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Primary Issues in Internet Use: Access,
Civic and Community Involvement, and
Social Interaction and Expression

RONALD E. RICE

The Internet is being used by large numbers of the
US population, and that usage is growing quickly.
The Internet took seven yvears to achieve the same
tevel of diffusion into US households — 30 per cent —
that it tock the telephone 38 years and the televi-
sion 17 years to accomplish. The mid 2000 AOL
national survey (based on 2 representative national
telephone survey of those 18 or older who have
online access in their homes) found that 76 million
people (39 per cent of the US population) used the
Internet, up from 45 million in 1998 (AOL, 2000).
A study by UCLA in November 2000 reported that
66.9 per cent of Americans used the Internet; in
the first quarter of 2000, approximately 35,000
people each day became new Internet users
(UCLA, 2000). In December 2000, a Pew Institute
report indicated that 56 per cent of the US popula-
tion over 18, or 104 million, had access to the
Internet (Yahoo!News, 2001). About 75 per cent
of students older than 12, and 29 per cent of those
under 12, had access to the Internet; 56 per cent
of all users went online every day. Just a few
months later, a Nielsen/NetRatings (2001) report

found 60 per cent of US citizens, or a total of

168 million, used the Internet from home, work
or both.

This rapid adoption of 2 new way to seek and
distribute information, communicate with others,
and sell goods and services naturally raises a vast
range of enduring as well as new social and policy
issues. This chapter reviews relevant research on
three primary issues: (1) access, (2) civic, political

and community involvement, and (3) social
interaction and forms of expression. Rheingold
(1993) identified three main consequences of the
Internet and online communities similar to the
second and third main issues: supporting citizen
activity in politics and power, increased inter-
activity with diverse others, and a new vocabulary
and form of communication. The following
sections review these three rescarch issues by
grouping arguments and results into pessimistic
and optimistic perspectives,

AcCCESs

The first fundamental concern is access, including:
who has or does not have access to the Internet;
what motivates people to use the Internet; what bar-
riers there are to usage; and what characterizes
those who stop using the Internet (Katz and
Aspden, 1997a; 1997b; 1997¢). New technologies
in general may bridge gaps between rich and poor,
powerful and powerless, haves and have nots (for
example, Downing, 1989, ECRL, 1999, Freire,
1969; Furlong, 1989, Greenberger and Puffer,
1989; NTIA, 1999; Pfaffenberger, 1990; Schon
et al., 1999). New technologies may enhance ot
hinder access to information in a democracy
(Deetz, 1989a; 1989b; Dervin, 1980; Dervin and
Shields, 1990; Lievrouw, 1994; Murdock and
Golding, 1989), in the workplace (Deetz, 1990;
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Garson, 1988; Kraut, 1989; US Congress, 1987;
Zuboff, 1988) or in broader social or cultural
contexts (Bourque and Warren, 1987; Dervin and
Shields, 1990; Krendl et al, 1989; Larose and
‘Mettler, 1989; Mulgan, 1991; Pool, 1983; US
Congress, 1990; Weinberg, 1987). While new
communication technologies can provide new ways
of participating and interacting, they may also
widen existing gaps, further blocking access to
those already without access (Gillespie and Robins,
1989; Hudson, 1988; Jansen, 1989; Rubinyi, 1989;
Schiller, 1996; Wresch, 1996).

Access is the major public policy area for those
who see the Internet as a universal service and a
significant influence on political and economic
equity (McCreadie and Rice, 1999a; 1999b; Rice
et al., 2001). The usual term for this differential
access to and use of the Internet according to gender,
income, race and location is ‘the digital divide’
(Cooper and Kimmelman, 1999; Hoffman and
Novak, 1998; Hoffman et al., 1996; McConnaughey
and Lader, 1998).

While on the one hand the Internet and other
communication and information technologies
can increase human capital by providing better
access to education and training, on the other
hand those whoe do not have sufficient resources or
experience will be further excluded from human
and social capital (McNutt, 1998). Information
labour markets will prefer individuals who have
both current and prior access to, experience with,
and skills necessary for communication networks.
New applications, software and technologies
require a good understanding of the Intemet and
existing communication protocols that are already
in place, so even if those currently without access
become users, they will still be disadvantaged
{Carrier, 1998). Long-term disadvantages stem-
ming from having no or delayed access accrue in
- less obvious ways, too. Bikson and Panis (1999:
156) discovered that employees who used comput-
ers in their jobs are paid 10 to 15 per cent more than
non-computer users who hold similar positions.
Besides economic benefits, communication tech-
nologies have greatly increased participation in
communication activities such as decision-making
and discussions at the workplace (Carrier, 1998).
Individuals with communication and information
access are generally better informed about their
employers. They are aware of corporate decisions,
and are usually more prepared to participate in
decision-making processes. So there are major
social and economic rationales for investing in
increased access to all citizens, such as through
community networks (McNutt, 1998). For example,
Neu et al. (1999) provide examples of how e-mail
can provide access and general citizen information
to the elderly and governmental information to
social security beneficiaries,

Pessimistic Perspective

Access to Computers and the Internet

Many studies show that minorities such as blacks
and non-white Hispanics are much less likely 14
possess home computers and have less accesg
to networks than whites and Asians and therefoge
miss the opportunity to participate in Internet actjy.
ities (Neu et al., 1999). For example, Bikson and
Panis (1999) summarize results from the *Curreny
Population Survey’ conducted by the Bureau of
the Census in 1993 (143, 129 respondents) ang
1997 (123, 249 respondents). Concerning network
services, in 1997, 7 per cent of individuals over
age 60 and 11 per cent under age 20 used them,
compared with 33 per cent between ages 20 and 59,
all higher than in 1993. When socioeconomic vari.
ables were controlled, the gap between the under.
20 users and 20-59 users decreased significantly,
Controlling for other characteristics, the two
younger groups have quite similar usage levels, byt
usage levels of older adults are still significantly
lower. Usage of network services by those in the
lowest income quartile (around $20,000) rose from
3 per cent in 1993 to 7 per cent in 1997, while
usage by those in the highest quartile (above
$60,000 per year) rose from 23 per cent to 45 per cent,
Thus the gap associated with income rose over
those four years, even after controlling for other
variables, representing approximately a two-year
time lag in adoption of online services between the
bottom and top quartiles (1999: 12). Gaps in use of
network services by educational level also rose,
with usage in 1993 by 1 per cent of those without
high school diplomas and 34 per cent by college
graduates, rising to 5 per cent and 56 per cent in
1997 (these differences are statistically significant
even after controlling for other factors). Concerning
differences by race/ethnicity, usage by whites
(13 per cent to 28 per cent) and Asians (10 per cent
to 25 per cent) jumped between 1993 and 1997,
while the growth rate for blacks, Hispanics and
native Americans was fairly steady, again showing
a widening gap, again controlling for other vari-
ables. Differences in network access by gender
were very slight (approximately 2.5 per cent more
by men) yet still remain after statistically control-
ling for other influences. Finally, 15 per cent
of rural people and 25 per cent of urban people
used network services in 1997, up from approxi-
mately 7 per cent and 12 per cent in 1993, repre-
senting a growing gap. These differences were
significant even when socioeconomic variables
were controlled. ‘

A recently started, ambitious study by the UCLA
Center for Community Policy (UCLA, 2000) is
analysing a panel of 2096 representative house-

* holds across time, comparing Internet users with
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pon-users and with non-users who become users
Jater on. It is part of a group of similar projects in
other countries. The study found that while only
31.2 per cent of those who had not graduated from
high school used the Internet in the fall of 2000,
g6.3 per cent of those wi?h at least a college degree
did; 53.1 per cent of high school graduates and
70.2 per cent of those with some college used the
Internet. At the youngest ages (12-15), use of the
Internet is nearly universal (91.6 per cent) among
American fernales; the only other age range where
they exceed male use is 4655 years (74.3 per cent
compared to 66.1 per cent), After that, the gender gap
' widens considerably (at 66 +, rates are 18.4 per cent
for females and 40.4 per cent for males).

A study published by the non-profit Consumer
Federation of America (Cooper, 2000) collected
responses from a single statistically balanced panel
(n= 1902) measured at two time periods (February
1999 and June 2000) drawn from respondents
agreeing to participate in a large-scale ‘Life Styles
study’. The overall conclusion is that ‘the discon-
nected are, in fact, disadvantaged and disenfran-
chised’ (2000: 1). In particular, they compare the
fully connected (36 per cent of the population, with
Internet service providers or high-speed Internet
access at home), the partially connected (17 per cent,
with basic Internet or e-mail service at home),
the potentially connected (21 per cent, no home
Internet service, but do have home computer or cell
phone), and the disconnected (26 per cent, without
Internet service, computer or cell phone). The dis-
connected earn less than half the income of the fully
connected (325, 500 versus $485, 200), are much
less likely to have a college degree (13 versus
46 per cent), and are more likely to be black (12 ver-
sus 7 per cent), be older {53 versus 44 years) and
have smaller households (2.1 versus 2.8). Each of
these significantly predicts differences across the
four levels of connectedness, with income being the
most powerful predictor. Overall, the study con-
cludes that there is about a three- to five-year lag in
penetration between those with above-median and
below-median incomes. Cooper (2000: 1) agrees
with the argument held by Castells and others that
such differential timing in access to power and
information — even if the later adopters catch up
after several years ~ is itself a significant source of
social inequality and unequal participation.

Moreover, 40 per cent of those who are discon-
nected or partially connected do not expect to be
connected four years hence; of the current discon-
nected about 92 per cent feel this way. The UCLA
(2000) study also notes that 58.6 per cent of current
non-users {32.1 per cent) are somewhat likely or
very likely to not gain access within a year, and this
worsens for older respondents. Further, it also
reports that in mid 2000, 10.3 per cent of non-users
are actually Internet dropouts (formerly used the

Internet at least once a month, but no longer); Katz
et al. (2001) report that this 10 per cent figure is
fairly consistent in surveys they conducted in 1995,
1996, 1997 and 2000, So widespread, full connec-
tion is unjikely any time soon. Here, income, age
and education predict intentions to connect in the
future, while race does not. There are few differ-
ences between the partially and fully connected in
percentage of respondents indicating they have
engaged in various activities online (consuming,
gathering information, visiting government or
politician websites, sending e-mails to a newspaper
or discussing politics online}, but there are signifi-
cant dropoffs for potentially connected and even
more so for the disconnected. That is, simply hav-
ing access, independent of the quality or speed of
the connection, is the crucial distinction.

Barriers, Influences and Consequences

Clearly, there are many physical and socioecon-
omic barriers to equal access. Barriers to using
the Internet reported by the UCLA (2000) study
respondents include: no computer or terminal avail-
able (37.7 per cent}, no interest {33.3 per cent), do
not know how to use (18.9 per cent), too expensive
(9.1 per cent) (and then various other factors).
Within the United States in 1997, ‘65 per cent of
public schools had access to the Internet, but schools
with richer student populations were still 25 per cent
more likely to be connected than schools with
poorer student populations’ (Tapscott, 1997: 260).
And even within those schools, ‘more than
74 per cent of schools have computers, but only
10 per cent of students say they have used a
computer at school in the past week’ (1997: 266).
Van Dijk (1999) identifies four general obstacies
that appear to prevent people from using new
media: (1) people, especially the elderly and
unskilled, are intimidated by new technology or
had a bad first experience with it, (2) no or difficult
access to computers or networks, (3) lack of user
friendliness and unattractive usage style, and (4) lack
of significant usage opportunities. A perhaps more
pervasive and less tangible obstacle is the growing
primacy of commercial motivations for the Internet
over access per se; ‘Calling the Internet the Great
Equalizer helps to sell more computers. The meta-
phor masquerades as a quick fix to social inequality
while ignoring the factors that lead to inequality’
(Wolf, 1998: 26). '

Neu et al. (1999) report that the network use gap
between whites and Hispanics and blacks of similar
socioeconomic status widened from 1993 to 1997,
implying that some of the digital divide may be due
to differences in interests and priorities. A more
invisible factor in this digital divide may be embed-
ded distinctions: ‘the design of new media tech-
niques carries the imprint of the social-cultural
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characteristics  of its producers; predominantly
male, well-educated, English speaking, and
members of the ethnic majority in a particular
country’ (van Dijk, 1999: 152). This style does not
appeal to most women, less educated people and
ethnic minorities. There is also a ‘usage gap in
which well-educated people use computers for
work, private business, education and other reasons
whereas those with less education and the young
use computers for entertainment and/or computer
games followed by education’ (1999: 153). The
learning process, as well as resistance to change,
may be dominating factors in minimal Internet
access by older age groups (Neu et al., 1999:
Chapter 6). Further, differences in access become
more pronounced for some variables when compar-
ing having general access with having online access
from the home (Corrado, 2000: 5). Home access is
associated with using the Internet regularly by
whites with higher education and incomes. Thus, in
reality, there is no simple two-tiered digital divide:
‘A better representation would be a continuum or
spectrum of differentiated positions across the
population with the “information elite” at the top
and a group of “excluded people” at the bottom’
{van Dijk, 1999: 155).

Indeed, cultural, rather than strict economic, edu-
cational and racial differences are receiving
increased attention, from both government and com-
mercial studies. The Cultural Access Group (2001)
conducted an online marketing survey of 2205 users
(766 African-Americans, 1439 Hispanics) of ethnic
websites, and 1294 general market respondents, via
a online banner that connected interested users to an
online survey. Clearly, this is an extremely biased
sample: African-Americans who responded to this
survey were more highly educated (83 per cent had
some college) and more female (76 per cent) than
the general market respondents (79 per cent and
35 per cent, respectively), African-Americans and
Hispanics in this sample have lower in-home access
than the general market respondents, indicate that
cost was the major deterrent to in-home access,
have been online for fewer years, and spend less
time online than the general market. African-
Americans were, however, more likely to use the
Internet for getting information on family/relation-
ship issues (34, 25, 13 per cent), getting information
on health issues (44, 40, 31 per cent) and chatting
online (26, 26, 12 per cent) than Hispanics or the
general market. Curiously, Hispanics were more
likely than African-Americans or the general
market to agree that the Internet has improved
society overall (73, 50, 55 per cent), created oppor-
tunities for all people (80, 69, 70 per cent), broken
down racial barriers (60, 27, 33 per cent) or broken
down economic barriers (48, 29, 29 per cent). This
may be partially explained by the fact that African-
Americans, compared with Hispanics and the gen-
eral market, agree that people of colour have unique

needs on the Internet (52, 16, 14 per cent), but only
37 per cent of African-American, compared with 64
per cent of Hispanic, respondents felt that there wag
adequate Internet content for their ethnic group.

Rojas et al. (in press) go further in identifying ~

other factors contributing to the digital divide, such
as the interrelations among economic capita],
cultural capital, etbnicity, gender and age. Thejr
in-depth study of 12 families in Austin, Texas idengi.
fied a variety of dispositions toward computer tech.
nology, influenced by ‘practices [such as family
histories of technology and media use and habits),
perceptions and aftitudes, technical educatiop,
awareness of technology [especially relating to ecq.
nomic mobility], desires for information, job
requirements, social relations with community
members and community organizations, and geo-
graphical location’. Often, particular individualg
reside in a crossfire of competing and contrasting
influences (such as family and peers, cultural and
social capital, educational and consumer motiva-
tions, and early gender roles) on computer and.
online technology. Similarly, Haddon (2001) argues
that ‘social exclusion’ is context-dependent (neither
necessarily economically based nor equivalent
across all domains of a person’s life), involves not
only political and civic involvement but alse
people’s ability to occupy social roles, and may also
involve rejection of or lack of interest in new tech-
nologies. So, for example, his ethnographic study of
20 single-parent and 20 elderly households, using
time-budget diaries and interviews, found a wide
variety of influences on interest in such new media;
economic constraints, need to keep in touch with
children, limited conceptualizations of how these
media could be used (because of the respondents’
experiences of surviving in low-income situations),
low priorities compared with pressing issues such as
day care, smaller or less available social networks
(and thus less reason to use communication media)
because of not working, lowered symbolic value of
used or cheaper technologies, greater resistance by
the elderly to innovations or to consumerism in gen-
eral, little exposure by the now elderly to new tech-
nologies in their former workplaces, a greater
awareness by the elderly of how they were spending
their money owing to their earlier experience of aus-
tere economic times, and simply greater familiarity
with more traditional media such as the telephone
and the television.

Other Divides

The digital divide occurs at the international level
as well. “Young and well educated people with a
high income living in rich Western countries and
regions have increased their lead on elderly people,
less educated people, and people with lower income
and from poorer countries and regions ... There is
only one exception to this increase in relative
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differences in access to computers apd networ'ks:
the gap between malgs and females is decreasing
though this is happening much fa‘s‘ter in Northern
America than in Europe’ (va_m_Duk, 1999: 150).
However, he points out that this is a familiar pattern
in the adoption of new media, similar to that of the
telephone, the radio, the television and the VCR.
Nonetbeless, ‘the information gap between have
and have-not countries is growing. Accordi.ng
1o Jupiter Communications, of the 23.4 million
households connected to the Net in 1996, 66 per cent
were in North America, 16 per cent in Europe, and
14 per cent in the Asian Pacific. The gap is not
just one of developed countries versus under-
developed countries’ (Wellman, 2000); see http://
www.nua.ie/surveys’how_many_online/index.htmi
for statistics on the geographic distribution of users.
However, mobile/wireiess communication will
likely help developing areas that currently have no or
inadequate telephone infrastructure to gain faster and
more pervasive access to the Intemet.

There are other aspects of access than just equal
distribution across demographic and national
boundaries. People who have hearing, sight,
movement and other disabilities may also be
disadvantaged by limitations on their ability to
access information, contacts and opportunities for
expression on the Internet.

Optimistic Perspective

Recent studies (ECRL, 1999; Katz et al, 2001)
have been finding that at least racial and gender dif-
ferences in Internet access disappear after other
variables are taken into account statistically. It is
possible that as the CPS research was conducted
before the WWW and browser-based Internet usage
had diffused widely, the ‘network services’ referred
to in 1993 and 1997 did truly require exceptional
technical resources and skills. Once browsers,
modems, bandwidth, popular and commercial
Internet resources, and connectivity became more
user-friendly and. widespread, various digital
divides could then diminish. A Pew Institute study
(Yahoo!News, 2001) found that by the end of 2000,
58 per cent of men and 54 per cent of women were
Internet users; figures for Hispanics were 47 per cent
and for blacks 43 per cent. However, while
82 per cent of those with incomes greater than
$75,000 had access, only 3 per cent of those with
annual incomes less than $30,000 did so; and while
75 per cent of those 18-29 years of age had access,
only 15 per cent of those older than 75 did. According
to the AOL (2000) survey, more women (53 per cent)
started Internet use in 2000 than did men; overall,
49 per cent of Internet users were women. The pro-
portion of men grew as users had been online for
more years; Katz et al. (2001) found similar trends.
The AOL survey found that 33 per cent of those

starting Internet use in 2000 had high school education
(overall US 51 per cent) compared with 22 per cent
in 1999, Of starters, 24 per cent had household
incomes of less than $35,000 (overall US 34 per cent)
compared with 11 per cent in 1999. Education and
income were noticeably greater as users had more
years online. Also, the more years online, the more
days and hours spent online per week.

There are efforts to overcome some of the limi-
tations on access that are due to disabilities, In
1990, the government searched for a way to pro-
vide universal service and include persons with
disabilities. In 1990, Title IV of the Americans
with Disabilities Act addressed disability issues by
requiring all service carriers to provide communi-
cation access for hearing-impaired American
citizens (Borchert, 1998: 56). And *Section 255 of
the Telecommunications Act requires that telecom-
munication services and equipment providers
make their goods and services accessible to indi-
viduals with disabilities’ (1998: 60) A good exam-
ple of this is the recent Windows operating
systems, which offer program and application
shortcuts for people with disabilities. Through
communication networks which offer full duplex
voice, data transmission, graphics and video com-
munication, there is the potential for people with
disabilities to overcome these limitations.

Crvic anp COMMUNITY
ImvoLvEMENT

The second fundamental issue is whether the
Internet will decrease or increase political partici-
pation and community involvement, fostering more
diverse and better informed citizens, and mediated
communities with greater social capital.

Civic and Poelitical Involvement

Pessimistic Perspective

Even if the Internet represents the potential for
greater political involvement, the unequal access to
Internet resources by various groups in society,
relative to traditional outlets such as newspapers,
radio and TV, should paradoxically narrow the
basis of political participation and government
legitimacy (White, 1997; see also Bentivegna, this
volume). Hill and Hughes report that ‘Internet users
and activists (those who use it for political reasons)
are considerably younger than the general public,
with Internet activists averaging a very young
32.8 years’ (1998: 29). This age may be even lower,
as the survey only counted those over age 18. Males
were the majority of Internet users and activists
(72 per cent). There actually seems to be a higher
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percentage of non-white Internet activists, so ‘there
is no great “ethnic gap” in Intermet activism’.
However, Internet users and activists do have
much more education than the general public, with

53 per cent and 56 per cent, respectively, having -

college deprees. Internet activists ‘are not more
pastisan but they are more Democratic than the
general public’ (1998: 33). These users are more
involved in information gathering and more knowl-
edgeable about current political events than is the
general public (1998: 35). On Usenet’s political
newsgroups ‘most threads are neutral but with clear
right-wing anti-government overtones’, possibly
because right-wing people may not feel repre-
sented by the media — but they also might just be
more active in posting to newsgroups (1998: 73).
Chat rooms are heavily right-wing owing to greater
activity by those members, and not because of a
greater number of right-wing participants per se
(1998: 128). Hill and Hughes find about an equal
amount of lefi-wing and right-wing websites, but
conservative sites are more in-depth and have
‘higher production values’.

Others argue that the Internet could weaken the
legitimacy of the governing process, by encourag-
ing the spread of small, ‘net-savvy’ special interest
communities who could pursue their own narrow
agenda at the cost of the public commonweal
(Starobin, 1996). The quality and validity of mat-
erial reported on the Internet are also increasingly
problematical, leading to concerns about the cor-
ruption or debasement of elections, and a conse-
quent reduction in political participation. There has
been concern about a possible reduction in the
objectivity of traditional media if these media were
to lose their status and impact as a result of the
growth of Internet usage (Symposium, 1995;
van Alstyne, 1995). Some theorists have argued
that the Internet is destroying community groups
and voluntary associations that are necessary for
the democratic process to succeed (Putnam, 1996;
Turkle, 1996). Other critics fear that the Internet
will absorb and dissipate the energy of the citizenry
away from traditional political processes (Carpini,
1996; Rash, 1997). Van Dijk locates a central ten-
sion: ‘Some would argue that freedom, for example
the freedom of choice for consumers, will increage
because of the interactivity offered by this techno-
logy. Others paint a more pessimistic picture, and
predict that freedom will be endangered by a
decrease in privacy for the individual as a regis-
tered citizen, a “transparent” employee and a con-
sumer screened for every personal characteristic,
and by the growing opportunities for central
control’ (1999 2),

According to Hill and Hughes (1998), pessimists
believe that electronic voting is problematic,
because it doesn’t involve debating or discussion and
allows a voter to be more passive. Van Dijk (1999)
believes that there will be so much information

on the Internet that it would be hard to figure out
what was valid, and thus will lead to faulty decisiop.
making. The Internet also often removes gpg
layer of filtering of political information — thay
done by -gatekeepers -of ~the -mainstream mediy,
Democracy can be strengthened when Citizeng
become politically more informed and involved y,
government through the Internet, but increasingly
the Internet ‘is susceptible to control from aboye’
(1999: 2). Further, self-selection plays a large roe.
those who were previously politically interested
are those who make up the population of Interne
users who utilize the web for political reasong
(1999: 183),

Free speech can be both promoted and inhibiteg
by the Internet. Theoretically, anyone can design 5
website and post any opinion on it. However,
Shapiro and Leone (1999) suggest that free speech
may actually suffer with the development of the
Internet, because of both exposure and accegg
issues. First, people may have a hard time finding
an audience to reach because others may not be
willing to listen. People will not feel like respond.
ing to solicitations describing the opinions of othiers
or they may filter their information so they only
receive what directly interests them. Filtering ang
personalization of news via software agents cap
lead to narrow-mindedness and social fragmenta.
tion. Therefore, views that contradict or questiop
any particular person’s opinions may never reach
that person, allowing that individual to remain igno-
rant of opposing perspectives. Second, not everyone
will have the resources to pay for advertising one’s
opinions — in addition to the by now familiar access
constraints such as technology and technological
knowledge — thus limiting some people’s right to
free speech.

Overall, Hill and Hughes find little evidence
supporting the claim that the ‘Intemet changes
people’s minds politically ... Rather, reading Web
pages seems to be an act of self-selection; people go
on-line to find out more information about a sub-
ject, not to be transformed’ (1998: 183). Indeed, the
UCLA (2000) study shows that while 45.6 per cent
of Internet users (versus 28.1 per cent of non-users)
feel that the Internet helps people to better under-
stand politics, only 29.3 per cent of users and
16.8 per cent of non-users feel that Internet use
leads to people having greater political power.
‘Likewise, debate and information-based discussion
in the Usenet newsgroups and political chat rooms
serves to reinforce pre-existing ideological positions,
not to change them.” They also conclude that the
Internet won’t necessarily bring worldwide toler-
ance. ‘Simply because people can talk to each other
regardless of distance does not mean they will
cooperate.” For example, alt.politics.french is a
newsgroup which often includes ‘insults hurled
back and forth across the English Channel between
people in Britain and France.” Rash (1997) and
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thers note that the Internet easily supports hate
Ooups and conspiracy theorists in the political

pfoceSS. )

Fallows (2000) argues that most of the predicted
impacts of the Internet on politics have not (yet)
appeared: bypassing mass media and other gate-
keeping intermediaries (Morris, 2.000), circum-
venting centralized authority, freeing pol.lt_wu.ms
from baving to constantly raise money, facm‘tatmg
pew and diverse candidates, fostering virtual issues
constituencies and reducing the influence of partic-
plar states or political blocs. However, two
changes are already significant. The first is a
reduced time for shifts in prevailing opinion and
media narratives, The second is that the network
economy has stimulated more and more concen-
trated media conglomerates using convergent
bandwidth, as multinationals attempt to gain con-
trol over delivery channels of multimedia content.
Fallows (2000), Hundt (2000} and McChesney
(2000) all argue that this concentration of media
reduces diversity in perspectives and opinions, and
reinforces particular kinds of coverage and pro-
gramming, leading to a much more powerful effect
on political knowledge, participation and voting
than any supposed consequence of extended
Internet use by individuals and groups. And the
inherent structural and power constraints of the
political system are likely to limit the possibilities
of the Internet for extensive political change
{(Margolis and Resnick, 2000).

Optimistic Perspective

Others strongly argue that the Internet may very
well foster political involvement: ‘Life in cyber-
space seems 10 be shaping up exactly like Thomas
Jefferson would have wanted: founded on the
primacy of individual liberty and a commitment
to pluralism, diversity, and community’ (Kapor,
1993: 53). Users are not necessarily social isolates,
unaware of civic and political issues; in mid 2000,
the online users in the AOL survey were particu-
larly politically involved, as 84 per cent were
registered to vote and 45 per cent intended to go
online to get presidential candidate information
(and 39 per cent for state candidate, 32 per cent for
local candidate). Of the young people (between 9
and 17 years of age) in the companion AOL youth
study (based on 505 young people in homes with
online access), 41 per cent reported a greater
interest in current events owing to being online
(55 per cent reporting no difference). And they
clearly feel that being online has had a much more
positive influence on them than has television
(57 versus 39 per cent).

Hill and Hughes (1998) summarize the perspec-
tives of some optimists concerning the role of the
Internet in citizen activism. Rheingold (1993)

believes people will become more involved in the
democratic process, such as through increased
online debate, and Rash (1997) states that the
Internet will open up the opportunity for new par-
ties and ideas to develop. Shapiro and Leone (1999)
associate the Internet with ‘the control revolution’,
whereby control is being transferred from large
institutions to individuals. This is due to six core
features of the Internet that can enhance individual
control. The first four already exist: (1) many-
to-many interactivity, (2) digital content, making
communication flexible ‘in terms of how it can be
stored, used, and manipulated’ (1999: 16), (3) the
design of the Internet as a distributed, packet-based
network, and (4) the interoperability of the Internet,
so that information can flow freely throughout
a network without bottlenecks or barriers. The
next two must ‘be achieved in order to foster
individual control: (5) broadband capacity and
(6) universal access.

Certainly the Internet has already become a

- powerful political tool for political parties, non-

governmental organizations, congressional campaigns
and local activist groups (Browning and Weitzner,
1996; Corrado, 2000; Davis, 1999; Rash, 1997). It
allows political actors to monitor voting records,
assess campaign contributions and financing, con-
duct online focus groups, increase voter access,
keep up with recent and distant news, obtain cam-
paign donations more quickly and efficiently (such
as through online credit card payment), file contri-
bution disclosure reports online, create and support
mailing lists, get voters to the polling place, and

. more. Rash (1997), in particular, suggests that the

impact of the Internet in the 1996 US presidential
election was comparable to the role of television in
the 1960 election.

The Consumer Federation of America study
(Cooper, 2000) emphasizes that comparing non-
online civic activities (reading newspaper, reading
news magazine, contacting local public official,
writing letter to editor, circulating a petition, attend-
ing a political rally), their categories of ‘discon-
nected’ and ‘potentially connected® (defined earlier
in the ‘access’ section) are fairly similar to ‘par-
tially’ and *fully connected’. This implies that non-
users are fairly equal to users in their connections
in physical space, but that users have the additional
advantage of online activities and access. That is,
‘the problem is not that the disconnected do not
participate in physical space, it is that they cannot
participate in cyberspace’ (2000: 17). Further, those
currently connected and those planning to gain
access within four years have very similar attitudes
about the importance of technology and computers,
However, those not planning to gain access have
considerably less positive attitudes about the impor-
tance of computers and Internet access. Cooper
(2000) reported that while non-users are more
likely to attend rallies, Internet users are more likety
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to engage a bit more (an additional 5 to 25 per cent)
in civic, political and media activities than
non-users. Internet users in the UCLA (2000) study,
compared with non-users, were slightly more likely
to exercise and to participate in clubs/organizations,
were slightly less likely to socialize with household
members or to know neighbours by name, and had
the same levels of socializing with friends, time
spent sleeping, and number of friends outside their
households. Further, users held fairly similar atti-
tudes about various personal values, having slightly
higher preference for visiting with friends, but
slightly lower preference for attending religious
services and for contributing to efforts to protect the

environment. Non-users reported slightiy higher |

levels of life dissatisfaction, interaction anxiety,
powerlessness and loneliness (all about 0.2 to 0.3
difference on a 1-5 scale). Users in the Katz et al.
(2001) study were more likely to participate in
community and leisure organizations, but not
religious organizations.

However, Davis (1999) concludes that citizens
will not take significant advantage of the potential,
and that dominant political actors will be the pri-
mary beneficiaries, supporting the status quo. For
example, even though governmental representa-
tives do receive e-mail from those who wish to
‘express views on topics of current interest ...
e-mail is rarely the medium through which indivi-
duals carry out personalized transactions with
government agencies’. People ‘may express per-
sonal opinions regarding public issues in e-mail to
their congressmen, but electronic queries or filings
regarding their own personal circumstances,
needs, ot activities are still rare’ (Neu et al., 1999:
3). However, there is tremendous potential for this
form of citizen—government communication, for
many of the usual reasons such as decreased costs,
errors and delays. While this form of communica-
tion is growing, several obstacles still have to be
overcome, such as security (using a trusted inter-
mediary and electronic signatures) and privacy
issues, as well as technology implementation and
personnel training. Because the Internet is becom-
ing transparently integrated into existing cultural
forms, and provides potentially easy access to
information, it can increase the democratic fran-
chise (Sobchack, 1996). However, a major
probiem lies with knowing how to use the com-
puter properly and being able to access specific
information.

To some extent, the question of whether the
Internet can foster political activism and knowledge
of governance is somewhat simplistic, considering
that the Internet itself involves considerable politi-
cal, governmental, regulatory and economic institu-
tions, and requires complex governance and even
debates over what kinds of govemnance are appro-

priate and possible (Loader, 1997; Margolis and

Resnick, 2000).

Community Involvement

Pessimistic Perspective

Simply put, some argue that cyberspace cannot be 5
source of real community and/or detracts from meag,.
ingful real-world communities (Baudrillard, 1983;
Beniger, 1988; Gergen, 1991; Kiesler et al., 1984
Numes, 1995; Stoll, 1995; Turkle, 1996; see alsq
Jankowski, and Baym, this volume). Schement dig.
tinguishes two key elements of communities: pr.
mary and secondary relationships. Internet
communities ‘are really made up of secondary rela.
tionships’ in which people only know each other ip
‘a single, or only a few, dimensions’ in contrast
primary relationships in which people know each
other in multiple dimensions (reported in Bollier,
1995: 10). John Seely Brown believes that ‘it is ngt

~always clear where accountability and responsibility

reside in virtual communities’ because the lack of
primary relationships may induce ‘careless, irrespog-
sible, and even anti-social’ behaviour (Bollier, 1995

. 12). The use of online systems to communicate with

more distant others may reduce the vitality and inte-
gration of physical communities (Calhoun, 1986),
Somewhat more grandiosely, virtual communities
may become ‘a counter-hegemonic movement in
which socially or politically marginalized groups
find expressive space on the Internet in which to
locate like-minded others, speak freely, and forge
solidarity’ (Lindlof and Shatzer, 1998: 174).

Shapiro and Leone warmn that careless use of the
Internet may lead to three fundamental problems: (1)
overpersonalization, that is the use of information
about users to target messages, products and control,
and the use of filters and focused discussion groups to
keep us from being exposed to diverse perspectives;
(2) disintermediation, which may get out of hand ag
we forget the value of liaisons and gatekeepers in not
only selecting but also verifying news, commerce and
politics; and (3) the danger that ‘we may rely too
much on market based solutions to problems such as
protecting privacy’ (1999: 104). ‘With fewer shared
experiences and information sources, citizens may
feel less of a connection with, and less of an obliga-
tion toward, one another’ (1999: 120). Both Shapiro
and Leone (1999) and Rice (1987a) point out that
online ties are likely to be more ephemeral, less sus-
tainable and more easily exitable compared with
physical community relations. Along with the
increased choice that online media provide comes an
increased ability to ‘disengage with little or no con-
sequence’ (Jones, 1999: 220).

Computer-mediated communication {(CMC)
‘may yet be the clearest evidence of Beniger’s
(1988) “pseudo-community”, part of the “reversal”
of a centuries-old trend from organic community
based on interpersonal relationships to impersonal
association integrated by mass means’ (Jones, 1999:
369). “The new mass media have an especially char-
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gcteristic ability to create an ilh'xsio_n of apparently
timate face-to-face communication between a
lwsenter and an individual viewer’, thus creating
that other researchers have called “parasocial inter-
sction’ {Jensen, 1999). Further, differential access
1o and knowledge of these technologies create

owerful boundaries between potential community
members, and reinforce certain kinds of roles, sta-
wuses and social networks.

There’s a subtle paradox involved in this issue

¢ shared interests in online communities. What
van Dijk (1999) calls an ‘organic community’ (com-
prising face-to-face interactions) is made up of a rel-
atively homogeneous group of people because they
have several interests in common, whereas a virtual
community is relatively heterogeneous since only one
interest links them. Therefore, an organic conamumity
has 2 better chance of building and maintaining its
own culture and identity than a virtual community.
Virtual communities can’t replace organic communi-
ties since they are limited, but perhaps they can
supplement and strengthen organic communities.

More community-oriented issues include just

exactly how identity can be formed, maintained and
accessed by others when the individuals cannot be
seen, and may be constantly changing; what social
processes are available for organizing, coordinating
and controlling online (especially deviant) behav-
iours in ways that promote the community; how
online communities change over time and what’s
necessary 10 maintain them; and how online com-
munities might support collective action and social
capital (Smith and Kollock, 1998; Surratt, 1998).

The Nature of ‘Real’ Community

One interesting response to this position that cur-
rent, richly human physical communities are threat-
ened by new media such as the Internet is to
question the very nature of communities (see
Jankowski in this volume). Wellman (2000) empha-
sizes that traditional communities were controlled
by social class, management of labour power, access
to resources, fixed capital, limited mobility and a
few powerful gatekeepers, all embedded in a pri-
mary network. Revolutionary challenges to these
community networks were associated with changes
in media and transportation: horses, railroads, auto-
mobiles and airplanes, books, telegraph, telephone,
radio and television. The ‘huge increase in speed
[associated first with the telegraph] has made door-
to-door communications residual, and made most
communications place-to-place or person-to-person.
The length of the message is a more salient limiting
factor than the distance that the message has to
travel’ (Wellman, 2001).

Thus, paradoxically, because media have
allowed community to move inside the home or the
office by means of the telephone or other media,
most North Americans have littie interpersonal

connection with their neighbourhood or the social
control of a neighbourhood group. ‘Most of the
major innovations of the past hundred years have
made it progressively easier to avoid contact — and
particularly conversation — with people who aren’t
colleagues, or family, or friends’ (Johnson, 1997:
69); the cinema, car, telephone and television are
particularly implicated.

‘For example, the percentage of Americans regularly
secializing with neighbours has been steadily declin-
ing for at least 25 years. In 1999, only 20 per cent
spent a social eveping with neighbours several times
per week as compared with 30 per cent in 1974.
Similarly regularly socializing in pubs has declined
from 11 per cent to 8 per cent’ {Smith, 1999; cited in
Wellman, 2000).

Putnam (1995; 2000) argues that community has
been significantly declining in the United States,
and Skocpol (2000) shows that interest groups with
local constituencies and interaction have declined
in general in the US, creating a vacuum filled by
disconnected people committed to little more than
commercialism. Putnam (2000) documents that
while membership in community organizations has
not really declined so much, active involvement
and participation have. Further, many new volun-
tary organizations are lobbying and direct-mail
offices with no real membership activity. People
entertain less frequently in their homes, donations
n terms of constant dollars have declined, voting
and frust in government are low, and church
attendance continues its drop.

Further, rather than finding community in tightly
interconnected groups, ‘Most people operate in
multiple, thinly-connected, partial communities as
they deal with networks of kin, neighbours, friends,
workmates and organizational ties. Rather than fit-
ting into the same group as those around them, each
person has histher own “personal community™
(Wellman, 2000). In a seminar reported by Bollier
(1995: 7), Firestone notes that ‘A lot of people have
very superficial relationships with their geographic
neighbors even though they see them all the time,
yet have very close relationships with professional
colleagues who they may only see occasionally.’

Optimistic Perspective

Considering these alternative views of community,
it can be argued that because of new communica-
tion possibilities, people are no longer forced to
interact with specific, physically proximate others
in order to participate in community. People now
tend 1o choose physical neighbourhoods for reasons
of safety, schooling and medical services {Dear
et al,, 1996). A related consequence is that actual
network ties leap over physically linked areas, so
that the overall social geography corresponds much
less to physical geography. We may best think of
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Internet communities as a supplement to physical
communities rather than as complete substitutes.
Cerulo (1997), somewhat rejecting Beniger’s
(1988) critique of the pseudo-community created by
digital 'mass media, argues that we need to recon-
ceptualize community owing to the rise of new
communication technologies, based on evidence
about social interaction and social bonding (see also
Rice, 1987a). First, pervasive examples of para-
social interaction with mediated personalities, call-in
radio shows, and emotional support in online dis-
cussion groups argue for a wider concept of social
interaction that does not presume that mediated
relations are necessarily fleeting, impersonal or
deceptive. Second, while there are many copcerns
about the superficiality or isolation associated with
online relations, new media are perhaps better char-
acterized as ‘changing the nature and character of
social bonds’ (Cerulo, 1997: 53).

A more forceful optimistic argument is that
cyberspace involvement can create altermative com-
munities that are as valuable and useful as our
familiar, physically located communities (Pool,
1983; Rheingold, 1993). Network ties may exist in
cyberspace but they still represent places where
people connect concerning shared interests, sup-
port, sociability and identity (Wellman, 2000), This
potential is largely due to a combination of several
factors: increased bandwidth, continuous access,
wireless portability, giobalized connectivity and
personalization (such as collaborative filtering and
content associated by shared users, individual
e-mail profiles and web portals, and online commu-
nities of interests). People may use online commu-
nities to bypass constraints and inequity in
unmediated interactions (Stone, 1991). Rather than
being seen as disconnected from a group or 2 locale,
these communities transcend these constraints,
shifting from door-to-door relations to person-to-
person and role-to-role interactions.

CMC ‘brings us a form of efficient social con-
tact’; it is a ‘technology, medium, and engine of
social relations®, allowing us to move in terms of
‘status, class, social role[s], and character’ (Jones,
1999: 224-5). The vastly increased ability to share
information is a crucial factor in community forma-
tion. Jones emphasizes that new media facilitate
increased choice: the ‘information highway’ will
allow us to ‘forge our own places from among the
many that exist, not by creating new places but by
simply choosing from the menu of those available’
(1999: 220). Johnson echoes this argument:
‘Instead of being a medium for shut-ins and intro-
verts, the digital computer turns out to be the first
major technology of the twentieth century that
brings strangers closer together, rather than pushing
them farther apart’ (1997: 69). For example, the
soc.culture hierarchy on Usenet includes over 150
newsgroups whose memberships include nearly all

of the ethnic and national cultural communities_ in -

the world. The Cultural Access Group’s (2001
study of ethnic differences among online Users
reported that 59 per cent of their Af:‘riu::an»A:mergc;u1

_and 73 per cent of their Hispanic respondents saig

that the Internet keeps them connected to their eg,
nic community, and that the content on Afticay,.
American (79 per cent) or Hispanic (69 Per ceny)
websites is meaningful to them.

Turkle disputes the argument that Internet com.

munities promote only secondary relationships,
suggested by Schement and Bollier (reported in
Bollier, 1995: 10-12). She gives the example of o,
SenjorNet member who received dozens of caljg
and cards from her cyberfriends as she lay dying i
the hospital. Further, Turkle claims that MOOs angq
MUDs ‘honor people’s desires to connect and not to
be lonely, and to form community’ (Bollier, 199s.
27). Paradoxically, the rapid growth of the Intemey
may be the single strongest indicator of peopie’s
desire for a ‘more connected way of living’, 4
greater affiliation among fellow humans (Shapirg
and Leone, 1999: 208).
. Shapiro and Leone also reject the notion of
‘cyberspace ... as elsewhere’: ‘our actions online
have ... a real impact on the lives of other humap
beings’ (1999: 38). Shapiro and Leone provide
good example of how the Internet helps connect
those with similar political interests, activities and
goals. Htun Aung Gyaw is a Burmese dissident
fighting the military government that rules his
homeland Myanmar; he is currently a student z¢
Comell University but uses the Internet to commu.
nicate with other Burmese detnocracy activists
around the world. Stacey Horn’s (1998) account of
ECHO, the New-York-based virtual salon, re.
inforces the idea that online behaviours, relationg
and concerns are essentially the same as those of
physical communities. This case shows how online
communities can reinforce and complement, even
create and foster, physical communities and interest
in local culture. As with the WELL in Berkeley,
ECHO participants get together at different New
York settings for social gatherings, and conversa-
tion and relations blend together their online and
offline lives. Cherny’s (1999) study of a MUD also
reinforces the notion that online communities can
develop cohesion, unity, shared history and close
relationships using only appropriately varied forms
of online, text-based language.

Other research shows that people interact happily
and fruitfully online (for the most part) and in ways
similar to face-to-face contact (Weliman and Gulia,
1999b). Further, it is misleading to represent online
relationships as mutually exclusive with offline
ones; they often support and complement each
other. Wellman (2000) concludes that “The shift to
a personalized, wireless world affords truly
personal communities that supply support, sociabil-
ity, information and a sense of belonging separa-
tely to each individual.” For example, Hampton



and Wellman (2000) found, in their study of a
jeading-cdge, broadband wired suburb near
Toronto called ‘Netville’, that online users are more
getive neighbours (knowing about 25 neighbours)

an are non-users (about eight), and they range
more widely throughout the nfaighbourhood. They
also found that once the learning curve was over-
come, family members helped each other with the
computers and shared their online discoveries,
rather than watching television. Ha‘mpton.(ZOOO)
found increased social network, soqal capttgi and
jocal community involvement associated with the
Netville online infrastructure. Nearly two-thirds of
the 109 homes were connected. The study com-

ared those who bought homes and were planning
to move into Netville, those 45 not connected, and
those who were connected. After the service

rovider established a neighbourhood e-mail list
(NET-L), residents quickly used it for neighbour-
hood interaction, organizing activities, online intro-
guctions, and increased knowledge of local events,

service and opinions; it provided common conver-

sational topics and personalized initial interactions.
The density of the social network based on the abil-
ity to recognize other community members by
name was 31 per cent among wired houscholds but
only 7 per cent among non-wired ones. The
stronger criterion of ‘talk with on a regular basis’
revealed a density of 11 per cent in the wired house-
nolds and only 3 per cent in the non-wired house-
holds. From a community action perspective, the
system allowed Netville members to react to the
local housing developer about housing problems,
throngh faster organizing and a greater number of
active members. This allowed them to achieve
greater concessions from the developer and blocked
a second development.

Shapiro and Leone (1999) describe the effective-
ness of a supplemental community network in
Blacksburg, Virginia, where over 60 per cent of the
citizens participate. Parents and teachers communi-
cate online and citizens participate in surveys regard-
ing municipal government. They also describe the
development of a community network in a London
neighbourhood in which neighbours were given
computers and Intemet access. Those neighbours
participated in debates over local parking rules and
came fo know each other better. One participant
said, ‘I used to know maybe 5 or 6 people on the
street, now I know at least 40 per cent of them quite
well and some very closely’” (1999: 211). Other
studies of community networks point out a variety
of advantages, challenges and developments
{Gurstein, 2000; Kahin and Keller, 1995; Schon
et al,, 1999; Schuler, 1996; Tsagarousianou et al.,
1998}, While much attention is paid to the exotic
and social aspects of online communities, they also
represent consequential social policy issues, such as
supporting neighbourhood and community relations,
local school systems, and public access to government

services and information (Doheny-Farina, 1998),
especially health information and services (Rice
and Katz, 2001).

Rheingold says:

My direct observations of online behavior around the
world over the past ten years have led me to conclude
that whenever CMC technology becomes available to
people anywhere, they inevitably build virtual commu-
nities with it, just as microorganisms inevitably create
colonies ... 1 suspect that one of the explanations for
this phenomenon is the hunger for community that
grows in the breasts of people around the world as
more and more informal public spaces disappear from
our real lives. I also suspect that these new media
attract colonies of enthusiasts because CMC enables
people to do things with ¢ach other in new ways, and
to do altogether new kinds of things ~ just as the tele-
graph, telephone, and television did. (1993: 6)

Indeed, he concludes that the Internet, Usenet and
e-mail allow for people to access and transmit
information that may not be allowed to surface in
other communities. Johnson agrees: ‘If the depth of
shared experience is the yardstick by which you
ultimately measure your community ... then I must
admit that I have a hard time imagining a better
platform for community building than the tradi-
tional, text-based bulletin board system utilized
by ECHO and the Well (along with many Web
sites)” (1997: 70). For example, Slack and Williams
(2000) studied the Craigmillar Community
Information Service (CCIS), developed for a town
outside Edinburgh where many citizens are poor
and underemployed. Countering positions that
argue that online networks will foster isolated,
inequitable and ahistorical societies, they argue that
“The growth and uptake of ICTs provides a point of
contact at which the local and global intersect,
wherein there is a potential for each to influence the
other’ (2000: 321). Before the CCIS, Craigmillar
exhibited no sense of community feeling, showed
no motivation to socialize, and offered no social or
cultural activities. By means of the CCIS, however,
*Craigmiliar has ... developed a strategy of self-
presentation that counters external representations
and which works by being grounded in the highly
spatialized notion of a tightly knit community’
(2000: 322).

A Broader Question of Impacts

Some are skeptical that the Internet represents major
change in political and community involvement at
all (Davis, 1999; Jonscher, 1999; Stoll, 1999;
Valovic, 2000; Webster, 1995), protesting that the
concept of the information society, and the Intemnet,
are overhyped by wildly optimistic claims fostered

- by media, corporate and techie beneficiaries, and

that computers can only support pre-existing human
needs for social relations, not replace them.
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Fischer (1997) concludes that the effects of
new communication technologies in general on
community (networks of social relations) are
modest, varying across technologies, and complex,
“indirect and contradictory. He notes that even with
the telephone, a truly discontinuous technology,
only a few truly notable changes can be identified
(greater ability to organize, conduct and maintain
social relations over distances, especially by women —
essentially, being able to conduct normal social rela-
tions more effectively). He notes that concerns about
threats to community were also raised for the tele-
phone, automobile, radio and television. Further, he
shows that residential mobility has generally
declined since World War 11, that local news has
become increasingly more important, and that
telecommuting has so far had limited effects.

With respect to variations across media technolo-
gies, Fischer distinguishes between point-to-point
and broadcast media, and the associated difference
in a public or private setting. After the diffusion of
cinema, there was much greater sociability before,
during and after going to the movies (especially
among children and women): ‘It appears that
movies enabied considerable social interaction, and
attendance reinforced social ties’ (1997: 115).
However, there was probably an opposite effect
for television, after the social novelty wore off, as
evidenced by declines in movie attendance, social
visiting and physical activity. Finally, effects are
often contradictory: the use of a particular techno-
logy — simultaneously by the same user, or in oppo-
site. ways by different users — may cancel out
large-scale changes. For example, during the initial
stages, the automobile increased sociability (espe-
cially for women and even more so for farm
women), while the more modemn period associates
the automobile with the rise of suburban sprawl and
increased distances between homes (and thus
female homemakers). There are many recent
examples of other technology triggers, such as
canals, railroads, automobiles, highways, aviation,
telegraph, telephone, radio, television and satellites
(Stefik, 1999). “Technologies of connection’ repre-
sent boundaries and points of resistance, often
creating ‘conflict between global and local values’
(1999: 3). Legal and economic systems are not
ready initially, the effects are not usually evident
initially, and the form and application of the techno-
logy are not initially fixed. For example, one of the
early uses of phonographs was to play recorded
political speeches in public auditoriums, introduc-
ing voters to the voices of politicians. Initial goals
for technologies both ‘limit and shape their oppor-
tunities’ (1999; 19).

Fischer (1997) argues that the primary source of
major changes in community may be other social
factors, such as family size, increased’ age of
solitary seniors, later marriage, cross-ethnic
marriages, sexual relations before marriage, social

security, longevity, etc. And, while indeed home
are more widely scattered, and professions involy,
interaction with others across greater distance

transportation, culturalties and :elecommunications R

facilitate increased communication across these
obstacles. He concludes that, in general, we shoulg
think about ‘these technologies as tools people Use
to pursue their social ends [rather] than as forceg
that control people’s actions’ (1997 115).

Winner (1999) also argues that we have contin.
ually transformed ourselves as a society as techng].
ogy has changed. He proposes six questions g
ask to see if these new technologies are Creating
‘conditions that sustain selfhood and civic culture’.

‘(1) Around these instruments, what kinds of bonds,
attachments, and obligations are in the making? (2) To
whom or to what are people connected or dependent
upon? (3) Do ordinary people see themselves as having
a cructal role in what is taking shape? (4) Do people see
themselves as competent, able to make decisions? 5
Do they feel that their voices matter in making decj.
sions that will affect family, workplace, community,
nation? And (6) Do they feel themselves to be fairly
treated?’ (1999: 208). Unlike Fischer, Winner is not
sanguine about the consequences.

Not only because ‘power over the most important
decisions about how technologies were introduceg
was far from evenly distributed’ (1999: 211) byt
also because ‘during the middle decades of the 20th
century, virtues appropriate to the development of
machines —~ productive order, efficiency, control,
forward looking dynamics — became prevailing
social virtues as well’. He sees a shift from those
prior values to ‘mobility, flexibility, entrepreneur-
talism, expendability, and a willingness to dissolve
social bonds in the pursuit of material gain’,

SOCIAL INTERACTION AND ExrrEssioN

Although the actual architecture, and initial inten-
tion, of the Internet is to connect computers, one of
its major social uses and consequences is as a com-
plex medium of communication, neither completely
interpersonal nor a mass medium. Thus the third
issue is whether the Internet will hinder or foster
social interaction, expression and new forms of
identity (Baron, 1984; Gergen, 1991; Hiltz and
Turoff, 1995; Parks and Floyd, 1996; Turkle, 1996;
Wynn and Katz, 1997; see Baym, this volume).
Can online social activity and creativity translate
into meaningful friendships and relationships?
There are of course many different domajns of
involvement and expression. Jordan {1999), for
example, proposes that power on and with the .
Internet occurs at the individual level (even at
the simple level of reinforcing our sense of
identity each time we log on), the community level
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(determined fo some extent by the capabilities and
constraints of technology and virtual communities)
and the collective imagination level (contrasting,
for example, online immortality or constant surveil-
jance, and different applications of virtual reality).

Pessimistic Perspective

This perspective holds that CMC technology is too
inherently antithetical to the nature of human life, and
100 limited technologically for meaningful relation-
ships to form (Stoll, 1995). Thus, cyberspace cannot
pe a source of meaningful friendships (Baudrillard,
1983; Beniger, 1988; Numes, 1995). Many have
argued for the socially isolating and psychologically
depressing effect of (at least extreme) Internet use
(Heim, 1993; Kraut et al., 1998; Kroker and
Weinstein, 1994; Nie and Erbring, 2000; Stoll, 1995;
Turkle, reported in Bollier, 1995). Online relation-
ships may involve lower interdependence, commit-
ment and permanence (Parks and Roberts, 199§;
Rice, 1987a). Computer-mediated communication
can foster ‘experimentation’ (such as lying to others
who cannot immediately know what the truth is)
about one’s identity and qualities. Such an atmos-
phere can be dominated by trickery, lechery, manipu-
lation, emotional swindles. So much posturing,
‘gender switching’ and faking of identities can take
place that it is extremely difficult for any real rela-
tionships to be created and maintained (Turkle, 1996).
For example, online chat room discussions often
remind Johnson of graffiti of the worst kind: “isolated
declarations of selfthood, failed conversations, slo-
gans, and tag lines. You don'’t see a community in
these exchanges; you see a group of individuals all
talking past one another, and talking in an abbrevi-
ated, almost unintelligible code’ (1997: 70).

Kraut et al.’s (1998) ‘HomeNet’ study analysed
73 households during their first one to two years
online. They used a panel design to improve the

validity of causal claims, and included reliable mea-

sures of psychological states and social involvement
(social network, social support, loneliness, stress,
depression), as well as objective system usage data
(average hours per week spent online, number of
e-mail messages, and WWW sites accessed per
week). Greater social extroversion and more
extended social networks predicted less Internet use
in the following year or two; conversely, greater
Internet use predicted decreased local and distant
social networks. Neither social support nor stress
was unrelated to Intemnet use. However, while nei-
ther loneliness nor depression predicted greater
subsequent Intemet use, greaier use did predict
increased loneliness and depression. Kraut et al.
(1998) concluded that Internet users experienced
reduced communication among household members,
reduced personal network size, and increased
depression and loneliness. They suggest that the best

explanation for these results is that online activity
replaces strong social ties in the unmediated world
with weak online ties, which cannot resolve loneli-
ness and depression as well, as they are not as phys-
ically available and may not understand the contexts
of particular situations. They do note that, while the
research design allows them to make causal claims,
this sample may not be representative, so the resuits
may not be generalizable.

Indeed, Shapiro and Leone feel that ‘the more
time we spend online, the less time we will have to
interact directly with our families, our neighbors,
and other community members’ (1999: 118). For
example, Nie and Erbring (2000) found that web
TV users spent less unmediated time with others.
They argue that Internet use focuses on the individ-
ual, whereas watching TV may at least provide
‘some sort of shared experience’ (2000: 118). We
may develop relationships online but may let
our relationships with those around us suffer. The
same tremendous ease with which users can ‘per-
sonalize’ the presentation, results and use of the
Internet also facilitates a narrowing of focus and
exposure to diverse perspectives. Further, it helps
advertisers and other information providers in
targeting their services, products and opinions to
users identified by their online preferences and
usage patterns (Schroeder and Ledger, 1998,
Shapiro and Leone, 1999).

One’s freedom of expression on the Internet is
another’s predation and indecency, especially when
the users are children (Schroeder and Ledger, 1998).
Tapscott (1997) identifies some possible disadvan-
tages of the increased individuality and interactivity
provided 1o young users by the Internet, such as dis- -
connection from formal institutions, misleading and
dangerous representations of information and identi-
ties, flaming, overload, lack of evaluation by
informed gatekeepers, and emphasis on the short
term. A few critics of virtual communities reviewed
by Bollier (1995) feel that virtual communities and
other Internet communications allow users to make
superficial types of friendships instead of developing
multidimensional relationships with those around
them. Issues of the digital divide and expression
intermingle, such as the online representation of
racial identity and the offline representations of the
racial makeup of cyberspace (Kolko et al., 1999;
Smith and Kollock, 1998).

Optimistic Perspective

Increased frequency and diversity
of Interactions
The optimistic perspective increasingly sees the
Internet as a medium for social interaction

(Rice, 1987a). Numerous case studies of CMC
have shown that ‘the social’ is an important glue
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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 - newsgroups, 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-oriented as opposed to task-oriented (Rice,
2001). A good proportion of those searching and
participating in health information sites and discus-
sion groups do so as ‘third-party’ intermediaries,
seeking information and support for their signifi-
cant others, for themselves to help them deal
with illnesses of significant others, or to bring
information from the Internet to stimulate, chal-
lenge or engapge their health care providers
(Aspden and Katz, 2001). The growth and persis-
tence of web-based chat rooms and ‘instant
messaging’ offering ‘community’ would seem to
provide additional evidence refuting the *‘non-social’
nature of CMC,

Baym summarizes a decade of research as reveal-
ing that ‘the ways in which people have appropri-
ated 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’ (1995: 160). Rice (1987a) argued
that fundamental aspects of social groups and com-
munities may well be supported, even extended,
through online communities, though the boundaries
and permanence of such groups might be quite dif-
ferent. Turkle (1997) wrote a classic ethnographic
study of the inhabitants of the computer commu-
nity, online, at work and at home. Porter’s (1997)
edited book provides a variety of additional
perspectives, including the problem of interacting
with virtual bodies,

Van Dijk (1999: 201-12, 239-40) sumnarizes
some of the benefits of CMC: people can compen-
sate for missing cues in images, sounds, texts and
data by using available textual cues; people can
focus more on the content of the text by reading
e-mails; people can engage in more informal con-
versations and settings; and electronic group conver-
sations often encourage normally quiet people and
women to participate more. Walther (1996) shows
that mediated interaction is usually personal, espe-
cially when participants have time and interest, and
mediated interaction may even be ‘hyperpersonal’,
managing interaction and impressions more than is
possible face-to-face. Straus (1997) similarly found
that CMC is not necessarily less personalized than
face-to-face communication. Further, unmediated
communication is highly constrained by the need for
geographic and temporal proximity, limited process-
ing and storage potential; it does, however, tend to
foster greater communication quality and more
explicit sequencing of contributions (Rice, 1987b;
van Dijk, 1999),

Hamman’s (1999) ethnographic study concluded
that Internet communication complements real-
world relations, and Wellman and Gulia's (1999a)
review of research on Internet communities argued
that offline relationships may be strengthened ag
well as weakened. Surveys by Parks and colleagues
found evidence of intimate and weli-developed
online relationships, often leading to real-world
interactions, even though the frequency and dura-
tion of online relationships tend to be shorter (Parks
and Roberts, 1998), and involve issues extending
beyond the Internet communities (Parks and Floyd,
1996). Scherer’s (1997) survey of college students
showed no difference in sociability between those
who exhibited Internet dependencies and regular
users, even though they use Internet communication
more and had fewer face-to-face social interactions,
A Pew Research Center (2000) poll reported that
Internet users indicated that e-mail had improved
their social and kinship connections, and more sg
for those who had used the Internet longer and more
frequently. Indeed, there were fewer social isolates
among users than non-users, and users had a greater
number of recent social contacts and greater access
to social support. Riphagen and Kanfer (1997)
showed that e-mail users and non-users had similar
numbers of relationships, but users had more distant
relationships, suggesting that e-mail reduced local
interactions. Katz et al. (2001) found similar results,
except that users had more offline relationships
in general.

Survey results show diverse, extensive and grow-
ing use of the Internet for social interaction. In 2000,
those online activities reported by the greatest per-
centage of the AOL (2000) respondents were doing
research (91 per cént), communicating with friends
and family (90 per cent), getting information about
products to buy (80 per cent), getting news (76 per
cent) and getting health information (70 per cent),
and then there were many others (less than 60 per
cent). The percentages reporting these activities,
especially for doing research and getting health
information, were higher for those online for more
years. Of 12 new activities mentioned by the AQOL
(2000) respondents, the greatest interest was for
sending/receiving pictures to and from
family/friends (92 per cent). Of the AOL respon-
dents, 44 per cent reported that they were more in
touch with brothers/sisters, 40 per cent more in
touch with aunts/uncles/cousins, 23 per cent more in
touch with parents, 12 per cent more in touch with
grandparents, and 38 per cent more in touch with
other relatives, because of being online. Amazingly,
41 per cent reported that they had reconnected with
people they had lost touch with ~ for an average of
I2 years! And 48 per cent reported using instant
messaging, especially to connect with friends (82 per
cent) but also with family and relatives. And these
percentages were somewhat greater for those who
had been online for more years. Women were more
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tikely to include family members on their instant
messaging contact list (for siblings, 40 per cent
compared with 26 per cent for men, and for parents,
35 per cent compared with 24 per cent). People also
-gpent time together online: 80 per cent with their
children, and 68 per cent with their spouse. In the
AOL survey, overall, people still preferred the tele-
phone to online for communicating with friends (57
versus 35 per cent) and family (71 versus 24 per
cent), but these differences decrease for those people
who have been online more years.

The online activities most frequently mentioned by

those 9 to 17 years of age in the AOL youth study
were: write letters/notes to friends and relatives (61
per cent), use instant messages (55 per cent) and play
games (53 per cent) (another dozen activities were
reported by fewer than 40 per cent of respondents).
The activities reported noticeably more by young
women were writing letters/notes, using instant mes-
saging, getting information about rock stars or music
groups, visiting chat rooms and writing to 2 penpal in
another state or country. Young users had an average
of 35 people on their instant messaging contact list,
with those 1517 years old reporting an average of
43.3 others. These contacts were primarily friends but
also included various relatives, and 3 per cent
reported that people they met online were on their
instant messaging contact lists. Initial results from a
study of survey responses to the National Geographic
Society’s website in the fall of 1998, from 33,000
Americans, 5000 Canadians and 15,000 others,
showed that (1) high e-mail contact does not reduce
other forms of interaction, (2) younger people used e-
mail more for friends, near and far, (3) older people
used e-mail more for kin, near and far, (4) women
used e-mail more with kin at a distance, but (5) over-
all, communication frequencies for men and women
were basically the same for all media.

The Internet at Home and in School

Tapscott (1997) discusses more than just access by,
or representation of, different demographic groups
on the Internet. He describes the very generation
that is growing up with the Internet, what he calls
N-Gen (the net generation, consisting of those aged
210 27 in 1997). This generation watches less TV,
and is able to communicate through e-mail, develop
web pages and start businesses. He emphasizes that
these young users take advantage of the Intemnet to
play, explore their world, try out different identi-
ties, express themselves through personal web
pages, develop relationships with friends and fam-
ily and become socialized. These activities are cen-
tred in interactive use of the medium and
communication with others, as opposed to the more
passive use of traditional mass media, and are (still)
centred in a text-based medium, which promotes
written literacy (see also Cherny, 1999; and
Kellner, this volume).

Lacking facial expression, body language, tone of voice,
clothing, physical surroundings, and other contextual
information, the N-Gen has had to innovate within the
Limitations of the ASCII keyboard. As a result of this, a
new script is emerging with new contextual informa-
tion, subtleties, and to ... Almost all of the adults we
encountered who work with N-Geners commented on
how articulate they are as a group, and that the young-
sters had views on subjects that seemed advanced for
their age. While this is to be expected from the Net-
savvy elite demographic group, we can expect that the
imteractive environment witl strengthen verbal ability
and the expression of ideas in every group. (Tapscott,
1997: 64, 70)

Tapscott gives as just one example the rise of youth
e-zines, which ‘provide a portrait of the culture of
interaction — the antithesis of broadcast culture’
(1997: 84). He suggests that early online communi-
cation will foster greater value for collaborative
skills, based on ‘peer-oriented relationships rather
than hierarchies within families and companies’
(1997: 212).

Tapscott summarizes one teacher’s experience
when she ran a community computing centre in
New Haven, Connecticut. The class with the
computer-savvy teacher became more computer
literate than the other classes who had teachers who
knew little about computers. The teacher would
bring in people who worked in New Haven to talk
to the kids about their job. The kids would send
e-mails to these visiting guests. ‘It broke down the
power dynamic that exists between a kid and an
adult’ (1997: 149). A third of the respondents in
the AOL (2000) youth study felt that going online
had made them a better student, 31 per cent said it
had improved their language skills, and 56 per cent
preferred going online for help with their home-
work, compared with 27 per cent for the library
and other resources. Critics argue as to whether
familial relationships are affected by increased
Internet use. :

Tapscott argues that families may become closer
as a result of Internet use in the houschold: *The
new media hold the promise of strengthening the
family by moving many family activities [such as
working, learning, shopping] dispersed by indus-
trial society back into the home’ (1997: 252). Since
children today quite frequently know more about
computers than their parents, the children often
rise in the family hierarchy. ‘Open families adopt
the interactive model ... The traditional authori-
tarian model is changing due to the generational
gap in that, for the first time, children know more
than their parents about something really important’
(1997: 251). For example, in the AOL (2000) youth
survey, 61 per cent reported going online at least
once with their parents, 44 per cent (52 per cent
for those 15-17 years old) said they had some

-influence in getting their parents or family members
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to go online, and 66 per cent said that they had
helped their parents get online or use the Internet
(see also Buckingham, this volume).

Respondents to. the UCLA (2000). study indicate. .

that their use of the Internet helps to create and main-
tain friendships as well as communicate with the

family. Indeed, the two most popular Internet activi- .

ties reported by users were web surfing/browsing
(81.7 per cent) and using e-mail {81.6 per cent) — that
is, general information seeking and communicating
with others. Concerning the attributes of the Intemnet,
respondents were most satisfied with their “ability to
commuticate with other people’ — more so than with
relevant information, goods and services, ease of
finding information, and connection speed. Most
(89.0 per cent) of the parents in the study reported that
their children spent about the same time with their
friends since they started using the Intemnet; 4.0 per
cent indicated more time, and 7.0 per cent less time.
While 27.5 per cent reported spending no time on
the Internet together with other household members,
47.1 per cent reported doing so at least some time
each week. Indeed, more people reported feeling
ignored because of others’ television use (36.5 per
cent) than Internet use (24.7 per cent). Overall, 91.8
per cent indicate no change in the time members of
the household spend together since becoming con-
nected to the Internet. On average, Internet users feel
that the Intemnet has slightly increased (3.3 on a scale
of 1 [greatly decreased] to 5 [greatly increased]) the
number of people regularly contacted, and extent of
communicating with family and friends; 26.2 per cent
reported having online friends (on average, almost 13
friends) that they have never met, and 12.4 per cent
have met in person someone they first met online (on
average 5.6 such new friendships).

Tapscott claims that children sacrifice TV time,
not social time, to use their family’s computer. He
also maintains that video games are often intended
for multiple users. The ‘average AOL home spends
almost 15 per cent less time watching TV than the
US average ... More than 40 per cent of respon-
dents in a recent survey conducted by Jupiter
Communications and the KidsCom Company said
that they watch less TV because of their internet
use ... In a study conducted by Odyssey, respon-
dents were asked, “What activities are you typically
taking time from to go online?” The number one
answer, at 30 per cent, was television’ (1997: 30).
Kids who are part of this generation are not wasting
time on the net. ‘Time spent on the Net is not
passive time, it’s active time’ (1997: 8-10): they
read, investigate, learn how to solve problems and
compose their thoughts, Of the respondents to
the AOL (2000) youth survey, 62 per cent (but
73 per cent of young men) reported they would rather
go online than watch television, though young
women (54 per cent) would prefer the telephone.

Indeed, Tapscott states that, for the first time

ever, children are taking control of critical elementg
of a technological revolution:

Net based communications usually. starts aroupq . ...

11 for girls and 13 for boys — basically during adoles.
cence. At these ages, children seek autoromy and the
creation of an identity. The Net seems to provide a veh;.
cle to explore the self and for children to establish them.
selves as independent, self-governing individuals ... Gf
the potential 28 per cent of American children who hag
potential Net access at the end of 1997, between 6.7 ang
7 million individual N-Geners are characterized g
active users; 85 per cent~90 per cent of this popula.
tion ... were participating i live chat on a regular basis,
(1997: 56)

On the one hand these media foster increased open-
ness, but on the other they reduce the consequenceg
or judgements associated with unmediated interac.
tions. Tapscott reports some beneficial aspects of
what are usually seemn as harmful uses of the
Internet. For example, youth see cybersex as safe,
experimental and mutual; they ‘can always discon-
nect if disinterested or harassed .. . They seem more
interested in developing both the emotional and the
physical side of real relationships, with the Intemnet
as just one more “safe” mode of communication’
(1997: 172-3).

Associations with Other Media Use

Kayany and Yelsma (2000} argue that households
comprise both social and technological dimen-
sions; so the addition of new elements such as
online media affects the organization of roles,
reiatlonships and functions. Their study of 185
people in 84 households showed that online use
affects time spent mostly in TV viewing, some in
telephone use, some in newspaper reading, and a
small amount in family conversations, with greater
declines reported by children. Both informational
and entertainment functions of media were rated
as more important by more frequent online users.
The authors concluded that online media seem
to be displacing informational functions for TV,
but not entertainment functions for either TV or
newspaper.

James et al. (1995) studied home-based media
via an online questionnaire, finding that computer
bulletin board use reduced time spent using TV,
books, telephone, and letters. Robinson et al. (1997),
analysing data from a national probability telephone
survey (1994, 1993), found that print media and CMC
use seem to reinforce the use of each other, but
there was no relationship to radio or TV use. Thus,
displacement effects are most likely among func-
tionally equivalent media, and among media that
depend on the same limited resources, as well as
provide similar resources, uses and gratifications.
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other studies “find that use of computer and
Internet decreases some other media use. Reagan
(1987) reported that young computer users are less
fikely to use radio, newspapers, local and network
TV. The Pew Research Center (1997) found that
online news consumers viewed TV news less, and
the GVU (1997) online surveys re_ported that web
surfing replaces weekly TV viewing. (_Zoffey qnd
Stipp (1997) analysed home media diaries, finding
only 2 very small percentage of_ respondents use
their computers during prime time; few pqople
have a computer in the same room as television
(Media Metrix, 1997); heavy computer users are
not heavy TV viewers (Crispell, 1997); and greater
computer use is associated with greater use of print
media (Perse and Dunn, 1998), A European survey
reported that from 50 per cent to 60 per cent of
British, German, Swedish and French Internet
users said they were watching less television since
going online, and 29 per cent reported reading
fewer magazines and newspapers. However, 90 per
cent indicated that online usage did not interfere
with their normal social life (Internetnews, 2060).
Jessel (1995) and Miller and Clemente (1997) also
show that nearly a third of online users reported
spending less time watching television than before
their online usage. AOL’s (2000) representative
national Internet users’ survey also found declines
in other media use, but less so than the European
study, Users reported watching less ielevision
(24 per cent compared with 16 per cent in 1999),
reading fewer print newspapers (19 versus 13 per
cent) and reading fewer print magazines (18 versus
11 per cent), and those percentages generally
increase the more users have been online.

Internet users report that they use more media
overall than non-users (UCLA, 2000), especially
books, video games, recorded music and radio.
However, users report watching about 28 per cent
less television per week than do non-users. More
{67.3 per cent) also rate the Internet as an ‘impor-
tant’ or ‘extremely important’ information source,
compared with 53.1 per cent for television and
46.8 per cent for radio.

One study applying the uses and gratifications
approach (Ferguson and Perse, 2000) analysed
data from an online survey and a three-day
media-use diary from over 200 college students at
two universities that had extensive Internet access.
Entertainment was the most salient motivation for
web use, after required school activities; after
search engines, the most frequently visited sites
were entertainment and sports. Thus, the play
component of the web may displace TV viewing,
as entertainment is a primary gratification from
TV. However, little web surfing seems motivated
by the need to pass time. The second most important
motivation for watching TV is for relaxation, but
web use was not much motivated by this,

probably because it requires active choice and
cognition. Finally, companionship motivations
were not salient for web use: *There was little evi-
dence that the World Wide Web can substitute for
personal interaction’ (2000: 170), or even much
parasocial interaction, but this may change with
greater bandwidth, which would allow for stream-
ing video and responsive Internet telephony.

Applying a uses and gratifications perspective to
survey responses from 279 students, Papacharissi
and Rubin (2000) found that the Internet was used
as a ‘functional alternative to face-to-face commu-
nication for those who are anxious about face-to-
face communication and who did not find
face-to-face communication to be rewarding’
(2000: 188). Those who rated the Internet as pro-
viding more social presence were more likely to say
they used the Internet to help pass time, for conve-
nience and for entertainment. They note that inter-
personal utilities and information seeking are
distinct types of uses; for those with satisfying
interpersonal relations, the Internet was used more
for information seeking; for those with unrewarding
or anxiety-inducing interpersonal relations, the
Internet was used as an alternative medium for
social interaction, and such users had a greater
affinity for the Internet. This set of results reverses
the causality of the Kraut et al. (1998) study: in this
interpretation, the Internet provides greater freedom
of expression, fewer visible requirements for inter-
action, and fewer stressful personal interactions.
‘These findings highlight the potential of the
Internet as a social medium that can augment our
socializing capabilities’ (Papacharissi and Rubin,
2000: 193).

LaRose et al. (2000) aiso challenge Kraut
et al.’s (1998, 1999) results, which indicated that
Internet use by new adopters was associated with
increased loneliness, depression and stress over a
one- to two-year period. LaRose et al. argue that
one factor possibly explaining these differences
is experience with the Internet: many of the stud-
ies finding a negative association between socia-
bility and Internet use involved novice users.
Experienced users would tend to have greater
facility in managing social cues online, would
have less stress about learning the technology, and
may have been less likely to have recently moved
which would reduce their access to social net-
works. Also, the Homenet respondents studied by
Kraut et al. reported overall low levels of depres-
sion, so they may have not had as great a need for
social support,

As Kraut et al.”s results might have been specific
to novice Internet users, LaRose and his colleagues
analysed a new set of respondents, 171 students.
What did they find? Internet use influenced depres-
sion through two paths. Prior Intemet experience
and Internet usage increased self-efficacy, which
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reduced online stress, which, as part of general life
hassles, increased depression. Second, Internet use
leads to more e-mail sent to known others, which
increased social support, which decreased depres-
sion. However, Internet use also c¢reated Internet
stress, leading to more depression, which could be
mediated by Internet self-efficacy. Also, they
found reduced depression in Internet users among
these college students, as ‘they may have used the
Internet to obtain social support rather than to
replace it” (LaRose et al., 2000: 12). There was,
essentially, no relation between Internet use and
depression, but general stress (hassies) and Internet
stress were significantly related to depression.
Thus, novice users may not have enough expertise
to develop the self-efficacy necessary to moderate
the new Internet stresses. So, while the central
point in the Kraut et al. studies is that Internet
usage displaces strong (face-to-face) social ties
with weak (online) ties, it may be more accurate to
say that some people turn to the Internet to obtain
strong social support, especially when they can’t
find that in their unmediated sitation, and do so
because of online advantages (such as anonymity
for sensitive topics, specialized expertise, group
norms, etc.).

Franzen (2000) also critiques the Kraut et al.
{1998) resulis, by analysing differences between
responses to an online survey from 15,842
Internet users (20 per cent response) and a mailed
survey to a control group of 1196 non-users (30
per cent response). He points out that the
Homenet study used no control group, so could
not test for maturation or local history effects
(such as participants concentrating on Internet
use early on in the study because of the novelty).
Franzen’s study found few differences in network
size {in fact non-users reported 10 while users
reported 12) or time spent with friends between
users and non-users (though users had 23 per
cent more friends), controlling for a variety of
demographic, social and media factors. There
was no effect of the number of months since
first starting to use the Intermet on network size.
Consequentially, however, he shows that the num-
ber of people contacted online via e-mail
increased the number of close friends, but longer
or more intensive time spemnt on the Internet did
not affect that number, or time spent socializing
with others, though it did slightly reduce overall
network size. So it is the ability to contact others
via the Internet that leads to the associated
increase in social networks. Respondents also
reported many positive effects of e-mail usage on
social networks. He concludes that “Internet users
are, on average, not socially isolated but quite to
the contrary a relatively socially active group’,
and also suggests that larger social networks lead
to greater e-mail contacts which in turn generates
larger networks.

Increasing Diversity of Voices

The Internet can be a great communication tool fo,

- those who have ‘a hard time meeting new friengs

owing to physical handicaps, diseases or evep
poor social skills (Wallace, 1999). These people
can easily find others like them throughout the
country and around the world, providing support
and a chancé to decrease loneliness or low self.
esteem. Jones (1997) emphasizes that online com.
munities can especially support otherwige
marginalized cultures — both those discriminateqd
against, and those acting as sources of discrimina.
tion against others. For example, the 7800 older
SeniorNet members from the US and Canada say
the network helps them ease their loneliness: *[t
hosts welcoming events, celebrates anniversary
parties, and mourns when one of its members dies’
(Bollier, 1995: 3). The WELL is another example
of an Internet community; WELL members live in
the San Francisco Bay Area and often meet face-to-
face (Rheingold, 1993). Other online communities

- include heaith support groups for people with ill-

nesses that are not frequent enough to foster local
physical communities (Rice, 2001).

Certainly the Intemet has provided possibilities
for viable communicative spaces for feminist net-
working and interaction (see Harcourt, 1999; Terry
and Calvert, 1997). Harcourt in particular consider
how the Internet might be used to support women’s
empowerment in developing countries, to bridge
cultures, both local and global, and to coordinate
women’s issues at international conferences and
working groups.

Internet users may increase their tolerance for a
greater diversity of views, because the content of
the message, not the physical appearance of the
messenger/writer, is emphasized. However, as Hil}
and Hughes (1998: 184) point out, just because
people have the opportunity to build friendships
does not mean that they will be amiable. New forms
of online expression also include virtual sex, alter-
nate cyber identities and electronic stalking (Civin,
1999; Odzer, 1997). Odzer, in particular, argues
that while the interaction occurs in virtual and fan-
tasy envitonments, the psychological and emo-
tional relations are real in both experience and
consequence. Indeed, she puts forth online eroti-
cism as a valid form of emotional relationship and
self-growth. Others, however, analyse online sex as
one manifestation of loneliness, isolation and
depression.

At the other extreme of social relations, Cobb
(1998) discusses how online technology and spiri-
tuality are reinforcing and convergent, Indeed, the
transcendent transformations in technology can be
seen as ongoing God-inspired creation. Consider,
for instance, that the experience of cyberspace is in
some ways the antithesis of materialism, being
largely non-material itself, and an untapped
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manifestation of the human collectivity. And what
might it mean about human nature when artificial
intelligence does satisfactorily mirmror human
actions, intentions and communication? Certainly
there are many online religious communities and
websites (from the most orthodox to the most
fantastic), all supporting humans’ needs for and
expressions of spirituality. On the other hand, as
with critiques of online communities in general, it
may be difficult to avoid overemphasizing the indi-
vidual’s own experience, at the cost of real, per-
sonal religious relations with other humans,
and with the inherent self-submerging nature of
great religions.

Potential Transformations

More extravagantly, Levy (1997) suggests a trans-
formation not only from a material economy to an
information economy, but farther into a ‘social
gconomy’, or a collective intelligence mediated
through cyberspace, where interactions, relation-
ships and communication become the central
resource and social infrastructure, fostered by infor-
mation and communication technology. This is pre-
cisely the argument of social capital, where the
value-added and positive network externalities (or
public goods) aspects of shared knowledge, collab-
oration and social networks cannot be captured,
processed and mass produced. This rise of the role
of social interactions, now unimpeded by physical,
cultural, language and temporal boundaries, will
bring great challenges to traditional notions of
countries, nationalities and economies.

Others, such as Robertson (1998), argue that
because scientific theory or our analytic ability,
now augmented and even superseded in some cases
by computing power, can generate cumulative as
well as discontinuous change, the current transfor-
mation is clearly revolutionary. Indeed, he argues
that the computer and information revolution will
be more transcendent than language, writing and
printing, in terms of consequences for knowledge,
culture, education, entertainment and ordinary life.
Johnson (1997) makes a somewhat similar claim,
equating the rise of various computer interfaces (the
hardware, software and usage patterns) with the
development of literacy. One of the ways he con-
structs this argument is to reject the dichotomy
between technology and art, so as to be able to
consider artifacts such as Gothic cathedrals and
hypertext both as instances of interfaces.

Levy (1998) goes further in conceptualizing the
possibilities of online identity. Rather than oppose
‘virtual” with ‘real’, he places both in a larger typol-
ogy that also includes ‘possibility’ and ‘actuality’.
Virtualization has been occwring in many social
domains, from contacts to intelligence as well as to
identity ~ indeed it is an inherent aspect of the
human mind, because cognition and action are both

social processes. He feels that this virtualization
does not replace or destroy personal identity, but
rather augments and transforms it.

CoNcLusioN

This chapter has reviewed research literature and
results concerning three primary social issues sur-
rounding the increased use of the Internet: access,
civic and community involvement, and social
interaction and new forms of expression.

While some evidence indicates that the digital
divide ig decreasing or even disappearing with
respect to gender and race, differences in income
and education are still great, and in some studies
increasing. The general lag in access and use may
¢reate enduring and subsequential negative social
consequences, persisting even after later adopters
achieve full access. There are many barriers, obsta-
cles and challenges to more equitable access, and
some of those may be deeply embedded in social
and cultural contexts and differences.

Many critics are quite pessimistic about the
impact of Internet use on civic, political and com-
munity involvement. People may use a less diverse
range of media, individuals’ actions may be less
private, online activists may be more extreme, users
may have difficulty assessing the vast amounts of
information available, people may basically re-
inforce their prior beliefs by participating only in
selected interest groups, and the greatest current
threat may be the growing concentration across
media industries. Some conceptualizations of the
attributes of the Internet and communities reject the
notion that organic communities can thrive in medi-
ated, online form, as they constitute secondary and
distant relationships. Further, individual privacy is
threatened, especially by commercial interests, and
online communities typically are bound only by a
single shared interest. More fundamentally, the
nature of current ‘real’ communities can be
debated, as some evidence (especialiy by Putnam)
shows that various forms of social involvement
have been declining for many years in the US, and
that very few people actually interact densely with
physically proximate neighbours; rather, they par-
ticipate in thin local communities and dispersed
family and work networks.

On the other hand, recent studies and surveys
find that Internet users tend to be more interested in
current events; campaigns and political activists
have already started using the Internet for a variety
of purposes; users are more involved in civic and
political activities than non-users; and many govern-
ment offices provide e-mail and web access.
Nonetheless, real online dialogue among different
interest groups is rare, and government access is
typically one-way. However, many communities
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are strengthened through online interaction, if only
because of the lower obstacles, such as time, dis-
tance and need to initially know others personally

before communicating. 1t’s probably more appro-

priate to think of online interaction as complement-
ing physical communities. Nonetheless, there are
many vibrant and long-lived mediated communi-
ties, ranging from health support groups to
dispersed cultural and ethnic groups. The very
growth and intensity of online communities may
well speak to the perceived decline in real commu-
nities, as humans seek out social support and inter-
action. Indeed, many aspects of relationships,
emotions and identities are experienced as just as
real through the Internet as they are over other
media (such as the telephone) or face-to-face, There
are several case studies showing that small commu-
nities have been reinvigorated through online sys-
tems. Researchers taking a more historical approach
warnt that there are likely few really revolutionary
changes associated with new technologies, and
people embed these new media within familiar
social contexts.

Finally, concerning social interaction and expres-
sion, pessimistic perspectives claim that not only
does mediated communication impoverish the
nature of interactions, but online interactions can be
deceiving, simplistic, hateful and transient. Some
conclude that high or extended Internet use leads to
isolation and depression, as weak mediated rela-
tions replace strong unmediated ones, and narrowly
focused relations replace more diverse ones.
However, both survey and ethnographic studies
show that rich, fertile, diverse and expanded inter-
actions are possible through the Internet. There are
many online groups with impassioned members
providing emotional and other resources to each
other, and users regularly rate communicating with
others ~ family, friends and new people they have
met online — as their most favourite and important
activity. Some studies show that interactive Internet
usage replaces passive television watching, but that
overall Internet users are greater media participants.
The net generation may well be more literate,
creative and socially skilled because of their early
familiarity with the Internet, including trying out
various aspects of their developing identity online.
Interacting with teachers and other students is
easier when supported by the Internet, and both
students and patients are more likely to talk about
sensitive issues online, possibly because of the
protection of anonymity. A noticeable percentage
of users meet new people they come to call friends
online, and go on to meet these people in person.
Several studies have specifically countered some
prior research linking Internet use with isolation or
depression, showing indeed that experienced
Internet users may find greater support online,
become more satisfied with their interactions and
communication, and generate new relationships

through the ability to contact others more easily,
Indeed, some speculate that the Internet can alsg
foster greater tolerance through exposure to a wide;

diversity of voices, and even support transcendent. -

and spiritual growth. All these possibilities may
lead to major growth in our concepts of identity,
groups and society.

While the uses and effects of many major com.
munication technologies (such as the pen, tele.
graph, telephone, photocopier, memo), have been
studied retrospectively, if at all the recent rapid
growth of the Internet affords communication
researchers a unique opportunity to describe, assess,
predict and evaluate short-term changes as well ag

long-term developments. If the current speculation

and research seem to indicate diverse, contradictory
and simultaneous consequences, at several levels of
analysis, this may be because that is fundamentally
the nature of social change. However, it is far better
to ground this understanding of the complexity of
this major phenomenon in research than in specula-
tion and assertion.

Nore

I thank Drrs James Katz and Philip Aspden for inviting me
to be part of their Syntopia project on studies of the
Internet, and helping me to articulate the three primary
themes of this chapter,
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