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This briefing provides an overview of the evidence of the importance of social 
capital and social infrastructure in underpinning functioning local communities 

and economies. It outlines why there is a particularly urgent need for 

foundational investment to build social infrastructure in ‘left behind’ 
neighbourhoods in order to improve social and economic outcomes for the 

residents who live there.  

Background 
Whilst the case for spending on economic infrastructure is seen as open-and-shut, the rationale for 
investment in social infrastructure is not yet universally recognised. Despite its role in underpinning 
the formation and development of social capital and civic life within communities – something that 
is increasingly seen as critical to the wellbeing of society – social infrastructure has often not been 
an investment priority, either at national or local level.  In many neighbourhoods identified as 
being ‘left behind’ it is in a state of disrepair or deterioration.  

Recent research has found that the places where the social fabric is most frayed and in need of 
repair are coastal areas, city suburbs and large towns,i the peripheries of which make up many of 
the 225 ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods identified by Local Trust and OCSI for the APPG.ii Home to 2.4 
million people, these areas have seen their social infrastructure decline disproportionately 
compared to the rest of the country. These communities have low levels of: 

• civic assets: the spaces and places in the community where people can meet and interact 

• community engagement: groups and organisations that do things and bring people together 

• connectivity: digital and physical connections between people and opportunities - particularly 

economic opportunities. 

Due to this social infrastructure deficit, these neighbourhoods can also suffer from depleted levels 
of social capital, resulting in weakened connections between residents, organisations and public 

agencies, lower levels of volunteering and wider civic activity, and less capacity to respond 
collectively to challenges and access support from elsewhere.  The effect of low levels of social 
infrastructure and depleted social capital can be seen in the hollowing-out of some communities’ 
capacity to act, particularly in mobilising to improve local outcomes. This was identified in recent 
APPG research into the early impact of COVID-19 which showed that ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods 
had lower levels of mutual aid activity than other communities and received significantly less 
external charitable funding support than other, equally deprived, communities.iii  

What is social infrastructure? 

Social infrastructure refers to the framework of institutions and physical spaces that support 
shared civic life.  The community centre, pub or park provide space for people to meet, engage and 
build relationships and trust that underpin any successful community.  But other elements are less 

visible and tangible – the networks of formal and informal groups, organisations, partnerships and 
initiatives that both benefit from and sustain the physical and social fabric of a place.   
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This multifaceted nature of social infrastructure can sometimes make the term feel hard to pin 
down – or easier to overlook.  But its importance is inescapable - “we all know it when we see 
it…and know how communities appear when it is not in place”; it is what “makes a place where 
people want to live, businesses want to trade and investors wish to invest."iv  
 

A typology of social infrastructure used by Local Trust 

 

 

An alternative description of social infrastructure is as the “civic operating system” upon which our 

society is run. It is “the long-term asset that supports social action, volunteering, co-operation and 
social enterprise.”v It helps build trust amongst neighbours, a shared sense of community spirit and 
a framework that can enable residents to get involved in building the civic life of their local area.   

From a community perspective, definitional issues are less important than the practical impact 

social infrastructure has on local people’s perceptions of their local area.  Local Trust has identified 
investment in local community buildings and community-based activity as being a priority for most 
areas when given the opportunity to influence local spending decisions through the Big Local 
programme.vi    

‘Harder’ forms of social infrastructure, such as shared and accessible physical places where people 
can meet and congregate at low or no cost - and which are the location of community activities - 
are seen by local residents as vital.  But of equal importance is the ‘soft’ social infrastructure of 
communities: the groups and organisations that help underpin community confidence and 
capacity, and the networks, connections and relationships they facilitate. Indeed, one often 
supports the other – without accessible places in a neighbourhood for people to meet and gather, 
it can be harder for groups to form and take collaborative action on things that matter most to the 
local community. 
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Why is social infrastructure so important? 

In his 2018 book Palaces for the People, Eric Klinenberg notes that: “When social infrastructure is 
robust, it fosters contact, mutual support, and collaboration among friends and neighbours; when 
degraded, it inhibits social activity, leaving families and individuals to fend for themselves.”vii 

Social infrastructure builds trust and social capital 
Social infrastructure is particularly critical in forming, supporting and boosting the levels of social 
capital in a local area.  Social capital is not just the glue or the ties that bind us together by 
fostering trust and reciprocity: it’s essential for wider social and economic health and wellbeing – 

something that has become particularly important to communities seeking to respond to 
challenging social and economic circumstances.   

Social infrastructure and social capital strengthen community resilience  
Strong connections between residents and organisations allow a community to work together to 
navigate crises, providing specific assistance during times of trouble. As individuals form stronger 
bonds, they share more information about their lives, developing an understanding of each other’s 
needs and skills, making communities better able – and willing – to solve problems collectively.  In 

a recent survey, 95% of local government leaders identified local community responses as 
significant in meeting the challenge of COVID-19.viii 

Social infrastructure improves economic outcomes 

Social infrastructure helps build levels of social capital across communities and the skills and 
networks needed to access the labour market. Low levels of social capital can help to explain why it 
is difficult for individuals who live in the most deprived neighbourhoods to find the type of 
employment opportunities that can help them to exit poverty,ix whilst improving levels of social 

capital enables individuals to develop the skills and networks needed to access and progress in 
employment opportunities.  

More generally, and from the micro to the macro, social infrastructure builds social capital that 

improves trust which, in turn, increases productivity, lowering business costs, smoothing 
transactions and stimulating enterprise. This trust manifests itself in greater wealth flowing 
through the local economy, boosting economic outcomes and overall wellbeing.x 
 

 

Social capital: from bowlers to bankers 
 
Twenty-five years ago, Harvard academic Robert Putnam popularised the concept of social capital and its 
role in supporting communities in his bestseller Bowling Alone. Its significance has more recently been 
championed by leaders from the financial sector, with former Bank of England Governor Mark Carney 
emphasising its importance to building inclusive capitalism. University of Chicago professor and ex-
Governor of the Reserve Bank of India Rajhuram Rajan identifies the importance of grass-roots decision 
making and reviving the community in his shortlisted FT Business Book of the Year 2019 The Third Pillar. 

In a key 2019 speech, Andy Haldane, Chair of the Industrial Strategy Council and ex-Bank of England 
Chief Economist observed how “to work well, towns, cities and regions need a blend of economic, 
financial and social capital.” Regarding declining social infrastructure, he observed “when these social 
spaces are lost, social capital depreciates. That matters to the citizens of a region every bit as much as a 
loss of financial or economic capital; it is another reason to feel left-behind.” 
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Social infrastructure supports effective public services 

Putnam’s original insights into social capital included reflections on how the effectiveness of sub-

national government was determined by the presence or absence of civic engagement. In looking 
at how communities can work together with local government, the wider public sector and other 
service providers in addressing locally-specific and often ‘wicked problems’, it is clear that active, 
engaged and empowered communities make a better partner with the state than those that do not 
have the capacity, confidence or experience to be able to take on greater responsibility for change.   

Neighbourhood-based services that are rooted in the local community, and delivered by local 
community organisations from a location or venue embedded in the community are not only often 
more accessible to local residents, but are also better positioned to reach out and connect to those 
whom public sector agencies may often miss - or deem ‘hard to reach’. For those in need of 
support who may have a poor - or indeed no experience - of dealing with public authorities, 
provision in the community by a trusted community organisation and its local workers means that 
the needs of those residents are not overlooked. These are needs that may have otherwise gone 

unmet, requiring more intensive (and costly) state intervention further downstream, and healthy 
local social infrastructure can ensure they are identified, assessed and responded to.   

Community organisations engaged in service delivery are not only much closer to their prospective 
client base, but also to what is happening on the ground in a neighbourhood and can be the source 

of valuable data and intelligence to public service providers. They are better equipped to know and 
respond flexibly to existing and emerging local needs, from preventative work around health and 
social care, particularly for example in the interlinked areas of diet, mental health, loneliness and 
social isolation, and the aging well agenda, to outreach youth services and local family support, 
advice and guidance work. Social infrastructure such as these frontline community organisations 
designing and delivering services and interventions in, by and from the local community are 
valuable partners with the public sector. 

 
Social infrastructure and ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods 
In recent years, many communities have experienced a steady decline in places to meet and in the 

organisations that support and facilitate local activities, spanning public, private and community 
sectors.  Over 25 per cent of pubs have called their final last orders since 2001xi, with 27 per cent of 
libraries closing their doors since 2005.xii Membership of local groups and community organisations 
fell by a sixth from a peak of 61 per cent in 1993 to 50 per cent today - with the greatest decline 
amongst those aged under-40.xiii  Without social spaces for people to connect with one another in 
a community, local social capital is weakened and the sense of community itself may be placed at 
risk.  

This is a problem that has disproportionately affected those 225 neighbourhoods identified by 
Local Trust and OCSI research as being ‘left behind’. These neighbourhoods have tended to receive 
lower levels of available public investment over many years. ‘Left behind’ neighbourhoods receive 
on average £827 per head to spend on core Local Government services compared with £843 across 
England as a whole, despite higher overall levels of need. xiv  
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Lower core spending power has also led to a loss of economic activity, leading to the withdrawal of   
private sector facilities and civic assets such as pubs and shops. This sense of unfairness in access 
to resources is a very real and pervasive feeling among a significant numbers of people living in 
‘left behind’ neighbourhoods – something that is likely to be confirmed by new Survation polling 
data for Local Trust due for publication later this month.   Low levels of social infrastructure in ‘left 
behind’ neighbourhoods place particular pressure on their ability to support local civic activity.   

Membership of community groups is lower in ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods than the rest of 
England: New polling analysis coming out later this week shows that 8 per cent of residents in ‘left 
behind’ neighbourhoods had been a member of a local community or social action group over the 
past year.xv This is just over half the English estimate of 15 per cent of people who had been 

involved in local social action at least once in the last twelve monthsxvi. Volunteering In ‘left behind’ 
neighbourhoods is also significantly less than half of the national average: only 14 per cent of those 
surveyed had been involved in unpaid voluntary activities, compared to a national figure of 36 per 
cent of people who had taken part in formal volunteering in the past year.xvii  

Rates of civic engagement in ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods compared to England 

 

 

 

Local Trust’s research suggests that a lack of civic assets, community engagement and connectivity 
are associated with significantly worse broader social and economic outcomes for local residents 
and the communities they live in. In areas where there are fewer places to meet, lower levels of 
community activity and engagement and poor connectivity, residents face significantly worse 
socio-economic outcomes than areas that are similarly economically deprived but benefit from 
stronger social infrastructure. For example, they have: 

• Lower skills levels and higher unemployment than other deprived areas, with the gap 
increasing 

• Much lower job density than other deprived areas, meaning further to travel for work – 
alongside relatively low levels of car ownership and longer public transport journey times 

• Lower pay than across other deprived areas, with household income more than £7,000 lower 
on average than across England as a whole  
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• Poorer outcomes for both physical and mental health, with instances of lung cancer more 
than 60 per cent the national average 

• Higher numbers receiving welfare benefits (just under one-in three working-age adults 
receiving at least one benefit) than other deprived areas, nearly double the England average 

• Just under one in three children is living in poverty, higher than levels across other deprived 
areas and nearly double the national average.   

• Higher crime than the national average for all major crime types, with notably higher levels of 

criminal damage 

 

Community-based resilience and neighbourly spirit has been one positive to emerge from the 
COVID-19 crisis.  Communities came together to provide a rapid response - often before state 
action or any formal support network had been set up - shielding the most vulnerable, 
coordinating access to essentials and prioritising the physical and mental wellbeing of residents 
over the long term.xviii  High levels of social capital enabled communities to work together to share 

support and address need when and where it arose, and to bring in resources from outside to help 
meet local need. 

Research into the early impact of COVID-19 carried out for the APPG showed that ‘left behind’ 
neighbourhoods had lower levels of mutual aid activity than other communities, but also received 

significantly less external funding support than other, equally deprived, communities.xix  
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Rebuilding social infrastructure in 'left behind' areas 
Government is committed to ‘levelling-up’ and improving outcomes for areas that have missed out 
in the past from the benefits of economic growth.  Initiatives such as the £1.6bn Stronger Towns 
Fund reflect the prioritisation of investment targeted at places that have not shared in the 
proceeds of growth in the same way as more prosperous parts of the country.  

This investment has focused on renewing and improving infrastructure that will form the bedrock 
for the recovery following the COVID crisis.  However, a focus primarily on regional and town 
centre physical and economic infrastructure projects risks overlooking the needs of communities 
located on the periphery of those towns and cities, who have also suffered from significant loss of 
social and economic infrastructure at a local level, and may not see immediate benefits from - or 

be able to easily access – the results of that new investment.   

In parallel to investment in economic infrastructure, long-term, targeted investment is needed at a 
local spatial level, focused on the needs of areas that are most ‘left behind’, with a particular focus 

on building and sustaining social infrastructure.   In doing so, it will be possible to create the 
foundations for a virtuous circle that builds social capital, supports economic development, and 
strengthens community spirit and resilience.  As Onward have found in their recent research, for 
the 'levelling-up' agenda to be successful the government needs to "start building local institutions, 
seeding local networks, empowering local leaders and devolving power - real power - to places to 
take back control of their own place."xx  

In areas that have seen a loss of social infrastructure, and in particular areas that are categorised as 
‘left behind’, long term investment is needed to address that social infrastructure deficit.  
Evaluation of past area-based programmes suggests that those most likely to be successful are 
where control of decisions, design and resources is in the hands of local people.xxi   Local Trust’s 
experience delivering the Big Local programme suggests that to be successful, that funding would 
need to be long term, providing communities with the time to develop their capability, confidence 

and skills outside of the constraints of political or Treasury finance cycles.   
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Places to meet 

Often communities struggle to sustain themselves because they cannot easily or affordably access 

places to meet or organise activities. As well as traditional community centres and hubs, this can 
also include pubs, clubs and other leisure facilities. Where these sorts of community resources -
civic assets - have disappeared, residents have prioritised investment in them, and we know that 
residents of ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods feel that they particularly miss out compared to other 
areas in terms of these ‘harder’, physical forms of social infrastructure. 

Over 4000 public buildings are sold off every year,xxii and whilst national programmes  to support 
the transfer of assets to local community ownership have delivered some notable successes, they 
require pre-existing levels of social capital and capacity to maximise their chances of success.   
Local Trust’s experience of working in communities with low levels of pre-existing community 
capacity is that long term patient support can be needed to get a community to the point where it 
is capable of taking on ownership of an asset and managing it on a sustainable basis. 

However, where they are successfully transferred, community ownership of these civic assets also 
improves their sustainability: with over 6,000 such community-owned assets in the UK, 76 per cent 
are in ‘very good’ or ‘good’ financial health.xxiii  Work is ongoing to look at how these assets can be 
better protected for the benefit of the community in the long term.xxiv 

This is part of a movement towards greater community ownership of civic assets: 

• community-owned shops have increased tenfold since 1996, from 34 to 346. With a long-term 
survival rate of 94%, they are a robust and sustainable form of social infrastructurexxv 

• community pubs are beginning to flourish, with 85 having registered and opened as of January 
2018 and 1,250 registered as ‘assets of community value’ under the Localism Act 2011  

Survation polling commissioned by Local Trust, due to be published later this month, is likely to 

show that investment in community buildings and other places to meet are amongst the highest 
ranked priorities for residents of ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods were they given new resources with 
which to invest in improving their communities.xxvi 

An active and engaged community 

Many communities need time and considerable support to organise themselves to start to make a 
difference. Lacking significant existing civil society activity, they do not have a pool of active and 
experienced individuals to draw on, with areas where shops and other businesses had withdrawn 

facing even bigger challenges. For many communities, building local civil society capacity and/or 
supporting the development of local micro-enterprise are early priorities. This has often included 
investment to improve an area’s economic prospects through, for example, community-owned 
affordable housing, renewable-energy schemes, or reviving local shopsxxvii. 

Local Trust’s experience working in ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods is that levels of interest in 
participating in decision-making by local government can be lower than in other communities.  This 
may reflect low levels of confidence on the part of local residents, but also a level of distrust about 
engagement with statutory agencies.  By way of contrast, when new resources are made available 
specifically for improving local areas, local people can show considerable enthusiasm for leading 
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decision-making about how those resources are spent.  Forthcoming Survation polling for Local 
Trust, due for publication later this month will investigate this issue in more detail.   

Connectivity 

Improving connectivity has been a priority for those communities in peripheral areas suffering 
from limited public transport and poor digital connectivity. A lack of physical connectivity has made 

it difficult for them to access labour markets and public services such as health or education, or 
build the partnerships they need to improve outcomes for themselves and their areas.  For those 
communities on the edge of larger conurbations, the centre of their nearby town can often feel a 
long way, and many other ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods are literally at the end of the line – or on 
no line at all. 

The internet has made it easier to forge connections and build communities beyond geographical 
borders, having a “positive effect on both the size and diversity of people’s personal networks.”xxviii 
However, those unable to use and access digital devices and broadband are prevented from 
benefitting from many of the things that most of us now take for granted, from online shopping to 
public services that are increasingly digital by default. During lockdown, the role of the internet 
was of paramount importance, enabling people to connect with friends and family, and work and 
learn from home. The pandemic is also a stark reminder that those without access to the internet 

risk becoming even more isolated and ‘left behind’, as the world moves ever more rapidly online. 

Forthcoming Survation polling, due for publication later this month, is likely to confirm that fast 
and reliable internet coverage and better public transport are particular priorities for residents of 

‘left behind’ neighbourhoods. When communities have been supported to take action on 
connectivity issues, this has ranged from petitioning to save local bus services and developing 
transport improvement plans to themselves providing imaginative alternative transport options. 
Some communities have invested in local community-owned broadband services in broadband 
‘not-spots’ to ensure access, whilst others have set up online training programmes and obtained 
digital licences and devices to get and keep residents connected.xxix 
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The Community Wealth Fund Alliance 
The Community Wealth Fund Alliance (CWFA) has over 250 members. Membership is mostly 
comprised of civil society organisations and also includes some public and private sector 
organisations. Local Trust provides the secretariat to the Alliance and is one of its founding 
members. 

The campaign is steered by an Advisory Group, which comes together once a month and 
provides strategic advice, representing the interests of the wider membership. The Group 
includes representatives from NAVCA, Small Charities Coalition, People’s Health Trust, NCVO, 
Race Equality Foundation and Lloyds Bank Foundation. The Community Wealth Fund Alliance 
also has a group of dedicated member champions who take an active role in promoting the 
campaign.  
 
The Community Wealth Fund Alliance has called for the creation of a Community Wealth Fund 
which would secure long-term support for the most ‘left behind neighbourhoods’. The 
proposal is to establish a new independent national endowment providing funds to support 
neighbourhood level long term investment and community control over spending decisions.  It 
has proposed that the government agree to provide £4bn from the next wave of dormant 
assets in support of that work. This level of endowment could transform the social 
infrastructure of ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods over the long term. 
 
Key elements of any such programme would include investing in the provision or 
improvement of shared places to meet; supporting the development of healthy and vibrant 
civic activity; and developing better connectivity – physical, digital and organisational – to 
other areas, resources, services and opportunities. 
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About the APPG for ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods 
The All-Party Parliamentary Group for 'left behind' neighbourhoods is a cross-party group 
of MPs and Peers. It is committed to improving social and economic outcomes for 
residents living in ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods, through the development and advocacy of 

hyper-local initiatives and policies.  
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