
Iran J Psychiatry Behav Sci. 2021 March; 15(1):e107458.

Published online 2021 March 3.

doi: 10.5812/ijpbs.107458.

Research Article

Design and Validation of an Instrument for Evaluating the Social

Capital of Faculty Members

Omid Pournik 1 and Leila Ghalichi 2, *

1Preventive Medicine and Public Health Research Center, Psychosocial Health Research Institute, Community and Family Medicine Department, School of Medicine, Iran
University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran
2Mental Health Research Center, Psychosocial Health Research Institute, Iran University of Medical Science, Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding author: Mental Health Research Center, Psychosocial Health Research Institute, Iran University of Medical Science, Shahid Hemmat Highway, 1449614535,
Tehran, Iran. Tel: +98-2166506862, Email: ghalichi.l@iums.ac.ir

Received 2020 July 13; Revised 2020 November 15; Accepted 2021 January 30.

Abstract

Background: Social capital refers to the degree and quality of connections in a certain community. The effect of social capital on
productivity, absenteeism, and health of employees is reported by studies conducted in a variety of work environments.
Objectives: The current study aimed to, firstly, provide a better understanding of social capital conceptualized by the faculty mem-
bers in Iran and, secondly, developing an instrument for its evaluation.
Methods: In this mixed-method study, initially, a search was performed to identify relevant literature for determinants of social
capital at the workplace. Then, a semi-structured interview was performed with faculty members and experts. Afterward, a group of
experts evaluated the obtained list of subscales and commented on the degree of relevance, importance, and grouping. Then, the
questionnaire was developed based on the finalized list of determinants and expert opinions. Ten faculty members evaluated the
questionnaire, comprised of 38 items, and after obtaining their approval, the questionnaire was completed by 32 faculty members
from different universities.
Results: Identified determinants were categorized into five categories of ability and tendency to participate in workplace activities,
trust in the workplace, social cohesion, access to information, and participation in groups and networks. Exploratory factor analysis
revealed a structure corresponding to the theoretical dimensions previously extracted, and Cronbach’s alpha ranged from 0.724 to
0.959.
Conclusions: According to our findings, the social capital of faculty members can be evaluated by measuring ability and willing-
ness to participate in workplace activities, trust and social cohesion in the workplace, access to workplace information, and mem-
bership in work-related groups and networks. We also provided a 38-item questionnaire for its evaluation, with acceptable internal
consistency and conformity with the theoretical constructs.
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1. Background

Social capital is the set of information, rules, val-
ues, trust, and connections that enables coordination and
cooperation in communities (1). During the past two
decades, there has been considerable interest in social cap-
ital, and researchers have tried to attribute part of differ-
ences in health, well-being, productivity, crime, and other
similar variables, at both individual and community level,
to social capital (2). Social capital has two main aspects: an
individual aspect that empowers a person to gain benefits,
and a community aspect, which provides benefits for the
community that cannot be owned by individuals (3). So-
cial capital is composed of a structural participatory com-
ponent that explains the nature and strength of participa-

tion in the community and its networks. It is determined
by the degree of personal or organizational connections
the person is involved in. The cognitive perceived com-
ponent of social capital defines the quality of these con-
nections, which is measured by values, norms, attitudes,
beliefs, and reciprocity in the targeted environment (1).
There is growing evidence indicating the effect of social
capital on health, burnout, sick leave, and presentism (4-8)
at a variety of workplaces, as well as productivity, quality
improvements, organizational efficiency, entrepreneurial
ecosystem, innovation, and economic growth (9-11). In the
business ecosystem, researchers have investigated social
capital as an important social determinant of creativity, en-
trepreneurship, productivity, and similar concepts that af-
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fect the success and sustainability of organizations (9, 10).
In the present competitive sphere, universities are ex-

pected to act as an important source of knowledge cre-
ation and innovation for countries (12). In an effort to-
ward a knowledge-based economy, universities are assum-
ing leadership roles toward entrepreneurial society (13),
which is an expansion to the current roles of universities,
from sources of knowledge creation and human capital
development to entrepreneurial organizations (14). Lit-
erature highlights the role of social capital as a facilita-
tor of university-industry collaboration, which plays a de-
termining role in the creation and maintaining connec-
tions between the two cooperating organizations, which
is affected by characteristics of the firm, as well as the
knowledge-creating organization (15). For faculty mem-
bers participating in innovation-related activities of the
universities, the acquired social capital is an important de-
terminant, both at the individual and collective level (16).

In line with the abovementioned changes in the uni-
versity roles, faculty members are also facing increased ex-
pectations and responsibilities. They are faced with con-
stantly changing duties and expectations, even sometimes
they are required to assume new unprecedented roles (17).
The abovementioned transitions in the work environment
have resulted in noticeable changes in the personal ap-
proaches and value systems. Personal and organizational
commitments and interpersonal connections have been
modified in this rapidly changing environment. Universi-
ties may provide mentoring and coaching by providing so-
cial capital and knowledge support. (14) Thus, before plan-
ning any intervention to improve the education system,
work condition, productivity, or innovation, we need to
have a better understanding of the construct of social capi-
tal as an important determinant of acceptance and success
of the changes.

2. Objectives

Considering the new expectations from faculty mem-
bers in today’s universities and the role of workplace social
capital in productivity, innovation, and entrepreneurship,
university leaders are in search of strategies to improve
the capacity of their organizations in innovation leader-
ship and paving the way for achieving economic develop-
ment mission of universities. Such approaches require a
more detailed understanding of social capital construct
and determinants. This study aimed to, firstly, identify dif-
ferent aspects of social capital through a mixed-method
study and, secondly, developing a psychometrically valid
context-specific tool to evaluate the social capital of faculty
members in the academic environment.

3. Methods

This is a mixed-method study including both quanti-
tative and qualitative study designs. The ethics commit-
tee of the Iran University of Medical Sciences (IR.IUMS.REC
1396.31040) approved the study. It includes a rapid review
to identify the relevant literature and variables, a qualita-
tive section to clarify the experiences, and a quantitative
section to evaluate the psychometric properties of the pro-
posed questionnaire.

As the first step of this study, a thorough literature
search was performed in databases, books, websites, and
other academic resources for determining factors of social
capital at the workplace. We searched Web of Science, Sco-
pus, and Medline databases to identify relevant variables
with the keywords of “social capital” and “workplace”, be-
tween 2008 and 2018. We included all types of articles
(original, reviews, case studies, letters, editorials). Besides,
the reference list of the selected articles was hand-searched
to increase the comprehensiveness of the search. The ar-
ticle would be included if it named a variable as part of
the causal network of social capital, based on empirical ev-
idence or theoretical basis. Two reviewers screened the ar-
ticles separately, and any article selected by either of the
reviewers would be included in the data extraction phase.
We extracted determinants of social capital in a variety of
work environments (hospitals and health care facilities, in-
dustries, schools, and other educational institutes, etc.), as
well as neighborhoods and communities.

For the qualitative section of the study, we performed
a nonprobability purposive sampling. The two researchers
performed in-deep interviews with faculty members who
were selected based on the diversity of the position, field
of education, and personal experiences. They were influen-
tial people with a renowned academic position with a his-
tory of mentoring younger academic members, or those
in charge of evaluation and conflict management in fac-
ulties of the universities, or members with a background
in human resources management. At the beginning of the
interview, the concept was briefly explained to the inter-
viewee, and their consent was sought both for participa-
tion in the research and recording the session. An assistant
was presented in the sessions to help with transcription
in cases that the interviewee did not wish the session to
be recorded. We applied a semi-structured questionnaire
based on the findings of the previous step. It included
questions on how they conceptualize their social capital
within and outside the academic environment, how much
they feel that they contribute to the present level of social
capital in their department and how they do that. Then, we
asked them about what they believe affects or is affected
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by social capital in their department, if these items have
changed in recent years, and why do they believe these
changes are happening, and how do they expect it to af-
fect the social capital of their colleagues. We mentioned
a list of variables extracted from the previous section, and
we asked if they considered them to play a role in their
department and if it was changing over time. In the end,
we asked them if there were any neglected aspects and if
they knew of anyone who could give us a better insight
into the topic. We interviewed new participants until no
more themes emerged and saturation was achieved. The
interviews continued until saturation occurred after 12 in-
terviews.

In addition, we held four focus group discussions to
extract the viewpoints of a larger group of academicians
on the topic. In each session, we tried to gather a diverse
group of academicians (between 4 to 8 participants, with
a total of 27 people) and to encourage them to talk about
their experiences and discuss their viewpoints. The ses-
sions were audiotaped and transcribed. Thematic analysis
was applied, and the transcripts were later analyzed and
coded to extract the domains and themes. Conventional
content analysis was performed for qualitative data analy-
sis. Two researchers coded the transcripts independently.
The codes were later reviewed and categorized until the fi-
nal structure evolved.

In the next step, themes were reviewed, and their corre-
lation with the domains extracted from the literature was
demonstrated. A primary list of scales and sub-scales of
probable determinants was prepared, and expert opinion
was requested on their degree of relevance, importance,
and grouping by email. The responses were collected and
analyzed. There were some discrepancies between the
opinions of some experts, and we needed to hold another
session with them to discuss the issues further. Based on
the final set of revised domains, the preliminary question-
naire was sent to the experts for their final approval as the
content validity measure. Then, a 38-item questionnaire
was finalized, and 6 faculty members evaluated its face va-
lidity and comprehensiveness. Minor changes were made
according to their comments. The revised questionnaire
was completed by 32 faculty members from different med-
ical universities in Iran who were selected using a conve-
nient sampling technique and accepted to help us in devel-
oping the questionnaire. At the final step, for determining
the construct validity of the proposed questionnaire, prin-
cipal components analysis was performed to compare the
questionnaire structure with the theoretical basis derived.
Cronbach’s alpha was calculated as a measure of internal
validity. We administered SPSS version 25 for data analysis.

4. Results

Our rapid review revealed a body of literature on vari-
ables associated with social capital, although frequently,
the associations were reciprocal. Researchers had also paid
attention to interacting variables, both in empirical stud-
ies and theoretical models. In many instances, the struc-
ture of workplace social capital would be similar to general
social capital, with different emphasis on some aspects. Ac-
cess to information and connection with influential peo-
ple are examples of such variables. Demographic variables
and personal background (place and field of education,
work tenure, previous organizations) were considered to
affect the type of inter-personal connections and level of
social capital. On the organization side, the corporate
governance in terms of transparency in roles, goals, and
guidelines; and providing a shared vision for the employ-
ees, as well as ethical conduct of the organization, were
considered important. Social climate, mutual respect, col-
laboration, and efficient formal and informal communi-
cation also played a role. Trust was a central topic, with
both particularized and generalized trust being evaluated.
Supervisor and coworker support, information and idea
sharing, cooperative environment, reciprocity, autonomy,
institutional commitment, and sense of equity were all
part of the discussed literature. Diversity was another fre-
quently investigated topic, which could affect social capi-
tal in different aspects. The researchers also investigated
the social capital association with productivity, health, in-
novation, job satisfaction, financial achievements, and en-
trepreneurship.

We interviewed 12 senior or influential members of the
university (eight men and four women). The youngest
and oldest interviewees were 45 and 71 years old, respec-
tively. We also held 4 focus groups with participants rang-
ing from 35 to 61 years old, who were professors or assis-
tant and associate professors. We observed two different
approaches from the faculty members in both interviews
and focus groups. The first group expressed their concerns
about declined social capital due to new people, methods,
and policies. The second group aimed at exploring new ar-
eas of social capital.

The interviewees highlighted the importance of of-
ficial groups and teamwork in making long-lasting and
useful connections and further transformation of these
groups into unofficial networks for information sharing
and influencing the work environment. “We have been
friends since we worked together as university managers
many years ago, and when something happens, we act as
a team.” When asked about the changes he expects to see
in future years, he added, “Today we are senior members in
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different departments… We try our best, and we use our re-
sources to help our university work successfully. We want
to help younger people; we will be leaving here eventually,
and it would be a relief to think the new generation care for
the university and department just as we did”, highlight-
ing his sense of belonging and attachment to the univer-
sity.

Other important aspects, which were highlighted in
many of the interviews and focus group sessions, were the
presence of conflicts within departments and the role of
unofficial groups, which can affect the process of nomi-
nation and selection for different positions, and access to
funds and grants and other available resources. It was ex-
pressed that such groups are created based on mutual in-
terests, presence of influential people, concerns about so-
cial support in case of injustice, and indifference of other
members towards group interests; and belonging to such
groups can make the workplace more pleasant and pro-
ductive. “…So they try to keep themselves (the new mem-
bers) out of existing networks and groups. These brilliant
new faculty members no more accept to be a follower. They
have ideas and connections of their own. They provide new
resources for the departments. Students admire them,
managers trust them …These conflicts weaken the ties be-
tween members of a department and do not provide the
opportunity for the new members to develop a sense of
belonging. Instead, they strengthen their ties elsewhere,
so the dynamics of the connections change in the orga-
nization.” Another key person mentioned the changes in
source and type of social capital.

Access to information was another common theme in
the interviews. “If you are the last person to know about the
events, whether a change in the office, a prize nomination,
a grant announcement, or even a member getting married,
you know that you are not a member,” an interviewee men-
tioned.

After theme extraction, we had eight categories: Partic-
ipation and membership, Trust, Unity and cooperation, Be-
longing and support, University policies and trends, Effect,
Personal characteristics, and Access to information. The
codes and themes are presented in Table 1.

The abovementioned situation can affect the trust do-
main both directly and indirectly. Eventually, those who
are not members of influential groups and have less ac-
cess to information resources in the academic environ-
ment lose their sense of trust towards university officials
and processes. "This is a game of their own. The criteria
and the decisions are made based on the group they be-
long to. No evidence-based decision-making, as they claim.
Unless diverse people have a sound in university offices,
this is not going to change.” A young faculty member men-

tions. Meanwhile, it was generally mentioned that the
presence of influential members of academia who are re-
spected by different groups in the university acts as an im-
portant source of trust and solidarity and improves gen-
eral sentiments towards officials. “She acts as an advocate
for everyone, helping us reach our voice to the officials,
sometimes solving conflicts over a cup of tea in her office.”
Alternatively, in another case, it was mentioned, “People
listen to him. He uses his resources to smooth the situa-
tions and conflicts. At least he listens to people and offers
wise comments, especially to young colleagues”.

The interviewees mentioned other situations in which
social capital and its determinants could affect work condi-
tions. For instance, sanctions affect the availability of labo-
ratory materials and instruments. In such situations, those
with better interpersonal connections can overcome such
shortcomings more easily, both for their own research
projects and those of their network. For instance, access
to unused materials in the labs, the collective use of kits
(to reduce the discards and wastes), and other similar col-
lective activities can happen within groups and networks
and affect the productivity of the members.

In light of recent floods and earthquakes in the coun-
try, frequent references are made to the collective action
of academic members in these national catastrophes, indi-
cating new connections and familiarizations between fac-
ulties during these mutual activities that both showed the
sense of belonging to the reference department, school or
university, and at the same time improving such emotions.

Based on these items, a 38-item questionnaire with
five general domains was developed: 1- Ability and willing-
ness to participate in workplace activities (11 questions); 2-
Trust in the workplace (6 items); 3- Social cohesion in the
workplace (6 items); 4- Access to workplace information (3
items); 5-Membership in groups and networks (12 items).

For a better understanding, 12 items on general trust
(change in trust in the past 5 years and trust to reference
groups) were added to the questionnaire. The items were
generally scored from one to five, and the sum of the scores
was calculated for each domain. Three items (the under-
lying reason for conflict, 5-year change in the workplace
trust, and the most important group) were not used in cal-
culating the scores and aimed for a complementary analy-
sis.

The final questionnaire was completed by 32 faculty
members from different medical universities of Iran. The
participant’s age ranged from 33 to 58, and 19 of them
were male. The Cronbach’s alpha for these domains ranged
from 0.724 to o.959 (Table 2).

For further evaluation of the construct of the ques-
tionnaire, we analyzed the results by principal component
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Table 1. Categories and Codes Extracted by Qualitative Analysis of the Faculty Members’ Interviews and Focus Groups on Social Capital Determinants

Categories Codes

Participation and membership Ability to participate

Tendency to participate

Acceptance in an official workgroup

Acceptance in unofficial groups and connections

Acceptance in other organizations

Trust Officials and managers

Colleagues

Information sources

Unity and cooperation Common vision

Cooperating for organizational goals

Common scientific interests and activities

Common organizational interests and activities

Common social interests and activities

Belonging and support From team members

From influential people in the workplace

From organization and officials

University policies and trends Conflict management

Justice

Transparency

Diversity tolerance and demanding

Effect Influencing the decisions in the department

Influencing on university policies

Personal characteristics Personality and traits

Background

Personal connections

Cyberspace connections and activities

Access to information Anticipated changes in strategies or rules

Events and opportunities outside the university (ministry of health, granting agencies, etc.)

Unofficial events and connections

Table 2. Cronbach’s Alpha for the Domains of Faculty Members’ Social Capital Questionnaire

Domain Number of Items Cronbach’s Alpha

Ability and willingness to participate in workplace activities 11 0.959

Trust in workplace 6 0.849

Social cohesion in the workplace 6 0.724

Access to workplace information 3 0.809

Membership in groups and networks 12 0.759
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analysis. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was significant (P
value< 0.01), a criterion of good factorability. The test re-
vealed nine empirical factors. Two factors perfectly corre-
sponded to “social cohesion in the workplace” and “trust”.
Two factors mutually corresponded to the “Ability and will-
ingness to participate in workplace activities” domain. The
items regarding “membership in groups and networks”
were also aggregated in two factors. The item regarding
“pursuing workplace news and events” which we had pre-
viously categorized in the “access to workplace informa-
tion” domain, was better placed in the “Social cohesion
in workplace” domain. Overall, factor analysis showed ac-
ceptable similarity with the theoretical constructs.

5. Discussion

Our literature review revealed that the determinants
of social capital at the workplace were similar to those
of general social capital, while the usage pattern of re-
sources is different. In the workplace, access to informa-
tion and knowledge resources seemed to play a more im-
portant role than it does in the general population. Both
literature review and expert meetings highlighted that ac-
cess to information and connection with information re-
sources is a more critical determinant in the workplace
compared to everyday life. Receiving information about
ongoing programs, plans, and directions, changes in the
organizational strategies, as well as personal connections
with key informants were highly effective on the level of so-
cial capital one experiences in an academic environment.

Many researchers believe that workplace social capi-
tal cannot be appropriately measured by questionnaires
designed for communities and neighborhoods (18). Con-
structs and concepts of social capital have been evaluated
in firms, health care professions, public services, schools,
and many other settings. Despite similarities in construct
and concepts, there are critically important aspects in the
workplace social capital. A concept analysis study among
nurses defined attributes of workplace social capital as net-
works of social connections and shared assets and ways
of knowing and being at the workplace that were formed
through communication, trust, and positive leadership at
work (19). To measure social capital in the workplace, a few
questionnaires have been developed. Trust, sense of com-
munity, and organizational justice are important themes
frequently evaluated in these questionnaires (20-22), while
respect, network status, reciprocity, shared language, cog-
nitive common ground, and shared narrative also received
attention (23).

Meanwhile, a growing body of literature exists on the
effect of social capital in academia-related activities such as

knowledge creation and sharing as well as entrepreneurial
activities that suggest the need for a more focused evalu-
ation of social capital in academic workplaces. In recent
decades, the increased inclusion of women and immigrant
professionals with heterogeneous academic and educa-
tional backgrounds has formed a new, diverse academic
environment. Creating a more diverse research team has
been used in some organizations as a policy to improve re-
search output (24). Such diversity, along with other charac-
teristics, can result in an augmented bridging social capi-
tal and acts as a mean for knowledge production and shar-
ing as well as discovering new methods and approaches
in complicated situations. In other words, it is the social
capital and not the diversity that plays a mediating role in
knowledge transfer between heterogeneous groups. As ex-
pected, this process can be modified by the socio-cognitive
status of the organization (25).

Our results highlight the importance of academic
inter-personal connections in the formation of social cap-
ital and, consequently, the academic output. The degree
of influence on peers and colleagues, which might be the
result of scientific mastery or other types of superiority,
as well as executive influence and power in the organiza-
tion, affect the social capital. Consequently, there were
critics of the traditional methods of academic evaluation
that do not take into account the role a faculty member
plays in the network and its consequences. To improve
long-term standing and outcome, along with research and
publication activities, younger researchers generally try
to increase their social capital by network building as a
way to compensate for other aspects. This has resulted in
higher scores in groups and network domain for younger
researchers (26). Such efforts can modify the general char-
acteristics of the network in the workplace; and affect the
dynamics of social capital in the organization. In this con-
text, part of what is identified as groups and network do-
main is the consciously augmented inter-personal and re-
ciprocal interactions. It should be emphasized that in-
terventions targeting social capital are among the most
context-specific ones, and their success is highly affected
by frames and boundaries in the field (27). Nevertheless,
any evaluation on the effect of social capital interventions
should adopt a multilevel perspective and consider dif-
ferences present in the subgroups (8). The faculty mem-
bers contribute to the scientific output of the organiza-
tion both directly by their research products and indirectly
through their role in the social capital dimensions, which
cannot be captured by traditional scientometrics methods
(26).

In this study, we evaluated both general trust and par-
ticularized trust. It is demonstrated in previous studies
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that the particularized trust (trust in known others) is
more strongly associated with self-rated health. Although,
some researchers believe that the effects of trust and social
networks on health are dependent on one another (28). So-
cial capital and its dimensions are also shown to be associ-
ated with happiness in faculty members, which is believed
to affect burnout and absenteeism at the workplace in a
study from Iran (29). For accomplishing their training re-
sponsibilities, faculty members need to develop teaching-
focused social networks, which is highly affected by teach-
ing experience tenure, the time needed for teaching mate-
rial preparation, discipline, and characteristics of the or-
ganization, such as organizational support. Both faculty
members and the respective organization should make
investments to achieve these benefits (30). For instance,
access to research funding at the early stages of the ca-
reer highly affects the research output of the researchers,
which might, in turn, be affected by organizational char-
acteristics (31). In addition, the universities tend to span
the boundaries and improve international partnerships as
a mechanism to reinforce cohesion and commitment be-
tween stakeholders through facilitated knowledge and re-
source transmission, which can result in a more renowned
organization and improved social capital (32).

We performed this study in the context of medical uni-
versities in Iran, which might affect the generalizability of
our findings. The selection was due to the complexity of
this setting resulting from their simultaneous responsibil-
ity in education and research and health service, as well as
increased attention of policymakers on medical research
and knowledge creation in the recent decade. Neverthe-
less, to improve the validity of our findings, we tried to
triangulate the findings based on the convergence of the
concepts from participants with different backgrounds, as
well as literature from diverse settings.

Faculty members’ social capital can be an important
determinant of personal and organizational scientific out-
put in the competitive atmosphere of our era. Understand-
ing this concept can be critical for policymakers who aim
to improve the work condition in universities and achieve
higher levels of knowledge production and scientific au-
thority. According to our findings, this concept can be
evaluated by measuring ability and willingness to partic-
ipate in workplace activities, trust and social cohesion in
the workplace, access to workplace information, and mem-
bership in work-related groups and networks. We also pro-
vided a 38-item questionnaire for evaluating faculty mem-
bers’ social capital, with acceptable internal consistency
and conformity with the theoretical constructs. The effec-
tiveness of policymaking in medical universities could be
improved with a better understanding of the current sta-

tus of social capital. These assessments can be useful for
evaluating the policies and interventions.
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