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According to William White and William Cloud in their book, “Recovery Capital: A Primer for Addictions Professionals,” 
community recovery capital is a concept that supports the resolution of alcohol and other drug problems by 
encompassing community attitudes, policies, and resources that promote recovery (White & Cloud, 2008). The concept 
of recovery capital emerged in the years following the development of theory on the role of social capital in political and 
economic models. As defined by Robert Putnam, social capital includes features of social organization such as networks, 
norms, and trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit (Putnam, 2000). Both definitions 
recognize that community has a role in the wellbeing of its members, social capital, by definition emphasizes the tension 
of forces that support and erode its formation. 
 

While research on social capital has more broadly considered power relations and social structure that inhibit or 
promote mutually beneficial connections, much of the research on recovery capital has focused on individual wellness 
(White & Cloud, 2008). The tension of forces that support and erode recovery capital formation is often neglected, 
possibly because the focus is primarily on individual wellness, ignoring the inherent tensions within community recovery 
capital. 
 

Research on social capital has often focused on economic dynamics, exploring how when markets fail or flourish, 
communities likewise strengthen or decay (Agrawal, 2001; Agrawal & Gibson, 2001). Analysis of these dynamics has 
helped us to understand how weak social capital can negatively impact economic or environmental outcomes. Social 
capital is also influenced by power relations and social structures (Ishihara & Pascual, 2009). Thus, it may be beneficial to 
consider how similar dynamics influence community formation of recovery capital in relation to government policy and 
the influence of the SUD treatment industry markets. 
 

We often view the “work” of supporting recovery as an individualized and service-oriented dynamic for those with 
substance use conditions, rather than a community-based, relational process. The industry and government have 
historically focused on the development of products and services instead of community-oriented strengthening 
processes. This focus has resulted in a proliferation of tools to measure recovery capital on the individual level but little 
attention to the dynamics of recovery capital at the community level. 
 

Communities must be active agents in their own healing. If we view healing primarily as a transactional matter at the 
individual level and not as a community-based, relational process, we will fail to fully realize ways to augment 
communities to foster their own capacity to heal. Seeing communities more as service recipients of marketable products, 
rather than primary drivers of their own wellness, fails to develop recovery capital in ways that harness the resiliency of 
communities in all their diversity. 
 

Don Coyhis of White Bison uses the metaphor of a healing forest, wherein a vibrant treatment culture helps people 
initiate recovery, but a healthy, healing forest provides space in which recovery is invited, welcomed, and provided the 
soil to flourish over time. Building and protecting such physical, psychological, and social spaces is vital to enhancing the 
quality of personal and family life in long-term recovery. Such spaces must be created within all major social institutions. 
 

We must better understand the dynamics that strengthen recovery in our communities. A broad societal focus on 
expanding hope, connection, and purpose within communities would be beneficial to changing the dynamic of our 
current addiction crisis. To realize the full capacity of recovery capital on the community level, we need to consider 
inhibitory factors in developing resources in our communities, with a particular focus on marginalized communities. 
Doing so would likely involve leveraging the resources in all our communities, rather than developing recovery capital 
one person at a time, so that community members can support each other. 
 

Recovery is contagious and spreads through communities like ripples in water. We need to learn how to spread it and 
better understand what healing looks like at the community level. Longitudinal studies focused on the rich fabric of how 
each person in recovery not only improves their own lives but also positively influences their whole community would 
serve to understand what Dr. David Best terms the contagion of hope. Science focused on relational networks, norms, 
and trust as vital facets of community recovery capital would potentially be a game changer. 
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