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We introduce the concept of group social capital—the set of resources made available
to a group through members’ social relationships within the social structure of the
group and in the broader formal and informal structure of the organization. We argue
that greater group social capital resources lead to greater group effectiveness and
that there are many different conduits through which group social capital resources
flow. We present a multilevel, multidimensional model arguing that an optimal
balance of all these conduits maximizes group social capital resources and group
effectiveness.

Business organizations are increasingly using
groups as their fundamental unit of organiza-
tional structure in order to respond more flexibly
and quickly to rapidly changing environments
(Manz & Sims, 1993; Mohrman, Cohen & Mohr-
man, 1995). Groups can be more responsive in
large part because of the recurrent pattern of
dynamic relationships among people within
and outside the group (Sherif, 1967). This makes
understanding the relationship between these
intragroup and intergroup social relationships
and group effectiveness increasingly important.
Groups are inherently multilevel: simulta-
neously they are the foci of social interactions
among individual actors (Feld, 1981), they are
potential breeding grounds for subgroup forma-
tion (Festinger, Schachter, & Back, 1950; Weick,
1979), and they are embedded within a larger

formal and informal organizational social struc-
ture. We introduce the concept of group social
capital as a way of examining resources made
available to groups through social relationships
within and outside groups while considering all
of these levels simultaneously.

Social capital—a set of resources that inheres
in the structure of relations of individual actors
(Bourdieu, 1986; Burt, 1992, 2000; Coleman, 1988,
1990; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998)—has attracted
attention from scholars as a concept that can
link individuals’ and collectivities’ actions
(Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1998). However, most re-
searchers have limited their view of social cap-
ital to discrete levels of analysis, including in-
dividuals (Burt, 1992), organizations (Leana &
Van Buren, 1999), communities (Putnam, 1993),
industries (Walker, Kogut, & Shan, 1997), and
nations (Fukuyama, 1995), without taking on the
more difficult task of integrating different levels
of analysis when discussing social capital.

The main purpose and contribution of this pa-
per is to take social capital research on groups
beyond treating a group exclusively as a whole
unit, or, as is more typical, as merely the sum of
its individual parts, by explicitly considering
individuals as embedded simultaneously in the
social structure of subgroups, groups, and the
overall organization (Firebaugh, 1980; Manson,

We thank Dan Brass, Martin Kilduff, and the members of
the Department of Management of Organizations in the
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (especially
Jaepil Choi, Gary Katzenstein, Tai-Young Kim, Kenneth Law,
and Anne Tsui) for helpful comments on earlier versions of
this paper. Special thanks to David Ralston (the handling
editor) and the three anonymous reviewers for their sugges-
tions. This research was financially supported by Hansung
University in 2005. An earlier version of this work was pre-
sented at the 2003 Academy of Management annual meeting
in Seattle. The authors contributed equally to this piece.

� Academy of Management Review
2006, Vol. 31, No. 3, 569–582.

569



1993; see also Klein, Dansereau, & Hall, 1994,
and Rousseau, 1985). For example, a group that
is well connected to other groups, but where all
the intergroup ties run through one person,
might have fewer social capital resources com-
pared to a group where the intergroup relation-
ships are spread across more people.

Our model of group social capital also serves
to expand the work conducted on group bound-
ary management and effectiveness (e.g., An-
cona, 1993; Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Gladstein,
1984). Ancona and her colleagues have shown
that a group needs to manage relationships
with other groups and external members in the
organization to pull in important informational
and political resources to improve effectiveness
(Ancona, 1993). Our group social capital model
examines how group members manage all of
their group’s boundaries, both within and out-
side the group (including boundaries between
subgroups and boundaries between groups and
the larger organization) and considers these
cross-boundary relationships together. Thus,
our work adds greater specificity to our knowl-
edge of group boundary management.

DEFINITION OF GROUP SOCIAL CAPITAL

We define group social capital as the set of
resources made available to a group through
group members’ social relationships within the
social structure of the group itself, as well as in
the broader formal and informal structure of the
organization. Group social capital is a metacon-
struct composed of both the set of resources
flowing through relationship conduits and the
configuration of the conduits themselves (cf.
Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001). Several aspects
of this definition bear discussing in further de-
tail, because they differ slightly from some pre-
vious definitions of social capital.

First, the group itself has a social structure
and must be considered both as a whole and as
an aggregate of its parts. Group members can
be heterogeneous in terms of their position in
the vertical hierarchy or in the horizontal divi-
sion of labor. Groups can also have multiple
subgroups whose goals and desires have vary-
ing overlap with the overall group’s goals and
desires. In the same way that having financial
capital invested in multiple financial accounts
might affect one’s ability to tap into those re-
sources quickly, group social capital is affected

by the existence of subgroups that can affect the
group’s information processing capability (Dun-
can, 1974; Thomas & McDaniel, 1990).

Second, this definition also recognizes that
groups must be considered in their broader con-
text (e.g., Firebaugh, 1980; Gladstein, 1984).
Some groups will find that they have greater
“liquidity” of their social capital because of
their members’ relationships in the organiza-
tion’s overall structure—that is, they can tap into
resources passed along through their social ties
quickly if they need them. For example, timely
access to information or political support is
likely to be enhanced for groups with members
in critical positions within the organization’s
formal workflow structure, as well as for groups
with members in prestigious positions within
the organization’s informal social network struc-
ture. This aspect of the definition recognizes that
the organization’s formal structure might be
very different from the informal relationships
through which work is actually accomplished
(e.g., Morey & Luthans, 1991)

Our definition of group social capital refers to
“resources” more broadly than some definitions
of social capital. For example, Burt (1992) gener-
ally limits his discussion of social capital to
encompass access to disparate information and
referrals. Clearly, instrumental benefits such as
timely access to information from disparate are-
nas allow for enhanced opportunities to gener-
ate solutions that are more innovative, more en-
trepreneurial, and potentially more rewarding
(Burt, 2000). There is also an instrumental benefit
derived from access to political resources and to
referrals from others (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992).
Here, as well, it is important that these re-
sources are liquid— easily and quickly ac-
cessed. For example, if an executive is attempt-
ing to shut down a task force, the task force’s
ability to access political resources to prevent it
only helps if the task force can do this quickly.

Another group social capital resource is the
mutual trust that develops from exchange reci-
procity in an environment where norms are well
enforced and free riding is kept in check (e.g.,
Coleman, 1988, 1990). This allows for greater
“credit risk” to be extended—as in I’m more will-
ing to extend a favor to another because I know
that the favor will ultimately be returned by
another member of the group (e.g., Edmondson,
1999; Kramer, Hanna, Su, & Wei, 2001). As
Coleman suggests, this reduces the transaction
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costs for all group members, as well as between
groups, if we are discussing intergroup interac-
tions, thus generating benefits for all.

Beyond these instrumental benefits, social
ties also bring expressive benefits such as emo-
tional support (e.g., Ibarra, 1993; Wellman, 1992),
an often undervalued and underresearched re-
source. There are many times when setbacks
might destroy morale, or when unexpected trag-
edies might cause a group to lose its focus, and
social ties are called on to assist and support.

GROUP SOCIAL CAPITAL RESOURCES AND
GROUP EFFECTIVENESS

We argue that, in general, more group social
capital resources will lead to greater effective-
ness. We use a multilevel definition of group
effectiveness (Guzzo & Shea, 1992; Hackman,
1987). At the group level, effectiveness is mea-
sured by such standards as satisfying external
clients’ needs, reaching agreed upon goals, and
being able to come together again at some fu-
ture point to do more work if so needed. At the
individual level, effectiveness is measured by
individual members’ goals and needs being
met.

Group effectiveness research has tradition-
ally followed a partially mediated input-
process-output model (e.g., Gladstein, 1984).
Inputs associated with increased group effec-
tiveness include group composition, group
structure, group task, organizational resource
availability, and organizational structure. Pro-
cesses related to improved effectiveness include
task-related behaviors focused on solving prob-
lems (e.g., workload sharing and boundary man-
agement) and maintenance behaviors focused
on smoothing the group’s internal functioning
(e.g., open communication, supportiveness, and
cohesiveness). Group social capital is not in-
tended to negate previous research on intra-
group and intergroup relationships. Rather, it
enhances our understanding of processes lead-
ing to effectiveness by considering relation-
ships both within and outside the group that are
used for both task-related and maintenance pur-
poses. The group social capital construct pushes
us to ask questions like “Does improving intra-
group cohesiveness negatively affect group ef-
fectiveness because it reduces the possibility for
intergroup bridging relationships?”

We expect that greater group social capital
resources will make it easier for members’ goals
and needs to be met, make the group more likely
to want to come together again in the future,
and, ultimately, allow the group to reach its goal
more easily and with better results. However,
we emphasize that there are multiple conduits
through which group social capital resources
flow and that maximizing the flow of resources
through one conduit at the expense of other con-
duits is counterproductive. Thus, group social
capital needs to be understood from an optimal
configuration perspective: it is the overall bal-
ance of relationships that leads to the maximum
flow of group social capital resources. There are
relationships that reach across hierarchical lev-
els within the group as well as outside the
group, there are relationships that reach across
different horizontal boundaries within the group
(such as subgroups) and outside the group (such
as departments), and there is an interplay be-
tween formal and informal relationships across
all these levels. The group must have all of
these relationships in order to maximize group
social capital resources and, ultimately, to im-
prove group effectiveness (see Figure 1; the x in
the circle denotes the tradeoffs implied in an
optimal configuration perspective).

Our arguments on group social capital are
broadly but not universally applicable. Our full
model is most useful for groups in which the
following elements are present: awareness of
the group’s existence, a salient group boundary
perceived by its members, at least moderately
complex and interdependent tasks, a team
leader, regular and frequent interaction, a
higher level of intragroup interaction than inter-
group interaction, and group size large enough
to have subgroups (at least five members). In
contrast, a “team” of sales personnel or tele-
phone operators who have little more than
pooled interdependence (Thompson, 1967) of
their individual performances is less likely to fit
our model. Similarly, certain types of virtual or
globally distributed teams where there is little
intragroup interaction, and where the members
might not even view themselves as being part of
a group or team (Armstrong & Cole, 1996), are
less likely to fit our full model. We recognize that
the use of these types of teams is growing, but
they still remain a small minority of teams in
organizational structure, and many aspects of
our model would apply even to these teams.
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Although we use a software development team
as a continuing example in this paper, our
model is broadly applicable across a wide vari-
ety of groups, including new product develop-
ment teams, task forces, professional support
groups (e.g., information technology groups), or-
ganizational subunits (e.g., departments), and
process teams (see Napier & Gershenfeld, 1999,
for a typology of groups).

GROUP SOCIAL CAPITAL CONDUITS

In social capital research, two main conduits
through which social capital resources flow
have been suggested: closure relationships and
bridging relationships (Burt, 2000). Through the
closure mechanism, group members connected
by strong relationship ties benefit from embed-
ded and dense networks in a closed group
(Coleman, 1988, 1990). The brokerage mecha-
nism, in contrast, emphasizes the importance of
bridging ties connecting different people.

Closure Conduits

A group’s level of closure is defined by the
characteristics of the relationships among

group members and by the overall social net-
work properties of the group. In strong-closure
(“closed”) groups, group members are connected
by strong, positive, multiplex, and reciprocated
relationship ties; there is a relative lack of neg-
ative relationship ties; and the group’s overall
network is, thus, very dense. For example, a soft-
ware development team that is composed of a
close-knit group of friends who enjoy both inter-
acting in the workplace and seeing each other
socially after work is more likely to establish
norms and to have members build trust in each
other more readily (Krackhardt, 1992; Verbrugge,
1979), thus creating a web of social exchange
within the group (Levine, 1991). The dense,
strong-closure group should benefit from
greater cooperation, greater conformity to
agreed upon norms, greater information shar-
ing, and less tendency to engage in social loaf-
ing and opportunism, thereby leading to better
group effectiveness.

However, contrary to previous studies sug-
gesting simple positive linear relationships be-
tween network density and performance (e.g.,
Reagans & Zuckerman, 2001; Sparrowe, Liden,
Wayne, & Kraimer, 2001), we argue that exces-
sive group closure may negatively affect group

FIGURE 1
Model of Group Social Capital

a The x in the circle denotes the tradeoffs implied in an optimal configuration perspective.
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social capital resources and, ultimately, group
effectiveness. The software development team
connected by strong and multiplex ties tends to
have mainly similar and redundant information
available to it (e.g., Burt, 1992; Gargiulo & Be-
nassi, 2000). Strong-closure groups can constrain
individual group members’ contacts with di-
verse others outside and can restrict access to
more varied resources and innovative informa-
tion available beyond the closed group (Hansen,
Mors, & Løvås, 2005; Portes & Sensenbrenner,
1993). Similarly, positive ingroup biases and
negative outgroup biases possibly generated in
the tightly knit group limit the absorption of
innovative external information (cf. Coser, 1956;
Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Simmel, 1955; Tajfel &
Turner, 1985). Thus, it is at moderate levels of
group closure—that is, where moderate num-
bers of positive relationships are strong, multi-
plex, and reciprocated and few or no negative
relationships exist—that group social capital re-
sources will be maximized.

Proposition 1: Group closure will have
an inverted U-shaped relationship
with group social capital resources,
which are maximized at a moderate
level of closure.

Bridging Conduits: Crossing Internal/External
and Vertical/Horizontal Boundaries

The brokerage mechanism emphasizes the
importance of relationships that bridge struc-
tural holes—that is, gaps between disconnected
people. These structural holes exist because in-
dividuals are differentiated according to their

positions in the organization’s formal and infor-
mal structure (Blau, 1969), and these differences
can be captured using a two-dimensional typol-
ogy. The first dimension shows whether the in-
dividuals are vertically differentiated (e.g., the
person occupying the node is in a leader ver-
sus follower position) or whether they are hor-
izontally differentiated (e.g., the person is in a
different functional department or subgroup).
The second dimension differentiates between
intragroup and intergroup relationships. Com-
bining these two dimensions creates a two-by-
two matrix (see Figure 2), which captures the
various boundaries that bridging relationships
can span within the group and the organization
in which it is embedded. Only by considering all
of these group boundaries can we accurately
gauge the level of resources made available
through bridging relationships.

Quadrant 1: Intragroup vertical bridging rela-
tionships. Organizations impose vertical differ-
entiation on groups, such as software develop-
ment teams, by assigning a formal leader. The
groups themselves also create informal intra-
group vertical differentiation through their in-
teraction patterns. That is, as certain individu-
als become more central to the interaction
patterns of the group (e.g., through advice giv-
ing), they become informal leaders (Freeman,
Roeder, & Mulholland, 1980). Formal and infor-
mal leaders have access to different types of
power and resources. The formal leader repre-
sents access to power and resources at the
higher levels of the organization and knowledge
of the organization’s formal goals (Etzioni, 1965).
The informal leader understands the goals and

FIGURE 2
Typology of Bridging Conduits for Group Social Capital Resources
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needs of followers, has access to resources and
followership (or acquiescence) within the group
(Mechanic, 1962; Meindl, 1995), and has power
and control over those resources (Brass &
Burkhardt, 1992; Fernandez, 1991; Freeman, 1979;
Knoke & Burt, 1983). Further, informal leaders
perceive their groups’ attitudes toward group-
relevant issues more accurately than other
group members (Chowdhry & Newcomb, 1952)
and, thus, play a critical role as opinion leaders
for the important issues in the group.

An effective group can quickly bridge the mul-
tiple levels of power to access the proper re-
sources and different goals and needs from or-
ganizations and followers and can bring them to
bear on improving group performance. For ex-
ample, the software team’s formal leader can
gain more varied information on the issues af-
fecting developers via the informal leader. The
formal leader can also communicate his or her
opinions and ideas to followers both directly
and through the informal leader, and he or she
can even persuade other followers on important
issues with the help of informal leaders (March
& Sevon, 1988). Thus, group social capital re-
sources will be highest when the dyadic rela-
tionship between the formal leader and the in-
formal leader is strongest. As the tie between
the formal and informal leader becomes less
reciprocated, less multiplex, less frequent, or
negative in valence, the tie becomes weaker
and group social capital resources will suffer.

Proposition 2a: The stronger, more
multiplex, more reciprocated, and
more positive the dyadic relationship
between the group’s formal leader
and its informal leader, the greater
group social capital resources there
will be.

There is also the possibility that the same
person occupies the formal and informal leader-
ship roles. This indicates that, for example, the
software team leader has successfully bridged
the formal and imposed goals from the upper
level of the organization and the informal and
personal goals and needs of followers within
the groups. On the formal side, the leader
spends time and energy pursuing important ex-
ternal ties that will assist in gaining needed
resources for the group and in shaping the over-
all goals of the organization. On the informal
side, group members will be more likely to trust,

to follow, and to exert greater effort on behalf of
the leader and the group as a whole. Thus, lead-
ers who combine formal leadership roles with
informal ones tend to be more effective
(Balkundi & Harrison, in press; Barnes & Kriger,
1986; Etzioni, 1965). This arrangement makes
group social capital more “liquid,” in the sense
that the leader knows he or she can tap into
potential resources more quickly than in a situ-
ation where a negotiation with the informal
leader is necessary.

Proposition 2b: If a group’s formal
leader is also the group’s informal
leader, group social capital resources
will be greater than in groups in
which different members occupy those
roles.

Quadrant 2: Intragroup horizontal bridging re-
lationships. A group can also become differen-
tiated horizontally into subgroups based on the
different interests and needs of its members
(Alba, 1973; Frank & Yasumoto, 1998; Tichy, 1973).
Formal differentiation occurs when a leader im-
poses subgroups by creating a division of la-
bor—for example, by focusing some developers
on designing and others on testing. Informal
differentiation occurs when the members’ inter-
actions emergently form social cliques within
the group, with only some group members shar-
ing social ties. The introduction of formal or
informal horizontal differentiation brings with it
an increase in the need for an integrator—the
team leader—as a focal point in the group. The
leader’s role is to be an integrator across the
many contributions of the group members that
bring the group toward task completion and in-
dividual growth.

A leader’s ability to connect various sub-
groups determines the overall effectiveness of
the group. Given limited time, attention, and
resources, the leader needs to develop ties with
these formal and informal subgroups in the
most effective way. From a bridging perspec-
tive, the greater the number of different sub-
groups to which the leader has access through
at least one person, the greater the diversity of
information and social support to which the
leader has access (Snijders, 1999). Thus, an effi-
cient way for the leader to quickly access infor-
mation and resources in the various subgroups
within the group is to establish ties with at least
one person in each subgroup (Krackhardt &
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Brass, 1994). If the leader has redundant ties
with people in only one or two subgroups, the
followers in the subgroups that are not con-
nected to the leader may be dissatisfied (Krack-
hardt & Brass, 1994). The fragmented group can
suffer from a lack of communication and in-
creasing conflict, resulting in lower group per-
formance. Thus, because it is unlikely that the
formal leader will have a strong relationship
with every member of the group (Graen & Uhl-
Bien, 1995), his or her ability to maintain a strong
relationship with at least one member of each
formal or informal subgroup within the group
(particularly if the strong relationship is with
the subgroup’s informal leader) will enhance
overall group social capital.

Proposition 3: Groups in which formal
leaders have strong, multiplex, recip-
rocated positive relationships with at
least one member of each subgroup
will have greater overall group social
capital resources than groups in
which formal leaders are not con-
nected to all of the subgroups.

Quadrant 3: Intergroup horizontal bridging re-
lationships. Because groups exist in the broader
social structure of the organization, we need to
consider the group’s boundary-spanning activi-
ties, which are critical determinants of a group’s
social capital resources and, ultimately, its ef-
fectiveness (Ancona, 1990; Geletkanycz & Ham-
brick, 1997; Gruenfeld, Matorana, & Fan, 2000;
Tushman, 1977). Groups that communicate more
frequently with different people in outside
groups have greater access to actual and poten-
tial resources outside the group (e.g., Hansen,
1999; Tsai, 2001). For example, a software devel-
opment team that has quick access to timely
information, diverse ideas, and critical instru-
mental, political, and emotional resources and
that has built up trust credits in its intergroup
relationships because of its external connec-
tions to diverse groups, such as other software
teams, marketing groups, and sales groups, is
more likely to come up with creative decisions
and to gain leverage over those outside groups
through its broker position, resulting in better
performance (Ancona, 1993; Ancona & Caldwell,
1992; Milliken & Martins, 1996). Thus, we expect
that the group whose members are connected to
a broader range of nonredundant outside

groups will tend to have more group social cap-
ital resources.

Proposition 4a: Groups with a broader
range of positive nonredundant rela-
tionships to other groups will have
greater group social capital resources
compared to groups with a narrower
range of external relationships.

We also need to consider the mechanism
through which those external resources are
brought into the group and processed. For exam-
ple, if all of the software development team’s
external ties are more concentrated in a small
number of group members, or just one group
member, the remaining group members might
become insulated from diverse information and
opinions available externally. This insulation of
the group from its environment invites more ho-
mogeneity of ideas and, thus, reduces its overall
decision-making capacity (Hensley & Griffin,
1986; McCauley, 1989). It also slows down the
flow of information between external groups
(e.g., other software development teams, mar-
keting and sales groups) and members of the
group who might directly need the information.
Further, the group becomes excessively reliant
on one person or a small set of group members
to interpret the external information and re-
sources from other parts of the organization and
has fewer alternatives in decision making (Moor-
head & Montanari, 1986).

Previous network research supports this argu-
ment, suggesting that, for complex and uncer-
tain tasks that are characteristic of most modern
groups, centralized communication networks
where few members dominate the information
flow should be avoided (Brass, 1985; Shaw, 1964;
Sparrowe et al., 2001). We extend this idea to the
realm of intergroup relationships. We propose
that concentrating external ties in a few hands
will be detrimental to overall group social cap-
ital resources and, ultimately, to group effective-
ness.

Proposition 4b: Groups whose positive
nonredundant external relationships
are distributed among more members
will have greater group social capital
resources compared to groups where
those relationships are concentrated
in a smaller number of group mem-
bers.
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Quadrant 4: Intergroup vertical bridging rela-
tionships. Having diverse external ties is impor-
tant, but having specific external ties to people
who have the power to influence the focal group
is also important. Every organization has a dom-
inant coalition of powerful actors (Thompson,
1967), and connections to that dominant coali-
tion facilitate one’s ability to upwardly influ-
ence and to gather needed resources in a timely
manner to accomplish tasks (cf. Brass, 1984;
Seibert et al., 2001). While this is true for indi-
viduals, it is also true for the group as a whole.
For example, a software development team,
through its members, must be able to access the
dominant coalition in the organization. These
boundary management activities facilitate the
group’s ability to absorb outside political pres-
sure, protect the group from external threat, co-
ordinate and negotiate with outsiders, and, ulti-
mately, allow it to be more successful (Ancona,
1993; Ancona & Caldwell, 1992). This effect might
be particularly important because members of
an organization’s dominant coalition tend to
have the ability to act quickly and with broader
latitude, making this a very liquid source of
group social capital resources. Therefore, we ar-
gue that groups whose members are connected
to a greater number of powerful actors in the
organization’s dominant coalition have greater
social capital resources and will ultimately be
more effective than those with fewer such ties.

Proposition 5a: Groups with more pos-
itive relationships with formal higher-
ups will have greater group social
capital resources than groups with
fewer positive relationships with for-
mal higher-ups.

Beyond ties to formal higher-ups, ties with
informal leaders in other groups are also crucial
conduits for resources. Because of their central
network position in the organization, informal
leaders have access to power and hold the abil-
ity to facilitate change and to provide necessary
resources and assistance when it is critical
(Brass, 1992; Brass & Burkhardt, 1992). Access to
these informal leaders in other groups facili-
tates a group’s ability to engage lower-level
workers from other groups when necessary
(Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). For example, if a
task force is trying to reengineer the software
development process in a company, the ability
of the members to tap into informal leaders in

various groups that need to be involved in soft-
ware development (e.g., marketing and sales
groups) will allow them to gain important infor-
mation, as well as reduce the possibility of re-
sistance from lower-level workers to any change
that might need to be implemented in the pro-
cess. In Proposition 4a we argued that a group’s
external ties to another group will increase so-
cial capital resources, without distinguishing
who is on the other end of the tie. Here we are
arguing that when those external ties are to
individuals that are more central to those exter-
nal groups, the focal group’s social capital re-
sources and, ultimately, its performance are
more greatly enhanced.

Proposition 5b: Groups with more pos-
itive relationships with more informal
leaders in other groups will have
greater group social capital resources
than groups whose positive external
connections are to more peripheral in-
dividuals.

Power is not generally a zero-sum game in
most organizations, so the more people who
have access to power, the greater power every-
one has (Lawler, 1993; Tannenbaum, 1968). In
groups where ties to powerful individuals are
brokered through a small number of individuals,
or even just one individual, the other members
will have little access to power, which can slow
down their ability to get work done. If, however,
access to power is distributed more evenly, the
group as a whole has greater power, as do all
the individuals within the group (with the pos-
sible exception of the former leader).

This scenario allows the group to manage its
boundary more effectively. The group boundary
management activities we mentioned earlier
(e.g., absorbing outside political pressure, pro-
tecting the group from external threat, and coor-
dinating and negotiating with outsiders) can oc-
cur more quickly, because there are multiple
conduits for the necessary resources to flow into
the group. For example, the developers on a
software team might need quick access to travel
funds to get a better understanding of how soft-
ware is used on a factory floor. Having many
developers with direct ties to powerful individ-
uals in the organization will facilitate fast ac-
cess to those funds compared with a team where
the team leader is the only person with access to
powerful individuals. We argue that when there
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are low power access differences in a group, the
group will have more group social capital re-
sources, whereas when there are high power
access differences in a group, the group will
have fewer group social capital resources.

Proposition 5c: Groups whose positive
external relationships with formal
higher-ups and informal leaders are
distributed among more members will
have greater group social capital re-
sources compared to groups whose
positive ties to formal higher-ups and
informal leaders are concentrated in
fewer members.

Past Relationships As Group Social Capital
Conduits

All of the above bridging conduits point to-
ward existing relationships. The next step in
social capital research is to consider the possi-
bility that the bridging conduits of group social
capital mentioned above have a “stickiness” to
them that moves beyond the current group mem-
bers’ ties. For example, it is possible that a de-
veloper in the software development team has a
very strong relationship with a member of the
dominant coalition and creates a great amount
of trust for the activities of the team. Even after
that developer departs the group, or even the
organization, the group might be able to tap that
now nonexistent link.

Most current views of social capital consider
the social capital to be gone when an individual
leaves, because the tendency has been to ap-
proach group social capital as the aggregate of
the social capital of its members (e.g., Burt, 2000).
But we argue that group social capital is a prop-
erty of the group itself, and, as such, even past
relationships held by former members can pro-
vide social capital resources (Soda, Usai, & Za-
heer, 2004). Intergroup relationship ties that
were positive and were severed on good terms
(e.g., because someone retired or took a job in a
different organization) might still provide poten-
tial access to such benefits as political support
when needed.

There are, however, some caveats to this ar-
gument. First, these “residual” ties are likely to
be more tenuous and are not likely to last long if
current group members do not transform them to
direct ties. Second, we do not expect that these

past relationships will provide as many group
social capital resources as existing relation-
ships. They will probably not be as “liquid,” in
the sense that while a former link might provide
the current group members access to political
support, that political support might take longer
to mobilize than if the dyadic relationship were
still intact. The final caveat is that if the rela-
tionship was severed because it turned into a
negative relationship (i.e., where one party be-
gan to dislike the other), group social capital
resources would be harmed rather than helped
(e.g., Brass & Labianca, 1999; Labianca & Brass,
2006).

Proposition 6: Groups with access to
important bridging relationships
through recent former members will
have greater group social capital re-
sources than groups where these rela-
tionships are lacking.

Optimal Configuration of Closure and
Bridging Conduits

The tendency in social capital research has
been either to examine the closure and bridging
conduits separately or to pit the two in a “horse
race” to see which is a better predictor of the
phenomenon of interest (cf. Burt, 1987). We be-
lieve that a more complex, multilevel model is
necessary to understand group social capital.
The ideal is a group where all group members
are tightly connected to one another, as well as
to everyone else in the organization, because
these large, dense networks will allow more so-
cial capital resources to flow to group members.
Unfortunately, there is a limit to the time and
attention that group members can spend on cul-
tivating and maintaining relationships. Thus,
we have argued that closure conduits will have
an inverted U relationship with social capital
resources and that the four bridging conduits
will each have positive linear relationships with
social capital resources.

Ultimately, the optimal mix of the closure con-
duits and the four bridging conduits we have
described must be maintained for the group to
maximize its group social capital resources (see
Figure 3). At one extreme, maximizing the clo-
sure conduits that encourage intragroup inte-
gration and particularly enhance expressive re-
sources, such as mutual trust within the group,
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will, to some extent, make the maintenance of
large numbers of bridging ties difficult by draw-
ing a member’s social focus internally to the
group, thus depriving the group of such instru-
mental resources as political support from the
dominant coalition (see Figure 3, left side). At
the other extreme, maximizing the bridging con-
duits that particularly enhance such instrumen-
tal resources as information and political sup-
port will deprive the group of the closure that
can enhance intragroup integration and mutual
trust (see Figure 3, right side). Members of this
type of group might not be willing to use their
personal networks to assist their group because
they might not feel emotionally invested enough
in the group (Adler & Kwon, 2002). The optimal
profile would be a group where there is moder-
ate closure within the group, the group’s formal
and informal leadership roles are either fulfilled
by the same person or by closely connected in-
dividuals, the formal leader has close connec-
tions to each of the group’s subgroups, various
group members have nonredundant external
ties to a diverse range of other groups in the
organization, and members have ties to influen-
tial dominant coalition members whom they can
count on for political support as needed (see
Figure 3, center).

Proposition 7: Groups with the optimal
configuration of closure conduits and
the four bridging conduits (moderate

level of closure conduits and high
level of bridging conduits) will have
the most group social capital re-
sources and, ultimately, the maximum
group effectiveness.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

We have suggested a multilevel optimal con-
figuration model of group social capital where
at least minimal levels of the different closure
and bridging conduits through which group so-
cial capital resources flow must be maintained
in order, ultimately, to maximize group effec-
tiveness. We identified vertical and horizontal
and intragroup and intergroup boundaries that
must be bridged to maximize group social cap-
ital resources. Doing so allowed us to contribute
to the group boundary management literature
(Ancona, 1993; Gladstein, 1984) by specifying
multiple levels of group boundaries.

We believe that our approach has implica-
tions for the study of structural holes in a group
setting, because it introduces the problem of
entitivity (Shaw, 1976) to social capital theory.
Burt (2000) argues that structural holes appear
between any two disconnected groups. How-
ever, this ignores the fact that groups create
boundaries that are both cognitive and real, that
are meaningful to the members, and that affect
subsequent identification and behaviors (cf.

FIGURE 3
Illustration of Group’s Social Capital Conduits
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Krackhardt, 1999). Thus, being an “entrepreneur”
between different groups in an organization,
which is Burt’s usual brokerage metaphor, is
different from being an “intrapreneur” who is
bridging interactions across subgroups embed-
ded in a group. Those subgroups might have
more fuzzy boundaries and little to no aware-
ness of their existence, which makes the task of
bridging the structural hole different. The possi-
bility of ingroup/outgroup bias, for example, is
higher when the group boundary is more sa-
lient; thus, the entrepreneur might have to ne-
gotiate around legitimacy issues to a greater
degree, or deal with intergroup conflict more at
the intergroup level. At the intragroup level, the
intrapreneur might have to deal more with is-
sues of interpersonal differences or conflicts.
These different types of holes therefore require
different sets of skills and sensitivities for bro-
kers, and this might be a fruitful future avenue
of research.

Methodological Considerations

Testing our model requires access to an orga-
nization or set of organizations having a large
number of groups, such as new product devel-
opment teams (see Hansen, 1999, and Sparrowe
et al., 2001). Data could be collected using a
modified egocentric-total network approach
where the researchers collect a total intragroup
network and an egocentric intergroup network
(Wasserman & Faust, 1994). For example, within
the group, researchers can provide a group
membership roster and ask respondents to de-
scribe each relationship, allowing the research-
ers to calculate group closure (tie strength, va-
lence, multiplexity, and reciprocity), as well as
to identify cliques and informal leaders. For in-
tergroup bridging ties, respondents can identify
individuals outside the group with whom they
have relationships that convey social capital
resources (e.g., information, political support,
emotional support) and can report that external
contact’s group affiliation (e.g., Finance, HR,
software development team D).

Network questions should include instrumen-
tal and expressive questions that tap into both
dyadic relationship conduits and individuals’
assessments of group-level social capital re-
sources. Subgroups can be determined by con-
ducting clique analyses that are available
through UCINET, a social network analysis soft-

ware package (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman,
2003). The diversity of a group’s social ties can
be operationalized using the concept of “range”
(Burt, 1983). We also recommend collecting some
past relationships data to determine the extent
to which these ties might provide the group with
enhanced social capital resources. These rela-
tionships can be accessed either through a lon-
gitudinal study of teams or by asking group
members retrospective questions.

Managerial Implications

We believe that group social capital is mal-
leable. The first step in managing a group’s
social capital is uncovering group members’ so-
cial ties. Previous research suggests that people
are poor at identifying other people’s social ties
(e.g., Marsden, 1990), so providing group mem-
bers with information about each other’s social
contacts, as is done in some knowledge man-
agement databases, would allow members to
access needed resources more quickly through
indirect ties. Second, managers can assess a
group’s configuration of ties using our model.
For example, does the software development
team have ties to top management, to other or-
ganizational groups, and to informal leaders in
other groups? Are these bridging ties concen-
trated too heavily in one person, or are they
spread across multiple group members? Is the
formal team leader also the informal leader, or
does the formal leader at least have a strong
relationship with the informal leader? Are there
any subgroups within the team with which the
manager needs to create a tie? Are there rela-
tionships that the group recently lost through
group member turnover that need to be reiniti-
ated, before the tie is lost forever? Is the leader
asking about these ties in exit interviews? Fi-
nally, if the group is found to be lacking in
certain types of ties, members can be actively
encouraged to develop those ties or find addi-
tional members with the necessary ties.

Conclusion

There are multiple conduits for group social
capital resources, and we need to consider them
together in more complex models that acknowl-
edge that social capital belongs to the group as
a whole, not simply to its individuals. Having
too much of one source of group social capital
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(e.g., external relationships to the dominant co-
alition) while having too little of another source
(e.g., strong closure within the group) can nega-
tively affect the group’s social capital resources.
Understanding the conduits for group social
capital resources involves thinking more deeply
about the way individuals and subgroups are
embedded in groups and groups are embedded
in organizations, and the way that the formal
and informal structures of groups and organiza-
tions interact.
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