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Why has social capital 
become popular?

ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ Ƙŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ 
resonance because it provides a name for 
an intuitive, transcultural recognition that 
we are inherently social beings, and that 
this has significant consequences for a host 
ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǿŜ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘΦέ 
(Woolcock, 2010)

ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŘǊŀǿǎ 
attention to the effects and consequences 
of human sociability and connectedness and 
their relations to the individual and social 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦέ (Tzanakis, 2013)



What do we want the concept to do?

ÅReprioritise and revitalise how we think about the 
multiple facets of human economic activity (Lynch 
et al. 2000).

ÅProvide a more holistic frame for the study of 
social action (Lee et al. 2019).

ÅHighlight the significance of relational social 
factors beyond undersocialised views (Schuller et al. 

2000).



How popular is the concept?

Å Social capital has become one of the most popular 
concepts in the social sciences and has even spread to the 
physical sciences and beyond (Forsman, 2005).

Å Social capital has made the difficult transition beyond 
academia, being popular in politics, business, community 
development, and others (Farrell, 2007).

Source: Google Scholar on 3 February 2021 Source: Google Scholar on 22 February 2024
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Rapid growth in publications

Putnam (1993) Making 
democracy work

Putnam (2000) 
Bowling alone

Publications including the term "social capital" over time Source: Web of Science on 30 January 2021

Coleman (1988) Social 
capital in the creation 

of human capital

Bourdieu (1986) The 
forms of capital

World Bank peak 
interest in social capital



Rapid growth in 
popularity

ÅFrom obscurity in 1990 to widespread 
application in virtually every area of academic 
inquiry and even in popular vocabulary.

ÅThe need for the concept of social capital is 
apparent from the rapid rise in popularity.

ÅIt clearly has value, utility, and purpose.

ÅSocial capital communicates, addresses, 
prioritises, or solves something that was not 
possible before.



ÅA direct response to the predominant 
economic theories and policies of the 
1980s (Gearin, 2017).

ÅA critique of the narrow analytic 
perspectives that are dominant in the 
neoclassical school of economic 
thinking (Huysman & Wulf, 2004).

Why is it needed?



What is social capital?



Robert Putnam

άŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
networks, norms and social trust that can 
facilitate coordination and cooperation for 
Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘέ

(Putnam, 1993: p35)

21%

Source: https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty/robert-d-putnam

What is social capital?



Nan Lin
άǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΣ
resources that can be accessed or mobilized through 
ǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎέ

(Lin, 2001: p73)

Alejandro Portes
άǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ 
membership in social networks or other social 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎέ

(Portes, 1998: p6)

5%

4%

Source: https://scholars.duke.edu/person/nanlin

Source: https://sociology.princeton.edu/
people/alejandro-portes-phd

What is social capital?



Norman Uphoff
άaccumulation of various types of social, psychological, 
cultural, cognitive, institutional, and related assets that 
increase the amount (or probability) of mutually 
beneficial cooperative behaviorέ

(Uphoff, 1999 p.216)

<1%

What is social capital?



What is social capital?

ÅIn a general sense, social capital is the ability, 
capacity, and potential for people to 
cooperate and work together and interact 
and exchange positively.

ÅWe can invest in positive and productive 
working relationships. 

ÅWe can create effective groups and 
organisations and establish constructive and 
inclusive institutions. 

ÅIt relates to environments where people are 
inclined to cooperate, collaborate, and 
participate in collective action.



What does this mean?

ÅRelationships matter ς social interaction, 
social support, and belonging are 
important.

ÅPeople are not only interested in 
themselves.

ÅCooperation and collective action are 
beneficial.



What is social capital?

ÅSocial capital has to do with 
relationships ς ƛǘ ƛǎ άǎƻŎƛŀƭέ

1) People who know each other

2) How people are connected (by 
commonalities)

Å{ƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƛǎ άŎŀǇƛǘŀƭέ



¢ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ άŎŀǇƛǘŀƭέ

ÅA fundamental characteristic of capital is 
that it is the potential to do or provide 
something.

ÅCapital involves a potential, ability, or 
ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŀ άŦƭƻǿέΦ

ÅCapital can yield productive services in 
future or be used to obtain future 
benefits. 

ÅCapital is a stock that provides a flow. The 
flow may provide goods or services, create 
new stocks, or transform stocks.



{ƛƳǇƭŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŀ ƻŦ άŎŀǇƛǘŀƭέ

Investment or 
By-product

Potential / 
Capacity

Future benefits 
or returns

Source Form Outcomes

that creates that can provide

There are many different 
perspectives on what the 

potential is



What is the potential?
Examples from the literature

ÅNetworks (Lin, 2001a; Putnam, 2000)

ÅNetwork configuration (Burt, 2000)

ÅSocial norms (Putnam, 2000)

ÅInformal norms (Fukuyama, 2001)

ÅInstitutions (Coleman, 1990)

ÅHomophily (Lin, 2001b)

ÅPropinquity (Cabrera & Najarian, 2015)

ÅTrust (Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 2000)

ÅObligations and expectations (Coleman, 1990)

ÅSocial identity (Holtkamp & Weaver, 2019; 
Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998)

ÅMoral values (Kang & Glassman, 2010; Uslaner, 
1999)

ÅReputation (Coleman, 1988)

ÅRoles (Uphoff, 1999)

ÅBelonging (Uhlaner et al., 2015)

ÅRules (Uphoff, 1999)

ÅPrecedents and procedures (Uphoff, 1999)

ÅSocial organisation (Putnam, 2000)

ÅSocial stratification (Bourdieu, 1986)

ÅEmpathy (Robison et al., 2002)

ÅGoodwill (Adler & Kwon, 2002)

ÅBrain chemistry (Petersen et al., 2009)

ÅInstinct (Healy, 2001)



Are we seeing different parts of the same thing?

Source: Tepe, S., 2019, The Blind Men and the Elephant 



How can we communicate 
its meaning?

ÅIn Malaysia, social capital could be described as 
άcablebilityέ ς cable-ability.

ÅSocial capital is features of social organisation such 
as networks, norms and social trust that can 
facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual 
benefit.

ÅSocial capital is resources embedded in social 
networks.

ÅSocial capital is the ability, potential, or capacity to 
engage in social action.

ÅHuman capital is what someone can do. Social 
capital is what people can do together.



What meaning appeals to you?

For you and your work context, 
what do you think is an effective 

way to communicate social capital?



What is social capital?

ÅTwo core components.

ά! ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǾƛǊǘǳƻǳǎ ōǳǘ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ 
individuals is not necessarily rich in social 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΦέ (Putnam, 2000, p.19)

1. Connectedness (opportunity or 
ability).

2. Predisposition (inclination, 
intention, motivation).



What is social capital?

ÅOpportunities stem from 
connectedness (informal and 
ŦƻǊƳŀƭύ ŀƴŘ άƪƴƻǿƛƴƎέ ς if 
people do not know others and 
know about them and what they 
do, can do and know, who they 
know, etc., then the potential of 
social capital is limited.

ÅPredispositions towards action 
include all forms of reason and 
motivation (means-end and 
value-rational) and relate to 
whether social action occurs 
when opportunities arise and 
the nature of this action.



Predispositions

ÅValues, attitudes, beliefs, emotions, and understandings that influence the 
potential for social action and the nature of social action when it occurs.

ÅFor example:
ÅNorms, including norms of reciprocity 

and trustworthiness.

ÅGoodwill, obligations, and expectations.

ÅSocial identity, belonging, and solidarity, 
including various shared understandings.

ÅReputation, including trustworthiness.

ÅRegard, including beliefs and feelings 
about others.

ÅEmpathy and antipathy.

ÅEmpowerment.

Influence or predispose 
people to act in certain ways.



Connectedness

ÅLŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ άŎŀƭƭ 
ǳǇƻƴέ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ǳƴǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ 
and incidental outcomes, regardless of 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ǇǊŜŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ

ÅOpportunities for social action come from 
connectedness (informal and formal) and from 
knowing.
ÅKnowing people
ÅKnowing how to find or contact them
ÅKnowing about them, including their reputation, 

what they do, can do and know, who they know, 
etc.
ÅKnowing their predispositions (and, of course, 

having positive predispositions).
ÅKnowing roles, rules, policies, procedures, 

precedents, etc.


