
 

How to Build Social Capital 

 
The supreme happiness of life is the conviction that we are loved. 

- Victor Hugo 

 
Hand me the world on a silver platter 

And what good would it be 

With no one to share 

With no one who truly cares for me. 

- Alicia Keys 

 
People who need people are the luckiest people in the world 

- Bob Merrill, 

Broadway musical Funny Girl 

 
That last one is wrong. People who need people aren’t the luckiest people in the world. Everyone 

needs people. People who have people are the luckiest people in the world. That’s why we need to teach 

kids how to get people. 

There are infinite reasons why we should get people, starting with the Reverse Daffodil Principle 

(Lesson 9). You’re not going to be able to replace time with people if you don’t have people. And you’re 

not going to have people if you’re disliked and/or disrespected. 

Further, when we are extraordinarily disliked and/or disrespected, our ability to teach, influence or 

even affect policy diminishes. Near the end of George W. Bush’s presidency, Thomas Friedman wrote in 

the New York Times that Bush had said something about the economy that made good sense. But, because 

Bush’s approval rating had sunk so low – in late 2008, only one in four Americans thought he was doing a 

good job – few people paid attention. 

It’s wrong, but that’s how most people are. When they don’t like you, no matter what you say, no 

matter how brilliant it may be, it will be ignored or dismissed. When they don’t like you, no matter what 

cause you believe in, no matter how worthy it may be, no matter how hard you try to gather support, it 

will be ignored or dismissed. 

Conversely, when people like you, pretty much anything you say will be taken seriously. Pretty much 

any cause you believe in will be supported. This, too, is wrong. But that’s how most people are. 



People give to people, not causes, and there are countless worthy causes. So, ultimately, it’s not the 

cause that gets the cash. It’s the people advocating for it. If they have lots of social capital, they’ll be more 

successful than if they have little. The Michael J. Fox Foundation has raised over a quarter billion dollars 

while searching for a cure for Parkinson’s disease. Parkinson’s research, clearly, is an important cause. But 

it’s not only sympathy for those afflicted with Parkinson’s that’s bringing in the donations. It’s the popular, 

respected and beloved actor, Michael J. Fox, (and his abundant social capital) who is not only battling 

Parkinson’s, but spearheading the drive to eradicate it. 

“Well liked and popular” gets a bad rap, as if being disliked and unknown should be the goal. The 

truth is, being well liked and popular is only important if you care about being happy and successful. 

Otherwise, it’s overrated. 

Seriously, it’s distressing for a teacher and heartbreaking for a parent when a child isn’t liked. And, 

obviously, it’s devastating for the child. Humans are social creatures. Other humans are the source of our 

greatest joy. Remove that joy, and kids grow into unhappy teenagers and adults whose goal is to hurt the 

people they resent. Remove that joy, and there’s a possibility that we’ll develop kids like Eric Harris and 

Dylan Klebold, the boys who murdered 12 of their Columbine High School (Colorado) classmates, then 

committed suicide. 

 
Question: What makes us the most happy? 

Answer: Other people. 

 
Question: What makes us the most unhappy? 

Answer: Other people. 

 
What can be the best part of our day? What can be the worst part of our day? Again, it’s the same 

answer: our connection with others.     

I don’t care how smart someone is. I don’t care how well he or she can read, write or solve problems. 

I don’t care how impressive a student’s GPA or SAT score is. When a child doesn’t know what it takes to 

initiate and build a relationship, he or she is doomed to an unhappy and unsatisfying life. 

This is why every child needs to be taught how to build the capital more valuable than financial capital 

– social capital. Financial capital is about how much money you have. Social capital is about how many 

people you have – the people in your life you know you can count on. When you have social capital, you 

can build financial capital. The other way around doesn’t necessarily work. 

It’s not enough to merely tell a kid to go make friends. It’s hard to make friends! It takes time to make 

friends. If you want to make friends, there are things you should and shouldn’t do. 

For over 40 years, from 1953 to 1994, there was a children’s television program called Romper Room. 

During many shows, a primary school teacher (my favorite was Miss Nancy) had a “Do-Bee” and “Don’t-

Bee” segment. Children dressed as good and bad bumblebees would teach their peers how to and how 

not to behave. “Do be this,” Miss Nancy would say. “Don’t be that!” 



Hoping to come up with a more grown-up version of the “Do be/Don’t be” lesson, I asked my students 

to help me make two lists. The first list would be attractive social behaviors, and the second list would be 

repelling ones. “What makes you like someone and want to be around them? What makes you dislike 

someone and want to avoid them?” 

 
The “Do-Bee” List - Ways to Make Them Love You 
 
• Have a cause. Care about something beyond yourself. Children? Seniors? The environment? Animals? 

For what cause are you working? 
 
• Learn how to tell stories. Humans love stories. 
 
• Develop a sense of humor. There are two ways to show that you have it. 
 
• Be funny: Self-effacing humor is good.  

 
• Recognize funny: Smart, attractive people get jokes. Laugh! 

 
• Verbally compliment or, better, write complimentary notes to a wide variety of people (Lesson 27). 
 
• Give small gifts. Know what people like. If you don’t know, find out. Research. Make your gifts personal. 
 
• Master a skill. If you do, right or wrong, people will want to be around you. Human capital (your 

knowledge, aptitude(s), skills and expertise) leads to social capital. 
 
• Work hard. Hard workers earn respect. 
 
• Become the best listener you know. In one of his novels, Haruki Murakami writes about a gorgeous 

woman who is considered sexy because of her enormous ears. Her ears are a metaphor for the beauty 

of listening. Excellent listeners are loved, but they’re rare. Be rare. Listen. 
 
• Be an outstanding audience member. Focus, listen, react, respond non-verbally (smile, laugh), ask 

relevant questions. Whether it’s in class, paying attention to the teacher or a classmate, listening to a 

guest speaker (any speaker!), watching a school assembly or attending a concert, play or movie, great 

audience members are special and wonderful. They’re underappreciated – except by presenters, 

performers and those sitting near them, who love them! 
 
• Be able to ask people of all ages interesting, thoughtful and (sometimes) even probing questions. 
 
• Give someone the shirt off your back. Literally. The last time I visited my father, he let me borrow his 

denim jacket. I mentioned to him that I liked it. When it was time for me to leave, I tried to give it back 

to him but he wouldn’t take it. “Keep it,” he said. I never saw him alive again. Now, whenever possible, 

when someone likes something I own, I hand it over. I never miss it. (And I still have and sometimes wear 

Dad’s jacket.) 
 



• Be unpredictable. React differently. When someone falls, don’t be like most people and laugh. Instead, 

help. 
 
• Notice when people are sad or not themselves. Reach out to them. Comfort, or at least offer to comfort 

those who look like they need comforting. 
 
• When you like something, say so. When you don’t, say nothing. People like people who like stuff. “I love 

that song /movie / TV show / book / sport / food / class/person.” Announcing what you don’t like, “I hate 

that song/movie/TV show/book/sport/food/class/person,” is often a turn-off, especially to those who 

like what you just insulted. 
 
• Be curious. Don’t be apathetic, insouciant or phlegmatic. Apathetic, insouciant, phlegmatic people are 

boring. 
 

• Understand what people want or need before they ask for it. When you notice someone needs it, lend 

a pencil, pen, piece of paper, personal item, a jacket, a sweater… 
 
• “Get it.” Don’t need long, drawn-out directions or explanations. 
 
• Be able to initiate a conversation. Ask people about themselves. Have a bank of conversation-starters: 

“Tell me about your family.” “Today, if you could have lunch with anyone in the world, who would you 

choose it to be? Where would it be? What restaurant?” (Lesson 46) 
 
• Stand up for yourself. Have confidence. We respect and like spunk. 
 
• Strive to be innovative. Conformity may be comforting, but creativity is charismatic. 
 
• Let someone cut in front of you, but only if there is no one waiting behind you. 
 
• Offer someone a chair. Maybe even your chair. 
 
• Be open. Be real. Be willing to share your life. Tell the truth. Come clean. Don’t pretend to like something 

you dislike. Don’t pretend to dislike something you like. 
 
• On occasion, when you can, pay for the person behind you. Not just at the toll booth, either. Buy 

something in the vending machine for the person behind you in line, even if you don’t know that person. 

(But first ask what he or she wants.) 
 
• Write more thank you notes. Make them personal and specific. 
 
• Make a snack or lunch for someone. 
 
• Notice when people need help carrying things. Offer to help. 
 
• In a class in which you’re excelling, help someone who’s not. 
 
• Send or, better, print out a meaningful quote and give it to someone to whom it applies. 



 
• Give someone an appropriate book. (But don’t pressure the recipient to read it.) 
 
• Color, draw or paint someone a picture. 
 
• Leave an encouraging, happy, inspiring voicemail. 
 
• Text a compliment and/or an encouraging thought to a different person each day. 
 
• Offer to take a group of underclassmen or newly hired co-workers to lunch. 
 
• Rescue others from embarrassment. When someone’s voice cracks or if he or she unintentionally burps, 

spits or drools, don’t laugh. Resist the urge to comment. 
 
• Physically, do the best you can with what you have. We can’t all be beautiful, but we can all take pride 

in our appearance and at least try. 
 
• Make an effort to acknowledge and connect with classmates or co-workers outside the classroom or 

workplace. That’s where bonds are forged. 
 
• Do little things. Close someone’s open backpack. Hold the door. 
 
• Notice the small things others do. Let people know you notice and appreciate those things. 
 
• Shake hands (warmly), give high fives, pats on the back and hugs. When done appropriately and 

properly, the human touch is magical. 
 
• Visit, call or contact an absent classmate or co-worker. 
 
• Be a good judge of character. Immerse yourself in positive activities and surround yourself with positive 

people (Lesson 11). 
 
• Stand up for and support those who need it. Sometimes this is incredibly difficult, but, if you do, it won’t 

be forgotten. 
 
• Exceed others’ expectations. If you do, it won’t be forgotten. 
 
• Use people’s names when you greet and talk with them. 
 
• Be the first to say “Hello” and “Goodbye.” 
 
• Greet or say “Hi” to people you don’t know. (Don’t worry if they don’t respond. That’s their problem.) 
 
• When driving, let someone in. If someone lets you in, acknowledge it. Wave a thank you. 
 
• Treat everyone well, not just the people you like or think are important. So often we judge people not 

by how they treat us, but by how they treat others. Remember the old adage about choosing a husband: 

“Don’t evaluate a prospect only by how he treats you. Evaluate him based on how he treats his mother.” 



Don’t you love people who show kindness and respect to the people you love? And aren’t you deeply 

impressed by people who treat anyone with kindness and respect? Others notice way more than you 

think they notice. You’re always being evaluated. You’re always on stage. 
 
• Learn how to introduce people to an audience. Research their strengths and accomplishments. Then 

compliment them in your introduction. 
 
• Make matches. Introduce people to each other. Not with the intention of hooking them up romantically, 

but to connect like-minded, similarly-interested people platonically. 
 
• Be able to talk about pop culture – a movie, a TV show, a sporting event. The more you can talk about, 

the better. 
 
• Make an effort to talk about the person you’re talking to, not just about yourself. 
 
• Become educated. Most people enjoy being around smart people. 
 
• Put the grocery store shopping cart back in the rack. Hardly anybody does it. 
 
• If you hear something nice about people, don’t keep it a secret. Tell them what you heard. 
 
• Visit people when they’re home sick or hospitalized. They won’t forget it. 
 
• Go to people’s parties, performances and games. Afterward, give them flowers or gifts. 
 
• Share food. 
 
• When people are doing their job well, let them know. Better, let their bosses know. 
 
• Save someone time. Clean, file, organize, run an errand. Time is such an underrated gift! 
 

Quick story: I emailed all the teachers at my school asking if anyone had stereo speakers I could borrow. 

Six did. “Come by my room and pick them up,” they replied. But one teacher had a student deliver them 

to my room - a small but memorable gesture. 
 

• Forgive someone who made a mistake. Don’t hold a grudge. 
 
• When you mess up, apologize. As Randy Pausch taught in his Last Lecture, a good apology has three 

partsi: 
 

Part I: “I’m sorry.” 
 
Part II: “It was my fault.” 
 
Part III: “What can I do to make it right?” 
 

• Apologize publicly. Thank people publicly. 
 

• Offer to listen or help even when the odds are they won’t take you up on your offer. Keep in mind how 



comforting it feels to be offered something, even when you can’t accept the offer. 
 
• Whenever you can, when someone offers you a gift, accept it. Avoid saying, “No thank you.” Here’s why: 

 
When you accept a gift, the giver feels good. When you don’t, the giver feels bad. 
 
When you truly don’t want the gift, take it. Later, give it to someone who will want it. Stop 

thinking only of yourself. 
 

• Send people links. When you find something you like on the Internet, think about who else might like it. 

Send it to them. It proves that you know their interests and that you were thinking about them. 
 
• Compliment someone with your question. “How did you get so good at guitar?” “Why do you have such 

a strong work ethic?” “Who taught you how to be so great at _______?” “How come you’re so 

smart/talented/beautiful?” 
 
• Entertain someone while they’re working. Sing. Tell jokes. Just be with them so they won’t be alone. 

Sometimes, your presence is enough. 
 
• Don’t interrupt. Teachers are interrupted by students all the time. I swear, when I’m talking to a student, 

he or she becomes invisible. Other students will walk right up to us and begin a conversation with me. 

When they don’t, when they patiently wait their turn, I notice and respect it. 
 
• Be honest. If you’re good at lying and cheating, no one will notice. If you’re good at telling the truth and 

behaving honorably, no one will notice that either. Except you. 
 
• Know when to speak up and when to shut up. 
 
• What else? 

 

The “Don’t-Bee” List – Ways to Make Them Hate You 
 

Well, maybe not hate. That’s a little strong. What might cause people to be annoyed by you is 

probably more accurate. 

When I was 12, I made the little league all-star team. But I didn’t start the all-star game. While sitting 

on the bench waiting for my chance, our team fell behind. “The reason we’re losing is because not enough 

Orioles are in the game!” I half-jokingly hollered. 

My teammates, most of who were not on the Orioles - my regular season team - didn’t think I was 

funny. 

“Why don’t you shut up?!” 

“Yeah, who are you? Shut your mouth.” 

“If you played as good as you talk, you’d be another Babe Ruth.” 

Their words struck like stones. They hurt. But I learned (the hard way) that I shouldn’t say out loud 



whatever thought popped into my head. So I stopped talking, finished the game and went home. It’s hard 

for twelve-year-old boys to be humiliated, but that time I was. Luckily, I could take social cues – even the 

politically incorrect, far from sensitive cues that pre-adolescent boys hurl. 

That kind of vile negative feedback was one way I learned how not to behave. I don’t recommend it, 

though. It was painful. So painful that more than 40 years later, I clearly remember the details. Still, I 

learned and adjusted my behavior. 

Sadly, some kids don’t. They don’t recognize even the most obvious social cues. Instead, they keep 

saying or doing the wrong things, even while their behavior is turning them into social pariahs. To brighten 

their lives, we need to teach them (and every other kid) these social “don’ts.” 

 
If you don’t want to build social capital, do the following: 
 
• Chew loudly. Chew with your mouth open. 
 
• Brag. Talk about yourself - a lot. 
 
• Take credit for something someone else did. 
 
• Frequently talk negatively about others. 
 
• Talk too much. Dominate the conversation. 
 
• Start every sentence with “I” or “My.” 
 
• Don’t take anything seriously. Laugh when the mood is serious. 
 
• Talk or, worse, argue about inane, stupid stuff. 
 
• Complain, whine and poison the mood with your pessimism. 
 
• Always look for the exception. Take joy in proving others wrong while missing the point. 
 
• Disagree just for the sake of disagreeing. 
 
• Be condescending. It’s bad when an adult talks down to kids. When an adult is condescending toward 

another adult, it’s arrogant and insulting. 
 
• Tell someone how a movie ends or who wins a (prerecorded) game. 
 
• When someone is telling a joke, before they’re done, shout out the punch line. 
 
• When you don’t get a joke, say the joke is stupid. (More likely, you’re stupid for not getting it.) After 

someone tells a joke, say, “That’s not funny.” 
 
• Disrespect people who have given you no reason to disrespect them. 
 
• Talk and ask a bunch of questions during movies and TV shows. 
 



• Don’t say “Please.” Don’t say “Thank you.” 
 
• Without apologizing, interrupt to ask a question or bring up a point that has nothing to do with what’s 

being discussed. 
 
• While with others, wear your headphones. 
 
• While with others, spend lots of time texting or talking on your cell. 
 
• Participate in a conversation only when asked a question (and answer as curtly as possible). 
 
• When teasing others, cross the line. 
 
• Be overly predictable. 
 
• Help yourself to others’ food. 
 
• Cuss often and anywhere. 
 
• Argue about facts. 
 
• Consistently be late. 
 
• Always have an excuse. 
 
• Ask unnecessary questions – the kind where you, without help, could answer. 
 
• Ask questions, not because you really want an answer, but to prove how smart you are. 
 
• Sit in someone else’s seat. 
 
• Talk to everyone the same way. Make no allowances for your audience’s demographic or interests 

(Lesson 46). 
 
• Complain, but don’t do anything to solve or help solve the problem. 
 
• Be closed-minded and argumentative. 
 
• Say you’re going to do something. Then don’t do it. Do this often. 
 
• Tell people you almost did something nice for them, but didn’t. As in “I was going to buy you a burrito, 

but … (you didn’t).” 
 
• Compete over stupid stuff, like how you are the bigger fan of celebrity X, or how you are more depressed, 

more nervous, more excited, more stressed or more tired. 
 
• Fail to abide by elevator or public transportation etiquette. (Try to enter before people exit.) 
 
• Fail to abide by “urinal etiquette.” (If there are three urinals and only one is being used – the one on the 

left, for example – use the one on the right. Don’t do your business next door! And if you’re the first one 



there, don’t choose the middle urinal. Go left or right.) 
 
• Don’t lift the toilet seat and miss. Then don’t flush. 
 
• Make people feel uncomfortable by watching, noting and criticizing tiny personal habits. “You walk 

funny.” “You eat funny.” 
 
• Already know it all. Don’t be open to learning anything new. 
 
• When something surprising happens, such as when someone unexpectedly slips or falls, laugh. (Our 

natural human instinct is to laugh. Fight that instinct.) Note: It’s OK to laugh at yourself. 
 
• Pressure others to eat something, drink something or smoke something. 
 
• Litter. Throw trash in the recycle bin. Throw recyclables in the trash bin. 
 
• At a fast food restaurant or movie theater, leave all your trash for “the workers” to clean up. 
 
• Be around too much. Don’t give people space. 
 
• Overreact. Make a big thing out of a little thing. “Oh my god! You spilled your drink onto the floor!” 
 
• Underreact. Treat a big thing like it’s a little thing. “You just got into Harvard? That’s nice. Please pass 

the ketchup.” 
 
• Criticize what others prefer or enjoy (movies, music, magazines). Rip their personal tastes. 
 
• At the gym, hog the equipment – and don’t wipe away your sweat. 
 
• When someone doesn’t know something, make them feel bad about it, as in “You didn’t know that?!” 
 
• Show no compassion toward (and fail to notice) someone who’s having a tough time. 
 
• To get attention, pretend to be sad or hurt when you really aren’t that sad or hurt. 
 
• Make fun of old or disabled people. 
 
• Make fun of people. 
 
• Ask or state the obvious. “You’re late.” “Did you get a haircut?” 
 
• Use gay or retarded as a negative adjective. 
 
• Only acknowledge or talk to people online or via text. 
 
• When working in a group, don’t contribute. 
 
• Act like you’re an expert in something you really don’t know that much about. 
 
• Be super sensitive. Be unable to take good-natured teasing. 
 



• Don’t allow people to finish their thought or story. 
 
• Don’t react in any way to people’s thoughts or stories. 
 
• Don’t take the hint. Don’t “get it.” 
 
• Ask people to do something illegal or immoral. 
 
• In an attempt to be tough, spit. 
 
• Because you’re jealous, negatively criticize people who are successful and can do (or have done) what 

you can’t do (or haven’t done). Professional athletes and entertainers are the usual targets, but people 

tend to deride anyone who is successful. 
 
• Know that any of the above is annoying someone, but continue to do it anyway. 
 
• Do the opposite of everything listed under “Ways to Make Them Love You.” 
 
What else? 

 

 

Assignment 

 
As they come up – and they will - add ways to make them love or hate you. Make it a goal to do at 

least one thing from the Do-Bee list every day. And when you catch yourself doing something from the 

Don’t-Bee list, recognize it and check yourself. 

 

i Pausch, R. (Performer). (2008, May 26). Randy Pausch - The Last Lecture reprised [Web Video]. Retrieved 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BODHsU3hDo4 
 

                                                 


