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In social sciences there is a growing literature on the role of social relationships on 

welfare outcomes, ranging from individual well-being to the provision of public goods. These 

issues all refer to the concept of social capital and more in general of embeddedness of 

individuals in the social structure (Bourdieu 1980; Granovetter 1985). In economic literature, 

however, together with the popularisation of these concepts, there has been also a growing 

criticism towards the vagueness of their definitions and empirical applications (Arrow 2000; Fine 

2001). The present article addresses these criticisms proposing a renewed operationalisation of 

the concept of social capital. We first briefly present our conceptual framework, in which social 

capital is defined as the amount of expectations and obligations individuals develop because 

they are embedded in a social structure. The amount of expectations and obligations will be 

determined not only by group memberships but also by groups’ characteristics. We argue, in 

particular, that homogeneity among individuals, frequency of contacts and hierarchisation of 

the group will result in different sets of expectations and obligations and finally lead to different 

social capital endowments. We propose to label these different endowments as bonding, 

bridging, linking and identifying social capital, in part following similar studies in the economic 

literature (Sabatini 2009) We support the idea that different endowments of social capital are 

linked to different welfare outcomes (Portes 1998; Warren 2008). We then operationalise the 

concept measuring a multidimensional index of social capital at the individual level using the 

Indonesia Family Life Survey, Indonesia being a reference country for research on social capital 

and welfare (Beard and Cartmill 2007; Geertz 1962; Grootaert 1999) and this database being a 

rich and unique source of data on individuals, households and communities. The index we 

propose maps individuals belongingness to a wide range of groups: household, non-coresident 
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family, work environment, rotating savings groups, religious group and the village community. 

We first list for each individual all groups he belongs to and then measure for each group 

characteristics in terms of homogeneity (both cultural and class based) frequency of contacts 

and hierarchisation (of the group and the relative position of the individual). It is thus possible 

to analyze the final index as well as its constituting parts observing whether different 

distributions can be observed and which patterns of inequality they eventually describe. 

Differences based on socio-economic and demographic factors, in particular gender, age, 

religion and education, are described and discussed in details. This study contributes to existing 

literature because it offers a coherent operationalisation of the concept of social capital and its 

multi-dimensional nature. The index we propose improves the understanding of the extent to 

which individuals are embedded in their social structure and we believe that this will give new 

impulse to the investigation of social capital and welfare outcomes. 
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