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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Social capital is one of the foundational
concepts in contemporary social sciences,
referring to  networks of social
relationships, mutual trust, shared norms,
and social participation among individuals
and groups. In recent decades, it has been
recognized as a key factor in social
development, social cohesion, and the
quality of citizens' lives. Strong social
capital facilitates cooperation, civic
participation, and trust, whereas its
weakness can lead to individualism,
distrust, and reduced social participation.
Bourdieu conceptualizes social capital as
the aggregate of actual or potential
resources linked to the possession of a

durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition—in other
words, membership in a group that
provides each member with the backing of
collectively owned capital and makes
them worthy of “credit" (Tajbakhsh, 2013:
147). Coleman treats social capital not as a
single entity but as a variety of different
entities sharing two characteristics: they
all consist of some aspect of social
structure, and they facilitate certain actions
of individuals who are within that structure
(Coleman, 1998: 462). Fukuyama defines
social capital as the set of informal values
or norms shared among members of a
group that permits cooperation among
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them and reduces the costs of transactions
and communication (Fukuyama, 2003: 9).

In organizational literature, social capital
Is typically differentiated into three
dimensions: structural, cognitive, and
relational. The structural dimension refers
to objective patterns of relationships,
networks, and ties among individuals; the
cognitive dimension concerns shared
understanding, language, narratives, and
meanings; and the relational dimension
encompasses the quality of relationships,
trust, commitment, and norms of
cooperation. In the academic environment,
these dimensions manifest in scientific
associations, student organizations, inter-
university collaboration networks, and
sports circles (structural); in a sense of
academic identity, shared beliefs about the
mission of science, and trust in the
university institution (cognitive); and in
the quality of faculty-student
relationships, interdisciplinary
cooperation, and commitment to shared
departmental goals (relational).

Sport, as an inclusive social arena, has a
particular capacity for producing and
rebuilding social capital. University clubs,
associations, and sports groups provide a
space where individuals from
heterogeneous groups interact outside
formal hierarchies. Qualitative research on
community sports clubs shows that
participation generates specific structural
features: networks, a sense of community,
norms, and social adjustment. In post-
crisis societies, the structural weakness of
social capital—particularly in its bridging
and linking dimensions—is the most
significant obstacle to transforming sport
management into an effective tool for

sustainable social cohesion. A case study
of post-ISIS Irag shows that the
dominance of bonding ties not only fails to
create cohesion but can exacerbate ethnic
tensions within sports structures and
prevent the formation of inclusive
networks (Jassim & Salimi, 2026). The
question, therefore, is what mechanisms
can redirect sport from reproducing
divides toward rebuilding bridging ties.

The answer can be sought in the role of
civil society organizations. Civil society
organizations refer to the sphere between
state and market where citizens act
voluntarily and independently of formal
power  structures in  associations,
organizations, and civic formations
(Edwards, 2014). By providing platforms
for voluntary participation, social
interaction, collective activities, and a
sense of social responsibility, these
organizations can foster trust-based and
cooperative relationships. In the academic
environment,  scientific  associations,
student groups, sports associations, and
cultural centers are instances of civil
society organizations. They strengthen the
structural dimension of social capital by
creating horizontal networks among
students and faculty, and rebuild its
cognitive dimension by producing shared
meanings, collective identity, and mutual
trust. Putnam argues that participation in
associations and voluntary organizations
leads to the formation of horizontal social
networks, increased social trust, and
strengthened social cooperation (Putnam,
2000). Accordingly, active membership
and participation in civil society
organizations is one of the most important
indicators of social capital production.
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However, recent social, cultural, and
economic transformations have changed
patterns of social interaction and civic
participation among young people. In such
conditions, the question of "collapse™ and
"reconstruction” of social capital in the
academic community becomes doubly
important. The term collapse here denotes
the gradual erosion of social capital:
reduced institutional trust, weakened
voluntary participation in university sports
activities, and a gap between formal
university sports structures and informal
collaboration networks among students
and faculty. Empirical evidence on the
state of social capital in Iran confirms this
erosion. An analysis of the fifth (2005) and
seventh (2020) waves of the World Values
Survey shows that although trust in public
institutions increased from 41.4% to 68%,
other components of social capital—such
as generalized trust, civic honesty, and
active membership in non-governmental
organizations—have declined. In 2020,
about 85% of respondents considered
people generally untrustworthy, and
nearly 90% reported no active
membership in civil society organizations
(Navazeni & Harsij, 2026). This pattern
indicates that social capital in Iran has
appeared mainly in the form of in-group
relations and closed identities—a pattern
that, in Putnam’s terms, undermines the
expansion of bridging social capital and
broader social cohesion. At the university
level, research also shows that students'
social participation in some universities is
lower than the national level, and
institutional trust in the university is
evaluated lower than in other institutions.

In the field of sport, this erosion has
specific consequences. Research shows
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that a decline in social capital in society
has negative consequences for sports
participation, and any reduction in social
networks, trust, and norms of cooperation
affects individuals' participation in sports
activities (Zhu & Kaplanidou, 2018;
Eslami Marznakalate et al., 2013). A study
on the relationship between social capital
and  sports  participation  among
adolescents showed that among various
dimensions of social capital, social
participation significantly affects sports
participation, and overall, social capital
explained a considerable portion of the
variance in sports participation. These
findings indicate that the collapse of social
capital is not merely an abstract issue but
an practical obstacle to  sports
participation—and  consequently,  to
rebuilding social ties through sport.

Under such conditions, "reconstruction™
means restoring sport's capacity to play a
bridging and Cross-group role.
International evidence shows that civil
society  organizations in  post-crisis
contexts, when they can provide safe
spaces for interaction among
heterogeneous groups, play an effective
role in rebuilding social ties (Gao et al.,
2014). A notable example is Community
Building Mitrovica (CBM) in Kosovo,
established after the 1998-1999 war as the
first grassroots civil society organization
in Mitrovica. By creating safe spaces for
interaction between Albanian and Serbian
youth—through programs such as the
Mitrovica Rock School, which brings
together Serbian, Albanian, Macedonian,
and Roma youth—CBM was able to
reduce the trust gap among ethnic groups
and create sustainable patterns of
cooperation (CBM, 2023; CBM, 2025).
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This experience shows that rebuilding
social capital through joint activities—
including sports—is effective when civil
society organizations can facilitate
repeated and meaningful interactions
among heterogeneous groups.

In the context of university sport,
empirical  evidence  suggests that
participation in university sports activities
can create strong social networks and a
sense of collective participation and,
through the influence of social norms,
encourage individuals to be more active. A
systematic review of research on the role
of social capital in students' physical
activity showed that most network- and
support-based forms of social capital—
including emotional, informational, and
practical support—have a positive and
significant effect on students’ physical
activity, and this effect operates through
mechanisms such as modeling, social
norms, emotional support, and information
diffusion (Gao et al., 2024; Marlier et al.,
2015). These findings provide an
important empirical basis for the argument
that rebuilding social capital in the
university sports community is not merely
anormative ideal but a measurable process
dependent on the quality of relationships
and participation structures.

Nevertheless, direct evidence assessing
the role of sports civil society
organizations in rebuilding social capital
in Iranian universities is very limited.
Domestic research has focused more on
measuring the relationship between social
capital and sports participation among
adolescents or athletes than on the role of
civil society organizations as an
independent variable in the reconstruction

process. To fill this gap, the present study
not only considers the overall relationship
between social capital and sports
participation  but also  specifically
examines the role of sports civil society
organizations in two dimensions—
structural (bridging network-building and
a platform for voluntary participation) and
cognitive (generation of trust, norms of
cooperation, and shared meanings)—in
the university sports community, focusing
on Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran
Province. These universities, due to their
breadth, diversity of student population,
and important role in higher education,
provide a suitable context for studying this
process. They bring together a wide range
of students with different social, cultural,
and economic backgrounds and, at the
same time, have a high capacity for
voluntary sports activities. Accordingly,
the main research question is: what role do
civil society organizations play in
rebuilding social capital and its structural—
cognitive dimensions in the university
sports community, and how is this role
evaluated from the perspective of lecturers
and undergraduate students at Islamic
Azad Universities in Tehran Province?
The overall aim is to investigate the role of
civil society organizations in rebuilding
social capital in the university sports
community, with sub-aims including
examining the effect of these
organizations' activities on social trust,
social participation, social networks,
social cohesion, and norms of cooperation,
as well as examining the views of lecturers
and students regarding this role.

The significance of this research can be
explained from several aspects. First,
social capital is a key element in
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strengthening  social  cohesion and
sustainable development, and societies
with higher levels of social capital
typically enjoy greater social trust, civic
participation, and social cooperation.
Second, young people, as one of the most
important human resources of society,
play a fundamental role in the country's
social, cultural, and economic future, and
strengthening social capital among them
can pave the way for their more active
participation in social and civic activities.
Third, civil society organizations, as
independent and participation-oriented
institutions, can play an important role in
strengthening social relationships and
increasing social trust, and examining their
role in rebuilding social capital can help
better understand the existing capacities in
society  for  strengthening civic
participation. Fourth, sport, as an inclusive
and low-cost arena, has a high capacity for
creating cross-group interactions and
rebuilding social ties, and studying it in the
university context can help policymakers
design more effective programs.

Materials and Methods

This study is applied in terms of purpose
and descriptive-correlational in terms of
method. Quantitative methods were used
for data collection and analysis. The
statistical population consisted of all
lecturers and undergraduate students at
Islamic Azad Universities in Tehran
Province who participated in university
sports activities (including public sports,
championship  sports, student sports
associations, and extracurricular sports
programs) or were involved in these
activities at the time of the research. Using
Cochran's formula, the sample size was
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estimated at 384; after distributing the
questionnaires, 380 valid questionnaires
were analyzed, yielding a return rate of
98.9%. Stratified random sampling was
used: the population was divided into two
main strata—Ilecturers and undergraduate
students—and samples were randomly
selected from each stratum according to its
share in the population.

A researcher-made questionnaire was
used, consisting of two main sections. The
first  section covered demographic
questions (gender, status as
lecturer/student, sports activity
background, and level of participation in
university sports activities). The second
section contained items related to the
research variables on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree), covering two main constructs: (a)
sports civil society organizations, with
four dimensions—civic participation,
awareness and knowledge, trust in civil
society organizations, and effectiveness of
civil society organizations; and (b) social
capital, with five dimensions—social trust,
social participation, social networks,
cohesion and solidarity, and responsibility
(norms of cooperation).

Content validity was confirmed by five
experts in sociology, sports management,
and research methodology. Construct
validity = was  examined  through
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in
LISREL, and reliability was confirmed
using Cronbach's alpha (0.87 for the civil
society organizations construct and 0.91
for the social capital construct). A two-
round Delphi technique was used to
identify and validate the dimensions and
components of the two constructs, with 20
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experts in sociology, social sciences, and
sports management selected purposefully.
The first round used an open-ended
questionnaire to extract components, and
the second round used a closed-ended
questionnaire with a Likert scale for
consensus measurement; the consensus
criterion was a Kendall's coefficient of
concordance above 0.7.

Data analysis was conducted at both
descriptive and inferential levels using
SPSS and LISREL. At the descriptive
level, mean, standard deviation,
frequency, and percentage were used to
describe the demographic characteristics
of the sample and the status of the main
research constructs. At the inferential
level, the normality of data distribution
was first examined using the Shapiro-Wilk
test; due to non-normality, Spearman's
correlation coefficient was used to
examine the relationship between the
dimensions of sports civil society
organizations and the dimensions of social
capital. The Friedman test was used to
rank the influential factors, and
confirmatory factor analysis in LISREL
was used to assess the fit of the
measurement model and  construct
validity. The significance level was set at
0.05 in all tests, and the research
hypotheses were tested based on the
obtained correlation coefficients.

Findings

The sample consisted of 380 lecturers and
undergraduate students at Islamic Azad
Universities in Tehran Province: 209
(55%) were male and 171 (45%) were
female; 76 (20%) were lecturers and 304
(80%) were students. Descriptive findings
showed that the mean score for the sports

civil society organizations construct was
3.86 (SD =0.62) and for social capital was
3.74 (SD = 0.58), both above the midpoint.
Among the dimensions of civil society
organizations, effectiveness of CSOs (M =
3.90, SD = 0.59) and trust in CSOs (M =
3.85, SD = 0.65) had the highest means,
while awareness and knowledge (M =
3.42, SD = 0.78) had the lowest. Among
the dimensions of social capital, cohesion
and solidarity (M = 3.88, SD = 0.61) had
the highest mean and social trust (M =
3.62, SD = 0.68) the lowest. Standard
deviations ranged from 0.58 to 0.78,
indicating relatively balanced response
dispersion and acceptable agreement
among respondents.

Confirmatory factor analysis in LISREL
indicated a good fit of the measurement
model, with all standardized factor
loadings at acceptable levels. In the civil
society organizations construct, trust in
CSOs had the highest factor loading
(0.84), followed by effectiveness of CSOs
(0.81), civic participation (0.78), and
awareness and knowledge (0.72). In the
social capital construct, social networks
had the highest factor loading (0.82),
followed by responsibility (0.80), social
participation (0.79), social trust (0.76), and
cohesion and solidarity (0.75). All factor
loadings were statistically significant,
confirming adequate construct validity and
conceptual coherence of the model.

The Friedman test results showed that
among the examined factors, social trust
had the highest mean rank (7.138) and was
identified by respondents as the most
important factor. It was followed by
effectiveness of  CSOs (6.022),
responsibility (6.014), civic participation
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(5.286), cohesion and solidarity (4.932),
social participation (4.768), trust in CSOs
(3.928), social networks (3.724), and
awareness and knowledge (3.188), which
had the lowest mean rank.

Spearman correlation results showed that
all correlation coefficients were positive.
Within the civil society organizations
construct, civic participation and trust in
CSOs (r = 0.675), trust in CSOs and
effectiveness of CSOs (r = 0.685), civic
participation and effectiveness of CSOs (r
= 0.615), and awareness and knowledge
and trust in CSOs (r = 0.615) were
relatively strong. Within the social capital
construct, social networks  and
responsibility (r = 0.660), social trust and
social networks (r = 0.632), social trust
and responsibility (r = 0.620), social
participation and social networks (r =
0.619), and cohesion and solidarity and
social networks (r = 0.642) were high and
significant. Between the two main
constructs, coefficients ranged from 0.34
to 0.48—for example, effectiveness of
CSOs and social trust (r = 0.454), trust in
CSOs and social trust (r = 0.416), and civic
participation and social trust (r = 0.352)—
indicating a positive but moderate
relationship.  Overall, the findings
confirmed all research hypotheses and
showed a positive, direct, and significant
relationship between sports civil society
organizations and social capital (r = 0.44,
p < 0.01). All four dimensions of CSO
activity—participation, awareness, trust,
and effectiveness—were significantly
related to the dimensions of social capital
(p <0.05).

Conclusion
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The results showed that all research
hypotheses were confirmed and that there
is a positive, direct, and significant
relationship between sports civil society
organizations and social capital. All four
dimensions of participation, awareness,
trust, and effectiveness were able to affect
various dimensions of social capital.
Accordingly, it can be concluded that
sports civil society organizations have a
high capacity to strengthen social
relationships, increase public trust,
develop participation, and create greater
cohesion among young people. This
conclusion can be summarized at two
levels. At the structural level, sports civil
society organizations play a "structural
mediating™ role by creating bridging
networks, providing a platform for
voluntary participation, and linking
heterogeneous university groups. This role
is effective when organizations can
transcend closed in-group circles and build
horizontal networks among students with
different backgrounds—a finding
consistent with international experience in
post-crisis reconstruction. At the cognitive
level, sports civil society organizations
foster the internalization of cooperative
norms by producing shared meanings, a
university sports identity, and mutual trust.
This dimension is the hard core of
reconstruction; without trust and shared
meanings, structural networks become
ceremonial or competitive structures and
lose their reconstructive capacity. In sum,
sustainable reconstruction of social capital
in the university sports community occurs
precisely at the intersection of these two
dimensions:  sports  civil  society
organizations can play a reconstructive
role only when they simultaneously build
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networks  (structural) and produce
meaning and trust (cognitive). Without
this intersection, sport remains at best
entertainment and at worst reproduces
existing divides.

Based on the findings, practical
recommendations are offered at two
levels. For university vice-presidencies for
cultural and social affairs: (1) facilitate and
provide infrastructure for activities—
allocate appropriate physical spaces for
student sports activities, provide logistical
support, and reduce administrative
bureaucracy for registering and operating
student NGOs; (2) strengthen
organizational transparency—design a
system for reporting the performance of
sports CSOs so that annual financial and
activity reports reduce ambiguity and
consolidate the trust of students and
lecturers; (3) hold promotional
(awareness-raising) courses—given that
awareness and knowledge had the lowest
mean rank, hold specialized sessions titled
"Civil Society, Sport, and Social
Responsibility” in the first weeks of new
student intake. For sports CSOs: (1) adopt
a problem-oriented approach—address
current university issues (e.g., students'
mental health, social vitality, or the
environment) instead of stereotypical
actions, as tangible outputs increase
perceived effectiveness; (2) use digital
platforms for continuous interaction with
students, creating space for dialogue and
exchange between students and lecturers.
For future research: (1) conduct similar
studies in other universities and compare
results; (2) examine the role of civil
society organizations in rebuilding social
capital in non-university contexts; (3)
conduct longitudinal studies to examine

changes in social capital over time; (4)
examine the effect of contextual variables
(economic status, family conditions,
cultural-social factors, and university
environment) on the relationship between
CSOs and social capital.

The present study had several limitations.
First, it is cross-sectional and therefore
does not allow definitive causal inference
about the relationship between sports civil
society organizations and social capital;
individuals with higher social capital may
selectively participate more in sports CSO
activities. Second, data were collected
through self-report, which increases the
possibility of social desirability bias.
Third, the study focused on Islamic Azad
Universities in Tehran Province, and
generalization to other universities or
provinces should be made with caution.
Fourth, the moderating effect of contextual
variables was not empirically tested, and
therefore the role of these variables in the
relationship between the two main
constructs remains unclear. Nevertheless,
the findings provide an empirical
framework for understanding the role of
sports civil society organizations in
rebuilding the structural and cognitive
dimensions of social capital and can serve
as a basis for future research.

Keywords: Civil Society Organizations,
Social ~ Capital,  Structural-Cognitive
Dimensions, University Sports
Community, Participation, Trust.
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