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Topic:  Families Provide Social Capital(


Ideas:  Social capital sets families apart from professionals.  Sharing one’s social capital is the major difference between permanent family care and the best professional care in child welfare. Professionals maintain boundaries between themselves and the youth they serve.  Families do just the opposite. They open their lives, their values, their connections to the youth whom they make part of themselves


Discussion:  Social capital is the sum of all our connections and networks.  It includes our values and ideas in action, our personal history with others and our extension into the rest of the world, past, present and future.  More than whom we know, it is how well we know them and our willingness to reach out to others.  Social capital is personal.  It embodies what we do for others and when.  It encompasses our values. It reflects how we expect our children to survive in this world and how we assist them in doing it. Social capital makes it possible to succeed in the world. No one lives independently


At the end of a workday devoted to the care and protection of children and youth, we go home to our families, friends and our own lives. We have professional boundaries first to protect the children from us abusing our positions and secondly to protect us from burning out. The most innovative, far-reaching professionals and paraprofessionals maintain those boundaries, even in programs designed to help foster care youth bridge the passage from public care to personal responsibility. Recently I heard a bright, 21-year-old young woman who had “aged out” of the foster care system make an impassioned plea for us to look beyond the business of child welfare and remember “It’s about our lives.” Professional (business) ties cannot substitute for family connections.


When a child makes/finds or is placed with a permanent family, that family opens its life and values to the youth.  That “permanent family” extends its social capital to this new member.  It may not happen all at once, but if it is a permanent family connection, it is inexorable. Families don’t maintain objectivity.  In the same week I heard the happy story of a 16-year-old boy, recently placed for adoption with a single dad, who is learning not only the rules of the house, but also the way “our family works” at home and in the community.  All the elements that we are so keen to teach in our independent living programs are embodied in the social capital that families share with their children.  They go on sharing these intangibles after emancipation (whenever that happens) and through out their life cycles. Families share their social capital.


What Do You Think?


( With thanks to Alexandra Lowe for sharing her ideas.
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