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Abstract
This paper examines associative participation in Spanish society 
from a gender perspective, focusing on participation levels, 
associative integration and forms of associationism. The following 
research questions were formulated: “Do levels of associative 
participation differ between men and women?” and “Do men and 
women participate in the same type of associations?”. To respond 
to these questions, data from the 2019 Survey on Social Capital 
in Spain was analyzed. This data is representative at a national 
level, and descriptive, correlational and ordered logistic regression 
analyses were performed. It was concluded that evidence supports 
a burden of gender roles in terms of associationism, especially for 
political associationism, creating a ceiling effect for participation and 
even social trust.
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Resumen
Este trabajo estudia la participación asociativa en la sociedad 
española desde una perspectiva de género, centrándose tanto en 
los niveles de integración asociativa (equidad vertical) como en las 
formas asociativas (equidad horizontal). Para ello, nos planteamos 
dos preguntas de investigación: ¿son los niveles de participación 
asociativa entre hombres y mujeres distintos? y ¿participan hombres 
y mujeres en el mismo tipo de asociaciones? Para darles respuesta 
se analiza la Encuesta sobre el Capital Social en España 2019, 
representativa a nivel nacional, realizando análisis descriptivos, 
de correlaciones y de regresión logística ordenada. La principal 
conclusión obtenida es que existe un lastre de los roles de género 
sobre el asociacionismo, en particular sobre el asociacionismo 
político que genera un techo participativo y en confianza social.
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IntroductIon1

Participation in volunteer associations and 
organizations is considered a key indica-
tor of social capital, since this participa-
tion pursues objectives to advance soci-
ety (or some of its members), form bonds 
and enrich civic life. The interrelation of this 
variable with general trust makes it a key 
point in the social capital theory (Putnam, 
1991, 2000; Portes, 2000; Pena-López and 
Sánchez-Santos, 2013), such that an en-
dogenous social identity may be created: 
associative participation reflects the exist-
ence of social trust and creates social trust.

The classic line of research established 
by Putnam (1993, 2000, 2003; Putnam and 
 Garret, 2020) argues that this form of capi-
tal is in decline in Western democracies due 
to the decrease in civic engagement result-
ing from lifestyle transformation. This decline 
has led to a decrease in electoral participa-
tion, individual commitment to political par-
ties, union membership, and religious partici-
pation. Although debate exists as to whether 
this decline actually suggests a transformation 
towards new, more autonomous and horizon-
tal forms of participation (Inglehart and Welzel, 
2006), it is agreed that a decline exists in civic 
participation and its social effects. According 
to Reinghold (2000), when citizens become 
involved in civic life, all spheres of public life 
improve, from the functioning of schools to 
safety on the streets to political responsibil-
ity. Participation in unions, non-governmental 
organizations (hereinafter, NGOs) or political 
parties, all of which are forms of social capi-
tal, creates a multiplier effect on cultural and 
economic capital (Siisiäinen, 2000; Iftekhar, 
He and Lu, 2020). According to another anal-
ysis perspective, associationism is key to pro-
moting Tönnies’ shared community concept 
(Bauman, 2003: 16).

1 Financing: This study forms part of the activities of the 
OSIM group and the CSO2017-86178-R project of the 
Ministry of Economics, Industry and Competitiveness.

Despite the importance of the concept 
and the exponential increase in research 
over the past thirty years, the introduction 
of the gender variable in its study or the 
adopting of a gender perspective has only 
occurred in a few specific works. Accord-
ing to Lowndes (2006), a lack of attention 
has been paid to gender inequality since the 
get go. Molyneux (2008) also noted the lack 
of interest in the role of women in creat-
ing and maintaining activities related to this 
type of capital. This has not gone unnoticed 
by gender experts, who have highlighted 
the lack of consideration of not only gender, 
but also other elements such as ethnicity. 
The concept of social capital is problem-
atic within feminist theory. It can be affirmed 
that bias exists regarding the concept of so-
cial capital in general (Adkins, 2005; Addis 
and Joxhe, 2016), and as Kovalainen (2004) 
suggested, from Putnam’s macro or inte-
gration perspective, associationism and so-
cial networks are only analyzed as a means 
to facilitate collective action (trust, associ-
ationism, etc.), abandoning aspects such 
as power relations or underlying inequality. 
Fine (2010) went a step further to state that 
gender is the starting point, but the subordi-
nation of women should also be examined, 
since social capital plays an ambiguous 
role. Social capital may in fact favor forms 
of exclusion, whereby one group, accord-
ing to this notably relaxed and ambiguous 
concept, excludes others due to homoph-
ily. That is, associations and networks may 
control society, excluding others based on 
gender, economic status or race (Lin, 2000).

This study may be situated within the 
group of works examining the evolution of 
social capital in general, paying attention to 
the gender variable in order to analyze di-
vergences in participation, associative ty-
pology and social trust, as well as their de-
terminant variables. As an extension of prior 
works  (Requena, 1995; López-Rey, 2010; 
 Muñoz-Goy, 2013a, 2013b), we consider 
both participation and its evolution as well as 
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forms of association, contrasting not only the 
evolution of vertical inequality but also hori-
zontal inequality and introducing an analyti-
cal aspect.

This work is structured in two main 
blocks. In the first, a literature review on gen-
der and social capital is presented to define 
the underlying factors that may cause ine-
quality in terms of social capital. In the sec-
ond block, based on data from the 2019 Sur-
vey on Social Capital in Spain, we contrast 
the hypotheses derived from the theoretical 
section, regarding participation and associa-
tive profile. Finally, the results are discussed, 
and conclusions are presented.

Gender, socIal capItal  
and assocIatIonIsm

The main line of research on social capital 
and gender has focused on the descriptive 
analysis of gender differences in associative 
participation and social trust.

Studies by Putnam (2000), including re-
cent ones (Putnam and Garrett, 2020), do not 
delve into the gender issue. They only men-
tion a potential effect of gender roles on so-
cial capital. Thus, they suggest that women 
currently face a sort of trade-off. The load of 
family responsibility and commitment to the 
family life environment (healthcare, education, 
etc.), traditionally associated with the female 
gender, may conflict with women’s inclusion 
in the labor market, especially for those hav-
ing a higher education level. This conflict may 
be based on associative participation, limit-
ing this participation in a broad set of associa-
tive forms. Likewise, the increase of women in 
the work force may act to decrease these ine-
qualities. As Norris and Inglehart (2006) men-
tioned, this generates effects in a dual man-
ner: increasing women’s options to create 
new social relations in the work setting but si-
multaneously decreasing their possibilities of 
developing bonds in the associative setting of 
family and residential life.

This work by Norris and Inglehart sug-
gests that the core of the problem lies in 
gender inequality, distinguishing between 
two types of the same: differences in the in-
tensity of organizational participation (ver-
tical) and differences in the type of organ-
izations to which one belongs (horizontal). 
While differences in participation levels may 
be limited when controlling for other varia-
bles, inequality due to organization type is 
of special relevance. Male participation is 
clearly higher in recreational associations, 
trade unions, political parties and profes-
sional associations, whereas women are 
more likely to participate in volunteer asso-
ciations, religious organizations and groups 
devoted to assisting the disabled or elderly.

Similarly, Lowndes (2000 and 2006), 
considering the UK case, found no signif-
icant gender differences in levels of verti-
cal participation and trust, but did observe 
considerable horizontal inequality, reflected 
in the characteristics of the association-
ism. The social capital of women was found 
to exist in informal networks connected to 
neighborhood life and these women tended 
to use it to make their personal and work 
lives more compatible, while also protecting 
the health and wellbeing of their families.

Confirming this profile, Molyneux affirms 
that, compared to men, the social capital of 
women is generally located close to the home, 
implying exchanges of time and skills, emo-
tional or ethical issues, including volunteer work 
and related to the creation of bonds. “Networks 
of women tend to focus more on domestic 
problem resolution and are less involved with 
economic or employment issues” (Molyneux, 
2008: 67). The most relevant work regarding 
this topic and supporting this idea was car-
ried out by Addis and Joxhe (2016). They found 
that professional and political associations and 
those related to status tend to be dominated 
by males whereas associations related to care 
of the community or family tend to be predom-
inantly female  (McPherson and Smith-Lovin 
1982; Son and Lin 2008; Gidengil et al., 2006).
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Logically, this associative specialization also 
has derivations in terms of political participation 
as well as social mobility. According to Caiazza 
and Gault (2006), the areas that have tradition-
ally concerned men and women have differed. 

Women support civil rights more than men; they 
are more concerned about children’s education 
and are more likely to support the extension of 
policies to alleviate economic and social hardship 
(Caiazza and Gault, 2006: 102). 

On the other hand, Dávila, Zlobina and 
 Álvarez Hernández (2020) noted that the yoke 
of gender stereotypes in creating social net-
works may limit the development of demo-
cratic societies. 

As for social mobility, networks of as-
sociations in which women predominate, 
with profiles linked to the more traditional 
“female” roles may limit social mobility and 
thereby reduce the quantity and diversity of 
women’s contacts. For example, in Lutter’s 
study (2015) on social capital and gender in 
the US film industry, it was demonstrated 
that when actresses were immersed in co-
hesive networks, it was more likely that their 
careers would fail as compared to men, but 
when they participated in open structures, 
they had better opportunities.

Associative typology and participation

Examining the roots of the previously men-
tioned horizontal gender inequality, relative 
gender specialization based on association 
type may be linked to a traditional typolog-
ical classification: expressive associations 
versus instrumental ones. This distinction 
was considered by Gordon and Babchuck 
(1959) and was advanced by Bekkers et  al. 
(2008). It is a classification based on the pri-
mary functional objective of social action 
(Weber, 1978) underlying an organization. 
Instrumental associationism has individual 
or social achievement objectives; that is, it 
seeks to achieve social changes that directly 
or indirectly favor individuals or groups. Ex-

pressive participation is compensation on its 
own, based on affective behavior and rein-
forcing individual identity. For example, the 
paradigmatic distinction exists between a 
union and a cultural association. While the 
former has the objective of achieving new re-
sources or social transformation, the latter 
is more involved with personal development 
and reinforcing the individual’s identity. 

Obviously, this distinction is a simplifi-
cation, given that all associative forms actu-
ally carry out both functions, regardless of 
whether or not they create mechanisms of 
personal gratification and are instrumental in 
seeking social objectives. The key point of 
distinction lies in whether the organization 
has the primary objective of contributing to 
the well-being of its members or not. To in-
troduce greater realism in this typology which 
truly reflects a continuum, the classic work 
of Gordon and Babchuck (1959) discussed 
the existence of expressive-instrumental as-
sociations, which cover both objectives. In 
other words, they include a dimension of per-
sonal identity expression and specific social 
objectives. This is the case for the numer-
ous non-governmental organizations (envi-
ronmental, animal protection, foreign assis-
tance, etc.). Taking this into account, interest 
groups, unions and political parties may be 
considered instrumental. As for the expres-
sive ones, this includes neighborhood and 
cultural associations, sporting clubs, etc.

According to studies carried out in Spain, 
associative participation levels are quite low. 
However, its overall social capital level is con-
sidered intermediate, since its low associative 
level is compensated by an intense weight of 
family networks and strong ties (Pérez-Díaz, 
2000). According to the results of the World 
Values Survey, López-Rey (2010) found that 
when considering both active participation 
and simple membership, there is clear evi-
dence of the previously mentioned gender 
specialization. Muñoz-Goy (2013a), analyzing 
the past wave of the Survey on social capital 
in Spain, also agreed with this finding, sug-
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gesting that horizontal segmentation existed, 
according to the type of organization consid-
ered. Organizations related to work and eco-
nomic (and sporting) settings were mainly 
masculine, whereas those focusing on do-
mestic, community, altruistic and religious ar-
eas tended to be more feminized. 

In summary, this line of research highlights 
differences in terms of associative member-
ship, according to a descriptive perspective. 
However, as Norris and Inglehart (2006) men-
tioned, very little is still understood regard-
ing how gender interacts with social capital 
and its implications on social inequality: ex-
pressive associations, focused on well-be-
ing, consist mainly of women; instrumental 
associations of status and social mobility, on 
the other hand, tend to be male dominated. 
This specialization may be subject to rele-
vant changes linked to the evolution of gender 
roles and female inclusion in the labor market. 
As Requena (1995) noted, the incorporation of 
women into the labor world is a determinant 
key to changing networks, including associ-
ative ones. Women tend to create more net-
works than men; however, a social structure 
dominated by men may act as a limiting factor 
regarding these changes. 

Based on these theoretical and empirical 
foundations, our working hypotheses focus 
on contrasting the persistence of vertical 
and horizontal inequality, analyzing whether 
it is in fact linked to gender; that is, con-
trolling for other potential determinants.

Hypothesis 1: social transformations re-
garding gender roles will increase partic-
ipation such that levels of social capital, 
measured in terms of participation in asso-
ciations, will be more equal between men 
and women (vertical equity). 

Hypothesis 2: specifically, the persistence 
of gender role inequality will lead women to 
continue to participate more actively in ex-
pressive associations (linked to care and the 
household), whereas men will do so in instru-
mental associations (horizontal inequality).

Gender and assocIatIve 
partIcIpatIon In spaIn

Data and methodology

To study gender divergences in terms of as-
sociative participation and considering the 
hypotheses presented, our analysis has been 
conducted in three parts, based on the 2019 
Survey on social capital in Spain of the OSIM 
(Social Organizations, Institutions and Mar-
kets) research group of the Universidade da 
Coruña (with the authors being members of 
the same). This survey was proposed as a 
source of data on the various forms of social 
capital in Spanish society. Thus, along with 
a large set of sociodemographic and status 
variables, it also collects data on formal as-
sociations and personal networks available 
to each individual (individual social capital).

This is a representative survey of the en-
tire Spanish adult population, having a con-
fidence level of 95.5  % and a sampling er-
ror of ± 1.82 %. The total sample consists of 
3000 cases from over 280 municipalities, us-
ing multi-stage cluster sampling (Territorial 
Statistical Units, environmental characteristics, 
sex and age). The field work was carried out in 
a single wave, from April to June of 2019, con-
ducting random telephone contacts across 
the country and using the CATI system. 

Our empirical strategy of results analy-
sis was based on a descriptive study of the 
relationship between gender, active mem-
bership and participation in the diverse vol-
unteer organizations (religious; sporting; ed-
ucational, artistic, musical or cultural; trade 
unions; political groups or parties; profes-
sional associations; NGOs and environmen-
tal conservation, ecological or animal rights 
associations). This approach was used to 
display the existence of significant gender 
differences, in accordance with the hypoth-
esis, in both inactive (simple membership) 
and active participation (in which the citizen, 
in addition to being members, also partici-
pate in activities). Correlation analysis was 



Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 186, April - June 2024, pp. 143-158

148 Associationism, Social Capital and Gender in Spanish Society 

used, while also considering membership in 
various associations.

In a second block, using an ordered 
logistic regression analysis, we examine 
how the gender variable is determinant in 
inactive and active participation in each of 
the associationism forms (expressive, in-
cluding religious, cultural, sporting, NGOs 
and other organizations; and instrumental, 
including labor unions, political groups or 
parties and professional associations).

Finally, given the link between associa-
tionism and the key proxy variable of gen-
eral social capital, the relationship between 
associative membership and trust will be 
studied, differentiating between genders.

Evolution of associative participation in Spain 
and gender

Contrasting the results on associationism 
in Spain provided by the 2011 Survey on 
social capital and inequality in Spain, and 
the 2019 Survey on social capital in Spain, 
certain significant changes have been ob-

served (see Graph  1). From a general ap-
proach and considering the Spanish con-
text, the level of associationism is found to 
be medium-low. Generally speaking, half of 
the population has an associative link, a fig-
ure which, in Europe, ranges from 90 % in 
Scandinavian countries to 30  % in south-
ern countries (Morales Diez de Ulzurrun 
and Mota Consejero, 2006). Upon com-
paring associative participation (member-
ship in at least one association) by gen-
der between both social capital surveys 
(2011 and 2019), a significant evolution is 
observed. Specifically, in terms of partic-
ipation, male participation has decreased 
slightly, while female participation has in-
creased by 8 points. In 2011, gender had 
a relationship with participation at a signif-
icance level of 0.01 and in 2019, it is not 
significant. Therefore, based on the survey 
results, it may be affirmed that there are no 
significant gender differences in the general 
levels of associationism. Currently, there is 
a situation of vertical equity in terms of as-
sociative participation.

GRAPH 1. Evolution of associative participation in Spain based on gender 2011-2019
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If we go on to analyze the evolu-
tion within each typology, as reflected in 
Graph  2, in 2011, there was a sustained 
trend, that of the ongoing decline of tradi-
tional organizations: religious, trade union 
and political ones, in favor of organizations 
linked to specific actions that can be con-
sidered part of expressive associationism: 

cultural, sports, and specifically, the growth 
of associationism of NGOs and the “others” 
subgroup which may be situated within that 
of NGOs since these are similar volunteer 
organizations of which 80 % exist within the 
NGO setting (for example, the Red Cross, 
animal protection or civil protection) and 
volunteer work in associations.

GRAPH 2. Evolution of associative participation in 2011-2019 by gender and association type
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However, the high level of participation in 
the so-called NGOs should be qualified. This 
is the form of associative expression demon-
strating the most participation and growth, 
but in terms of active participation, it is com-
parable to that of other organizational forms, 
such as cultural or sporting ones. In other 
words, the growth experienced is strongly 
reflected in inactive membership or partici-
pation, oftentimes a mere economic contri-
bution resulting from a growth strategy used 
by many NGOs in which they promote mem-
bership in the form of paying fees. 

At a descriptive level and focusing our at-
tention on the last wave (2019), we observe 
the pattern predicted by the theory of gender 
specialization of associations, as well as the 
existence of an equalizing trend. Thus, signif-
icant divergences only exist in sporting, po-
litical and professional associations, in which 
there is a relative predominance of men, 
while, in NGOs, cultural and religious ones, 
there is a female predominance. This cor-
roborates the trend found in previous studies 
which was mentioned in the theoretical sec-
tion, while simultaneously revealing an equal-
izing trend in associations having a greater 
presence of men, with the sole exception of 
political parties. On the other hand, the latter 
have the lowest participation levels. 

Regarding active or inactive associative 
participation, a distinction should be made 

which requires certain changes upon the 
first reading of the data. For instance, sim-
ply paying a registration fee is considered 
inactive participation. Active participation 
implies participation in any of the organiza-
tion’s activities. As seen in Graph 2, organ-
izational participation levels are quite var-
iable, with religious, sporting and cultural 
organizations having a similar percentage of 
active and inactive members, approaching 
50 %; while, in the case of political parties, 
trade unions and, especially, NGOs, larger 
differences exist, with the number of inac-
tive members clearly greater than the num-
ber of active ones.

When considering the gender variable, 
the differences in active participation are 
consistent with this, and are especially sig-
nificant. Men are more actively involved in 
sporting organizations, political parties and 
professional associations, while women are 
more active in religious, cultural (educational, 
artistic, musical, etc.), and NGOs and volun-
teer organizations. Thus, when proposing a 
ratio of gender by participation, it is remark-
able to note that active female participa-
tion doubles that of men in NGOs, it is 88 % 
higher than that of men in religious ones and 
32 % higher in cultural ones (see Table 1).

In an initial analysis, this result supports 
the second hypothesis sustained in the the-
oretical section. Female participation is

TABLE 1. Participation by gender and association type 

Participation Active participation

Men (%) Women (%) Ratio Men (%) Women (%) Ratio

Religious  6.5  9.4 1.45 2.5 4.7 1.88
Sporting 18.1 10.7 0.59 9.0 5.5 0.61
Cultural 13.8 15.6 1.13 6.6 8.7 1.32
Trade Union 10.3 10.4 1.01 2.8 2.4 0.86
Political  5.2  2.5 0.48 2.1 1.3 0.62
Professional  8.8  6.9 0.78 3.2 2.5 0.78
NGOs 28.1 34.9 1.24 4.8 9.8 2.04
Others  3.2  6.3 1.97 1.0 2.3 2.30

Source: Author’s own creation based on the 2019 Survey on Social Capital in Spain.
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significantly greater in associations related to 
gender-assigned roles: functions related to 
the home, family or caregiving, which may be 
classified as the “expressive” field. However, 
it is necessary to delve deeper into this issue.

Determinants of membership to each 
associative typology

The study of the determinants of membership 
to each of the forms of associationism helps 
us to analyze how gender, controlled by a 
wide range of socioeconomic variables, is an 
explanatory variable of associative participa-
tion. In this case, we consider the response to 
the associative participation question that we 
have been analyzing. Here, there is a scale of 
three possibilities: “doesn’t participate”, “par-
ticipates” and “actively participates”. An or-
dered logit was used. As explanatory varia-
bles, sociodemographic, socioeconomic and 
status variables (such as class or income) as 
well as individual social capital or network 
size and structure variables have been con-
sidered along with the gender variable. Spe-
cifically, indicators derived from a genera-
tor of positions, that is, interviewee access 
to or knowledge of individuals in certain dis-
tinct social levels (Pena-López, Rungo and 
Sánchez-Santos, 2021) have been consid-
ered. This variable offers us a proxy of the ex-
tent of the social network of an individual. We 
also introduced indicators of general social 
capital, such as general trust level.

The set of models included in Table  2 
shows that gender is a relevant explanatory 
variable for any type of organization, with 
the exception of trade unions. Women are 
found to have a clearly significant presence 
in religious, cultural and NGO organiza-
tions while men predominate in political and 
sporting ones. Trade union and professional 
organizations, however, appear to have lost 
their traditional gender orientation. 

Considering the characterization of these 
associationism types, once again, evidence 
supports the second hypothesis. Despite the 

equalizing trend, women continue to clearly 
predominate in organizations traditionally 
associated with the gender which have been 
linked to predominantly expressive classifi-
cation (Ariño, 2004, 2007). Men, on the other 
hand, display a clear predominance in po-
litical and professional (instrumental) and 
sporting (expressive) associationism. These 
differences in associationism forms follow 
the traditional gender roles mentioned in the 
theoretical section. When controlling for po-
tentially influential socioeconomic variables, 
women are found to opt for organizations 
forming part of individual and community 
life and wellbeing (religious organizations, 
NGOs). 

However, certain nuances should be dis-
cussed. While the weight of men is significant 
in political and sporting organizations where 
traditional gender roles persist, this weight is 
no longer significant in professional and trade 
union organizations where a major equaliz-
ing process has taken place. The relevant 
weight of certain control variables should also 
be considered in order to understand the as-
sociative profiles. For example, in the case 
of religious associations, only age and being 
Spanish citizens are found to be clearly sig-
nificant variables. In both cultural organiza-
tions and NGOs, the influencing variables are 
very closely related to stratification: educa-
tion level, social class and relationship net-
work (having an extensive personal network). 
In the case of political and sporting associa-
tions, where the weight of males is heavier, 
the former is strongly influenced by contact 
networks with the upper class. In sporting as-
sociations, however, this predominance is re-
lated to having more personal networks with 
individuals from all classes. 

Finally, professional and union associa-
tions, where gender is not significant, have 
clearly distinct profiles. The professional 
one is more closely linked to status varia-
bles, as compared to the union association, 
which is more linked to the development of 
networks in the lower class.



Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 186, April - June 2024, pp. 143-158

152 Associationism, Social Capital and Gender in Spanish Society 
T

A
B

LE
 2

. 
D

et
er

m
in

an
ts

 o
f a

ss
oc

ia
tiv

e 
m

em
be

rs
hi

p 
by

 a
ss

oc
ia

tio
n 

ty
pe

. O
rd

er
ed

 lo
gi

t (
n=

30
00

)

R
el

ig
io

us
 o

rg
s.

S
p

o
rt

in
g

 o
rg

s.
C

ul
tu

ra
l o

rg
s.

T
ra

d
e 

un
io

n 
o

rg
s.

P
o

lit
ic

al
 o

rg
s.

P
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l 
o

rg
s.

N
G

O
s

O
th

er
s

G
en

de
r

0.
40

54
75

**
*

−
0.

37
97

93
**

*
0.

51
23

52
**

*
0.

25
56

75
*

−
0.

71
39

95
**

*
0.

00
43

36
79

0.
64

80
61

**
*

1.
08

80
0*

**
U

rb
an

-r
ur

al
  

se
tt

in
g

−
0.

02
02

70
7

0.
01

40
55

4
0.

07
30

33
7

−
0.

01
96

55
0

−
2.

31
02

5e
-0

5
−

0.
19

89
03

**
0.

00
07

92
95

8
−

0.
04

25
99

0

A
ge

0.
44

46
74

**
*

0.
09

15
50

5
0.

38
77

24
**

*
−

0.
08

03
27

6
0.

24
99

88
*

0.
10

52
73

0.
50

00
53

**
*

0.
06

18
53

8
C

iv
il 

st
at

us
0.

00
15

71
56

−
0.

15
63

70
−

0.
33

82
87

**
0.

19
28

55
0.

04
83

98
7

0.
03

78
02

3
0.

03
15

82
4

−
0.

03
95

74
1

S
pa

n.
 N

at
io

na
lit

y
0.

40
88

73
**

*
0.

06
07

34
2

−
0.

74
67

71
−

0.
30

47
55

0.
15

36
87

−
0.

62
05

28
−

0.
47

92
58

**
−

13
.4

25
0

Ti
m

e 
at

 c
ur

re
nt

 
re

si
de

nc
e

0.
00

18
12

18
0.

00
13

63
73

−
0.

00
25

04
57

*
0.

00
34

76
01

−
0.

00
52

52
29

−
0.

00
77

05
11

−
0.

00
60

33
21

**
−

0.
00

45
02

45

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
le

ve
l

0.
16

80
30

**
0.

10
47

44
*

0.
26

59
05

**
*

0.
12

62
82

*
0.

14
17

83
0.

63
06

47
**

*
0.

19
33

75
**

*
−

0.
09

09
05

7
H

ou
se

ho
ld

 in
-

co
m

e
–0

.0
68

82
93

0.
07

44
86

2
−

0.
09

61
47

5
0.

14
57

55
**

0.
18

86
48

*
0.

14
86

96
**

0.
15

38
30

**
*

0.
13

95
76

S
oc

ia
l c

la
ss

 o
f 

in
te

rv
ie

w
ee

 
0.

09
96

52
8

0.
05

26
18

9
0.

16
16

50
**

*
0.

11
05

39
*

0.
01

58
54

4
0.

17
58

31
0.

07
31

00
6*

0.
16

16
79

*

K
no

w
s 

th
e 

up
pe

r 
cl

as
s

0.
22

78
10

0.
61

02
95

**
*

0.
51

92
21

**
*

0.
20

68
33

0.
65

65
82

**
0.

31
88

86
0.

33
05

97
**

0.
13

94
74

K
no

w
s 

th
e 

lo
w

er
 

cl
as

s
0.

08
52

52
9

0.
49

68
63

**
*

0.
26

37
68

0.
35

13
34

**
0.

08
17

21
3

0.
38

67
59

*
0.

23
70

82
**

−
0.

02
42

71
5

O
ve

ra
ll t

ru
st

0.
01

64
89

7
−

0.
06

62
88

4
−

0.
01

18
57

4
−

0.
00

10
30

90
0.

25
67

26
*

0.
07

03
18

7
−

0.
03

11
27

1
−

0.
01

34
02

1

C
ut

1
5.

59
52

3*
**

2.
83

12
3*

**
3.

40
40

6*
**

2.
33

19
5*

**
4.

64
30

0*
**

5.
62

76
4*

**
4.

06
87

2*
**

−
8.

72
94

2
C

ut
2

6.
32

34
9*

**
3.

53
09

4*
**

4.
06

62
0*

**
3.

83
65

9*
**

5.
39

98
2*

**
6.

82
10

4*
**

6.
02

58
4*

**
−

7.
85

73
2

P
re

di
ct

ed
 c

as
es

 
(%

)
91

.8
85

.6
85

.4
87

.6
96

.1
91

.6
65

.1
95

.9

Lo
g-

lik
el

ih
oo

d
−

60
1.

38
82

−
90

4.
97

87
−

89
9.

38
85

−
80

8.
08

44
−

34
5.

00
37

−
58

5.
91

74
−

14
37

.4
09

−
37

8.
57

69
M

cF
ad

de
n’

s 
ps

eu
do

 R
2

0.
14

44
0.

17
04

0.
14

22
0.

08
02

0.
12

79
0.

18
82

0.
15

80
0.

12
55

* 
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 a
t 

0.
1;

 *
* 

si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 a

t 
0.

05
; *

**
 s

ig
ni

fic
an

t 
at

 0
.0

1.

S
ou

rc
e:

 A
ut

ho
r’

s 
ow

n 
cr

ea
tio

n 
b

as
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

20
19

 S
ur

ve
y 

on
 s

oc
ia

l c
ap

ita
l i

n 
S

p
ai

n.
 



Loreto Vázquez-Chas and José Atilano Pena-López 153

Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 186, April - June 2024, pp. 143-158

Associationism, general social capital 
and gender 

A key point underlying all social capital the-
ory is the quasi-causal link between asso-
ciationism and general trust, that is, the re-
markably endogenous dual link between the 
various forms of associationism and general 
trust (Herreros, 2003). According to Muñoz- 
Goy (2013a), when there are high levels of 
trust, participation is favored, since this trust 
acts as a “key motivational source of social 
capital” (Muñoz-Goy, 2013a: 87 paraphras-
ing Adler and Kwon, 2002: 26). Similarly, in 

associationism, the networks created, and 
the evaluative convergence derived from the 
associative framework favors general trust.

The most common proxy variable used to 
measure interpersonal trust is the response 
to the question: “In general, would you say 
that most people can be trusted, or that you 
can never be too careful when dealing with 
others?”. The results, when crossed with 
the gender variable, are found to be statisti-
cally significant (chi-squared  =  0.018), with 
males being more trusting than women (see 
Graph 3).

GRAPH 3. Overall trust and gender (%)

You can never be
too careful

Most people
can be trusted

52.00

47.90

42.50

47.50

0 10 20 30

ManWoman

40 50 60

Source: Author’s own creation based on the 2019 Survey on Social Capital in Spain.

It is also necessary to define to what ex-
tent it is actually linked to gender and its re-
lationship with associationism in its various 
expressions. The results of the logistic re-
gression show that when controlled by the 
potential set of explanatory variables, gen-
der is significant. 

Regarding the set of potential deter-
minants, the very limited influence of as-
sociationism is notable. Specifically, only 
membership in NGOs reveals a relation-

ship with trust and is linked to gender. In 
the case of women, only membership in 
cultural associations is found to be sig-
nificant. The remaining expressions are 
irrelevant. In fact, the most influential de-
terminants are the sociodemographic and 
status variables. In simpler terms, those 
with more education, higher incomes, per-
ceiving greater security in the surround-
ings where they live, display greater levels 
of trust in society.
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conclusIons

Associative participation is one of the ba-
sic components of general social capital, so 
much so that this theory is based on the re-
lationship between associationism and gen-
eralized trust. The introduction of the gender 
variable in the analysis is key to analyzing 
the potential existence of a differential in the 
presence of women in social functioning and 
the channeling of collective action. 

The social capital concept is problem-
atic in feminist theory given that, under the 

scope of participation, the analysis of ine-
quality and power relations underlying the 
networks may be ignored. Although there 
has been an exponential increase in studies 
on social capital, gender studies on associ-
ative participation are notably scarce. Past 
works have highlighted the existence of two 
types of inequality: those in general partic-
ipation levels (vertical) and those in type of 
association, based on the functions carried 
out at a social level (horizontal). Research 
has revealed a process of reduction of par-
ticipatory divergences and, consequently, a 

TABLE 3. Determinants of generalized trust. Binomial logit. (n=3000)

B Exp(B) B Exp(B)

Gender –0.363*** 0.695 –0.247** 0.781
Age 0.170*** 1.185 0.139*** 1.149
Urban-rural environment –0.076 0.927
Perceived safety of environment 0.113** 1.120 0.110** 1.116
Nationality 0.139 1.149
Level of education 0.097** 1.102 0.091** 1.095
Household income 0.092** 1.096 0.097** 1.102
Social class 0.063* 0.939 0.064** 0.938
Knows the upper class 0.505*** 1.658 0.492*** 1.635
Knows the lower class 0.176 1.192
Religious orgs. –0.119 0.888
Sporting orgs. 0.025 1.025
Cultural orgs. –0.194 0.823
Labor union orgs. 0.115 1.122
Political orgs. 0.244 1.276
Professional orgs. –0.145 0.865
NGO 0.168* 1.183 0.261*** 1.298
Other organizations 0.121 1.129
Gender · sporting –0.041 0.960
Gender · cultural 0.910*** 2.485 0.640*** 1.896
Gender · trade unions –0.188 0.829
Gender · political 0.059 1.061
Gender · professional 0.355 1.427
Gender · NGOs 0.209 1.233
Gender · others 0.210 1.233
Constant –1.690*** 0.184 –1.661*** 0.190
Cox and Snell’s R2 0.086 0.078
Nagelkerke’s R2 0.116 0.106

* significant at 0.1; ** significant at 0.05; *** significant at 0.01.

Source: Author’s own creation based on the 2019 Survey on Social Capital in Spain. 
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decreased divergence in social capital, as a 
result of the incorporation of women in the 
workforce as well as increased female ed-
ucation levels. However, this approxima-
tion may be burdened by the gender issue 
(Molyneux, 2008) since the increase in so-
cial capital is biased towards associative 
forms that reproduce gender roles. This as-
sociative specialization may have relevant 
effects, for example, on political, trade un-
ion and professional associationism. Using 
classical terminology, women tend to spe-
cialize in expressive associationism while 
men predominate in the instrumental type. 

Our work contrasts two hypotheses: the 
advance of vertical equity or equality in the 
general levels of associative participation, 
and the persistence of horizontal inequality, 
that is, the inequality of gender participation 
related to the associative typology.

The contrast carried out, based on the 
2019 Survey on social capital in Spain, high-
lights that inequality in associative partici-
pation has been reduced to the point where 
the general volume of participation does not 
reveal any significant differences. However, 
vertical inequality continues to exist. Gen-
der differences are significant in many as-
sociative typologies. Women continue to 
predominate in the majority of the so-called 
expressive organizations, and especially in 
those related to the home or caregiving cir-
cles. Regarding the analysis of associative 
profiles, these divergences are evident in the 
NGO and volunteer groups, the cultural and 
educational ones and, in line with the tradi-
tional associative scheme, in religious ones, 
where gender is clearly a determining factor. 
In the case of men, their weight in the instru-
mental associations continues to be higher. 
This is especially evident in the case of po-
litical associations; however, divergences in 
the trade union and professional areas have 
been reduced to almost the point of insignif-
icance. Also following typical gender roles, 
differences are also significant in the expres-
sive sports associations.

Finally, it is interesting to note that a 
weak relationship exists between associa-
tionism and general trust in Spanish society. 
In terms of the generation of social capital, 
participation does not generate trust and 
vice versa. 

In short, the process to ensure gen-
der equality is also relevant to association-
ism, given that a certain degree of equali-
zation has taken place in both the vertical 
and horizontal spheres (although nuances 
should be noted). There continues to be a 
clear predominance of women in expres-
sive organizations, although this is also 
the case in associations where the expres-
sive is mixed with the instrumental (NGOs). 
And despite the decline in differences in in-
strumental organizations, men continue to 
clearly dominate in political associations 
and the traditional associative stereotypes 
persist. Finally, these results should be 
qualified in two regards since this equaliza-
tion has taken place within the context of a 
progressive decrease in the influence of as-
sociationism and a limited relationship be-
tween this and other social capital indica-
tors (Vázquez-García, 2010).
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