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Abstract

In this paper we question the importance of social capital as a primary indicator of a community’s ability to engage in sustainable development as social capital can have both hindering and facilitating effects. We suggest that actor agency allows an individual or group to increase access to other critical forms of capital to overcome barriers and solve problems. We present “bonding” social capital consisting of strong network ties as a negative in excess quantity as it can lead to the enforcement of social norms that hinder innovative change, and “bridging” social capital consisting of weak network ties as a benefit that allows actors to bring about critical social changes. Communities achieve agency through a dynamic mix of bonding and bridging ties. We close with suggestions for fostering community agency and flag the need for further research in this area. 

1. Introduction

As ecological stresses rise, sustainable development, defined by the Brundtland commission (1987) as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”, continues to play an increasing role in planning at all levels of social organization. Although international and national governments have a significant role to play in the implementation of sustainable development, much of the practical movement towards sustainable development is occurring at the community level. Many communities are attempting to resolve conflict surrounding multiple uses of land, where values are often tightly held and stakeholders differ on the type and scale of development. 

Unlike the structured hierarchical responses of national and international bodies, community sustainable development initiatives tend to be more organic in nature, as groups of concerned citizens self-organize around specific issues and try to resolve competing resource conflicts. Given the complexity of sustainable development issues, communities often find it a struggle to adequately engage the issues at hand, as well as key stakeholders. Often the issues are beyond the ability of any one community to solve, and the implementation and monitoring of solutions can strain a community’s resources (Dale, CRC 2004). 

Sustainable development can be regarded as a process of reconciliation of three imperatives: (i) the ecological imperative to live within global biophysical carrying capacity and maintain biodiversity; (ii) the social imperative to ensure the development of democratic systems of governance to effectively propagate and sustain the values that people wish to live by; and (iii) the economic imperative to ensure that basic needs are met worldwide (Dale 2001; Robinson and Tinker 1997). Community sustainable development initiatives must reconcile all three imperatives to achieve integrated decision-making. 

Many communities address these complex issues by forming networks. Networks are a powerful means of distributing knowledge and can lead to the reconciliation of previously competing information, interests and agendas (Dale and Onyx, 2005).

A network is composed of actors connected by ties; different ties create different networks (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). Many researchers refer to such networks as social capital, as will be discussed in detail below. Researchers suggest that an increase in the amount of available social capital formed by increasing the size and density of networks, will have positive effects on a community.  

However though personal networks provide solutions to system induced problems (Volker & Flap, 2001), not all connections within a network are equal. Networks of actors often focus around a closely connected core group, (McPherson et al, 1999), but some researchers recognize the connections on the edge of the core group are particularly important to the long term sustainability of the network. At the edge of the core group we find “weak ties” which connect to different groups (Granovetter, 1973). Granovetter (1973) suggested that weak ties perform a special function within a network. He called these ties “bridges” as they are the only path between two separated actors, or two networks. Until Granovetter’s work, researchers assumed that the “strong” ties of the inner core of a network played a critical role in creating effective networks, but Granovetter argued that as no bonding tie can be a bridge (Ibid, 1973), it is bridging ties that connect a network to the outside world and to needed resources and information not available within the local group or to the local community.  

2.  Social Capital

One definition of social capital is the combination of bonding and bridging ties found in a network of actors. Social capital is the biggest growth area in network research (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). The concept of social capital dates back to Durkheim’s emphasis on group life (Portes, 1998), but has only more recently acquired a more formal definition as a concept. 

Several definitions of social capital exist. Bourdieu defined social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more of less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (1980). Further, he argued that social networks are not a natural given and must be constructed through investment strategies oriented to the institutionalization of group relations (Portes 1998). Robert Putnam defines social capital as “social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam, 2000).
Portes describes social capital as “The ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other structures.” (Portes, 1998) Onyx and Bullen claim social capital consists of networks, reciprocity, trust, social norms, the commons, and social agency (Onyx and Bullen, 2000). 

Following the lead of Granovetter and network theory, several theorists make the distinction between “bonding” and “bridging” social capital (Putnum, 2000, Narayan, 1999, Onyx and Leonard 2004; Woolcock, 2001). Bonding social capital refers to social networks that reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous groups. This social capital arises out of repeated and ongoing personal contacts, such as those associated with familial interactions, or religious groups. Bridging social capital involves the “weak ties” to other groups noted by Granovetter. Such social capital can ‘connect’ people across diverse social cleavages (Putnum, 2000), solitudes, silos and stovepipes (Dale 2001). 

There has been little in the way of detailed study of how social capital actually works; some argue that social capital works by overcoming collective action problems and reducing the cost of social transactions (Ryden & Holman, 2004), others feel social capital bridges “structural holes” within society (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). Despite a lack of detail on how it does so, there is a general intuitive sense that social capital strengthens communities and specifically that is a necessary ingredient for sustainable community development (Dale and Onyx, 2005). Some argue that social capital is a good that could tip the balance in favour of more action (Fukuyama, 1999), and that social capital creates local economic prosperity, answers the “tragedy of the commons” and is essential for maintaining public goods (Wilson, 1997). The tragedy of the commons, in which a community resource is overexploited by community members for their own game, is controlled, these theorists suggest, through a mix of trust and community sanction created by social capital. It is not surprising that many feel that social capital formation must be a central strategy for development planners (Wilson, 1997). 

A few researchers believe the current view of social capital is perhaps overly positivistic; Portes (1998) feels social capital has become a “cure-all” for the maladies affecting society at home and abroad, and could lose its heuristic value. Social capital is almost always seen as a positive, but the studies of its benefits are still ongoing (Fine, 1999). Fine claims “There is not necessarily anything positive or predetermined about the impact of social capital” (Fine, 1999). 

3. Negative Effects of Social Capital

The concept of social capital appeals to a wide spectrum of development theorists. Social capital is popular because it focuses on the positive aspects of sociability while putting aside less attractive features (Portes, 1998). The flaw with this point of view is that it assumes benign intent; for example, Onyx and Bullen (2000) maintain that social norms provide a form of informal social control, and that this process is good for society. We question this latter assumption.  

Within a community network, creative action is a result of an actor’s ability to gather non-redundant information from their networks and avoid pressure to conform (Reuf, 2002). This capacity is particularly crucial to sustainable development issues which demand new ways of doing business, new ways of governing and new ways of making day-to-day decisions, requiring unprecedented innovation. The nature of the social capital present will influence the outcomes of both of these goals. Often, the structure and group dynamics of a network will either facilitate or constrain the ability to gather information and innovate. Several researchers have commented on this; social ties can imprison actors in maladaptive situations or facilitate undesirable behavior (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). The structure of one’s network affects one’s ability to adapt to a significant change in environment (Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000). The surrounding network’s opinion is central to the initial departure from convention during an innovation. (Reuf, 2002) In short, social structure is both enabling and constraining (Reuf, 2002). 

Portes highlights four potential negatives of social capital; social capital in the form of a very developed network can lead to the exclusion of outsiders, to excess claims on group members, to restrictions on individual freedom, and to a downward leveling of norms (Portes, 1998). As we will explore in the next section, there is experimental evidence to support the existence of these negative effects of social capital. This creates a conundrum for researchers working at the community level. 

As individuals alone often do not have the resources to create needed changes, some forms of community social capital must be beneficial. But what makes social capital “good” social capital? For those trying to build social capital, a process that takes time and effort, how can we know whether the social capital being built is a help or a hindrance? 

We believe that the two different types of social capital act very differently within a network. “Bonding” social capital, though needed in the first instance to bring people together closely (it is assumed that lone actors will have difficulty effecting change) can under certain circumstances hinder innovation by 1) cutting off actors from needed information 2) imposing social norms that discourage innovation and 3) resist the acceptance of ‘others’ from outside the community. However, bonding social capital leads to greater levels of trust, which many scholars believe is an essential lubricant for effective social relations (Onyx and Leonard, 2004).  “Bonding” social capital can play both a positive or negative role. “Bridging” social capital, on the other hand, allows actors to access outside information and overcome social norms with support from outside the local network. Though too much influence from the outside of a group can be disruptive in cases where the ‘outsiders’ are culturally insensitive to the community of place, in such a case bridging ties can be left “latent”, requiring little maintenance until they are eventually needed. Though bridging social capital might not function well alone, it is essential to the change process and more critically to the ability of a local community to diversify its economic base. Given these two differing forms of social capital, the sheer amount of social capital is not likely to be a good indicator of how well a community will be able to engage problems. To have an idea of this ability, we must turn to a different indicator: actor agency. 

4. Agency

Bordieu maintains that “the volume of social capital possessed by a given agent depends on the size of the network connections he can effectively mobilize and on the volume of the capital (economic, cultural or symbolic) possessed in his own right by each of those to whom he is connected” (1986: 249). Thus, inadequate discrimination between the different ways social capital plays in any one community, and lack of attention to the structure of networks and ability to access resources outside, misses the social dynamics of the community relationships. We believe that government policies must understand these dynamic interactions as their actions can both facilitate and hinder network formation, unless targeted at the most effective level—agency and key actors that bridge across networks.

It is our belief that thinkers in the area of community development need to shift their focus away from social capital. Whether a network of actors can utilize “good” social capital and overcome the constraints of “bad” social capital depends upon the level of agency that actors possess, and the degree of ‘openness’ the group has to ‘outsiders’. These qualities, agency, social capital and openness, are dynamically interconnected and coevolving. Agency is the key indicator of a group’s ability to respond and identify cohesive solutions to sustainable development challenges. 

There are several definitions of agency in use. Harvey (2002) defines agency as “the capacity of persons to transform existing states of affairs”. Other definitions include “the capacity of the individual to plan and initiate action” (Onyx and Bullen, 2000), and the ability to respond to events outside of one’s immediate sphere of influence to produce a desired effect. It is the intentional causality and process that brings about a novel state of affairs which would not have occurred otherwise (Bhaskar, 1994). 

If social capital is to be put to use, there must be agency. Agency is necessary for citizens to be able to adapt to their socio-cultural environment, and more importantly to respond and transcend tragedy and crisis. It fosters social action that allows citizens to acquire rights and resources (Horvath, 1998). Agency is the force behind social action, and actors must be aware that they possess agency. We must believe that change is possible, which creates a process of empowerment and agency (Horvath, 1998) (Bandura, 2000). There can be no agency without power (Dietz & Burns, 1992), access to critical information, diverse intellectual capital and in the long run, wisdom (Dale 2004). 

Dietz and Burns present a series of important properties of agency. To have agency, actions must be intentional, agents must have the ability to make choices; for example, the opportunity to be creative, and they must be able to monitor the effects of their agency (Dietz & Burns, 1992). This last property is especially important for issues such as environmental issues in which long term monitoring is required.  As well, we believe that agency is enhanced when people feel they can influence the process, that their voices are being heard, and that they can make a difference (Dale, 2005).

Agency is far more than a component of social capital, as suggested by Onyx and Bullen (2000). In Krishna’s research involving Indian villages, it was noted that the amount of social capital present had little to do with the results of development projects. Social capital did not lead to the achievement of high development performance, agency was also needed. (Krishna, 2001) Villages with little social capital still achieved good results if their agency was strong. Furthermore, he found little correlation between social capital and agency levels. (Krishna, 2001) According to Krishna, social capital is a potential, agency activates it (Ibid, 2001).  

The intimate entanglement between agency and social capital suggests a middle ground in the ongoing debate over whether individuals create society or does society create individuals. (Sibeon, 1999) People are products of environments, but also producers of environments (Bandura, 2000). Like many complex concepts, social structure and agency co-evolve (Musolf, 2003). It is this co-evolution and the dynamic interaction of social capital, agency and openness that must be further explored. Furthermore, if social structure and agency are co-evolutionary, then it may well be that bonding and bridging social capital may be recursive, depending upon the nature of the issue and the socio-political context.

5. Measuring and Encouraging Agency

It is debatable whether and how social capital can be built. (Krishna, 2001) Agency, however, is a back door; one can encourage agency and better use the existing social capital. How then, can we first, measure, second, encourage agency and third, determine whether or not government policies can increase agency at the community level? 

There are some limits to agency: technological limitations to possible actions, differences in time feedback scales that obscure our ability to measure the effects of our actions, social structures limit our possible options, our options might be sanctioned by more powerful actors. (Dietz & Burns, 1992) The first of these limitations is not something that can be addressed by individual actors, but the remaining three might all be overcome if the right arrangement of bridging ties is in place. We do not mean to imply that one has intrinsic merit over the other, but rather that the latter may be more effective at increasing access to other forms of capital necessary to the community. There may also be elements of more closed network behaviour with very strong bonding capital, thus the concept of openness to others and in particular, new intellectual capital may be critical to sustainable community development. As sustainable development often addresses problems with a global scope the management of such problems at the local level might require adopting actions developed in very different social contexts. An attitude of “we don’t do it that way here” can stall this important transfer of knowledge. 

Data from the former East Germany supports the argument that bridging ties are needed to create agency and thus mobilize social capital into political action. Due to the danger of speaking out during the communist era, people tended to avoid interacting with those they did not know well. In effect, bridging ties were avoided. However extremely tightly connected networks of bonding ties did form (Volker and Flap, 2001). This structure left communities with what appeared to be plentiful social capital, but with very poor abilities to solve complex social problems that spanned across jurisdictions. After the Berlin Wall fell, these very closed social networks proved inadequate to address the vast changes that occurred, and East German communities proved much less adaptive that the West (Volker and Flap, 2001).   

It is not just a lack of bridging ties that can inhibit agency; too many bonding ties can have the same effect. The ease of using established bonding ties can keep us from making new ones, (Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000), preventing change.  A lack of indirect ties encapsulates a person (Granovetter, 1973), cutting off the flow of information. And in terms of overly restrictive social mores, bonding capital can resist change and inhibit bridging capital (Rydin & Holman, 2004). For this reason Burt (1992) argued that one’s network needs “structural holes” to allow for change and realignment, and we would argue, for critical diversity to occur through openness to ‘others’.   

In terms of strategic policy development and social facilitation, this research suggests that one can encourage agency by stimulating a diverse mix of bonding and bridging ties, perhaps by providing new information sources and creating linkages between various groups. One can also facilitate vertical links to various levels of government. However equally important is to encourage the reduction of homophily, especially in increasingly plural and diverse societies. 

Homophily refers to our tendency to group with similar people. In social groups we often see homophily of age, race, class, religion, education, and occupation (McPherson et al, 2001).  Homophily, “limits people’s worlds in a way that has powerful implications for the information they receive (and accept), the attitudes they form, and the interactions they experience” (McPherson et al. 2001). In effect, a homophilous group will be strongly tied and closed to the outside world, and unlikely to have the needed bridging ties to use what social capital is available outside their group. In a crisis, we are more likely to drop non-homogenous ties (McPherson et al, 2001), making homophily worse, so one task of a facilitator within a community group might be to encourage the maintenance and cultivation of bridging ties. Also, a homophilous group is more likely to be disrupted by information from the outside as they are not used to incorporating information and resources from bridging ties. A continuous dynamic balance of bonding and bridging capital both decreases homophily and decreases homophily’s negative effects, creating a more resilient group. 

6. Conclusion 

Community research is demonstrating that those communities, in particular, single-resource economies, who are more open to outsiders are more resilient in their responses to the collapse of their single-resource economy (Dale and Onyx 2005; Connor 2004). As well, community programs targeting early childhood also illustrate how practitioners can promote access to different resources by families, social support and the development of community networks can help to address child poverty. If policy practitioners are interested in facilitating community responses to both local and global market forces, then they need to be aware of the dynamic interconnections between agency, social capital and network formation. More importantly, their interventions can both destroy and build existing social capital, and it is our contention that their most effective role is to increase access to diverse capitals, in particular, human capital, by enhancing bridging ties, both horizontal and vertical. This makes the difference between an individual and a community from “getting by” to “getting ahead” (reference). In addition to the level of intervention, the timing of policy interventions in network formation is also crucial, and more research is necessary in this critical area. More research is also needed with respect to the role of homophily within community sustainable development groups.  
Though social capital is an important component of the empowerment process needed to address issues such as community sustainable development, it cannot be assumed that the amount of social capital present will correlate directly with the results of a problem solving process involving network formation. In order for community sustainable development initiatives to succeed, the actor groups involved must have agency at the individual and group level. Though social capital is a necessary component of that agency, it must be of a form that creates rather than hinders agency. Specifically, social capital consisting overly of bonding ties is likely to stifle innovation and prevent the structural changes needed to achieve objectives. Dissenting voices are likely to be stifled; individual agency lost. A mix of bridging ties and bonding ties increases agency as bridging ties provide an actor access to groups beyond the local group and bonding ties provide trust.  Bridging ties have value in their ability to connect actors horizontally to other groups in order to share information and build larger resource bases, and they connect actors vertically to decision makers. Bridging ties are thus critical to both actor and group agency. Bonding ties can inhibit change, and adaptation is key to maintaining the value of social capital (Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000). Thus to optimize a group’s agency to use existing social capital, bridging ties should be encouraged and bonding ties kept to a minimum needed to encourage connections between networks and increase access to outside resources. As well, it may well be that networks evolve in terms of these different forms of capital—bonding, and bridging —and more research needs to be conducted in this area. 
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