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Abstract
Research and policy circles often emphasize the importance of social capital in achiev-
ing social transformation and economic development. There is also, however, potentially a 
‘dark side’ to social capital. This study investigates the relationship between two different 
types of social capital—structural and cognitive—using two different measures of politi-
cal violence: self-reported support for political violence and self-reported participation in 
political violence. We theorized that cognitive social capital will facilitate social cohesion 
within a community, enabling particularized trust between neighbours and a shared iden-
tity. On the other hand, structural social capital, or associational membership, potentially 
facilitates the diffusion of grievances and facilitates collective mobilization. Accordingly, 
we predict that higher levels of structural social capital will be associated with support 
for and participation in political violence, whilst higher levels of cognitive social capital 
will be associated with less support for and participation in political violence. We then 
test these predictions using Afrobarometer data on 40,455 individuals living in 27 African 
countries. Multivariate regression analysis confirms that indicators of structural and cogni-
tive social capital have contrasting relationships with support for and participation in politi-
cal violence. While particularized trust and national identity are negatively associated with 
political violence, religious and community associational membership are positively asso-
ciated with political violence. In addition, we find that strength of attachment to a social 
identity, regardless of whether to an ethnic or national identity, is an important indicator of 
political violence.
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1 Introduction

It is generally assumed that societies that experience high-levels of violence suffer from 
weak social capital (Blattman and Miguel 2010; Cassar et al. 2013; Grosjean 2014), and 
that social transformation requires an increase in the density of social ties (Colletta and 
Cullen 2000; De Luca and Verpoorten 2015). The World Development Report 2011, for 
example, considers the destruction of social capital to be one of the costs of violence and 
advocates for community-driven development programs in order to reconstruct social capi-
tal and strengthen social cohesion, especially in areas affected by conflict (World Bank 
2011).

There is also, however, a potential ‘dark side’ to social capital (McDougall and Banjade 
2015; Villalonga-Olives and Kawachi 2017). Portes (1998) notes that increased social capi-
tal can lead to negative consequences, such as constraints on individual freedom, down-
ward levelling norms,1 and the social exclusion of persons not perceived to be members 
of the community. Instead of increasing trust and social cohesion, social capital may—
under certain circumstances—contribute to violence. For example, a cross-sectional study 
on social capital and adolescent behaviour using US data from 1994 to 1995, found that 
higher levels of participation in sports and club organizations actually increased tenden-
cies towards fighting and the use of weapons (Wright and Fitzpatrick 2006). Additionally, a 
study on social capital and violence amongst young men in Beirut found that different indi-
cators of social capital have ambiguous relationships with violence (El Hajj et al. 2011). 
How can we explain the divergent effects of social capital on individual violence?

Recent research indicates that it is important to distinguish between the structural and 
cognitive components of social capital when studying its relationship to violence (Dinesen 
et  al. 2013; Hansen-Nord et  al. 2014; Vazquez-Rodriguez and Lombe 2017). Structural 
social capital consists of a variety of forms of social organization, including networks, 
roles, rules, and procedures (Uphoff 2000). Examples include membership in trade unions, 
religious groups and political organizations. Cognitive social capital refers to “shared 
norms, values, attitudes, and beliefs” (Dasgupta and Serageldin 2000). For example, an 
idealized national identity might encourage its citizens to share common beliefs, such as 
the freedom of speech in the United States or ‘liberté, egalité, fraternité’ in France. Simi-
larly, members of religious groups may expect each other to adhere to particular normative 
beliefs (Wimberley 1989).

Structural and cognitive social capital are often interlinked and mutually reinforcing of 
each other (Uphoff and Wijayaratna 2000). However, there is some evidence that these two 
types of social capital may have different effects on communal attitudes on violence (Brune 
and Bossert 2009). Case studies carried out in Guatemala (Dinesen et al. 2013) and Hon-
duras (Hansen-Nord et al. 2014) on the relationship between social capital and exposure to 
violence find a negative relationship for cognitive social capital and violence, but a positive 
relationship for structural social capital and violence.

In this study, we investigate whether structural and cognitive social capital have oppos-
ing relationships with political violence across 27 countries in Africa. We use cross-
national, individual-level data from the Afrobarometer; a unique public opinion survey 
that allows the testing of the relationship of multiple social capital indicators with two 

1 In some instances, group solidarity is formed through a collective experience of adversity or rebellion. 
Since social cohesion depends on this shared belief, in order to sustain itself, the norms of a disadvantaged 
group will be made to reinforce the status quo, and push successful individuals out (Portes 1998).
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measures of self-reported political violence. We find that measures for structural and cog-
nitive social capital have opposite relationships with self-reported political violence. Asso-
ciational membership in religious and community groups is positively correlated with self-
reported support and use of violence for a political cause. On the other hand, particularized 
trust is negatively correlated with self-reported support and use of violence for a political 
cause. We also find that, as the salience of an individual’s identity increases, so does their 
reported support for and use of political violence.

Our findings contribute to the literature on social capital and political violence in three 
ways. First, we add to the literature disaggregating the effects of social capital on violence 
by empirically identifying positive and negative effects of social capital on violence for 
a political cause. Our research shows that some measures of social capital, in particular 
associational membership, may actually be linked to greater support and use of politi-
cal violence. This result is important because it suggests that policies aimed at building 
social capital need to account for the potential negative impact of some types of social 
capital on political violence. Second, the study capitalizes on an innovative dataset measur-
ing individual self-reported support for and use of violence for a political cause across 27 
African countries. In contrast, most research in this field has focused on general violence 
(Dinesen et  al. 2013; Hansen-Nord et  al. 2014) or used less direct measures of political 
violence (Kasara 2017). By focusing solely on political violence, we are able to isolate the 
effect of social capital within the political sphere, the environment in which large-scale 
conflicts are usually fought. Moreover, this relationship is examined in the African context, 
which has been relatively underexplored in the social capital literature. Third, we find that 
the salience of identity is strongly associated to violence, regardless of whether it is ethnic 
or national. Social identities are key to determining individual behaviour, because they are 
intrinsic to people’s own sense of identity, The bonds they create have strong emotional 
significance (Sambanis and Shayo 2013). Our research suggests that, the more that indi-
viduals are attached to a social identity, the more likely they will be prepared to ‘defend’ it.

The paper is organized into five sections. In the first section, we discuss the literature 
on the relationship between social capital and violence, defining structural and cogitative 
social capital in greater detail and outlining our main hypotheses. In the second section, we 
outline our methodological approach and sources of data. In the third section, we present 
our empirical results, while the fourth section discusses the relevance and context of these 
findings. Finally, the fifth section summarizes the study and the implications of its findings.

2  Social Capital and Violence

Social capital is commonly defined as the resources available to individuals and groups 
that arise from their formal and informal social networks (Putnam 1993). In the social sci-
ence literature, research on social capital has generally focused on its positive attributes, 
such as its potential to minimize the risk of crime and violence by changing patterns of 
behaviour and/or increasing security (Avdeenko and Gilligan 2015; Hansen-Nord et  al. 
2016; Rosenfeld et al. 2001). Social capital is believed to decrease the costs of social trans-
actions and strengthen communal ties (Lederman et al. 2002). This is argued to allow for 
the peaceful resolution of interpersonal and communal conflicts, as well as to help in over-
coming free-rider problems (Ostrom and Ahn 2009). Civic engagement and interpersonal 
trust are thought to have a mutually reinforcing relationship (Brehm and Rahn 1997) and 
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neighbourhood-based trust is associated with lower rates of criminal violence (Sampson 
and Raudenbush 1999).

However, social capital may also be conflict promoting,2 as it might encourage exclu-
sionary behaviour (Portes 1998). Strong ties between members of a group might bar others 
from access. Participation in groups or communities often requires members to conform 
with the group, increasing social control and potentially restricting personal freedoms and 
individual thinking. In the years preceding the Rwandan genocide, for example, one of the 
Hutu Ten Commandments stated for example that ‘Hutus must be firm and vigilant against 
their common Tutsi enemy’ or would otherwise be considered as traitors themselves 
(Lemarchand 1996). When group solidarity is based on a common negative experience, 
downward levelling norms might also play a role. For instance, Rubio (1997) blames ‘per-
verse’ social capital for violence and criminality pervasiveness in Colombia, and Ostrom 
and Ahn (2009) argue that criminal organizations rely on the cohesive power of social cap-
ital in order to operate.

As the literature suggests, the nature of the relationship between social capital and vio-
lence is ambiguous, which might explain why the empirical research on social capital and 
violence has found mixed results. For example, Lederman et  al. (2002) found that asso-
ciational membership is positively correlated with crime rates in some cases and nega-
tively correlated in others. In his examination of Hindu-Muslim conflict in India, Varshney 
(2001) found that if associational membership was organized along intra-ethnic lines, it 
could exacerbate ethnic violence. When studying the effect of social capital on young men 
in Beirut, El Hajj et  al. (2011) found that some social capital indicators, such as group 
membership, trust in people from the area, social support and the reciprocal exchange of 
non-material favours, were positively correlated with physical fighting. Other social capital 
indicators, such as the relationship between social networks and fighting, were ambiguous.

Social capital is a broad term that consists of multiple indicators compounded together. 
Scholars often, for example, distinguish between bonding and bridging social capital 
(Colletta and Cullen 2000; Putnam 2000). Bonding social capital is supposed to strengthen 
the connection and sense of belonging within the group, whereas bridging ties created by 
associations that cut across group lines are supposed to dilute the bonds within groups 
(Varshney 2001). In this paper, we consider the distinction made by Uphoff (2000) between 
structural social capital (social network approach) and cognitive social capital (social cohe-
sion approach). This distinction has been less addressed in the social capital literature, but 
points to two dimensions of social capital that may have different relationships to politi-
cal violence (Dinesen et al. 2013; Hansen-Nord et al. 2014). Structural social capital con-
sists of social networks, both formal and informal, which are accompanied by procedures 
and rules. Examples of this include sports clubs, trade unions and religious organizations 
(Bhavnani and Backer 2007; De Silva et al. 2006). On the other hand, cognitive social capi-
tal refers to shared norms, values, attitudes, and beliefs (Krishna and Shrader 2000). Com-
monly used indicators of cognitive social capital include trust among community members 
(Dowla 2006; Bisung et al. 2014) and the adherence to a national identity (Langer et al. 
2017).

2 Here is it important to note that the relationship between social capital and conflict has been theorized to 
work in both directions. Scholars have argued that conflict may erode or shape social capital into new forms 
(Cassar et al. 2013; De Luca and Verpoorten 2015; Deng 2010) and these new forms of social relations can 
potentially become the basis for further conflicts (Rohner et al. 2013; Schaub 2014). In this project, how-
ever, we focus on how different types of social capital can have divergent associations with violence.
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Both dimensions of social capital are often tied together, and can reinforce each other 
(Uphoff and Wijayaratna 2000). The main difference between them is that structural social 
capital is considered to be the resources available to individuals through their access to 
social networks, whilst cognitive social capital is viewed as an asset for both the individ-
ual and the community. Cognitive social capital measures the integration of the group and 
forms the basis for social bonds and collaboration. These two dimensions have been found 
to have diverse effects on violence. For example, when examining social capital in the con-
text of exposure to violence in Latin American countries, scholars found that structural 
and cognitive social capital appear to have opposing associations with violence. Structural 
social capital increased the risk of violence, while cognitive social capital reduced the risk 
of violence (Dinesen et al. 2013; Hansen-Nord et al. 2014). The differences between these 
two dimensions of social capital with respect to their potential relationship with violence 
are explained in more detail below.

3  Structural Social Capital

We expect a positive relationship between structural social capital and individual-level vio-
lence. Structural social capital refers to the resources accessible to people through formal 
and informal networks and is thus characteristic of a social network approach to social 
capital (Dinesen et al. 2013). These networks manifest through associational membership 
in formal and informal organizations or everyday civic engagement (De Silva et al. 2006). 
Varshney (2001) argues that associational forms of engagement have a stronger influence 
on peace or violence than daily civic engagement for two reasons. First, associational 
membership serves to organize communities and provides dedicated platforms for engage-
ment. Second, associations often have objectives that go beyond quotidian interactions. 
This imparts a robustness that allows associations to withstand exogenous shocks and to 
influence politics. The latter, however, is contingent on the nature of the association. If 
associational membership is interethnic, it can provide a constraint against the polarization 
of communities. However, if it is intra-ethnic, it will only reinforce the divisions within a 
society.

In addition, organizational  members may cooperate for benign or malicious reasons 
(Portes 1998). Even originally benign cooperative ventures can over time become a basis 
for organised violence (Schaub 2014). The build-up of social capital within groups may 
have particularly negative consequences, if groups promote exclusionary practices based 
on hate and intolerance with other groups (Fukuyama 2000). Under such circumstances, 
or if groups are already associated with violence (i.e. gangs), individuals who might other-
wise be peaceful citizens could be persuaded by other group members to adopt more vio-
lent behaviour (El Hajj et al. 2011). Several studies have found membership and coopera-
tion within communal organizations can increase the risk of violence (Dinesen et al. 2013; 
Hansen-Nord et al. 2014; Schaub 2014). Groups containing pro-social individuals who are 
willing to cooperate with each other are usually more capable of survival in inter-group 
conflict (Grosjean 2014).

Information on opportunities can also diffuse through the network, meaning that better 
connected individuals will have access to more information and will obtain it faster (Sha-
habuddin McDoom 2014). The size of an individual’s network can therefore affect their 
participation in violent collective action, since the more connections a person has, the more 
opportunities for participation will be presented to them. Furthermore, people who are 
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more actively engaged in the civic society through e.g. political activities, experience more 
“time at risk”, and are thus more exposed to violence compared to people who participate 
less in such community activities (Hansen-Nord et al. 2014). Active participation in civil 
society might also mean that individuals are targeted more by the authorities or other indi-
viduals because of their political engagement (Piquet Carneiro 2000), which could increase 
the risk of them being involved in violent encounters.

An important consideration is that associational membership is only likely to have an 
effect on individuals if their involvement in an organization is relatively frequent (Bhavnani 
and Backer 2007). People who belong to an organization but do not participate often in its 
activities are not strongly subjected to its influence. The more active an individual is, the 
more likely they will be influenced by the organization, and the more predisposed they will 
be to engage in collective action for its cause. This relationship is mutual, as the individual 
is likely to assert their own values and interests—whether positive or negative—on others 
in the organization as their influence and participation grows. Elite manipulation theory 
stipulates that groups can be exploited by their leaders, who may use their power to mobi-
lize the group in order to advance their own interests (Fearon and Laitin 2000). Taking 
these arguments into account, our prediction is therefore that:

H1 Individuals that self-report that they are members of religious groups and voluntary 
associations or community groups are more likely to support or use violence.

4  Cognitive Social Capital

In contrast, we predict that cognitive social capital indicators of trust and adherence to 
national identity will be negatively related to violence. According to the social cohesion 
approach popularized by Coleman (1990) and Putnam (2000), cognitive social capi-
tal comprises the shared beliefs, values, trusts and norms between people that stimulate 
cooperation (Uphoff 2000). In an effort to measure social cohesion, Langer et al. (2017) 
recently proposed a perceptions-based index incorporating three components: inequality, 
the level of trust and adherence to a national identity. Of these, trust and identity are most 
frequently used as indictors of cognitive social capital (De Silva et al. 2006; El Hajj et al. 
2011; Mitchell and Bossert 2007).

Trust enables individuals to take risks in dealing with others, solve collective action 
problems, or act in ways that are contrary to self-interest (Levi 1998). The concept of trust 
can be categorized into generalized trust, particularized trust, and strategic trust (Smith 
2010). Generalized and particularized trust have a moral foundation, because they require 
people to have faith in others (Uslaner 2002). Strategic trust is more related to rational 
choice theory, as it refers to individuals’ expectations that others will act with their own 
best interests in mind (Hardin 2002). This study shall focus mainly on the two types of 
moralistic trust, since these are the most commonly used measures of trust in social science 
research (Carpiano and Fitterer 2014). Moreover, people do not usually associate trust with 
rational choice outside of game theory (Abbott and Freeth 2008).

Generalized trust is defined as an individual’s evaluation of the trustworthiness 
of the average person in society and has been hypothesized to connect people in social 
spheres with people unlike themselves (Glanville and Paxton 2007). This concept reflects 
more about a  individual’s beliefs regarding the moral standing of their society than their 
beliefs about any specific relationships (Sztompka 1999). In the context of violence, higher 
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levels of generalized trust are likely to reduce the risk of communal violence by mitigat-
ing any potential incentives for conflict between groups. Low generalized trust in society 
has the opposite effect and is associated with the potential for social conflict in countries 
(Delhey and Newton 2005). When the level of trust between groups in a country is low, 
it is also easier for political leaders to obtain support for violent collective action (Kasara 
2017).

Particularized trust concerns trust in networks of close relations (Uslaner 2002), such as 
trust in family members, neighbours, or in-group members, and is considered to reflect the 
resources and relationships available in an individual’s close network (de Silva et al. 2006). 
Particularized trust symbolizes the belief that specific people or groups are trustworthy, 
which might be especially relevant when individuals are only exposed to people from their 
own community; i.e. in rural areas. Despite particularized trust being more relational than 
generalized trust, empirical evidence on the relationship between particularized trust and 
conflict has found similar results as for generalized trust. Vial et al. (2010), for example, 
report higher rates of violence when trust between neighbours is low, and Cuesta and Alda 
(2012) find a negative relationship between interpersonal trust and victimization in com-
munities. An increase in either particularized or generalized trust is therefore expected to 
be correlated to a decrease in violence, which forms the premise for the second hypothesis:

H2 Individuals that self-report higher levels of particularized and generalized trust are less 
likely to use violence.

Putnam (2000) argued that to restore social capital, overarching identities need to be 
formed. A shared sense of belonging can promote social cohesion (Holtug 2017). The for-
mation of a national identity functions as a form of social cohesion by superseding divi-
sions between sub-national identities, such as ethnicity (Charnysh et al. 2015). Examining 
social identification and conflict, Sambanis and Shayo (2013) find that when individuals 
identify more with the nation than their ethnic group, the chance of conflict is reduced.

In states where the conditions fail to foster a national identity—and thus ethnic identity 
is  relatively more salient—the lack of solidarity within the national community and the 
more salient ethno-political cleavages in society are also likely to increase the risk of social 
fragmentation, exclusion and oppression, increasing the likelihood of conflict between 
individuals and groups. The case of Rwanda illustrates the complex and important role 
of social cohesion with respect to violence. The interethnic conflict between Hutus and 
Tutsis in 1994 destroyed the social fabric of society, whilst simultaneously strengthening 
the intra-Hutu bonds that helped make the genocide possible (Colletta and Cullen 2000). 
In its aftermath, Rwandan policymakers have pursued policies of nation-building and de-
ethnicisation with the aim of achieving social cohesion (Purdeková 2008). Consequently, 
the following hypothesis tests for the an  inverse relationship between the formation of a 
national identity and violence:

H3a Individuals who self-report that they identify with the nation state are less likely to 
support and use violence.

In addition, the strength of an individual’s social identity can determine how strongly 
they share the norms and beliefs of their community, and how much they related to col-
lective grievances (Langer et al. 2017; Wimberley 1989). Ethnic conflict is thought to be 
spurred on by collective grievances, but only if members of a disadvantaged group identify 
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strongly with it (Stewart 2008). The strength of identity might also be an important factor 
that affects perceptions of discrimination and consequently the risk of violence (Charnysh 
et al. 2015). Individuals who identify with the nation are more likely to perceive their fate 
to be tied to the nation’s fate and are more likely to trust other co-nationals outside of their 
ethnic group (Robinson 2016). Overlapping identities can  also mitigate the relationship 
between identity and violence by diluting the extent that individuals value their association 
to any particular identity. This would signify that when grievances are not shared by the 
group’s members, it will be more difficult to mobilize an individual towards (violent) col-
lective action in support of the group or country. A final hypothesis thus examines whether 
the salience of identity is related to violence:

H3b Individuals who self-report that they  more strongly  identify  with either the nation 
state or their ethnic group are more likely to support and use violence.

5  Data and Methods

5.1  Data

To test our predictions, we utilize cross-sectional data for 40,455 individuals living in 27 
African countries derived from the fifth round of the Afrobarometer surveys. This survey 
provides information on public opinions in African countries on issues such as democracy, 
governance and economic conditions (Afrobarometer 2012). For the survey, a sample of 
1200 or 2400 randomly selected individuals were interviewed in each country. Sampling 
was conducted at all stages with the probability of being selected for the survey compara-
ble to their country’s population size. Therefore, larger and more populated countries have 
a greater probability of being selected in the sample. The surveys reduce the likelihood that 
distinctive ethnic groups are left out of the sample by stratifying the sample according to 
the subnational area. Only the fifth round of surveys is utilized because it is the only round 
which discerns between ethnic identities and includes variables on support for and the use 
of violence.

5.2  Violence

To examine the relationship between social capital and violence, we employ both an indi-
rect and direct measure of violence for a political cause: support for political violence and 
use of political violence. The first variable measures the respondent’s  reported attitude 
towards political violence. The respondents are read two statements: “Statement 1—the 
use of violence is never justified in [respondent’s country] politics today” and “Statement 
2—In this country, it is sometimes necessary to use violence in support of a just cause”, 
and subsequently asked with which statement they agree more. Answers are on a five-point 
scale, ranging from agreeing entirely with the first statement to agreeing with entirely with 
the second statement, and the midway point being ‘agreeing with neither’. This measure is 
an indirect indicator of violence since it does not consider actual or prospective behaviour. 
Nevertheless, it is conceivable that respondents who approve of violence are more likely to 
use violence than those who cannot justify its use. Collective attitudes of a society might 
discourage violent behaviour through the norms that people observe and internalize. In 
contrast, a lack of social standards could facilitate rebel recruitment and violent behaviour 
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within a community. This is found to be the case in sub-Saharan Africa, where regions 
with high levels of popular acceptance of violence are positively related to conflict (Linke 
et al. 2015).

The second variable measures self-reported use of political violence. Most measures 
of violence in studies on social capital tend to be indirect (Kasara 2017; Schaub 2014) or 
examine general violence (Dinesen et al. 2013; Hansen-Nord et al. 2014). Quite uniquely, 
the Afrobarometer survey provides a direct indicator for the reported participation of the 
respondents in political violence by asking them whether they have personally engaged in 
the use of force or violence for a political cause. This measure separates violence in the 
political context, such as protests, rebellions or civil wars, from other types of violence, 
such as criminal or domestic violence. Responses are structured to capture the frequency of 
the individual’s actions in the following order—never (0), never but would if they had the 
chance (1), once or twice (2), several times (3), and often (4). Because of the social stigma 
against violence (Table 1 shows that almost 81% of the respondents in the survey do not 
support the use of violence), we expect the reported use of violence to be under-reported.

5.3  Social Capital

Structural social capital is measured through the membership of individuals in two types of 
formal associations: members of religious groups outside of regular worship services and 
members of voluntary association or community groups. In the Afrobarometer,  respond-
ents can select one of four possible responses on an ordinal scale including non-member 
(0), inactive member (1), active member (2), and official leader (3). Given that these cat-
egories do not correspond to a linear scale, we also transformed them into sets of dummy 
variables, with a separate dummy for each category.

Cognitive social capital is measured through several indicators for trust and shared iden-
tity. We included two indicators for trust: particularized trust and generalized trust. The 
particularized trust measure asks respondents whether they do not trust their neighbours 
(0), or whether they trust them just a little (1), somewhat (2) or a lot (3).3 The general-
ized trust variable is dichotomous measuring trust in society in general. Particularized trust 
provides a more direct and accurate measurement of how trust functions as social capital 
within an individual’s direct environment, whereas generalized trust is an ‘‘affective ori-
entation’’ towards others that indicates their level of tolerance (Rudolph and Popp 2010).

The measure for identity is gauged by asking the respondents whether they were more 
strongly attached to their own ethnic group or their nationality. Thus, the variable repre-
sents a spectrum, with identification to the nation state on one end and identification with 
the ethnic group on the other. To examine the importance of identity salience, we split 
the measure up into two variables: national identity and identity salience. National iden-
tity is measured by whether the respondent feels mainly or only ethnic (0), equally ethnic 
and national (1), or mainly or only national (2). Identity salience indicates the strength of 
the individual’s attachment to their identity, be it ethnic or national. The variable is catego-
rised as 0 if the respondent does not feel more attached to one or the other; 1 if they feel 
more attached to their ethnic or the national identity; and 2 if they feel attached to only 
their ethnic or national identity.

3 The exact phrasing of the questions is as follows: “How much do you trust each of the following types of 
people: Your neighbors?”.
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics summary table for selected independent and dependent variables in 27 Afri-
can countries. Source: Afrobarometer Surveys Round 5. Response categories provided in italics

Variables Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Violence
Support for violence 1.02 1.29 0 4
Agree very strongly with Statement 1 (%) 0.47 0.50 0 1
Agree with Statement 1 (%) 0.31 0.46 0 1
Agree with neither statement (%) 0.03 0.17 0 1
Agree with Statement 2 (%) 0.11 0.32 0 1
Agree very strongly with Statement 2 (%) 0.08 0.27 0 1
Used force or violence for a political cause 0.15 0.54 0 4
Never (%) 0.90 0.30 0 1
Never, but would consider (%) 0.07 0.25 0 1
A few times (%) 0.02 0.12 0 1
Sometimes (%) 0.01 0.01 0 1
Often (%) 0.01 0.01 0 1
Structural social capital
Religious association 0.90 1.00 0 3
Non-member (%) 0.50 0.50 0 1
Inactive member (%) 0.17 0.37 0 1
Active member (%) 0.27 0.45 0 1
Leader (%) 0.06 0.24 0 1
Voluntary or community association 0.69 0.97 0 3
Non-member (%) 0.62 0.49 0 1
Inactive member (%) 0.14 0.34 0 1
Active member (%) 0.19 0.39 0 1
Leader (%) 0.06 0.23 0 1
Cognitive social capital
Particularized trust 1.79 1.01 0 3
Not at all (%) 0.13 0.34 0 1
Just a little (%) 0.25 0.43 0 1
Somewhat (%) 0.33 0.47 0 1
A lot (%) 0.30 0.46 0 1
Generalized trust 0.19 0.39 0 1
 Identity salience 1.03 0.92 0 2

Weak (%) 0.40 0.49 0 1
Intermediate (%) 0.16 0.37 0 1
Strong (%) 0.44 0.50 0 1
National identity 1.38 0.67 0 2
 Ethnic (%) 0.11 0.31 0 1

Both (%) 0.40 0.49 0 1
National (%) 0.49 0.50 0 1
Individual controls
Perceived collective grievances 0.64 0.94 0 3
Never (%) 0.61 0.49 0 1
Sometimes (%) 0.22 0.41 0 1
Often (%) 0.10 0.31 0 1
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5.4  Controls

We included several control variables at both the individual and group level. At the indi-
vidual level, we controlled for the respondent’s perception of discrimination against their 
ethnic group on a scale of 0 (never) to 3 (always). We also controlled for their age, educa-
tion and wealth level and whether the individual lives in a rural (0), semi-rural (0.5) or 
urban environment (1). Education is measured in terms of years of schooling received, and 
the measure for wealth ranges from 0 till 100, based on an index from assets, housing char-
acteristics and public utilities (Smits and Steendijk 2015).

We also incorporate several controls based on the  socioeconomic and demographic 
characteristics of the ethnic groups (Stewart 2008). The respondents were asked to iden-
tify which ethnic community, group or tribe they belonged to. Ethnic groups for which 
only a few observations were available (less than 1%) were incorporated into larger ethno-
linguistically similar clusters, or omitted from the analysis. The group-level controls were 
created by aggregating data to the group level for all ethnic groups that were available in 
the survey. Relative deprivation in education, wealth, and population was measured by sub-
tracting the national averages of these variables from the ethnic group averages. Further-
more, to control for political grievances we incorporate a measure of distance from power 
derived from the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset (Vogt et al. 2015). The EPR dataset 
includes data on access to power on the national level for politically-relevant groups by 
coding the extent that representatives of ethnic groups hold executive-level power in the 
government. The distance from power measure is an inverted ordinal variable consisting of 
four categories extracted from the EPR dataset: senior partner (1), junior partner (2), pow-
erless (3) and discriminated (4). Groups coded as irrelevant were excluded from the analy-
sis. Finally, using UCDP data we include a dichotomous variable to control for whether the 
respondent’s ethnic group has been involved in conflict in the 5 years prior to the survey 
(2007–2011).

Finally, although the focus of the current study is not on the distinction between bridg-
ing and bonding social capital, we still wanted to control for this distinction in our analysis. 
To do so, we have incorporated an indicator of religious heterogeneity at the ethnic group 

Table 1  (continued)

Variables Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Always (%) 0.07 0.26 0 1
Education (years) 6.75 4.91 0 17
Wealth (IWI) 48.04 24.98 0 100
Urbanized (%) 0.36 0.48 0 1
Female (%) 0.50 0.50 0 1
Age (years) 37.04 14.51 18 105
Group controls
Education deprivation (years) 0.05 1.20 − 6.47 4.96
Wealth deprivation (IWI) 0.29 8.51 − 31.46 27.50
Small population size − 310.48 395.31 − 1473 403.80
Distance from power 1.62 0.61 1 4
Religious fractionalization 0.23 0.17 0 0.68
Conflict in past 5 years (%) 0.19 0.39 0 1
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level in our model. This “religious fractionalization” variable measures the probability that 
two random individuals in the same ethnic group belong to different religions. Religious 
fractionalization  (RF) is calculated using the Herfindahl concentration formula, 
RF = 1 −

n
∑

i=1

�

s
2

i

�

 , where si is the share of religion i(i = 1,…,n). We assume that a reli-

giously homogeneous ethnic group (nearing 0 on the RF index) indicates the presence of 
bonding social capital, whereas a religiously heterogeneous ethnic group (nearing 1 on the 
RF index) indicates the presence of bridging social capital. We also ran the analysis with a 
religious polarization measure using Reynal-Querol’s (2002) polarization index to examine 
the interplay between the group size and the intergroup distance. However, as  the effect 
was the same, so only the fractionalization index variable is included in the final models.

5.5  Analyses

To test the hypotheses, we employed ordered logistic multilevel regression analysis. Two-
level versions of the models are used to address the nesting of respondents within eth-
nic groups. Clustering at the national level is taken into account by including fixed-effects 
country dummies in all models. Separate models are estimated for the two dependent vari-
ables: support for and the use of violence. The choice for ordered logit models is due to the 
nature of the dependent variables, which are ordered but the differences in categories can-
not be clearly distinguished linearly. We use separate models with dummies to test for spe-
cific effects of the different categories in the structural social capital variables. We test for 
nonlinearity of the independent variables by including quadratic terms in the models and 
keeping them in the model in case of significant nonlinearity. As a robustness check, we 
converted the dependent variables into dummies, separating the population that has used 
violence for a political cause and the population that supports violence into single groups 
and conduct the same analysis using a binary logistic regression model. The results are 
essentially the same as in the main analysis and can be found in the Supplementary Table.

Missing values on the variables were addressed by utilizing the dummy variable adjust-
ment procedure (Allison 2001). As a robustness test, we studied effects of previous con-
flicts by including a dummy variable indicating whether the ethnic group of the respondent 
was involved in ethnic conflict in the last 5 years. This information was derived from the 
Armed Conflict, One-Sided and Non-State datasets from the Uppsala Conflict Data Pro-
gram (Allansson et al. 2017; Eck and Hultman 2007; Sundberg et al. 2012).

6  Results

The descriptive summary in Table 1 provides details on the variables included in the analy-
sis. On average, most individuals agree with the statement that violence is never justified 
(46.9%). Overall, there are far more people willing to justify violence than those that actu-
ally commit acts of violence. The number of individuals that report having committed acts 
of violence is quite low, consisting of just 3.1% of the respondents. This is not surprising 
given the stigma that most societies have against the use of violence; a belief which is illus-
trated by the lack of support for violence in the first outcome variable (22% justify its use 
under certain circumstances).

In regards to the measures of structural social capital, individuals are about equally 
likely to be part of religious associations as not, with 50.2% being members, of which 
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27.5% self-classify as an active member and 6% as a leader. On average, respondents tend 
to be less involved in community associations, with only 38.3% reporting that they are a 
member, of which only 18.9% self-classify as an active member and 5.8% as a leader.

For the measures of cognitive social capital, trust in one’s neighbour is quite high, while 
generalized trust is low. On average, individuals report that they are quite trusting of their 
neighbours; 62.2% trust their neighbours somewhat and 29.6% trust them a lot. However, 
only 19.3% of the respondents agree that most people in society can be trusted, with the 
large majority believing that one must be very careful (80.7%). Responses to the national 
identity variable suggest that almost half of the respondents (49.1%) identify themselves 
more nationally than ethnically, while responses to the identity salience variable suggest 
that the results for salience of identity (to either the nation or their ethnic group) are polar-
ized, with 40.2% having a weak identification and 43.6% having a strong identification.

With respect to the control variables, most individuals have never perceived any form 
of discrimination towards their ethnic group (60.7%), whereas 17.7% report having expe-
rienced frequent or consistent discrimination. On average, respondents have received 
6.7 years of education and have a wealth level of 48 on the 100-point IWI scale. Respond-
ents live mainly in rural areas (only 36.3% are urbanized) and are equally likely to be male 
or female (50%). They are on average 37 years old. The descriptive statistics for the group 
level controls illustrate that education deprivation ranges from 6.5 years below to 5 years 
above the national average, whilst wealth deprivation varies from − 27.5 to 42.9 on the IWI 
scale. Group sizes range from 1473 people fewer than the country mean to 403.8 more than 
the country mean in the sample population. Groups are usually included in government, 
with the average score on the distance from power variable (1.62) falling between the jun-
ior and senior partner categories. Finally, religious fractionalization scores range from 0 to 
0.68, with the average ethnic group leaning more towards religiously homogeneity (0.23). 
Notably, 19% of the groups included in the analysis have been involved in conflict over the 
past 5 years.

The results of the multivariate regression models are presented in Table  2. The first 
model represents the analysis with the reported support for violence as the outcome varia-
ble, whilst the second model presents the regression results for the reported use of violence 
as the outcome variable. The third and fourth models include the same dependent vari-
ables respectively, but introduce dummy variables for the subcategories in the associational 
membership indicators, using non-members of religious and communal associations as the 
reference categories.

Starting with structural social capital, in Models 1 and 2 we can observe that religious 
membership significantly and positively correlates with self-reported use of violence, but 
not with self-reported support for violence. When we look more in detail at the subcat-
egories in Models 3 and 4, we observe that inactive members of religious groups are sig-
nificantly more likely to support and use violence than non-members. Active members and 
leaders of these groups are also more likely than non-members to report using violence, 
although the effect is weaker. Community membership has a positive correlation with both 
outcome variables. In Model 3, active members and leaders of community groups are sig-
nificantly more likely to justify violence than non-members, whilst in Model 4, it is evident 
that each stepwise increase in participation is progressively more associated to the use of 
violence, with community leaders being the most violent category. Overall, the coefficients 
for both the associational membership variables provide strong support for the first hypoth-
esis, which posits that being a self-reported member of an association will be correlated 
with a higher propensity for violence.
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Table 2  Multilevel ordered logit coefficients for multivariate associations between selected independent 
variables and support for and use of violence in 27 African countries

*p < .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001. Standard errors in parentheses. Country fixed effects and missing dummies 
not reported. For structural social capital variables, non-members are used as the reference category

Variables Support for violence Use of violence Support for violence Use of violence
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Structural social 
capital

Religious member-
ship

− 0.005 (0.006) 0.030*** (0.007)

 Non-member Reference Reference
 Inactive member 0.047** (0.016) 0.131*** (0.019)
 Active member − 0.024 (0.014) 0.067*** (0.017)
 Leader − 0.001 (0.024) 0.062* (0.028)

Community member-
ship

0.028*** (0.006) 0.107*** (0.007)

 Non-member Reference Reference
 Inactive member 0.030 (0.017) 0.182*** (0.019)
 Active member 0.070*** (0.015) 0.213*** (0.018)
 Leader 0.057* (0.025) 0.304*** (0.028)

Cognitive social 
capital

Particularized trust − 0.026*** (0.006) − 0.034*** (0.007) − 0.027*** (0.006) − 0.035*** (0.007)
Generalized trust 0.006 (0.015) 0.078*** (0.017) 0.005 (0.015) 0.076*** (0.017)
Identity salience 0.041*** (0.007) 0.048*** (0.009) 0.041*** (0.007) 0.047*** (0.009)
National identity − 0.020 (0.010) − 0.010 (0.012) − 0.020 (0.010) − 0.010 (0.012)
Individual controls
Perceived Discrimi-

nation
0.144*** (0.019) 0.102*** (0.022) 0.142*** (0.019) 0.101*** (0.022)

Perceived 
 Discrimination2

− 0.035*** (0.007) − 0.011 (0.008) − 0.035*** (0.007) − 0.010 (0.008)

Education − 0.001 (0.001) − 0.006*** (0.002) − 0.000 (0.001) − 0.006** (0.002)
Wealth 0.001 (0.001) 0.004*** (0.001) 0.001 (0.001) 0.004*** (0.001)
Wealth2 − 0.000 (0.000) − 0.000*** (0.000) − 0.000 (0.000) − 0.000*** (0.000)
Urbanized 0.019 (0.014) − 0.014 (0.017) 0.020 (0.014) − 0.011 (0.017)
Female − 0.032** (0.011) − 0.087*** (0.013) − 0.032** (0.011) − 0.091*** (0.013)
Age − 0.003*** (0.000) − 0.004*** (0.000) − 0.003*** (0.000) − 0.003*** (0.000)
Group controls
Education deprivation 0.002 (0.015) − 0.010 (0.016) 0.003 (0.015) − 0.008 (0.016)
Wealth deprivation 0.003 (0.002) 0.002 (0.002) 0.003 (0.002) 0.002 (0.003)
Small population size − 0.000 (0.000) − 0.000 (0.000) − 0.000 (0.000) − 0.000 (0.000)
Distance from power 

(EPR)
− 0.037 (0.030) − 0.057 (0.030) − 0.037 (0.030) − 0.056 (0.030)

Religious fractionali-
zation

0.007 (0.104) 0.004 (0.107) 0.004 (0.104) − 0.003 (0.107)

Ethnic conflict in past 
5 years

0.040 (0.063) − 0.035 (0.065) 0.040 (0.064) − 0.034 (0.065)

Observations 40,308 40,455 40,308 40,455
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With respect to cognitive social capital variables, the results are more nuanced. We find 
a negative relationship between the indicator for particularized trust (trust in neighbours) 
and both support for and the use of violence in all model specifications. However, this is 
not the case for generalized trust, which is positively and significantly associated to the 
use of violence in Model 2 and 4, but has no significant effect on support for violence in 
Models 1 and 3. Particularized trust is the most consistent result, providing strong support 
for the second hypothesis on self-reported trust measures being negatively correlated to 
violence.

The national identity variable does not offer any evidence for H3a in Table 2. Although 
the direction of the national identity coefficients is negative, the significant effect in the 
multivariate models does not hold. We do, however,  find support for the hypothesis on 
identity salience (H3b). Identity salience is highly significant in all models, and positively 
correlated to both dependent variables on violence. Here the relationship with violence 
becomes stronger the more important that individuals perceive their identity to be, irre-
spective of it being ethnic or national. When both identities overlap and the respondent 
does not have strong sentiment for either type, both their support for and use of violence 
decrease significantly.

Regarding the control variables, a higher perception of ethnic discrimination has a 
strong and positive association throughout all model specifications. When support for vio-
lence is the dependent variable (Models 1 and 3), the relationship with discrimination is 
nonlinear and the effect of discrimination decreases at higher values. In Models 2 and 4 an 
increase in education is negatively correlated with the use of violence, whilst an increase 
in wealth is positively correlated to the use of violence, with the effect of wealth increasing 
exponentially for each additional point increase on the IWI scale. All the models in Table 2 
also show that women and older people are less likely support violence or use force, whilst 
urbanization has no significant relationship with either variable. We find no significant 
relationships between the group controls and either violence variable. Finally, the effect 
of the religious fractionalization index is not significant, suggesting that the presence of 
bridging ties do not appear to influence the individual’s support for or use of violence.

7  Discussion

The aim of this study is to explore the relationship between social capital and violence 
by differentiating between the structural and cognitive components of social capital and 
empirically testing their association with political violence. This was achieved by examin-
ing associational membership and civic engagement as measures for structural social capi-
tal, and trust and national identity variables to gauge cognitive social capital. The expecta-
tion was that these different dimensions of social capital would have opposing associations 
to political violence. Prior research disaggregating social capital in this manner was lim-
ited to examining passive violence in single cases by measuring the respondents’ expo-
sure to violence (Dinesen et al. 2013; Hansen-Nord et al. 2014).Our research expands on 
prior findings by examining the relationship between different types of social capital and 
support for and use of political violence.

The findings were consistent for both forms of reported violence, although coefficients 
of social capital variables were more significant for the use of violence. Consistent with 
prior research  (Dinesen et  al. 2013; El Hajj et  al. 2011; Hansen-Nord et  al. 2014), the 
results lend strong support for the positive association between structural social capital and 
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violence; higher levels of associational membership increase the risk of violence. Access to 
organized networks is theorized to provide individuals more opportunities to engage in col-
lective action and any grievances incurred by the groups may be quickly diffused through 
the network. There is a risk that collective action may turn violent, especially when asso-
ciations have a history of violence or leaders seeking to advance their own interests wield 
their influence within groups to mobilize their members towards collective action (Fearon 
and Laitin 2000). Violent behaviour appears to be more prevalent with community leaders 
than with religious leaders. De Figueiredo and Weingast’s study (1999) provides a possible 
explanation. In their model of ethnic war, ethnic “entrepreneurs” might utilize violence to 
instill fear in other members of their ethnic group in order to manipulate and mobilize them 
into conflicts that benefit their own material interests and political aspirations.

Evidence supporting a negative association between cognitive social capital and vio-
lence is less strong, as we obtain contradicting results for the trust variables and insig-
nificant effects in the multivariate models for national identity. The negative correlation 
between particularized trust and violence corresponds to the hypothesis on cognitive social 
capital, as well as prior research on trust on the neighbourhood level (Dinesen et al. 2013; 
Vial et  al. 2010). In contrast to our expectations and other studies (Delhey and Newton 
2005; Kasara 2017), we find a positive association between generalized trust and reported 
violence. However, this result is less consistent than that for the particularized trust vari-
able, which was significant for both support for and the use of violence.

This inconsistency has been noted in other studies as well. Beugelsdijk (2006), for 
example, asserts that macro measures of trust are less fine-grained  than micro measures, 
as they may be capturing an abstract confidence in society and its institutions rather than 
trust in people. Research comparing generalized and particularized trust finds that trust 
in neighbours is more strongly connected to community-based social capital than trust in 
‘others’. As Aghajanian (2016) points out, groups might trust their own members but not 
members of others outside of their immediate community, so measures of general trust 
may not be very robust indicators of social capital. Furthermore, by asking whether the 
respondent trusts ‘most’ people, the generalized trust question can be interpreted differ-
ently by each individual. This is known as the trust radius problem, and varies significantly 
across countries, making cross-country comparison difficult (Delhey, Newton and Welzel 
2011). Nevertheless, the result for the generalized trust variable remains quite puzzling and 
deserves more attention in further research.

The other important finding in this study is that how closely one identifies with their 
identity is an important indicator of their support for and participation in violence. This 
finding is notable because any effect of norm adherence to a particular identity on social 
cohesion and potential violence is contingent on the sense of belonging to their identity 
(Wimberley 1989; Langer et al. 2017). The strength of attachment to one’s identity may 
determine how intensely individuals perceive collective grievances, and therefore how eas-
ily they may be mobilized towards violent collective action. The effect of identity salience 
does not appear to be contingent on the individual’s identity being tied to national identity, 
in contrast to previous findings (Sambanis and Shayo 2013; Charnysh et al. 2015).

One explanation for this could be found in the nature of the conflict itself. Identity con-
flicts are not always between competing identities on the ethnic level, but may also be a 
struggle between the ethnic and the national. For example, secessionist conflicts often 
occur between members of an ethnic group/region and the government. Supporters of the 
government involved in counter-protests or other forms of violence are likely to associate 
themselves with their national identity, in comparison with the rebellious ethnic group. In 
this case, the reason they participate in violence is because they are so strongly attached to 
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their national identity. Another factor could be that when there is a dominant ethnic group 
in the country, the ‘national’ identity is appropriated by that group, such as the Tswana in 
Botswana or the Han in China. Members of these groups will perceive their ethnic identity 
to be synonymous with the national identity due to their monopoly on power and society in 
general (Staerklé et al. 2010). They view an attack against their ethnic group as an attack 
against the nation. This means that the variable comparing ethnic identity and national 
identity could actually be capturing the ethnic identity for both minority and majority 
groups in a country.

The story we draw from the control variables is that the types of individuals most prone 
to violent attitudes and behaviour are young, uneducated men. This is consistent with the 
findings of cross-national research on youth bulges and conflict (Urdal 2006). Group char-
acteristics are found to be insignificantly related to reported violence, despite evidence for 
the Sub-Saharan African region suggesting socioeconomic and political factors are salient 
indicators of conflict (Alcorta et  al. 2018). However, individual perception of collective 
grievances are found to be significantly and positively correlated to support for violence. 
Subjective perceptions of individuals and actual inequalities do not always match, but per-
ceptions are what ultimately matter in the decision to engage in violence (Rustad 2016; 
Miodownik and Nir 2016).

Given that only cross-sectional data was available, our results cannot be interpreted in 
causal terms. The study’s main aim is to determine the relationship between social capital 
and violence, however it frames the hypotheses in the direction of social capital influencing 
conflict. The logic behind this reasoning is that social capital can be viewed as the social 
relations through which mechanisms shape group dynamics and mobilize groups towards 
conflict (Schaub 2014). Nevertheless, the inability to make causal inferences means that 
the direction of this relationship should be considered. The literature on social capital sug-
gests that the opposite relationship is also possible. For instance, some studies examining 
the effects of conflict purport that violence might foment discord and reduce trust between 
members within a community, subsequently reducing the level of cognitive social capital 
(De Luca and Verpoorten 2015; McIlwaine and Moser 2001). In contrast, other studies 
question whether conflict actually has an erosive effect on social capital (Cassar et al. 2013; 
Deng 2010; Goodhand et  al. 2000). The causal relationship might run both ways in an 
endogenous relationship—high levels of structural social capital could raise the risk of vio-
lence breaking out, and high levels of violence over time might lead to the erosion or alter-
ation of social capital (Ingelaere and Verpoorten 2016; Rohner et al. 2013; Schaub 2014). 
In the multivariate analysis, we control for this effect to some extent with the dummy on 
whether the group has been involved in conflict in the past. However, it is limited to the 
group level and does not capture individual violence or (inter)national conflict which may 
affect the respondent. Further research integrating conflict events data with the Afrobarom-
eter surveys will be able to incorporate more robust controls for prior conflict.

8  Conclusion

In this study, we drew on 40,455 individual-level observations from 27 different countries 
from round five of the Afrobarometer surveys. We find a positive relationship between 
structural social capital and self-reported support for and use of political violence, whilst 
cognitive social capital and self-reported support for and use of political violence are nega-
tively related. These findings highlight the importance of disaggregating social capital 
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by its different dimensions, in order to better understand its relationship with violence. 
Additionally, we find that the salience of identity is a relevant factor in determining both 
receptivity to violence and violent behaviour. This finding suggests that a strong emotional 
attachment to a social identity, regardless of whether it is ethnic or national, is likely to 
stimulate individuals to take up arms for a political cause. The purpose of this research is 
not to discourage the accumulation of social capital, as its benefit to society is evident in 
the literature. However, policymakers looking to curtail violence within their communities 
should take note of the complex effects that strengthening civil society and social identities 
may have and consider a multifaceted approach when designing programs aimed at build-
ing social capital.
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