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The Background
The role of national minorities in development of border regions and in cross-border cooperation
is attracting research interest but the topic remains under-explored.1 Over the past few years, the
European Centre for Minority Issues, approaching the regions as ‘spaces of politics’,2 started
examining the contribution of national minorities to regional development to fill this academic
gap. In one of the projects (2016-2017), the ECMI3 researched the bridge-building role of the
national minorities within and across states of five geographic regions: Balkans, Caucasus,
Central Asia, Eastern and Western Europe4. The analysed empirical evidence showed that
community social capital, inter-cultural knowledge and competences establish national
minorities as a development factor.5 All minority communities6 (not only those officially
recognised e.g. national minorities) have a potential to become economic drivers but only when
states create an enabling environment; by allowing grass-root initiatives to thrive, by facilitating
economic, social and cultural entrepreneurship within and across borders and by entering into
open dialogue and cooperation with stakeholders and their organisations.7 The report found that
close cooperation with local and national authorities, active participation in decision-making
processes, and a presence of trust between institutions and communities are important
preconditions for the national minorities to be an asset to societies. Furthermore, these factors
can help overcome the largely dominant discourse of minorities being perceived as a risk factor.8
Other ECMI research found that decentralization, when entailing the transfer of decision-making
powers to the community level, is among the mechanisms to foster development of regions.9 It
also creates conditions for minorities, if living compactly, to have a significant role in the
decision-making process and to contribute actively to the development of their localities.
Furthermore, accumulation of varying cultural competences in the multicultural spaces increases
the economic advantages and potential of regions only when inter-ethnic dynamics are
channelled as Standortfaktors.10 Recent studies show, a precondition for economic development
is the activation of the hard and soft cultural competences of national minorities11 and not
necessarily the size of communities.12 Hence, development in multicultural regions is dependent
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on skilful management of diversity that enables minority entrepreneurship and mobilises joint
action.
An ECMI project (2018-2019) supported by the U-Lead with Europe Programme,13 provided
empirical evidence, in the context of Ukraine, that national minorities can contribute to the
development of regions and that diversity is not only an asset but also brings economic benefit.
Departing from theoretical models elaborated within the frameworks of these two projects, the
integrated findings were interpreted using social capital framework. By combining different
theoretical approaches in both ECMI projects and earlier research on social capital rebuilding in
ethnically divided societies14 this paper offers novel analytical concept: national minority
capital. This original interdisciplinary approach has the potential for practical application and
further theoretical expansion of our understanding about how national minorities contribute to
development.

Defining ‘National Minority’
With no widely agreed academic or political definition of national minorities, the first challenge
in the analysis is to explain the agency of the national minority capital. Taking into account 1977
definition of the UN Special Rapporteur Francesco Capotorti,15 the 1986 proposal of Jules
Deschene16 and the Asbjørn Eide’s of 1993,17 the UN perspective clearly indicates that
minorities possess different ethnic, religious or linguistic characteristics from the rest of the
population in a state. The European legal approach18 also emphasises cultural diversity as a
factor in identifying a group as a national minority.19 The Council of Europe definition20 also
establishes formal relation between the state and the communities, with their members being
denoted as ‘nationals’.
Therefore, for the purposes of presenting the new concept, national minorities are viewed as
culturally distinct communities, whose members are nationals of the states of residence and
who have historical presence. Acknowledging that diversity is not dependant on the legal status
of minorities, 21 to avoid potential conceptual shortfalls at this early stage of piloting the new
concept, only minorities formally recognised by the states are considered. The reason the
adopted limitation is that the state, as a key factor for the accumulation and boosting of national
minority capital and as its direct beneficiary, constitutes an important element in the proposed
theoretical model.

The Condition: Nesting the Minority Social Capital
As individuals who are nationals of a country, minority members are, by default, an economic
resource since they are part of the human capital of the state.22 Since Adam Smith (1776), the
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definition of human capital has been developing to come to the conceptualization as of stock of
skills possessed by the labour force.23 National minorities however constitute not only human
capital, but also cultural, linguistic and transnational social capital both for states and for
regions.24
Established as communities, culturally distinct not only from the majority population but also
from other minority ethnic and cultural groups, national minorities accumulate particular social
capital, which enables them to function as a collective body. The comprehensive fourdimensional model of social capital,25 suggested by Grootaert and van Bastelaer in 2001,26
addresses complexity by using an umbrella concept, in which structural and cognitive forms of
social capital at both macro and micro levels interact in a dynamic interdependence. The model
provides both a definition and an instrument for measurement of social capital,27 where the
function is dependent on the coherence and the balance between the elements of all of its four
dimensions.28
Macro level
Institutions of the
state, rule of law
Cognitive

Governance, civic
associations, social
cohesion
Structural

Local institutions,
networks

Micro level

Trust, local
norms, values

Source: Grootaert & van Bastelarer, 2001

The social capital of a minority community would be defined not only by shared values and
norms, but also by the respective ethnic macro-level institutions and governance. In the case of a
formally recognised national minority, these would be the official minority institutions that the
state collaborates with respect to the international regulatory frameworks. 29. In a case of a nonrecognised minority, informal institutions that identify minority as a group would determine the
macro-level.
Although all minority communities might possess social capital, not all of them would be
interested and willing to offer its benefits to other minority groups or to the majority. However,
when the social capital of minority communities becomes an integral part of the national social
capital, synergies between the micro and the micro levels can be observed. This would be a case
of a ‘nested minority social capital’.
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Minority social capital can become embedded into the national social capital only if the civic
identity is part of the multiple identity of the minority members, who feel valued as citizens of
the their state.30 The model below illustrates the nested minority social capital as a public good
transcending the boundaries of the minority community.

Macro level

Institutions of the
state, rule of law

Governance, civic
associations, social cohesion

Minority
institutions

Minority
governance, civic
associations

Local community
institutions and
networks

Community
determined
trust, norms,
and values

Structural

Cognitive

Local institutions,
networks

Inter-ethnic trust, civic
norms and shared values

Micro level

Facilitating co-ordination and co-operation for mutual benefit31 based on networks, norms,
shared values, and trust,32 on social engagement and commitment, reciprocity and social
cohesion,33 on agreed obligations and expectations,34 as well as on flows of information,35 the
nested minority social capital is a key precondition for the generation of national minority
capital.

What is National Minority Capital?
The analysis of the role of national minorities in regional development suggests that ethnocultural diversity presents an economic advantage and added value to regions and hence to
states.36 With their institutions, services, infrastructures, social and human capital and cross6|Page
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cultural knowledge and competences, minorities can play an important role as Standortfaktors37
in the regional socio-economic development and the cross-border cooperation. The
operationalisation of the nested minority social capital as a Standortfaktor is hence the second
key precondition for national minorities to be able to contribute to the economic development as
a collective body, by generating and accumulating economic capital through their cultural
competences and networks. Acknowledging that further research is needed for strengthening the
theoretical framework presented here, some of the initial assumptions are:
•
•
•

National minorities can contribute to development not only of border regions but of
regions in general.
Compact living of national minorities is an enabling factor but not necessarily a
precondition for the ‘generation’ of national minority capital.
It is not the size of the minority community but the nested minority social capital that
should be seen as a developmental factor

The outlined connection between the cultural competences, social capital and economic capital
evokes references to the theory of Pierre Bourdieu38. However, while he discusses processes
within a community, the national minority capital concept focuses on intra-community dynamics
and potential mechanisms for enabling and fostering economic development through cohesion of
social units. The concept takes as a unit of analysis a collective body, determined as ethnically or
culturally different in the wider societal context.
National minority capital therefore denotes a type of social capital, enriched by the ethnocultural competencies of its members (Standortfaktors), which although accumulated within
the particular community has a significant potential for positive impact at regional and/or
national level.
The concept encompasses a complex interplay between:
•
•
•
•
•

the cultural competences that constitute national minorities as an asset to societies
the role of minority communities in regional socio-economic development (as actors and
as factors)39
the channels through which the national minority resources can be activated and used
the institutional, legal, political, economic, and social frameworks that would enable
minorities to develop and pursue their initiatives
the mechanisms and the precondition that would establish national minorities as active
citizens willing to work together with the others for the public good.

National minority capital therefore is a national and development resource, which brings
advantage for regions. As a type of a social capital it is a public good, whose supply increases
when used and depletes when neglected.40 A key prerequisite for the activation of national
minority capital however is the socio-political environment, regulated by not only the
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institutional and the legal frameworks of the state but also by trust and cooperation between the
public authorities and the national minorities.

Conclusion
The aim of this issue brief is to present the novel concept of national minority capital and to
define it against the background of minority and social capital studies. The concept is based on
analysis of empirical evidence within the frameworks of past ECMI research projects and the
conceptual models designed for their purposes. It sits at the intersection of regional development
studies, minority studies and social capital theory, which helps it to offer an alternative
perspective and inspire further interdisciplinary academic research and debates on the topic.
Although the model and the theory are only at their initial stage, the discourse that they introduce
can help policy and decision makers in their strategic planning. National minority capital can
become an asset and economic advantage to states but only if they can manage diversity so that
individuals belonging to minority communities feel motivated to offer their cultural competences
to the benefit of the multicultural societies to which they belong.
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