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Social Capital: the hopeful in pursuit of the impossible?

The concept of social capital is by no means new, but has in recent years become the great hope (or a panacea) of both social care commissioning and the Treasury. In the minds of policy makers and politicians alike, tapping the great reserves of social capital will provide the cornerstone of a new and cheaper means of supporting vulnerable people.

Given the demographic pressures facing social and health care, it is entirely logical that people should seek new approaches:  either of funding existing methods of care and support, or providing  services more cheaply. In the optimistic world of the resource aware policy maker, unlocking the resources latent within communities will lead to a new utopian world in which cheery people give of their time, skills and effort freely in order to support their more vulnerable friends and neighbours.

From something discussed by sociologists over a coffee or a pint, the concept of social capital has now spawned its very own industry. Whether the people engaged in this really believe that they can achieve anything, or whether they are now more committed to keeping the question open, and benefiting from the grants, needs to be questioned.

No-one could dispute that vulnerable people being supported by their own communities could produce better outcomes for individuals and may further develop community cohesion. Unfortunately, the aspect of nearly all theories of social capital that interests most policy makers and politicians is the notion that those communities are altruistic in nature; this is a serious flaw. There are two main problems:

‘Welfare-ism’

60 years of dependence on a welfare state has resulted in the majority of the population expecting the state to provide and feeling short changed if they are asked to fulfil any of the functions that they think should be provided by either central or local government as a “right”. There is a curious collective amnesia about where the money comes from year on year. Asking individuals or communities to take on responsibilities or to give resources freely is not a popular idea even with those in greatest need.

‘Human nature’

The vast majority of  people are not altruistic, particularly if they feel that their lives are difficult. Without an incentive, few people will be willing to engage. This may be controversial, but consider the following hypothesis…………

Local councils are made up of people who give their time, skills and efforts for very little monetary reward. Some members seek election as a stepping stone in a greater political ambition; others seek to gain status within their communities; a third group give their time and commitment because they believe that they should be putting something back. If one reflects honestly on the makeup of virtually any council chamber, the chances that more than 10% of members fall into the third category are remote.   

The release of social capital may indeed be a key component of improving support to vulnerable people, better engaging with communities and, perhaps, saving money, but there is a need to re-think the way in which it is approached. Left to the theorists, it will be impossible to mobilise communities. With the right incentives, there are few limits to what can be achieved. To stand a chance of unlocking social capital,  policy makers need to embrace the “what is in it for me?” principle and, as our colleagues in the USA might say, “get real”. Failure to change the conceptualisation of social capital will result in nothing more than tinkering at the edges. 
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