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Social Capital

A Conceptualization of Social Capital
Social capital addresses 3 important questions:

1. Sociality. The motivational drives of human 
behavior and action in social contexts;
2. Sociability. Concerned with people’s tendency
to associate with others or in groups;
3. Social embeddedness. Mechanisms of social 
integration and reproduction.



Social capital broadly refers to the resources accumulated 
through the relationships among people (Coleman, 1988). 

Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) define social capital as “the 
sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an 
individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable 
network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 
mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p. 14).

Social capital is defined as “social networks and the 
associated norms of reciprocity and trust that arise from 
those networks” (Putnam, 2000)





Social Capital Focuses on:
• Who knows Whom 
• The Character of these Networks
• The Strength of our Ties
• Levels of Trust
• Levels of Reciprocity



Bonding and bridging social capital 
(Putnam)

Dimensions of social capital

1. Bonding (Putnam)
` Generated by strong ties. Considered essential in every society. Concerns over 

loss of bonding social capital prevalent in related scholarship (see also our earlier 
notes on communities)

` Bonging social capital is the effect of maintaining strong ties

2. Bridging (Putnam)
` Weak ties at play; ‘bridges’ more essential than other weak ties. Complementing or 

making up for loss of strong ties and increasing in importance in modern urban 
societies and CMC

` Bridging social capital is the effect of maintaining bridges

Maintained (Ellison et al.)
` Social capital salvaged by CMC after physical disconnection from offline social 

network (implies some social capital lost by physical disconnection, e.g., move to 
another place for work or study)
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Putnam’s book was controversial 
– he disregarded newer 
organizations and forms of social 
capital



Critics like sociologist Claude 
Fischer said that “Putnam 
neglects the emergence of new 
forms of supportive organizations 
on and off the Internet”
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The	Benefits	of	Facebook	
“Friends:”	Social	Capital	and	
College	Students'	Use	of	Online	
SNS



Summary



H1: Intensity of Facebook use will be positively associated with individuals’ 
perceived bridging social capital.

H2: Intensity of Facebook use will be positively associated with individuals’ 
perceived bonding social capital.

H3a: The relationship between intensity of Facebook use and bridging social 
capital will vary depending on the degree of a person’s self esteem.
H3b: The relationship between intensity of Facebook use and bridging social 
capital will vary depending on the degree of a person’s satisfaction with life.

H4a: The relationship between intensity of Facebook use and bonding social 
capital will vary depending on the degree of a person’s self esteem.
H4b: The relationship between intensity of Facebook use and bonding social 
capital will vary depending on the degree of a person’s satisfaction with life.



Thoughts and additional findings

` Main target audience for Facebook profile seem to be old friends and then 
current friends and acquaintances from immediate environment; but 
strongest results of study are with respect to the effects of weak ties 
(bridging social capital)
` Possible interpretation: users maintain FB pages for their friends and closer circle 

of acquaintances but FB is actually most helpful in the management of weak ties

` FB more valuable in bridging for users with low self-esteem and/or 
dissatisfaction with professional and/or social environment
` Possible interpretation: CMC helps users overcome social or psychological 

barriers to communication
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Ellison et al. find that college students’ 
intensity of Facebook use was more predictive 
of bridging social capital versus bonding (46% 
vs. 22% explanation of variance in the data). 

How would it generalize to the FB of today?



What can Facebook do, in terms of design 
changes, to promote better bonding of social 
capital i.e., enable people access their strong ties 
and their resources better?



Social	Capital	on	Facebook:	
Differentiating	Uses	and	Users



Summary





Why is it important or relevant to study 
social capital in this class? 



Why Social Capital

Goal of Social Capital:
• Raising Social Capital to improve one’s standing 

in a community (e.g. using bridging capital to 
increase awareness of disability access issues in a 
community)

• Targeted at Specific Problem-Solving (e.g. using 
bonding capital to connect a job seeker with 
someone with similar career goals)



The first paper utilizes college students 
as participants. How could this attribute 
have affected the findings? E.g., there’s 
a strong case of college students 
wanting to maintain social capital with 
friends from high school. But how does 
this generalize to other settings?



The papers we studied today focus on the role of 
Facebook in social capital. Do the findings 
extend to other platforms as well? Give 
examples of bonding/bridging social capital on a 
social media, an online forum, and an 
anonymous / ephemeral site. (Examples in the 
handout)



Ellison et al. also found that 
Facebook usage was found to 
interact with measures of 
psychological well-being. How 
does it contrast with the 
perception of today that Facebook 
makes people depressed?



Does algorithmic design impact how 
people derive benefits from social capital? 
E.g., curation of items on the News Feed



Is greater access to social capital always a 
good thing? Cite a case where it is not.



“Drawn by the illusion of companionship without the demands of intimacy, we 
confuse postings and online sharing with authentic communication. We are 
drawn to sacrifice conversation for mere connection.” – Sherry Turkle


