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Social capital can be defined as norms of reciprocity, networks of civic engagement and trust that “can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” (Putnam 1993a, p. 167).  Statistic-based research on social trends suggests that social capital as well as civic engagement and community relations in America are in decline. Discussion of declining social capital has been accompanied by calls for the revival of traditional Tocquevillian communities in both the scholarly and public presses.  A Tocquevillian community suggests homogeneity and geographic contiguity.  It is not an adequate model for our complex and diverse society. 

Similarly, traditional volunteering in traditional “mainline” voluntary associations is not an adequate measure of civic engagement. Our current social and economic context requires new definitions of volunteering, voluntary associations, and social capital.

Drawing on the sociological literature on civil life and civic engagement and the socio-cultural-historical literature on developmental processes, this case study explores the development of social capital among diverse individuals whose homes are not in close proximity, but who share an interest in child welfare and learning.  Four years of participant observation of adults supporting after-school programs and participating in an emergent voluntary association produced data on productive interpersonal, intercultural and inter-institutional relations.  Analytical tools drawn from the two literatures provided a process view, not on broad social trends, but on the challenges heterogeneous individuals and institutions face in building collaboration, i.e., the labor of social capital. 

The findings indicate that neo-Tocquevillian communities built upon common practice or intent to practice are productive of hybrid forms of volunteering and social capital as well as civic engagement.  The hybrid volunteering mixes paid and unpaid labor. The non-traditional communities are hybrid forms of workplace/voluntary associations supported by a combination of public, third sector, and private funds.  Combining work, volunteering, and voluntary participation, individuals and institutions with mixed self-interests and other interests are civically engaged. The social capital they produce is characterized by boundary work involving both maintenance of social boundaries and bridging between them.

