in the spirit of March and Olsen (1989; see also Cartocci,
2000; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005). It is a delicate mechanism that can
be interrupted or change direction, especially in situations of repeated
disappointment, poorly consolidated institutional legitimacy and politi-
cal offerings couched in populist terms (Bordandini et al., 2024).

On an empirical plane, Putnam et al. built a provincial index of institu-
tional performance using 12 indicators that they gathered over a period of
7 years (1978-1985)."! They found a correlation (Pearson’s r) of 0.92
with social capital. This index of institutional performance was not used
again due to its complexity and the loss of validity of some of'its indicators.
In 2008, Cartocci and Vanelli replaced it with a simpler provincial index,
centred on the efficiency of public services (the management of water and
waste), obtaining a good though but much lower correlation with social
capital (0.66)."* In this chapter we concentrate on an index of quality of
services obtained by a similar approach, based on three indicators, the data
for which were collected at four time points:

"'"The indicators used for the regional index of institutional performance (see appendix
C in Putnam et al.;, 1993: 198) were: reform legislation, day care centres, housing and
urban development, statistical and informational services, legislative innovation, cabinet
stability, family clinics, bureaucratic responsiveness, industrial policy instruments, budget
promptness, local unit health spending and agricultural spending capacity. In Making
Democracy Work, the regional index of institutional performance was also compared with
an index of local government performance which included as many as 15 indicators focused
on the setting up and organisation of local and municipal services such as: municipal
sporting centres, sewage systems, municipal libraries, health clinics, meeting rooms,
waste collection, school transport, mobility of municipal employees and technical services,
water distribution systems, training of administrative personnel, school canteens, adminis-
trative re-organisation, whether the council has a planning office and a technical office (see
appendix E in Putnam et al., 1993).

12 Cartocci and Vanelli chose three indicators for the years 2005 and 2006: efficiency of the
water distribution system by province (100 minus the percentage of water lost by the
system), wastewater treatment capacity by province (percentage of citizens connected to
water treatment plants x days of functioning x efficiency of treatment system) and the volume
of differentiated waste collection by province (% of total waste produced).
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e cfficiency of the water distribution system (100 minus the percentage
of water loss);"?

e differentiated waste collection (percentage of total waste
produced);"*

e day care places available per 100 of population under 3 years of age."®

In different ways, these indicators track the capacity of local govern-
ment to ensure efficiency in three essential services. The efficiency of water
supply captures the “performance of public services in terms of capacity to
mobilise infrastructure investments, maintain the water distribution sys-
tem and combat unauthorised abstraction of water” (Cartocci & Vanelli,
2008, p. 44), whereas the indicating portion of percentage of waste
differentiated on total waste produced measures the capacity of waste
collection providers to effectively recover differentiated materials.'®
Places available in day care per 100 infants under 3 years is an indicator
that captures the effort made by local government to ensure an essential
service of education and support to the population.'”

In Italy, local authorities outsource public services to providers in three
main ways:'® (1) by public tender open to capital companies; (2) by
advertising for a partner in order to constitute a public-private partnership;
(3) by entrusting the service to a public in-house company.

13 Source: the BES system of indicators (Benessere Equo e Sostenibile), in turn based on
the ISTAT census of waters for civil use (https://www.istat.it/statistiche-per-temi/focus/
benessere-e-sostenibilita/la-misurazione-del-benessere-bes /il-bes-dei-territori /).

' Data from Istituto Superiore per la Protezione e la Ricerca Ambientale (ISPRA).

!5 Source: ISTAT (http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?Queryld=23231). This indicator mea-
sures the availability of day care for the population of infants under 3 years of age. Data is
available from 2013. We combined places in public and private day-care centres to provide
statistics that can be compared at European level. In any case, the results do not change
significantly when only public centres are included. Regarding organisational options of
Italian municipalities for the provision of services for infants, see Casula and Profeti, 2024.

16 As suggested by Cartocci and Vanelli (2008, p. 52), this indicator simultaneously measures
the capacity of waste disposal companies to offer citizens this possibility and the responsiveness
of citizens in differentiating waste materials: paper, glass, etc. Thus the indicator has an
extraneous portion linked to the degree of collaboration of citizens. On the role of collaboration
between citizens and administrations for collective purposes, see Profeti and Tarditi, 2019.

7 Among other things, public bodies ascribe an important function of integration to day
care (Campomori & Casula, 2022).

'8 For an exhaustive list of all the modes of providing services, see Casula and Profeti, 2024.
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http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=23231
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In mapping the quality of services at the level of province, it is important
to bear in mind that irrespective of how open the market is to public
services, local government is ultimately responsible for the quality of the
services provided. Indeed, the local authority is responsible for imposing
appropriate quality standards on the service provider, also by finding com-
panies that assume the task of improving inefficient infrastructure (as in the
case of a leaky water distribution system) (Citroni & Lippi, 2006 and
Giannelli, 2006). This responsibility remains even when the service compa-
ny is not chosen directly by local government, because local institutions are
involved in decision processes that lead to selection of the service company,
and because it is their task to decide how much and how to invest in a given
service for the area. Moreover, in some cases, these actions of programming
and control of the quality of services fall within optimal territorial scopes (or
inter-municipal agreements) that vary with the type of service.

Table 8.1 shows the main characteristics of the three indicators and our
index of quality of services. If we examine the trend of the indicators
between 2008 and 2022, we see a clear and constant reduction in water
supply efhiciency, which could highlight failure to invest in infrastructure
maintenance since the economic crisis. Differentiated waste collection
showed a sharp increase in efficiency, probably facilitated by increased
awareness of the problem in the population, but also due to local laws
that envisage fines for non-compliance. The capacity of day-care structures
also shows a constant increase, though the Italian average is still far from the
target of 33% proposed by the Council of Europe in Barcelona in 2002."

Apart from differentiated waste collection, the differences between
minimum and maximum values recorded in the most and least efficient
provinces did not show a decreasing time trend, not even in the case of the
general index of quality of services.*’

!9 At the end of 2022, the Council of Europe recommended a higher target of 45%.

20 Before building the index of quality of services, we used PCA to verify the congruence of
the three indicators, finding a single underlying dimension for all four years. The explained
variance of the factor extracted was 59.9% in 2008, 51.7% in 2013, 56.7% in 2018 and 55.8%
in 2022. The highest factor weights were recorded by the day-care indicator which never fell
below 0.807 in the four years studied. The differentiated waste collection indicator showed
the lowest factor weight in 2022 (0.676). Prior to this, the water supply efficiency indicator
showed the lowest factor weights: 0.687 in 2018, 0.606 in 2013 and 0.719 in 2008. Like the
index of social capital, the index of quality of services was constructed using the arithmetic
mean of the three indicators expressed as index numbers (national mean = 100).
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Fig. 8.3 Index of quality of services at the level of province. Years: 2008, 2013,

2018 and 2022. Map of provinces with names: See Appendix, Sect. A
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Figure 8.3 maps the index of quality of services at province level in the
years 2008, 2013, 2018 and 2022. Irrespective of year, provinces of the
north and centre-north recorded the best performance: in top position we
always find Ravenna, Reggio Emilia and Bologna, followed by Milan, Trento
and Biella, three Emilian provinces, one Piedmontese, one Lombard and
one Trentino. No city in the centre-south or south was in the top 15. In the
last five positions we have Palermo, Syracuse and Catania in all four years.

Regarding the correlations between social capital and index of quality
of services, again we find strong positive associations in line with previous
studies, though a decreasing time trend was evident: Pearson’s r was 0.72
in 2008, 0.69 in 2013, 0.70 in 2018 and 0.59 in 2022. This trend could
also be due to exogenous factors such as the already mentioned
European objectives to increase day-care places, or measures in Italy to
track citizen behaviour with regard to waste differentiation.?!

8.4  SociaL CariTAL, GDP AND SERVICES: A VIRTUOUS
CIRCLE?

The challenge facing Putnam et al. in 1993 was to interpret the relation
between social capital, institutional performance and economic modernity,
with institutional performance as the dependent variable, though in Making
Democracy Work there is no trace of a regression model testing this hypoth-
esis, presumably because the number of region-cases was only 20. Putnam’s
empirical evidence consisted mostly of bivariate relations: a correlation
between institutional performance and economic modernity of 0.77, be-
tween economic modernity and social capital of 0.81, and between institu-
tional performance and social capital of 0.92, as mentioned above.

In 2013, Vassallo questioned Putnam’s approach, also empirically, to
analysis of the relation between social capital, economic development and
institutional performance, introducing a new independent variable: the
strength of regional political-institutional factors (such as stability, party
discipline and level of electoral competition). While recognising that social
capital is a major determinant of regional health system performance and
citizens’ satisfaction with institutional government, Vassallo presented

21 These exogenous factors, related to national and European policies, tend to reduce the
correlation between social capital and quality of services. This happens because such measures
to some extent smooth differences in the provision of the services in question between
provinces, attenuating any differences that could be imputed to local social capital.
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empirical evidence that the strength of government and of economic
development are more important aspects for the management of
European cohesion funds and the integration of migrants.??

Here we do not define the quality of services as a dependent variable of
social capital and economic growth, but we consider the three dimensions to
be linked by reciprocal relations. In the previous section we mentioned
the bidirectional causal relationship between social capital and institutional
performance, of which the quality of services is an important aspect. Indeed,
we expect provinces with high civic sense to have citizens who are more likely
to complain in the case of inefficient local government. At the same time, in
those provinces, we expect employees to be more responsible about the
objectives of their work and hence more attentive to the quality of the services
they ofter.

To quote Cartocci and Vanelli (2008, pp. 93-95) on the bidirectional
causality between social capital and economic development and between
economic development and quality of services: “... an absence of social
capital impedes economic development, for example due to lack of trust in
others and in institutional government and due to the absence of informal
penalties for opportunistic behaviour. Besides, distrust and opportunism grow
when economic conditions offer little possibility of social mobility or an
improvement in people’s economic condition. Forms of collective action are
bindered and particularvistic velationships are fosteved, discouraging those
who place their bhope in meritocracy ... [It is also reasonable to presume
that] efficient public services have positive divect and indivect effects on
income, reducing the cost of public service provision ... and attracting
foreign firms (our transiation)”.

Figure 8.4 shows the correlations between social capital and GDP,
quality of services and social capital and between quality of services and
GDP in the period 2008-2022. The relationship between GDP and
quality of services shows stable and higher correlations (between 0.76
and 0.73) than that between social capital and GDP (0.68-0.62) and
especially that between social capital and quality of services (0.71-0.59).
The correlations are always positive and significant, suggesting a virtuous
circle between the three dimensions, although with respect to the past,
the weight of the different coefficients has changed. The correlations
between our data are always stronger between GDP and quality of

22See Campomori and Caponio 2013; Pavolini and Vicarelli 2013; Profeti 2013;
Tronconi 2013; Vignati 2013.
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Fig. 8.4 Coefficient of correlation between GDP and social capital, quality of
services and social capital and between quality of services and GDP. Years: 2008,
2013, 2018 and 2022

services, whereas those found by Cartocci and Vanelli were strongest
between GDP and social capital, and those found by Putnam et al. were
strongest between institutional performance and social capital.

8.5 BeyonD Social CAPITAL

In this section we test the data so far presented, examining how social
capital, economic growth and quality of services affect some daily aspects
of social sustainability and social cohesion. In particular, we look at their
effects on money gambled at the level of province (as an indicator of social
isolation), on the number of citizens per 1000 of population who assign
their 5 x 1000 (0.5% of their income tax) to their local municipality (as an
indicator of local identity and support of local government) and on the
quality of women’s lives (as an indicator of equality and well-being).
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The OLS regressions we present for these three dependent variables are
simple as they do not consider control variables but only our three main
independent variables: social capital, GDP and quality of services.”® These
models are obviously embryonic but can offer indications for determining
strategic levers on which to act in order to promote the dimensions of
social cohesion and sustainability that interest us here.”*

Our first dependent variable, money gambled, was defined operatively as
the ratio of total amount of money gambled in authorised circuits in 2018
to total GDP of the province.”® There is a quite extensive literature on the
link between social capital, social isolation and gambling. The studies of
Griswold and Nichols (2006) and Awaworyi, Churchill and Farrell (2020),
for example, highlight a close link between social capital and gambling, but
while the former identify casinos as causing a reduction in social capital, the
latter find an opposite causal mechanism. The relation between gambling
and social isolation is also strong (Lin et al., 2024), as is that between
loneliness and gambling (McQuade & Gill, 2012). From an economic
perspective, gambling is often perceived as an inferior consumer good or
a good on which poorer persons spend a greater percentage of their
resources (Wisman, 2000).

23 Control variables were not included to simplify the analysis. In any case, a preliminary
test of robustness showed that the results did not change substantially, but replicated
regressions controlling for province mean age.

2*In an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression, one aims to explain the dependent
variable, and one supposes that the independent variables, including the control variables, are
factors that influence the dependent variable. In the regressions of Table 8.2, the beta
coeflicients indicate the magnitude and direction of the effect of each independent variable
on the dependent variable, when all the other independent variables are held constant.
A positive coefficient suggests that an increase in the independent variable is associated
with an increase in the dependent variable, whereas a negative coefficient indicates an inverse
relationship. The standard error associated with each coefficient measures the uncertainty of
the estimate: smaller values indicate more precise estimates.

25 This ratio, published by the Agenzia delle Dogane e dei Monopoli at municipal level, was
obtained summing the total amount gambled at AWDP, Big, Bingo, Comma 7, Concorsi
pronostici sportivi, Eurojackpot, Ippica nazionale, Lotterie istantanee, Lotterie tradizionali,
Lotto, Scommesse ippica in agenzia, Scommesse sportive a quota fissa, Scommesse virtuali,
Superenalotto, VLT and Winforlife. On the institutional framing of anti-gambling policies in
Italy, see Bassoli et al., 2021.
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Table 8.2 Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions: effect of social capital,
GDP and quality of services on gambling, women’s quality of life and 5 x 1000
donated to municipalities per 1000 of population in the 106 provinces of Italy. All
variables (dependent and independent) are expressed as index numbers (Italian

mean = 100)

Gambling by province 2018

Cocfficient Betn

Standard error

Index of social capital -3.236*** 0.542

GDP 2.22%** 0.493

Index of quality of services -0.667 0.68

Constant 266.995*** 43.017
R-squared 0.329

Women’s quality of life 2022 Coefficient Beta Standard error
Index of social capital 0.190*** 0.052

GDP 0.151*** 0.054

Index of quality of services 0.507*** 0.076
Constant 15.261*** 5.33
R-squared 0.741

5x1000 to municipalities Cocfficient Beta Standard ervor
per 1000 of population 2022

Index of social capital 1.083*** 0.349

GDP 0.832** 0.36

Index of quality of services -0.323 0.507
Constant -59.55* 35.692
R-squared 0.282

*+% 5 <0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Table 8.2°° shows a negative impact of social capital on the increase in
the share of income gambled, and a positive coefficient for GDP, indicat-
ing that for a given social capital, at the provincial level, the percentage of
money gambled increases with wealth. This shows that for a given social
capital, gambling seems more frequent in the richer provinces. On the
other hand, the coefficient indicating the impact of quality of public
services is not statistically significant.

26 All the variables in Table 8.2 are expressed as index numbers (national mean = 100) and
refer to the year 2018 or 2022 depending on the most recent data available.
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To measure women’s quality of life, we used the composite index
published by I/ Sole 24 Ore in its 2022 report on quality of life. This
index measured women’s quality of life at provincial level by aggregating
12 indicators (see also Saganeiti & Fiorini, 2023).%” The literature on the
relation between gender gap and social capital developed mainly around
the concept of social capital as an individual network resource, like social
capital # /a Bourdieu, i.e. based on the idea that since women have smaller
and less articulated networks than men, they are penalised in terms of
economic and political career (Addis & Joxhe, 2017; Bordandini & Mule,
2021; Collischon & Eberl, 2021).

By contrast, our analysis shows that social capital, as a collective bridg-
ing resource, is an important element in the development of women’s
quality of life.

The results of the regression in Table 8.2 underline that at provincial
level, the central element for the promotion of women’s well-being is the
quality of services index, which (importantly) contains the availability
of day care. However, for a given quality of services, social capital pro-
motes reduction of the gender gap at provincial level, followed in third
place by mean provincial GDP, which is too significant and positive.

The third dependent variable considered was the choice of citizens to
assign their 5 x 1000 to local government rather than to other non-profit
organisations.”® This is a behaviour linked to identification with the local
community and municipality, a sign of bonding. On this point, Table 8.2
offers some important aspects: (1) social capital is the main promoter of
donating one’s 5 x 1000 to the municipality; (2) surprisingly, for a given
social capital and GDP, the quality of services does not significantly
influence the indicator; (3) the determinants considered only explain

27 The indicators considered are: female life expectancy at birth; female employment rate,
total and juvenile; occupational gender gap; paid days; share of female-owned businesses;
share of women in management positions; share of female municipal administrators; sexual
violence; female sport; graduates; percentage of female students with poor numerical skills
according to INVALSI tests (national standardized assessments of student learning out-
comes in Italy).

28 Data on 5 x 1000 is gathered annually by the Ttalian tax office (Agenzia delle Entrate).
Citizens can choose to assign 0.5% of their income tax to their municipality or to voluntary,
sporting, scientific, medical or cultural associations, or not name any specific destination. The
Agenzia aggregates the data on the basis of the organisations that receive the funds, not the
choices of the donors. This source has inspired many studies on social capital, focused on the
geography of the recipients of the funds (Buonanno et al., 2024).
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a limited portion of the variability of 5 x 1000 donations at provincial
level (r* = 0.282). These results pave the way for further study of the link
between bridging and bonding social capital and social cohesion.

In extreme synthesis, Table 8.2 shows a preliminary analysis to test the
data and obtain a first indication of the relative influence of social capital,
economic development and quality of services on some aspects of social
sustainability and cohesion. Despite the limits of the models and of using
indicators often chosen on the basis of availability of data at provincial
level, these results confirm the role of social capital in promoting a more
equal and resilient society.

8.6 CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter we examined the relation between social capital, economic
development and quality of public services at provincial level, showing that
these three dimension are closely interwoven and mutually interacting in
determining the well-being of a community.

Our results confirm the existence of a positive correlation between
social capital and economic development, though the strength of the
link decreased between 2008 and 2022, revealing the possibility of
a curvilinear trend due to so-called defensive growth; in other words,
indicating that over-emphasis on achieving economic growth could
erode social cohesion.

The data also showed a clear positive association between social capital
and quality of public services, suggesting that more cohesive communities
tend to offer more efficient services.

As we shall see in the following chapters, civic culture, economic well-
being and good government can be considered three interacting pillars for
social sustainability and cohesion. The lack or weakness of one of these
dimensions can favour inequality and social tensions, as demonstrated by
the recent loosening of the link between social capital and economic devel-
opment. In this view, investing in social capital and promoting policies that
consider inequality and the links between these dimensions can help build
more cohesive, resilient communities, prepared for future challenges.
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