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0  E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y  

Introduction 

The focus of the “community and family” domain is the impact of ICTs, in particular the 
Internet, mobile telephony and “personal communication technology”, on sociability and 
social interaction. This refers to the quality of individuals’ social relations within their social 
environment, including the family and the communities they belong to. The reason for 
choosing our focus lies in the interest which the question about ICT’s impact on sociability 
has attracted in recent years not only among social researchers but also among policy-
makers concerned with a wide range of topics including employment, social welfare and 
equality, economic competitiveness, education systems, and urban and regional 
development.  

The analysis makes reference to the ongoing debate around the notion of social capital, 
which is understood as “the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, 
available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual 
or social unit”1. Before a larger body of empirical research had become available, many 
scholars believed that communication through the Internet would inhibit interpersonal 
collaboration and trust and, as such, would be detrimental for social capital building and 
maintenance. A lot of empirical research carried out in the last 10 years has challenged this 
assumption. 

Following the overall design of the study, our approach was to first remind ourselves of the 
long-term paradigmatic societal trends in the domain in Europe, before exploring the role 
which ICTs have played within the context of these trends.  

The analysis is, as much as possible, based on the findings of methodologically robust 
empirical research from Europe. 

Long-term trends in the domain 

Sociability has been at the core of public debate for as long as human beings have 
discussed about what’s right and wrong about society. Since the industrial revolution, at the 
latest, Europeans are concerned about the quality of interaction between people within 
families, neighbourhoods, urban settlements, and countries. This is an issue of substantial 
importance, since one of the most consistent findings from research into sociability, across 
numerous disciplines including sociology, ethnography, biology, medicine and psychology, is 
that people with stronger social networks tend to be healthier and happier.  

Community is a form of social organisation based on a network of individuals, who maintain 
relationships and who share a feeling of belonging together. Social organisation is subject to 
a wider context of dynamics that lead to a transition in meaning of basic forms of social 
relationships: community and society are permanently evolving. Traditional communities are 
understood as having been based mainly on ties of blood and/or destiny, where co-location 
in physical space (i.e. in the same neighbourhood or village) plays a key role for developing a 
collective identity. Such ideal-type communities, as described by Tönnies und Durkheim, 
have become very hard to find, as European society has been engaged in “a historical 
process of separation between locality and sociability in the formation of communities”, as 

                                                 

 
1  Nahapiet & Ghoshal (1998) 
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Manuel Castells stresses. “New, selective patterns of social relations substitute for spatially 
bound forms of human interaction”2.  

The changing understanding of community is strongly related to individualisation as the 
dominant trend in the evolution of social relationships in Europe in the 20th century. While 
traditionally the physical location (e.g. neighbourhood, village) to some extent determined the 
interpersonal ties which provided a person with sociability, support, information, a sense of 
belonging, and social identity, today communities tend to be actively constructed by 
individuals according to their interests, values and perceived needs. The notion of community 
has rid itself of being spatially bounded. People do not belong to one community only, but are 
member of different types of specialized communities.  

Against this background it has been suggested to describe the evolving patterns of sociability 
in the network society as “network individualisation” or “networked individualism” with the 
nuclear family in the household still at its core, from where networks of selective ties are built 
according to the interests and values of each member of the household. Networks have 
become so differentiated that people are involved in sets of narrowly defined relationships 
with changing network members – there is no single community as the only source for 
identity. 

Network individualisation is related in manifold ways with changes in the role and structure of 
the family. A number of major demographic changes have taken place throughout Europe, 
although in different ways and different intensity: fewer marriages; more cohabitation and 
more births outside marriage; increases in divorce, remarriage and reconstituted families; an 
increase in the proportion of lone-parent families; falling birth rates; and smaller average 
family sizes. Values about the role of the family in relation to its members have changed in 
parallel, which led some scholars to speak of the “postpatriarchal family”: “This is the family 
formed by individuals who assert their autonomy, including children, and that at the same 
time needs constant coordination, monitoring, support and backup systems.” 3 

These long-term trends, none of which were caused by ICTs as they have set in long before 
the arrival of the personal computer or the mobile phone, form the background against which 
the social impact of ICTs such as the Internet must be analysed. As van Dijk states, the 
individual has become “the most important node in the network society and not a particular 
place, group or organization. The social and cultural process of individualization, which 
appeared long before the Internet, particularly in western societies, is strongly supported by 
the rise of social and media networks. Networks are the social counterpart of 
individualization”4. 

Key findings from empirical research 

Discussion about ICT’s impact on sociability has, for a long time, been dominated by views 
which were either dystopian or utopian. Dystopians viewed ICT-mediated communication as 
necessarily inferior to face-to-face interaction, which it would tend to displace. Utopians 
claimed that, by overcoming the constraints of distance, ICTs would build connections 
between an increasing number of people, leading to better understanding, improved social 
cohesion, and ultimately leading to McLuhan’s famous ‘global village’. Empirical research 
has shown that none of these views properly reflects reality.  

Below the main findings about ICT’s impacts on sociability are discussed along four main 
themes: rationalisation, networking, empowerment & participation, and lifelong learning. 
                                                 

 
2  Castells (2001: 116) 
3  ibid 
4  van Dijk (2006: 168) 
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Rationalisation 

There is comprehensive evidence that use of ICT in the domain discussed in the present 
report eases social interaction, i.e. has a rationalising effect: 

• ICTs make involvement in any kind of community easier, by providing effective tools for 
communicating within lose networks of contacts and by participating in a wide range of 
decision-making processes. This applies to “communities online” (traditional 
communities originally based on face-to face contacts, where ICTs are used as an 
additional tool for communication and interaction) as well as to “online communities” 
(groups in which nearly all interaction is by electronic means, and which have 
developed in the virtual domain rather than through face-to-face interaction). 

• ICTs enable families (and other tightly bounded groups) to cope with the increasing 
demands arising from the typical conflicts between, on the one hand, individual 
autonomy and flexibility, and on the other hand, the continuous need for coordination, 
monitoring, support and backup systems to hold the family together. 

The research findings available suggest that the Internet has been of stronger importance for 
the former effect, while the mobile phone has been more important for the latter.  

We find considerable evidence that ICTs such as mobile phones and the Internet enable 
people to manage their communication more effectively; users tend to agree almost through 
the board that ICT tools have made their life easier and/or more interesting. 

Networking and Social Capital 

Recent research on social capital has demonstrated that we need to differentiate between 
types of social capital if we want to properly analyse ICT’s effect on social networks: 

• Bonding social capital are strong ties between like people in similar situations, such 
as immediate family, close friends and neighbours. These ties tend to reinforce 
exclusive identities and maintain exclusivity.  

• Bridging social capital are more distant or “weak ties” of like persons, such as loose 
friendships and workmates. These ties connect individuals which have at least a core 
set of similarities, often related to common values, for example based on a shared 
work environment, hobby or ethnic background. 

• Linking social capital are weak ties which reach out to unlike people in dissimilar 
situations, such as those who are entirely outside the community, of a different social 
status, or from a different cultural background.  

Available empirical research suggests that ICTs have the strongest effect on bonding social 
capital, where they often help strengthen the ties which already exist – a typical example are 
extended families spread across great distances, who manage to stay in close touch through 
the Internet; and on bridging social capital, where the Internet has made it much easier to 
locate and get in touch with people who share the same interests or values. A number of 
studies have shown that interaction in virtual communities often leads to social ties which 
provide users with access to resources needed for coping with “real life” challenges. 
Moreover, virtual acquaintances can easily turn into “real-life” friendships. Of course, there 
are sizeable differences between types of ICT users. In general, younger generations are 
much more likely to full-heartedly embrace social uses of ICT and to integrate them 
seamlessly into their social behaviour patterns.  

With regard to linking social capital (as defined above), empirical evidence is less 
conclusive. In general, it appears that ICTs are often used in order to strengthen ties with 
people who one feels close to, or those who share the same interests and background, at the 
possible cost of social interaction with people who are perceived to be “different”. In a social 
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landscape characterised by increasing social inequality and fragmentation (as appears to be 
the case in many EU countries), such tendencies could prove problematic.  

Empowerment and participation 

Existing research provides strong support for the empowering effect of the Internet, mobile 
telephony and other personal ICTs. For example, the mobile phone has empowered 
individuals by offering increased autonomy, “mobile intimacy”, easier access to networks of 
choice, and a feeling of safety, all of which imply that mobile telephony is a powerful enabler 
for network individualisation, as described above. For small, tightly-knit groups of people, 
including families, ICTs have an empowering effect by enabling what has been dubbed 
“connected presence”. There is a trade-off between empowerment of individuals, including 
children, and the increased possibilities offered to families. Parents need to “properly 
calibrate the permeable boundaries between the family and the world outside it – particularly 
when it comes to the protection and socialization of children”. The enhanced possibilities for 
surveillance, available through mobile telephony, in principle allow parents to find a balance 
between giving children autonomy while maintaining a high degree of control.  

It has also been shown that ICTs can have an empowering effect of communities. While 
ICTs may appear “space-less”, in fact around three quarter of the information available on 
the Internet directly relate to a specific place in geographic space5. Researchers have found 
higher levels of community involvement corresponding with higher Internet usage, even after 
controlling for the influence of socio-demographic variables. While this appears to suggest 
that ICT uptake can lead to higher levels of community interaction, unfortunately most 
research indicates that successful ICT initiatives at local level tend to depend on a history of 
community cooperation and strong local social ties. It appears that social capital is indeed a 
pre-requisite for, rather than a consequence of, ICT mediated communication. 

The topic of ICT-enabled empowerment brings up a number of issues with regard to social 
participation and exclusion. Does the increasing spread of ICTs which are used for social 
interaction imply that people who do not have access, or people who make inadequate use 
of ICTs, are at risk of social exclusion? Indeed, robust findings from empirical research 
indicate that Internet users benefit from personal benefits (in the form of improved access to 
resources) as a result of the social contact-enabling characteristics of ICTs. On the other 
hand, there are many examples of initiatives which successfully exploited ICT’s potential for 
easing communication and interaction. Examples include applications for immigrant 
communities, which tend to be at risk of social exclusion in most EU countries. This is an 
area where public intervention seems to be called for, as many immigrant communities lack 
the resources to escape by themselves from digital under-development.  

Finally, and not to be forgotten, ICTs also have an empowering effect for people with anti-
social inclinations, as the use of advanced ICTs by globally operating terrorist groups has 
shown. Other examples include cyber-bullying. Rather than ignoring such types of use, 
concerted efforts should be taken to raise awareness and to supply people with the skills to 
protect themselves against the impacts resulting from acts of ICT-enabled anti-social 
behaviour.  

Lifelong learning 

There is evidence that learning within social networks represents a vital source of skills. 
People make use of their ICT-based social networks to acquire knowledge and skills, either 
intentionally or unintentionally. This indicates that access to knowledge, at the time of need 

                                                 

 
5  cf. Davies (2004) 
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and in a form which allows easy approbiation, is a key resource which is increasingly 
mediated through ICTs. It suggests, again, that social inequalities in the ability to make use 
of ICTs need to be monitored closely, and that political action should strive to provide all 
citizens with ICT skills in the wider meaning of the term.  

Policy implications 

Policy needs to find adequate responses to a number of challenges arising from the research 
carried out in the domain Community & Family. 

The first challenge to be mentioned is that – in spite of the research evidence which 
suggests that ICTs do at least not harm social capital – we must not forget that it is indeed 
highly likely that, for the majority of Europeans, a substitution of mediated communication 
for face-to-face contacts is taking place. The unintentional effects this is having on people will 
need to be followed closely. People in the streets communicate less with the strangers they 
encounter because they are indeed immersed in making mobile phone calls, reading and 
sending electronic messages, and generally trying to master their increasing range of 
(mobile) personal communication applications. Stronger dependence on mediated 
communication might also introduces health risks, such as those associated with exposure to 
electromagnetic radiation. While most research appears to indicate that this particular risk is 
minor in comparison to the benefits derived from mobile telephony, it will be necessary to 
continuously invest significant effort into observation of technology trends and usage patterns, 
and the negative medium to long term impacts these might have on society. The intention is 
not to stifle ICT-based innovations, but to enable the wider public to engage in a well-
informed, open dialogue about emerging risks, and how to deal with them. 

A second challenge is related to the use of ICTs for antisocial purposes. There can be little 
doubt that social pathologies related to Internet-based behaviour do exist. It is also certain 
that the Internet provides criminals and others with an anti-social disposition with tools and 
services which they can use to increase – sometimes radically so – the effectiveness of their 
deeds. There are ways how to address such threats, but they tend to affect individual rights 
such as data privacy and information autonomy. The societies of Europe need to seek a new 
balance between the freedoms and the risks introduced by ICTs such as the Internet.  

A third major implication of our research into the social impacts of ICT is that the Internet 
and mobile phone, and the emerging convergence between both, present a great boost to 
transparency. While transparency is usually welcomed insofar as, for instance, people’s 
ability to check on the activities of government and the corporate sector is concerned, it also 
means that personal information about individuals can more easily be exploited for unwanted 
commercial purposes, for exerting control, or for malicious activities of all kinds. The costs for 
screening individual behaviour have collapsed thanks to more and more human activity 
taking place online and/or with the help of a mobile computing device. The risk does not only 
concern data privacy, i.e. that personal information is made public or used without consent of 
the individual in question. It also concerns users becoming prisoners of their past actions, 
as the data footprint which individuals leave in cyberspace cannot easily be controlled and 
corrected. A typical example are teenagers, who tend to have little qualms about uploading 
data on personal behaviour online, risk to become victims of their exploits later, as when 
potential employers seek information on job candidates on the Web. As Zittrain (2008, p. 
232) states, “People might make rational decisions about sharing their personal information 
in the short term, but underestimate what might happen to that information as it is indexed, 
reused, and repurposed by strangers”.  

Policy-makers should investigate possibilities for innovative strategies to address these 
problems. Some scholars have come forward with proposals for introducing an ‘expiry date’ 
for (personal) data on the Internet (Mayer-Schonberger, 2009). This would be needed in 
order to let society regain control over what he terms the “perfect remembering in the digital 
age”. In the same vein, other experts have asked for the possibility of making a “clean slate” 
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in order to regain the ability to build a good reputation online: “People ought to be able to 
express a choice to deemphasize if not entirely delete older information that has been 
generated about them by and through various systems: political preferences, activities, 
youthful likes and dislikes” (Zittrain 2008, p. 229). 

A fourth issue to be mentioned here is also related to applications of social computing. It has 
become obvious that Web 2.0 users risk to become overtly dependent on individual service 
providers, the conduct of which is naturally guided by commercial considerations rather than 
the public good. If this results into user lock-in, this will have far-reaching implications for 
data security, consumer rights, and the ability for market newcomers to succeed in pushing 
innovations. A number of much-publicised incidences, in which social networking and web 
mail providers lost private user data (such as archived mails), showed that data stored "in the 
cloud", i.e. on providers' servers rather than users' PCs, are not safe. Moreover, as 
commercial providers are free to change features of their social networking services as well 
as the conditions for their use, users may want to change to another provider which offers a 
more attractive service. Users may also need to look for an alternative in the case that they 
are excluded from using a social networking site as a result of changes to the "small print". In 
both cases, this would imply – under current conditions – that the person in question lost 
access to her personal data which she has stored on the social networking site. This appears 
increasingly unacceptable given the importance which users attach to their social online 
identity. Europe needs to explore the case for new regulation which would give users the 
right of data portability, i.e. extracting their personal data from a social networking site, for 
example in order to switch to an alternative service. Moreover, market players should be 
asked to provide more transparency about the way in which they will treat users' data in they 
case they shut down or sell the service, or make fundamental changes to conditions of use. 

A final major challenge is related to the spread of ICTs and their use for social interaction is 
posed by its implications for social cohesion and social inclusion. Indeed, based on the 
empirical evidence taken into account so far for the present report, it remains open whether 
ICTs not only transform patterns and processes of sociability, but whether they also 
transform patterns and processes of social inclusion, as manifested in the different capability 
of people to make use of technology for achieving personal goals and gaining access to 
social (and economic) resources. In contrast, the possibility cannot be ruled out that ICTs 
make it even more difficult for people at risk of social exclusion to improve their situation. 
When what “we are witnessing [is] a new form of sociality in which the connectedness that 
‘matters’ is determined by our distance from working communications technology” (Turkle, 
2008, p. 122), policy needs to make sure that this distance is as small as possible for 
everybody – distance here not being limited to the geographic meaning, but also including 
remoteness caused by lack of skills, spending power, social status, psychology, etc. 

In this context, the distinction made in our research between different types of social ties 
and social capital is of high importance. We argue that ICT has a strong positive effect on 
both bonding and bridging social capital, but that effects are much less conclusive with 
regard to linking social capital. Policy action at all levels of governance, particularly at the 
local level, should try to establish effective ways in which the potential of ICTs can be 
exploited for improving communication between people from different backgrounds. 
Examples include efforts to improve integration of ethnic minorities. The potential appears to 
be particularly large as far as younger generations are concerned, as these are much more 
likely to full-heartedly embrace social uses of ICT and to integrate these seamlessly into their 
social behaviour patterns. Linking social capital is vital for social sustainability in Europe, but 
it will not automatically be created or strengthened by ICTs. Public intervention for fostering 
social innovation will be necessary.  
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1  I n t r o d u c t i o n  

The focus of the “community and family” domain is the “impact” of ICTs, in particular the 
Internet, mobile telephony and what has been termed “personal communication technology” 
(Katz & Aakhus, 2002), on sociability and social interaction. This refers to the quality of 
individuals’ social relations within their social environment, including the family and the 
communities they belong to. The reason for choosing our focus lies in the interest which the 
question about ICT’s impact on sociability has attracted in recent years not only among 
social researchers but also among policy-makers concerned with a wide range of topics 
including employment, social welfare and equality, economic competitiveness, education 
systems, and urban and regional development (OECD, 2001; CEC, 2003; European Council, 
2003; IPTS, 2004).  

Social interaction was interpreted by structural functionalists merely as a subsystem of the 
social system (generally seen as the nation-state). The critique on this approach is that it did 
not allow to get a grip on any contingencies of interaction. For this reason, we suggest to 
follow Katz & Rice (2002, p. 5) who defined social interaction (sociability) as “focused on 
individual relations and goals”, in contrast to civic and community involvement which is 
“participation in a jointly produced social, civic, or community activity”. Social interaction 
“entails interaction with specific others whom one either knows initially or eventually comes to 
know. This interaction is likely to involve dyadic, familial, friendship, romantic, and group 
relations. It speaks less directly to the interests and goals of collectives” (ibid., p. 5).  

For lack of space, the present domain does not deal explicitly with social relations at the 
workplace.  

A special focus of the domain report lies on social capital because the growing interest in 
the notion of social capital, as reflected in the interest caused by Putnam’s influential book 
“Bowling alone” from 2000, revolves in particular around the question whether modernity, 
and the technologies that go along with it, has a detrimental effect on the quality of social 
interaction and social cohesion. Indeed, a question which many recent research efforts have 
tried to answer concerns the impact of ICT on social capital. The original proposition (cf. 
Kraut et al., 1998; Putnam, 2000) was that communication through the Internet “inhibits 
interpersonal collaboration and trust” and, as such, would be detrimental for social capital 
building and maintenance. As Kraut and his team of researchers later admitted, however, 
most empirical evidence collected in the aftermath of their study found that the Internet, if not 
strengthening existing social capital, at least is by no means detrimental to it (Kraut et al., 
2002).  

We define social capital as “... the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded 
within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an 
individual or social unit. Social capital thus comprises both the network and the assets that 
may be mobilized through that network” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). The definition given 
presents social capital as an objective property of a situation, in contrast to Pierre Bourdieu´s 
conception, which describes it only as a habitualized perception of a situation among the 
actors, identified within the interaction. Our definition follows the use of the notion of social 
capital within European policy-making (e.g. CEC, 2003). See section 2.1.3. 

We define community as a form of social organisation based on a network of individuals. 
These maintain relationships, which determine the extent of the community. The sense of 
community is created by a feeling of belonging together, whether that might be based on 
blood and destiny or on interest and conscious search for people alike. The founding fathers 
of social research into community, Tönnies and Durkheim, already stressed that social 
organisation is subject to a wider context of dynamics that lead to a transition in meaning of 
basic forms of social relationships. Community and society can not be seen as rigid 
institutions, they are permanently evolving and interrelated. For this reason, Barry Wellman 
suggests a working definition for communities which is detached from notions of community 
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as being spatially bounded, i.e. “networks of interpersonal ties that provide sociability, 
support, information, a sense of belonging, and social identity” (Wellman, 2001, p. 1).  

Among sociologists there is an extensive debate about the usefulness of the notion of 
“community” for the analysis of modern society (Delanty, 2003; Day, 2006). In drafting the 
report it has been our intention not to get lost in a discussion about whether or not 
“community” exists in reality or whether it has only ever been a myth which is being 
summoned up by scholars and policy-makers if they want to contrast a presumably better 
past with presumably worse developments facing society in the present (Day 2006, p. 1-25). 
Our main focus is on sociability in different contexts, and we mainly distinguish between 
interaction within families, traditionally seen as the “private sphere”, and interaction within 
people’s wider networks of friends, acquaintances and neighbours, which traditionally make 
up the “public sphere”6.  

The present domain report has its focus on individuals as members of communities, i.e. it 
covers the issue of social participation, while it excludes analysis of political participation and 
policy participation. For definition of these terms, we refer to the classification suggested by 
Meijer & Bekkers (2009, p. 100-101): 

• Political participation denotes “actions of citizens that aim to influence the selection 
and behaviour of political decision-makers”. It “does not only refer to influencing 
decision-making processes but includes agenda setting”. Well-known forms of political 
participation include “writing letters to representatives, writing newspaper articles and 
organizing protests”. 

• Policy participation focuses not on agenda setting and decision-making, but on policy 
implementation. This refers to an active role played by citizens in public service delivery 
and in regulation. Citizens need civic competence to be able to participate in this way. 

• Social participation refers to interactions between citizens rather than relations 
between citizens and government. All types of groups in which people join together to 
interact but which do not pursue directly political goals fall under this category.  

Another notion which is of direct relevance to our domain concerns the domestication of 
technology (Silverstone & Hadden, 1996). It puts emphasis on the role of people in shaping 
the use, and ultimately the supply, of technologies by the ways in which they appropriate it in 
their domestic environment: “People influence the technology itself, directly as inventors and 
indirectly through market feedback. More important, people shape the impact that technology 
has on their lives by choosing which technology to use and how to use it.”  

In this context is important to remind us that “it is the social practices established for older 
media which set the parameters within which new media are appropriated into daily life. [...] 
While new technologies are developed, entering the households of early adopters in part 
according to a research agenda, more widespread use depends on their appropriation into 
pre-existing systems of meaning and practice” (Livingstone, 2003, p. 210-212).  

In the context of the present study, we not only seek to take full account of the points made 
by Livingstone, but we also want to situate our analysis of ICT’s impacts on sociability within 
a conceptual framework which takes as its venture point the paradigmatic social trends that 
could be observed in Europe over the last decades. It is to these epochal trends that we turn 
our attention in the following section. 

 

                                                 

 
6  For a discussion of the blurring boundary between private and public in relation to the family, see Fahey 
(1995) and Turow (2003)  
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2  E p o c h a l  T r e n d s  a n d  t h e  A r r i v a l  o f  I C T s  i n  t h e  
D o m a i n  

2.1 Major social trends in the domain 

Sociability has been at the core of public debate for as long as human beings have 
discussed about what’s right and wrong about society and the way it is developing. Since the 
industrial revolution, at the latest, Europeans are concerned about the quality of interaction 
between people within families, neighbourhoods, urban settlements, and countries.  

One of the most consistent findings from research into sociability, across numerous 
disciplines including sociology, ethnography, biology, medicine and psychology, is that 
people with stronger social networks tend to be healthier and happier (Cohen & Wills, 1985; 
Mirowsky & Ross, 1989; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Diener et al., 2002; Layard, 2005; 
Sigman, 2009). 

Theoretical as well as empirical research has found that “relationships are specialized – for 
instance, those who give emotional support rarely give financial support –spatially-dispersed, 
and combine a densely-knit core (often with immediate kin) with sparsely-knit clusters of ties 
with friends, neighbours and co-workers” (Veenhof et al., 2008, p. 7). 

In order to explain the main social trends with regard to sociability and community, it is 
necessary to briefly recall the most important developments over the last centuries.  

2.1.1 Community 

“Gemeinschaft” und “Gesellschaft” – The transition from traditional to industrial societies 

Ferdinand Tönnies’ (1887) concept of differentiation between Gemeinschaft (community) and 
Gesellschaft (society) was based on his observation of a transition within social organisation: 
from traditional community based social environments into industrial societies. Communities 
in his view were characterised by moral unity, rootedness, intimacy and kinship (Broom & 
Selznick, 1973) and thus were homogeneous in the sense of social conformity and local 
customs. He distinguishes between ‘communities of blood’, ‘of locality’ and ‘of mind’. All three 
types can be seen as heavily interrelated and able to create a strong sense of community, 
which is one essential aspect for the personal identification with a community. His view on 
the development towards an industrial society was pessimistic, as he has seen the values of 
communities going lost in more rational, impersonal urban societies. 

The work of Emilé Durkheim concentrated on the meaning of solidarity and how it changed 
with the evolving industrial state. In his thesis from 1893 he introduced two basic types of 
solidarity: mechanical and organic solidarity. Mechanical solidarity is seen as an element of 
traditional social relationships, based on destiny and substantial similarities. Thus a strong 
feeling of belonging together is developed and the collective becomes a value, which might 
cause individuals to lose their own will and act mechanical in terms of solidarity. As societies 
become more complex and individual identities lose their fateful anchors, also the type of 
solidarity changes. Individuals have to search for people alike and become more focused on 
similar interest to orientate their choice of community on. Nevertheless, a sort of reciprocal 
dependency among members of a community is created. This demands an organic solidarity, 
which allows heterogenic elements work together as a single unit. 

Like Tönnies, Durkheim also sees certain dangers evolving with the rapid transition from 
traditional to industrial society. The accelerated social change might lead to an ethical 
disorientation, where people lose their trust in social institutions and norms. Thus social 
bonds are eroding, before an organic form of solidarity can catch up. He later develops this 
thought in his work about suicide (1897), in which he looks at the social circumstances 
involved that provoke the act. 
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Both of these early works already stress two essential dimensions of community: the social 
structure and the sense of community. A community is a form of social organisation based 
on a network of individuals. These maintain relationships, which determine the extent of the 
community. The sense of community is created by a feeling of belonging together, whether 
that might be based on blood and destiny or on interest and conscious search for people 
alike. Tönnies as wells as Durkheim stress that social organisation is subject to a wider 
context of dynamics that lead to transition in meaning of basic forms of social relationships. 
Community and society can not be seen as rigid institutions, they are permanently evolving 
and interrelated.    

Community in modern societies 

Whether the community concept is still appropriate for understanding processes in modern 
societies is heavily contested. The discussion basically revolves around the question whether 
community is in the process of being ‘lost’, ‘saved’ or ‘liberated’ (Wellman, 1979).  

The ‘community lost’ perspective is often connected to the loss of public space in urban 
areas (Wellman, 1979; Oldenburg, 1989; London, 1997). The argument follows Tönnies’ 
prediction that increasing urbanisation enhances rationalisation and impersonal social 
linkages. It is assumed that the physical space still holds an important role for developing a 
collective identity. The lack of public space, especially in modern suburbs, and the increasing 
retreat of people into their heavily mediated homes, where they spent hours in front of the 
television instead of socialising, makes people become strangers, as they are increasingly 
separated in their interests and activities. Projected on the impact of ICT, it is concluded that 
the significance of place and thus the physical basis for communities is likely to be 
threatened (Meyrowitz, 1985). 

Nevertheless, arguments can be found that modernisation has taken place, but communities 
can still be found in urban areas and are thus saved from progressing rationalisation. Crow & 
Allan (1994) argue that community life, in its local manifestation, still plays a vital role in our 
social existence. It frames activities such as shopping, working or meeting neighbours. Local 
communities hold the role of a mediator between households and macro-scale social 
structures. 

Reflecting changes within social organisation in modern societies, Barry Wellman (1979) 
developed the ‘community liberated’ argument. This perspective sees community from a 
network analysis point of view and is thus able to imply more heterogeneous and disperse 
types of communities. Timm (1972) describes the urban world as a mosaic of social worlds 
with increasing mobility and a weakening meaning of location. Hence, people’s sense of 
community is less limited by physical boundaries and kinship. Modern ‘personal 
communities’ (Wellman, 1996) do not depend on spatial density and are marked by 
specialisation, “…with different ties providing different types of resources.” (Wellman, 1997). 
People do not belong to one community only, but are member of different types of 
specialized communities, which can be described as a set of personal communities. Social 
organisation takes the form of ‘networked individualism’: networks have become so 
differentiated that the individual case cannot be seen as the lowest level of a clear-cut, 
group-based social system, but as a field of overlapping individualized networks (Castells, 
1998; Wellman, 2001). People are involved in sets of narrowly defined relationships with 
changing network members – there is no single community as the only source for identity. 

Another position is taken by Cultural Studies, which interpret individualization as a growing 
choice for individual to select role models, on the one hand, and a change of the public 
sphere on the other. The related diversity of frames of reference for the individual allows for 
the articulation of new ways of life. Wellman points at the necessity to identify and analyse 
such processes under the perspective of possible inclusion/exclusion processes. Lave & 
Wenger (1991) address their impact on learning. 
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2.1.2 Family and the Individual 

Kiernan (2003), in her review of the developing pattern of family change in recent decades, 
highlights the following major demographic changes which have been observed throughout 
Europe, although in different ways and different intensity: fewer marriages; more cohabitation 
and more births outside marriage; increases in divorce, remarriage and reconstituted 
families; an increase in the proportion of lone-parent families; falling birth rates; and smaller 
families.  

Marriage 

Since the early 1970s, the general European pattern has been declining marriage rates and 
rising mean age at marriage. Comparing between countries, this trend has showed first in the 
Nordic countries (in the late 1960s) and latest in the countries of Southern Europe, where it 
became evidence in the late 1970s.  

In a related development, cohabitation especially among young couples, as a prelude to, or 
as an alternative to, marriage, started to spread in the 1970s and escalated in the 1980s and 
1990s. The trend has continued to the present day. Apart from some countries which have 
developed furthest from the traditional marriage patterns (Prinz, 1995), most national data 
show that unions of unmarried couples living together tend to be less stable in the medium to 
long term than marriages. “After five years, only a minority of cohabiting unions remain intact: 
they have either converted into marriages or dissolved” (Kiernan, 2003, p. 20). Young people 
tend to experiment more with partnerships, including cohabitation, before getting married or 
not marrying at all.  

Becoming a parent 

“In modern, low-fertility societies the few births which couples or individuals have are usually 
tightly clustered in a period of a very few years [...]. Across Europe parenthood is being 
entered into at increasingly old ages, higher proportions of men and women are remaining 
childless, and an increasing proportion of children are being born outside of marriage” (ibid ., 
p. 21).  

On average, Europe has the lowest fertility rates in the world. While the overall trend is the 
same across all Member States, there is considerable variation in the timing and the extent 
of the decline.  

While most young women still want to have a child at some stage, and most couples also do 
not expect to remain childless, the trend towards older parenthood also means that rates of 
childlessness have been rising: “Childlessness emerges from a series of decisions to 
postpone having children” (Kiernan, 2003, p. 23).  

The last few decades have also shown a trend towards severance of marriage and 
parenthood: More children are born outside of marriage, but this does not necessarily mean 
that more children are born outside a partnership).  

Family dissolution 

Rates of divorce in Europe were very stable throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, but then 
started to increase in almost all EU Member States, with highest rates of increase seen in the 
1980s. Since then the main trend has been stabilising divorce rates. These developments 
were heavily associated with changes in regulation: “Between 1960 and the mid-1980s 
divorce policy was either completely revised or substantially reformed in almost all Western 
countries” (ibid., p. 26). Still today, there is a lot of variation across European countries’ 
divorce rates.  
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In spite of divorce becoming common-place across Europe, divorce statistics are still heavily 
underestimating the number marital dissolutions, not to speak of the number of partnership 
dissolutions (ibid., p. 27).  

Higher rates of divorce also imply a higher incidence of a separation of child-bearing with 
child-rearing for at least one of the parents, typically the father. Numbers of lone-parent 
families have been increasing considerably, with the large majority of them being headed by 
the mother. Whereas lone-parent families used to stem mostly from marital breakdowns, this 
appears to have changed more recently in some European countries such as Sweden and 
Denmark, where never-married women with children have become much more common.  

Along with the much higher rate of divorce, in Europe today there are also many more 
remarriages than before the 1980s.  

“As a consequence of these demographic changes children are increasingly experiencing a 
variety of family settings as the pass through childhood and adolescence” (Kiernan, 2003, p. 
29). 

The post-patriarchal family 

“European men and women are having children later in their lives because they have more 
life choices combined with highly effective means of controlling their fertility.[...] The 
increased participation in higher education and training that has occurred in most European 
nations [...], as well as accrual of qualifications to meet the demands of modern economies, 
have lead to an extension of the period of dependency in the third decade of life. 
Consequently, the time span of the transition to adulthood, from leaving education, entering 
the labor market and marrying and becoming parents has become more protracted” (Kiernan, 
2003, p. 30).  

Castells (2008, p. 448) calls the resulting type of family, which has come to dominate society 
in most EU countries, the “postpatriarchal family”: “This is the family formed by individuals 
who assert their autonomy, including children, and that at the same time needs constant 
coordination, monitoring, support and backup systems.” 

One consequence of the change in family patterns, in combination with the effect of rising 
incomes, dynamic real estate markets, the availability of publicly provided long-term care and 
longer time spent in education, has been that average household sizes have declined and 
numbers of single-person households have dramatically increased since WW II.  

For describing the transformations which families have undergone in recent decades, many 
scholars make reference to Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of “liquid modernity” (Bauman, 2000, 
2005). Based on this notion, Branco & Pedroso (2008, p. 2) propose the term “liquid 
families”: 

More and more, family tends to transform itself from a permanent and total experience into 
a partial and transitory experience of individual life. Or, paraphrasing Bauman, we are 
confronted with a new family model: liquid family. By being “limitlessed” (unconfined), it 
transforms itself into “families”, pointing to all the variety and multiplicity of family 
experiences, resulting from the voluntary choices of the individuals [...]. Thus, we are 
confronted with new flexible and fluid family scenarios: de facto partnerships increase; 
monoparental families increase; recombined families increase; transnational families 
increase; and unipersonal families have also increased; and the number of children born 
outside the wedlock has increased heavily. Such scenarios are a result of the following 
factors: the nuptial rate decrease; the conjugal instability augmentation (resulting in 
separation and divorce); the birth-rate drop; migration processes and globalization. 
Consequently, we are dealing with the weakness of the matrimonial union and of the 
“family institution”[...]. Nevertheless, more than discussing a “family crisis”, we should 
speak of a crisis affecting a precise family model, i.e., the stable, harmonious, affective 
and fecund family, regulated by a rigid role division and settled upon a hierarchy between 
man and woman, parents and children. Thus, in a context marked by flexibility and fluidity, 
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the prevalent model is still the nuclear family, not always put forward in accordance with 
symmetry and democracy. Yet, this is no longer the referential followed by a large number 
of people, at least in some of their life phases. This is why we can no longer speak of a 
univocal definition of family. 

Individuals in late modernity: Increasing choice, increasing pressures, increasing risks 

These trends in family and partnership dynamics are indicative of broader changes in the 
relationship between individual and society, public and private, and predestination and 
freedom, which are characteristic of the times we live in. There have been various attempts, 
mainly by sociologists, to explain major trends in society by placing them in the context of 
comprehensive theories of modernity and post-modernity.  

Ben Agger (2004) discusses the notion of instantaneity, by which he means the erosion of 
boundaries and the way time and space are compressed: “Instanteneity breaks down 
boundaries and barriers, bringing about a kind of dedifferentiation, which some say is the 
hallmark of postmodernity” (Agger, 2004, p. 7).  

Today, individuals face the responsibility to construct an explicit project of the self, although 
taking account of the boundaries set by socially regulation and approval. This brings new 
freedoms but at the same time a heightened sense of responsibility and a widespread 
awareness that one is thrown on one's own resources.  

As Ulrich Beck (1994) argues, the diversification and individualization of life worlds and 
lifestyles potentially introduce both new opportunities and new dangers: “New kinds of risk 
feature as both unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences in the process of 
connecting the local and the global by means of modern communication technology” (Slevin, 
2000, p. 13).  

The implications of the individualization trend can be exemplified by highlighting some of the 
recent changes with regard to the role of children in family and society. 

Indeed, some experts have noted that the increase of demands being placed on women and 
men – by society as well as by their own pursuit for autonomy – is starting to apply to 
children as well. Some see here “the abolition of childhood”: “We are, in effect, reverting to 
premodern conceptions of the child [...]; we have broken down barriers separating family 
from society in such a way that we have come to expect children to be adults. This is 
manifested in sexuality, schooling, sports, and what one might loosely call wordliness” 
(Agger, 2004, p. 92). While the extent to which childhood can be considered as being 
abolished is debatable, there is certainly much consensus that childhood has become 
abbreviated as a result of a number of related trends: Children become sexualised earlier 
(Moore, 1993); are to a larger extent expected to take autonomous decisions as consumers 
and citizens (Livingstone, 2003) and have become subject of direct marketing activities from 
a much earlier age on (Turow, 2003); and, in school education, face increasing demands to 
adapt their learning to the demands of the (labour) market place in which they will eventually 
be integrated (Agger, 2004).  

Related to this, Katz (2003, p. 47) puts the emphasis on what he sees as the 
“disintermediation of parents”: “The traditional (extended) family used to be an educational 
organisation, a unit pf production and consumption, a religious and political clan. One by one, 
these functions have been transferred from the family to other institutions, leaving the family 
to serve functions of consumptions, caregiving, and socialisation. But even these functions 
are in dispute [...]”, as late capitalist consumer society and the institutions of the state are 
“reaching over the heads of the parents”.  

Buchner (1990, p. 77-78) adds that “every child is increasingly expected to behave in an 
‘individualised way’ [...]. The more childhood in the family is eclipsed by influences and 
orientation patterns from outside the family [...] the more independent the opportunity (and 
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drive) to making up one’s own mind, making one’s own choice [...] described here as the 
biographization of the life course”.  

At the same time, however, adulthood is arguably being postponed in the sense that children 
stay economically, and often emotionally, dependent on their parents for a longer period of 
time (Nave-Herz, 2002). “Arguably, we are observing contradictory trends – both towards the 
autonomy of children, domestic democracy and individualization of childhood and towards 
increased regulation and risk management of children by adults” (Livingstone 2003, p. 217).  

Livingstone (2003, p. 215) sums up some of the major social trends affecting young 
Europeans as follow: 

As traditional structures, at all levels from the family to the nation-state, which confer 
identity are being undermined, others are actively sought [in particular] by young people, 
and these are readily being provided by the market. The integration of individualization 
and consumerism is also an increasingly globally structured process, transcending 
national boundaries. This makes for a heady context within which young people seek to 
construct a meaningful life project which is more or less shared with their peers, conceived 
locally and globally, in actuality and virtually [...].  

 

2.1.3 The debate around “social capital” 

When discussing sociability and community, the notion of social capital has become a key 
term in recent years. It has attracted much interest in the public debate, in particular with 
regard to strategies for fostering economic and social development in the Information Society 
and Knowledge Economy.  

Use of the term “capital” was originally limited to “an accumulated sum of money, which 
could be invested in the hope of a profitable return in the future” (Field, 2003, p. 12). The 
concepts of “physical capital” (machinery, buildings, etc.) and “human capital” (workers and 
their skills) followed later in order to allow economists to measure the value of individual 
factors of production, including human skills. For the development of the concept of “social 
capital”, contributions mainly from three scholars have been most important, namely Pierre 
Bordieu, James Coleman and Robert Putnam.  

The main motivation behind inventing the term “social capital” was to put emphasis on the 
importance of (the quality and quantity of) relationships between people for explaining 
social and economic outcomes. Social capital is usually understood as: 

“... the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, available through, and 
derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual or social unit. Social 
capital thus comprises both the network and the assets that may be mobilized through that 
network” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). 

Understood in this sense, social capital can be compared to other forms of capital in that it 
can be invested in, it can be aggregated or built up, resulting in a stock of social capital 
(both individually and as a community), and it can be used as a resource for helping 
achieve certain outcomes, including economic ones. Moreover, social capital can be 
depleted, for example by over-using the help of an acquaintance without giving enough back 
in return, which refers to the core role played by reciprocity in social relations.  

Schuller et al. observed in 2000 that the key benefit of the notion of social capital lies in the 
way in which it shifts the focus of analysis from the behaviour of individual agents (individuals, 
firms, public agencies) to the pattern of relations between agents, social units and 
institutions (Schuller et al., 2000).  
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In general there is the assumption that social capital has positive effects not only on those 
who “own” it, but also for the community (region) at large7. This is due to the externalities 
generated by social behaviour, which often have the form of network externalities (Iyer et al., 
2005). High stocks of social capital in a region are associated with relative ease of the 
sharing of knowledge and expertise, with community building and social cohesion. 

Whereas the notion of social capital has generally being considered in the policy process as 
something positive for those who are endowed with it), closer analysis reveals that there is a 
need to distinguish between different types of social capital if the purpose is to identify 
structures and developments which are conducive to economic development.  

Indeed, newer research has stressed that social capital can have negative as well as positive 
effects with regard to, in particular, the ability to innovate and to respond to complex, 
changing environmental conditions (Florida, 2002). A number of researchers have 
emphasised the possibility for “dysfunctional behaviour within tight-knit social networks” and 
the superiority of weak ties over close ties for regional social innovation (Portes, 1998). 
Huysman & Wulf (2004) list the following potential problems in relation to networks which are 
characterised by strong bonding capital: “restrictions imposed on actors who do not belong to 
the network; a lack of perception concerning environmental changes outside the network; 
negative social dynamics within the network and a downward levelling of norms; a 
dependency on central actors and their loyalty toward the network; restrictions on autonomy 
and individuality resulting from demands for conformity; irrational economic behaviour due to 
a feeling of solidarity toward partners in the network; irrational economic behaviour due to 
personal aversion”. We conclude that any attempt to compare or benchmark regional 
systems according to the strength of social capital accumulation should be careful to take 
account of the possibility of both positive and negative impacts of networks characterised by 
“close ties”. 

The distinction between strong ties and weak ties was originally suggested by Granovetter 
who in the early 1970s famously proclaimed “the strength of weak ties” and pointed towards 
the increasing importance of weak ties for success in social and economic domains 
(Granovetter, 1973). The term “weak ties” might be misleading, though, as “the essential 
characteristic of [this kind of] social capital is not its weakness or strength but rather its 
extensiveness and inclusiveness” (O’Brien et al., 2005). In order to avoid such confusion, 
Woolcock (2001) proposes distinction between three types of social capital: 

• Bonding social capital, i.e. strong ties between like people in similar situations, such 
as immediate family, close friends and neighbours. These ties “tend to reinforce 
exclusive identities and maintain exclusivity” (Field 2003, p. 32). Strong (bonding) ties 
do not rely on physical proximity – although they tend to be fostered by it. A typical 
example of bonding ties which stretch across distance are family ties. 

• Bridging social capital, i.e. more distant or “weak ties” of like persons. such as 
loose friendships and workmates. These ties connect individuals which have at least 
a core set of similarities, often related to common values, for example based on a 
shared work environment, hobby or ethnic background. An example of bridging ties 
has been presented by James (2005), who studied Mormon communities in the USA 
and found that strangers quickly entered into trust-based relationships once they 
realised they belong to the same religious faith, i.e. Mormonism. 

• Linking social capital, i.e. weak ties which reach out to unlike people in dissimilar 
situations, such as those who are entirely outside the community, thus enabling 
members to leverage a far wider range of resources than are available within the 
community. 

                                                 

 
7  See for example: Parissaki & Humphreys (2005). 
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We will use this distinction between three different types of social capital in the remainder of 
the present report. As will be shown, the impact of ICT on social capital – as far as can be 
deducted from available research findings – differ considerably between types of social 
capital. This has important implications for policy making (see section 0.1).  

In parallel to the discussion about a proclaimed “demise of community”, described in the 
previous chapters, many observers have stated that levels of social capital have been 
decreasing in recent decades due to the rise of individualism and the “atomization of the 
social” (Delanty, 2003, p. 193). Most prominent among these voices has been Robert 
Putnam (1993; 2000), whose research focused on Italy and the USA. He tried to show, using 
a wealth of statistical data, that levels of social capital had been in constant decline in the 
USA since the 1960s. For this trend, Putnam identified two main culprits, namely television 
and generational change (cf. Field, 2003, p. 29-40).  

In the last ten years or so, the academic community has shown huge interest in the notion of 
social capital, which has resulted in much better understanding about the complexities of the 
issues involved. Both Woolcock (2001) and Lin (2001) have shown that Putnam does not 
sufficiently differentiate between types of social capital. While there is, indeed, strong 
evidence that levels of bonding social capital have decreased in western countries in recent 
decades, the same can hardly be said about bridging and linking social capital. Moreover, 
social capital can by no means always considered to be benign; bonding social capital, in 
particular, can help reinforce inequality and support antisocial behaviour (cf. Huysman & Wulf 
2004, p. 6-7).  

Against this background, there is now increasing consensus among social capital 
researchers that “different combinations of the three types of social capital will produce 
different outcomes” (Field 2003, p. 42), and that the relative value of weak ties as a resource 
has increased since the 1960s. This is because, in the economic domain, success is based 
more and more on the ability to perform in flexible, fast-changing networks that stretch 
across the boundaries of organisations, locations and cultures8; while in the social domain, 
people need to cope with the demands of “liquid life”, to use Zygmunt Bauman’s (2005) 
phrase.  

Some scholars have argued that linking social capital, in particular, may be undersupplied in 
many parts of the EU: “In many countries, both developed and developing, such [linking] 
social capital is considerably under-provided and it has been argued that without such social 
capital, the opportunities for social exchange are lowered and the potential for destructive 
conflict is raised” (Iyer et al., 2005).  

Results of research carried out in Finland suggest that there are indeed sizeable differences 
between high-performing and structurally weak regions in terms of stocks of linking social 
capital (Nurmela, 2006). Based on research evidence presented in his book, Richard Florida 
(2002) suggests that cities, regions and countries that want to successfully participate in the 
knowledge-based economy need to be supplied with sufficient amounts of bridging and 
linking social capital. 

2.1.4 Conclusion: Towards network individualisation 

As Castells (2001) reminds us, the Internet and the community-building which takes place in 
cyberspace need to be interpreted as exacerbating a well-established trend in western 
industrialised countries, i.e. “a historical process of separation between locality and 
sociability in the formation of communities: new, selective patterns of social relations 
substitute for spatially bound forms of human interaction” (ibid., p. 116). The change in the 
                                                 

 
8  This also relates to the increasing importance of tacit knowledge and its transfer in the knowledge-based 
economy and society. 
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types of social capital which are sought, certainly enabled by the Internet and other ICTs, has 
its root in a growing diversity of sociability patterns which are themselves not caused 
(primarily) by any technologies. 

Social researchers agree that individualisation has for many decades been the dominant 
trend in the evolution of social relationships in Europe and beyond (Inglehart, 1997). Against 
this background it has been suggested to describe the evolving patterns of sociability in the 
network society as “network individualism” (Wellman, 2001) or “networked individualism” 
(Castells, 2001) with the nuclear family in the household at its core, “from where networks of 
selective ties were built according to the interests and values of each member of the 
household” (ibid., p. 116). Van Dijk (2006) prefers the term “network individualisation”, which 
he describes as “the individual [...]becoming the most important node in the network society 
and not a particular place, group or organization. The social and cultural process of 
individualization, which appeared long before the Internet, particularly in western societies, is 
strongly supported by the rise of social and media networks. Networks are the social 
counterpart of individualization” (ibid., p. 168).  

With regard to national (or even regional) differences concerning the social impacts of ICT, it 
is worth noting that the long-term social process of individualisation does not occur in the 
same way and at the same speed in all countries of Europe. Different theories exist with 
which to explain such cultural differences between countries and how these change in time. 
Geert Hofstede (2001) considers “national culture” as a set of collective beliefs and values 
that distinguishes people of one nationality from those of another. His view perceives 
national cultures as extremely stable, which “can be explained from the reinforcement of 
culture patterns by the institutions that themselves are products of the dominant cultural 
value systems” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 255). Even if cultures shift in the log run, “they shift in 
formation, so that the differences between them remain intact” (ibid.). In Hofstede’s theory, 
one of the main dimensions of national culture is individualism, which he then set out to 
measure using a by now well-established set of variables to be applied in structured personal 
interviews.  

A different view is held by Inglehart (1997) and his followers, who use data mainly from the 
World Value Survey. As opposed to Hofstede’s approach, which is informed by cultural 
theory and stress on path dependency, Inglehart is more indebted to modernization theory, 
which argues that processes of economic and social development lead to cultural 
convergence (Kerr, 1983). This would imply that the “human development sequence” 
logically leads to increasing individualisation in all countries. In his more recent work, 
Inglehart acknowledges that there might be no real convergence (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005), 
but that nations develop in parallel, more or less quickly depending on their individual 
economic growth path, towards modernisation. 

2.2 ICT implementation in the domain: Common expectations and first 
practice 

We can distinguish between two basic points of view concerning the impact of computer 
networks and other ICTs on sociability and social interaction:  

The dystopian view is represented by Putnam’s work on the presumed collapse of the 
community in post-war United States. While his influential book “Bowling alone” does not 
deal with ICTs in depth, Putnam (1998) still expresses his belief that the Internet “inhibits 
interpersonal collaboration and trust” and, as such, would be detrimental for social capital 
building and maintenance. Statements such as this are based on the assumption that ICT-
mediated communication is substituting for face-to-face communication, a development 
which would necessarily lead to the impoverishment of social interaction since “mediated 
communication always involve particular restrictions” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 211). Indeed, for a 
long time research of computer-mediated communication (CMC) was based on such deficit 
approaches (Thurlow et al., 2004), which where themselves grounded on social presence 
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theory, reduced social context cues theory and media richness theory (van Dijk, 2006, p. 13-
16). All of these appear to support claims that ICT-mediated communication is necessarily 
inferior to face-to-face interaction, which “was considered to be the norm and [provide] the 
best quality of communication” (ibid., p. 226). 

In contrast to the dystopian approach, the utopian view as represented by McLuhan (1966), 
Toffler (1980), de Sola Pol (1983) and Negroponte (1995) claims that, by enabling the 
creation of network connections between an increasing number of individuals and 
organisations, ICTs bring people together and improve social cohesion, ultimately leading to 
McLuhan’s famous ‘global village’.  

The utopian view was also predominant among the comparatively small group of highly 
educated individuals who made up the avant-garde of computer network users (Castells, 
2001; Tuomi, 2002). This group shared, to a large extent, a set of common values revolving 
around free communication, absence of central control and collaborative development of 
both infrastructure and content of the emerging worldwide computer network. These values 
found application in the first virtual communities on the Internet, such as the Usenet, which 
was conceived in 1979 and offered users the possibility to read and post public messages to 
one or more newsgroups. Another early online community, the WELL, which went online in 
1985, counted Howard Rheingold among its early members. The experience inspired 
Rheingold to write his influential book “The Virtual Community”, published in 1993.  

In the academic sphere, in the second half of the 1980s – in reaction to the claims of the 
classical research on CMC which had been based on the deficit approach – “a more social-
cultural or sociological approach emphasizing (inter)subjective social construction processes 
has appeared” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 14). The theoretical foundation was supplied in form of the 
‘social information processing model’ (for an overview see Fulk & Steinfield, 1990). As a 
reflection of the emerging evidence on how computer networks, e-mail and the Internet are 
actually used by people, researchers began to notice that “media are used differently in 
relation to particular functions (tasks, goals) and contexts (van Dijk, 2006, p. 14). In fact, the 
research of Walther (1996) suggested that “after some time the quality of CMC approaches 
that of face-to-face communications. This conclusion is diametrically opposed to the claims 
of the social presence and reduced social cues approaches” (ibid.). 

Both the dystopian and the utopian views have continued to be present in the public debate 
about ICTs’ influence on sociability, with variations across time depending on the common 
preconceptions of every given period.  

Turow & Kavanaugh (2003) report from a study into the way the Internet’s relationship with 
the family has been publicly written about in the 1990s. They found that 97% of the reports 
about the issue discussed it in terms of the problems and/or benefits of the web. “The 
researchers concluded that the press presented the internet as a Jeckyll-and-Hyde 
phenomenon. They saw the overall message as ‘Your children need the internet. But if they 
do go online, be terrified’” (Turow & Kavanaugh, 2003, p. 11). And indeed, most studies of 
parents’ opinions and behaviour regarding their children’s use of the Internet show that “the 
rush to connect to the web was happening despite parents’ substantial insecurities about it” 
(ibid.; cf. Turow & Nir, 2003).  

The public debate about the social effects of ICTs such as the personal computer, the 
Internet and the mobile phone mirrors to a very large extent similar debates which arose in 
earlier times about the arrival of movies, radio, and television (Anderson & Evans, 2003). 
This makes Wartella & Reeves exclaim (2003, p. 64) that they “are impressed by the 
overwhelming similarity in the research studies from epoch to epoch, with a new technology 
substituted as the object of concern”.  

A major difference, however, is that the older media gave rise to concerns that the “new one-
way mass media encouraged people to be mere spectators who were not directly active in 
shaping events” (Turow & Kavanaugh, 2003, p. 14), whereas much of the Internet’s and 
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mobile phones’ appeal rests on them being used to provide people with new ways to connect 
with each other.  

Indeed, with the arrival of online social networking platforms and other so-called Web 2.0 
applications, public interest has increasingly focussed on the ability of ICTs to create 
fundamentally new possibilities for socialising. As a result, today most participants in the 
public debate (again) tend to hold optimistic views about the impact of the Internet and 
personal mobile communication on social capital. 

Another set of issues, however, has remained very much topical, namely the effect which 
mediated representation has on users (especially children), as well as the effect which 
mediated communication has on the quality of the interaction and on privacy. As Turow & 
Kavanaugh (2003, p. 22) remind us. “we can find nervousness about children’s inability to 
distinguish between fact and fiction as far back as Plato’s Republic”.  

Surprisingly many of the same fears about the isolating effect of television have re-emerged 
with the Internet, one reason being that “the Internet is less likely than the television to be a 
shared medium. Unlike television, Internet content tends to cater to the specialized interests 
of family members” (Jordan, 2003, p. 149). After a long history of being condemned as the 
chief culprit in destroying sociability (cf. Putnam, 1990), it appears amazing that the 
television-centred family life is now, as a new wave of technologies is sweeping across the 
world, being heralded as a lost idyll of joint activity in the home. Have it really been better 
times when “television [...] brought the family together around the hearth” (Livingstone, 
1992)? 

3  A p p l i c a t i o n s  o f  I C T  i n  t h e  D o m a i n  

Below we will briefly present the main ICT applications which have spread widely in the 
social domain in the last 20 years or so, and which have been at the core of research on the 
social impact of ICTs on users, as well as society at large. The description is not meant to be 
comprehensive.9  

3.1 Internet-based applications 

Below we will just briefly outline some of the main ICT applications which are of major 
interest for the discussion of “social uses” of the Internet and the impacts these have on 
communities, families, and society at large. For a more comprehensive overview of 
applications and related technological trends, readers are referred to the specialist literature. 

One of ICT’s killer applications has been, without doubt, e-mail: It drives people online just to 
be able to participate in electronic communication. The reasons are, of course, well 
established. First of all, e-mails are fast and easy to send compared to the more laborious 
regular mail or fax. Transmission times are (mostly) extremely short, which enables almost 
synchronous communication. Costs for sending e-mails are very low. Equally important, due 
to full digitisation e-mail allows unprecedented levels of reusability, documentation and 
integration with other communication channels (e.g. copy-pasting text to other applications; 
multiple recipients; message forwarding; free text search in e-mail archives). By the use of 
file-attachments, not only messages but also every other kind of digitised information (data 
files) can be transmitted through the same channel. Last but not least, as an Internet 

                                                 

 
9  A more in-depth coverage of ICT applications in the social domain can be found in: OECD (2007); Pascu 
(2008); Ala-Mutka (2008); Lindmark (2009) 
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application, e-mail accounts can in principle be accessed from any location where there is an 
Internet connection. 

Apart from e-mail, other applications of the Internet were – in the first years after the arrival of 
the World Wide Web – mainly used, as far as private use is concerned, in ways which focus 
on information retrieval and on transactions, e.g. for e-commerce and e-banking. The social 
impacts which can be expected from such “Web 1.0” uses are mainly to be found in 
increases in convenience and in easier access to a broader range of information sources10. 

This has changed with the arrival, in the last 5 years, of so-called Web 2.0 technologies. 
Other terms being used in this context are the participative web (OECD, 2007), and social 
computing (cf. Pascu, 2008). All of these terms are mostly understood to include blogging, 
sharing of photos, videos and other media content (including user-created content), social 
networking, Wikis, social gaming and social tagging. Broader definitions also include more 
well-established types of online participation, such as online discussion groups and fora, chat 
sites etc. (cf. OECD, 2008b). Discussion of Web 2.0 applications often also covers the 
increasing importance of collaborative content (cf. Ala-Mutka, 2008), including what Benkler 
(2006, p. 59-90) calls “commons-based peer production”. The latter has found widespread 
application, in particular, in software development (e.g. open source software). 

Blogs (derived from "weblog") is a type of website which is maintained by an individual who 
regularly uploads entries of commentary, descriptions of events, or other material such as 
graphics or video. Many blogs can be described as personal online journals, while others 
provide commentary or news on a particular subject of interest. The ability for readers to 
leave comments in an interactive format is an important part of most blogs. A typical feature 
is the heavy use of hyperlinking to related websites and other blogs, which led to the term 
“blogosphere”, i.e. a sort of ecosphere which is made up of all blogs and the interconnections 
between them. Blogging has been discussed extensively as an enabler and expression of a 
rise in participatory journalism (as opposed to the traditional separation of roles between the 
mainstream media and media consumers). Blogging can also be a means of ‘getting around 
the filter’ and pushing messages directly to the public, which in turn has led to critical voices 
who stressed that society cannot easily do without the filter role played, for example, by 
journalists (Keen 2008).  

Online social networks are websites where members can store information about 
themselves, typically in the form of profiles, and make contact with other members, thus 
creating a network of personal connections. In addition, user-created content (UCC) can be 
uploaded by anyone, such as texts, photos, music files and video clips, which often act as 
the centre for interaction within the network (e.g. YouTube, MySpace). Social networking 
may take place anonymous or with real personal data. Members of social networking sites 
may be identified by their real names and data, but this is not the norm. Information provided 
often includes photographs and CVs. Members’ networks of connections are displayed as an 
integral piece of their self-presentation. 

Sites which heavily feature user-created content are among the most popular online sites 
today, but a number of studies have shown that only a minority of site users are responsible 
for contributing nearly all of the content (Ala-Mutka, 2008; Fisch & Gscheidle, 2008). A report 
from the OECD (2007, p. 18) identifies three core characteristics of UCC: 

• Publication requirement: The work is published in some context, for example on a 
publicly accessible website or on a page on a social networking site only accessible to 
a select group of people (e.g. fellow university students). This characteristic excludes e-
mail, two-way instant messages and the like. 

                                                 

 
10  See the Domain Report on Consumption 
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• Creative effort: A certain amount of creative effort has to be put into creating the work 
or adapting existing works to construct a new one; i.e. users must add their own value 
to the work. Examples include original photographs, thoughts expressed in a blog or a 
self-created music video. The creative effort behind UCC may also be collaborative, for 
example on websites that users edit collaboratively. Merely copying a portion of a 
television show and posting it on an online video website (a frequent activity on UCC 
sites) would not be considered UCC. Nevertheless the minimum amount of creative 
effort is hard to define and depends on the context. This is a much contested issue, 
mainly between traditional rights holders and champions of “free culture” (Lessig, 2004).  

• Creation outside of professional routines and practises: UCC is usually created 
outside of professional routines and practices. It often does not have an institutional or 
commercial market context and UCC may be produced by non-professionals without 
expectation of remuneration or profit. Motivating factors include: connecting with peers, 
achieving fame, notoriety or prestige, and expressing oneself (cf. Benkler, 2006, p. 92-
99). 

Wiki software is a type of collaborative software program that allows web pages to be 
created and collaboratively edited using a common web browser. Such websites are referred 
to as “wikis”; they allow for easy creation and editing of any number of interlinked Web pages. 
Wikis are typically used to create collaborative websites, the most popular of which is, of 
course, Wikipedia. The essence of the Wiki concept has been summarised as follows: 

• “A wiki invites all users to edit any page or to create new pages within the wiki Web site, 
using only a plain-vanilla Web browser without any extra add-ons; 

• Wiki promotes meaningful topic associations between different pages by making page 
link creation almost intuitively easy and showing whether an intended target page exists 
or not; 

• A wiki is not a carefully crafted site for casual visitors. Instead, it seeks to involve the 
visitor in an ongoing process of creation and collaboration that constantly changes the 
Web site landscape” (Leuf & Cunningham, 2001). 

The rapid growth of Wikipedia and its popularity among large shares of Internet users have 
been well documented elsewhere.  

Social gaming refers to virtual environments such as SecondLife. SecondLife provides a 
virtual representation of real-life artefacts and events in which people can perform similar 
activities as in real life. The rules of the SecondLife are corresponding to its real-world 
counterparts and the events may be (on-line) representations of the real events like a 
conference or a panel discussion that can be followed either in real life or in virtual.  

Social tagging, which creates Folksonomies (a term first coined by Thomas Vander Wal in 
2004), denotes “personal free tagging of information and objects (anything with a URL) for 
one's own retrieval. The tagging is done in a social environment (usually shared and open to 
others). Folksonomy is created from the act of tagging by the person consuming the 
information" (Vander Wal, 2007). Use of tagging in online social networks has continued to 
increase in popularity since 2004. There are also innumerable blogging sites that employ 
tagging.  

Social tagging is an example of “peer-produced information, knowledge and culture” (Benkler, 
2006, p. 5), which more generally refers to automatic taste matching, recommender and 
reputation systems which are increasingly being applied not only for commercial purposes 
(on e-commerce websites), but also for helping users identify relevant news and form their 
opinion. For describing the resources provided by such peer-production, Resnick (2005) 
suggests the term sociotechnical capital, by which he means “productive resources that 
inhere in patterns of [impersonal] social relations that are maintained with the support of 
ICTs”.  



Community & Family empirica
                                                                            

 
Social Impact - Topic Report 3 (D7.2)   
30 April 2010 

                                                                        311

                                                                                                                             

While the Internet has long been viewed as a virtual space detached from physical places, 
one of the types of online applications which have spread most rapidly in recent years is 
geographic information platforms. Online services such as Google Maps and Google 
Earth make it possible to visualize, annotate and share geographical information of all types 
with unprecedented ease and effectiveness. Today, most applications of this type can be 
found in the form of mash-ups, which allow users to visualise the geographical dimension of 
any type of information.  

The latest Eurostat data on the spread of user-creation of online content are presented in 
Figure 1. They indicate the significant share of adult Europeans who engage in contributing 
own content to the Internet. In Luxembourg, Latvia, Denmark and the UK, more than one in 
three adults are doing so. The EU average is 20%, almost twice as many as the year before.  

Figure 1: Individuals who uploaded self-created content to any website to be shared,  
in the last 3 months, 2008-2009 
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Source: Eurostat online database, data from Community survey on ICT Usage In Households and by Individuals 

The uptake of online social networking in recent years has been very rapid, in spite of the 
fact that some services seem to have lost their appeal after users have passed an initial 
period of experimentation. The share of Internet users who have subscribed to a social 
networking platform by creating a profile has exploded in recent years (Fisch & Gscheidle, 
2008). Data from the 2008 Eurobarometer on “Information society as seen by EU citizens” 
(see Figure 2) indicate that across the EU27, about one in three of those who are online are 
active users of social networking sites. 
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Figure 2: Share of Internet users who have created a profile or send a message in a social 
networking website 

 
Source: The Gallup Organization (2008, p. 24) 

While the number of active users, i.e. those who use social networking services frequently 
and regularly contribute content, is certainly smaller (Lindmark, 2009), these numbers still 
suggest that Web 2.0 applications are perceived of providing significant value to a large 
share of Europeans.  

To sum up, in spite some understandable wariness about the spread of yet another 
buzzword the advance of Web 2.0 might indeed be rightfully called a watershed in the way 
the Internet is being used, especially insofar as social uses are being discussed. In 1999 it 
was still possible for Ellen Seiter to announce that “as the Internet develops from a research-
oriented tool of elites to a commercial mass medium, resemblances between Web sites and 
television will increase. [...] It seems increasingly likely that commercialisation of the Web will 
discourage activism in favour of consumerism and the duplication of familiar forms of popular 
mass media, such as magazines, newspapers, and television programs” (Seiter, 2003, p. 95). 
A decade later, hardly anybody would still claim that the Internet is developing into a one-way 
mass medium similar to television.  

This implies that Web 2.0 services are of some relevance for an analysis of the Internet’s 
implications on sociability in Europe. Moreover, technological and economic trends in this 
area need to be followed closely in order to avoid that market developments create a 
situation which creates disadvantages or risks for users of, for example, privately operated 
social networking sites. We will return to this issue in the section on policy implications 
(chapter 5). 

3.2 Mobile telephony and mobile data services  

In a development which has many similarities with the spread of Internet access, the 
diffusion of mobile telephony in the last two decades has exceeded all expectations. Users 
have been quick in grasping the possibilities which it offers them to do things they value 
highly, but could not do before (Feldmann, 2005; MobileLife, 2006). Most importantly, users 
of mobile phones are independent from stationary connections, i.e. they can make phone 
calls and send text messages from practically anywhere. The implication is that people enjoy 
considerably enhanced control over the communication process. But this is far from the only 
major transformative effect which is ascribed to wireless communication systems (see 
section 4.3).  
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The arrival of third and fourth generation of mobile telephony and the rapid increase in the 
functional range of mobile phone-based devices (integrating features of personal information 
managers, cameras, digital music players etc.) will also open up new possibilities and further 
heighten the transformative potential of this kind of applications.  

One example of advanced social online applications enabled by the convergence between 
mobile telephony and the Internet are moblogs, i.e. weblogs which allow people to capture 
ordinary things in immediate life and share them with friends and acquaintances (Koskinen, 
2008). Moblogs and other applications which use transfer of visual representations could 
point the way to more widespread practice of “visual co-presence”, whereas services for 
continuous co-presence are predominantly text-based today (cf. Rheingold, 2002). 

Moblogs are among a wide range of mobile social computing applications which have 
become available in recent years and months. For all of the Web 2.0 applications discussed 
in the previous chapter, mobile equivalents have been developed. However, due to the 
specific characteristics of personal communication technologies – they are always on, always 
on/near the body, provide greater context awareness regarding location, time and social 
context, but face constraints in terms of information quantity that can be transmitted – 
“mobile 2.0” applications need to be tailored to the demands and preferences of the mobile 
user (Pascu, 2008).  

An especially important emerging type of mobile services are location-based services 
(LBS) supported by wide-area wireless networks. These services use information about a 
user's or other location to provide added value to customers using mobile 
telecommunications. They generally build on an automatic system to locate users or, more 
accurately, their equipment. Methods of automatically identifying user location include 
making use of intrinsic or added features of mobile phone networks, and satellite-based 
positioning systems. One of the earliest techniques for providing location information on 
users is based on the fact that the user of a mobile phone network whose handset is 
switched on is registered in the network as being located in the ‘cell’ served by the closest 
base station (network transceiver). This information can be used to identify the location of the 
caller. Examples of location-based services include personal navigation, emergency services 
(e.g. for elderly persons), tracking services and location-based advertising, which takes 
advantage of the knowledge about the user’s position to enable the sending of advertisement 
messages referring to stores and other entities which are located in the vicinity of the user. 
Market development is still in the early stages, and many of the sizeable challenges related 
to data privacy as well as business model sustainability have not yet been tackled.  

In sum, there can be no doubt that the rapid spread of new ICTs in the last two to three 
decades has greatly improved the ability of people to connect with each other and to 
exchange or retrieve any conceivable type of information. We need to be careful, however, 
lest we take for granted that “unfettered communication (a utopian attribute of the Internet) 
necessarily fosters healthy and socially beneficial communities” (Katz & Rice, 2002, p. 110). 
Just enabling people from different backgrounds (e.g. different nations, cultures) to 
communicate freely with each other will not necessarily yield positive outcomes. Careful 
research, properly guided by theoretical insight, is necessary in order to establish the social 
impacts following from the widespread take-up of the applications discussed in this chapter.  
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4  S o c i a l  I m p a c t  A n a l y s i s  

In this chapter we will apply the common framework developed for the study (see Deliverable 
2) to the domain of sociability in community and family. Four main themes are distinguished 
which appear useful for analysing ICTs’ social impacts, namely rationalization; networking 
and social capital; empowerment and participation; and information & lifelong learning. 

4.1 Rationalization: The easing of social interaction 

By rationalization we mean the ways in which ICTs act as tools which allow people to 
achieve relatively static goals and to perform well-established activities in slightly new, and 
more efficient ways (cf. Brynin & Kraut, 2006). The main effects here are of cost and 
convenience, and they typically involve a relationship of substitution.  

A wealth of research, much of it from Europe, has provided clear evidence that ICTs: 

• make involvement in the community easier, by offering effective tools for 
communicating within lose networks of contacts and by participating in a wide range of 
decision-making processes (Katz & Rice, 2002; Robinson & Alvarez, 2005); 

• enable families to cope with the increasing demands arising from the typical conflicts 
between, on the one hand, individual autonomy and flexibility, and on the other hand, 
the continuous need for coordination, monitoring, support and backup systems to hold 
the family together. 

While (until now) the Internet has arguably been of stronger importance for the former area, 
the mobile phone has clearly be more important for coordination within the modern 
“postpatriarchal” family.  

ICTs, social participation and community involvement 

Traditional social networks increasingly evolve into ICT-supported social networks, which Jan 
van Dijk (2006) calls “community online” (as opposed to the purely ICT-based “online 
communities”).  

Katz & Rice (2002) agree that available evidence suggests that the Internet makes it easier 
and more effective to engage in all traditional forms of social capital building, including 
maintenance of weak as well as strong relationships to other people. ICT appears to be of 
special value for maintaining those ties which are in some ways inhibited by physical 
distance: “The Internet is effective in maintaining weak ties, which otherwise would be lost in 
the trade-off between the effort to engage in physical interaction (including telephone 
interaction) and the value of the communication” (Castells, 2001).  

A survey of European Internet users conducted by the TRANSFORM (2008) project 11 , 
assessed group membership as an indicator for civil participation and individual-level 
investment in social capital. The survey included a question about the ways in which 
respondents communicate with other people in the group(s) they are member of. According 
to the results, 65% have been members of any type of group (business or professional 
association; a sport club or league; a religious organization; a hobby group or club; a 
neighbourhood, school, charity, voluntary or any other local group; a political or activist 
group; or any other group or organization) in the three years prior to the survey. The question 

                                                 

 
11  See footnote 12. 
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asks whether respondents have actively taken part in decision-making and discussion within 
any group they are member of, in order to distinguish between active and passive group 
member only.  

The data allows to analyse the correlation between active participation in groups with the use 
of ICTs for making contacts within groups. It has been argued that extensive use of ICTs is 
detrimental for civil participation, as face-to-face contacts are replaced by media-poor ICT-
mediated contacts, such as via e-mail, chat or instant messaging. The results presented in 
Table 1, however, show that strong use of e-mails and other ICT for making contacts within 
groups goes hand-in-hand with a stronger participation in day-to-day decision-making within 
these groups. It would, of course, be misguided to suggest a direct causal relationship; 
instead, the data reflect the fact that strong participation in decision-making increases the 
utility of e-mail & co. for communication, while frequent use of ICTs makes it more likely that 
people participate in day-to-day decisions within groups. 

Table 1: Relationship between active group membership and ICT use 
(% of those with group membership) 

Use of e-mail, etc for contacting group members  

Never 

Several 
times per 

year to once 
a month 

About once 
a fortnight to 
once a week 

At least 2-3 
times a 
week 

Total 
sample 

Passive group membership only 74.6 36.3 22.8 15.2 37.6 
Active group membership 
(participation in decision making) 
several times per year to once a month 

14.6 44.9 27.5 13.0 21.3 

Active group membership 
(participation in decision making) 
about once a fortnight to once a week  

7.7 13.5 35.9 28.1 21.5 

Active group membership 
(participation in decision making)  
at least 2-3 times a week 

3.1 5.2 13.8 43.7 19.6 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: TRANSFORM (2008), based on data from TRANSFORM 12 Region Internet User Survey 

A 2006 Pew Internet survey on ”the strength of Internet ties” (Boase et al., 2006) provided 
some interesting findings with respect to the role of e-mail and the Internet for social 
networks. The researchers found evidence that: 

• “Email is more capable than in-person or phone communication of facilitating regular 
contact with large networks” 

• “Email is a tool of ‘glocalization’. It connects distant friends and relatives, yet it also 
connects those who live nearby.” 

• “Email does not seduce people away from in-person and phone contact.” 

Support for the first statement was found when analysing the effect which changes in the 
size of networks of social ties have on the frequency of contacting these ties at least once a 
week. Figure 3 shows that as “there are only 24 hours in a day, and so it is not surprising that 
the amounts of time people spend on in-person and phone contact with their [social] ties, on 
a percent basis, decreases when they have large networks” (Boase et al., 2006, p. 15).  
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Figure 3: Relationship between size of network of social ties and frequency of contact (Pew 
findings) 

 
Source: Boase et al. (2006, p. 16) 

However, “it is a different story for email: People contact the same percentage of [social] ties 
at least once per week regardless of whether their networks are large, medium, or small. 
This means that a greater number of social ties are contacted by email in large networks. For 
example, two people contact 50% of their network ties, but Person A contacts only 5 people 
in his small network of 10 people whereas Person B contacts 15 people in her large network 
of 30 people” (ibid.). This finding is of some relevance as it suggests that e-mail is of high 
instrumental value for maintenance of weak ties, since they are typically much more 
numerous compared to strong ties and as such more difficult to maintain by means of face-
to-face or telephone communication. It appears that, in particular, the one-to-many 
functionability of e-mail and other ICTs (instant messaging, texting) enables maintenance of 
larger networks of social ties.  

Can we find such evidence in Europe as well? In order to test this hypothesis, the 2008 
TRANSFORM survey included an extensive module on social ties, their structure and 
diversity and the means with which these are being contacted (cf. Gareis et al., 2008). 
TRANSFORM conducted a representative survey among regular Internet users in 12 EU 
regions12. 

Results which directly relate to the Pew Internet–derived results from Figure 3 are presented 
in Figure 413. For grouping different sizes of the personal network of social ties, a finder 
grading was used in order to add precision to the analysis.  

                                                 

 
12  The TRANSFORM regional population survey was conducted in late 2007/early 2008. Data collection 
was designed as an Internet user survey with the universe set as the total online population aged 18-64 in twelve 
EU NUTS 2 regions: Poland: (a) Pomorskie, (b) Malopolskie; Slovakia: (a) Bratislavsky Kraj, (b) Vychodne 
Slovensko; Germany: (a) Schleswig-Holstein, (b) Thüringen; Sweden: Mellersta Norrlland; Italy: Emilia-Romagna; 
Spain: (a) Navarra, (b) Extremadura; UK: (a) South Yorkshire, (b) East Anglia. Sample size: At least 300 
successful interviews per region, except Slovakia: 200 interviews per region. Total sample size: 3588  
13  Note that while the Pew Internet study differentiated between “core ties” and “significant ties” (which 
appears to have been an – not fully successful – attempt to separate  “strong ties” from “weak ties” as discussed 
in the social capital literature). Rather than to replicate this approach, the TRANSFORM survey only asked for 
one type of social ties, operationalised as follows: “We would like to ask you about those people in your life you 
feel close to, but are not part of your immediate family. With immediate family we mean = parents, grand parents, 
siblings, children, grand children and in-laws. By “feeling close” we mean people who are not just casual 
acquaintances but people you discuss important matters with, you keep in touch with, and who are there for you 
when you need help.” Weak ties as defined in the literature are dealt with in a separate question which asks 
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In line with the findings from Pew Internet, we can observe that the share of social ties which 
are contacted at least once per week per phone or face-to-face is decreasing significantly 
with increasing network size. The same is true, to a somewhat lesser extent, for contacts via 
text messaging. Again as in the Pew Internet study, the pattern for contacts via e-mail or 
instant messaging is markedly different: For social networks up to a size of 50 persons, the 
curve is if anything rising rather than falling, and only sags for social networks of very large 
size (more than 50 persons). The latter suggests that there are limits to the possibility of 
keeping regular contact to large networks of social ties. Nevertheless, the fact that the share 
of people contacted at least weekly via e-mail appears more or less independent from the 
size of the network up to a size of around 50 people indicates that e-mail is indeed a 
powerful means to maintain individual social capital.  

Figure 4: Relationship between size of network of social ties and frequency of contact 
(TRANSFORM) 
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Source: TRANSFORM (2008), based on data from TRANSFORM 12 Region Internet User Survey 

The same patterns can be observed when we look at the relationship between the 
geographical spread of social network of ties and the share of these ties which are contacted 
at least once a week (see Figure 5). While the share of social ties contacted at least weekly 
drops considerably the more of these are located outside of the immediate region (typically: 
NUTS 3 region), the negative correlation is much less pronounced for contacts by telephone 
and by text messaging, and does not show at all for contacts via e-mail. The capability of e-
mail to enable social ties which spread across distance is well reflected in these data. 

                                                                                                                                                      

 
whether the Internet has had an affect on the number of “people you communicate with at least occasionally for 
private purposes” and “as part of your job”, respectively. 
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Figure 5: Relationship between geographical spread of network of social ties and frequency of 
contact (TRANSFORM) 
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Source: TRANSFORM (2008), based on data from TRANSFORM 12 Region Internet User Survey 

A research study undertaken by Utz (2007) in the Netherlands, primarily involving young 
adults, explored the use of e-mail and the telephone for long-distance friendships. Apart from 
measuring media use, the study also measured the intimateness of the respective contacts. 
Findings suggest that, for young people at least, “the closer the friendship, the more emails 
were written in total, but the less the relative use of email. Instead, the percentage of phone 
calls increased”. Moreover, “whereas the intimateness of the phone calls did not change with 
increased closeness of the friendship, the intimateness of the phone calls increased with 
increasing closeness of the friendship” (Utz, 2007, p. 694). This suggests that the phone is 
still the preferred choice for discussing intimate issues, i.e. issues of high personal 
importance. 

ICTs and the “postpatriarchal” family 

One way in which mobile phones together with other ICTs have impacted heavily on the 
modern family is by allowing people to negotiate time-space-pressures facing the modern 
family (Turkle, 2008).  

The most important process through which this can be achieved is what Ling (2004) has 
called micro-coordination. He defines micro-coordination as “the nuanced management of 
social interactions. [It] can be seen in the redirection of trips that have already started, it can 
be seen in the iterative agreement as to where and when can meet friends, and it can be 
seen, for example, in the ability to call ahead when we are late to an appointment" (Ling, 
2004, p. 70).  

Castells et al. (2007, p. 90) speak of the “micro-coordinated family enabled by perpetual 
contact”. Campbell (2008, p. 159-160) emphasises that perpetual contact does not imply 
constant communication, but rather ever-present “possible communication that underlies all 
forms of mobile phone use and reasons for adoption. [...] The phrase [...] refers to the ability 
to connect and not the connection itself”. 

As Campbell (2008, p. 159-160) states, however, it is not ‘pure communication’ but rather 
“possible communication that underlies all forms of mobile phone use and reasons for 
adoption. [...] The phrase [...] refers to the ability to connect and not the connection itself”. 
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With regard to gender differences, Kennedy & Wellman (2007, p. 664) found in their research 
that “women tend to use the Internet [and mobile phones] to reinforce existing personal 
relationships with family and friends”, which is consistent with most other research into 
gendered uses of ICTs (...). This findings is tentatively confirmed by other research from 
Europe.  

4.2 Networking and Social Capital 

The interrelation between use of the Internet and social interaction has been researched 
comprehensively in recent years (see Robinson & Alvarez, 2005 and van Dijk, 2006 for an 
overview). Castells (2001, p. 128) describes the evolving patterns of sociability, enabled by 
the Internet, mobile telephony and other ICTs, as “networked individualism”. In fact, the 
community as a social construct – based primarily on face-to-face interaction and as such 
bound to a limited geographical territory, such as a neighbourhood – has lost much of its 
relevance long before the advent of ICTs and the Internet (Wellman, 2001). It still far from 
clear, however, what influence the increasing practice of networked individualism, heavily 
based on ICTs, has on society. 

In their influential book from 2002, Katz and Rice summarise the findings from research up to 
the early years of this decade as follows: 

• The Internet makes it easier not only to participate in all the traditional forms of social 
capital, but also contributes to overall levels of social capital. This is done often by 
people acting in self-interest, which as a result of network effects creates both 
individual-level and collective-level social capital – intentionally or not. “The Internet 
provides more opportunities to activate resources and create new knowledge for 
oneself and others” (Katz & Rice, p. 334). Internet users were found to be significantly 
more likely to have a sense of belonging to a social group than non-users (after 
controlling for demographics).  

• More surprisingly, the Internet also builds new forms of social capital, at least in so far 
as “computer-mediated communication is not included in definitions of the social-capital 
processes of community, interaction, or participation”. For example, the researchers 
found that “those who tend to be introverted find their social contacts expanded via the 
information relative to their non-surfing counterparts.[...] This means that “being an 
Internet user is itself a source of online sociability”. 

• Moreover, the Internet offers immense potential for identifying and interacting with 
people who have common interests, as suggested for example by the proponents of 
the “virtual communities” idea . The current debate about what has been termed “Web 
2.0” , which is being taken up enthusiastically by users , as well as likely future 
developments in mobile applications ; point towards an increasing range of possibilities 
for Internet-based social innovations to transform patterns of sociability. 

These results were upheld after controlling for the degree of offline sociability and for a 
number of personal characteristics which can be expected to affect the dependent variable.  

More recent research has shown that use of the Internet is assimilated into the wider range 
of tools used by individuals to support their social circles (Cordell & Romanow, 2005) 

Some researchers have claimed that the Internet helps build new forms of social capital “that 
are in many ways different and more powerful than the local, physical means of earlier 
areas”(Katz & Rice, 2002). This mainly refers to the new types of sociability enabled by the 
Internet as well as by mobile ICTs. Among these new forms, there is also what some 
scholars call sociotechnical capital: “productive resources that inhere in patterns of 
[impersonal] social relations that are maintained with the support of ICTs” (Resnick, 2005). 
This comprises automatic taste matching, recommender and reputation systems which are 
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being applied not only for commercial purposes (cf. eBay, Amazon), but also for helping 
users identify relevant news and form their opinion.14  

The original perception of the Internet being detrimental to social capital may have been the 
result of a lack of contextualisation: “Any analysis of the relationship between new media or 
technologies such as the Internet and changes in the nature of and involvement in 
communities is naturally confounded with the changing conceptualization and reality of 
community itself” (Katz & Rice, 2002, p. 117). Indeed, Castells (2001) reminds us that the 
Internet, and the community-building which takes place in cyberspace, need to be interpreted 
as exacerbating a well-established trend in western industrialised countries, i.e. “a historical 
process of separation between locality and sociability in the formation of communities: new, 
selective patterns of social relations substitute for spatially bound forms of human interaction” 
(ibid., p. 116). The change in the types of social capital which are sought, certainly enabled 
by the Internet and other ICTs, has its root in a growing diversity of sociability patterns which 
are themselves not caused (primarily) by any technologies.  

Recent research from Europe appears to confirm the main findings from Katz & Rice 2002 
publication.  

The TRANSFORM survey asked respondents directly whether they think that the Internet 
has had an effect on the number of people they communicate with at least occasionally. This 
is a very simple operationalisation of the notion of “weak ties” as suggested by Granovetter. 
Theoretical accounts of the relationship between ICT use and weak ties have repeatedly 
concluded that the Internet is likely to increase the number of weak ties as it diminishes the 
costs of keeping in (loose) contact with a large number of people. The TRANSFORM data 
reported in Figure 6 give confirmation to this proposition: More than one in two respondents 
state that the Internet has increased their number of private weak ties within the region as 
well as within the country.  

This findings is consistent with the results from a number of other studies. A 2004 survey by 
Statistics Finland found that 70% of Internet users agreed “fully” or “to some extent” with the 
statement “With e-mail you contact people that you otherwise wouldn’t” (Nurmela et al., 2006, 
p. 58). Other research by Statistics Finland (Nurmela, 2006) established significant 
correlations between ICT use and components of social capital, with the most significant 
being with community involvement (participation in voluntary or leisure activities). They also 
found significant correlations between use of ICT (especially number of phone calls and SMS 
messages) and several components of social capital (e.g. size of the social network, 
community involvement)(cf. OECD, 2008a, p. 23): 

                                                 

 
14  For a discussion of the Internet’s impacts on social inclusion, see chapter 4.3. 
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Figure 6: The Internet’s perceived impact on number of weak ties15 
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Source: TRANSFORM (2008), based on data from TRANSFORM 12 Region Internet User Survey 

Data from the World Internet Project, a series of harmonised population surveys on a large 
number of Internet-related topics, provides data on the perceived effect of respondents’ 
Internet use on individual contacts depending on the type of contacts (WIP, 2009a, 2009b). 
As the following charts show (Figure 7 to Figure 10), the majority of Internet users in the 
countries surveyed report that the frequency of contact with other people has not changed.  

Still, a sizeable minority states that the Internet has had a positive effect on contacts with 
people who share the same hobbies or recreational activities (Figure 7) – from 23% in 
Sweden to 33% in the Czech Republic.  

Results are similar with regard to contacts with people who share one’s profession (Figure 
10) but more inconclusive with regard to contacts who share one’s political interests (Figure 
8) and religious interests (Figure 9). At least in Hungary 16  some Internet users have 
experienced that the frequency of contacts to these groups of people has decreased as a 
result of using the Internet. This raises the question whether, in particular, social exchange 
around religious beliefs will suffer from the spread of the Internet and online communication. 

                                                 

 
15  Lower three columns: People in employment or self-employed only. 
16  And in some other non-European countries not depicted here, see WIP (fortcoming) 
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Figure 7: Perceived effect of Internet use on contact with people who share one’s hobbies or 
recreational activities, 2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 

Other published research appears to come to similar conclusions. For example, collaborative 
content provides a new means for connecting with like-minded people (Ala-Mutka, 2008, p. 
62).  

In their analysis on use of ICT by immigrants and ethnic minorities, Diminescu et al. (2008) 
report that collaborative content can help connect people with similar ethnic backgrounds, for 
example through blogging.  

Figure 8: Perceived effect of Internet use on contact with people who share one’s political 
interests, 2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 
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Figure 9: Perceived effect of Internet use on contact with people who share one’s religion, 2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 

 

Figure 10: Perceived effect of Internet use on contact with people who share one’s profession, 
2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 

The World Internet Project data (WIP 2009a, 2009b) also provides insight into user 
perceptions about the Internet’s impact on their interaction with friends and family (Figure 11 
to Figure 14). On average, most Internet users report there has not as yet been any tangible 
change to the frequency of contacts and to the time spent with friends and family. Those who 
state that there has been a change predominantly report that the number of contacts has 
increased rather than decreased: Between 18% (Sweden) and 40% (USA) experienced an 
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increase in contacts with their family, and between 26% (Sweden) and 53% (Czech 
Republic) say there has been an increase in contacts with friends. This implies that 
significant shares of the population in the countries covered by the survey have already 
experienced positive impacts of the Internet on their ability to stay in touch with friends and 
family.  

Figure 11: Perceived effect of Internet use on contact with one’s family, 2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 

Figure 12: Perceived effect of Internet use on face-to-face time spent with household members, 
2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 
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Figure 13: Perceived effect of Internet use on contact with one’s friends, 2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 

 

Figure 14: Perceived effect of Internet use on face-to-face time spent with friends, 2007 
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Source: The authors, based on WIP data, 2009 

On the other hand, however, a sizeable minority of Internet users reports that the time spent 
engaged in face-to-face interaction with household members (Figure 12) and – to a lesser 
extent – with friends (Figure 14) has decreased as a result of them using the Internet. 
Between 6% in the U.K. and 32% in the USA say that they spend fewer hours with 
household members at home.  
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In sum, the WIP data suggest that the effect of the Internet on sociability is predominantly 
neutral to positive, with increasing contacts reported, in particular, for friends, people who 
share the same recreational activities and people who share the same professions. There 
are some indications that contacts of a religious nature might suffer from Internet use. 
Moreover, there is a tendency for less time being spent with household members. 

More specifically, what emerges is a picture where interaction with remote friends and family 
members gets stronger at the expense of interaction, especially face-to-face contacts, with 
those people who are in the direct vicinity (such as the household). This would also imply a 
partial substitution of ICT-mediated communication for face-to-face interaction, albeit not 
necessarily with the same persons.  

The Oxford Internet Survey includes questions on meeting people online (Dutton & Helsper, 
2007, p. 57). In response to the question “Have you ever met new people on the Internet that 
you did not know before?”, somewhat less than a quarter (23%) of Internet users in the U.K. 
report they have met an online friend they did not know before going on the Internet – an 
increase of 3 percentage points over the 2005 figure. Men were found to be more likely than 
women to meet new people online in the U.K., and students were found to be more than 
three times more likely to make online friends than retired Internet users. 

The OxIS researchers also wanted to know whether contacts made over the Internet 
sometimes lead to meeting face-to-face, i.e. to what extent online friends can become friends 
in the “physical world” (Dutton & Helsper, 2007, p. 57). The related question was worded as 
follows: “Thinking back to all the people you have met on the Internet, have you gone on to 
meet any of them in person?” The survey found that about half (47%) of those who have met 
someone online have gone on to meet them in person. This translates into almost 12% of 
Internet users (half of 23%) who in 2007 have gone on to meet someone offline whom they 
have met online in the first place (cf. di Gennaro & Dutton, 2007). 

In order to gain insight into the factors which can explain differences in social capital at the 
individual level, Gareis et al. (2008) ran a multivariate OLS Regression using the 
TRANSFORM survey data described above.  

As dependent variable, they used a synthetic compound indicator on “individual social 
capital”. Operationalisation of social capital for the purpose was informed by the UK 
statistical framework for the measurement of social capital (Harper & Kelly, 2003). The index 
must be considered as a rough proxy for social capital rather than a comprehensive 
measurement of all aspects which may be relevant for the issue. The index was constructed 
from the following variables:  

• For social participation, we chose “active group membership” as indicator;  
• For the size of social networks, we chose the number of personal social ties; 
• For the diversity of social ties, we chose the number of social ties from a list of different 

occupations, ethnic groups and non-native languages; 
• For reciprocity and trust, we chose the mean of three trust variables: general trust in 

people (“Generally speaking, most people can be trusted”); trust in people in the 
neighbourhood (“Most people in my neighbourhood can be trusted”); and trust in 
helpfulness (“People around here are really willing to help each other out”).  

Each of the four variables were translated into a 5-point scale, normalised variable with 1 = 
weak/low and 5 = strong/high. The index was calculated as the sum of these values.  

As independent variables, three groups of variables were considered: Socio-demographic 
variables (age, gender, region, still studying yes/no, educational attainment, employment 
status and household type); Internet experience variables (year started using Internet, hours 
Internet use per day, multi-location Internet use, providing help about computers to others); 
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Type of Internet usage (Importance of different uses of the Internet for private life, uptake of 
participative web services). The results are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: Association between social capital, ICT-related and contextual factors (OLS 
Regression of survey data from TRANSFORM project) 

 Unstandardized B Std. Error Standardized Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) -19.27 9.89  -1.95 0.05
Age 0.01 0.00 0.11 4.73 0.00
Gender: female  -0.10 0.03 -0.06 -3.12 0.00
Region: reference=Thüringen      
  Schleswig Holstein -0.02 0.07 -0.01 -0.23 0.82
  Emilia Romagna -0.20 0.07 -0.06 -2.67 0.01
  Malopolskie 0.33 0.07 0.11 4.51 0.00
  Pomorskie 0.32 0.07 0.11 4.33 0.00
  Bratislavsky Kraj 0.07 0.09 0.02 0.77 0.44
  Vychodne Slovensko 0.08 0.08 0.02 0.93 0.35
  Navarra 0.44 0.07 0.14 5.93 0.00
  Extremadura 0.29 0.07 0.10 4.05 0.00
  Mellersta Norrland 0.16 0.08 0.05 2.07 0.04
  South Yorkshire -0.33 0.07 -0.11 -4.51 0.00
  East Anglia -0.29 0.07 -0.09 -3.90 0.00
Still studying 0.16 0.06 0.08 2.72 0.01
Education: reference=lower secondary and less 
  Upper secondary education 0.05 0.05 0.03 1.01 0.31
  Tertiary / other 21+ education 0.10 0.06 0.06 1.89 0.06
Employment status: reference=inactive      
  Employee (incl. family workers) -0.03 0.07 -0.02 -0.47 0.64
  Self-employed 0.04 0.08 0.01 0.44 0.66
  Unemployed -0.18 0.08 -0.05 -2.17 0.03
  Student (not in the labour force) -0.21 0.09 -0.09 -2.25 0.02
Household type: reference=single household 
  2+ person household, no kids <16 0.15 0.05 0.09 2.86 0.00
  Household with children <16 0.14 0.05 0.08 2.63 0.01
Year started using Internet (4-digit) 0.01 0.00 0.04 2.17 0.03
Duration Internet use per day in minutes 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.07 0.94
Frequent multi-location Internet use (y/n) 0.15 0.04 0.08 4.10 0.00
Providing help to others than friends/family (y/n) 0.27 0.04 0.15 7.47 0.00
Internet use type: health/local/career (factor score) 0.07 0.02 0.08 4.42 0.00
Internet use type: communication/work/studies (factor s.) 0.06 0.02 0.07 3.56 0.00
Internet use type: commercial Internet use (factor score) 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.95 0.34
Index: number of web 2.0 uses 0.11 0.01 0.18 9.18 0.00

Dependent Variable: Social capital compound index (5-point scale) 

ANOVA Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Regression 468.4 30 15.6 27.7 0.000
Residual 1343.5 2388 0.6   
Total 1811.9 2418    
      

Model Summary R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of the 

Estimate  
 0.508 0.259 0.249 0.750  

Source: Gareis et al. (2008) 

Controlling for contextual factors such as socio-demographics, Gareis et al. (2008) find a 
significant, positive influence of: multi-location Internet use (as opposed to single-location 
use); giving help in using computers to others apart from family & friends; strong perceived 
importance of “communication, work & studies” and “general information search” (rather than 
commercial) uses of the Internet; and – in particular – uptake of participative Internet 
services (typically referred to as Web 2.0 applications), here defined as comprising: Posting 
messages to newsgroups etc.; Creating or maintaining own weblog; Uploading self-created 
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text, images, photos, videos, music etc. to any website to be shared; Creating a profile on a 
social networking site; and designing or maintained a website.  

Of the socio-demographic variables, the results indicate that the following groups are 
significantly more likely to have strong social capital: individuals in multi-person households 
as opposed to people living in single-person households; students; older Internet users; men; 
Internet users in the Polish and Spanish regions in the sample, when compared to the other 
regions (in particular the English regions and Emilia-Romagna). 

The authors summarise the findings from the TRANSFORM research as follows:  

• The way the Internet is used is indeed strongly associated with levels of social capital, 
when the latter is defined in simplified terms as being made up by the level of trust, the 
number and diversity of social ties, and active membership in social groups. While the 
intensity of using the Internet, measured in average hours per day, does not exert a 
significant influence, the fact that the Internet is used at more than one location 
(arguably, the first step towards “always & everywhere on” access) as well as the 
relevance which is given to non-commercial uses of the Internet were both found as 
significant explanatory factor. This is consistent with findings from previous research 
according to which “patterns of Internet use, such as using the Internet for 
communication versus entertainment, provide the most critical basis for explaining the 
development of online friendships as well as their transitioning to offline settings” (di 
Gennaro & Dutton, 2008, p. 596-7). 

• In particular, the extent to which Internet users have taken up participative Web2.0 
services such as social networking, blogging and contributing self-created content is 
strongly associated with levels of social capital. In general, it appears that the more 
advanced the use of the Internet, the higher is the score on the social capital index. 
Care should be taken, however, not to conclude that there is a direct causal link 
between ICT use and social capital. Rather, this is a case of mutual reinforcement: On 
the one hand, the more people are engaged within social networks and the more they 
put trust in fellow citizens, the higher is the utility which they can derive from using 
advanced Internet applications; on the other hand, the more experience people have 
gained in using such Internet applications, the easier it is for them to actively engage in 
social networks. These findings give support to the emerging view that the Internet is 
enabling persons with strong individual social capital to more effectively reproduce it 
(Warschauer, 2003). On the other hand, since age, gender, employment status, 
household type and educational attainment are controlled for, the results indicate that 
“the role of the Internet in social relationships [is] something more than that it is merely 
integrated into the maintenance of offline relationships” (Jensen et al., 2007). 

• A strong association is also found between helping people other than friends and family 
in using computers and the Internet on the one hand and the social capital compound 
index on the other. This appears partly self-evident as more and stronger social 
contacts also provide more opportunities for helping others use computers. It is also, 
however, a reminder of the role which strong social capital plays for enabling the 
transfer of skills within a region. This is of special relevance for the case of digital 
literacy skills, since other data from the same survey (TRANSFORM, 2008) suggests 
that informal help from others – in combination with learning by doing – is perceived as 
by far the most important sources of computer skills.  

• In sum, the TRANSFORM data analysis suggests that the Internet has indeed a 
tangible “impact” on users by allowing them to maintain close contact to large networks 
of social ties, by enabling participation in Internet-based forms of creativity and 
socialising, by allowing frequent participation in decision-making within social groups, 
and by supporting the maintenance of social capital. 
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Norway-based Richard Ling, in his latest published research (Ling, 2008), explored the 
impact which mobile communication has on ritual interaction, which he claims – drawing 
back on the work of Emile Durkheim, Erving Goffman, and Randall Collins – is the basis for 
the development and maintenance of social cohesion and solidarity at the microsocial level.  

Rituals enhanced by mobile phone use include:  

• Pre-configured greetings (the “virtual tap on the shoulder”, when communication 
partners declare each other their “ambient accessibility” [cf. Ling, 2008, p. 119-121]). Ito 
and Okabe (2005, p. 264) describe such messages as defining “a space of peripheral 
background awareness that is a midway between direct interaction and noninteraction”. 

• Use of illustrative photos/videos in normal conversations, which is a more efficient way 
of doing the same which has frequently been done since private households became 
access to photographic depictions of their lives (Ling, 2008, p. 99).  

• Negotiation of romantic involvements: “this steady stream of text exchange, punctuated 
by voice calls and face-to-face meetings, defines a kind of ‘tele-nesting’ practice that 
young people engage in, where the personal medium of the mobile phone becomes the 
glue for cementing a space of shared intimacy” (Ito, 2004). The same author also 
speaks of “augmented flesh meetings” (Ito & Okabe, 2005). 

• Group definition and boundary-maintenance function of mobile communication (Ling, 
2008). Includes the definition of power relationships, which are a key component of 
group membership. 

• Repartee, humour and group solidarity: “In league with co-present interaction and co-
present humor, mediated humor provides for social integration and in-group solidarity. 
Humor is a way to assert power without the need for coercion, and it allows for various 
types of social repair work. Finally, humor is a way for a group to mark boundaries” 
(Ling, 2008, p. 137). The use of humour is very widespread for underscoring in-
group/out-group differences, i.e. marking the boundaries between ‘us and them’.  

• Gossip, which allows groups to work out shared value sets. It is also used to regulate 
status ambitions within the group. “Internal gossip is the sign of a well-functioning small 
group. Gossip tells us that there is trust between group members, that the power 
relations have reached some equilibrium, and that there is the ability to define a 
common ideology or ethic.[...] The mobile phone is a perfect device for tucking gossip 
sessions into the folds of everyday life” (Ling, 2008, p. 152; cf. Eder, 1988).  

Ling (2008, p. 155) concludes that “the mobile phone has extended the range of the group 
interaction”, and it is “extending the original bond beyond co-present situations into the folds 
of daily life” (ibid., p. 157). Mobile communication not only provides a new channel for group 
members through which to interact, a channel which is marked by a very low threshold for 
interaction; but it also opens up the “possibility for uniquely mediated forms of ritual”. In sum, 
mobile communication “seems to result in stronger internal group bonds” (ibid.).  

Mobile texting appears to be, in particular, limited to communication with friends and peers, 
i.e. existing relationships. Reid & Reid (2004) found a preference for texting corresponding to 
a preference for smaller tighter social groups. This is supported by evidence from Japan, 
where ”mobile mail [texting] appears to support only a closed network, whereas PC e-mail 
was found to promote friendship with distant friends” (Ishii, 2006). Habuchi (2005, p. 167), in 
this context, talks of a “tele-cocoon”, a “zone of intimacy in which people can continually 
maintain their relationships with other who they already encountered without being restricted 
by geography and time”. 

While people tend to have a strong preference for face-to-face interaction with friends in 
comparison to communicating with the same people in a mediated way (Ling, 2008, p. 118), 
the same is not true of course if the people with which one can have face-to-face interaction 
are strangers, while the alternative option is communicating with friends via the mobile. For 



Community & Family empirica
                                                                            

 
Social Impact - Topic Report 3 (D7.2)   
30 April 2010 

                                                                        330

                                                                                                                             

this reason “the mobile phone sometimes trumps co-present ritual”, which might be 
“hampering the ability to generate a common sense of the mood in these co-located settings” 
(Ling, 2008, p. 115). This accounts for the widely shared irritation with people who make use 
of their mobile phone in ways which takes little account of those around them (Katz, 2006). 
“When, for example, one is given the choice between conversing with another marginally 
known person at a bus stop and sending a text message to a paramour, there is little doubt 
as to the outcome” (Ling, 2008, p. 176).  

A main difference between being immersed in mobile communication – and thereby often 
‘lost’ for meaningful communication with those in direct proximity – and being immersed in 
listing to a walkman/MP3 player or in playing with a Gameboy, is that the former “is not 
abstract or ego-centered absorption in another thought world; it is social intercourse. It is a 
conduit through which we maintain social interaction, and we have to pay it heed” (Ling, 2008, 
p. 113).  

4.3 Empowerment and participation 

4.3.1 Empowering the individual 

As the discussion in the previous section has shown, the issue of empowerment is in many 
ways directly related to ICT-induced changes in the structure of social relationships and 
social networks. The notion of “networked individualism” refers directly to the increasing 
degrees of freedom which ICTs give people with respect to making choices about the 
structure of their social networks and the type of their social relationships.  

Among the ICTs which have become widely diffused in recent years, individual 
empowerment has been most often discussed in relation to the mobile phone, and mobile 
applications in more general.  

Castells and colleagues (2004, 2007) identified a number of essential impacts of mobile 
phone use on patterns of social interaction: 

• Autonomy and “mobile intimacy”: This means the extension of personal links through a 
“technology closely associated with the body” (MobileLife, 2006, p. 45) rather than with 
the physical location of the household or the workplace. Users of mobile telephony 
significantly enhance their autonomy – “vis-à-vis spatial location, time constraints, and 
to a large extent, social and cultural norms”.  

• Networks of choice: Shifts in the ways people organise their life through the mobile 
phone and also in the types of networks which are being created and maintained: 
“Mobile communication has greatly enhanced the chances, opportunities, and reach of 
interpersonal sociability and shared practice”. 

• Instant communities of practice: “The emergence of unplanned, largely spontaneous 
communities of practice in instant time, by transforming an initiative to do something 
together in a message that is responded from multiple sources by convergent wills to 
share the practice”. This practice, dubbed “smart mobs” by Rheingold (2002), has been 
observed in a number of cases from all around the world in which – within a very short 
time – a critical mass of political protesters was called to action by means of text 
messaging (cf. Benkler, 2006).  

• Blurring of established boundaries: Mobile communication takes place in a spatial 
context and a new time which is chosen by the communicating subject (in interaction, of 
course, with the communication partner). Castells et al. interpret this as “an 
extraordinary strengthening of the culture of individualism (meaning, the primacy of 
individual projects and interests over the norms of society or reference groups) in 
material terms”.  

• Users as producers of content and services: The ready availability of camera-phones 
which allow users to take photos and record short videos, together with the ability to 
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instantly share self-generated content with others over mobile networks, means that 
consumers are being empowered to become producers and distributors of content 
themselves. The possible social consequences of this are, however, far from uniquely 
beneficial, as the MobileLife report (2006, p. 45) points out when he warns that the 
general public may turn “into a mass of ‘little sisters’ reporting any activity deemed 
inappropriate”.  

• Safety and surveillance: As survey data have repeatedly shown (e.g. MobileLife, 2006), 
the mobile phone makes people feel safer at the same time then it makes them enjoy 
greater autonomy. There are also threats, though: Because mobile networks register 
the geographical location of devices, this is a technology which makes near-ubiquitous 
surveillance possible, as a number of scholars including Rheingold (2002) have 
powerfully argued.  

• Fashion, culture and language: Mobile phones are powerful purveyors of meaning. 
They are being adopted as part of the process of individual expression, of “the 
construction of identity by appropriating a new technological environment and still 
feeling oneself”. As such, the technology may also have transformed the use of 
language, for example in the form of texting-oriented vocabularies which are optimally 
tailored to the 160 character limit of SMS messages. 

Licoppe (2004, p. 141) invented the term ‘connected presence’ for the type of communication 
between close friends, lovers or family members, and which is enabled by mobile telephony. 
He explains it as follows: Connected presence “consists of short, frequent calls, the content 
of which is sometimes secondary to the fact of calling. The continuous nature of this flow of 
irregular interaction helps to maintain the feeling of a permanent connection, an impression 
that the link can be activated at any time and that one can thus experience the other’s 
engagement in the relationship at any time”. Indeed, “[...] with mobile communication, we call 
to individuals, not to locations. [...] We have been witnessing a transition from geographically 
bound telecommunication to personal addressability via mobile communication” (Ling, 2008, 
p. 3-4). 

In the same vein, Castells (2008, p. 448) reminds us that “mobile communication is not about 
mobility but about autonomy”, and goes on by emphasising that “we now have a wireless 
skin overlaid on the practices of our lives, so that we are in ourselves and in our networks at 
the same time. We never quit the networks, and the networks never quit us; this is the real 
coming of age of the network society. But these networks are self-centred networks”. The 
relationship of mobile telephony and empowerment becomes more than clear from his 
observations. 

The topic of ICT-enabled empowerment brings up a number of issues with regard to social 
exclusion. Does the increasing spread of ICTs which are used for social interaction imply that 
people who do not have access, or people who make inadequate use of ICTs, are at risk of 
social exclusion? Indeed, the evidence compiled by Dutton (2005), van Dijk (2005) and 
Helsper (2008) suggests that differences in access to and use of the Internet exacerbates 
processes which are associated with social disparities.  

Indeed, a recent study by Pew Internet & American Life Project (Boase et al., 2006) suggests 
that Internet users benefit from personal benefits as a result of the social contact-enabling 
characteristics of ICTs. The main results suggest that this is indeed the case, see Table 3. 
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Table 3: The Strength of Internet Ties: Summary of Findings from Pew Internet Study 
• The Internet plays socially beneficial roles in a world moving towards “networked individualism.” 
• E-mail allows people to get help from their social networks and the web lets them gather information and 

find support and information as they face important decisions. 
• The Internet supports social networks. 
• E-mail is more capable than in-person or phone communication of facilitating regular contact with large 

networks. 
• E-mail is a tool of “glocalization”. It connects distant friends and relatives, yet it also connects those who 

live nearby. 
• E-mail does not seduce people away from in-person and phone contact. 
• People use the Internet to put their social networks into motion when they need help with important issues 

in their lives. 
• The Internet’s role is important in explaining the greater likelihood of online users getting help as 

compared to non-users. 
• Americans’ use of a range of information technologies smooths their paths to getting help. 
• Those with many significant ties and access to people with a variety of different occupations are more 

likely to get help from their networks. 
• Internet users have somewhat larger social networks than non-users. The median size of an American’s 

network of core and significant ties is 35. For Internet users, the median network size is 37; for non-users 
it is 30. 

• About 60 million Americans say the Internet has played an important or crucial role in helping them deal 
with at least one major life decision in the past two years. 

• The number of Americans relying on the Internet for major life decisions has increased by one-third since 
2002. 

• At major moments, some people say the Internet helps them connect with other people and experts who 
help them make choices. Others say that the web helps them get information and compare options as 
they face decisions. 

Source: Boase et al. 2006. 

4.3.2 Empowering families 

Within families, ICT-enabled empowerment can have positive associations from an 
emancipatory viewpoint, as all family members can achieve a greater degree of control over 
their communication and information related behaviour. Katz (2003), who sees in modern 
society a gradual process of the “disintermediation of the parents”, declares that “the internet 
presents a [...] acute example of disintermediation in this double sense: giving the child the 
direct access to information that the parents cannot filter and giving the child expertise 
overshadowing that of his parents” (Katz, 2003, p. 50). 

Empowerment of children is believed, however, to potentially endanger family cohesiveness 
and parents’ ability to “properly calibrate the permeable boundaries between the family and 
the world outside it – particularly when it comes to the protection and socialization of 
children” (Turow, 2003, p. 31). If it is true that “strong family relationships evolve through an 
awareness of boundaries between family members and the rest of the world “(ibid., p. 27), 
then a weakening of family boundaries by means of mobile communication, the Internet etc. 
will put family relationships under stress. There is no way, however, to determine what the 
“right” strength of the boundaries between the private (family) sphere and the public sphere 
(rest of the world) is, because distinctions between public and private realms are socially 
constructed and negotiated, and they undergo changes over time (ibid., p. 26).  

The research of Kennedy & Wellman (2007, p. 663) in Canada has confirmed earlier insight 
according to which the Internet is not decreasing social interaction among household 
members, but rather that “adds to it and enhances it”: “ICT have paradoxically afforded 
household members the ability to go about on their separate ways while staying more 
connected. In such ways, rather than pulling households apart, ICTs have afforded mutual 
awareness, integration and support (665).  
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Turkle (2008, p. 127) speaks of the other-directedness which is fostered by ICTs, especially 
the mobile phone. Because ICTs offer the possibility for connected presence, instant 
communication and instant gratification of communication needs, “tethered children think 
different about their own responsibilities and capacities.[...] What is not being cultivated is the 
ability to be alone, to reflect on and to contain one’s emotions. The anxiety which teens 
report when they are without their cell phones or their link to the Internet may not speak so 
much to missing the easy sociability with others but of missing the self that is constituted in 
these relationships”. “The tethered child does not have the experience of being alone with 
only him or herself to count on”. Rather, he/she has the parents to rely on, which are “on tap”, 
through the mobile phone.  

4.3.3 Empowering local communities 

The role which ICT can potentially play for community-building has been formulated by Beale 
(2000): “At a deeper level, communities need to be able to learn about themselves, their 
world and from their mistakes and successes” (p. 60). ICT can provide support for “…self-
knowledge: of people, places, cultures and of resource usage; community memory and 
history via the knowledge of events over time; (and) the learning function: the ability to 
construct meaningful knowledge from data, facts and events.”  

In spite of ICT networks inherent “space-less” character, there is indeed much evidence that 
ICT use is heavily related to a specific place: Current estimates suggest that up to 80% of the 
information available on the Internet directly relate to a specific place in geographic space 
(Davies, 2004). To what extent, however, is there evidence that local community directly 
benefit from ICT use – general use as well as initiatives which are explicitly intended to 
strengthen community?  

Gaved & Anderson (2006, p. 8-13) provide a “short history” of local ICT initiatives in their 
assessment of the impact of such initiatives on social capital and quality of life. Figure 15 
represents the conceptual the researchers used for this purpose.  

Figure 15: Conceptual model for analysis of local ICT initiatives’ effect on social capital 

 
Source: Gaved & Anderson (2006, p. 7) 

Gaved & Anderson distinguish broadly between grassroots initiatives and activities initiated 
by the public sector, sometimes in the form of public-private partnerships. Grassroots driven 
initiatives themselves can be divided into three broad categories: 

• Pioneers: technological innovators and early adopters exploring ICTs within the context 
of community usage; 
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• Subcultures: technology innovators and domain experts using ICTs to support 
communities of interests which are in part socially bound by the locality; 

• Cooperatives: community based groups exploring ICTs for their potential ability to 
support neighbourhood needs and purposes (cf. Gaved & Mulholland, 2005) 

Consistently, researchers have noted higher levels of civic involvement corresponding with 
higher Internet usage (Shah, Mcleod & Yoon, 2001; Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Cordell & 
Romanow, 2005), even after controlling for the influence of socio-demographic variables. A 
study by Williams, Wallace and Sligo (2005), which included data on the motive for using the 
Internet, found that these motives are a more important determinant for civic engagement 
than the amount of time spent online.  

Analysis of data from the e-Neighbor project, which included detailed, longitudinal social 
network surveys over with the residents of four contrasting neighbourhoods over a period of 
three years (Hampton, 2007), found that neighbourhoods with higher rates of social capital 
were more likely to take up ICTs for community-building purposes than other types of 
neighbourhoods. Interestingly, “within neighborhoods, those who have smaller networks on 
average, and consequently are the most likely to have a deficit of power and access to 
information, are the most likely to participate [in a local e-mail list]” (Hampton, 2007, p. 740).  

“Grassroots initiatives are often found in ‘elective’ communities where there has been a 
history of community cooperation and strong local social ties.” (Gaved & Anderson, 2005, p. 
19) 

With regard to civic awareness and civic engagement, Pinkett (2003) found from research in 
the U.K. that after the first year of operation of an ICT for community scheme, civic 
awareness amongst users was greatly enhanced, for example knowing the skills and abilities 
of other residents (up from 11% to 32%), volunteer opportunities in the community (up from 
0% to 42%) and community activities and events (up from 11% to 58%). 

Gaved & Anderson (2006, p. 15), however, stress that a focus on short-term changes, often 
explored as part of an initiative in the form of accompanying research, can be misleading: 
“The initial results of engaging a community with a local ICT initiative are often encouraging. 
External funding to alleviate real or perceived deprivation is likely to be well received, and 
benefit at least a proportion of the community. Even those members that are not directly 
benefiting are likely to approve of positive community interventions, and it is likely that any 
form of ICT intervention will result in an increase in some measures of social capital and 
quality of life indicators. Community activism itself implies a generation of social capital and 
is likely as a result to help improve quality of life indicators such as the development of 
interpersonal relationships, community involvement, a sense of contribution to the community 
and involvement in local issues.” 

“it is important to remember that it is the stage in the lifecycle of the community at which data 
is gathered that will determine how successful the community appears to be” (Gaved & 
Anderson, 2006, p. 28): While initial results of engaging a community with a local ICT 
initiative are often encouraging, the maintenance of the community once initial sources of 
funding have dried up is often a major challenge:  

Early indications suggest that sustaining ICT initiatives can be a major issue not always 
considered at their launch. Exogenous ICT initiatives may only be funded for a limited timescale 
and resources withdrawn, grassroots initiatives may fail due to technical or social reasons. The 
ending of the ICT initiative may in itself cause difficulties through the withdrawal of ICT access or 
support; and furthermore this may lead to reverses in social capital or quality of life indicators 
initially enhanced by the initiative; the benefits may wear off. In some cases, initiatives may be 
appropriated by host communities and continue in a different guise, or alternately they may cease 
to operate. Little research appears to have been carried out in this area and we can only make 
general hypotheses about what might happen. (Gaved & Anderson, 2006, p. 14) 
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Moreover, later adopters within community ICT initiatives tend to be less interested in civic 
engagement but rather use ICTs for gaining benefits in terms of convenience and efficiency 
(Kavanaugh, 2001). “Initial reports from local ICT initiatives are usually highly positive. 
Initiatives are started in the belief that they will succeed and generally report early 
successes.” (ibid., p. 14) 

“Exogenous IST initiatives may be more at risk of failing after their funding has finished, by 
comparison grassroots initiatives, funded from within the community at much lower levels 
and with a higher degree of inkind and social capital may continue indefinitely” (Gaved & 
Anderson, 2006, p. 23) 

Williams, in his research in socially excluded communities in Manchester, found that groups 
with more bonding capital were associated with higher ICT usage (Williams, 2005).  

Pigg and Crank (2004) carried out a meta-analysis of studies on ICT and community social 
capital. For their analysis, the authors distinguish between the five components of the social 
capital concept, as developed within the literature (networks, resources for action, reciprocity 
transactions, bounded solidarity, and enforceable trust), and between the information and the 
communication function of ICT. “The results indicate that much work remains to be done 
before it can be said with any validity that ICTs can, in fact, create community social capital.”  

4.3.4 Participation and social inclusion 

We discussed in chapter 4.2 the interrelation between Internet use, social capital and social 
networking. The discussion showed that there is a lot of support for the thesis that ICTs 
make it easier for people to maintain and develop their social networks. What, however, does 
available evidence say about the potential of ICTs to represent a means of social inclusion? 
Can ICTs make it easier for people who find it hard to stay socially included, or who are at 
risk of being excluded from society, to socially participate and gain access to the resources 
afforded by social capital? 

Optimistic accounts, such as those by Katz and Rice, claim that “innovative uses of the 
Internet build what is commonly thought of as social capital” (Katz & Rice, 2002, p.  353; 
emphasis added). On the other hand, though, many observers still think that Putnam (2000) 
was correct when he stated that “anyone who thinks the Internet could restore social capital 
lost through other means is a wild-eyed optimist”.  

In fact, quite some empirical research (e.g. Millard & Christensen, 2004) suggests that ICTs 
are unlikely to create social capital and a sense of regional identity where these are 
undersupplied in the first place. Analysis of a major local ICT initiative, the Blacksburg 
Electronic Village, made Kavanaugh & Patterson (2002) conclude that “social capital may 
turn out to be a pre-requisite for, rather than a consequence of, computer mediated 
communication”. Van Dijk (2006, p. 169) puts it more bluntly: According to him the Internet 
“supports those already strong in social contact, civic engagement and sense of community 
and it enables those weak in these things to further isolate themselves and to be excluded 
from the many opportunities the new media have to offer”. If this was found to be true, it 
would be hard to sustain the claim that ICTs can have a positive ‘impact’ on societies with 
regard to the quality of social relations and the production of social capital.  

At the level of the individual, a number of research studies have explored the effect of the 
Internet on social participation with a special view on the influence of personality traits. Most 
of this research finds evidence for what Ithiel de Sola Pool (1977) in her path-breaking study 
on the social impact of the telephone called “dual effects”. The much-discussed longitudinal 
studies using data from the HomeNet experiment in the USA found that “among extroverts, 
using the Internet was associated with increases in community involvement and self-esteem, 
and declines in loneliness, negative affect and time pressure; it was associated with the 
reverse for introverts” (Kraut et al., 2002, p. 373; emphasis added), which makes them 
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conclude that the Internet may be beneficial to individuals only to the extent that they can 
leverage its opportunities to enhance their everyday social lives (ibid., p. 377).  

Research by Kavanaugh (2003, p. 423) on networked communities came to the same 
conclusion, which made her conclude that “If you predisposed to be asocial (unsocial, not 
antisocial), access to the internet does not make you suddenly sociable. It simply provides 
you with tools and services that allow you to interact with people without the embarrassment 
or discomfort of a face-to-face setting”. 

On the other hand, there is ample evidence that ICTs such as IM, e-mail and other text-
based electronic communication can facilitate the development of relationships by helping 
introvert people (especially younger ones) to safely overcome social apprehensions 
(Hampton, 2007; Quan-Haase, 2007). In a laboratory study by McKenna & Seidman (2006), 
online and offline group interaction was analysed for socially anxious and non-anxious 
individuals. While extroverted participants showed similar levels of anxiety, acceptance and 
comfort in both offline and online interaction, introverted participants experienced significantly 
higher levels of comfort and acceptance in online interaction. There is no evidence, however, 
“whether these feelings of heightened communication efficacy would result, over time and 
repeated experience, in last increases in self-efficacy” (McKenna & Seidman, 2006, p. 281). 

Some studies have also tried to show that Internet use has an effect on the likelihood of 
depression, in particular for individuals who are at risk of suffering from lack of sociability. 
Ford & Ford (2009), using longitudinal household survey data from the “Health and 
Retirement Study” in the USA, conclude from their research that there is a “a positive 
contribution of Internet use to mental well-being of elderly Americans, and estimates indicate 
that Internet use leads to about a 20% reduction in depression classification”. No comparable 
research is available for Europe. 

Another way in which ICTs can empower people who feel difficulty in engaging in sociability 
as much as they would like is by enabling immigrants to keep in contact with relatives and 
friends in their home country (Williams, 2005). Indeed, members of ethnic minorities have 
been found to be among the most intensive users of advanced Internet applications to 
engage in distant communication, e.g. via voice-over-IP and conferencing (Zinnbauer, 2007). 
In order to use such tools, however, member of minority communities need to have the 
capability to use ICTs according to their specific needs – a topic we will now turn to. 

4.3.5 Empowering minorities 

The Institute for Prospective Technological Studies recently published a number of studies 
on take-up and use of ICTs by members of ethnic minorities in Europe. The research 
included a major literature review of available academic research (Borkert et al., 2009), as 
well as an overview of good practice (Haché, 2009), and an analysis of the national context 
and status regarding ICT supply and demand in France, Germany, Spain and the UK 
(Diminescu et al., 2009).  

One of the main findings of this body of research is that ”immigrants and ethnic minorities do 
not differ much from the host population if we consider ICT take up in general. [...] When 
considering how and for what purposes ICT are used and the surrounding social context, it 
emerges that digital exclusion of immigrants and ethnic minorities is the result of more 
general and multi-faceted processes of social exclusion. This also implies that access and 
use of ICT are not by themselves conducive to outcomes such as [...] economic and social 
participation and integration of immigrants and ethnic minorities.“ (Diminescu et al., 2009, p. 
9). In other words, if immigrants suffer from lack of access to ICT and low digital skills, this is 
mainly to be explained by their low socio-economic status rather than by their status as 
member of an ethnic minority.  

This also implies that well-off and high-educated immigrants are typically strong users of 
advanced ICTs, especially if they belong to younger age cohorts. Diminescu (2008) coined 
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the term ‘connected migrants’ for this group, who use ICTs to overcome the drawbacks 
commonly associated with migration as a process of uprooting and becoming detached from 
one’s roots.  

With regard to uses of ICT which are specific to immigrants and ethnic minorities, the 
research found that: 

• “Immigrants and ethnic minorities use ICT intensely to stay in touch (known as 
'bonding') with co-ethnics, mostly family members and friends, both in the host society 
and in the society of origin. Preliminary findings from the country reports do not rule out 
segregation effects of such usage patterns. However, overall they seem to support 
more the hypothesis that strengthening group cohesiveness and identity through the 
use of ICT is mostly positive and conducive to more confident participation in the host 
society (known as 'bridging' social capital).  

• ICT skills are clearly perceived by immigrants and ethnic minorities as crucial for 
enhancing their job prospects and they play an important role in many businesses they 
run. The first exploration of ICT appropriation motivations and patterns among 
immigrants and ethnic minorities found a widespread perception that knowing how to 
use ICT is an essential prerequisite for educational and job success in the European 
labour market. Using the Internet (and having an email address) is seen as important 
for the effectiveness of the job search process itself. [...] Many people from migration 
backgrounds also run their own businesses that often involve international transactions 
where ICT support is crucial (e.g. email and Internet-based phone services) and they 
use digital audio-visual content from the countries of origin” (Diminescu et al., 2009, p. 
9-10). 

Within the context of the present project, an empirical study of the role of ICT use for student 
immigrants who recently moved from Eastern Europe to Germany was carried out. The 
results are presented briefly in the box below, as well as in a separate chapter in the Annex 
(section 7.1). 

A study into young immigrants’ use of the Internet17 
The empirical study explored the extent to which fresh immigrants in Germany make use of social 
networks to tackle the typical challenges surrounding a move across national borders, and the role 
which the Internet plays in this context. The research interest was not so much in online 
communication with ‘backward links’, i.e. relatives and friends left back in the home country, but mainly 
in how the Internet is used at the destination to create a personal social network consisting, on the one 
hand, of ties to people of the same nationality and fellow migrants and/or, on the other hand, ties to 
people outside the primary group.  

The explorative study consisted of in-depth interviews and focus groups with 18 young immigrants 
(mostly students) from three East European EU countries (Bulgaria, Lithuania, Latvia) and Russia. 
Fieldwork took place in late 2008. 

The nature and extent of barriers that people face who are in the process of migration depend, on the 
one hand, on the preconditions of the move and, on the other hand, on the efficiency of already 
existing social networks in the host country – if there are any. Equipment with financial and human 
capital, the individual motivation for the move, and existence of language skills are all part of the 
preconditions. The most common challenges faced were related to language problems, search for 
accommodation, and coping with administrative formalities. In general, three different strategies were 
chosen to tackle challenges: institutionalised aid, use of financial capital and use of social capital. As 
financial capital was very limited in all cases, the use of social networks was of major importance for 
getting along. Resources accessed through social networks included direct physical support, for 

                                                 

 
17  The empirical research was carried out by Julian Stubbe within the context of the present study. 
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instance a place in an apartment, or context-specific information, for example about jobs opportunities 
or how to deal with certain administrative procedures.  

In the absence of established social networks in the host country, all interviewees sought to extend 
their networks, e.g. via approaching persons at the job or at university; engaging in a migrant club or 
society; or making contacts at informal occasions such as parties. Only rarely were existing networks 
used to meet new people. Interviewees reported that they felt it important to broaden the range of 
contacts they have, as a means to access a wider range of resources.  

The Internet played an important role in all of the above. There was migration-specific Internet use 
insofar as social online applications were perceived as a tool which enable fresh immigrants to 
overcome restrictions and inhibitions of face-to-face communication in the host country. The extent to 
which migrants were successful in doing so appeared to depend on individual communication 
behaviour and general attitudes towards online communication. All interviewees understood the 
Internet as a means for adapting to a radically new life situation. 

The most common applications used were e-mail, online social networks and communities, VoIP, 
instant messaging and forums. A sizeable minority of interviewees reported that they met somebody 
face-to-face whom they initially got to know online. The most common use of online communication 
was for consolidating contacts with people whom they had (however fleetingly) met before in physical 
space. In many cases, face-to-face communication was extended into the online sphere, e.g. when 
unfamiliar situations required clarification by a third party.  

In sum, the role which the Internet played for the creation and utilisation of social capital by the 
immigrants in the study can be compared to an amplifier that supports the establishment of new social 
networks and helps to consolidate them. In addition, using the Internet migrants found it easier to 
close information gaps prior to the move as well as afterwards. In this, the role of recommender and 
reputation tools, which are typical of so-called Web 2.0 applications on the Internet, is to provide what 
has been called socio-technical capital (Resnick 2005). In the absence of traditional ‘weak ties’, users 
of socio-technical capital exploit the Internet’s capacity to match interests, preferences, behaviours, 
and the like across large numbers of anonymous individuals. 

From a policy viewpoint, the main question appears to be how the Internet and other ICTs 
can be used to support integration of ethnic minorities in the host society:  

The central question is how ICT can help to create bridging social capital and how 
supportive policies can help to create a shared experience and an online meeting point for 
individuals from different ethnic communities as a basis for dialogue and a starting point 
for exploring common interest and weaving networks. In other words, what is the virtual 
equivalent to neighbourhood football, an initiative that very effectively brings together a 
diverse range of people that have otherwise not much in common. Finding ways to make 
online public services more accessible to ethnic minorities is another challenge. A starting 
point is to take advantage of the relatively low costs for online publishing and make 
essential public service information available online in languages of major ethnic 
minorities. This does not only lower practical access barriers, but also comes with a 
psychological benefit in the form of strengthening the feeling of not being overlooked and 
of having a stake in the institutionalized governance system of the country. (Zinnbauer 
2007,  p. 36-37) 

The good practice overview provided by Haché (2009, p. 16) found that the role played by 
ICT in initiatives focussing on ethnic minorities can take several shapes. The most widely 
practised are: 

• initiatives which offer access to ICTs, and provide the necessary skills to use them; 
• schemes focusing on adapting existing online services to the specific needs of ethnic 

minorities and immigrants  
• schemes focusing on developing ICT-based services tailored to the needs of ethnic 

minorities and immigrants, such as: language learning; training for finding a job; online 
job centres for non-nationals; finding accommodation; one-stop municipal information 
services aimed at immigrants; and online integration services for third country nationals. 
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“Another interesting group of practices are those providing a whole set of services (house 
searching, training, ICT skills, job and house searching, leisure and free time etc) by 
adopting a holistic approach in order to support the variety of social needs expressed by 
users particularly at risk of exclusion, like unaccompanied minor migrants [...] or asylum 
seekers [...]. Many initiatives use also ICT to enhance the ‘voice’ of IEM putting at their core 
the narratives and memories of their participants with regards to immigration flows, 
experiences and perceptions of the host society and other subjects. Working on these issues 
often improves the participants’ social capital and their possibilities to engage in active 
citizenship [...]. Practices using ICT to enhance volunteering and exchange between IEM and 
host society have been also identified [...]. Finally, ICT primary role can also address daily 
needs of the intermediaries working with IEM such as teachers or trade unions: e-Learning 
platforms and contents to enhance the understanding of intercultural diversity [...]”. 

As is the case of community ICT initiatives in general (see section 4.3.3), the success of 
initiatives aimed at utilising ICT for empowering immigrants and ethnic minorities depends on 
a whole range of factors. It appears that the following are of critical importance: strong 
involvement of major stakeholders; link-up with grassroots activities; user participation in 
designing and further developing the initiative; evaluation and adaptation according to 
changing needs; and often also continuous financial support. In any case, policy-making can 
make a real difference by championing innovative approaches, and by mobilising private 
stakeholders for engaging in long-term public-private-partnerships (cf. Diminescu et al.. 
2009).  

4.3.6 Anti-social behaviour 

We must not be blind to the fact that ICT also has an empowering effect for persons with 
deviant behaviour, including those with criminal inclinations. For example, the almost 
ubiquitous availability of the Internet and other ICT, in combination with the opportunities they 
offer for anonymity and lack of accountability, have lead to the phenomenon of cyber-bullying, 
which is understood as: 

[...] A negative phenomenon that arises out of collaborative content is the possibility for 
insulting and traumatising contents. The ease with which content can be created and 
published with new tools may lead to less critical thinking in the process. It is easy and 
fast to send angry blog posts or funny embarrassing videos and pictures of neighbours, 
classmates, teachers, and public people for everybody to see, but the consequences may 
be damaging. The [so-called] McCann case of a missing child showed a tremendous 
number of blog postings, where people took a stand on the case, without knowing all the 
facts of the ongoing police investigation. There are cases of cyber bullying of both 
students and teachers through online materials, and educational institutions which have 
restricted access to collaborative content sites because of it. Concerns have been raised 
as to whether internet users may start valuing informal postings and ratings more than 
formal systems of measurement, and whether there are now new emotional challenges 
facing those working in public professions such as education (Ala-Mutka 2008). 

In a representative survey of adolescents aged 12 to 24, conducted in the context of a major 
German study (Schmidt et al. 2009), 28% of all respondents reported that they had been 
bullied at least once when using the Internet, and 13% reported that photos or other personal 
information about them had been uploaded to online sites without their prior consent. 

In general, ICTs such as the Internet and the mobile phone can be effective tools for 
antisocial activities. There can be little doubt that social pathologies related to Internet-based 
behaviour do exist, as Griffiths (2003) points out: “It is most likely that the Internet provides a 
medium for the ‘addiction’ to flow to its object of unhealthy attachment (i.e., a secondary 
addiction to more pervasive primary problems. The Internet can easily be the focus of 
excessive, addictive, obsessive and/or compulsive behaviours. One thing that may intensify 
this focus are the vast resources on the Internet available to feed or fuel other addictions or 
compulsions” (Griffiths, 2003, p. 277-8).  
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As one would expect, robust empirical evidence about pathological computer and Internet 
use is rare. For example, Mörsen (2009) reports that estimates about the share of 
adolescents suffering from Internet-related addictions ranges between 3% and 66%, 
depending on research methodology used and definitions applied. Moreover, evaluation of 
the Internet’s impact in this area are made difficult by the fact that Internet addiction disorder 
is considered by most scholars not as a true addiction, but rather as a symptom of other, 
existing disorders. A recent meta-study of academic Internet addiction research (Byun et al., 
2008) came to the conclusion that most research in the area suffers from significant, multiple 
flaws: "The analysis showed that previous studies have utilized inconsistent criteria to define 
Internet addicts, applied recruiting methods that may cause serious sampling bias, and 
examined data using primarily exploratory rather than confirmatory data analysis techniques 
to investigate the degree of association rather than causal relationships among variables". 
This does not mean, of course, that Internet-related pathologies do not exist, but just that 
they are hard to measure, and that the Internet’s role may be overestimated due to the 
Internet’s application for practices related to existing disorders. 

4.4 Education & lifelong learning 

Online sociability and social networking play an important role in current debates about the 
way people acquire the skills which are required in the knowledge-based society and 
economy.  

While social networks play a strong role in formal education18 as well (witness the success of 
pupil and student networks such as StudiVZ in Germany, as well as the controversy around 
collaborative rating of teachers), the present Domain Report will briefly describe 
developments in the area of incidental and experiential learning based on ICTs. 

In recent years, a number of authors have suggested that rather than these, it is incidental 
(experiential) learning which is the most important way in which people acquire skills, thereby 
implying that such learning is capable in theory to fulfil a similar function as more formal 
learning activities e.g. in courses (Tuomi, 2006).  

Focusing on the skills needed for mastering ICTs such as computers and the Internet, 
available evidence certainly confirms the significance of informal learning as opposed to 
formal, structured learning. The findings from the representative TRANSFORM 12-region 
survey (2008) suggest that social ties including family and friends, but also interaction with 
more remote acquaintances, play a powerful role in the exchange of ICT skills (see Table 4). 
A high level of social capital, if defined as existence of extensive networks of strong and 
weak ties, can therefore be expected to make it easier for a person to acquire the skills 
necessary for making full use of the potential of ICTs.  

                                                 

 
18  For a discussion of the relevance of ICT for learning within the formal education system, see Domain 
Report “Education and Lifelong Learning”. 
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Table 4: Perceived importance of sources for ICT skills 
 Percent for which 

this was of 
essential 

importance19 

Percent for which 
this was of great 

importance20 

Importance: Mean 
on 10-point scale 

School, college, university 15.3 31.9 5.75 
Attending a training course provided by 
an employer* 12.3 25.6 6.44 

Attending a training course provided by 
(or on behalf of) a public agency 9.7 21.0 6.97 

Learning on the job* 28.1 52.6 4.32 
Help from friends and/or relatives 22.3 49.3 4.29 
Self-study and trial & error 43.9 70.4 3.06 

* = Respondents in employment only. Source: TRANSFORM (2008) 

According to Table 4, initial education (at school, college or university) and formal training 
courses play an important role for a much smaller share of respondents compared to 
learning on the job (for those in employment), help from friends or relatives and, in particular, 
self-study and trial & error. The latter finding indicates that the ability to self-learn and the 
degree of learning self-efficacy (eUser, 2006) are likely to be of key importance for skill 
acquisition. Still, the role of friends and relatives for transfer of skills deserves a closer look. 

The same survey also asked Internet users whether they get help from others – friends and 
family, people at work or place of education, people at public places such as libraries, people 
at Internet cafés, or a formal trainer in a computer course – for using computers and the 
Internet. Moreover, the survey asked whether respondents give help to any of these groups. 
The data reproduced in Table 5 suggest that regular Internet users are indeed an important 
source of support for their friends and family, with 71% stating that they give help to this 
group. But the transfer of skills is not limited to this group, as 61% also state that they give 
help to other groups of people – especially colleagues and co-students, respectively. Support 
in how to use computers and the Internet is, of course, not unidirectional – indeed, the 
largest group of respondents declare that they give as well as receive help from many of the 
groups listed.  

Table 5: Transfer of ICT skills within the population 

 Percent who give 
help for using 

computers / the 
Internet to ... 

Percent who get help 
for using computers / 

the Internet from ...  

Friends and/or family 71.0 60.0 
Others besides friends/family 60.7 66.5 

Source: TRANSFORM (2008) 

These findings indicate that learning within social networks represents a vital source of skills.  

 

                                                 

 
19  Value “1” on 10-point scale (1 = essential, 10 = not important at all) 
20  Values “1” to “3” on 10-point scale (1 = essential, 10 = not important at all) 
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4.5 Discussion 

4.5.1 ‘Evidence’ about ‘impacts’: A note about research methodologies 

While it appears that a wealth of research is available for shedding light on the basic 
question the present report seeks to answer, i.e. what is the impact of ICTs on sociability in 
Europe, many of the studies undertaken may actually be ill-suited for the purpose. There are 
four main reasons why we should be careful before jumping to conclusions based on the 
available evidence: 

• Much of the research relies on cross-sectional data rather than longitudinal data. This 
“makes it impossible to distinguish self-selection (in which socially engaged and 
disengaged people use the Internet differently) from causation (in which use of the 
Internet encourages or discourages social engagement)” (Kraut et al. ,2002, p. 349). 

• The little longitudinal data available is often limited to a short period in time. For 
example, the eLiving study used data for two points in time, one year apart, for 
analysing the effect of a shift to broadband on households. They found “no evidence 
that switching to broadband will have any effect on social leisure activities” (Anderson & 
Raban 2007, p. 59). Clearly, there is a need for research on medium- to long-term 
social changes related to the use of ICTs by individuals and households. 

• Most of the studies which seek to establish evidence for an association between use of 
ICTs and parameters measuring sociability do not include indicators on personal traits. 
This represents a serious shortcoming, since personal traits are known to be major 
determinants of sociability related behaviour (Shklovski et al., p. 2006). 

• Much of the early research typically compiled online activities into a single variable of 
Internet use or non-use. This disregards important differences in the nature of activities 
performed, as Quan-Haase (2007, p. 674) show (cf. Dutton & Helsper, 2007).  

There is also a more fundamental issue with research on the ‘social impacts’ of a 
technological innovation, as Livingstone (2003, p. 209) emphasises. She notes that in media 
research, there has been a general movement away from attempting to analyse ‘effects’ and 
‘impacts’. This came in response to the sustained criticism of a tradition which claims to be 
able to control the setting in which a technology is introduced by constructing a before-and-
after research design – which in practice is often impossible. Media researchers today strive 
to explore the media environment, which means “mapping complex combinations of diverse 
media, and both the determinants and consequences of these combinations are of interest” 
(Livingstone, 2003, p. 209).  

4.5.2 Summary of evidence 

A key question the study wanted to address concerns the impact of ICT on social capital. 
This has been intensively discussed since the mid 1990s. The original proposition, mainly 
influenced by the publications of Kraut et al. and Putnam from 1998 and 2000 respectively, 
was that communication through the Internet “inhibits interpersonal collaboration and trust” 
and, as such, would be detrimental for social capital building and maintenance.  

A 2009 article in “Biologist”, an academic magazine from the U.K., came to the conclusion 
that Brits as well as Americans “step back from one another in unprecedented magnitude”: 

The rapid proliferation of electronic media [...] is now the most significant contributing 
factor to society’s growing physical estrangement. Whether in or out of the home, more 
people of all ages in the UK are physically and socially disengaged from the people 
around them because they are wearing earphones, talking or texting on a mobile 
telephone, or using a laptop or Blackberry. An increasing number of deaths caused by the 
wearers of MP3 players inadvertently stepping into oncoming traffic has led to Senatorial 
proposals for a New York State ‘distracted walking bill’ to outlaw the use of mobile 
phones, handheld emailing devices such as Blackberries and video games while crossing 
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a road. Senator Carl Kruger described how people walking around ‘tuned in’ were, in the 
process of being tuned in, being ‘tuned out’ to the world around them. The malady is 
referred to as “iPod oblivion”. (Sigman, 2009, p. 14) 

The author goes on to quote the findings from the study by Kraut et al. (1998), published a 
decade ago in a much-discussed paper with the title “The Internet Paradox”, which found that 
greater use of the Internet was associated with declines in communication between family 
members in the house, declines in the size of their social circle, and increases in their levels 
of depression and loneliness.  

What Sigman fails to mention, however, is that in the 10 years since then a wealth of 
research has established evidence for exactly the opposite effect of ICTs on sociability – 
including a follow-up study by Kraut et al. (2002) themselves. Katz & Rice (2002) 
summarised the findings of the research available at the start of this decade, which includes 
a number of their own studies.  

Indeed, most of the empirical evidence produced since that time confirms the conclusions of 
Katz & Rice.  

Whereas Sigman treats mobile phones and iPods as expressions of a general retreat from 
social interaction, he ignores a fundamental difference: Being immersed in mobile 
communication – and thereby often ‘lost’ for meaningful communication with those in direct 
proximity – is, in contrast to being immersed in listing to a walkman/MP3 player or in playing 
with a Gameboy – “not abstract or ego-centred absorption in another thought world; it is 
social intercourse. It is a conduit through which we maintain social interaction, and we have 
to pay it heed” (Ling, 2008, p. 113).  

Today we find considerable evidence that ICTs such as mobile phones and the Internet 
enable people to manage their communication more effectively, with the result that users 
tend to agree almost through the board that ICT tools have made their life easier and/or more 
interesting. We can also be confident that most users benefit from ICT as the technology 
makes it easier to identify, get in touch with, and maintain contact with people who share 
their interests or background – what sociologists call “weak ties”. Although research 
focussing on social ties traditionally finds that stronger social ties generally lead to better 
social outcomes than weaker ties (Wellman & Wortley, 1990), there is much consensus that 
weak ties, i.e. less personal, indirect social relations underpinned by “thin trust” is “the basis 
for social integration in modern, large-scale society” (Newton, 1997, p. 579)(cf. Granovetter, 
1973; Kavanaugh, 2003; Field, 2003). There is also evidence that weak ties are associated 
with a region’s or community’s capability to create innovation (Florida, 2002), which of course 
has become more and more important in recent decades not only for economic prosperity, 
but also for coping with the challenges of globalisation, social inclusion, and ecological 
sustainability.  

The “Biologist” article, quoted above, is indicative of a general tendency, in much of the 
public discourse, to portray Internet activities (as well as activities using other ICTs) as 
somehow ‘not real’ or ‘not social’. Nothing could be further removed from the truth.  

But there is of course some truth in Sigman’s observations. It is indeed highly likely that, for 
the majority of Europeans, a substitution of mediated communication for face-to-face 
contacts is taking place21, and the unintentional effects this is having on people will need to 
be followed closely (Small & Vorgan, 2008). People in the streets communicate less with the 
strangers they encounter because they are indeed immersed in making mobile phone calls, 
reading and sending electronic messages, and generally trying  to master their increasing 
range of (mobile) personal communication applications (Ling, 2008). Research is needed to 

                                                 

 
21  See, for example: Hampton (2007) 
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shed more light on impacts in this area, and how negative effects can be mitigated using 
effective solutions – possibly themselves based on ICTs rather than advocating using it less. 

The ease with which people can enter into social interaction of their own choice, enabled by 
ICT, can also bring problems itself, some of which have to do with the friction between 
individualization and human’s need for community. Ulrich Beck’s saying that we are 
“condemned to individualization” (Beck, 1994, p. 14) takes on a new meaning in the face of 
what Turkle calls ‘tethering’ ICTs: We constantly “live with a heightened sense of potential 
relationships, or at least of new connections” (Turkle, 2008, p. 124). Increasingly, “one needs 
good cause to claim time offline. The pressure to be always-on can be a burden” (ibid., p. 
126). “To make more ‘time’ in the old-fashioned sense means turning off our devices, 
disengaging from the always-on culture. But this is not a simple proposition since our devices 
have become more closely coupled to our sense of our bodies and increasingly feel like 
extensions of our minds” (ibid., p. 132). 

Another challenge is related to the use of ICTs for antisocial purposes. There can be little 
doubt that social pathologies related to Internet-based behaviour do exist, although most of 
them appear to have their cause in existing disorders, rather than use of the Internet itself. It 
is also certain that the Internet provides criminals and others with an anti-social disposition 
with tools and services which they can use to increase – sometimes radically so – the 
effectiveness of their deeds (Mansell & Collins, 2005).  

A final, more complex type of challenge is related to the spread of ICTs and their use for 
social interaction is posed by its implications for social cohesion and social inclusion. Indeed, 
based on the empirical evidence taken into account so far for the present report, it remains 
open whether ICTs not only transform patterns and processes of sociability, but whether they 
also transform patterns and processes of social inclusion, as manifested in the different 
capability of people to make use of technology for achieving personal goals and gaining 
access to social (and economic) resources. In contrast, the possibility cannot be ruled out 
that ICTs make it even more difficult for people at risk of social exclusion to improve their 
situation. 

As Robert McChesney noted back in 1996, then talking about the USA: “In a class-stratified, 
commercially oriented society like the United States, cannot the information highway have 
the effect of simply making it possible for the well-to-do to bypass any contact with the 
balance of society altogether?” (McChesney, 1996, p. 117). Indeed, the much-publicised, 
longitudinal study from Kraut et al. (2002, p. 373) found that heavier Internet use was 
associated with “declines in local knowledge, and declines in the desire to live in a local area, 
suggesting lowered commitment to the local area”. Since no comparable studies are known 
to the authors of the present report, we cannot say whether a similar study would come to 
the same finding in some or all European countries.  

Robert Putnam (2000) called the developments associated with the trend towards increased 
individualisation and decline of people’s ties to others who do not share their background or 
interests “balkanization”. He suggests that communication technologies, such as the 
telephone, mainly reinforce existing ties but cannot provide the basis for social cohesion in 
larger, geographical communities. Kluth, discussing ICT-based “nomadism”, concludes: 
“Nomadism, most believe, tends to bring people who are already close, such as family 
members, even closer. But it may do so at the expense of their attentiveness towards 
strangers encountered physically (rather than virtually) in daily life. That has implications for 
society at large.” (Kluth, 2008, p. 4). “As it is increasingly easy to bond through the Internet 
with others on the basis of (sometimes extremely) specialized interests, it is also increasingly 
easier to shut off the rest of the world, which may cause a high degree of fragmentation of 
the ‘public interest’ and a diminishment of social cohesion” (Frissen, 2004, p. 47). 

In this context, Valerie Frissen identifies in her overview of the impact of ICTs on civil society 
(Frissen, 2004, p. 49) as the main challenge for policy-making “the transformation or 
reinvention of social capital within the civil society. What we see here is that citizens have 
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started using the Internet to build new types of social relationships and networks. More 
fundamentally, in the long run this may bring about new kinds of behaviour such as 
networked individualism and de-contextualized interaction.” She stresses that such 
developments are of direct relevance to the activities of the European Commission in the 
area of Ambient Intelligence:  

In these scenario’s people are surrounded by intelligent intuitive interfaces, which are 
capable of recognising and interacting with different individuals. These developments will 
take the trend towards de-contextualised, networked individualism even further. If this 
vision of ubiquitous technology, melted together with the everyday life routines and 
rhythms of European citizens in a seamless and unobtrusive way, is to be realised, which 
seems to be the ambition of the EC, we need to know how this vision will translate into 
future behaviour. In this case, we need to know what these future developments imply for 
social capital, civic engagement and the local and global civil society, which will in turn 
impact the democratic balance between state, market and civil society. (Frissen, 2004, p. 
49) 

Without doubt, we have only started to understand what ICTs impact are on the social life of 
Europeans. Emerging technologies will put great pressure on the capability of Europe’s 
researchers to explore potential and actual impacts, and to provide valuable input to policy-
making.  

5  C o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  P o l i c y  I m p l i c a t i o n s  

Social uses of ICT introduce new societal challenges, and tackling them will often require 
some form of policy intervention. There is a lot of debate, of course, about how such 
intervention should be designed in order to best succeed in meeting policy goals (not to 
speak about lack of consensus about policy goals themselves).  

One thing is for sure: In spite of the many difficulties and risks which the virtual domain has 
introduced for society, turning back is not an option: The Internet and mobile communication 
have become an integral part of the way people relate to each other, and there will be no 
return to a life in which social interaction was mainly based on face-to-face interaction, postal 
mail and the terrestrial phone. In the words of Sherry Turkle (1995): “To the question ‘Why 
must virtuality and real life compete – why can’t we have both?’ the answer is of course that 
we will have both. The more important question is ‘How can we get the best of both?’”. 

The first challenge to be mentioned is that – in spite of the research evidence which 
suggests that ICTs do at least not harm social capital – we must not forget that it is indeed 
highly likely that, for the majority of Europeans, a substitution of mediated communication 
for face-to-face contacts is taking place. The unintentional effects this is having on people will 
need to be followed closely. People in the streets communicate less with the strangers they 
encounter because they are indeed immersed in making mobile phone calls, reading and 
sending electronic messages, and generally trying to master their increasing range of 
(mobile) personal communication applications.  

Stronger dependence on mediated communication might also introduces health risks, such 
as those associated with exposure to electromagnetic radiation. While most research 
appears to indicate that this particular risk is minor in comparison to the benefits derived from 
mobile telephony, it will be necessary to continuously invest significant effort into observation 
of technology trends and usage patterns, and the negative medium to long term impacts 
these might have on society. The intention is not to stifle ICT-based innovations, but to 
enable the wider public to engage in a well-informed, open dialogue about emerging risks, 
and how to deal with them. 

A second challenge is related to the use of ICTs for antisocial purposes. There can be little 
doubt that social pathologies related to Internet-based behaviour do exist. It is also certain 
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that the Internet provides criminals and others with an anti-social disposition with tools and 
services which they can use to increase – sometimes radically so – the effectiveness of their 
deeds. There are ways how to address such threats, but they tend to affect individual rights 
such as data privacy and information autonomy. The societies of Europe need to seek a new 
balance between the freedoms and the risks introduced by ICTs such as the Internet.  

A third major implication of our research into the social impacts of ICT is that the Internet 
and mobile phone, and the emerging convergence between both, present a great boost to 
transparency. While transparency is usually welcomed insofar as, for instance, people’s 
ability to check on the activities of government and the corporate sector is concerned, it also 
means that personal information about individuals can more easily be exploited for unwanted 
commercial purposes, for exerting control, or for malicious activities of all kinds. The costs for 
screening individual behaviour have collapsed thanks to more and more human activity 
taking place online and/or with the help of a mobile computing device.  

The risk does not only concern data privacy, i.e. that personal information is made public or 
used without consent of the individual in question. It also concerns users becoming 
prisoners of their past actions, as the data footprint which individuals leave in cyberspace 
cannot easily be controlled and corrected. A typical example are teenagers, who tend to 
have little qualms about uploading data on personal behaviour online, risk to become victims 
of their exploits later, as when potential employers seek information on job candidates on the 
Web. As Zittrain (2008, p. 232) states, “People might make rational decisions about sharing 
their personal information in the short term, but underestimate what might happen to that 
information as it is indexed, reused, and repurposed by strangers”.  

Policy-makers should investigate possibilities for innovative strategies to address these 
problems. Some scholars have come forward with proposals for introducing an ‘expiry date’ 
for (personal) data on the Internet (Mayer-Schonberger, 2009). This would be needed in 
order to let society regain control over what he terms the “perfect remembering in the digital 
age”. In the same vein, other experts have asked for the possibility of making a “clean slate” 
in order to regain the ability to build a good reputation online: “People ought to be able to 
express a choice to deemphasize if not entirely delete older information that has been 
generated about them by and through various systems: political preferences, activities, 
youthful likes and dislikes” (Zittrain, 2008, p. 229). 

A fourth issue to be mentioned here is also related to applications of social computing. It has 
become obvious that Web 2.0 users risk to become overtly dependent on individual service 
providers, the conduct of which is naturally guided by commercial considerations rather than 
the public good. If this results into user lock-in, this will have far-reaching implications for 
data security, consumer rights, and the ability for market newcomers to succeed in pushing 
innovations. A number of much-publicised incidences, in which social networking and web 
mail providers lost private user data (such as archived mails), showed that data stored "in the 
cloud", i.e. on providers' servers rather than users' PCs, are not safe. Moreover, as 
commercial providers are free to change features of their social networking services as well 
as the conditions for their use, users may want to change to another provider which offers a 
more attractive service.  

Users may also need to look for an alternative in the case that they are excluded from using 
a social networking site as a result of changes to the "small print". In both cases, this would 
imply – under current conditions – that the person in question lost access to her personal 
data which she has stored on the social networking site. This appears increasingly 
unacceptable given the importance which users attach to their social online identity. Europe 
needs to explore the case for new regulation which would give users the right of data 
portability, i.e. extracting their personal data from a social networking site, for example in 
order to switch to an alternative service. Moreover, market players should be asked to 
provide more transparency about the way in which they will treat users' data in they case 
they shut down or sell the service, or make fundamental changes to conditions of use. 
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A final major challenge is related to the spread of ICTs and their use for social interaction is 
posed by its implications for social cohesion and social inclusion. Indeed, based on the 
empirical evidence taken into account so far for the present report, it remains open whether 
ICTs not only transform patterns and processes of sociability, but whether they also 
transform patterns and processes of social inclusion, as manifested in the different capability 
of people to make use of technology for achieving personal goals and gaining access to 
social (and economic) resources. In contrast, the possibility cannot be ruled out that ICTs 
make it even more difficult for people at risk of social exclusion to improve their situation. 
When what “we are witnessing [is] a new form of sociality in which the connectedness that 
‘matters’ is determined by our distance from working communications technology” (Turkle 
2008, p. 122), policy needs to make sure that this distance is as small as possible for 
everybody – distance here not being limited to the geographic meaning, but also including 
remoteness caused by lack of skills, spending power, social status, psychology, etc. 

In this context, the distinction made in our research between different types of social ties 
and social capital is of high importance. We argue that ICT has a strong positive effect on 
both bonding and bridging social capital, but that effects are much less conclusive with 
regard to linking social capital. Policy action at all levels of governance, particularly at the 
local level, should try to establish effective ways in which the potential of ICTs can be 
exploited for improving communication between people from different backgrounds. 
Examples include efforts to improve integration of ethnic minorities. The potential appears to 
be particularly large as far as younger generations are concerned, as these are much more 
likely to full-heartedly embrace social uses of ICT and to integrate these seamlessly into their 
social behaviour patterns. Linking social capital is vital for social sustainability in Europe, but 
it will not automatically be created or strengthened by ICTs. Public intervention for fostering 
social innovation will be necessary.  
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7  A n n e x  

7.1 Young Migrants’ Use of the Internet – An Empirical Study (by Julian 
Stubbe) 

7.1.1 Introduction 

Background and relevance 

The central question of the analysis was which role the Internet plays for young immigrants’ 
creation and use of social capital and to what extent online tools allow to build up relationship 
and contacts outside the personal intra-ethnic network. 

Social capital are resources embedded in a social structure which are accessed and/or 
mobilised in purposive actions (Lin, 2001b, p. 12). This analysis is about whether these 
social networks can be extended, maintained or used via the Internet and if by that migration 
specific actions are supported. Hence, subject of the analysis is not so much the ‘backwards’ 
communication with relatives and friends in the home country, but foremost how the Internet 
is used at the destination for ‘opening up’ a new spatial and social environment for the 
migrant.   

The UNESCO defines migration as (Meyer, 2008, p. 35):  
‘A process of moving, either across an international border, or within a state which results 
in a temporary or (semi-) permanent change of residence.’ 

This broad understanding has also been applied in this work. A major characteristic of the 
‘Age of Migration’ (Castels & Miller, 20033, [1993]) is the increasing diversification of 
migration movements. This does not only hold true for a displacement of the main countries 
of origin and destination, but also regarding a differentiation of socioeconomic backgrounds 
of immigrants (Martin & Widgren, 2002). 

In recent years, the interrelation between the topics information society (Castells, 1996) and 
migration has started to enter the European political agenda. The potential benefits of the 
Internet for social integration and its potential contribution to cultural diversity were 
articulated at the ‘Riga Conference’ 2006. The Riga Declaration signed at the conference 
emphasises the need for (European Commission, 2006, p. 4):   

‘Fostering pluralism, cultural identity and linguistic diversity in the digital space.’ 

Furthermore it says: 
‘Improving the possibilities for economic and social participation and integration, creativity 
and entrepreneurship of immigrants and minorities by stimulating their participation in the 
information society.’ 

These political objectives can be understood as a call for research to better understand the 
usage of the Internet for migration specific purposes and social actions. One step in that 
direction has been taken by the Institute for Prospective Technologies Studies, Sevilla which 
is carrying out extensive research on the subject. The first report stemming from this 
research, released at the end of 2008, states (Kluzer et al., 2008, p. 32): 

‘[The] lack of knowledge on users, usages and impact makes it difficult to assess the 
relative contribution to the Riga goals for cultural diversity of policy-driven projects.’  

This shows that there is a necessity to learn more about how immigrants are using the 
Internet, and if there actually is a ‘migration specific’ usage of the Internet. This would allow 
us to make statements about what the positive impact of online applications for social 
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inclusion might be, and how these should be designed and disseminated to achieve the 
expected impact.  

Subject of the analysis 

Our empirical research concentrated on a very small segment of the intra-European 
migration movements. Compared to the majority of global migration streams, movements of 
people within the European Union take a sort of exceptional position: Whereas governmental 
interventions and regulations usually seek to limit and manage migration flows, it is an 
accepted goals of the European Union to stimulate the cross-border mobility of citizens within 
the Community. The Treaty of Maastricht is considered as the strongest multilateral measure 
to increase cross-border movements. According to the Migration Outlook of the OECD 
(2008), intra-European movements are dominating within the Union, making up 60 per cent 
of all immigrations. 

The subject of our research consists of young immigrants from three New Member States of 
the EU. Most interviewees were students who have lived in Germany for more than two 
years and are below 30 years of age. According to data published by the OECD, migration 
flows of foreign students within the EU have between 2000 and 2005 increased by 
approximately 50 per cent. There is a strong demand for more research insight into this 
particular group of migrants(OECD, 2008, p. 3):  

‘Although international students are a potential source of highly skilled labour migrants for 
OECD countries, there is no systematic data as yet on stay rates […].’ 

Except for one person all interviewees came from Bulgaria, Lithuania and Latvia (see Figure 
16). Migrants from these countries represent a relevant share of the total immigration to 
Germany, especially considering the relatively low total population of these countries.  

Figure 16: Immigrants from Bulgaria, Lithuania and Latvia in 2006 – Total numbers and share of 
20-29 year olds 

 
Source: Eurostat - http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/; dowloaded on 03. Nov. 2008 

Additionally to age and country, another criteria for choosing interviewees was that they 
should be higher educated, as this group is more likely to have made some experience with 
the Internet already. 

An important detail that distinguishes our investigation from previous ones (cf. Cachia et al., 
2007; Hiller & Franz, 2004; Kluzer et al., 2008) is that it does not focus on ‘online 
communities’. Online communities are defined as groups which came together on the 
Internet, and where all communication and interaction takes place online (van Dijk 20012, p. 
167). The persons we have interviewed, however, are people who make use of the Internet 
mainly in order to cope with challenges of the migration process. Thus, the benefits (and 
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disbenefits) resulting from their online communication have to be analysed in their everyday 
social and spatial environment rather than in ‘cyberspace’. 

7.1.2 Approach 

Our approach implies integration of three components: social capital, Internet usage and 
cross-border migration. The component ‘migration’ is connected to the other two in the sense 
that it is the ‘migration-specific social capital’ and the ‘migration-specific Internet usage’ 
which are of interest here. Nevertheless, the theoretical foundation of the approach has its 
source in concepts of social capital and theories regarding information and network society. 

With regard to the concept of social capital a network perspective was followed, as proposed 
by scholars like Nan Lin (2001a) and Ronald S. Burt (1992). This allowed us to apply an 
analytical approach which focuses on the individual, thereby differentiating between 
individual benefits of closed and open networks, in the sense of resources that can be 
accessed through either personal intimate networks or by bridging ‘structural holes’ and 
building relationships to people outside the primary group. We applied this notion to the 
analysis of networks of migrants and of the benefits of intra- or inter-ethnic networks. It is 
assumed that (1) beside bonds created by identical nationality, the feeling of being in a 
challenging situation which is shared by another person is an important bonding momentum 
of migrant networks. We hypothesize that such bonds often lead to social support being 
given. We also assume that (2) it is not either open networks or closed networks, but the 
combination of both forms that is most beneficial from the individual migrant’s point of view. 

Concerning the understanding of social impacts of information technologies this individual 
perspective of social capital can be best linked to the conceptual works of Jan van Dijk 
(20012, [1999]) regarding the so-called ‘network society’. Unlike Castells (1996), who 
considers networks as the substance of society and thus makes the network itself the most 
important entity of his analysis, van Dijk constitutes that it is still individuals, couples, groups 
and organisations who form the basis of society and hence must be subject to research. He 
states (20012, [1999], p. 241):  

‘Even a totally mediated society, where all relations are fully realized by, and substantiated 
in, media networks, where social and media networks equal each other, would still be 
based on bodies, minds, rules and resources of all kinds.’ 

This perspective corresponds with the concept of ‘networked individualism’ by Barry Wellman 
(2001a). Wellman sees networks and individualization as a conceptual couple. While the 
cultural process of individualization set in long before the advent of the Internet in western 
societies, it is currently being substantially amplified by social and media networks (van Dijk 
20012, p. 168). Networked individualism means turning away from place-to-place 
communication in favour of person-to-person communication via the Internet and mobile 
telephony (2001a, p. 238 ff.). The process of individualization is amplified by the possibility of 
a mobile lifestyle within ‘sets’ of physically disperse relationships. 

This concept offers some notional links to the topic of migration. It could be assumed that the 
Internet offers young immigrants the possibility to overcome the physical distance between 
home and destination country, by allowing them to maintain the same sets of relationships as 
prior to the movement – with the only difference that social interaction would now mainly or 
exclusively taking place in the virtual domain. While few would argue that communication in 
cyberspace can make physical location completely irrelevant, the Internet at least in principle 
offers the potential to substitute virtual for face-to-face communication. But what does 
observation of real-world practice tell us? 

For our investigation we mainly focused on instrumental use of the Internet, analysing the 
benefits of a certain communication channel for a specified purpose connected with dealing 
with migration-related challenges. The individual situation of use, which is critical for the 
choice of media is illustrated in the media-ecological framework by Nicola Döring (20032, 
Figure 17). In her model the choice of media is influenced by the degree of access to a 
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certain communication channel and the individual behaviour regarding mediated 
communication. From this and the specific characteristics of the media follows a ‘situation of 
use’ that brings about short-term as well as long-term impacts (Döring, 20032, p. 186 ff.). 

Figure 17: Media-ecological framework by Döring (20032) 

 
Source: own translation of Döring 20032 

This model designs an instrumental perspective of media usage. Depending on the person 
and the implications of the media effects and impacts are caused that (as far as possible) 
match the positive expectations of the user. This is very suitable regarding the central 
question of this investigation as it corresponds with Coleman’s (1991) postulate that the 
creation and usage of social capital has to be understood as purposive actions. This aspect 
is expressed very well in Dörings’ model. What has to be criticized about the model is that 
the social context in which the medium is used is neglected. But especially for a migrants’ 
situation this aspect should be rather important as his or her social environment is a new or 
even strange one and thus will certainly influence the situation of Internet use. Nevertheless 
we will not do without Dörings’ model as it is of support for the understanding of individual 
media usage as a social action. As a suggestion we can summarize the social context under 
‘person’ as she or he is inevitably embedded into these. 

7.1.3 Migration: The Internet and the Crossroads of Space and Identity 

Use and employment of communication media take a central function within the migration 
process. The manner of communication and access to information do not only influence the 
movement itself, but they also shape the formation of ethnic communities at the destination. 
Robert E. Park already explored this phenomenon in his work from 1922 about the meaning 
of the ethnical press within urban milieus. From his finding that immigrants tend to read more 
news after their move than they did when still at home, he followed: (1971, [1922], p. 9): 

‘News is a kind of urgent information that men use in making adjustments to a new 
environment, in changing old habits, and in forming new opinions.’ 

For Park this statement is strongly connected to the social support among migrants, who are 
living together in a new environment (1971, [1922], p. 6): 

‘Each one of these little communities is certain to have some sort of co-operative or 
mutual aid society, very likely a church, a school, possibly a theatre, but almost invariably 
a press.’ 

Park understands the ethnical press not only as mediation of information, which follows a 
one-way sender recipient relationship, but also as a communicative social institution that is 
shaped by social processes (many immigrants in Chicago in the 1920s were not English 
literate and thus relied in media in their mother tongue) and broaches specific social 
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problems that are not discussed in the mass media. Comparable to the Internet in our 
modern information society, ethnical press is a resonance to societal processes. Following 
Park, we regard mediation of information as a social and communicative institution. 

An important concept of the more recent migration debate, which perceives the flow of 
information as central to modern migration patterns, is the notion of ‘transnationalism’ (Portes 
et al., 1999). The term expresses the creation of new social spaces that are created by 
‘commuting’ between two or more countries, and beyond that also by the personal and social 
anchoring of a person in different countries and cultural environments (Castels & Miller, 
20033; Parnreiter, 2000; Portes et al., 1999). One aspect of this concerns the creation of an 
own identity that is not bound to a single geographical place. Some have claimed that the 
resulting migration patterns are influenced by innovations in the field of ICT (Portes et al., 
1999). By using the Internet it is not only possible to communicate ‘seamlessly’ and 
inexpensively with relatives and friends in the home country, but also to access a variety of 
information as never before – independent from one’s present location. However, this does 
not imply that the territorial unit looses its meaning and relevance. David Jacobson (2002) 
argues that the relevance of a specific place for personal identity does not disappear in 
transnational multicultural societies. The place of birth or even the home country of the 
parents can create a strong emotional bound that often is of tremendous personal relevance. 

This emotional binding to a common home country can serve as a linking element for making 
strangers in a new country become willing to support each other. Between them an 
emotional tie to a specific geographical and/or cultural origin exists. In this case the Internet 
links persons whose commonness is based on a physical place. The morphology of this kind 
of networking is expressed either through physical contacts in the sense of social events and 
face-to-face interaction (Burell & Anderson, 2008), through virtual groups (cf. Hiller & Franz, 
2004; Kissau & Hunger, 2008; Greschke, 2009), or through a mixture of both. 

Migration and online sociality 

Decreasing rates for overseas telephone calls since the 1980s have eased communication 
between immigrants and their social ties in the home country. Today, synchronous 
communication is much less limited to scarce visits and the odd, expensive phone call, but is 
being used much more extensively to support continuous relationships across great physical 
distances. In this sense the rise of the Internet and its increasingly ubiquitous availability 
represent a development of great importance. For many migrants, use of the Internet has 
prevented their home country from becoming a fading memory; instead, frequent mediated 
contacts with the home country mean that it remains an intimate part of the personal life of 
the migrant.  

We can observe that individual usage patterns of the Internet, for example with regard to 
different online applications, change according to the migration phase a person is currently in. 
Hiller and Franz (2004) distinguish between pre, post- and settled migrants, whose functional 
deployment of search engines, e-mail, forums and chat differs according to the current stage 
of their migration. 

With regard to the social capital immigrants possess or seek to acquire, three different kinds 
of social links can be distinguished: New ties, old ties and lost ties. These are of differing 
meaning depending on the stage or phase of the migration. Use of the Internet can be 
expected to have an impact on the ability of immigrants to build and/or maintain such ties 
(Hiller & Franz, 2004, p. 743). 

New ties refer to new relationships which are established at the destination, even before the 
actual move is being made. These ties can be very instrumental as they affect the decision of 
moving and mechanisms that help a migrant to adapt to the new environment. Pre-migrants, 
for instance, need help with finding a flat or job, post-migrants try to integrate themselves into 
a new community through new ties, and settled migrants tend to seek people with the same 
cultural background.    
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Old ties are an important element for maintaining the personal identity; they can increasingly 
be maintained by using online communication tools. The maintenance of old ties is still 
relatively easy for post-migrants, whereas settled migrants might find this more difficult. 
Regarding social capital these ties can become more important again when migrants 
consider moving back to their home country. 

Lost ties are contacts who are not in touch anymore due to the migration movement. 
Retrieving persons from their home country is of enormous emotional meaning especially for 
settled migrants, as it let’s them rediscover their own identity. Thereby the Internet opens 
possibilities that didn’t exist decades ago. Search engines and posts in forums can be used 
for finding people from the old home country or with a similar biography and get in touch with 
them.  

Hiller and Franz (2004) make use of the categories discussed above for a study about a 
Canadian online community in Newfoundland. The people involved created a group 
exclusively in the virtual domain, on the Internet, around a shared identity based on a 
territorial unit (2004, p. 748). The study concludes that the online community allowed 
members to access social resources which would not have been open to them without the 
use of a computer. Hence the participation in this online community was a means to increase 
social capital, which resulted in advantages experienced also in the offline domain (2004,  p. 
749).   

Whereas Hiller and Franz are referring to a closed community in order to better understand 
internal communication processes, Burrell and Anderson (2008) investigate how migrants 
are using the Internet for broadening their ‘social horizon’. They are pointing out that 
research approaches which focus on a specific community are neglecting the large majority 
of migrants, and hence tend to oversee the level of heterogeneity of perspectives which is 
evident among migrants even from the same country (2008, p. 205). The authors 
demonstrated this through their ethnographic study about Ghanaians living in London. The 
Internet is used by young Ghanaians to look beyond their primary social and cultural 
environment and to access a diversity of media which allows them to develop a more realistic 
idea of potential destination countries (2008, p. 216). This can support the wish to migrate by 
providing detailed information about distant places, but also by allowing individuals to get in 
contact with persons in different countries despite of physical and cultural remoteness. 
Interviewees pointed out that it was especially the personal contact to strangers in the sense 
of e.g. penpalships via e-mail or instant messaging that they found fascinating about the 
Internet. Nevertheless, these relationships were not considered an end in themselves, but 
were explicitly entered into with the ulterior motive of getting support for finding a job or even 
for starting a business in the host country (2008, p. 218). 

Patterns of Internet usage by migrants 

Against the research findings discussed in the previous section, it stands to reason that 
Internet usage of migrants can be understood in terms of its individual functionality. Hence, 
research needs to focus on how and for what migrants use the Internet. Kissau (2008), in her 
dissertation about the integrative potential of the Internet (investigated using the example of 
Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union in Germany), reports that accessing 
information which is tailored to their current interests plays a crucial role for migrants, She 
found that immigrants paid interest to online information on both German and Russian 
matters. At this point the Internet appears to play a socialising function (2008, p. 180).  

This finding is confirmed by a representative survey study carried out in Germany on 
‘Migrants and Media 2007’ (ARD and ZDF, 2007): The survey found that the websites most 
frequently used by migrants are in German language. According to the study migrants spend 
10 per cent of their online time with communicative applications such as chat and forums.  

A study from Kissau (2008) presents a different picture. About 70 per cent of her 
interviewees perceived the maintenance of contacts to people in the home country as the 
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most important feature of Internet usage. Accordingly online communication happens mostly 
in Russian.  Kissau concludes that the preference for intra-ethnic contacts reflects a desire 
for security and social affiliation. In this sense, online communication can be very useful for 
coping with migration-related stress and problems in the host country (2008, p. 181). 
However, it is remarkable that 40 per cent of the users of the study stated that they made 
new friends through the Internet. Furthermore, users who chatted on a regular basis believed 
that doing so had supported their understanding of different cultures. 

Migrants are indeed a very heterogeneous group, as becomes clear when comparing usage 
patterns between German residents who recently immigrated from Russia and Turkey, 
respectively. Kissau and Hunger (2008) found that only 34 per cent of the regular and more 
frequent online communication of Russian migrants in their study is with Germans or 
Austrians without a migrational background, whereas Turkish immigrants communicate much 
more often with Germans (66 per cent) (2008, p. 9). On the basis of an analysis of websites 
that explicitly address migrants coming from a Turkish or Russian background, respectively, 
the study found that these do not only differ concerning the language used on the website, 
but also regarding the kind of information that is presented. In order to categorise these 
patterns Kissau and Hunger propose a differentiation between transnational online 
communities, virtual Diasporas and public online spheres (2008, p. 10). 

The last kind of social Internet applications can function as assistance for social participation 
and civil engagement. Apart from their role in helping to maintain a sense of belonging and 
their role in helping seek job opportunities, online applications of this kind also have a 
socialising role (Cachia et al., 2007). With regard to the notion of social capital as discussed 
in the present paper, the sense of belonging and integration within in the host country can 
build a cultural bridge between two societal groups. Cachia et al. (2007) emphasize that the 
development on self-initiated migrant online communities does not necessarily lead to social 
participation, but can also cause the opposite: indeed, they can enhance or at least enable 
social isolation. This again reminds us that we need to distinguish clearly between the 
potential of Internet applications and the actual patterns of Internet usage by migrants. 
Moreover, negative aspects such as risks concerning privacy have to be taken into account. 

These studies show that patterns and impacts of media-related use of the Internet heavily 
depend on the context. Research has to put the spotlight on individual users and, in 
particular, their specific usage backgrounds and contexts in order to understand how 
migrants’ use of the Internet affects their social capital, and vice versa. The creative handling 
with which the actors embrace the medium leads to a constant development and a 
continuously changing morphology of such. Greschke (2009) derives from the findings of her 
research on an online platform for migrants from Paraguay and their relatives the 
(generalising) thesis that migrants and their specific use of communication technologies are 
predestined for bringing up new forms of sociality (2009, p. 254). She follows that, regarding 
the question of how globalisation is unfolding in everyday life of individuals and how it is 
being enhanced and formed by the actors, migration-experienced media users can be 
understood as a sort of ‘vanguard’. 

The examples discussed above demonstrate that the Internet enables people – at different 
stages and in different contexts of the migration process – to join groups and access social 
resources that can be of very different nature. The Internet makes it easier for migrants to 
join various groups for a variety of specific purposes, which also means that it enables 
people to engage in a set of separate communities at the same time. The term ‘Networked 
Individualism’ (Wellman, 2002) seems to be of help to understand these kind of disperse 
networks. Depending on the individual attitude towards communication and the social context 
of use, the Internet can support migrants to organise and integrate themselves locally without 
breaking connections to the home country. 

However, if and in which way these networks constitute social capital is not totally clarified. 
There is no analytical framework that deals with the interrelation between social capital, 
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migration and information society in an integrated way. Nevertheless, the studies references 
above suggest that there is an added value of Internet usage that is specific to people 
engaged in a migration process. This is the background against which we initiated our own 
empirical investigation.  

7.1.4 Methodology 

In order to answer the central question of the investigation a qualitative social research 
methodology was applied. The core part of the analysis was formed by two focus groups 
consisting of immigrants with different backgrounds. Unlike other studies about similar topics, 
the groups are not online communities in the first place, but groups of young immigrants who 
are forming a network of people, whose motives for using the internet and the resulting 
socials benefits are anchored in physical space. This allows observing how people are taking 
a technology and using different applications for differentiated functional use, depending on 
their specific needs. The approach stands in line with the application of an individualistic 
perspective of social capital. Group discussions with the whole group were complemented by 
in-depth interviews of single members. All interview partners were young immigrants from 
three New Member States of the EU: Latvia, Lithuania and Bulgaria. Most of them were 
students who have lived in Germany for at least two years and consider staying here beyond 
their studies.  

The discussions followed a specific sequence of topics. The first part of the conversation 
dealt with social capital and social networks in general. It was elaborated which resources 
were experienced as crucial for the migration processes, and through what kinds of social 
networks these resources are provided. In the second part of the discussion the role of the 
Internet within the process of ‘knitting’ or maintaining a personal network was examined. This 
allowed understanding the Internet as an instrument that enabled individuals to tackle 
specific barriers during a migration and extend their network for specific purposes. Thus our 
research focused not so much on the ‘backward links’ to relatives and friends at home , but 
on the utility of the Internet as a means to get along in a new spatial environment. This 
approach ensured that ‘real life problems’ and virtual communication are not seen as two 
separated parts, but as interwoven and co-evolutionary. 

7.1.5 Findings 

Difficulties, networks and resources  

The nature and extent of barriers that people face who are in the process of migration 
depend, on one hand, on the preconditions of the movement and, on the other hand, on the 
efficiency of already existing social networks at the destination – if there are any. For 
instance, equipment with financial and human capital, personal motivation and language 
skills all influence the preconditions of the migration. The most common challenges that 
occurred during the move and the first phase at the destination were related to language 
problems, the search for an apartment, and dealing with administrative formalities. Across all 
interviews we found that language abilities, or impediments, play a central role during the 
whole process of migration, as they are influencing what strategies a migrant can follow and 
which resources he or she can access in order to cope with specific barriers.  

Basically three different strategies were chosen to cope with such challenges: 
institutionalised aid, use of financial capital and exploitation of social capital. The first was 
used, for instance, when a person was allocated a place in a student dormitory by the 
university administration. The possibility to make use of financial capital was limited in all 
cases, as the respondents were young adults and came from countries whose average GDP 
per capita is low. Hence, making use of social networks in order to get along was something 
very common, and was thus intuitively applied in many different aspects and phases of the 
migration process of all interviewees.  
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Social contacts which provided resources that allowed a person to cope with specific 
problems did not only link immigrants who share the same nationality, but also people from 
different national backgrounds who simply faced the same situation, i.e. who had immigrated 
recently. The resources that were accessed through these networks were either direct 
physical support, for instance to share an apartment, or the transfer of very specific 
information, for example about jobs opportunities or how to deal with certain administrative 
forms. The crucial role of language skills as a key resource throughout the whole migration 
process became obvious again: language capabilities have an influence on the barriers and 
challenges faced, as well as on the options available for tackling them.  

As a social resource language appeared in a twofold manner. On the one hand, a lack of 
language skills can be compensated for by a well-developed network to other persons of the 
same ethnicity, given that the contacts are able to communicate sufficiently in the language 
of the host society. This case is very typical for the early phase after arrival, in which the 
‘basis’ of the stay is laid. Practical resources such as a place to stay or help with formalities 
are often made accessible by using the language skills of contacts from the personal network.  

On the other hand, language is also a resource, which can be made accessible through an 
ethnical heterogeneous network, which means that language skills are acquired according to 
current needs. This second case can be understood as being crucial for the emancipation in 
a new social environment. In this phase often a network is created that comprises people 
that speak the same language as well as natives of the host country; such contacts are 
usually a necessity for further integration. 

Following a network perspective of social capital, the extension of a personal social network 
implies that new social capital is created, as the number of people who can be accessed for 
support and resources is increased (Flap & de Graaf, 1986, p. 146). Hence, it seems 
fundamentally important to take a look at the strategies that interviewees used to increase 
the scope of their personal networks at the destination, and in a second step to analyse the 
role the Internet played within this process.  

If we leave aside the Internet for a moment, several strategies to extend a network could be 
identified, including: using already existing networks; meeting people at the job or at 
university; engaging in a migrant club or society; or making contacts at informal occasions 
such as parties. Interestingly, already existing networks were only rarely used to meet new 
people. Most of the respondents enhanced their social networks through their studies or job. 
Interviewees also felt that it would be more beneficial for them to broaden the range of 
contacts they have, as they voiced interest in becoming more integrated in the host society. 
There was a belief that contacts only among their own nationality would not be sufficient for 
this purpose. 

Our fieldwork experience confirmed that it helps to let the interviewees speak about the 
social circumstances in which they live in order to better understand the context of their 
personal Internet use. This helped us to identify the structures of social networks which were 
perceived as most beneficial by migrants, and also to find out if the Internet is actually able to 
contribute to the creation and exploitation of social capital. 

Earlier in the present paper we already discussed the question whether successful migrants 
require closed, intimate social networks to people with the same ethnic background, or open, 
heterogeneous networks that allow bridging ‘structural holes’ (Burt, 1992) and building 
relationships to people outside the primary group. Our evidence suggests that it is a 
combination of both structures that is most useful, and that a phase where intimate ties are 
most important is typically followed by a phase where heterogeneous networks become 
much more relevant. This relates to the previous finding that individual needs and ambitions 
change within different phases of a migration. Granovetter’s (1983) conclusion concerning 
the benefits of weak and strong ties proved to be very helpful in this context. He infers from 
his empirical studies that weak ties enable a person to access exclusive information and thus 
generate a competitive advantage, whereas strong ties are more motivated to provide direct, 
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physical support and are generally easier to mobilise. Our findings confirm his conclusion, if 
we assume that ties among persons with the same background (same nationality or recently 
migrated as well) tend to be stronger, compared to connections to people from the host 
society, which hold exclusive information, but are more difficult to contact, e.g. because of 
language problems, tend to be weaker.  

Our analysis indeed showed that fundamental resources, like a place to stay or support 
concerning formalities, are more likely to be provided by closed networks consisting of strong 
ties, whereas personal consolidation in the host country is only possible when resources are 
accessed that require a heterogeneous network consisting (as well) of weak ties. These 
resources would, for instance, be the acquisition of language skills or, at a later stage, 
information about employment opportunities which go beyond typical ‘migrant jobs’. In this 
sense we can also understand access to weak ties with people from the host country as 
‘emancipatory resources’. 

Nevertheless, an important detail concerning the benefits of closed networks had to be 
added to the theoretical assumptions. While we did find that most resources were provided 
by strong ties, it is important to note that such strong ties are all the more profitable when 
these are, on their part, able to span ‘bridges’ to the host society. Spoken very 
rationalistically, this means that the value or utility of a contact is determined by the extent to 
which this person occupies a position the migrant cannot take him- or herself. Hence, it is not 
simply the reliability that makes closed network generate benefits, but also the possibility to 
get support from somebody who is already better integrated into the host society. The most 
common reasons why a migrant cannot take this ‘bridging’ position himself are lack of 
language skills and lack of knowledge about ‘how you do things in this country’. During the 
interviews it became clear that respondents consciously sought out people who could offer 
them these benefits, while also being easily accessible and also sympathetic to the migrant’s 
situation. In the words of interviewee Boris: 

‘I knew that already beforehand, I need to find somebody who is already here for a longer 
time, because it is pretty hard to do everything on your own. [...] Yes, but that doesn’t 
happen so often. But when you find somebody like that… The guys who already live here 
for a few years, they know how to do it; with university or how long it takes to find a place 
to stay. Where are you able to work in the first couple of month? Or such a mini-job like 
McDonalds or something.’ 

At this point the functionality of social relations as postulated by Coleman (1991) became 
very comprehensible.  

In order to sum up our findings, Figure 18 illustrates the identified challenges , social 
networks and resources along four different phases of the migration process, beginning with 
the situation prior to the migration, the situation during the move, the first phase at the 
destination, and finally the consolidation phase in the host country. We will return to this 
discussion at the end of the following chapter. 
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 Figure 18: Challenges, social networks and resources of a migration 

 
Source: Stubbe 2009, translated by the authors 

The Internet as an amplifier of personal networks  

These preparatory explanations again show that an analysis of individual social Internet use 
must take the specific background and circumstances into account (cf. Döring, 20032, Figure 
19). In the subject matter of this investigation it is the special challenges of a cross-border 
migration which bring about specific patterns of Internet usage, at least in so far as migration 
specific Internet use is concerned (respondents’ more general Internet usage patterns were 
not subject of the study). The interviews showed clearly that there indeed is a migration-
specific Internet use the patterns of which result from the specific challenges an individual 
migrant faces. The Internet and its social online applications were perceived as a tool which 
enable fresh immigrants to overcome restrictions and inhibitions of face-to-face 
communication in the host country. The extent to which migrants found it possible to 
overcome problems depended highly on the individual communication behaviour and the 
person’s general attitude towards online communication. Our interviewees appeared highly 
motivated to use the Internet for the extension of their personal social networks at the 
destination, and they understood the Internet as a means for adapting to a radically new life 
situation. 
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Figure 19 Interpretation of the media-ecological framework by Döring (20032) 

 
Source: Stubbe 2009, translated by the authors; based on Döring 20032 

The most common applications for doing so were e-mail, social networks (technological, e.g. 
Facebook or StudiVZ), online communities, VoIP, instant messaging and forums. Against our 
expectations, the share of respondents who reported that they actually met somebody face-
to-face whom they initially got to know online was relatively high (cf. Dutton & Helsper, 2007). 
Six of eighteen interviewees stated that they met somebody (in the context of their migration) 
where the first contact had been made online. But nevertheless, the most common 
deployment of Internet communication for the extension of a social network was for 
consolidating contacts with people they had only fleetingly known before, but still had first 
met in physical space.   

Overcoming restrictions and inhibitions 

In doing so, the respondents stated that overcoming personal inhibitions of face-to-face 
communication was a main advantage of using the Internet. This became important, for 
example, when somebody felt unsure about how to interpret casual conversation with 
persons he or she only briefly knew. Some said it simply felt easier and less importunate to 
write a message instead of calling somebody you only briefly know. For instance, Ilze stated 
that she felt so in the first phase after arrival: 

‘Of course, persons, who I don’t know so well, I can’t call them directly and say ‘Hi, what 
are you doing tonight?’ It’s easier for me to write them a message and ask if they have 
plans for the weekend or so.’  

Another restriction of face-to-face meeting that can be overcome by using the Internet is the 
demand for physical and temporal co-presence, which is certainly an advantage that is very 
much appreciated by migrants. But overcoming this restriction does not only pay of regarding 
the communication with the home country, but also in the time before the movement, when 
the migration is planned and important contacts are in the destination country. However, the 
investigation showed that the advantages of online communication do not immediately 
change the type of contacts, compared to offline-strategies of extending the personal 
network that were discussed in the first part of the analysis.  

Amplification of new networks 

The term ‘amplification of new networks’ refers to the extension and consolidation of new 
personal social networks at the destination by using the Internet. The ‘nature’ of these 
networks, in the sense of the type of persons contacted, does not necessarily have to be 
another than by physical strategies to meet new people. Online applications were basically 
used as a tool to either (1) contact new people whereby the first step was made online and a 



Community & Family empirica
                                                                            

 
Social Impact - Topic Report 3 (D7.2)   
30 April 2010 

                                                                        368

                                                                                                                             

later physical meeting took place, or (2) ‘manage’ communication with new contacts who did 
not emerge from online communication, but from other occasions. This chapter deals with 
relationships that are not exclusive to either the virtual or the physical domain. 

For most respondents the distinction between online communication and any other 
technology-based communication was not particularly notable. In everyday life boundaries 
between different communication channels are blurring. For our empirical work this had the 
side effect that it was often difficult for the respondents to clearly differentiate between 
contacts for which online communications plays an important role and those relationships in 
which the Internet is no significant element of communication. However, by digging a little 
deeper six cases could be identified where the first step of contact was made online. 
Compared to numbers from the survey “The Internet in Britain” (Dutton & Helsper, 2007, p. 
57), which discovered that twelve per cent of all Internet users have already met somebody 
face-to-face whom they got to know on the Internet, our finding suggests that making new 
friends online is more common among young, well-educated immigrants.  

Interviewee Ilze, for instance, used an online social network in the first phase after her arrival, 
and also earlier when preparing her move, in order to search specifically for people who are 
in the same situation as she is. This included persons who had recently migrated, and some 
who have already settled down in the host country: 

‘That was at the beginning. Back then I have searched for people in Cologne, who might 
be able to help me. [...] Because I thought they might know the situation that you are a 
stranger in a big city, and, yes, they might help me with some helpful advices or contacts.’ 

She was quite surprised that a high share of her messages let to a very active dialogue, in 
which the contact persons often appeared to be very motivated to help. Finally some of the 
contacts were continued in physical space: 

‘There [in the social network (tech.)] I also discovered the Latvian pub meeting in 
Cologne. Then we founded a [online] group ‘Latvians in Cologne’ and also other events 
like the ”Baltoween” or the Latvian independence celebration in Münster.’ 

Ilzes statement shows how much online communication corresponds with traditional 
strategies to meet new people, as introduced earlier. Consciously she was searching for 
certain kinds of persons as she was expecting them to be of most help for her to gain ground 
in the new environment. 

Interviewee Nikolai took a comparable approach when he contacted a migrant club via e-mail 
before he came to Germany and later became a member of such. Jovana did so as well and 
was looking for a migrant club in her area through which she might get to know new people: 

‘I just searched with Google. Maybe I find something, if not in Cologne then maybe close 
to it. That’s how I found Buditeli. I had a look at their website and the pictures on there, 
and I was interested. I immediately tried to contact them and wrote the members an e-
Mail. I was very enthusiastic.’ 

Both answers showed that online contacts might lead to continuous relationships. Nikolai 
became a very active member of the club and participates in all activities; Jovana only 
recently joined a club but has met her closest friends in an online forum five years ago. 

Nevertheless, contacts where the first step was made online remained the exception during 
the conversations. It appears way more common that online applications are used for the 
‘management’ of already existing contacts. This was the case if somebody new was met 
face-to-face but the regular communication was transferred to online social networks, e-mail 
including mailing lists or forums in order to arrange activities and events. In these cases, the 
Internet was used basically as an additional communication channel that supports the 
consolidation of new contacts. 

For interviewee Yelina the receipt of an e-mail proved to be of great help in the first after 
arrival to extend her personal network, which previously had been relatively small: 
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‘I have met somebody. He signed me in on this mailing list. Through this I heard about a 
trip to Brussels and to the German parliament.’ 

In the following course of the interview she reported that she was able to extend her circle of 
friends on these trips. Janika acted in a comparable way and signed in to a community in 
order to arrange meetings for doing sports with people she only briefly new beforehand. 
Same as Ilze, who used a social network (tech.) to communicate with her previously only 
sporadic contacts more often. She thought of the Internet as a very helpful tool that allowed 
her to write a less binding message instead of calling somebody she only briefly new.  

All of these contacts are highly connected to the new physical and social environment in 
which the migrants try to establish themselves. This means that a high share of Internet 
communication is in fact related to physical interaction in a given space, which here means 
the new physical environment in the host country. Boris answers, when asked how high the 
share of his online communication is that regards local arrangements, very drastically:   

‘In the last two year one hundred per cent. Since I live hear all new friendships or 
relationships I started are somewhere here in Cologne. All my friends are now from 
Cologne. Everybody I know now has something to do with Cologne.’ 

While Boris statement cannot be generalised – in other cases, connections to the home 
country are a central element of migration-specific Internet usage – his quote shows that 
online communication is closely linked to social processes at the destination. Boris became 
friends with somebody in Cologne and their interaction refers to Cologne as well; both 
pictures in his personal usage pattern.  

In both cases – regarding relationships where the first step was made online and the 
‘management’ of new contacts that already existed – the function of the Internet is mainly 
instrumental. The respondents embraced the technology and applied these to satisfy their 
personal needs. The already identified restrictions and inhibitions of face-to-face 
communication, which often can be overcome by using the Internet, reappeared within the 
statements concerning the amplification of new networks. It became understandable that co-
presence as well as inhibitions regarding the management of new contacts can be overcome 
as well as the variation of communication channels may proof to be helpful for the extension 
and consolidation of a new network. 

In most cases it showed that the type of contact is the same as in situation without the 
Internet. In both cases it is the collective situation that a) makes contacting seem sensible 
and b) makes it easier. Hence, it is not another category of ‘ties’ that connect over the 
Internet. The scheme presented in Figure 18 also applies to Internet-enhanced migration 
processes. What can be said is that the social structures that were discovered in the first part 
of the analyses could be extended and/or consolidated and thus were amplified. 

Enhancement of social capital 

In order to distinguish the creation, usage and maintenance of social capital from a forth kind 
of online social interaction that leads to support, it seems appropriate to also speak of an 
enhancement of social capital through the Internet. An enhancement of social capital took 
place through the possibility to exchange experiences with other migrants via online forums 
and the like. Hereby it was often very specific information that were passed on and which 
could sometimes be accessed already prior to the move.  

Interviewee Jegor, for instance, had a very specific question concerning an administrative 
document prior to his movement. As he knew nobody in Germany, he posed a question to an 
online community of Russian migrants living in Germany: 

 
‘That is actually only a platform, it’s called germany.ru. That is a website about Germany for 
Russians. Mostly it is used by Russians, who live in Germany [...]. When I considered going to 
Germany I found out about it and posed a couple of questions,  which had also been answered. 
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In fact it was about how I can accredit a document the easiest way, so it is notarially certified in 
Germany.’ 

This shows the parallel of online communication and the strategies to overcome barriers of 
the migration process, which were already introduced above For Jegor it made sense to 
consult a person that has already experienced the same problem. As he did not dispose of a 
social network in Germany, it appealed to him to use the Internet for collecting this piece of 
information. In this case it was not only communication in the traditional sender-receiver 
mode, but a social interaction. Assumable it is a form of solidarity on the side of the 
responding person, who wants to help a ‘latecomer’. This speculation is justified as Jegor 
consciously approaches a person, who experienced the same situation as him. If he had 
posed the question directly to a notary he probably would have had to pay for the information. 

Especially within the focus groups this topic was discussed regarding the websites of migrant 
clubs. Participators in both groups were members of migrant clubs that used their own 
website for special announcements and contact point. These websites include forums as well 
as the possibility to subscribe to the club’s newsletter. Additionally groups in online social 
networks were set up. In this way members of the club are kept up-to-date as well as 
potential newcomers are reached.  

The meaning of these services became comprehensible through the statements of some 
active club members. Danilo, who is chairman of a migrant club, told us:   

‘Sometimes there are e-mails from new students fro example, who want to know 
everything about their studies; searching for an apartment, searching for a job and so on. 
Regularly at the beginning of the semester there are these kind of questions. We answer 
these and give short introductions. That is all over the Internet.’ 

Lukas was able to give very specific support in this manner to somebody who approached 
the club via its website:  

‘I helped him to find a place in a dormitory. Concerning the university place he already 
managed everything from Latvia. I lived in a dormitory myself back then and introduced 
him a little, gave him a little support. Like that he had a place pretty quickly.’ 

The parallel to the resources listed above becomes very clear at this point. From the 
perspective of the supplicant, Lukas is somebody who is very easy to contact as both 
dispose of very obvious similarities, the same origin. The fundamental resource that shall be 
accessed is a place to live, for which people in the same situation can provide very efficient 
support. The Internet formed the bridge over which all necessary information could be 
exchanged. 

Compared to other forms of social capital, the only resource provided by these virtual 
networks is information – physical support was never the attention of the respondents. Thus 
it cannot be spoken of a substitution of other forms of social capital but rather of an 
enhancement. The purpose of the interaction is filling a gap with the help of online 
communication his personal network could not close. In this context, some scholars have 
used the expression of ‘sociotechnical capital’, i.e.  ‘productive resources that inhere in 
patterns of [impersonal] social relations that are maintained with the support of ICTs’ 
(Resnick, 2005). This comprises automatic taste matching, recommender and reputation 
systems which are being applied not only for commercial purposes (cf. eBay, Amazon), but 
also for helping users identify relevant information and find help for specific requests. It 
remains open to debate, however, whether reference to the term ‘social capital’ is justified 
here. 

Within the personal conversations with the interview partners it showed that it is not 
appropriate to focus only in instrumental actions, when it comes to the relation of social 
capital an Internet usage. Lin (2001b, p. 6-7, p. 19) states that also expressive actions 
generate social capital as they can strengthen social identity and personal well-being. In 
terms of Internet usage this was observable within the communication with relatives and 
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friends in the home country. It turned out that the Internet can indeed be used as a means to 
preserve a personal identity by keeping in contact with friends at home despite the spatial 
distance. Respondents stated that it is a clear advantage of the internet that it is possible to 
exchange photos, so it is possible to keep up with things happening in the other person’s life. 
This is a big help to prevent that friends estrange through the movement, which is a very 
common fear among people who go back to their home country for holidays or alike.  

Opposite to findings from studies dealing with the meaning of websites ‘from migrants for 
migrants’ (cf. Hunger & Kissau, 2008), it could not be approved that these play a major role 
for the respondents. Aspects of identity could rather be found in the usage of common 
applications, for example social networks (tech.) as Facebook. These enabled migrants to 
search for old friends as well as maintain relationships to new contacts. This is a way to 
conserve a very personal piece of the home country in the personal everyday routine (cf. 
Hiller & Franz, 2004).  

As a last step of the analysis the identified migration-specific actions that were enabled or 
supported by the Internet were matched to different phases of the migration process.  

 

The results were integrated into Figure 20 (see p. 372). This shows that individual patterns of 
social Internet use change along the personal development at the destination and 
respectively support these. Prior to the movement the Internet was used to access general 
information for planning the trip as well as already getting in touch with people who have 
already moved (cf. Burrell & Anderson, 2008). In the first phase after arrival the extension of 
the personal social network took place, for which the Internet was a very helpful means. After 
a consolidation in the new society has taken place social Internet applications are mainly 
used for maintaining relationships to personal contacts in the home country. 
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Figure 20:  Functional use of the Internet in different phases of a migration 

 
                                                                                                                                                            Source: Stubbe 2009, translated by the authors) 
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7.1.6 Conclusions and outlook 

Concerning the relation of social capital and Internet usage the results basically verify the 
outcomes of other, often larger studies (cf. Boase, J. et al., 2006; Dutton & Helsper, 2007; 
Katz & Rice, 2002; Kavanaugh et al., 2003; Nurmela, 2006; Wellman et al., 2001). The 
sample also showed forms of amplification, maintenance and enhancement of social capital. 
For young migrants the Internet receives the role of an instrument which often supports the 
creation and usage of social capital. Regarding creation of social capital, the role is 
comparable to an amplifier that supports the extension of new social networks and may help 
to consolidate such. For the usage of social capital the relevance of the Internet is less 
central. It might be used by migrants to collect important information through already existing 
contacts, but the structural impact on these networks is rather low. Nevertheless, it is not 
only the building and usage of social capital that is affected by the social use of the Internet. 
Additionally it is possible to complement social capital by using specific, social Internet 
applications. With these virtual networks information gaps are closed, especially prior to the 
movement, and thus serve as a kind of social capital. 

In the introduction we mentioned that there are political connecting points for this analysis 
regarding the objectives of the Riga Conference 2006, in which the European Commission 
called to increase cultural diversity in the digital space and to support the economic and 
social inclusion of immigrants within the information society. Nevertheless, a transfer of the 
findings of this analysis onto the context of the Riga objectives is rather difficult. On the one 
hand, the findings are only valid within their defined system (Kleining, 1982) and, on the 
other hand, it was methodologically determined that the analysis is not about the digital 
space at large, but about instrumental behaviour supported by the Internet. Hence, only 
statements regarding the second objective (as mentioned above) are possible.  

It was shown that people make use of Internet application in many different ways – as far as 
they possess the necessary ‘e-Skills’, which was given prior in the case of this sample. 
Although there were not many cases of ad hoc links ‘into’ the host society via the Internet, 
what would have been the most desirable out of a political perspective, it still can be said that 
aspects of consolidation in a new society were touched. After all there were also contacts to 
German people maintained by social networks (tech.) or alike. If these impacts of Internet 
applications can be directed or supported by political instruments can’t be commentated.   

However, it became apparent that Internet services play a great role in the phase prior to the 
migration movement in order to prepare the migration – these for instance can be supported 
by public authorities. Many times within the interviews it showed that the first step in order to 
gather information about the destination or to plan the first days and weeks, was taken over 
the Internet. Thereby especially services from universities and public bodies as well as 
websites for apartment adds play a very supportive role. In order to support the inner 
European migration these websites should always be available in English, too. 

Furthermore, interactive websites, where ‘Pre-Migrants’ are able to pose questions and have 
the possibility for an exchange with already socially integrated migrants, can ensure that very 
specific information are passed on. If it would be the case that such services are moderated 
and offered from the public side, they can also function as a bridge ‘into’ the new society. 
Such a moderated solution could also prevent form the threat of social isolation through 
ethnical online communities as mentioned by Cachia et al. (2007). 

In general the research field of Internet use by migrants is not yet very mature. Especially 
within migration theory only very few works can be found about this topic. However, it should 
be especially this field that should integrate the impacts of information technologies into 
already existing models and empirical practice. This is important because virtual space 
should not be treated as separated from other social phenomena, but as a communicative 
social institution that is shaped by social processes (cf. Park, 1971, [1922]).  
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Research should not stop at describing usage patterns. This would result in (1) that many 
backlashes on the migration processes remain undetected and (2) that many migrants 
remain unconsidered, as they are not interested in websites that are specifically run for 
migrants. The analysis showed that it’s not necessarily special online applications for 
migrants that have an impact on the migration process, but the creative handling of different 
communication channels. For a better understanding of these actions a stronger emphasis 
has to be put on the individual situation of usage, which is a result of the social context, the 
personal communication habit and which medium is chosen and the related implications.  
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