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I. Rationale

In a previous OECD exercise (Helliwell 2001) I identified the following rationale for
bringing the notion of social capital into discussions about human capital and lifelong
learning:

- SC helps to counterbalance reliance on policy concepts and instruments which are
too narrow to deal effectively with the complexities and interrelatedness of the
modern world.

- SC’s focus on relationships allows the issues of distribution and social cohesion
to be addressed. Merely increasing the stock of human capital in any given society
will not ensure social or economic progress.  It may even impede it, by further
isolating some groups, who do not have access to it, and whose position is
relatively further weakened by the fact that most others are gaining skills and
qualifications.

- SC  helps to insert a longer-term perspective into policy-making. Its
accumulation/ erosion is a process which almost always requires several years at
least.  It therefore acts as an important counterweight to the tendency to look for
quick-fix solutions.

- Finally, SC reintroduces a moral dimension into policy thinking. The quality of
relationships in any given social unit will determine its sustainability, and the role
of education in sustaining values should be properly acknowledged.

These remain for me a sound rationale; all four points inform what follows.
Contributions to previous seminars in this series have illuminated many different
angles of knowledge management. These notes do not add to the detailed
organisational case studies, but concentrate on helping to build a framework within
which the issues of knowledge management can be critically addressed.  I offer
schematic observations on the relationship between human and social capital,
drawing on both evidence from and reflections on work carried out in the Centre for
Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning (see www.learningbenefits.net; Schuller
and Bynner 2001; Schuller et al 2002 forthcoming).  This is not an analysis of how
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knowledge might be managed within the education sector, but a perspective on the
interrelationships between education and knowledge management.

II. Permutations of human and social capital

Below is a simple matrix, which can be applied at many different levels of analysis.
Its two dimensions allow societies or communities or organisations to be mapped out
according to how they score on both human and social capital, bearing in mind that
any such scores are crude aggregations (see Appendix for a tabulation of the
contrasting features of human and social capital). The matrix points to the possibility,
more than theoretical, that high levels of human capital can exist alongside low levels
of social capital, and vice-versa.  The assumption, obviously, is that it is preferable to
have high levels of both forms of capital, and the obvious policy challenge is how to
shift ourselves into that quadrant.

But other interesting questions concern the relative balance or dynamic between
different levels of the two dimensions.  Put simply, if there is too much emphasis on
the accumulation of individual human capital to the neglect of social capital, how
does this affect the returns to human capital, qualitatively and quantitatively?
Equally significant in social terms, but maybe more peripheral in an OECD-generated
debate, is the case of high social capital inhibiting human capital and therefore
modernisation.  This occurs in cases where binding traditions make economic and
social development more difficult.

FIGURE 1
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The matrix maybe works best at organisational or community level, for there are
serious questions about whether social capital can be appropriately applied to large
social units such as a nation state.  Organisations that have high levels (relative to
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their sector) of qualified staff may not flourish if there are inadequate networks
through which their knowledge and skills can be mobilised and applied.   Where
human capital is interpreted and assessed solely in terms of individual achievement it
will probably yield less in the way of overall (public plus private) benefits.  Apparent
communities (occupational or social) where there is low trust and low communication
amongst its members will not reap the rewards of their collective knowledge.  The
link to knowledge management is already obvious.

III. Social capital enables knowledge validation as well as utilisation

Figure 2 derives from a number of propositions which are fairly straightforward:
- knowledge is not just a matter of accumulating facts, or even information
- management implies some purposive role in shaping behaviour and resource

allocation
- management is to do with collectivities and not just individuals
- knowledge is at least to some extent socially constructed and validated.

Axis A refers to the volume of knowledge accumulated.  As we grow more
‘knowledge-rich’ we shift upwards in this axis.
Axis B refers to the extent to which the knowledge mapped on Axis A is accessible,
formally or actually.
Axis C refers to the cultural and organisational processes which govern the
validation of the knowledge.

FIGURE  2

A Knowledge
accumulation

C Validity/critique

B Access/utilisation
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What does bringing these axes together yield in the way of insights?  First, that it is
possible to have a very high level of knowledge accumulation, but with low levels of
access.  Locked libraries, or ones which discourage readers from making any
enquiries, would be a traditional manifestation.  In a contemporary context low access
might derive from technological forms of exclusion or the direct exercise of
monopolistic intellectual property rights.

Bringing these two dimensions suggests that, within certain limits, effectively
distributed but low level knowledge systems can outperform high level but poorly
accessible ones. 1  This may have major policy implications, notably in expanding
access to higher education: who actually benefits from the expansion, in terms of
participation by different social groups and of the rewards which flow from the
qualifications gained, and how does this affect the overall performance of the system?

But we need to go further.  Many of the previous contributions to this seminar series
have focussed on organisational aspects of knowledge management.  It is not
sufficient for individuals to have access to knowledge.  The system within which they
operate must encourage them to share ownership of it.  I have split the representation
of this into two: one axis refers directly to the access issue, but the other opens up a
different line of thought.  It refers to the validation and critique of knowledge.  How is
knowledge to be tested, refined and agreed upon?  And how are the criteria for this
process constructed?  What is the ‘real’ value of the knowledge?  In a world where
knowledge derives from an increasing number of sources and circulates at increasing
rates, it is vastly easier to accumulate but not necessarily more easy (and possibly
much more difficult) to verify or validate.  Just where did that latest analysis come
from?  Which interested parties were behind that report or data set?  In short, what is
the quality of the 'knowledge'?  I suggest that a key management task in knowledge
management is to enable these processes of knowledge validation and critique to be
developed and collectively owned.

IV. Learning relationships

All of this may seem rather abstract.  A social capital perspective can help to tie it in
practically to our thinking about education systems.

Social capital is normally defined in terms of norms, networks and trust.  In our WBL
conceptual approach we used a triangle, with social capital at one apex as a major
organising concept (the other two being human capital and personal identity).   We
looked at how learning of various kinds enables or disposes people to take part in
various forms of civic activity, as one aspect of social capital.  But learning has rather
more diffuse effects which nevertheless relate to knowledge management.

First, and most fundamental, education has a key socialising effect. It therefore affects
the norms which operate within the organisation or social unit. This may seem so
obvious that it is absurd even to cite it as a result.  But our WBL research shows

                                                
1 A parallel with Richard Wilkinson’s work on the relationship between health and
income distribution may be instructive here.
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powerfully how important educational institutions are as places where learners meet
people from different backgrounds and learn to understand other values and
perspectives.  The learning may not always be very effective, but its occurrence is
widespread.  Without this basic, and recurrent, socialisation knowledge management
becomes more difficult, because employees or, more broadly, citizens do not have
enough of a common vocabulary or value set to allow proper communication.  Put
another way, there is likely to be a positive relationship between effective
socialisation and effective knowledge management.  It is of course also the case that
oversocialisation inhibits diversity and creativity, and therefore knowledge
management.

Direct socialisation comprises efforts such as  citizenship education (for children or
adults), which seek explicitly to shape students’ values, or at least their thinking about
value-laden issues such as politics or social affairs.  Indirect socialisation occurs
through informal interaction between learners – for instance where a classroom full of
IT students learn about each others’ values as well as computing skills.  Education
creates and sustain communities, in part by providing spaces which are part-public
and part-private.  In these spaces its members can communicate with each other in
ways that are not otherwise available to them.  They come to understand, and
sometimes to share, each others’ values and ways of thinking.   Both direct and
indirect socialisation are relevant, but the latter is almost certainly more powerful and
pervasive.

To repeat, these effects can occur at different levels.  So we are not talking only about
general social effects, but the way learning within an organisation, or a fragment of it,
has socialising effects.  The values of an organisation are nested within those of the
wider society, but do not necessarily relate closely to them.

Secondly, education strengthens people’s access to knowledge by increasing their
networks and by giving them the confidence to mobilise and exploit them.  Providing
access to powerful networks has always been a major function of education for many
elites, driving the success of old boy networks in both social and economic spheres.
But it applies increasingly across the board in a complex knowledge economy, where
individuals will rarely possess sufficient knowledge capital on their own to be
effective players.  For many, however, it is not a question only of access, but of
having the confidence and skills to make use of it.  One major outcome of education
is precisely that it endows people with this confidence to use networks,  and to seek
help; a challenge is how to make this happen effectively but not exploitatively.

Networks and communication are not restricted only to workplaces or occupational
colleagues.  One particular field in which education operates is the relationship
between providers and consumers of public services, including education itself.  Our
research showed how learning helps people to become more confident, and therefore
more effective, users of health services, seeking better information from professionals
and putting it to better use.

This takes us directly to the third of the social capital triad: trust.  Trust is inherent in
the effective sharing of knowledge, so that it is the task of knowledge managers to
foster trust.  If colleagues in an organisation trust each other they are far more likely
to share knowledge than if they are all in some state of Hobbesian competition.  The
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same is true at the organisational level.  Indeed, in the economic sphere it is precisely
the fact that high levels of social capital reduce transaction costs which make it
attractive.  But the value of trust goes well beyond this.

The relationship between education and trust levels is complex.  We cannot, sadly,
assume a nice linear process of more education leading directly to higher levels of
trust and therefore greater social capital.

Here are just a few relationships within formal education contexts where trust issues
pervade education and learning:
a. Staff/student: greater clarity in learning ‘contracts’ is desirable, but not at the

expense of basic trust, since staff will then spend valuable time safeguarding
themselves against legalistic challenge

b. Institution/student: issues such as web-enabled plagiarism and qualification fraud
challenge trust relations; on the other side are issues to do with how well the
institution articulates and fulfils its promises and commitments

c. Staff/staff: how does an institution encourage its members to share their research
and teaching ideas?  This raises issues to do with reward systems, but also to do
with education’s physical and technological environments – its architectural
contexts

d. Student/student: are students now more or less supportive of each other?  This
covers a range of contexts, from bullying at school to much wider forms of peer
pressure, positive and negative.  There is a strong gender dimension here: female
students tend to be better at mutual support.

Pertinent questions include: how far does the world of work, and the wider social
sphere, promote trustful relationships?  What might be done to counter the drift
towards pervasive litigiousness?

V. Social capital as the knowledge capital equivalent of the Tobin tax

James Tobin's original proposal was for a small (in percentage terms) tax on financial
transactions.  It was designed to reduce currency speculation, to slow down the
velocity of circulation of finance capital, and to strengthen the stability of investment
decisions and planning, for companies and countries. 2 The key perspective which
Tobin offers is that maximisation does not equal optimisation.   In a global context,
liquidity of finance capital is needed, but churning money electronically in huge
quantities may have less than optimal effects for those who are not earning very large
amounts for doing it.

 In drawing an analogy I am not proposing a tax on knowledge – hardly likely to be a
vote-winner.  I am suggesting that we should be interested in more than the speed or
volume of circulation of knowledge.  Throwing facts, information or knowledge faster
and faster around our systems is not necessarily optimal; allowing it to happen is an
abdication of the principle of knowledge management.   Our systems need to be able
to handle this knowledge, and to put it to meaningful use.  In the context of the

                                                
2 The controversial proposal has now received legislative support from France and elsewhere, but needs
supranational underpinning to take effect.
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present discussion, the issue is how to achieve an appropriate viscosity in the
circulation of knowledge capital, such that will allow both widespread access to it and
accountable use.

The challenge to knowledge management is to bring different time perspectives into
some kind of effective alignment.  New technologies and global economic
imperatives offer the prospect of a relentlessly spiralling circulation of facts and
information, or purported facts and information.  The fundamental task of education
systems is to enable citizens to get some kind of purchase on these, and to harness
them to acceptable social ends (including, it should be clear, dynamic economic
progress – this is not a Luddite argument).    Maintaining social capital is the
educational equivalent of the Tobin tax, in its aspiration to channel and shape
knowledge capital without impairing its growth and fruitfulness.

Social capital is not a magic way of ensuring both quality and manageability of
knowledge.  But it signals a way of exploring the kinds of values, processes and
structures which could help to provide a suitable combination of the three strands.  If
we refer back to Figure 2, we can see SC as doing this by:
- confirming the intelligibility of knowledge :  does it make sense?
- testing its validity:  does it stand up to relevant tests (which may well be local and

functional ones to do with the organisation, not high-level universal truths)?
- assessing its utility: is it useful (and, therefore, what do we mean by useful)?

VI. Some examples

Mentoring and peer support

Mentoring is now seen as a major way of developing and disseminating knowledge
and competence in many different contexts.  It has been driven by the world of work,
but has spread to education and many other sectors.

There has been a huge increase in peer support initiatives in education.  They may
help students and schools prevent or deal with bullying or other forms of unacceptable
behaviour; more positively, they provide better access to social networks for students
who enter secondary school with few friends; or they provide role models for students
from schools with low records of sending people on to higher education.

More widely, effective learning means enabling learners to rely more on one another,
and less on the ‘sage on the stage’ (direct knowledge transfer from the teacher) or on
technological knowledge sources.  Mentoring systems are powerful means of
transferring knowledge and skills, perhaps because peer mentors are more likely to
value the learner’s previous knowledge base.  Pierre Caspar has referred to the
'mutualisation des competences', a phrase which captures this process well.

Family learning
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Family learning may focus on involving parents in order to improve their children’s
school performance.  But it has a much broader sense, in which different members of
the family unit each engage in learning, to mutual advantage.  Children see their
parents studying, and are encouraged by this.  Grandparents learn technological skills
and therefore open up new lines of communication with their grandchildren.  Partners
help each other to make time for study.  And so on.  The effects are diverse: they
include school achievement, but also improved family relationships and sustained
physical and mental health.  Family learning can reshape norms, and enhance
communication, trust and mutual understanding.

Research

The UK Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) takes place every 5 or 6 years, and
involves every department in every university being graded for its research
performance over the preceding period.  Its positive features are that in its initial
phase it made the planning of research more explicit and the allocation of expenditure
on research more accountable.  It is also conducted by peers, which makes its results
much more acceptable to the academic community.  Its downside, apart from sheer
cost, is that it promotes highly individualised forms of knowledge creation – mainly in
the shape of published books and articles - at the expense of social forms such as
debate, review and mutual critique.  One result is that academics are so busy making
sure that they publish adequately that they have no time to respond to others’ ideas –
indeed, it is against their own interest to help other researchers develop their ideas.  It
is a classic case of growing one form of human capital at the expense of social capital.
It increases the volume of knowledge in a gross sense, but destroys the quality of the
interactions between researchers.
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VII. Concluding questions

1. We have some idea of how to invest in human capital - though the OECD has
made clear the limitations of narrow concentration on skills and qualifications.
What are the principal vehicles for investing in social capital?

2. How do we go about capturing the interactions between different types of
capital - human, social, physical, etc?

3. What exactly are the management skills required to manage knowledge, and
where are they likely to be located and developed?

4. What are the appropriate criteria and timeframes for measuring returns to
human and social capital?

5. How well are our assessment systems designed in relation to social as well as
human capital?

6. What are the pedagogical implications of a commitment to fostering social
capital and promoting knowledge management?

7. Can we identify fundamental features of the design of physical environments -
educational, workplace and community - which promote knowledge
management?
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APPENDIX I

TABLE 1

Human Capital Social Capital

Focus Individual agent Relationships and networks

Measures Duration of schooling Attitudes/values
Qualifications Membership/participation

Trust levels

Outcomes Direct: income, productivity Social cohesion
Indirect: health, civic activity Wellbeing

Economic achievement
More social capital

Model Linear Interactive/circular
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APPENDIX II

Personal
identity

Social
capital

Human
capital

Qualifications

Knowledge

Skills

 Civic Participation

Health

Plans /
goals

 Friends /
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 Family

Attitudes &
values (eg

trust)

Self
concept

Motivation
to learn

Enjoyment

CONCEPTUALISATION OF THE SOCIAL BENEFITS OF LEARNING


