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INTRODUCTION

called Civic Health and Unemployment: Can Engagement Strengthen the Economy?, which offered 

our exploration of these connections and their implications.

the links between our nation’s civic life and our economic vitality. We have convened a nationwide 

understand the implications for this research on communities. We have launched a Civic Data 
 

visualizations and animations that connect civic data to social outcomes.

 
 

connected to economic resilience. At the core of both are relationships, peer-to-peer communication,  
 

economic crisis. 

and more invested in one another as common stakeholders in a shared future, our communities 

 

of civic health to economic health.

 

economic development plans. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

-
ably smaller increases in unemployment compared to communities that faced similar economic 
circumstances. 

-

Social cohesion is glue that keeps people employed

 

-

Nonprofits are a lynchpin of local economies 

  

 

-

-

individuals more likely to spend, invest, collaborate, and address problems in their own communi-

a crisis.

Communities that have better 
civic health have weathered 
the recent recession better 
than other communities

Unemployment Rate for Most and Least Connected States, 2006-2010
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EVIDENCE BUILDS THAT CIVIC HEALTH 
PROTECTS AGAINST UNEMPLOYMENT

-
tion Center released a joint report entitled, Civic Health and Unemployment: Can Engagement 

Strengthen the Economy?

economic resilience. States and major metropolitan areas that had more civic engagement 
in 2006 or earlier experienced smaller increases in unemployment between 2006 and 
2010.

differences in unemployment.

-

 if 
two cities or states face similar economic circumstances, the one with stronger civic life 
will weather the recession better.

-

 

 

 

 

-

 Human capital:
and habits that make people employable.

Networks:

3.  Information:

Trust:

Good Government:

public policies that affect unemployment and social services. 

Attachment:
invest, spend, and hire there. 

States and major metro-
politan areas that had more 
civic engagement in 2006 or 
earlier experienced smaller 
increases in unemployment 
between 2006 and 2010
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A county with one extra 
nonprofit per 1,000 people 
in 2005 would have half a 
percentage point less  
unemployment by 2009

-

 Presence of the organized nonprofit sector:

A community’s social cohesion:

economic crisis at the community level.

-

 
statistical controls (alternative explanations for the trend in unemployment) are 
added to the models. 

 

-
dence in the model.  

 

 

 

 

turnout.  

 

-



 7

5.1 
Percentage point increase in 
unemployment in counties 
ranking in the bottom 10%  
in nonprofit density between 
2006-2009 

-

 

 -
ment to it.

  Pride in and attachment to the community predicts positive perceptions of its 

SPECIFIC FINDINGS

The Number and Type of Nonprofit Organizations Predict  
Resilience to Unemployment

3 

-

but the counties 
rich in nonprofits lost many fewer jobs than the low-nonprofit counties.

 

recession and other factors likely to affect unemployment.

Fig. 1:  Unemployment Estimated Trajectories for Best and Worst Counties  
in Nonprofit Density

6.9%

8.6%

4.9%
5.6%

10.3%

4.3%

6.2%
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5.5% 
Chance an individual with 
a job living in a metropoli-
tan area with low nonprofit 
density would lose his or 
her job between 2008 and 
2009 vs 2.7% chance for an 
individual with a job living in 
a metropolitan area with high 
nonprofit density

1.7 
Percentage point difference 
in unemployment between  
the 5th and 95th percentiles 
in nonprofit density

county level. 

-

predicted fewer jobs lost in the whole community, better overall economic performance, and 
These results suggest that nonprofits may 

bring economic benefits by directly employing people and also by changing the economic 
climate of the whole community.
turn, when citizens feel committed to their communities and connected to their fellow residents, 

in more detail below. 

-

The odds of becoming unemployed were thus twice as high in a com-
munity with low civic health compared with one with high civic health.

participation and leadership skills. Analysis of national data demonstrates that the density of 

Fig. 2: Percent Change in Unemployment Rate in Nonprofit Density, 2006-2009

Fig. 3:  Predicted Probability of Being Unemployed in 2009 Among the CPS Respondents 
Who Were Employed in 2008

5.31%

5.5%

4.79%

4.4%

4.42%

3.8%

4.12%

3.4%

3.59%

2.7%
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Public & Social Benefits

Mutual & Membership Benefits

 

Recreation & Sport

Recreational Clubs

Employment

Human Services

American National Red Cross

Arts, Culture & Humanities
Arts Education
Metropolitan Museum of Art

Health Care

Community Clinics
Blood Banks

Housing & Shelter

Community Improvement & Capacity 
Building

Chambers of Commerce and  

Real Estate Associations

Youth Development

Voluntary Health Associations &  
Medical Disciplines

Public Safety, Disaster  
Preparedness & Relief

Food, Agriculture & Nutrition

Crime & Legal Related
Crime Prevention
Law Enforcement

Philanthropy, Voluntarism, Grantmaking 
Foundations

Science & Technology
Aerospace Corporation

-

associations devoted to “arts, culture, and humanities” and “philanthropy, volunteerism, and 

 

These examples are meant to 
be illustrative, but not fully 
representative of the classifi-
cations. Additional examples 
can be viewed through the 
National Taxonomy of Exempt  
Entities (NTEE) system  
website: http://nccs.urban.
org/classification/NTEE.cfm

Fig. 4: Types of NPOs that Significantly Predict Change in Unemployment

PUBLIC & SOCIAL BENEFITS

MUTUAL & MEMBER BENEFITS

RECREATION & SPORTS

EMPLOYMENT

HUMAN SERVICES

ARTS, CULTURE & HUMANITIES

HEALTH CARE

HOUSING & SHELTER

COMMUNITY IMPROVEMENT & CAPACITY BUILDING

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

VOLUNTARY HEALTH ASSOCIATIONS & MEDICAL DISCIPLINES

PUBLIC SAFETY, DISASTER PREPAREDNESS & RELIEF

FOOD, AGRICULTURE & NUTRITION

CRIME & LEGAL RELATED

PHILANTHROPY, VOLUNTEERISM, GRANTMAKING FOUNDATIONS

SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY
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6.5% 
The average unemploy-
ment rate in 2010 among 
the states scoring highest 
in nonprofit density and 
social cohesion, compared 
to 10.8% among the states 
scoring lowest

The organizations that appear to be helpful could be described as:

 

 

people make the decisions.

 
-

 

 

Social Cohesion Also Predicts Resilience Against Unemployment

 

 -

-

social cohesion.  

 -

  
 

-
Social cohesion in a community strongly 

predicted a smaller increase in the unemployment rate from 2006-2010.  

density and social cohesion would predict how a state’s economy fared in the recession years. 
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South Dakota, Maine and  
Nebraska show up in the top 
10 states on each measure

Utah, Mississippi and  
Alabama show up in the top 
10 states for social cohesion, 
but the bottom ten states 
for nonprofit organization 
density

Fig. 5: Unemployment Rate for Most and Least Connected States, 2006-2010

Fig. 6:  Unemployment Rate for Most and Least Nonprofit Density and Connection  
2006-2010
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4.2%

4.6%

5.0%
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4.3%

3.7%

4.1%

3.4%

4.4%

3.6%

8.0%

6.5%

10.0%

10.8%

8.7%

9.4%

7.0%

5.7%

Table 1: The Top 10 States

Nonprofit Organization Density Social Cohesion Combination of Social Cohesion and NPO Density*

Alaska Alabama

Iowa Louisiana

Maine Maine

Montana Mississippi

Nebraska Missouri

North Dakota Nebraska

Rhode Island

Wisconsin

Table 2: The Bottom 10 States

Nonprofit Organization Density Social Cohesion Combination of Social Cohesion and NPO Density*

Arizona Arizona

California California

Delaware

Indiana

Kentucky Kansas

Louisiana Kentucky

Mississippi, North Carolina  
and Alabama** Nevada

Nevada New Mexico

North Carolina

Please note: The District of Columbia was 

considered in this analysis and removed from 

these rankings. While it would rank as #1 on 

considered an outlier for the disproportionate 

based out of DC. 

*The rankings for the combination of social 

independently rank highly in each separate 

measure. Instead, these rankings were calcu-

lated by analyzing the combined effects of the 

two measures overall in each state. In other 

words, one variable might be strong enough to 

compensate for low performance in the other—

leading a state to still show up on this list.

** 

density per capita

MT

CA

NV

AZ NM

IN

MI

KY VA
NC

GA

WY

UT

ND

SD

NE IA

WV

MEVT
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Photo courtesy of: spirit of america/ 

Shutterstock.com

-

cohesion.

-
its, and some have the opposite pattern. Doing well on either dimension would help a commu-
nity weather the recession.

-

EXPLAINING THE CAUSAL MECHANISMS : 
SOME POSSIBILITIES

Civic health is statistically linked to resilience against unemploy-
ment, but that link requires explanation. 

-

 Perhaps communities with 

brief do not measure skills, but there is a reason to doubt that skills can explain the community-

rather than boost their whole communities’ employment rates. 

 

directly, but in order to defend this hypothesis, one would have to explain how state and local 

recession.

Fig. 7: Percent Change in Unemployment Rate by Social Cohesion, 2006-2009

4.95%
4.74% 4.59% 4.41% 4.15%

0.8 
Percentage point difference 
in unemployment between  
the 5th and 95th percentiles 
in social cohesion
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Communities with relatively 
weak civic health can con-
sider two different strategies 
for improving their economic 
resilience: strengthening 
nonprofits or boosting social 
cohesion

-

own capital and productive assets (such as factories) on the sidelines until economic conditions 

optimistic about local opportunities, if they are connected to and trust local people, and if they 
care about where they live. 

-

That is consistent with the hypothesis that the civic connectedness of the people 
who are in a position to invest and hire is important for avoiding unemployment. 

-

modest, it can create a cascade effect if the local workers they hire also spend locally.

-
-

spondents’ close friends who live in the same vicinity and how many of their friends 

-
trated locally are more likely to develop pride in the community.

the local economy.  
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Organizational infrastructure 
and civic health in general 
are particularly important in 
the face of economic crisis

-
-

munities, they are more likely to promote local businesses and local initiatives. As a result, local 

availability of local associations and “third places” (informal venues such as barber shops and 
 

-

-
son observes, “It is the totality of the institutional infrastructure that seems to matter in promot-

-
ies around the country.”

important in the face of economic crisis. “When confronted with stark material deprivation and 

resources are likely to increase in importance [in an] economic crisis.”  Consistent with that 

trends as well in non-recession years as it does in recession years. 

-

-

feeds on itself and serves as a kind of independent protective factor and durable character that 
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CONCLUSION

-
-

probably builds these habits of mind, which, in turn, make individuals more likely to spend, invest, 
collaborate, and address problems in their own communities. 

GIVEN THE FINDINGS OF THIS BRIEF:
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TECHNICAL NOTES

-

-
search objective, which was to clarify the relationship between 

-

standards.

 -

 -
tions in a community, the level of social cohesion, overall 
social capital, attachment and pride for the community, and 

the rate of people who worked with others in the community. 

  Whenever possible, we used a composite measure (i.e., a 
combination of multiple indicators) to summarize the level 

-
ly robust and provides a better summary of a community’s 

a different story. 

of the person’s connection to others in the community 
better than any one of these indicators, which only de-
scribes an aspect of social connection. 

from many different datasets and statistical models. 

-

source into a construct, we were able to communicate 

 -

conducted, from county and metropolitan area to state. In 

 

before and at the end of the recession. In most cases, we 

-
-

employed one year would become unemployed in the follow-

  We included in our models various non-civic factors that 

-

-

Different combinations of these factors were included in the 
statistical model based on the availability of the data and 

 -
cant effects of civic predictors after accounting for the 

effects of non-civic factors on the outcome of interest. 

 -

-

to subsequent economic performance.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND DATA SOURCES
American Community Survey is an annual survey of American 

-

The Census Current Population Survey is a monthly survey of 

source of monthly employment statistics as well as supplemental 
-

Nonprofit organizations:

-

-

Nonprofit data
-

Nonprofit Density

Penn State Social Capital Index data were obtained from the 

Social Capital Index refers to an index of county-level “social 
-
-

rate in the presidential election. It is calculated for each county. 

Social Cohesion is an index of the extent to which individuals in 
a community are closely bonded with others in the same commu-
nity. Because the Census asked different questions in different 
years, the exact combination of indicators varies from year to year. 

calculated a factor score of social cohesion to enter into the sta-

the term “social cohesion” to describe the overall level of resident 
-
-

nected to people who live near them. 

Soul of the Community: -

-
-

-

-

Unemployment rates were obtained from the Bureau of Labor 
-
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ENDNOTES
-

-

3 

-

-

volunteer status) and all the community-level factors listed in note 3 above. 

  Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York, 

-
ated Pluralism,” Polity, vol. 31

-

-
ment), and voter turnout in the most recent presidential election. 

-

-
Annual Review of Sociology

American Journal of Sociology -

American Journal of Sociology

Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy. (Princeton, 

-

Population

 Social Forces,

Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Effect  
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