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Abstract

The appearance of Putnam’s social capital concept has stimulated researchers’ interest in the fields of social epidemiology
and public health since the previous decade. Although trust, norms, and networks are invisible, these components of social
capital could draw ideal social and human relations and have been expected to affect the health of the population. On the
other hand, the applications of social capital concepts to studies in the field of public health have led to various criticisms and
have stayed in the center of controversies in Western countries. These controversies seem to pertain to the gap between the
ideal world and real one.
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In Japan, which was once regarded as being egalitarian and as having strong social cohesions, the increasing social and
economic inequalities have overwhelmed the current population, and social relations have been altered. Therefore, exploring
social factors and health among the Japanese should be important for Japanese politics and the public. This study outlines a
brief history of social capital and its introduction in the fields of public health, and discusses four points: the controversies
arising from social capital study methods and it’s the ethical aspects of social capital studies, the gap between expected results
and the real society, the impact of poverty on social capital and health, and the importance of exploring social capital and
health in Japan. Although social capital studies include various difficulties, the concept of social capital provides us with
possibilities for improving health status through social relations. Along with an understanding of Japanese culture and socio-
economic conditions, further researches on the relationship between social capital and health will be needed in public health

practice and policies.

Keywords: social capital, public health, social epidemiology, Japan, inequality
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