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The issue here is how our social system can sustain and build the linkages we need to be a stable and resilient society. In time of turbulence and change, the capacity of social groupings for learning, optimism and resilience are crucial to assessing whether they can manage change civilly. IF there are signs of increasing dislocation and loss of trust in both how the society is managed and strangers and Others within it, then we are in trouble.


Why bother promoting social capital? 


My answer is because the concept has much to offer those of us committed to living in a social system which is civil, offers people a fair go, and does not exclude some groups on the basis of any attributed quality. Social capital, as I am using it, offers us some way of talking about what makes us social beings, linked to each other, rather than that dreadful blight spirit, Homo Economicus, economically rational man who epitomises individualism. Because social capital is a measure of the resilience of our connectedness, it is a measure of our perceptions of each other and therefore the capacities of our society. Whether it is manifested in our formal or informal groupings, at work or in the community, it is probably the best measure of our social processes we can devise.


I want to start with exploring what I mean by social capital and how I think the community sector can be involved. So back to taws! What makes us social beings, linked to others, contributing to the social fabric. What are the processes of living together? Why do people take care of each other, take on responsibilities for strangers, comply willingly with laws, join together to work for others? enjoy giving pleasure to others? What makes most of us most of the time civil beings who respect others rights and needs and comply with the mores of our society? How do we usually manage to solve disputes, debate and resolve differences? Why do we often accept the authority of others and respect the rule of law?


Then ask the question of what type of society would we be if these implicit mores and values were not in operation and we did not care about others. How much of what we have a reasonably civil society comes because we do see others as being worthy of respect and being enough like us to merit being treated in ways that are fair and do not give undue power to some, or exclude others?


To make society work we need a judicious mix of both care and justice. We often talk in justice terms by claiming rights and demanding our share. But without care, without the recognition that what happens to others is our problem and being able to see their viewpoints, there is no will to deliver rights, no sense of responsibility for the needs and desires of others.


These are the processes that I would suggest create a more civil society. They are not about conformity and harmony, but about recognising that there are differences within, and between, groups and that we need to find ways of accommodating these and working for agreement on what can be defined as the common good. We need to develop the spaces in which we have conversations in order to understand the standpoints of others and come to agreement. It is in these spaces and discussions that social capital can provide the capacity to work together and solve differences civilly.


It will be the functions of social capital in community settings and community organisations that I want to look at today. This paper offers a challenge to the community sector to adopt a new set of frameworks for defining both what we mean by community and how we define its strengths and weaknesses. I want to put up two proposals to consider which are key to where we are going as a sector, and how we can deal more effectively with the somewhat bizarre legacies of competition and its related manifestations of distrust.


The central question is whether there is a core function for what is defined as the community sector. Is there some unifying factor which distinguishes this sector from the commercial and government sectors? The structural one which applies in most cases is that community organisations are not structured to make profits for individual shareholders. However, current policies in many areas seem designed to reduce this difference by making most funded organisations behave more like commercial entities. This results in reducing the actual effects of this difference in auspice in the ways in which many not-for-profit organisations function.


The new market drivers make the differences very hard to detect as competition policy wipes out any advantages of the non market structure. Where there is the possibility of profit, the new players move in. Areas like child care and HACC are being turned into industries rather than community services and their connections to the communities they serve are moving towards the primarily financial. The question I want to raise is whether we have the tools to measure the possible losses that such shifts may be creating in the social capital producing side of the sector. So the failure of market and competitive models to factor into their coatings and evaluations the social accounting needed to identify the cost-benefit in social capital creates serious potential problems for both our society and economy. The factoring in the components of care and relationship building, of the resilience of our connections will make the real cost benefits calculable.


It is social capital which may provide the justifications for retaining certain differences for the community services sector as a sector. The problems with economic models is that they fail to recognise that social relationships and social bonding are both necessary and central to both our quality of life and our economic prowess. Economic models fail to include the concepts of altruism, mutuality or reciprocity, except as a calculation of self-interest in game theories. Attempts to deal with this in terms of claimants' rights tend to create an impasse because no one takes on the responsibilities for delivering the rights.


Increasingly, there is evidence appearing that the costs in terms of health, social dysfunction and even economic dysfunction are rising. Health costs in Europe are rising as health outcomes are deteriorating for the first time in a long time. A recent World Bank� study looked at trust and co-operation as variables in economic growth and found positive correlations. Both these factors tended to correlate negatively with income inequality and with divided communities and, interestingly, did not correlate with membership of formal groups.


So what is the relationship between social capital and the community sector? This has tended to be oversold as being almost synonymous. It has been assumed that both fitted with the concept of civil society. As the so called third sector or community sector in offering opportunities both to practice democratic processes and to act as one of the anchor points for the wider society. However, most of these definitions presume that all participatory processes have positive consequences and therefore have failed to explore the possibility that neither membership nor participation per se is the key factor.


The indications are that it is the quality of these processes and its consequent learned optimism which are the contributors to social capital. If participation is in processes which are inegalitarian, and/or ineffective, then the lessons reamed may not be of extending trust and good will to other encounters, but frustration, distrust or apathy. Then social capital may deplete even if apparent participation is high.


Social capital is not the attributes of individuals or even groups, but is the by product of the processes of relationships which constitute societies. Its levels affect the way people work together, the links between people that can be described as our social bonds. It can be used as a collective term for the venous forms of trust people use in current and future relationships, both casual and longer term. Trust in this case is being used as the currency of social capital as its absence, presence and levels determine what expectations people have of how others will behave towards them.


Trust as currency seems the best measure of the effectiveness of our processes and the resilience of our relationships. Trust is produced iteratively, by repeated experiences: adequate levels of trust to make relationships work well, which then creates more trust and so on. Trust encourages collaborative, co-operative relationships; it allows us to solve differences, conflicts and disputes without constant recourse to rule books, litigation or formal complaints processes. The legal frameworks are important benchmarks but if due process is constantly invoked they are not working.


Why do we need social capital


Social capital is not, as one American researcher claims, the chicken soup of social science. It is not a cure for everything, nor is it a measure of narrowly defined community development measures. It can be very useful if properly defined and measured. There are many attempts to use the concept for a range of ideas, including promoting the idea that the community sector can replace government. The data from overseas studies suggest that social capital grows best where there is balance and tension between government, community and market.


Forms of social cohesion, of solidarity in communities which exclude outsiders, or those who do not fit its solidarity but not social capital. What some call 'good' social capital should be based on transferable trust, on being able to manage diversity and conflict because we have expectations that others are like us and we share a respect for the rules. Solidarity is a necessary but not sufficient condition for creating social capital.


So measures which tend to give high marks to inward looking communities with limited tolerance of difference, and capacities to manage conflict civilly are high in solidarity, but not in social capital. Some people call this bad or negative social capital but this seems to confuse the issues. I would rather stick to using the term for positive forms and leave the negative forms of trust out.


The strengths of social capital come into play when communities have to deal with conflict, problems or change. A community with high accumulations of social capital will be able to manage difficulties which one with low levels will have difficulties. The core factor is the levels of social and civic trust between people and the various groups in communities who have to deal with risks and change. So opportunities to get to know and trust people unlike us, strangers and those who do not look like us, are important. Trust development takes time, and also requires opportunities to work together, to talk to each other, to see commonalties and respect differences. 


A major function of social capital is the resilience and capacities of communities to manage their relationships, both inside and out, in times when change is endemic. How do rural communities deal with losses of jobs and services, reconciliation and falling wool prices, while urban communities deal with other problems of changing economies? There are signs that in some areas people are retreating from inclusion and tolerance to excluding those people they do not know, or who do not make them feel comfortable.


Therefore I am defining social capital as the type of social cohesion or social glue that enables people, organisations, communities and nations:


to work together collaboratively and respect each other's values and differences;


to resolve disputes civilly by recognising different interests do exist but trying to do so within a framework which takes account of common good, not just sectional interests;


to recognise that building trust requires fairness and equity to all involves and therefore that prejudice or exploitation have to be opposed;


to ensure that building their internal cohesion is not effected by the exclusion and demonisation of others.


Why do we need the community sector


Here I want to draw on work done by one of my international colleagues, Claus Offe, from the Humboldt University in Berlin.  In Claus Offe's terms, a civil society is one in which community, state and market develop a capacity for equilibrium: The community sectors strength has been its particular and specialist role, the approach to its takes, which Offe calls passion and I call particular commitment of choice.


Community groups represent some of those interested in limiting the power of too much state or too much market. Too much state means too much red tape and bureaucracy and too many rules (Stalinism etc) too much market... too much community is Bosnia... and let's explore that problem.


The state should be there as the only statutorily based body which both can enforce civil behaviour and offers statutory based rights and entitlements on the basis of citizenship. The market offers choices but is not there to promote values or morality so needs to be controlled. No sector has all the answers and the questions of the mix are very important: government needs community to keep it aware of needs and diversity, to act as advocates for outgroups; community needs government to ensure that all receive their due and there is a legislative base to entitlements; the market is there to give choices but needs both community and government to make it act fairly. The mix can produce a more civil society.


Problems for the community sector


ABS volunteer data indicate that involvement in the community is not equally distributed. Those in higher level jobs tend to volunteer more often, those in part time work offer more time than those in no paid work and those in full time work those who do most are those with school age children so the experiences of involvement may actually exacerbate the existing inequalities as those with higher education tend to do more and those with higher economic status (Hughes 1998) tend to trust people in their neighbourhoods more and generally are higher trusters.


The issues of inequality are major factors in the social capital debate because it seems that inequality, seen presumably as unfairness, correlates negatively with trust and social capital.


In a nation becoming more unequal and communities often themselves becoming either internally or externally less equal, trust and social capital may be harder to maintain.


Another factor in this is that more isolated less sociable people may also be correlated with economic disadvantage. Smaller households and more mobile ones, less sense of political or social efficacy may all contribute to less experiences of social life so there may need to be specific active options to involve people more and ensure that the options on offer are attractive to a wider group than the dominant culture may suggest.


The relationship between social capital and the community sector has tended to be oversold as being almost synonymous. It has been assumed that both fitted with the concept of civil society, as the so called third sector or community sector in offering opportunities both to practice democratic processes and to act as one of the anchor points for the wider society. However, most of these definitions presume that all participatory processes have positive consequences and therefore have failed to explore the possibility that neither membership nor participation per se is the key factor.


The indications are that it is the quality of these processes and its consequent learned optimism which are the contributors to social capital. If participation is in processes which are inegalitarian, and/or ineffective, then the lessons learned may not be of extending trust and good will to other encounters, but frustration, distrust or apathy. Then social capital may deplete even if apparent participation is high.


Social capital is not the attributes of individuals or even groups, but as the by product of the processes of relationships which constitute societies. Its levels affect the way people work together. The links between people that can be described as our social bonds. It can be used as a collective term for the various forms of trust people use in current and future relationships, both casual and longer term. Trust in this case is being used as the currency of social capital as its absence, presence and levels determine what expectations people have of how others will behave towards them.


Trust as currency seems the best measure of the effectiveness of our processes and the resilience of our relationships. Trust is produced iteratively, by repeated experiences: adequate levels of trust to make relationships work well, which then creates more trust and so on. Trust encourages collaborative, co-operative relationships, it allows us to solve differences. conflicts and disputes without constant recourse to rule books, litigation or formal complaints processes. The legal frameworks are important benchmarks but if due process is constantly invoked they are not working.


So I want to look at how trust can grow in both formal and informal activities in communities. My question for the community sector is how effectively do most of the organisations work as trust makers in their formal and informal activities? How much trust occurs as by-products of our structures of membership, involvement of volunteers and paid staff, engagements with our stakeholders and functions? In these processes are there groups who may be excluded, whose needs are not recognised, whose interests are not considered? Does the organisation in provide recognition and respect for all involved? How do the organisations recognise differences, sort out conflicts, manage changes, deal with newcomers, treat strangers? Are rules seen as fair? Who makes decisions? Who listens and who have the right to speak? Can anyone be critical? How is change managed?


Trust generation depends therefore on both the processes and cultures of organisations, and their capacity to change and remain resilient and responsive. There are many community organisation of good will that may find that they are not necessarily seen as inclusive in the widest sense. They may over time have developed a clear in group/out group structure, they may be very good at welcoming those who fit in, but stay within their comfort zones by implicitly rejecting those who don't; they may be pleased to have new members but only if they accept the status quo and may resent anyone who raises issues of concern or criticisms.


High levels of trust between individuals and/or groups makes for relatively easy communication and agreement and make it possible for people to work cooperatively and collaboratively. This is crucial because it is in the resolution of conflict that social capital becomes both manifest and important as it allow people and groups to solve their differences civilly. Low trust or distrust creates difficulties and complexities which may block both communication and agreement. Trust creates the resilience that makes it possible for groups to solve differences and make decisions.


Absolute trust is a problem because it lacks the processes of accountability that are a necessary to sustain resilient trust as a transferable process. Trust in this context is not blind faith but will be conditional. ie it may be about certain processes only, or time limited, or operate only in certain social settings. It will depend on prior experiences, expectations of shared values and/or agreements on how to manage processes. The question for social capital is how experiences and expectations develop into narratives of trust and distrust.


There are many questions on how the ways of working and the relationship building of all involved may add or subtract from trust accumulation. Firstly, we need to look at what activities in the community sector are good sources of the experiences, which maintain or extend trust of both the familiar and the strange. Secondly, we need to look at the important structural role an effective sector can pay in making societies more civil.


The way forward


The debate on social capital often bogs down into debates about its origins and production, so in this case. I want to bypass that stage by putting forward a particular set of definitions and limits which I think make the concept both useful and useable.


Therefore we need to find measures which can gauge the impact of closing services, the privatisation of public services, changing workplaces, increasing technological means of banking, bill paying etc. The changes may be good and bad but we need to be able to question the effects these and other changes have on social cohesion. In our guts as community people we think that there are stresses in the social fabric, but we don't have any figures to prove it.


When asked to justify government funding, most sector members were dragged into using financial cost benefits in market frameworks because there were no developed measures of social functioning and its benefits. We have for a long time been caught within ideas devised mainly in the sixties which presume that participation is an automatic plus and that the rights of groups, particularly based on identity, to compete for resources.


We are working on a manual for implementing social capital audits based on community. The identified items will be a mix of existing data, people's expressed attitudes, fears and anxieties, their actions and activities, with any other relevant observations or other ways of representing views. Included would be aspects of family and households as well as workplace, and public space activities and observations. The data collections would be framed within the traditions and rituals of the community.


We are also looking at other measures that will work within organisations so they can look to their own stakeholders and decide whether they build or deplete internal and external social capital. It is the mix of these types of measures that will allow us to defend what may be some of the more important forms of production in healthy communities and organisations, and to work out how to make it happen for those areas where it is depleting.


� Knack, S and Keefer, P., 1997, Does Social Capital have an economic payoff? Quarterly Journal of Economics, Harvard.  
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