
 Age Group 
 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+ 

Most Urban -0.122 0.019 -0.127 -0.162 -0.096 -0.218 -0.162 -0.171 -0.047 
2nd Most Urban -0.056 -0.077 -0.088 -0.069 0.001 -0.111 -0.133 -0.185 0.022 
3rd Most Urban 0.053 -0.077 0.060 0.048 -0.006 -0.021 -0.065 -0.145 -0.033 
4th Most Urban -0.054 -0.008 -0.070 -0.092 -0.152 -0.060 -0.098 -0.210 -0.028 
5th Most Urban 0.236 0.006 0.028 0.021 0.191 0.200 -0.156 -0.171 0.052 
6th Most Urban 0.141 0.052 0.009 -0.067 -0.121 -0.103 -0.134 -0.135 -0.029 
7th Most Urban 0.082 0.058 0.048 -0.147 -0.082 -0.089 -0.174 -0.110 -0.077 
8th Most Urban -0.007 0.075 -0.147 -0.083 -0.011 -0.047 0.015 -0.086 0.011 
Most rural 0.116 0.085 -0.096 -0.156 -0.049 -0.008 -0.096 -0.052 -0.092 

 

Table 2: Correlations between 
Social Capital and Suicide 
Rates by Rural Urban 
Continuum Classification, 
1999-2004

Note: statistically significant associations are in bold

 Age Group 
 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+ 
Urban     ns/- -/- -/- -/-  
Suburban       -/- -/-  
Town +/+ +/ns ns/+ -/- -/- -/- -/- -/-  
Completely Rural +/ns +/- -/- -/- ns/- ns/- ns/- -/-  

 

Table 3: Direction of Significant 
Product Moment/Rank Order 
Correlations between Social 
Capital and Suicide, 1999-2004

n/s = not statistically significant

SOCIAL CAPITAL IN U.S. RURAL COUNTIES: TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING?
Robert Bossarte, PhD
Injury Control Research Center and Department of Community Medicine 
West Virginia University

Social capital has been conceptualized as a product of opportunities for meaningful interaction and cohesion within a 
community and has emphasized mutual respect, social trust, and group membership.1,2 

Previous research has reported that low levels of social capital are associated with high-risk and violent behaviors and high 
levels are associated with better community health.3-7

Some studies have suggested that social capital may be a risk factor among certain populations and have questioned the 
explanatory power and uncritical use of social capital in the study of suicide.8-10

Others have suggested that measures of community disintegration, conceptualized as social fragmentation, may be more 
appropriate for studies of suicide.11-13

1. To identify age- and area-level differences in the associations between an index of social capital and the five-
year rate of deaths from suicide among residents of U.S. urban and rural counties 

2. To compare the associations between suicide rates and indexes of social capital and social fragmentation

• Ecological analyses prohibit consideration of individual level characteristics
• Bivariate correlations limit consideration of possible confounding economic and social factors
• Data limitations resulting in differences in the calculation of social fragmentation may have affected the analyses

1. Putnam, R. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community: New York. Simon and Schuster. 2000.

2. Coleman, J. Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital. American Journal of Sociology. 1988;94:S95-120.

3. Crosby RA, Holtgrave DR, DiClemente RJ, Wingood GM, et al. Social Capital as a predictor of adolescents’ sexual risk behavior: A state level exploratory study. AIDS 
and Behavior. 2003:7:245-252.

4. Rosenfeld R, Messner SF, Bauer EP. Social Capital and Homicide. Social Forces. 2001;80:283-310.

5. DeCoster S, Heimer K, Wittrock SM. Neighborhood disadvantage, social capital, street context, and youth violence. The Sociological Quarterly. 2006;47:723-753.

6. Kawachi I., Kennedy B.P., Lochner S.M., Prothrow-Stith D. Social capital, income inequality, and mortality. American Journal of Public Health. 1997; 87:1491-1498.

7. Hendryx M.S., Ahern M., Lovrich N.P., McCurdy A.H. Access to health care and community social capital. Health Services Research. 2002; 37:85-101.

8. Beyerlain K, hipp J. Social Capital, Too Much of a Good Thing? American Religious Traditions and Community Crime. Social Forces. 2005; 84:995-1013.

9. Portes A, Landolt P. The Downside of Social Capital. The American Prospect. 1996;26:18-22.

10. Kushner H., Sterk C. The Limits of Social Capital: Durkheim, Suicide, and Social Cohesion. American Journal of Public Health. 2005; 95:1139-1143.

11. Smith G., Whitley E., Dorling D, Gunnell D. Area based measures of social and economic circumstances: cause specific mortality patterns depend on the choice of 
index. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health. 2001; 55:149-150.

12. Whitley E., Gunnell D., Dorling D., Smith G.D. Ecological study of social fragmentation, poverty, and suicide. BMJ. 1999;319:1034036.

13. Congdon P. Suicide and Parasuicide in London: A Small-area Study. Urban Studies. 1996:33:137-158.

The bivariate associations between social capital and county-level U.S. suicide rates are not uniform and 
vary when the age and rural category of the group are considered

High levels of social capital are associated with higher suicide rates among the youngest age groups and 
most rural U.S. regions

Social capital and social fragmentation may be inversely related to suicide rates among certain 
categories of U.S. counties. However, the overall relationship between the rate of deaths from suicide 
and social capital or social fragmentation is negative

Overall, social capital may provide a more appropriate measure of risk for higher suicide rates in U.S. 
counties

The low prevalence of significant associations and lack of uniformity between levels of social capital and 
suicide rates across urban and rural regions suggests that substantial structural heterogeneity exists in 
the relationships between community health and increased opportunities for meaningful social 
interaction and reciprocal trust
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Capital by Rural 
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Partial support for this project was provided by grant number 1 P20 HS015390 from the Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality (AHRQ) . Contents are solely the responsibility of the author and do not represent the official views of AHRQ.

Table 4: Direction of 
Significant Correlations 
between Social Capital, Social 
Fragmentation and Suicide, 
1999-2004

 Age Group 
 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+ 
Urban ns/- ns/- ns/- ns/- ns/- -/ns -/- -/ns  
Suburban     ns/+ ns/+ -/ns -/ns  
Town +/ns +/-  -/ns -/ns -/ns -/ns -/ns  
Completely Rural +/ns +/ns -/ns -/ns    -/ns  

 n/s = not statistically significant

Mortality data and suicide rates for the years 1999-2004 were obtained from the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention’s “Wide-ranging OnLine Data for Epidemiologic Research” (WONDER) system for each U.S. county. 
Suicide rates were age-adjusted to the 2000 U.S. standard population when appropriate.

Standardized county level measures of social capital were obtained from the Northeast Regional Center from Rural 
Economic Development at the Pennsylvania State University and included information on the number of recreational, 
political, business, and civic organizations, census participation, voter turnout, and non-profit organizations.15 

A social fragmentation index was constructed by calculating the sum of the number of renter-occupied housing units, 
average five year population change, number of single person households, and number of single-parent households in 
each county (2000). Data for this index were obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau and 2005 Area Resource File. 
Each variable was standardized to have a mean of zero and standard deviation of one prior to index calculation. 

Bivariate correlation coefficients were calculated using Pearson product moment and Spearman rank order methods 
and were calculated overall and stratified by rural classification code and age group
Urban and rural categories for all U.S. counties were initially classified using the nine-level 2003 Rural-Urban 
Continuum Codes as defined by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget. The Rural-Urban Continuum Codes 
were then collapsed to form a four-level classification scheme:

Urban (metropolitan populations of 250,000 or more)
Suburban (non-metropolitan urban populations of 20,000 or more)
Town (non-metropolitan urban populations of 2,500 to 19,999 people)
Rural (population of less than 2,500 people) 
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 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+ 
 PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank PM Rank 
Urban -0.034 -0.013 -0.046 -0.027 -0.034 -0.039 -0.059 -0.075 -0.028 -0.071 -0.108 -0.131 -0.119 -0.124 -0.161 -0.162 -0.025 0.059 
Suburban 0.054 0.102 0.009 0.021 -0.026 -0.052 -0.047 -0.094 -0.029 -0.067 0.015 -0.038 -0.122 -0.151 -0.184 -0.203 -0.014 -0.016 
Town 0.113 0.114 0.066 0.041 0.051 0.062 -0.111 -0.093 -0.091 -0.086 -0.086 -0.74 -0.135 -0.144 -0.134 -0.090 -0.057 -0.009 

Rural 0.107 0.045 0.089 -0.080 -0.100 -0.225 -0.138 -0.201 -0.039 -0.138 -0.016 -0.142 -0.062 -0.154 -0.078 -0.119 0.050 0.063 

 

Table 5: Product Moment and Rank Order Correlations between Social Capital and Suicide Rates by Collapsed Rural Classification, 1999-2004

Note: statistically significant associations are in bold

Table 6: Correlations between Social Capital, Social Fragmentation and Suicide Rates by Collapsed Rural Classification, 1999-2004
 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+ 
 SC SF SC SF SC SF SC SF SC SF SC SF SC SF SC SF SC SF 
Urban -0.034 -0.088 -0.046 -0.069 -0.034 -0.109 -0.059 -0.111 -0.028 -0.073 -0.108 -0.043 -0.119 -0.073 -0.161 -0.057 -0.025 -0.013 
Suburban 0.054 -0.004 0.009 0.008 -0.026 0.042 -0.047 0.020 -0.029 0.129 0.015 0.120 -0.122 0.065 -0.184 0.029 -0.014 0.080 
Town 0.113 -0.052 0.066 -0.075 0.051 -0.028 -0.111 0.059 -0.091 0.016 -0.086 0.045 -0.135 0.020 -0.134 -0.023 -0.057 0.004 
Rural 0.107 -0.045 0.089 -0.062 -0.100 -0.004 -0.138 0.068 -0.039 0.040 -0.016 -0.028 -0.062 0.025 -0.078 0.011 0.050 0.001 

 Note: statistically significant associations are in bold

Table 1: Median Levels of Social 
Capital and Social Fragmentation by 
Collapsed Rural Classification, 1999-
2004

 Social Capital Social Fragmentation 
 Median Value Median value 
Urban -0.073 -0.077± 
Suburban  0.030 -0.489 
Town -0.141 -0.881 
Completely Rural  0.066* -1.015 

 * Mean value significantly higher than Urban, Suburban, or Town areas (p≤.05)
± Mean value significantly higher than Suburban, Town, or Rural areas (p≤.05)

Statistically significant associations between social capital and rate of suicide were identified among 31% 
(n=25) of the age and rural-urban classifications. Among those with a significant correlation 84% (n=21) 
were inversely related (Table 2)
Important age and urbanization differences in the relationships between social capital can be identified 
using a four category rural classification scheme (Tables 3 and 5 )
Overall, 50% (n=11) of the 22 statistically significant associations between social capital and county level 
suicide rates were among persons age 55 to 84 

All of the associations in this age group were negative
The only statistically significant positive Pearson correlations between social capital and suicide rates 
(n=4) were among persons age 15-24 living in non-metropolitan town or rural counties
Overall, rural counties have the highest levels of social capital and the lowest levels of social 
fragmentation (Table 1)
Social fragmentation was significantly associated with the rate of suicide among 20% (n=9) of the age 
and rural categories and the association between social fragmentation and the suicide rate was positive 
for 22% (n=2) of all significant relationships (Tables 4 and 6)
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