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Abstract 

This study aims to conduct a comprehensive review of human capital in sports with an 

emphasis on capability approach. Human capital as the most important asset of any social 

institution plays an important role in dynamics and progress. Several approaches are used 

to measure human capital; however, there is not an acceptability criterion for measuring it 

in terms of all social fields. Using capability approach can be considered as one of the 

efficient criteria which comprehensively apply human capabilities to measure human 

capital. Despite the significant importance of human capital and capability, there is few 

sports-related studies conducted on this area; therefore, researchers are highly 

recommended to undertake qualitative and quantitative research on the subject. 
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1. Introduction  
 

In the recent decade, organization management has recognized that human capital 

is of the highest importance in achieving sustainable competitive advantage. In 

today’s world where knowledge and communication with others has assumed 

importance more than ever, human capital which is indicative of body of 

knowledge, technical skills, creativity, and organizational experience exceeds other 

items in importance. Similarly, workforce is considered as productive assets rather 

than costly assets (Hendricks, 2002: 199). Service organizations among which lie 

sports organizations should modify their management methods of human resources 

in order to meet the current needs of variable environments. The first step towards 

is to consider staff and employees as productive assets and capitals which influence 

all other physical capitals. It emphasizes the service organizations’ need to detailed 

information on quality and characteristics of organizational human resources and 
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on how these characteristics have been wired to the major mission of organization 

(Valeriya, 2006:35).  

Given the dramatic changes in social and organizational contexts and intensity of 

competition in today’s world, organizations are seeking to attract and more 

importantly retain and develop manpower for the performance of their current and 

future processes more than ever. Unquestionably, human capital is a factor that 

affects the growth and survival of the organization more than any other factor. 

Today, the importance of human capital in all fields has increased in such a way 

that modern growth theory considers human capital accumulation due and even 

regards human capital as a factor effective in economic growth and development of 

communities (Becker, 1964). 

 

Conceptualization of human capital 

The concept of human capital is indebted the efforts of Theodor W. Schultz (1963) 

and Gary S. Becker(1964) as two contemporary economists that have changed 

human capital theory from its very early classical stages into the advanced and 

analytical modern version of the day. They indicated that human capital not only is 

obtained through the accumulation and storage of education, but it is also created 

through other countless ways. Many economists note that this kind of capital is 

intangible and impalpable and constitutes an inseparable part of human body, soul, 

and brain which constantly accompanies him and does not get detached from it for 

a moment. It should be mentioned that Becker’s effort to introduce the concept of 

human capital has been much brighter and effective than that of Schultz. In fact, 

Gary Becker entered this concept into economic literature with the publication of a 

book, entitled Human Capital in 1964.  This book has been a standard reference for 

many of the researches in this field. He believes that the concept of human capital 

is rooted in economic literature (Becker, 1996). Indeed, qualitative characteristics 

of individuals are their capital. Therefore, the optimal maintenance and use of this 

valuable asset has been put on the agenda of most organizations, especially service 

organizations, such as sports organizations. Moreover, Price (2007) states that 

economic growth of every organ to a relatively great extent depends on the skilled 

human resources at the organizations’ disposal. 

Horibe (1999) suggests that there is a difference between human capital (such as 

skill, knowledge, and intelligence) and structural capital (such as database systems 

which provide the necessary infrastructure for optimal use of social capital). 

However, aspects of human resources regard both human and structural capital 

based on operational programs which includes encouraging learning more and 

using existing knowledge. It should be mentioned that human capital is neither 

considered physical capital nor financial capital, but it is defined as knowledge, 

skill, creativity, and health (Becker, 2002). Becker (2002) pointed out that human 

capital, physical capital, and financial capital are all some forms of capital; 
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however, the difference here lies in the fact that it is not possible to separate one 

from his/ her skills, health, and values while this possibility holds true about one’s 

assets and properties. This means that the most stable and reproducible capital is 

human capital. Several definitions have been proposed for human capital, each of 

which places emphasis on different properties and characteristics of human capital. 

For example, Houtz (1998) introduces human capital at the time, experience, 

purpose, and capabilities of a family member who may be involved in the 

production process, introduces (Burud & Tumolo, 2004). In another definition, 

human capital is the investment on human resources in order to increase their 

efficiency with the aim of productivity in the future. Based on this definition, it can 

be said that human capital is a coherent set of qualitative, educational, skill-based, 

and cultural characteristics of people in organizations that creates added value for 

the organization (Becker 1996). In other definitions, the concept of human capital 

represents that the qualitative characteristics of human are some sort of capital 

since these characteristics can be converted into a source of additional revenue and/ 

or of more abundant satisfaction and fulfillment. In most cases, organizational 

success depends on the individuals who have higher levels of competencies. In 

such circumstances, these individuals become valuable assets to their organization 

(Losey, 1999: 99). Accordingly, human capital can be regarded as one of the 

production factors that can have high added value to the organization and the 

community. A newborn definition of human capital views human capital as a set of 

attributes, life trade, knowledge, creativity, innovation, and energy which people 

opt for in order to invest in their business (Lawson & Limbrick, 1996: 69). 
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Theoretical perspectives on human capital 

Human capital theorists argue that human capital is embodied in individuals in the 

form of skill, knowledge, and expertise and increase productivity levels, service 

quality, and earnings and influences many of their decisions in all life areas. It is 

noteworthy that there are three basic views on human capital where the first one 

places emphasis on the unique aspects of individuals. In this view, human capital is 

related to manpower assets and capabilities. This view is right the other of labor 

force concept in the classical perspective (Schultz, 1961: 22). The second view, 

focused on human capital, puts the major emphasis on its processes. 

In this view, knowledge and skill are two key elements that are greatly assigned 

importance during educational activities, such as formal education and vocational 

skills (f Fitzsimons & Peters, 1994). The third one takes a production-based 

perspective on human capital. Human capital is known as a combination of such 

factors as education, experience, academic studies, intelligence, energy, work 

habits, and initiative which influence value and marginal product of workers. 

Another definition provided by this perspective considers human capital as a set of 

skills and knowledge to perform activities which leads to production and economic 

value. As a result, human capital can simultaneously contain both concepts; that is, 

it can be a means of production and create a specific and endogenous value for the 

organization, as well. This inherently means a production for human capital. 

Overall, it can be said that human capital is synonymous with knowledge 

embedded in all individual and organizational levels or a society (Huselid, 1995). 

From the individualistic perspective, the possibility of an increase in an individual's 

income is derived from his/ her productivity. Here, individuals can potentially 

experience a growth and progress in the layers of domestic markets. From the 

organizational perspective, organizational productivity is the result of a set of 

updated capabilities and capacities of organizations and its dynamic organization 

culture. Last but not least, from the social perspective, human capital is capable of 

creating mechanisms for establishing democracy, political stability and respect for 

human rights across the society and expanding them. Social capitals lead to public 

awareness of social factors and make it possible to increase social awareness from 

the components inside the community (Becker and Gerhart, 1996: 801-779). 

Therefore, the association between human capital and social awareness has been 

established a strong mutual relationship towards social-political development. 
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Measurement of Human Capital 

There is no consensus among experts on the measurement approach of human 

capital. Accountants, economists, human resource professionals, and researchers 

are all interested in measuring human capital with a different approach. Indexes 

can be divided into direct and indirect ones and/ or they can be measured at the 

individual or organization level. Organizational indexes are categorized into two 

sets. The first type includes those indexes that accountants use to describe the value 

of a business and accountants and financial community view human capital as an 

intangible business assets. Several accounting methods are available for the 

evaluation of intangible assets. A vast number of experts compare the superior 

value of an organization based on tangible assets and earnings in the business, 

including income and tangible and intangible assets. 

The problem with this approach is that the intangible assets entail future and 

trademark value of organizations similar to such factors as anticipated earnings; 

therefore, this definition is limited by the factors with no relevance to human 

capital. The second type includes organizational indirect index of human capital 

which is the great collection of some factors that reflect operating costs of human 

resource programs. These indexes represent the efficiency of human resource 

programs and are based on the assumption that spending more on education leads 

to greater benefits from human capital. It is important to note that human capital 

refers to the items that are owned by individuals; however, things perform such 

activities that have no economic value for them and for their organization. 

Measuring human capital indices provides the organization with this opportunity to 

express their expectations of the staff, become aware of what happens within the 

organization, identify those performance gaps needing analysis and modification, 

provide feedback through the comparison of current performance standads with the 

widely-accepted framework, recognize the performance that deserves rewarding, 

and support the decisions pertaining to resource allocation, scheduling and 

operations(Foong & Yorston, 2003: 22). Capability approach is one of the latest 

criteria for measuring human capital. 

Capability Approach 

In today's highly competitive world of business; technology, superior products, and 

constant resources are the advantages of entry to market. Many organizations have 

recognized that the key to success in competition is the ability of their workers to 

maximize these points (McLagan, 1989). However, an organization may find it 

difficult to determine the critical capability of staff to achieve success. Behaviors 

necessary for the transfer of the effective performance of an organization to another 

organization and from one role to another role are very different. Thus, most of the 

companies have used capability models to identify skills, knowledge, personal 

attributes essential for successful job-related performance, and to reach certainty of 

human resource systems focus on human capital development. Fundamental 
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changes in practices, processes, and business of human resource management over 

the past decades have caused human capability approach to attract the attention of 

pioneering organizations. The concept of capability is needed to be deeply 

described in order to gain a better understanding of the capability approach. 

American Heritage Dictionary defines capability as “the quality of being capable; 

practical ability”. The definition gives us a good and general description, but it 

does not clearly state what the organization measures (Iversen, 2000). Oxford 

Dictionary (2003) defines capability as the power or ability to perform a task. Cave 

(1993) defines capability as the consequence of the pertinent utilization of 

knowledge and skills. In other words, capability means skills in addition to 

knowledge (Cave, 1993: 123). Thompson & Harrison (2000) regards capability as 

a combination of knowledge, skills, and abilities in a particular job which allows a 

person to achieve success in their tasks. As it is observed, this definition has added 

the component of ability to other components of capability. Philpot et al (2002) 

define capability as a combination of skills, knowledge, and attitudes needed to 

effectively perform a role. In this definition, the component of attitudes has 

replaced the component of skills. In another definition, the component of 

motivation has been added to replace both skills and attitudes. According to 

Hantstin (2000), capability is generally defined as a set of interrelated behaviors or 

activities, types of knowledge, skills, and motivations that are considered 

behavioral, technical, and motivational prerequisites for successful performance in 

a specific job or role (cited by Ruth, 2006: 226-206). A more relevant definition 

widely accepted by human resource professionals in the corporate environment is 

as follows "essential characteristic of a person which results in effective or superior 

performance in a job" (Klemp & George, 1998). Another precise definition regards 

it as the combination of proposals of hundreds of human resource development 

specialists at a conference gathered in Johannesburg in 1995 about the capabilities. 

According to them, capability means "The combination of interrelated knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes which influence the magnitude of one’s job (role or 

responsibility), are directly associated with job performance, can be measured 

unlike the expected high standards, and can be improved  by means of training and 

development"( Rodriguez et al., 2002). Based on these definitions, capability 

approach describes the specific combination of knowledge, skills, and attributes 

required to effectively play a role in the organization and is used as a human 

resource tool for selection, training, development, assessment, and succession 

planning (Ruth, 2006). Capability approach exactly refers to the point by giving 

response to the two following questions: What skills, knowledge, and attributes are 

required to do the job? Which behaviors have the most direct impact on the 

performance and success on the job? 

In capability approach, what one can do (capability) and one does (performance) 

are of importance (kuklys, 2005: 12). From the perspective of the capability 

approach, if one’s achieved performance has been the only possibility, it shows that 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/ability
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there has not been any other possibility to choose and act in their capability 

package (function); since one’s ability or capability is dependent upon different 

functions they may perform. An important issue that must be addressed is whether 

the enjoyment of basic capabilities such as education, training, nutrition, and 

healthy body suffice them to expand the range of possibilities to opt for the desired 

life or to add their set of capabilities to prevent the collapse in crisis. Obviously, 

there are circumstances beyond the individual's decisions and actions. Even the 

acquisition of these individual capabilities also depends largely on the social and 

environmental conditions. If the social and environmental context is not prepared, 

the individual's ability will not be developed or if it is developed, it will not 

function. Today, new approaches such as sustainable development and human 

development arise towards the achievement of the ultimate goal of development 

that is human according to neoclassical economists. It is mistakenly thought that 

human development and sustainable development are opposite strategies. This 

attitude is wrong. Human development entails sustainable development and 

sustainable development deals with those aspects of human development which are 

related to the environment and future generations.  

Capabilities and human capital in Sports 

The important point about the concept of human capital is that human capital is 

durable; however, it must be borne in mind that the service time of this capital is 

limited. Human capital needs maintenance and repair, and substitution if necessary; 

so that it does not get wasted like physical capitals that are out of work. Like the 

increasing changes in levels of international sports, if this type of capital cannot 

adapt itself to technological changes, it will be phased out before depreciation. 

Growing evidence indicates that the activities of human capital play an important 

role in improving organizational performance. Evidence suggests a positive and 

significant output as a result of investment in human capital in a range of individual 

skills to organizational outcomes and outputs such as increased levels of service, 

impressive productivity, profitability, organizational performance in society, and 

the improvement of their production quality. These outputs are highly crucial for 

sports organizations since the final product in sports is more service-based and 

upgrading sports services plays a critical role in the survival and development of 

organization (Smith, 2008: 104). 

Modern governments are aware of the role of human capital in economic growth. 

Therefore, they establish some organs and departments in government body to 

develop and improve human capital. For example, in order to enhance human 

capital, the British Government has founded local council of skills in Great some 

occupational areas where Skills Active has the responsibility of sports and active 

leisure time. The main responsibility of Skills Active is to identify and assess 

activities necessary for sports and leisure areas and develop these skills to enhance 

active workforce in this area (Wolsey, Abrams, Minten, 2011). Another issue is 

how to incorporate and develop skilled employees. For example Skills Active 

http://www.amazon.com/Chris-Wolsey/e/B004WQK7VK/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_3?ie=UTF8&field-author=Jeffrey+Abrams&search-alias=books&text=Jeffrey+Abrams&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Sue+Minten&search-alias=books&text=Sue+Minten&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Sue+Minten&search-alias=books&text=Sue+Minten&sort=relevancerank
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(2006) announced that only 26 percent of sports organizations staff enjoy 

professional competencies and capabilities. Based on these measures, it should be 

noted that the maintenance and identification of human capital and the suggestion 

of guidelines for its development are amongst most important responsibilities of 

sports organizations. 

Today, in every society, sports functions and plays a vital role in the economic, 

social, and cultural life. Without efficient and dynamic sports organizations, the 

goals preset by the statesmen cannot be realized. There are valuable resources in 

each sports organization, each of which plays an important role in the success of 

organizations, but human role as the most important asset of any organization is 

more important than other sources (Coleman (1988). Therefore, the management of 

this valuable asset and efficient use of it is one of the most important priorities that 

must be regarded by every sports organization. Since human resources are the most 

valuable factor of production and the major source of competitive advantage and 

key features in any organization; therefore, human capital management is 

considered as the infrastructure for the success of any organization. Since most 

products offered by sports organizations are intangible in nature, the sort of 

presenting and managing them plays an important part in the survival and progress 

of the organization. As well, the existence of numerous beneficiaries in sports puts 

sports organizations in competitive situations and makes them try to use human 

capital management approaches to advance their goals. According to this principle 

that there is no accepted solution capable of meeting the needs of sports 

organizations in all organizational conditions, sports organizations should apply 

various approaches based on their conditions and situations so that they can 

primarily guarantee their own survival and then their progress and development. 

Given this situation, the development of human capital in sports is one of the 

appropriate methods of survival and progress in international levels. Since sports 

environments are dynamic atmospheres where human plays a crucial part, the 

development of capabilities and consequently human assets can lead to the 

improvement of performance indexes at national and international levels. 

According to this aspect, Nicholson & Hoye (2008: 43) argue that the full potential 

of sports is needed to be used to come with sports development and complexities 

and dilemmas in the way should be reduced to the extent possible. Accordingly, 

they believe that for the achievement of sports development, it is strongly needed 

to have a paradigm shift in participation, social development, social cohesion, 

harmony, sharing knowledge, expertise, and use of aid paradigms. Studies 

conducted in relation to the development of capabilities and development of human 

capital as the most valuable asset of any organization show the strong need to 

human capital development to sustainable development. 

 

Studies on human capital in Sports 
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Unfortunately, few studies have been conducted pertaining to human capital 

development and also capability approach in sports. Here we review some of them. 

Giulianotti (2004: 369-355) in his study entitled "Human rights, globalization and 

sentimental education: the case of sport" states that in order to be able to develop 

human capital in sports, it is necessary to provide the youth with the chance of 

participation in decision-makings, identify and resolve conflicts existing in the 

exploitation of working relationship, motivate individuals to idealism, create 

relationships based on mutual respect and trust, create opportunities for the  

development of various aspects of human capital, particularly through the use of 

volunteer opportunities in the areas of coaching and training. He believes that if an 

organization takes these measures, it will look more attractive to aid agencies and 

their investment. Such organizations can open up better opportunities to develop 

their human capital through the relationship between the characteristics of different 

forms of social relations and relevant resources. 

Kruse (2006: 8) in a study on assets available in sports for development, states that 

directions and prospects for human capital development in sports organizations are 

interpreted in different ways due to the vague and ambiguous issues and also 

multiple interpretations of the capitals in sports. As well, due to lack of clearly 

defined goals in sports, it is difficult to assess the development of human capital 

(cited by Nicholson & Hoye, 2008: 41). In this regard, Hognestad (2005) 

established a governing approach for the development of human capital in sports in 

which shift in economic development policy was feasible along with economic 

issues towards the role of culture in development processes. In this approach, 

development as an expansion of individuals’ developmental capabilities was 

introduced with an emphasis on the role of cultural issues in order to determine the 

main thinking line and developmental measures. Here, not only the dominant 

economic paradigm of development was emphasized, but also the culture and 

issues related to the consolidation and completion of development of sports 

infrastructure in sports was used. Saavedra (2005) in his study entitled “Women, 

Sport and Development" strongly emphasized the role of women in developmental 

models towards human capital development in sports, especially at a time when 

traditional social relations based on exploitation exist. He believes that all existing 

abilities and opportunities in individuals should be used through a non-

discriminatory perspective in order to achieve optimal development.  

Woolcock and Narayan (2000) in their study entitled "Social capital: Implications 

for development theory, research, and policy" stated that the paradigm dominant 

over development theories in social and human capital is a political-economic 

paradigm. They mentioned that social media such as sports, social networks and 

relationships that are one of the most important factors of development are paid 

less attention; rather, the emphasis placed on potential sources and political issues. 

Munro (2005) in their study entitled "Role Models: Is Anything More Important 

for Future Development?" acknowledges that it is highly needed to establish a link 
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between sports and social services in order for human capital development in sports 

(with an emphasis on football as a collective social structure). For the realization of 

human capital development in sports, he also placed a particular emphasis on 

collective learning, participatory decision making, experiential learning, 

availability of opportunities required to pursue an academic education, and 

opportunities required to upgrade knowledge and skills in executive procedures. 

Abraham, Harris &Auerbach (2013) in their study entitled "Human Capital 

Evaluation in Professional Sport" suggests that turnover rate, the broadcasting 

right, sponsorship, ticket sales, concessions, and whole sales turnover of stadiums 

and sports clothing should be considered in professional sports to determine the 

available human capital. They also stated that the growth performance of the team 

as a key indicator should be considered to determine the exact degree of human 

capital available in Professional Sports Teams.  

Ferkins, Shilbury, & McDonald (2009) in a study entitled "Board involvement in 

strategy: advancing the governance of sport organizations" sought to examine how 

national sporting bodies may develop their strategic capabilities. They reached the 

conclusion that executive sporting bodies need to be active participants in the 

process of strategy formulation and also endeavor to adapt and integrate strategies 

in their processes. Another finding of that study was that intra-organizational 

relationships affect the development of strategic capabilities of sports 

organizations. 

Accordingly, NGOs can boost their strategic capabilities through collaborative 

cooperation with local organizations and also through the application of power-

sharing approach that can lead to the development of local capacity. 

 

Conclusion 

A very important point in terms of human capital and related research is that 

research, evaluation, and management of human resources is probably more 

difficult compared to other organization sources since the rarest and most complex 

resources in today's knowledge-based economy are human resources. Most 

managers concentrate their strategies on tangible factors of organizations such as 

technology and the use of physical and financial resources. This, in itself, cannot 

lead to competitive advantage for organizations due to the characteristics of today's 

global economy and the emergence of such phenomena as globalization and the 

increasing growth of technology and use of new technologies in presenting various 

new products. Therefore, organizations concentrate on other factors such as human 

and intellectual capital to achieve competitive advantage and survival growth. 

This subject is of importance in that McKinsey (1990), with the publication of the 

book entitled war for talent, argues this point that top managers of enterprises 

increasingly focus on the needs of the organization to effectively attract, motivate, 
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develop, and retain talents.  According to the above-mentioned points, today 

human capital is more important than any other tangible resources for 

organizations (Guthridge, Komm, & Lawson, 2008).  

In addition to the above-mentioned items, it should be noted that human capital is 

not only a novel concept in human resources; but it is also a strategic issue for 

sports organizations and has experienced an increasing growth in organizations and 

societies. Accordingly, the efficient use of human capital can lead to the desirable 

implementation of organizational strategies. Moreover, human capital plays an 

important role in the prosperity of individuals, improvement of living standards and 

income, increase of knowledge and skills, production capacities, economic growth, 

and poverty reduction. As well, due to the fact that the sports world is experiencing 

new developments with the arrival of new technologies, the importance of human 

resources will be realized more than ever. Thus, there is very few and limited 

number of research done on human capital and capability approach. Therefore, it is 

highly needed further new research will lead to the identification of neglected 

aspects in human capital in sports. 
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