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This study examines what types of Internet use are related to social capital in today’s
China, using data from the 2017 Chinese General Social Survey. It distinguishes the
intensity (the time spent on the Internet) and five types (communication, publicity,
entertainment, information, and business) of Internet use and investigates their
relationships with two distinct types of social capital—network capital and participatory
capital that stress interpersonal networks and participation in social organizations,
respectively. The intensity of Internet use shows a curvilinear relationship with network
capital but displays no relationship with participatory capital. On average, its positive
relationship with network capital turns negative after the threshold of 18.6 hours per week.
Internet use for communication, publicity, and business is positively related to network
capital, and that for publicity and business is positively related to participatory capital.
Using the Internet for information and entertainment shows no relationship with either
network or participatory capital.
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Introduction

Scholars have long been debating the impact of the Internet on social capital
(Domabhiti 2018; Kim, Wang, and Oh 2016; Liu, Ainsworth, and Baumeister
2016; Neves 2013; Neves and Fonseca 2015; Nowland, Necka, and Cacioppo
2018; Orben and Przybylski 2019; Primack et al. 2017; Shensa et al. 2020;
Wellman et al. 2001). Social capital is a relational concept and generally refers
to various benefits embedded in or derived from social relations (Adler and
Kwon 2002; Carpiano and Moore 2020; Rykov, Koltsova, and Sinyavskaya
2020). It can be useful for both individuals and collectives. It provides
individuals with essential instrumental and emotional resources and also
represents a key indicator of healthy civil societies. There have been
competing and even conflicting perspectives on the impact of the Internet on
social capital. Pessimists claim that the Internet has a detrimental effect on
social capital in a society (Adorjan and Ricciardelli 2021; Nie 2001; Orben
and Przybylski 2019; Primack et al. 2017; Shensa et al. 2020; Turkle 2011;
Twenge 2017), because it takes people away from their families, communities,
and face-to-face communications. In contrast, optimists contend that the
effect may actually be beneficial (Domahiti 2018; Hampton and Wellman
2018; Kim et al. 2016; Neves 2013; Neves and Fonseca 2015; Wellman et al.
2001), as the Internet offers novel and effective channels of communication
that facilitate the maintenance and creation of social ties.

It may not be helpful to assess the impact of the Internet broadly,
however. People use the Internet for different purposes and the Internet
provides distinct types of services, including social activities such as emails,
chatting, and other online communications, and asocial activities such as web
surfing, online gaming, and watching online videos. Different Internet
services may bring about differing impacts on social capital (Nowland et al.
2018). The inconclusive findings about the impact of the Internet may be
partly due to the conflation of distinct uses. This study thus specifically
distinguishes five major services of the Internet used by individuals,
including communication, publicity, entertainment, information, and
business.

The idea of social capital has been employed widely to conceptualize the
importance of social relations. However, not all scholars have the same idea
in mind when they discuss social capital (Adler and Kwon 2002; Carpiano
and Moore 2020). There are two major components that constitute the



Does Internet Use Promote or Inhibit Social Capital? Empirical Evidence from the 227
2017 Chinese General Social Survey

general concept of social capital. The first component is from the perspective
of individuals and stresses the importance of social relations to the
individual. This can be called “network capital” and refers to “relations with
family members, friends, neighbors and workmates that significantly provide
companionship, emotional aid, goods and services, information, and a sense
of belonging” (Wellman et al. 2001, p. 437). The second component is from
the perspective of collectives and highlights the importance of social relations
to a collective. It can be termed “participatory capital” and defined as
“involvement in politics and voluntary organizations that affords
opportunities for people to bond, create joint accomplishments, and
aggregate and articulate their demands and desires” (Wellman et al. 2001, p.
437).

The Internet has rapidly infiltrated the lives of Chinese citizens, but it
remains an empirically open question with respect to how and which types of
Internet use promotes or inhibits social capital in Chinese society. This study
is an attempt to fill this lacuna. It both distinguishes the types of Internet use
and the types of social capital and examines the nuanced connections
between them. The data collected in the 2017 Chinese General Social Survey
(CGSS) provide a rare opportunity for the investigation of this important
question. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the 2017 CGSS is the latest
available national survey that collected rich data on both Internet use and
social capital in China.

Relationship between Internet Use and Network Capital

Network capital includes both strong ties, such as those with family
members, relatives, and close friends, and weak ties, such as those with
acquaintances. Strong and weak ties often bring about distinct benefits for
individuals, identified as “bonding” and “bridging,” respectively (Aksar et al.
2020; Hampton 2011; Putnam 2000). Strong ties are more homogenous and
thus often lack diversity, but they are a key source of essential social and
emotional support. Although strong ties make up only a small part of people’s
tull social networks in terms of quantity, they are of great importance. They
provide a broad range of “bonding” resources, including emotional aid,
companionship, and help on a daily basis as well as during adverse events. In
contrast, weak ties are usually acquaintances and show more diversity and
heterogeneity. These ties can bridge heterogeneous groups and offer an
individual access to more diversified resources, such as novel information not
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available in tight-knit strong ties. “Bridging” resources originating from weak
ties lead to wider opportunities for new information and greater open-
mindedness.

The bonding aspect of social capital captures the intensity of one’s social
interactions, while the bridging aspect of social capital captures the diversity
of one’s social networks. Internet use may have differing effects on the
“bonding” and “bridging” benefits of social ties. This literature generally
suggests that the Internet may promote contact with weak ties of
acquaintanceship but depress the development of strong ties (Orben and
Przybylski 2019; Primack et al. 2017; Shensa et al. 2020). For instance,
McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Brashears (2006) indicate that the use of the
Internet is one major reason for the decline in strong ties to core confidants.
According to them, the Internet encourages social networks to expand
outward, but it detracts from deeper connections with relatives and close
friends in local spaces. The Internet extends geographically dispersed weak
ties at the expense of more intensive localized ties. The Internet may have a
de-personalizing effect as online communications lose important social cues
and contexts, compared to richer face-to-face interactions. Online
communications tend to create relatively shallow social relationships and
thus depress the intensity of social interactions. Other scholars find that the
use of the Internet is associated with a decline in face-to-face interactions and
communication with family members (Olds and Schwartz 2010; Sigman
2009). Online time is found to replace time spent with friends and family and
create greater social isolation (Nie 2001; Orben and Przybylski 2019; Primack
et al. 2017; Shensa et al. 2020). Therefore, the existing literature seems to
indicate that although the Internet may foster greater network diversity, it
negatively affects network intensity.

Hypothesis 1-1: Internet use has a positive effect on network diversity
and a negative effect on network intensity.

However, it is also likely that Internet use is beneficial for both network
diversity and intensity. The Internet frees people from the constraints of
geography and schedule. It gives rise to “networked individualism” (Rainie
and Wellman 2012; Wellman 2001) that creates networked individuals who
can develop social ties that are both localized and distant. Those who are
interested in maintaining and expanding their strong and weak ties now have
a powerful medium that is both convenient and efficient (Aksar et al. 2020;
Hampton and Wellman 2018; Liu et al. 2016). These novel communication
technologies have made our social relationships both more persistent and
more pervasive (Hampton 2016). Many strong ties may face the risk of losing
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strength due to key life course events such as moving, graduation, and
marriage. The Internet helps sustain the intensity of interactions with much
less cost. Additionally, the Internet provides rich information about “the
interests, location, opinions, and activities embedded in the everyday life
events of one’s social ties” (Hampton 2016, p. 103). The higher level of
awareness of others’ background, opinions, and daily activities made possible
by the Internet also help deepen one’s familiarity with others. They allow
people to find a large network and to effectively manage a variety of ties
(Hogan and Quan-Haase 2010; Liu et al. 2016). Furthermore, interactions on
the Internet do not necessarily replace face-to-face interactions. They may
supplement face-to-face interactions with family members and close friends
and fill communication gaps between face-to-face meetings (Kim et al. 2016;
Wellman et al. 2001). It is possible that frequent interactions on the Internet
promotes mutual understanding and thus actually result in more face-to-face
meetings. Hence, Internet use may have positive effects on both network
intensity and network diversity. The Internet provides tools that not only
allow individuals to build and manage more diverse weak ties but also
provide more opportunities to maintain intensive strong ties.

Hypothesis 1-2: Internet use has a positive effect on both network
diversity and network intensity.

Given the contested effect of Internet use on network capital in the
existing literature, we propose a set of competing hypotheses 1-1 and 1-2 and
will test which perspective is more consistent with the reality in Chinese
society today.

Relationship between Internet Use and Participatory Capital

While the first component of social capital focuses on interpersonal relations
among individuals, the second component, participatory capital, stresses the
utility of social networks for collective endeavors. Participatory capital, such
as volunteering and participation in social activities, is essential for an active
and healthy civil society. It also gives individuals a voice in public affairs and
can promote generalized trust (Putnam 2000; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady
1995). Existing studies show competing perspectives on the effect of the
Internet on participatory capital (de Zuiiga, Jung, and Valenzuela 2012; Lee
2020). On the one hand, the use of the Internet may create more
participatory capital by helping people become more informed, find common
interests, mobilize for associative activities more easily (Lee 2020; Yamamoto,
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Nah, and Bae 2020). The Internet provides a public space for people with
shared interests to find and communicate with each other, and helps
overcome the limitations of distance and time (Kahne and Bowyer 2018; Lee
2020).

Hypothesis 2-1: Internet use has a positive effect on participatory capital.

On the other hand, Internet use is also found to contribute to a decline
in civic engagement (Guriev, Melnikov, and Zhuravskaya 2021). It may also
depress civic participation by fostering superficial relationships, giving rise to
social media “addiction,” and distracting people from collective activities and
public affairs (Adorjan and Ricciardelli 2021; Turkle 2011). Furthermore, by
facilitating global communication and involvement, Internet use reduces
interest in the local community and its activities (Nie 2001; Nie, Hillygus, and
Erbring 2002).

Hypothesis 2-2: Internet use has a negative effect on participatory capital.

Finally, there are also studies that hold a more neutral view on the effect
of Internet use because the positive and negative effects cancel each other out.
For example, some meta-data analyses do not establish that Internet use has
any substantial impact on civil engagement (Boulianne 2009).

Hypothesis 2-3: Internet use has no significant effect on participatory
capital.

Hence, the effect of Internet use on participatory capital is also contested
in the existing literature. Empirical analysis is needed to adjudicate the
competing hypotheses.

Contingent Effect of Internet Use on Social Capital

The relationship between Internet use and social capital may vary depending
on the type of social capital. Moreover, factors such as the type of Internet
use, intensity of Internet use, and user characteristics may also affect the
specific links between Internet use and social capital. It is not the technology
per se that affects individuals’ social capital but is the specific ways in which
individuals use the Internet that matter (Valenzuela, Park, and Kee 2009).
The key to the impact of Internet use is what resources individuals choose to
consume and what kinds of content they expose themselves to (Campante,
Durante, and Andrea 2021). Scholars have noticed a variety of motivations
underlying Internet use and come up with different classifications of use
types.

Here we provide an overview of various classifications in the literature.
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Norris and Jones (1998) identified four types of Internet use including
research (using the Internet for e-mail and investigative purposes),
consumption (shopping online and using the Internet as a financial and
travel resource), expression (discussing views or expressing opinions via
bulletin boards, newsgroups, and chat rooms), and partying (going online to
play games and be entertained). Shah, Kwak, and Holbert (2001) broke down
Internet use into four major types such as social recreation, product
consumption, financial management, and information exchange. Howard,
Rainie, and Jones (2001) and Quan-Haase and Wellman (2002) noticed that
the Internet could be used for a wide variety of purposes, such as surfing for
information, playing online games, and communication. Sum et al. (2008)
found that the most common types of Internet use included communication,
seeking information, commercial purposes, and entertainment. Brandtzaeg
and Heim (2009) proposed 12 types of Internet use including seeking new
relations, keeping in touch with friends and acquaintances, general
socializing, accessing information, debating, free short messaging, time-
killing, sharing and consuming content, unspecified fun, profile surfing,
keeping in touch with family, and others. Whiting and Williams (2013)
identified 10 types regarding why people use the Internet such as social
interaction, information seeking, passing time, entertainment, relaxation,
communicatory utility, convenience utility, expression of opinion,
information sharing, and surveillance or seeking knowledge about others.
Al-Menayes (2015) claimed that university students’ motivations for using
the Internet are entertainment, information seeking, personal utility, and
convenience. In Phua, Jin, and Kim’s classification (2017), people use the
Internet to fulfill their social, leisure, and informational needs. In Krasnova et
al. (2017)’s literature review, there are four fundamental types of Internet use
including relationship building, self-enhancement, informational benefits,
and entertainment seeking.

Building upon the common ground of the literature on the types of
Internet use, we identify five major types of Interest use—communication,
publicity, entertainment, information, and business. Scholars have recognized
that the type of Internet use provides key insights into the relationship
between the Internet and the production of social capital (Shah et al. 2001).
The relationship between Internet use and the production of social capital
hinges on the motives individuals bring to their use of the Internet. For
example, Internet use for communication purposes is often seen as beneficial
to social capital (Kim et al. 2016; Lee 2020; Quan-Haase and Wellman 2002;
Wellman et al. 2001). Communication on the Internet is inexpensive and
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convenient and can reach broader communities of shared interest. Internet
use for entertainment and information may draw people away from real-
world social interactions and also reduce interest in local communities and
organizations (Nie 2001; Nie et al. 2002; Olds and Schwartz 2010; Sigman
2009). Publicity and business uses of the Internet have been growing more
popular but empirical studies about their impact on social capital have not
kept up. Overall, due to the scarcity of empirical research, it remains an open
question with respect to the links between specific Internet use and social
capital.

Data and Method

The data are from the 2017 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS)
conducted by the National Survey Research Center based in Renmin
University of China. The primary objectives of the CGSS are to gather data
on social trends regarding Chinese citizens and the Chinese society and to
provide information on significant social issues of current or emerging
interest. A specific topic is chosen for the CGSS conducted in a particular
year. The 2017 CGSS included a module on Internet use which collected rich
information on how Chinese citizens use the Internet. It marks the first time
that nationally representative data on both Internet use and social capital
have been made available in China, so the 2017 CGSS data provide a rare
opportunity for us to explore this topic in the Chinese context.

The target population of the 2017 CGSS included all persons 18 years of
age and older in all China’s 31 provinces (including autonomous regions and
municipalities), excluding residents of Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.
Three-stage probability sampling was strictly implemented in order to
generate nationally representative data. A total of 12,582 respondents were
sampled and, among them, a random sample of 3,828 respondents
participated in the module on the use of the Internet. This sample was
nationally representative of the Chinese population and constituted the
Chinese data in the 2017 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) on
“Social Networks and Social Resources” The data on the 3,828 respondents
are used in the following analyses.

Dependent Variables

Social capital is a broad concept and we distinguish its network capital and
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participatory capital components. We further operationalize each component
with several specific measures.

The network capital component of social capital is gauged through the
intensity and diversity of individuals’ social ties that correspond to “bonding”
and “bridging” network capital, respectively. The intensity of social networks
is measured by the survey question “How often do you have social activities
with your friends (such as visiting each other’s homes, going to movies
together, having meals together, and enjoying recreational activities
together)?” Responses are on a six-point scale ranging from never (1), once a
year or less (2), several times a year (3), about once a month (4), several times
a month (5), several times a week (6), and almost every day (7). Thus, a
greater value in this variable represents more intensive interactions with
social ties.

The diversity of social networks is captured by the diversity of
occupations embedded in one€’s social networks. The 2017 CGSS asks the
respondent a battery of 10 questions regarding whether they know anyone of
these following occupations including (1) bus or truck driver, (2) senior
manager in a company, (3) janitor or custodian, (4) hairdresser or barber, (5)
human resource manager, (6) lawyer, (7) auto repair technician, (8) nurse, (9)
policeperson, and (10) junior middle school teacher. The survey uses these 10
randomly selected occupations to gauge the diversity of one’s social networks.
It also reminds the respondent that by “knowing” it means that “you know
their name and can get into touch with them.” For each of the 10 questions,
yes is coded as 1 and no as 0. We add up the responses to the 10 questions to
create the overall network diversity measure. A larger score indicates a greater
degree of diversity in one’s social networks.

The participatory capital component of social capital is assessed through
participation in three major types of social organizations surveyed in the
2017 CGSS. The survey asks the respondent three questions about how often
in the past year they have participated in the following social organizations
including (1) recreation, sports, or cultural organizations; (2) political parties
or political organizations; (3) charitable or religious organizations. Answers
to each question are on a five-point scale ranging from (1) never, (2) once in
a year, (3) several times in a year, (4) once to three times per month, to (5) at
least once per week. We create three variables, each on a five-point scale, for
participation in the three types of social organizations. For each variable, a
greater score indicates more frequent participation in particular social
organizations.
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Explanatory Variables

The main explanatory variable, Internet use, is measured through the
intensity and the type of use. The intensity of Internet use is measured by the
self-reported average number of hours spent on the Internet weekly. We
realize that the effect of the intensity of Internet use is often not linear but
curvilinear so we also include its quadratic term in the modeling.

The type of Internet use is measured by five typical uses of the Internet.
The 2017 CGSS asks the respondent a set of five questions, i.e., “In the past
year, how often did you use the Internet for the following purposes? (1)
Communication (such as using email, QQ, WeChat, or Skype to
communicate with others); (2) publicity (such as promoting oneself on public
online platforms, expressing and sharing personal experiences and feelings
online); (3) recreation and entertainment (such as listening to music, playing
games, and watching videos online); (4) information (such as searching
information and reading news online); (5) commerce and business (such as
online transactions and shopping online).” Responses to each of the five
questions are on a five-point scale including never (1), seldom (2), sometimes
(3), often (4), and very frequently (5). Five variables are generated
accordingly, each representing a particular type of Internet use. For each
variable, a larger score indicates more frequent use of the Internet for that
particular purpose.

We also consider conventional demographic and socioeconomic
variables including gender, age, ethnicity, education, income, and marital
status. Gender is a binary variable, with male coded as 1 and female as 0. Age
is measured in years. The ethnicity variable distinguishes the majority Han
and other minority ethnic groups, with Han coded as 1 and other ethnicities
as 0. Education is measured by the highest degree received and is on a seven-
point scale (i.e,, 1 = no education, 2 = elementary school, 3 = junior high
school, 4 = senior high school or equivalent, 5 = junior college, 6 = university,
and 7 = postgraduate). Income is measured by the respondent’s annual
household income (in Chinese yuan) last year. Marital status is a set of
dummy variables including single (never married), married (including
cohabitation), divorced (including separated), and widowed, with single used
as the reference category.
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TABLE 1
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR DEPENDENT AND EXPLANATORY VARIABLES

Variables Mean Std. Dev.  Minimum Maximum

Network intensity 3.972 1.869 1 7
Network diversity 3.710 3.028 0 10
Recreational organizations 1.656 1.200 1 5
Political organizations 1.295 .801 1 5
Religious organizations 1.253 731 1 5
Internet use intensity 3.654 11.256 0 150
Internet use type

Communication 3.673 1.097 1 5

Publicity 2.751 1.138 1 5

Entertainment 3.312 1.128 1 5

Information 3.523 1.094 1 5

Business 2.871 1.343 1 5
Gender (male) 472 .500 0 1
Age 45.171 16.864 18 103
Ethnicity (Han) 925 264 0 1
Education 3.230 1.511 1 7
Income (in thousands) 78.025 153.767 0 9999
Marital status

Single 105 .306 0 1

Married 767 423 0 1

Divorced .029 .169 0 1

Widowed .099 299 0 1

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of all the variables used in the
analyses. On average, Chinese citizens spend about 3.7 hours on the Internet
per week. In terms of types of Internet use, the most popular use is
communication with others, followed by seeking information, entertainment,
online transactions, and finally promoting publicity. Figure 1 shows the
frequency distribution of Internet use.
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Communication

Publicty

1 (never)
H2 (seldom)
® 3 (sometimes)
4 (often)
5 (very frequently)

Entertainment

Information

Business

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

F1G. 1.—TYPES OF INTERNET USE

Source: Chinese General Social Survey, 2017.

Methods

We employ the multilevel regression technique in the analyses. The data are
structured hierarchically, with 3,828 individuals at Level 1 nested within 31
provinces at Level 2. The multilevel model allows the intercept to vary across
provinces, thereby accounting for province-level heterogeneity. It also
accommodates possible error dependence within provinces and corrects for
the bias stemming from clustering when estimating the regression
coefficients (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). Additionally, it generates accurate
standard errors and thus reliable tests of statistical significance. In addition to
the random-intercept models, we also tried allowing the coefficients of the
Internet use variables (intensity and types) to vary across provinces and
estimated the random-slope models. The results are substantively the same.

We employ the “mixed” command in the Stata software (Release 16)
(StataCorp 2019) to estimate the multilevel regression models. For each
model we also report the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and the
Bayesian information criterion (BIC). When several models are applied to the
same data, the one with a smaller value of the AIC or BIC shows a better
model fit.
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Results

First we estimate a battery of regression models to examine the effect of
Internet use on network capital. The results are shown in Table 2. Models 1
and 2 present the results about network intensity, that is, the frequency of
interactions with social ties. Model 1 only includes basic demographic and
socioeconomic variables, while Model 2 further incorporates the Internet use
variables. Judging from the AIC and BIC measures, including those Internet
use variables does substantially improve the model fit, as Model 2’s AIC and
BIC scores are much smaller than Model 1’s. The intensity of Internet use and
its quadratic form both show significant effects, indicating that there is a
significant curvilinear relationship between the time spent on the Internet
and the frequency of offline social interactions. As one spends more time on
the Internet, the frequency of social interactions first increases; however, as
the time on the Internet increases further, the frequency of social interactions
would eventually decline. The frequency of social interactions reaches its
peak when the time on the Internet is approximately 18.6 hours, or 0.0052/
(0.00014%2), per week. On average, if one spends more than 18.6 hours
weekly on the Internet, additional Internet use would decrease their
interactions with others in the real world. Some types of Internet use also
show statistically significant and positive effects on interactions with social
ties. Specifically, using the Internet for communication and business
purposes is significantly and positively related to the frequency of social
interactions. The other types such as publicity, entertainment, and
information show no significant relationship with the intensity of social
networks.

TABLE 2
MULTILEVEL REGRESSION MODELS OF NETWORK CAPITAL

Network Intensity Network Diversity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Fixed effect:
Intercept 4.403™ 3.342 2.348™ .146
(222) (.274) (.419) (.508)
Gender (male) 205" 203" 404" 378"
(.067) (.068) (.121) (.122)
Age -011™ -.002 -.027" -.002

(.003) (.003) (.005) (.006)
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Ethnicity (Han) 152 .145 254 197
(.139) (.141) (.257) (.257)
Education 110™ .042 5517 3927
(.028) (.030) (.051) (.054)
Income (in thousands) .0003 .0001 .002™ .002™
(.0002) (.0002) (.0004) (.0004)
Marital status (single as the reference category)
Married -.233 -211 .906™ 911
(.112) (.112) (202) (201)
Divorced -473" -464 955" 918
(.200) (.200) (.361) (.359)
Widowed -.477 -.432 1.215™ 1.214"
(.254) (257) (.459) (.464)
Internet use intensity .0052" .003
(.0023) (.008)
Internet use intensity -.00014 .00002
squared (.00003) (.00008)
Internet use type
Communication .087° -.081
(.038) (.069)
Publicity .048 .148*
(.036) (.064)
Entertainment .042 131
(.037) (.067)
Information .001 .026
(.040) (.072)
Business 1207 4317
(.036) (.065)
Random effect: .040 .046 397 .400
Intercept (.020) (.022) (.135) (.135)
LR test 12.22™ 15.66™ 67.73" 73.617
Model statistics:
AIC 8217.7 7938.3 10747.8 10386.2
BIC 8280.3 8034.7 10810.4 10482.6

Notes: (1) Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; (2) from 2-tailed tests, *P<.05; **P<.01;
***P<.001; (3) under “random effect,” the LR test reports the likelihood ratio statistic for testing
the null hypothesis that the random effect (between-province variance) is zero; a significant
test result indicates that it is necessary to include random effects in the model.
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Models 3 and 4 display the results about network diversity, that is, the
diversity of people of different occupations in one’s social networks.
Comparing the AIC and BIC scores in Model 3 and Model 4, we can see that
including the Internet use variables improves the model fit. The intensity of
Internet use shows no significant effect, whereas using the Internet for
publicity and business purposes are significantly and positively related to
network diversity. The other types such as communication, entertainment,
and information show no significant relationship.

In Table 3 we estimate six more models that assess the effect of Internet
use on participatory capital. Models 5 and 6 examine participation in
recreational, cultural, and sports organizations. Adding the Internet use
variables does improve the model fit, according to the AIC and BIC scores.
The intensity of Internet use has no significant effect but using the Internet
for publicity and business purposes shows significantly positive effects.

TABLE 3
MULTILEVEL REGRESSION MODELS OF PARTICIPATORY CAPITAL
Recreational Org Political Org Religious Org

Model 5 Model6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10

Fixed effect:
Intercept 1.198 631 333~ 244 1.134~ 904+
(.179) (.222) (124) (.155) (.113) (.141)
Gender (male) -.040 -.005 151 152 -.047 -.044
(.054) (.055) (.037) (.038) (.034) (.035)
Age .006° 012~ .008 .009~ .0035 .0059~
(.002) (.003) (.002) (.002)  (.0015) (.0018)
Ethnicity (Han) -.180 -.204 -.108 -.115 -.148 -.155
(112) (.114) (.078) (.079) (.070) (.072)
Education 213~ 179~ 174 162 .078~ 071~
(.023) (.025) (.016) (.017) (.014) (.016)
Income .0007 .0006~ .0001 .0001 .0001 .0001

(in thousands) (.0002)  (.0002) (.0001) (.0001) (.0001) (.0001)

Marital status (single as the reference category)

Married -.338" -.330" .082 .084 -.101 -.089
(.090) (.091) (.062) (.063) (.056) (.057)
Divorced -.529- -.531" -.103 -.104 -.186 -.164

(.160) (.162) (.112) (.113) (.100) (.102)
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Widowed

Internet use
intensity

Internet use
intensity squared

Internet use type

Communication
Publicity
Entertainment
Information
Business
Random effect:
Intercept
LR test
Model statistics:

AIC
BIC

129 147
(203)  (.208)

-.002
(.004)

.000006
(.00003)

-.017
(.031)

.086"
(.029)

.050
(.030)

-.028
(.033)

.094~
(.029)

033 030
(015)  (.015)

16.55™ 14.28~

7240.7
7303.4

7041.7
7138.1

117
(.141)

015
(.007)

15.24~

5644.4
5707.1

128
(.146)

.00003
(.002)

.000009
(.00002)

-.010
(.022)

.015
(.020)

.0001
(.021)

.009
(.023)

.019
(.021)

014
(.007)

12.46™

5502.7
5599.1
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-165
(.127)

-128
(.132)

.002
(.002)

-.00002
(.00002)

-.030
(.020)

.035
(.018)

.039
(.021)

-.017
(.020)

.032
(.019)

014 014
(.007) (.007)

16.59 15.53

5179.6
5242.3

5056.4
5152.8

Notes: (1) Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; (2) from 2-tailed tests, *P<.05; **P<.01;
***P<.001; (3) under “random effect,” the LR test reports the likelihood ratio statistic for testing
the null hypothesis that the random effect (between-province variance) is zero; a significant
test result indicates that it is necessary to include random effects in the model.

Models 7 and 8 show the result about participation in political
organizations. Although including the Internet use variables improves the
model fit, neither the intensity of Internet use nor the type of Internet use has
any significant effect on participation in political organizations. The results
regarding participation in religious and charitable organizations are shown in
Models 9 and 10. Similarly, adding the Internet use variables improves the
model fit, but the intensity and the type of Internet use both show no

significant effect.
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Discussion and Conclusion

In light of the results above, Internet use does not have a uniform effect
across the components of social capital in Chinese society. Different aspects
of Internet use are related to different components of social capital in
differing ways. The intensity of Internet use is related to network intensity
only. The time spent on the Internet is first positively related to real-world
interactions with social ties; after the threshold of 18.6 hours per week,
however, the relationship turns negative and additional time on the Internet
would reduce social interactions. Certain types of Internet use also matter for
social capital. Using the Internet for communication purposes is significantly
related to more frequent interactions with social ties. Using the Internet for
publicity purposes is significantly related to greater diversity of one’s social
networks and more participation in recreational, cultural, and sports
organizations. Using the Internet for entertainment or information is not
related to any component of social capital. Using the Internet for business
purposes is significantly related to more frequent interactions with social ties,
greater network diversity, and more participation in recreational, cultural,
and sports organizations. Taken together, there is no simple answer to the
question of whether the Internet affects social capital. The answer depends
on how we make use of the Internet and which aspect of social capital is
under study.

Moderate use of the Internet certainly facilitates our offline social
interactions with others. When the Internet is used in a moderate way, it does
not necessarily remove people from their offline world but may indeed be
used to support more social interactions, both by keeping people in contact
and by creating more new relationships (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 2007).
Moderate use of the Internet supports more sociability and face-to-face
interactions (Sabatini and Sarracino 2014). However, if too much time is
spent on the Internet, the relationship between online time and offline social
interactions turns negative. Heavy Internet use detracts from face-to-face
time with others and replaces an individual’s time and motivation for
interacting with others offline (Kraunt et al. 1998; Putnam 2000; Shah et al.
2001; Wellman et al. 2001). Too much Internet time reduces interest in social
interactions in the real world (Nie 2001; Nie et al. 2002).

Besides the amount of time spent on the Internet, the motive for using
the Internet also has an impact on social capital. When we use the Internet
for communication, it provides an important tool that can be employed to
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improve the intensity of social interactions. Online communications makes it
possible to stay connected with social contacts despite geographic distance,
tight schedules, increasing mobility, and other life course events. It lowers the
cost of communications and offers an efficient way to stay updated on each
other’s recent status and latest activities. It does not necessarily replace but is
more likely to promote face-to-face interactions through further
strengthening the frequency and intimacy between social ties (Quan-Haase
and Wellman 2002).

When we use the Internet for publicity and to promote ourselves, we are
better able to reach broader social circles outside the small, closed circle
surrounding us. When users publicize their profiles on online platforms, they
make themselves known to more people and get to know more people,
thereby building more new connections. They can thus reach a more
heterogeneous network of people and also make themselves visible and
available for social activities around common interests (Boyd and Ellison
2007). The Internet is a powerful tool for making us known to more diverse
individuals and bringing together individuals with similar hobbies.
Consequently, the use of the Internet for publicity is related to greater
network diversity and more participation in recreational, cultural, and sports
organizations.

When the Internet is used for entertainment or information, these
online activities are usually asocial and thus have no significant effects on any
aspects of social capital. Gathering information and online entertainment
such as watching online videos or playing games are largely individualistic
activities so they tend to have no major impact on social capital.

It is also interesting that using the Internet for business purposes such as
online shopping and transactions shows a significantly positive connection
with both the intensity and diversity of network capital, as well as
participation in recreational, cultural, and sports organizations. Using the
Internet for online transactions promotes generalized trust, and this
increased trust is beneficial for building interpersonal networks and engaging
in social activities with others (Grabner-Krauter and Bitter 2015; Pasek,
More, and Romer 2009). Repeated online transactions lead to greater trust
and facilitate greater willingness to interact with unknown people from
different backgrounds. It is also possible that socially active individuals are
more trusting of others, thereby engaging in more online business activities.
Hence, frequent use of the Internet for online business purposes is both an
indicator and a facilitator of greater generalized trust, which contributes to
greater network capital and more active engagement in group recreational
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activities.

Finally, among various social organizations, Internet use (such as using
the Internet for publicity and business purposes) has a relationship with
participation in recreational, cultural, and sports organizations only, and
none of the Internet use variables shows any relationship with participation
in political, religious, or charitable organizations. This finding suggests that
Internet use in China is more influential on recreational activities than on
political or civic activities. The Internet may not promote political and civic
participation in today’s Chinese society in general. This finding reflects
Chinas strict control and censorship of the Internet in the realm of political
and civic activities, while it tolerates or even promotes the Internet for
recreational and other non-political uses.

To be sure, this study is not without its limitations. First, the data are
cross-sectional so we should use caution and avoid drawing strong causal
conclusions. While the regression analyses find that the intensity and type of
Internet use show certain connections with various aspects of social capital,
the causal link does not conclusively go from Internet use to social capital.
There is also a possibility that individuals with more social capital may be
more likely to use the Internet in a certain way. It is more plausible that the
causality is two-way. In future research, longitudinal data should be collected
and analyzed. Through observing the same individuals’ social capital both
before and after their use of the Internet, we would be better able to establish
clear-cut causality and disentangle the influence of Internet use on social
capital from that of social capital on Internet use. Also, although we have
proposed some tentative explanations for the revealed connections between
certain types of Internet use and social capital, the underlying mechanisms
are worth further investigation. For example, we call for further empirical
assessment about the social capital-promoting role played by the use of the
Internet for business purposes. More qualitative research (e.g., in-depth
interviews) or even social experiments would be helpful in directly testing
whether and how repeated online transactions can contribute to generalized
trust which in turn promotes social capital. Second, the measurement for
some variables is not ideal and should be improved in future surveys. For
example, the network intensity variable is measured by a single survey
question “How often do you have social activities with your friends (such as
visiting each other’s homes, going to movies together, having meals together,
and enjoying recreational activities together)?” A single survey item may not
be able to capture the multifaceted latent variable of network intensity. In the
future, a multi-item network intensity scale should be developed that
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measures the intensity of different types of interactions with one’s social
connections. Especially, in addition to the frequency of interactions, it is also
important to include the time spent in a relationship and the depth of the
relationship in the measurement (Marsden and Campbell 1984, 2012).

Acknowledgement

This work was supported by the Insight Grant from the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) of Canada and the Early Career
Lansdowne Scholar Award from the University of Victoria.

(Submitted: January 26, 2022; Revised: July 6, 2022; Accepted: July 22, 2022)

References

Adler, Paul S. and Kwon, Seok-Woo. 2002. “Social Capital: Prospects for a New
Concept” The Academy of Management Review 27(1): 17-40.

Al-Menayes, Jamal J. 2015. “Motivations for Using Social Media: An Exploratory
Factor Analysis.” International Journal of Psychological Studies 7(1): 43-50.

Aksar, Iffat A., Danaee, Mahmoud, Magsood, Huma, and Firdaus, Amira. 2020.
“Women’s Social Media Needs and Online Social Capital: Bonding and Bridging
Social Capital in Pakistan” Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment
30(8): 989-1012.

Adorjan, Michael and Ricciardelli, Rosemary. 2021. “Smartphone and Social Media
Addiction: Exploring the Perceptions and Experiences of Canadian Teenagers.”
Canadian Review of Sociology 58(1): 45-64.

Boyd, Danah M. and Ellison, Nicole B. 2007. “Social Network Sites: Definition,
History, and Scholarship.” Journal of Computer Mediated Communication 13(1):
210-230.

Boulianne, Shelley. 2009. “Does Internet Use Affect Engagement? A Meta-Analysis of
Research.” Political Communication 26(2): 193-211.

Brandtzaeg, Petter. B. and Heim, Jan. 2009. “Why People Use Social Networking
Sites” Pp. 143-152 in Online Communities and Social Computing, eds. A. Ant
Ozok and Panayiotis Zaphiris. Heidelberg, Germany: Springer.

Carpiano, Richard M. and Moore, Spencer. 2020. “So What’s Next? Closing Thoughts
for This Special Issue and Future Steps for Social Capital and Public Health”
Social Science & Medicine 257: 113013,

Campante, Filipe R., Durante, Ruben, and Tesei, Andrea. 2021. “Media and Social
Capital” National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021 (September), Working



Does Internet Use Promote or Inhibit Social Capital? Empirical Evidence from the 245
2017 Chinese General Social Survey

Paper 29230.

de Zuniga, Homero G., Jung, Nakwon, and Valenzuela, Sebastian. 2012. “Social
Media Use for News and Individuals’ Social Capital, Civic Engagement and
Political Participation.” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 17(3):
319-336.

Domabhiti, Emese. 2018. “The Associations between Online Media Use and Users’
Perceived Social Resources: A Meta-Analysis” Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication 23(4): 181-200.

Ellison, Nicole B., Steinfield, Charles, and Lampe, Cliff. 2007. “The Benefits of
Facebook ‘Friends’: Social Capital and College Students’ Use of Online Social
Network Sites.” Journal of Compute Mediated Communication 12(4): 1143-1168.

Grabner-Krauter, Sonja and Bitter, Sofie. 2015. “Trust in Online Social Networks: A
Multifaceted Perspective?” Forum for Social Economics 44(1): 48-68.

Guriev, Sergei, Melnikov, Nikita, and Zhuravskaya, Ekaterina. 2021. “3G Internet and
Confidence in Government.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 136(4): 2533-
2613.

Howard, Philip E. N., Rainie, Lee, and Jones, Steve. 2001. “Days and Nights on the
Internet: The Impact of a Diffusing Technology” American Behavioral Scientist
45(3): 383-404.

Hogan, Bernie and Quan-Haase, Anabel. 2010. “Persistence and Change in Social
Media” Bulletin of Science, Technology & Society 30(5): 309-315.

Hampton, Keith N. 2011. “Comparing Bonding and Bridging Ties for Democratic
Engagement: Everyday Use of Communication Technologies within Social
Networks for Civic and Civil Behaviors.” Information, Communication & Society
14(4): 510-528.

. 2016. “Persistent and Pervasive Community: New Communication
Technologies and the Future of Community” American Behavioral Scientist
60(1): 101-124.

Hampton, Keith N. and Wellman, Barry. 2018. “Lost and Saved . . . Again: The Moral
Panic about the Loss of Community Takes Hold of Social Media” Contemporary
Sociology 47(6): 643-651.

Kraut, Robert E., Patterson, Michael, Lundmark, Vicki, Kiesler, Sara, Mukopadhyay,
Tridas, and Scherlis, William L. 1998. “Internet Paradox: A Social Technology
That Reduces Social Involvement and Psychological Wellbeing?” American
Psychologist 53(9): 1017-1031.

Kim, Yonghwan, Wang, Yuan, and Oh, Jeyoung. 2016. “Digital Media Use and Social
Engagement: How Social Media and Smartphone Use Influence Social Activities
of College Students” Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking 19(4):
264-269.

Krasnova, Hanna, Veltri, Natasha E, Eling, Nicole, and Buxmann, Peter. 2017. “Why
Men and Women Continue to Use Social Networking Sites: The Role of Gender
Differences”” Journal of Strategic Information Systems 26(4): 261-284.



246 JOURNAL OF ASIAN SOCIOLOGY, Vol.51 No.3, September 2022

Kahne, Joseph and Bowyer, Benjamin. 2018. “The Political Significance of Social
Media Activity and Social Networks.” Political Communication 35(3): 470-493.

Liu, Dong, Ainsworth, Sarah E., and Baumeister, Roy E 2016. “A Meta-Analysis of
Social Networking Online and Social Capital” Review of General Psychology
20(4): 369-391.

Lee, Young-joo. 2020. “Facebooking Alone? Millennials’ Use of Social Network Sites
and Volunteering”” Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 49(1): 203-217.
Marsden, Peter V. and Campbell, Karen E. 1984. “Measuring Tie Strength.” Social

Forces 63(2): 482-501.

Marsden, Peter V. and Campbell, Karen E. 2012. “Reflections on Conceptualizing and
Measuring Tie Strength.” Social Forces 91(1): 17-23.

McPherson, Miller, Smith-Lovin, Lynn, and Brashears, Matthew E. 2006. “Social
Isolation in America: Changes in Core Discussion Networks over Two Decades”
American Sociological Review 71(3): 353-375.

Norris, Pippa and Jones, David. 1998. “Virtual Democracy.” The Harvard
International Journal of Press/Politics 3(2): 1-4.

Nie, Norman H. 2001. “Sociability, Interpersonal Relations, and the Internet:
Reconciling Conflicting Findings” American Behavioral Scientist 45(3): 420-435.

Nie, Norman H., Hillygus, D. Sunshine, and Erbring, Lutz. 2002. “Internet Use,
Interpersonal Relations and Sociability: A Time Diary Study.” Pp. 215-243 in The
Internet in Everyday Life, eds. Barry Wellman and Caroline Haythornthwaite.
Oxford: Blackwell.

Neves, Barbara B. 2013. “Social Capital and Internet Use: The Irrelevant, the Bad, and
the Good? Sociology Compass 7 (8): 599-611.

Neves, Barbara B. and Fonseca, Jaime R. S. 2015. “Latent Class Models in Action:
Bridging Social Capital & Internet Usage.” Social Science Research 50: 15-30.

Nowland, Rebecca, Necka, Elizabeth A., and Cacioppo, John T. 2018. “Loneliness and
Social Internet Use: Pathways to Reconnection in a Digital World?” Perspectives
on Psychological Science 13(1): 70-87.

Olds, Jacqueline and Schwartz, Richard S. 2010. The Lonely American: Drifting Apart
in the Twenty-first Century. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Orben, Amy and Przybylski, Andrew K. 2019. “The Association between Adolescent
Well-Being and Digital Technology Use” Nature Human Behaviour 3(2): 173-
182.

Putnam, Robert D. 2000. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Pasek, Josh, More, Eian, and Romer, Daniel. 2009. “Realizing the Social Internet?
Online Social Networking Meets Offline Civic Engagement.” Journal of
Information Technology & Politics 6(3): 197-215.

Primack, Brian A., Shensa, Ariel, Sidani, Jaime E., Whaite, Erin O., Lin, Liu Yi, Rosen,
Daniel, Colditz, Jason B., Radovic, Ana, and Miller, Elizabeth. 2017. “Social
Media Use and Perceived Social Isolation among Young Adults in the U.S”



Does Internet Use Promote or Inhibit Social Capital? Empirical Evidence from the 247
2017 Chinese General Social Survey

American Journal of Preventive Medicine 53(1): 1-8.

Phua, Joe, Jin, Seunga Venus, and Kim, Jihoon Jay. 2017. “Uses and Gratifications of
Social Networking Sites for Bridging and Bonding Social Capital: A Comparison
of Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat” Computers in Human Behavior
72:115-122.

Quan-Haase, Anabel, Wellman, Barry, Witte, James C., and Hampton, Keith N. 2002.
“Capitalizing on the Net: Social Contact, Civic Engagement, and Sense of
Community” Pp. 291-324 in The Internet in Everyday Life, eds. Barry Wellman
and Caroline Haythornthwaite. Oxford: Blackwell.

Raudenbush, Stephen W. and Bryk, Anthony S. 2002. Hierarchical Linear Models:
Applications and Data Analysis methods (2nd Edition). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Rainie, Lee and Wellman, Barry. 2012. Networked: The New Social Operating System.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Rykov, Yuri, Koltsova, Olessia, and Sinyavskaya, Yadviga. 2020. “Effects of User
Behaviors on Accumulation of Social Capital in an Online Social Network?” PLoS
ONE 15(4): €0231837.

Shah, Dhavan V., Kwak, Nojin, and Holbert, R. Lance. 2001. “Connecting’ and
‘Disconnecting’ With Civic Life: Patterns of Internet Use and the Production of
Social Capital” Political Communication 18(2): 141-162.

Sum, Shima, Mathews, Mark R., Pourghasem, Mohsen, and Hughes, Ian. 2008.
“Internet Technology and Social Capital: How the Internet Affects Seniors’ Social
Capital and Wellbeing” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 14(1):
202-220.

Sigman, Aric. 2009. “Well Connected? The Biological Implications of ‘Social
Networking”” The Biologist 56(1): 14-20.

Sabatini, Fabio and Sarracino, Francesco. 2014. “Will Facebook Save or Destroy
Social Capital? An Empirical Investigation into the Effect of Online Interactions
on Trust and Networks.” EERI Research Paper Series, No. 02/2014. Brussels:
Economics and Econometrics Research Institute (EERI).

Shensa, Ariel, Sidani, Jaime E., Escobar-Viera, Cesar G., Switzer, Galen E., Primack,
Brian A., and Choukas-Bradley, Sophia. 2020. “Emotional Support from Social
Media and Face-to-Face Relationships: Associations with Depression Risk
among Young Adults” Journal of Affective Disorders 260: 38-44.

Turkle, Sherry. 2011. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less
from Each Other. New York: Basic Books.

Twenge, Jean M. 2017. IGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less
Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood.
New York: Atria Books.

Verba, Sidney, Schlozman, Kay L., and Brady, Henry E. 1995. Voice and Equality:
Civic Voluntarism in American Politics. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Valenzuela, Sebastian, Park, Namsu, Kee, Kerk E 2009. “Is There Social Capital in a



248 JOURNAL OF ASIAN SOCIOLOGY, Vol.51 No.3, September 2022

Social Network Site? Facebook Use and College Students’ Life Satisfaction, Trust,
and Participation.” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 14(4): 875-
901.

Wellman, Barry. 2001. “Physical Place and Cyberspace” International Urban and
Regional Research 25(2): 227-252.

Wellman, Barry, Quan-Haase, Anabel, Witte, James, and Hampton, Keith. 2001.
“Does the Internet Increase, Decrease or Supplement Social Capital? Social
Networks, Participation and Community Commitment.” American Behavioral
Scientist 45: 436-465.

Whiting, Anita and Williams, David. 2013. “Why People Use Social Media: A Uses
and Gratifications Approach.” Qualitative Market Research: An International
Journal 16(4): 362-369.

Yamamoto, Masahiro, Nah, Seungahn, and Bae Soo Young. 2020. “Social Media
Prosumption and Online Political Participation: An Examination of Online
Communication Processes” New Media ¢~ Society 22(10): 1885-1902.

Min Zhou is an Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Victoria,
Canada. He received his Ph.D. in Sociology from Harvard University in 2011. His
research interests include global networks and institutions, social changes, and East
Asian societies. He has published articles in journals such as Social Forces, Social
Networks, Social Science Research, Social Science & Medicine, Sociological Quarterly,
and International Sociology, among others. [Email: minzhou@uvic.ca]

Xiaowei Ning is a PhD student in Sociology in the Zhou Enlai School of Government
at Nankai University, China. She is currently visiting the University of Victoria (2021-
2022). Her research focuses on social changes in today’s Chinese society. [Email:
xiaoweining@126.com]





