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Sustainable Culture and Organization: The
1,2 Social Sustainability of

Induced Development
18 Michael M. Cernea

Environment Department, The World Bank, Washington DC, USA

The intellectual debate about the sustainability of induced development
programmes is still largely limited to only two of its basic dimensions: econzomic
sustainability and enivironmental sustainabilhty. Granted that these two
dimensions are important, it is definite that they are not the only main
determinants of sustainability. The sociocultural factors which account for
increased sustainability, or the absence of which causes reduced endurance and
impact of induced development programmes, are crucial. This is so because
even development programmes which are environmentally or economically
sound are likely to stumble and eventually crumble, if they are not also socially
and culturally robust and enduring.

A group of my colleagues in the World Bank, working on the issues of
sustainability, have made a somehow funny, yet correct observation: they noted
that sustainable development looks very different, depending on whether you
contemplate it from the economic or from the environmental perspective (Daly
and associates, 1992; El-Ashry, 1991).

Indeed, the economic view sets much more store on accelerating economic
growth, tending to explain away the possible adverse environmental
consequences of economic expansion. Economists are known to argue that the
negative ecological effects of growth - such as pollution, social degradation,
water waste, overuse of non-renewable resources, etc. - can be compensated
owing to the intrinsic ability of the growth-generated surplus to pay for
cleaning up the environment, or through the power of technology to produce
substitutes for exhaustible materials. This argument is soothing, but rather
misleading, because it creates high expectations, while real life economic
markets and political forces often do not work this way.

The environmentalists, on the other hand, emphasize the limitations inherent
in non-renewable resources, the cumulative consequences of incremental
environmental damage, and urge the maintenance of the environmental
"services" which we have inherited with our natural environment. The
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environmental advocacy, however, often results in one-sided calls for top-down Culture and
regulatory remedies, enforceable through laws and state intervention. Too little Organization
recognition is given in such calls to the necessity, and long-term effectiveness, of
building enduring organizational patterns of sustainable resource use and
management.

I believe that in this discussion the sociologist must insert his own voice and
argue that sustainability looks different from his perspective: namely, 19
sustainable development cannot be achieved through mere accumulation of
technological prowess or economic expansion; nor can it be achieved through
"prudent" environmental management alone. More than that, sustainability
requires the continuous creation and re-creation of adequate patterns of social
organization, within which technological progress can unfold properly, the use
of natural resources can be managed soundly, and the social actors of
development can participate, both individually and collectively, and can share
in the goals a nd benefits of development.

The request that decision makers and planners recognize the cultural and
social prerequisites for sustainability is not a simple "add-on" advocated by the
social scientist eager himself to join the debate. It is intrinsic to the very essence
of the development process. Culture is humanity's basic mechanism for
adaptation to nature, as well as for transforming our natural environment. By
culture we understand, in the sociological sense, a broader set of elements than
those which common sense equates with culture: it is not just art and literature,
or values and beliefs. Culture, as a category, is the polar opposite of nature.
Culture is all that human kind has added to nature. The patterns of social
organization are culture as well; in fact social organization is the core of human
culture. It is therefore very difficult, I feel, to separate the "culture" and the
"social" aspects of sustainability.

Often under the rubric "social sustainability" the issues most frequently
discussed are participation and equity, while under "cultural sustainability"
reference is rnade to values and the need to recognize cultural diversity. But
these are very tightly interconnected -one may say that in real life they are
nestled concentrically. Separating the cultural from the social components (or
dimensions) of sustainability, and still further separating the two from the
"institutional" dimensions of sustainability, risks being an exercise in
intellectually refining concepts which become too disembodied for practical
use. The ovei-arching concept of "pattern of social organization" encompasses
them satisfactorily and is easier to use as a guide in the design of action-
programmes for sustainable development.

In line with my emphasis on patterns of social organization, I would like to
bring up in this article some dimensions which are less often discussed -
namely the concept of organizational intensity of development strategies and
the concept of organizational density of the social environment. These are key
attributes of any pattern of social organization. They are variables which can be
influenced through programmes of systematic intervention. Their value, low or
high, can be measured sociologically, and can be changed from low to high



Sustainable through purposive action. My argument is that, to achieve self-sustainability,
Development development strategies must be not only technology-intensive, but also
1,2 organization-intensive. Organization-intensive strategies lead to constructed

social environments with higher degrees of organizational density, thus
creating and accumulating social capital. The higher the organizational density
and the better the fit between social organization, technology and the

20 requirement for managing natural resources, the higher the likelihood of
sustainable development.

Induced and Spontaneous Development
When we discuss the sustainability of development, we generally refer to
programmes for inzducinig development, rather than to what can be called
spontaneous development (even though, now and then, the discussion refers to
the latter as well). By induced development I define development programmes
which are purposively initiated by governments and development agencies,
which use financial resources as the foremost trigger of development (Cernea,
1991). For example, the many projects financially assisted by the World Bank,
or other multilateral and bilateral donors, are a good case in point: these are
Government-initiated programmes in which the injection of exogenous
financial resources is intended to accelerate the pace of development.

It has been observed, however, that many such Government-supported
programmes hardly survive the day, when the inflow of exogenous financial
resources ends. While aiming to launch development which is expected to
continue after the closure of the original programme, some programmes prove
unable to bring about conltlizuous development, beyond a limited time. This is
how the question of long-term sustainability came into the limelight.
Subsequently, this concern was reinforced by environmentalists, who
legitimately pointed out that, if natural resources are used up in development
programmes at a rate faster than these resources can be renewed (not to speak
of the abuse of non-renewable resources), their finite character will undercut
and preclude the very development which they are making possible.

As a result of these and other arguments, it is being increasingly recognized
that environmental and economic safeguards have to be built into the
programmes for inducing development to extend the long-term sustainability of
this development. Indeed, since these programmes are man-made, they must
contain the possibility of incorporating not only incentives to growth, but also
safeguards against the possible adverse effects of growth. They ought to be
designed in such a manner as to address all thle key dimensions of lasting
development. When development is induced and accelerated through planned
Government interventions, it is therefore essential to ensure that such
interventions lead towards durable, self-sustaining, long-term development
rather than simply cause what we can call brief growth blips and ephemeral
development spurts.

The programmes for agricultural development are probably one of the
clearest instances when sustainability can and must be achieved through



balancing the design of purposive Government interventions, so that they Culture and
address simultaneously the economic, sociocultural, environmental, and Organization
technical dimensions of induced development. I will choose examples for my
argument from a domain which is critical for agricultural development -
namely the G,overnment-sponsored expansion of irrigated farming.

What does it mean to ensure the cultural and social sustainability of the
programmes for irrigation development? In reply, I will briefly refer to the 21
experience which we have accumulated in the World Bank in providing support
to Government programmes for expanding agricultural irrigation.

The governments of many developing countries have supported, and
continue to support, the expansion of agricultural irrigation by financing, and
actually constructing, the physical infrastructure of new, large-scale irrigation
systems. Of course, without such infrastructure irrigation is impossible.
However, with only physical infrastructure but without the institutional
arrangements to manage such systems, sustainable irrigation development
cannot take place. This of course is not a new discovery. But how are
institutional arrangements defined?

Most often, irrigation programmes have dealt with such institutional issues
by including in their design the establishment of governmental administrative
bureaucracies to manage the irrigation systems. Much less attention has been
paid to the creation of organizations and institutions at the grass-roots level.
And this oversight, which has been chronic in the design of many irrigation
expansion programmes over many years, has been simply social and cultural,
reflecting an underestimation of certain key social/cultural elements, which are
crucial for ensuring the long-term sustainability of irrigation systems.

Indeed, while top-heavy irrigation bureaucracies have expanded, multiplied
and flourished, the organization of a network of water users' associations or
irrigators' societies has been lagging far behind in Government- and donor-
sponsored irrigation programmes. In other words, this meant that such
purposive development programmes did not incorporate in their "packages"
the provisions necessary for creating stable, culturally appropriate and
institutionally enduring patterns of social organization at the grass-roots level,
the level of the water users themselves. The newly created systems are not "full
systems", as they remain incomplete in their social component arrangements.
Thus the farrners, who are using the water and are the most important social
actors in any agricultural irrigation development, were not organized
adequately to carrv out, collectively and individually, the tasks inherent in the
use, maintenance and management of medium- or large-scale irrigation
systems.

The absence of such organizations has undermined many a programme for
irrigation development, by not promoting and harnessing sufficiently the
initiative, contribution, entrepreneurship and the collective responsibility and
engagement of the very users of irrigation systems. As a result, the absence of
such local organizations has led to lower irrigation efficiencies, a fact
documented by many evaluation studies. It has also contributed to the



Sustainable deterioration (or even collapse) of the physical structures of such irrigation
Development systems much earlier than such deterioration would have occurred, had the
1,2 social organization been built concurrently with the physical structures.Obviously, it is very hard to speak about participatory development in such

irrigation programmes, if the users of the irrigation systems themselves are not
organized collectively to co-exercise the management and maintenance of such

22 systems, jointly with the administrative authorities in charge of them. Absence
of water users' organizations results not only in the absence of certain technical
maintenance activities which could prolong the lifetime of the physical
infrastructure, but also in the absence of a "culture of maintenance". That
means, inter alia, that the farmers feel less expected and motivated to
participate, and they are less accountable to one another for their attitudes and
behaviour. In other words, the culture of maintenance is the totality of attitudes,
stimuli, rules, enforcement mechanisms, rewards and sanctions which can
influence users' behaviours towards protecting the system, making better use of
water resources, penalizing abusers, and rejecting destructive practices.

Irrigation development programmes are not the only set of development
projects which often neglect to develop the social structures of sustainability in
a purposive manner. One can find such similar occurrences in many other
development programmes and strategies. Therefore it is important to formulate
our conclusions in a broader manner, by emphasizing the importance of
organization building as a strategic resource for development.

It is in this context that the two concepts which I mentioned at the beginning
- organizational intensity and organizational density - have direct relevance to
the issues of cultural and social sustainability. In an earlier article (Cernea,
1987), I had the opportunity to underscore the relevance of these two concepts
for explaining the mechanisms of development and designing effective
development strategies. I would like briefly to elaborate on them here and
suggest some ideas for a broader examination.

Organizational Intensity
My first proposition is: in order to accumulate the building-blocks of social and
cultural sustainability, we need to formulate organization-intensive rather than
only technology-zntensive development strategies.

Donor agencies as well as governments have long been concerned with
technology transfer and, correspondingly, have emphasized technology-
intensive aid strategies. Many developing countries, inspired by the same
model, have formulated their own national plans as technology-intensive plans.
But technology, no matter how advanced, cannot actualize its full potential,
unless embedded within adequate patterns of social organization appropriate
for sustaining, using, and maintaining it. This is why creating and
strengthening such adequate socio-organizational patterns is no less important
than the technology itself. Indeed, if organization is a strategic resource for
development, if organization enhances the potential of individual social actors
by mobilizing them towards collective actions and maximizing synergy, then



building up the levels of organization in society is a direct way to enhance the Culture and
effectiveness of development strategies. Organization

The organizational intensity of a development strategy is the degree of
presence (or absence) of provisions for building organizational capacity into
that particular programme or strategy. Depending on this specific content, one
or another specific programme may have a low or a higlh organizational
intensity. When one or another development alternative is being contemplated 23
in terms of its likely sustainability, it is, therefore, legitimate to ask: what is the
degree of organizational intensity of this particular strategy? In other words, to
what extent (1o the development "packages" designed into specific programmes
include provisions for organization build-up? Various investment options are
always possible and they are likely to have organizational demands of various
intensities. These demands need to be met.

There are no rigorous yardsticks for measuring this organizational intensity
and qualitative analytical judgements must be made to assess the need for
organization creation, change, and development. The absence of precise
measurements, I admit, is a difficulty. It is likely that social sciences,
particularly the theory of organizations, would eventually develop such
measurements. But the fact that we do not yet have quantifying tools to
measure more accurately the organizational content and intensity of a strategy
does not justify the substantive neglect of the need to organize, to promote
"organization -ness"'.

The lessons of many evaluation studies underscore the strong association
which exists between economic sustainability and organizational/institutional
building. We must conclude that it is essential to examine and critique each
development strategy in terms of its organizational intensity and
organizational content at the very time of its formulation. The intensity of
organizational content should be regarded as an effective and acceptable
indicator among those used to judge, ex-ante, the suitability and feasibility of a
given development strategy.

Organizational Density
The other concept which I want to highlight, organzizational density, is closely
related to organizational intensity. Organization-intense development strategies
result in "constructed social environments", to employ the concept proposed by
Coleman (1990), which are organizationally "dense".

Organizational density reflects the frequency of various types and forms of
organization in a given social environment and the multiple belongingness of
individuals tc an organized form of social action. Organizations enhance social
capacity for co-ordinated action, enable individuals to interact more regularly
among themselves, and empower individuals as the subjects of development
activities. Organizations bring together individuals, who otherwise act
disparately, and offer them a stable structure for collective/group action
towards one or another common objective. By creating sets of specialized roles
internal to the organization, by defining mutual obligations and rights of
members, by establishing internal authority systems and accountability, by



Sustainable promoting norms and behavioural patterns regarded as useful, and by
Development inhibiting behavioural patterns regarded as detrimental to the group,
1,2 organizations tend to enhance the social capacity of their members. This is whyorganizations are regarded as social capital, why creating organizations is

equal to creating social capital, and why increasing the organizational density
of a given human collectivity or society is part and parcel of development.

24 Building organizations and increasing the organizational density of human
collectivities is an essential part of the broader process of developing the civil
society.

The types and forms of various organizations span a wide spectrum.
Obviously, not all organizations are functionally concerned with productive
activities or development, in the sense discussed in the present article. But in
general sociological terms it may be stated that, whatever the purpose at hand
of one or another kind of organization, whatever the specific activity for which
it was established (economic, political, religious, recreational, etc.),
organizations are apt to amplify social energy and render social action more,
rather than less, effective.

Internally, the degrees of structuration of various organizations may range
broadly on a wide spectrum, from rather informal to very formal and tightly
structured. They may integrate their membership along "vertical" (hierarchical)
or "horizontal" vectors and forms of human association. The variance in the
characteristics of such organizational or associational forms results in
significant variance in the directions and effects of development.

Sociological studies have demonstrated the high power vested even in
informal patterns of organization. Under some circumstances, these may
become more powerful than formal organizations. Variations in the degree of
informality or formality, however, are not necessarily good predictors of the
amount of influence which the organization can exercise. But there is significant
evidence, with predictive power, derived from the performance of various
agricultural production systems, that high general organizational density can
increase returns to producers. Multiple organizational membership of farmers
in village- and non-village-based organizations is a characteristic which varies
from one cultural setting to another. For instance, the organizational density of
the rural society in Thailand and in the Republic of Korea is considerably
higher than the organizational density of the rural society in Tanzania, India or
Senegal. Density can be measured through some simple measure like multiple
membership, number of organizations, patterns of reciprocity, degrees of
mutual engagement in joint activities, etc. Studies available thus far confirm the
correlation of, and bolster the conviction in, the superiority of organizationally
intensive development strategies.

Of course, purposively increasing organizational density through
development strategies usually requires additional investments. It is important
to realize also that there is a distinction between investing in what is called
human capital formation and investing in socaal capital formation, even though
the two are closely linked and reinforce each other (some researchers use these



two concepts interchangeably). The first refers primarily to investing in Culture and
education, training and skill formation, enriching the competence and Organization
productive capability of individuals. The second refers primarily to investing in
"organization-ness" amonig individuals, in other words in establishing
organizations, associations and various forms and networks of patterned
interaction and engagement among individuals.

There are many ways of promoting and facilitating increases in 25
organizational density, even though not enough is systematically known and
codified about 12ow to invtest in social organization. But often even the
knowledge already available in this respect is not being used. For many
agencies it iS far easier (and it appears "normal") to spend vast amounts of
money on physical items than to invest effectively and profitably in
organization building. Yet the returns from higher degrees of adequate
organization (as opposed to non-functional organization) are usually verv high.
The investments in physical infrastructure alone may be wasted, if the
incremental expenditures for developing social organizations and human
capital are not made.

The underestimation of the value of organizations in development
programmes takes at times very detrimental forms, undermining the
sustainability of those very programmes. Coward (1985) has analysed how the
designers of some development projects in Sri Lanka and the Philippines have
ignored already existing local organizations. misrepresented their strength and
roles, and deprived the new projects of the social capacity vested in those
existing organizations. The practical challenge, on the contrary, lies not in
discarding but in harnessing the resources of existing organizations and
involving them in sustaining new developments. When existing organizations
are weak, the challenge lies often in finding ways to strengthen them into more
robust support structures of the new developments. And,when there are no
adequate organizations, it is necessary, nay essential, for the success of
development programmes to assist in "crafting" them. In providing such
assistance official programmes must avoid imposing blueprints and must
"enhance the capability of suppliers and users to design their own institutions"
(Ostrom, 1992), well matched to the particular cultural, physical and economic
environment.

Investing in Organization Building
The previous argument about organizational intensity and density in
development programmes may be illustrated with the case of an innovative
programme carried out in Pakistan over the last 15 years, with World Bank
financial, sccial and technical assistance. The programme consists of a
sequence of three successive Bank-financed projects for irrigation development,
called the On-Farm Water Management projects I, II, and III The projects
started in the late 1970s and the third stage is still being undertaken. They are
a model of what I call, in this article, an organization-intensive programme, or
an organization-intensive set of projects.



Sustainable The essence of this long-term programme is a significant enhancement of the
Development organizational capacity of the local social actors in state-owned and -managed
1,2 irrigation systems. The organizational capacity of the rank-and-file users

becomes a strategic resource for development and environmental management.
Such enhancement has been and is being achieved through the gradual creation
of local associations of water users along each watercourse in Pakistan's

26 irrigated areas. The series of On-Farm Water Management Projects in Pakistan
represents one of those innovative programmes which broke with past
technology- and economics-centred approaches, and recognized the crucial role
of local social actors. This programme has been deliberately formulated to aim
at creating users' organizations - in other words, a programme which would
increase the organizational density among a certain population. It allocates
special investments for this goal, thus purposively creating a social infra-
structure to complement the new physical infrastructure of those irrigation
systems.

Informal associations of users at the watercourse level first appeared in
Pakistan some 20 years ago. Often they were loosely rooted in pre-existing, non-
water- related, kinship systems or neighbourhood networks. Formal WUAs, as
organized structures with defined functions and recognized legal status, were
first established in 1981. Since then more than 14,000 WUAs have been formally
constituted. Many more are needed to cover all Pakistan's irrigated land,
watercourse by watercourse, as there are some 100,000 watercourses in
Pakistan's irrigated land. Although there is still a long way to go, the creation of
these 14,000 organizations - notwithstanding their teething problems or
various failures and set-backs - is already an extraordinary accomplishment. It
is a leap forward in asserting users' roles and participation in water
management, in purposively creating a new social fabric, intended to endure,
and in mobilizing human and material resources for immediate activities of
mutual benefit.

A field study on the establishment and activities of these water users'
organizations in Pakistan (Byrnes, 1992) demonstrated how the three main sets
of WUA functions are performed:

(1) water management - allocation/distribution;

(2) infrastructure maintenance at the system's end-level;

(3) management of the members' group itself.

The study found significant variation in the degree to which different WUAs,
once formed, succeeded in becoming effective participants in one or another of
the functions of irrigation management. For instance, many of the WUAs
studied were most active in watercourse design and construction; others
contributed not only to brick-lining, but also more broadly to resource
mobilization. Furthermore, after physically improving the watercourse, some of
the new WUAs faded, for various reasons, while others managed to get stronger
and stronger and became active in water-allocation decision making and
conflict resolution.



As this article is being written, the number of Pakistan's WJUAs continues to Culture and
increase and, as they grow and expand, they also encounter new problems of Organization
their own or of irrigation system development. Their potential, however, is
demonstrated beyond a doubt: as they gradually mature and federate, these
WUAs hold an attractive promise of taking over a share of the responsibilities
currently X ested in governmental agencies, and of expanding their
participation in system management beyond the watercourse. This will 27
enhance the nvolvement of the irrigators themselves in networks of interaction
and mutual engagement, increasing the sustainability and efficiency of
irrigation systems in a bottom-up way.

During this process, two fundamental assumptions were proved correct: first,
that financially induced development programmes not only are appropriate for
transfering hardware technology, or civil works, but also can promote the
establishment of new patterns of social organization; second, that the
enactment of legal frameworks - such as the legal acts issued by each of
Pakistan's provinces to legitimize the creation of WUAs and confer on them
juridical recognition as corporate bodies - can be used as a powerful lever for
social development, in judicious combination with other stimuli.

Similar successful approaches of investing in creating local organizations of
water users were applied in communal irrigation systems in the Philippines.
These efforts resulted in significant economic benefits, both immediate and
long- term, ir addition to generally enhancing the local social capacity for many
other (non-ir-igation) activities (Bagadion and Korten, 1992). Group formation
and the creation of organizations are not easy social endeavours, and many
experiences need to be studied to learn from both their strengths and their
weaknesses. The Philippines' experience in using community organizers (Illo
and Chiong-Javier, 1983; Illo et al., 1984; Korten and Siy, 1988), as well as the
approaches developed in Thailand, Indonesia and Sri Lanka in using
"institutional organizers" and "social organizers" (Manor et al, 1990)
demonstrate that induced development programmes contain many
opportunities for incorporating both financial resources and tenacious social
work for the purpose of building up and promoting local social organizations.

Values and Norms
Before concluding, I would like to bring into the discussion another cultural
dimension of sustainability in agricultural development, and in development in
general: this is the role of values and norms and the relationship between
organization and norm enforcement. I refer here primarily to a specific set of
norms, which are also a part of a culture - namely the entire variety of values
and rules, ranging from the informal to the more formal, from customary to
legal rules, which pertain to the economic behaviour of people or, in other terms,
to their productive activities.

The econornic behaviour of individuals is shaped not only by the pressures of
their surrounding environments, natural or social-economic. It is also guided by
their economic rationality, by their economic psychology, by the way in which



Sustainable they perceive (correctly or mistakenly) what is advantageous and what is
Development detrimental, by the way in which they rank their needs and conceive their
1,2 obligations to their family, to other people, or even to divine spirits. The

economic rationality of people is not universally similar across cultures.
Subsistence economies engender and imply certain types of economic
rationality among their human agents, while market-based economies engender

28 and imply significantly different types of economic rationality from their
human actors. Such different rationalities result in different behavioural norms,
adopted tacitly or proposed and instituted socially. It is, therefore, important
that governments and development agencies support and promote - through
education, economic policies and/or legal frameworks - the spread of
economic understanding, values and rationalities which contribute to
sustainable development and to the careful use of natural resources.

Human activities are infused with norms, and at every step people either
obey or transgress norms. The question to research is to what extent can
certaini norms be more conducive to sustainable development activities? Clearly,
those norms which are protective of the environment, support thrift, honesty,
defend property, assert the value of mutual support, etc., are necessarily
conducive to more effective and sustainable production activities. Increasing the
cultural and social sustainability of development programmes implies therefore
the purposive cultivation of attitudes consistent with such norms, in other
words, the socialization of the social actors, more specifically of the productive
agents, towards a normatively regulated, sound economic behaviour.

I assume that even those economists who may be little concerned with
cultural sustainability would nevertheless recognize the importance of legal
frameworks for the functioning of free markets. But, again, in any society the
legal frameworks are a constitutive part of what sociologists and
anthropologists call culture. Indeed, what are legal frameworks other than
cultural norms which are institutionalized by the state? I believe therefore that
all those interested in the issues of sustainability can agree and argue jointly
that the sociocultural sustainability of induced development programmes is no
less important, and no less worthy of investments and toil, than the economic or
environmental sustainability of such programmes.
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