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Introduction

‘The concept of Social Capital sounds complicated, but it couldn’t be simpler, do you
trust people? How many clubs, societies or social groups are you a member of? If your
child gets sick do you have support to call on? Basically how much social contact do
you have in your life? These social ties, according to research will help you live longer
and are probably worth money to the economy’.

Put simply, the idea behind social capital is that social networks, and the
mutual trust they promote, have a value, both to the individual and to
society at large. The concept of social capital is closely allied to the idea of
civil society and discussions about both often focus on voluntary action
and what is sometimes called the ‘third sector’ — the area of social activity
that belongs neither to the state or to private business. Because voluntary
action engages and connects people there is an implicit assumption that it
contributes to the development of social capital. Certainly, the increasing
use of the term in public policy circles provides a welcome opportunity for
voluntary organisations to promote the role of the sector in building and
strengthening communities. However, the exact nature of the relationship
between voluntary organisations and the development of social capital is
less than clear and discussions about the role and sources of social capital
are often quite academic and abstract in their focus.

During the autumn and winter of 2002 NCVO undertook research with
the aim of further clarifying the link between voluntary organisations in rural
areas and social capital.? To do this we interviewed a cross section of the
staff, volunteers, members and beneficiaries of four voluntary organisations
based in rural areas of the South West.> The four organisations involved in
the study were:

A Disability Association: a volunteer run and lead self-help group
providing mutual support, social activities, transport and training for people
with disabilities and their carers. Founded within the last five years it is
based in a market town.

A Healthy Living Centre Partnership: this healthy living centre is based in
a large village and run by a voluntary sector led cross-sectoral partnership
of organisations. Target groups include people with mental health problems,
people with disabilities, the unemployed and those who are isolated due to
their rurality as well as the wider community within a ten-mile radius of
the centre.

An Advice Centre: situated in a major market town, this small, independent
advice centre serves the whole district. The centre provides free advice
and support on a range of issues through its network of volunteer advisors.

A Community Group: this relatively young organisation is based in a
small village and is open to all residents of the village and the surrounding
parishes. Its aims are to develop a regeneration strategy for the area and
to establish a voluntary organisation to implement that strategy. The group
is entirely volunteer run and led.

' Rural Community Network NI (2003) Rural Network News 34, 10. |
2 For more details of the research methodology please see Annex |.
3 For more detailed case studies of the four organisations studied see Annex 2.



The main objective of this research was to explore how social capital is
generated by, or related to, different kinds of voluntary sector activity
within rural communities and to identify areas of practical learning for
policy makers and voluntary organisations working in rural areas. *

There are strong reasons for undertaking a review of social capital within a
rural context. 28% of the population of England currently live in rural areas
and the rural population is growing three times faster than that in urban
areas. The Countryside Agency’s Rural Services Survey 2002° suggests that
a perception that rural residents benefit from higher than average stocks of
social capital is a significant factor in driving the population shift away from
our cities and towards rural areas, noting that: ‘a common motivation for the
move into rural areas... is the quest for community identity and a more socially
fulfilling lifestyle’. Yet the report also suggests that:

‘some rural communities can suffer from a lack of “social capital”... due to a
number of factors including closure of community facilities, decline in religious
dffiliation, physical isolation, loss of local services and an unbalanced rural
population in terms of age and social background that can lead to a loss of
community spirit and an increase in isolation for some groups.’

This report forms part of NCVO’s programme of research and policy
development, focusing specifically on the needs of voluntary organisations
working in rural areas.We aim to increase awareness and understanding of
the scope and impact of rural voluntary activity and develop and promote
policy to support the work of the voluntary sector in rural areas. NCVO'’s
rural work is funded by the Countryside Agency. The aim of this report is to:

¢ briefly outline the concept of social capital and explore its relevance
to the voluntary sector and to the rural agenda,

e explore the relationship between voluntary activity and the
development of social capital in rural areas; and

e explore the policy implications of the relationship between voluntary
activity and social capital in rural areas.

This is a substantive report, exploring the findings from the case study
research and the associated policy analysis in detail. Chapter eight contains
a summary of conclusions and a full executive summary is also available.

* For more details about NCVO’s wider programme of research looking at the relationship between social
capital and the voluntary sector please see: Jochum,V. (2003) Social Capital: beyond the theory, NCVO.
® Available at http://www.countryside.gov.uk/ruralservices/keyservices.htm



Background

What is Social Capital?

It’s not what you know...

It is interesting to note that what is thought to be the first recorded use of
the term ‘social capital’ was in relation to rural communities. Lyda Hanifan,
writing in 1916 on the importance of community participation in rural
schools in West Virginia coined the term in reference to:

‘those tangible substances [that] count for most in the daily lives of people:
namely good will, fellowship, sympathy, and social intercourse’. ¢

Although the concept has a long history it has been the subject of a
significant explosion of interest in public policy circles in recent years. A
recent study estimated that the number of journal articles referring to
‘Social Capital’ had increased approximately tenfold between 1991 and
1999.7 As a consequence of the high level of interest and debate generated
by the subject there are a number of definitions of social capital. However,
the author who has perhaps contributed the most to making the concept
popular is Robert Putnam, who defined it as the:

features of social organization, such as networks, norms and trust
that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’®

Similarly, Michael Woolcock writing in 2001 identified an emerging consensus
around the definition of social capital as ‘the norms and networks that
facilitate collective action’’

The basic premise is that relationships foster mutually accepted ‘norms’ of
behaviour and in particular generate reciprocity and trust within groups.
These are beneficial because they make the achievement of objectives
easier and the resolution of problems more effective. The most common
ways of measuring social capital tend to centre on issues around trust
(trust of neighbours, peers, institutions, government etc.) and civic
participation. Research will often focus on measuring levels of generalised
trust and counting formal membership of organisations such as
associations, charities or faith-related groups.

Causes and Effects of Social Capital

Discussions about social capital focus on both its causes and its effects. The
phrase ‘social capital’ refers both to the collective value of all ‘social networks’
(the relationships between individuals and groups) and also to the outcomes
of these relationships i.e. norms of behaviour, attitudes, trust. Significant
(occasionally extravagant) claims are made for the effects of social capital —
for example it is alleged that joining just one group cuts the odds of you
dying within the next year in half! It is also suggested that those effects can

® Hanifan, L.J. (1916) ‘The Rural School Community Center’, Annals of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science 67, 130-138.

7 Harper, R. (2001) Social Capital: a literature review, ONS Social Reporting and Analysis

8 Putnam, R. D. (1993) ‘The Prosperous Community: social capital and public life’, The American Prospect 3
4:13.

® Woolcock, M. (2001) “The Place of Social Capital in Understanding Social and Economic Outcomes’,
Isuma 2:1.



be identified, assessed and in some cases even measured. Studies into social
capital range dramatically in scope. Small-scale research at the household
and community level has suggested that ‘the well-connected are more likely to
be housed, healthy, hired and happy’."® At the same time a growing body of
evidence suggests that social capital can have a variety of positive impacts
on a larger scale, ranging from economic growth and government
effectiveness to improved labour market participation, election turnout,
educational achievement, lower crime rates, better public health and a
general improvement in perceived quality of life.

‘Social capital turns out to have forceful, even quantifiable effects on many different aspects of
our lives... [there is] hard evidence that our schools and neighbourhoods don’t work so well
when community bonds slacken, that our economy, our democracy, and even our health and
happiness depend on adequate stocks of social capital’."

It has been recognised, however, that establishing a causal link between
social capital and the outcomes attributed to it is not always simple. Many
commentators have highlighted a problem in separating cause from effect.
Social capital is thought to be ‘productive’ i.e. a resource that can be used to
facilitate collective action. By the same token, however, collective action is
often perceived as a generator of social capital. So, whilst the assumption is
that social capital may lead to specific outcomes, the very existence of
those outcomes is often used to infer the existence of social capital.

As well as being productive, social capital is thought to be ‘cumulative’ i.e.
those having social capital are likely to accumulate more. However, it is
argued that social capital, like other forms of capital, can also be depleted.
Indeed a central theme of Putnam’s Bowling Alone, the book which is widely
credited with raising the profile of the concept, was the decline of social
capital in American society over the second half of the twentieth century.

It is important to note that, as well as creating positive effects, social capital
can also be associated with negative social impacts. Strong social networks
and powerful relationships may be of benefit to those within the group but
this does not always translate into benefit for the wider community.
Perhaps the most commonly used example of social capital acting in a
negative capacity is that of the Mafia and other groups engaged in
organised crime, whose activities are often based on high levels of bonding
social capital and ideals of reciprocity and trust. However, examples of the
negative effects of social capital are not always this extreme and can be
found much closer to home. Research by the Countryside Agency finds that:

‘powerful communities can have disadvantages — lack of privacy, social
claustrophobia, cliquiness and hostility to newcomers’."*

Any discussion about social capital and its role in empowering groups and
individuals inevitably raises the question of power and who has it. A number
of issues associated with strong social capital have been identified,"” including:

'® Woolcock (2001).

" Putnam, R. D. (2000) Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon & Schuster,
New York.

12 Countryside Agency (1999) Living in the Countryside:The needs and aspirations of rural populations, 4.

'* Portes,A. and Landolt, P (1996) ‘Unsolved Mysteries: the Tocqueville files II’, The American Prospect 7:26.



e Restrictions on individual freedom
Communities with strong social capital can exercise tight control over their
members, which can result in increased levels of conformity and reduced
privacy and autonomy.

¢ Downward levelling through peer pressure
It has been observed that a community that has experienced adversity
may sometimes undermine or demoralise those amongst its members that
wish to improve their situation.

e Social exclusion
Strong ties can lead members of a community to bar others from
accessing it. Groups and communities (whether of interest or locality) may
be defined by whom they exclude, as well as by their membership.

In many cases the positive or negative perceptions of the effects of social
capital are simply open to interpretation. The Countryside Alliance’s Rural
Regeneration Unit notes that:

‘Country sports as it happens are a particularly rich vein of social capital within rural
communities. Research. .. reveals that some 1,700 volunteer days are involved in hunt
social activities. [lIt] also revealed the importance of social networking amongst hunt
car followers who constantly cited the importance of hunting to their social lives.”'*

The view you take on this will almost certainly depend on your personal
views about hunting. By its very nature much of the voluntary sector (and
civil society more widely) is made up of special interest groups attempting
to improve the quality of life of their membership — from local heritage
associations to carers support groups. Some commentators have argued that
social capital can reproduce rather than tackle inequalities as those with
access to decision making processes and resources build on and strengthen
their position to the exclusion of those who do not. One of the key
questions we wanted to ask by undertaking this research was: Who benefits
from the social capital that is generated by voluntary and community activity?

Different Kinds of ‘Capital’

Social capital is about who rather than what you know.What you know,
for example your education, skills and experience is, in the language of the
current debate, often described as ‘human capital’.You may also come across
‘physical capital’, which refers to the tools and other physical resources
required in order to undertake an activity (for example: computer hardware,
meeting spaces, a Minibus). Lastly, of course, there is ‘financial capital’. It is
argued that each of these forms of capital have a role to play in social and
economic development.

4 Daly Walton, D. et al. Ed. (2003) ‘Rural Regeneration and Real Livelihoods’, Rural Regeneration Unit.






BondingsyBridging & Linking

Different Kinds of Social Capital

Just as there are different kinds of social networks there are different kinds
of social capital. In fact, there are said to be three different types of social
capital: bonding, bridging and linking. Bonding social capital is associated
with a sense of common identity and high levels of personalised reciprocity
and trust (for example families, close friends and neighbours). Bridging
social capital describes looser ties and is associated with more diverse
relationships, sustaining generalised reciprocity and trust beyond those who
are familiar or well known (for example work colleagues, acquaintances,
other communities). Finally, linking social capital is associated with access
to, and confidence in, governance structures and institutions and relates
specifically to ‘the capacity to leverage resources, ideas and information from
formal institutions beyond the community’."* Research suggests that while
bonding social capital helps people to ‘get by’ in life and enables them to
manage risks better, broader ties in the form of bridging or linking social
capital are essential for ‘getting ahead’ and adapting to change. All three
forms of social capital are considered necessary to a strong community
and finding the right balance between the three is seen as critical.

It has also been argued that a high stock of bonding social capital can
undermine the development of cross-cutting ties (i.e. bridging and linking),
which enable the wider ‘public good’ outcomes that benefit the community
at large. '* Bonding ties provide communities with a sense of identity and
common purpose, but without the necessary cross-cutting ties to transcend
ethnic, religious, social, geographic or other divides they can also lead to
the pursuit of narrow self-interest and to the rejection of outsiders.

It has been argued that bonding social capital often predominates in rural
areas where there is a focus on strong family links and close ties between
neighbours within small communities. Research looking at levels of social
capital in rural Australia has suggested that whilst bonding ties are stronger
in rural areas compared to urban areas, the opposite is true of bridging
ties.'” A second Australian study highlighted a lack of diversity amongst
rural groups and again argued that this could adversely affect the
development of bridging ties.'® This study also found that rural communities
were less likely to have linking ties with institutions such as government,
educational and business organisations.

‘What we see in these data is an indication that on average rural and remote
Australian communities have high levels of bonding ties and a healthy capacity to
trust and reciprocate at local level. What is less clear is the extent to which civic and
community connections in regional Australia result in generalised trust (beyond the
local area), or in connections with power institutions’.

Research undertaken by NCVO in 2001 looking at voluntary organisations
working in rural areas also highlighted a potential deficit in bridging and

'> Woolcock (2001).

' Stone,W. and Hughes, J. (2001) ‘Sustaining Communities: an empirical investigation of social capital
in regional Australia’, Paper presented to SEGRA fifth national conference, 10-12 September 2001.
Available at www.aifs.org.au/institute/pubs/papers/stone4.html

7 Onyx, | and Bullen, P (1997) ‘Measuring Social Capital in Five Communities in NSWV: an analysis’,
Working Paper 41, Sydney Centre for Australian Community Organisations and Management.

'® Stone,W. and Hughes, J. (2001).



linking social capital."” This was reflected in evidence which suggested that
rural voluntary organisations tend to have low levels of contact with other
voluntary organisations, government and the private sector. In undertaking
this current piece of research we wanted to explore the difference
between different types of voluntary activity and the different types of
social capital.

Bonding, Bridging and Linking in the Four Case
Study Organisations

Bonding social capital involves closed networks and describes strong
ties within homogeneous groups.

Bridging social capital involves overlapping networks where a
member of one group accesses the resources of another group.

Linking social capital relates to the connections between individuals
and groups in hierarchical or power-based relationships.

All three forms of social capital are considered necessary to a strong
community and finding the right balance between them is seen as critical.

The findings from our research are interesting in that they demonstrate
that each of our case study organisations simultaneously benefits from and
contributes to all three kinds of social capital, even where their
relationships are largely confined within a reasonably narrow ‘local’ area.
What the findings also highlight is that the different kinds of social capital
are present in a different balance in each organisation depending on the
aims and objectives and the activities undertaken.The study also suggests
that the boundaries between the different types of social capital have the
potential to be less clear-cut in a rural environment where communities
are smaller and more close-knit than might be the norm in an urban
context.

This section looks at the four case study organisations in the context of
the three different kinds of social capital and explores the role that the
various types of voluntary activity play in the development of each form of
social capital.

Bonding Social Capital

Bonding social capital in all four organisations studied is related to
common identity, with group members sharing one or several factors in
common. These could be aspirations, aims or values (including the
organisation’s own objectives), personal experience, interests or locality. At
the individual level group identity is a vital form of support, helping to
overcome personal difficulties, combat isolation and stimulate self-
confidence. At the organisational level it facilitates involvement, teamwork
and collective action, including establishing and maintaining the social ties
which are potential sources of both bridging and linking social capital.

Bonding social capital is particularly strong in organisations where there is
a focus on mutual support or self help. The case studies demonstrate the

19 Wilding, K. et al (2001) Mapping the Rural Voluntary Sector, NCVO.




importance of bonding activity to quality of life, particularly for those at
risk of rural isolation or social exclusion.Volunteering activity is another
good source of bonding social capital and opportunities to socialise are
perceived as a positive incentive to volunteer. The findings also suggest that
in generating bonding social capital communities of interest play an equally
important role to those of locality. The analysis of bonding social capital
across the four organisations highlights the important role that voluntary
organisations can play in connecting people and focusing activity around
specific areas of need.

Bonding Social Capital: The Disability Association

The Disability Association is an extremely good example of the sector’s
role in building bonding social capital. Although it is open to all people with
disabilities and their carers across the district, the association’s active
membership is a fairly homogeneous group, made up of people over 50
with disabilities living in and around a rural market town. Entirely volunteer-
run and led, the group acts as a mutual support network offering advice,
help, training and regular social contact to the disabled.

“We give each other a shoulder to lean on, it’s the only way that you can cope”.

The sense of common identity, the regular monthly meetings and the other
activities on offer all contribute to reducing the social isolation, which
disabled people living in rural areas frequently experience.

“It’s lovely to get out of four walls. When I'm at home in my flat it’s lovely and cosy. I can
see people from the window but there’s nothing like meeting and talking to people”.

The Association enables those that suffer from isolation to build new social
ties, which in some cases lead to friendships and activities beyond the group.

“They might not have known each other before but because they’re involved and they
see each other at least once a month, and they see each other more often because they
know such and such lives just down the road and round the corner, so I think it’s quite
important for them”.

Bonding Social Capital: The Healthy Living Centre Partnership

A number of the activities that take place under the aegis of the Healthy
Living Centre contribute to the development of bonding social capital. The
research shows that amongst the many activities which take place at the
Centre, bonding is especially strong amongst those attending the various
self-help groups.These groups act as peer support networks for people
dealing with specific issues, for example postal natal depression, mental
illness or worklessness.

“It’s really got me out and I suffered badly from depression, anxiety, panic attacks and
everything like that. I wouldn’t say I'm 100% but it has brought a difference to my
life. It’s like another little family really”.

The groups create a supportive environment where people who may feel
isolated within the wider community can develop a sense of belonging.



“We’ve all suffered some sort of upset in our lives and what’s nice here is the fact that
everybody is so friendly and you feel welcome no matter what you do, you're just
accepted as you are.”

The success of both the Healthy Living Centre and the Disability
Association in creating opportunities for mutual support and self-help
illustrates the crucial role played by the voluntary sector in facilitating the
development of bonding social capital. What these case studies also
demonstrate is the importance of communities of interest (as opposed to
place) in generating bonding social capital, particularly amongst certain
groups at risk of exclusion.This may be particularly relevant in a rural
context where communities are smaller and scattered over a wider area. In
this context, individuals facing specific challenges such as disability or
unemployment may need to travel across geographic and community
boundaries to develop relationships with others in a similar situation. A
crucial issue in relation to service delivery in rural areas is the difficulty
(both logistic and financial) in meeting the specific needs of small numbers
of service users (for example adults with learning difficulties) when they
are spread out over a large rural area. Our research also demonstrates the
important role that voluntary organisations can play in connecting people
and focusing activity around a specific area of need.Voluntary organisations
in rural areas are often much smaller than their urban counterparts which
enables them to respond to the needs of smaller groups of people.

What these findings also highlight is the blurring that can occur in the
distinction between bonding and bridging social capital, perhaps particularly
in a rural context where geographical communities are smaller. In this case
bonding links between those with a shared sense of identity focused on
common interests might also be viewed as bridging links between
members of different geographic communities or other social groups.

Bonding Social Capital: The Advice Centre

The work undertaken by the Advice Centre does not lend itself primarily
to the development of bonding social capital because of the confidential,
one-to-one nature of the relationships between the volunteer advisors and
their clients.Where the Advice Centre clearly does contribute to the
development of bonding social capital is in the engagement of volunteers.
Many of the volunteers have a similar profile: retired or semi-retired
professionals all of whom are recruited from the local area. They identify
themselves as community-minded people and feel that they share a
motivation for volunteering:

“I think it’s putting something back, they’ve had a good life, they’re living relatively
comfortably and they can afford the time to put something back and help people™.

The atmosphere in the Advice Centre is informal and friendly, which
contributes to effective teamwork and low turnover amongst volunteers. In
addition to the desire to ‘put something back’, research has suggested that
volunteering in rural areas is often viewed as an opportunity to develop
social networks — possibly as a means of overcoming isolation. In a
qualitative study of participation in formal volunteering in five rural areas in
England, 94% of participants stated that their main reason for getting



involved was to enhance their opportunities to socialise. Joining voluntary
groups enabled respondents to ‘network’, ‘socialise’, ‘chit-chat’, ‘get out’,

‘mix socially’ and ‘have a chin wag’.*

“One of the workers actually said to me it was the best club he’d ever

1}

joined and the camaraderie was such that he wouldn’t want to leave”.

Bonding Social Capital: The Community Group

Perhaps surprisingly, interviewees from the village community group place
the least overt emphasis on the importance of bonding social capital in their
activities. The | | steering committee members certainly share a number of
common characteristics. The majority are professionals or ex-professionals,
who are over 50 and a number of them class themselves as ‘incomers’,
having come to live in the village within the last |5 or 20 years.They tend to
be drawn from amongst the ranks of people who are already active within
the community and they perceive themselves as having shared motivations.

“Most people join these things because they want to put something into

their communities. There is a huge amount of goodwill and people willing

to give up their time for the general good”.

Whilst this apparent homogeneity might create the external impression of
strong bonding links, and bonding clearly does take place amongst active
members, the perspective from within the group highlights local differences
rather than similarities.

“I think a very wide mix of different people [have taken part] including
people living in council houses, and people living in big houses with well
paid jobs. I think there is a lack of people who come from the southern
and the northern end of the village”.

What this perspective demonstrates is the potential for significant
variations between external and local perceptions of diversity. There can be
a tendency amongst rural policy makers to assume that rural communities
are homogenous and that community of place correlates to common
identity. However, rural communities themselves may be more likely to
focus on local differences. What constitutes difference, what ‘local’ means
in any given context is open to debate. It is important therefore that we
avoid making generalised assumptions about the homogeneity of rural
communities. Our research shows that one of the key ways in which social
capital can be a useful tool for voluntary organisations to evaluate their
work and relationships is in the focus it places on exploring ideas of
common identity and issues of diversity at the local level.

Bridging Social Capital

Bridging social capital is a result of the links that are forged across groups
or communities of locality and/or of interest. These links enable staff,
members, volunteers and beneficiaries to make diverse contacts, increasing
the range of expertise, knowledge and resources they can call on.These
ties are present in all four organisations but are developed to different
degrees, depending of the kinds of activity undertaken.Working in

2 Colin C.Williams (2002) ‘Harnessing Voluntary Work: A Fourth Sector Approach’, Policy Studies 23:3/4.



partnership with other groups and sectors is relatively rare but where this
does take place it demonstrates an impressive potential to both exploit
and generate bridging links.

The case studies demonstrate that bridging social capital is particularly
important for accessing resources and strengthening the group. It is also
very important in the context of encouraging inclusiveness and diversity. In
this context bridging activity is not only about networking with external
organisations it is also about maximising levels of participation and
representation within the group.This is recognised as a major challenge by
all four of the organisations studied.

Bridging Social Capital: The Disability Association

As with the Community Group, whilst at first sight they might appear to
be relatively homogeneous, members perceive themselves as a diverse
group. This is because of the wide range of disabilities that is represented.

“To me it’s a good thing to have people with various disabilities in a group instead of
just one sort... if you get a group like this one where there are all disabilities you get a
better picture, you get different views on your own disability and on other people’s,
you learn more about what their problems are and it works very, very well”.

This diversity fulfils one of the key characteristics of bridging social capital
(albeit on a small scale) enabling members of one group to access the
resources of another group, in this case by offering members the opportunity
to learn from others by exchanging ideas and information to which they
might not otherwise have had access.

“They (The County Association for the Blind) come down and show you the various
tools and it’s surprising how many people who aren’t blind can find a use for them.
A classic example (...) is the game Scrabble. Now for the partially sighted they do huge
big tiles, the normal size ones people with arthritis can’t bandle them but with these big
ones they’re OK”.

Members of the association are often also members of other organisations
(for example the VWomen'’s Institute, Polio Fellowship, Association for the
Blind). Cross-membership brings further contacts to the group and
enhances its networking capabilities to mobilise further resources for the
group or its individual members.

“They belong to other groups and from belonging to other groups, they will bring
information back to us.”

The group holds regular meetings to which a wide range of external
speakers is invited. This demonstrates a desire within the group to be
outward looking and inclusive, also reflected in the wide audience for the
group’s newsletter. The group recognise, however, that contacts established
through the speakers and newsletter remain relatively superficial. One of
the gaps the group is keen to tackle is the limited level of contact with
younger disabled people. Like all of the organisations surveyed, the average
age of Disability Association members is well over 50.The group meets at
a local authority community centre which targets services at young adults



with learning disabilities, but in spite of this bridging links with younger
people remain limited. The growing emphasis on IT training as one of the
Association’s key areas of work is viewed as a potential way of reaching
out towards a younger generation who are perceived as being more likely
to focus on work-related issues than the leisure pursuits which have
traditionally formed the group’s core activities.

The development of the group’s IT skills, especially those linked to the use
of the Internet, is a way of encouraging bridging social capital, with members
accessing more information sources, taking part in discussion groups and
communicating via electronic mail. Interestingly, it is also a strong source of
bonding social capital, with many members using their new skills to stay in
contact with friends and family who live at a distance.

Bridging Social Capital: The Healthy Living Centre Partnership

The Healthy Living Centre demonstrates the sector’s capacity to harness
high levels of bridging social capital for the benefit of rural communities, in
particular through partnership working and the co-location of services.
Part of the Centre’s mission is to provide a hub for local services:

“what we wanted to do is have a one stop shop of agencies, basically we’re all
feeding off each other. People might come in for the pre-school and they see we’ve
got things like the mental health project, or we’ve got Social Services. One thing
leads to another”.

At a local level the Centre networks with the local schools, an out of
school club and a gardeners association amongst a range of others. At
district level contacts include the Council for Voluntary Service (CVS), the
district MIND Association and Further Education College. At county level
they engage with the Probation Service, Eating Disorder Association, Business
Links amongst others. Some of these organisations are based at the Centre
whilst others regularly hire rooms to undertake outreach work.A total of
21| organisations work in partnership with the Centre, contributing in a
variety of ways to the achievement of the organisation’s objectives, and many
more are viewed as informal or potential partners.The project development
co-ordinator and individual project managers see exploring the potential
for new relationships and establishing ties as a key element of their role.

While many of the Centre’s activities are specifically targeted at those most
at risk of ill-health and social exclusion, it also aims to be as inclusive as
possible by providing a central base from which a variety of services is made
accessible and offering a range of services direct to the wider community:

“it is about certain groups who are perceived as vulnerable, but it’s also for
everybody. We don’t think you have to be sick or unwell to benefit. Everybody
can get benefit”.

At the personal level, the range of people coming to the Centre from
different localities and for different reasons is a potential source of bridging
social capital. However, this varies significantly according to the way people
use the Centre. Some come to the Centre solely to engage with a
particular organisation or project at a given time whereas others make
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frequent visits and benefit from several activities. All the core projects
within the Centre have been designed to complement each other and aim
to maximise the links within the organisation.

“So what has happened to people when they come, is that they may come in for one
reason but they very quickly take advantage of other things which are happening here,
they want to volunteer or they might want to work in the garden, or they want to use
the fresh food co-op. It’s not unusual for somebody to come in and to benefit from all
these projects.”

The volunteering project represents an additional source of bridging social
capital by providing volunteers with placements in a wide range of
organisations (for example a community garden, a prisoner befriending
scheme, Riding for the Disabled, Community Education, Sue Ryder).The
project gives volunteers and Centre users alike the opportunity to meet
people from different backgrounds.

“We’re getting more people involved in community work, so more people are getting
involved in the befriending of older people, getting involved in prisoner schemes so that
people are changing the circles that they socialise in”.

Opportunities to form bridging ties are a particularly important aspect of
the community garden project. Users include participants from the
volunteering project, beneficiaries from various other organisations,
including the Probation Service and the local School as well as members of
the local community who simply enjoy gardening or sharing their gardening
skills with others.

“People who are disadvantaged in the workplace, can’t find work come to the [garden],
mix with other people who have got work and come here for whatever reasons.
Similarly adults with learning difficulties from the local community come. Guys in
their sixties teaching lads in their teens the way they used to do things, as well as me
coming in with new aspects of biological control and stuff like that, fantastic!”

A key part of the Healthy Living Centre’s success in building bridging links
is its status as a partnership based initiative. Close links with a range of
partners allow the Centre to benefit by sharing resources, expertise

and experience:

“it’s [the Partnership Forum meeting| an opportunity for everyone to find out what’s
going on here, but also what tends to happen is people will say ‘I know the funding
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stream that you can tap into for this particular project’”.

Working in partnership is also perceived by the Centre’s management as
an opportunity for maximising capacity:

“what we definitely don’t want to be doing is trying to reinvent the wheel all the time,
if there’s somebody else doing it already then we’ll work alongside them and we’ll
complement it”.



Bridging Social Capital: The Advice Centre

The Advice Centre is another positive example of the role of the sector in
enabling the development of relationships between diverse groups, individuals
and organisations. The Centre’s mission statement focuses on diversity and
inclusiveness. The Centre’s aim is to deliver a free and impartial service to
people across society including its most deprived members:

“we help anybody for anything. Somebody comes through the door, we’ll belp them”.

The diversity of the users is viewed as beneficial to volunteers and staff
working in the Advice Centre because it broadens their experience and
understanding of the wider communities in which they live.

“I didn’t really know what was going on out in the real world, whereas coming here,
you do get to see every aspect of the community, every problem but also you get to
see the plus points as well, you get to see the bonuses and you get to see the mix of
people that live bere”.

In common with the other organisations studied, the volunteers are
often personally well-connected and tend to be involved in other local
organisations which is another source of bridging social capital:

“they’re clearly all wearing many, many hats and we are one of the many, many
things they do which is useful, because their contacts are wonderful.”

At an organisational level, bridging social capital is generated through the
numerous contacts that the Advice Centre has with local and regional
organisations. The Advice Centre is seen by many of its users as a one-stop
shop but by itself it cannot meet all the advice needs of the area. Many
problems faced by users require the help of other service providers.As with
the Healthy Living Centre, communication, collaboration and coordinated
action are perceived to be the key tools in identifying an effective solution.
Both informal and formal networking (e.g. sharing of information sources
with other organisations or inviting guest speakers to meetings to update
the volunteers) and working in partnership with other organisations such
as Social Services and the Welfare Rights Unit are vital to the Advice Centre
and considered one of the organisation’s priorities. The Centre views its
role as being not only about delivering its services effectively but also
contributing to local development and the strengthening of the voluntary
sector in the area: bridging social capital is required to enable the centre to
achieve these aims.

Bridging Social Capital: The Community Group

As with all the organisations studied, bridging links in the form of cross-
membership bring additional contacts to the Community Group and
enhance it’s networking capabilities, enabling the Group to mobilise
further resources.

“[The steering committee| has drawn the usual suspects that you'll find in any
community, so you can almost guarantee that your chair person, your treasurer, your
secretary will also hold positions of similar authority in other groups, whether it’s the
W1 or the local bridge club, the movers and the shakers if you like”.
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Once again it is clear that these contacts benefit the Community Group
but equally it is apparent that that engagement with the group also benefits
the other organisations they belong to. For some, this might even represent
their initial motivation for joining.

“The Short Mat Bowls Club are showing a very healthy interest in this group, because
they want to make sure that when a community facility goes in... there’s a room big
enough to accommodate what their wishes are, and it’s a thriving group so why not?
They’ve come forward with pieces of their own agenda but they’ve mucked in”.

There are evident similarities amongst members of the group’s steering
committee (50+ professionals and retired professionals from a single
village) who currently do the lion’s share of any work involved. However,
interviewees are very clear that the group aspires to be as inclusive as
possible and aims to reflect the whole of the community including
residents, local businesses and other voluntary organisations. This focus on
inclusivity is partly altruistic in motivation.

“I don’t think it matters necessarily that the people who are the driving force are of a
kind, which by and large they are, but the people who come to the meetings are a
mixture, a real mixture, and those are the people of course whose views we need to
establish, it’s no good giving [the Village] something that [the Village] doesn’t want,
and people like us don’t make up the bulk of [the Village|, we have to carry these
people along with us”.

It is clear that external factors also play an important role in encouraging
the development of inclusive policies and procedures, often because access
to certain sources of funding is limited to projects that can demonstrate
they are ‘community led’.

“The more we consult the better result it is that we get, and the funding bodies generally
expect us to have consulted widely”.

“I think the decisions if they’re made by the community itself, all the community has
had an opportunity to contribute to the process, it can only be a good thing. A lot of
funding we’re looking at can only be got via the community.”

In order to give all members of the community the opportunity to contribute
and to obtain the widest view possible on local needs and aspirations the
group sent a written consultation to each household in the village and
used the responses to develop a local ‘wish list’ of potential activity. This is
prioritised and developed through regular open meetings. However, despite
these attempts, the group realises that it has so far not succeeded in engaging
with certain parts of the community, which remain hard to reach.There is
widespread recognition within the Group that more needs to be done to
engage with certain groups within the community.

“What we have so far failed to do I think is to find young people to take part, and we
need that. We need the energy of the young, we need the different viewpoints, we don’t
just want [Village] to be run by a lot of elderly fogies whose ideas and whose
standards, whatever, are different from the young people of today”.



One of the aims of the Community Group is to encourage community
spirit and build ties between people that live in the same place, but do not
necessarily interact, communicate or do things together. Through the work
it is doing with the Parish Council around consultation and the Parish plan,
its aim is to strengthen the community of place and to bring together the
different communities of interest present in the village. As noted in the
section above, members of this group place surprisingly little overt
emphasis on the importance of bonding social capital in their activities
whilst the emphasis on bridging activity is much stronger. However there is
evidence of strong bonding social capital within the community particularly
amongst the village’s numerous, vocal communities of interest, many of
which are represented by voluntary groups. One of the Community
Group’s major goals is the construction of a community centre that will
cater for the village’s many different communities of interest. This is seen as
a key way of building social cohesion and generating additional bonding
social capital, highlighting the important relationships that exist between
the different kinds of social capital.

Linking Social Capital

In exploring the relationship between voluntary action and linking social
capital we wanted to look at the question of whether rural voluntary
organisations succeed in building the cross-cutting ties which would allow
them to engage in wider public debates. The study suggests that the arena
for this kind of activity is often quite narrow, with few organisations
exerting influence beyond the district in which they work. Even at a local
level, linking is the least well-developed form of social capital amongst the
four case study organisations. This is the case despite the fact that the four
organisations taking part in the study all demonstrate impressive levels of
organisational capacity and good networking skills relative to many of their
peers locally.

Like bridging activity, linking social capital is often used to reinforce the
group itself. Linking social capital is particularly important for obtaining
funding and ensuring ongoing financial sustainability. It is also vital in
influencing public policy and decision-making processes in the wider
environment, but this kind of activity was much less well developed
amongst the organisations surveyed. Much of the activity focused on
developing cross cutting ties is driven by the immediate need to survive
rather than wider strategic aims. Whilst all of the organisations studied
show some level of success in forming alliances and relationships with other
organisations and in influencing wider public debates they all stress the
challenges and capacity issues posed by undertaking this kind of activity.

Linking Social Capital: The Disability Association

The Disability Association generates linking social capital primarily in order
to access additional resources. These take the form both of funding and
support given in kind, for example office space, a meeting facility, capacity
building support.To do this the group has developed an excellent working
relationship with the District Council, which has provided support and
helped in capacity building.



“We’ve got [District Worker|, bhe’s wonderful, be’s been absolutely marvellous because
the forms you have to fill in are horrendous. Luckily [President] gets on very well with
him so they do them between them.”

The Association has also established contacts with many other organisations
in the public, voluntary and private sectors to obtain funding especially for
transport and travel insurance.

To a lesser extent the Association has been involved in generating linking
social capital to influence local decision-making. The most frequently quoted
example is the group’s involvement in getting more dropped kerbs in the
market town in which they are based to enable wheel chair users to move
about more easily. The Association responded to a major need expressed
by its members and acted upon it by bringing the issue to the awareness of
the local authority.

“No doubt there will be other issues that come up and I'm sure they’ll fight every inch
of the way, we’ll all try our best to help one another, to make things better and to
make things easier with access to and from buildings, out and about within the town
itself and generally getting a voice where we can be heard.”

The organisation represents the interests of a minority group and meeting
the needs of minority groups is one of the greatest challenges for service
deliverers in rural areas.As a consequence the role of the Association is
recognised by a number of key service providers and institutions, which
see it as an effective way of interacting with the local disabled community.
Due to its high visibility in the locality and its wide network of contacts
the association has been consulted on a number of issues including rural
regeneration and transport:

“the group often get invited to certain meetings to be consulted upon certain
issues relating to disability needs. So where do you actually get that voice if you
don’t support your own local disabled association, because if you haven’t got
them there’s not many other groups you can actually go to, and listen to and
gather that information”.

Linking Social Capital: The Healthy Living Centre Partnership

As we have established, the Healthy Living Centre benefits from an
excellent working relationship with a number of long-term key partners
that have helped it to access resources in terms of funding and contributed
to capacity building. Again an ongoing relationship with the District Council
is seen as invaluable.

“They’ve been very supportive and they have deep interest in us existing and surviving.
They give us a lot of support in kind. For example, on the personnel side, we’ve
developed a whole lot of documents, procedures, standards and if we have a problem
we can phone up [District Council worker| and say “we’ve got this problem, what can
we do about it?”

The organisation is seen as being an important partner to local
government and statutory agencies for a number of initiatives, particularly
on issues around regeneration and community development. In addition to
building bridging social capital, working in partnership contributes to linking



social capital. Amongst the Healthy Living Centre’s many partners are
organisations and bodies that impact directly on the organisation’s prospects.
A strong partnership can be perceived by funders as an asset in its own
right and in this case has helped secure extra funding.

To date the Healthy Living Centre has not played an active role in
influencing social or health policy within the locality, mainly because of a
lack of resources and a strong focus on service delivery. However, it does
provide the local authority with feedback on a range of issues relating to
local health issues. Now that the core projects of are well established there
is a growing awareness within the Partnership of the potential role the
Centre could play in influencing the development of local policies,
particularly through the relationship with the Health Authority.

Linking Social Capital: The Advice Centre

The Advice Centre generates linking social capital by acting as an
intermediary or facilitator between clients and a range of institutions

and statutory agencies. Members of the community are able to access
additional support and resources through the Advice Centre. It disseminates
information, signposts people to existing services and supports them
negotiating their way through a range of organisational and governmental
systems and processes that they may find challenging or exclusive. In this
way the Advice Centre contributes to reducing the distance that can exist
between institutions and members of the community.

In terms of using linking social capital to influence decision-making and
policy, the Advice Centre provides local government with vital feedback on
a number of social issues. The Advice Centre uses a computer-based
system for recording case information that helps produce statistics on
beneficiaries and their problems:

“It might be that the local authority is very concerned about the homelessness in the
area and they would ask us to give them information about the people becoming
homeless, the type of people, their age, where they’d come from”.

The office organiser plays a key role in promoting the Advice Centre as a
partner to local and regional government and statutory agencies for a range
of purposes, including regeneration and community development initiatives.
This is done through responding to consultations, attending meetings,
standing on committees and general networking. It involves linking directly
with officials but also with other voluntary organisations in order to
influence the local authority from the perspective of the local voluntary
sector more widely as well as on behalf of the individual organisation. The
Advice Centre has adopted this role somewhat by default, partly as a result
of the knowledge, experience and drive of the office organiser (demonstrating
the important relationship between human and social capital) but primarily
in response to the low levels of infrastructure support that are available to
the sector locally (demonstrating the importance of the wider institutional
context). As a significant and successful local organisation with excellent
contacts, both the local sector and the local authority tend to focus on the
Centre to meet their own needs for consultation and voice. This
demonstrates the benefits of the bridging and linking social capital



generated by voluntary organisations to government and to the sector at
large as well as to the organisation itself and the communities it serves.

Linking Social Capital: The Community Group

Again, this organisation demonstrates an excellent working relationship
with their District Council. This relationship has clearly benefited the
Group by providing access to funds, expertise and capacity building.

“Without that assistance I think we couldn’t really have got going. Now we’ve got over
the first hurdle, we have got some money and we have something to work with. But
more importantly, we have the information about how to go about things and where
to direct our appeal, and without [District officers] we wouldn’t have known that”.

This relationship is largely the legacy of the District Council’s role in
developing the Group, which grew out of a public meeting arranged by
the District council’s officers to raise awareness of the potential for local
regeneration activity. In the early stages of the relationship, linking with the
District Council tended to be a rather one-way process, in which the local
authority provided advice, support and capacity building to the group.
However, as the project progresses and the Community Group engage in
greater levels of consultation with the local community about local needs
and aspirations, members are slowly developing the knowledge, skills and
confidence required to influence local policies and service delivery.

“[Local authority worker] is on the regeneration side of the District side, I think it was
her remit to start the process and certainly pushed it forward for many months, before
the group itself started to motivate itself a little bit more and she could back off a little
bit... now they’re perhbaps doing less of the pushing and we’re actually pulling
information out of them so to speak, different relationships slowly developing”.

With the help of the District Council, the Community Group has also
developed links with the Regional Development Agency and the
Countryside Agency, essentially with a view to accessing funding:

“They’ve had quite a lot of dealings with the RDA for example, any one of them now is

quite capable of picking up the phone, and having a conversation they wouldn’t have
dreamt of having two years ago.”

The Group has also found that having several Parish and District councillors
on the steering committee (as well as a number of ex-councillors) is a
particularly useful for obtaining information, sharing experience and
improving the group’s awareness of how local government operates.
Importantly, the Community Group is working more and more with the
Parish Council, which is seen as having a complementary role to that of
the group.The Parish Plan joint sub-group has reinforced those links and
shown that collaboration benefits both parties as well as the community:

“there’s a lot that can be done together; it’s got to be done together. I'm sure that neither
organisation can push it forward as well as a joint show”.



An important part of the group’s regeneration role is to increase levels of
linking social capital throughout the community by increasing opportunities
to influence local planning and service delivery, engage in public consultation,
meet representatives of local government and obtain information to which
they might not otherwise have access. They also provide an important
service to the various tiers of local government by increasing their links
with local communities and providing important information on local needs.

Whether for funding or influencing, linking social capital is far more resource
intensive than either bonding or bridging activity and entails greater levels
of expertise, time and support. However, linking social capital can also play
a vital role in facilitating both bonding and bridging activity by providing
access to resources, expertise and support from those in positions of
power. Our research suggests that social capital can be a useful tool for
voluntary organisations and groups of all sizes to use as a broad framework
within which to examine their relationships with a range of stakeholders.
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Social Capital, Voluntary Action
& thesRural Dimension

This part of the report analyses the key policy issues specifically related to
rural voluntary action and to the development of social capital, which
emerged from the interviews with the four case study organisations. The
aim is to explore the relevant policy themes and to connect this debate
with the day-to-day experience of voluntary organisations operating in
rural areas.Wherever possible the aim is to draw out examples of practical
learning and associated recommendations for supporting voluntary
organisations working in rural areas in promoting and sustaining social capital.

What is the Relevance to the Voluntary Sector?

Social capital is particularly relevant for the voluntary sector because of
the role it attributes to civil participation and membership. Because
voluntary action engages and connects people, the voluntary sector is at
the heart of any discourse about social capital. Establishing social capital as
a contributor to social and economic development alongside the other
forms of capital (human, financial, and physical) underlines the importance
of voluntary activity and collective action.As a consequence, the concept
of social capital is often used to promote the role of the voluntary sector
within society. Moreover, it has allowed the role of communities to be fully
recognised and attributed a greater weight to their resources and assets.

In the context of voluntary action, social capital can play a number of roles.
It can be a target of intervention. For example, a project or programme
might be established with the specific intention of building or renewing
social capital within a particular community or locality. Many community
development and capacity building initiatives have this as one of their
medium or longer-term aims. However, as well as being an aim in its own
right, social capital is often viewed as a resource for enabling community
based activity. This relates to the perception of social capital as ‘productive’
or part of a virtuous circle enabling action. In this context, social capital is
identified as a resource to deliver wider outcomes and becomes one of
the levers for getting activity off the ground. An example of this would be
the current focus on engaging communities in rural regeneration initiatives
and in the delivery of rural services. The assumption here is that the
existing stocks of social capital within communities will facilitate the
delivery of these activities. At the same time there is often a corresponding
assumption that engaging in activity will help to build the stocks of social
capital in those communities taking part. Lastly, and importantly in the
context of this study, social capital can also be a tool used to comprehend
the situations and communities where voluntary action is taking place. The
theory here is that understanding social capital, its sources and outcomes
can help voluntary and community organisations examine the focus of their
current and future activities and allow them to work more effectively with
the communities they aim to support. In all of these contexts social capital
can be a useful tool for voluntary organisations to use as a broad
framework within which to evaluate policies and programmes.
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The Rural Context

Over a quarter of the population live in rural areas and this figure
continues to expand at three times the rate of the urban population. As
noted above, one factor in this decisive reversal in a trend dating from the
industrial revolution (of populations moving out of rural areas and towards
towns and cities) may be the stronger sense of community identity that
rural areas are generally believed to possess. This common perception is
supported by research undertaken by the Countryside Agency with a
range of rural communities in 1999, which found that:

“The perceived strength of the community is one of the most prized features of rural life, and an
asset that is largely seen to have been lost in urban areas. People not only take pleasure in
having friendly relations with others in the neighbourhood, but also tend to feel supported in
various ways.The vigilance of neighbours is not only felt to help minimise crime, but also allows
parents to feel they can allow their children more freedom than they might if they lived in a city’.

Similarly, according to the British Crime Survey, significantly more rural
residents than non-rural residents report that they feel their neighbourhood
is one in which people help each other (approximately half of all rural
respondents compared to about a third in urban areas).”> Also supporting
the idea that community ties are stronger in rural areas, research from
NCVO reveals an active rural voluntary sector — with an unusually large
number of organisations per capita — that is extremely successful at drawing
in volunteer support. NCVO’s survey findings show that rural residents are
significantly more likely to donate time and effort to voluntary
organisations than those living in urban areas.

However, whilst community spirit is evidently perceived to be a strength of
rural areas this strength is sometimes seen as being subject to decline.
Research undertaken on behalf of the Department for the Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) looking at quality of life in both rural and
urban areas has found that 51% of those who have always lived in a rural
location believe that community spirit will be a thing of the past, a greater
proportion than amongst urban dwellers (46%).* There is a range of
potential reasons given for this, mostly related to long-term societal
changes, including:

® increased levels of population mobility,
e growth in car ownership,
® |oss of shared facilities like village shops schools and pubs,

® more people commuting instead of working in the community where
they live,
® increasingly individualistic lifestyles and pursuits; and

® an increasingly unbalanced rural population in terms of age and
social background.

In recent years a growing number of rural policy makers have highlighted
the negative impact that popular assumptions about the strength and
stability of rural community life can have on the development of policies to

2 Countryside Agency (1999) Living in the Countryside: the needs and aspirations of rural populations, 3.

2 Aust,R. and Simmons, J. (2002) Rural Crime 2001/2002 in England and Wales, Research Development
and Statistics Directorate, Home Office. Available at www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs2/hosb102.pdf

5 Yates, H. (2002) Supporting Rural Voluntary Action, NCVO.

b Unpublished Opinion Leader Research for the Countryside Agency (2002) A Sustainable Countryside?
Countryside Agency consultation on the future.



meet the needs of rural communities. In particular they draw attention to
the way that the widespread belief in a ‘rural idyll’ can mask the existence of
deprivation and social exclusion in rural as well as urban areas.They point
out that this issue is compounded by the ‘hidden’ nature of much rural
deprivation, either because it exists in pockets too small to significantly
influence local deprivation statistics, or at an individual household level side
by side with affluence, rendering it all but invisible. Compounding these
issues is the general sense that once strong rural communities are under
threat due to wider social and economic factors including the long-term
decline in public and private service provision, the rise in house prices and
recent crises such as flooding and foot and mouth disease. In response to
these factors a number of initiatives have been developed aimed at creating
a ‘rural revival’ in terms of both community and economic development.
Many of these also have an agenda aimed at capitalising on or building rural
social capital, for example the Rural White Paper 2000 made a number of
commitments aimed at engaging with rural communities:

‘We will empower local communities, so that decisions are taken with their active
participation and ownership.We will help communities map out how they would
like their town or village to evolve and let them take on more responsibility for
managing their own affairs’*

Social Capital, Rurality, Access & Isolation

The clearest distinction between life in rural and urban areas is the
geographical context. Our research suggests that the greater distances,
disbursed populations, smaller settlements, extended travel times and
associated transport issues which characterise rural areas, can all have
specific impacts on the development of social capital. Individually and
collectively these issues can significantly exacerbate the experience of both
physical and social isolation within rural communities, limit the development
of social networks and hamper voluntary activity. Rural isolation limits both
access to key services and the capacity to develop and maintain social links
and networks. The role of voluntary action in a rural context is often
focused on building social capital in order to address these challenges. This
section explores a range of interrelated access issues and highlights the
impacts that these can have on the development of social capital:

® Access to transport;
e Rural isolation; and

® Access to services.

Social Capital & Access to Transport

Rural isolation tends to be compounded by other issues such as low
income, disability and, in particular, lack of access to transport.Where
these issues exist in combination the effects can be particularly devastating.
A significant amount of voluntary activity in rural areas is focused around
combating transport poverty.

» DETR (2000) Our Countryside:The Future, a fair deal for rural England.
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“A lot of people can’t go out on their own, they haven’t got transport. Like me, I can’t
go to a bus stop, I'd love to go to [Town] but I can’t get from the house to the bus
stop, I’d have to get a taxi out and a taxi back, so a lot of people like me by having
this meeting, they have at least once a month they come out.”

The transport issue is a particularly hot topic for the Disability Association
because its members often have limited mobility and many live on low
incomes. It is also significant at an organisational level because of the
additional costs associated with compliance with specific legal requirements
for disabled passengers and the cost of insurance. Poor availability of public
transport and what is perceived as the prohibitive cost (even of subsidised
services) are highlighted by interviewees from the Disability Association as
the most significant limitations on the group’s activities.

“If there was transport more people could come and we could travel further afield, we
could get together with another Association, that would be rather nice I think, an
activities thing together, but we can’t do it while we’re stuck in one place with lack
of transport.”

The greater part of the Association’s fundraising activity is geared towards
meeting the costs of transport and insurance which are essential to the
majority of the group’s activities. For a small organisation, where most
members are on low incomes this can be challenging. The challenge is
amplified in a rural setting, in line with the greater distances to be covered.

Whilst transport is clearly a particular issue for the Disability Association,
it is interesting to note that a recent consultation report on the needs and
aspirations of the voluntary sector across the district in which they operate
indicates that the majority of local voluntary organisations see poor transport
infrastructure as one of the five key issues impacting on their work (the
others were insufficient funding, a low skill base and increased bureaucracy
and legislation).

Promoting access to public transport services was one of the early tasks
identified by the Community Group and is currently the focus of one of
their two working groups. In this instance the group identified a role in
promoting and facilitating access to an existing public service that was
under used and consequently under threat. This process demonstrates the
key role that local public transport services can play in supporting social
and community activities and demonstrates in a very practical way the
importance of what is sometimes called the ‘institutional context’ (for
example the policies and activities of local government or the private
sector) to the development of social capital. In this case public transport is
seen to have a key role in facilitating bridging social capital in the form of
links with communities beyond the village and, crucially, in bringing people
into the village from elsewhere.



“I put together a village bus timetable, collated all the bus \
information from various operators and leaflets and big books that
covered the whole of [District], that weren’t really very usable, and
collated all the bus timetables for the village into one little booklet
that the District Council funded printing of, and we distributed it
around the village. We’ve done the second edition and we’re
working on the third at the moment... It went in the library, the
post office, various groups around the village, but the next edition
we are going to put through every letterbox in the parish.

Really that was a bit of an offshoot, it came about just as people
were saying public transport, there isn’t any, in actual fact there is
quite a lot. We’ve got an evening bus service that started two years
ago, but even now not too many people know about it, a lot of
the feedback things that came off of this initial survey were “no
evening bus, we can’t get to the cinema in [X]”, but you can, “you
can’t get to [X] for the community activities that go on there”,
you can.

We use the evening bus, we’ve got two cars in the household but
our involvement with CAMRA, we go out to different pubs and
have a beer of an evening, obviously we’re not going to drive and
we use the evening bus quite a lot, and we’ve been concerned that
there’s not many people on it and selfish really, I was thinking it’s
a way of promoting it and hopefully keeping it, because it’s only a
two year pilot scheme subsidised by the council and obviously if
people didn’t use it, it wasn’t going to stay... You do see people in
the most unlikely places, we’ve seen people with copies of the bus
timetable, you put them in local pubs and people use them to

Kcome to [the Village] as well as go out from it.” &

Transport issues act as a focus for generating social capital by drawing

members of the community into the wider regeneration process.

Residents’ interests embrace concerns about local parking facilities, impact

on local businesses and worries about the potential for proposed

developments to increase local traffic levels, as well as the cost and

availability of public transport. One of the next steps for the group is the

development of a Parish Transport Plan as part of the wider Parish Planning

process, which is seen as having specific relevance to the local economy
and to addressing issues of isolation:

“the implications are great for those suffering from rural isolation, or for bringing
people into the economy of the town to go shopping and things like that”.

This demonstrates they way in which the very challenges that affect rural
communities are often also a source of the social capital that is used to
tackle them.The voluntary sector often plays a key role in generating and
capitalising on social capital within rural communities in order to address
the challenges rural life can entail. One growth area, which has been
particularly reliant on the support and leadership of voluntary
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organisations in recent years, has been the development of community
transport initiatives in rural areas. In 2001 the Countryside Agency’s Rural
Services Survey* reported the first reversal in a long-standing trend of
ecline in public transport in rural areas.This reversal is predominantly
hanks to the widespread development of rural transport partnerships and
~ projects designed to help communities to identify and meet their own
ﬂ“'!?—!—!-'- transport needs.As our research highlights, transport is a cross-cutting
- issue in rural areas, affecting access to jobs, services and social activities.
Grants are available for rural transport services and facilities. Projects that
reduce the need to travel such as mobile services can also be supported.

“Another one we’re looking at is a walking bus for the primary school, all the kids, it’s
like a virtual bus where it starts off one end of the village and all the kids and the
parents walk down the village and they stop at houses as they come through, the
other kids join them and they all walk like a crocodile, they walk to school in one
group... the point is they don’t all get in the cars and drive to school individually and
cause a traffic jam, the idea is it’s fun for the kids walking in together, they’re
supervised but you don’t need as many adults, and again there’s grants available, it
does actually happen in the county”.

This interviewee highlights the value of bridging links across communities
and between voluntary groups in spreading good practice and inspiring
new activity. These schemes also encourage community groups and
voluntary organisations to develop local transport projects and promote
linking activity in the form of partnerships involving local authorities and
the private sector as well as voluntary organisations.

“We’re looking at various things at the moment, the main one is to try and get a
community bus through the village, because there’s funding available through the
Countryside Agency, through the Vital Villages Initiative there’s a transport grant, a
parish transport grant which is quite substantial, and there’s another couple of small
funding schemes for various things, but we’re just looking at the moment, we’re
about to do consultation in hand with the Parish Council, with their Parish Plan and
the transport is part of that, so we’re going to work on their timescale with them.”

The success of such schemes demonstrates the capacity of the voluntary
sector in rural areas to identify gaps in service provision and meet needs
through the generation of social capital that, in many cases, have not
adequately been met by either the public or private sectors.

“They actually hire the taxi for one day a week and the taxi goes up and picks up the
fares. A volunteer looks after the phone line a couple of hours each evening, takes
bookings from people that want to go somewhere and then they’re charged less than it
would cost a taxi, but it’s a sharing scheme, so... for instance, the old people meet once
a week, they can’t get in from some of the outlying areas. There are some buses but
they don'’t fit the timings, so if a car could go out and pick three of them up and bring
them back in and take them back, it’s just filling in various transport links that there’s
gaps in, that wouldn’t warrant a regular bus, but hopefully building from that.”

28 % Countryside Agency (2001) Rural Services Survey



Social Capital & Rural Isolation

If rural isolation is symptomatic of the way in which sparse populations can
limit the development of social capital, our findings demonstrate the role
played by the voluntary sector in rural areas in tackling this issue. Like the
Disability Association, the Healthy Living Centre plays a key role in tackling
isolation and exclusion, in part though the strategic provision of subsidised
transport for beneficiaries. In this case transport is provided for the
Centre’s users wherever possible through a partnership with one of the
Centre’s many tenants —a community transport project. All of the
promotional material advertising the Centre’s varied services and self-help
groups includes the query ‘need a lift?’ along with relevant contact details.

“That was a major, major factor in coming here was transport was
provided and childcare was provided”.

However, whilst the Centre endeavours to provide transport for users,

where it can, this is not always possible and workers are conscious that
this limits their capacity to reach all of those who may be in need of the
Centre’s services.

“It is very difficult for the little old lady in the village to get here, if she
doesn’t go on public transport, that is a difficulty, and we have not the
facilities, although we do make more than we used to, home visits, we
can’t do it for everyone, we just cannot”.

The vision set out by the Healthy Living Centre Partnership focuses on the
wider determinants of health and in particular social exclusion, mental
health, rural isolation and increasing access to services and opportunities.
The work of the Centre specifically highlights the relationship between
rural isolation and poor mental health with a high proportion of activities
aimed at facilitating social contact for isolated people. In particular, work
focuses on reducing the effects of depression and strengthening support
systems for people by helping them to develop networks and increasing
self-esteem and a sense of belonging.

“I don’t drive and living in the village, I was going slowly crazy being
in the house all the time”.

As well as providing appropriate support networks for people with a
specific area of need, the Centre also works to engage the wider
community with the aim of engendering a range of benefits relating to
increased levels of social capital, trust and mutual support.They describe
their aims as:

1

‘greater social cobesion, less isolation, increased access to support
within the community, greater knowledge and understanding of the
factors that affect mental health, more willingness of people to ask
for belp and talk problems over and therefore prevention of mental
health problems or intervention before crisis point™.
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The work of the Centre also exemplifies the extent to which providing
opportunities for volunteering can play a role in combating isolation and
generating both bonding and bridging social capital. The Centre offers
volunteering opportunities to both service users and to members of the
wider community. As well as placements in a wide range of local voluntary
organisations there are a number of volunteering opportunities within the
Centre itself, ranging from reception and general administration to
counselling and working in the community garden. Many of the volunteers
are drawn from the ranks of past or current service users and involvement
in volunteering is viewed as a way of increasing levels of social contact,
reducing isolation and building self esteem. Many of the volunteers
interviewed see the time they donate as an opportunity to give something
back but also identify a direct benefit to themselves, often focused around
increasing levels of social contact and tackling isolation.

“I'd seen there was computer courses... so I come for computers first... and then I was
asked if I'd like to belp out which I did, and it got me out and I got to meeting people,
because before that I was stuck indoors all the time and I was getting really miserable
and fed up. Now it’s turned my life around, which is great!”

Exploring voluntary activity through the lens of social capital highlights the
complex nature of the relationships that exist within voluntary
organisations between staff, volunteers, beneficiaries and the wider
community. The concept of social capital draws attention to the way in
which the boundaries between beneficiary and donor can become blurred
where access to strong social networks is perceived as a source of benefit
in its own right. In the case of the Healthy Living Centre, beneficiaries
choose to donate their time because they want to give something back to
the organisation which has supported them. However they also do it
because they value the increased levels of social contact that their
involvement provides. These boundaries become increasingly unclear when
supporting people to move into paid employment constitutes an
organisational aim.Volunteers who are neither current nor former
beneficiaries equally perceive a benefit to themselves in getting involved
and often specifically mention the increased diversity of their social
contacts as a benefit to their quality of life. Even paid staff highlight the
value of working with people as a positive influence in their lives.

“I think it’s fantastic that they give them that chance. It’s lovely because I'm such a nosy
sod I always come round and have a quick chat to whoever’s here... if I had a
problem it’s just a case of putting my head through the back hatch, ‘hello!’ ”

The blurring of these boundaries is even more apparent in membership
organisations such as the Disability Association where members are
simultaneously volunteers and beneficiaries, or in community based
organisations such as the Village Community Group where the organisation
is run and managed by the community it aims to serve.

Social Capital & Access to Services

The third key policy issue relating to the geographic challenges that can be
posed by rural areas is access to services. Rural communities often
experience limited access to a range of mainstream services provided by



both the public and the private sectors.What all sectors have in common,
in a rural context, is that their services are frequently more expensive (or
less profitable) to deliver than in more densely populated areas where
greater economies of scale may be achieved. Recent years have seen a
range of policy initiatives aimed at stemming an overall trend of decline in
basic key services in rural areas. Due to the low profit margins associated
with service delivery in rural environments, policy makers are increasingly
looking to the not-for profit sector as a means of delivery and to social
capital as one of the tools for enabling that delivery.

As noted above in section 3, in an environment where many mainstream
services are regarded as being under threat, it can be extremely challenging
to access support for more specific needs or minority groups. Many
service providers choose to deliver their services from larger conurbations
in order to reach greater numbers of people. Recent policy initiatives such
as the Countryside Agency’s Market Towns Initiative recognise the
potential value of this approach. There is a genuine dilemma for service
providers, working with finite resources, who may find that they are able to
deliver a service of significantly higher quality in a single, centralised
location than would be possible across several smaller outlets or from a
mobile facility. However, whilst these services often at least notionally
‘cover’ those living in outlying rural areas they are frequently not well
advertised and rely on users having access to transport. Exclusion from
services can and does include groups that might not otherwise be
perceived as suffering from exclusion, but those most at risk from other
forms of exclusion are often the hardest hit.

One of the key achievements of the Healthy Living Centre has been in
creating a hub for the delivery of local services by drawing in a partnership
of local providers and making facilities available for those who want to
deliver services locally such as room hire, payroll services, photocopying,
fax. The Centre very successfully generates bridging social capital across
organisations and between communities as well as facilitating the
development of linking social capital between members of those
communities and the providers of services.

“We have been pretty picky at choosing who we have here because
what we wanted to do is have a one-stop shop of agencies, which
were all feeding off each other”.

Facilitating access to services is also a role undertaken by the Advice Centre.
Poor access to services is one of the major characteristics of the district in
which the Centre is based, where services are often located in the major
market town (40 miles distant). This severely limits opportunities for face-
to-face contact with service providers and makes accessing services all but
impossible for those dependent on the weak public transport infrastructure.
Recent cuts in the District Council’s budget have resulted in reduced
funding and closures within the local voluntary sector, further limiting the
availability of advice and support to local communities. Due to this local
context the Advice Centre has become the first port of call for a rising
number of people, this highlights the important function often assumed by
voluntary organisations in rural areas, both in delivering services themselves
and in brokering relationships with other service providers.
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It is widely recognised that scattered populations can increase costs for
service providers resulting in declining services in some rural areas.
However, it is also important to recognise that greater distances can also
increase costs for service users. Those individuals who are least able to
travel to access services are often those in the greatest need of them. In
many cases the role adopted by the sector in rural areas is that of bridging
the access gap for those members of the community who do not have a
choice. In recent years there has also been an increasing policy focus on
encouraging rural communities to act as social entrepreneurs and support
a range of ‘hard to deliver’ services, normally provided by the public and
private sectors.Voluntary agencies can also play a crucial role in influencing
local and national policy agendas in order to improve the extent and
quality of rural service provision.All of these roles demonstrate the
importance of bonding, bridging and linking social capital in the effective
delivery of rural services and highlight the capacity of the sector to
generate social capital in order to tackle the access issues that impact
upon rural communities.




The Wider Institutiomal Context,
CapaeityyBuilding & Influencing

A focus on the work of the sector in the context of social capital draws
attention to the wider role of the voluntary sector in society. In particular
it highlights the importance of the relationships voluntary organisations can
foster both across sectors, between organisations and between communities
and power institutions. It also reveals the important impact that organisations
and institutions can have on the development of social capital. Our case
studies demonstrate the significance of these relationships in a rural context,
even where the scope within which those contacts are developed is
sometimes geographically quite narrow.

Capacity Building

One of the clear findings from this piece of research is that voluntary
action both utilises and builds social capital. Equally clear is that some
degree of capacity building support is required to facilitate activity and
organisational development.The link between capacity building and social
capital is an important one.As we have already noted, social capital is
ideologically neutral and can have either positive or negative impacts
(frequently both). The role of capacity building, or community development
activity, is to promote, but also importantly to influence, the development
of social capital in order to encourage ‘positive’ social outcomes. Each of
the organisations in this study has received capacity building support from
external organisations and each of the case study organisations is engaged
in building the capacity of its volunteers, members and the wider community.

In these case studies capacity building has often been provided by district
level local authority officers with responsibility for regeneration or
community development. This support relates directly to the local
authorities’ role as funders of voluntary activity and focuses particularly on
accessing financial resources, both from within the local authority and
elsewhere. However it also relates to the local authorities’ responsibilities
for addressing issues such as social exclusion, rural regeneration, service
delivery and community engagement, highlighting the importance of the
voluntary sector in supporting the achievement of those aims.The vital
role played by capacity building in getting activity off the ground is
particularly apparent in the case of the Community Group as a relatively
new organisation.

“Supportive, maintaining morale, that seemed necessary because we’ve
not always done well with some of the things we’ve sought, and for
belp and advice, where to go for monies, how to present certain
things, does a business case need to be 40 pages long or will two
sides of an A4 do... that’s often the case, you look at it and think ‘I
can’t possibly do that’ and when we ask them about it, they say ‘it’s
not that difficult, this is all that you need to do’, and we’ve actually
been able to do things that we would not perbaps have known easily
where to start without their input.”
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Capacity building support is available to voluntary and community
organisations from a variety of sources. Local ‘umbrella’ or infrastructure
bodies such as Councils for Voluntary Service (CVS) usually operate at a
district level and are set up to promote and develop the effectiveness of
voluntary action in their local area. Rural Community Councils (RCCs) are
county-based charities with a development role.They work both directly
with local communities and with voluntary and other organisations. There
are also sub-sectoral infrastructure bodies that provide support to a
particular part of the sector, for example the National Council for Voluntary
Youth Services.Voluntary sector infrastructure operates at local, regional
and national levels and supports voluntary organisations by providing a
range of functions, including:

e Voice — providing a voice for their membership/constituency (or
giving them a greater voice than they would have individually) to
government, funders, business and others (for example, through
policy, campaigning or advocacy work);

e Development — both by providing capacity building support to meet
existing needs and by identifying unmet support needs. This can be
achieved either by meeting those needs directly, or by working with
others to ensure that they are met;

® Best practice and advice — promoting and supporting best practice
and providing advice on key issues of concern;

e Interface — providing access to their membership/constituency for
other agencies or individuals including government, partnerships and
researchers (and vice versa);

e Co-ordination and networking — both horizontally and vertically
between member/constituent organisations and with other
organisations performing complementary roles;

® Brokering — pro-actively identifying opportunities for organisations
to work together, either across the voluntary sector, or voluntary
organisations working with government.

The focus of this list on the facilitation of networks and relationships
within and between sectors and between communities and institutions
demonstrates the important role played by voluntary sector infrastructure
bodies in facilitating the development of social capital. In particular it
highlights their role in enabling the bridging and linking activity, which is
often thought to be more difficult to achieve in a rural context.

Recent work by NCVO)? also found that networks of organisations
frequently operate as an additional, often less formal, tier of voluntary
sector infrastructure, providing opportunities for mutual support, capacity
building and information sharing. They can be a key delivery mechanism for
services to the sector and are frequently the most effective structure for
information dissemination and the promotion of learning and development
activities. The role of networks is particularly interesting in the context of
social capital as it demonstrates both the importance and the impact of
social interaction as a tool in personal, organisational and community
development. Whether formal or informal, networks provide participants

77 Yates, H (2002) Organisational Relationships and Networks: the rural analysis, NCVO.



with the opportunity to meet and learn from each other by exchanging
ideas, information and resources. Whilst horizontal networking leads to the
building of bridging ties, vertical networking involves liaising with
institutions and generates linking ties.

Research undertaken by NCVO?* in 2001 found that voluntary
organisations in rural areas tend to have poor access to networks and
suffer from low levels of communication and information sharing with
peers. It also showed that access to infrastructure and capacity building
support can be restricted in a rural environment where there tend to be
higher numbers of small and poorly resourced organisations spread out
over a large geographic area. Several interviewees pointed to low capacity
within the local voluntary sector infrastructure itself as a challenge facing
voluntary organisations locally. The four case study organisations focused
upon in this report all demonstrated strong links with other organisations
and good networking skills, which played an important part in their on-
going success, but still highlighted the need for support.

“The voluntary sector has to be supported, and the local authority,
particularly in small rural areas, doesn’t always have the capacity or
the funding to deliver that, so where does that group usually go to? I
don’t know, where does it go to? It’s got to be supported and helped
by somebody, whether it’s a strong CVS or strong local authority or
whatever, it does need links.”

A number of interviewees also stressed the value of independent sources
of support and advice to the sector.

“Half the time you don’t know if the advice you’re being given by a
particular official is something that is biased to suit his own book,
and how much is the straightforward story, you don’t know when
there’s a bidden agenda behind what’s being said”.

One of the potential risks identified by the Disability Association was a
perceived dependency on a single source of support, in this case a District
Council worker.The Council do not provide the group with financial
resources but they have supported them with significant levels of Officer
time, meeting spaces and other support in kind. Whilst the input of the
District Council Officer has been extremely valuable, the fact that it is
practically the group’s only source of advice and support is a concern.

As an ex-charity worker the officer has a good understanding and experience
of the voluntary sector. However the Association are conscious that if he
were to move on the group would be left with a significant gap and the
transition could prove difficult. His involvement with the group is
professionally motivated but the extent of his commitment is also
dependent on personal choices and the excellent relationships he has with
committee members, who fear this might not easily be replicated by another
worker. In order to safeguard future sustainability and ensure a capacity to
respond positively to change, organisations may need to diversify their
linking contacts.

%8 Wilding, K. et al (2001).
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The Institutional Context

The development of social capital is widely regarded as part of the capacity
building process, which may include improving skills through training,
promoting new forms of organisation and encouraging new ways of
networking. Our research shows that effective capacity building requires
not only the active participation of the community, but also the wider
support of decision-makers and power institutions. The support of
government at national, regional and local levels is of key importance to
the success of local development initiatives. This demonstrates the
importance of what Michael Woolcock has called the ‘institutional context’
to social capital,” referring to the power of local and national institutions,
governance structures and policies to enable or to inhibit the development
of social capital.

“I suppose it’s political in its own way, the way that money is disseminated through
communities these days, it’s a very New Labour way of thinking, this is Tony’s third
way and this is the sustainable way forward, so you could be quite cynical and say this
is an amazingly political means of regeneration. But I think beneath all of that you
could still say the best regeneration comes from a community group that has taken
ownership of its own destiny.”

One of the key principles driving current public policy is the promotion of
social inclusion and community engagement, resulting in a range of policies
and programmes designed to create a positive institutional context for the
development of social capital at both national and local levels and in both
rural and urban areas. Capacity building activity frequently seeks to
stimulate bridging social capital as part of the wider social inclusion agenda.
Examples of this can be seen in the case study looking at the Community
Group. This illustrates the influence of the local development workers in
promoting and channelling aspirations towards effective community
consultation and engagement with a diverse cross-section of the community.
The impact of this capacity building activity is clearly underscored by the
emphasis placed upon inclusiveness and consultation by the Group’s
potential funders. A recent report from the Government’s Strategy Unit
describes the Government’s perspective on the development of social capital.

“There are general and specific reasons for government intervention to promote the
accumulation of beneficial social capital. At a general level, social capital has a crucial
role to play in supporting and nurturing virtuous norms and behaviours such as co-
operation with others. The more specific reasons are a mix of economic efficiency,
equity and civic or political rationales’®

The same report highlights the importance to government of having
accurate and objective means to measure social capital. In a rural context,
the Countryside Agency have been working to meet this need by
developing ‘Community Vibrancy Indicators’. These take the form of a range
of indicators relating to opportunities to engage in social and community
activities. These are reported in the annual State of the Countryside
reports’ alongside other quality of life indicators such as access to facilities
and services.”

» Woolcock (2001).

30 performance and Innovation Unit (now Strategy Unit) (2002) Social Capital: a Discussion Paper, 51.

3 Countryside Agency (2003) State of the Countryside Report 2003.

32 For more information about approaches to measuring social capital see Jochum,V. (2003) Social Capital
Beyond the Theory, NCVO.



Our research found that all forms of social capital are dependent on the
wider institutional context but that this is particularly important for linking
social capital. Filling out grant application forms, responding to consultations,
taking part in local strategic partnerships all demand an awareness and
understanding of externally established rules. Again this emphasises the
need for capacity building to enable organisations to develop the required
skills and knowledge.

Influencing

As well as highlighting the influence of the wider institutional context on
voluntary activity and the development of social capital, our study also
draws attention to the role that voluntary action can play in influencing the
wider institutional context both through targeted attempts to effect
change but also by demonstrating good practice.

“There was a lot of suspicion because the Parish Council felt that they
were the elected representatives of that community, that they were
the ones who were empowered to make things happen for [Village]
and there was suspicion, rivalry, jealousy, call it what you will to
start with, but I think as it dawned on the Parish Council that it was
beyond their own means to achieve a lot of the things that the
Community Group wanted... the Parish Councillors will say that
having this other group that’s quite enthusiastic and on the ball, has
made them think quite critically about what they’re doing themselves™.

Influencing activity is one of the primary uses of linking social capital (along
with accessing funding). Our research found that linking social capital is by
far the most resource intensive form of social capital, demanding more
expertise, time and support than either bonding or bridging. Involvement in
social policy provides a good example: it requires a real understanding of
social policy issues and the policy-making process, which cannot be
improvised and requires specific skills. This may provide some background
to the findings of research undertaken by NCVO in 2001 which suggested
that: ‘voluntary organisations based in rural areas are less likely to influence
the development of public policy than some of their counterparts in towns
and cities and may feel isolated and under-represented’.®

All of the groups involved in the study are engaged in influencing local
policy agendas and service delivery to some degree or another, for
example the Disability Association’s success in lobbying for the provision of
dropped curbs. However, each of the organisations feels this is something
they would like to do more of but lack the time and resources. It is in the
field of social policy that the dynamics between bonding, bridging and
linking social capital are the most apparent. The more an organisation is
able to form ties with similar organisations in the sector, cooperate and act
as a group, the more they are likely to develop an influential role.

“Strategically 1 think some of the issues we raise with the district do
make a difference, and actually have made them sit up, especially
around homelessness and around mental health with MIND have
had an impact. I think generally we are making a difference and 1
hope we’re improving”.

33 Wilding, K, et al (2001).Yates, H. (2002a).
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Broadly speaking, the longer an organisation has been established the more
likely they are to be aware of the opportunities that are available to them
to influence the development of local policy. They are also more likely to
recognise the potential value of this information:

it has become clear to me that what the PCT [Primary Care Trust] is quite short of

is actually grassroot information and I think they would really value having our
contribution, because we are very much listening to the community and in touch
with the community”.

Whilst all of the organisations are keen to have their voices heard, in some
cases they are also increasingly aware of a pressure on them as consultees
and partners to provide information and local knowledge and the potential
tensions this can create in terms of organisational capacity. This is
particularly the case in those areas where the local voluntary sector
infrastructure is perceived as being weak or over-stretched. This
demonstrates the importance of both organisational and sectoral capacity
in facilitating the development of linking social capital in particular.



Sustasmability

Our research has demonstrated that each of the three different kinds of
social capital is required by voluntary organisations at various stages in
their existence: for getting started; to facilitate development; and for
ensuring ongoing sustainability. The four organisations in our study are all
keen to expand their activities to some degree or another, although this
might not be the case for all voluntary organisations and groups.Whilst
bonding social capital often represents the basis on which organisations are
initially founded, our research highlights the fact that none of the
organisations is self-sufficient. Bridging and linking social capital are decisive
both in helping the organisations develop and in ensuring ongoing
sustainability.

Three key factors impact on organisational sustainability:

® Financial capital, in the form of grants, contracts, donations and
earned income;

® Social capital, in the form of volunteering and support from, or
engagement with, the wider community and relationships across
organisations and sectors; and

® Human capital, in the form of vital skills experience and contacts
brought to the organisations by the individuals involved.

In this section we explore the dynamic inter-relationships between social,
human and financial capital highlighted by our research.

Financial Sustainability

The primary source of financial capital for the four organisations studied
are grants from a variety of funders, most frequently from local
government at the district level but also from regional and national
sources, lottery bodies and government agencies. For all of the
organisations fundraising and ensuring ongoing financial viability are
continual areas of concern. However, those organisations which
demonstrate strong bridging social capital through partnership working and
collaboration with other organisations and other sectors are also those
most likely to express confidence regarding their financial future.

“Now we’ve got over the first hurdle, we have got some money and
we have something to work with, but much more importantly we
have the information about how to go about things and where to
direct our appeal”.

All of the organisations surveyed had more than one source of income,

although the extent of the diversity of income streams varied considerably

from organisation to organisation. For example, the Advice Centre has

developed an agreement with the local authority to deliver a Family

Support Service. The Disability Association funds much of its core activity

though charging a small membership fee but also focuses on attracting

donations from the general public, holding raffles and coffee mornings. The 39



Healthy Living Centre Partnership engages in a range of social enterprise
activities to raise funds. All of the organisations studied have successfully
attracted donations from local businesses. This variety of links with funders
and supporters highlights the importance of both bridging and linking social
capital in ensuring financial sustainability.

Sustaining Support

In terms of involvement and participation each group relies heavily on a
small number of like-minded enthusiasts that are often highly committed
and over-stretched. Burnout of active members, especially those with
specific responsibilities in the organisation, can be a threat and the reliance
on a limited pool of individuals raises concerns around dependency,
knowledge management and sustainability. Issues around sustainability and
volunteer burnout are raised by the Disability Association, particularly in
the context of the group’s relative dependency on a small number of
individuals. Leadership is important for an organisation but ensuring
appropriate succession strategies is also crucial for long-term survival.

“We are stuck, we’re limited, [the President] tried to retire a bit so we made her vice
president, but she’s still working flat out now, she has that way, she’ll do it until she dies”.

The issues around volunteer burnout are most significant in volunteer-led
organisations and are a particular issue where a majority of active
members are retired or semi-retired.

“I have done a lot of committee work and worked quite hard in my younger days, but as
I've got older, I'm nearly 65 now, I feel I'd like to take a back seat™.

Amongst the four organisations in our study, the significant majority of
volunteers are 50+ and the greater number of them are past retirement
age. Having volunteers that are retired or semi-retired offers a range of
advantages in terms of availability. It also provides an effective way of
accessing the social and human capital that organisations need to develop
successfully. In most cases active members (who tend to be older) benefit
from a high stock of human and social capital, which is enhanced by their
involvement in a variety of organisations. These members often use their
social contacts to recruit additional volunteers. However in most cases
new recruits have a similar profile to those that are already involved,
raising issues of inclusiveness but also of sustainability. National statistics
suggest a slow trend of decline in the numbers of volunteers amongst
younger age groups; a trend which may be emphasised in rural areas where
populations are ageing at a more rapid rate than elsewhere.

All of the organisations in this study are keen to recruit new, and in
particular younger, volunteers. However, a number of barriers are identified
to increasing engagement amongst younger age groups. One barrier
identified by each of the organisations is the determining role of different
life stages in levels and kinds of engagement. Research into volunteering
habits has identified a clear difference between the motivations for
volunteering given by different age groups. In particular younger volunteers
are considerably more likely to express an interest in developing new skills
and valuable work experience whilst older volunteers more frequently lay



the emphasis on a desire to give something back to the community based
on their existing skills and experience. This can necessitate a different
approach for volunteers of different age groups.

“Also if younger people are coming here with the reason to get a
reference, if that’s their reason for being here... well it’s a
phenomenal commitment to train them knowing they’re going to
move on, but with the small skills base or less skills base in [the
District], it’s something we’ve got to look at. I would say at the
minute we give people confidence to go and job seek... but
predominantly it’s older people, predominantly ex-professionals”.

Making a commitment to regular availability and long-term involvement is
evidently more problematic for those who are not retired. This is not
perhaps surprising: those amongst younger age groups with family and
work commitments clearly have more limited time available to engage in
community activity.

“I wonder what the figure will be regarding getting more people
involved, because at the moment the people who are involved are the
people who’ve got time, which is so severely disabled that they can’t
work, or they’re not necessarily so severely disabled but they’re old
enough they don’t have to work, but there are other people between
20 and 60, there must be, who are in a position who might be able
to offer something, but a lot of things do tend to be organised by the
people who have time on their hands”.

Older volunteers are frequently identified as being more ‘reliable’ or
‘committed’ and several active members express a level of impatience with
those who are not available on a regular basis or who drop in and out of
activity. However in a society with increasingly hectic lifestyles, with more
people in full time employment, more people working longer hours and
more people likely to work beyond the current retirement age, voluntary
organisations may need to explore the possibilities of developing different
forms of engagement for those who have less time to give. This may be
increasingly important to reduce the significant pressure on a limited
number of dedicated individuals and so reduce the risks to the organisation.
It may also become equally vital if organisations are interested in engaging
with a wider cross section of the community and a range of age groups. A
good example of this kind of approach can be seen in the Community
Group which has developed time-limited, issue-specific subgroups looking
at transport and planning precisely so as to create opportunities for more
dynamic forms of engagement.

Human Capital

Amongst the clearest findings from this research is the importance of the
relationship between human capital (i.e. the knowledge, skills and abilities
obtained through education or life experience) and social capital. This is a
two-way relationship. In the organisations studied, social capital clearly
influences the development of human capital, enabling those involved to
access new skills, develop experience and make better use of contacts. But
equally human capital plays a central role in developing social capital within
the organisations, as those involved bring with them their significant past
experience, skills, knowledge and personal contacts which are, in many
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cases, the result of engagement in other voluntary groups or a long history of
voluntary activity. The human capital of the individuals involved in voluntary
action is an essential ingredient in the development of social capital.

As explored above, this finding links to issues around organisational
sustainability. Each of the four groups studied is heavily reliant on the drive,
experience and personal contacts of a limited number of ‘movers and
shakers’. This raises concerns around capacity and knowledge management.
Whilst it is a particular feature of volunteer led organisations, human
capital also plays an important role in organisations with paid staff and
highlights many of the same issues about over reliance on a small number
of ‘indispensable’ individuals. This can be a particular issue in a rural
context where smaller populations mean a smaller pool of available
workers both paid and unpaid. One of the important issues emphasised by
this finding is the importance of skills development within the rural
voluntary sector, whether for volunteers or paid staff, as it appears that the
development of skills and knowledge have the potential to create
significant ongoing benefit both for the sector and for the development of
social capital more widely. **

Organisational capacity relates to the numbers involved in an activity, the
resources available and, crucially, to the right skills base.VWhether
responding to a consultation, generating new income streams, defining the
organisation’s strategy or delivering a service, expertise and knowledge are
a prerequisite. The people engaged in driving the activities of the
organisations studied by NCVO tend to enjoy impressive stocks of both
social and human capital. The social networks they have access to and the
skills they possess are crucial in sustaining the organisations they support.
As we have highlighted throughout this report, the successful development
of voluntary action requires financial and human resources in combination
with social capital. Our research findings underline the fact that no one
form of ‘capital’ whether human, social or financial can be used as a
substitute for the other two.

3 Turton, D. (2003) Skills Gaps, Training and Workforce Development in the Voluntary Sector: the rural
analysis, NCVO.



WhosesSocial Capital?

Inclusion and Exclusion: whose social capital is
being developed?

One of the key questions this research aimed to address was: Who benefits
from the social capital that is generated by voluntary and community activity in
rural areas? Our research findings certainly appear to support the concept
of a virtuous circle in which social capital facilitates voluntary activity, which
in turn generates more social capital. However, it is precisely because social
capital is viewed as being both ‘productive’ and ‘cumulative’ that some
commentators argue that it can reproduce rather than tackle inequalities;
as those with access to decision making processes and resources build on
and strengthen their position to the exclusion of those who do not.*
When social capital is assessed in the contexts of social exclusion and
diversity it raises questions about power and who has access to it.*

Social exclusion is unquestionably a rural issue: over three million people in
rural areas live below the poverty threshold of half average income,
representing around 20-25% of the rural population. The main difference
between urban and rural areas in this context is that rural deprivation rarely
exists in the kinds of concentrations that urban areas experience; and as a
result rural deprivation can be harder to identify. Whilst employment is
higher and claimant unemployment lower in rural areas, average earnings
are lower, jobs more likely to be part-time, casual or seasonal and hidden
unemployment is higher. Other potential sources of exclusion are age,
ethnicity, gender and lack of access to services.

“[The Village| certainly has got quite high indices of deprivation, but
they’re only apparent in some of the housing estates and... with the
industrial sides. The centre of the village itself is a real picture
postcard, rural England and if you were driving through it as a
visitor you would think, “how on earth does a beautiful village like
this qualify for any regeneration grant?”

Throughout this study we have explored in some detail the relationships
between:

e the different activities of the case study organisations; and

e the different kinds of social capital they generate.

We found that all of the organisations studied generate and benefit from each
type of social capital to a greater or lesser degree.All of the organisations

are extremely successful in their own terms and the development of social
capital is in some way part of their primary purpose. However, in all activities
relating to the development of social capital there is a risk that the networks,
values and attitudes engendered can become narrow, self-perpetuating and
exclusive; and voluntary action is no exception to this rule.

35 Narayan, D. (1999) ‘Bonds and Bridges: social capital and poverty’, Poverty Division, Poverty Reduction

and Economic Management Network, World Bank. 43
3¢ Whilst the approach to social capital popularised by Putnam deals with collective values, social

integration and cohesion, Pierre Bourdieu, for example, focuses on the pursuit of self-interests and the

struggle for power. For more details see — Siisainen, M. (2000) “Two concepts of social capital: Putnam

vs. Bourdieu’, Paper presented at ISTR Fourth International Conference, July 5-8 2000, Dublin.
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One of the findings from our research is that those involved in voluntary
activity show a high level of awareness of local differences and are as likely
to focus on these as on similarities, suggesting that some of the common
assumptions about the homogeneity of rural communities may be flawed.
However it is fair to say that the arena in which this activity takes place is
often quite narrow in both social and geographical terms. Our research
shows how each of the different types of social capital can operate at the
micro-level in rural areas. For example, a group might demonstrate bonding
(close friends, family members), bridging (people from the other end of the
village, different age, social or interest groups); and linking (use of parish
council resources, village hall etc.) social capital without ever reaching
across a parish boundary. Far more common is the restriction of networks
and relationships within the boundaries of the local district with a sharp
drop in both contacts with, and trust of, individuals and institutions beyond
those borders.”

At the same time there is a range of common social characteristics relating
to the people most likely to be actively involved in the organisations we
studied. Whilst participants come from a variety of social backgrounds and
the gender balance tends to shift according to the activities undertaken,
there are a range of common characteristics relating to many of the
participants: white; middle class; ex-professionals; over the age of
retirement; with higher numbers of women than men. This picture
represents an inevitable over-simplification but at the same time all of the
organisations studied identified a similar set of shared characteristics
amongst their most active members. The single clearest unifying factor is
the age range, with very few active participants under the age of
retirement; and amongst those who are, few are in full-time employment. In
this section we want to explore the implications of these findings in the
context of wider issues around diversity and inclusion.

The findings from NCVO’s research suggest that different kinds of
voluntary organisations, the different activities they undertake and the
different types of social capital this generates, all encourage varying levels
of emphasis on inclusivity. The findings also show that ensuring inclusivity
(even where this is a priority) can present a major challenge for voluntary
groups working in rural areas.Whilst the organisations which are engaged
in the delivery of services to the wider community clearly engage with a
wide cross section of their communities, those organisations that focus
their activities within a specific community (whether of interest or locality)
show a tendency to be more limited in the diversity of the groups they
engage with.

Both the Advice Centre and the Healthy Living Centre identify tackling
exclusion as a primary organisational objective. The Advice Centre’s
mission statement centres on diversity and inclusiveness: ‘provide free,
confidential, impartial advice to everybody regardless of age, gender, sexuality or
disability’. The Advice Centre’s role in tackling social exclusion focuses
primarily around the generation of linking social capital through signposting
clients to sources of information and support with which they might not
otherwise have had contact. They act as brokers in facilitating relationships
between their clients and those in positions of power ensuring that:

7 Yates, H. (2002a).



‘individuals do not suffer through lack of knowledge of their rights and
responsibilities or of the services available to them or through an inability to
express their needs effectively.

The Healthy Living Centre Partnership is constituted with a specific aim't
‘break down social isolation and provide opportunity’ both to specific groups *
which are perceived as vulnerable, but also to the community at large. Part
of the Centre’s role in tackling social exclusion focuses around the
development of bridging social capital across different social and special
needs groups and between and within communities. However, the Centre
also tackles social exclusion through the development of bonding social
capital, in particular by developing a range of self-help groups targeted at
those most at risk of exclusion and isolation.

Like the Healthy Living Centre, the Disability Association tackles social
exclusion through the development of bonding social capital in its mutual-
support activities. Unlike the Healthy Living Centre, the Association
engages with a relatively narrow group of individuals. Whilst in principle the
Association’s activities are open to all people with disabilities and their
carers living within a district area, in practice their membership largely
consists of disabled people over the age of 50 living in and around the
market town in which they are based. This narrower member base reflects
two key issues. The first is the twin impact of limited resources and large
distances in rural areas. There have been many ‘distance decay’ studies
undertaken looking at service provision, particularly in relation to primary
health care.These monitor the rate at which the numbers of individuals
accessing a service decline in relation to the distance to be travelled to a
service outlet. Services delivered by the voluntary sector are no exception
to this rule. All of the organisations we studied expressed a desire to do
more out-reach work and make contact with a wider geographical cross-
section of the population but, without exception, all of them struggled to
do this.

The second issue relates to the important role of common identity in the
development of bonding social capital. Our research shows that, particularly
in the context of the self-help groups, people come together precisely
because they gain benefit from the company of others they perceive as
being like themselves. This means that some of the groups are necessarily
exclusive; the post-natal depression group within the Healthy Living Centre,
for example, has no male members.The desire for a sense of shared identity
can also lead to a level of self-exclusion from certain activities. For example,
when asked about the potential for including more young people in their
activities members of the Disability Association suggest that younger
people fail to join the group not because they are unwelcome or have not
been invited, but because they prefer to socialise with members of their
own generation. However the research undertaken by NCVO suggests that
it is important for organisations to give serious thought to the potential
negative impacts of these social instincts as well as their potential benefits.

It is important to note that whilst an organisation may not be particularly
diverse in terms of its aims, membership or beneficiaries, it may
nevertheless contribute to tackling social exclusion by focusing on the
needs of a special interest group. Interviewees from the Healthy Living
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Centre, for example, highlighted the potential for work targeted at a
specific group to benefit the wider community:

“The families are bappy about that, carers have got more time because their partners may be
here doing voluntary work, it’s got such an impact on the family as well. As far as community
in general, then yes that’s got an impact as well because they’re getting more volunteers out
into the organisation, they’re getting more people involved in community work.”

What this highlights once again is the relationship between different types
of voluntary sector activity and the different kinds of social capital. Whilst
engaging with a limited cross-section of the community might be quite
acceptable in the context of the work of a self-help group, it would be
considered much less appropriate in an organisation with a different set of
aims and objectives, such as an advice centre.Tensions can arise where
there is a potential conflict between the kinds of social capital required to
achieve an organisation’s aims and objectives and the activities undertaken.
An example of this can be seen in the work of the Community Group,
which has very specific, task-focused objectives:

e ‘Develop a community regeneration strategy and action plan for
the [Village] area.

e Establish a development trust as a company limited by
guarantee with charitable status (or similar as appropriate)
to implement the strategy and action plan once it has

been developed.’

However, the Group also has broader responsibilities for building capacity
and engaging with a wide cross-section of the population to ensure that
the strategies developed are representative and meet the needs of the
whole community. Whilst the two sets of objectives are not in conflict with
one another, they may require the development of different kinds of social
capital based on different kinds of activity. It also needs to be recognised
that building the capacity of the wider community to engage in this kind of
regeneration process may require a longer timescale than that which both
internal and external pressures tend to apply to the development and
implementation of plans and strategies.

“One of the difficulties is getting hold of the socially excluded groups, they’re very
reluctant to come forward. It still remains a challenge as to how you get good
representation and good inclusive representation on groups like this, and if we’re quite
critical there are still areas of [Village] that we’ve not been into, some of the housing
estates for example, social housing, where those people are not going to come out of
their own free will... If we were really critical we’re still not a representative community
organisation and may never get to that stage.”

Many commentators question whether community capacity building in the
context of regeneration programmes such as this one is inclusive enough

and compatible with building the capacities of socially excluded individuals
and communities. It has been argued that community development initiatives
can sometimes be short-term and output-orientated in practice (however
good the intention) and may neglect the least advantaged whilst favouring:
‘those who are already powerful and articulate, and who already enjoy a greater



capacity to act and to engage with the initiative’*.Similarly, our findings
highlight a potential confusion between the uses of social capital as a target
of intervention (i.e. something that benefits the community at large) and as
a resource or tool for achieving a specific outcome (i.e. building a
community centre). Capacity building activity is primarily targeted at
members that are actively involved in the groups we studied, such as the
steering committee members in the Community Group or the volunteers
at the Advice Bureau who already demonstrate high levels of both human
and social capital.

External capacity building activities tend to be focused on those who are
already active and engaged, because this enables specific tasks to be
completed and goals to be achieved. Where the main source of capacity
building comes from the local authority these tasks and goals are often
tied in to wider political or institutional aims. But the capacity building
support available often fails to address the wider issues of community
participation and the engagement of service beneficiaries. Whilst to a
greater or lesser extent the ongoing work of the organisations studied
contributes to these wider aims, those delivering capacity building support
do not always appear to clearly distinguish between building capacity within
a single organisation and the slower process of building community capacity.
This failure to distinguish may lead to unrealistic expectations of the
capacity of both voluntary organisations and communities. In this context,
initiatives that aim to promote social capital, civic engagement and
participation need to clearly define whose social capital is being developed,
who is being empowered and, crucially, for what purpose this is being
done. Initiatives would also benefit from identifying what type of social
capital is being encouraged, because each carries different implications and
relates to different types of activity.

Our research found that in answer to the question ‘whose social capital is
being developed? there are evident deficits amongst the most excluded
groups. Even where organisations are aware of these gaps, engaging with a
wider cross section of the community is often a slow and challenging
process. Funding programmes that are linked to a requirement to
demonstrate broad engagement are successful in raising the profile of these
issues, but capacity building support is required to enable organisations to
rise to this challenge effectively.

Other striking gaps are highlighted amongst younger age groups.The
predominance of people over the age of retirement in the organisations
studied perhaps emphasises one of the clear findings from this research:
that in the development of social capital time is a vital resource. Social
capital takes time to develop; it also requires the available time of individuals
and groups to invest in activity. It may be that as lifestyles everywhere —
grow increasingly hectic, lack of time to engage is one of the greatest’
threats to the development of social capital.

38 Shucksmith, M. (2000) ‘Endogenous development, social capital and social inclusion: perspectives from
LEADER in the UK’, Sociologica Ruralis 40:2,208-218.
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Conclustons

The findings from our research looking at the relationships between the
activities of just four rural voluntary organisations and the development of
social capital are extremely rich in detail and information. The aim of this
final section is to summarise the key findings from the research and related
policy analysis and to highlight the practical learning for both practitioners
and policy makers alike in order to support voluntary organisations
working in rural areas in promoting and sustaining social capital.

Overarching Findings

® Perhaps the key finding is that (whilst they are unlikely to use the
terminology) the development of social capital forms part of the
primary purpose of all the voluntary organisations studied. Whether
they are involved in delivering health services, advice, mutual support
or community regeneration, each of the four organisations provides
benefit to the communities they serve through the development and
promotion of strong social networks, mutual trust and shared values.

® The aim of this study was to explore the role of voluntary
organisations in rural areas in the development of social capital and
to investigate the relationships between the different kinds of social
capital and rural voluntary action.We find that voluntary
organisations both generate and capitalise on existing social capital in
order to tackle the specific challenges that rural environments can
create for the communities that live in them, and that these
challenges can even represent an impetus for the development of
social capital.

®  Whilst Social Capital can be just as important in other
environments, in rural areas it is linked inextricably to the main
problems of rurality: isolation, transportation and access to services.

® The voluntary organisations studied clearly contribute to the
development of social capital. However, it is equally clear that they
also benefit from existing stocks of social capital. In this way the
research findings support the concept of a virtuous circle in which
social capital facilitates voluntary activity; which in turn generates
more social capital.

® However, our research also highlights the potential for social capital
to reproduce rather than tackle inequalities because those with
access to decision making processes and resources build on and
strengthen their position to the exclusion of those who do not. In all
activities relating to the development of social capital there is a risk
that the networks, values and attitudes engendered can become
narrow, self-perpetuating and exclusive; and voluntary action is no

exception to this rule.
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® The successful development of voluntary action requires a
combination of financial and human resources together with social
capital. The three forms of ‘capital’ are interdependent and in
combination create an impact which is significantly greater than the
sum of their parts.The research findings underline the fact that, in
rural areas as elsewhere, no single form of ‘capital’ whether human,
social or financial can be used as a substitute for the other two.

® The study demonstrates the importance of what has been called the
‘institutional context’ to social capital - the power of local and
national institutions, governance structures and policies to enable or
to inhibit the development of social capital. In a rural context this
ranges from the impact of national funding programmes to decisions
about public transport policy and the development of local structures
for supporting and engaging with the voluntary sector.

® OQur findings also emphasise the important role played by voluntary
organisations in facilitating networks and relationships within and
between sectors, within communities and between communities and
institutions. This demonstrates the role played by the voluntary
sector in enabling the bridging and linking activity, which is often
thought to be more difficult to achieve in a rural context.

Key themes & Associated Findings
Different Kinds of Social Capital

® In undertaking this research we wanted to explore how the different
types of social capital are generated by or related to different kinds
of voluntary sector activity. Each of the organisations studied
contributes to some extent to the three types of social capital.
However the relative strength of these different types of social
capital varies in each group and depends significantly on the
organisations’ objectives and the activities they engage in.

e Although bonding social capital (based on common identity) often
represented the basis on which the organisations were founded,
none of the organisations is self-sufficient. Bridging (based on more
diverse relationships) and linking (relationships with government,
institutions and power structures) are both decisive in helping the
organisations develop and achieve ongoing sustainability. All three
forms of social capital support, and to some extent rely on, the
existence of the other two. However bridging and linking social
capital are more challenging and resource intensive, and require
greater levels of capacity building support to sustain.

e Qur findings emphasise the potential benefits of developing an
understanding of the three different kinds of social capital, the dynamics
between them and the challenges and opportunities associated with them.
This is true not only for voluntary organisations working on the ground
with rural communities, enabling them to assess, evaluate and develop
their working practices, but also for local and national policy makers who
wish to better understand and promote the relationships between social
capital and voluntary action.



Communities of Place Versus Communities of Interest

® There can be a tendency amongst rural policy makers to assume
that rural communities are homogenous and that community of
place correlates to common identity. However, rural communities
themselves may be more likely to focus on local differences.What
constitutes difference and what ‘local’ means in any given context is
open to debate. It is important therefore that we avoid making
generalised assumptions about the homogeneity of rural
communities.

® The research shows that one of the key ways in which social capital
can be a useful tool for voluntary organisations to evaluate their
work and relationships is in the focus it places on exploring ideas of
common identity and issues of diversity at the local level.

® In the four organisations surveyed community of interest is as crucial a
determinant in the development of social capital as community of place, in
many cases more so. In identifying sources of common identity most
interviewees identify shared values rather than shared localities.

Bridging, Linking and Influencing

e A focus on the work of the sector in the context of social capital
draws attention to the wider role of the voluntary sector in society.
It highlights the importance of the relationships voluntary
organisations can foster across sectors, between organisations,
within communities and between communities and power
institutions. One of the early questions addressed by the research is
whether voluntary organisations in rural areas are successful in
building the cross-cutting ties that allow them to engage in wider
public debates.We find that the more an organisation is able to form
ties with similar organisations in the sector, co-operate and act as a
group, the more they are likely to have an influential role on behalf
of their communities.

® However, amongst the rural voluntary organisations surveyed, the
arena for this activity is quite narrow, with few organisations exerting
influence beyond the district in which they work. Much of the activity
that focuses on developing cross cutting ties is driven by the
immediate need to survive rather than by broader strategic aims.

® Al of the organisations studied demonstrate some success in forming
alliances and relationships with other organisations, and influencing wider
public debates, but at the same time they all stress the challenges and
capacity issues posed by undertaking this kind of activity.

Social Capital, Rurality, Access and Isolation

® Our research suggests that the greater distances, disbursed
populations, smaller settlements, extended travel times and
associated transport issues which characterise rural areas, can all
have specific impacts on the development of social capital.
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Individually and collectively these issues can significantly exacerbate
the experience of both physical and social isolation within rural
communities, limit the development of social networks and hamper
voluntary activity. Rural isolation limits both access to key services
and the capacity to develop and maintain social links and networks.
At the same time these challenges can emphasise the importance of
social networks and provide an impetus for the development of
social capital. The voluntary sector often plays a key role in
generating and capitalising on social capital within rural communities
in order to address the challenges rural life can entail.

® In many cases the role adopted by the sector in rural areas is that of
bridging the access gap for those members of the community who
are unable to access mainstream services. In recent years there has
also been an increasing policy focus on encouraging rural
communities to act as social entrepreneurs and support a range of
‘hard to deliver’ services, which are often provided by the public and
private sectors in urban communities.Voluntary agencies can also
play a crucial role in influencing local and national policy agendas in
order to improve the extent and quality of rural service provision.

® Al of these roles demonstrate the importance of bonding, bridging and
linking social capital in the effective delivery of rural services and highlight
the capacity of the sector to generate social capital in order to tackle the
access issues that impact upon rural communities. However the report
suggests that support is required to enable rural voluntary organisations to
develop this capacity.

Organisational Sustainability

e Each of the groups studied relies heavily on a small number of like-
minded enthusiasts who are often highly committed and over-
stretched. Burnout
of active members, especially those with specific responsibilities in
the organisation, can be a threat and the reliance on a limited pool
of individuals raises concerns around dependency, knowledge
management and sustainability.

® One of the important issues highlighted by this finding is the importance
of skills development within the rural voluntary sector, whether for
volunteers or paid staff, because it appears that the development of skills
and knowledge have the potential to create significant ongoing benefit
both for the sector and for the development of social capital more widely.

Whose Social Capital?

® In answer to the question ‘whose social capital is being developed?’
our research found that there are evident deficits amongst the most
excluded groups. Even where organisations are aware of these gaps,
engaging with a wider cross section of the community is often a slow
and challenging process. Funding programmes that are linked to a



requirement to demonstrate broad engagement are successful in
raising the profile of these issues but capacity building support is
required to enable organisations to rise to this challenge effectively.

Whilst the organisations which are engaged in the delivery of
services to the wider community clearly engage with a wide cross
section of their communities, those organisations that focus their
activities within a specific community (whether of interest or
locality) show a tendency to be more limited in the diversity of the
groups they engage with.

Amongst all four organisations in our study, the majority of
volunteers are past retirement age. National statistics suggest a slow
trend of decline in the numbers of younger volunteers and this may
be emphasised in rural areas where populations are ageing at a more
rapid rate than elsewhere.All of the organisations in this study
express a desire to recruit younger volunteers but few have been
successful in doing so. In a society with increasingly hectic lifestyles,
with more people in full time employment, more people working
longer hours and more people likely to work beyond the current
retirement age, voluntary organisations may need to explore
different forms of engagement for those who have less time to give.
This would reduce the significant pressure on existing supporters
and is vital if organisations wish to engage with a more
representative cross-section of the community.

Existing capacity building activity is primarily targeted at members
who are actively involved in the groups we studied, who already
demonstrate high levels of both human and social capital. This
support often fails to address the wider issues of community
participation and the engagement of service beneficiaries. Those
delivering capacity building support do not always appear to clearly
distinguish between building organisational capacity and the slower s
process of building community capacity. This failure to disting
may lead to unrealistic expectations of the capacity of both
voluntary organisations and communities.

participation need clearly to define whose social capital is being
developed, who is being empowered and, crucially, for what purpose.

53



54



Appendix 1

Research Methodology

The research on which this report is based took place in the autumn of
2002.The overall objective of this study was to explore how social capital
is generated by or related to different kinds of voluntary sector activity in
rural areas. Because social capital is a complex and multi-dimensional concept
a qualitative approach based on detailed case studies of four voluntary
organisations was adopted.

The case studies explore the work of the four selected organisations not
only in terms of their activities, resources and beneficiaries, but also in
terms of the relationships and networks they have with community
members, other organisations and institutions. They also aim to examine
their strengths and weaknesses and to analyse how these impact on social
capital, community capacity and development.

Following a review of a range of different indicators relating to rurality,
population and deprivation (published by the Office for National Statistics)
the decision was taken to focus the research within rural areas of the
South West. A long-list of potential candidates for the case studies was
developed with the help of a range of regional contacts and the use of the
Internet. A short-list was then developed from this, which aimed to reflect
the diversity of the sector both in terms of the size of the organisations
approached and the activities they undertook. Access to the short-listed
organisations was negotiated through the organisations’ management (or
steering) committees and trustee boards.

The case studies are each based on a number of interviews with the
different stakeholders of the four selected organisations. These included:
management; staff; volunteers; trustees; beneficiaries; and others as
appropriate to the individual organisation. Identification of the key
stakeholders and access to the individuals was established through the
organisations themselves.

The interview guides mirrored the key research questions that emerged
from a literature review on social capital in rural Britain conducted by
NCVO in the summer 2002* and were based on the organisational
module of the World Bank Social Capital Assessment Tool (the other
modules being ‘household’ and ‘community’). They focused essentially on
social interaction networks within and beyond the organisations and
covered the following themes: organisational structure and capacity;
organisational and institutional relationships; and community involvement
and participation.

The analysis of the interviews centred on the concepts of bonding, bridging

and linking social capital, which highlighted the dynamics between the two
major components of social capital: social interaction and shared norms. It

%% Jochum,V. (2003) Social Capital: beyond the theory, NCVO. 55
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also highlighted a number of issues relating to social capital such as inclusivity,
access to services, community capacity building, funding, collaborative
working and organisational sustainability.

In addition to the interviews, as much documentation as possible was
collected from the organisations including: annual reports; AGM
statements; statistics; brochures and newsletters.

Key Research Questions

How are different types of social capital generated by or related
to different kinds of voluntary sector activity?

Do rural voluntary organisations succeed in building the
crosscutting ties (in the form of bridging and linking social capital),
which would allow them to engage in wider public debates?

How do the strengths and weaknesses of the different types of
voluntary organisation and voluntary activity impact on social
capital, community capacity and development?

Whose capacity and social capital are being built? How inclusive
are voluntary organisations?

What is the relationship between social capital, communities and
locality? Is the prevailing factor locality or do other factors need
to be taken into account?




Appendix 2

Profiles of Case Study Organisations

The Disability Association

This self-help group was founded within the last five years and is based in a
medium sized market town. The aims and objectives of the group are to:

® ‘Provide support and advice to all people with disabilities and their carers
living in [District];

® Meet regularly for information exchange and networking, arrange visits to
disabled friendly establishments within and outside the area, organise
social events for members and work in partnership with other agencies;

® Make aware and promote local disability issues and address local disability
concerns and needs’.

Membership of the group is open to all people with disabilities and their
carers living within the district. The group is entirely run by its
membership. This includes 6 committee members, about 25 regular
attendants at monthly meetings and a mailing list of approximately 100
people who all receive a monthly newsletter. The group employs a
freelance IT trainer on a part-time basis to support the provision of IT
training which is one of the group’s main activities.

The group holds regular monthly meetings that are open to members and
anyone with disability issues. A monthly newsletter is distributed to
members, other interested parties and local statutory agencies. Group
activities include:

® Regular IT training;
e Social events;

® Leisure activities (e.g. sailing);

e Qutings (e.g. shopping trips, carol concerts).

The group received a one-off lottery grant in October 2001 for a
computer station, free one-to-one training and Internet access. This was
followed by an additional grant of the following year for further IT training.

The Healthy Living Centre Partnership

This organisation works with a range of cross-sectoral partners as an
unincorporated association: The Healthy Living Centre Partnership Forum.
Its aims are to:

® ‘Improve the quadlity of life of the people of [village] and the
surrounding area;
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® Break down social isolation and provide opportunity;

e Offer activities that impact directly on the health and well-being
of community.

Specific target groups include people who are unemployed or have
restricted opportunities for employment, people with mental health
problems, people with disabilities, ex-offenders and those who are isolated
due to their rurality. However, activities are also aimed at the wider
community and the neighbouring villages in a radius of ten miles (a
population of approximately 30,000).

The Partnership has six paid staff of whom four work part-time.The team
includes a volunteer co-ordinator, a mental health worker, a project
development co-ordinator, a project assistant, a general manager and a
receptionist/administrator. The centre receives well over a thousand visits
per week according to a survey conducted in 2002.

The centre has two core projects:

e A community mental health project offering support to anyone
experiencing emotional difficulty or mental distress. The project
worker offers individual counselling and has set-up two self-help
groups: a group aimed at mothers suffering from post-natal depression,
and a weekly drop-in for people with mental or emotional needs.

e A volunteering project that provides opportunities for people who
want to volunteer.These may be people who are unemployed or
unable to work or people from the mental health project, along with
individuals from the wider community.

Other activities include:

® A community garden, located behind the centre, which works closely
with the mental health and volunteering projects. Originally one of
the organisation’s core projects this has now become an
independent registered charity.

e A pilot fresh food co-op (with links to the community garden).

® A number of partner organisations are housed within the centre
including: Adult Social Services, the Youth Service, Health Visitors,
Midwife and School Nurses, a Pre-school, an After-school club and
the Community Accessible Transport Project.

® Adult education classes, run by Community Education, a local
college, and a number of self-help groups (e.g. support group for
stroke victims).

® The Centre also offers a range of paid-for services to tenant and
external organisations including: room hire; payroll; photocopying; fax
etc. and hopes to develop these further in future.

Over the last three years the Centre has raised approximately £1.5 million
from a variety of national and local sources.



The Advice Centre

Situated in the major market town within a district, this small, independent
Advice Centre serves the whole district. The aims and objectives of the
centre are to:

® ‘Provide free, confidential, impartial advice to everybody regardless of age,
gender, sexudlity or disability;

® Ensure individuals do not suffer through lack of knowledge of their rights
and responsibilities or of the services available to them or through an
inability to express their needs effectively.

The Advice Centre is open to all members of the general public.
Approximately 40% of all enquiries concern benefits. The centre employs
six paid staff all of whom work part-time, including an office organiser, two
deputy organisers, a guidance tutor/IT manager, an office manager and a
family support worker.The centre relies on the services of 40 volunteers
(the majority of whom work as client advisors). In the financial year 2001 -
2002 the advisors saw approximately 2,500 clients in a total of around
5,300 separate interviews.

The activities of the centre include:

® Debt and money advice;

Benefit checking project;

® Family support services;

Outreach service;

Weekly surgeries in two local villages.

Currently the centre receives about £100,000 a year in funding from a
combination of national, regional and local sources.

The Community Group

This community group is based in a small village. The group was developed
following an open meeting arranged by the District Council’s Rural
Regeneration Officer in December 2000 as part of a wider community
regeneration agenda focusing on the district’s market towns and rural
areas. Following this first meeting, which highlighted the opportunities
available for taking forward a programme of community led regeneration, a
steering group of interested individuals came together to explore the
options. The group adopted a formal constitution in January 2002. Its aims
and objectives are to:

e ‘Develop a community regeneration strategy and action plan for the
[Village] area.

e FEstablish a development trust as a company limited by guarantee with
charitable status (or similar as appropriate) to implement the strategy
and action plan once it has been developed.’
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The group is open to the residents of the village and the surrounding
parishes. The group is run by a steering committee of || members. Regular
meetings to update the community on progress and gather input attract
between 50 and 60 participants. Over all an estimated 300 people have
attended at least one of the group’s public meetings. The group has two
sub-groups a Transport sub-group and a Parish plan working group, run in
partnership with the Parish Council.

The group holds regular steering committee meetings (at least once a
month) coupled with regular meetings open to the general public (every
two months) activities include:

e A postal survey of all households in the village and surrounding
parishes aimed at generating a local ‘wish list’ for the area.

e Publishing a timetable of all the buses passing through the village -
aimed at increasing awareness and uptake of local public transport.
This has been circulated to all households in the village and is
available online.

¢ Exploring the potential for a new community centre.
e Raising local concerns about a planned housing development.
e A business directory and Parish Newsletter are in development.

® Work is underway in partnership with the Parish Council to develop
a Parish Plan.

® Other proposals include hosting a Farmers Market and lobbying to
increase the local police presence.

Further consultation to establish local needs and wishes and meet funding
requirements is in the planning stages.

The group has received around £10,000 in funding over the past two years.
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