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Democratic Institutions as a Pre-requisite:
How Social Capital Can Enhance Governance?

Deyang Ma  Nankai University

Scholarships on social capital have focused on how it can enhance governance and other
public goods: how social capital can “make democracy work,” for example. Yet these studies
all neglect an important variable in their analysis, the institutional framework in which social
capital has an effect on governance. We argue that the existence of formal democratic
institutions such as free elections is a pre-condition for social capital to have a positive effect
on governance. We use global data to show that when controlling the role of democratic
institutions, social capital stops to have an enhancing effect on a measurement of government
performance, supporting the argument that social capital contributes to good governance only
when it operates within an institutional environment that has the main elements of a formal

democracy.

Keywords: social capital, democratic institutions, good governance



