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What delegates said:
●
●

●

●
●

●

●

●
●

●

●

A prestigious conference for the North East

A well-run and enjoyable conference with an excellent spread of
speakers, all delightfully relevant and interesting

The most thought provoking and interesting and worthwhile conference
I’ve ever been to!
Well organised, good food, great audio visual

What a wonderful and stimulating conference, inspirational and well
organised.

An excellent event with wide ranging participants from many
backgrounds
Have really enjoyed meeting up with people I’ve worked alongside in
the past
It has been a wonderful thought provoking and affirmative day

I learnt much better ways of explaining and developing social capital as
a result of this conference

The first time I’ve stayed right to the end of a conference,for a long time.
It was great right down to the closing remarks!
Keep the momentum going, thoroughly enjoyable day

Headlines from delegates feedback:
●
●
●
●

91% said social capital was useful in their work
91% found the conference useful

90% rated Robert Putnam’s presentation ‘excellent’

86% interested to attend further meetings and seminars

Responses from 141 delegates out of 270 attendees analysed by Regeneration Exchange.
The full evaluation can be viewed at www.communityfoundation.org.uk
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Introduction
This report reflects on the Healthy, Wealthy and Wise conference held on 23 June 2008 in
Newcastle. The conference was attended by 270 from statutory, private, voluntary and community
sectors. Delegates were predominantly from the North East but also included representatives from
Austria, Germany, Northern Ireland, Scotland and other English regions.

The conference sought to look at the evidence and experience of whether social capital – peoples’
social relationships and networks – can really make us healthier, wealthier and wiser. The report is
separated into two parts. The first gives an overview of the day, the key points from the speakers
and some of the key themes that emerged from the delegates. It is not, however, a verbatim report
of the conference. The second part offers some reflections on some of the key themes.

The Conference opened with drumming and dancing from Ngaa Fii-Music involving all 270 delegates
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Part 1
Conference report
The conference was opened by journalist Kate Aide, who chaired the day’s proceedings. She began
by reflecting on her upbringing in Sunderland, where life was punctuated by community organised
Easter parades, support associations, amateur brass bands and so on, which typified the social
capital evident in twentieth century industrial communities. While some of these organisations and
associations still survive today, policy communities, commentators and the media seem more
interested in discussing community breakdown than community support.

Central and local responses to social capital

Rt Hon Hazel Blears, Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government outlined the
UK government’s view of social capital, and where it fits into the government’s policy agenda. She
began by arguing the question at the heart of this issue is not just what makes a good community, or
what ‘good social capital’ is, but how to build solidarity between people. She argued social capital is
essentially about social intercourse, good will between people and having sympathy for others. It is
as basic as knowing your neighbours, having the opportunity and inclination to get involved in your
community and actions as simple as organising litter picks and chatting at the school gates.

She argued strong communities, typified by a willingness to get involved in community activities, are
a good thing, not only for communities, but also for individuals themselves. For individuals, feeling
able to influence what happens around you has a positive impact on happiness and wellbeing. In
turn, where people are able to influence decisions, the result is likely to be better decisions and more
responsive and accessible services.

But governments can’t create or impose ‘strong communities’ or social capital, they can only create
the conditions, which is why the government is publishing an Empowerment White Paper (which
was actually published shortly after the conference). The White Paper seeks to ensure people know
how and where they can get involved in local activity, how to hold their local councillors to account,
and how to stand to be a councillor should they wish to. Essentially the aim of the White Paper is to
bring down barriers to people’s involvement in local democracy.

Hazel Blears also reflected on the challenges for social capital and cohesion as a result of rapid
social change, in particular high levels of migration. She stressed that while it can cause tension in
some places, tension is not inevitable, and steps such as information packs for new migrants and
myth busting campaigns can be ways of managing change. She also acknowledged the need to
deal with service pressures alongside promoting migration as good for the economy.
She concluded by highlighting that empowerment is not a recipe for harmony, as people will always
disagree about the best way forward. But that is what politics is about, and politicians and
communities should be ready for the debate.

In the questions and comments that followed the role of equalities and anti-discrimination
legislation were highlighted as a key part of the debate about migration and community cohesion, as
there must be a basic sense of fairness upon which to build. In this sense it was thought that equity
may be a better term than equality.
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Andrew Kerr, Chief Executive of North Tyneside Council and Chair of the North East Social
Capital Forum gave an overview of activity taking place in the North East of England relevant to
social capital. He highlighted the work of the North East Social Capital Forum, which aims to
improve the evidence base for social capital in the North East, and explore the contribution of social
capital to social and economic development in the region.

The Forum, with the Northern Rock Foundation, commissioned research from ippr north to measure
social capital and test three commonly held hypotheses about the North East (1) :
●
●
●

The North East is a place of particularly strong communities

The North East is exceptional in terms of being a sociable place

The region has a culture of informal volunteering and social support

Evidence was found of strong communities, in the sense that people in the region are significantly
more likely to meet up with family members regularly and speak to their neighbours than in other
parts of the country.

The evidence on being more sociable was mixed, as while people saw relatives and spoke to
neighbours more, they were less likely to have friends with different incomes to them, or friends from
different ethnic backgrounds, especially when compared to London. But these findings must be
considered in context, given over 96% of the North East population reported they were ‘white’ in the
2001 census.

The third hypothesis was not upheld by the data, which shows levels of both formal and informal
volunteering in the region are average. However, like the rest of the country, a considerably larger
proportion of the population engages with informal volunteering (such as childcare for friends, doing
shopping for neighbours) than engage in formal volunteering with an organisation.

But the data did suggest an interesting inter-generational divide in the region. Those aged 16-44
were less trusting, less satisfied with their area as a place to live and less likely to see family
regularly and speak to neighbours than their older peers. This raises an interesting question of
whether people’s attitudes change as they get older, or if the North East is changing.

Andrew Kerr highlighted the potential importance of bridging social capital to the region’s goals of
economic inclusion and raising the aspirations of the population. He also argued that the region’s
strong communities should be seen as an asset, which could form an important part of a distinctive
North East path to regional development, typified by working with communities, rather than doing
things to them.

In the debate that followed it was asked how helpful it is to preach the ‘difference’ of the North
East, but Andrew Kerr replied the issue is about understanding the context you’re working in so that
meaningful change can be affected. There was also a discussion about the need to change the
culture of public authorities so they can reach out to communities. North Tyneside Council is doing
this by developing a contractual obligation for its entire senior staff to spend 12 days a year
volunteering.
Because of urgent government business, Hazel Blears left the debate at this point.
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Robert Putnam giving the keynote address

What does the evidence show?

Robert D. Putnam, Professor of Public Policy, Harvard University, the most well known analyst
of social capital, was given the rest of the session before lunch to give an overview of his research
on social capital, and his most recent work on diversity and social capital.

He argued that social networks have personal and social value. For example word of mouth is still
an essential means through which people find out about job opportunities, and research by the
Chicago Business School suggests that a person’s lifetime income is affected more by their address
book than having a degree. But it is not just individuals that benefit, but bystanders too - for example,
the number of neighbours that know each other’s names is a good predictor of local crime rates.

He also pointed out that social capital is not always a good thing, and gave Al Qaeda as a negative
example of a network high in social capital. But he outlined a range of empirical evidence to support
the view that social capital contributes to us being healthy, wealthy and wise. For example:
●

●

●

Child welfare - teenage pregnancy and infant mortality are lower in areas of high social
capital

Educational outcomes – parental involvement improves educational outcomes, both in
terms of young people’s aspirations and school performance. It is more important than
increased spending (although he emphasised financial investment is still very important)

Health outcomes – The health risk factor of social isolation is as high as smoking, and
research has found joining one social group cuts a persons chance of death by half, joining
two groups cuts it by three-quarters if the effects of age, current health status, gender and
other relevant characteristics are statistically controlled for.

In fact social capital can be linked to better economic performance, lower crime rate, less tax
evasion, more effective and less corrupt government, better physical and mental health, greater
lifetime satisfaction and wellbeing
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Robert Putnam also stated that financial solutions alone are an inadequate response to deprivation,
arguing that while financial poverty does matter, more money does not lead to life satisfaction. Social
deprivation is also significant. In particular, he argued we should be wary of policies aimed at
financial gain that damage social capital.
His work defines two key types of social capital:
●
●

Bonding social capital: relationships with people like you

Bridging social capital: relationships with people from different backgrounds

Bridging social capital is essential for democracy in a diverse society, but it is hard to build. It is
important to note that bonding and bridging social capital are not mutually exclusive, and bonding
social capital can be a prelude to bridging.

Robert Putnam’s work has charted a decline in social capital in the USA, driven by the increase of
television viewing, longer commutes, the growth of inequalities and working mothers (although the
last is not the most important). He argued that the decline in social capital may be behind in the UK,
but he was confident it is happening.

He then went on to outline his work on the impact of migration and ethnic diversity on social
capital and social solidarity which he highlighted as the major challenge in the 21st century, given
the combination of immigration rates and patterns of fertility mean diversity will grow. While he
argued that diversity is on balance an asset – bringing cultural richness, creativity, productivity, net
economic gain and fiscal benefits - there is also a cautionary tale.

His research drew on a major survey of social capital (30,000 respondents) carried out in the USA in
2000, which can be linked to the census carried out in the same year. There were also booster samples
in 46 communities with varying socio-economic characteristics and levels of diversity. The analysis
controlled for factors like size of settlement, wealth, educational attainment and mobility, and found a
correlation between homogeneity and general levels of trust. As diversity increases, the general level of
trust declines, in the short-term at least. The same relationship was found for trust in neighbours, levels
of confidence in local authorities, belief that an individual can influence decisions and rates of
volunteering. Furthermore, it was not only levels of trust between different groups that was affected, but
levels of trust among people from the same background too. He refers to this as ‘hunkering down’,
and stressed that it doesn’t necessarily lead to tension, and may not be a long-term effect.
He underlined two common misunderstandings of his work. He does not argue that diversity causes
bad race relations, and he does not argue against migration. Rather he argues that ‘diversity’ is
socially constructed, and can be reconstructed, for example the salience of religion as a dividing line
in American society has declined. There was a time when religious denomination was an important
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factor in who you could date or marry, but it is no longer the case, and it’s not because people are
less religious, it is just less socially salient.

Ultimately he argued that a cohesive, diverse society is hard, but not impossible. What is needed is
a common shared identity that is inclusive and all can buy into. He calls this a more encompassing
sense of ‘we’. Part of this challenge is also about finding ways of bridging between groups, and more
thought needs to go into how policies can develop bridging social capital.

In the debate that followed a number of questions were asked about how applicable these findings
are for the UK, in particular it was felt that flag waving and patriotism were not ‘British’ ways of
expressing identity. There was also concern about promoting nationalism, something that Europe
has experienced in a different way to the USA. Robert Putnam responded that the symbols may be
different in the UK, but the point is the need for overarching symbols of integration that everyone
can share in, regardless of background. He pointed out that the US has experience of being an
‘immigrant society’, and gave the example of the American pledge of allegiance, which was only
created in 1906 in response to the last significant wave of migration. It was created by pro-migration
social democrats in search of ties to bind a diverse nation.

There was also some discussion of the role anti-discrimination policies play in enabling people to
interact on a more level playing field. Delegates also questioned the impact of segregated
communities – or ghettos – in this research, asking whether a population that is highly diverse, but
segregated, could still be considered diverse.

A delegate also raised a question about research conducted in Britain, based on the Citizenship
Survey, which suggests the rate of migration has a greater impact on social cohesion than the
absolute level of diversity. Robert Putnam replied that there was some debate about the
methodology of the study, but added that the rate of change certainly is important, and problems are
likely to be sharpest where there is a rapid rate of change.

The media, especially the tabloid press, was highlighted as having an important role in developing a
sense of ‘we’. How newspapers cover events and what they choose to cover (or not cover) can
enhance a sense of difference or develop a shared conversation and sense of shared experience.

The discussion also turned to the impact of economic inequalities on social capital. As part of the
discussion of a more encompassing sense of ‘we’, a concern was raised that in the context of a
materialist consumerist society we are dispensing of ‘we’ in favour of ‘I’. Robert Putnam highlighted
that economic inequality has a similar impact on social capital to diversity, and the growth of
inequality in the US since the 1970s, affecting peoples’ life chances and social mobility, is a key
factor influencing social capital.
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What does experience show?

The afternoon session began with a presentation from the Images for Change project on Tyneside,
which emphasised the importance of good communities for peoples’ quality of life. Speaking as
communities who have survived a huge amount of physical, economic & social change, they defined
good communities as places where there are accessible jobs and training, and support for the
transition into work. They highlighted housing demolition and segregated communities as damaging
to good communities and community spirit, and emphasised the importance of working with people
to develop plans for their community and to implement change, rather than doing things to areas. (2)
This was followed by three presentations about the experience of building social capital from
American, U K and North East perspectives.

Lew Feldstein visiting projects in East End of Newcastle in preparation for Healthy Wealthy and Wise

Lewis Feldstein, President, New Hampshire Charitable Foundation presented reflections on his
experience of work on the ground to build social capital. He said a lot of thought had gone into
measuring social capital, but not enough into practical ways to build social capital. He outlined some
basic lessons that can be drawn from his work:
●

●

●
●
●

●
●
●
●

No one sets out to build social capital, rather they identify a shared issue or problem that
people can come together over, and this process develops social capital. Social capital is a
means to an end rather than an end in itself.
Start small. It is often best to begin with bonding social capital and then build outwards from
there in order to affect change.
Bridging social capital is often the key to change.

Social capital will not put an end to conflict, but it may make conflict resolution easier.

Storytelling is a good way to build social capital, it builds trust to hear about how others live,
and makes it more human.
It is possible to build social capital without attacking an enemy or vilifying an ‘other’.
Developing multiple links between individuals and organisations is a good thing.
Building social capital is time consuming and expensive!
There is no magic bullet
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He went on to outline some case studies(3) that demonstrate these lessons:
●

●

●

The development of a labour union at Harvard University was achieved by a small group of
women committed to the issue. They built the membership of the organisations through one
to one social meetings, getting to know other staff members, and understanding their
issues. They didn’t attack their employer as a way to rally support but took a highly
personalised approach instead.

The logistics company UPS has built a loyal staff and social capital by making all internal
communications face to face, rather than over the phone or electronically. Furthermore all
senior staff appointments are internal, encouraging movement through the company by
people that are committed to it.

The Saddleback church in California maintains a personal touch and strong support by
being organised into groups of 6-10 people that meet weekly. Together these groups add up
to a membership of 60,000 but without the church appearing remote and impersonal.

Darra Singh, Chief Executive, London Borough of Ealing drew on his work for the Commission
on Integration and Cohesion.(4) He argued social capital is at the heart of integration and cohesion,
and the issue we need to think about is how to develop confident, resilient and open communities.

He highlighted that we have a good foundation upon which to build, as 80% think people from
different backgrounds get on well in their local area. In the North East, this figure did not fall below
70% for any area. Analysis of survey data also found no single factor that depressed this sense of
cohesion, a finding that does not support Robert Putnam’s US findings regarding the impact of
diversity on social capital. The survey analysis also found no single response that will solve
problems of cohesion, rather multiple issues need to be tackled simultaneously.

Darra Singh pointed out that there is often a mismatch between people’s views and their experience
locally. For example, a Mori poll found 56% think some groups get unfair priority when it comes to
public services, but only 25% think this is the case in their local area.

The debate took place in the Great Hall, The Discovery Museum
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However there is concern about migration that crosses ethnic groups, and his work for the
Commission sought to develop recommendations for a more cohesive society. The report Our
Shared Future drew on four principles:
●

●
●
●

Shared futures – essentially trying to develop Robert Putnam’s more encompassing sense
of ‘we’
Rights and responsibilities
Mutual respect and civility
Visible social justice

There is strong cross-party support for a more cohesive society, which requires strong and positive
relationships between people of different backgrounds – or bridging social capital. To make it a
reality we need to track and understand community dynamics, perceptions and social networks.
There is a growing collection of good practice guidance on the CLG website.

He concluded by highlighting some potential areas for action. Communication and language are
essential, as sharing language is a prerequisite to understanding. How funding is used could also
make a difference, and the report recommended government focuses on funding cross-group
activity only. Religious institutions, schools and local identities all also have important roles to play.

Kate Welch, Chief Executive, Acumen Development Trust talked about her work in Easington,
East Durham, one of the most deprived parts of the country. The district was ranked 4th worst in the
2000 index of multiple deprivation, and still has the highest proportion of incapacity benefit claimants
and low levels of qualifications. It was a coal mining area, and while the last pit closed in 1993, they
are still dealing with the socio-economic consequences.

Her work involves trying to engage with people through activities they enjoy, providing support for
individuals and bridging between them and other organisations and the public sector. The starting
point is wherever the individual is, building slowly to bring them into larger groups and then
ultimately formal engagement with training, employment or enterprise.

But there are cultural challenges. Usually a person getting a job would buy the first round in the pub,
but in Haswell (a former pit village) no one would drink with the first three people supported into
employment. It took a few people to make the move and break the cycle.

Her work involves supporting a number of flourishing social enterprises, empowering people to put
something back into their community. Some are concerned that social mobility means people
moving up and out, but often increased social mobility means people will travel further to work.
Building on this she is involved in developing ‘Possibility Place’, training resources for self-belief and
resilience to tackle the dependency culture.

Kate Welch concluded by saying ONE North East (the Regional Development Agency that she is a
Board member of) can play a leadership role in tackling dependency, developing belief in the North
East and its people and reducing disadvantage, but it is not the only organisation that needs to act in
order to tackle these issues.
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Jackie Crombie, Greggs plc makes a point about the role of the private sector in building
social capital

An open debate followed with all the speakers. Some of the key themes
raised included:
●

●

●

The importance of language, how far the public purse should fund English as second
language courses and how to regulate the quality of language provision was discussed.
Language was seen as a key barrier for some BME women who can be very isolated.
Working with communities emerged as a key theme, engaging people that live in
communities rather than parachuting in experts from outside.

There was some concern over whether social capital might prove to be a diversion from
tackling poverty. But Robert Putnam argued that such a trade off does not need to be
made, given the relationship between the two: the most unequal societies also have the
weakest social capital, and solving inequality requires a sense of social solidarity.

Ways to bridge between groups were also discussed. Kate Welch argued that sometimes it takes a
handful of brave individuals to break out and create links, and others will follow, and there must be
support for those individuals. Darra Singh argued that too much time is wasted on trying to influence
people’s residential choices to create mixed communities, and while they may be a good thing, we
need to think more about the most effective levers for change.

The role of schools as hubs of the community was also raised, along with working with communities
to affect change and community policing. Other ideas were to find a way of better linking the
voluntary and private sectors, embedding organisational change, for example through staff
volunteering policies or requirements. There was also a discussion of the need to mainstream social
capital approaches, to ‘social capital proof’ policies and to try many different approaches and assess
their impact rigorously.
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Reflections on the day and the challenges for the North East

Cllr Sir Jeremy Beecham, Vice Chairman of the Local Government Association said we need to be
aware of the myths about the degree of cohesion and levels of social capital in the North East. While
the region does have a strong identity based on its shared industrial history, it is a male dominant
one. He also referred to a residual tribalism that divides the region, when what is needed is to
promote an inclusive ‘we’, focusing on what is held in common rather than what divides.

He argued the North East needs to work on bridging between groups and between areas, as well as
institutional bridging. The North East is a small region, which is a virtue in this respect, and a number
of good networking arrangements already exist.

But there remain challenges. There is a striking correlation between people feeling well informed
about their local authority and thinking it is doing a good job. We need to think about the impact of
the media on people’s perceptions, and to focus on citizenship, which is not just about rights but
responsibilities too.

Jeremy Beecham also outlined an important role for the voluntary sector to scrutinise local services,
and highlighted the need to recognise the role played by volunteers in making society function. As
many volunteers also have caring responsibilities there may be a need to think more about the
support they require in terms of childcare and benefits reform. The voluntary sector may also be able
to learn from local government, where peer review has been an important factor in increasing
capacity and performance.

Following the conference Robert Putnam and Lewis Feldstein, pictured with Cllr John Shipley and Cllr Sir
Jeremy Beecham, were guests of honour at a Mansion House dinner hosted by Newcastle City Council
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Part 2
Reflections on
some key themes
Two key themes that emerged repeatedly throughout the conference were the impact of diversity on
social solidarity, and the relationship between economic and social development. This part of the
report offers some reflections on these two themes, before offering some thoughts on policy
directions to enhance social capital.

Diversity and social solidarity: Cautionary tales from the US

Much of the conference was spent discussing Robert Putnam’s research on the impact of diversity
on social capital in the USA, particularly his findings around the ‘hunkering down’ effect of diversity,
in the short term at least (5).

This offers considerable food for thought to the North East policy making community. While the
region remains one of the most ethnically and racially homogenous parts of the UK, a combination of
migration and patterns of fertility are expected to increase diversity over time. There is a significant
opportunity for the region to learn lessons from other parts of the UK and other countries regarding
the transition to a more diverse society.

But a cautionary note must also be sounded, as there was considerable debate at the conference
about how applicable Putnam’s findings are to the UK, and there are some tough questions about
extrapolating from the US experience to the UK. While the two countries are similar in many ways,
there are some very important differences, especially with regard to diversity, which means social
trends and policy solutions don’t necessarily neatly map from one to the other. Particularly important
in this context may be the USA’s much more troubled past in terms of race relations and
segregation, and in this context history really does matter, as our shared past experience shapes
our attitudes in the present.(6) This is not to say that ethnic and race relations have been plain sailing
in the UK, but merely to point out that the histories of the two countries are very different, and may
affect how they adapt to greater diversity. This is most certainly not to disregard Putnam’s finding
but rather to caution against a simplistic response to them. We should learn from the experience of
the US but we must make it fit to the conditions and experience of the UK.
Certainly, both Hazel Blears and Darra Singh questioned how directly applicable Putnam’s work is to
the UK, pointing to an analysis of the Department of Communities and Local Government’s (CLG’s)
Citizenship Survey 2005, which finds diversity generally has a positive impact on people’s
perception of whether ‘people from different backgrounds get on well together in the local area’.(7) It
also found that the rate of change in levels of diversity is a more important factor influencing social
solidarity than the absolute level of diversity.

However it is important to note the difference between this study and Robert Putnam’s. The UK
study, in keeping with the government’s interest in community cohesion, focuses on cohesion –
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whether people from different backgrounds get on well together in the local area – whereas Putnam
focuses on levels of trust. And while both are ways of measuring social capital, they are not the same.
Moreover, the UK survey confirmed that in the UK as in the US, social trust is lower in ethnically
diverse communities.

Bringing the social into economic development

In 1987, Margaret Thatcher famously proclaimed “…there is no such thing as society. There are
individual men and women, and there are families” indicating a deep faith in the market economy to
provide solutions to life’s problems. But over the decades since then we have witnessed a return of
the importance of society and social relations to the mainstream political agenda.
Part of this return is marked by the seriousness of the debate surrounding social capital and its
potential role in making people ‘healthy, wealthy and wise’, turning attention to the value of social
relationships to peoples’ quality of life and wellbeing. While regional development remains a key
issue for a region like the North East, this turn to the social introduces a number of factors beyond
just economic development that need to be considered in the development of the region(8).

This opens questions about the complex interrelationship between social and economic
development. Certainly there is a clear link between social relations and employment, with word of
mouth through social networks remaining a key conduit for hearing about job opportunities. But the
interrelationship between the social and economic goes deeper than that. Given the evidence linking
social capital to better health and educational outcomes, which in turn have implications for
economic performance, it is clear that social relationships affect economic performance in a range of
other, less obvious ways too.

Furthermore, this relationship operates in both directions, with economic arrangements having
implications for social capital too. For example, Laurence and Heath’s (2008) work (9) suggests that
economic disadvantage consistently undermines social cohesion, irrespective of levels of ethnic
diversity. This is a finding that would seem to be supported by the Images for Change presentation
to the conference, which highlighted the impact of rapid economic change and restructuring on a
local sense of community and social capital. Robert Putnam too highlighted this issue when he
talked about economic inequality having as big an impact on social capital as diversity.
However, one concern that was raised from the floor of the conference is whether, if not kept in
check, there might be a danger of the pendulum swinging too far from the economic and towards the
social? Robert Putnam, in his presentation, highlighted that social deprivation is as bad if not worse
than material deprivation, arguing that social isolation is as big a risk to health as smoking. While
he was at pains to underline that this does not mean it is an either-or choice regarding which one
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policy makers should tackle, there was some concern from the floor of the conference that this could
lead to the focus on financial poverty being downgraded if policy-makers are able to say people may
be poor, but at least they’re ‘happy’.

Sketching out policy directions: options great and small?

Many of the possible policy responses to social capital touched on throughout the conference
seemed to fall into two categories: matters so large they are out of any regional or even national
control; and the very small, sometimes even mundane responses. We will consider each briefly
before offering some concluding remarks.

Options great…

A recurring theme in the discussion was how to develop a sense of solidarity for the twenty first
century or a sense of ‘we’ that is inclusive for all. This would seem to run counter to global pressures
- most notably materialistic consumerism - that are pushing people in the opposite direction, towards
a focus on ‘me’ and ‘I’. While overturning the global capitalist system may seem a bridge too far for
many, that is not to say that nothing can be done.

Research shows that more equal societies display higher levels of social capital, suggesting greater
concern for inequality and the absolute gap between the rich and poor could make a difference.

The solidarity theme also touches on some strands of the current UK policy debate, not least Gordon
Brown’s Britishness agenda, which seeks to develop shared symbols and values. However the
agenda has become rather tied up in patriotism and flag-waving, which were considered by some
attending the conference to reflect an American, rather than British, approach to shared identity.
However, the government’s commitment to engage with the public in order to develop a statement of
‘British Values’ may offer something of a step forward in developing an inclusive sense of ‘we’.

It was also thought that the media has an important role to play here, reflecting a sense of shared
experience and a shared conversation between the peoples of the UK. This may serve to underline
the importance of public service broadcasting to our shared sense of ‘we’.

… and small

But while many of these drivers at the national and international level feel out of reach, a strong
narrative emerged from the conference around the role of everyday, small actions that can make a
difference, along with the way that public authorities interact with communities and individuals.

Often, flourishing social capital results from building on seemingly mundane small actions and
interactions, and there are opportunities in everyday activities to enhance social capital. Points of
interaction, where people from different backgrounds meet and interact, become very important.
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Whether it's a school, park or religious institution, the defining feature of these meeting points is a
shared interest - such as the education of ones children, the quality and safety of open space or a
shared religious belief. Through these interactions other differences, be they ethnic, socio-economic,
generational or anything else, become secondary. In this way a sense of trust and shared purpose
can accrue.

This also applies to interaction with figures of authority too. For some time public debate in the UK
has discussed the merits of the personalisation of services, but perhaps we should also be thinking
about what might be described as services ‘with a human touch’. With this in mind, policy moves in
the direction of greater involvement of individuals and communities in the decision-making of local
authorities, the devolution of local authority budgets downwards to local areas and more community
policing would seem moves in the right direction.

Evidence also shows that feeling able to influence local decisions is a strong predictor of social
cohesion(10), and there was a sense from the contributions to the conference that a positive cycle
can be created, between empowerment, participation, feelings of efficacy and better decisionmaking, each in their own way with the potential to enhance social capital. This was underlined by
the view from speakers that change must take place in partnership with local communities, rather
than being ‘done to them’.

This sort of activity is often time consuming, needing to be built from the bottom up, allowing time for
relationships to develop and trust to grow. This is particularly the case in some communities where
trust in public authorities is low. In this sense the new local authority duties to promote democracy
and to involve citizens in decision making would seem positive. But the slow building of trust and
engagement may also require some restraint on the part of government, which too often wants to
see quick results, and to stamp their mark on change with numerous new initiatives.

Concluding remarks: creating the conditions

Perhaps frustratingly there is no obvious ‘policy agenda for social capital’, rather it is about the
culmination of a number of things, some seemingly mundane and everyday. Local public services,
be it community policing, schools or park services have their part to play, as does the way local
authorities and other public authorities engage with individuals and communities in a ‘human’ way.
This can help to create the conditions under which social relations can flourish.

For the North East, whether the ultimate policy goal is economic development or community
cohesion, it seems the promotion of bridging social capital has an important part to play, and more
work needs to go into thinking about how this can be put into practice. But in some ways perhaps
the most important thing policy makers can do is keeping in mind the value of social relationships,
and the wider positive and negative impact they can have on different policy outcomes and vice
versa. This may lead not only to more effective policy making, but also help to shape a distinctive
North East path to regional development.
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