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Social Capital 

The notion of social capital has been popular in social science for quite some time. It can be defined in brief 

as networks and the benefits which accrue from inclusion in those networks. This entry briefly introduces 

three positions on social capital and gives an overview of some potential applications within public relations. 

Strands of Research on Social Capital  

Pierre Bourdieu, James S. Coleman and Robert D. Putnam are probably the three chief classical theorists of 

social capital (see e.g., Field, 2008). For Bourdieu (1986), social capital was one of several resources actors 

might employ to pursue their interests and position themselves, thus explaining social hierarchy. Bourdieu 

defined social capital as connections with and membership in groups, and pointed to two main components: 

the size of an individual’s network and the volume of the capital the other parts of the network have and to 

which the individual gains access. The “problem”, from an instrumental perspective, is that social capital 

must be established well before a need appears, “as if for [its] own sake, and therefore outside [its] period of 

use” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 252).  

According to Coleman (1990), social capital is “the set of resources that inhere in family relations and in 

community social organization and that are useful for the cognitive or social development of a child or a 

young person” (p. 300). Coleman’s notion of social capital was based in rational-choice thinking and the 

notion that people are calculating in pursuit of their own interests. He also saw social capital as a public 

good, however, and lamented the erosion of the family and the fact that the responsibility for socialization 

has been transferred to the schools. 

Putnam (2000) is probably the one scholar who has done the most to popularize the concept. With the phrase 

“bowling alone”, he summarized his analysis of social change in modern society: Participation in public life 

has declined; trust, social cohesion and community values have disintegrated. In short, there is less social 

capital. Social capital is here defined as “connections among individuals—social networks and the norms of 

reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 19). According to Putnam, the basic problem of this 

development is that social capital is needed to create a happy, well-educated, healthy and safe society. A 

society rich in social capital is also an efficient society, as it leads to less conflict and more satisfied citizens.  

As Field (2008) has pointed out, these authors see social capital as a resource—either for individuals or 

society. They have thus been accused of ignoring the negative side of social capital in, for instance, fostering 

inequality. A main point of many critics is that social capital can be used for both good and ill, much like 

public relations.  

Public Relations and Social Capital 

Public relations researchers have drawn on all the above-mentioned scholars. Ihlen (2005), for instance, has 

combined the work of Bourdieu as well as that of Lin (2002) to provide a better fit for the analysis of the 

social capital of organizations. Drawing on these two authors generates questions such as: What kind of 



investment does or should an organization make in social capital? What is the size of the organization’s 

network? What other kinds of capital are potentially accessible through the network? And finally, what has 

the organization gained economically, politically and socially? Following Bourdieu, answers would be 

expected to be accompanied by a comparison with other organizations in an analysis that has power issues at 

its center, thus addressing the criticism mentioned in the last paragraph.  

Hazelton and Kennan (2000) argue that social capital can contribute to the organizational bottom line by 

leading to increased or more complex forms of social capital, reduced transaction costs and improved 

productivity and efficiency. From this perspective, social capital has three dimensions: structural (network 

ties), content-communicative and relational. Since public relations efforts are instrumental in developing 

these dimensions of social capital, it is clearly of value to organizations.  

Agreeing with the latter point, Luoma-aho (2007) has posited that public relations should be defined as “the 

creation and maintenance of organizational social capital” (p. 247). Public relations could lead people to 

bowl together again. Bonding social capital is the starting point for organizations as this can create social 

cohesion within an organization, while bridging social capital is applicable to external stakeholder relations.  

While the mentioned publications are theoretical in scope, Sommerfeldt and Taylor (2011) provide an 

empirical example of how internal relationships of social capital can be measured through network analysis. 

The authors measured levels of trust and support, and diagnosed the relative strengths and weaknesses of the 

relationships. They also draw attention to how the public relations function requires internal social capital in 

order to solve external problems. 

Despite these efforts, it seems safe still to say that organizational social capital needs to be better 

understood, better integrated and further researched. This could be decisive for public relations practice. 

Øyvind Ihlen 
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