
SOCIAL CAPITAL, PLACE IDENTITY, AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS IN 

APPALACHIA 

by 

Chris Holtkamp 

A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Council of 

Texas State University in partial fulfillment 

of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

with a Major in Geography 

May 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Committee Members: 

 Russell Weaver, Chair 

 David R. Butler 

 Ronald Hagelman, III  

 Colleen Myles 

 Robert T. Perdue 



 

COPYRIGHT  

 

 

By 

 

Christopher Holtkamp 

 

2018 

 



 

FAIR USE AND AUTHORôS PERMISSION STATEMENT  

  

  

Fair Use  

  

This work is protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States (Public Law 94-553, 

section 107). Consistent with fair use as defined in the Copyright Laws, brief quotations 

from this material are allowed with proper acknowledgment. Use of this material for 

financial gain without the authorôs express written permission is not allowed.  

  

  

  

Duplication Permission  

  

As the copyright holder of this work I, Christopher Holtkamp, authorize duplication of this 

work, in whole or in part, for educational or scholarly purposes only. 

  



iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  

 

I would first like to acknowledge Jack and Lucy for putting up with a difficult few 

years. It has not been easy, but you both have been great about it all and I cannot tell you 

how much I appreciate that. I love you both and cannot wait to see what you accomplish. 

I could not have arrived at this point without the support of my parents. Your love 

and generosity has been invaluable to my success, and I can never repay everything you 

have done, and continue to do, for me. 

To my committee members, they say you cannot teach an old dog new tricks, but 

you clearly have shown it is possible. I know the work in transforming this practicing urban 

planner into an academic geographer was not easy, but you accomplished it. I appreciate 

all the time you spent working with me, the insight and experience you shared with me, 

and most of all the example each of you set for me. 

Finally, to my adviser, Dr. Weaver (okay, Rusty, if you insist), the last four years 

have been an experience. I am lucky to have been your first PhD student, I hope I have not 

crushed any interest you have in working with future students. I appreciate you pushing 

me to achieve more with my research, publications, and learning as I went through the 

program. If I can be half the mentor you are, I will feel like I have succeeded. Thank you 

for all of your help and your friendship, I look forward to continued success and 

collaboration. 

 

  



v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 

Page 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................... iv 

 

LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................... vii i 

 

LIST OF FIGURES ........................................................................................................... ix 

 

ABSTRACT .........................................................................................................................x 

 

CHAPTER 

  

 I. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................1 

 

 Purpose and Outline of the Dissertation ......................................................6 

 

 II . BACKGROUND .................................................................................................9 

  

 Social Capital in Community and Economic Development ........................9 

 Appalachia .................................................................................................11 

 Conceptual Framework ..............................................................................17 

 

 III. QUANTIFYING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL  

                  CAPITAL AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS IN APPALACHIA ................20 

 

 Introduction ................................................................................................20 

 Literature Review.......................................................................................24 

      Conventional Economic Development .................................................24 

      Social Capital ........................................................................................27 

file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181030
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181031
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181031
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033


vi 

      Appalachia ............................................................................................31 

 Data and Methods ......................................................................................34 

      Social Capital and Economic Distress Indices......................................35 

      Methods.................................................................................................37 

 Results and Discussion ..............................................................................39 

 Conclusions and Further Research .............................................................47 

 

 IV. PLACING SOCIAL CAPITAL: PLACE IDENTITY AND SOCIAL 

                  CAPITAL IN APPALACHIA .........................................................................51 

 

 Background ................................................................................................54 

      Why an(other) Empirical Study on Social Capital? ..............................54 

      Measuring Network Denisty: An Index of Social Capital ....................56 

      Place Identity and Social Capital ..........................................................57 

      Place Identity, and Symbolic Naming ..................................................58 

      A Quick Note on Appalachian Identity and Social Capital ..................59 

 Study Area, Data, and Methods .................................................................61 

      Study Area ............................................................................................61 

      Data .......................................................................................................62 

      Methods.................................................................................................65 

 Results ........................................................................................................66 

      Control Variable Relationships to Economic Distress ..........................69 

      Social Capital Variable Relationships to Economic Distress ...............69 

 Discussion ..................................................................................................70 

      Organizational Density and Social Capital ...........................................72 

      Place Identity and Social Capital ..........................................................73 

      Other Observations ...............................................................................75 

 Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Research ........................................76 

 

  

 

file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033


vii  

 V. PLACE IDENTITY AND SOCIAL CAPITAL IN AN  

                APPALACHIAN TOWN ..................................................................................79 

  

 Measuring Social Capital ...........................................................................81 

Behavioral Indicators of Social Capital - a Working Conceptual 

Framework .................................................................................................83 

 Behavioral Economic Theory and Economic Games ................................84 

 Place Identity and Social Capital ...............................................................86 

 Study Area .................................................................................................87 

 Data and Methods ......................................................................................89 

 Results ........................................................................................................92 

      Place Identity and Influence on Results ................................................98 

 Discussion and Future Research ..............................................................101 

 Conclusion ...............................................................................................104 

  

 VI. CONCLUSION..............................................................................................105 

 Limitations and Future Research Opportunities ......................................106 

 Policy Implications ..................................................................................108 

 

APPENDIX SECTION ....................................................................................................109 

 

LITERATURE CITED ....................................................................................................113 

  

file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181046
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181046
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181046


viii  

LIST OF TABLES  

 

Table                                                                                                                Page 

 

4.1 Social Capital and Economic Condition Indicators and Control Variables .................64 

 

4.2 Relationship of Variables to Economic Distress .........................................................65 

 

4.3 OLS and SEM Results .................................................................................................68 

 

5.1 Participant Characteristics ...........................................................................................95 

 

5.2 Game Results ...............................................................................................................98 

 

5.3 Place Identity ...............................................................................................................99 

 

 

  

file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026


ix 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure                                                                                                                Page 

 

1.1 Dissertation Outline .......................................................................................................7 

 

2.1 ARC Boundary.............................................................................................................13 

 

3.1 The Appalachian Region as Defined by the ARC .......................................................33 

 

3.2 Economic Distress and Social Capital by County .......................................................40 

 

3.3 Univariate Cluster Detection: Economic Distress (left) and Social Capital (Right) ...41 

 

3.4 Scatterplot of Spatial Cross-correlation .......................................................................42 

 

3.5 Bivariate Cluster Results ..............................................................................................44 

 

4.1 Place Identity and Social Capital in Appalachia ..........................................................67 

 

5.1 Working Framework of Social Capital ........................................................................84 

 

5.2 Morehead, Kentucky ....................................................................................................88 

 

5.3 Lost Letters in Morehead, KY .....................................................................................93 

 

5.4 Signs of Social Capital in Morehead .........................................................................103 

 

 

file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181029
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181026
file:///E:/CanyonRFQ/canyoncompplan_HoltkampPlanning0109_CHEdits.docx%23_Toc382181033


x 

ABSTRACT 

 

Awareness is growing that conventional economic development, characterized by 

activities such as business recruitment, industrial park and infrastructure development, and 

incentives funded by government agencies, has had limited success in many persistently 

distressed communities. This has been especially true in the American Appalachian region, 

where decades of intervention have not solved instances of entrenched poverty and other 

social challenges across the region. To address these limitations, there is growing interest 

in alternative strategies, including the development of social capital, to affect economic 

change in Appalachia. 

Social capital can be defined as the networks and relationships among members of 

a community expressed through norms of behavior including altruism, trust, and 

reciprocity. This research utilizes a mixed methods approach to explore the relationship 

between social capital and economic outcomes in the Appalachian region. Additionally, I 

explore the relationship of place identity as an indicator of social capital in its own right 

and its influence on behavioral indicators of social capital including trust, reciprocity, and 

altruism. First, using existing measures of social capital and economic distress, I determine 

if a spatial relationship exists between social and economic conditions in Appalachia. 

Second, I introduce the concept of place identity as an additional measure of social capital 

to determine its role in economic outcomes. Finally, I explore the relationship of place 



xi 

identity and social capital at the individual level using economic games with participants 

in an Appalachian town. 

My research provides quantitative, and importantly, spatial understanding of the 

relationship between social capital and economic conditions in Appalachia. Additionally, 

it brings a geographic perspective to research that has largely been conducted by 

sociologists and economists, providing new insight and a deeper understanding of this 

relationship.



1 

I. INTRODUCTION  

Community developers, planners, and the organizations and agencies that support 

them, are recognizing the limitations of conventional economic development practices and 

looking to new strategies to affect change (e.g. Flora and Flora 2003; Briggs 2004; Gress 

2004; Hutchinson 2004; Rohe 2004; Green and Haines 2016). Along these lines, social 

capital, is being recognized as a collective, place-based asset that can be leveraged to 

address community challenges. Social capital, despite having no formal definition (Portes 

1998; Durlauf 2002), can be considered to be how residents of a place engage with one 

another, the relationships they maintain, as well as accepted norms of behavior and trust 

(Putnam 1993, 2007; Flora et al. 2015; Weaver and Knight 2017).  

Leveraging community-based assets and building local capacity is a relatively 

recent approach to economic development. Historically, economic developers have taken 

a more top down approach, relying on external assets, and not always reflecting community 

priorities and concerns (Keefe 2009; Lowery 2014). Evidence indicates that this approach 

contributes to continued inequality of outcomes, including reinforcing existing spatial 

patterns of economic distress and even worsening existing conditions, largely because it is 

not responding to real local needs, instead pursuing an externally focused agenda (Barbier 

1987; Woolcock 1998; Markesen and Deller 2015). The failure of conventional economic 

development to address persistent poverty, particularly in a region like Appalachia, has 

contributed to exploration of alternative approaches grounded in local values and 

leveraging local assets such as social capital (e.g. Swyngedouw et al. 2002; Keefe 2009; 

Farley and Bush 2016; Perdue and Sanchagrin 2016; Weaver et al. 2016).  
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High social capital contributes to a communityôs ability to engage in identifying 

common challenges, developing strategies to address them, and, critically, having the 

capacity to implement those solutions (Keefe 2009). Recognizing the value of leveraging 

community capacity to achieve accepted goals, rather than relying on external 

interventions, has led to non-profits, foundations, and governmental agencies to embrace 

this approach with funding and support (Easterling 2008; Keefe 2009; Pender et al. 2012).  

Despite growing support for, and investment in, social capital as an alternative 

economic development strategy, empirical evidence related to the efficacy of this approach 

is quite mixed (Portes 1998; Woolcock 1998; DeFilippis 2001; Durlauf 2002). Having no 

accepted definition, nor standard methodology for measuring social capital, contributes to 

the inconclusive findings (Durlauf 2002). Additionally, the challenge of measuring the 

outcomes of community and economic development interventions makes evaluating the 

relationship between social capital and economic change even more difficult (Lachapelle 

et al. 2010). This results in qualitative studies being adopted when researching this 

relationship (e.g. Putnam 1993; Keefe 2009; Flora et al. 2015; Nettle 2015). Qualitative 

studies allow researchers to incorporate local characteristics and context more effectively 

than may be possible through quantitative methods.  

Quantitative methods tend to be much less costly, and less time-consuming, 

allowing researchers to explore larger geographic scales than is possible through qualitative 

methods. However, quantitative approaches may overlook critical local attributes that may 

affect results in specific areas. Therefore, researchers must evaluate the goals of their 

research in order to select methods most appropriate for their studies (Weaver et al. 2016). 

For this research, I utilize a mixed methods approach combining spatial statistics and 
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economic games to address different aspects of social capital and their relationship to 

economic outcomes. 

For my research, I will be exploring the relationship between social capital and 

economic conditions in the American Appalachian region. Appalachia has been targeted 

by external actors and interventions since the early 1800ôs when its extensive forests were 

felled for lumber to serve a growing nation (Williams 2002). Since the 1930s and 

accelerating in the 1960ôs with the creation of the Appalachian Regional Commission 

(ARC), Appalachia has received more positive external intervention in a sustained effort 

to overcome the entrenched poverty of the region (Eller 2012). These efforts have had 

mixed results, at best, with much of the region continuing to struggle economically (Portes 

1998; Woolcock 1998; DeFilippis 2001; Durlauf 2002). Over the last decade, the ARC has 

begun to adopt a new approach to economic development in the region. This has included 

explicit efforts to foster social capital as a means to addressing economic stagnation 

(Markley et al. 2008; Ezzel et al. 2012). 

This interest by the ARC represents an opportunity for my research to contribute to 

our understanding of the relationship between social capital and economic outcomes in the 

region. It provides additional empirical evidence bolstering support for a connection 

between the two phenomena, as well as providing insight into the spatial characteristics of 

social capital and economic outcomes across the Appalachian region.  

With the Appalachian case in mind, this dissertation adopts a three-pronged 

approach to study and characterize the patterns of association between social capital and 

economic conditions from an explicitly geographic perspective. First, I draw on publicly 

accessible secondary datasets to map and interrogate the geographic distributions of 
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established, quantitative county-level measures of economic distress and social capital in 

the administrative Appalachian region, which contains 420 counties spread across thirteen 

states (Rupasingha et al. 2006; ARC, n.d.-a). The spatial patterns of distress and social 

capital are analyzed for evidence of spatial cross-correlation to add to the mixed body of 

evidence on the relationship between these two phenomena. To the extent that most of the 

quantitative literature on this relationship relies on conventional, aspatial statistical 

techniques (e.g. Leonard et al. 2010; Baliamoune-Lutz 2011), a spatial analysis contributes 

to the literature by revealing not just if economic distress and social capital exhibit a 

systematic relationship; but also where and in what form such relationships exist (see 

Chapter III ). 

Second, I add to quantitative investigations of social capital that rely on secondary 

data by supplementing an established measure (Rupasingha et al. 2006) with one that 

considers the role of place in social capital. Whereas the existing empirical social capital 

literature provides instructive means for operationalizing certain elements of social capital 

with secondary dataðsuch as networks and institutions (e.g. Temkin and Rohe 1998; 

Rupasingha et al. 2006)ðthese means tend to be relatively ageographical, apart from the 

fact that they are measured for locations in space. Yet, many views on collective social 

capital point to its intimate association with and dependence on a geographic place (e.g. 

Flora et al. 2015). Within this line of inquiry, one phenomenon that might facilitate the 

growth and development of social capital (e.g. Putnam et al. 1993; Putnam 1995) is shared 

place identity (e.g. Forrest and Kearns 2001). For that reason, the contributions of the 

second phase of my quantitative analysis are to: (1) establish that Appalachian place 

identity is an indicator of social capital; (2) propose a quantitative marker of Appalachian 
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place identity; and (3) to detect a systematic relationship between Appalachian place 

identity (as social capital) and economic conditions, controlling for other influential 

variables (see Chapter IV). 

Third, I explore whether the associations between social capital and economic 

conditions/outcomes that I observed in secondary data at a regional scale also hold at a 

more human scale. To do so, I collected primary data through economic experimental 

protocols that are mostly absent from geographic literatureðbeing used instead primarily 

by sociologists and economists (e.g. Glaeser et al. 2000; Camerer 2003; Guala 2005; 

Ensminger and Cook 2014). Such experimental protocols are ñcelebrated by some social 

scientists for their ability to reliably measure components of social capital. Unlike surveys, 

well-designed experiments reveal actual behaviors and actions as opposed to stated 

behavior and actionsò (Weaver, Unpublished; also Durlauf 2002). Thus, while secondary 

measures of social capital are forced to rely on rough proxies such as the presence of certain 

types of formal organizations (e.g. Rupasingha et al. 2006; Weaver et al. 2016), economic 

experiments enable researchers to collect data on elements that are intimately intertwined 

with most definitions of social capitalðcharacteristics such as trust, prosociality, 

cooperativeness, and willingness to help a group of people at a personal cost to oneself 

(e.g. Glaeser et al. 2000; Camerer 2003; Wilson and OôBrien 2009).  

On that backdrop, I worked in conjunction with a community partner (Coffee Tree 

Books) to facilitate economic experiments with residents of Morehead, Kentucky. 

Morehead is an Appalachian town that ranks poorly on several U.S. Census socioeconomic 

indicators (US Census n.d.) and is the county seat of Rowan County, identified by the ARC 

as having high economic distress. This project received approval from the Institutional 
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Review Board (IRB) at Texas State University (IRB Number 2017557). As part of the data 

collection processðand to align with the second phase of my secondary data analysis (see 

above)ðparticipants in the experiments were asked to rank the importance of various types 

of place-based identity to their personal identities as individuals (e.g. Appalachian identity, 

Morehead identity, Kentucky identity) (e.g. Cooper and Knotts 2013). Using that 

information in conjunction with the experimental data allowed me to explore relationships 

between elements of social capital (e.g. trust and prosocialty, which can be measured 

experimentallyðsee Chapter V), various scales of place identity (regional, state, local), 

and economic outcomes (degree of cooperation as measured experimentallyðsee Chapter 

V). 

Purpose and Outline of the Dissertation 

Social capital is regularly studied by sociologists and economists; but geographers 

are not without a stake in the game (e.g. Lovell 2009). As Mohan and Mohan (2002:191) 

observe, social capital offers geographers a framework ñto explain different spatial 

patternsò. This dissertation adopts that framework as it attempts to explore and improve 

our understanding of patterns of spatial inequality in the large-extent, multi-jurisdictional 

administrative Appalachian region (e.g. Moore 2005); and to understand whether or not 

associations between social capital and economic conditions/outcomes observed at a 

regional scale are similar to those observed at a more human scale. In route to those 

contributions, the dissertation accentuates the critical, frequently overlooked role that 

geography can play in empirical social capital research. By using explicitly spatial 

analytical techniques (Chapter III ), engaging with and attempting to measure its domain of 

place identity (Chapter IV; e.g. Forrest and Kearns 2001), and infusing otherwise aspatial 
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experimental data collection methods with considerations of place and place identity 

(Chapter V), the dissertation seeks to contribute to both the methodology and body of 

empirical results related to the concept of social capital. Apart from these contributions to 

the scholarly social capital literature, it is important to note that the relationship between 

social capital and economic outcomes is also of keen interest to practitioners from 

numerous fields (Vidal 2004; Woolcock 2004; Easterling 2008; Flora et al. 2015; Green 

and Haines 2016). Most importantly, the federal Appalachian Regional Commission 

(ARC) is increasingly re-orienting its practice away from conventional and externally-

driven interventions toward efforts that aim to build social capital in Appalachian 

communities (e.g. Keefe 2009; Pender et al. 2012). Accordingly, the results of the 

dissertation may be able to inform, challenge, or support active, on the ground public 

decision-making and planning efforts in the Appalachian region.  

 

Figure 1.1: Dissertation Outline 
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The dissertation is contained in six chapters. Chapter I provides an introduction to 

the dissertation and an overview of the research. Chapter II  contains background 

information, context, and the conceptual framework. Chapters III - V describe the research 

conducted, methods, and results (see Figure 1). Chapters III and IV have been accepted for 

publication in Applied Geography and Southeastern Geographer, respectively, and Chapter 

V is currently under review for publication. Because each chapter was written as a 

standalone publication, note that there is some redundancy in background information, 

framing, and literature review throughout the dissertation. Finally, Chapter VI is a 

conclusion that summarizes the overall findings from the research and provides direction 

for potential policy implications and future research directions from the results. 
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II . BACKGROUND  

Social Capital in Community and Economic Development 

At least in the United States, conventional economic development is based on the 

idea that ñthere is no such thing as bad growth and no such thing as too much growthò (Leo 

and Anderson 2006:169). Among the interventions used in pursuit of these desires is 

business recruitment and attraction (bringing in employers from elsewhere), often through 

incentives such as free land and buildings, tax breaks, and even direct financial 

reimbursement (Keefe 2009). This approach contributes to patterns of spatial inequality as 

some places because of attributes including location, accessibility, political influence, 

financial resources, and related assets are more successful in recruiting new businesses than 

others. 

Despite the recognized and increasingly apparent limitations of such externally 

driven models (e.g. Bingham 1983; Eller 2012; Lowery 2014; The Economist 2015), 

demand for new jobs and tangible results enables them to thrive well into the current 

moment, especially in chronically distressed areas like some parts of Appalachia (e.g. 

Perdue and Sanchagrin 2016). Yet, interventions that leverage relationships and networks 

to foster more grassroots, locally directed developmentðwhich may be more sustainable 

in the long run than traditional recruitment (Markesen and Deller 2015)ðare occupying 

substantially more territory in the economic development landscape today than they did in 

recent decades (Portes and Landolt 2000; Rohe 2004; Rahe 2013). At least part of the 

reason for this growth in locally driven development is linked to a rapidly increasing 

interest in the concept of social capital among practitioners (and scholars) in community  
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and economic development (e.g. Flora and Flora 2003; Briggs 2004; Gress 2004; 

Hutchinson 2004; Rohe 2004; Green and Haines 2016). 

Although social capital has no universal definition (Woolcock 2004), most 

researchers and practitioners who draw on the concept are acquainted with Robert 

Putnamôs (1995) contention that it means features of social organization ñthat facilitate 

coordination and cooperation for mutual benefitò (p. 65). The precise ófeaturesô that 

Putnam and others say make it possible for community members to cooperate for mutual 

gain are (1) social networks, (2) behavioral norms, and (3) trust. Thus, social capital is said 

to incorporate a combination of at least these three elements (Dinda 2008). It is these 

elements of networks, norms, and trust that contribute to community capacity to play an 

active role in identifying challenges and opportunities rooted in local values and priorities, 

thereby reducing the need for external interventions (Barbier 1987; Keefe 2009). 

Social capital is a response to the prevalence of the view during much of the 20th 

century that decisions were made to maximize individual gain rather than benefitting the 

larger community (Wilson and OôBrien 2009). Researchers are moving away from this 

individualistic concept and recognizing the role of culture and society in influencing and 

defining behaviors that are acceptable to the community (Boyd and Richerson 2009). These 

behaviors, and the capacity to influence them, are the foundation of social capital, and thus 

social capital becomes a collective asset the community can leverage to address challenges 

and achieve identified goals (Putnam 1993; Rupasingha et al. 2006). 

Social capital can serve as one avenue to fostering economic change, as part of a 

holistic approach to community development (e.g. Portes and Landolt 2000; Lovell 2009). 

It is not the sole source of community wealth and, therefore, it is not a panacea to the social 
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and economic challenges found in struggling communities. However, given the attention 

the concept has received in contemporary planning (e.g. Briggs 2004; Gress 2004; 

Hutchinson 2004), policy (Rupasingha et al. 2006; Rahe 2013), and community 

development (Temkin and Rohe 1998; Keefe 2009) discourses, social capital-building 

offers a feasible alternative to conventional economic developmentðone that is, by 

definition and design, more contextually sensitive and inwardly-focused relative to earlier 

pro-growth efforts (e.g. Keefe 2009).  

Appalachia represents an excellent study area for developing a more thorough 

understanding of social capital and its implications on economic vitality. Growing 

acceptance of Appalachian identity, along with increased community engagement and 

action are contributing to economic change in the region (Keefe 2009; Fisher and Smith 

2012; Weaver and Holtkamp 2016). Additionally, the Appalachian Regional Commission 

has decades of data on economic conditions in the region, which is why this research 

utilizes the ARC boundary (Figure 2.1) as the study area for two of the dissertation 

chapters. Despite many definitions of Appalachia (see Weaver and Holtkamp [2016]), the 

ARC boundary is widely accepted in the literature and by researchers (Strickland 1999; 

Williams 2002) and given the data available from the ARC represents a meaningful 

boundary for this study.  

 

Appalachia 

Appalachia can be defined as a physiographic region based on terrain and 

vegetation as well as by the cultural identity and vernacular unique to the region 

(Fenneman 1916; Reed 1976; Zelinsky 1980; Cooper and Knotts 2010); however, it is 
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also a political region delineated and served by the federal Appalachian Regional 

Commission (Figure 2.1). Although these boundaries overlap, and it might be possible to 

define a core area of Appalachia (e.g. Cooper et al. 2011; Weaver 2016; Weaver and 

Holtkamp 2016), no single boundary encapsulates all of the characteristics and 

definitions of this diverse American region (Cooper et al. 2011).  

Historically, Appalachia remained relatively unnoticed, home to small farmers and 

loggers until the late 18th Century. Around that time, the region became the object of 

interest of local-color writers, who romanticized what they defined as the otherness of 

Appalachia and its inhabitants against the mainstream society of the rest of America. In 

addition, churches began to invest in the region, seeking to bring up what they perceived 

to be backwards and primitive people in need of proper church indoctrination (Williams 

2002). This perception by outsiders created ñéthe identification of Appalachia as a strange 

land inhabited by a peculiar peopleò (Shapiro 1978:xvii). The stereotyping of the region as 

isolated, suspicious, and backwards continues to the present, ignoring the complexity and 

diversity of the region and undermining opportunities for social and economic 

advancement (Batteau 1980). 

Although the perception of Appalachia was that of isolation and backwardness, in 

fact, the region was becoming ever more connected to the rest of the country by rail lines 

that provided access to the abundant natural resources of the region. Coal and timber 

extraction became primary sources of employment in Appalachia, with textile mills and 

other manufacturing developing along the periphery of the region that was more accessible 

to markets. Much of the land was owned by outsiders or large corporations 
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 Figure 2.1: ARC Boundary 



14 

and workers lived in company towns controlled by the companies that employed them 

(Biggers 2006). Appalachia could be described as an internal colonial dependency (Brown 

and Schafft 2011). This is a condition in which a peripheral area (in this case Appalachia) 

is exploited for resources with minimal investment of economic or political capital in the 

region. Outside interests control the process and patronage systems are installed to control 

the local population. These types of situations often lead to widespread poverty and 

economic harm (Brown and Schafft 2011). This describes the historic development of 

Appalachia as much of the land was (and still is) owned by outsiders and state and local 

political systems are controlled by those same outside interests (Shapiro 1978; Gaventa 

1980; Eller 2008).  

The lack of local control and sense of exploitation led to widespread labor unrest 

throughout the early 20th Century. This included several violent encounters between miners 

and the companies, often supported by local and State law enforcement, to the level of 

requiring intervention from Federal troops to quell the violence (Williams 2002). Violence 

and unrest contributed to the continued perception of Appalachia as a separate space, unlike 

the rest of the country and left behind by social development (Shapiro 1978). 

Significant government intervention to address the challenges of Appalachia began 

during the 1930ôs as part of the New Deal response to the Great Depression. In 1960, 

presidential candidate John F. Kennedy visited the region bringing the poverty of the region 

to national attention. This attention contributed to the Appalachian Regional Development 

Act, passed by President Lyndon B. Johnson as part of his War on Poverty after President 

Kennedyôs assassination (Williams 2002). 
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Information from the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) describes how the 

Appalachian Regional Development Act also established the ARC as a regional agency 

comprised of a partnership of Federal, State, and local governments that is tasked to: 

1) Increase job opportunities and per capita income in Appalachia to  

reach parity with the nation. 

2) Strengthen the capacity of the people of Appalachia to compete in  

the global economy. 

3) Develop and improve Appalachia's infrastructure to make the  

Region economically competitive. 

4) Build the Appalachian Development Highway System to reduce  

Appalachia's isolation 

 

The ARC initially included counties in Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, 

North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Virginia and all of West Virginia (Strickland 

1999). This region incorporated the core of what has been defined as Appalachia, as well 

as the periphery area. The ARC region was expanded in 1967 to include portions of New 

York, Ohio, South Carolina, and even Mississippi. The addition of these regions, 

particularly Mississippi, was a political maneuver to expand support for funding 

improvements in the region (Watts 1978; Widner 1990; Gattrell and Fintor 1998). 

Legislative change made it more difficult to add new counties to the agency, and the 

boundaries have remained the same since 1967. In this configuration, it includes 420 

counties spanning 13 states (Figure 2.1). The political boundary differs from the 

physiographic boundary in its inclusion of the counties in Mississippi and its exclusion of 

the ñupland Piedmont in the Carolinas and Virginia and the Blue Ridge in Virginia and 

Marylandò (Ulack and Raitz 1982:733). 

Over its 50-year history, the Appalachian Regional Commission has focused on 

improving conditions in the region. Because it was created by Congress to serve as the 
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primary actor in developing the region, the boundary of the ARC has become the accepted 

demarcation of Appalachia. This is in spite of the political nature of some of the areas 

included and the fact that the boundaries do not completely align with other accepted 

definitions of the region. 

Despite the prolonged intervention and the work of the ARC, much of Appalachia 

continues to struggle economically (Lowery 2014; The Economist 2015). Economic 

benefits from infrastructure and investments by the ARC and other organizations have 

primarily benefitted urban areas and fringe areas of Appalachia, bypassing much of the 

region (Bingham 1983; Eller 2008). This represents an opportunity to explore the efficacy 

of a new approach that focuses less on traditional investments in infrastructure, business 

recruitment, and workforce development, and more on building community engagement 

and social capital to support grassroots, locally driven activities to improve economic 

vitality (e.g. Keefe 2009; Fisher and Smith 2012). 

The entrenched poverty of the region may, in part, be traced to the history of 

exploitation and control of the region by outsiders (Shapiro 1978; Gaventa 1980; Eller 

2008). Putnam (1993) found a significant correlation between the level of local 

organization and associational activity and the quality of local governance and economic 

conditions. Southern Italy experienced an autocratic government, controlled by outsiders 

that opposed local organizations and association which has contributed to modern 

conditions of economic stagnation and poor governance (Putnam et al. 1993). Appalachia 

has had a similar experience, where outside interests controlled local political activity and 

resisted local organization and development (Shapiro 1978). ñAppalachia has experienced 

growth without development that has left the region modernized and altered but lacking 
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the improved public resources needed to support the new lifestylesò (Eller 2008:266). This 

lack of internal capacity is changing, leading to new opportunities for development in the 

region (Keefe 2009; Fisher and Smith 2012). 

Since the 1960s an awakening of Appalachian culture has occurred. Residents are 

embracing and celebrating their heritage and identity as Appalachians. Music, food, and 

handicrafts are being recognized as unique and distinctly American art forms, worthy of 

acceptance as valuable in their own right (Eller 2008). This contributes to a growing sense 

of Appalachian identity, which is benefitting economic growth in the region (Weaver and 

Holtkamp 2016). This acceptance of identity is also leading to growth in participatory 

development and social capital as tools to address local challenges (Keefe 2009). My 

research contributes to our understanding of what, if any, affect this new approach, 

focusing on social capital, is having on economic conditions in Appalachia.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

As laid out in the preceding section, economic development in Appalachia has 

historically been driven by outside interests seeking to exploit the resources of the region 

(Keefe 2009). When the entrenched poverty in Appalachia was brought to public attention, 

initially in the 1930s, then more forcefully in the 1960s (e.g. Shapiro 1978; Gaventa 1980; 

Eller 2008), the approach to addressing it continued the neoliberal, corporate development 

paradigm that had created many of the challenges in the region (Fisher and Smith 2012). 

This modernist paradigm is perhaps best expressed in the preponderance of 

investments made by the federal Appalachian Regional Commission. The ARC has 

invested billions of dollars into Appalachia, but primarily in roads, industrial parks, and 
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other tools of conventional economic development (Williams 2002; Eller 2008). This 

investment in physical infrastructure has not led to widespread economic and social 

improvements, with much of Appalachia still mired in persistent poverty (Bingham 1983; 

Eller 2012; Lowery 2014). Most importantly to this dissertation, the ARCôs long history of 

conventional development, marked by limited efficacy left little room for citizen 

participation (Keefe 2009; Lowery 2014; The Economist 2015). As such, until recently 

(e.g. Pender et al. 2012), large-scale development efforts in Appalachia created little 

opportunity to build or leverage any social capital that might exist in the region. It is 

perhaps for this reason that ñAppalachian communities still struggle with problems largely 

defined and ósolutionsô provided by non-Appalachian individuals and agenciesò (Keefe 

2009:6). 

In response to these criticisms, there is increasing interest in the participatory turn 

(Mohan 2007; Fisher and Smith 2012) in development in Appalachia (Eller 2008; Keefe 

2009). Rather than solutions being imposed by external power brokers, which may not 

reflect local priorities or concerns, participatory development recognizes the value of local 

cultures and identities and seeks to empower local people to address their own challenges 

(Mohan 2007; Brunie 2009). Participatory development leverages the value available in 

social organization and the relationships of community members. This paradigm seeks to 

build capacity in communities and leverage existing resources to foster more sustainable, 

long term economic and social development (Easterling 2008). 

The success of the participatory development model rests on local capacity to 

address local challenges (Portes and Landolt 2000; Lovell 2009; Fisher and Smith 2012). 

It also requires networks of relationships to access additional knowledge and resources 
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when needed (Putnam et al. 1993; Dinda 2008). This model provides an opportunity to 

fundamentally change communities because it fosters self-reliance rather than continued 

reliance on external resources to progress (Kumar 2002). Participatory development relies 

on the willingness of citizens to engage in the development process (Barbier 1987; Boyd 

and Richerson 2009). It requires a foundation of trust and a willingness to contribute to the 

public good (Flora et al. 2015; Weaver and Knight 2017). These are the fundamental 

characteristics of social capital (Putnam et al. 1993; Brunie 2009).  

Interest in participatory development is entering the mainstream, to the point that 

even the ARC has recently adopted an asset-based development approach that is focused 

on this participatory development paradigm (e.g. Markley et al. 2008; Ezzell et al. 2012; 

Pender et al. 2011). This makes research on social capital in Appalachia a timely 

undertaking that is immediately relevant to on-the-ground development efforts. 
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III . QUANTI FYING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL CAPITAL  

AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS IN APPALACHIA 1 

 

Introduction 

Conventional economic development tends to rely on external interventions, such 

as infrastructure development and business recruitment, as means for improving conditions 

in targeted communities (Keefe 2009; Lowery 2014). Research suggests that solutions 

imposed from the outside contribute to patterns of spatial inequality, as interventions are 

frequently poorly connected to the internal dynamics of localities in which they are applied 

(e.g. Swyngedouw et al. 2002; Keefe 2009; Farley and Bush 2016; Perdue and Sanchagrin 

2016; Weaver et al. 2016). As such, benefits may not meet local expectations, and 

conditions of distress often persist or even worsen (Barbier 1987; Woolcock 1998; 

Markesen and Deller 2015). This durability of unequal outcomes has heightened interest 

in alternatives to conventional practices that advocate for grassroots initiatives tailored to 

existing community assets and capacities. 

Growing evidence points to social capital as playing a key role in community 

development and affecting positive community change (e.g. Flora and Flora 2003; Briggs 

2004; Gress 2004; Hutchinson 2004; Rohe 2004; Green and Haines 2016). Despite having 

no universal definition (e.g. Portes 1998; Durlauf 2002), there is widespread support for 

the idea that place-based social capital deals with the degree to which the residents of a 

geographic neighborhood are characterized by (1) effective social networks and (2) norms 

                                            
1 Published as Holtkamp, C. and R. Weaver. 2018. Quantifying the relationship between social capital and 

economic conditions in Appalachia. Applied Geography 90: 176-186. 
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of mutual trust and reciprocity that facilitate collective action (Putnam 1993, 2007; Flora 

et al. 2015; Weaver and Knight 2017). In such scenarios, communities might be capable of 

playing active roles in visioning, agenda-setting, decision-making, and implementing 

action to improve their well-being from the ground upðthereby reducing the need for 

conventional, top-down (external) development that may not reflect local values and 

priorities (Barbier 1987; Keefe 2009). Philanthropic organizations and government 

agencies at multiple levels have taken an acute interest in this concept and are providing 

funding for programs that develop social capital as a means of achieving economic change 

(Easterling 2008; Keefe 2009).  

Despite the sustained increase in attention being paid to social capital by scholars, 

practitioners, and policymakers, the empirical evidence for an association between social 

capital and community outcomes is mixed and inconclusive (Portes 1998; Woolcock 1998; 

DeFilippis 2001; Durlauf 2002; Westlund and Adam 2010). Such circumstances exist 

largely because no standard method for quantifying social capital exists (e.g. Portes 1998; 

Durlauf 2002; Westlund and Adam 2010). Additionally, many community and economic 

development outcomes are themselves either intangible (Lachapelle et al. 2010) or, when 

tangible, still difficult to measure with conventional data sources (Weaver and Knight 

2017). Indeed, a recent meta-analysis of 65 empirical social capital studies found that 

discordant quantitative support for a relationship between social capital and economic 

performance is heavily influenced by inconsistency in the measurement of both of these 

phenomena (Westlund and Adam 2010).  

Because social capital and economic performance both resist quantification, then, 

many studies of social capital rely on qualitative data collection methods (e.g., Putnam 
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1993; Keefe 2009; Flora et al; 2015; Nettle 2015). Qualitative or mixed methods studies 

tend to be better suited than purely quantitative social capital investigations to capture the 

context of a specific study area, and to unpack the depth of the relationships that might 

exist between social capital and community outcomes. Yet, because of data acquisition 

costs, these studies tend to be limited in their geographic scopes. By contrast, quantitative 

analyses that rely on secondary datasets are often able to cover much larger geographic 

extentsðbut are, expectedly, quite limited in their collective ability to account for local 

context or dig deeper into causal relationships. Hence, it is up to social capital researchers 

to weigh these trade-offs at the outset of their empirical investigations (for a fuller 

discussion of these trade-offs, see Weaver et al. 2016:65).  

In the present case, our focus is on the American Appalachian region, which 

represents a timely and fascinating case on the measurement of social capital and its 

relationship to economic outcomes. For decades, Appalachia has been on the receiving end 

of targeted (conventional) development interventions from external agencies aimed at 

overcoming entrenched poverty within the region (Keefe 2009). Although some areas have 

benefitted from these interventions, benefits have largely accrued in spatially uneven 

patterns, and much of the region continues to struggle with poverty and decline (Bingham 

1983; Eller 2008; Lowery 2014; The Economist 2015). A primary actor in Appalachian 

development is the federal Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), established in the 

1960s to combat Appalachian poverty (Watts 1978; Williams 2002). For much of its 

history, many of the ARCôs initiatives could be classified as conventional development 

that has sought to impose external solutions on Appalachiaôs problems (Keefe 2009). 

However, within the past decade, the ARC has shown explicit interest in building social 
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capital in Appalachia as a means for improving quality of life (Markley et al. 2008; Ezzel 

et al. 2012).  

Current empirical research on the relationships between social capital and 

economic outcomes in Appalachia is therefore valuable for at least three reasons. First, it 

will off er new insights into the extant mixed body of evidence on these phenomena in 

general. Second, as the ARC continues to experiment with social capital-building as a 

means for addressing regional economic challenges, it can offer timely feedback on the 

geographies of, and links between, social capital and socioeconomic outcomes throughout 

the large and multijurisdictional Appalachian region. Finally, and relatedly, as Westlund 

and Adam (2010:904) observe, much of the (inconclusive) quantitative evidence for an 

association between social capital and economic performance exists in the form of coarse-

grained, cross-national studiesðthus, ñthe future of social capital research on aggregate 

levels lies in studies on sub-national levelsò. By exploring associations in intra-regional 

geographic patterns of social capital and economic performance, our study on Appalachia 

will take an incremental step in advancing this finer resolution program of research in 

quantitative social capital studies. 

With the Appalachian case in mind, the remainder of this article relies on existingð

albeit imperfectðmeasures from secondary data sources to evaluate patterns of association 

between social capital and economic distress in statistical and spatial analyses. The choice 

of a quantitative study rests on the fact that the Appalachian region, as defined by the ARC, 

covers roughly 531,000 square kilometers, and consists of 420 U.S. counties in 13 different 

states (ARC n.d.). In terms of the trade-off articulated above, the geographic extent of our 

study area makes in-depth qualitative data collection cost prohibitive. Accordingly, we 
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draw on secondary indicatorsðprincipally an index of social capital developed by 

Rupasingha and colleagues (2006) and the ARCôs annual index of economic distressðto 

investigate the following questions: 

1) What is the geographic distribution of economic distress in Appalachia? 
2) What is the geographic distribution of social capital in Appalachia? 

3) What is the spatial relationship between economic distress and social 

capital in Appalachia? 

 

Given these three research questions, a fourth contribution of the article is its 

geographic focus, and its attendant use of spatial statistical methods to interrogate 

associations between social capital and economic performance (for comparison, note that 

much of the prior literature in this area uses conventional, aspatial methods [see Westlund 

and Adam (2010)]). That being said, it bears repeating that our interest lies in identifying 

patterns and quantifying their associations. In that sense, the applied spatial analysis is 

aimed at uncovering practical, surface-level information that has value for geographers, 

planners, and developers seeking more clarity on the (lack of) association between social 

capital and economic performance at subnational levels (e.g., Westlund and Adam 

2010:904). Accordingly, we do not attempt to resolve the longstanding question of 

whether social capital causes better economic performance or vice versa (refer to Portes 

1998). 

 

Literature Review 

Conventional Economic Development 

Conventional economic development focuses on attracting new jobs to 

communities by investing in assets such as new highways and industrial parks, as well as 

providing tax abatements and other incentives. Through the lens of political economy, such 
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actions create competition between localities, where growth happens through ñthe ability 

(of a given place) to attract government-subsidized development (defense contracts, 

military bases, government infrastructure projects, etc.) and create a pro-business climate 

(low local taxes, anti-union sentiment, etc.)ò (Mencken et al. 2006:109). Metrics of success 

include dollars invested and jobs created in the short term, rather than longer-term 

indicators of sustainable, locally adaptive development (Markesen and Deller 2015). 

Prioritizing external investmentsðand the differential abilities of localities to attract such 

investmentsðproduces patterns of spatial inequality, as some placesðby nature of 

location, access, political connections, and so onðñsucceedò in this model of economic 

growth while others ñfailò (Markusen 1996; Tolbert et al. 1998; Leo and Anderson 2006).  

The notion that there are winners and losers in conventional economic development 

stems at least in part from the fact that actors in the global economy are increasingly 

mobile, with businesses moving to areas that minimize production costs and maximize 

profits. ñRestructuring of the economy has had a profound effect in rural areas where 

extractive and goods-producing jobs continue to decline and fewer high-end service jobs 

emerge at allò (Duncan 2014:244). Some localities have responded by attempting to lower 

production costs relative to those of the competitor regions, resulting in ñlowering wages 

and reproduction costs to the lower common denominatorò (Markusen 1996:294). 

Problematically, despite efforts to reduce costs for businesses, well-paying jobs continue 

to decline in many un- or under-competitive geographic locations (Mencken et al. 2006). 

Such an outcome is especially true for rural areas like Appalachia, which have struggled 

economically despite decades of conventional interventions (Keefe 2009). 
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Economic activity in rural areas has historically been driven by external interests 

focusing on extracting natural resources and exploiting lower costs and regulations 

(Gaventa 1980; Eller 2008).  Extraction has been subsidized by federal investments in 

railroads (and, later, highways) that provide ñoutsidersò with access to resource-rich 

regions. This sanctioned extraction creates what Putnam (1993) would call vertical 

relationships: ñpatronage and personalistic allocation of opportunities, and a concentration 

of power among landowners who maintain rigid control over peasantsò (Duncan 

2014:245). Rather than widespread wealth, benefits accrue to the elite, most of whom hail 

from locations well outside the resource-rich region (Shapiro 1978; Gaventa 1980; Eller 

2008). For Appalachia, where economic activity was historically driven by such outside 

interests, local organization and development were routinely neglected, exacerbating 

geographical concentrations of poverty (Shapiro 1978; Keefe 2009). Whereas some argue 

that persistent poverty within Appalachia is a failure to engage with a globalizing economy, 

it is instead the ñimpacts of globalizationò that contribute to economic stagnation (Fisher 

and Smith 2012:2). As lower cost countries become more technically advanced and even 

more connected to the global economy, they become attractive destinations for businesses 

(Markusen 1996). Local, domestic economic development practices are typically unable to 

offset these competitive advantages to keep existing businesses, or recruit new ones, to 

maintain local economic vitality (Mencken et al. 2006). Economic decisions are being 

driven by multi-national corporations which have no connection to place or community 

and seek only the most efficient and cost-effective locations for production (Fisher and 

Smith 2012). 
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Persistent inefficacy of conventional development approaches with respect to 

improving conditions in chronically distressed areas has led researchers and practitioners 

to explore alternatives that leverage local assets rather than relying on external inputs 

(Markesen and Deller 2015). Engaging with local residents, tapping into existing networks 

and relationships, and building self-reliance are increasingly recognized as a recipe for 

more sustainable social and economic change (Easterling 2008; Keefe 2009; Fisher and 

Smith 2012). Within this discourse, social capital is often conceptualized as the capacity to 

achieve development that meets community priorities and goals rather than satisfying 

external expectations (Keefe 2009).   

 

Social Capital 

Although no universally accepted definition of social capital exists, researchers 

who study the concept as a community-level asset tend to see it as made up of two factors: 

(1) relationship structureïfor example, networks size, configuration, and density; and (2) 

relationship contentðfor example, norms, institutions, and values (Bartkus and Davis 

2009:2). 

The interplay of these factors is important for understanding the potential role that 

social capital has in community and economic development. If we consider social capital 

as an asset for community building and think of it in terms of value and resources, then it 

can be considered ñthe sum of actual and potential resources embedded within, available 

through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual or social 

unitò (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998:243). Robert Putnam defines social capital as ñfeatures 

of social organization, such as norms, and networks that can improve the efficiency of 
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society by facilitating coordinated actionò (Putnam et al., 1993:167). This functional 

approach is focused on the outcomes of social capital, that of organizing communities to 

address common challenges. 

Communities with high social capital ñvalue solidarity, civic participation, and 

integrityò (Putnam et al., 1993:5). When present, these norms of behavior are often 

reinforced by the social structure of the community. An expectation exists that laws will 

be followed, leaders will be honest and fair, and good behavior will be reciprocated by 

others. Social structure is developed through community engagement such as participating 

in sport clubs, civic organizations, voting, and related activities. It is argued that high level 

of participation, and the relationships established through participation, build networks and 

connections within the community (Putnam 1993). These networks spread trust and an 

expectation of reciprocity that increases the likelihood of people supporting and 

contributing to community investments, which may result in improved economic 

prosperity (Putnam 1993). 

With respect to networks, at least two varieties of group-level social capital are 

implicated by Putnamôs definition: relationships between individuals within a group, and 

relationships between groups. Putnam calls the former variety bonding social capital and 

the latter bridging social capital (1993). Ronald Burt refers to these manifestations as, 

respectively, closure, or the strengthening of relationships within a group; and brokerage, 

or the building of relationships between groups that increases access to information and 

resources (Burt 2009). In some situations, particularly in rural areas, a community may 

have high levels of bonding social capital (e.g., Keefe 2009); yet, because of limited  
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bridging social capital, they remain economically challenged due to an undersupply of 

resources needed to affect change (Woolcock 1998; Dekker and Uslaner 2001). 

Social capital is a return to concepts that were prevalent in the 19th Century and 

early 20th Century that viewed ñsocieties as like organisms in their own rightò (Wilson and 

OôBrien 2009:155). This concept was de-emphasized during the 20th Century in favor of 

an individualistic view that all decisions were made to maximize their individual gain 

(Wilson and OôBrien 2009). Social scientists have retreated from this individualistic 

approach and refocused on the role of culture and societies in influencing behavior and 

adaptation. In this regard, social capital takes on a group-level meaning: groups either 

collectively possess or do not possess norms and mechanisms to enforce those norms. More 

generally, groups either possess or do not possess the ability to act collectively for the good 

of their communities. It must be noted, though, that the ability to act collectively is not a 

universally good thing. Rather, collective action can work to exclude certain types of 

individuals from group benefits; facilitate socially harmful behavior; and insulate groups 

from outside opportunities, among other things (for a more detailed discussion, see Portes 

[1998]). 

Social capital can be especially vital in rural communities, where ñpersonal life and 

business operations are sustained by long-standing personal networksò (Duncan 2014:201). 

As discussed above, economic processes in rural communities are often driven by outside 

interests, focusing on extracting value rather than contributing to long term vitality (Keefe 

2009). In some cases, particularly in Appalachia, there has been sustained efforts to 

undermine social capital and community to limit labor organizing and other efforts to 

reclaim local control (Gaventa 1980; Bingham 1983; Eller 2008). In response, rural 
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communities are more explicitly recognizing the strength of community and embracing 

shared identity and connection to place to overcome decades of external control and begin 

to address local economic and environmental challenges from the grassroots (e.g. Keefe 

2009; Fisher and Smith 2012). Social capital, as a community-based asset, can therefore 

act as a leverage point for rural communities to address economic challenges.  

Drawing on these ideas, Rupasingha and colleagues (2006) developed an index of 

social capital that they quantified at the county level for the entire United States. While 

the index is widely embraced by academic researchers (e.g. Dinda 2008; Sherrieb et al. 

2010, Malecki 2012), recall that relying on secondary indicators to measure social capital 

has numerous drawbacks (Besser 2009; Weaver et al. 2016; Weaver and Knight 2017). 

Most prominently, secondary data does not directly measure social capital. Instead, 

secondary measures act as proxies for social capital, such as Putnamôs associational 

density (1993). Proxies vary in their ability to capture the essence of social capital. For 

example, participation in groups and associations may not contribute to better economic 

conditions by itselfðbut may be an indicator that certain social conditions are present, 

which, if properly exploited, could be mobilized to improve local conditions. 

Additionally, it is possible that organizations in distressed areas are marginalized, such 

that even when participation in them is high, citizens have limited influence on outcomes 

(DeFilippis 2001). Having to rely on measures of formal organizations and associations 

downplays the presence of informal relationships and groups that do not show up in most 

secondary datasets (Rahe 2013). Other indicators, including voter and Census 

participation, are measures of prosocial behavior, but not necessarily behaviors that 

contribute to a sense of community or relationship to place.  
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Despite these issues, however, it is necessary to recall that social capital 

researchers often face trade-offs between precision of measurement and extent of study 

area (e.g., Weaver et al. 2016). Although primary methods may allow for collection of 

more precise and context-specific proxy measures of social capital, as the size of a study 

area increases, the cost of primary data collection increases rapidly. In this case, the ARC 

region contains 420 counties, situated in thirteen different states. Thus, while the social 

capital index developed by Rupasingha and colleagues (2006) is not without its 

limitations (e.g., Besser 2009), it is a theoretically-grounded point of entry for conducting 

social capital research in a large and multijurisdictional study area (e.g., Isserman et al. 

2009).  

 

Appalachia 

Over its 50-year history, the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) has 

focused on improving conditions in Appalachia. Because it was created by Congress to 

serve as the primary actor in developing the region, the boundary of the ARCôs jurisdiction 

has become a relatively standard demarcation of Appalachia in empirical research (e.g., 

Williams 2002). This is true in spite of the political nature of the boundaries, which do not 

completely align with other established and perceptual definitions of the region (e.g., Ulack 

and Raitz 1982; Weaver and Holtkamp 2016). The ARC boundary is shown in Figure 3.1.  

While it is beyond the scope of this article to engage with the history of the ARC, we note 

that it is a: 

ñmultijurisdictional economic development agencyéestablished by the 

U.S. government to ómeet the physical and social needsô of Appalachia, 
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primarily through ófederally funded projects such as highways, vo-tech 

centers, and hospitalsô (Gatrell and Fintor 1998:886-7)ò (Weaver and 

Holtkamp 2016:204).  

Additional information on the ARC and its mandates can be found in Gatrell and 

Fintor (1998) and Williams (2002). More relevant at present is that, despite the prolonged 

existence of the ARC, much of Appalachia continues to struggle economically (Lowery 

2014; The Economist 2015). Outputs from infrastructure and other investments by the ARC 

and other organizations have primarily benefitted urban and urban-adjacent areas, 

bypassing much of Appalachia and resulting in uneven geographic patterns of distress and 

stability (Bingham 1983; Eller 2008). As such, attention has turned to alternative 

approachesðespecially social capital-buildingðthat focus less on conventional 

development and more on community engagement and capacity building to improve 

quality of life for Appalachian residents (e.g. Keefe 2009; Fisher and Smith 2012). With 

that in mind, the next section describes the data and methods that we use to look for an 

empirical association between social capital and economic performance in the Appalachian 

region. 



33 

Figure 3.1 The Appalachian Region as Defined by the ARC 



34 

Data and Methods 

Recall that this article is motivated by three central research questions: 

1) What is the geographic distribution of economic distress in Appalachia? 

2) What is the geographic distribution of social capital in Appalachia? 

3) What is the spatial relationship between economic distress and social capital in 

Appalachia? 

To answer these questions, we adopt the county as our unit of analysis. Counties are 

consequential analytical units in the administrative Appalachian region for three reasons. 

First, the ARC plans, implements programs, and monitors ñeconomic distressò at the 

county level (ARC 2014). Therefore, county-level analyses have utility for practical and 

policymaking reasons in the Appalachian region. Second, the ARC boundary covers more 

than 531,000 square kilometers. While finer-resolution spatial analysis is possible for such 

an extensive study area, county-level resolution allows for meaningful engagement with 

broader intra-regional patterns of development (e.g., Moore 2005). Finally, as articulated 

above, because there are neither universal theoretical nor universal operational definitions 

of social capital, the task of measuring the phenomenon consistently across political 

boundaries has proven difficult (e.g., Westlund and Adam 2010). Among other challenges, 

different jurisdictions collect and make available different types of data. In such cases, 

empirical research can benefit from supra-jurisdictional agencies (like the ARC) that 

collect and report consistent data across political boundaries. For present purposes, two 

such datasets exist to facilitate our investigation: (1) the Rupasingha et al. (2006) social 

capital index, which is available for all counties in the U.S.; and (2) the ARCôs index of 

economic distress, which is available for all 420 counties in the ARC region. 

In the former case, because we are interested in the current geographic distributions 

of social capital and economic distress and their spatial association (refer to research 
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questions #1 - #3), we draw on the most recent (2014) release of the Rupasingha et al. 

(2006) social capital index. Because the ARC Index of Economic Distress is released 

annually (ARC 2014), we can likewise obtain that measure for 2014. Even though our 

immediate objective is to uncover current conditions, it is worthwhile to note that: given 

the time series (ARC index) and panel (Rupasingha et al. index) nature of our datasets, it 

is feasible that they can be used to uncover temporal as well as spatial patterns. However, 

as a first cut for studying the geographic association between social capital and economic 

outcomes in Appalachia, a static spatial analysis of the most up-to-date data will reveal 

whether a systematic relationship exists between these phenomena in the here and now. It 

is to this insight that our current project is directed. Still, we both encourage and are actively 

pursuing additional work to uncover more dynamic patterns of associations in these metrics 

over time. 

 

Social Capital and Economic Distress Indices  

Rupasingha and colleagues first released their nation-wide, county-level social 

capital index in 1990, with updates in 1997, 2005, 2009, and 2014 

(http://aese.psu.edu/nercrd/community/social-capital-resources). Because selected 

indicators have varied slightly over time, we zero in on the most recent dataset, which 

features fourteen indicators: 

Religious Organizations 

 Civic and Social Organizations 

 Business Associations 

 Political Organizations 

 Professional Organizations 

 Labor Organizations 

 Bowling Centers 

 Recreation and Fitness Facilities 

http://aese.psu.edu/nercrd/community/social-capital-resources
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 Public Golf Courses and Country Clubs 

 Sports Clubs and Teams 

 Population 

 Voter Turnout 

 Census Response Rate 

 Number of non-profits 

 

These variables are rooted in an understanding of social capital as an aggregate, 

place-based attribute, and their selection draws heavily on Putnamôs (1993, 2000, 2001) 

conceptualization of social capital a synthesis of networks, norms, and trust. Specifically, 

the authors selected the indicators because they speak to organizational density, an 

important measure of social capital to the extent that ñassociational activities enable 

communities to solve collective action problems by promoting cooperationò (Rupasingha 

et al. 2006:85). The argument is that the relationships between members of various clubs 

and organizations provide foundations for trust, reciprocity, and other behaviors that 

contribute to social capital (Rupasingha et al. 2006). Using this justification as a jumping 

off point, Rupasingha et al. (2006) combine the aforementioned indicators into a composite 

score that is measured for every county in the United States. The resulting social capital 

index is largely a measure of bonding social capitalðfocusing on the relationships between 

members of organizationsðrather than bridging capital or the relationships between 

different groups. Thus, future research in this area will benefit from creating supplementary 

measures of social capital. 

Next, the ARC computes an annual Index of Economic Distress to measure 

economic conditions in Appalachian counties. The index is a composite of three indicators:  
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1) Three-year average unemployment rate from the US Department of Labor, 

relative to the national average; 

2) Per capita market income which is personal income, less transfer payments, 

divided by total population, relative to the national average; 

3) Poverty rate from the US Census Bureau, relative to the national average. 

 

For each county these indicators are summed and averaged to create an overall score that 

describes an Appalachian countyôs level of economic distress relative to the national 

average. An index value of 100 suggests that a countyôs distress is on par with the national 

average. Values below 100 indicate that a county is less distressed than an average U.S. 

county, while values above 100 suggest that a county is more distressed than average. The 

mean 2014 ARC index for the 420-county Appalachian region is 137.95 (sd = 30.72), 

indicating that, on average, Appalachian counties are more economically distressed than a 

typical U.S. county. 

 

Methods 

To assess current spatial patterns of social capital and economic distress we rely on 

two main methods. First, basic geovisualization techniques are used to generate choropleth 

maps that show variation in the two variables across the 420-county region. Second, tests 

for the detection of clusters involve surveilling all the subgeographies (here, counties) of 

an entire study area (the ARC region) to discover ñhot spotsò of a phenomenon of interest 

(Besag and Newell, 1991). The objective is to identify ñareas that merit further 

investigationò (Besag and Newell 1991:144). Accordingly, such tests can be effective at 

targeting spaces for policy or program intervention. 

One class of statistics used for static detection of clusters is Local Indicators of 

Spatial Autocorrelation (LISA). LISAs atomize global statistics (e.g., Moranôs I) so that 
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(1) the type and significance of spatial clustering of an event of interest is determinable at 

each subarea (e.g., county) in a study region, and (2) the sum of all subarea LISAs in a 

study region is proportional to the relevant global statistic (Anselin 1995). There are several 

varieties of LISAs (Anselin 1995). Perhaps the most common LISA in spatial analysis is 

the local Moranôs I (Anselin 1995), which we employ below to test, separately, observed 

patterns of (1) social capital and (2) economic distress against the null hypothesis of spatial 

randomness. 

Whereas geovisualization and tests for the detection of clusters provide tentative 

answers to our first two research questions, the two methods allow for, at best, ñeyeballò 

statements about the geographic relationship between our operational definitions of social 

capital and economic distress. On that note, a bivariate extension of the local Moranôs I 

statistic can be used to compute the degree of spatial cross-correlation between the two 

patterns (Anselin et al. 2006). Spatial cross-correlation measures the extent to which one 

variable (in our case, social capital) is correlated with a second variable (here, economic 

distress) in its surrounding ñneighborhoodò. The method essentially assesses whether high 

(low) values of social capital are (non-)randomly embedded or found in multi-county 

neighborhoods characterized by high (low) values of economic distress. Our expectation, 

derived from literature introduced earlier, is that the social capital index will have low 

values in areas characterized by high economic distress, and vice versa. We supplement 

these analyses with an aspatial Pearson correlation analysis to quantify the overall 

relationship between the two indices in our study region. The results of that exercise are 

broken down for metropolitan or ñurbanò counties, and non-metropolitan or ñruralò 

counties, in Appendix I. 
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To perform the analyses, we relied on GeoDa software 

(https://spatial.uchicago.edu/software). For all univariate and bivariate cluster analyses, we 

used a spatial weights matrix based on queen contiguity, which is a common spatial 

neighborhood definition for areal data, whereby counties that share borders or points of 

intersection are classified as neighbors (e.g., Anselin and Rey 2014). For univariate cluster 

analysis, GeoDa reports five types of findings: (1) spatial clusters that are characterized by 

high values of the given variable being surrounded by high values; (2) spatial outliers that 

are characterized by high values of a given variable being surrounded by low values; (3) 

spatial clusters whereby low values are surrounded by low values; (4) spatial outliers 

whereby low values are surrounded by high values; and (5) counties for which the null 

hypothesis of spatial randomness cannot be rejected at our adopted level of confidence 

(99%). For the bivariate analysis, there are five analogous cluster types: those characterized 

by: (1) high social capital surrounded by high economic distress; (2) high social capital 

surrounded by low economic distress; (3) low social capital surrounded by low economic 

distress; (4) low social capital surrounded by high economic distress; and (5) locations for 

which significant spatial cross-correlation is not detected. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Figure 3.2 maps the ARC economic distress index (on left) and the Rupasingha et 

al. (2006) social capital index (on right) by county.2 A simple visual comparison seems to 

indicate that high economic distress coexists with low social capital in eastern Kentucky, 

northeastern Tennessee, and southern West Virginia. This area has been identified by 

                                            
2 Note: the categories that appear in the legend in the left panel of Figure 2 come directly from the ARC. 
That is, the ARC bins values of its Economic Distress Index in order to classify counties into one of five 
άǘȅǇŜǎέΥ όмύ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘΤ όнύ ŀǘ-risk; (3) transitional; (4) competitive; or (5) attainment. 

https://spatial.uchicago.edu/software
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multiple researchers, using multiple methods, as the ñcoreò of Appalachia (e.g., Raitz and 

Ulack 1981; Cooper et al. 2011; Weaver and Holtkamp 2016). This part of Appalachia is 

home to some of the highest concentrations of poverty in the region, and has been beset by 

the decline of coal and manufacturing, the growing opioid epidemic, and other challenges 

(Fisher and Smith 2012; The Economist 2015). Also noteworthy is that most of the ARC-

classified ñCompetitiveò counties (Fig. 3.2, on left) are in Pennsylvania, where some of the 

highest values of social capital in the region are located (Fig. 3.2, on right). 

Figure 3.2. Economic Distress and Social Capital by County 

Figure 3.3 adds weight to the ñeyeballò estimates from Figure 3.2 by showing 

empirically detected spatial clusters and outliers in the ARC distress index (on left) and  

social capital index (on right). By and large, the areas flagged above through our visual 
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analysis are the same areas that are flagged by our more rigorous use of the local Moranôs 

I LISA. Figure 3.4 shows a scatterplot of the spatial cross-correlation between the ARC 

economic distress index and the social capital index. This slope of the line is equal to the 

global bivariate Moranôs I statistic. The value of the slope is -0.393, which is highly  

Figure 3.3. Univariate Cluster Detection: Economic Distress (left) and Social Capital 

(right) 

statistically significant (p<0.001). Like both the global Moranôs I and the Pearsonôs 

correlation coefficient, the bivariate Moran measure of spatial cross-correlation ranges 

from -1.0 to +1.0. Absolute values close to 1 correspond to high spatial cross-correlation,  

while values near 0 suggest the two variables exhibit little spatial dependence. In our case, 

the negative value of the bivariate Moranôs I, and the Figure 3.4 Scatterplot of Spatial 


