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Introduction  

According to Health Canada, new initiatives have been undertaken since the 
beginning of the 1990s in identifying new health indicators allowing for the 
conceptualization, operationalization and measurement of personal and community health 
(van Kemenade, 2003a & 2003b). It is suggested that the immediate social environment 
(family and friends), social networks, mutual trust, civic involvement, and community 
involvement are significant but under researched factors contributing to personal and 
community health. It is also argued that the analytical separation of personal and 
community health leads to an underestimation of the importance of such factors to health 
issues and health promotion. Health Canada has already underlined the link of social 
capital with personal and community health (van Kemenade, 2003a).  
 
Social Capital  

According to Smith (2001), the notion of “social capital” first appeared in 
Hanifan's early work (1916; 1920) on rural school community centers. In his pioneering 
work, Hanifan (1916:130) referred to social capital as being “those tangible substances 
[that] count for most in the daily lives of people” with respect to “the cultivation of good 
will, fellowship, sympathy and social intercourse among those that make up a social 
unit.”  

Both Smith (2001) and van Kemenade (2003a) recognize the contribution of 
Putnam (1993; 1995) in the reemergence of social capital as a focus of community 
research and policy discussion. Smith (2001) underlines the contributions from Jacobs 
(1961) in pointing to the importance of “neighbourliness” in the conduct of urban life; 
from Bourdieu (1983) with regard to relevant social theory; and, from Coleman (1988) 
with respect to his discussion of the social context of education. The World Bank (1999) 
cites recent global evidence to support their position that “social cohesion is critical for 
societies to prosper economically and for development to be sustainable.” Others (Cohen 
& Prusak cited in Smith, 2001) underscore the importance of social capital as a focus for 
organizational maintenance and social development. All these authors, at least indirectly, 
suggest that social capital, regardless of its precise definition, contributes to “healthy” 
communities and social systems.  
 
Defining social capital  

Smith (2001) suggests that “social capital refers to connections among 
individuals’ social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 
from them.” In essence he is suggesting that “social capital” is embedded in the networks 
of reciprocal social relations between individuals. The World Bank (1999) holds that 
social capital is the glue that holds institutions and their members together. Thus, social 
capital does not exist sui generis in institutions, communities or societies, but is manifest 
in the social relations of individuals. Individual people both contribute to social capital 



(i.e., it is “lived”) and benefit from it (i.e., it is embedded in social relationships). At the 
same time, the collectivity is seen to be characterized by a certain amount of social 
capital that arises out of its multiplicity of individual and institutional social networks.  

Indeed, the social capital of any community is not merely the sum of the social 
capital of its individual members, but rather, every individual, through the processes of 
regular social intercourse, is enriched by the collective social capital they create.  
Smith (2001) argues that the building of healthy communities is largely influenced by the 
quality of interpersonal interactions and individual and collective commitment towards 
one another. These interactions and commitments, in their concrete expression within 
social networking, foster relationships of trust and tolerance that lead to a sense of 
belonging. These conditions are clearly beneficial for both the collectivity and the 
individuals that make it up.  

Members of communities with a good “stock” of social capital are collectively 
more likely to be more cohesive, benefit from lower crime figures, enjoy better health, 
have higher educational achievement, and experience greater economic growth (Smith, 
2001).  
 
The Purpose of the Present Study  

A university campus can be a closely-knit community with its own institutions 
and its own formal and informal social networks. Consequently, members of that 
community, including students, professors, administrative and support staff, all enjoy the 
opportunity of developing social identities predicated upon their engagement with others 
in carrying out campus life. A high level of a positive social capital on the campus of a 
university would contribute greatly to the general health of the community. More 
specifically, the quality of its members’ interpersonal interactions, their commitment 
towards one another, their sense of belonging, and their concrete experience of social 
networking involving relationships of trust and tolerance would be enhanced. In this 
sense, social capital can enhance the prospects for a “healthy” university community, 
which in turn enhances the social, mental, and ultimately the physical health of all its 
members.  

Communities are built of various subcultures and communities of practice that 
interact with one another in such a way as to create an articulated social entity. Among 
the different communities of practice on university campuses are intercollegiate sports 
programs. One particular such program is the Gee Gee’s intercollegiate sports teams at 
the University of Ottawa. This program, in existence since the earliest days of the 
institution, has traditionally been called upon to play an important role in contributing to 
the development of a sense of belonging among students through the concrete 
opportunities it provides for social networking.  

The purpose of the present research is, then, to study the impact of the Gee Gee’s 
intercollegiate sports program, in particular its athletes, to the social capital of the 
University of Ottawa. The contribution of Gee Gee’s athletes to the university’s social 
capital will then be compared to the contribution of non-athletes from the general student 
body.  
 
 
 



Methodology  
A questionnaire measuring social capital was distributed to University of Ottawa 

undergraduate students in selected classes. The indicators used on the measurement 
instrument are based on the “Proposed Indicators for Measuring Social Capital” as put 
forward by Health Canada in its Health Policy Research Working Paper Series (van 
Kemenade, 2003b), and were adapted to suit the target population of University of 
Ottawa students. Eight classes, one French and one English from first, second, third and 
fourth years were used to survey the non-athletes. This convenience sample was made up 
of larger service courses offered by the Faculty of Health Sciences at the University of 
Ottawa. These courses serve a diverse collection of students from a variety of programs 
across the campus. A total of 292 students completed questionnaires out of the over 
29,000 undergraduates registered at the University. This group closely resembled the 
entire student population with respect to sex, age, language, year of study, and faculty. A 
sample of this size, were it randomly drawn, would be accurate within plus or minus six 
percentage points nineteen times out of twenty. The responses of two groups – those 
identifying themselves as intercollegiate athletes and non-athletes – were then analyzed 
to demonstrate the contribution of Gee Gee’s athletes to the University of Ottawa’s stock 
of social capital relative to the contribution of comparable non-athlete students. 
 
Results  
 
Table 1  
T-Tests Comparing the Contribution of Interuniversity Athletes (n=36) to  
University Social Capital with Non-Athlete Students (n=256) 
 

 
 

1. Number of memberships in university clubs, associations or 
organizations.  

 



(minimum = 0 & maximum = 10)  
2. Number of times volunteering for any university group over the last 12 

months.  
 

(minimum = 0 & maximum = 5)  
3. Number of times participating in student politics or university political 

issues.  
 

(minimum = 0 & maximum = 6)  
4. Frequency, on average, of time spent on campus outside classes – six 

item scale.  
 

(0 = “never”; 1 = “a few times a year”; 2 = “once or twice a month”; 3 = 
“each week”)  

5. Total level of trust of people at the university – two item scale.  
 

(1= “trust”; 0 = “not sure”; -1 = “don’t trust”) (minimum = -2 & maximum = 
2).  

6. Mean level trust of services at the university – 17 item scale.  
 

(-2 = “not at all trustful”; -1 = “not very trustful”; 1 = “fairly trustful”; 2 = 
“very trustful”)  

7. Sense of belonging to the university community – single item.  
 

(1 = “very weak”; 2 = “rather weak”; 3 = “rather strong”; 3 = “very strong”) 
 
Discussion and Practical Applications  

It appears from the initial analyses that members of Gee Gee’s sports teams at the 
University of Ottawa contribute substantially to the university’s social capital in a variety 
of ways. Their direct participation with their respective teams is but one facet of the 
impact of intercollegiate athletics on the social capital of a university. Enhancing the 
social capital at a university can contribute to the health not only of the institution itself 
but of its students as well.  
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