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Social capital, the rich network of relationships that exist in child development 
and among adults, is fraying in the United States as more Americans live 
alone, delay or forgo marriage and childbearing, stop going to church, and 
volunteer less. These trends are especially evident among low-income and 
working-class communities.

• 32% of American adults have only two or fewer close friends
• Nearly 40% of prime-age working adults are unpartnered, neither married nor 

cohabitating
• More than a quarter of U.S. children live in single-parent homes1

• About half of parenting-age adults wish they had more children than they do
• Around 35% of lower, working, and middle-class parents point to not being able 

to afford more kids as a reason why they don’t have more2

• 31 states have experienced marked decreases in volunteering since 2004

The result is a deterioration of trust in each other, and in our institutions:

●	 Social surveys show 15 to 25 point drops in interpersonal trust among Americans 
since the 1970s

●	 2 in 3 millennials report not feeling like they belong in their community
●	 Only 19%of Americans trust the government to do the right thing “always” or 

“most of time”3

●	 66% of Americans have “not very much” or “none at all” trust in mass media
●	 Only 29% of Americans think science and experts will act in the public’s best 

interest

P O L I T I C A L  O P P O R T U N I T Y 
Americans across the spectrum feel the pain, with 74% of people in the U.S. saying the 
country is “on the wrong track.”4 Such broad-based consensus is rare in politics. A candidate 
offering a clear vision for reversing the decades-long decay of our most fundamental 
relationships and institutions would address some of the deepest felt needs of the electorate.

Many have diagnosed the problem; few have offered a path forward. In the Social Capital 
Campaign’s recent reports, we have done so. We examined the current challenges across five 
core building blocks of social capital, and what policymakers can do to address them:

1. Family Stability
2. Family Affordability
3. Work
4. Civil Society
5. Youth Investment

https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/s/SCCFamilyStability.pdf
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/s/SCCFamilyAffordability.pdf
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/s/SCC-SocialCapitalWorks.pdf
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/s/SCC-CivilSociety-Final.pdf
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/early-years-launch
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T O P  P O L I C Y  O P T I O N S  T O  R E B U I L D  S O C I A L  C A P I T A L 

A N D  S U P P O R T  F A M I L I E S :

1. Expand the Child Tax Credit 
Expand the child tax credit (CTC) to allow parents to keep more income to cover child-
raising expenses, with an even larger expansion for children under the age of five. An 
expanded credit could be structured to be delivered in a tax return, in monthly payments 
to parents through the IRS, or as a new monthly benefit through the Social Security 
Administration (with costs offset by elimination of the existing CTC and reform of 
other family size-based credits).

2. Paid Family Leave
Congress should implement a national paid parental leave program to ensure that 
all parents—irrespective of their state of residence or occupation—have the time 
and financial resources to care for their infant in the weeks after birth. Paid leave is 
associated with reduced neonatal fatalities, increased rates of breastfeeding, reduced 
reliance on welfare and debt, and an increase in labor force participation and wages. 
Funding for leave could be provided in a number of ways, including through a lump 
sum of funds given to parents during pregnancy or at birth via the tax code, allowing 
parents to “pull forward” future social security funds to finance paid leave, or through a 
stand-alone federal social insurance paid leave program. 

3. Empower Faith-Groups and Civil Society 
Levels of trust are also higher at the local level for government, media, faith institutions, 
and trust in neighbors. Building on that trust is required to rebuild social capital that 
keeps communities together. Yet our philanthropy and volunteering have since the 1970s 
been increasingly focused at the national level. As such, resources should be funneled 
to more local and faith-based groups that place a premium on relationships and 
relationship-building through a number of policy levers, and build local social capital. 
Such as:

• Create a new 501c3p designation in the tax code for nonprofits providing 
human services in their community. States would be able to create a tax-
exempt fund that donors could give to, which would then distribute donated 
funds as a dividend to 501c3p organizations in their state. 

• Considerably expand the existing charitable deduction to allow filers 
who take the standard deduction to also deduct charitable deductions up 
to a certain amount, or, to include low-income and working-class filers, 

https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/early-years-policy-solutions
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/socialcapitalathome4
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/early-years-policy-solutions
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/a-civil-society-policy-solutions
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providing an above-the-line deduction for donors who have no tax liability. 

• Expanding voucher options in existing federal welfare programs to provide 
more provider choice. 

• Providing a federal grant for the development of “family hubs” or 
community-wide mentoring strategies for families that could be 
championed by a local nonprofit, church, or other community organizer.

4. Provide Greater Flexibility in Childcare 
Child care is a perennial and growing stressor on new parents. Democrat solutions have 
focused on pouring billions of dollars into the Child Care and Development Block 
Grant (CCDBG), funding more public childcare but providing little to nothing for 
parents who prefer faith-based care or would rather have a parent stay at home to care 
for children themselves. Resources should not be biased against stay-at-home parents, 
especially given the extensive body of research that shows kids do best when staying 
with their parents in the early years. Candidates should propose steering childcare 
resources to parents with wide flexibility, allowing them to choose between stay-at-
home care, faith-based and independent care, or public care. This could be accomplished 
through an expanded voucher program within CCDBG, or, more effectively, through 
development of an explicit parent benefit in the tax code.

5. Improving Education System to Connect Young People to Work 

Opportunities
Young people want viable career pathways that set a trajectory for family stability 
and provide the sense of purpose so essential to building healthy social capital. 
Career and Technical Education (CTE) pathways for high school students, such 
as Career Academies, have been shown to lead to higher earnings for participants 
and even increase likelihood for marriage and healthy family formation. Successful 
CTE programs should be studied, piloted through nonprofits or other community 
organizations, and scaled to provide viable alternatives to young people who do 
not choose a college path. Junior High and High Schools should also take steps to 
incorporate digital skill instruction and practice into curriculum to equip students for 
the modern workplace.

5. Eliminate Marriage Penalties
Marriage penalties in federal supports should be eliminated by doubling the income 
eligibility threshold for married parents with children under the age of five in every 
federal welfare program with an existing marriage disincentive.

https://www.deseret.com/2022/4/27/23041310/perspective-when-helping-families-with-young-children-dont-leave-out-stay-at-home-parents-child-care
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/socialcapitaldivide5
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/socialcapitaldivide5
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60abb375ca5a79523fb94711/t/639b64ae8ce4a71a8782c434/1671128240234/SCC-SocialCapitalWorks.pdf
https://www.socialcapitalcampaign.com/social-capital/socialcapitaldivide5
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Endnotes
1. Joint Economic Committee. https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/8cb559c4-3764-4706-9009-

b4d8565ec820/scp-volume-1-digital-final.pdf.

2. American Compass. https://americancompass.org/home-building-survey-part-1/

3. Pew Research. https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2022/06/06/public-trust-in-government-1958-
2022/#:~:text=Public%20trust%20in%20government%20remains,the%20time%E2%80%9D%20(19%25).

4. https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/23858265-230169-nbc-june-2023-poll_625-first-release.
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