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SOCIAL CAPITAL AND COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT: CASE STUDY

Catalin-George FEDOR1

 Abstract
 This paper presents the results of a research on the role played by social 

capital in the development of a community. The aim is to reveal the virtues of 
the social capital concept and to analyse its practical value on the ground. The 
focus is on how a community reacts to the development proposals received from 
diff erent social agents. The results show the diff erent ways in which community 
members respond to the proposed initiatives according to their age and training. 
The conclusions highlight the fact that in the collective consciousness, there are 
multiple representations of the common future of a community.

Keywords: social capital, community development, social relations.

Introduction
We generally perceive local community as a more or less homogenous group 

made up of people who assert a certain form of identity given by the conscious-
ness of a past or a common origin. This identity (often assimilated to the local 
specifi city) is equally built by members of that community. This fact that we can 
call consciousness is grounded on some relatively objective criteria, such as the 
place, institutions or cultural traits containing aspirations and joint projects. It 
results that community membership seen as consciousness can be defi ned by the 
meaning given by the individual to the criteria listed above (Fedor, 2014). Our 
study focuses on the social capital of members of a community. From our point 
of view, it refers to the relations between people, the so-called social networks, 
rules of reciprocity, and generalized trust among people. Social capital is very 
close to civic virtue, a virtue that calls for mutual social relations. Regardless of 
the diff erent aspects of its defi nition, a common tendency is preserved by the idea 
of resource available to the individual or to a social formation. In this respect, we 
studied the availability and the involvement degree of community members in the 
implementation of initiatives of community interest proposed by local authorities, 
central authorities, international institutions, as well as the reliable people from 
the community. In this regard, we will point out that affi  liation to a specifi c local 
community (in our case the one from Buzau county) is a dynamic process that 
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presents both aspects present in collective memory and aspirations for the future, 
is a process in which periodical reconfi gurations are produced and in which the 
role of inter-relationship (with the trusted person, with authority, with the other, 
in general) is decisive and visible.

Theoretical aspects
From a theoretical perspective, Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988, 1990) and Put-

nam (1993) were the ones who developed the concept of social capital. Bourdieu 
discussed the eff ects of social capital, particularly on an individual level. Cole-
man explicitly developed the theory by placing it at community level. Putnam 
theorized social development in terms of social capital. The concept is versatile 
and prolifi c, being criticized precisely for this reason. It was used autonomously, 
but also in correlation with other forms of capital such as economic, political, 
cultural and symbolic. Further on, we shall present its main meanings, fi elds of 
application (from a theoretical perspective), as well as results from various fi eld 
investigations. We mention that the specialized literature devoted to this subject 
is extremely extensive, and our approach is a synthetic presentation to familiarize 
the reader with the subject.

Social capital is an eminently sociological concept used in various branches of 
sociology and, by extension, in all social sciences. It generally refers to relations 
between people, so-called social networks, rules of reciprocity and generalized 
trust among people. The major critique of the concept lies in the dual quality of 
social capital as a means of analysis and as a political objective. A review of liter-
ature in the context of developed countries indicates that this concept is rarely as 
easy to apply at community level as it is presented in the literature on community 
development. The ideas on social and community capital were carefully studied 
lately, Colclough and Sitaraman (2005), but they are aff ected by a multitude of 
concepts, defi nitions and operations. This confusion is problematic for researchers 
as well as decision-makers trying to use these concepts. Although many eff orts 
have been made to clarify “social capital” and “community”, the two concepts 
are most frequently merged into current practice, which requires a delimitation of 
them. Both advocates and critics of the concept preferred to address the “nature” 
of social capital, as specialised literature on social capital continued to fl ourish 
over recent decades. Chamlee-Wright (2008) believes that social capital can be 
understood as being of a structural nature, consisting of heterogeneous and often 
complementary elements. The theoretical debate leads us to relate the literature 
about the network analysis (emphasizing the individualist accumulation of social 
capital) and wider social capital issues incorporated into the community norms. 
Moreover, the development of social capital can or must be part of a deliberate 
(community, regional or national) development strategy.

On a diff erent note, the tendency to consider the concept of social capital 
as fecund used only in an autonomous manner, without taking into account the 
economic capital, was criticized. DeFilippis (2001) argues that the contemporary 
interest in social capital from theoreticians, funders and community development 
practitioners is wrong and must be thoroughly reviewed. This form of capital is a 
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fundamentally erroneous concept because it is separated from the economic capi-
tal. Therefore, according to the author, the community development practice based 
on this understanding of social capital is and will be erroneous. As a consequence, 
the practice of community development would be better served by returning to 
the way the concept was used by Bourdieu. Crowe (2006) considers that social 
capital is a key concept in rural sociology and community study. In this respect, 
researchers increasingly correlate studies of social capital with the environment, 
examining the factors that facilitate economic development. As a result, the social 
infrastructure of a community (measured by the existence of civic organizations 
active, local businesses that support local community projects, fundraising capac-
ity at community level and extra-local links with nearby communities, with the 
state and national agencies) infl uence positive self-development process. 

Starting from some examples of research conducted in rural area, Swain (2003) 
illustrated how this concept can be used both in analysing social relationships and 
in suggesting policy priorities. The author’s conclusion is that, irrespective of the 
way in which it is interpreted, social capital is by no means the “missing link” in 
the development economy, yet social capital, as it derives from Bourdieu, may be 
a useful concept in everyday social analysis. Xia (2014) proposed to examine the 
stock of social capital and explore its various impacts on the performance of eco-
nomic development. Social capital, as manifested through general confi dence and 
inclusive social networks, has positively aff ected the development performance 
of the studied communities.

The current interest in the concept of social capital in the fi eld of national 
development results from the limitations of an exclusively economic approach in 
achieving fundamental development objectives consisting of sustained growth, 
equity and democracy, according to Portes and Landolt (2000). Starting from a 
review of the origins and defi nitions of the social capital concept as developed in 
recent literature, the authors present the limitations of this concept when interpret-
ed as a causal force capable of transforming communities and nations. However, 
although the diff erent types of capital have been identifi ed and studied as engines 
of economic development in particular contexts, social capital can also play an 
important role in the economic development of a country, according to Doh and 
Mcneely (2012), who intended to examine social capital in relation to its impact 
on economic development at country level and highlighting its implications for 
policy guidance at national level. 

Campbell, Hughes, Hewstone and Cairns (2010) defi ne social capital as a 
mechanism for building a sustainable society. They believe that in recent years, 
democratic societies have followed the trend of developing and exploiting social 
capital. This can be noticed in the development of public policy programs that 
highlighted the importance of developing relationships, both within and between 
communities, as well as between communities and state-level organizations. Social 
capital is seen as a political concept that has the value of interpreting community 
dynamics, developing strategies to strengthen relationships and community de-
velopment, and ultimately building a more sustainable society.

Social association includes rules, norms and informal values that facilitate 
coordinated action for members of society and allow for cooperative associations 
that would otherwise be impossible. Hence the importance of social capital in 
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the process of economic development (Fedderke, De Kadt, Luiz, 1999). Kwon, 
Hefl in and Ruef (2013) notes that individuals in communities with a high level 
of social trust are more likely to be independent than individuals in communities 
with lower levels of social trust. In addition, membership in organizations con-
nected to a larger community is associated with higher levels of self-employment, 
but membership of isolated organizations not linked to the larger community is 
associated with lower levels of self-employment. 

Social capital analysis to determine its eff ect on economic growth is a com-
plex fi eld of investigation. Neira and Vazquez (2009) examine the relationships 
that exist between human and social capital and economic growth, starting from 
assessing how the two types of capital (human and social) interact, the whey in 
which they should be measured and the best way of quantifying their importance 
in the models applied to economic growth. 

The social capital concept is increasingly used in the fi eld of community de-
velopment and social economy. The way in which social capital can be used in 
the context of community development can also have a number of political im-
plications (Kay, 2006). He presents the results of a research project that analyses 
the contribution of social capital to social economy within local economic devel-
opment. Over the past few years, interest in the social economy has intensifi ed 
both in theory and in public policy initiatives. At the same time, the concerns 
for understanding the contribution of social economy and social capital to local 
economic development have also been emphasized, Negut (2013) shows. By 
their fl exible nature and orientation predominantly towards social goals rather 
than profi t maximization, social economy organizations can adapt more easily to 
development needs, taking into account the values of the actors involved in the 
process. The author explores the notion of social capital and describes the way 
in which it is generated and used in social economy. By reviewing the main risks 
associated with development policies centred on social capital, the author does 
not overestimate its role. The stock of social capital has proved to be an important 
factor in determining the potential for the establishment of a social enterprise 
or community development but it is not the only factor to be taken into account 
and has no capacity to substitute the lack of other resources. In addition, the re-
lationship between bonding and bridging social capital should not be neglected, 
the excessive inclination towards one of them having considerable eff ects on the 
implementation of local development projects and the development of social en-
terprises. Bonding social capital characterizes small, closed communities, based on 
relations within the group of belonging and mistrust in others, whether individuals 
or institutions. On the other hand, communities with high levels of bridging capital 
are characterized by relationships with groups other than primary ones and high 
levels of trust in them and in institutions, as well as participation in the work of 
associations. On the other hand, the focus on a certain type of social capital in 
relation to social economy may vary depending on the stage of development of 
social enterprise. The private and voluntary initiative must be supported by the 
community. In relation to this, it is recommended to build an appropriate basis in 
order to support the change. This can be structured at various levels and refers to 
the methods that the social economy provider can resort to in order to off er support 
for the establishment of social enterprises by the people involved, especially the 
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promoters, who can expand the project and, last but not least, by the community 
that lacks resources to run the projects and keep them running (Fedor, 2016a). 
The main benefi t for the community is the expected change in behaviour, attitude 
and identity (Fedor, 2016b). 

More recently, McShane (2016) considers it necessary to review the literature 
that can highlight the challenges of social capital operationalization as a develop-
ment tool and the limits of research that measure the perception of the community 
about the role of social capital in the development of a region. The fi ndings suggest 
to stakeholders that the way in which social capital is perceived is important to 
regional development. 

Community-based development is based on the principle of development aid 
through community participation, which is expected to promote pro-social be-
haviour. Thus, as Nguyen and Rieger (2017) show, programs can be developed 
that focus on the importance of social capital measured by fi eld-based economic 
experiments. 

The concept of social capital has gained a great deal of importance in the past 
and its relation to the identifi cation of factors that infl uence the level of education 
of individuals. Thus, explanations have emerged regarding the diff erent levels of 
participation in formal and informal education of adults and the conditions required 
for building and developing institutions and practices that contribute to lifelong 
learning. In this respect, the increase in social capital seems to be directly related 
to community development education, meaning that community development is 
generally defi ned as a social learning process that empowers individuals and their 
involvement as citizens in collective activities aimed at socio-economic develop-
ment. In this context, McClenaghan (2000) questions the validity and eff ectiveness 
of social capital as an analytical concept in the fi eld of adult education research. 
Another viewpoint was asserted by Kilpatrick, Field and Falk (2003). They con-
sider that, since the social capital concept is not able to combat the complex so-
cial divisions that characterize contemporary society, a relation can be identifi ed 
between social capital and community development, especially through adult 
education for the development of the community, as a central area in which the 
scientifi c and political interests overlap. Gagacka (2016) believes that professional 
counselling can lead to the increase in human and social capital. This counselling 
responds to the states of uncertainties and social risks determined by the dynamic 
changes of contemporary life. The request for counselling is not only for people 
who want to develop their own career quickly and effi  ciently but also for those 
who fail to function in the realities of current labour markets or meet their profes-
sional requirements and family roles. Areekul, Ratana-Ubol and Kimpee (2015) 
believe that this capital can be strengthened through a lifelong learning system. 
They have determined the components of social capital that consist of culture 
and knowledge at human and institutional level, community funds and natural 
resources. The social capital of a community is based on trust in all its stages of 
consolidation. This involves the confi dent participation of community members 
in studying community issues, engagement in decision-making, implementation, 
sharing benefi ts, and taking part in assessing these stages. 

Social capital can help strengthen social infrastructure at community level, 
according to Aldrich and Meyer (2015). In this respect, referring to the resilience 
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of communities, the authors highlight the critical role of social capital and net-
works in the survival and recovery of communities following tough times. Social 
capital can be viewed, as noted before, in terms of social networks as well. Ennis 
and West (2013) propose integrating social networking into community develop-
ment practice as a useful way to communicate the relations between micro- and 
macroeconomic issues in communities and to explore the impact of community 
development work. The authors demonstrate that social network analysis is a useful 
tool for facilitating community development and measuring the eff ectiveness of 
community development projects. 

Research methods
We chose survey research as a statistical method of knowing a population based 

on the data recorded on a representative group (sample) extracted from that pop-
ulation. In our approach we preferred a random survey by unrepeatable selection 
(Fowler, 2002). We worked on the young population represented by high school 
students, starting with the age of 15, on the adult (19-29 years), mature (30-64 
years) and elderly (65 years and more) population. In order to create a represent-
ative sample, we resorted to data kept by the National Institute of Statistics (NIS). 
According to data provided by NIS, according to the latest census (carried out 
in 2011), Buzau has a stable population of 115,494 inhabitants, of which 84.4% 
are over 15 years old (http: // statistici.insse.ro). The 383 individuals included in 
our sample were divided into two target groups, namely adults (including mature 
and elderly individuals) and high school students. Thus, we canvassed 311 adult 
subjects of both sexes, of various ages and with diff erent education levels. The 
other canvassed group included 72 high school students. 

We used an adapted form of the social distance scale, starting from the Bogardus 
model (1925), which became by extension, the most used method for emphasizing 
acceptance or rejection of initiatives / institutions / social groups / etc.

Results and discussion

Results concerning all the surveyed population 

Sample distribution shows that 40.6% of the respondents would get suffi  ciently 
involved in the local government’s initiatives concerning Buzau Town. An almost 
similar share of respondents claimed that they would get very involved in the var-
ious initiatives concerning Buzau Town. Almost half of the people participating in 
the survey stated that they would get suffi  ciently involved in initiatives proposed 
by the central government (47.4%). If international institutions developed initia-
tives concerning Buzau Town, most respondents would get involved in them to a 
very great extent (44.8%). More than half of the respondents said that if people 
they trust developed initiatives for Buzau Town, they would get very involved.
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Table  1. Degree of involvement in various initiatives of the whole population 
surveyed

*Data source: personal processing 

Results concerning the adult, mature and elderly population

More than half of the respondents claimed that if local government authorities 
had initiatives concerning Buzau Town, they would get very involved. 63% of 
the respondents to our questionnaire would get suffi  ciently involved in the central 
government’s initiatives. According to the table data, more than half of the re-
spondents would like to get very involved in various initiatives initiated by inter-
national institutions. More than half of the respondents want to get very involved 
in the initiatives concerning Buzau Town suggested by people they trust (59.3%).

Table 2. Degree of involvement in various initiatives of the adult, mature and 
elderly population

* Data source: personal processing 

Let us get a little more insight into the respondents’ age. 33.3% of the respond-
ents aged between 30 and 64 years confi rmed that they would get suffi  ciently 
involved in various initiatives of local government authorities. More than half of 
the interviewed individuals aged between 30 and 64 years stated that they would 
get suffi  ciently involved in various initiatives initiated by the central government 
(55.6%). 44.4% of the respondents aged between 30 and 64 years would like to 
get very involved in initiatives coming from international institutions. We found 
that 3.7% of the elderly respondents would like to get very involved in initiatives 
initiated by people they trust concerning Buzau Town.

Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves 
proposed by…

Very much
(%)

Suffi  ciently
(%)

A liƩ le 
(%)

Not at all
(%)

local government 35.6 40.6 15.3 8.5
central government 15.3 47.4 28.8 8.5
internaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ ons 44.8 19.0 27.6 8.6
people I trust 53.3 25.0 11.7 10.0

Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves 
proposed by…

Very much
(%)

Suffi  ciently
(%)

A liƩ le 
(%)

Not at all
(%)

local government 51.9 37.0 3.7 7.4
central government 63.0 22.2 11.1 3.7
internaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ ons 51.9 22.2 22.2 3.7
people I trust 59.3 18.5 14.8 7.4
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Table 3. Degree of involvement in various initiatives of the adult, mature and 
elderly population, on age groups

* Data source: personal processing

Here is more in-depth information about the answers depending on the respond-
ents’ level of education. 29.6% of all the respondents who are higher education 
graduates would get suffi  ciently involved in any local government initiatives. Al-
most half of the subjects are higher education graduates and wish to get suffi  ciently 
involved in initiatives suggested by central government. 25.9% of the respondents 
who are university graduates agreed to get very involved in the initiatives proposed 
by international institutions for Buzau Town. The highest percentage was recorded 
among university graduates who wish very to get involved in initiatives proposed 
by people they trust (40.7%).

Table 4. Degree of involvement in various initiatives of the adult, mature and 
elderly population, depending on their education level

IniƟ aƟ ves proposed 
by…

Degree of 
involvement 19-29 years 30-64 years 65-X years

local government
Very much 11.1% 37.0% 3.7%
Suffi  ciently 3.7% 33.3% --
A liƩ le -- 3.7% --
Not at all -- 7.4% --

central government
Very much 7.4% 14.8% --
Suffi  ciently 3.7% 55.6% 3.7%
A liƩ le 3.7% 7.4% --
Not at all -- 3.7% --

internaƟ onal 
insƟ tuƟ ons

Very much 7.4% 44.4% --
Suffi  ciently 3.7% 18.5% --
A liƩ le 3.7% 14.8% 3.7%
Not at all -- 3.7% --

people I trust
Very much -- 55.6% 3.7%
Suffi  ciently 3.7% 11.1% --
A liƩ le 7.4% 11.1% --
Not at all 3.7% 3.7% --

Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves proposed by local government authoriƟ es
Degree of involvement 10 grades High school College Higher 

educaƟ on
Graduate 
educaƟ on

Very much 7.4% 11.1% 7.4% 14.8% 11.1%
Suffi  ciently -- 3.7% 3.7% 29.6% --
A liƩ le -- -- -- 3.7% --
Not at all -- -- 3.7% -- 3.7%
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* Data source: personal processing

Results concerning the young population

More than 40% of respondents would get suffi  ciently involved in initiatives 
proposed by local government authorities. We noticed that 47% of the students 
participating in the survey said that they would have little involvement in the 
initiatives proposed by the central government authorities. If some international 
institutions proposed various initiatives for Buzau, most of the respondents would 
get involved to a very large extent (44.1%). Nearly half of the surveyed students 
(49.9%) said that if people they trust suggested initiatives to support Buzau, they 
would get very involved.

Table 5. Degree of involvement in various initiatives of the young population

* Data source: personal processing 

Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves proposed by central government authoriƟ es
Degree of involvement 10 grades High school College Higher 

educaƟ on
Graduate 
educaƟ on

Very much -- 11.1% 7.4% -- 3.7%
Suffi  ciently -- 3.7% 3.7% 48.1% 7.4%
A liƩ le 7.4% -- 3.7% -- --
Not at all -- -- -- -- 3.7%
Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves proposed by internaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ ons
Degree of involvement 10 grades High school College Higher 

educaƟ on
Graduate 
educaƟ on

Very much -- 11.1% 7.4% 25.9% 7.4%
Suffi  ciently -- 3.7% 7.4% 7.4% 3.7%
A liƩ le 7.4% -- -- 14.8% --
Not at all -- -- -- -- --
Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves proposed by people I trust
Degree of involvement 10 grades High school College Higher 

educaƟ on
Graduate 
educaƟ on

Very much -- -- 7.4% 40.7% 11.1%
Suffi  ciently -- 3.7% 3.7% 3.7% 3.7%
A liƩ le -- 11.1% 3.7% 3.7% --
Not at all 7.4% -- -- -- --

Involvement in iniƟ aƟ ves 
proposed by…

Very much
(%)

Suffi  ciently
(%)

A liƩ le
(%)

Not at all
(%)

local government 21.9 43.7 25.0 9.4
central government 8.8 32.4 47.0 11.8
internaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ ons 44.1 29.4 14.7 11.8
people I trust 49.9 32.4 11.8 5.9
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Results in the mirror

We want to highlight a very interesting set of results, referring to the social 
capital of the Buzau community. Please note that we use the idea of social capital 
in the sense of willingness to be involved in joint community development pro-
jects. The fi rst results are those for the entire population of Buzau. Thus, regarding 
the population involvement in the initiatives proposed by the local government 
authorities, according sample distribution, 40.6% of the respondents would get 
suffi  ciently involved and almost the same percentage of respondents (namely 
35.6%) said that they would get very involved in these initiatives. Almost half 
of the respondents said that they would get suffi  ciently involved in the initiatives 
proposed by the central authorities (47.4%), whereas 15.3% would get very in-
volved. If international institutions suggested initiatives for Buzau Town, most 
respondents would get involved to a very large extent (44.8%), followed by those 
who would get suffi  ciently involved (19.0%). Also, 53.3% of respondents claimed 
that, if people that they trust proposed initiatives for Buzau, they would also get 
very involved, whereas a quarter of the population surveyed (25.0%), would get 
suffi  ciently involved.

Here is also a mirror presentation of the results. Over half of the adult, mature 
and elderly respondents (51.9%) stated that if local authorities were to propose 
initiatives for Buzau, they would get very involved, and 37.0% would get pretty 
involved. The share of people who would like to get suffi  ciently involved in central 
government initiatives is 63.0%, followed by those who would get very involved 
(22.2%). As one may also notice, over half of the respondents (51.9%) would 
like to get very involved in various initiatives that international institutions would 
launch, and 22.2% would get suffi  ciently involved such initiatives. More than half 
of respondents want to get very involved in the initiatives concerning Buzau Town 
proposed by people they trust (59.3%). Those who would be involved enough 
are 18.5% of them would get suffi  ciently involved. For all categories of proposed 
initiatives, the highest share of respondents is the active population segment (30 
to 64 years of age) with a higher level of training. 

As far as the young population is concerned, 43.7% of respondents would get 
suffi  ciently involved, and 21.9% of them very involved in initiatives proposed by 
local authorities. We did notice the same level of enthusiasm for central govern-
ment initiatives, as 47.0% of the surveyed students said that they would have little 
involvement in the initiatives proposed by the central authorities. On the other 
hand, if some international institutions proposed diff erent initiatives for Buzau 
Town, most respondents would get involved to a very large extent (44.1%). Nearly 
half of the students participating in the survey (49.9%) said that if people they 
trust suggested initiatives to support Buzau Town, they would get very involved 
and 32.4% would get suffi  ciently involved.
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Table 6. Comparison of results

* Data source: personal processing

Conclusions
Thus, for the total population, the best scores (i.e. “very much” and “suffi  -

ciently/pretty much”) were found for the initiatives proposed by local authorities 
and the people they trust, followed by those proposed by international bodies and 
by central authorities. In the adult, mature and elderly population, the best scores 
are by far those for local government initiatives (about 90%, the best score in all 
rankings), followed by initiatives of community leaders, and then by those pro-
posed by central authorities and international ones. The results are diff erent for the 
young population segment, where the best score was found for the initiatives of 
private individuals, trusted acquaintances, followed by international institutions, 
local authorities and, last, central authorities.

Thus, for the whole population surveyed in our research, as well as on age cat-
egories, the most trusted are local government authorities and people they know, 
who are leaders in their community.
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