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Abstract: The main goal of this paper is to investigate whether some dimensions of civic and religious
social capital are connected to antisocial attitudes of the youth. Based on the social capital theory and
previous research, the author assumed that membership of voluntary associations as a dimension
of civic social capital and attendance at religious services as a dimension of religious social capital,
will be negatively correlated with antisocial attitudes of the youth. The integrated dataset of the last
European Values Study and the World Values Survey waves were used as the sources of the research
data. The dataset was comprised of 11,411 respondents who were younger than 25 years old from
79 countries. As hypothesized, at the individual level, attendance at religious services was negatively
correlated with antisocial attitudes, whereas membership of voluntary associations was positively
correlated with antisocial attitudes. At the country level, none of the hypothesized correlations were
confirmed. A cross-level interaction between GDP and associational membership was found. The
author explains the findings by evoking the special characteristics of religious social capital and its
strength in building moral obligations and by suggesting possible differences in incentives for joining
voluntary associations in the countries with different levels of economic wealth.

Keywords: social capital; religiosity; religion; antisocial attitudes; youth; multilevel study; European
values study; world values survey

1. Introduction

Social capital consists of “some aspect of social structures and they facilitate certain
actions of actors—whether persons or corporate actors—within the structure” [1] (p. 98).
Alternatively, it can be defined as “features of social organizations, such as networks,
norms and trust that facilitate action and cooperation for mutual benefit” [2] (p. 67). The
concept is heuristically useful since it connects the notion of a purposive and rational social
actor with the opportunities provided by social context and, therefore, has the potential
for generalization and theoretical unification. Defined through its functions, the concept
of social capital is inherently multidimensional. For instance, Tsai and Ghoshal’s [3]
conceptualization of social capital consists of three dimensions: structural (frequency of
interaction with significant others), relational (trust) and cognitive (common understanding
of social goals and expectations). Engbers, Thompson and Slaper [4] list five categories of
social capital: social trust, formal membership and group participation, altruism, informal
interaction and shared norms. In a simplified manner, at the micro level, social capital can
be divided into attitudinal/cognitive and behavioral categories [5]. The first category is
related to interpersonal and institutional trust and an individuals’ sense of belonging to a
community as preconditions of successful collective action or usage of resources within
social networks, whereas the second one is related to direct behavioral measures, such
as membership of voluntary associations, volunteering, the number of names of known
neighbours, etc. It has to be borne in mind that various social capital components can
be associated in complex ways, i.e., that attitudinal and behavioral dimensions of social
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capital are related and mutually reinforcing. For example, civic participation (membership
of voluntary associations) can be related to generalized trust and vice versa [6].

At least some components of social capital are shown to be associated with various
positive social outcomes, such as successful educational outcomes [7–9], micro-economic
outcomes [10], economic growth [11,12], population health [13–15], political salience and
satisfaction with democracy [16], community resilience and recovery in disaster situa-
tions [5,17]. For the current study, the most important relations are those with antisocial
attitudes and behavior. Prosocial behavior of the youth is a vital prerequisite of the contin-
uation of social norms and antisocial behavior thus presents an important research topic.

On the other hand, the accumulated evidence strongly points to the conclusion that
religion exerts a strong negative influence on the various forms of antisocial attitudes and
the behaviors of adolescents and youths. Previous research has shown that religiosity,
especially its communal aspects, prevents substance use [18–22] and delinquency [23–26].
For instance, Mason, Schmidt and Mennis [27] found that social religiosity (attendance)
and the perceived support from religious communities served as protective factors against
substance use, while private religiosity (self-perceived religiosity and spirituality) did
not exert such an effect, which can be interpreted as proof for the social importance of
communal aspects of religion. Similarly, Bartkowski and Xiahoe [28] found that atten-
dance at religious services was the most consistent negative predictor of drug use among
youths, as opposed to the partial or even non-existing association of the other measures of
religiosity (denominational affiliation, religious salience and trust in God). More directly,
Cochran, Wood and Arneklev [29] established that the inverse correlation between reli-
giosity and delinquency becomes nonexistent when psychological and physical arousal
and social control are accounted for. Similar studies on the effects of religion on milder
types of antisocial behavior are much less common. For instance, King and Furrow [30]
determined that social capital fully mediated the influence of religiosity (religious salience,
participation and activities) on the prosocial behavior measured in the study (empathic
concern, perspective taking and altruism). Fondren et al. [31] found some support for the
positive effect of various measures of religiosity on interpersonal warmth, candor and
patience–attentiveness.

The main purpose of this paper is to investigate whether civic and religious social cap-
ital are negatively connected to antisocial attitudes. Even though it might be hypothesized
that religion is changing and adapting to its ever-increasing individualized and mediatized
social context [32], religious processes are still by and large social in character. As a rule,
religious organizations still offer moral orientations and a shared vision of social norms,
values and a sense of community. On the other hand, it could be expected that moral
orientations should be embedded in social relations given that morality in itself is a social
phenomenon, i.e., it deals with moral judgments within social relations and interactions.
Additionally, it would be beneficial to explore the connection between religiosity, social
capital and antisocial attitudes in a wider, cross-cultural context, given that most of the
data about the positive outcomes of social capital on adolescents and youths have been
derived from the United States [33]. As in other research topics, hypotheses and theories
confirmed in one social setting do not have to fit the others. When we research the effects
of religion on antisocial behavior, we should bear in mind that religion, with its strong
normative commitments, might create a cultural ambiance which is more orientated to-
wards prosocial behavior in comparison with less religious countries. It can be argued that
the abundance of social capital and other resources in the religious field is not something
that happens to be like that by coincidence, but that religion is a specific phenomenon
which can elicit spiritual commitments that are of a high intensity and have such impor-
tant consequences [34]. Therefore, I aimed to test several cross-level interactions that are
theoretically interesting and have only been partially covered in previous research. For
instance, Stark [35] hypothesized and empirically confirmed that the contextual effect of
religiosity is very important, i.e., that there is an interaction between individual religiosity
and the level of religiosity of the region based on data from the US. Namely, individual
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religiosity was a protecting factor for delinquency among the youth, but only in the regions
with high religiosity.

Based on the bodies of research discussed above, I propose a number of hypotheses
listed below. The rationale for the first and second hypotheses stems from the supposed
protective influence of civic and religious social capital that has already been partially
confirmed in previous research. The same idea is behind the third and fourth hypotheses
as it can be assumed that a higher level of civic and religious social capital in a country
can have an additional protective effect by creating a positive social ambiance. As for
the fifth hypothesis, I wanted to test whether the influence of membership of voluntary
associations might be different in countries with different levels of overall membership.
Since I assumed that voluntary associations will not have a macro-effect comparable
to religious associations, the hypothesis assumes no micro–macro interaction. Voluntary
associations transfer social norms only latently and not manifestly, as in the case of religious
associations. Consequently, in the sixth hypothesis I test Stark’s [35] idea that individual
religiosity is more effective in a social setting with a higher level of religiosity. In the seventh
hypothesis I assumed that a higher level of societal wealth will act as a deterrent in relation
to antisocial attitudes and behavior given that higher wealth creates fewer incentives to
break social norms. As for the eighth hypothesis, I wanted to test whether societal wealth
might be able to modify the effect of associational membership on antisocial attitudes.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Membership of voluntary associations at the individual level is negatively
correlated with antisocial attitudes.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Attendance at religious services at the individual level is negatively correlated
with antisocial attitudes.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Membership of voluntary associations at the country level is negatively
correlated with antisocial attitudes.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Attendance at religious services at the country level is negatively correlated
with antisocial attitudes.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). There is no micro–macro interaction of membership of voluntary associations.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). There is a micro–macro interaction of attendance at religious services, since
the impact of attendance will be stronger in countries with a higher overall attendance.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). Higher GDP is negatively correlated with antisocial attitudes.

Hypothesis 8 (H8). There is a cross-level interaction between membership of voluntary associations
and GDP.

2. Materials and Methods

As the source of the research data, I used the integrated European Values Study
(wave 5) and World Values Survey (wave 7) dataset, downloaded from the GESIS (Leibnitz
Institute for the Social Sciences) website (EVS/WVS (2021): Joint EVS/WVS 2017-2021
Dataset (Joint EVS/WVS). GESIS Data Archive, Cologne. ZA7505 Data file Version 1.1.0,
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13670 (accessed on 20 May 2021)). The dataset was comprised
of 79 countries from all continents with a total of 15,779 respondents who were younger
than 25 years old and with sample sizes for individual countries varying from 73 (Japan)
to 499 (Bolivia). However, the study sample consisted of 11,411 cases with valid answers
on all study variables due to the fact that some questions were not asked in particular
countries or due to refusal. The following variables/indicators from the dataset were used:

https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13670
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Predictor variables (first level)
Gender (0—female, 1—male)
Father’s education (from 0—less than primary to 8—doctoral or equivalent).
Index of the total number of individuals with a membership of voluntary associations

(from 0 to 10, the list is as follows: (1) education, cultural, arts and cultural, (2) labor
unions, (3) political parties, (4) ecology, (5) professional associations, (6) sports or recre-
ation, (7) consumer groups, (8) humanitarian or charitable, (9) self-help or mutual-aid,
(10) other groups.)

Religious services attendance (from 1—“never, practically never” to 8—more than
once a week). Instead of denominational affiliation, I chose attendance as a measure of the
communal aspect of religion due to the fact that it entails a more active participation in
religious activities.

Predictor variables (second level)
GDP per capita (PPP, in USD) was gathered from the latest available publication

of the World Economic Outlook, published by the International Monetary Fund (https:
//www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO (accessed on 27 May 2021)).

As the criterion variable in the analyses, I used antisocial attitudes, i.e., the justifiability
of antisocial behavior. Even though the terms “antisocial” and “prosocial” may seem
controversial in that they call for further clarification on how and why something is
good or bad for society, behaviors from the list that we employed in our study were
directly prohibited by formal social norms. Consequently, in this framework the use of
the term “antisocial” does not need further elaboration and justification. The criterion
variable consisted of a summated scale of the items that measured attitudes towards the
justifiability of five antisocial behaviors—(1) claiming government benefits to which you
are not entitled, (2) avoiding a fare on public transport, (3) cheating on taxes, (4) someone
accepting a bribe, (5) political violence. All items were measured on a scale ranging from 1
(“never justifiable”) to 10 (“always justifiable”). In order to check the dimensionality of
the scale, I conducted an exploratory factor analysis on a random half of the sample. The
analysis revealed a one-factor solution with 52.42% of the variance explained. After that,
the solution was checked on another half of the sample using a confirmatory factor analysis.
The results confirmed that the model with one factor reasonably fit the data (RMSEA = 0.07;
NFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.97). Consequently, the items were combined in order to calculate the
total results on the scale of the antisocial attitudes for each individual. Cronbach’s alpha of
the scale amounted to a satisfactory 0.76.

The description of the study variables from the sample is presented in the following
Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the study variables.

Variable Categories N Percentage

Gender
Female 8107 51.38
Male 7669 48.62

Unknown/missing/not asked 5 0.00

Age
16–20 yrs. 6796 43.07
21–24 yrs. 8983 56.93

Unknown/missing/not asked 0 0.00

Father’s education

Less than primary or primary 3185 20.19
Lower or upper secondary 6773 42.93
Post-secondary nontertiary 840 5.32

Short-cycle tertiary 809 5.13
Bachelor or equivalent 1293 8.19
Master or equivalent 1054 6.68

Doctoral or equivalent 195 1.24
Unknown/missing/not asked 1630 10.33

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO
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Table 1. Cont.

Variable Categories N Percentage

Membership of voluntary associations

0 5667 35.91
1–3 6188 39.21
4–6 1356 8.59

7 or more 866 5.50
Unknown/missing/not asked 1702 10.79

Religious services attendance

Never, practically never 4126 26.15
Less often than a year 1921 12.17

Once a year 914 5.79
Only on special holy

days/Christmas/Easter days 2814 17.83

Once a month 1568 9.94
Once a week 2474 15.70

More than once a week 1783 11.30
Unknown/missing/not asked 179 1.13

Index of antisocial attitudes

5–10 6850 43.41
11–16 3565 22.59
17–22 1929 12.23
23–28 1143 7.24

29 and above 834 5.29
Unknown/missing/not asked 1458 9.24

Given the hierarchical nature of the data and the possibility to analyze both individual-
level and group-level effects, I conducted a series of multilevel analyses. By conducting
a multilevel analysis, the researchers can allow for more reliable standard errors when
estimating the impacts of the first level predictors and are able to decompose the micro
(individual) and macro (country) effects on the dependent variable [36,37]. I grand-mean
centered all the continuous variables in order to facilitate the interpretation of the intercepts.
In all the analyses, I used the REML estimation and the variance components model. In
the fourth model, I tested a model with a correlated intercept and slope, but they did
not happen to be correlated. In order to simplify the presentation of the results and to
maintain the focus on the main hypotheses, I did not present the results of this model in
the subsequent table.

As is customary, the first model was the so-called empty (null) random intercept
model, i.e., the model with no predictors, so that we could see how the variability of
the criterion variable could be divided between the individual and the group level. The
empty model is based on an equation which consists of intercept variability (uoj) and error
variance (εij), as well as one fixed parameter (intercept):

Yij = γ00 + uoj + εij

In the second random intercept model, I added four individual-level predictors (gen-
der, father’s education, membership of voluntary associations and attendance at religious
services), which led to the following equation and parameters to be estimated in the model:

Yij = γ00 + γ10genderij + γ20 f ath_educij + γ30membershipij + γ40rel_attendij + µ0j + εij

In the third model, which was a combined random intercept and random slope model,
country-level membership of voluntary associations and the micro–macro interaction of
the membership were added into the equation:

Yij = γ00 + γ10genderij + γ20 f ath_educij + γ30membershipij + γ40rel_attendij + γ01membership_countryj
+γ31membershipij ∗ membership_countryj + u3j ∗ membershipij + u0j
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In the fourth model, which was also a random intercept and random slope model, I
added country-level attendance at religious services as well as the micro–macro interaction
of the attendance, resulting in the following equation:

Yij = γ00 + γ10genderij + γ20 f ath_educij + γ30membershipij + γ40rel_attendij + γ01membership_countryj
+γ31membershipij ∗ membership_countryj + γ02rel_attend_countryj + γ41rel_attendij
∗rel_attend_countryj + u3j ∗ membershipij + u4j ∗ rel_attendij + u0j

Finally, in the fifth model, the GDP of the country and the interaction between GDP
and membership of voluntary associations were added as additional parameters:

Yij = γ00 + γ10genderij + γ20 f ath_educij + γ30membershipij + γ40rel_attendij + γ01membership_countryj
+γ31membershipij ∗ membership_countryj + γ02rel_attend_countryj + γ41rel_attendij
∗rel_attend_countryj + γ03GDPj + γ32membershipij ∗ GDPj + u3j ∗ membershipij
+u4j ∗ rel_attend_countryij + u0j

3. Results

The results of the empty model show that the sample intercept of antisocial attitudes
amounted to 12.91 (Table 2). From the intercept and residual variances, we calculated
the intra-class correlation coefficient, which amounted to 0.13. Namely, about 13% of
the variance in antisocial attitudes can be explained by the country membership and the
remaining 87% by the individual differences.

Table 2. Multilevel regressions on antisocial attitudes as the criterion variable.

Parameter Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Structural part

Intercept 12.91 *** 13.09 *** 13.08 *** 13.04 *** 12.90 ***
Gender (ref. = male) −0.74 *** −0.73 *** −0.73 *** −0.73 ***
Father’s education −0.07 −0.07 −0.07 −0.07

Membership of voluntary associations 0.49 *** 0.43 *** 0.49 *** 0.41 ***
Attendance at religious services −0.12 *** −0.11 *** −0.12 *** −0.12 ***

Membership—country level 0.03 0.13 0.23
Micro–macro membership interaction 0.01 0.00 −0.03

Attendance—country level 0.20 0.57
Micro–macro attendance interaction −0.01 −0.02

GDP per capita (in thousands) −0.03
GDP–membership interaction −0.01 *

Random part

Intercept variance 9.11 *** 8.89 *** 9.09 *** 9.31 *** 9.16 ***
Residual variance 59.88 *** 55.76 *** 55.30 *** 55.03 *** 55.02 ***

Slope variance—membership 0.14 ** 0.13 ** 0.13 **
Slope variance—attendance 0.06 * 0.06 *

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

From the second model we can observe that all individual-level predictors, except
father’s education, were statistically significant. When all other variables were held con-
stant, young women tended to have less tolerant attitudes toward antisocial behavior
when compared to young males by 0.74 points. A one-point increase in attendance at
religious services decreased the antisocial attitudes by 0.12 points. However, surprisingly,
membership of voluntary associations was positively related to antisocial attitudes. To be
precise, a one-point increase in membership increased antisocial attitudes by 0.49 points.
The meaning of the intercept is that a female with average results on all other variables
(since they were grand-mean centered) had a score of 13.09.
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From the results of the third model, we can infer that neither country-level membership
of voluntary associations nor the micro–macro interaction of membership were statistically
significant predictors. The same goes for the fourth model, wherein neither attendance at
religious services at the country level nor the corresponding micro–macro interaction were
statistically significant.

Finally, in the fifth model, the cross-level interaction between membership of volun-
tary associations and GDP per capita proved to be statistically significant, whereas the
coefficients for the individual-level predictors stayed about the same. It can be noted that
the interaction coefficient was negative, meaning that the coefficient of membership of
voluntary associations became smaller as GDP per capita rose. To be more precise, it can
be calculated that the effect of the membership became positive at a GDP level per capita
of about USD 57,000 (approximately the GDPs per capita of Austria and Germany). I can
also point out that GDP per capita as such was not connected to antisocial attitudes, but
it moderated the relationship between the membership and antisocial attitudes. It is also
important to highlight that a significant variation in membership and attendance slopes
remained even after all variables were entered into the model, i.e., the countries from the
sample still significantly differed in terms of the influence of these measures of civic and
religious social capital on antisocial attitudes.

In Table 3, the parameters of the model fit are shown. Given that the models were
nested, I tested the model fit with the differences of −2 log-likelihood parameters, since
such differences followed a chi-square distribution with degrees of freedom equal to the
difference in the number of parameters estimated in the models [38]. According to the fit
indices, the second model provided the best fit for the research data, i.e., the additional
predictors did not bring an improved explanatory power, given that the third, fourth and
the fifth model used more parameters.

Table 3. Parameters of model fit.

Parameter Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

−2 Restricted Log Likelihood 99,494.43 78,508.99 78,514.60 78,520.06 78,526.09

Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC) 99,498.43 78,512.99 78,518.60 78,524.06 78,530.09

Hurvich and Tsai’s Criterion (AICC) 99,498.43 78,512.99 78,518.60 78,524.06 78,530.09

Bozdogan’s Criterion (CAIC) 99,515.57 78,529.68 78,535.28 78,540.74 78,546.77

Schwarz’s Bayesian Criterion (BIC) 99,513.57 78,527.68 78,533.28 78,538.74 78,544.77

4. Discussion

The most important result of the study presented in this paper is somewhat surprising.
Even though possible negative effects of social capital for particular organizations and the
society as a whole have been frequently noted [39–42], the study finding that membership
of voluntary associations could have an overall detrimental effect on the antisocial attitudes
of the youth was not expected and it refuted my first hypothesis. Any explanation of the
abovementioned finding must explain why the conventional wisdom that emphasizes
the positive effects of social capital on the youth might not be true in some cases. The
explanation must incorporate two additional specific findings as well. First, it has to
explain why the effect of religious services on antisocial attitudes is negative, as predicted
by my second hypothesis. Second, it has to explain the interaction between GDP per
capita and membership of voluntary associations. Taken together, the explanation must
take into account the finding that the effect of social capital might be different in different
associations and in different countries, depending on the nature of such associations and on
some country characteristics that are caused by economic wealth, or are at least correlated
with it.

In a search for plausible explanations, we need to be very careful and to painstakingly
differentiate between several types of antisocial and prosocial attitudes and behaviors.
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Namely, strong positive impacts of social capital might be reserved to the more serious
types of antisocial behavior, such as substance abuse or delinquency. Such behavior is
widely socially condemned and might be particularly susceptible to social influence. On the
other hand, milder versions of antisocial attitudes and behaviors, such as those measured
in the current study, might not be affected by the social capital of the youth. Even though
milder antisocial attitudes and behaviors have been much less researched, some studies
have pointed in the direction of such a conclusion. For instance, Barton, Thorpe and
Dafur [33] found almost no connection between measures of the within-family social
capital (frequency of interaction) and religious social capital (religious self-identification
and active membership of religious communities) and prosocial behavior such as kindness,
consideration for others and voluntarily helping others.

Second, the positive effect of religious attendance might point to the fact that reli-
gious associations are somewhat different from other associations. They are characterized
by strongly shared worldviews and cross-generational ties that can be very effective in
transmitting social values and norms. Religious groups are very often abundant with
communitarian feelings and social commitments, whereas for other voluntary associations
this is often not the case [43]. Smith [34] posits that religion has great potential to build
social capital since it fosters both intragenerational and intergenerational networks be-
tween the members of religious organizations which can strengthen moral commitments by
providing role models or influencing the plausibility structures of the moral commitments.
Some studies have shown that the religiosity of peers prevents antisocial behavior of the
youth [44]. Youths who are not members of religious organizations often lack such ties and
thus are more easily influenced by the peers who exhibit antisocial behavior. Furthermore,
Smith points to the fact that religious organizations demonstrate more intergenerational
network closure which may have a similar effect on building prosocial behavior, mainly
by providing informational supervision over the youth and that religious organizations
provide extra-community links which can enhance various useful competencies.

All religions, to some degree, have a social ethic that emphasizes prosocial behavior,
i.e., respect for social norms and the public good. For other types of horizontal associations
this might not always be the case. The list of association types used in WVS and EVS
does not tell us whether such associations convey universalistic or particularistic attitudes
and behaviors. As Portes and Sensenbrenner [39] have noted, social capital that arises
from bounded solidarity and enforceable trust is often part of the communities who are
discriminated against and who develop an inimical stance towards outside society. Besides
the other negative consequences that Portes and Sensenbrenner mention, such as the costs
of community solidarity and the constraints on freedom, this situation obviously leads to
a particularistic outlook that should not be opposed, for instance, collecting undeserved
social benefits or free riding on public transportation. The large multinational sample
used in the current study allowed for a more general test and a confirmation of the above
mentioned hypothesized differential effects of civic and religious social capital on the
antisocial attitudes of the youth. As noted earlier, the bulk of research on the impact of
religious social capital on antisocial attitudes and behavior has come from the United States
and this impact has not been reliably confirmed elsewhere, i.e., in the social settings in
which religion might have different social roles than in the United States.

The cross-level interaction between a country’s economic wealth and membership of
voluntary associations might be explained in two ways. First, it is possible that such associ-
ations transmit antisocial values in countries where such values are more often present.
Here I evoke Portes’ [45] classification of the possible determinants of the negative effects of
social capital. Namely, Portes lists (a) excessive claims on group members, (b) exclusion of
outsiders, (c) restrictions on freedom and (d) downward leveling norms (emerging antiso-
cial norms). The fourth determinant seems to be applicable to the problem at hand. Namely,
in a situation where antisocial attitudes and behaviors are already present to a degree,
they can be further propagated through cohesive social networks. Such an explanation
is reminiscent of the difference between bonding and bridging social capital [46], where
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the former tends to transfer more particularistic norms within the network. Indeed, some
research [47] has shown that associational membership can exert a negative impact on
political tolerance in countries such as those of Eastern and Central Europe, where highly
homogeneous associations build only on particularized trust. Lower levels of economic
wealth may be a proxy indicator of the weaker states in which voluntary associations do not
convey impartial universalistic rules, but serve as vehicles for particularistic interests [48].

Even though there is a negative correlation between GDP per capita and the support
for antisocial behaviors, in all countries the level of support is quite low. To illustrate the
point, the highest level of support exists in Philippines, but even there it is only 22.84 on
a 5 to 50 scale. Therefore, such an idea would be contingent upon a condition that there
is high level of socially desirable answers, i.e., that the support for antisocial behavior
is much higher than that stated in this and other surveys. The other explanation would
rest upon the idea of some kind of selection effect. For instance, it might be possible that
voluntary associations in countries with a lower level of economic wealth somehow attract
persons who support antisocial behavior, i.e., who try to achieve their goals in a manner
which is not respectful to social norms. In other words, voluntary associations might be a
wheel for social success by any means available in a situation where it is harder to achieve
success/wealth by legitimate means. Alternatively, voluntary associations in countries
with lower economic wealth might be more often present in urban areas, which in turn
might be more affected by anomic processes, i.e., on average might show more support for
antisocial values.

The other possible explanation that connects membership of voluntary associations
with the country-level membership does not seem very plausible to me. Namely, similar
cross-level interactions have already been established in health research and typically reveal
that high-trusting social settings can harm low-trusting individuals and vice-versa [49,50].
The logical explanation for such findings would be the social exclusion that happens to
the individuals whose trust habits are incongruent with those of their social surroundings.
However, we cannot easily extend this idea to the membership of voluntary associations,
i.e., it would be an immense task to theoretically demonstrate that, for some reason,
high-membership individuals exhibit more antisocial attitudes and behaviors in low-
membership (or high-membership) countries.

To sum up, most of the above-mentioned studies are not comprised of a large number
of countries [40,42,47,48] from all over the world [50], and/or they tested and theorized the
negative effects of social capital in specific social contexts, such as immigrant communities
and their relation to the wider society [39,45]. The findings of the current study add to the
previous studies by detecting the negative effects of social capital in a sample comprised of
a large number of countries and by pointing out to the possible role of economic wealth
in this process. This opens a possible new direction for future research which should
investigate whether economic wealth has a direct influence on the individual cost-benefit
calculation with relation to social norms.

5. Conclusions

Overall, the results of the study presented in this paper cast serious doubt on the idea
that social capital is the main source of public virtues and civic orientation. Even though
this idea should not be abandoned as such, it should be qualified by a reaffirmation of the
importance of the effect of both individual and contextual interaction. To put it succinctly,
social capital may only work in some situations and for some people and we should not
be surprised to find its negative and dysfunctional effects. Future studies in different
areas where social capital might be presumed to be operational should investigate under
which conditions the same structural components of social capital may lead to completely
opposite results. The study results also warn us that voluntary associations are comprised
of a very wide range of different associations which may have different impacts on various
attitudes and behaviors. Future research should try to differentiate between them and to
theoretically explain their possible different impacts.
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However, this study is not without limitations. The measurement of civic and religious
social capital was quite simple and limited and was mostly conditioned upon the variables
which were available in the dataset and the need to keep the regression models interpretable.
Taking into account the complexity and multidimensionality of the concepts of social
capital and religiosity, future studies with different operationalizations of the concepts are
highly warranted.
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