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Summary. This paper conducts a comparative analysis of social capital and environmental
management in two rapidly growing regions in south-east Asia, Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City.
Theoretical and empirical triangulation are used to clarify the nature of social capital and the
ways that gender, in particular, affects trust and co-operation. Theoretical triangulation is
accomplished by drawing on conceptual arguments made in economics, geography and urban
planning to develop a theoretical framework explaining social capital and environmental man-
agement in south-east Asia. Empirical triangulation is accomplished through a multimethod
analytical approach, including survey methods and experimental games conducted with the same
populations. The results of the comparative analysis among squatter residents in Bangkok and
Ho Chi Minh City are presented with a focus on gender differences in trust and co-operation and
the paper concludes with a summary of the results and recommendations for policy and future
research.

Introduction

The recent economic crisis in south-east Asia
left public institutions with even fewer re-
sources than in the past to address the re-
gional problems of environmental
degradation and insufficient basic infrastruc-
ture. These two brief vignettes represent life
in two rapidly developing cities in south-east
Asia—Bangkok, Thailand and Ho Chi Minh
City, Vietnam.

Early one morning, a young woman strug-
gles down the lane that skirts her community
located in the suburbs of Bangkok. She is
carrying a toddler in one arm and holding
several knotted plastic bags full of waste-

paper and plastic in the other. She collected
the garbage last evening from the swampy
spaces surrounding her one-room house
as part of the community-organised efforts
to limit the spread of rats and other pests
in the neighbourhood. She has promised
her next-door neighbour, one of the
community leaders, that she will do her
part although she notices that most of the
homes on the way to the communal trash
bin remain completely surrounded by all
kinds of garbage. While many of the neigh-
bours appear to be good friends and are
willing to help care for her child
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while she does piecework on the floor of her
home, surprisingly few of these generous
people seem interested in cleaning the slum
or actively participating in group efforts to
improve community health and hygiene.
Consequently, she worries a great deal about
malaria, dengue fever and rabies affecting
her family.

On a rainy summer afternoon in Ho Chi
Minh City (Saigon), several middle-aged
women (grandmothers all) work hard to
ready the community meeting area for the
next meeting of the local mothers’ group.
The group is planning to meet with People’s
Committee members and representatives of
DOSTE (the local Department of Science,
Technology and the Environment) to discuss
improving the flow and quality of water
reaching homes situated in the core of the
historical city centre. Water quality and ac-
cess have decreased sharply during the recent
urban boom and the low-income women liv-
ing in the area are struggling to get enough
water to clean their homes, cook their food
and bathe their children. The long-standing
and well-organised mothers’ group has asked
for and received a meeting opportunity with
local bureaucrats to achieve some kind of
resolution. Many of the members are willing
to donate time and energy (as well as what-
ever money can be spared) to implement
repairs and renovations to their water pipes.
While few expect that changes will come
quickly, many believe that, by standing to-
gether, they may be able to improve their
quality of life in the near future.

Although neither of these vignettes repre-
sents actual individuals, they are compila-
tions of the challenges faced daily by
low-income communities in developing
countries across the Pacific Rim. More im-
portantly, these vignettes highlight the im-
portance of trust, social integration and
co-operation in improving environmental
conditions for communities across the devel-
oping world. With decreasing capacity by
governments to cope with rapid population
growth, economic change and environmental
degradation, governments and international
donor agencies (such as the World Bank)

have increasingly looked to the participation
of local communities to develop and im-
plement environmental management policies.
A primary element of such strategies is iden-
tifying and expanding the local capacity of
low-income, tenure-insecure neighbourhoods
to engage in such policy design and im-
plementation. However, policy-makers and
researchers typically have a poor understand-
ing of whether communities are willing to
participate in improving access to environ-
mental services as well as how factors, such
as social networks and social capital, might
influence resident participation in the design
and delivery of urban services, such as water
treatment and delivery or waste collection
and disposal.

To address this issue, this paper conducts a
comparative analysis of social capital and
environmental management in two rapidly
growing regions in south-east Asia—
Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City. Theoretical
and empirical triangulation are used to clar-
ify the nature of social capital and the ways
that gender, in particular, affects trust and
co-operation.1 Theoretical triangulation is ac-
complished by drawing on conceptual argu-
ments made in economics, geography and
urban planning to develop a theoretical
framework explaining social capital and en-
vironmental management in south-east Asia.
Empirical triangulation is accomplished
through a multimethod analytical approach,
including survey methods and experimental
games conducted with the same populations.
The remainder of the paper is organised in
the following fashion. The next section pro-
vides a brief overview of the social capital
literature and outlines a conceptual frame-
work drawing from these disparate ap-
proaches. Next, a brief comparison is made
of the environmental, social and political
conditions in Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh
City. The paper then summarises the two
empirical methods (survey methods and field
experiments) used to elaborate the form and
function of social capital and how these re-
late to environmental management decisions.
The results of the comparative analysis
among squatter residents in Bangkok and Ho
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Chi Minh City are then presented, with a
focus on gender differences in trust and co-
operation. Finally, the paper concludes with
a summary of the results and recommenda-
tions for policy and future research.

Social Capital: Form and Function

Scholarly Debates

Although the social capital approach has
gained increasing prominence among schol-
ars and policy-makers, there is still wide
debate about its form, function and import-
ance. Proponents of social capital present it
as a critical element missing in modern so-
ciety, leading to minimal civic participation
and even ineffective governance (for exam-
ple, Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 1993, 2000;
Woolcock, 1998). Simply put, social capital
is a resource available to individuals that
emanates from group interaction because of
trust, reciprocity and co-operation. The ex-
pansion of positive social capital, especially
for communities with few economic and pol-
itical resources, consequently results in en-
hanced economic and political performance
and improved quality of life. Like other
forms of capital (i.e. human, financial, physi-
cal), social capital is productive, providing
material benefits to individuals who are con-
nected to other individuals and groups (i.e.
networks and relationships) (Bourdieu, 1985;
Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 1993). These social
networks and relationships as concretely ex-
pressed as the reciprocal (and at times asym-
metrical) exchange of material goods,
services, information and money, as well as
less tangible support such as mutual assist-
ance and emotional support (Kim et al.,
1997).

Researchers in varying disciplines have
started with this premise and explored how
relationships among individuals, groups and
organisations relate to economic and political
outcomes. Economists and political scientists
have used the social capital approach to in-
vestigate communal action as an outcome of
network interaction or relationships rather
than as aggregations of individual utility-

maximisers (see, for example, Ostrom et al.,
1994). Geographers, in addition to the em-
phasis on communal action and social struc-
ture, have focused on the spatial dimensions
of social capital. Using this spatial lens, so-
cial capital is seen to be very dependent on
the interconnectedness of residents in
specific geographical locales, where space
both facilitates and constrains the initiation
and sustainability of such connections
(Gertler, 1997). Public policy and urban
planning researchers have used social capital
arguments to assess the potential for com-
munity-building and capacity-enhancing
strategies in arenas such as economic devel-
opment and housing production (for exam-
ple, Woolcock, 1998). For those studying the
developing world, the social capital approach
has been seen as particularly important for
individuals with constrained material re-
sources, as a necessary precursor to commu-
nal action and potential community- and
region-wide social, economic, political and
economic improvements (see, for example,
Narayan and Prichett, 1999).

Social capital, both in its form and its
impact, is likely to differ among places, pop-
ulations and communities. There is specu-
lation—for example, that social capital levels
in particular urban Asian environments, such
as New Delhi or Jakarta, might be very low
(Woolcock, 1998; Isham and Käkhönen,
2001). Many researchers argue that one rea-
son for the lack of economic growth or prog-
ress in some developing countries is a lack of
general and positive social capital (Wool-
cock, 1998; Narayan and Pritchett, 1999;
Grootaert and van Bastelaer, 2001). In gen-
eral, scholars argue that countries, regions or
communities with greater social capital will
be or are better positioned to take advantage
of economic and social opportunities.

Critics of the social capital approach high-
light two major flaws in this approach. First,
scholars point to Putnam’s and Coleman’s
conceptualisation as overreliant on consen-
sus-building (i.e. non-confrontation strate-
gies)2 and as assuming that low-income
households and neighbourhoods lack trust
and co-operative relationships (for example,
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DeFilippis, 2001; Mayer, 2003). Such critics
point out that trust relationships exist in
many low-income communities, but that
these social networks are unable to access
financial capital and political influence, and
that a focus on non-confrontation as the pre-
eminent tactic to accomplish diverse com-
munity goals dismisses the importance of
advocacy and grassroots mobilisation. Sec-
ondly, critics of social capital argue that, as
currently conceived, social capital is both a
cause and an outcome—that is, researchers
look for evidence of social capital in com-
munities that have beneficial outcomes. This
theoretical conflation of cause and effect
leads to methodological challenges. While
scholars have increasingly refined the con-
cept to clarify its form and function, there
remains confusion about its characteristics
and its impact. For example, scholars from
diverse disciplines tend to use different data
and analytical methods to measure the exist-
ence of social capital and its effect on
specific outcomes (Durlauf, 2002).

Reformulating Social Capital

Given this development of the concept and
its varying critiques, this paper offers a con-
ceptual approach that incorporates gender as
a critical dimension of social capital and
environmental decision-making especially in
rapidly developing urban contexts. The un-
derlying assumption is that environmental
protection practices among urban squatters
are likely to have been developed as a conse-
quence of overlapping social and institutional
networks. The form of social capital consists
of the connections of community members
with other community members and with
communities, groups and institutions outside
these communities (the bridging and bonding
relationships or linkage and social integration
argued by social capital scholars). However,
in addition to the existence of these networks
within and without communities, the func-
tion of social capital lies in its effectiveness
in bringing resources and material environ-
mental improvements to communities.
Consequently, those communities that pos-

sess or cultivate social capital can effectively
garner the collective action to maintain or
build environmental or infrastructure projects
that benefit their and other communities,
such as communal water supplies. Those
communities without sufficient social capital
may have developed trust, reciprocity and
even co-operation (the forms of social capi-
tal), but will find it hard to provide such
services (the function of social capital).
Thus, social capital is defined here as effec-
tively functioning social networks, with high
levels of trust, symmetrical reciprocity and
co-operation within and without the com-
munity, resulting in the construction and sus-
tainability of communal environmental or
infrastructure projects.

There is much debate in the literature re-
garding if and how gender affects the will-
ingness of individuals to co-operate on
different projects or endeavours. Tradition-
ally, economists have argued that gender is
not a relevant consideration in the design of
economic policies because all human beings
basically respond in the same way to incen-
tives. Some economists, feminist critiques of
homo economicus to the contrary, have not
found measurable differences between the
genders when it comes to playing co-oper-
ation games (Ferber, 1995; Brown-Kruse and
Hummels, 1993; Solow and Kirkwood,
2002). Many other social scientists, however,
have long believed that context matters and
that, in particular, women tend to be more
interested in investing in household and
communal welfare than men, which is one
reason that numerous micro-credit organisa-
tions target their loans to women, particularly
in developing countries (Anderson et al.,
2002; Graham and Manning, 2000; Amin et
al., 1998). Many researchers note further that
women tend to be the primary decision-
makers in the household concerning water
and waste management (for example, White
et al., 1972; Daniere and Takahashi, 1999)
and that communal activities such as com-
munity cleaning tend to be seen as extensions
of domestic responsibilities (Milroy and Wis-
mer, 1994). More recently, some economists
have come to agree that gender may well be
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a key policy variable and economic experi-
ments are being conducted to elaborate the
role of gender in public and private spheres
(Croson and Buchan, 1999; Andreoni and
Vesterlund, 2001; Barr and Kinsey, 2002).
However, more research is needed to articu-
late the linkages among social capital, gender
and environmental or infrastructure manage-
ment, especially in rapidly developing urban
contexts.

The underlying premise in this paper is
that gender influences both the form and
function of social capital. If social capital
consists of an effectively functioning social
network for environmental and infrastructure
improvements, then because the socio-spatial
characteristics of networks tend to differ
among women and men, the form and func-
tion of social capital is also likely to differ
among women and men, as well as across
places and communities. These gender dif-
ferences in networks and in social capital can
be traced to the gender relations within
households and communities. With respect to
environmental management, social capital is
likely to vary across places because the so-
cio-political-cultural context will influence
the gender roles in households and communi-
ties related to environmental and infrastruc-
ture decision-making. However, even given
these distinct contexts, gender relations and
forms and functions of social capital, we
might expect several general tendencies.
Women typically have fewer resources avail-
able to them than men and would conse-
quently depend more on resources accessed
through social networks than men. This
would suggest that women in general would
be more likely to engage in trust, reciprocity
and co-operative relationships than men, al-
though this may not necessarily result in
greater social capital since our definition in-
cludes the outcome of environmental and
infrastructure improvements. The literature
on social capital has paid scant attention to
gender, although much research on com-
munity participation, grassroots mobilisation
and advocacy has highlighted the role of
women as instigators and sustainers of local
environmental improvements, especially in

terms of environmental justice movements in
the US (for example, Pulido, 1998).

Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City: An
Overview

While the political, economic and social con-
ditions of Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City
differ significantly, the two cities share im-
portant similarities including rapid urban
growth, an increasingly modern economy
based on manufactured or processed exports,
and rapidly degrading urban environments.
In the case of Thailand, despite the continued
effects of the region-wide economic crash
sustained in 1997, the metropolitan area ap-
pears to be growing more rapidly than the
Thai economy overall (approximately 2 per
cent in 2001). Environmental degradation
has been especially rapid; widespread lack of
access to drinkable water, clean air and ad-
equate sanitation has resulted in considerable
risks to public health in Bangkok, as in many
Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN) cities (Daniere et al., 2002). Viet-
nam, also a member of ASEAN, was slightly
less affected by the Asian economic crisis
compared with other nations, related to its
having lower levels of foreign investment
(compared with such nations as Indonesia,
Malaysia and Thailand). GDP grew by 5 per
cent in 2001 and the Vietnamese economy
continues to expand steadily. Economic
growth, as in Thailand, is concentrated in
Vietnam’s urban areas, particularly Ho Chi
Minh City and Hanoi (Drakakis-Smith and
Dixon, 1997; Parenteau, 1997; Gainsbor-
ough, 2002).

Bangkok is widely seen by scholars and
policy-makers as a stark example of uncon-
trolled and unsustainable growth and con-
comitant environmental degradation.
Thailand is known for having one of the
more laissez-faire governments in the world,
at least in practice if not in terms of the
actual letter of the law. Industrial firms com-
monly ignore Thai regulations regarding en-
vironmental protection. However, recent
media accounts have indicated a growing
public dissatisfaction with environmental
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conditions, expressed through public protests
focused on air and water pollution. Local
mobilisation such as urban squatter associa-
tions, loosely organised through NGOs and/
or community groups, can in specific
circumstances—particularly with the assist-
ance of well-placed contacts in the Bangkok
Metropolitan Authority or one of the na-
tional-level Ministries—achieve substantial
improvements in local quality of life. Squat-
ter settlements have obtained piped water
connections, structural upgrades or daycare
centres as well as improved land tenure ar-
rangements through local organisation and
lobbying of key bureaucrats.

Ho Chi Minh City, although slightly more
than one-third the size of Bangkok, has ex-
perienced extremely rapid expansion of its
urban area, leading to its characterisation as
the world’s next ‘Bangkok’ (Drakakis-Smith
and Dixon, 1997). Compared with Thailand,
the communist political regime in Vietnam
retains much more centralised control, in
most cases, over the environmental and pub-
lic health practices of local industry and the
construction and maintenance of basic urban
services such as sewers, roads, water pipes
and solid waste collection. At the same time,
economic conditions are changing so quickly
that, especially in Ho Chi Minh City, pol-
lution is growing and squatter settlements are
rapidly expanding. Where once the local
People’s Committees in charge of each ward
(Ho Chi Minh City is divided into large
districts that in turn are composed of small
wards, some as small as a large city block)
were able to monitor and control the number
of people and households within their par-
ticular areas, this is less true today. Many
settlements are becoming overcrowded; there
is more informal housing being built along
the open spaces within and exterior to tra-
ditional residential areas; and the supply of
public infrastructure lags far behind the cre-
ation of housing, particularly in neighbour-
hoods with low-income residents. In general,
however, it is evident that the municipal
government in Ho Chi Minh City is more or
less following a plan to supply different
types of infrastructure to various parts of the

metropolitan area, particularly planned high-
income areas. It is less clear how responsive
the metropolitan government is to the needs
of low-income communities, as represented
by NGOs and even ward-level People’s
Committees.

While there are obviously many differ-
ences in the politics, economies and cultures
of the two cities, the challenges faced are
somewhat similar because of two factors:
Vietnam is likely to continue to depend on
doi moi (the liberalisation process) to help
jump-start its economy; and both Thailand
and Vietnam are increasingly exposed to for-
eign investment and the consumer culture of
the West apparent in most globalizing cities
(Kim et al., 1997). Consequently, urban en-
vironmental degradation is likely to deepen,
requiring new and cost-effective environ-
mental management strategies to sustain
economic growth. Community participation
remains one of the factors believed by inter-
national donor agencies, NGOs and govern-
ment agencies to be vital to the potential
success of urban environmental policies. A
fundamental challenge to understanding and
effectively incorporating community action
remains the lack of knowledge about the
interests and motivations guiding local resi-
dents.

Methodology

The most prevalent approach to studying so-
cial capital is to analyse survey data (Put-
nam, 2000; Onyx and Bullen, 2000; Isham
and Kähkönen, 2001; Daniere et al., 2002).
This mode of analysis depends on individual
responses to survey questions on trust, co-op-
eration and relationships to test hypotheses
related to the nature of social networks or
co-operative behaviour on specific outcomes.
Economic games have also been increasingly
used to measure directly levels of trust and
co-operative behaviour. Such games or ex-
periments record the observed behaviour of
participants in terms of strategy exhibited
during the game and use these responses to
express a measure of trust within a specific
community or group of people.3 This paper
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uses these two methods to conduct a compar-
ative analysis of Thai and Vietnamese urban
residents to triangulate empirically the form
and function of social capital in these two
cities.4

We focused on five low-income communi-
ties in Bangkok, Thailand, and Ho Chi Minh
City, Vietnam.5 In the past three years, we
have studied the role of social capital in
environmental management within five dif-
ferent slum communities in these two cities.
In doing so, we conducted household surveys
on demographics and social networks and
in-depth qualitative interviews with key com-
munity informants and, most recently, we
collected data via incentive compatible field
experiments designed to estimate the amount
and intensity of trust and social capital. This
paper compares the results of our findings
from more conventional survey-based re-
search on social capital (implemented in
2000) to the data collected from experimen-
tal games played in the same 10 communities
during the summer of 2002.

Bangkok Communities

In Bangkok, the communities were selected
through the use of a sampling frame devel-
oped from a somewhat dated study of
Bangkok slums and the local expertise of the
project team (Setchell, 1992). While not ran-
dom, the selected communities are generally
representative of the broad range of squatter
areas in terms of size, history, location and
environmental conditions existing throughout
the Bangkok Metropolitan Region. The
selection criteria included low average per
capita or household income (as traditionally
measured) within the slum or neighbourhood
and disparate locations in order to ensure that
there would be some variation among the
five chosen communities in terms of access
to services (for example, Daniere and Taka-
hashi, 1999). We contacted the neighbour-
hood organisation or community leaders in
each of the neighbourhoods to request per-
mission to work with the community. It was
understood that we hoped to return to the
communities for the next three years to

gather information about social relations and
networks, environmental management, water
and sanitation practices and some socioeco-
nomic data. Each of the five communities we
approached agreed to work with us and we
only surveyed households and individuals
who, when randomly selected, agreed to par-
ticipate.

In the case of experimental games, poten-
tial participants were informed about the op-
portunity through leaflets and community
announcements. Participants were asked to
meet at a central location, generally the local
community or daycare centre, if they wanted
to volunteer for the games. The players were
randomly selected from among the volun-
teers gathered at the site.

Ho Chi Minh City Communities

To select communities in Ho Chi Minh City,
we needed to rely even more on local knowl-
edge and connections. The communities
could not be selected from a sampling frame
but rather were proposed by the People’s
Committees responsible for specific city dis-
tricts. We approached five different districts
and asked them to nominate one or two of
their most impoverished wards or communi-
ties for inclusion in the project. The Commit-
tees were generally quite co-operative and
were very knowledgeable about the most
impoverished communities within their geo-
graphical boundaries. We normally followed
the suggestions of the People’s Committees.
Since the research project has the support of
the Vietnamese government and one of our
project team members is a government em-
ployee at the Institute for Social Sciences (an
academic think-tank), we were able to obtain
permission to work in a variety of wards
within the city and to conduct the household
survey relatively free of control or interfer-
ence. It is possible, of course, that we were
directed to showpiece communities although,
given our extensive travels throughout the
city, this seems very unlikely to us and to our
Vietnamese colleagues.

Playing or conducting experimental games
in Ho Chi Minh City was somewhat more
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complicated than in the Bangkok communi-
ties. We chose to conduct the games in one
or two of the meeting rooms within the Insti-
tute for Social Sciences as it proved to be the
least disruptive to communities, as well as
the option the most free of party (or People’s
Committee) monitoring. Participants from
the different communities who volunteered
for the experiment were transported by van
or taxi to the centre, played the game and
were then given transport back to their com-
munities. The participants were all volun-
teers who were able to spend approximately
two or three hours away from their com-
munities. As in Bangkok, potential partici-
pants were informed that the game would
result in guaranteed and immediate earnings;
there was no lack of volunteers.

Household Survey

The first data-gathering effort took place in
the summer of 2000 and involved surveying
500 households in each city. We designed
and translated two almost identical survey
instruments (one in Thai and the other in
Vietnamese) to administer in each of the 10
selected neighbourhoods (5 in each city).
While very similar, the surveys used in each
country nonetheless reflected differences in
culture and practice between the two cities.6

Graduate students or staff recruited from the
local authors’ universities/research staff ad-
ministered the surveys. These enumerators
were provided with intensive training in how
to administer the survey by the principal
investigators and relied on procedures used
in two previous household surveys conducted
with high levels of success in south-east
Asian urban communities (Daniere and
Takahashi, 1999; Crane and Daniere, 1996).

Approximately 15 per cent of all house-
holds within each community for a total of
1000 household representatives (500 per
city) were surveyed during the summer. In
each household, the individual most respon-
sible for water, sanitation and solid waste
management was asked to participate in the
survey. In many cases, the respondent was
female, as women are generally responsible

for these household decisions (Daniere and
Takahashi, 1997). The surveys were de-
signed to assess social networks, health be-
haviours and environmental practices and
consisted of three sections: household en-
vironmental attitudes and practices, including
questions about the time spent in water- and
sanitation-related activities, the type of facili-
ties used and monthly expenditures; house-
hold health behaviours such as frequency of
illness and visits to medical facilities as well
as knowledge regarding the relationship be-
tween the environment and health; and, the
form and function of the household’s social
networks, such as the number and type of
people on whom the household relied for
daily assistance, the connections of house-
hold members to others outside the house-
hold for various purposes, the existence of
and participation in community or local or-
ganisations, and trust in various external
agencies and levels of government.7

Experimental Games

The field experiments, or games, were con-
ducted during the summer of 2002 with
members of the same 10 communities (5
communities from each city) where the
household surveys had been conducted two
years earlier. Initially, we conducted the
games both with 24 individual workers and
labourers in and near the Institute for Social
Sciences in Ho Chi Minh City and with
students enrolled in NIDA in Bangkok. The
latter experiments acted as both pilot tests
and controls for the field experiments and
allowed us to examine how the behaviour of
people in communities who typically face
real social dilemmas, such as the mainte-
nance of clean pathways and sewers, com-
pare with the responses of typical workers or
student participants.

The games that we played with workers,
students and community members were sim-
plified versions of basic voluntary contribu-
tion games as described in Davis and Holt
(1993) that have already been tested in many
North American and other locations.8 Each
game consisted of 10 rounds of play divided
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in 2 separate sections, or treatments, of 5
rounds each. During the games, participants
who volunteered to play were assigned to
groups of 4 people who played together for
all 10 rounds. In each community, we con-
ducted 6 games so that, in all, 24 individuals
participated from each site. We played 2
games with only male participants, 2 games
with only female participants and 2 games
composed of 2 men and 2 women. We were
able to gather responses from 240 people (2
cities, 5 sites per city, 24 people per site). In
some cases, we played 1 game at a time but
in the majority of cases we were able to run
2 games at a time in which case the 2 female,
male or mixed gender games were played
concurrently. The 6 games usually took be-
tween 5 and 7 hours to play for a particular
community because of the significant organi-
sational requirements of the game. Finally,
we set the stakes of the game (depending on
currency denominations) so that the potential
earnings of game participants if they all co-
operated fell somewhere between a half and
a whole week’s wages (approximately
US$44 in Thailand and US$12 in Vietnam).

When we began each game, we sat partic-
ipants at some distance from each other and
requested that they not talk to or communi-
cate with each other until we were com-
pletely finished playing all 10 rounds of the
game. At the beginning of each round (or
period), each player was given 10 bills or
coins (5 Baht coins in Thailand and 1000
Dong bills in Vietnam). The experimenter sat
close to the players but behind a blind or a
chalkboard, or a blanket suspended from the
ceiling; in some cases, the experimenter sat
outside the room. During each round, every
player would go behind the blind twice to
either contribute or receive money. In each
case, the blind was constructed so that play-
ers could make their decisions privately.

First section: voluntary communication
mechanism (rounds 1–5). On the first trip
behind the blind, participants decided how
many of the 10 bills (or coins) to allocate to

a common cause (or public good) and how
many to keep for themselves. Once every
player had been behind the blind for the first
time, as they were promised, the exper-
imenter counted and doubled the sum of all
the contributions. Each person then returned
behind the blind to receive an equal share of
the doubled amount. At that time, each
player would see a listing of the different
contributions of each of the 4 players (in-
cluding themselves) but were not told which
player contributed which amount. This pro-
cedure was followed for 5 periods or rounds.
Notice that this provides the incentives of a
social dilemma because individuals can al-
ways do better by free-riding off the contri-
butions of the other group members.9

Second section: social sanctioning (rounds
6–10). At the end of round 5, we changed the
rules to add the following, simple, social
sanctioning mechanism. It is important that
we did not tell our participants that we would
change the rules between rounds 5 and 6
because we did not want them to condition
their early play on the future rule changes.
We told the participants that for one-fifth (20
per cent) of a bill or coin (i.e. 1 Baht or 200
Dong), any participant could have a picture
displayed (see below) at the beginning of the
next round.

In the instructions, we said that the picture
is meant to express one’s dissatisfaction with
the contribution choices of one or more of
the participants in the group. In this case,
while it is costly to show disapproval, any
benefit of the sanctioning must be due to
social pressure because the sanction has no
material fine attached to it.

The social sanctioning game began each
period, as in the previous 5 rounds, with an
endowment of 10 bills (or coins) and, on the
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Figure 1. Average contribution per round, by country.

first trip behind the blind, each participant
faced the same 2 choices—to allocate some
or all of the money to the public good or to
keep it all. The only difference occurred on
the second trip behind the blind, when the
participant was informed how much the other
participants contributed and picked up her
earnings from the public good. At that point,
each participant could elect to pay one-fifth
of a bill or coin visually to sanction the rest
of the group at the start of the next round.

We were interested in noting the number
of times that a participant was willing to pay
to show her dissatisfaction as economists use
this as a measure of the propensity to punish
others, which can be considered an element
of trust and co-operation. At the completion
of both sections, following the tenth round,
all the participants were interviewed and
given another payment for staying for the
interview. A brief survey was conducted dur-
ing this final interview and included demo-
graphic questions as well as some
information regarding individual values/
norms and their environmental behaviour.

Results

Overall Trust

Perhaps the most important finding from our
research is that both methods, but particu-
larly the game methodology, revealed very
high levels of trust and co-operation among
participants in both cities and among all the
communities studied. As can be seen from
both Table 1 and Figure 1, the contribution
per round of the experimental game averaged
more than 70 per cent of the amount it was
possible to contribute for much of the game.
Such high levels of contribution are very
unusual and almost without precedent, par-
ticularly in North America and Europe where
the average mean contribution is generally
between 40 and 60 per cent of the possible
maximum.

In general, we find that the Vietnamese
participants are more likely than Thai partici-
pants to contribute larger amounts to the
common pot. This is particularly true in the
first 5 rounds of the game. Assuming each
round of players to be independently drawn
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Table 1. Overall game results (mean contribution per round)

Round

Cities 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

Bangkok (N � 120) 4.7 5.9 6.3 6.7 7.1 6.4 7.2 7.5 7.5 8.0 6.7
Ho Chi Minh (N � 120) 7.1 7.1 7.2 7.3 7.4 7.1 7.6 7.7 7.9 7.8 7.4
Average of both 5.9 6.5 6.8 7.0 7.3 6.8 7.4 7.6 7.7 7.9 7.1
T-test scores 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.10 0.52 0.05 0.20 0.45 0.30 0.58 0.22

Table 2. Trust index calculated from household survey, 2000

Cities Trust index Standard deviation

Bangkok 2.27 0.98
Ho Chi Minh City 1.04 1.37

Total average 1.66 1.18

from the same distributions (which may or
may not reflect the underlying reality of the
communities in question), a t-test rejects the
hypothesis that the mean contributions of
residents from Bangkok and residents of Ho
Chi Minh City are equal at beyond the 5 per
cent level for rounds 1, 2, 3 and 6. The
difference between the two cities’ partici-
pants is not significant on average as can be
seen in the total column. In essence, the
Vietnamese contributions were fairly steady
throughout the course of the game, which is
quite atypical for a majority of this type of
game. Most researchers report a decrease in
contributions over each successive round of
the experiment, despite the introduction of a
sanction opportunity (Carpenter, 2002;
Solow and Kirkwood, 2002). It is also appar-
ent that the participants of both cities were
motivated to increase their contributions fol-
lowing the imposition of sanctions; however,
it is hard to tell whether punishment mat-
tered, considering that the trend before pun-
ishment was to increase one’s contribution.

Results from the household survey, col-
lected from respondents in these same com-
munities two years earlier, found similar, but
less striking, evidence of co-operation. The
survey contained a number of questions re-
garding trust and co-operation, including the
National Opinion Research Centre’s General
Social Survey that has included questions on

trust since 1972.10 Table 2 presents the mean
values of a trust index that we constructed
using responses to the trust question to sum-
marise each individual’s basic level of trust
(Daniere et al., 2002).11

While we found evidence of a high level of
trust using the survey, it appears that respon-
dents in Vietnam are somewhat less trusting
of their neighbours and community members
than respondents in Thailand. The average
value of the trust index is only equal to 1.04
in Vietnam, but is 2.27 in Thailand. Except
for being more likely to say that they feel that
their immediate neighbours are like family
than Thai households (14.9 per cent of Viet-
namese respondents compared with only 6.5
per cent of Thai respondents), Vietnamese
respondents are less likely to trust their neigh-
bours across the spectrum of trust questions.

A possible explanation for this trend, ac-
cording to our research collaborators, is that
Vietnamese communities are poorer and
more politically charged than Thai communi-
ties. It is certainly true, based on the socio-
economic data we collected at the same time,
that the expenditures per household are some
60 per cent less among Ho Chi Minh City
respondents than in the Bangkok neighbour-
hoods that we surveyed. Similarly, there is a
much more established and enforced political
system at work in Ho Chi Minh City com-
munities than one finds in Bangkok. Our data
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Table 3. Social integration results from household survey, 2000 (percentages)

Cities Q35 Belong to Q45 Participatory Q33c Participate in
group projectcommunity groups decision-making

Bangkok 13.4 (65) 35.7 (36) 71.7 (256)
Ho Chi Minh 30.6 (153) 54.0 (81) 62.1 (195)

Total average 56.0 67.4

Table 4. Game results by gender (mean contribution per round)

Round

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

Female (N � 120) 5.6 6.4 6.6 6.9 7.3 6.6 7.1 7.3 7.6 7.8 6.9
Male (N � 120) 6.2 6.6 6.8 7.1 7.2 6.9 7.6 7.9 7.8 8.0 7.2
Average of both 5.9 6.5 6.7 7.0 7.3 6.8 7.4 7.6 7.7 7.9 7.1
T-test scores 0.18 0.69 0.67 0.73 0.86 0.39 0.16 0.04 0.57 0.39 0.47

collection—for example, engendered much
more monitoring, interference and comment
in Vietnam than it did in Bangkok where we
were essentially ignored by local, regional
and national authorities.

Interestingly, while trust levels in
Bangkok, according to survey results, are
higher in Bangkok than in Ho Chi Minh City,
we did find that other dimensions of social
capital appear to be higher in Ho Chi Minh
City than in Bangkok. Several questions in
the survey were designed to measure or as-
sess the degree of social integration within
communities. The social integration ques-
tions measured the connection between the
level of intracommunity networks and en-
vironmental or infrastructure practices. As an
example, respondents were asked about the
willingness of their household and other
community members to raise and contribute
significant resources for environmental im-
provements.

An important point is that respondents in
Ho Chi Minh City are more than twice as
likely to belong to a community group than
Bangkok respondents (Table 3). More than
30 per cent of all Ho Chi Minh City respon-
dents belong to community groups compared
with a mere 13.4 per cent of all Bangkok
respondents. Furthermore, the groups are de-

scribed by Vietnamese participants as rela-
tively inclusive and open in their operating
principles compared with the groups de-
scribed by Bangkok respondents. The im-
portance of such features of group dynamics
is often highlighted in the social capital
literature as helping to create situations that
generate positive social capital (Isham and
Käkhönen, 2001).

Another indicator of social integration is
the percentage of households who said they
participated in community improvement
projects in the past. In this case, Bangkok
respondents overall claim somewhat higher
levels of actual participation than the people
we surveyed from Ho Chi Minh City. Ap-
proximately 62 per cent of all respondents in
Ho Chi Minh City reported that they partici-
pate in community projects compared with
almost 72 per cent of all Bangkok respon-
dents.12 Interestingly, neither group member-
ship nor participation in community efforts
within the past year differed significantly
across gender lines. What is evident is that
responses to trust questions do not capture all
social capital dimensions and, also, there is
inconsistency in responses related to other
types of social capital question in terms of
which cities and gender groups exhibit more
social capital potential.
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Figure 2. Average contribution per round, by gender.

The Role of Gender

Table 4 and Figure 2 present the average
contributions of all participants in each round
and in total, broken down by gender. Com-
bining all groups, from both countries, it
appears that male participants contributed
slightly more, on average, than female partic-
ipants although this is not a statistically
significant difference except for round 8. As
can be plainly seen from Figure 2, both male
and female participants increase their contri-
butions to the common pot over the course of
the game with a slight dip in contributions
immediately following the introduction of
the sanction option. Again, this is a very
unusual pattern as, in most examples in the
literature, participants tend to decrease their
contribution fairly steadily during the course
of the game.

Table 5 presents data for both cities bro-
ken down by gender. The most obvious
finding here, and one that is supported by our
initial premise, is that female participants in
Ho Chi Minh City contribute a significantly
higher level of dong to the common pool
than male participants. As shown in Figure 3,
female contributions are higher than male

contributions for the entire 10 rounds of play.
In addition, after sanctioning is introduced in
round 6, there is a marked increase in male
contributions for a short period that then
flattens out somewhat. Again, what is partic-
ularly striking for the Vietnamese case is that
average contributions are so consistently
high across the board. In most instances of
similar games played in other experiments,
average contributions hover between 40 and
60 per cent of the social optimum when
punishment that actually imposes a monetary
cost on the punishee is allowed and decreases
to 10 or 20 per cent when no punishment is
allowed, while in Vietnam the average con-
tributions are close to 75 per cent.

Finally, we see in the final portion of
Table 5 and Figure 4, that Thai male partici-
pants are more likely than Thai female par-
ticipants to contribute significant amounts to
the common pot. While in both cases contri-
butions increase more or less steadily over
the course of play, male participants contrib-
ute significantly more (Figure 4). As is the
case in Vietnam, these gender differences are
statistically significant at the 5 per cent level.
Interestingly, the data from the earlier house-
hold survey suggested that no real trend ex-
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Table 5. Game results by city and gender (mean contribution per round)

Round

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

Bangkok
Female (N � 60) 3.8 4.9 5.4 6.1 6.5 5.6 6.4 6.6 6.8 7.3 5.9
Male (N � 60) 5.6 6.8 7.1 7.3 7.8 7.3 7.9 8.4 8.3 8.7 7.5
Average of both 4.7 5.9 6.3 6.7 7.2 6.5 7.2 7.5 7.6 8.0 6.7
T-test scores 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Ho Chi Minh City
Female (N � 60) 7.5 7.9 7.8 7.8 8.1 7.7 7.8 8.0 8.4 8.2 7.9
Male (N � 60) 6.7 6.4 6.5 6.8 6.7 6.5 7.3 7.5 7.3 7.4 6.9
Average of both 7.1 7.2 7.2 7.3 7.4 7.1 7.6 7.8 7.9 7.8 7.4
T-test scores 0.11 0.00 0.00 0.06 0.00 0.01 0.24 0.29 0.01 0.05 0.08

Figure 3. Average contribution per round in Vietnam, by gender.

ists regarding trust between male and female
respondents, particularly when the data from
the two countries are combined.

In Table 6 and Figure 5, we disaggregate
the data even more. As noted earlier, we
constructed different types of group to play
the game in each of the 10 communities. We
had 2 groups each of all-female participants,
2 groups each of all-male participants and 2
groups each of mixed-gender participants. In
Table 6, rather than aggregating all the fe-
male participants and all the male partici-

pants together, we divide the data further by
noting whether the participants were in an
all-male, all-female or mixed-gender group.

The most striking point to be gleaned from
this table is that, while the gender difference
between male and female participants in
Vietnam holds true for segregated groups, it
virtually disappears in the mixed groups. In
Bangkok, in contrast, the gender differences
noted earlier are apparent in both segregated
and mixed-gender groups. Figure 5 sum-
marises the contributions of all mixed groups
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Figure 4. Average contribution per round in Thailand, by gender.

in both countries disaggregated by male and
female participants. In the case of Bangkok,
the participants in the mixed groups have
total higher contributions across the rounds
played than participants in the corresponding
segregated groups. In other words, playing
together is associated with both groups con-
tributing more than when they play in single-
sex groups (i.e. females in mixed games
contribute on average 6.1 per round vs 5.9
per round in segregated groups and males
from mixed groups contribute an average of
8 per round compared with 7.5 when they
play in segregated groups). The Vietnamese
situation is similar in that the female and
male participants in mixed groups con-
tributed higher total average contributions
than participants in all-female or all-male
groups. Interestingly, Ho Chi Minh City fe-
male participants in mixed groups are the
highest bidders or contributors of all the
different groups we examined.

Summary and Conclusions

An important finding elaborated in this paper
is the very high, by Western standards, levels

of trust and co-operation, as estimated by the
average contribution levels during the course
of the games, found in both Bangkok and Ho
Chi Minh City participants. As noted earlier,
most researchers have found that participants
contribute between 40 and 60 per cent of the
social optimum (or, in terms of our game,
between 4 and 6) and that the average contri-
bution decreases with rounds played. We
found that average contributions were be-
tween 60 and 80 per cent and that players
generally increased their contributions or
bids over the 10 rounds. One possible expla-
nation for this is that the participants in both
cities come from relatively stable and very
low-income communities. Most of these
communities have a history of working to-
gether on minor and major initiatives to im-
prove their communal quality of life.
Furthermore, while some of the communities
are quite populous (up to 1500 people in the
community), many of the individuals know
each other to some degree. Thus, both the
size and the nature of the communities from
which the players are drawn might influence
the measured level of trust or co-operation,
and are likely to exceed that observed among
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Table 6. Game results by group, country and gender (average contribution per round)

Round

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

By group and gender
Female (N � 80) 5.4 6.1 6.4 6.8 7.0 6.5 6.8 7.1 7.6 7.7 6.7
Male (N � 80) 5.9 5.9 6.3 6.6 6.7 6.7 7.3 7.6 7.4 7.9 6.8
Mixed (N � 80) 6.5 7.4 7.5 7.6 8.1 7.3 8.1 8.2 8.1 8.2 7.7
Mixed female (N � 40) 6.3 7.2 7.2 7.2 7.9 7.0 7.9 7.7 7.7 7.9 7.4
Mixed male (N � 40) 6.8 7.5 7.9 8.0 8.3 7.5 8.4 8.7 8.6 8.5 8.0

Total average 5.9 6.4 6.7 7.0 7.3 6.8 7.4 7.6 7.7 7.9 7.1

Bangkok, by group and
gender
Female (N � 40) 3.6 4.7 5.1 6.1 6.2 5.7 6.2 6.5 7.0 7.5 5.9
Male (N � 40) 5.4 6.0 6.7 7.2 7.5 7.1 7.7 8.0 8.1 8.7 7.2
Mixed (N � 40) 5.0 6.5 7.0 6.8 7.7 6.6 7.6 8.0 7.5 7.8 7.1
Mixed female (N � 20) 4.1 5.4 6.2 6.1 7.0 5.4 7.0 6.7 6.3 6.9 6.1
Mixed male (N � 20) 6.0 7.6 7.9 7.5 8.4 7.7 8.2 9.3 8.6 8.7 8.0

Total average 4.7 5.7 6.3 6.7 7.2 6.5 7.2 7.5 7.6 8.0 6.7

Ho Chi Minh City, by
group and gender
Female (N � 40) 7.1 7.4 7.7 7.5 7.8 7.2 7.4 7.6 8.2 7.9 7.6
Male (N � 40) 6.3 5.8 5.8 6.0 5.9 6.2 6.8 7.2 6.7 7.0 6.4
Mixed (N � 40) 8.0 8.2 8.0 8.4 8.5 8.0 8.6 8.4 8.7 8.6 8.3
Mixed female (N � 20) 8.4 9.0 8.2 8.3 8.7 8.6 8.7 8.7 9.0 8.9 8.7
Mixed male (N � 20) 7.6 7.4 7.9 8.5 8.2 7.3 8.5 8.1 8.5 8.3 8.0

Total average 7.1 7.1 7.2 7.3 7.4 7.1 7.7 7.9 7.9 7.9 7.5

Note: Total averages calculate the combined averages of female, male and mixed categories.

students at major universities or other similar
types of unconnected social group (Kollock,
1998).

In terms of the noted differences in gender
between countries, we have several compet-
ing explanations as to why female partici-
pants are more trusting and co-operative than
male participants in Ho Chi Minh City but
less co-operative and trusting than male par-
ticipants in Bangkok. In Vietnam, while
household management tasks tend to be gen-
der-driven—i.e. if there is a woman of
sufficient age and experience in the house-
hold, she will be in charge of running the
household on a day-to-day basis—women
and men in a household do also share
budgeting responsibility and decision-mak-
ing. In addition, most women in Vietnam
earn income for work outside or inside the

home and are, consequently, material con-
tributors to household income and wealth.
Women have been targeted historically by
the Communist Party in Vietnam to work on
communal projects and are supposed to be
treated, in law anyway, as being equal to
men. There is an impressive legacy of
rhetoric in Vietnam extolling gender equality
and the active participation of women in the
economy and community noted by a number
of commentators (Coit, 1998). This legacy or
philosophy may explain the high rates of
contribution among the Vietnamese partici-
pants overall and the particularly high level
of trust and co-operation that we found on
the part of Vietnamese female participants.

The household division of labour in
Bangkok is somewhat different. Tradition-
ally, men in Thailand are supposed to give
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Figure 5. Average contribution per round, mixed by country and gender.

everything they earn to their female partner
so that she, with her heightened sense of
household needs and priorities, can manage
the household budget. While this pattern is
becoming less prevalent, it is a well-accepted
Thai practice that many claim to follow. In
fact, many men apparently hand over a size-
able portion of their earned income to their
partners but retain a small part for gambling
and gaming purposes. Gambling is endemic
in Thailand and is one of the most popular
pastimes for men, in particular. While we
have no survey evidence on this point to
present at this time, it may well be that while
the participants in Bangkok who played the
game were similar to Vietnamese in that they
were residents of long-standing and rela-
tively co-operative communities, they dif-
fered in their gender relations and habits.

The Thai female participants played con-
servatively and were less trusting, perhaps
stemming from their personal experience in
balancing meagre household budgets. Their
play exhibited much more risk-aversion than
either Thai male or Vietnamese male or fe-
male participants. At the same time, it is
possible that Thai male participants who may
have looked upon the funds provided as ‘play

money’ actually used it for gambling pur-
poses in that the game can be perceived, by
people who gamble regularly, as a gamble
with a high probability of paying off or, in
other words, as a very good bet. Gambling is
unusual and generally scorned in Vietnam,
which might explain the lack of this kind of
attitude among either Vietnamese male and
female participants.

The two sets of results drawn from the
survey and the experimental games provide
an opportunity to assess the complex nature
of trust, reciprocity and co-operation among
these Thai and Vietnamese participants. Ac-
cording to the survey, respondents in
Bangkok say that they are more trusting of
their neighbours than in Vietnam, indicating
that social capital is more solidified among
Bangkok respondents. However, the be-
havioural measures of trust (through the ex-
perimental games) indicate that the survey
questions may not provide an accurate por-
trait of the level of trust within a community
(self-report is likely to inflate the degree of
trust). These self-reports may be seen instead
as providing a sense of the socially accept-
able norms of behaviour within communities.
That is, the responses reflect the prevailing
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norms of behaviour within specific communi-
ties across places. While it is important for
our definition of social capital to understand
the direct linkages among trust, reciprocity,
co-operation and environmental improve-
ments, it is also vital to explore whether these
networks are empowering or coercive. The
social capital approach assumes that resources
acquired through networks are positive and
empowering but, as Bourdieu (1985) has ar-
gued, such networks can also reinforce exist-
ing relations of power, resulting in coercive
and disempowering, although perhaps eco-
nomically advantageous, circumstances.

The experimental game results indicate
that the Vietnamese participants contributed
significantly more to a common pool of
money from which all would reap benefits
than the Thai participants. These results are
consistent with the surveyed reported behav-
iour of Ho Chi Minh City respondents vis-à-
vis Bangkok respondents in terms of social
integration—i.e. group membership and
community participation. The game results
measure a different component of social
capital than the trust questions on the survey;
the experimental game assesses face-to-face
interaction under relatively controlled cir-
cumstances, providing additional insight into
how participants might behave when faced
with the social dilemmas inherent in commu-
nal environmental and infrastructure projects.

The two empirical analyses together pro-
vide a more complete portrait of social capi-
tal than either method alone. The survey
results provide insight into the stated prefer-
ences of respondents, indicating the prevail-
ing norms of behaviour especially in these
two cultures, where conflict and disagree-
ment are typically avoided. The experimental
game results provide data on potential behav-
iour given a narrowly defined set of rules,
actions and outcomes. These results provide
insight into potential actions by participants
given the complexity of actual projects and
also indicate the potential high level of com-
munity support that might be gained if com-
munities in both places were made aware of
individual resource gains through social net-
work interaction and communal action.13

There are several research and policy im-
plications that may be drawn from this analy-
sis. First, in terms of implications for
investigating social capital, especially for
scholars interested in developing countries,
the analysis made clear that the use of a
multimethod approach is critical in highlight-
ing the complex dimensions of trust and
co-operation. Using a combination of the two
methods (surveys and experimental games)
tended to compensate for weaknesses in ei-
ther method alone and also highlighted po-
tential areas for policy intervention. The
gender differences in trust and co-operation
indicated by the survey and the experimental
game results suggest that there are aspects of
social and cultural norm structure (for exam-
ple, gambling, household budget decisions)
that play central roles in the nature of
communal action. For example, researchers
have suggested that women in the developing
world are decision-makers in household ac-
tivities concerning water, solid waste and
sanitation, further indicating that women
may therefore be the key actors in any
communal activity associated with com-
munity environmental improvements. How-
ever, this analysis indicates that trust and
co-operative action may be more complex
than the aggregation of household action to
larger groups. Instead, the findings indicate
that participants’ stated beliefs and attitudes
may differ radically from their co-operative
behaviour and that such behaviour may de-
pend on the gender relations of the specific
group (i.e. mixed-gender groups versus sin-
gle-gender groups). While social capital may
be seen in the literature as generally non-gen-
der specific, this analysis points to the need
for detailed articulation of trust and co-oper-
ation across many dimensions of social rela-
tionships (age, race/ethnicity, household size,
etc.). Much more work is necessary to deter-
mine how broader social relationships, such
as gender, point to viable strategies or
significant obstacles to harnessing and sus-
taining the form and function of social capi-
tal in distinct places and communities.

Related to this, a second set of implica-
tions involves how social capital should be
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conceptualised and framed given a multi-
method empirical approach. Multimethod ap-
proaches have embedded within them
disparate and at times contradictory concep-
tual underpinnings, making interpretations
and conclusions challenging. For example, in
this analysis, survey methods and experimen-
tal games resulted in seemingly contradictory
results concerning the gender differences in
trust and co-operative behaviour between
Thai and Vietnamese participants, and be-
tween male and female participants. We
would argue, however, that each method
highlights significant but distinct elements of
social capital that provide components to a
comprehensive understanding of this con-
cept. It is difficult to assess which result is
more accurate, the survey results or the ex-
perimental games, since accuracy is depen-
dent on the conceptual assumptions made
prior to the analysis. However, there is a
larger issue that emanates from a multi-
method approach, that both results are accu-
rate but that they measure varying
dimensions of social capital that are relevant
for developing distinct policy strategies for
community action. Consequently, the charge
for future research is to continue to use mul-
timethod approaches to develop a more com-
prehensive portrait of social capital, trust and
co-operation.

Finally, the third set of implications is
related to developing effective and appropri-
ate policy interventions that will incorporate
the norm structures and daily practices of
community members, to improve local en-
vironmental conditions and quality of life for
low-income residents. The analysis indicated
that residents in low-income settlements
across the two cities are likely to participate
in communal action around environmental
improvements and that, more importantly,
there remains individual commitment to
communal goals through time (as indicated
by activities throughout the rounds of the
games) and across place (as indicated by the
similar patterns across neighbourhood partic-
ipants in each city). There are specific policy
levers that should be investigated further,
such as mixed-gender groups in designing,

promoting and implementing communal
projects, and the relatively untapped poten-
tial exhibited for communal action when
projects are depicted as public goods with
individual and communal benefits. Com-
munity participation will remain a critical
component of all environmental management
policies throughout the developing world.
Continued investigation of the nature and
problematic of communal action is necessary
for such policies to be both cost-effective and
appropriate.

Notes

1. Decisions within households concerning wa-
ter and solid waste are usually made by
women, especially in the developing world
(Daniere and Takahashi, 1999), and as exten-
sions of such domestic responsibilities,
women are also often the instigators of com-
munity cleaning (Milroy and Wismer, 1994).
However, more research is needed to articu-
late the linkages among social capital, gen-
der, and environmental or infrastructure
management within neighbourhoods, es-
pecially in rapidly developing urban contexts
(Andreoni and Vesterlund, 2001; Croson and
Buchan, 1999).

2. The social capital theorist Bourdieu (1985)
makes clear the conflict and normalisation
inherent in resources available through social
networks and groups.

3. A key feature of experiments, for example, is
that participants have some incentives to be-
have selfishly because their behaviour is
linked with potential earnings and, typically,
more self-interested behaviour pays more.
Notice this also means that behaving non-
selfishly in an experiment is different from
saying one would behave unselfishly on a
survey. For example, in social dilemma
games, it is materially costly to co-operate
because free-riding always yields a higher
pay-off. Hence, forgoing the free-rider’s in-
crement means one is essentially willing to
pay a cost to co-operate and this cost is not
incurred when filling out a survey. Con-
versely, surveys are able to control the fram-
ing or contextual issues of the situation much
more effectively than experiments and can
usually, therefore, be generalised to broader
populations. Furthermore, in terms of im-
plementation, surveys may be administered
to all sorts of groups and communities, be-
yond ‘captive’ students in economic experi-
ments (Carpenter, 2002).
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4. Few studies utilise the two methods together
to study the same community or group al-
though there are a number of reasons why it
might make sense to rely simultaneously on
both types of approach when evaluating the
impact of social capital in a population (Car-
penter, 2002). Many researchers have argued
that self-reported responses to behavioural
questions having to do with social dilemma
situations (for example, questions on trust) in
surveys do not match actual behaviour
(Glaeser et al., 2000). On the other hand, the
data from experiments are criticised because
of their questionable external validity (for
example, how can the results of experiments
conducted with students in a homogeneous
laboratory be generalised beyond the
confines of the university or student body?).

5. Details regarding the location and character-
istics of these communities are available
from the authors.

6. Some questions differed in tone or exact
translation because native speakers felt that
the language used or the approach taken in
English or the other language was not appro-
priate for that given context. Details regard-
ing the survey and implementation
procedures can be found in Daniere et al.
(2002).

7. Following the United Nations (1987), we
defined households to mean any group of
people who lived together and pooled their
resources to manage their day-to-day exist-
ence.

8. See Ledyard (1995) for a survey of the re-
sults from the voluntary contribution mech-
anism. The instructions to participants are
available from the authors upon request.

9. The pay-off function for each player is sim-
ply

Payoffj � (10 � xj) �

2�xj

4

where, xj is individual j’s contribution to the
public good (and a behavioural measure of
the propensity to co-operate in a social di-
lemma). This is a social dilemma because
putting any money in the public good returns
only half that amount to the participant; this
means free-riding is the dominant strategy.
But, if all participants allocate everything,
they each receive 20 back which is larger
than the 10 they receive if each participant
keeps it all, so contributing is socially
efficient.

10. The questions included items such as:

Q28: “If your household was short of food

and/or money, could you ask people in this
neighbourhood for help?”
Q29: “Do most people try to be helpful to
their neighbours?”
Q30: “Would you ask neighbours to keep an
eye on your house when you are away?”
Q31: “How do you feel about your next-door
neighbour?”.

11. 11. The trust index (trustind) is an additive
index (range: 0–4) composed of the follow-
ing items

Q28: If your household was short of food
and/or money, could you ask people in this
neighbourhood for help? If “yes”, then
trustind increases by one; if “no” or “don’t
know” or “refused”, then trustind remains
unchanged.
Q29: Do most people try to be helpful to
their neighbours? If “yes”, then trustind in-
creases by one; if “no” or “don’t know” or
“refused”, then trustind remains unchanged.
Q30: Would you ask neighbours to keep an
eye on your house when you are away? If
“yes”, then trustind increases by one; if “no”
or “other”, then trustind remains the same.
Q31: How do you feel about your next-door
neighbour? If participant responds, “like
family,” then trustind increases by one; any
other response does not affect the value of
trustind.

12. This question was asked only of respondents
who said that they were aware of community
improvement projects within the past year. In
the case of Bangkok, some 357 respondents
(or 71.4 per cent) of respondents claimed to
know of such projects compared with only
314 respondents (or 62.8 per cent) of all Ho
Chi Minh City respondents.

13. At the same time, however, we should note
that the monetised experimental games are
heavily imbued with Western values and
may actually teach participants even more
mistrust of academic researchers. Finding an
alternative way to conduct an experimental
game that relies on more culturally appropri-
ate values may be the best way to proceed.
We are indebted to an anonymous reviewer
for this insight.
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