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A primary goal of the devolution of public social welfare programs in industrialized nations is to 
increase the involvement of local governments, communities, and non-government agencies in 
the design, delivery, and evaluation of social welfare programs. An underlying premise is that 
the predominance of the central state government in funding and administering social welfare 
programs impedes social capital and undermines sustainable economic development at the 
community level. This reflects the widely held view that social welfare programs have 
contributed to a dependency on government programs that have not only reduced individual self-
sufficiency and increased poverty levels, but created an unsupportable and debilitating demand 
for remedial and compensatory services and benefits.  

One critical aspect of creating a sustainable approach to social services and benefits is to build 
social capital through increased partnering and interaction among all levels and types of service 
providers. The World Bank defines social capital as "the institutions, relationships, and norms 
that shape the quality and quantity of a society's social interactions." This concept is becoming a 
dominant theme in shaping the program initiatives of private foundations and NGOs, as well as 
programs funded by state agencies. The trend demonstrates a growing recognition that individual 
and family social and economic self-sufficiency is contingent on interdependent community-
based initiatives that address multiple causes of public social welfare dependency, 
unemployment, and poverty.  

There are numerous examples of community capacity building leading to increased social capital 
where community groups, government, and non-government organizations are working 
collaboratively. Many successful examples are found in rural areas despite problems endemic to 
rural society, including isolated geographic location, poor transportation, high unemployment 
and poverty rates, unfavorable ratios of elderly populations, and declining agricultural-based 
economies.  

Panelists engaged in rural community and non-government agency projects in three industrial 
nations (Australia, Poland, and the United States) will each present papers based on their 
experience and research.  

 


