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RETURN TO SOCIAL CAPITAL:             
CASE STUDY

Catalin-George FEDOR 1

Abstract

In this paper we propose to reconsider the concept of social capital and to 
present the results of a study on how social identity is being built, a study 
conducted on the ground in an ethnic, confessional and cultural community in a 
period of post-communist transition. The research is a quantitative one. The results 
highlight the current practical value of the social capital concept, internalized 
and manifested diff erently by the diff erent social groups belonging to the same 
communities. Equally, social capital is a vector of preserving local identity and 
the community can rely on it to shape its future.

Keywords: social capital, ethnic community, local identity, future perspective, 
community.

Introduction

Our study focuses on the social capital of members of a community and the 
aim is to reveal the virtues of the social capital concept and the way people relate 
to him. The classic defi nition of social capital is given by Bourdieu (1986: 248-
249) as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 
mutual acquaintance and recognition […] which provides each of its members 
with the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a «credential» which entitles 
them to credit, in the various senses of the word”. From our point of view, social 
capital “refers to the relations between people, the so-called social networks, rules 
of reciprocity, and generalized trust among people. Social capital is very close 
to civic virtue, a virtue that calls for mutual social relations. Regardless of the 
diff erent aspects of its defi nition, a common tendency is preserved by the idea of 
resource available to the individual or to a social formation” (Fedor, 2019: 65). 
As we mentioned in a previous paper (Fedor, 2014), we generally perceive local 
community as a more or less homogenous group made up of people who assert 
a certain form of identity given by the consciousness of a past or a common 
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origin. This identity (often assimilated to the local specifi city) is equally built by 
members of that community. This fact that we can call consciousness is grounded 
on some relatively objective criteria, such as the place, institutions or cultural traits 
containing aspirations and joint projects. It results that community membership 
seen as consciousness can be defi ned by the meaning given by the individual to 
the criteria listed above. In this regard, we propose to see if the members of a 
community consider the social capital as a criterion of belonging to the community.

Theoretical aspects

The social capital concept is versatile and prolifi c, being criticized precisely 
for this reason. A fi rst attempt to systematize the meanings of the concept was 
made in the above mentioned work (Fedor, 2019: 66-70). Further on, we shall 
present its main meanings, fi elds of application, as well as results from various 
fi eld investigations. We will present some extremely varied research results from 
many perspectives and geographical areas. Portes (2000) drew attention to the 
fact that the popularity of the social capital concept has been accompanied by 
increasing controversy over its meaning and its concrete eff ects. Within a wider 
context, it is possible that much of its alleged benefi ts are misleading, despite the 
current popularity of the concept, which may have implications for both theory and 
policies based on it and addressed to communities. Social capital was presented as 
a remedy for society, despite some unresolved arguments about what is right, how 
it is created, and why it is declining in the West, according to Lovell (2009). The 
major critique of the concept lies in the dual quality of social capital as a means 
of analysis and as a political objective. Poder (2011) also draws our attention that 
although studies of social capital emphasize its place in the economy and there is 
a burgeoning literature in this regard, we must take into account the wider social 
context to highlight it correctly. 

Starting from a detailed case study of a political and cultural organization, 
Perreault (2003) examines the formation of social capital (defi ned as the rules 
of trust and reciprocity that are integrated into social relations) and the ways 
in which rural organizations can have access to rights and resources. In this 
respect, the author points out that the formation of social capital must be seen 
in the context of symbolic systems or cultural capital. The social capital concept 
provides a valuable conceptual framework for analysing multi-scale processes of 
environmental management, rural development and resource confl icts that have led 
to many social movements in rural areas in diff erent regions of the world. Coff é 
(2009) notes that a more pronounced heterogeneity of the community is associated 
with lower levels of social capital. The study was carried out on a large number of 
municipalities, and the number of parties present on the local political scene was 
used as a more comprehensive measure of community heterogeneity. 

Another point is made by Upton (2008) who makes a longitudinal assessment 
of trust, collective action and cooperation between people in a society facing a 
period of transition. The results highlight the important catalytic eff ect of external 
interventions in overcoming the lack of trust and in promoting a formal collective 
action, but only in the context of a specifi c conjuncture of circumstances, which also 
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highlights the fragility of social capital. The social capital concept is increasingly 
used in the fi eld of community development and social economy (Fedor, 2016a). 
The main benefi t for the community is the expected change in behaviour, attitude 
and identity (Fedor, 2016b). Social capital can also be used as a means of fi ghting 
poverty. Dhesi (2000) shows that there is an increase in the recognition of social 
capital as a resource that can facilitate and constrain social action. Following his 
analysis, the author points out those macro-structural changes have an impact on 
social capital and its role in community development, and formal institutions, 
if in confl ict with informal institutions, can severely constrain collective action. 
Mubangizi (2003) analyses the importance of social capital to communities living 
in rural areas and their potential for improving living conditions in rural areas. The 
author believes that this important form of capital can be fully used to accelerate 
the fi ght against poverty through community economic development and promotes 
sustainable livelihoods. There is considerable evidence in the specialised literature 
that attests the way in which social capital contributes to poverty reduction, but 
emphasizing the way in which development actors can strengthen productive 
social capital for poor people remains limited, Seferiadis, Cummings et al. (2017) 
consider. The authors are pushing for this deadlock to create a dynamic framework 
that aims to strengthen the social capital of communities faced with poverty, which 
would facilitate the development of the community. 

Making reference to the role of the individual and the community in forming 
social capital, Godoy (2007) notes the positive and signifi cant correlation between 
the contribution of private investment and the increase of the social capital of 
the community. Literature on social capital and entrepreneurship often explores 
the individual benefi ts of social capital, such as the role of personal networks in 
promoting self-employment. Iyer, Kitson and Toh (2005) question the role of the 
region in assessing social capital. They analyse the relations between social capital, 
economic performance and regional development, and highlight the complexity and 
variability of these relations in space. Contrary to the conventional macroeconomic 
approach to the use of social capital ratios in formal growth models, the authors 
believe that a more nuanced analysis is needed to assess the impact of social 
capital on the region. In addition, they indicate the need to distinguish between 
local and non-local forms of social capital and conclude by suggesting that a future 
analysis of social capital will benefi t from a specifi c regional approach to examine 
its evolution and impact. Oh, Lee and Bush (2014) believe that diff erent types of 
social capital facilitate the creation of intra-regional or inter-institutional economic 
development partnerships because they reduce the transaction costs that can lead 
to the ineffi  ciency of collective actions. Starting from the premise that previous 
studies focused on explaining the way in which collective action mechanisms 
lead to the creation of economic development partnerships, the authors create a 
typology that presents diff erent dimensions of social capital and tests the eff ects 
of multidimensional social capital on various partnerships economic development. 
The results indicate that diff erent dimensions of social capital contribute to the 
creation of economic development partnerships, regardless of the local boundaries.

Bebbington and Perreault (1999) attempt to develop a theoretical framework for 
the correlation of social capital with themes on sustainability, access to resources 
and livelihoods of communities. This framework concerns the sustainability of 
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livelihoods and local economies in two dimensions. One consists of models of 
access to the produced human, natural and social capital. The other takes into 
account the role of social capital formation at diff erent geographic scales in order 
to facilitate the access of the population (especially rural) to other forms of capital, 
both directly and through the involvement of other civil society actors. Social 
capital is essential for the development of knowledge-based economy and society. 
Understanding this has to be accompanied by a social balance to ensure cohesion, 
equity and poverty reduction, according to Lukkarinen (2005). The ultimate goal 
would, in the author’s view, be to reach the stage of social equity, and for this, 
better cooperation between public authorities and social and economic actors is 
needed, which requires the essential dialogue between all actors and potential 
taxpayers. Asking if social capital is a necessary and suffi  cient condition for 
sustainable community development, Dale and Newman (2010) show that social 
capital is a prerequisite for sustainable community development as it strengthens 
links that increase access to non-community resources. However, capital itself 
is not always suffi  cient to support and develop local community initiatives, as it 
is often necessary to infuse economic and human capital. The authors raise the 
concept of a “social safety net” which, by extension, can play an essential role in 
local community development initiatives. 

By correlating social capital with health, Scheffl  er and Brown (2008) present 
four mechanisms demonstrating their relationship. They consist in providing 
the community members with the necessary information, complying with social 
norms so that they have a real impact, strengthening health services and their 
accessibility in a community, and providing psychosocial support networks. In this 
respect, the authors defi ne community social capital as the size and density of trust, 
cooperation, ties and associated activities in a particular population. Social capital 
plays an important role in population health programs as a component part of 
community development, Hyde-Peters and Simkiss (2016) consider; they show that 
the children’s health curriculum in the community specifi es that specialists should 
be aware of the literature on social capital and community development in terms of 
child health and well-being. Both social capital and community development are 
concepts unknown and ignored by most specialists in paediatrics, and fi lling this 
gap can be useful in paediatric practice for those working in the community and 
hospitals. Community development involves the creation of social and cohesion 
capital, to which social workers that labour in the community can make their 
contribution. Walker (2016) discusses the relation between the work of social 
assistance specialists and community development. In this respect, community 
development is seen as one of the tools used by social workers that labour in the 
community and is recognized as a qualifi ed practice in social assistance education. 
On the other hand, community development is a discipline in itself, with its own 
values, theories and practical history, and is associated with other disciplines that 
have a wide scope of application, such as public health, sociology and others.

Returning to the connection between theory and practice, diff erent authors 
have reconsidered and customized the social capital concept. Schmid (2003), 
for example, considers that capital forms are abstract constructs that dominate 
contemporary thinking. The very idea of human capital has emerged as a necessity 
to compensate for the lack of effi  ciency regarding the concept of physical capital 
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in explaining the economic development very well. Social capital is seen as an 
important lever in economic development policy and in the development of private 
strategies. In the contemporary economy, social capital is identifi ed by some people 
with norms and networks that increase trust, reciprocity and cooperation for the 
production of public goods. Critics, however, argue that this type of (social) capital 
is mainly of individualistic origin and provides a solid basis for subordinating 
labour through capital. Christoforou (2013) supports social concepts of social 
capital that relates to people’s ability to share a sense of social obligation and 
shared identity and to pursue common strategies for public welfare. The author 
attempts to re-establish “social” in social capital through the concept of social 
incorporation, in which individuals engage freely in refl ection processes, social 
mobilization and political debate to assess diff erent values and objectives, often 
contradictory, in several collective activities. Levien (2015) argues that collective 
social capital theories cannot explain the way in which networks, norms, and 
trust interact in a process of economic change. For example, there are capitalist 
diff erences between community members who can earn money at the expense 
of other community members, undermining confi dence in collective norms and 
actions. In this respect, the author concludes that this type of capital is most 
likely seen as an aspect of social inequality that prevents inclusive development. 
Starting from a study conducted on the ground, Migheli (2017) examines the 
interdependencies between social capital and particular social philosophies that 
necessarily involve the inclusion of an individual’s existence in society. Social 
capital, seen as the sum of interpersonal relationships and civic participation of a 
person, has proven to be essential in promoting social and economic development. 
The strong link between the social philosophy of a broad community and social 
capital demonstrates their potential value for the socio-economic development of 
the populations involved. 

Sheikh, Syed et al. (2009) wonder whether social capital measurement is an 
eff ective tool or it can be used as a standard tool for assessing community initiatives. 
The authors’ conclusion is that the use of social capital indicators to investigate 
the impact of community initiatives is useful, leading to an integrated approach to 
socio-economic development implemented by organized communities, supported 
by cross-sectoral actions to improve the quality of life. Exploring the role of social 
capital in community development, Bhuiyan (2011) recognizes social capital as 
a useful resource that facilitates social interaction and promotes mutual support 
and co-operation, thus improving the participants’ livelihoods by generating better 
income and better community governance. However, it is not right to generalize 
the virtues of social capital in all communities, regardless of their particularities. 
An important remark made by the author is the appropriateness of the theory to 
practical conditions, and in this respect, social capital provides better results if it 
is used in accordance with the local conditions of an individualized society. 

Last but not least, Gittel, Ortega-Bustamante and Steff y (2000) elaborate on 
the role of community development organizations, which are, in their opinion, 
the main means of developing low-income areas and started to be examined 
to the degree to which they increase citizens’ participation, civic capacity and 
stabilize and revitalize these areas by creating social capital. In terms of gender, 
the authors consider that women play a key role in community development and, 
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in this respect; most women-led community development organizations defi ne 
their community development eff orts in general, increase community capacity and 
strengthen local democracy. In so far as women-led groups contribute diff erently 
to the development of social capital by increasing community participation and 
confi dence and by creating community networks and civic actions, they are a 
model for community development eff orts. The concept of social capital can 
also be related to charity. Graddy and Wang (2009) focus on the potential role 
of community social capital, bringing up the role of community foundations. 
They believe that the recent worldwide multiplication of community foundations 
presents new opportunities for social change based on community. By fulfi lling this 
promise, community foundations support the charity support of their communities. 
Social capital can be measured by analysing various associations of individuals 
through voluntary activities and philanthropy, according to Jordan, Anil, and 
Munasib (2010), and local economic development can explain the variation in 
social capital.

Methohology 

Research methods

Thus, we propose to carry out an evaluation of how social capital can be 
manifested in an ethnic, confessional and cultural community in a period of post-
communist transition. We conducted our research in Săbăoani, a rural community 
from Moldova, Romania. 

Quantitative research

Starting from various forms of capital suggested by Bourdieu (1986), we used 
a simplifi ed tool for capturing social representations of social capital of studied 
group. We used a four-item scale (“I get involved in solving problems of any kind 
in my community”, “I know I can rely on my relationships (relatives, neighbours, 
acquaintances) to solve my problems”, “I like to get religiously and voluntarily 
involved for the good of my fellow citizens” and “I trust local authorities and 
local authorities trust me”). 

Short presentation of studied community 

The community we studied village is located at the Eastern border of the  Iași 
County, on a superior plateau between the rivers Siret-Moldova, north of city of 
Roman. Most inhabitants based on their own declaration Romanians (95.73%). For 
4.21% of the population, the ethnic belonging is not known. Concerning religion, 
most inhabitants are Roman Catholics (93.61%), with an Orthodox minority 
(1.89%). For 4.23% of the population, religious belonging is not known. 
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Demographic data

Sample distribution on grounds of gender status reveals that over half of 
the participants in our research, i.e. 58.5%, are female and 41.5% are male. As 
concerns sample distribution based on age, most respondents were aged 30 to 64 
(82.3%). They were followed by elderly respondents (13.3%). Only 4.4% of them 
had up to 29 years of age.

Sample distribution based on the latest graduated school shows that most 
respondents were high school graduates (32.2%). The next category included 
respondents who claimed in our research that they completed 10 grades (24.7%). 
College is the latest school graduated by 14.8% of respondents. 12.3% of 
respondents said that their latest graduated school was higher education. 9.9% of 
the surveyed population only completed junior high school (5-8 grades). 3.7% of 
them said that they only completed primary education (1-4 grades). The lowest 
share, i.e. 1.2%, is represented by respondents with no education and by those 
with postgraduate studies respectively.

Results and discussions

Sample distribution based on the answers to the statement “I get 
involved in solving problems of any kind in my community”

According to this distribution, it can be noticed that the highest percentage, 
namely 36.9%, represents respondents who claimed that they got little involved 
in solving problems of any kind in their community. It is important to point out 
that only 1.1% of the surveyed participants said that they got involved to a very 
large extent in solving problems of any kind in their community.

Table 1. “I get involved in solving problems of any kind in my community”

Based on the distribution of the respondents’ opinion regarding the statement 
“I get involved in solving problems of any kind in my community” and on gender 
status, we noticed that 19% of the respondents were female and said that they get 
involved to a small extent in solving problems of any kind in their community. In 
a descending order of percentages, they are followed by male respondents who 

Not at all 20.7%

36.9%

So-so 31%

To a great extent 10.3%

To a very great extent 1.1%

Total
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stated in our survey that they get involved to a small extent when it comes to any 
problems that their community may have (17.7%).

Table 2. “I get involved in solving problems of any kind in my community” and 
gender status

After processing the data obtained from the questionnaire process, we found that 
31% of the respondents were aged between 30 and 64 and have little involvement 
in solving the problems of any kind of their community. 1.1% of respondents who 
claim to be very involved in solving any problems of their community belong to 
the same age category (30-64 years).

Table 3. “I get involved in solving problems of any kind in my community” and 
age distribution

According to the data shown in table no. 4, 10.3% of respondents completed 
high school education and did not get involved at all in solving problems of any 
kind of their community. The same percentage of respondents had the same level 
of education but they got involved to a small extent in any problems in their 
community.

I get involved in solving 
problems 

of any kind in my 
community  

Respondent’s sex

Male Female

Not at all 5.1% 15.2%

To a small extent 17.7% 19%

So-so 16.5% 15.2%

To a great extent 2.5% 8.9%

To a very great extent -- --

I get involved in solving 
problems of any kind 
in my community

 Age groups

0-29 years 30-64 years  65-X years

Not at all 2.3% 14.9% 3.4%

To a small extent -- 31% 5.7%

So-so 1.1% 25.3% 4.6%

To a great extent 1.1% 9.2% --

To a very great extent -- 1.1% --
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Table 4. “I get involved in solving problems of any kind in my community” and 
level of training

Sample distribution based on the answers to the statement “I know I can 
rely on my relationships (relatives, neighbours, acquaintances) to 
solve my problems”

Quantitative data analysis reveals that most respondents (28.4%) answered 
so-so when they had to choose the answer to the statement: “I know I can rely on 
my relationships (relatives, neighbours, acquaintances) to solve my problems”.

Table 5. “I know I can rely on my relationships (relatives, neighbours, 

acquaintances) to solve my problems”

10% of female respondents claimed that they can rely to a very large extent on 
their relationships (relatives, neighbours, acquaintances) in solving their problems. 
As far as the proportion of male respondents who said the same thing, it amounts 
to merely 3.8%. By analyzing the data in table no. 6 one may also notice that there 
were also respondents who stated that, when they have problems, they cannot 
rely at all on their relationships (relatives, neighbours, acquaintances) - 6.3% are 
female and 3.8% are male.



133

Table 6. “I know I can rely on my rela� onships (rela� ves, neighbours, acquaintances) 

to solve my problems” and gender status

According to the sample distribution on the basis of the answers to the statement 
“I know I can rely on my relationships (relatives, neighbours, acquaintances) 
to solve my problems” and age, we noted that most respondents aged 30 to 64 
answered so-so to the aforementioned statement.

Table 7. “I know I can rely on my relationships (relatives, neighbours, 
acquaintances) to solve my problems” and age distribution

According to the data gathered about the latest graduated school, only 1.3% 
of respondents who completed postgraduate education cannot rely at all on their 
relationships when they have problems.

Table 8. “I know I can rely on my relationships (relatives, neighbours, 
acquaintances) to solve my problems” and level of training
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Sample distribution based on the answers to the statement “I like to 
get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of my fellow 
citizens”

Based on sample distribution according to the answers to the statement “I like 
to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of my fellow citizens”, 
more than 40% of the respondents’ answers support this statement to a large 
extent. The lowest share of subjects said that they did not like to get religiously 
and voluntarily involved for the good of their fellow citizens.

Table 9. “I like to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of my 
fellow citizens”

Based on the data collected and shown in table no. 10, one may notice similar 
percentages, i.e. 6.2%, of respondents who declared that they like to get religiously 
and voluntarily involved to a very great extent for the good of their fellow citizens 
and are male, of female respondents who stated the same thing. The lowest shares, 
i.e. 2.5%, were noticed among both male and female respondents who did not 
like at all to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of their fellow 
citizens.

Table 10. “I like to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of my 
fellow citizens” and gender status

A share of 12.4% represents survey participants aged 30 to 64 who said that 
they are very pleased to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of 
their fellow citizens. It is important to note that there are no young respondents 
(0-29 years) who said the same thing. Only 1.1% of respondents aged over 65 like 
to a very great extent to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the benefi t 
of their fellow citizens.
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Table 11. “I like to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of my 
fellow citizens” and age distribution

Only 1.3% of the people who completed postgraduate education claim that 
they are very pleased to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the benefi t 
of their fellow citizens. The same share of respondents who did not go to school 
also greatly enjoys getting religiously and voluntarily involved for the benefi t of 
their fellow citizens.

Table 12. “I like to get religiously and voluntarily involved for the good of my 
fellow citizens” and level of training
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Sample distribution based on the answers to the statement “I trust local 
authorities and local authorities trust me” 

When the respondents were asked in the questionnaire to express their views 
on the statement: “I trust local authorities and local authorities trust me”, most 
of them (28.8%) were impartial and choose the so-so option. Statistical analysis 
revealed that the lowest share, i.e. 5.7%, is that of surveyed participants, who 
said that they trust local authorities and that local authorities trust them to a very 
great extent.

Table 13. “I trust local authorities and local authorities trust me”

According to sample distribution based on the answers given to the statement 
“I trust local authorities and local authorities trust me” and gender status, an equal 
number of female and male respondents, i.e. 2.5%, trust local authorities and local 
authorities trust them. According to the data collected by statistical processing and 
shown in table no. 14, 17.7% of the questioned subjects were male and they were 
impartial when they had to express their opinion regarding the trust they have in 
local authorities and vice versa.

Table 14. “I trust local authorities and local authorities trust me” and gender 
status

According to the results collected further to sample distribution based on the 
answers given to the statement “I trust local authorities and local authorities trust 
me” and age; only respondents aged 30 to 64 and those over the age of 65 declared 
that they trusted local authorities to a great extent and local authorities trust them. 
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Table 15. “I trust local authorities and local authorities trust me” and age 
distribution

1.3% of respondents claimed in their questionnaires that they did not go to 
school and trusted local authorities to a great extent and also thought that local 
authorities trusted them to the same extent.

Table 16. “I trust local authorities and local authorities trust me” and level of 
training
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Conclusion

On the whole of the investigated population we observe a higher capitalization 
of the social capital from 30-64 aged people, followed by the elderly people, and 
who have a minimum 10 grades education level. The situation is relatively equal 
for both genders. A low level of social capital valuation is signaled to the young 
population. A possible explanation lies in the confi dence in one’s own strengths 
characteristic of the young age. For a deeper nuance of the results, it is necessary 
to correlate them with results obtained in diff erent other communities (cultural, 
ethnic, confessional, degree of development etc.). The social capital may be 
included in a comprehensive defi nition of community. The notion of community 
refers not only to the idea of locality and particular or social kinship networks. 
It also has many subjective meanings that people attach to the place itself, to the 
social relations that they are part of and to the social group that they relate to. 
In terms of such meanings, the community may be recognized by its own social 
capital.  Social capital reveals its paradigmatic value and can be successfully used 
in the traditional communities analysis. It can also be used as a predictive indicator 
for the community future trajectory.
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