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Making An Investment

In WW’s Social Capital
reas where a high number of people

Ahold bachelor’s degrees and make
more than $75,000 a year in income,

as is the case in West Windsor, usually see
higher mumbers of community involvement.

) csidents’ educational and in-
come levels, the levels of their participation
in-volunteerism and civic engagement are
only at average or below-average levels
when compared with numbers on a national
level.

And a critical part of getting people more
involved is to increase social capital, or de-
velop a “sense of place.” And that could be
done with redevelopment, if planned and
done properly, says Nancy Kieling, presi-
dent and director of the Princeton Area Com-
munity Foundation, and a 30-year West
Windsor resident,

liv her presentation to the West Windsor
Township Council during its October 14
meeting, Kieling said that social capital —
which is defined as the social networks and
the trust and connections between people
that solve problems, and that-measures atti-
tudes and behaviors between people — is
created by everyone in a community through
their daily activities, whether big or small,
like going to the grocery store or attending
council meetings.

“The notion that place is important-is a
core piece of social capital because if you
think about it, connections and networks and

relationships are built in places,” she said, in
places like parks, coffee and ice cream
shops, schools, offices, farmers’ markets,
and anywhere people come together.

It is important because “in places where
social capital is high and connection is good,
neighborhoods are actually safer, schools are
better, local economy is stronger, there is
less crime and violence, and people actually
report to be happier and healthier and living
longer,” Kieling said.

Kieling’s organization, in connection
with the Princeton-Regional Chamber of
Commerce Foundation, surveyed all 13 mu-
nicipalities in Mercer County, as well as the
bordering areas in Somerset and Middlesex
counties with a (609) area code because “we
wanted to understand the importance of con-
nection among people, to understand this re-
gion better, and o encourage the building of
more and better social capital, if that’s what

we found, in fact, needed to be done,” Kiel- ’

ing said.

In the spring of 2007, the organization
conducted 8§70 telephone surveys, which had
a 35 percent response rate - which is high
for a telephone survey, Kieling said. The
same survey developed by professor Robert
Putnam, of the John F. Kennedy School of
Government at Harvard University, was
used with some minor tweaking for the
group’s own uses, and the data, forthe most
part, was comparabie to a national study con-
ducted in 2006. :

“It showed, for the most part, we are pret-
ty well-connected with our neighbors,” she
said, explaining that 56 percent of the re-
spondents reported being so, compared with
46 percent nationally. The survey also found
that 84 percent of residents polled said they

trusted people in their neighborhood, com-
pared with 81 percent nationally. And 85
percent of people in this area trust the local
police, compared with §2 nationally. Of the
respondents, 88 percent said they trust those
of different races, compared with 84 percent
nationaily.

Of the respondents, 90 percent said they
had a white friend, compared with 1 percent
nationally, 61 percent said they had a Span-
ish or Latino friend, compared with 38 per-
cent nationally, 31 percent said they had an
Asian friend, compared with.36 percent na-
tionally, and 70.percent said they had a black

N
“We should have a public space
that encourages informal so-
cialization,’ says Nancy Kieling.

friend, compared with 63 percent nationally.

When it comes to reading a daily newspa-
per, 40 percent of the people in this area said
they did, compared with 28 percent national-

" ly. “It’s an important element of social capi-

tal and connection to community because if
you don’t know what’s going on, it’s very
difficult to be involved,” Kieling said.

Of the respondents, 54 percent reported
incomes of over $75,000, compared with 27
percent nationally, and 51 percent said they
hold bachelor’s degrees, compared with 28
percent nationally.

Still, despite all of these advantages, the
levels of volunteerism and civic engagement
remained at average to low levels, even
though people with college degrees volun-
teer 45 percent more than those without,
Kieling said.

Kieling said that 29 percent of the respon-
dents said they did not volunteer or engage in
civie activities because of work and family
obligations, while 17 percent said they
lacked information. Twelve percent said
they thought they could not make a differ-
ence, 10 percent said they felt unwelcome, 9
percent said they were concerned for their
safety, and 6 percent said they had no trans-
portation.

So, *if we want more community, we
should design it so that we can have it,” Kiel-
ing said. “We should have public space that
encourages informal socialization.” This
way, people can spend less time traveling
and more time connecting with others.

She said places like sirip malls “don’t do
the same kind of connecting that town
squares do,” so officials should be mindful
of this when they plan for the future.

Councilwoman Linda Geevers asked

Kieling whether redevelopment would be a

good opportunity to increase social capital,
and Kieling said she thought it would. “The
notion of social capital is core to redevelop-
ment, and I think it challenges us to do the
planning for it very well so that we create the
kinds of places that foster this kind of com-
munity, and that we don’t create the kinds of
spaces that work against it,” she said.

Kieling said that people want a sense of
place. “What this data does is shows us that
it’s not just a nice thing that is pleasant if we
have and CK if we don’t,” she added. “It ac-
tually matters.”

She said that the community already has a
functional government and a vibrant econo-
my, “but ail of that can be maintained and
improved” with a plan, like redevelopment,
that brings people together.



