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Abstract
In this paper we develop a new composite indicator, named Social Catalyst, able to account
for the complex and multifaceted nature of the social capital in a unitary measure. We use
our indicator, as well as its components, to explore the relation between social capital and
electoral participation in the parliamentary elections in Italy from 1994 to 2008, addressing
the potential endogeneity bias. Our findings show that (i) the Social Catalyst positively and
significantly affects voter turnout in both Chambers; (ii) among the different dimensions of
social capital, social norms and associational networks play a prominent role in the Italian
regional context.
Keywords Voter turnout · National parliamentary elections · Social capital · Social
catalyst · Italy
JEL codes D72 · C23

1 Introduction
Does community activity lead to collectively virtuous behavior and improve the quality of
democracy? Since the second half of the last century social capital has attracted increasing attention as a relevant factor underlying voting in democracies. A bulk of literature has
recognized that civic involvement, social connections, sharing common goals may play a
crucial role in explaining differences in political participation. People who socially interact represent an important channel to transmit norms of civic and political participation
and recruit other people in these activities (see, among others, Almond and Verba 1963;
Putnam 1993; Verba et al. 1995). Integration into formal and informal organizations helps
members of the organizations to develop communication and cooperation skills; it also
increases trust in people as well as in the political system. Trust, and in particular political
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trust, is considered an important prerequisite for an active and vigilant citizenry (Almond
and Verba 1963; Easton 1965; Gronlund and Setala 2007).1
Empirical evidence, mainly based on individual data or experiments performed on survey data in different countries, is mixed. Some papers find that social capital positively
affects voter mobilization by strengthening co-operative behavior or increasing the flow of
information (e.g. Putnam 1993; Henn et al 2007; Putnam 2000; Gerber et al. 2008). Others
show that it discourages electoral participation by exposing citizens to conflicting views
or providing them with an alternative channel to achieve personal goals and satisfaction
(e.g. Mutz 2002; Aktinson and Fowler 2014). Overall, these mixed findings are the result
of several issues: the difficulty to adequately and unanimously define a phenomenon which
encompasses different dimensions ranging from social networks to trust and civic norms;
the subsequent complexity of translating these multifaceted definitions into a ‘good’ measure2; the methodological problems of omitted variables and endogeneity that may affect
the electoral participation-social capital nexus. For all these motives, the empirical evidence on such a nexus is ambivalent. Moreover, if we consider that several governments
and international organizations have undertaken policies increasing community activity as
a way to promote (in developing countries) and strengthen (in advanced countries) democracy (see, on this point, Krishna 2007), further investigations are useful.
This paper focuses on Italy, an exemplary case study in the literature on social capital
(among others, Putnam 1993; Guiso et al. 2004; de Blasio and Nuzzo 2010; Crescenzi et al.
2013; Guiso et al. 2016). Using aggregate data, we aim at verifying whether the regional
endowment of social capital is a good predictor of the electoral participation in 5 national
parliamentary elections from 1994 to 2008.
Our contribution to the literature is twofold. As we mentioned before, a key issue in the
empirical analyses on social capital is its measurement. In this respect, we develop a new
composite indicator, named Social Catalyst, able to account for the complex and multifaceted nature of the social capital in a unitary measure that captures the ‘compositional effect
power’ of the different dimensions recognized by the literature. The methodology, which
we test using Italian data, is not country-specific, and can be generalized and applied to
other countries. Then, we use our new measure of social capital, as well as of its components, to verify its impact on electoral participation.
One problem with testing whether social capital affects voter turnout is possible reverse
causation. Several works on social capital have stressed the relation between trust and civic
engagement arguing that people who do not trust others will be less likely to participate
in public life. These works are based on a generalized worldview optimism, which for
the most part does not depend on experiences of participation in civil and political life;
they rather reflect a conception of trust as a sentiment linking people who do not know
each other (Uslaner 2002; Uslaner and Brown 2005). Other contributions, instead, link
civic engagement to trust and trust to participation (Brehm and Rahn 1997; Stolle 1998).
According to this view, the experiences of political and civic engagement may shape trust;
social activity over time may affects voter turnout and, in turn, participating in politics may

1

The impact of political trust on electoral turnout is contested. Indeed, also dis-trust is considered positive
for democracy as it helps to mobilize critical citizens who hold the decision-makers accountable (Norris
1999).
2
For a recent and exhaustive review of the definitions and measures of social capital see de Blasio et al.
2014.

13

Does Social Capital Affect Voter Turnout? Evidence from Italy	

increase social capital.3 Another concern is that social capital might be related to other
unobservable factors that contribute to explain the variation in turnout across regions.
We take into account all these problems and handle them through a robust identification
strategy based on an historical instrument, the number of free city-state in each region.
Our results show that the nexus between social capital and turnout is positive and strongly
significant in both Chambers and in all the specifications. Besides the ‘bundle effect’ identified by the Social Catalyst, we also focus on the channels through which social capital
affects voting participation in Italy and find that social norms and civicness play a relevant
and positive role, although with a different intensity.
The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 analyzes the dynamics of the national
parliamentary elections in our sample and discusses the methodology we use to build the
Social Catalyst. Section 3 presents the model and discusses the results. An additional analysis is provided in Sect. 4. Section 5 concludes.

2 Empirical Strategy
2.1 Why Italy?
As mentioned above, our analysis verifies the voter turnout-social capital nexus focusing
on 18 Italian regions from 1994 to 2008. We capture various aspects of civic capital in
a unitary measure and disentangle the weight of each variable entering the indicator, so
that we are able to separately discuss both the effects of the measure and of its individual
components.
Since the pioneering research by Almond and Verba (1963), which focuses on voluntary
organizations as “the most important foundations” of stable democracies4, Italy has been
considered an interesting case-study. Almond and Verba’s results indeed portray the Italian
political culture as characterized by alienation, social isolation and horizontal and vertical
dis-trust. In other words, Italian citizens are depicted as uninformed and less interested in
politics and civic affairs compared to the counterparts of other countries like Germany,
Great Britain, Mexico and USA. The subsequent Putnam’s seminal work (1993) relates the
variation of social capital in the Italian regions, rooted in different historical experiences,
to their different institutional performance. More recently Tabellini (2010) and Guiso et al.
(2016) focus on the long-term effects of social capital in the Italian municipalities.
Italy still deserves attention today. The Eurobarometer and World Value Surveys
report that the country is characterized by a low level of trust among people and
towards politics and institutions (Cartocci 2011). Moreover, the divide between the
Northern and the Southern Italian regions continues to embody a paradigm of withincountry differences. Indeed, as shown in Figs. 1 and 2 (and also highlighted in previous research by Buonanno et al. 2009; Barone and de Blasio 2010), turnout as well as

3
However, not all forms of civic engagement are alike, and trust should not work the same way across
all of them. While generalized trust does not specifically shape political participation but leads people to
participate to a variety of collective actions, particularized trust mostly leads them away from civic life
(Uslaner 2000).
4
Almond and Verba (1963) consider voluntary organizations as socialization’ environments and “schools
for democracy”, since they combine the role of membership with that of citizen in the social practice.
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Fig. 1  Dynamics of regional turnout at the Chamber elections

Fig. 2  Dynamics of regional turnout at the Senate elections

social capital are heterogeneously distributed throughout the regions despite common
institutions, school systems and religious and ethnic identities.
We concentrate our analysis on the period 1994–2008. In the mid-nineties indeed
a decentralization process started in Italy and ended up in 2001 with the creation of a
federalist architecture which gave autonomy to the regions and greater importance in
terms of political decisions and public policies’ provision (Ambrosiano et al. 2010).
Moreover, until the end of the 2000s, political participation has followed traditional
channels of expression, which only later have radically changed with the rapid diffusion of the Internet (Istat 2018). Also, the traditional form of social capital has been
weakened by the recent phenomenon of social networks which have acted as a substitute for the time people devote to voluntary activities (Prior 2005; Campante et al.
2018).
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2.2 Voter Turnout in Italy
Our dependent variable is regional voter turnout in national parliamentary elections.
According to the Italian Constitution the Parliament consists of two Houses – the Chamber
of Deputies and the Senate - which share the legislative power. The Chamber represents
national interests, while the Senate the regional ones. Citizens who are 18 and older have
the right to vote for the Chamber of Deputies; citizens who are 25 and older for Senate.
It is worth clarifying that voter turnout in referenda is excluded from the dependent variable because it has been largely used to proxy social capital (among others, Putnam 1993;
Guiso et al. 2004, 2008). Indeed, while turnout in referenda is itself a civic value and is
unlikely to be driven by pure individual interests, voting at the political elections could be
subject to rent-seeking or patronage, resulting in the erosion of social capital.
Economic literature has employed different measures of voter turnout depending on the
statistics available (Geys 2006).5 We employ the share of population which cast its vote
(Turnout) calculated in each region as the ratio between the number of voters and the population of voting age (i.e., the ‘age eligible’ population) in parliamentary elections. Data
come from the Historical Archive of Italian Ministry of Interior.
Figures 1 and 2 show the dynamics of the regional turnout at the Chamber and Senate
elections, respectively. The turnout varies between 65% and 95%. Its trend is decreasing in
all the regions of our sample except in four Southern ones (Basilicata, Calabria, Molise and
Sicily). The latter are characterized by a very low electoral participation, which has grown
between 1996 and 2006 and has decreased again in 2008. Overall, the figures display a
general stability of turnout along the time and space dimensions and a higher turnout in
the Northern regions. These stylized facts point out a persistent phenomenon of spatial
polarization.

2.3 The Social Catalyst
One of the main challenges of the paper is to build a new indicator of social capital, named
Social Catalyst, which has two major characteristics: (1) it is able to capture the multiple
facets of social capital identified in the literature into a unitary measure; (2) it can be easily
generalized to different contexts.
As already highlighted, social capital is a complex phenomenon encompassing various dimensions: social norms, shared community values, trust among people and towards
institutions, social networks, memberships in associations, civic engagement, which foster cooperation and collective actions for mutual benefits. Some scholars have mainly
focused on trust (see, among others, Fukuyama 1995; Bowles and Gintis 2002). Others
have emphasized the civicness dimension of social capital intended as common interests
and shared values of a community (like Coleman 1988; Putnam 1993) or the benefits that
the access to networks and social connections generate for the individuals (like in Bourdieu
1986; Burt 2000; Glaeser et al. 2002). Several contributions have highlighted the general
relevance of culture and social norms (see, among others, Putnam 1993; Bertrand et al.
2000).
5
Most of the empirical studies have used either the ratio between the number of voters and voting age
population and/or the number of voters over the number registered to vote. Some papers use the absolute
number of votes cast and the number of voters over the number of eligible voters. Nevertheless, it is difficult
to state which operationalization of the turnout rate is the ‘best’.
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Empirical studies on social capital suffer from lack of uniformity with respect to the
approaches and the related indicators. In this paper we share the conceptualization offered
by Putnam (1993) and subsequently revisited by Guiso et al. (2016). Indeed Putnam (1993)
describes social capital as a collective resource referring to social networks, norms of
reciprocity and trust that result from connections among individuals. Guiso et al. (2016)
which define social capital as a ‘civic capital’, i.e. a set of collective values and beliefs that
facilitate cooperation among the members of a community. In this regard, social capital is
closely related to ‘civic virtue’.
Therefore, our indicator points towards a measure of social capital generated by a combination of networks/cooperation, social norms and trust as interlinked dimensions which
all together depict the heritage of a community, consequently contributing to form a unitary concept. These dimensions are captured individually through several variables that are
not mutually exclusive, although each of them has its own characteristics and may have a
single impact on the dynamics of voter turnout.
Under this perspective, the individual components of our social capital indicator are
important not only per se but because they contribute to form a bundle that can affect
voter turnout differently from each component, once separately considered. We name this
effect the ‘compositional effect power’ and measure it employing our composite synthetic
indicator.
Following Goletsis and Chletsos (2011) and Pontarollo and Serpieri (2020), we construct the Social Catalyst through a normalization and weight elicitation which is based on
Principal Component Analysis (PCA). This procedure allows to transform multiple dimensions into a set of uncorrelated dimensions and to reduce dimensionality.
Our approach consists of two stages: (a) normalization of data and (b) weight elicitation. Through normalization6 we remove the different scale of each variable and identify
indicators that may be positively correlated with the phenomenon of interest. This stage is
necessary to ensure that an increase in the normalized indicators corresponds to an increase
in the composite indicator. Considering the hth indicator I for region i, Ihi is transformed to
Ihistd , taking values within the interval [0,1] according to the following equation:

Ihistd =

Ihi − mini (Ihi )
maxi (Ihi ) − mini (Ihi )

(1)

We employ the Principal Component Analysis for weight elicitation. This methodology
aggregates sub-indicators that are collinear into new ones named ‘components’ and determines the set of weights, which explains the largest variation in the original data. The PCA
has also the advantage that the largest factor loadings are attributed to the sub-indicators
that show the greater variation across units.
In order to retain the maximum of information, we keep the first two components that
cumulatively explain more than 70% of the overall variance of the original data and use the
other components selected for the aggregating procedure to guarantee that our variables are
not correlated.

6

There are different methods of normalization: ranking, re-scaling or min-max transformation, standardization or z-scores. Following Goletsis and Chletsos (2011), we employ the min-max transformation. However, the min max transformation may be sensitive to outliers, modifying the range of the distribution and
consequently the distance between transformed observations different from the max (or min). We checked
for the presence of outliers by comparing each original and transformed variable through a scatter plot with
marginal density plots and did not observed extreme values.
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We estimate weights as normalized squared loadings, which implies that each component’s share of variance is explained by each variable, and use the highest loading per variable weighted according to the relative explanatory power of the overall variance by each
component.
We aggregate the indicator through the following weighted additive function:
∑
Social Catalysti =
wh Ihistd
(2)
h

where i is the region, wh is the weight of indicator h and Ihiadi is the adjusted value of indicator Ih for region i.
Table 1 illustrates the individual components of our Social Catalyst. The choice of these
components is in line with the literature, which distinguishes forms of generalized and particularistic trust captured by several proxies (see, among others, Uslaner and Brown 2005;
de Blasio et al. 2014).
The dimension of generalized trust signals the degree of honesty and integrity of a
whole community and captures the relevance of general rules and values which dominate
the entitlements of personal relationships7. We proxy it with the variable Corruption exposure (Istat various years).
We proxy associational networks as a dimension of particularistic trust using Blood
donors (AVIS various years) and Associations (Istat various years). These variables depict,
in slightly different ways, cooperation and social interactions. While Associations relates
to networks often motivated by expectations about the behavior of other individuals which
create trust mostly among the members, Blood donors captures the humanitarian people’s
propensity to volunteering in favor of others.
We measure the dimension of social norms (civicness) using two variables: Newspapers
diffusion (ADS Cronos various years) and TV license taxpayers (RAI-Radio—Televisione
Italiana various years).
The variable Newspapers diffusion8 works as a channel that facilitates the transmission
and sharing of information among citizens, strengthening their sense of membership to a
community and their social participation. It is worth noting that during our time span most
of the news in Italy are still diffused by means of printed newspapers9. The circulation of
the newspapers in fact is quite stable from 1995 to 2006, while it has been steadily decreasing since 2007 (ASIG 2011). TV license taxpayers captures citizens’ tax morale and civic
behavior with respect to a tax payment which is very weakly enforced.10

7
It is worth noting that when people trust governments and institutions it is easier to build trust and cooperation among them. There are several examples of untrustworthy and corrupt governments and institutions
that have spread distrust throughout society (Paldam 2000).
8
Newspapers are both national and local. We assume that each copy is read by two individuals and therefore consider the variable over two times population, as in Gentzkow et al. (2011).
9
World Bank data indicate that Internet use in Italy began to take hold around 1998, reaching almost 41
percent of the population in 2007. See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.ZS?locations=IT
(last accessed October 1, 2018). It is also worth noting that from 2001 to 2010 newspaper readership has
been growing increasingly reaching almost 45% of the adult population in 2010. This is also explained by
the growing diffusion of access to sites web of newspapers (ASIG 2011).
10
During our sample period the television license tax was easy to evade and the fines for a household are
low relative to cost (up to 516 Euros plus a mandatory 5-year license purchase) (Bracco et al. 2015). We
consider the variable over three times population since a representative family in Italy includes three people.
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90

90
90
90
90

Associations

Blood donors
Newspapers diffusion
Corruption exposure
TV taxpayers

1.582
4.064
0.085
27.921

0.912
1.920
0.052
4.508

3.600

0.280
1.367
0.025
17.276

5.118

Std. Dev. Min.

3.727
8.494
0.355
36.162

17.621

Max.

Social activities include participation in meetings of associations (cultural/recreational, ecological, civil rights, peace, sport), trade union organizations, professional or
trade associations and political parties

a

Mean

Persons aged 14 and older who have volunteered in social activities over total popula- 10.122
tion aged 14 and oldera (%)

Definition

AVIS
Blood donors over population (%)
ADSCronos
Number of national and local newspapers over two times population
ISTAT
Number of prosecutions for crimes against public administration over population (%)
TV tax payers over three times population (%)
RAI Radio
TelevisioneItaliana

ISTAT

Source

All the variables are defined over the period 1992–2008

N

Variable

Table 1  The individual components of the Social Catalyst
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Table 2  PCA variable loadings and weights
Dimension

Variable

Axis 1 loading

Axis 2 Loading

Weights

Generalized Tust

Corruption exposure

0.3670

0.0080

0.2381

Social norms/Civicness

Newspapers diffusion
TV taxpayers
Associations
Blood donors

0.1650
0.2390
0.0150
0.2150

0.5740
0.3630
0.0210
0.0340

0.3728
0.2356
0.0138
0.1397

AssociationalNetworks

The choice of the proxies we employ in this paper is driven by the specificity of the
Italian case especially with respect to variables like Corruption and TV license taxpayers,
which are suited to capture phenomena of social and tax morality. Indeed, corruption and
tax morale are fundamental problems in Italy and have been – and still are - at the forefront
of the political and economic debate (Barone et al. 2012; Filippin et al. 2013; Fiorino and
Galli 2013). However, it is worth noting that such a choice does not undermine the potentiality of generalization of our methodology, which can be tested with alternative measures
of the Social Catalyst components.
The identified components account for approximately 82.5% of total variance. Variable
loadings and weights are in Table 2. The weight associated with Newspapers diffusion is
0.37, and the weight associated to Corruption exposure and TV taxpayers are around 0.23.
The weight of Blood donors is equal to 0.14, and of Associations to 0.01. This means that,
in construction of the indicator, newspapers diffusion is the most significant component,
followed by corruption exposure and TV taxpayers with equal significance (see Freudenberg 2003: 10).11
Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the average values of the Social Catalyst by quintile. A clear geographical pattern appears. The Northern regions show a higher social capital than the Southern ones, confirming previous research on the Italian North-South divide
(Bigoni et al. 2016; Cartocci and Vanelli, 2015).
Finally, Figures 4 and 5 graphically show the correlation between Social Catalyst and
turnout in the Chamber of Deputies and in the Senate, respectively. In both cases we
observe a clear-cut positive correlation: in areas of the country where social capital is
higher, turnout also is higher. Moreover, no outliers and leverage points are detectable in
the graphs.

3 The Empirical Model and Results
Our empirical model is the following:

Turnouti,t = 𝛼 + 𝛽Social Catalysti,t−1 + 𝛿𝐗i,t−1 + T + 𝜀i,t

(3)

11

The weights are related to the significance of each component and not to the relative importance in the
indicator (Becker et al., 2015) According to Nardo et al. (2008) in additive aggregations weights the meaning of substitution rates. For an interesting overview see Decancq and Lugo (2013).
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Fig. 3  Average values of the Social Catalyst by quartile

Where i is the number of regions, of which there are 18, t is the electoral year,
namely 1994, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2008. T is a time dummy, α, β and δ are parameters to
be estimated and the εi i.i.d error term. Turnout is alternatively Senate of Chamber turnout. Social capital is proxied by the Social Catalyst which is our variable of interest, and
X is a vector accounting for the following demographic, economic and institutional control variables (descriptive statistics are in Table A1 and correlation matrix in Table A2):

13

Does Social Capital Affect Voter Turnout? Evidence from Italy	
1

Turnout Chamber = 0.2206 Social Catalyst + 0.727
(p-val.<0.01)
R² = 0.5738

Turnout Chamber

0.95
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0.7
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0.4
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0.6
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0.8
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1

0.9

1

Social Catalyst

Fig. 4  Correlation between Social Catalyst and turnout in the Chamber of Deputies

1

Turnout Senate = 0.2249 Social Catalyst + 0.721
(p-val.<0.01)

R² = 0.5738

Turnout Senate

0.95

0.9

0.85

0.8

0.75

0.7

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

Social Catalyst

Fig. 5  Correlation between Social Catalyst and turnout in the Senate

– Population density, measured as the log of population over regional area in squared
kilometers. Data come from Istat. The literature is not unanimous about the effect of
population density on turnout. On the one hand, urbanization may generate a weakening of interpersonal relations and social norms, hereby reducing social pressure to
vote (see, among others, Geys 2006). On the other, the neighborhood context may
play a role in shaping voters’ participation to elections as living in close proximity,
belonging to the same social networks and interacting frequently can affect people’s
patterns of political behavior (see, among others, Fieldhouse and Cutts 2012).
– Income inequality, measured by the Gini index (based on data on the Survey of
Household Income and Wealth conducted by the Bank of Italy). With respect to
this issue, the literature is ambivalent. Some studies argue that greater income gap
intensifies social conflict for redistribution, increasing expected gains and losses
and therefore voter turnout (Meltzer and Richard 1981). Others highlight that poor
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respond to unequal redistribution by withdrawing from the political process (see, for
example, Goodin and Dryzek 1980).
– School attainment, measured as the share of population enrolled in high school, is associated to greater electoral participation (Blais 2000). Data come from CRENOS and
Istat.
– Winning margin, computed as the percentage vote gap between the largest party and its
closest competitor at the district level, captures the positive effect of political parties’
competitiveness on turnout (Matsusaka and Palda 1993; Geys 2006). The source of data
is Italian Ministry of Interior.
All the independent variables have been lagged by one year in order to avoid reverse
causality issues. As we show in the Results section, we employ a pooled and a random
effect model, which is the most suitable model according to the Hausman Test. Although
our results are based on covariates lagged of one year, we also provide IV pooled and IV
random effects, which allow to address simultaneity bias as well as errors in measurement
of the Social Catalyst. The IV approach requires the identification of a valid instrument i.e. an instrument that should satisfy the relevance and exclusion restrictions conditions.
According to these conditions, the instrument should correlate with the key explanatory
variable but not with the error term. We instrument the Social Catalyst with the number of
free city-state per region as in Guiso et al. (2016).
The choice of this instrument rests on the following. Investigating the factors behind
social-capital accumulation, several studies have stressed the role of the long-term evolution of culture and social norms in Italy (Putnam 1993; Bracco et al. 2015; Albanese
and de Blasio 2016; Guiso et al 2016). As matter of fact, the medieval experience of selfgovernment (Comuni) stimulated social and political institutions that built mutual trust and
cooperative norms over the long run, persisting to the present day. Based on this argument,
we hypothesize that the number of free city-state in each region correlates with our Social
Catalyst.
Furthermore, several reasons suggest that the free city-state does not exert a direct effect
on our dependent variable. Firstly, the long-standing determinants of social capital remove
any simultaneity bias caused by local shocks that occurred in more recent history. Indeed, it
is hard to believe that these shocks could have influenced both the medieval experience of
self-government and the current levels voter turnout. Therefore, we can exclude the existence of any source of simultaneity. Secondly, the exclusion restriction might be violated
if some missing permanent characteristics related to people agglomeration or economic
conditions of a region drove both the history of the free city-state and the current levels of
turnout. However, we directly control in our regressions for the most relevant economic
characteristics, and for population density. In light of these motivations, we consider the
free city-state a good candidate to instrument our Social Catalyst.
Finally, given that the free city-state is a time invariant variable, we estimate a random
effect IV model and a pooled IV model including time fixed effects in both cases. The
Kleibergen-Paap F statistic rejects the null hypothesis, meaning that our instrument is
strong. The first stage regression on Table A3 confirms the relevance of the instrument.
However, the Wu-Hausman test on endogeneity shows that the null hypothesis cannot be
rejected, raising doubts about the potential endogeneity of the Social Catalyst.
The results are reported in Table 3. The signs and significance of the coefficients are
confirmed in all models. The positive nexus between social capital and turnout is strongly
significant in all the specifications, corroborating Henn et al. (2007) and Gerber et al.
(2008) findings, although with aggregate rather than individual level or survey data. No
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6.648 (0.674)

IV Pooled

0.045 (0.832)

(3)
0.7003*
(0.4755)
−0.3115**
(0.1479)
0.0004
(0.0005)
0.0180***
(0.0074)
0.2061***
(0.0300)
0.7532***
(0.0495)
90
yes
0.7952
0.7521
25.963 (<0.01)

IV Random eff.
(4)
0.2171
(0.5034)
−0.2353**
(0.1137)
−0.0003
(0.0004)
0.0195***
(0.0075)
0.2210***
(0.0268)
0.6572***
(0.0688)
90
yes
0.7834

(5)
0.5159*
(0.3064)
−0.3589**
(0.1136)
0.0004
(0.0004)
0.0250***
(0.0052)
0.2030***
(0.0138)
0.7349***
(0.0446)
90
yes
0.7884
0.7646

Pooled

Senate
Random eff.

2.900 (0.968)

(6)
0.2255
(0.4391)
−0.2615**
(0.1120)
−0.0001
(0.0004)
0.0241***
(0.0073)
0.2183***
(0.0303)
0.7142***
(0.0692)
90
yes
0.6508
0.6115

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01. Estimates are based on random effects models. Regionally cluster robust standard errors in brackets

Observations
Time dummies
R2
Adjusted R2
Kleibergen Paap F stat.(p-value)
Hausman test (p-val)
Wu-Hausman test (p-val)

Intercept

Social Catalyst-1

log(pop. density) -1

Winning margin-1

Income inequality-1

School attainment-1

Random eff.

(2)
0.2172
(0.5035)
−0.2353**
(0.1134)
−0.0003
(0.0004)
0.0195***
(0.0075)
0.2210***
(0.0269)
0.7416***
(0.0481)
90
yes
0.6843
0.6488

Pooled

(1)
0.6398
(0.4862)
−0.3339**
(0.1355)
0.00004
(0.0004)
0.0188***
(0.0070)
0.2046***
(0.0210)
0.7649***
(0.0534)
90
yes
0.7937
0.7705

Chamber

Table 3  Estimates for the Chamber of Deputies and Senate

IV Pooled

0.162 (0.688)

(7)
0.6387*
(0.5351)
−0.3060**
(0.1545)
0.0006
(0.0006)
0.0232***
(0.0075)
0.2109***
(0.0271)
0.7118***
(0.0504)
90
yes
0.7910
0.7675
25.963 (<0.01)

IV Random eff.
(8)
0.2255
(0.4394)
−0.2615**
(0.1121)
−0.0005
(0.0004)
0.0241***
(0.0072)
0.2183***
(0.0202)
0.6414***
(0.0692)
90
yes
0.7815
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differences occur at both Chamber of Deputies and Senate. Among the control variables
identified by the literature on the determinants of turnout, population density is positively
correlated with the regional turnout, showing the prevalence of a “socialization effect”;
income inequality seems to discourage voters, being negatively correlated; education turns
out weakly and positively correlated only in the IV pooled model in the Chamber, and in
both the pooled and IV pooled models in the Senate; Winning margin has a null effect in
stimulating voter turnout.

4 Bundle Effect vs Individual Effects
As emphasized in Sect. 2.3, the Social Catalyst is able to capture the bundle effect on voter
turnout created by the individual components of the indicator, which are important not only
per se but because of the ‘relational or spillover’ effects they generate on each other as well
as on the measure of social capital. Our estimates show that the bundle effect identified by
the Social Catalyst is strongly and positively correlated with voter turnout suggesting that
the complex and multifaceted nature of social capital overall influence voting decisions.
Table 4 compares the ‘bundle’ with the ‘individual’ effect of each component of our
measure of social capital on voter participation, once considered separately. Both the social
norms (TV taxpayers and Newspapers’ diffusion) and associational networks’ variables
(Associations and Blood donors) are strongly and positively correlated with voter turnout,
showing that the particularistic dimensions of social capital is able to promote an active
citizenry (see, among others, Gronlund and Setala 2007). Instead, the coefficient on Corruption exposure is not significant, suggesting that electoral participation is not affected by
the general sense of integrity and legality of the community. While corruption enters social
capital as a relevant dimension, it does not affect electoral participation, once taken separately. This result interestingly implies that the influence of corruption on electoral participation is mediated by the strength of social norms as well as by informational environment
(see, Chang et al. 2010). In other words, corruption is not relevant per se in shaping voters’
behavior; what matters is the ‘bundle effect’ of social channels, which make voters aware
of corruption in political life.

5 Conclusions
In this paper we develop a new composite indicator of social capital, the Social Catalyst,
which is able to capture the ‘compositional effect power’ of different dimension of trust by
analyzing the weight of each individual component. The methodology, which we test using
Italian data, can be generalized and applied to different countries.
The Social Catalyst is employed to explore the following questions: Is local social
capital a good predictor of the electoral participation in national Parliamentary elections?
Among the different dimensions of social capital, which are the drivers of voter turnout?
Firstly, we provide empirical evidence that the nexus between social capital and turnout
is positive and strongly significant in both Chambers, after testing for the circular causation between social capital and political participation. Secondly, we find that social norms
and civicness play a prominent role, although with a different intensity. We can conclude
therefore that greater involvement in politics and trust in the electoral process seems to be
favored by an increase of community social norms and civic participation.
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TV taxpayers-1

Corruption
exposure-1

Newspapers
diff. -1

Blood donors-1

Associations-1

log(pop.
density) -1

Winning
margin-1

Income
inequality-1

School attainment-1

(0.0005)

(0.0007)

(0.0006)

(0.0134)

0.0312**

(0.1258)

(0.0083)

0.0218***

(0.0004)

0.0002

0.3121***
(0.0789)

(0.0777)

(17.2033)

(17.1936)

(0.0133)

0.0355***

(0.0005)

0.0002

(0.1026)

−0.2055**

(0.3845)

0.0374

(10)

0.3093***

−23.4911

(0.6263)

(0.5921)

(0.0127)

0.0201

(0.0007)

0.0012*

(0.1736)

−0.3257*

(0.4067)

1.1076***

(9)

−21.1425

1.8431***

(0.9375)

(0.0129)

0.0158

(0.0004)

−0.0001

(0.0945)

−0.2305**

(0.5166)

0.2512

(8)

1.8505***

4.3181***

(0.8095)

(0.0153)

0.0228

(0.0004)

0.0001

(0.1247)

−0.2487**

(0.4066)

0.5077

(7)

4.2214***

(0.1297)

(0.0125)

0.0154

(0.1076)
−0.000005

(0.4262)
−0.2957**

(0.1315)

(0.0110)

0.0126

(0.1800)
0.0008

(0.3987)
−0.1803*

0.7918***

(0.0162)

(0.1020)

−0.0004

(0.3822)
−0.2955

0.5908

0.9471***

(0.0065)

(0.0005)

0.0181

0.0179***

(0.0005)

(0.1315)

−0.0001

(0.1240)

−0.0001

(0.5541)

−0.1925*

−0.0541

(0.4294)

−0.2287*

1.0577***

(0.4171)

−0.2787**

0.1113

0.5153

0.6013

(5)

(6)

(4)

(2)

(1)

(3)

Senate

Chamber

Table 4  Estimates for the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate by component of the Social Catalyst
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0.5526

0.5023

R2

Adjusted R2

*

(5)

16.187 (0.0631)

0.5279

0.5756

yes

5.772 (0.7625)

0.4499

0.5056

yes

90

(0.0690)

0.7711***

19.089 (0.0244)

0.3260

0.3942

yes

90

(0.0613)

0.8358***

11.647 (0.234)

0.5114

0.5608

yes

90

(0.1073)

0.4981***

76.150 (<0.01)

0.4300

0.4877

yes

90

(0.0488)

0.7290***

10.774 (0.2915)

0.5281

0.5759

yes

90

(0.0923)

0.7289***

(7)

9.906 (0.3581)

0.4269

0.4849

yes

90

(0.0743)

0.7498***

(8)

p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01. Estimates are based on random effects models. Regionally cluster robust standard errors in brackets

Hausman
32.082 (<0.01)
test (p-value)

yes

Time dummies

90

(0.0898)

(0.0482)

90

0.7606***

0.7419***

Observations

Intercept

(4)

(6)

(3)

(1)

(2)

Senate

Chamber

Table 4  (continued)

10.660 (0.2997)

0.3264

0.3945

yes

90

(0.0620)

0.8074***

(9)

4.684 (0.8609)

0.4985

0.5492

yes

90

(0.1112)

0.4658***

(10)

N. Fiorino et al.

Does Social Capital Affect Voter Turnout? Evidence from Italy	

Future studies may consider other methodologies that would allow to empirically test
latent variables relationships, enriching the set of indicators for each latent variable and
further developing our empirical contribution.

Appendix 1

Table A1  Descriptive statistics

Mean

Std. Dev.

Min.

Max.

Turnout Senate

0.8127

0.0623

0.6600

0.9600

Turnout Chamber
School attainment-1
Income inequality-1
Winning margin-1
log(pop. density) -1
Social Catalyst-1

0.8166
0.0059
0.2590
8.8310
5.0640
0.4152

0.06190
0.0022
0.3080
6.6486
0.6105
0.2139

0.6736
0.0023
0.3190
0.0200
3.8430
0.0488

0.9315
0.0120
0.4270
31.5500
6.0540
0.0876

13

13

1.0000

Turnout
0.9799
Senate
School
0.0991
attainment-1
−0.3215
Income
inequality-1
0.3470
Winning
margin-1
log(pop.
0.1941
density) -1
Social
0.7609
Catalyst-1
Associa0.6737
tions-1
Blood
0.5640
donors-1
Newspapers 0.6088
diff. -1
Corruption −0.4049
exposure-1
0.6405
TV taxpayers-1

Turnout
Chamber

TurnoutChamber

1.0000

−0.3247

−0.1976

0.1746

0.2486

0.2019

0.2437

0.1430

0.3697

0.2103

−0.3221

0.3636

0.2437

0.7710

0.6752

0.5984

0.5826

−0.4178

0.6487

SchoolAttainm.−1

0.1507

1.0000

TurnoutSenate

Table A2  Correlation matrix

−0.3633

−0.0672

−0.3313

−0.1729

−0.2799

−0.3238

0.2240

−0.0535

1.0000

IncomeIneq.−1

0.1109

−0.1550

0.1375

0.2762

0.3315

0.2934

0.0431

1.0000

Winningmargin−1

−0.1417

−0.0009

0.1145

0.0186

0.0029

0.0214

1.0000

Log(pop.
den.) −1

0.7987

−0.3191

0.7203

0.7943

0.9104

1.0000

SocialCatalyst−1

0.2082

1.0000

0.6731

0.4552

−0.3040 −0.2822

0.6667

0.6153

1.0000

Assoc.−1 Blooddonors−1

0.7211

−0.1229

1.0000

Newspap.
diff. −1

−0.2871

1.0000

Corruptionexposure−1

1.0000

TVtaxpayers−1
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Table A3  First stage regression

Dependent variable: Social Catalyst

Variable

School attainment

6.3177***

Income inequality
Winning margin
log(pop. density)
Free city-state
Constant
Observations
Time dummies
R2
Adjusted R2
F-test (coeff. Free city-state = 0)

(2.0186)
−0.5879
(0.5977)
0.0073**
(0.0033)
−0.0974***
(0.0366)
0.0216***
(0.0033)
0.5780
(0.2342)
90
yes
0.4501
0.3882
25.963 ***

*

p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01. Regionally cluster robust standard
errors in brackets
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