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instrumental or expressive actions’ (Lin et
al, 2001: p.17). Embedded resources may
be collective assets, such as civic associa-
tions or social groups, or individual re-
sources such as social support. Individuals
have unequal access to social capital be-
cause of the strength of interpersonal ties
or location within the social structure.

Inequality in access to social capital is
hypothesised to produce unequal mental
health gains. For example, the inability of
a single mother to obtain childcare from
her friends and family may increase her risk
of depression (Brown et al, 1995). Simi-
larly, gaining employment through infor-
mal social contacts, as more than a third
of the workforce does (Flap, 1999), may
provide a positive life change and assist
recovery from depression or other mental
illnesses. Echoing Pevalin’s (2003) views
about Bourdieu’s work, this approach to
social capital is also dynamic and allows
us to examine how access to social capital
may influence the onset of and recovery
from mental illness.

It is clear that there is a family of social
capital theories, each measuring slightly dif-
ferent constructs. We do not feel that it is
helpful to deny the contribution of one in
favour of others. To do so would be to take
an unnecessarily limited view and handicap
psychiatric research in the process.
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Author’s reply: The wealth of a country is
more than the sum of the wealth of the in-
dividuals in it. When times get hard, the
wealth of a person may be important but
general societal infrastructure, housing,
clean water, and the health and social
safety net are particularly important. All
these factors are linked to the wealth of
the country, the distribution of wealth
and the investment in a social safety net.
It is clear that the health impact of the
wealth of the individual is constrained
by the wealth of the country — unless they
are super rich or super poor. It is also
clear that individual wealth is a very differ-
ent animal from the wealth of a country.
They are governed by different rules and
indeed they have different names — an
individual cannot have a gross domestic
product.

Social capital is similar. There are good
arguments for considering it at an ecologi-
cal or an individual level. Just like the
wealth of a country or an individual, the
concepts of ecological and individual social
capital are very different, and using the
same name is confusing.

Mr Webber, Professor Huxley and I
agree that social capital is the embedded re-
sources of a society such as civic institu-
tions. This is social capital at an ecological
level. We would agree that different indivi-
duals in the same geographical area may
have differential access to this social capital
by way of their places in society or social
relations. The sum total of social capital
that they have access to is limited not only
by their ability to get it, but also by the total
amount that is available in that area. In
addition, differential ability to get social ca-
pital is partly a function of the individual
but is significantly constrained by the
structure of the society that the individual
lives in.

The challenge to those who consider
social capital at an individual level is to
answer the question: what is the added va-
lue of conceptualising and renaming social
networks as social capital (McKenzie,
2003)? They also have to consider whether
they are measuring what social capital is or
measuring how it is acquired.

It is confusing to define social capital
both as the amount of resources potentially
available to anyone in society and as an
individual’s ability to access such resources.
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Moreover, linking ecological and individual
fraught with difficulty -
classically, the ecological and atomistic
fallacies.

variables is

Although 1 argue that another term
should be used for individual social capital,
I think that these arguments take energy
away from what should be the focus of
the endeavour which is to improve our
ability to describe our social worlds.

I have used the term social capitals
previously to describe different types of
ecological social capital in an area
(McKenzie et al, 2002). Using the plural
underlines the fact that there are different
dimensions of social capital in an area
and that the linear scales that some use,
so as to label an area high or low in
social capital, do not reflect the complex
nature of social capital. Areas are better
considered dimensionally along the lines
of their different social capitals, such as
bonding, bridging,
structural or social efficacy or cohesion.
Such a taxonomy of social capitals could
be expanded to include varieties of indivi-
dual social capital as long as the caveats
above have been taken into account.

I do not suggest that the variables
that some researchers call individual so-
cial capital not be measured. I have,
however, suggested that they should be
accurately described and named. Perhaps
the way forward is to clearly state what
is being measured in studies and why,
rather than making a further leap to say

vertical, cognitive,

that proxy measurements reflect social
capital which is, of course, a theory that is
still in development.
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