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Re a di ng on S oc i a l  Ca pi t a l  

W h a t  i s  s o c i a l  c a p i t a l ?   Em m a  Pi t t a wa y.     

There is much debate about what exactly is meant by the term ‘social capital’. In the context 
of the sustainable livelihoods framework it is taken to mean the social resources upon which 
people draw in pursuit of their livelihood objectives. These are developed through: 

• networks and connectedness, either vertical (patron/client) or horizontal (between 
individuals with shared interests) that increase people’s trust and ability to work together and 
expand their access to wider institutions, such as political or civic bodies; 

• membership of more formalised groups which often entails adherence to mutually-agreed 
or 
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I s  i t  a l wa y s  p o s i t i v e ?  

Social capital can be used in negative as well as positive ways. 

• Those who are excluded from strong groups that convey multiple benefits may be 
disadvantaged in a variety of other ways (e.g. landless women with few skills). 

• Networks may be based upon strictly hierarchical or coercive relationships that limit 
mobility and prevent people from escaping from poverty. 

• Membership of a group or network often entails obligations (e.g. to assist others in times of 
distress) as well as rights (to call upon assistance). Calls for assistance may come at difficult 
times. 

 As well as having its own intrinsic value, social capital may be particularly important as a 
‘resource of last resort’ for the poor and vulnerable. It can: 

• provide a buffer that helps them cope with shocks, such as death in the family; 

• act as an informal safety net to ensure survival during periods of intense 

insecurity; and 

• compensate for a lack of other types of capital (e.g.shared labour groups compensating for 
limited human capital within the household). 
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