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ABSTRACT

Social capital—the resources embedded in social networks—has been fundamentally reshaped by digital platforms that
mediate connection, trust, and reciprocity at unprecedented scale. Traditional distinctions between bonding and bridging
social capital require reconsideration in environments characterized by algorithmic curation, quantified interactions, and
platform governance. This review examines theoretical transformations in social capital concepts within digitally networked
communities, grounded in network theory, Putnam’s and Bourdieu’s frameworks, and platform studies. Recognition of
platform mediation has driven shifts from offline-centric models to hybrid and algorithmically shaped forms, from dense local
ties to sparse global networks, and from organic trust-building to quantified and gamified interactions. Specific mechanisms—
including recommendation algorithms, engagement metrics, and platform affordances—reshape tie formation, maintenance,
and resource mobilization. Applications in civic engagement, economic opportunity, and health support demonstrate both
expanded reach and new forms of exclusion and manipulation. Challenges of measurement, algorithmic bias, and the erosion
of unmediated reciprocity persist. Prospects center on platform accountability, alternative digital infrastructures, and updated
theoretical models that integrate algorithmic agency into social capital analysis. The analysis concludes that social capital in
digitally networked communities is not simply amplified or diminished but qualitatively transformed, requiring theoretical
frameworks that account for platform power, datafication, and the reconfiguration of trust and reciprocity.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Social capital has long been recognized as a critical resource for individual opportunity, community resilience, and democratic
functioning. Classic formulations distinguish bonding social capital—resources embedded in dense, homogeneous networks—
and bridging social capital—resources accessed through diverse, heterogeneous ties. Digital platforms have dramatically
expanded the scale and speed of network formation while introducing new mechanisms of curation, quantification, and
governance that challenge these foundational distinctions [1].

Algorithmic recommendation systems, engagement metrics, and platform affordances now shape who connects with whom,
what information flows through networks, and how trust and reciprocity are established and maintained. These changes have
produced both expanded access to diverse networks and new forms of exclusion, manipulation, and superficial connection.
Theoretical reconsideration is required to account for the distinctive characteristics of platform-mediated social capital.

Grounded in network theory, Putnam’s and Bourdieu’s social capital frameworks, and platform studies, this review analyzes
transformation pathways in theoretical understanding, evaluates applications across domains, and assesses challenges and
prospects for updated conceptual models. It draws on evidence up to 2023 and maintains critical balance between the connective
potential of digital networks and the structural constraints imposed by platform architectures.

2. The Theoretical Foundation of Social Capital in Digitally Networked Communities
2.1 The Connotation and Characteristics of Social Capital in Digital Contexts
Social capital in digitally networked communities encompasses the resources—information, support, influence, and
opportunities—embedded in online and hybrid social networks. Its defining characteristics include platform mediation of tie
formation and maintenance, algorithmic curation of network composition and information flow, quantification of social

interactions through likes, shares, and metrics, and the blurring of boundaries between personal, professional, and public
spheres.
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Unlike traditional offline networks characterized by physical co-presence and gradual trust-building, digitally mediated
networks enable rapid connection across distance while subjecting tie formation to platform logics optimized for engagement
rather than social welfare. These characteristics generate new forms of social capital while potentially eroding others,
particularly those dependent on sustained, unmediated interaction [2].

2.2 The Theoretical Logic of Platform Mediation and Algorithmic Influence on Social Ties

Network theory explains social capital as emerging from the structure and content of social ties. Putnam’s framework
distinguishes bonding and bridging functions, while Bourdieu emphasizes the conversion of social capital into other forms of
capital. Platform studies highlight how digital architectures encode specific values and power relations that shape network
dynamics.

An original extension proposed here is that platformization introduces “algorithmic social capital’—resources whose
accessibility and value are increasingly determined by platform algorithms rather than purely social processes. This logic means
that tie strength, information access, and reputational resources are co-produced by human interaction and computational
systems, creating new dependencies and asymmetries that classic social capital theory does not fully capture [3].

3. The Transformation Path of Social Capital Formation under Platformization
3.1 Transition from Offline Community Networks to Hybrid and Platform-Dependent Social Capital

Traditional social capital was primarily accumulated through face-to-face interactions in geographically bounded communities.
Digital platforms have enabled hybrid networks that combine offline relationships with online extensions while also creating
entirely platform-dependent communities. Specific mechanisms include Facebook Groups, Discord servers, and professional
networks on LinkedIn that supplement or replace local ties.

Many communities now maintain significant social capital through hybrid configurations before 2023. This transition expands
the geographic and temporal reach of networks but can also weaken the depth of ties that depend on sustained physical co-
presence and shared local context. Critical balance requires recognizing that hybrid networks are not simply additive; they
reconfigure the conditions under which different forms of social capital are generated and mobilized [4].

3.2 Transition from Dense Local Ties to Sparse, Global, and Interest-Based Networks

Classic bonding social capital emphasized dense, homogeneous local networks. Digital platforms have facilitated the formation
of sparse, global networks organized around shared interests, identities, or causes rather than proximity. Specific mechanisms
include hashtag communities, online fandoms, and interest-based forums that enable connection across distance while often
lacking the multiplexity of local ties.

Interest-based online networks have proliferated before 2023, enabling new forms of bridging social capital and collective
action. This transition can increase access to diverse information and weak ties valuable for opportunity while potentially
reducing the emotional support and informal social control associated with dense local networks. Original insight: the shift
toward sparse, interest-based networks represents a qualitative change in the composition of social capital, with implications
for both individual mobility and community cohesion that require updated theoretical models [2].

3.3 Transition from Reciprocal Exchange to Quantified and Gamified Social Interactions

Traditional social capital relied on generalized reciprocity and accumulated obligations within ongoing relationships. Digital
platforms have introduced quantified metrics—Ilikes, followers, shares—that gamify social interaction and create new
currencies of status and visibility. Specific mechanisms include social media metrics that influence perceived social standing
and algorithmic promotion based on engagement scores.

Quantified social interactions have become central to online reputation and influence before 2023. This transition can
incentivize performative rather than substantive engagement and create new forms of status anxiety while also enabling new
mechanisms for recognizing and rewarding contributions. Critical balance requires distinguishing between metrics that
genuinely reflect social value and those that primarily serve platform engagement goals [5].

3.4 Transition from Organic Trust-Building to Algorithmically Curated and Verified Interactions
Traditional trust-building occurred through repeated interaction, reputation within communities, and shared social contexts.
Digital platforms have introduced algorithmic verification, reputation systems, and curated environments that attempt to

manufacture trust at scale. Specific mechanisms include verified accounts, rating systems, and content moderation that shape
the conditions under which trust is extended or withheld.
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Platform trust mechanisms have expanded before 2023, enabling transactions and interactions among strangers. This transition
can reduce certain transaction costs while introducing new vulnerabilities to manipulation, fake accounts, and algorithmic bias
in reputation systems. An original insight is that platform-mediated trust represents a distinct form of social capital that is
simultaneously more scalable and more fragile than traditional forms, requiring ongoing investment in verification
infrastructure and governance [3].

4. Applications of Social Capital Concepts in Digitally Networked Domains
4.1 Application in Civic Engagement and Political Participation

Digital networks have transformed how social capital supports civic and political action. Applications include online
mobilization through social media, crowdfunding for political causes, and the formation of issue-based communities that
transcend geographic boundaries. Specific mechanisms include hashtag activism, online petition platforms, and algorithmic
amplification of political content.

Digital platforms have enabled new forms of collective action and information sharing before 2023 while also facilitating
polarization and the spread of misinformation through affective and algorithmic dynamics. These applications demonstrate
both the mobilizing potential of bridging social capital online and the risks of echo chambers that reinforce bonding within
ideological groups [6].

4.2 Application in Economic Opportunity and Labor Markets

Social capital has long been recognized as important for job finding and career advancement. Digital platforms have
reconfigured these dynamics through professional networking sites, gig economy platforms, and algorithmic hiring tools.
Specific mechanisms include LinkedIn-style networking, platform reputation systems for gig workers, and social proof in
online marketplaces.

Digital professional networks have expanded access to weak ties and job information before 2023 while also creating new
forms of signaling and gatekeeping based on platform metrics and visibility. These applications highlight both the
democratizing potential of expanded networks and the reproduction of inequalities through algorithmic and network-based
mechanisms [7].

4.3 Application in Health, Well-Being, and Support Networks

Social support has important implications for health and well-being. Digital platforms have enabled new forms of peer support,
health information sharing, and community building around chronic conditions and life challenges. Specific mechanisms
include online support groups, health-related social media communities, and algorithmic matching of individuals with similar
experiences.

Digital health communities have provided valuable support and information before 2023 while also raising concerns about
misinformation, privacy, and the quality of peer advice. These applications demonstrate the potential for bridging social capital
to supplement professional care while underscoring the need for governance that protects vulnerable users [4].

5. Challenges and Prospects of Social Capital in Digitally Networked Communities
5.1 Current Main Challenges

Measurement of social capital in digital environments remains contested, with traditional survey measures poorly suited to
platform-mediated interactions. Algorithmic curation introduces opacity and potential bias in network composition and
information access. The quantification and gamification of social interaction can incentivize superficial engagement over
substantive relationship-building. Platform power creates dependencies that limit user agency and collective action. Finally,
the erosion of unmediated, local social capital may have consequences for community cohesion that are not fully offset by
online networks [5, 8].

5.2 Prospects for Future Development Trends
Prospects include development of more nuanced measurement approaches that capture platform-specific forms of social
capital. Regulatory attention to algorithmic transparency and platform accountability may improve the conditions for equitable

network formation. Growth of alternative and decentralized platforms could provide more user-controlled environments for
social capital accumulation. Integration of social capital considerations into platform design and governance offers potential
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for more prosocial architectures. Research on the interaction between online and offline networks can inform interventions that
strengthen rather than substitute for local social capital.

An original forward-looking insight is the potential emergence of “hybrid social capital ecosystems” that deliberately combine
the scale and diversity of digital networks with the depth and accountability of offline relationships, supported by platform
designs and policies that facilitate rather than replace unmediated interaction.

6. Conclusion

Social capital in digitally networked communities has been qualitatively transformed by platform mediation, algorithmic
curation, and the quantification of social interaction. The transition from offline-centric to hybrid and platform-dependent
forms, from dense local ties to sparse global networks, and from organic to gamified and algorithmically managed trust
represents a fundamental shift in how social resources are generated and distributed. Applications across civic, economic, and
health domains demonstrate both expanded possibilities and new risks of exclusion, manipulation, and superficiality.
Significant theoretical and practical challenges remain in measurement, governance, and the relationship between online and
offline social capital. Sustainable progress requires updated theoretical frameworks that integrate algorithmic agency and
platform power into social capital analysis, alongside governance approaches that prioritize user agency, transparency, and the
conditions for meaningful connection. When digital platforms are designed and regulated with attention to the quality and
equity of social capital formation, they can support rather than undermine the relational foundations of individual opportunity
and collective well-being.
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