ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Understanding the Role of Social Capital in the Production of Affordable Housing in Orange County, California

By

Jennifer E. Gress

Doctor of Philosophy in Social Ecology

University of California, Irvine, 2007

Professor M. Victoria Basolo, Chair

The federal devolution of responsibility for decision-making in and funding for housing and community development activity, coupled locally with high housing costs and a diminishing land supply have elevated the role of affordable housing developers in providing housing.  Policy makers and funders have encouraged community-based organizations to form partnerships and collaborations as a means to share information, reduce service duplication, increase efficiency, and extend scarce resources (Glickman & Servon, 1998, 2003; Takahashi & Smutny, 2001).  Within this turbulent policy climate, the concept of social capital has been used as a framework to understand how such relationships support a wide range of housing and community development goals.

Social capital is defined as those features of social structure such as networks, norms of cooperation, and trust that facilitate individual and collective action (Coleman 1988, 1990).  Participation in associations, collaboratives and other groups are thought to foster social capital (Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1993), and social capital may facilitate the exchange of resources, such as financial support and technical assistance, among organizations in the pursuit of affordable housing development (Gittel and Vidal, 1998).  The social capital construct shows promise in understanding how nonprofit organizations access and mobilize resources, but its application to affordable housing development is a small but growing research area.

This research seeks to develop a theoretical basis for the study of social capital and networks in affordable housing development, to provide empirical evidence concerning their contributions to the production of affordable housing, and to help place boundaries on the social capital construct in a way that demonstrates its usefulness in understanding the mechanisms through which affordable housing developers access and mobilize resources to produce housing.

Guiding this research is a general conceptual model that seeks to articulate the sources, forms, and functions of social capital that lead to one important outcome:  the production of housing units.  Two overarching questions are addressed in this research.  The first concerns the extent to which associations and collaboratives serve as sources of social capital and their role in facilitating access to resources and production activity.  The second overarching question concerns understanding and identifying the role of social capital in accessing and mobilizing resources to produce housing. 

These questions were addressed through a case study of the affordable housing community in Orange County, California.  Forty-nine individuals representing developers, lenders, and local governments participated in this study, which employed a mixed methodology consisting of qualitative interviews and a quantitative survey.

The results regarding associations and collaboratives as sources of social capital suggest that associations and collaboratives provide a forum that fosters familiarity and supports the formation of weak ties among those organizations involved in affordable housing.  However, the data also suggest that relationship-building in the context of these types of associations is not prevalent or critical enough to affect developers’ access to resources and ability to produce affordable housing in Orange County.  

Data regarding the forms and functions of social capital at play in affordable housing development generated numerous, at times conflicting results.  Taken as a whole, the data reveal four themes that shed light on the dynamics of social capital in affordable housing development:

1) Different types of organizations (i.e, local governments, lenders, developers) may use social capital to access different kinds of resources. 

2) Social capital varies in importance and strength at different phases of development.  

3) Different forms of social capital operate in affordable housing development, which serve different functions according to each phase of development.

4) Developers vary in the extent to which they use social capital to access resources and produce housing.  

These results are helpful in developing a more complete understanding of the role of social capital and provide for a re-conceptualization of the construct as it applies to affordable housing development.  Many questions remain, however, and recommendations for future research are discussed.  The dissertation closes with a comment regarding the appropriate use of the social capital construct in community development research and practice.  

