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ARE NEW MEDIA AFFECTING 

OUR RELATIONSHIPS?
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• Distracting us from important relationships.

Why We Might Worry
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“What a strange 
practice it is… that a 
man should sit down to 
his breakfast table and, 
instead of conversing 
with his wife, and 
children, hold before his 
face a sort of screen on 
which is inscribed a 
world-wide gossip”

Charles Cooley, 1909
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Why We Might Worry

• Undermining our sense of morality.

“Extensive use of electricity is 
corrupting the morals of the 
young”. 

Nov 25, 1888 
New York Times 
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“Women of refinement and 
exquisite moral training addicted 
to the use of the wheel… 
detrimental to the advancement 
of morality, nay even its 
stability”. 

May 16, 1899

Chicago Daily Tribune

Why We Might Worry

• Increasing inequality.



Challenge of Studying New Technology 

and Social Change
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NEW TECHNOLOGY

is supplanting the

MUNDANE

through

INNOVATION

SOCIOLOGY

is piercing the

MUNDANE

to reveal the splendor of the

OBVIOUS

Note: These quotes were inspired by Myron Orleans (2000) and Bill Moyers. 



• Technology is ever 

changing, whereas 

we can only 

understand how a 

technology has 

changed society 

once it has become 

mundane.

Therein Lies the Problem
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“We expect more from 
technology and less 
from one another and 
seem increasingly 
drawn to technologies 
that provide the illusion 
of companionship 
without the demands 
of relationship.” 

April 21, 2012

The New York Times

Why We Might Worry



COMMUNITY
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• Current alarm about new 
technologies the result of 
selective perception of the 
present; nostalgia for a perfect 
pastoral past that never was. 

• Dims awareness of the 
powerful stresses and 
cleavages that have always 
pervaded human society. 

• In idealizing the past and 
bemoaning the present, 
scholars have neglected to 
recognize how the structure of 
community is changing with 
technology change.

Was the Grass Ever That Green?
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Statue by Tommy Steele of Eleanor Rigby, Stanley Street, 

Liverpool, sitting alone on a park bench and dedicated to “All 

the Lonely People” – the Beatles (Lennon & McCartney, 1965)

Image Copyright Peter Tarleton



• Theories about the changing nature of community prominent in the 
work of early sociologists interested in urbanization (Khaldun 1377; 
Tönnies 1887; Simmel 1903; Park 1916), economic change (Marx 
1867), industrialization (Durkheim 1893), and religious change 
(Weber 1904).

• A common narrative that originates from the earliest observations of 
community: 
• As new information, communication and transportation technology 

emerged, people were able to move and communicate across space 
with reduced time, friction and cost.

• As each technology allowed us to further overcome geography and 
place there was an interval of crises in community.
• Loss of kinship relations

• Strong ties replaced by weak ties

• Exchange over trust

• Diversity over cohesion

• Individualism over tradition 

• Distant over local

The Mobility Narrative
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Pre-industrial Community

Home & Work

Strong Ties

Weak Ties

Typified by:

• Local

• Densely-knit

• Few foci of activity

• Shared institutions 

(e.g., church)

• Low diversity

• Ascribed relations

• Stable network: born 

into and remain with 

your community

Affords:

• Generalized 

reciprocity

• High watchfulness

• High conformity

• Particularized trust

• Collective authority &

repressive sanctions

Traditional community structure. Medieval Europe, 

before the industrial revolution; mid-19th century

United States, before widespread urbanization.
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Post-industrial Community

Home & Work

Strong Ties

Weak Ties

Typified by:

• Local

• Densely-knit

• Few foci of activity

• Shared institutions 

(e.g., church)

• Low diversity

• Ascribed relations

• Stable network: born 

into and remain with 

your community

Affords:

• Generalized 

reciprocity

• High watchfulness

• High conformity

• Particularized trust

• Collective authority & 

repressive sanctions

A new structure afforded by changes to communication 

and transportation technology – modernity
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Post-industrial Community

Strong Ties

Weak Ties

Kin

Workplace

Voluntary groups

Neighborhood

Typified by:

• Mobility

• Less local

• Less dense

• More diverse

• More ties

• Multiple foci, non-

overlapping

• Voluntary relationship

• Less stable network

Affords:

• Direct reciprocity

• Formal exchange

• Low watchfulness

• High surveillance

• Low conformity

• Generalized trust

• Centralized authority

A new structure afforded by changes to communication 

and transportation technology – modernity

New workplace New neighborhood

At first, the Internet did not fundamentally change 

this structure, it further reduced the constraints of 

distance and time – the mobility narrative.
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Persistent–Pervasive Community

Strong Ties

Weak Ties

Kin

Old workplace

Voluntary groups

Old neighborhood

New communication and information technology afford 

a hybrid structure – meta-modernity

New workplace New neighborhood

Typified by:

• Less mobility

• Glocal (more local)

• More dense

• Multiple foci, non-

overlapping (context 

collapse)

• Increased stability

• More diverse (?)

• More ties (?)

Affords:

• Pervasive awareness

• Tie persistence

• Return of repressive 

sanctions?

• Decline in 

generalized trust?



THE CONSEQUENCES OF 

PERSISTENT–PERVASIVE 

COMMUNITY?
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• As the Internet became mundane and as social media becomes 

ubiquitous, it affords changes to the structure of community.

• Like variation in the design of objects (Gibson 1979) and the 

interaction between people and technologies (Norman, 1988), 

variation in community structure affords different outcomes.

• It’s as much about studying the affordances of the structure of 

community as it is about studying the affordances of technology.

Something Has Changed
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• Beneficial outcomes associated with the use of social 

media, mobile phones, etc.

• Less likely to be socially isolated; no close confidants.

• Larger number of close ties

• Internet users have 14% more close ties.

• Facebook users have 9% more.

• Compare this to other known contributors to core network size

• Women have 15% more.

• University degree 12% more.

Larger Core Network
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Source: Based on surveys of US adults conducted in collaboration with Pew Research. 

Hampton et al. (2009; 2011; 2017).



• Internet users overall, and social media users in 

particular, report knowing people from a large range of 

social positions. They know more people from low to high 

social status. 

• 7% higher bridging social capital: Internet users.

• 7% more: Typical Facebook user, compared to other Internet users.

• Social media users more likely to have a cross-party 

political discussion partner.
• 61% more likely to report a cross-party discussion tie.

More Diverse Network
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• Could it be that social media users are simply better off 

socially to start with?

• Controlling for the overall size of their social networks, 

number of close confidants, diversity of their close 

confidants and diversity of overall network.

• Facebook users report higher levels of perceived social support.

• companionship, equivalent to influence of being married; 

• emotional support, equivalent to half the influence of being married. 

• Not clear if use adds network diversity and other social 

resources, or if use increases awareness of existing 

resources. 

More Social Support
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• There may also be less desirable or mixed outcomes.

• Awareness of some types of social information can 

contribute to undesirable outcomes. 

• It might increase stress.

• Reduce political deliberation.

Less Desirable Outcomes?
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PROBLEMATIC 

AWARENESS?

Keith N Hampton                                              www.mysocialnetwork.net                                      Twitter: @mysocnet



• Do all those little bits of information add up to anything?

• Part of a study on the relationship between technology use and 
stress.
• Stress – a state where an individual lacks the ability or the resources 

to adapt or cope with demands. 

• What is the causal mechanism for how technology use contributes to 
stress? Increased time demands? 

• Large, random sample of US adults. 
• Cohen’s Perceived Stress Scale (PSS).

• An assessment of risk for psychological disorders related to stress, such as 
anxiety and depression, as well as physical illness, such as cardiovascular 
disease.

• Ten questions on the degree to which individuals feel their lives are 
overloaded, unpredictable and uncontrollable. 

• Self-reported measures of frequency of use of different technologies 
(e.g., email, Instagram, text messaging, Facebook posts, Facebook 
commenting etc.)  

Awareness of Network Life Events
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Source: Based on surveys of US adults conducted in collaboration with Pew Research. 

Hampton et al. (2015 & 2016).



• Tested the relationship between frequency of technology 

use and stress.

• Men

• No relationship to psychological stress for any uses of social media, 

mobile phones, or the internet more broadly.  

• Women

• Lower levels of stress the more pictures they shared through their 

mobile phones, the more emails they sent and received, and the more 

frequently they used Twitter. 

• A woman with average use of these communication technologies scores 

21% lower on the PSS than a woman who does not use these 

technologies at all.

• Social sharing? Time management? Supportive exchange?

Stress and Technology
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Source: Based on surveys of US adults conducted in collaboration with Pew Research. 

Hampton et al. (2015 & 2016).



• Another type of stress: social stress

• Typically a result of stressful life experiences (having a child, 

getting married, losing a job, etc).

• Major life events: external forces, difficult to control.

• No reason to assume that social media users experience more 

major life events than anyone else, but maybe they are more 

aware of stressful events in other people’s lives.

• Social media increases stress because it increases awareness 

of other people’s stress.

Awareness as a Mediator
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Social 
Media

Awareness Stress



• We asked participants if they knew someone – other than 

themselves – who had experienced any of a dozen ‘major life 

events’ in the past 12 months. 

• And, if the person was someone close, or an acquaintance they 

were not very close with.

• 12 events were taken from an established inventory of major life 

events (Turner and Wheaton, 1995).

• Events were selected to vary based on likelihood of occurrence 

(ranking form high to low).

Studying Social Stress
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both close weak 

started a new job 57.1 45.8 54.8

moved or changed homes 55.5 42.9 53.3

became pregnant, gave birth, or adopted a child 53.6 36.8 52.0

hospitalized or a serious accident or injury 49.6 37.8 48.0

became engaged or married 49.5 32.6 48.2

fired or laid off 42.3 26.9 40.3

experienced the death of a child, partner, or spouse 36.4 23.8 35.0

had a child move out or back into the house 35.7 28.4 34.4

went through a marital separation or divorce 31.1 18.9 30.0

experienced a demotion or pay cut at work 26.2 18.2 25.2

accused of or arrested for a crime 22.4 10.8 21.8

victim of a robbery or physical assault 22.0 13.9 21.3

Mean number 4.8 3.4 4.6



• On average, women are aware of more major events in 

the lives of the people around then – especially close ties 

(approx. 20% more).

• Younger people and those with more education are also more 

aware.

Who is Most Aware?
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I’m ignoring youA

I don’t careB

I’m not listeningC

All of the aboveD



• For men and women, different technologies predict awareness 
of others’ major life events. 

• Women and close ties: 
• Pinterest, online photo sharing, larger number of Facebook friends.

• At average levels of use, aware of 29% more events than non-user. 

• Men and close ties:
• Pinterest, text messaging, LinkedIn, Facebook commenting.

• At average levels of use, aware of 67% more events than non-user.

• Women and all ties: 
• Online photo sharing, larger number of Facebook friends, ‘Liking’ 

Facebook content.

• At average levels of use, aware of 30% more events than non-user.

• Men and all ties:
• Text messaging, email, larger number of Facebook friends, ‘Liking’ 

Facebook content

• At average levels of use, aware of 33% more events than non-user.

Social Media Amplifies Awareness
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• Awareness of undesirable events associated with higher stress, other 
events are neutral – the ‘cost of caring’ (Kessler and McLeod, 1984).

• Women affected by a larger range of unfortunate events than men.

• Women and the cost of caring:

• ↑ 10%: an acquaintance accused of or arrested for a crime. 

• ↑ 9%: someone close experienced the death of a child, partner, or spouse.

• ↑ 9%: someone close demoted or pay cut at work.

• ↑ 8%: someone close accused of or arrested for a crime.

• ↑ 5%: someone close experienced a serious accident or injury. 

• Men and the cost of caring:
• ↑ 15%: someone close to them had been accused of or arrested or a crime.

• ↑ 12%: an acquaintance demoted or pay cut at work. 

• Given the larger number of events related to women’s stress, and the 
higher level of awareness that women have of major events in other 
people’s lives, the cost of caring is a cost especially felt by women. 

The Cost of Caring
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• The relationship between social media use and 

awareness applies to social resources and network life 

events, but what about awareness of others’ opinions?

• One might assume that higher awareness of opinions is a common 

good. 

• Opinion awareness might be the result of deliberation, or it might 

lead to political conversation.

• And maybe, it builds understanding, tolerance, political knowledge, 

and political participation.

• The legitimacy of democratic decisions is based on deliberation, 

not simply the procedure of voting.

Awareness of Political Opinions
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Social Media and Democracy
• Some evidence of a correlation between social media use 

and political participation. 

• Compared to someone who uses Facebook a couple of times per 
week, someone who uses the platform multiple times per day is: 

• More than twice as likely to have attended a political rally or 
meeting.

• 40% more likely to have said they voted or intend to vote.

• Some evidence to suggest that social media has aided in 
collective action in the Middle East and elsewhere (Tufekci & 
Wilson 2012, Hussain & Howard 2013).

• Democratic participation ≠ deliberation.

• Little empirical evidence that for most people, social media 
have increased exposure to information on political issues, 
opened up new opportunities for everyday political 
conversation, or reduced the barriers to sharing opinions.    
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• Awareness is not always good for deliberation.

• Much opinion homophily is assumed based on stereotypes and 

attitudinal projections. Pervasive contact and persistent 

relationships increase awareness of diversity on a range of topics. 

• If awareness of opinion diversity increases, may feel they hold a 

minority opinion and self-censor out of fear of isolation or reprisal 

(Noelle-Neumann 1974). 

• Awareness of dissonant information on one topic may reduce 

perceived homophily and increase cognitive dissonance and 

perceived risk of discussing political issues. 

• The structure of persistent-pervasive community may increase 

possibility/perception of extreme isolation or reprisal.

How Social Media Might Silence 

Conversation
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Spiral of Silence
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• Silence is domain specific.

• Response to awareness may vary by reference group / audience 

(Oshagan 1996).

• Reference groups / audiences of stronger ties less likely to induce fear 

of isolation or reprisal.

• e.g., A person might be willing to have a discussion with family over 

dinner if they suspect family members agree with their opinion. But, 

the same person might not be willing to speak out at work if they do 

not expect agreement with coworkers.



Studying Political Conversations 

• Aug-Sept 2013: Random digit dial (including mobile phones) 

survey in English and Spanish of 1,801 U.S. adults (Internet and 

non-Internet users) conducted in collaboration with the Pew 

Research Center.

• Wanted to know where people get their news about important public 

issues. Do people get news on public affairs through social media? 

• How willing people are to discuss a political issue in different social 

contexts: public meetings, at home, at work, with close friends, online.

• How social media use is related to information exposure and willingness 

to join conversations about a political issue. 

• Focused on one example of a political issue of recent national 

importance, revelations by Edward Snowden about the U.S. 

government’s surveillance program to collect meta data on 

telephone calls, emails and other online communications.
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Source: Based on surveys of US adults conducted in collaboration with Pew Research. 

Hampton et al. (2015 & 2017).



• By focusing on one specific, current issue, we reduce 

error associated with self-reported recall of past events. 

And we eliminate the “Kardashian problem” in how social 

media users define “news”.

• Our analysis is based on 1,060 participants who identified 

themselves as users of either Facebook (89.4%) and/or Twitter 

(20.8%).

• Used a path model (aka structural equation model) to:

• Formally model the mediating role of awareness.

• Model the possibility of a mediating role for opinion strength that 

overcomes any influence of awareness, spiral of silence, etc.

More on why we did what we did
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New Opportunities for Discussion?

Willing to Voice Opinion
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• 86% willing to join 

the conversation 

in person.

• 42% willing to join 

the conversation 

online.



New Opportunities for Discussion?
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‘Awareness’ is the important difference 

between social media users and others 
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• Frequency of Facebook use has a direct negative relationship 
to willingness to discuss a political issue in-person, at 
community meetings, in the workplace, and out with friends.
• Example: When compared to an infrequent user (a few times per 

week), the average Facebook user (multiple times per day) reported 
scores that were 31% lower on our “willingness to discuss” scale for 
political issues at work.

• Some specific uses, such as using Facebook for information on 
a political issue associated with even lower willingness to have 
in-person conversations in the workplace and at home with 
family. 
• Example: When compared to an infrequent Facebook user who 

received only a little political information, the average Facebook user 
who also received a lot of political information on Facebook reported 
scores that were 113% lower on our “willingness to discuss” scale for 
political issues at work.

• Frequent use of Twitter has a negative relationship to 
willingness to discuss in the workplace.

Findings
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• Perceived agreement lower with some reference groups:

• Frequency of Facebook use related to lower perceived agreement 

with coworkers.  

• Frequency of Twitter use related to higher perceived agreement 

with friends (the ties you choose), but use of Twitter for political 

information associated with lower perceived agreement with family 

(the ties you don’t choose).

• Example: Compared to an infrequent user, the average 

Facebook users scored 20% lower on our measure of 

perceived agreement with coworkers. 

Findings
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• Evidence of a spiral of silence:

• In addition to direct, negative relationships between Facebook use 

and willingness to discuss political issue.

• Frequent Facebook users, as a result of lower levels of perceived 

agreement with coworkers, are less likely to discuss political issues 

in the workplace.

• Example, direct effect of social media use plus mediated 

effect of awareness. 

• When compared to an infrequent user, the average Facebook user 

perceives less agreement and reported scores that were 51% lower 

on our “willingness to discuss” scale for political issue at work (31% 

without spiral of silence).

Findings
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FINAL THOUGHTS
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• Enjoy the embrace of family, friends and acquaintances 
throughout the life course.

• ‘Dormant ties’ may never truly be dormant.

• More close ties for companionship, support, etc. (bonding social 
capital). 

• More weak ties, and better awareness of diversity for access to jobs, 
unique information, etc. (bridging social capital).

• Suffer the embrace of family, friends and acquaintances 
throughout the life course.

• New uncertainties as a result of new found diversity. 

• Increasingly experience the ‘cost of caring’. 

• Other long term social trends…?

• Higher levels of empathy and trust?

• Return of collective group control, and repressive sanctions?

• Loss of generalized trust in exchange for particularized trust?

Life Under the Conditions of 

Persistent-Pervasive Community
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THANK  YOU

Paper archive: 

https://www.mysocialnetwork.net/downloads/offprint/

Contact:

khampton@msu.edu
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