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CREATING THRIVING COMMUNITIES

Linda Kurti

STRIVING OR THRIVING?

By some metrics, this is the best time in
history to be alive. Across the globe, life
expectancy has increased over the past 100
years'2. While hunger and malnourishment
remain systemic problems, levels of hunger
have reduced in every part of the world?,
and extreme poverty has fallen from 75%
of the world’s population in 1820 to 10% in
2018%. Globally, the number of children in
the labour force has decreased by over 100
million in the last 25 years®. There is clearly
still work to be done, and the data show
that poverty, poor health and hunger are
unequally distributed across the globe;
even so, the data confirm that overall the
human species is living longer and better
than ever before®.

Across the globe,
life expectancy
has increased
over the past
100 years oA
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THE ROLE OF NOT-FOR-PROFITS IN A FRAGMENTING % ) :

AND YET...

While many of our immediate physical
needs are met, particularly in high-
income countries, recent public discourse
has highlighted a persistent level of
unhappiness, loneliness and isolation
across the world. A recent study in the
United Kingdom suggested that lack of
social cohesion can increase individuals’
psychological distress’. Loneliness has
been defined as a public health issue

by the US Surgeon General® while some
countries such as the United Kingdom
and Japan have even created a formal
Minister for Loneliness role to try to reduce
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the exponential rise in the
number of lonely people®®.

The decline of voluntary
associations, from

churches to bowling clubs,
has contributed to the rise

in the number of people

who are spending more time
on their own". Indeed, more of us
live alone and spend significant time alone
than ever before™®. It is a paradox that

in our digital age when people are more
‘connected’ than ever before, so many

of us are spending more fime in solitude
and reporting unprecedented levels of
loneliness. At the same time, the workplace
remains an important environment for
human interaction, as discussed in the
recent Publica Paper by Mal Cooke'™.

In Australia, while family households
continue to be the most common form of
living arrangement, more than 25% of all
households are currently single-person
households™, a trend which is expected
to increase. In 2023, 1in 3 Australians
reported being lonely at any given time,

THE LONELIEST
PEOPLE ARE REPORTED
T0 BE BETWEEN

18-24 YEARS OLD

MANY OF US ARE
SPENDING MORE TIME IN
SOLITUDE AND REPORTING
UNPRECEDENTED LEVELS
OF LONELINESS

with 1in 6 experiencing severe
loneliness; the loneliest
people are reported to
be those between 18-
24 years®. Among 16-24
years old, nearly 40% have
experienced a mental health
disorder in the previous 12
months”. Tragically, suicide
is the leading cause of death
for Australians aged 15-44, and 1
in 6 of us have experienced
suicidal thoughts or tried to commit suicide
at some point in our lives. Almost 9 people
each day die by suicide in Australia®.

These trends of relational disengagement,
unhappiness and polarisation are evident
in other parts of the world as well. The
Edelman Trust Barometer, an annual
global survey, has documented shifts in
levels of trust over the last 26 years. In its
most recent report, Edelman reports that
while trust is increasing in developing
countries (including some that are not
known for their benevolent governments),
in developed countries (including Australia)

TrerereTe

0%

OF 16-24 YEAR OLDS
HAVE EXPERIENCED A
MENTAL HEALTH DISORDER
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70% OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS REPORTED THAT THEY ARE

LESS WILLING TO TRUST THOSE WHO ARE DIFFERENT FROM THEM

levels of trust are stagnant or declining.
The Report suggests that populations

are turning inward, away from trust in
global or national institutions and towards
trust in the people they know, such as
family and friends, neighbours and work
colleagues. This turn inward is evident in a
decline of people who reported that they
get information from a range of sources
including those with different political views.
Seventy percent of survey respondents
from 28 countries reported that they are
less willing to trust those who are different
from them, for instance people of different
cultures, value systems, or lifestyles, or with
different approaches to societal problems.
Interestingly, in Australia only 59% of
respondents trusted businesses or NGOs
to do what is right, and only 53% trusted
government to do what is right™.

These findings are similar to those found in
an Australian survey, the McKinnon Index.
The McKinnon Index tracks Australians’
perceptions regarding government and
democracy, although as it is a new index

it lacks meaningful trend data. The Index
reports low levels of trust in federal and
state politicians among Australians (with
higher levels of trust in state compared

AUSTRALIA RANKS IN THE TOP 20
COUNTRIES BY LIFE EVALUATION

LOW LEVELS OF SOCIAL
CONNECTION AND
PREMATURE DEATHS
WERE ALSO REPORTED

to federal politicians), while less than half
of survey respondents reported that they
trust political parties. At the same time,

in contrast to the Edelman Barometer, a
majority of McKinnon survey respondents
reject the notion that they couldn’t be
friends with people who hold different
political views. By and large, respondents
trust journalists to provide fair coverage
of elections, and a majority reject the idea
that it is sometimes justified to use violence
to advance a cause. These latter findings
suggest that there is still a fair amount of
trust latent within Australian society®.

The World Happiness Report (WHR)

also provides some context for levels

of wellbeing in Australia compared to
other countries. Australia still ranks in the
top 20 countries by life evaluation in the
Gallup World Poll (that is, the extent to
which people report that life is good),
although it has dropped from #10 in 2013
to #11in 2025. Consistent with national
statistics, the WHR also reports low
levels of social connection among young
Australions compared to other countries,
as well as rising premature deaths due
to suicides and substance misuse?.
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Taken together, the findings -I-HE

STRENGTHENING OF
COMMUNITY TRUST IS
MORE IMPORTANT
THAN EVER.

suggest that in Australia
civic tfrust in communities
and neighbourhoods is

still relatively strong even
while trust in institutions

is declining. The data

also suggest that while life
remains generally good for
many people in Australia, declining
levels of trust may make it more difficult
for people to seek help or advice when
things go wrong. In the face of declining
trust in national institutions, the place

of community-based organisations in
supporting community members and
families may become more critical.

This paper argues that in the midst of
the 21st century’s technology revolution,
the strengthening of community trust is
more important than ever. Not-for-profit
organisations, as community-based,
people-focussed agencies, often enjoy
high degrees of trust among community
members, and thus have an important

role in demonstrating trust and integrity as
part of a strong civil society. Not-for-profit
organisations may be churches, mosques
or other religious gatherings; social,

health and wellbeing services; sporting

or other special interest clubs. What is
common among all of these is that they are
organised around a particular purpose,
usually with regard to some element of
human wellbeing.

In many sectors (such as health,
disability, childcare, aged care
and other family services), not-for-
profits or community-based
small businesses may be
the only local face of the
service sector. These
services, along with
churches and other
faith-based groups,

have an important

role to play in maintaining or
strengthening communities in
the midst of social change.
This is not even because
they are structured to
address social cohesion,
loneliness or declining levels
of trust. It is because they
are gathering places for
people, and they thus have an
opportfunity fo operate in ways
that bring people closer together
rather than farther apart. It will be up to
each organisation to decide how they
can best do that based on their particular
objectives.

THE ROLE OF NOT-FOR-PROFITS
IN BUILDING TRUST

Social challenges such as the ones we face
now are not new. Strife and conflict, wealth
and poverty, feast and famine are all part
of the human condition and have been
evident throughout history. Our digital world
offers new manifestations of the age-old
challenge of finding physical and emotional
connection in what can seem an uncaring
world. This is where the community-

based, not-for-profit sector can help.

The not-for-profit sector has traditionally
played a key role in helping to build social
cohesion and strengthen individual, family
and community wellbeing?. Not-for-profit
organisations meet essential needs such as
health and education; they also develop
social networks through gathering
people with common interests or
building networks that build social
capital. All organisations survive
only if they deliver what they
say they will, consistently
and with integrity, and in
the past few decades a
robust regulatory system
has evolved in Australia for

2Zpytnam, R. (2020). Bowling alone: the collapse and revival of American community. New York: Simon & Schuster.



the not-for-profit sector that is infended
to provide confidence to the public?.

The not-for-profit sector, with its focus on
social impact measures, relies on factors
such as trust and authenticity to reinforce
their legitimacy and ‘social license to
operate’. For that reason, relationships of
accountability — to service users, community
members, donors or funders — both
reinforce and are reinforced by the way in
which an organisation conducts itself.

A strong and thriving not-for-profit sector
fosters relationships between individuals
and across communities. The recent
governmental Not-for-Profit Sector
Development Blueprint outlined three
pillars of a thriving not-for-profit sector:
» an enabling operational
and regulatory environment;
» strong focus on people and purpose; and
» a sector that is adaptive and
forward-focussed®.

The Australian Government recognises that

Australian civil society is our nations connective
tissue, and the Not—for-profit and charity sectors
its beating heart. A thriving NFP sector is an
agent for positive change that enhances national
wellbeing. It brings people and communities closer
together to support each other and devise responses
to local and collective problems. Australia’s

INFP sector enriches social cobesion, contributes
substantially to our economy, and protects our
democratic system®.”

While individual not-for-profits and
charities provide a wide and diverse set

of services or activities, taken together

the sector plays a valuable role in
strengthening connections between people
and building social cohesion. Australia’s
not-for-profit sector is vast, with more than
300,000 organisations of whom 60,000 are
registered charities. One in 10 people in
Australia work for a charity, and more than
3.7 million volunteer for a charity (although
about one-third of these are engaged with
one charity, Clean Up Australia)®.

We know more about charities, a sub-set of
the larger not-for-profit sector, than about
other not-for-profits because charities

are regulated through the Australian
Charities and Not-for-Profit Commission
(ACNCQ), to a greater extent than general
not-for-profits. Charities provide a wide
range of social services across the areas of
health, education, social welfare, culture,
environment, and religion, with religion
being the most common activity.

A feature of the not-for-profit sector that
is offen unrecognised is the opportunity
it provides for people to volunteer their

ONE IN 10 PEOPLE IN
AUSTRALIA WORK
FOR A CHARITY

AND MORE THAN 3.7
MILLION VOLUNTEER
FOR A CHARITY

BGugerty, MK, Mitchell GE (2026). Can Nongovernmental Regulation Resolve NGO Trust Deficits? Policy Considerations for the United States.
Nonprofit Policy Forum 2026; 17(1-2): 221-245. Available at: https://www.degruyterbril.com/document/doi/10.1515/npf-2024-0052/html
#Blueprint Expert Reference Group. (2024, November 27). Not-for-profit Sector Development Blueprint. Retrieved from Department of Social
Services: https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/documents/2024-11/d24-1528640-not-profit-sector-development-blueprint-web-accessible.
pdf “lbid. *Australian Charities and Not-for-Profits Commission. (2025, June 4). Australian Charities Report - 11th edition. Retrieved from
Australian Charities and Not-for-Profits Commission: https://www.acnc.gov.au/tools/reports/australian-charities-report-11th-edition
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time and talents in ways that
benefit others. Millions of
Australian adults volunteer

in some way, and those

are only the ones that

are formally reported.

Many more contribute
informally or in an ad-hoc
way, as a way of contributing
to their local community. By offering

opportunities to give time, talents or money,

the not-for-profit sector harnesses the
good will and passion of millions of people
who sincerely wish to help make the world
a better place. In fact, more than half of
all charities rely entirely on volunteers,
having no paid staff”. It is easy to see,
then, that while the not-for-profit sector
employs more than 10% of the population
(since 1in 10 people work for a charity, a
subset of the larger not-for-profit sector),
it also provides an outlet for the altruistic
intentions of millions more Australians.

In short, the not-for-profit sector is where
each of us, as ordinary citizens, can give
of our individual fime and talents in the
quest for a better future for ourselves
and others. Whether through
socialising with like-minded m
people, participating in Vo
sporting clubs, supporting
charitable service
agencies, engaging
with cultural or arts
organisations, or
making financial
donations, individuals
demonstrate what is
important to them.

Simply put, the not-
for-profit sector

is an essential
component

of a thriving
society, with

Coa

THE NOT-FOR-PROFIT
SECTOR IS WHERE WE CAN
GIVE OF OUR INDIVIDUAL TIME
AND TALENTS IN THE QUEST
FOR A BETTER FUTURE
FOR OURSELVES AND
OTHERS.

both faith-based and secular
organisations contributing
to the health and strength
of our communities.
Although levels of trust
are declining across the
board, according to the
Edelman Trust Barometer,
non-government
organisations are still more
trusted than the media and
government®. However, that
trust can’t be taken for granted, as
the decades of data have shown. To remain
true to their purpose, not-for-profits must
remain faithful to their founding intention,
demonstrate integrity and consistency
in their work and public representations,
and clearly maintain their values and
accountability to the public. To the extent
that organisations can do so, they are
well placed to remain entities that are
trusted to operate in the best interests of
the community and service recipients and
with influence to foster positive community
engagement.

It's not easy fo do this, however, in
today’s competitive financial
environment when
organisations struggle
to remain relevant to
donors and volunteers;
competition is fierce for
the attention, money
and time of both donors
and volunteers. Given
all this, what can not-
for-profits do to sustain
thriving communities
as our digital, political
and social worlds
appear fo be
driving us further
apart?

Zlpid. 2Edelman Trust Barometer.



ENHANCING SOCIAL TRUST

To remain effective, not-for-profits have

to make sure they are attending fo their
mission and ensuring they are consistent

in what they do and say. They will also
need to attend to those relationships of
accountability with service recipients,
community members, donors, and other
stakeholders. When | speak of relationships
of accountability, | mean those individuals
or organisations to whom our actions

have meaning. Those relationships include
service users, community members,
donors or government: organisations are
accountable to all of these stakeholders for
operating professionally and in alignment
with regulatory, legal or policy mandates.
Organisations are accountable for acting
with integrity and ensuring that outcomes
and impact are measured and monitored.

All of these accountabilities make a
difference. We are each formed by our
relationships, and this is the same for
organisations as well. Organisations that
act rightly in the world create a positive
role model for the community and society
as a whole?. They can set standards for
behaviour that reflect the organisation’s
mission and in doing so can stay true

to their purpose. Not-for-profits, and
particularly faith-based not-for-profits,

being by nature purpose-driven and
community-focussed, can help their
communities, service users and supporters
to focus on constructive solutions to

the challenges they face. This may be
particularly true in calling out or finding
solutions to structural challenges that make
it difficult for people to rise above their
circumstances.

One of the essential contributions that
not-for-profits can make is to find ways of
bringing people together for a common
purpose. Some questions that could be
asked by leaders and Boards are:

e How can our work create genuine human
connection outside of the digital contexi?

e What are we doing to build
human flourishing in our local/
regional/national community?

e In what ways can we provide
opportunities to bring people together to
build new and creative relationships that
address the human need for connection?

Here are a few more things that not-for-
profits are well placed to do, by virtue
of their close relationship with local
communities, based on organisations |
have known and worked with:

1. Convene discussions that
include diverse perspectives

To counteract the social media algorithms
which tend to reduce the variety of
perspectives we hear, not-for-
profits including para-church
and other community-based
organisations could seek
opportunities within their
spheres of influence to bring
together diverse groups
and views within the local
community, to provide safe
spaces for conversation.

»An interesting recent example in the commercial field is the stance of Anthropic Al in relation fo its contract with the US military, an ethical
stance which cost the company a significant amount of money in the loss of contracts but gained it support for its willingness to challenge
the use of its technology in certain military actions. See for instance: https://apnews.com/article/anthropic-pentagon-ai-hegseth-dario-

amodei-b72d1894bc842d9acf026df3867bee8a
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For example, churches
could assess their local
area and ensure they

are responding to the
cultural diversity of the
neighbourhood, including
minority populations who
may be under-represented
in social gatherings and
planning meetings. Aged care

services could offer social gatherings that
bring together older people from different
socio-economic backgrounds who may be
living alone and feeling isolated. This
needn’t require offering new services, as
outlets for dialogue might be provided
within existing service or social activities.

Another example might be bringing church
members together with local people who
are in insecure housing or experiencing
homelessness, for a meal or a discussion°.
Likewise, it could be inviting people from
new migrant populations to meet together
with long-established residents, to learn
about one another and build neighbourly
relationships. For instance, some fime

ago women’s groups from a church and

a mosque began meeting fogether to
learn more about each other and to share

a :

OVER TIME,
RESPECTFUL
ENGAGEMENT WITH
DIFFERENT GROUPS
WITHIN COMMUNITIES
GAN BUILD TRUST.

common concerns. It will depend

of course on the purpose of
the organisation and its local
constituency.

Over time, respectful
engagement with different
groups within local
communities can build
relationships and trust. This is
not necessarily easy, particularly
where differences are deeply held
and emotionally fraught. In these
instances, the ability to provide a neutral
space and equal respect for everyone
regardless of their views will be important.

2. Seek opportunities to contribute
to positive systemic change

To demonstrate a trustworthy presence,
not-for-profits including churches, para-
church and other community-based
organisations could actively seek to
engage those in the local community

who are vulnerable or are structurally
disadvantaged?®. This may require training
to listen with an open heart to lived
histories that may be confronting, in order
to identify ways in which the organisation
can assist people who are struggling.

If the ultimate aim is to ensure that the
organisation is building up and not tearing
down, then the focus will be on how to
nurture and sustain human flourishing,
and how to address the barriers to human
connection, in the context of the service
environment in which the organisation is
operating. Often these discussions are best
facilitated over a meal or refreshments.

Not-for-profit organisations often have
networks that engage with government
agencies and policy-makers, and
collectively may have more influence
than they expect.

An example of this might be gathering

%See for instance, https://ccsl.org.au/event/the-friday-banquet *See for instance, https://www.anglicare.org.au/community/food-

assistance/community-pantry/
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DATA SHOWS THAT YOUNG PEOPLE ARE BEARING THE BRUNT OF

THE SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CHALLENGES OF OUR TIME, WHETHER IT

IS LONELINESS, MEANINGLESSNESS, ANXIETY OR UNCERTAINTY.

together people from a range of other
organisations to look at policy or systemic
change to address entrenched community
problems. One methodology for this is
called Collective Impact®** and provides a
structured approach to wicked problems
by bringing together all organisations that
are influenced by, or have an opportunity to
influence, the topic at hand.

3. Design programs to increase
youth participation

The data show that young people are
bearing the brunt of the social and

cultural challenges of our time, whether it

is loneliness, meaninglessness, anxiety or
uncertainty. Not-for-profits are well placed
to engage young people in practical, real-
life (as opposed to digital) activity on a
wide range of issues in ways that provide a
sense of connection, meaning and purpose.
Getting children and young people away
from their phones and into something that
requires their hands, minds and bodies may
provide mental and physical health benefits
as well as social ones.

An example of this might be working

with young people to design a social or
study group at a church, tailored to their
particular age cohort; it might be creating
a social enterprise activity that gives young
people a way to learn skills and contribute
something practical to their community.
One organisation has used music, and
training in music production as a way of
engaging young people who have been
on the streets, feaching them skills and
providing new outlets for creativity®.

The value here will be in providing
something that is grounded in the

physical world around them and requires
participants to be present mentally, social
and physically. This provides opportunities
to learn new social or practical skills,
including how to trust others.

4. Plan for the long-term: What kind of
impact can your organisation have on
building social cohesion and connection?
Consider how your purpose may

support individual, family or community
flourishing over the next 5-10 years. Talk

to your stakeholders to find out what they
most want to see in their community or
neighbourhood; incorporate co-design into
your strategic planning in order to ensure
that new initiatives support relational
engagement. Consider creating key
performance indicators that measure the
impact of your organisation on community
cohesion and connection. Again, this will
depend on the particular purpose of the
organisation; for service providers it may
be about ensuring services are aligned to
community need. For social groups it might
be building partnerships with diverse local
communities.

3See for instance, https:/collectiveimpactforum.org/what-is-collective-impact/. #*See https:/street2stage.com.au/
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Stewardship is a good
paradigm for the work

of leaders and Boards

in seeking to create a
better future. A steward
manages the assets
under his/her care on
behalf of another, leaving
the organisation better
than they found it. Critical to this

approach is the ability to analyse the
internal and external environments and to
articulate the long-term impact or change
the organisation is seeking to achieve,

then exploring the many ways in which this
purpose may be made manifest.

An example of this would include
incorporating social thriving measures

into organisational strategic planning. It
might include inviting service users o meet
with the Board to learn what outcomes
they expect from your organisation. It
might be convening a round table with
your stakeholders to dream together
about what the future might look like. For
instance, a women'’s refuge incorporated

NOT-FOR-PROFITS
PLAY A PARTICULAR
ROLE IN BRINGING PEQOPLE
TOGETHER TO CREATE
POSITIVE SOCIAL CHANGE
AND DEVELOPMENT.

co-design with service users

as well as an assessment of
the region’s projected needs
when planning for their long-
term future, developing new
services or re-designing
existing ones to address
emerging challenges.

In the wake of what sometime
feels like a fragmenting world
buffeted by global movements
out of our immediate control, it
is easy to feel helpless. Governments
can’t do everything, nor can the private
sector address all problems. This is where
not-for-profits, particularly faith-based
organisations, play a particular and
essential role in bringing people tfogether
to create lasting positive social change and
development.

Linda Kurti is Managing Director of
Stillpoint Strategy (www.stillpointstrategy.
com.au) and works with not-for-profit
organisations across Australia.
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