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Abstract Research suggests African American male student-athletes tend to
overemphasize their athlete role to the detriment of their academic performance
(Harrison 2000). This article extends the literature by examining racial differences in
the development of social capital among student-athletes. Results showed racial
differences with White student-athletes reporting higher social network totals, trust,
and overall social capital. Yet, no significant differences existed amongst student-
athletes in either team social networks or team social capital. Results suggest African
American athletes have developed a sense of reciprocity at the athletic team level,
but this social capital does not extend beyond the sport team setting.
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Elements of a racialized atmosphere pervade today’s college or university campus.
While institutions work diligently to improve rates of diversity (Rankin and Reason
2005), sharp divisions exist in outcomes across race and ethnicity stemming from the
college experience (e.g., Gurin et al. 2002). In fact, perceptions differ across such
lines as discrimination (Chang) and campus climate (Miller et al. 1998; Watson et al.
2002). Furthermore, students of color may perceive the climate in their campus
community as more racist and less accepting than their white counterparts Rankin
and Reason 2005—especially at predominantly White institutions where Black
students confront unrelenting oppression and discrimination nearly every day of their
college experience (Smith et al. 2002). Adding to the complexity of this existence is
the presence of powerful, major athletics which past literature has indicated
disproportional benefits across racial lines of student athletes (Melendez 2008;
Rhoden 2006). In fact, while African Americans and other students of color face a
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unique experience in higher education, Hill refers to athletes of color, and African
American student athletes in particular as “…a special population within a special
population, with the differentiating element being the racial/ethnic factor” (1993,
p. 438). The institution of intercollegiate athletics further exacerbates this experience
that has been charged with not reciprocating the benefits it receives from the talents
and performances of many these student athletes. This institution has even been
described as “…primarily a mechanism whereby poor, primarily Black students are
used to finance the educational and athletic activities of wealthy White students”
(Noll 1991, p. 198). Myriad literature has supported this notion on the negative
experiences of Black and African American student athletes, both on and off the
field of competition (Adler and Adler 1991; Melendez 2008), with Donnor (2005)
scrutinizing the exploitation of African American male student athletes for benefits
of predominantly White student athletes, coaches, administrators, and overall
institutions . Nonetheless, many questions remain regarding the role of race in the
relationship with outcomes such as social capital and intercollegiate athletics
participation. A salient resource along the lines of human, financial, and family
capital, social capital is a by-product of one’s relationships and networks within
one’s surrounding community (Putnam 2000). The relationships that construct social
capital build upon trust and lead to a higher quality of life and an improved sense of
community (Putnam).

While no research exists regarding a formal operationalized view of social capital
among student athletes, research has explored the various facets of college life and
numerous other variables affecting the culture of a college campus, though. The
connection of this culture remains a salient contributor to many important educational
and social outcomes of students (Astin 1993). Still, research is needed exploring the
connection between athletics and these outcomes, where a paucity of research has
empirically examined the intersection of intercollegiate athletics participation and
social capital within the United States—where the governance of intercollegiate
athletics is unique in scope and size (Toma 2003). Thus, the intent of the current
article is to explore the potential connection between student athletes at the highest
level of intercollegiate competition and their resultant levels of social capital.

Social Capital

While the concept of social capital encompasses a wide array of constructs that
make up social networks within any given community, the current research
focuses primarily upon the interpretation of Putnam (2000). With Putnam, social
capital is the result of quality social networks within a given community. Salient to
this interpretation is the view of social capital as a community, or social, good. It is
this social good that contributes to the advancement of the overall community. It is
also for this reason that Putnam’s interpretation was chosen over previous
interpretations and for Putnam’s deconstruction of social capital into bonding and
bridging types. Bonding social capital depicts the connecting of mostly-
homogenous social networks that leads to a tightening, or reinforcing, of the
values and characteristics of those networks (Putnam). This reinforcement bonds
the individuals within the particular social networks closer together. Common
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interests and shared beliefs and values reinforce relationships. Putnam refers to this
type of social capital as what assists individuals within a community to “get by”
when times might get difficult. This is also in line with Bourdieu’s (1997) view that
homogenous groups reinforce social capital and further perpetuates a division with
social networks and communities. This is also, why Putnam has referred to
bonding social capital as “the darker side of social capital” (pp. 350–351). Such a
darker side of social capital and bonding limits the growth of a community’s
entrepreneurial members (Leonard 2004), reinforcing anti-social behaviors such as
those exhibited by street gangs, or the exclusion of certain races or ethnic groups
(Putnam). This darker side of bonding resonates throughout social identity
literature (e.g. Dovidio et al. 2007) where the salience of identifying with certain
groups encourages a certain amount of exclusion and derives certain outcomes
associated with such exclusion.

The negative potential of bonding social capital has also been exhibited in
higher education with alcohol abuse with fraternities (e.g. Cashin et al. 1998) and
anti-social behaviors amongst college students as fans of their school’s sports
teams (Wann et al. 2001). However, little other research exists investigating this
notion of social capital within a higher education setting inside the United States.

Conversely, the second aspect of Putnam’s (2000) social capital, bridging
social capital, describes the construction of social networks that extend beyond the
aforementioned groups of homogeneous populations. Bridging social capital
creates new relationships and assists individuals in adjusting within new environ-
ments and communities. These new relationships are weaker in strength than those
through bonding social capital are, but encourage a more efficient facilitation of
daily activities within a community or society. Further, where bonding social
capital acts as a social good by helping individuals get by, bridging social capital
encourages individuals to get ahead (Putnam). In other words, the extension of
these bridging-relationships beyond mostly homogenous groups also extends the
benefits derived from belonging to these relationships. Among these benefits
resulting from bridging social capital, then, are avenues to acquire cultural,
financial, human capital—even sporting capital (Bourdieu 1997; Coalter 2007;
Leonard 2004; Putnam). Further, those activities that promote bridging social
capital would, theoretically, encourage integration of outsiders into a new
community—be it new community members to a new town or students attending
a new college or university.

Regardless of the reinforcing type of social capital, Putnam (2000) iterated the
dependence of social capital upon the quality of social networks and individual
choice. Thus, the more individuals can put into the social networks within the
community, the more the community will benefit from social capital. Moreover,
communities high in social capital are highly beneficial to individual members. This
view stands in slight contrast to Bourdieu (1997) who maintained social capital was
a resource reserved for the elite social classes—classes with capital to create more,
and to have the ability to maintain, social capital. According to Putnam (1993,
2000), those communities with social capital benefit members whether each
community member actively participates or does not participate at all. Furthermore,
some communities that have accumulated high amounts of social capital distinguish
by three key elements: strong social networks and civic infrastructure; strong social
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norms; and mutual trust and reciprocity among their members (Coalter 2007;
Putnam). Mutual trust and reciprocal relationships that Putnam uses to define quality
social networks is its specificity.

As the most important aspect of social capital according to Putnam (2000),
trust is the connection between members of well functioning communities,
including reducing transaction costs, and enabling groups to pursue collective
interests efficiently. Additionally, trust provides the basis for the second aspect of
Putnam’s definition of social capital—reciprocating relationships. Trust also
pervades numerous levels within communities, beginning with trust of those
individuals with which one is familiar (i.e., trust of familiars, Stone 2001) or social
trust of familiars (Cox and Caldwell 2000). More broadly, trust is required at a
more generalized level of society, where individuals can trust those acquaintances
or community members among them even though they are not familiar with them.
Such trust refers to as social trust (Cox and Caldwell) or generalized trust (Putnam
1993). It is this generalized trust that distinguishes college campuses with high
social capital, where the campus community fosters an environment conducive to
salient academic and social outcomes such as graduation and persistence rates and
involvement among the student body on campus (Boyer 1990). Finally, trust also
extends vertically with institutional trust (Cox and Caldwell). Here, members
extend trust upward with belief in the fairness of the rules, official procedures, and
resource allocation of the community governance (Cox 1997). Institutional trust
builds on the members’ belief in the reliability of the system within the
community’s culture (Black and Hughes 2000; Stone 2001). Thus, it is imperative
that trust remain salient to all exploration of social capital, whether of the bonding
or bridging variety. Furthermore, trust and reciprocating relationships are what
community groups must maintain.

Though little research has connected sport participation in intercollegiate
athletics to social capital, several potential psychosocial and communal benefits
have resonated throughout the sport management and student affairs literature.
Broadly, direct participation in intercollegiate athletics as a student athlete has
exhibited mixed results, with no significant influence upon cognitive develop-
ment (Pascarella et al. 1995; Terenzini et al. 1996), or time spent studying or
attending class (Richards and Aries 1999). Still, evidence supports the notion that
student athletes display greater levels of academic engagement (Umbach et al.
2006). There also exist numerous studies assessing the relationship between sport
participation as an athlete in college upon such outcomes as cognition (Pascarella
et al. 1995) and college adjustment (Melendez 2006). Conclusive evidence
regarding the impact of sport participation upon one’s academic and social
integration remains tentative, however, as African American student athletes have
also failed to develop a long-term commitment to goals such as degree completion
(Hyatt 2003). Still, recent evidence indicates that student athletes, in general,
identify with the university at a significantly greater level than their non-athlete
counterparts (Clopton 2008). Such a finding is noteworthy, as university identity
suggests athletics’ potential to connect its participants with the overall campus
community. Previous literature refutes this notion; significant division exists
between perceptions and social worlds of students and student athletes (Adler and
Adler 1991; Knapp et al. 2001).
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In relation to these student athletes and the social networks and trust perceptions,
or social capital, Wolf-Wendel et al. (2001) found that athletes exhibited a strong
sense of community, displaying such elements of community as sharing a common
goal, engaging in intense and frequent interaction, and sharing adversity. This sense
of community of student athletes was also analyzed most recently by Clopton
(2007), where student athletes displayed significantly greater amounts of perceived
sense of community within their college environment. This was, however, specific to
the level of competition when the overall responses disaggregate by level of
competition. Athletes at the NCAA Divisions I and III reported higher amounts of
sense of community when compared to non-athlete student cohorts. No differences
were found at the NCAA Division II or NAIA levels (Clopton 2007). This ability to
enhance community through athletics participation is even more notable as this is
done in a markedly diverse population (Wolf-Wendel et al.) where diversity often
weakens the sense of community within a group if not handled properly (Milem
2003). Furthermore, current results mix on the division of race and athlete status in
an intercollegiate athletic setting. While Brown et al. (2003) uncovered no
problematic presence of racial or ethnic discrimination among White and African
American athletes, African American athletes report different treatment than their
White counterparts (Singer 2005). This treatment existed as a manifestation of
racism within higher education and college sport programs in the United States.
Such differences have also resonated across African American and White student
athlete interaction with faculty (Comeaux and Harrison 2007) and within students’
perceptions of African American athletes on campus (Harrison and Lawrence 2004).
Recently, Melendez (2008) noted that Black male student athletes felt isolated,
rejected, and distrustful of both their Black and White classmates and teammates.
They also felt unfairly judged by the campus community that negatively influenced
their educational experiences. Still, no research has investigated the role that both
race and athlete status imparts upon the overall perceived levels of social capital. The
presence of race in the student athlete community is not void, however. A
tremendous amount of weight is on athlete status in the social worlds of many
members of underrepresented groups (e.g. Thompson et al. 1990).

Further division among race and athlete status within the campus community
presents potential consequences for any student negatively impacted by such
division through both academic and social outcomes. As noted by Chang et al.
(2004), balkanization or enclaving along racial categories not only subdivides a
campus’ population, but also has the potential to result in negative consequences,
wherein individuals internalize negative stereotypes. Specific stigmas of both
African American male college students (Smith et al. 2007) and African American
male student athletes (Melendez 2008) divide college and university campuses. In
fact, these African American male student athletes report how their status is used to
make them feel less by classmates and faculty, and even set apart by teammates and
coaches (Melendez 2008). Such a division often occurs through Smith et al.’s
microaggressions. In these microaggressions, blatant averse racism does not occur.
Rather, subtle and constant “mini-assaults” lead to discrimination upon African
American male students and student athletes using racial slights, unfair treatment,
hypersurveillance, contentious classrooms, and even personal threats or attacks on
one’s well-being (Smith et al.).
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Common Ingroup Identity Model

Research on the interaction of social processes and group outcomes often centers
on the Common Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). Based on
the Social Identity Theory, or SIT (Tajfel 1978), individuals exist as active
participants in the creation of their identities, and to create these identities, an
individual will create ingroups and outgroups with which to identify (Tajfel). Each
person then uses the significance of attachment to the ingroup to continue to define
his or her identity (Foels 2006). That person then will perpetually strive to maintain
that membership through differential evaluations, thus, perpetuating the differences
between the ingroups and outgroups (Tajfel and Turner 1986). The groups create
an “us” versus “them” mentality (i.e., fans of one school vs. fans of the rival
schools). Research with SIT has examined ingroup bias, out-group derogation
(DeVries 2003), specific social esteem (Foels and Tomcho 2005), and the common
ingroup identity (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). Identity maintenance is salient,
then, to any situation with diverse demography as benefits, such as social capital,
will not be transferred wholly until said member is associated with the ingroup. In
other words, a student athlete will struggle with a potential enrichment of social
capital if that athlete identifies as “Black” while the overall ingroup limits its
definition to “White.” However, individuals within in a group can still derive
ingroup benefits and not categorically belong to the ingroup if a common ingroup
identity exists. Thus, to explore race and social capital levels amongst the student
athletes, the Common Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner & Dovidio) was utilized.
To create this common ingroup identity, subgroup and superordinate identities are
distinguished. Subgroup identities have boundaries to define other people as
members of outgroups, or characteristics that set others a part. Interestingly, when
subgroup identities are present, individuals see distributional decisions as a zero-
sum model, wanting the benefited group to be their own (Smith and Tyler 1996).
Superordinate identities are the broad identities constructed upon multiple
identities. With superordinate identity present, individuals utilize the perspective
that the aforementioned distributional decisions benefit the broader group (Smith et
al. 2007). These common ingroup identities were then proposed to affect numerous
cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes (Gaertner & Dovidio), including a
decrease in intergroup bias (Gaertner et al. 2000). Most importantly, the CIIM
involves a recategorization of subgroups where individuals can maintain
membership in previous groups while being included within the superordinate
group as opposed to a decategorization where boundaries of previous groups
diminish. In other words, a student athlete can still maintain an subgroup
membership of “Black” and even a subgroup membership of “student athlete” in
the overall university setting and still derive benefits from the ingroup such a group
superordinates all subgroups and ties all together (e.g. university identification).

Within intercollegiate athletics, common ingroup identity has also been
associated with a decrease in perceived group diversity and an increase in
overall group effectiveness among coaches (Cunningham et al. 2008). In addition,
Clopton (2008) showed student athlete categorization as one with common ingroup
identity power that positively affected perceptions of certain aspects of the campus
community. For this study, and in accord with the superordinate identity of the
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Common Ingroup Identity Model, both team membership within the team setting,
and university identity within the overall university setting, would be necessary to
overcome potentially divisive subgroup identities. Here, the main subgroup
identity that might influence overall perceptions or acquisition of social capital is
race (Randel and Jaussi 2003). The intricacy of race as a subgroup identity is
unique, as members of minority groups tend to identify more strongly with their
group than do majority groups (Saguy et al. 2008). This manifests itself more
pronounced in strong negative reaction towards recategorizing into one group and
abandoning their subgroup identity. Specifically, Worrell and Gardner-Kitt (2006)
reported African Americans with higher levels of racial identification being more
resistant to cultural assimilation that fails to recognize their group’s distinctive
characteristics and contributions. This element of group identification parallels
Putnam’s (2000) reference to bonding social capital and the proclivity of minority
groups to exhibit high levels of bonding social capital. However, potential
hyperbonding served as a barrier to acquiring bridging social capital; and
subsequently, the ability to get ahead. Still, the use of superordinate identities on
a college campus—with overall university identification—has shown potential in
forging some of these bridges. In particular, university identity was able to mediate
racial identities of White and African American college students and improve
ingroup benefits of the superordinate identity with the university (Dovidio et al.
2007; Nier et al. 2001).

Based upon the potential of the common ingroup identity, this study examines if
race influenced a student athlete’s perception or acquisition of social capital. Because
of the ability of student athletes to overcome racial diversity in the team, setting to
create a strong sense of community (Wolf-Wendel et al. 2001) it expects that no
racial differences would occur in the student athletes’ levels of social capital within
the team experience. Thus, the initial hypothesis is proposed.

H1: No significant differences in social capital levels within the team setting will
occur between student athletes.

In other words, where social capital is the benefit of both individuals and the overall
community (Putnam 2000), the team setting is defined here as the community.
Theoretically, then, the benefits of social capital acquisition by the student
athletes would also not reach beyond the team setting—or would have minimal
impact.

To examine if participation as a student athlete does transcend the team setting, it
was necessary to explore the student athletes’ levels of social capital within the
overall university context. Past research has shown the power of team membership
and participation as a student athlete does not always transfer into overall benefits
within one’s college or university (Melendez 2008). In fact, recent research shows
race plays a negative role in student athletes’ perception of the campus community
when placed into the broader university context (Clopton 2008). This finding echoes
Clopton (2008) where overall university identity failed to exist as a common ingroup
identity and was not able to overcome race and athlete subgroups. Because of the
predominantly White context and previous findings on African American student
athletes in the overall university setting (e.g. Donnor 2005; Melendez 2008), then,
this second hypothesis is proposed.
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H2: A significant difference in levels of social capital within the overall university
context will occur across the race of student athletes.

Method

The population was limited to traditional-aged, undergraduate student athletes
attending schools at the NCAA Division I level as members of the Bowl
Championship Series (BCS). It is at this level of athletics that the competition is
the highest and the subsequent impact on the university community has proven to be
the greatest (Clopton 2007; Toma 2003). Of the total population, the method
randomly selected 23 institutions from which to draw the student athletes.

To select the sample for the study, the method chose random student athlete names
and email addresses from online campus directories. Once a complete list of names and
e-mail addresses was established, www.surveymonkey.com uploaded the subjects.

Instrumentation

Social Capital Assessment Tool (SCAT)

To obtain the dependent variable for the current study, the researcher used SCAT to
measure the amount of social capital perceived to exist on each campus through
student respondents (Krishna and Shrader 1999). The SCAT was adapted from its
original form that previously established social capital in communities around such
issues as health (Baum et al. 1998; Bowling 1997) economics (Knack and Keefer
1997; Narayan 1999) and culture (Latham 1998). The five-items were adapted from
the instrument including statements around the two salient constructs of social
capital: trust and norms of reciprocity, or social networks. These statements ranged
from “Most students/faculty at this university are basically honest and can be
trusted,” to “Students/faculty are always interested only in their own welfare here,”
to “I feel accepted as a member of this university.” With an inter-item correlation
mean of .39, the SCAT for the overall university setting reported an acceptable
Cronbach’s alpha of .75 as a measure of instrumental reliability. The same items
were then adapted for the team setting, including “Players and coaches on this team
are basically honest and can be trusted” and “I feel accepted as a member of this
team.” Here the team-SCAT reported another acceptable Cronbach’s alpha of .80,
supporting the use of the SCAT as a reliable instrument.

Method of Data Collection

Pre-notification letters for participation were sent electronically to the 1,600
randomly selected students from 23 BCS institutions chosen for this study. After,
the initial round of participation requests, the research team sent subjects three
follow-up email messages requesting their participation. Five hundred and seventy
student athletes completed the survey for an overall response rate of 35.63%, a
moderate and acceptable online response rate (Crawford et al. 2001).
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Analysis of Data

Of the total sample included in this study (n=570), a majority of the respondents
were women (n=347). Notably, these female student athletes (M=5.46, S.D.=0.88)
recorded significantly higher totals than male student athletes (M=5.26, S.D.=0.95)
in overall social capital within the university setting (t [519]=−2.42, p<.05). This
initial finding suggested a difference in the structuring of the social networks along
gender between these athletes. This difference resonated in significantly higher
scores for female student athletes in overall social network totals in the university
setting (t [519]=−3.14, p<.01) and within the team setting (t [467]=−2.19, p<.05).
We found no differences in perceptions of trust or within social capital totals within
each individual team setting. All of these figures are in Table 1 in the next section.

Of the overall respondents, an overwhelming majority of the sample were White,
non-Hispanic (n=458), lived on campus (n=356), had an average age of 20.24, and an
average grade point average of 3.20. Overall, the student athletes responded with
moderately-high levels of overall social capital at their university (M=5.38, S.D.=0.91)
and within their team (M=5.48, S.D.=1.15).

Since the research aim of this study was to explore potential differences in social
capital amongst African American and White student athletes, the first step towards
analysis was to minimize the discrepancy in sample sizes of White student athletes
and African American student athletes. First, because the White/African American
dichotomy was the scope of the study, the responses (n=11) from other racial
minority categories were omitted. Second, 113 subjects were randomly selected from
the overall White student athlete sample to minimize the inequality in sample sizes.
From there, a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was chosen based
upon the aim of the study to focus upon the differences between race of the student
athletes and levels of social capital while controlling for gender differences and the
ability of student athletes to adjust within new social networks as covariates
(Tabachnick and Fidell 2001). The MANCOVA was constructed with responses
from African American student athletes (n=101) and the 113 subjects randomly
selected from the overall White student athlete sample. Variables measuring
perceptions of trust, social networks, and social capital were included for both the
overall university setting and for each athlete’s team setting. Race was then used as
the independent variable. Because of the gender differences found between the

Table 1 Independent samples t-tests for social capital measure

Scale Mean Std. Dev. t Sig. (2-tld)

Male Female Male Female

Team Trust 5.27 5.32 1.28 1.42 −0.39 0.69

Team Social Networks 5.45 5.70 1.15 1.17 −2.19 <0.05

Team Social Capital 5.38 5.55 1.11 1.17 −1.51 0.13

Overall University Trust 5.09 5.18 1.09 1.12 −0.90 0.37

Overall University Social Networks 5.38 5.65 1.02 0.91 −3.14 <0.01

Overall University Social Capital 5.26 5.46 0.95 0.88 −2.42 <0.05
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student athletes in the data, the gender variable was included as a covariate to control
for the impact of gender upon the results. Moreover, a variable that assessed the
overall adjustment into the college experience was included as a covariate. This
adjustment measure incorporates personal, social, and academic adjustment within
the college experience, in addition to one’s overall ability to adjust to social settings
and with people (Baker and Siryk 1999). Those individuals able to adjust easier, or
have adjusted well, connect with high levels of social capital. Adjustment is, in
effect, another benefit of social capital acquisition (Stone 2001). Quite conceivably,
though, while one’s ability to adjust is a benefit of social capital, this same
adjustability could easily lead to additional social capital in the future. Therefore, in
an attempt to minimize this effect, the adjustment measure from Baker & Siryk was
included as a covariate.

Results

With the current variables in place, the MANCOVA revealed several interesting
findings suggesting some potentially significant implications upon both theory and
practice. First, with the sample size adjusted for balance between races, the race
variable showed significant multivariation, with Wilks’ λ=.87 (F [4,207]=7.63,
p<.001) and partial Η2=.13. We evidenced this variation in tests of between- subject
effects where a significant difference in responses from White and African American
athletes occurred in perceptions of overall trust within the university setting (F [1,
210]=23.65, p<.001), reciprocal social networks within the overall university
setting (F [1, 210]=9.25, p<.01), and overall social capital totals within the overall
university (F [1, 210]=22.07, p<.001).

Follow-up tests of the estimated marginal means revealed that White athletes in the
study reported higher levels of trust (M=5.27, S.E.=0.09) than African American
athletes (M=4.61, S.E.=0.10). In addition, we found significantly higher levels of
perceived reciprocal social networks in the university among Whites (M=5.59, S.E.=
0.07) than among African American teammates (M=5.27, S.E.=0.08). We display the
results in Table 2. Finally, the responding White student athletes had significantly
higher levels of overall social capital (M=5.64, S.E.=0.07) than the African American
student athletes (M=5.00, S.E.=0.07). In other words, results indicate a potential racial
divide in perception of the overall university environment and of the impact of the
campus community and collegiate environment upon each athlete’s university
experience. Such a finding has myriad implications regarding the social and emotional
development of college student athletes, the academic production and progress of
these students, and the overall satisfaction with the college experience.

Of note, however, were the results of responses within the team setting. Neither
trust within the team, level of reciprocal social networks amongst the team, nor
overall team social capital measurements were significantly different between the
White and African American student athletes in the current study. These results also
bring into light numerous questions regarding the team experience. Such questions
resonate, not merely because of the lack of racial differences in perception of the
team experience, but because the lack of differences in race accompany significant
racial division in perceptions of these student athletes in their overall college
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experience. Imperative here in this finding is the potential of team membership to
serve as a superordinating identity to racial identities of African American and
White, or subordinate identity. In the same vein, the juxtaposition of racial identity in
the overall university setting suggests that the overall university identity does not
possess superordinating ability to exist as a common ingroup identity—one capable
of tying in several subordinate identities (i.e. race, athlete, gender, etc.) on campus
and providing certain ingroup benefits.

Discussion

The premise of the research here was to illuminate any presence of racial division in
social capital between student athletes competing at the highest level of
intercollegiate athletics in the United States. In doing so, this study became the
first of its kind to touch upon this specific social outcome for this population.
Heretofore, these student athletes have been shown to be participating in institutions
that were conducive to fostering a strong sense of community amongst both the
overall student bodies and within the team settings; something that was reinforced
with both qualitative (Wolf-Wendel et al. 2001) and quantitative works (Clopton
2007). While the sense of community measurement is important for work on major
intercollegiate athletic participation in United States, a conspicuous absence of social
capital measurement remains. Thus, this study attempted to begin to narrow this gap
in the literature. In doing so, the results here present numerous theoretical and
practical implications.

First, data presented here suggest the overall experience of participating in
intercollegiate athletics does possess the ability to act as a common ingroup identity
in terms of being able to minimize out-group differences. This study found when no
racial differences occurred in any social capital measurement of the student athletes.
This affirmed the early research where the bonds of student athletes “linked students
across most differences, including race, socioeconomic status, and geographic
background” (Wolf-Wendel et al. 2001, p. 376). In other words, the Common
Ingroup Identity Model appeared to minimize the potentially negative impact that

Table 2 Estimated marginal means of social capital measures between African American and White
student athletes

Scale Mean Std. Error F Sig.
(2-tld)

African
American

White African
American

White

Team Trust 4.98 5.27 0.13 0.13 2.66 0.10

Team Social Networks 5.63 5.53 0.10 0.10 0.44 0.51

Team Social Capital 5.36 5.43 0.10 0.10 0.19 0.66

Overall University Trust 4.61 5.27 0.10 0.09 23.65 <.001

Overall University Social Networks 5.27 5.59 0.08 0.07 9.25 <0.01

Overall University Social Capital 5.00 5.46 0.07 0.07 22.07 <0.001
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various outgroups, or subgroups, could enact upon the overall group. This finding is
crucial for group effectiveness within the team setting, as a common in-group identity
significantly enhances multiple measures of group effectiveness (Cunningham et al.
2008). In viewing the team-group setting, additional research is necessary to expand
upon the potential of sport to serve as a superordinate identity, and one that has the
potential to unite its diverse constituents. Such research must be able to tap into the
identity formation and the extent to which athletics impacts the process. It would also
need to assess the actual amount of difference among these identities. While racial
diversity might exist categorically, race identity might not be salient amongst the
athletes when compared to team membership, athlete identity, or even university
identity. It could be that the hierarchy of these identities allow for similar perceptions
in team social capital.

Also stemming from this finding is the contribution versus consumption occurring
in these social networks amongst the team. Social capital amongst networks also
requires capital (Bourdieu 1986; Portes and Landolt 2000) and the ability to leverage
both capital and the resources of these networks—yet another aspect of social
capital. We know little about who benefits from social capital generation or
maintenance within a team setting. More work is necessary to examine whether there
is social capital transferred during the student athlete experience (i.e. a student
athlete enters with low social capital and leaves with an increase in social capital) or
those student athletes contributing to the social capital of the team are the only ones
consuming the social capital as a social good.

While remaining in the team setting seemed to suggest that racial subgroups were
able to be overcome in terms of reporting social capital levels, this finding did not
hold true when viewing the student athletes in the overall university context. In other
words, being a university student was not strong enough to overcome the difference
between being “White” or being “Black” within the context of the overall college
experience. Here, I believe it is reasonable to assume that identifying with the
university failed to transcend the active subgroups (i.e. race, gender, athlete, team
member, etc.) on campus as a common ingroup. While the results suggested that
team membership transcended the race subgroup, this benefit was not parlayed into
the larger overall campus setting. This particular finding reinforces the narrow, but
significant, vein of research that continues to report a differential existence of student
athletes in terms of race in the overall college experience regarding numerous
academic and social outcomes (e.g. Comeaux and Harrison 2007; Harrison and
Lawrence 2004; Singer 2005). This finding also seems to reverberate more broadly,
as well, across college campuses today throughout the United States. Researchers
continue to find that students of color perceive the climate in their campus
community as racist as and less accepting than their white counterparts (Rankin and
Reason 2005). Moreover, these perceptions shape a campus climate today that is not
overly conducive to fostering the necessary outcomes of an institution of higher
education. As noted by Chang et al. (2004), balkanization or enclaving along racial
categories not only subdivides a campus’ population, but also has the potential to
result in negative consequences, wherein individuals internalized negative stereotypes.

Ultimately, lack of leveraging social benefits within team settings into the overall
university experience is the most glaring issue here. While definitions and
interpretations of social capital differ, social capital is—in its most fundamental
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form—about quality social networks (Nicholson and Hoye 2008). These social
networks athletes and students flourish under the auspices of athletic administration
and university faculty. Perhaps, we should commend major athletics for being able to
minimize racial differences in an increasingly important measurement such as social
capital within the team setting, assuming that social capital transference is occurring.
As Toma and Cross (1998) noted, core values such as equity, fairness, duty, and
autonomy are more completely and passionately in the context of intercollegiate
athletics than in other venues. However, it is in other venues that society expects
student athletes to work, live, and contribute to their communities—whether in
classrooms, cubicles, or homes. In addition, we need future research to illuminate the
lack of transference in overcoming a racial divide from the team setting to the overall
university setting. Likewise, the implications held to administrators in intercollegiate
athletics and in higher education are significant in refining the culture of academia
that effectively includes race and athletes intermixed within in the community.

Limitations and Implications

This study encountered some significant limitations along the way. First, the lack of
identity instrumentation may have affected the results to some extent. Including for
racial identity (Randel and Jaussi 2003), athlete identity (Brewer et al. 1993), and
university identity (Luhtanen and Crocker 1992). Using identity on a continuum
would enhance validity of the findings. Secondly, we took the actual assessment of
social capital from a five-item measure (SCAT). While this adaptation of the
universal scale delivered an account of the social capital that these student athletes
perceived, the SCAT had never been adapted before into either a collegiate or
university setting, or into a sport setting. In doing so, the SCAT was unable fully to
capture all of the intricacies that the sporting experience offers. To ameliorate this for
future research, a new instrument of social capital constructed within the sport
context is necessary to advance this line of research. This instrument must be able to
take into account the intricacies of both the individual and group benefits that we can
derive from the experience. It must also keep, as its critical vision, the idea of “team”
as its own community that operates interdependently within a larger community of
school, city, region, etc. Finally, one inherent weakness of the findings is that they
are limited to the quantitative analysis of the data. The strength of the project is its
large sample generated from institutions across all regions of the United States.
Nonetheless, certain aspects of social capital and group processes are unavailable for
analysis using survey research. Thus, future research needs to use qualitative
analysis, using individual interviews and focus groups to investigate the community
of college athletics and its relationship with the larger community.
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