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The latest Polish research shows that
Internet users have greater life
satisfaction, more friends, and stronger
social bonds than those who do not use
the medium

An individual’s psychological well-being
is, for the most part, determined by the follo-
wing factors: having contact with people,
having friends and the sense of social sup-
port this entails, and having a generally tru-
sting attitude towards people. These factors

also comprise the “social capital” of an in-
dividual, group or society, and facilitate parti-
cipation in voluntary associations and social
organizations. A series of studies we carried
out in the years 1998-2002 on various
samples of young Poles invariably displayed
a similar type of correlation: nearly half of the
extent to which respondents reported that
they were satisfied with their lives in contem-
porary Poland could be accounted for in
terms of their interpersonal trust, social
bonds, and number of friends.

A second series of studies we performed
concentrated on the dependencies between
people’s preferred type of contact with others
and their subjective well-being and social ac-

tiveness. This is an important issue in light of

the rapid rise of electronic media on the one
hand, and the individualization of life on the
other, developments that have caused direct
contacts with other people to be increasingly
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In modern times, direct
interpersonal contacts
are heing increasingly
replaced by contacts
via the Internet
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replaced by media-based contacts - such as
watching television, having telephone conver-
sations, or using the Internet. We hypothe-
sized that social capital is only generated by
real contacts with other people, while media
contacts act to undermine such capital. Yet
our research did not confirm these expecta-
tions: young people who prefer personal,
direct contacts were neither more satisfied
with life, nor more trusting, nor more socially
or politically active than those who preferred
media-based contacts.

The Internet: good or bad?

Because the Internet is an increasingly
more popular means of interpersonal contact,
in successive studies we concentrated on in-
vestigating why people use this medium, and
the consequences thereof. Psychologists are
not in agreement about the impact Internet
use has on the quality of social communica-
tion. On the one hand, the Internet permits
more frequent contacts with a large group of
individuals - in other words, it expands one’s
circle of friends, and also enables one to satis-
fy many important social needs: it builds
emotional bonds with “invisible friends,” and
it generates a sense of belonging, being un-
derstood, and having social support. On the
other hand, it does filter out a significant
amount of non-verbal information that is es-
sential in establishing and maintaining satis-
fying interpersonal relations.

The first longitudinal research on the psy-
chological and social consequences of using
the Internet, carried out by R. Kraut et al. in
1998, reported that this means of contact
exerted an unfavorable influence on individu-
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als’ well-being and social relations. Those
who spent more time contacting people on-
-line were shown to have a higher level of de-
pression, a greater sense of loneliness, less
direct contact with other family members,
and less social activeness than those who in-
vested less time in such intermediated rela-
tions. However, further research by the same
authors, this time taking the psychological dif-
ferentiation among individuals who utilize the
Internet into account, showed that such Inter-
net-mediated contacts had positive effects.

In one of our studies, we investigated
whether frequent use of the Internet for con-
tacting other people (participating in discus-
sion groups and IRC channels) is associated
with the level of social competence. We hypo-
thesized that certain attributes of communi-
cating over the Internet (e. g. the relative ano-
nymity, the lack of direct contact, the subjec-
tive sense of security), which have been
viewed by certain psychologists as presen-
ting barriers to real, direct interpersonal con-
tact, could be the basis for this medium’s at-
tractiveness to individuals who are afraid of
such real relations. Pursuant to our expecta-
tions, individuals who frequently used the
Internet did in fact turn out to be cha-
racterized by lower social competence than
individuals who used the medium more rarely.

Happy Internet users

Our latest analysis, utilizing nationwide Po-
lish data (N=9625) gathered via the “Social
Diagnosis 2003” project, concentrates on the
dependencies between the extent of individu-
als’ Internet use and various indicators of their
psychological well-being and social capital.

INDICATIORS OF SOCIAL CAPITAL VS, INTERNET USE
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Partial structure
of Internet
connections

The Internet, well-being and social capital

The results of this analysis seem to confirm
the Internet’s beneficial impact upon its users.

Our comparisons focused on groups selec-
ted from the nationwide Polish sample based

on the intensity of their Internet use
(measured in terms of the number of hours of
use per week, broken down into “light users”
- who use the Internet sporadically, 7-9 hours
per week; “heavy users,” who use it intensi-
vely, more than 21 hours per week, and “non-
-users,” who do not use the Internet at all)
and based on the longevity of such use
(measured in terms of years). Each analysis
controlled for the impact of socio-demographic
variables (age, sex, education, income, and
place of residence), as well as number of
friends, all of these being characteristics that
might exert an influence on the variables of
interest to us: happiness and social capital.

The average level of happiness, as measu-
red by means of the question “How do you
evaluate your life to date?”, proved to be
better among Internet users than among
non-users. Another indicator of people’s
sense of happiness, the rate of depression,
was also significantly lower among Internet
users. Particular attention should be drawn to
the high level of well-being that characterizes
individuals who utilize the Internet intensive-
ly. Similarly, the longer individuals have been
using the Internet, the better they evaluate of
their lives to date, especially as compared to
those who do not use the Internet.

As far as social capital factors were concer-
ned, we noted dependences similar to those

Cooperative Association for Internet Data Analysis (CAIDA)

seen for indicators of well-being: Internet
users report that they have significantly
more friends and sense a higher level of
social support than non-users do. In this case,
the differences between the individual
groups of users (classified by intensity and
longevity of use) are also less significant, but
a trend nevertheless holds: the more frequen-
tly an individual utilizes the Internet, and the
longer this use has been going on, the higher
their level of happiness and social capital.

We also demonstrated that “light users”
and “heavy users” make use of the Internet in
differing ways, and thus probably have diffe-
rent motivations for using the medium. While
light users mainly access basic services
(email and the web), heavy users clearly uti-
lize more advanced services, such as discus-
sion groups, IRC, and network games. The
number of services accessed by light users is
indeed lower (an average of 4, against 5.5 for
heavy users), as is the number of individuals
that light users reported they had recently
contacted over the Internet (an average of 2.1,
against 3.2 for heavy users). We can hypothe-
size, therefore, that differing means of utili-
zing the Internet satisfy different needs on
the part of users (informational needs vs.
social needs).

These results demonstrate that Internet-
-mediated contact need not entail a deterio-
ration in the quality of interpersonal commu-
nication. We believe that both types of rela-
tions, direct and Internet-based, contribute to
building an individual’s well-being and social
capital. Contacts over the Internet may be par-
ticularly important when an individual lacks
relations with other people in the real world,
or when these relations are of poor quality.
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