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Bridging, Bonding, and Linking Social Capital for Community Action: A
Case ofAtisbo Development Union in Atisbo Local Government Area of
Oyo State, Nigeria
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This paper examines the effect of social capital variables (bridging, bonding and linking) on the
successful control/ management of armed bandit operations ill Atisbo local government area of Oyo
state when communities are given opportunities to manage their own affairs. Applying the social
capital framework, it analyzes empirical data from the Atisbo Development Union (A DU) formation
in Atisbo local government area of Oyo state. The study confirms previous findings, which emphasized
the high level of cohesion and traditional norms among a homogeneous community of indigenous
people (bonding social capital) as a success factor. This study further identifies that for effective
management of collective action, mobilization of bridging and linking social capital are equally
important as they do not only help mobilize external resources but, at times, also promote bonding
social capital.
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Introduction
Recently the role of social capital in the management
of collective resources such as management!control
of armed bandit operation has become a topic of
widespread interest especially in development policy
debates. It is increasingly agreed that customary
institutions such as council of elders, youth forum, age
grades and council of Obas have forms of social capital
in the management! control of collective resources as
they provide structure, foster trust and norms of
reciprocity for cooperation and coordinated actions.
These institutions are the local equivalents of the rule
oflaw as they are deeply tied to local notions of identity
and social norms of cooperation. Local participation is
an important element for the successful governance
of collective action including the management! control

of local issues (Uphoff, 2000; Olajide, 2012). Thus,
studies often take community management of collective
resources for granted as such management is assumed
to be a form of enhanced local participation.

However, the success of managing collective
action differs from community to community, as some
are more successful than others (Pretty, 2003; World
Bank, 2003). It is this prime aspect that plays a vital
role in determining success or failure of management
of collective actions. Despite this acknowledgement,
most studies have applied a social capital framework
that does not acknowledge the multi-faceted aspects
of social capital. As a result, many such studies have
overemphasized the local relations, or the bonding social
capital, in the management of community resources.
This emphasis in explaining the success or failure of
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community collecti ve action fails to recognize or tends
to downplay the mutual interaction among bonding,
bridging, and linking aspects of social capital. Based
on a "mini ethnography" carried out in Oke Ogun region
of Oyo state, this paper explores aspects of social
capital of three distinct kinds (bonding, bridging, and
linking) and their distinct as well as mutual roles in the
management of collective problem(armed bandit
operation) at the local level.

The Vigilante groups which is a form of local
security outfit was formally recognized by the local
government authority of Atisbo Local Government area
(LGA) of Oyo state in the year 2002. Its membership
was based on common interest of the LGA
communities. The group is often presented as a
successful outfit for the management/ control of armed
bandit operations in Atisbo LGA. The success story is
attributed to the homogeneous and cohesive nature of
the community with an indigenous system of governing
collective action (bonding social capital). This study
analyzes the broader case, exploring the possible role
of social capital generated by maintaining relations at
various levels in the management/control of the
security operation at local level. The findings from this
study open grounds for further investigation in order
to identify whether there is causal relation between
the successful management/control of security outfit
by community people and high bridging and linking
social capital. The paper starts with presenting a brief
conceptual and theoretical overview of social capital
in relation to collective action, followed by the
presentation of the methods applied. Then, it presents
the case descriptions along with findings. Finally, it
attempts to integrate findings with the theory of social
capital and presents a conclusion.

Conceptual and Theoretical Overview of Social
Capital
Social capital describes the extent and nature of
relationships people have with others, the relationships
people have with their communities, and relationships
between people and various services, institutions and
systems. It is also a concept that can be used to
understand the linkages between communities or
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institutions. The concept of social capital has been
directly linked to broader concepts such as social
cohesion, democracy, economic wellbeing and
sustainability. It is a concept that has attracted much
policy and academic interest in recent years. Most
recently, the concept has been adopted and developed
in various capacity building and community
development strategies, both nationally and
internationally.

Social capital is a concept that can be understood
as networks of social relations characterised by norms
of trust and reciprocity. The essence of social capital
is quality social relations. It is the quality of relationships,
understood through the use of the concept "social
capital", which affects the capacity of people to come
together to collectively resolve problems they face in
common and achieve outcomes of mutual benefit.
Thus, social capital can be understood as a process of
resource for collective action, which may lead to a
broad range of outcomes, of varying social scale.

Social capital, according to Bourdieu (1986), is
the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue
to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a
durable network of more or less institutionalized
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition."
Coleman (1988) defines social capital by its function
that "It is not a single entity, but a variety of different
entities having two characteristics in common: they all
consist of some aspect of social structures, and they
facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within
that structure." Putnam (1993) defines social capital
as features of social organizations, such as networks,
norms, and trust that facilitate coordination and
cooperation for mutual benefits.

Despite their emphases at different levels and
for different purposes, at the heart of all these definitions
lie "relations" (Portes, 1998; Narayan and Cassady,
2001) and the benefits, such as mutual cooperation or
various other resources that result from these relations.
Studies of collective action, such as management of
natural resources in general and forestry in particular,
have widely used the social capital framework as
defined by Putnam for three significant reasons. First,
Putnam (1993) relates social capital to meso (collective)
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level units, such as associations, communities, and
regions.

Second, Putnam (1993) presents social capital
as a solution to the dilemmas of collective action. Third,
Putnam applies the social capital framework to the
study of the performance of institutions, such as
regional governments. In a broader, analytical sense,
application of the social capital framework in the study
of the management of collective issues is useful
because it includes networks (both formal and
informal), including users' groups, as the structural
social capital facilitating collective action (Uphoff,
2000; Pretty, 2002); and various formal and informal
norms and institutions (such as norms of reciprocity,
trust) as the cognitive social capital which predisposes
groups to cooperation and collective action (Uphoff,
2000). Furthermore, while facilitating or predisposing
to cooperate, sanctions arise as an integral part of the
social capital framework. Therefore, social capital is
a multifaceted concept (Dasgupta and Serageldin,
2000).

Based on relationships of connections between
actors located at different levels, social capital has
been presented as bonding, bridging, and linking.
According to Woolcock and Sweetser (2002), ''bonding
social capital refers to connections to people like you
[family, relatives, kinship], bridging social capital refers
to connections to people who are not like you in some
demographic sense," while "linking social capital
pertains to connections with people in power, whether
they are in politically or fmancially influential positions."
Linking social capital also includes vertical connections
to formal institutions (Woolcock, 2001; Mayoux, 2(01).
Bonding social capital is the relationship within a
homogeneous group and "bridging social capital tends
to bring together people across diverse social divisions"
(ONS, 2001; Field, 2(03). Bonding and bridging social
capital have resonance with Granovetter's (1983)
ideas of "strong ties" and "weak ties" respectively.

Studies on indigenous organizations have often
shown a link between social capital and sustainability
of these organizations, though these studies are limited
to the bonding level (Garforth and Munro, 1995). Since

social capital is predominantly related to indigenous
people and traditional system of management of their
collective resources, a brief review of studies on
indigenous organizations is useful for the purpose of
the present study.

Traditional organizations are rooted in culture
and tradition, the sources of social norms. "Tradition
is not and has never been static, but it survived because
of the close fit to the needs, values and interest of
people who uphold it." Esman and Uphoff (1984);
Uphoff, (1996) highlight the social capital represented
in the existing organizations as too important to be
bypassed or discarded. Wolff and Wahab (1996) found
that government attempts to supersede indigenous
organizations in Nigeria failed. The indigenous
organizations were found to be sustainable because
membership forged strong social and economic links
and members recognized and trusted their leaders who
were appointed based on age and experience. In
Cemea's (1987) opinion, the degree of group cohesion
is critical for the persistence of indigenous
organizations. Garforth and Munro (1995) observe that
their viability comes "because of the stability of
structure and members, a set of operational rules,
sanctions, and economy of scale, which permits
specialization. "

The experience with traditional organizations
suggests that social capital (recognized norms, roles
and responsibility, based on trust, and resultant collective
actions) contributes to the sustainability of the
organizations. It also indicates that recognized and
accountable leadership, loyal members and consensual
processes, and informality have contributed to the
mitigation of conflicts and creation of conducive
environments for institutionalization of such
organizations.

Methodology
This study is based on qualitative research conducted
in the Oke Ogun region of Oyo state. The researcher
and his local research assistance, spent an extended
period of time offour months (June - September, 2012)
in the community. This period was sufficient to
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ir.imerse researcher into the local setting while
observing day to day practices of social relations,
particularly in relation to management/control of
Vigilante groups. He also had the benefit of knowing
the local language so he could directly communicate
with the local people. The local research assistant was
fluent in both English and the local language. In addition,
the local residents were able to fluently communicate
in English. We listened to and engaged in conversation,
and developed an understanding about people's
behaviour within the Atisbo Local Government Area
(LGA). We observed how people behaved, interacted,
and how decisions were made within the LGA
participants and non-participants. Ten focus group
discussion sessions were conducted with officials of
the local government authority, vigilante group
members, community leaders and the executive
members of ADU to understand how individuals
collectively interact and make sense of the initiatives
taken by ADU and construct meanings around such
initiatives. The extensive qualitative process formed a
"mini ethnography" that explored local issues and
contexts which generated a good deal of information.
Qualitative data was further analyzed which helped to
build themes out of narrati ve text collected from semi
structured interviews

Discussions of Findings
Bonding Relations in Atisbo LGA
As defined earlier, bonding social capital refers to
connections to people with some shared demographic
characteristics such as family, relatives, and kinship.
It is cooperation resulting from the relationship within
a homogeneous group (Woolcock and Sweetser, 2(02).
Given the high level of cooperation among people at
the Atisbo local government area, the people of Atisbo
LGA possess high bonding social capital which ismainly
due to the indigenous and homogeneous character of
the people living in the area. The people living in Atisbo
LGA are called Oke Ogun people which comprise of
six communities that formed Atisbo namely: A - Ago
Are & Agunrege, T - Tede, I - Irawo, S - Sabe, B -
Baasi and 0 - Ofiki & Owotoro.
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More than 90 percent of the population living in
Atisbo LGA belong to one traditional institution called
Atisbo Development Union (ADU), The Atisbo LGA
pioneered the successful management of security outfit
named Vigiiante group through local community
participation. Apart from having the tribal characteristic
of strong unity among the members of the Atisbo LGA,
the threat they faced from armed bandits who were
terrorizing them on daily basis during the 1990s, and at
the dawn of the century and the armed robbery case
of January 7 2002 led to the establishment of the
security o~tfit which brought them even and made their
tribal unity str-onger. In this period, the community felt
the fear of losing their ancestral domain and other
customary rights that were not safeguarded by formal
government policies. In order to institutionalize their
struggle and prevent their common property from being
encroached by outsiders, the community decided to
form the Vigilante group. The group also, in an FGD

concluded,
The group was also supported by the
"Atisbo elders in council" (a
traditional informal institution
composed of local elders, tribal
leaders, and LGA officials). The ADU
in council is stronger than the elected
political office holders of Oke Ogun.
The entire community respects the
decision of the ADU in council and
considers it to be a local court, with
the right to make final decisions about
any social conflicts or problems. (FGD,
ADU executive members)

The high level of bonding relations among the
people of the same ethnic origin is backed up by the
formal participatory organizational management
process. It is based on a traditional system of collective
decision making and involvement of tribal institutions.
The ADU in council has long experience in
organizational management, sustainable resource
generation at local level, participatory decision-making,
conflict resolution, and maintaining equity and fairness.
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In addition, the members of the Vigilante group are
treated equally in terms of sharing benefits and
resources ard penalizing the violators of norms. Good~
leadership, a participatory approach in planning,
implementation, and transparency also contribute
equally to the success story of vigilante groups in the
area.For instance, typifying the respondents' view in
anFGD:

bonding helped us to discover our
internal local potential of resource
mobilization and effective use of such
resources for the development of our
communities (FGD, Community leaders
Tede)

. Another respondent in an FGD surmised:
the face to face interaction of
community members serves as
antidote for internal cohesions for
socio-economic development of our
communities.(FGD, Community

leaders,Ofiki)

Bridging Relations of Atisbo LGA
According to Woolcock and Sweetser (2002),
"Bridging social capital refers to connections to people
who are not like you in some demographic sense;"
and according to Field (2003), it "tends to bring together
people across diverse social divisions". Because of
the high level of homogeneity among the people living
in Oke Ogun, bridging relationships among the people
of different ethnic groups concerning the management
of vigilante groups are not relevant in this case.
However, focusing on the bridging level of relationships
among various informal and formal institutions who
participated in the study make bridging to have
different functions. Institutionally, the Oke Ogun ADD
in council is the main governing body through which
people from different communities are involved in
decision making. The Oke Ogun ADU in council is
bringing together elected political units, local informal
leaders and community elders, hence representing a
very broad array of stakeholders. Since its inception,

the Oke Ogun ADU in council has been championing
the cause of Oke Ogun people by launching various
programmes for their collecti ve benefit.

Furthermore, there is good level of cooperation
between the local government authority and the Oke
ogunADU in council. Interestingly, the Oke OgunADU
in council has relationships with different communities
based on trust and mutual cooperation. This good
understanding among different organizations epitomizes
that local government and community people can work
in tandem for mutually beneficial collective action. How
such a bridging relationship among different
stakeholders has been possible is an interesting issue.
As mentioned by respondents, even though the unity
among local homogeneous people is a reason inspiring
different stakeholders to work together, the idea for
unity and that emergence of mutually beneficial
mechanism that links them is not solely internally
grown. The fact that there is a smooth relationship
among different formal and informal local institutions,
which are well governed, consequently, also motivates
the local community to work cohesively for their
personal as well as collective goal. The issue of external
local relationship is further explored in the section of
linking social capital. For examples, one of the
participants agreed that

as result of bridging social capital we have
easy access to our elected representatives
and there are social bond from one
community to the other in terms community
governance (IDI, Elected officer)

Also another participant was of the view that:
bridging has encroached our
independence because more often than nor
we have to rely on their elective officers
before decision concerning our community
thus leading to slow pace of decision
making (IDI, ADD member).

Linking Relations of Oke Ogun People
According to Woolcock and Sweetser, (2002), "linking
social capital pertains to connections with people in
power, whether they are in politically or financially
influential positions." Linking social capital also includes
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vertical connections to formal institutions like Ul\TDP,
UNESCO (Woolcock, 2001). Since the relationship
between the Oke Ogun ADU in council and local
governments has already been explored, this section
presents the relationship between Oke Ogun people,
the state and federal government as well as
relationships with other stalkholders in and outside the
local government. In an FGD, the respondents posited

that
the Oke Ogun people have a long

history of relationships with government,
particularly at the central level. Their
relations with government started right
from the beginning of their organized
struggle to protect the rights of the

people.(FGD, ADU executive members)
As discussed above, the people of Oke Ogun started
their snuggle to safeguard their right as they felt unsafe
due to external encroachment on their properties and
resources. This struggle led to a high level of unity
among the people living within the region which in turn
encouraged them to institutionalize their struggle
through the establishment of the Vigilante groups. The
fight for security was successful in 2002 when the
Vigilante groups became the official security outfit in
their domain. For the first time in history, Oke Ogun
region successfully pressured the government to
legislate with local people to have a security outfit and
a local edict was enacted to that effect" (FGD ADU
executive members).

Existence of such strong networks has built
strong social capital at different levels and facilitated
the successful implementation of security outfit
practice. It is important here to note that behind all the
success of the vigilante group has been the continual
support from the local government and well meaning
Oke Ogun sons and daughters home and abroad. Their
support to the communities started in two ways: first
capitalizing the external threats through raising
awareness for local unity and fights against common
threats, and, second, working with (and pressuring)
government policy makers to create an enabling policy
environment for collective action at local level.
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Discussions and Conclusion
The People of Oke Ogun is a case with social capital
of all three kinds of relationships: bonding, bridging,
and linking. This case presents us with some
information so that we can question the ability and
limitations of indigenous organizations to expand
relationships; and potential implications of this
relationship at various levels for the suscessful
management of collective affairs by local communities.
This study of the Vigilante groups confirms the
literature showing how indigenous communities

• generate strong connectedness among themselves and
carry out collective activities successfully (Cernea,
1987; Garforth and Munro, 1996; Wolff and Wahab,
1996). This study shows that successful collective
resource management in Oke Ogun can be partly
attributed to the practice of governance through
traditional systems of decision making, the networks
of tribal communities belonging to one ethnic group
and availability of some livelihood options based on
agricultural products. However a crucial question is
whether they would have been able to establish and
manage the Vigilante group as successfully as they
have done had they not had a dedicated outside leader
who had direct networks as far as the president of the
country? Would they have been able to manage their
resources without having enabling policy support and
good external linkages in place?

The studies with indigenous organizations and
social capital give us basis to raise those questions
regarding Oke Ogun people. Studies have shown that
indigenous homogenous communities too have various
problems and suffer internally from the "downsides"
of their high bonding social capital (Adhikari and Goldey,
2006) because traditional organizations, like traditional
norms, are in many cases used in favour of elites. Those
in leadership position, who are normally drawn from
elite strata, are likely to be dominant and exploitative
(Esman and Uphoff, 1984).Thus, the indigenous groups
may be closer to members, but might be easily
dominated by traditional elites (Uphoff, 1996).

Though such groups may be internally strong, a
lack of external connections may limit their
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effectiveness, Communities with strong ties, based on
the close circle of family, clan, kinship, caste and
ethnicity, etc. create cleavages, which sometimes
create interlocking difficulties in their upward
movement (Field, 2003). According to Narayan and
Cassidy (2001), a good infrastructure does not result
in production opportunities in homogeneous or poor
groups unless they have a relationship with influential
outsider groups. Similarly, a cross cutting connection
of micro and macro levels is necessary for high social
capital (Krishna, 2002). In the case of Oke Ogun, Oke
Ogun sons and daughters had a catalytic role by
mobilizing high bonding relations, which led to fairer
internal management as well as promotion of the
organization and thus securing unprecedented rights.
External threats, as well as access to external
resources have all helped to consolidate internal
strength as well as get rid of the problems that many
indigenous organizations internally suffer.

On the other hand, the homogeneous character
and common interest among the local people made
them more responsive to externally led calls for unity
in a common struggle. The argument here is not
whether promotion of linking social capital
automatically results in high bonding social capital. It
is, rather, that internal cohesive indigenous groups also
require external support and linkages, and an enabling
environment to successfully manage local resources.
The Vigilante group is an example of the synergetic
outcome of the symbiotic relationship between external
linkages and internal performance. Presence and
mutual interplay among different types of social capital
have made the case of Oke Ogun exceptional. This
experience with Oke Ogun people shows that
management of collective resources can be successful
when communities manage not only t;) embolden their
bonding relations, but expand their linkages so that they
can draw benefits from these expanded networks. It
is an example where the community needed an external
driver to get united and put pressure on and influence
the policy makers to devolve a certain authority to the
local communities. This indicates that the communities
can have their say in state policy if they are united and

have a good network to facilitate them in accessing
resources and information.

The case of Oke Ogun communities also
signifies how supportive government policies, especially
full devolution of management rights to communities,
can help generate a conducive environment. In turn,
the Oke Ogun case provided the government with
lessons that communities with devolved rights can
protect and manage their resources (Rice, 2000). The
foregoing discussions suggest that assigning local
communities with the responsibility of managing
resources does not necessarily result in success if the
community lacks certain kinds of social capital. Trye
stock of different types of social capital and their
mutual interaction is something needed for the effective
management of collective resources as in the case of
Oke Ogun people. Combining multiple types of social
capital, rather than attempting to increase one type
alone, can be useful in resolving public problems and
enhancing wellbeing (Pretty, 2002).
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