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Socia capita has gained currency in the socid sciencesin the past decade as a paradigm to capture
the contributions of socid dementsin explaining awide variety of individua and collective behaviors. It has
been usad to examine topics ranging from status attainment and socia mobility, competitive advantage in
economic organizations, and politica participation, to psychologica and physicd well-being (see recent
reviews in Portes 1998; Lin 1999; Lin 2001a; Burt 2000). Its research saliency reflects the recognition by
many socid scientigtsthat collective and individua actions Sgnificantly depend on the socid context inwhich
such actions are embedded. It o reflectsthe sensethat, asatype of capitd, the term shares an affinity with
other forms of capita, such as human capital and cultura capital, which have been formulated to understand
the utility of resourcesin affecting life chances. It ssemslogicd to argue that socid dements may congtitute
capitd aswdl.

However, as research expands into numerous arenas and applications, both the conception and
operationalization of socid capita have become diverse and multi-dimensiond. There looms an increasing
danger that the term will become ahandy catch-dll, for-al, and cure-dl sociologicd term. This danger may
have emanated from conceptud generdity in its formative development. For example, Coleman has
proposed concelving socid capital as *“ these socid-structura resources’ and consisting “ avariety of
different entities having two characteristics in common: They dl consist of some agpect of asocid structure,
and they facilitate certain actions of individuas who are within the structure’ (Coleman 1990, p. 302). As
such, any and dl eementsof thesocid structure are candidates and any of them become socid capital when
they work for a particular outcome in a particular context for a particular actor — atautologica argument.
When interpreted liberdly, little theory isimplicated or needs to be evoked, and fasification becorres
impossible (Portes 1998; Lin 20014). In order to sustain the theoretical and empirica credibility of socia
capitd, it is criticd to clarify and consolidate its conceptud rigor and measurement precision.

Thisessay will attempt to clarify the concept of socid capitd and placeit in atheoretical framework.
Theprinciplesguiding thisintegration arethree-fold: (1) adigtinctive definition of socid capita, independent
of its possible causal or effectud factors, should be conceived; (2) its affinity with socid relations and
networks must be affirmed and specified; and (3) its utilities or returns must be conceptualized and specified.
Thefirg principle affirmsthe generd understanding that socid capital contains socia dements but delineates
specifications of the “eements’ to resolve the potentia catchrall tautological fallacy mentioned above. The
second principle tightly links socid capita, as a concept, with its socid basis, socid reaions and networks,



but demands that a theoretica distinction be made between the two; namely, socid capita is not socid
relations or socid networks per se. The third principle promotes a conceptua organization of types of
expected returns of socid capitd, rather than the haphazard gpproaches witnessed in the literature.
Integration guided by these principles, | argue, will advance the definition of socid capital and place
it in atheoreticd framework so that causal propositions can be formulated, better measurements devised,
and systematic investigations carried out. In this conjunction, it should aso help darify how prevailing
research traditions— socid resources, civic engagement, and trust —may be theoretically evauated and

operations refined so as to better represent socia capita in empirical research.

DEFINITION: SOCIAL CAPITAL ASDIVERSITY OF EMBEDDED RESOURCES.

A definition of socid capital necessarily needs to follow some conceptudizations offered by
previous efforts. The most genera requirement, as offered by Coleman, isthat they are e ements of socid
gructure. Thereis not or should not be any dispute that socid capitd is rooted precisely at the juncture
between individuals and their relations; and is contained in the meso-level structure or in social
networks. Thet is, individud actors and their reations form the basis of socid capita, which have
micro- consequences for the individuals as well as macro- consequences for the collectivity. A much more
precise definition was offered by Lin, who argues that socid capita should be defined as resources
embedded in socia networks (1982, 1999a, 2001b) — social resources. They are not possessed goods of
the individual. Rather, they are resources accessible through on€ sdirect and indirect ties” (1982, p. 132).
He also suggests that access to and use of socia resources need to be examined in research. This definition
and operationdization are cong stent with the notion of socid capita independently offered at about the same
timeby Bourdieu (1983/1986). He defines it as* the aggregeate of the actua or potential resourceswhich are
linked to possession of a durable network of more or less inditutiondized relationships of mutua
acquaintance and recognition” (p. 248), and conceivesit operationally as “ the sum of resources, actua or
virtud, that accrue to an individua or group by virtue of possessing a durable network or more or less
inditutionaized relationships of mutud acquaintance and recognition.”  In this conceptudization, socid
capitd is, firgt of all, resources, and secondly, linked to relationships— that is, resources embedded in socid
networks. Operationdly, it may be measured as a sum of resources, actua (i.e., mobilized) or virtud (e.g.,
perceived or accessed), embedded in enduring networks.



However, it is operationdly insufficient to employ “ embedded resources’ as a concept, because it
would offer no precise sense of variation for analyss or testing. Again, scholars have provided severd
suggestions. Bourdieu suggestsasimple count or quantity of resourcesembeddedinone’ snetworks. Lin, on
the other hand, focuses on the vaue or quaity of resources accessed or used. This* quality,” he suggests,
may be reflected in the vaue of the resources consensudly percelved inasocid hierarchy (i.e., representing
class, status, or power). In combination, therefore, socia capital can be measured by the count or quantity
of resources embedded in one’ s socia networks, weighted by their socidly accepted values. An
implementation of thisdefinition and operationdization isthe diversty (i.e. variation in the types of resources)
of the embedded resources. Thus, we offer the forma definition of socia capitd asfollows:

Definition: Social capital isthe extent of diversity of resources embedded in one’ s social
networks.

It should be noted that it is not advocated here that the presence of diverse embedded resourcesis
intringcaly “ better” than the abosence of such resources. Aswill be seen later, it is possibleto argue that less
diverse embedded resources may be “ better” socid capita. It amply represents adimension that hasa
continuum, from diverse resources to not- so-diverse resources. The merit of a particular vaue dong the
continuum depends on the pecification of their relative utility for aparticular return, an issue to be addressed
shortly.

Thisdefinition, | argue, captures both the “ cgpitd” and the“ socid” dementsin socid capitd, in thet
embedded resources are seen as capitd and distribution or diversity of such embedded resources among
socid ties or membersin groups inevitably implicate socid relations. At the sametime, it digodls the usud
confounding conceptions of socid capitd with socid networks (its causing agents) or with its functions (its
expected returns). It can and should be measured independent of these other notions.

DENSITY OF SOCIAL NETWORKS AS THE EXOGENOUS FACTOR.

Whileit isclear in the theoretica formulations that socid networks are the basis for, but not sociad
capital themsdves (Bourdieu 1983/1986; Lin 1982), subsequent statements have blurred the distinctions.
Coleman gatesthat “ socid capitd inheresin the structure of relations between persons and among persons.
It islodged neither in individuds nor in physica implements of production” (1988; 1990, p. 302). Putnam
(2000) equates socid capitd to featuresof socid organization —* such as networks, norms, and trust -- that



facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutua benefit.” In his conceptud synthes's, Portes (1998) argues
that social networks must be considered as the core of the concept.

A mgor reason for this confuson or lack of distinction isthat previous statements regarding
resources embedded in socid networks were sufficiently vague as to pose the possibility that networks
themsalves condtitute resources. Socia networks and socid capita are intimately related; however, their
relationship should be propositiona rather than condtitutive— certain features of socid networks arelikely to
increase or decrease diversity of embedded resources.

Just as diversity of embedded resourcesis seen asthe condtitutive e ement of socid capital, we need
to specify variation in socid networks that may be conducive to producing or reducing diversity of
embedded resources. Asit turnsout, thisvariation isamply discussed in the literature. The sngular festure of
socid networks evoked in the discussion of socia capita has consstently been density/closure versus
openness/expangveness of thesocid networks: the extent to which socid ties in networks are connected to
one ancther. The utility of dense networks has long formed the basis for sociologica theorizing. Homans
(1950) postulates a poditive and reciprocal relationship between interaction and sentiment. Thus, Coleman
(2990, pp. 302-304) suggeststhat dense or reciprocal relations creaste norms of reciprocity, which promote
acollective organization offering protection or benfit to its members. Following Coleman’ slead, Putnam
dates, “ Socia capita refersto connections among individuas-- socia networks and the norms of
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. In that sense socia capitd is closely related to what
somehavecdled” civicvirtue” Thedifferenceisthat “ socid capitd” calsattention to the fact that civic virtue
is mogt powerful when embedded in a dense network of reciproca socid relations. A society of many
virtuous but isolated individuasis not necessarily rich in socid capita (Putnam 2000, p. 19). Thus, dengity of
social networksis seen as protective or beneficid to network members (Bian 1997).

On the other hand, less dense networks have also been conceived as beneficid to individuasin
other conceptudizations. Granovetter (1973) suggests that weaker rather thanstronger ties are more likely
to create opportunities for accessng novel information. Lin brings this argument into his formulation of the
socid resources theory by suggesting that open or expansive networks are more likely to bring about
diversty of embedded resources (1982; 2001a). Likewise, Burt (1992, 2001a) argues that structural holes
or bridges are beneficid not only to those at these locations but bring benefit to other members of the socid
group aswell. Through such bridges and wider reaches, different and presumably better resources might be



located and accessed, which in turn, bring benefits to the actors.

AsBurt (20018) summarizes, there has been substantial debate about the relative merits of density
or closeness versus sparsity or openness of socid networks. However, thereislittle argument that the
dimension of socid network density is probably the most rlevant and important network foundation for
socid capitd. How, then, do we resolve the seemingly contradictory postulats? In fact, the different
postulats are based on the differentia utility of socid capital conceived. For Coleman, Putnam, and others,
closeness or dense socid networks promote interactions and shared interests. This follows Homans, and
later, Merton (Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954), who suggests that interaction and sentiment also promote
shared characteristics and vice versa— the homophily principle. Stronger ties or friends have been found to
share amilar characterigtics and lifestyles. Thus, theoreticaly, it can be anticipated that closed or dense
networks should be associated with homogenous embedded resources. In contrast, sparse or expansive
networks are associated with heterogeneous embedded resources. We may summarize the linkages
between density of networks and diversity in embedded resources as the following propositions:

Proposition 1a: Less dense networks are associated with the likelihood of reaching more
diverse embedded resources

Proposition 1b: Denser networks are associated with the likelihood of reaching less diverse
embedded resources.

Propositions 1aand 1b can be seen as a single proposition: that density in socid networksis
positively associated with less diversity of embedded resources. However, at this point, they will be trested
as separate propositions, since the refutation of one does not necessarily suggest the confirmation of the
other. It is a0 necessary, as shall be seen, to pursue the parale theoretica arguments forward in the
andydsof socid capitd.

Thenext logicd question, then, iswhy are dense networks seen as beneficia to some scholarswhile
gparse networks to othersin the andyss of socid capita? Or, more gppropriately here, following the

deductionsin Propositions 1laand 1b, why ismorediverse or less diverse embedded resources better socia

capita?

MARKET COMPETITION AND SOCIAL SOLIDARITY ASRETURNS

The key to the question above lies in the expected returns to socid capitd, as different types of



returns have been envisioned. For those advocating open networks and diversity in embedded resources,
the returns specified tend to be competitive advantage in the marketplace. For those interested in dense
networks and less diverse resources, the returns specified are geared toward benefits and advantages
offered by group cohesion and identification — socid * solidarity.

Market competition represents instrumenta returns expected of socid capita; whereas socid
solidarity reflects expressive returns. For those working with the open networks and socia resources, socia
capita isexpected to yield better information (Granovetter 1973; Burt 1992), better control (Burt 1992) or
more influence (Lin 1982) so asto gain relative advantages in the job market (Flap 1991; Erickson 2001),
and promotions and benefitsin economic organizations (see review in Burt 2000). The association between
socid capitd and insrumentd returnsis clear and explicit (Lin 2001b; Lin 1982).

For those advocating dense or closed networks for socia capital, the focusis the advantage
cohesive groups (Coleman, 1990; Putnam 2000) bring to both individuas and the group. There has been
considerable discussion about trust, support, help, or reciproca exchanges among group members. In such
contexts, socia capitd islinked to socid solidarity, and is expected to produce expressive returns.

No doubt this digtinction is not entirely an elther-or conceptualization. Andysis of socid resources
(Lin 2001b) has been extended to conjectures asto its effects on expressive returns such asmental heslth or
wel-being. Socia solidarity may aso bring economic or other advantagesto individuds (e.g., the merchants
in Cairo, or the mother who moved her family to Jerusdem, in Coleman 1990, p.303). Neverthdess, it is
clear that the primary returns of socid capital conceived differ for the two theoretical perspectives: market
competition for one and socid solidarity for the other. We may offer the following propositions:

Proposition 2a: More diverse embedded resour ces increase market competition.

Proposition 2b: Less diverse embedded resour ces enhance social solidarity.

The parallel theoretica propositions are depicted in Figure 1. The next task is to explore whether
and the extent to which research that has been carried out in socia capital can be derived from these
propostions. This articulation will dso point to areas where further specifications or clarifications are
needed.

(Figure 1 @bout here)

ARTICULATIONSWITH RESEARCH TRADITIONS



In the past two decades, three principa research traditions have emerged for socid capita: (1)
socid resources, (2) civic engagement; and (3) trust. Each ismentioned in the literature asa possible way of
conceptudizing and operationaizing socid capita; and each has generated an extensive research literature.
Do these research traditions represent empirica derivations from the two paralle theoretical developments
specified earlier? | argue that while most empirical works may not capture al processes dictated by the
theory, and some rely on indirect or surrogate measures rather than directly derivable measures, the
conceptud intent of the empirica studies, to a greet extent, does reflect the specified theory above. In the
following, I will show thetheoretica correspondence and empiricd derivations for these research traditions,
and point to areas where further clarifications and empirical work are needed.

The socid resources tradition is most sraightforward in its formulations as derivable from the
openness- of-networks to diversity-in-embedded- resources to market- competition propositions. Research
(Lin 1999; Marsden and Gorman 2001; Lin, Cook and Burt 2001) focuses on the linkage between diversity
of embedded resources and instrumenta returns, such as socioeconomic status attainment. However, the
few studies exploring the rel ationships between open or expansive socid networks and the diversity of
embedded resources have yielded ambiguous results (see review in Lin 1999). Further verification for the
linkage between network dengity and diversity in embedded resources is needed.

The research tradition of civic engagement aso holds theoretica dlegiance to the linkages among
densty of networks, socid capitd, and group solidarity. Putnam, its principa advocate and contributor
(2000), makesclear itsderivation from Coleman’ sarguments on closeness of networks and group cohesion.
From this derivation then, civic engagement, or its operationa measures with participation in voluntary
associations and groups, should be expected to be associated with less diverse embedded resources. It
would require making explicit certain assumptions, largely absent so far in the discussion: (1) that voluntary
ations bring together individuas who share certain interests and lifestyles, (2) that these entities would
capture shared resources brought in by theselike-minded participants, and (3) that the participation in these
entities affords access and mobilization of shared resources, and provides benefits to its members and the
collectivities. If these assumptions hold true, then, we should hypothesize that shared or less diverse
embedded resourcesin networks are linked to less diverse or more smilar shared resourcesin associations.
Greater smilarity of shared resources may be indicated by the grester homophily among members. Itisno
surprise; therefore, that many discussions of civic engagement dso link it to trust (Putnam 2000). Thet is,



denser networks promote engagement in certain socia groups and develop trust because such networks
increase the lik dihood for individuas of smilar characteristics and life Syles to engage one another. Such
like-minded engagement, perhaps through reciprocd trust, affords mohilization of resources from
participating individuasand the collectivity, which inturn, generate certain returns to the individua members
and the collectivity. These returns principaly involve the preservation and promation of the collectivity —
socid solidarity.

However, do voluntary associaions only exigt in bringing individuas with smilar interests and
resourcesand in achieving socia cohesion or solidarity? Congder theflip side of the above hypothess more
diverse embedded resources in networks are linked to more diverse or less similar shared resources
inassociations. Here, less similarity of shared resources may be indicated by the greater heterophily
among members. That is, isit credible to speculate that certain associations bring individuas together for a
shared interest, but with diverse characteristics and lifestyles? Such diversty affords the individuds or the
collectivity to atain goas such as competition rather than cooperation?

Infact, not al associations facilitate and value trust, or merely promote cohesion and solidarity. For
example, while some associations may intend to preserve existing resources (such as neighborhood watch,
environmenta protection, or regtrictions for zoning, housing development, or land use), others seek
resources (ranging from petitions for more support for schools and teachersto greater health services, and
seeking more information and support for scientific research). In the former cases, trust and reciprocity may
be the desirable capital, snce successful action may depend on unified voices and behaviors. In the latter
cases, however, the association’ s success and utility may capitaize on diversty in memberships so asto
facilitate linkage to other associations and organizations, and to find leverage in acquiring resources sought.
Research on for- profit organizations (e.g., economic organizations) and markets shows that diverse
inter-organizationa ties and interpersond ties accrue competitive advantage for both the organization itself
and the engaging members (see review in Burt 2000). Scholars working on civic engagement have noticed
the possibility that bridging may be useful. Putnam (2000), for example, mentioned that socia capital may be
ether “bonding” or “bridging.” However, bridging demands open networks. Therefore, it pointsto the need
to modify the current conceptuaization of civic engagemernt.

Two dternativesformulations are possible. Oneisto argue that for most or al voluntary associations,

members share certain characteristics but differ on others. Shared characteristics afford them to engagein



intense and reciprocd interactions, while dissmilar characteristics afford some membersto serve as bridges
to others outside the association. This formulation may predict that some parts of the networksin the
association is dense while others parts may be sparse. The expectation, then, isthat civic engagement,
undifferentiated in terms of pecific groups or associations, may bring about advantages to voluntary
organizations in the market place (competition for resources) and group solidarity (preservation of
resources). Thisundifferentiated view of voluntary associations suggests that each association may be
bonding and bridging.

The other dternative formulation would suggest that there are different types of associations and
organizations, and they differ interms of functions or goa's (expected returns). In accordance with the theory
presented above, we would then expect two types of networks and embedded resources aswell. In
associations gtriving for resources, density of networks may not be important, and heterophilous
memberships should be more beneficial. In associations attempting to preserve resources, dendty of
networks and homophilous memberships should yield greater socid solidarity. For the former, bridging is
produced, and competition in the market is the expected return. For the latter, bonding is produced and
socid solidarity is the expected return.

It should then be possible to put the two dternatives, differentiated or undifferentiated associations,
to empiricd examinations. If civic engagement, or participation in associations, produces both instrumental
(market competition) and expressive (socid solidarity) returns, then the undifferentiated argument holds. If
some associations tend to produce instrumenta outcomes and others expressive returns, then the
differentiated argument holds. Empirica verification of elther of the aternative arguments may be seenasa
confirmation that civic engagement is a component of socid capitd.

Stll another theoretical posshility is that the linkage between diversity in resources embedded in
socid networks and different types of associations may be a causal one. In this formulation, civic
engagement is seen as a consequence of social capital rather than as its component. Or, civic
engagement is a mediating force between socid capitd and expected returns. Socid capita enhances
participation in certain types of associations, which in turn, through its mobilized resources or reciprocd trust,
increase the likelihood of generating certain returns. This theoretical possbility also deserves empirica
examination.

*Trugt or trustworthinessis generdly defined as the extent of expectation or confidence that an ater
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(actor) will take ego=s interests into account (Misztal 1996). For many sociologists and most working on
socid capitd, its production is seen as dependent on stable socid relationsand obligations. Thus, thelinkage
between trust to network dengty and homophilous embedded resources can be articulated. The homophily
principle makesit atheoretica imperative that trust, interaction, and homophilous resources are associated.
Thus, a themicro-levd, trust can be seen as based on interpersond relations and exchanges — interpersona
trust.

However, trust can also be conceived as an associative or generdized exchange. As Smme stated
(1978), “ One of the most important conditions of exchange istrust. .. Without the generd trust people have
in each other, society itself would disintegrate, for very few relationships are based entirely upon what is
known with certainty about another person, and very few relationships would endure if trust were not as
strong as, or stronger than, rational proof or persona observation” (pp. 178-9). In this context, trust, or
generdized trugt, or trust of others undifferentiated in the community or society, may be a public good, thus
amacro-leve attribute. It is the foundation of collective action.

But what is the connection between interpersona trust and generdized trust? It is generdly
acknowledged that interpersond trust is the foundation of generdized trust. Thus, “ seeing trust from this
perspective makes it possible to show how building trust on micro-level contributes to the more abstract
trust on the macro-level” (Luhmann 1988). For example, “posgitive contact with our loca doctor may
gradudlly increase our confidencein themedical syslem” (Misztd, 1996, pp. 14-15). Unfortunately, much of
the research on trugt in the context of socid capital has reied on rudimentary measures (e.g., “ Do you think
otherscan betrusted?’ Y esor No?) and provides no demonstration of itssocia production or underpinning.

The theoretical schema discussed earlier and presented in Figure 1 suggest the need to refine the
measurement of trust or trustworthiness. Firgt, at the micro-leve, interpersond trust rather than generdized
trust should be measured, sincethereationa foundation of trust needsto be built into the measurement. Thus,
trustworthiness of othersinthe ego’ ssocid environment would be agood placeto start. Secondly, it needs
to be resolved as to whether interpersond trust is a component of socia capital or consequence of social
capitd. In elther case, it should be tested that interpersona trust is associated with network density. Then, it
would be necessary to demondtrate that interpersona trust is associated with diversity of socia resources
and civic engagement (or engagement in certain types of associations), the other components of social
capital. Third, as expected in the theory, interpersona trust should be associated with indicators of socia
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solidarity. Fourth, the aternative causa models, ether treating interpersond trust as a component of sociad
capita or its consequence (but mediating between socid capitd and socid solidarity), should be examined.
Finally, the connection between interpersona trust and generdized trust needs to be explored — does one
lead to another, or can they be conceived asindicators of agenera notion, trust? These design requirements

would help resolve some key issues concerning the socia nature of trust in the socid capita theory.
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Less dense 1 More diverse 28 Market
relations embedded competition
resources
More dense 1 L ess diverse 2b Social
relations embedded solidarity
resources

Figure 1. The Parallel Theoretical Models
and Propositions Of Social Capital
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