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Stories of friendships found and forged on the Internet appear in 
headlines every day. These stories may not always have happy endings,

but as a recent survey illustrates, there are definite patterns 
of friendship and community involvement among Internet users.

A Nation of
Strangers?

JAMES E. KATZ AND PHILIP ASPDEN

R
eaders of New York tabloid newspapers
may have been shocked earlier this year by
a front-page photograph showing a local
computer expert being led away in hand-
cuffs, having been arrested on charges of

raping a woman he had met via the Internet. But
troubles with Internet acquaintances are by no
means unique. Stories appear in the news media with
disturbing frequency about young boys or girls run-
ning away from their homes with adults they met
through computer bulletin boards or chat groups. In
one of the more bizarre events in America’s experi-
ence with cyberspace, a Virginia woman met a man
through the Internet, and after several dates and vis-
its decided to get married. Only later did the Vir-
ginia woman discover that she had actually married
another woman who through various ruses had
tricked her into believing that she was a he. Conse-
quently she is suing the former “husband” for a vari-
ety of harms. As similar stories arise about Internet
friendships going awry, or even of these “friendships”
being malicious cons in the first place, concerns over
the Internet’s social impact will increase. Of course
the concern is by no means limited to the one-on-one

level of interpersonal friendships. National and
international bodies are grappling with questions
about what to do about various extremist political or
religious groups who are aiming to suborn or recruit
large groups of people. The mass suicide of the
Heaven’s Gate cult, which had a presence on the
Internet, was a ready target for those who fear the
way the Internet is changing society. 

But the Internet situation is not unique. Every new
technology finds dour critics (as well as ebullient pro-
ponents). Communication technologies in particular
can be seen as opening the doors to all varieties of
social ills. When the telegraph, telephone and the
automobile were in their infancy, each of these three
earlier “communication” technologies found vitriolic
critics who said these “instruments of the devil”
would drastically alter society (which they did) with
disastrous consequences for the quality of life and the
moral order (readers may judge for themselves about
this point) [1, 3, 5]. The Internet is no exception to
this rule. Indeed, it has stimulated so many commen-
tators that not even the most indefatigable reader can
stay abreast of the flood of speculation and opinion.
Yet, as might be expected in light of the conflicts, dif-



ficulties, and tragedies associated with the Internet
mentioned previously, one area in particular has been
singled out for comment: the way the Internet affects
social relationships generally and participation in
community life in particular [11]. Among those who
have criticized the Internet are MIT’s Sherry Turkle
[10], who claims that it leads to the destruction of
meaningful community and social integration, and
Berkeley’s Cliff Stoll [9], who says it reduces people’s
commitment to and enjoyment of real friendships. In
addition, the Internet is accused of being a dangerous
medium, replete with pedophiles and seducers,
exploiters and pornographers, who can lead the vul-
nerable, particularly young people, astray [8]. These
critical views of the Internet have converged with a
much older debate over the seeming decline in civic
participation by Americans. Although concerns over
declining participation are not new—Benjamin
Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and John Quincy Adams
all spoke about it two hundred years ago—the inten-
sity of the debate has recently escalated, most notably
via the work of Harvard’s R.D. Putnam [6], who has
identified computer-supported entertainment as
among the culprits. 

By contrast, optimists argue that genuinely mean-
ingful communities can be established in cyberspace,
and indeed even fostered via online communications.
Rheingold [7] holds that since virtual interfacing
obscures social categories we ordinarily use to sift our
relationships (race, sex, age, location), the possibility
of new relationships and hence new communities is
multiplied. An even more utopian argument is that
new, powerful communities will arise in cyberspace,

supplanting physi-
cal ones of the past,
and becoming to
an unprecedented
extent cohesive,
democratic, and
meaningful for its
members. Indeed,
Internet pioneer
and Lotus Corpo-
ration cofounder
Mitch Kapor sees
virtual communi-
ties ringing in at
last the Jefferson-
ian ideal of com-
munity. “Life in
cyberspace seems
to be shaping up
exactly like
Thomas Jefferson

would have wanted: founded on the primacy of indi-
vidual liberty and a commitment to pluralism, diver-
sity, and community” [2].

But all these theories have been based on personal
impressions, anecdotal evidence or case studies rather
than systematic investigation. We wanted to get a
broader, more objective picture of what is going on in
terms of friendship formation and community
involvement for the denizens of the Internet. (We use
the term Internet to encompass such aspects of cyber-
space as networked computers, computer bulletin
boards, and email.) Hence in late 1995 we carried out
a national random telephone survey which had among
its objectives to: compare “real-world” participation
for Internet users and non-users, and to examine
friendship creation via the Internet.

Our approach was to consider the perspectives of
five different Internet awareness/usage groups:

• Those not aware of the Internet, 
• Non-users who were aware of the Internet, 
• Former users, 
• Recent users—those who started using the Inter-

net in 1995, 
• Longtime users—those who started using the

Internet prior to 1995.

By comparing those who were on the Internet ver-
sus those who were not, and controlling statistically
for demonstrable demographic differences among user
categories [4], we would be in a position to see if, on
average, Internet users were less likely to belong to
various voluntary organizations, thus strengthening
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(355,322,323)

(1570,1494,1493)

(174,173,173)

(102,102,99)

(85,86,85)

Chi square = 10.9,
sig. = 0.2

(with 8 df)

Chi square = 51.8,
sig. <0.001
(with 8 df)

Chi square = 20.5,
sig. = 0.008
(with 8 df)

None 1 2+ None 1 2+ None 1 2+

Religious Leisure Community
Internet
Status of

Respondent

(Number of
respondents)

Percent belonging to group by type of group

Table 1. Membership in organizations by type and frequency 
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the hand of those who see the Internet as socially per-
nicious. Of course if they belonged to more organiza-
tions than their non-Internet-using counterparts, the
celebrationists would be supported. Likewise, by get-
ting a representative sample of Internet users to speak
about their experiences with friendship formation, we
would also have some more reliable views of what the
typical or majority experiences have been in this
regard, without having our understanding biased by a
few extraordinary reports.

Our October 1995 survey yielded 2,500 respon-

dents—8% reported being Internet users, 8%
reported being former Internet users, 68% reported
being aware of the Internet but not being users, and
16% reported not being aware of the Internet. The
sample of Internet users was augmented by a national
random telephone sample of 400 Internet users. Of
the total of 600 Internet users, 49% reported being
longtime Internet users. As a whole, our survey of
2,500 respondents closely matches socioeconomic
patterns of the U.S. population on key variables: com-
pared to 1990/91 U.S. Census data, our sample
reflects national averages in gender, ethnic mix, and
age, and is slightly wealthier and better educated. 

No Evidence of Internet Users Dropping
Out of Real Life
We explored respondents’ community involvement
in the real world by asking them how many reli-
gious, leisure, and community organizations they
belonged to.

Religious organizations: Our survey showed no
statistically significant differences across the five

awareness/usage categories in membership rates of
religious organizations. Fifty-six percent of respon-
dents reported belonging to one religious organiza-
tion, while a further 8% reported belonging to two or
more religious organizations. Statistically controlling
for demographic differences, such as age, education,
gender, race and income, still showed no differences in
religious organization membership rates among
awareness/usage groups.

Leisure organizations: Here we found that non-
users reported belonging to fewer organizations than

users, both former and current. Non-users who were
not aware of the Internet reported being members of
fewest leisure organizations—11% reported belonging
to one leisure organization and a further 13% belonged
to two or more leisure organizations. Non-users who
were aware of the Internet reported belonging to sig-
nificantly more leisure organizations—21% reported
belonging to one leisure organization and a further
19% belonged to two or more leisure organizations.

Reported membership rates for former and current
users were much higher—21% of former users re-
ported belonging to one leisure organization and 28%
to two or more; 24% of recent users reported belong-
ing to one leisure organization and 25% to two or
more; and 24% of longtime users reported belonging
to one leisure organization and 29% to two or more.
However when we statistically controlled for demo-
graphic variables, these differences disappeared.

Community organizations: The aggregate
responses to the question about membership of com-
munity organizations did not appear to display a pat-
tern relating to the awareness/usage categories. Those
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Stan
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Chi-
Square
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Error

Chi-
Square
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Error

Chi-
SquareEffect

Membership of
Community Organizations

Membership of
Religious Organizations

Membership of
Leisure Organizations

Populations = 56
Observations = 1649

Populations = 57
Observations = 1572

Populations = 57
Observations = 1568

*Definition of independent variables:  (i) Education – up to college (level 1) and college degree or better (level 2); (ii) Household income – up to 
$49,000 (level 1) and above $50,000 (level 2); (iii) Age – up to 39 (level 1) and above 40 (level 2); (iv) Gender – female (level 1) and male (level 2);
(v) Race – White/Asian (level 1) and Black/Hispanic (level 2); and (vi) Internet usage – non-user (level 1) and user (level 2).

Table 2. Multivariate logit models of organization membership



who were not aware of the Internet and recent users
appeared to belong to the fewest community organiza-
tions. Of the first group, 16% reported belonging to one
community organization and a further 12% belonged to
two or more community organizations; of recent users,
19% reported belonging to one community organiza-
tion and 12% to two or more organizations.

Non-users who were aware of the Internet and for-
mer users belonged to more community organiza-
tions. Of the non-users who were aware of the Internet
group, 23% reported belonging to one community
organization and 14% belonged to two or more com-
munity organizations; of former users, 24% reported
belonging to one community organization and 14%
to two or more organizations.

Longtime Internet users reported belonging to
most community organizations—27% reported

belonging to one organi-
zation and a further 22%
to two or more. Overall,
the survey results provide
no evidence that Internet
users belong to fewer
community organizations
(see Table 1).

Controlling for demo-
graphic effects: Membership rates of
religious, leisure and community orga-
nizations are known to relate to demo-
graphic factors such as age, household
income and educational level, and so
our reported membership rates need to
be interpreted in the light of the differ-
ences in demographic characteristics of
the five awareness/usage groups [4] (see
Table 2). Using statistical (logit) mod-
els to control for the important demo-
graphic effects and excluding former
users, we found that there was no dif-
ference in the membership rates of reli-
gious, leisure and community
organizations by users and non-users of
the Internet at the 0.05 level. (Using
SAS’s categorical model program, we
did find that longtime users were
slightly more likely to belong to “real-
world” community organizations than
recent users, but only at the 0.08 level
of significance.)

The Internet is Augmenting
Involvement in Existing 
Communities
Our survey of social involvement asked

current users about the extent they used the Internet
to contact family members, their participation in
Internet communities, and the impact of Internet
usage on the time they spent with friends and fam-
ily either face-to-face or by phone.

Contact with family members: An area where the
Internet appeared to have a significant impact on
social involvement was communications with family
members where just under half the users reported con-
tacting family members at least once or twice. Long-
time users reported contacting family members more
often than recent members. Thirty-five percent of
longtime users reported contacting family members
at least several times a month, twice the proportion of
recent users (see Table 3).

Participation in Internet communities: We also
asked users the extent they participated in Internet
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Recent Internet user

Longtime Internet user

Chi square = 50.8, sig. <0.001 (with 4 df)
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19

5
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100 (308)

100 (293)

Have you ever 
contacted family
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Internet (in percent)?

Several
times
/week

or more

Several
times

/month

Several
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/year

Once
or

twice
only

Never
(Number

of
respondents)

Table 3. Amount of contact with family members via Internet

Yes

No

Number of respondents

Chi square = 16.1, sig. = 0.001 (with 3 df)

9

91
13

87

                          

22

78

100 (87)

27

73

100 (44)

Self-assessed expertise level
Percent who know

people only through 
Internet that are 

considered friends
(number of respondents) Novice Average Above

average Excellent

100 (248) 100 (222)

Table 4. Proportion of people known only through Internet by expertise level

1 – 5

6 or more

Subtotal of respondents
making friends

Percent of respondents
making friendships

 Total number of 
respondents in sample

41

59

100 (17)

21

(82)

27

73

100 (11)

14

(78)

73

27

100 (22)

17

(132)

61

39

100 (31)

10

(308)

Chi square = 8.0, sig. = 0.05 (with 3 df)

Number of Internet
friendships made

(number of respondents)
Pre-1993 1993 1994 1995

Table 5. Number of Internet friendships made by time first joined Internet



communities. Again we found a significant degree of
participation—31% of longtime users and 17% of
recent users reported doing so. The distribution of the
number of communities belonged to for both long-
time and recent users was not statistically different
(Chi square = 3.6, sig. = 0.6, with 5 degrees of free-
dom). Of those who reported participating in various
Internet communities, 58% participated in one or two
communities, 28% participated in three or four com-
munities, and 14% participated in five or more com-
munities.

Change in face-to-face/phone communications:

For the vast majority of both longtime and recent
users, use of the Internet did not appear to have much
impact on the time spent with friends and family. The
two groups’ views were not statistically different.
Eighty-eight percent of users reported that the time
spent with friends and family face-to-face or by phone
since they started using Internet had not changed. The
same proportions (6%) of users reported they spent
more time with friends and family face-to-face or by
phone, as those who spent less time.

The Internet Is Emerging as a Medium for
Friendship Creation
Friendship formation: As part of our survey, we
asked Internet users whether they knew people only
through the Internet whom they considered their
friends. Of our 601 Internet users, a significant
minority (82 respondents, 14% of our sample of
Internet users) reported knowing people in this way.

Propensity to form friendships through the Inter-
net appeared to relate more strongly to general mea-

sures of Internet usage and experience, rather than
demographic variables. For example, those with self-
identified higher Internet skill levels appeared more
likely to make Internet friends. Nine percent of
novices, 13% of those with average skill levels, 22%
of those with above average skill levels, and 27% of
those with excellent skill levels reported making
Internet friendships.

Somewhat surprisingly, we found no statistical rela-
tionships between propensity to make friends and a
wide range of measures of traditional forms of social
connectedness and measures of personality attributes

(see Table 4). This perhaps points to the Internet de-
emphasizing the importance of sociability and person-
ality differences.

Number of friendships formed: For the 81 users
who reported establishing friendships via the Internet,
a substantial proportion said they had made numerous
friendships. Thirty percent of the group (24 respon-
dents) reported having established friendships with 1
to 3 people, 40% (32 respondents) with 4 to 10 peo-
ple, 22% (18 respondents) with 11 to 30 people, and
9% (7 respondents) with 31 or more people. The best
predictor of the number of friends made was again a
general measure of Internet usage. Longtime users
reported making more friends. In our sample, 59% of
the pre-1993 group and 73% of the 1993 group
reported establishing 6 or more friendships through
the Internet, as compared to only 27% of the 1994
group and 39% of the 1995 group (see Table 5). 

Internet friendships leading to meetings: A
majority of people who reported making friends
through the Internet met one or more of them. Of the
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Internet skills appear to be the most important
determinant of friendship formation, eclipsing 
personality characteristics such as sociability,

extroversion, and willingness to take risks.



81 respondents who reported making friends via the
Internet, 60% reported meeting one or more of these
friends. Those reporting higher numbers of Internet
friends were more likely to have met at least one of
them. Of those with 1–4 Internet friends, only 29%
reported meeting at least one of their Internet friends,
whereas 74% of those with 5–12 Internet friends and
79% of those with more than 12 Internet friends
reported meeting at least one of them in person. 

Number of friends met: For the 49 users who
reported meeting Internet friends, a substantial num-
ber of meetings were reported. Thirty-seven percent
of the group (18 respondents) reported meeting with
1 to 3 Internet friends, 29% (14 respondents) with 4
to 10 Internet friends, 22% (11 respondents) with 11
to 30 Internet friends, and 12% (6 respondents) met
with 31 or more Internet friends. Excluding one user
who reported meeting 50 of his/her 500 Internet
friends, the proportions of friends met to friends
known was nearly 65%. This proportion appeared to
be completely independent of the number of Internet
friends known.

Although it is always dangerous to extrapolate, we
will do so nonetheless. Based on the data, it would be
our guess that perhaps two million new face-to-face
meetings have taken place due to participation on the
Internet. We do not know, since we did not ask, what
the purpose of these meetings might have been (dat-
ing services, support groups, hobbyists, political
activism?). We hope to explore questions along these
lines in our future work.

Pessimism for Pessimistic Theories
Based on our national snapshot, we found no support
for the pessimistic theories of the effects of cyber-
space on community involvement. When control-
ling for demographic differences between users and
non-users, we found no statistical differences in par-
ticipation rates in religious, leisure, and community
organizations.

Moreover, the Internet appeared to augment exist-
ing traditional social connectivity. Just under half of
Internet users reported contacting family members at
least once or twice via the Internet. A significant
minority of users also reported participating in Inter-
net communities. In addition, the vast majority of
both longtime and recent users reported that time
spent with friends and family in face-to-face contact
or by phone had not changed since they started using
the Internet.

Further, our survey suggests that the Internet is
emerging as a medium for cultivating friendships
which, in a majority of cases, lead to meetings in the
real world. The Internet is currently a medium where

Internet skills appear to be the most important deter-
minant of friendship formation, eclipsing personality
characteristics such as sociability, extroversion, and
willingness to take risks.

Like any other communication technology, people
can (and will) use the Internet for both constructive
and destructive purposes. There will inevitably be
more “bad outcome” stories about social contacts made
through the Internet. But we found in our survey a
huge proportion of face-to-face meetings that presum-
ably had no disastrous outcomes like the examples
cited in the beginning of this article. We also found—
due to people’s Internet activities, the formation of
many new friendships, the creation of senses of com-
munity, and reports of voluminous contact with fam-
ily members. In sum, although the “Jeffersonian ideal”
may not be realized, a high proportion of Internet users
are engaging in lots of social contact and communica-
tion with friends and family. Many family members
are keeping in touch and new friendships are being
formed. Far from creating a nation of strangers, the
Internet is creating a nation richer in friendships and
social relationships.  
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