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The Not So Global 
Village of Netville

Keith N. Hampton and Barry Wellman

Abstract

We examine the experience of the residents of Netville, a suburban neighborhood with
access to some of the most advanced new communication technologies available, and
how this technology affected the amount of contact and support exchanged with
members of their distant social networks. Focusing exclusively on friends and relatives
external to the neighborhood of Netville, “community” is treated as relations that provide
a sense of belonging rather than as a group of people living near each other. Computer-
mediated communication (CMC) is treated as one of several means of communication
used in the maintenance of social networks. Contrary to expectations that the Internet
encourages a “global village,” those ties that previously were “just out of reach” geo-
graphically, experience the greatest increase in contact and support as a result of access
to CMC.
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Redefining Community in a Network Society

Early urban ethnographies of the mid-twentieth century played a
major role in defining the sociological treatment of “community” (see
Anderson, 1978; Whyte, 1943; Clark, 1966; Gans, 1962, 1967). For the
most part a “community study” still refers to the study of neighbor-
hoods. Yet most of the social support, and much of the information
and resources that people require to function in their day-to-day lives
comes from sources outside of the local setting (Fischer, 1982;
Wellman, Carrington, and Hall, 1988). Social network analysts and
others have long suggested that the social aspect of community should
be emphasized over the spatial (Fischer, 1982; Wellman, 1999). Indeed,
“community without propinquity” is hardly a new concept, but it is
one that is often neglected (Webber, 1963). Only with recent innova-
tions in communication technology – the growth of the Internet – has
there been widespread recognition by the public, the media, and
indeed, scholars, that supportive social relations exist at a distance
(Rheingold, 2000).

The creation of a whole new type of community, the “virtual com-
munity,” has done much to highlight the geographic dispersion of
social ties. Yet the study of virtual communities has largely maintained
the traditional framing of “community” as something that is physi-
cally bounded, but by geographies of bits and bytes rather than by
streets and alleyways. Online relationships are treated as entities in
themselves as if existing social networks and existing means of com-
munication, did not exist (see the review in Wellman and Gulia, 1999).

Community is best seen as a network – not as a local group. We are
not members of a society which operates in “little boxes,” dealing only
with fellow members of the few groups to which we belong: at home,
in our neighborhood, workplaces, or in cyberspace (Wellman and
Hampton, 1999). Rather, each person has his/her own “personal 
community” of kinship, friendship, neighboring and workmate ties.
People use multiple methods of communication in maintaining ties
with community members: direct in-person contact, telephone, postal
mail, and more recently fax, email online chats, and email discussion
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groups. This social definition of “community” emphasizes supportive,
sociable, relations that provide a sense of belonging rather than a
group of people living near to each other (Wellman, 1999). This
approach implies that computer-mediated communication (CMC) has
not introduced a new geography to community; it has introduced a
new means of social contact with the potential to affect many aspects
of personal communities.

This chapter examines the experience of the residents of “Netville,”1

a suburban neighborhood with access to some of the most advanced
new communication technologies available, and how this technology
has affected the contact and social support that Netville residents have
with friends and relatives living outside of this “wired suburb.”

Wired Ties and the Fate of Community

Unlike the almost universal earlier fear that technologies such as the
automobile and television would harm community (Stein, 1960), the
debate about the Internet comes in two flavors (Wellman and Gulia,
1999). Enthusiasts hail the Internet’s potential for making connections
without regard to race, creed, gender or geography. As Phil Patton
early proclaimed: “Computer-mediated communication . . . will do by
way of electronic pathways what cement roads were unable to do,
namely connect us rather than atomize us, put us at the controls of a
‘vehicle’ and yet not detach us from the rest of the world” (1986, p. 20).
By contrast, dystopians suggest that the lure of new communication
technologies withdraws people from in-person contact and lures them
away from their families and communities (Kraut, Patterson, Lund-
mark, Kiesler, Mukhopadhyay, and Scherlis, 1998; Nie and Erbring,
2000; Nie, Hillygus, and Erbring, 2002). They worry that meaningful
contact will wither without the full bandwidth provided by in-person,
in-the-flesh contact. As Texas commentator Jim Hightower warned
over the ABC radio network: “While all this razzle-dazzle connects us
electronically, it disconnects us from each other, having us ‘interfacing’
more with computers and TV screens than looking in the face of our
fellow human beings” (quoted in Fox, 1995, p. 12).

Yet, several scenarios are possible. Indeed, each scenario may
happen to different people or to the same person at different times. In
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an “information society” where work, leisure, and social ties may all
be maintained from a “smart home,” people could reject the need for
social relationships based on physical location. They might find com-
munity online or not at all, rather than on street corners or while 
visiting friends and relatives. In such a scenario, new communication
technologies may advance the home as a center for services that
encourage a shift toward greater home-centeredness and privatiza-
tion. At the same time, the location of the technology inside the home
facilitates access to local relationships, suggesting that domestic rela-
tions may flourish, possibly at the expense of more distant ties.

Our research has been guided by a desire to integrate the study of
community offline and online. We are interested in the totality of rela-
tionships in community ties and not just in behavior in one commu-
nication medium or locale. In this we differ from studies of “virtual
community” that only look at relationships online (e.g. Baym, 1997;
O’Brien, 1998) and from traditional sociological studies of in-person,
neighborhood-based communities (e.g., Gans, 1967; Whyte, 1943). The
former can over-emphasize the importance of computer-only ties,
while the latter do not take into account the importance of trans-
portation and communication in connecting community members
over a distance. Unlike many studies of CMC that observe under-
graduates in laboratory experiments (reviewed in Sproull and Kiesler,
1991; Walther, Anderson, and Park, 1994), we study people in real set-
tings. We focus here on the effect of new communication technologies
on the residents of the wired neighborhood of Netville.

The Social Affordances of the Internet2

Pre-Internet advances in transportation and communication technol-
ogy partially emancipated community from its spatial confines. The
cost of mobility and of social contact have decreased with the advent
of technologies such as the train, automobile, airplane, and telephone
(Hawley, 1986). People decentralized their active social ties as the
financial and temporal costs of transcending space decreased. CMC –
in the form of email, chat groups and instant messaging – introduces
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new means of communication with friends and relatives at a distance.
The Internet has the capacity to foster global communities in which
ties might flourish without the constraints of spatial distance. On the
Internet, neighbors across the street are no closer than best friends
across the ocean. In practice, the shrinking of the map of the world is
unlikely to go so far. Most ties probably function through the inter-
play of online and offline interactions. Hence, CMC should lessen, but
not eliminate, the constraints of distance on maintaining personal
communities.

With the telephone, the cost of contact increases with physical dis-
tance. By contrast, the cost of contact with CMC does not vary with
distance but is based on a flat fee, along with access to a personal com-
puter and the Internet. For most, the decision to purchase a home com-
puter has been based on a desire to expand educational or work
opportunities and not directly out of a need to maintain contact with
distant network members (Ekos, 1998). As a result, the ability to use
CMC as a form of contact is largely a byproduct of a financial invest-
ment in other activities.

In addition to reducing the financial cost of social contact, specific
forms of CMC, such as email, provide temporal freedom. Asynchro-
nous email means that both parties do not have to be present for
contact to take place. Analogous to the traditional paper letter, email
can be composed without the immediate participation of the receiv-
ing party. Those with free, high-speed, always-on, Internet access, that
was available to the residents of Netville are even better situated to
experience increased social contact with network members. They can
send messages whenever the urge hits them, without waiting to boot
up the computer, dial the Internet, or worry about interfering with
telephone calls. They can quickly send and receive pictures, audio
messages, and email. As temporal flexibility becomes more important
with complex, individualized daily lives (Wellman, 2001), CMC
should improve the ability of contact to take place for local as well as
distant network members.3

What kinds of community does this type of technology afford? It is
time to move from speculation to evidence. This chapter tests the
hypotheses that:
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• Living in a wired neighborhood with access to free, high-speed,
always-on, Internet access increases social contact with distant
network members.

• Those ties located at the greatest distance will experience the great-
est increase in contact as a result of Internet access.

Previous studies have demonstrated that CMC can be used for the
exchange of non-instrumental support, such as companionship and
emotional aid (Haythornthwaite and Wellman, 1998). In this way,
CMC is similar to the telephone in its ability to participate in the
exchange of social support regardless of physical distance. However,
instrumental aid – such as lending household items and providing
childcare – relies more on physical access and is more appropriately
exchanged with physically available network members (Wellman and
Wortley, 1990; Wellman and Frank, 2001). For ties in close proximity,
the introduction of CMC may help facilitate the delivery of aid but is
likely limited to supplementing existing means of communication. At
best, CMC will contribute to a modest increase in support exchanged
with nearby ties.4

The more physically distant ties are also unlikely to experience a
significant increase in the exchange of support as a result of CMC.
Regardless of the means of communication, distance between network
members makes it difficult to provide many goods and services.
Support that depends less on contact to be effective – such as finan-
cial aid, companionship, and emotional aid – are more likely to benefit
from CMC between distant network members.

When CMC is adopted, it is likely to afford the greatest increase in
support among mid-range ties located somewhere between the most
distant network members and those who live nearby. CMC, particu-
larly email, should facilitate coordination with mid-range ties, increase
awareness of network members’ social capital, and increase the
amount and breadth of support exchanged. Network members within
this mid-range can provide non-instrumental aid that does not rely on
in-person contact. With some coordination and effort, they can also
provide instrumental aid. The reduced cost and temporal flexibility of
email reduces previous barriers to obtaining such support from mid-
range network members. We would therefore expect the greatest
increase in the exchange of overall support to occur with those who
were previously “just out of reach.” We hypothesize that:
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• Moving into a wired neighborhood with free, high-speed, always-
on, Internet access increases overall levels of support exchanged
with network members. In particular, mid-range ties (50–500km)
will experience the greatest increase in the exchange of overall
support.

Studying Netville

Netville

The evolving nature of the Internet makes it a moving research target.
Almost all research can only describe what has been the situation,
rather than what is now or what will soon be. We have been blessed
with a window into the future by having spent several years study-
ing “Netville”: a leading-edge “wired suburb” filled with a series of
new information and communication technologies that are not yet
publicly available. The widespread use of such technology in Netville5

makes it an excellent setting to investigate the effects of future forms
of CMC on community.

Netville is a newly built development of approximately 109
medium-priced detached homes in a rapidly growing, outer suburb
of Toronto. Most homes have three or four bedrooms plus a study:
2,000 square feet on a 40-foot lot. In its appearance Netville is nearly
identical to most other suburban developments in the Toronto area. Its
distinguishing feature is that it is one of the few developments in
North America where all of the homes were equipped from the start
with a series of advanced communication technologies supplied
across a broadband, high-speed, local network. Users could reliably
expect network speeds of at least 10Mbps, more than ten times faster
than other commercially available “high-speed”6 Internet systems
(that is, telephone DSL and cable modem services), and more than 300
times faster than dial-up telephone connections. For two years, the
local network provided residents with high-speed, always-on6 Inter-
net access (including electronic mail and web-surfing), computer-
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desktop videophone, an online jukebox, entertainment applications,
online health services, and local discussion forums. In exchange for
free access to these advanced services, Netville residents agreed to be
studied by the corporate and scholarly members of the Magenta Con-
sortium, the organization responsible for developing Netville’s local
network.7 Approximately 60 percent of Netville homes participated in
the high-bandwidth trial and had access to the network for up to two
years. The other 40 percent of households, for various organizational
reasons internal to the Magenta Consortium, were never connected to
the network despite assurances to residents at the time they purchased
their homes that they would be.8 These households, not connected to
the local network, provide a convenient, quasi-random comparison
group for studying the effects of computer-mediated communication.

Wired and non-wired Netville residents were similar in terms of
age, education and family status (Hampton, 2001b). Residents were
largely middle class, English-speaking, and married. More than half
of all couples had children living at home when they moved into the
community, and as with many new suburbs, a baby boom happened
soon after moving in. Although most residents were white, an appre-
ciable minority were racial and ethnic minorities. About half had 
completed a university degree. Residents worked at such jobs as tech-
nician, teacher, and police officer. Their median household income in
1997 was C$75,000 (US$50,000). Netville residents were as likely as
other Canadians of similar socioeconomic status to have a televison, a
VCR, cable TV, a home computer and home Internet access (Hampton,
2001b). While the decision of some to purchase a home in Netville was
motivated by the technology available, only 21 percent of home pur-
chasers identified Netville’s “information services” as one of the top
three factors in their purchasing decision.

As technology developed and fashions changed, the telecommuni-
cations company responsible for Netville’s local network decided that
the hybrid fiber coaxial technology used in the development was not
the future of residential Internet services. They terminated the field
trial early in 1999 to the dismay of the residents (Hampton, 2002).
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Research design

Our research objectives led us to gather information about residents’
community ties online and offline, globally and locally. These
included: relations within Netville (see Hampton, 2001b; Hampton
and Wellman, 2002), personal networks extending well beyond
Netville (the subject of this chapter), civic involvement, and attitudes
toward community, technology and society. We used several research
methods, principally ethnographic fieldwork and a cross-sectional
survey.

Ethnography

In April 1997, one of us, Keith Hampton, began participating in local
activities. Hampton moved into Netville in October 1997 (living in a
resident’s basement apartment), staying until August 1999. Given the
widespread public interest in Netville, residents were not surprised
about his research activity and incorporated him into the neighbor-
hood. Hampton worked from home, participated in online activities,
attended all possible local meetings (formal and informal), walked the
neighborhood chatting, and did ethnographic participant-observation.
Like other residents, he relied on the high-speed network to maintain
contact with social network members living outside of Netville. His
daily experiences and observations provided detailed information
about how residents used the available technology, their domestic and
neighborhood relations, and how they used time and local space.
Insights gained through observation and interactions were instru-
mental in developing the survey and in establishing trust with local
residents.

Survey

The survey was first administered to those moving into Netville in
April 1998 and was expanded in September 1998 to include existing
wired and non-wired residents. The survey obtained information on
geographic perception, personal and neighborhood networks, neigh-
boring, community alienation, social trust, work, experience with tech-
nology, time-use, and basic demographics. We tried to learn the extent
to which Netville residents’ personal networks were abundant, strong,
solidary, and local. Our attempt to collect detailed information on 
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residents’ closest social ties was met with mixed success as a result of
Magenta’s decision to end the technology trial and problems in our
use of computer-assisted interviewing (see Hampton, 1999). As a
result, while recognizing that different types of ties (friends, relatives,
etc.) and ties of different strength are likely to provide different types
of aid and support, this chapter does not include an analysis of spe-
cific types of ties or forms of support. Instead we focus exclusively on
changes in social contact and exchange of support with friends and
relatives at various distances. Noticeably absent from this chapter is a
full review of Netville residents’ neighborhood ties, explored briefly
in the conclusion of this chapter and more extensively in Hampton
(2001b), Hampton (2002), and Hampton and Wellman (2002).

Measuring social contact and support

We report here on change in contact and support with non-local friends
and relatives living outside Netville.9 We asked 18 questions about
change in support and contact with network members living at the
distances of (1) less than 50 kilometers (excluding neighborhood ties),
(2) 50 to 500km, and (3) greater than 500km in comparison to one year
before their move to Netville. Participants were asked to indicate on
a five-point scale from -2 (much less) to +2 (much more) how their
overall levels of contact and support exchanged with friends and rel-
atives had changed. The 18 ordinal variables were combined into eight
scales that document:10
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scale items shows that all scales (except one) have a satisfactory alpha above 0.7.
The exception, the scale for change in contact with non-neighborhood network
members living within 50km, is retained because the significant correlation of 0.32
between the two variables comprising it validates the underlying consideration
in scale construction that participants respond consistently across scale constructs.



1 Change in social contact with all social ties regardless of distance
2 Change in support exchanged with all social ties regardless of 

distance
3 Change in social contact with ties outside Netville but within 

50km
4 Change in support exchanged with ties outside Netville but within

50km
5 Change in social contact with mid-range (50–500km) social ties
6 Change in social support exchanged with mid-range (50–500km)

social ties
7 Change in social contact with ties more than 500km away
8 Change in support exchanged with ties more than 500km away.

To test hypotheses of how living “wired” in Netville, with access to
the local high-speed network, affects contact and support exchanged
with social network members, the distribution and mean scores for
wired and non-wired participants are compared for change in social
contact and support (1) regardless of distance, and with network
members living at (2) less than 50km (which includes Toronto, 
but excludes immediate neighbors), (3) 50–500km, and (4) more than
500km.

Social contact and support scales are dependent variables in regres-
sions that include the independent variables of wired status (con-
nected or not connected to Netville’s high-speed network) and control
variables for gender, age, years of education and length of residence
(the length of time participants had lived in Netville at the time they
were interviewed). The rationale for inclusion of the control variables
are:

1 Gender: women may be more likely than men to experience a
change in social contact or support as a result of their role in main-
taining the majority of household ties (Wellman, 1992; Wright,
1989).

2 Age: age may contribute to network stability and reduce the likeli-
hood of experiencing change in social contact or support.

3 Education: education contributes to greater social and financial
capital which may help in the maintenance of social contact and
support networks (Putnam, 2000).

4 Length of residence: moving may disrupt communication with
network members. Length of residence in Netville is included to
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control for the possibility that early movers may report a drop in
social contact and support in comparison to those who have had
time to settle into their new home.

Social Contact and Social Support

Overall changes

Contact

Compared to one year before moving to Netville, 41 percent of
Netville residents report a drop in social contact with friends and rel-
atives, 32 percent report no change, and 28 percent report an increase.
Yet wired residents have significantly more contact than non-wired:
68 percent of wired residents report that their overall level of social
contact either increases or remains the same as compared with only 
45 percent of non-wired residents (figure 12.1). On average, non-wired
residents report a drop in contact and wired residents report almost
no change in social contact compared to a year before their move (table
12.1). Holding other factors constant, the negative intercept coefficient
in table 12.2 indicates that Netville residents generally experience a
drop in contact as a result of their move. This is consistent with the
observations of S. D. Clark (1966) and Herbert Gans (1967) who found
a similar loss of social contact among new suburban dwellers.
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Although moving to a new suburban neighborhood generally
decreased the contact of Netville residents with friends and relatives,
access to the high-speed network helped wired residents to maintain
contact. Both personal attributes and high-speed access affect contact
with social network members. Being wired, better educated, and older
positively affect change in overall contact (table 12.2). Being connected
to the local network has the same effect on boosting social contact as
four more years of education or nearly thirteen years of increased age.
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Table 12.1 Comparison of wired and non-wired residents by mean change in
contact with social ties at various distances (km)a

Less than More than
Overall 50km 50–500km 500km

Non- Non- Non- Non-
wired Wired wired Wired wired Wired wired Wired

Mean -0.33* 0.03* -0.28 -0.13 -0.43* 0.03* -0.30* 0.19*
SD 0.51 0.38 0.73 0.58 0.61 0.56 0.73 0.46
Min. -1.5 -0.67 -2 -1.5 -1.5 1 -2 -0.5
Max. 0.33 1.17 1 1 0.5 1.5 1 2

a Scale for mean score ranges from -2 “lot less” to +2 “lot more”; N = 34 wired, 20 non-
wired. Difference between means is significant at + p < 0.05 * p < 0.01 ** p < 0.001 (ANOVA).

Table 12.2 Coefficients from the regression of change in social contact on wired
status and other independent variables at various distances (km) (N = 54)

Control variables Overall Less than 50km 50–500km More than 500km

Wireda 0.25+ — 0.45* 0.40+

(0.26) (0.36) (0.32)
Femaleb — — — —
Education 0.06+ 0.10+ — —

(0.26) (0.32)
Age 0.02+ — — 0.03+

(0.25) (0.30)
Residency — — — —
Intercept -1.73* -1.74* -0.43* -1.16*
R2 0.26* 0.10+ 0.13* 0.24**

Numbers in parentheses are standardized coefficients (b). Only those variables that signi-
ficantly improved on the explained variance (R2) are included in the final model; + p < 0.05 
* p < 0.01 ** p < 0.001. a Dummy variable for wired status, reference category is wired –
access to the high-speed network. b Dummy variable for gender, reference category is female.



Among younger residents with fewer years of formal education, wired
status is particularly important in helping to maintain contact at pre-
move levels.

Support

Fully 79 percent of wired Netville residents report the same or more
support after moving as compared to only 50 percent of non-wired
residents (figure 12.2). As with social contact, wired residents on
average have maintained support near pre-move levels while non-
wired residents report significantly less support (table 12.3). Control-
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Table 12.3 Comparison of wired and non-wired residents by mean change in
support exchanged with social ties at various distances (km)a

Less than More than
Overall 50km 50–500km 500km

Non- Non- Non- Non-
wired Wired wired Wired wired Wired wired Wired

Mean -0.24* 0.05* 0.03 0.1 -0.51** 0.04** -0.24* 0.01*
SD 0.5 0.2 0.72 0.41 0.64 0.21 0.52 0.19
Min. -1.5 -0.5 -1.5 -1 -2 -0.5 -1.5 -0.5
Max. 0.33 0.58 1 1 0.25 0.75 0.5 1

a Scale for mean score ranges from -2 “lot less” to +2 “lot more”; N = 34 wired, 20 non-
wired. Difference between means is significant at + p < 0.05 * p < 0.01 ** p < 0.001 (ANOVA).



ling for other factors, those who moved into Netville report an overall
decrease in support exchanged with network members across all dis-
tances (figure 12.2). Living in Netville and being connected to the local
high-speed network reverses this trend. On average, non-wired resi-
dents report a moderate drop in support, while wired residents have
been able to maintain support slightly above pre-move levels. Indeed,
being wired is the only variable that is significantly associated with
changes in the exchange of support (table 12.4).

Ties living within 50 kilometers (excluding neighbors)

Contact

We have hypothesized that as distance to ties increases, access to CMC
will facilitate increased contact. At this distance, 65 percent of wired
and 55 percent of non-wired residents report either no change or a
small increase in contact with nearby ties (figure 12.3). On average,
wired and non-wired residents both experienced a minor drop in
contact with ties at this distance (table 12.1). While non-wired resi-
dents average a slightly greater drop in contact, analysis of variance
does not identify a statistically significant difference between the mean
scores of wired and non-wired residents. Controlling for gender, age,
education and length of residence fails to reveal an effect of wired
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Table 12.4 Coefficients from the regression of change in support exchanged on
wired status and other independent variables at various distances (km) (N = 54)

Control variables Overall Less than 50km 50–500km More than 500km

Wireda 0.29* — 0.55** 0.25*
(0.39) (0.54) (0.33)

Femaleb — — — —
Education — — — —
Age — — — —
Residency — — — —
Intercept -0.24* — -0.51** -0.24*
R2 0.15* — 0.29** 0.11*

Numbers in parentheses are standardized coefficients. Only those variables that significantly
improved on the explained variance (R2) are included in the final model; + p < 0.05 * p < 0.01
** p < 0.001. a Dummy variable for wired status, reference category is wired – access to the
high-speed network. b Dummy variable for gender, reference category is female.



status on contact with network members living within 50km, but 
not within Netville (table 12.2). Years of education is the only signi-
ficant variable predicting contact. As in the previous analysis, the act
of moving contributed to a loss of contact for all Netville residents.
While those with at least seventeen years of education (more than a
bachelor’s degree) have been able to maintain contact at pre-move
levels, all other residents experienced a drop in social contact with
non-neighborhood ties living within 50km compared to a year before
their move.

In sum, being wired neither increases nor decreases social contact
with non-neighborhood network members living within 50km. Much
contact with these network members continues to use established
means of communication, such as the telephone and in-person meet-
ings. Moving to Netville and accessing its high-speed local network
does not appreciably change the amount of contact.

Support

Wired residents (82 percent) are more likely than non-wired (75
percent) to report either a small increase or no change in support from
nearby network members (figure 12.4). On average, non-wired resi-
dents report almost no change in social support while wired residents
report a very slight increase compared to a year before their move
(table 12.3). The mean scores for wired and non-wired residents are
not statistically different (table 12.3), nor does any other variable
predict to changes in support with nearby network members (table
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12.4). As hypothesized, there is no effect of CMC on the exchange of
support with non-neighborhood ties living within 50km.

Mid-range ties (50–500 kilometers away)

Contact

When network members live 50 to 500km away, they are at a distance
where telephone and in-person contact become more costly and diffi-
cult, and where less-costly CMC may be used more. Controlling for
other factors, Netville residents have less contact with mid-range
network members as a result of their move (negative intercept in table
12.2). Unlike nearby ties, wired residents are better able than non-
wired residents to maintain contact with mid-range ties (tables 12.1
and 12.2). Indeed, being wired is the only significant variable for
change in contact with mid-range ties. The majority (62 percent) of
wired residents report no change in contact, 18 percent report a
decrease, and 21 percent report an increase. By contrast, although 50
percent of non-wired residents report no change, fully 45 percent
report some level of lost contact, and only 5 percent report increased
contact (figure 12.5).

Support

Mid-range ties should experience the greatest increase in support as 
a result of being wired. They are far enough apart that CMC is 
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especially useful for communication, but they are near enough to each
other that the delivery of material aid (as well as emotional aid) can
be accomplished without great strain. Being wired is the only variable
significantly associated with changes in the level of support from mid-
range ties (table 12.4).11 Although mid-range support in Netville does
not increase with being wired, being wired has enabled residents to
maintain pre-move levels of supportiveness with mid-range ties. By
contrast, residents who were not wired exchange significantly less
support after moving (tables 12.3 and 12.4). Fully 82 percent of wired
residents report no change in support after moving, only 6 percent
report a decrease, and 12 percent an increase (figure 12.6). By contrast,
only 40 percent of the non-wired residents report no change in
support, the majority (55 percent) report a decrease, and only 5 percent
an increase.

As with the previous analysis, moving to Netville introduced 
a barrier to the exchange of support with network members. How-
ever, when Netville residents become connected to the local high-
speed network, they are able to overcome after-move barriers to 
the exchange of support with network members living 50 to 500km
away.
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11 The lack of variation in the support scale for wired residents suggests 
that some caution should be taken in interpreting the results of the regression
analysis.



Distant ties (more than 500 kilometers away)

Contact

Social contact by conventional means (for example, telephone, in-
person meetings) is more expensive with network members who live
more than 500km away. To support the hypothesis that access to
Netville’s local network is most successful in increasing contact with
the most distant social ties, wired residents should report an increase
in contact relative to non-wired residents of greater magnitude than
for their mid-range ties.

As expected, wired residents have been better able than the non-
wired to maintain contact with network members living far away
(table 12.1, figure 12.7). By contrast, non-wired residents have not been
able to maintain pre-move levels of contact. This is the only measure
of social contact where the wired have not only been able to maintain
contact at pre-move levels but on average report an increase over pre-
move levels. Being wired and being older both significantly affect
contact at this distance (table 12.2).12 Those over the age of 38 and 
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12 The small amount of variation in the contact scale for wired residents sug-
gests that some caution should be taken in interpreting the results of the regres-
sion analysis. Regression analysis with a dependent variable that is extremely
light-tailed, as is the scale for change in support at more than 500km, violates the
assumption of equal variance. The results of the regression reported in table 12.4
for ties at this distance should be interpreted with caution.



non-wired, and those over the age of 25 and wired have been able to
maintain contact with distant network members at pre-move levels.
Only one wired resident reports a decrease in social contact, while 74
percent report no change and 24 percent report an increase (figure
12.7). By contrast, 35 percent of non-wired residents report a decrease
in contact, 55 percent report no change, and only 10 percent an
increase. The distribution of the social contact scale follows the trend
of the previous two analyses: the greater the distance between Netville
and network members, the more likely that Netvillers will not expe-
rience any change in social contact.

Support

By contrast to our expectation of increased contact, we did not expect
that being wired would increase support exchanged with the most
distant social ties. The lack of easy physical access makes distant
network members less suited for exchanging tangible goods and ser-
vices. Access to new methods of communication, provided through
high-speed Internet availability, may at best afford a minor increase in
the exchange of intangible, non-material support, such as emotional
aid.

In practice, most wired and non-wired residents report no change
after moving in the supportiveness of their most distant network
members. Yet there are significant differences between the wired 
and non-wired residents (table 12.3). Once again, the Internet enables
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almost all wired residents (94 percent) to maintain support at pre-
move levels (figure 12.8). Only 3 percent have experienced an increase
and 3 percent a decrease. By contrast, a significant minority (30
percent) of non-wired residents have experienced a drop in support
with their most distant social ties, 65 percent of non-wired residents
report no change, and only 5 percent an increase. Being wired is the
only variable which affects changes in level of support with distant
ties (table 12.4).

Discussion

The not so global village of Netville

Moving to Netville, a new suburban neighborhood, reduced contact
and support with friends and relatives. The move to a new home and
neighborhood is itself stressful, former neighbors are no longer at
hand, and with the move to an outer suburb, distance may play a role
in reducing contact and the exchange of support with network
members (Gans, 1967; Clark, 1966). Yet Netville residents with access
to a free, high-speed, always-on, computer network have been more
successful than non-wired residents in maintaining contact and
exchanging support with friends and relatives.

Wired residents have maintained higher levels of contact as a result
of CMC and have been able to maintain contact at pre-move levels
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with network members living more than 50km away. By contrast, non-
wired Netville residents experienced a drop in contact with social ties
at all distances in comparison to a year before their move.

As hypothesized, living in a wired neighborhood with access to
free, high-speed, always-on, Internet access affords more social contact
with distant network members. Being wired affords as much contact
at mid-range than at long distance. Comparing unstandardized regres-
sion coefficients at 50–500km and 500+km does not confirm the expec-
tation that as distance increases, CMC facilitates greater contact (table
12.2). Those who are wired have experienced nearly the same change
in social contact with ties beyond 500km as they did with ties between
50–500km. The slightly smaller regression coefficient for the effect of
being wired on contact with ties 500+km suggests a leveling off or
even a slight drop in the effect of CMC on contact as distance increases.
The slightly greater effect of being wired on contact with mid-range
ties may relate to easier in-person contact and the types of support that
are likely to be exchanged with ties at this distance. Frequent contact
and the provision of tangible support reinforce each other (Homans,
1961; Wellman and Wortley, 1990; Wellman and Frank, 2001).

If they are not wired, Netville residents have had difficulty in main-
taining pre-move levels of support with network members living more
than 50km. Wired residents have maintained support at pre-move
levels with ties at all distances, whereas non-wired residents have had
decreased support with ties more than 50km away. Based on a com-
parison of unstandardized regression coefficients, being connected to
Netville’s high-speed network has had nearly twice the effect on
support with network members at the 50–500km range as it did with
those at more than 500km (table 12.4). This is consistent with the
hypothesis that Netville’s free, high-speed, always on, Internet access
increases overall levels of support exchanged with network members,
but that mid-range ties experience the greatest increase in the
exchange of support. Although the move to a new suburb depressed
contact and support, Netville’s local computer network has helped
residents maintain contact and support at pre-move levels.

The increased connectivity of a high-speed network should increase
contact and support beyond pre-existing levels in an established
neighborhood. It is not that the Internet is special. Rather, the Internet
is another means of communication used along with existing media,
especially in-person contact and the telephone. When distance makes
in-person and telephone communication difficult, CMC has the poten-
tial to fill the gap.
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Glocalization: CMC fosters contact and support, near and far

What has not been explored in this chapter, but is explored in detail
in Hampton (2001b) and Hampton and Wellman (2002), is that in
Netville computer-mediated communication reaches across distances
both locally as well as globally. The wired residents of Netville neigh-
bor much more extensively and intensively than their non-wired 
counterparts. Many local friendships and community activities have
developed. Although this is a usual characteristic of moving into a
new suburban development (Gans, 1967), wired Netville residents
neighbor much more than those who are offline. Wired Netville resi-
dents on average know the names of 25 neighbors as compared to 8
for the non-wired, they talk to neighbors twice as often, and they visit
in each others’ homes 50 percent more often (Hampton, 2001b;
Hampton and Wellman, 2002). The social ties of wired Netville resi-
dents, in particular weaker social ties, are spread more widely
throughout the neighborhood. Instead of knowing just those neigh-
bors in the few homes that surround their own, the wired residents of
Netville know people down the street, around the corner and on the
other side of the block.

Computer-mediated communication has not replaced existing
means of communication, but it has provided a new form of social
contact to personal networks. Within Netville, CMC increased social
contact by additional means of communication. Wired Netville resi-
dents not only email and videophone with their neighbors, but they
telephone them much more often (Hampton, 2001a). For neighbors to
come together and act collectively often requires motivated individu-
als to knock on the doors of near strangers in order to generate grass-
roots support for individual causes. In Netville, CMC, combined with
a dense network of local weak ties (Granovetter, 1973), has facilitated
collective action (Hampton, 2002). Residents organized to protest per-
ceived housing deficiencies, and when those providing their technol-
ogy announced that it would be taken away, they again organized
collectively (Hampton, 2001b; Hampton, 2002).

On average, most North Americans have few strong ties at the
neighborhood level (Wellman, 1979, 1999; Fischer, 1982; Putnam,
2000). Personal communities consist of networks of far-flung kinship,
workplace (Wellman, Carrington, and Hall, 1988) and interest group
relations. They are not place-based communities of geography. Yet, in
Netville, the local computer network facilitated the formation of local
social ties of various strengths. While the existence of diverse sub-
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cultures in the modern urban environment allows people to place 
similarity of interest over similarity of setting in selecting social ties
(Fischer, 1975, 1982), what may ultimately be lacking is an opportu-
nity to meet and interact locally. Local institutions that do exist to
promote local interaction (cafés, bars, community organizations, and
so on) are in decline (Putnam, 2000; Oldenburg, [1989] 1999), and often
are rare in suburban Netville. Access is equally as important as social
similarity in determining the likelihood of tie formation (Feld, 1982)
for the presence of neighborhood common space increases tie for-
mation, the strength of local ties, and higher levels of community in-
volvement (Brunson, Kuo, and Sullivan, 1996). Computer-mediated
communication can foster “glocalization”: increased local as well as
distant social contact.

Conclusion

The blossoming of the Internet has affected the ways in which people
connect with each other, eliminating the financial cost of long-distance
communication, reducing the time and psychological cost of contact-
ing near and far away people. Although some community ties func-
tion solely online, so-called “virtual communities” (Rheingold, 2000),
in practice, most people use whatever means are necessary to stay in
contact with community members: in-person, by telephone, as well as
the Internet (Quan-Haase and Wellman, chapter 10). Contrary to
dystopian predictions, new communication technologies do not dis-
connect people from communities. Computer-mediated communica-
tion reinforces existing communities, establishing contact and
encouraging support where none may have existed before.
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