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Outline

Introduce the 
concept of cheap 
social and explain  
why it is called cheap. 

1
Call attention to the 
high cost of cheap 
social capital.

2
Propose measures to 
reduce the harmful 
consequences of 
cheap social capital

3



Some 
reflections:

My interest in social capital began during my 1984/85 
Sabbatical year.  I wondered about the connection 
between faith concepts and economic outcomes.

Lead to the formation of a multi-disciplinary social 
capital interest group. 

First international conference on social capital held at 
Michigan State University, 1998.

Years of trying to answer questions related to social 
capital.

Left my friends and family begging:  “can we please talk 
about something else?”



Frequently used definitions of  social capital in 2020
• Robert Putnam

“features of social organization such as networks, norms and social trust that can facilitate coordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 1993: p35)

• James Coleman
“…defined by its function. It is not a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in 
common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors … 
within the structure.” (Coleman, 1988: pS98)

• Pierre Bourdieu
"the aggregate of the actual and potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of 
more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition“ (Bourdieu, 1986: p248-
249)

• Janine Nahapiet and Sumantra Ghoshal
“the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the 
relationships possessed by an individual or social unit” (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998: p.243)

• Nan Lin
“resources embedded in one’s social networks, resources that can be accessed or mobilized through ties in 
the networks” (Lin, 2001: p73)

• Alejandro Portes
“the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social 
structures” (Portes, 1998: p6)

Source: Claridge, T., 2020, Webinar: Is an accepted 
definition of social capital emerging in the literature?
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Authors cited for definitions of social capital 
(2019/2020)

Robert Putnam 73
Pierre Bourdieu 53
James Coleman 30
Nahapiet and Ghoshal 19
Nan Lin 18
Alejandro Portes 13
Ichiro Kawachi 11
Michael Woolcock 5
76 other authors cited < 5 
times 88
Not clearly defined 25
Own definition or not cited 21

n = 356

Source: Claridge, T., 2020, Webinar: Is an accepted 
definition of social capital emerging in the literature?



Adam Smith on sympathy 
(empathy)
• “How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are 

evidently some principles in his nature, which interest 

him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness 

necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it, 

except the pleasure of seeing it.” (Adam Smith 1759, 

1776).



Social capital definition

• Sympathy, empathy, trust and regard one person 

or group has for another person or group (the 

object of their social capital.



Essence of  social 
capital paradigm

• Social capital is the sympathy, empathy, trust, regard 
person or group has for an object?

• Lives in networks.

• Produces 5 motives 

• Produces relational goods

• socio-emotional goods 

• attachment value goods

• Produces attachment value for institutions

• Produces social and economic consequences



Areas of  
social capital 
research 
results

• Relational goods and exchanges

• Used cars

• Bank loans

• Farmland sales

• Cooperation among study teams

• Hiring practices

• Health screening decisions

• Income distributions

• motives

• Voting, buying gasoline, recycling, haircut

• Commodification/decommodification

• Rationalizing predictably irrational choices

• See references at: 

https://www.canr.msu.edu/people/robison



- What about the 
opposite of  social 
capital?
- Call it cheap social 
capital
- Too important to   
ignore • Kenneth Boulding:  “And 

love, with longer pull than 

hate, is slow indeed to 

propagate”. 



Definition of  cheap social capital 
(CSC)
• Cheap social capital is the lack of sympathy, antipathy, fear, or distain one 

person or group has for another person of group, the object of their 

cheap social capital.



Why is CSC cheap?

• Potential CSC objects are plentiful.

• It is an inferior imitation of social capital.

• It has low maintenance costs.



Commonalities 
help us 
understand 
social capital 
and cheap 
social capital Commonalities can be divided into 

two classes

Earned or 
achieved

Inherited or 
ascribed

Commonalities are what two or 
more persons share.



Earned 
commonalities 
used to 
distinguish 
“Us” from 
“Them”

education, professional skills 

learned languages

travel and work experiences 

hobbies 

residences

membership in service clubs, religions, neighborhood 
organizations, business organizations

friends and co-workers

acquired tastes, habits 



Inherited commonalities used to 
distinguish “Us” from “Them”

birth date 
(age) gender

parents and 
relatives 

(genealogy)
nationality 

race native 
language 

Inherited 
culture



Kinds of  social 
capital and 
exchanges of  
commodities and 
relational goods

Earned commonalities 
facilitate commodity 
exchanges and the 
formation of weak 
(linking) social capital 
and cheap social capital 
networks.  

Inherited commonalities 
facilitate relational good 
exchanges and the formation 
of strong (bonding) social 
capital and cheap social 
capital  networks



Two important commonalities that 
distinguish social capital and CSC
• Friend of my friend is my friend (building social capital).  

Political alliances in the past declared the father-in-law of my 

son-in law is my friend.

• The enemy of my enemy is my strange-bedfellow (building 

cheap social capital).  



High cost of  cheap social capital: 
observations and research questions

• A new line of research is proposed

• Alternative explanation for predictably irrational behavior

• Examples of behavior motivated by cheap social capital. 



Observation 1.  The formation of  a cheap social capital network requires 
an object that threatens the perceived safety or well-being of  network 

members.

• Research question. As cheap 
social capital directed toward an 
unpopular object increases, does 
the solidarity of the cheap social 

capital network increase?



Observation 2.  Cheap social capital networks tend to make destructive 
and defensive investments to disadvantage their object and divert 
resources from more productive purposes. 

• Research question. As cheap 
social capital directed towards its 
object increases, do defensive 
and destructive investments 
increase? 



Observation 3. Cheap social capital network members tend to 
replace or alter formal institutions to gain greater ability to 
disadvantage and harm the objects of  cheap social capital.

• Research question. Do institutions 
that allow disadvantages to be 
imposed on objects become 
more accepted with increases in 
cheap social capital?



Observation 4.  Sometimes opportunities for economic gain and a lack 
of  sympathy motivate actions that disadvantage their objects. 

• Research question.  As 

opportunities for profit by 

subjecting consumers to some 

risks increase, does the amount of 

potential harm businesses are 

willing to inflict on consumers and 

efforts to conceal the risk 

increase?



Observation 6. By including relational bads in exchanges with 
objects of  cheap social capital, cheap social capital networks 
reduce opportunities for specialization and exchange between 
them and their objects. 

• Research question. As the cheap social 

capital increases, does it become  

increasingly difficult to complete exchanges 

between members of a cheap social capital 

network members and their objects?



Observations 7. When action requires group consensus and 
compromise, cheap social capital makes the action less likely

• Research question. As cheap social 

capital has made opposing political 

parties and their platforms the object of 

each other’s  cheap social capital, has 

legislative gridlock increased? 



Observations 8. As cheap social capital increases, network 
members harm their objects by destroying or limiting their 

ability to maintain their attachment value goods

• Research question. As the cheap 
social capital directed toward the 
objects of cheap social capital 
increases, do efforts to destroy 
the attachment value of things 
valued by their objects also 
increase? 



Observations 9. As cheap social capital increases, network 
members harm their objects and increase CSC network solidarity 
by distorting the truth.  The first casualty when war comes is the 

truth.  (Hiram Johnson)

• Research question. As the cheap 
social capital directed toward the 
objects of cheap social capital 
increases, do efforts to distort the 
truth increase? 



How to avoid the high cost of  
cheap social capital?
• The high cost of cheap social capital requires to look for mitigating measures.

• The mitigating measures can be both social and economic efforts



Support formal 
institutions



Develop widely inclusive 
commonalities—
universal service



Reduce echo chambers of  ideas: 
listen to alternative voices



Look for 
synergistic 
exchange 

opportunities



Emphasize 
hero’s 
journey



Refuse to 
create objects 
of  cheap social 
capital





Contribute 
your examples 
of  Cheap 
Social Capital 
to
C H E A P  S O C I A L  C A P I T A L  F A C E B O O K  
P A G E

H T T P S : / / W W W . F A C E B O O K . C O M / C H E A P -
S O C I A L - C A P I T A L - 1 1 1 6 6 2 7 5 7 6 7 9 1 6 3



Questions?
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