CoopZone Tele-learning Call Session II - Call iii, 24 April 2008

Social Capital – how to identify it and use in the co-op development process

Some Issues to be explored:

What is social capital?

What role can it play to strengthen a co-op?

How do you identify the social capital available to a group?

Strategies of reaching out and using social capital.

Presenters: Marty Frost & David Daughton

Marty gave the outline of the session.

Marty:  “Social Capital” is not about financing, though there is an indirect relationship with finance.  Social capital may encourage that financing role in development, but it’s not a direct player.

Definition of Social Capital:  the intrinsic value in the connections formed among people in the community.  

Referencing Robert Putnam: Social capital includes the advantages created by a person’s connections in relationships.  Putnam gives many kinds of values around people networking.  These networks could make the difference between successful co-op development & unsuccessful co-op development.  These networks could be through social clubs, sports clubs, etc.  Co-ops create social capital in communities.  

Some effects of positive social capital exist to a strong degree:  accompanied by lower crime rates, more stable work forces, more innovative practices.  For individuals: longer life span.  “If you want to extend your life by 15 years, go join a social club.”  People have more interaction with others due to being in a club or a co-op.  This creates bonds & positive relationships that otherwise would not exist.  Putnam calls these 2 phenomena: (1) bridging social capital, & (2) bonding social capital. Bonding refers to the value assigned to social networks between homogeneous groups of people, and Bridging refers to that of social networks between socially heterogeneous groups.
David: 

“Social capital” is the “other thing that money can’t buy.”  

Eg., every August on PEI there’s a large parade: the busiest day of the year (“Gold Cup & Saucer Parade”).  The entire Island is off for a half-day.  There is a path left for those who need to get through (medical personnel, etc.), to do so.  That is something which money can’t buy.

Is “social capital” a synonym for “civility”? No, more neutral than that.  When it was first used 90 years ago, it was referred to as “co-operation.”  In the 1960’s, Jane Jacobs explains the value of networks; she valued neighborhoods.  She opposed neighborhoods that disrupted relationships with neighbours.  Putnam, like Jacobs, views connected neighborhoods as a good thing.  They look at the way that social capital can improve relationships -it produces more civic engagement, & is a broad measure of communal health.  It can also be more individually defined; it is actually a neutral term.  Whether you use it positively or not, it is open to mis-use & abuse.  We see social capital in evidence where gangs form in response to social isolation & empowerment, or maybe just to dominate & disempower others.  We see it in ghettos, prisons, in marginalized groups.  Can the social capital we see in gangs be applied to creating co-ops?

A co-op is a sort of “gang” that forms in response to social isolation.  “Bonding Social Capital” can be negative, in that there can be an “us against them” sort of mentality.  The difference between bridging & bonding is huge; that is why the 6th principle, “Co-operation Among Co-ops”, is so important.  Bonding Social Capital can result in ethnic cleansing, which is why we need Bridging Social Capital.

The social determinants of health & the role co-ops can play:

1. Genetics – Co-ops can’t help

2. Employment & working conditions – Addressed thru worker co-ops, job creation which is part of co-op development.

3. Health care – Addressed by co-op health centres, etc.

4. Physical environment: Car co-ops, etc.

5. Personal health practices & coping skills: Natural food co-ops, etc.

6. Culture: Various art co-ops.

7. Healthy child development: Co-op child care.

8. Income & social status: We have worker owners & member owners.

9. Gender: Co-ops can focus on needs.

10. Social ties: Will grow through co-ops.

11. Education: Co-operative schools, we participate in education / research.

12. Globalization: Especially re: food & agricultural practices.  Many co-ops address farmer-citizen participation, organic farmer co-ops, etc.

These are co-ops that address the determinants of health.  

Of course, the Co-op Developers’ Networks are examples of empowering people through a group.  The popularity of networks shows that these allow people to make connections, spread their pool of influence.  On PEI, we have tried to do this – assisting w/ people who meet the needs of marginalized groups; e.g. Family Violence Prevention Co-op, Cricket Co-op (allowing immigrants to meet), Midwives’ Co-op, MYDAS, Black Islanders Co-op.  

We have also encouraged co-ops to maintain community ties; e.g. a co-op growing into a conflict resolution centre at the University.  One of the difficulties about defining social capital is that it’s hard to measure.  I think that many of the indicators of success may be similar to those in CED; e.g. the number of partners involved, mutual implementation of a plan, etc.  These may result in new businesses, job increases, etc.  There seem to be many studies making these links but they do not seem to be definitive.  

There are many linkages by people like Putnam that this contributes to success & political involvement.  Putnam links decline in political capital to decline in political participation.  There are 4 possible negative consequences:  exclusion of outsiders, excess claims on group members, restrictions on individual freedoms, & downward leveling norms.  

One of the reasons I’m keen on CoopZone, the Co-op Developers’ Network & information web site:  as a Social Capitalist, I think it’s essential that there be a forum for exchange of information on co-op development.  We must use the Internet as well as all the available local tools to create that forum for communication.

Marty – providing some examples:

I see housing co-ops as one of the places where co-ops can build a lot of social capital.  The lives of the people who moved into it were affected in a very positive way.  The fact of finding a supportive community around them inspired & empowered them to make positive changes in their lives, including some who got off of social assistance for the first time, got reunited with children, etc.  This was about being part of a community with much bridging social capital & bonding social capital.  This was a case of people getting the strength to make positive change.  The people who move in are beneficiaries of the social capital that the co-op has created.  There was both bridging & bonding social capital.  

In one particular co-op development example, there was social capital translated into financial capital.  

In terms of linking this to the co-op development process:

(1) Pre-feasibility assessment:  the developer should ask him-/herself:  to what extent is social capital developed in the community where the co-op will operate?  Do people have a lot in common, &/or have a lot happening among them?  (e.g., the Gold Cup & Saucer parade).  This is a positive indicator.  

(2) To what extent have members of the prospective co-op participated in the formation of this social capital?  

(3) In terms of group development, part of the point would be to encourage them to take part in some of those things happening in the community.  There needs to be 2-way exchange btw the co-op & the community.  It’s all about connections: to capital; etc.  

Marty:  Putnam links the decline in social capital to more right-wing governments.  

David: If you go to poor areas, people from richer countries often comment on the generosity / willingness to share of the people there.  This is part of the challenge of the modern co-operative movement: that we raise all boats: it’s not just a chicken in every pot, but a willingness to share the chicken with the neighbours.

Q&A:

Russ: thanks; this was very interesting.  The social glue in the core group is one of the most important things; the emotional bond & support that they give each other really improves the chance of success.  There has been measurement done of “social return” on investment made by government; e.g. in affordable housing, etc.   What revenue does it bring in if people are no longer on welfare but become tax-payers?  If we think about the triple-bottom line, that is clear.  The measurement of it is important: primarily one sees indicators; e.g. around organic farming.  Do others have experience with measures of social capital?

Melanie:  GPI: Genuine Progress Indicator, general well-being indicators.  There are two ways to measure: to monetize it (e.g. “social return” approach) – which is almost irresistible because that make an impression; and to measure it through a GPI approach – seeking happiness.

Unlike other kinds of capital, you have to spend it; you can’t hoard it.  You do not invest it like other kinds of wealth.  The happiness approach: enough money is only needed for survival/ being okay:  rather it’s being in contact w/ neighbours & friends, which makes a real contribution to happiness.  There is also the “Sustainable Livelihood Model”: Physical, emotional, personal, etc.; & they are not monetized except for the financial one. It would be interesting to explore this further with co-ops.  

Vivian:   Re: the four possible negatives, how could they be avoided in co-ops?

David: Reminder: They are: 1) Exclusion of outsiders, 2) Excess claims on group members, 3) Restrictions on individual freedoms, & 4) downward leveling norms.  One way to deal with these in co-ops: keeping meetings short, and not feeling guilty for not always shopping at the Co-op store.  In terms of exclusion of outsiders, I always need to struggle with is the reluctance of people to pull in diverse members.  All co-ops should be asking themselves if they are being inclusive.  This work must be done in order to experience these levels of negative social capital.  These negative issues can sometimes be built into by-laws; one would have to look at the outcomes to see if they are negative or positive.  Always holding meetings from 7-9 pm at night excludes certain kinds of people.  This aligns only the kind of people who have the same kinds of lifestyles & routines.  
Vanessa:  A footnote about the differences between developing & developed countries:  here, it is difficult for people to understand social capital.  In Mongolia, one thing which came out in almost every co-op:  we see membership in a co-op as way to be able to help others; giving gifts to family members or neighbours.  

Russ: one thing which a developer could do early on is to ask a group forming a co-op to define social capital, & to rate it among themselves, including on how to improve it.  It would be a fascinating approach.  

David: Alejandro Portez, Journal of Latin American studies, Cambridge University press: that was the source of his list of negatives.

Melanie:  Alexis de Tocqueville: wrote about this, in coming to N. America.  The formal organization was a new phenomenon for him.  

Russ: Obama is increasing the social capital in the US.  

Hazel: raised the example (of negative consequences) of at least one credit union where people with poor credit history are not allowed into membership. And many Credit Unions in Western Canada have a process of endorsing certain Board candidates, or not, which is an erosion of democracy.  

Melanie: An out-of-balance Social Capital position can lead to a decline in democracy.

In the Credit Union Act, I believe that a history of bankruptcy can stop a person from being eligible to run for the Board, but it should not stop a person from taking out a membership.

Hazel further noted that she would be delving into this further. Melanie offered to help. 

David:  In the UK, people talk a lot about the “Old Boys’ Club” as being what runs everything.  Many schools in England try to develop a network of people who went there – to create this type of social capital, which people use to further their careers.  Everyone uses social capital in furthering their career; but it’s under-used in furthering community well-being.  

David: I did not mention GPI Atlantic: it would be worth checking out.  

Tanya:  Not having read Putnam’s book, I am wondering: how, as a co-operative sector, does one go about measuring this?  How can one promote this?  Should we not be explaining this to politicians & others?  

David: The way I approach it is through the determinants of health.  Any politician is likely spending the vast majority of their tax dollars on health care, so there’s conclusive research on the link btw the determinants of health & population health, so one can make the case that co-ops will increase health, which will result in a decline in health care costs.  With an aging population becoming obsessed w/ drugs & surgery, there is no magic bullet but one will get a healthier population.  

Marty: The more intangible benefits are linked to social capital.  If you bring it up, they will likely enquire as to more.  We believe that we can approach government with this concept, though it is hard to get it across.  The federal Liberals were starting to get it by the time they left office.  I no longer see much of this.  

Russ: One issue with right-wing politicians is that they hear the word “social” and think of “socialism”.  It is a negative stereotype, although people of all political stripes have social capital.  I do not know how much traction this phrase has.  It may be better to talk about “social benefits.”

Marty:  Agreed.  The term does have some problems in terms of being promoted, & yet it needs promotion.  

Melanie: It took a long time for people to start using & understanding “natural capital”.  I think that part of the problem is the word “capital.”  With natural capital, it’s easy for people to see that they don’t want to use up the principal.  It’s the same thing with the disruption of society, rioting in Montreal for a hockey game, increasing individualism & social catastrophe.  

Russ: At Mondragon, they make the point continually that labour (social side) rules capital, not the other way around.  It’s interesting, in that “capital” is the root word of capitalism; it is the system itself that has devalued the social & the natural.  It’s bothersome that the root word is “capital”.  

David: Agreed; it’s buying into the dominant discourse.  

Russ: We do not want to scare people off; we want to be welcoming & embrace other people to get involved.  

Vanessa: The base of the problem is that we see everything as assets for economic benefit.  This is starting to turn around, where the value of something for its intrinsic nature is being seen.  

Marty: I like the word “capital”.  If I’m talking about capital in the conventional sense, I call it “financial capital.”  That has been my response.  

Melanie: Also interesting is the “triple bottom line.”  I have resisted this concept, but if it opens up the discussion that we’re having now which is productive & significant, then it’s a good thing.

Russ: What appeals to me about the triple bottom line is that it shows to people what’s important.  

Melanie: With “capital”, we can take over & reclaim the word.  People reclaim words all the time: e.g. “black”.  

Joy: A lot has come up in this discussion.  Thanks for the excellent presentation.

David: Thanked everyone for the presentations & participation.

