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INTRODUCTION
Science is unequivocal, we need each other. Our lives are constellations of
relationships: strong and weak; distant or close. We are our happiest selves
when we are in relationships that foster mutuality and trust,1 and are in
environments that support thriving. We know the structures and supports
needed to facilitate the successful operation of both of these sets of
relationships— with each other, and with systems. For children to thrive, they
need supportive and secure families; for families to thrive, they need supportive
and secure neighborhoods. Our last three Champion of Children reports have
laid the ground work; here we are bringing it all together with the singular focus
of strengthening social fabric in our communities.
Even though, by nature, we require nurture, just how connected are we? How much do we actually
support one another, or create institutional arrangements or places that facilitate support and
connection? In the age of social media it may feel like we are more connected than ever before, but
what of the quality and depth of these connections? Ironically, there is evidence to show that even
as our technological connections have increased, we have never been lonelier. 2 When it comes to
social media, researchers are finding that it’s the use of the tool, our interactions with it, that matter.
For example, in an ongoing longitudinal study of Facebook use, researchers find that it’s not Facebook
that creates loneliness—people who experience loneliness on Facebook are lonely away from it as
well. It’s how it is used, whether actively (i.e. composed communication such as conversations on
your wall, which correlates with decreased loneliness) or passively (i.e. one-click communication by
“liking” a post or as your personal “broadcast” of status updates, both of which correlate with increased
loneliness).3 But more to the point: “using social media doesn’t create new social networks; it just
transfers established networks from one platform to another.”4 The research is clear: face-to-face
interactions will always trump virtual interactions.

11

2017
2017 Champion
Champion of
of Children
Children Report
Report

What are we to make of this growth in loneliness
even as we become more virtually connected?
While loneliness can feel deeply personal, there
is reason to be concerned about this increase as
our country continues to grow more diverse, and
as inequality continues to rise. Surveys indicate
that Americans no longer trust one another.5
We live in divided times, when conversation
across difference is difficult, at best. More likely,
conversations default to a rhetoric mode of
dialog, as opposed to a reasoned mode, that is
based on defending perspectives rather than
learning new ones.6 Hate crimes are on the rise.7
Deep inequality and segregation, such as what
we experience here in Franklin County, mean
that we aren’t actually seeing one another. And
if we can’t see each other, how can we support
each other, be in relationships with one another?
Being in relationships with one another is critical.
Research documents the myriad benefits derived
from strong social capital. For example, diverse
neighborhoods with high levels of cultural
engagement have been linked to economic
revitalization in urban neighborhoods.8 Over
30 years of economic research has shown not
only increased ‘earnings’ from social capital (i.e.,
increased financial gains), but also increased
trust in community governance and legitimate
market activity.9 A high degree of social capital
in communities has also been correlated with
increased support for local businesses, and
decreases in crime.10
The term social capital is used to describe
relationships based in trust, reciprocity, and
shared values. These “norms of reciprocity”11 can
emerge in numerous forms—flows of information,
bonding networks to connect those who

share similarities among one another, bridging
networks to form networks across diverse groups,
and even collective action. Among other factors,
educational attainment, household income,
and occupation all play a role in not only how
networks form, but also how strong they are.12
Those equipped with advantageous status (highly
educated, wealthy, high occupational prestige)
are better able to translate their strong network
tie advantages to benefit their children, whereas
those parents at the other end of the status
spectrum have weaker social network ties that
can limit their children’s opportunity structure.13
Thus, the inequality in network strength at the
parental level can translate to inequality in the
opportunities present for future generations.14
For example, in a recent study, the authors find
that the children of parents who have a high
school degree or less are more likely to live in
single-parent households, experience less time
with their parents, attend schools with fewer
resources, and participate less in activities that
might further influence future opportunities.15
Further, the social networks these children are
exposed to often do not extend past family and
their immediate neighborhood. We also know,
however, that not all neighborhoods offer the
same “bundle” of opportunities needed to thrive.
Consider that Columbus is one of the worst
places to be born poor. Children born near the
bottom fifth of the income ladder only have a
5% chance of making it to the top fifth by the
time they are age 30.16 A study by the Federal
Reserve Bank of Cleveland documented that
50% of our Columbus neighborhoods qualify as
low-income, spatially cut off from resources and
opportunities.17 What chances are we providing
children in these neighborhoods?

Focus Group Feedback
When asked about constraints that prevent residents from engaging in ways
they would like to, one responded: “No, other than general mistrust of people…
if you open up to people you become more vulnerable.”
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When residents were asked whether people from different walks of life interact
in the neighborhood, and if there was a sense of shared values, one resident
replied, “Yes, [I] will meet and interact if opportunity presents itself. [But] not
everyone has similar values. Easier to stay to yourself, less “drama”.”
When asked about places residents don’t feel comfortable going, especially
for children in the neighborhood, Linden residents pointed out several spaces
that may not be “safe,” including the library, carryouts, recreation centers
(kids bringing guns), alleys (not well lit), and dimly lit streets.

In previous reports, we have documented
extensively the role that our neighborhoods
play in facilitating the success of children, or
not. Well-functioning “opportunity structures”
provide essential supports for positive child
development and benefit entire communities.
These include physical structures such as quality
schools, nearby health care facilities, healthy
food sites, safe spaces for recreation, adequate
public services, and so on. We also detailed how
childhood trauma and stress can be corrosive
and damaging to child development and
success for children in poverty. Living in poverty
can produce immense amounts of stress that
over time, without relief, can turn toxic1 and
dramatically influence the physical, mental, and
emotional development of a child. This can mean
lives consumed by stress, anxiety, and insecurity,
passing from one generation to the next.19
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Thus, we now have a more nuanced
understanding of the complex, long term
relationship between youth success and
environment: it is not just the structural
resources children have access to that are
important, but the quality and consistency of
relationships and degrees of stress that children
experience.
In this year’s report we are diving deeper to more
fully explore the constellations of relationships
that give rise to strong environments: what
matters for these relationships? How can we
nurture them? Do our neighborhoods support
strong relationships? Do our institutions? Does
authentic engagement exist?

It is not just the structural resources children have access
to that are important, but the quality and consistency of
relationships and degrees of stress that children experience.
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WEAVING A STRONG SOCIAL FABRIC:
MOVING BEYOND SOCIAL CAPITAL
Social fabric refers to the strength of relationships created by authentic interactions and
engagement between a community’s residents, organizations, schools, and businesses. While the
definitions of social capital and social fabric are similar, social fabric capitalizes on existing social
capital by explicitly naming authenticity and equity as key elements of relationship-building. Social
capital is built through bridging, bonding, and linking social networks. Strong social fabric exists when
these networks weave together to authentically co-create community solutions.
United Way of Central Ohio (UWCO) has
determined that, in order to tackle the issues
that matter most in reducing poverty, it is critical
to focus efforts in local neighborhoods of great
need, and great potential. Champion of Children
embraces this neighborhood work as well, to
ensure children are linked to resources and
surrounded by strong support systems that help
them reach their full potential. By listening to
residents and co-creating smart solutions that
help build trust and a sense of belonging, we can
work together to connect community members
in meaningful ways that strengthen social
fabric and lead to strong families and vibrant
neighborhoods. To begin this work, United
Way is focusing on the South Linden and South
Side neighborhoods. United Way examined the
demographics of each community and the state
of civic infrastructure. A lack of a significant
number of nine key factors (figure 1) would
make progress in a community very challenging
given the level of resources UWCO has available.

The assessment showed that the mix of activities,
partnerships, and resources in South Linden
and the South Side made them a good fit for
the activities planned in UWCO’s neighborhood
approach. The South Side is further along in its
community transformation journey than South
Linden. The South Side work has reached the
implementation stage, while the neighborhood
transformation in South Linden is just beginning.
This provides UWCO an excellent opportunity to
support and accelerate implementation activities
in the South Side, and to apply those learnings
to the planning and eventual implementation in
South Linden. United Way also conducted focus
groups in each neighborhood to get a sense
of the existing social fabric, and what needs
and assets residents see in their communities.
Figure 2 describes these engagements. We have
summarized opinions expressed in these focus
groups throughout the report.

FIGURE 1: Neighborhood factors
Figure 1
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SIMILAR ROLE

FIGURE 2: Champion of Children Focus Group Methodology
Two youth focus groups for the South Side and Linden were organized by
United Way of Central Ohio with facilitation by members of the Franklin
County Youth Council. The South Side youth focus group was held on April
8 and 22 at the Barack Community Center. A total of 45 people participated.
The Linden youth focus group was held on May 22, 2017 at the Columbus
Metropolitan Library – Linden Branch. A total of 11 people participated.
Notes taken by the facilitators were transcribed into Word documents and
subsequently sent to Community Research Partners (CRP) for analysis and
summarizing.
Six adult focus groups for the South Side and Linden were organized
by United Way of Central Ohio. The South Side focus groups occurred
throughout the fall of 2016 at the Barack Community Center, Reeb Avenue
Center, Marion-Franklin Recreation Center, and The Gathering. Groups
were facilitated by members of the Franklin County Youth Council, and
notes taken by the facilitators were aggregated into an Excel file and
subsequently sent to CRP for analysis and summarizing. The Linden focus
groups occurred at Habitat for Humanity on May 11, 2017 and Linden Life
Fellowship on May 22, 2017. Groups were facilitated by United Way staff, and
notes taken by the facilitators were transcribed into Word documents and
subsequently sent to CRP for analysis and summarizing.

When social fabric is ripped asunder:
social isolation and the science of loneliness
We are increasingly paying attention to the neuroscience of trauma, and using findings to adapt our
programs, funding, and engagement approaches to be more “trauma-informed.” Neuroscience is once
again calling on us to stretch our understanding of the brain/body/environment link by documenting
similarly deleterious effects of loneliness. Arguably, loneliness is not only a by-product of weakened or
non-existent social fabric; it can thwart the creation of it.

“At a deeper level though, loneliness research forces us to
acknowledge our own extraordinary malleability in the face
of social forces… isolation, especially when it stems from the
disenfranchisement of the [marginalized], creates a bodily
limitation that is all too easily reproduced in successive
generations.”
Source: Judith Shulevitz (May 13, 2013). The Lethality of Loneliness. New Republic.
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Table 1: Poverty & Geographic Mobility
Population overview

Geography

Franklin
County
43002

Total
Total
population
population
below
100% FPL
1,171,701

203,853

Population that moved in the past 12 months

Population
below
100% FPL
as percent
of Total
17.4%

Total
population
that moved
215,773

Population
below 100% FPL
that moved, as
percent of Total
below 100% FPL

Population
below
100% FPL
that moved
61,869

30.3%

Population
below 100% FPL
that moved, as
percent of Total
that moved
28.7%

2,847

76

2.7%

588

12

15.8%

2.0%

43004

23,960

2,642

11.0%

3,821

265

10.0%

6.9%

43016

33,888

1,220

3.6%

5,855

301

24.7%

5.1%

43017

39,701

2,272

5.7%

6,010

987

43.4%

16.4%

43026

57,878

4,611

8.0%

7,045

554

12.0%

7.9%

43054

23,058

772

3.3%

4,051

267

34.6%

6.6%

43064

13,661

1,106

8.1%

1,712

444

40.1%

25.9%

43065

40,286

1,172

2.9%

3,947

168

14.3%

4.3%

43068

53,389

6,134

11.5%

9,774

2,113

34.4%

21.6%

43081

55,008

3,705

6.7%

7,879

1,050

28.3%

13.3%

43085

24,273

1,276

5.3%

3,035

405

31.7%

13.3%

43109

95

8

8.4%

23

0

0.0%

0.0%

43110

35,388

2,789

7.9%

5,382

487

17.5%

9.0%

43119

27,485

3,369

12.3%

4,046

689

20.5%

17.0%

43123

60,664

5,726

9.4%

5,258

704

12.3%

13.4%

43125

12,903

1,028

8.0%

2,809

526

51.2%

18.7%

43126

383

89

23.2%

46

29

32.6%

63.0%

43137

1,501

92

6.1%

204

19

20.7%

9.3%

43140

19,296

1,894

9.8%

2,567

366

19.3%

14.3%
26.0%

43146

8,650

782

9.0%

949

247

31.6%

43147

38,844

1,426

3.7%

5,292

291

20.4%

5.5%

43201

27,970

15,211

54.4%

12,526

8,351

54.9%

66.7%

43202

22,012

5,389

24.5%

7,620

3,409

63.3%

44.7%

43203

7,643

3,729

48.8%

2,019

1,136

30.5%

56.3%

43204

39,069

10,857

27.8%

4,868

1,482

13.7%

30.4%

43205
43206
43207
43209

12,621
21,671
46,064
26,733

4,722
5,686
11,471
3,697

37.4%
26.2%
24.9%
13.8%

3,019
5,023
9,476
4,551

1,368
1,603
4,523
1,338

29.0%
28.2%
39.4%
36.2%

45.3%
31.9%
47.7%
29.4%

43210

574

237

41.3%

256

132

55.7%

51.6%

43211

20,830

9,224

44.3%

4,516

2,796

30.3%

61.9%

43212

18,752

2,000

10.7%

3,483

790

39.5%

22.7%
34.5%

43213

31,939

8,204

25.7%

7,471

2,574

31.4%

43214

25,821

2,395

9.3%

4,793

946

39.5%

19.7%

43215

12,605

2,640

20.9%

4,707

960

36.4%

20.4%

43217

2,540

803

31.6%

510

78

9.7%

15.3%

43219

26,950

8,368

31.1%

4,234

1,645

19.7%

38.9%

43220

25,678

2,063

8.0%

4,696

944

45.8%

20.1%

43221

31,731

2,104

6.6%

3,733

478

22.7%

12.8%

43222

3,601

1,566

43.5%

1,392

761

48.6%

54.7%
54.6%

43223

22,961

8,327

36.3%

2,886

1,577

18.9%

43224

39,143

10,816

27.6%

6,828

2,807

26.0%

41.1%

43227

22,620

6,036

26.7%

4,723

2,336

38.7%

49.5%

43228

53,938

14,080

26.1%

12,383

4,275

30.4%

34.5%

43229

47,502

10,478

22.1%

9,373

2,573

24.6%

27.5%

43230

53,965

3,149

5.8%

8,666

1,061

33.7%

12.2%

43231

19,139

3,149

16.5%

3,159

646

20.5%

20.4%

43232

42,243

10,153

24.0%

8,155

2,597

25.6%

31.8%

43235

40,672

3,330

8.2%

8,197

828

24.9%

10.1%

South Side

South Linden

Source: American Community Survey, 2015 5-year estimates
Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth.
Note: Because some ZIP Code boundaries fall outside Franklin County boundaries, a sum of all ZIP Codes will vary from the Franklin County total.
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Far more than a regrettable emotional state, researchers are documenting that loneliness is a public
health crisis. Loneliness can ravage our bodies and our brains. Research is demonstrating the many
ways in which living in loneliness is a major risk factor for broad-based mortality and morbidity:
“loneliness can not only hasten death in sick people, it can make well people sick—and through the
same method [as trauma]: by putting the body in fight-or-flight mode.”20
For example, emotional isolation is ranked as
high a risk factor for mortality as smoking.21
It’s also been shown to cause or exacerbate
Alzheimer’s, obesity, high blood pressure,
heart disease, diabetes, and so forth.22 In other
words, loneliness is a total body experience.
Researchers have found that loneliness
“penetrates the deepest recesses of the cell
to alter the way genes [are] expressed.”23
And while genes may predispose children
to loneliness, loneliness is only about half
heritable: 52% of loneliness comes from the
environment in which children grow up.24
Children growing up without secure and loving
attachments will tend toward loneliness for the
rest of their lives. Persistent loneliness not only
wreaks physiological havoc on the body, but
also imparts additional mental or emotional
effects, such as moodiness, self-doubt,
sensitivity to criticism, and so on, all of which
make social connections more difficult.
Emotional impoverishment embeds itself in
the body in much the same way as material
impoverishment. Chaotic, disordered
environments and early childhood experiences
of social disruption thwart the ability to form
secure, loving attachments, in any respect.
For example, highly mobile children can’t
form connections with teachers at school. In
2015, among those living below 100% poverty
in Franklin County, 30.3% of the population
moved at least once, including 35.7% of the
population in the South Side and 30.3% in
South Linden (table 1). Among students in the
South Side, an average of 30.6% of students left
school during the 2015-2016 academic school
year, as did 20.9% of students in South Linden
(table 2). Research has shown that stability in
schools and the home plays an important role
in academic achievement. Studies find that
students who move frequently (schools and/
or housing) perform worse academically than
their peers, particularly if they undergo multiple
moves.25

Table 2: student mobility
Geography
43004
43016
43017
43026
43054
43065
43068
43081
43082
43085
43110
43119
43123
43125
43201
43202
43203
43204
43205
43206
43207
43209
43211
43212
43213
43214
43215
43219
43220
43221
43222
43223
43224
43227
43228
43229
43230
43231
43232
43235

Percent of students
who left school during
2015-16 academic year
15.1%
5.2%
6.1%
4.8%
4.6%
7.6%
18.1%
8.4%
7.5%
7.3%
9.5%
14.0%
13.6%
19.8%
12.9%
12.2%
27.4%
21.2%
21.6%
17.5%
43.6%
8.1%
20.9%
8.5%
17.3%
14.3%
9.8%
33.9%
7.8%
3.9%
23.0%
19.9%
16.2%
21.4%
15.4%
20.8%
7.5%
7.9%
23.0%
9.3%

South Side
South Linden

Source: Ohio Department of Education, 2015-16
Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth.
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Table 3: single parent households
Geography
Franklin
County
43002
43004
43016
43017
43026
43054
43064
43065
43068
43081
43085
43109
43110
43119
43123
43125
43126
43137
43140
43146
43147
43201
43202
43203
43204
43205
43206
43207
43209
43210
43211
43212
43213
43214
43215
43217
43219
43220
43221
43222
43223
43224
43227
43228
43229
43230
43231
43232
43235

Total
households

Total
single-parent
households

Single-parent
households as a percent
of Total households

480,946

51,952

10.8%

1,567
9,074
13,978
14,255
21,992
8,467
4,921
14,113
21,206
23,195
10,211
40
13,253
9,943
23,044
5,403
159
637
7,645
3,243
13,664
11,508
9,707
3,429
15,560
5,205
9,783
17,185
11,566
279
8,079
9,693
13,916
12,323
8,170
767
10,867
11,857
13,150
1,307
8,524
16,274
8,841
21,228
20,011
22,120
7,812
17,430
17,941

46
825
600
1,195
1,772
259
251
1,017
3,183
1,926
1,096
9
1,342
1,105
2,099
303
16
29
791
230
1,049
550
267
610
1,815
814
1,147
2,269
1,114
14
2,025
336
2,004
692
147
321
1,903
468
994
195
1,465
2,471
1,749
3,179
2,890
1,915
1,085
3,441
1,409

2.9%
9.1%
4.3%
8.4%
8.1%
3.1%
5.1%
7.2%
15.0%
8.3%
10.7%
22.5%
10.1%
11.1%
9.1%
5.6%
10.1%
4.6%
10.3%
7.1%
7.7%
4.8%
2.8%
17.8%
11.7%
15.6%
11.7%
13.2%
9.6%
5.0%
25.1%
3.5%
14.4%
5.6%
1.8%
41.9%
17.5%
3.9%
7.6%
14.9%
17.2%
15.2%
19.8%
15.0%
14.4%
8.7%
13.9%
19.7%
7.9%

South Side

South Linden

Source: American Community Survey, 2015 5-year estimates
Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth.
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Note: Because some ZIP Code boundaries fall outside Franklin County boundaries, a sum of all ZIP Codes will vary
from the Franklin County total.
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In our focus groups with both youth and adults in the South Side and South
Linden, participants cited a high drug presence, leading to feelings of danger
and elevated stress. Furthermore, youth in the Greater Linden and South Side
areas did mention violence and gangs as two components in their respective
neighborhoods they hoped to change moving forward.

As our 2014 report detailed, single parents in poverty are away from home too often or too
mentally tapped to devote the attention necessary to be fully attuned to their children’s needs.
When the cognitive loads of parents and caregivers are overtaxed, their ability to serve as buffers
against chaos and stress associated with poverty is diminished. As put by one expert, “often, the
circumstances of a mother’s life overwhelm her natural coping capacity... When you are bombarded
by poverty, uncertainty, and fear, it takes a superhuman quality to provide the conditions for a secure
attachment.”26 In 2015, 11% of all Franklin County households were headed by a single parent,
including 12.7% of households in the South Side and a staggering 25.1% in South Linden (table 3).
Dangerous neighborhoods force kids inside, limiting critical opportunities for safe play. In 2016, the
violent crime rate for the South Side was 27.3 per 1000 people and 38.6 per 1000 people in South
Linden (table 4).27 Further, property crime rates for the South Side and South Linden were 50.1 and
68.1 per 1000 people, respectively (table 4).28 Research has shown that play is incredibly important
for healthy social, cognitive, and physical development.29 As psychiatrist Dr. Stuart Brown has noted,
“Play leads to brain plasticity, adaptability, and creativity… Nothing fires up the brain like play.”30 In
addition, public budget challenges mean less programming for children in summer and after school,
and thus, fewer opportunities to connect with caring adults and forge healthy friendships. And finally,
mass incarceration disrupts the family fabric. Imprisonment of a parent interrupts positive, nurturing
relationships, especially between mothers and children, a challenge not often discussed. These
experiences can negatively influence cognitive, emotional, and social development.31

Table 4: crime
South Side
Census Tracts: 53, 55, 56.1, 56.2, 59, 60, 61

South Linden
Census Tracts: 7.10, 7.20, 7.30, 9.10

Population
Total violent crimes, 2016
Violent crimes per 1,000 population
Total property crimes, 2016
Property crimes per 1,000 population

Population
Total violent crimes, 2016
Violent crimes per 1,000 population
Total property crimes, 2016
Property crimes per 1,000 population

18,793
513
27.3
941
50.1

12,265
474
38.6
835
68.1

Sources: American Community Survey, 2015 5-year estimates. Columbus Police Department, 2016
“Violent Crime” defined by FBI Uniform Crime Reporting Program as: murder and nonnegligent manslaughter, forcible rape,
robbery, and aggravated assault.
“Property Crime” defined by FBI Uniform Crime Reporting Program as: burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson.
Note: Because zip code level data was incomplete for this indicator, Census tracts were used as a substitute geography.
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Who are the lonely?
In our society, we have built
an almost unyielding caste
system of “others” who are
routinely neglected or rejected
by systems and by the majority
culture. Surveys show that
people who feel discriminated
against are more likely to feel
lonely than those who don’t.
Generally, women are lonelier
than men, African Americans
are lonelier than whites, the less
educated are lonelier than the
more educated, the older than
the younger, the unemployed
or retired than the employed.

Leading loneliness expert Dr. John Cacioppo describes it as an “aversive” signal, meaning the feeling of
loneliness is signaling a potential threat to our “social body.” It operates in much the same way as the
aversive signal of thirst, which alerts us to the potential threat of dehydration, and prompts us to seek
water. The difference, however, is in our response to the signal. In our culture of rugged individualism,
loneliness carries with it a stigma, a signal of moral failing, or social ineptitude. Ironically, instead of
heeding the signal and seeking out connection, loneliness can trigger a “self- preservation” response,
in which the brain automatically switches to a state of high vigilance,32 making us more defensive
in the face of supposed social danger, even where none exists. Poverty poses many threats to one’s
social body. The result is that our brains become less activated in areas involved with empathy and
perspective-taking, which can increase feelings of isolation and disconnection. And yet, a strong social
fabric requires empathy and perspective-taking.
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A note on nostalgia
When it comes to discussions of social capital
and social fabric, there’s a tendency towards
feelings of nostalgia “for the good old days.”
Generally, we tend to think of nostalgia as “warm
fuzzy memories” but there can be a dark side to
it as well. Why is this nostalgia so alluring? It is
partly explained by the rapid pace of change we
experience today, which is sure to only accelerate
in the future. And, generally speaking, we are
averse to change that occurs too rapidly.
Humans have a great capacity to adapt, but
if (perceived) change unfolds too quickly, it
creates a lot of stress, especially in moments of
uncertainty and anxiety.

1960s. The ones who never cross-examined
those memories to get at the complexities
were the ones most hostile to the civil rights
and the women’s movements, which they
saw as destroying the harmonious world they
remembered.”33 The “good old days” were
days of explicit degradation and segregation.
For example, some communities have been
systematically drained of their social capital. A
clearer example is when highways ripped through
entire communities of color, displacing thousands
of residents, uprooting families and businesses.
In central Ohio, this was the case with the
construction of I-71.

What does this mean for building relationships
to strengthen social fabric? It means we cannot
forget history. It means that our memories and
our past need to be put in context, both the
good and the bad. As one historian writes, “I have
interviewed many white people who have fond
memories of their lives in the 1950s and early

The following sections will detail new ways
of understanding relationships—how to form
authentic connections between individuals, and
between individuals and institutions. Our ability
to authentically connect with others is the “fiber
test” of the strength of our social fabric.

Our memories and our past
need to be put in context,
both the good and the bad.
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FORMING AUTHENTIC CONNECTIONS
AT AN INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
Communities are only as strong as the quality
and authenticity of the individual relationships
that bind it together. Whether they come
in the form of neighbors talking to one
another across a fence, helping someone at a
grocery store, or talking with a booth owner
at a local cultural festival, these connections
help build relationships that make up the
fiber of a community’s social fabric. In many
communities, activities such as after-school
clubs and community festivals help to forge
these connections. Ganther’s Place Civic
Association in the South Side is a great example
of how taking that initial step of residents
opening their front doors and engaging with
all members in their community can lead to
strengthened connections and community
renewal. The initial mission of the group was
to clean up the neighborhood’s streets (both
literally and figuratively) to allow residents to
enjoy a safe neighborhood. Grassroots efforts
such as building a community garden, creating
a neighborhood block watch, instituting regular
litter pick up, and hosting 12 annual community
events have achieved both community
revitalization and increased engagement
within this community.
As the Ganther’s Place example shows, in
communities that have seen heavy disinvestment
or in diversifying communities, new frameworks
and new techniques are needed to weave
this important social fabric. How do we begin
creating these relationships, particularly with
people whose lives are different than our own?
Our neighbors have a wealth of assets, skills,
and abilities that can add value to our lives.
While some neighbors might be able to fix a car,
understand why your laptop isn’t working, or
help your oldest child get a job, others may have
assets and gifts that we often overlook. Someone
might be good at working with children, while
another person might have a knack for writing
or drawing that can be used to bring positivity
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to the community. Someone who we see as a
homeless, elderly person on the street might
also have a great deal of knowledge about the
community’s history. We can begin by taking
the time to learn from our interactions with
community members. Uncovering these unique
assets requires that we embrace a perspective of
lifelong learning.
Through awareness, we can remind ourselves
that those who look, worship, or live differently
from us have value. Lifelong learning can be
described as a series of abilities that allow us
to accumulate and use new knowledge. While
we often use these abilities to learn new job
skills or read the events of the day, when we
bring these skills to bear upon our relationships
with others, we can provide a basis for meeting
and forming bonds with a wider diversity of
neighbors. These bonds can help us build
important social empathy and emotional
intelligence skills necessary for strengthening
connections, and challenging our preconceived
notions or associations about those different
from us. In turn, such connections can give
our communities access to new ideas, more
resources, and a greater understanding of
community challenges and solutions.
Building social fabric requires more than being
able to see our gifts. We also have to be able
to talk honestly about our various journeys,
especially when it comes to race and injustice.
Just as we as individuals have a history, a story
to tell, so too do our communities. Sadly, the
stories for many of our communities of color
are marked by a terrible exclusion of people
on the basis of racial and ethnic background or
economic circumstances. The inequities that are
present in our communities today are built on
decades of structural inequality. As a result, the
prior experiences of community members have
a very real and powerful effect on their present
relationships and expectations.

Community members need to acknowledge,
in constructive dialogue, the role that race and
discrimination has played, and continues to play,
in creating opportunities for some individuals
while denying them for others. Neighbors need
to be mindful of race and class when we identify
dominant assumptions, define meaningful
outcomes, and assign accountability to people
and institutions for the decisions they make.
We also need to understand how our relative
life experiences create power dynamics that are
present when we meet with neighbors. How is a
conversation about “American culture” different
when that conversation happens between
a wealthy homeowner and a newly arriving
immigrant? How does a conversation with young
people about crime in the community change
when the story of how that crime came to be
paints youth as the villains of the story? Being
aware of how our life circumstances create
power dynamics and how stories, language,
and practices communicate those dynamics
is an important aspect of forming authentic
community relationships.

A conversation about difficult topics such as race
and injustice can be fraught with tension. But just
because it may be difficult does not mean that
we should not engage it. And with willingness
and practice, such conversations can become
less “threatening.” In order to maintain our strong
social fabric, community members must learn the
language of friendly disagreement. The strength
of the diversity in our communities relies on our
ability to accept and respect our differences. In
strong communities, voices of disagreement
can actually strengthen the civic engagement
environment by offering alternatives and
raising tough questions. A diverse set of ideas,
visions, and backgrounds within a community
are valuable assets. When those differences
are expressed, we find out more about our
communities and ourselves.

The role of implicit bias in interactions
Attempts to forge connections across difference can be
complicated by the existence, in all of us, of implicit bias.
Research on implicit bias suggests that many white Americans
hold persistent beliefs linking minorities to crime, violence, and
disorder, therefore viewing them as less desirable neighbors.
Research in social psychology has shown that automatic racial
stereotypes can persist, regardless of conscious or personal
rejection of prejudice toward blacks.
Excerpted from “Social Capital and Equitable Neighborhood Revitalization on Columbus’ South Side,” The Kirwan Institute for the
Study of Race and Ethnicity. 2014.
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FORMING AUTHENTIC CONNECTIONS
BETWEEN INDIVIDUALS AND INSTITUTIONS
For institutions to be a meaningful part of the
social fabric requires that institutions are willing to
turn inward, and assess the degree to which their
engagement and services are actually inclusive of
all members of their community. In other words,
what is the story that the institution associates
with the community and people it serves? Is this
a fair story? On another level, institutions are
also encouraged to understand how they see
themselves in relation to the community, and
whether their actions line up with their vision
and goals.
At an institutional level, investing in social
fabric is vital for supporting healthy, connected
communities for children and families, because
community relationships are often the linchpin
of successful community change. For example,
many researchers and practitioners have indicated
that communities characterized by healthy
communal relationships and clear and positive
lines of communication are much more likely to
play a positive role in determining where and how
new resources should be deployed, while also
having the internal capacity to build upon those
resources.34 For instance, on Columbus’ South
Side, Nationwide Children’s Hospital, through
its Healthy Neighborhoods Healthy Families
initiative, is an important resource partner to
several community organizations in the area.

Through its multiple programs, strategic
community partnerships, and increasing
opportunities for employee interactions in the
community, it has been able to gain a better
understanding of where and how to use its
resources to support better community health,
so they are of maximum benefit. We can also
look at the Weinland Park Collaborative, which
is focused on improving and sustaining the
quality of life for residents of the Weinland Park
Community, located just southeast of The Ohio
State University Main Campus. Strategies include
coordinated investments over several years in
housing, education, employment, public safety,
health, civic engagement, and an evaluation
of the success of each component and of the
overall strategy.
The threads of a community’s social fabric can be
repaired or woven together best by making the
neighborhood the site for authentic, inclusive,
and meaningful civic engagement. To accomplish
this, community members and institutions
should look to build bridging social capital by
building relationships between individuals
and institutions, bringing the process of civic
engagement to community members who are
most often left out, and finally, building trust
within the community by keeping promises and
sharing power.

South Side Thrive: A collaborative effort in
the South Side of Columbus working together
to co-create a collective impact framework
for action that is guided by results based
accountability. This collaborative facilitates
and leads Community Action Network (CAN)
groups that are working to establish strategies
and action plans to address specific issues in
the South Side, such as advancing outcomes
around health, housing, and income mobility.
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BUILDING BRIDGES BETWEEN DIVIDES:
BRIDGING SOCIAL CAPITAL
In communities where the social fabric has been frayed, building social capital can play an important
role in mending community relationships in order to help give children an environment conducive to
healthy growth. Often, social capital can be built and shared in third places—or community spaces
that act as natural points for people to meet as neighbors and share their gifts. A local corner store,
the library, or community festivals are all places where these types of meetings tend to occur. In
diverse communities, it is necessary for community members to build bridging social capital across
socioeconomic boundaries. In order for that to happen, third places must be intentionally utilized
in a way that levels social status and engages people positively across difference. In order to build
bridges in communities, intentional programming aimed at building empathy for people in different
circumstances and encouraging people to work together for common goals can be very effective.
United Way’s Neighborhood Partnership Grants program is a good example of how institutions can
facilitate this kind of community bridge-building in pursuit of a common goal. The program provides
resources to support neighborhood organizations and improvements in low- and moderate-income
areas of Franklin County. Projects support capacity- building at the neighborhood level, engage
numerous stakeholder groups, and showcase local talent. Examples of projects that have received
grants through the program are neighborhood clean ups, litter and graffiti abatement, neighborhood
newsletters, community gardens, neighborhood gateway signage, youth leadership initiatives, civic
engagement programs, health education and awareness, neighborhood documentaries, community
festivals, home safety tools and educational resources, historic preservation projects, senior support
activities, and much more.

There were several instances in our focus groups that shined light on promising
bridging capital that already exists in Columbus neighborhoods. Youth in
the Greater Linden area who participated in our focus groups mentioned
the diversity of their neighborhood and how neighbors help each other and
interact. Capitalizing on this bridging social capital could be an important step
toward creating environments that invite more social connections and success
among youth. Other forms of bridging social capital that already exist in these
neighborhoods include the interest among adults in the Greater Linden focus
group to establish garden groups to beautify the neighborhood, sewing groups,
or groups to work with youth. All of these proposals could increase the social
capital and strengthen the social fabric in the area, creating the environment
necessary for youth success.
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MAKE IT MEANINGFUL:
MEETING COMMUNITY MEMBERS AT THEIR DOOR
In order to build and maintain social fabric, it’s important to meet community members ‘where they
are’—meaning at times and in places where they tend to gather. This is especially important for
community members who may be experiencing many difficulties related to poverty. For example,
low-income parents may be working multiple jobs or in positions that require them to work in the
evenings or even overnight, and it is important to be flexible with engagement resources to ensure
that they are used to provide meaningful opportunities for engagement by those parents.
It is also important to meet people ‘where they are’ in terms of what topics are discussed. No matter
what their socioeconomic status or background, parents care about the well-being of their children.
The more responsive institutional stakeholders are to those concerns, the more trust that one builds
with the community. When the threads of the community social fabric reflect the hopes, dreams, and
realities of the whole community, a strong social fabric is created that supports the thriving of families.

RETURNING THE POWER TO THE COMMUNITY:
EMPOWERING COMMUNITY MEMBERS
Community members from all walks of life have many assets and gifts that can be useful for creating
nurturing communities. Community wisdom and the ability to build rapport or reach out to diverse
people are vital native skills that are activated within a strong social fabric. The social fabric of
communities is in turn made up of authentic community relationships. These relationships, much
like all other relationships, are sustained by a sense of mutual trust. In many of our communities,
particularly those that have experienced disinvestment and marginalization, building or rebuilding that
trust can be difficult. However, a great way to start down this path is to use engagement activities as
opportunities to help parents, youth, and other community members grow as community leaders and
feel empowered to act. According to Principles of Equitable and Inclusive Community Engagement,35
community members tend to trust decisions that they play a part in creating. Furthermore, people
tend to be more eager to support initiatives that they helped to create, especially when those initiatives
encounter challenges along the way.
Empowering community members makes it easier for them to be the driving force behind engagement
activities, in turn ensuring authenticity and relevancy. This is important because the best arbiters
of community success are the community members themselves. The rigid, top-down structure of
traditional engagement puts control of the agenda and definition of success solely in the hands of
institutional partners who are rarely equipped to define success for community members. Furthermore,
these traditional structures make it difficult for stakeholders to hear real concerns from community
members. This “deafness” may reinforce inaccurate assumptions about the community held by
stakeholders. By empowering community members to take a leadership role in structuring engagement
activities, institutional partners are in a better position to hear legitimate concerns from community
members and can support meaningful change initiated by community members. This paves the way for
a tighter, more supportive bond between various community members and institutions.
The Neighborhood Leadership Academy, an initiative of United Way, is an example of leadership
development that empowers residents to be change agents in their own communities. These
academies provide valuable training to central Ohio current and emerging community leaders in the
areas of advocacy, consensus building, and effective collaboration and communication skills. Satellite
academies have been added to Columbus’ South Side and Near East Side neighborhoods.
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In Linden groups, some discussion focused on the community’s relationship
with City Hall. They wanted to see city officials have a presence in the area
after election season, and have a greater commitment to following through on
talking points discussed during that time to help the community.

SAYING AND DOING: KEEPING PROMISES TO THE COMMUNITY
In order to maintain strong social bonds, it is important for both stakeholders and community
members to create ways to make and keep promises to one another. Making and keeping promises
is an important mechanism for building trust and furthering honest and open communication.
When community stakeholders know where they stand with one another, they can feel comfortable
sharing sometimes painful circumstances. Engagement activities are the most meaningful when
people, whether coming into the space as a concerned community member or an organizational
representative, feel heard, are able to share their gifts to create meaningful change, and make and
keep promises to one another. When those promises are kept, trust is created and community
members tend to feel more open to investing their time, energy, and imagination to benefit the
community. Mutual accountability, community empowerment, and community leadership are
important aspects of creating a social fabric that promotes openness, sharing, and a positive
environment for children.
Together, these objectives often result in deepening bonds between local institutions and community
members because they help institutions move from a transactional relationship with community
members—interacting with the community in order to fulfill immediate institutional goals—to
transformational relationships characterized by the pursuit of shared long-term goals of community
success, and deep and mutual change from the lessons learned together. In this way, institutions can
become valued anchors in the community.

When the threads of
the community social
fabric reflect the hopes,
dreams, and realities of
the whole community,
a strong social fabric is
created that supports
the thriving of families.

CONCLUSION
To have meaningful social connections is a basic human need. People long to be known to each other.
Strengthening the social fabric in our communities can help build these connections and point people
towards a community life that extends their ability to care for others and to see others’ experiences as
their own.
Sadly, many may struggle with loneliness and social isolation in our communities. The trend towards
increasing isolation and loneliness in the U.S. is sobering. Science tells us that the pain of loneliness
is an “early warning system,” which when heeded, motivates us to seek out social connection, and in
doing so, heal ourselves.36 As described above, when we deny this biological signal, we do so at our
peril (i.e., we experience diminishing health). Loneliness expert Dr. John Cacioppa lays out a three-step
process for individuals to hijack the negative ramifications of the “loneliness signal:”37
1. Recognize and accept: in a culture that reveres rugged individualism and autonomy,
loneliness is stigmatized. But denying the feeling makes no more sense than denying your
hunger or thirst. Similarly, being open about your own experiences of loneliness—normalizing
the feeling—may help others in your community or network acknowledge instances of their
own loneliness, and seek support.
2. Understand how loneliness affects your brain, body, and behavior: quite simply, it is
dangerous, as a member of a social species, to feel isolated and alone. This triggers a “threat
surveillance” response in your brain, and can cause you, even unconsciously, to engage in
behaviors that make forming social connections more difficult (for example, defensiveness).
3. Respond: it is not the quantity of relationships that matter, but the quality. This can be hard
to reconcile with when the number of Facebook friends or Twitter followers someone has
becomes a measure of their social value, either by their own internal standards or societal
standards.

“It is clear that social interaction matters. Loneliness and
being alone are not the same thing, but both are on the rise.
We meet fewer people. We gather less. And when we gather,
our bonds are less meaningful and less easy. The decrease
in confidants—that is, in quality social connections—has
been dramatic over the past 25 years.”
Source: Stephen Marche (May 2012). Is Facebook Making Us Lonely? The Atlantic.
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The good news is the solutions for increasing
connections need not be complicated. As
individuals, the simple act of extending a hand to
help a neighbor, saying hello to people you come
across as you move through your community,
joining a community association or volunteering,
or going out of your comfort zone to get to know
someone who doesn’t look like you, weave ties
that bind communities together. As individuals,
as we seek to increase our connectedness to the
people around us, let us keep in mind the three
components of connectedness that require our
attention:38
1. Promote intimate connections by
cultivating a relationship with at least one
individual who fulfills the role of confidant
and who can confide in you
2. Promote relational connections by
sharing good times with friends and
family, engaging in healthful activities
3. Promote collective connections by
becoming a part of something bigger
than yourself
Our institutions are critical partners in
strengthening social fabric in our communities.
One of the most important ways institutions can
help in increasing authentic connections within
community is to cultivate social empathy.
Social empathy is “the ability to understand
people by perceiving or experiencing their
life situations and as a result gain insight
into structural inequalities and disparities.”39
Institutional partners have a large role to play

in dismantling structural barriers for people and
communities that have been marginalized. We
also know, however, that the effects of poverty,
including chaotic or unsafe environments, can
thwart the creation of social empathy. In thinking
about our communities, the social supports
we provide each other (formal and informal),
and the structural changes required to bring
opportunity to more people, a strong sense of
social empathy allows us “to use insights about
the circumstances of peoples’ lives to develop
public policies and programs that are appropriate
and responsive to those in need.”40
Such insights are informed by an understanding
of historical, social, and economic contexts
of marginalization for communities. To do
meaningful work of community-building,
institutions must have this contextual
understanding. This includes the understanding
that marginalization, especially that experienced
by communities of color, has wide-ranging
effects—not just of material hardship (for
example, entrenched poverty) but physiological
hardship from the effects of toxic stress and
chronic loneliness or isolation. Importantly,
science tells us that these physiological
hardships manifest in bodily responses without
our awareness—fight, flight, or freeze. This will
have an impact not only on people’s ability
to engage, but the way they may engage. As
such, this may require a sustained period of
trust-building and co-learning as part of the
engagement process. Such understanding and
commitment is a prerequisite for institutions
dedicated to building social empathy.
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Institutions can be partners in building social empathy in a number of ways. First, they must commit
to the guiding principles described in section IV. They can then build on these principles and the
strengthened relationship with community that results by undertaking the following activities:
1. Promote greater understanding between diverse community members by supporting
engagement activities that uplift the gifts everyone brings to the table
2. Promote greater awareness of personal and structural biases by supporting authentic and
inclusive community dialogue
3. Promote resident empowerment by using engagement activities to uncover and leverage
existing assets and strengthen community bonds
4. Use “third places” that bring community members together in a spirit of inclusion and
cooperation
And finally, at a broader societal level, we must continue to push for systems change. As highlighted
above, the degree of inequality in central Ohio—a community that boasts a robust economy,
strong public-private partnerships, and a diverse mix of people—is profound and hurts all of us. We
must continue to push for policy changes that promote upward mobility and break the cycle of
intergenerational poverty, which will not only advance an individual’s economic situation, but will
benefit future generations, including by virtue of an expanded social network. This includes increasing
the availability of wrap-around services that serve as a protective buffer for families and children,
seeking ways to increase food security, housing stability, access to mental and physical health care,
and so on.
We must continue to seek ways to break down the physical separation of our segregated
neighborhoods so that people can actually see one another, care about each other, and realize the
benefits that can accrue from diversity. For example, several years of research support the conclusion
that interracial contact through schools not only improves intergroup relations and reduces racial
prejudices, it also improves critical thinking skills and academic achievement for all students.41
This is the future. Creating institutional arrangements and communities that support strong
interpersonal connections ensures that we all do better, together.
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“Empathy grows in virtuous circles and declines in vicious
ones: if you grow the circle of empathy, it’s easier to get
people to recognize “that we’re all in this together” and
to support policies that create a safety net for everyone….
Diverse, multicultural schools and communities can help
children become familiar with people of other races,
socioeconomic classes, religions, cultures….Familiarity
[promotes] empathy.
Deep relational connections, reduced emphasis on status
and inequality, and a culture that promotes cooperation
rather than competition: all of this dramatically increases
not just mental health and happiness, but physical health.”
Source: Bruce Perry, MD, and Maia Szalavitz,Born for Love: why empathy is essential—and endangered.
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