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116 SYNTOPIA: SOCIAL INTERACTION O THE NET

—
gratified that our national studies appear to have been borne out evep
by our severest critics,

We can also point with pride to the m:mnccca% of what was :S:x_:
to be a virtually non-existent group (excuse the pun}, namely “Intep.
net dropouts.” (This was our name for people who at one time had
Internet access, but currently did not have any access.) Whoen oyur
research first uncovered the fact that this group was actually a sub-
stantial number of people, we were grected with intense skepticism,
Critics thought that even if such a group existed, it would be
invisibly small. We too were surprised at the size of this group,
having included it partly to ensure conceptual completeness, byt
our m:vmc@:ca surveys, as well as surveys by the Pew Internet and
American Life project have confirmed that Internet dropouts are no
rar avis.

What Hath the Mouse Wrought?

Part of the reason we have undertaken our research is that we have
seen many arguments that the Internet is harmful, or that it has
unleashed a revolutionary liberating force. We are concerned first
about the accuracy of both of these dystopian and the utopian views,
and second about the consequences of accepting an overly negative or
positive view of the Internet if indeed those views are wrang,

The dystopian view is that the consequences have been bleak and the
future trend is more dismal still. Commercial and technological forces
are gaining control of the Internet, individual users are prey to misin-
formation, deception, hucksters. The Internet exposes users, and espe-
cially children, to violence, pornography, and hate groups. Lonely
and outcast people are wasting their time in unreal relationships.
Pessimistic or ironic interpretative stories concerning good human
intentions going awry have inherent appeal to journalists and acade-
mics (including ourselves), and seemingly to the general public as well.

So we have looked for evidence as to whether, as dystopians say,
the “social technology” known as the Internet decreases interpersonal
connection or if virtual involvement in a cause leads to less real-world
participation. We found, contrary to some other analysts, use of the
Internet in general has not led to a mass wave of despair and loneli-
ness, nor has it released upon the world armies of disembodied
multiple selves acting apolitically. It has not destroyed ordinary social
intercourse, nor turned us into puppets of global corporate capitalism.
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We havealso locked at the utopian view, which is that the internet
provides an overwhelming potential for the development .ow :7&57
ing communities, exponential increases in human mmm. mcﬁmm .mm?.wmr
and the achievement of each individual's full democratic participation
in every policy decision. In essence, utopians maintain that M.rm Inter-
net is revolutionary, freeing people and groups to achieve finally an
egalitarian, multi-media information society. L

Just as we do not agree in the main with the m%mgﬁ_m.: view, we
also do not see that the Internet has ushered in an era of Meoommﬁcnr-
like “peace and love.” It has not, nor will it, lift from mankind the
blight of hate, prejudice, vindictiveness, poverty, and disease. Em.ﬁmw
have passed into a completely new millennium, but the Internet is no
Second Coming. .

Our view is that neither perspective is correct. The little computer
mouse, hooked to a keyboard and CPU, and linked with vast net-
works, servers, and other infrastructure, has acted to weave a rich
tapestry of friendship, personal information, and community among
people of all nations, orientations, ethnic groups, and classes. In a
manner not unlike that of Adam Smith’s invisible hand of the mar-
ketplace, the sum of the mouse movements and keyboard clicks (and
increasingly voice and video streams) has allowed individuals and
small groups to find common interests, engage in various types of
exchange and create bonds of concern, support, and affection that can
unite them. The “invisible mouse tracks” have led around the world,
creating electronic and emotional strands among people and their soft-
ware representations. The result is an intricate tapestry of individuals
engaging in what they already do in other arenas, for good or bad,
while expanding possibilities for new kinds of thought, interaction,
and action.

In this chapter, we analyze these perspectives in more detail, and
look at empirical data to probe the Internet’s consequences. We
explore the consequences for American society in three domains:

1 access;
2 civic and community involvement; and
3 social interaction and expression.

To Support our arguments, we have relied on national survey data,
much of which we ourselves have collected. These findings are drawn
from our book-length treatment, which was published by MIT Press
In 2002. Its tentative title is “Social Consequences of the Internet.”
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T

day life, but both the Internet and everyday life exist within a context
that is both contiguous wilth other technology, in this case other 1ICTs,
and other types of life, here nvolving extraordinary and tragic events,

Syntopia and Life beyond the Everyday

The major constituents of mv\:nc?m\ the mobile phone and the Inter-
net, were understandably central to people’s convmunication activitjes
as the plot unfolded.

Mobile phones, which we see as part of Syntopia, were used to relay
what was happening aboard the hijacked airliners. These communi-
cations appear to have been instrumental in alerting passengers on one
flight (UA Flight 93) of the hijackers’ intended suicide mission. By
having these mobile phone communications, the passengers on that
flight, at the cost of their own lives, were apparently able to thwart the
hijackers, bringing the plane down on a southwestern Permsylvania
field rather than a Washington, DC, landmark. Mobile phones were
also used to call for help and to et friends and relatives know what
was happening as the disaster unfolded. Emergency workers, victims
and families coordinated and updated themselves, The voice networks
were heavily overloaded due to the spike in use, but two-way pagers,
such as the Blackberry, and data networks, were able to keep up with
the demand. Mobile phones clearly saved lives as they were used to
tell people in the stricken buildings to evacuate immediately. (Some
victims initially thought their tower had been bombed and decided to
await rescue, unaware that suicide squads had steered fuel-laden pas-
senger jets into the towers: Adam Mayblum, personal communica tion,
September 26, 2001}.

In a sick hoax, though, some people used their mobile phone to call
emergency services pretending to be trapped. These calls were taken
seriously, of course, which led to the distracting and endangering
of the rescuers. Phones, both mobile and stationary, were also used
to make false bomb threats to federal buildings, synagogues, and
mosques. In several of these cases, caller-ID technology was used to
catch perpetrators, allowing authorities to relieve fears (Case, 2000;
Harden, 2001; Katz, 1999).

The Internet was used to find out information about the attacks and
to seek reassurances that loved ones were safe. But the Internet was
also used to show the solidarity of the American people as various
online sites were established to handle charitable contributions,

SYNTOPEA: SOCIAL INTERACTION ON THE NET 21

Table 3.1 Online resources for responding to September {1, 2001, attacks on
World Trade Center and Pentagon

+ The American Red Cross created websites for those who wished to contribute
1o disaster relief. They also provide online guidance about roimno donate
blood. They also established a Family Registration Web, to help those searching
for information on family members affected by the disaster. Those from the
disaster areas could register at the site to help Red Cross workers provide
information to family members and loved ones. .

* United Way and The New York Community Trust have established The September
{Ith Fund. Contributions will be used for immediate and ionger-term needs of
the victims, their families, and communities affected by the events of
September 1. ”

+ The New York State World Trade Center Fund supports the emergency response
and victim support efforts in New York.

+ Contributions to the Salvation Army go towards the physical, emotional, and
spiritual needs of families, individuals, and emergency personneliinvolved in the
disasters. Aid is given to those affected both directly and indirectly by this
tragedy.

* The non-profit organization FireDonations has established an online contribution
site for thefr New York Firefighter 9-11 Disaster Relief Fund. It aids families of the
firefighters who died in their attempts to assist others during the World Trade
Center tragedy.

¢ Mercy Corps supports organizations that provide counseling far survivors,
emergency persontiel, and families of the victims. They also support
organizations that provide scholarship funds for children who lost parents in
the artacks.

provide psychological support services, and communicate emotional
succor and concern. Examples of the scores of such sites are given in
table 3.1 “

One of the authors of this chapter received email messages of
concern and condolence from around the world. Many sites were
established to allow people to give expression to their feelings. For
instance, the Washington Post has one at http:// www.washington-
post.com/wp-srv/metro/ daily /sept01/0911react. html

At the same time, the Internet was used to spread a variety of false
stories. One was that the US Central Intelligence Agency and Mossad
(srael’s intelligence service) had mounted these attacks as a provoca-
tion. Another false message concerned the origin of videotapes
showing Palestinians celebrating the September 11 attacks. A gradu-
ate student in Brazil sent a message to a highly regarded news group
accusing CNN of misidentifying the tapes as from another, earlier
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in cyberspace seems to b shaping up exactly like Thomas Jefferson
would have wanted: founded on the primacy of individual liberty ang
a commitment to pluralism, diversity, and communily” (Kapor, 1993
p. 53).

The third concern is whether the Internet will hinder expression, or
will foster new forms of identity and social interaction (Baron, 1984.
Gergen, 1991; Hilps and Turoff, 1995; Parks and Floyd, 1996; Turkle,
1996; Wynn and Katz, 194975, Can online social activity and creativity
translate into meaningful friendships and relationships? The firgt
school of thought holds that computer-mediated communication tech.
nology is too inherently antithetical to the nature of human life for
meaningful relationships to form (Stoli, 1995). To type is not to be
human, to be in cyberspace is not to be real > all is pretense and alien-
ation, a poor substitute for the real thing. Thus, cyberspace cannot be
a source of meaningful ?_.ozgm_:.wm (Baudrillard, 1983; Numes, 1995),
Further, the technology is 100 limited to provide a useful basis for rela-
:o:m::u formation, Hence, CMC m.:_umﬂm_.x_q leads to “experimenta-
tion” (that is lying to others who cannot immediately know what the
truth is} about one’s identity and qualities. Such an atmosphere can
be dominated by trickery, lechery, manipulation, and emotional swin-
dles. So much posturing, :ma:mmﬂ'ms\#mz:m: and ?E:m of identitics
can take place that it is extremely difficult for any real relationships to
be created and maintained (Turkle, 1996).

However, a second school of thought increasingly sees the Internet
as a medium for social interaction (Rice, 19872). Numerous case
studies of CMC have shown that “the social” is an Important glue that
binds together the task-oriented aspects of CMC, and in some cases
even supplants them (Rice, 1987b). This work has been complemented
by research on the functioning of medical discussion lists and news-
groups, health and psychological support groups, Internet relay chats,
multi-user dungeons, object-oriented MUDs, and even online dating
services, all of which are essentially social and “affect” (as opposed to
task) oriented (Rice, 2001). A good proportion of those searching and
participating in health information sites and discussion groups do so
as “third party” intermediaries, seeking information and support for
their significant others, for themselves to help them deal with illnesses
of significant others, or to bring information from the Internet to stim-
ulate, challenge, or engage their health care providers (Aspden and
Katz, 2001). The growth and persistence of web-based chat rooms and
“instant messaging” offering “community” would seem to provide
additional evidence refuting the “non-social” nature of CMC. Baym
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summarizes a decade of research as revealing “the E”m%w in EE@
people have appropriated the commercial and non-commercial
networks demonstrate that CMC not only lends itself to social uses
but is, in fact, a site for an unusual amount of social creativity” amf.,?
1995, p. 160); Rice (1987a) argued that fundamental aspects of socjal
groups and communities may well be supported, even extended,
through online communities, though the boundaries m:a permanence
of such groups might be quite different. .

Data Sources

The data summarized here, as well as detailed in various reports from
the overail programmatic research, came from a series Q.ﬂ nationai
probability telephone surveys, all designed by us but mn_um:mmwm_,mm. by
commercial survey firms. These surveys follow rigorous mmus.ﬁr:m
protocols, and use random-digit dialing, to produce statistically
representative samples of the adult US population. Figure 3.1 pro-
vides summary details on nonusers, users, former users, and sample
sizes.

Access to the Internet

During each of the national surveys we asked users the year they
started using the Internet (referred to in the surveys as “the Internet,
also known as the Information or Electronic Superhighway”). This
enabled us to establish cohorts of users based on the year they started
using the Internet — those starting in 1992 or before, and those start-
ing in 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, and 1999/ mooo.. We report
usage by demographic measures, both for the various cohorts, and
for the survey years (1995, 1996, 1997, 2000). Table 3.2 provides the
bercentages. :

Gender

Across the cohorts of users (1992 to 2000), the proportion of female
Users increases. New Internet users are proportionally more female
than are reported in surveys that only indicate usage as of the year of
the Survey; in recent years females are even more frequent users than
are males,
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Race

The proportion of African- Americans using the Intemnet rose and then

declined a bit over both the cohort and survey years. The difference
in percentage of users and non-users between African-Americans and
White non-Hispanics was significant only in 1996.

Motivations for Use

Regarding motivations for Internet use, two points stand out (Kaiz
and Aspden, 1997a, 1997¢). Users in the 1995 and 2000 survey rated
sending /receiving email as a significantly better reason someone
might be interested in becoming an Internet user than did non-users
{in this analysis, we include former users, or “dropouts”, as non-users),
There was no significant difference between users and non-users, in
both 1995 and 2000, as to the extent that they rated having contact with
new people as a motivation for usage. While in 1995 users and non-
users did not significant differ in the extent to which they believed that
people might be interested in becoming an Internet user “because it's
a good thing to do,” in 2000 users were more likely to feel this way.

Awareness

Our research identified a second digital divide, relating to awareness of
the existence of the Internet (defined by the question “Have you heard
of the Internet or the Information Highway?”). We looked at the per-
centages of each binary category of gender (male/ female), age (under
or over 40), income (less or more than $35k), education (less or more
than coilege), and race (African-American or White non-Hispanic). Of
those that were aware of the Internet, the percentage of women rose
from 45.5 percent in 1995 to 53.3 percent in 2000; the percentage of
those over 40 rose from 47.9 percent to 50.2 percent; the percentage of
those earning under $35k fell from 52.1 percent to 33.5 percent; the
percentage of those with less than a college education dropped from
70.6 percent to 64.9 percent; and the percentage of those who were
African—American rose from 7.2 percent to 10.5 percent. Thus the
awareness divide seems to have pretty much disappeared according
to gender, age and race, but seems to be increasing by income and
education.
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Combined influences on usage and awareness

Summary logistic regressions were run to predict awareness (vs.
pever heard), and to predict usage (vs. non-users;, here former
users/dropouts were not considered) from the same demographic
variables.

In 1995, significant predictors of being aware of the Internet were:
younger, greater income, greater education, white American (14
percent of variance explained, 86 percent of the 1814 cases correctly
predicted. Significant predictors of being an Internet user were: male,
younger, greater income, and higher education (16 percent, 91 percent
of the 1676 cases correctly predicted). In 2000, significant predictors of
awareness of the Internet were the same as in 1995 male, younger,
greater income, and white American (3 percent variance, 93 percent
of the 1037 cases correctly predicted). Significant predictors of usage
were: younger, greater income, and greater education (45 percent, 80.2
percent of 924 cases correctly predicted). Note that, once awareness is
achieved, in the multivariate analyses there is no digital divide - dif-
ferences between non-users and users — on the basis of gender or race
in 2000. _

Dropouts

Internet dropouts - people who have used the Internet, but no longer
do so - are usually overlooked in discussions about cyberspace (Katz
and Aspden, 1998). Approximately 8 percent of respondents were
dropouts in 1995, 11 percent in the 1996, 10 percent in 1997 and 11.5
percent in 2000. In 1995, 1996, 1997, and 2000, dropouts were signifi-
cantly younger, less affluent, and less well educated than users — but
not more likely to be female or African-American. In 1995, dropouts
over 20 years old, compared to current users over 20 years old, were
more likely to have been taught to use the Internet by friends (42
percent compared to 19 percent for current users), less likely to have
learned at work (18 percent compared to 35 percent), and less likely
to have been self-taught (15 percent compared to 25 percent). Of those
who dropped out, the following percentage of respondents (averaged
across the 1995, 1996 and 1997 surveys) indicated agreement with
these three reasons for ceasing to use the Internet were: theylost access
fo the Internet (23 percent), generally due to losing a job or leaving
college; the Internet was not sufficiently interesting (12 percent); con-
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e

met 1-3 times with friends and 44 percent met 4 or more times. Of
non-users who had heard of the Internet, 48 percent met 1-3 timeg
with friends and 40 percent met 4 or more times. Non-users who had
not heard of the Internet reported meeting with friends less — 43
percent reported meeting 1-3 times with friends and 39 percent
meeting 4 or more times in the week prior to the survey. In other
words, those who had been using the Internet the longest also were
the most likely to have met with 4 or more friends, while those who
were not even aware of the Internet were jeast likely to have met with
4 or more friends in the prior week. Clearly long-term Internet usage
is associated with more, not less, frequent sociabi lity. These differences
between non-users and users, in getting together with friends,
remained after controlling for employment status (full-time, part-time,
retired, unemployed).

We asked respondents the extent they agreed with the question, “In
your social life are you frequently away from home?” The aggregate
responses to this question were similar to the above but the differences
were more marked with users (current and former) more strongly
agreeing to the statement than non-users. Fifty-nine percent of long-
fime users, 56 percent of recent users and 57 percent of former users
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. By contrast, only 37
percent of non-users who had heard of the Internet and 34 percent of
non-users who had not heard of the Internet agreed or strongly agreed
with the statement. Differences in being frequently away from home
remained for non-users versus users after controlling for significant
influences of educational achievement and marital status.

Finally, we asked participants in the survey how many of the 10
people living closest to their home they knew. Of non-users who had
not heard of the Internet, 37 percent reported knowing the 10 closest
people and 31 percent knowing 4-9 of the 10 closest people. Similarly,
of non-users who had beard of the Internet, 33 percent reported
knowing the 10 closest people and 36 percent knowing 4-9 of the 10
closest people. Former users reported knowing slightly fewer neigh-
bors — 28 percent reported knowing the 10 closest people and 42
percent knowing 4-9 of the 10 closest people, followed by long-time
users — 28 percent reported knowing the 10 closest people and 37
percent knowing 4-9 of the 10 closest people. Recent users reported
knowing the fewest neighbors - 21 percent reported knowing the
10 closest people and 43 percent knowing 4-9 of the 10 closest people-
So there is evidence that long-term and recent Internet users are more
likely to meet with friends in the past week, but also more likely to be
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away from home and to know fewer neighbors. This implies that
users’ social communities are more physically dispersed. than non-
users’. However, there was no significant difference between cate-
gories of users and non-users in this knowledge of the 10 closest
neighbors after controlling for significant influences of G&ﬁ_cv\gmi
status and age, implying that the use of the Internet, per se, is not asso-
ciated with different levels of awareness of one’s neighbors.

In the 1995 survey, 42 percent of users reported contacting family
members through the Internet at least once or twice. Long-time users
reported contacting family members more often than did recent
adopters. In the 2000 survey, 21.8 percent of the users reported con-
tacting family members online at least several times a year.

Other possible indicators of home and social activity include having

any children, work situation (full-time, part-time, retired, unem-
ployed, or student), owning one’s home, and number of years living
in the same home. In 1995, users were more likely than non-users
to work full-time (69.5 percent vs. 54 percent for non-users) or be a
student (13.5 percent vs. 5.9 percent), and have lived for fewer years
in their current house (6.4 years vs. 10.5). The same differences existed
in 1996, except that users were also more likely to own their own
home. In 2000, users were significantly more likely to have children,
work full-time (62.7 percent vs. 44.2 percent) or be a student (8.8
percent vs. 2.1 percent), and have lived for fewer years in their current
house. :
Finally, respondents’ sense of overload (rushed, too much to do)
was significantly higher for users than non-users in 1995, but not in
2000, and reported satisfaction (overall, and with communication with
friends, family and work colleagues) was significantly greater for
users than non-users in 2000, but not in 1995, :

New Forms of Expression

In the 1995 survey, 25.5 percent of users reported being a member of
an Internet community. Thirty-one percent of long-time users and 17
percent of recent adopters reported participating in Internet commu-
hities; 23 percent participated in 3 or 4 communities, and 27 percent
Participated in five or more communities. For the vast majority of both
long-time and recent users, use of the Internet does not appear to have
Much impact on the time spent with friends and family. The two
Broups’ views were not statistically different. Eighty-eight percent of
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