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In  1999,  the natIonal telecommu n IcatIo n s  and 
Information Administration report Falling through 
the Net noted that “NTIA has found that there is still 
a significant “digital divide” separating American 
information “haves” and “have nots.” Indeed, in 
many instances, the digital divide has widened in the 
last year.” From the Internet’s earliest days, there has 
been concern about its possible pernicious social 
effects. Even as millions began Internet surfing, 
critics averred the Internet was also harming users by 
destroying social interaction and eroding community 
involvement. Yet we may ask, what have been the 
experiences of the bulk of Internet users? Have they 
experienced loss of friends and involvement in the 

world due to Internet use, as claimed? 
Has their social world become hollow? 
These questions need to be addressed 
with the best data available. We are 
trying to answer these questions as 
part of the Syntopia Project, which has 
tracked growth and influence in ordi-
nary life of the Internet since the mid-
1990s.2 The Project’s basic conclusion 
in 2002 was that the online and off-line 
world are becoming blended, and that 
concerns about lack of community are 
overblown. This view has been further 
reinforced by results from our most re-
cent survey. 

In February and March, 2007, we 
conducted a nationally representa-
tive survey of 1404 Americans 18 years 
of age and older. This survey explored 
several dimensions of the way people 
are using the Internet, including how 
much they are involved in games and 
online simulations, their feelings of 
community, and the extent to which 
they are making online friendships, in-
cluding friendships that migrate from 
the virtual world to the physical world. 
We found that 67% of respondents (N 
= 943) were Internet users (compared 
to the 71% reported by the Pew Inter-
net in American Life Project,4 and the 
70% reported by Internet World Stats,1 
(both of which included people below 
the age of 18). Surprisingly, in light of 
all the concern about a gender gap in 
terms of Internet usage, there were al-
most identical levels of usage by men 
and women (a trend that we discerned 
as early as our 2000 survey).

Many respondents use the Internet 
intensively. About one out of three re-
spondents say they spend three or more 
hours on the Internet in a typical day, 
while two thirds of users spend one or 
two hours a day (47% estimate one hour 
a day, and 20% estimate two hours per 
day). 28% estimate they use it between 
three to nine hours per day, and 5% 
are online more than nine hours a day. 
There were no significant differences 
between males and females across 
these levels of Internet usage.

Given its image as something that 
only teens do (and that we only sur-
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the age of 18; as approximately 70% of 
them are online, this means that there 
are approximately 157.5 million adults 
online. Assuming 16% of these made 
even just one friend on line, this re-
sults in an estimated 25.2 million new 
friendships. Continuing the assump-
tion, if 54% of those went on to meet 
two new friends in person (based on 
our data, and assuming just one meet-
ing with each), that would mean that 
there have been 27 million face-to-face 
meetings due to the Internet involve-
ment. Of course, this is only crude es-
timate, yet nonetheless it clearly gives 
a sense that the Internet is a pro-social 
technology.

Our data also refute the notion 
that the Internet is still the domain 
of males, geeks, and young people. In 
1999, the NTIA report there is still a 
significant digital divide. While these 
groups continue to have an impres-
sive presence online, the face of the 
today’s Internet is much more reflec-
tive of the overall population, at least 
with respect to gender. In particular, 
sharp assertions about the Internet be-
ing discriminatory against, irrelevant 
to, or unfriendly towards females finds 
very little support it in our current na-
tional survey (as in our 2000 survey). 
To the extent computer professionals 
dedicated to producing new Internet-
based services may have labored under 
a cloud of fear that their work was exac-
erbating loneliness, gender divides, or 
the dissipation of social engagement, 
the findings of this recent survey repre-
sent good news. 

veyed those 18 or older), our results 
showed that multiplayer gaming is 
thriving with 9.7% of Internet users 
playing them. We asked “Do you play 
online games that involve other play-
ers? Like Second Life, World of War-
craft or the SIMS”? Males (5.4%) play 
them in slightly greater proportion 
than females (4.3%).

At the Internet’s outset, there was 
much concern about the isolating and 
potentially depressing effects of the In-
ternet. While our 2007 survey did not 
definitively address these questions, it 
did find that one-fifth of Internet us-
ers consider themselves to be “a mem-
ber of an online community.” There 
was practically no difference between 
males and females in the answers to 
this question. Moreover, there was very 
little difference between the genders in 
terms of how many friends they made 
online – a median of about five.

In fact, far from isolating people 
from social interaction, the Internet 
is a source of new face-to-face friend-
ships, perhaps restoring some of the 
sociability that has been eroded due to 
television and suburbia (as argued per-
suasively by Putnam in Bowling Alone 
[2001]). As Table 1 shows, the Internet 
has spawned many new virtual friend-
ships. About 16% of respondents have 
made a friend through the Internet. As 
was the case with Internet community, 
there is virtually no difference in male 
(17%) versus female (14%) responses to 
these questions. 

In addition, just over half (54%) of 
these people who have made a new 
online friend have gone on to meet 
the new friend in person, with slightly 
more males (59%) than females (50%) 
doing so. A quick but very rough ex-
trapolation can be made to estimate 
the number of new face-to-face friend-
ships. In the United States there are 
approximately 225 million people over 
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statistical survey notes
A commercial survey firm was retained to undertake computer assisted random-digit 
dialing with up to five callbacks, via computer-assisted telephone interviewing, from 
late February to early March 2007,  to obtain a sample size of 1,404, with a sampling 
confidence interval of +/- 2.6%. The basic demographic distributions fairly well represent 
U.S. census data:

Gender: 46% male, 54% female (Census: 49, 51%)

older: median age 52 (vs. ~47 in Census, w/o < 18 y.o.)

Roughly representative ethnicity:   81% white,   10% black (74, 12%);   1% south Asian,   
1% pacific rim (Asian 4%);   13% latino (14.5%)

table 1.

“Have you ever made a friend through the internet?”      Yes = 16%      No = 84%

      If yes, how many? (1-2, 33%; 3-5 32%; 6 or more, 35%)      n = 943

“Have you ever gone to meet one or more of them in person?”      Yes = 54%      No = 46%

      If yes, how many (1, 34%; 2, 20%; 3-5 14%; 6 or more, 32%)     n = 148


