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Introduction 

Wireless communication is the fastest diffusing media on the planet, ever (Castells, 

Fernandez-Ardevol, Qiu, & Sey, 2007). With subscriptions approaching 5 billion worldwide, 

mobile telephony has become a more pervasive aspect of everyday life than the television and 

even the computer-based Internet. While scholars are beginning  to work in this area, research on 

the social consequences of mobile communication is relatively thin in comparison with, for 

example, research on the Internet, especially considering the widespread penetration of the 

mobile phone. Indeed, there are far more mobile phones in the world than there are Internet 

subscriptions (ITU, 2008).  That said, there is a steadily growing body of research, especially on 

use of the technology among close friends and family members (Campbell & Kwak, 

forthcoming; Habuchi, 2005; Igarashi, Takai, & Yoshida, 2005; Ishii, 2006; Ling, 2008; Ling & 

Stald, 2010; Matsuda, 2005). 

One of the defining characteristics of mobile communication is that it strengthens these 

core ties (Ling, 2008). “Anytime-anywhere” social affordances of the technology allow users to 

seamlessly weave network interactions into the fabric of their everyday lives, to the extent that 

“perpetual contact” (Katz & Aakhus, 2002) with peers and family members can be achieved. 

There are reasons to celebrate heightened levels of social network connectivity. However, 
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scholars from various parts of the world are beginning to question whether use of the technology 

might hamper involvement in broader realms of social order and weaken ties.  (Campbell & 

Kwak, forthcoming; Ling, 2008; Wilken, forthcoming). As Ling (2008) argues, “the mobile 

phone tips the balance in the favor of the intimate sphere of friends and family” (p. 159), raising 

concerns about insularity and questions about whether mobile communication helps or hinders 

other dimensions of social life, such as civic and political involvement. Clearly mobile 

communication serves as an important resource for bringing together close friends and family 

members, but does it do so at the expense of other forms of social connectivity vital to a healthy 

society, such as community, civic, and political engagement? This study is motivated by the 

tensions between social connection and disconnection and helps develop this line of inquiry by 

examining the links between the use of mobile telephony and involvement in these other key 

areas of social life. We will assess how various mobile phone uses are related to face-to-face 

leisure activity with others, community involvement, involvement in social causes, and political 

participation, each of which facilitates the production of social capital and strengthens the social 

fabric of society. Using national survey data representing the adult populations of South Korea 

and the United States, we examine these relationships in an international context, providing new 

insights into trends both within and across these two notably distinct societies. As we explain 

below, we have selected Korea and the U.S. because they offer an interesting mix of similarities 

and differences that may influence the extent to which mobile communication technology serves 

as a social capital resource. 

Theoretical Framing and Relevant Literature 

Social Capital 



Mobile Communication and Social Capital   4 
 

Our interest in the role of mobile communication and social connectedness is grounded in 

research and theory on social capital. Although popularized only in recent decades, social capital 

is not a new concept. Its roots can be traced to early 20th century thinking on how community 

investment and cohesion among neighbors are key ingredients for well supported schools in rural 

areas (Hanifan, 1916). Hanifan (1916) characterizes the notion of social capital as 

connectedness, fellowship, and goodwill among members of a social unit, which cultivate 

mutually beneficial activities and collective resources. Several theorists have subsequently 

offered their own definitions and refinements, and while there is no agreement on a single 

definition of the concept, there is concurrence that it centers on forms of social connectedness 

that facilitate cooperation and mutual benefit (see for example, Bourdieu, 1986, Coleman, 1990, 

Putnam, 2000). The notion of social capital follows the ideas of economic capital and cultural 

capital as developed by Bourdieu. However, while economic capital and cultural capital are 

characteristics of the individual, social capital is a characteristic of the collective. The benefits of 

social capital, which have been observed in various societies, include higher quality of public life 

and performance of social institutions (Putnam, 1995). Empirical evidence of this includes 

reduced crime, poverty, unemployment, and drug abuse, as well as better health, education, and 

economic conditions (Putnam, 1995). Thus, social capital tends to be regarded as a constructive 

property. However, it is important to recognize that network connections can become over 

elaborated and cooperative behavior can, in some cases, lead to exclusivity among homogenous 

groups when in-group loyalty creates out-group antagonism (Putnam, 2000). Therefore, social 

capital should not be regarded as inherently good or bad, but rather as a neutral facilitator of 

satisfying mutual interests and achieving collective needs (Portes, 1998). 
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Social capital can take on many forms of connections that cut across disparate realms of 

social order, including individual, community, civic, and national levels (Bourdieu, 1986, 

Coleman, 1990, Putnam, 2000). Thus, the research in this area has examined social capital 

indicators across these levels, including spending leisure time with others, participating in 

organized groups and clubs, attending community events, doing volunteer work, supporting 

social causes, and participating in political activities (Campbell & Kwak, 2010; Campbell & 

Kwak, forthcoming, Putnam, 1995; 2000; Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah, McLeod, & 

Yoon, 2001). It is in this vein that we conceptualize social capital for this study, i.e., as 

something that is cultivated  through social, civic, and political involvement. To help clarify how 

engagement in each of these areas is associated with mobile communication, we analyze the 

links between use of the technology and (a) spending face-to-face leisure time with others, (b) 

community involvement, (c) supporting social causes, and (d) political participation. 

Media Use and Social Capital 

Media use has played a central role in social capital research. Indeed, there is a robust 

body of scholarship suggesting that old as well as new media have the potential to both help and 

hinder social capital, depending on how they are used. In his well-documented account of the 

decline of social capital in American society, Robert Putnam (1995, 2000) identifies television 

viewing as one of the primary culprits, noting that it contributes to the privatization of leisure 

time. The notion that overall time spent watching TV is negatively associated with civic life is 

supported in other research as well.  However these studies also indicate that certain forms of 

television viewing, such as news programming, actually support involvement by equipping 

individuals to be informed and engaged citizens (Campbell & Kwak, forthcoming; Norris, 1996; 

Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001). In other words, how one uses a 
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given medium can be more important than simply how much when considering the implications 

for social capital. This is a core premise that we adhere to by measuring different reasons for 

mobile phone use, manifest through different usage patterns, rather than mere frequency of use.  

The rapid adoption and use of information and communication technologies (ICT) has 

heralded new hopes and fears about the media’s role in social capital and engaged citizenship. A 

few notable studies have suggested that time spent online can lead to social withdrawal (Kraut et 

al., 1998; Nie & Erbring, 2002; Nie & Hillygus, 2002).  However, some of these trends were 

reversed in follow-up research, and most of the evidence suggests that Internet use can foster 

various forms of social capital (Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Shah, Cho, Eveland, & Kwak, 2005; 

Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001). Once again, a primary lesson 

learned (indeed re-learned!) is that whether communication technologies help or hinder social 

capital is dependent upon how they are used, rather than simply how much. To illustrate, 

informational uses of the Internet tend to foster civic life, while certain recreational uses have 

been found to have the opposite effect (Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 

2001; Shah et al., 2005). 

The emergence of mobile communication technology warrants another step with research 

and theory building on the intersections between new media and social capital. Because it shares 

social affordances with other new media technologies such as portable computers, there are 

reasons to expect that mobile communication will extend on trends found in the extant Internet 

research. However, there are distinctions between mobility and portability that contribute to 

important differences in the flow of communication. Rather than simply being carried from place 

to place, mobile devices afford communication during physical activity and movement. Thus, 

mobile communication is possible virtually anytime and anywhere, allowing users to seamlessly 
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(or sometimes not so seamlessly) weave network interactions into the rhythm of their daily 

affairs. Mobile communication is also distinct in the way it is characteristically person-to-person, 

and not person-to-place, person-to-place-to-person, etc. (Ling, 2008). Thus, it has as its legacy 

interpersonal communication, but is quickly evolving into a prominent new platform for mass 

and other forms of communication as well. 

As noted, researchers are only beginning to understand the role of this emergent and 

dynamic technology in certain dimensions of social order, such as civic and political 

participation. Gergen (2008) points out “there are but scant offerings on the contribution of 

mobile communication to political life” (p. 297). Although research and theory in this area is 

notably thin, there is a small foundation upon which to build. Intensive mobile communication in 

the private realm of social life can lead to “tele-cocooning” (Habuchi, 2005), or insularity among 

network ties. Gergen (2008) argues this type of social withdrawal has the potential to detract 

from political participation when individuals turn their attention away from public debate and 

interaction and inward towards the private sphere. Our own empirical evidence so far suggests 

this is only the case for a particular sub-set of users, namely those who are connected with only a 

small number of like-minded close ties through the technology. For others in the study, mobile 

communication was linked to increased civic and political participation (Campbell & Kwak, 

forthcoming). However, it is important to acknowledge that in that study we only examined one 

particular type of use -- discussing politics and public affairs with network ties. Because 

differential patterns of media use tend to have differential effects on social capital, we broaden 

the scope for this study to examine other uses of the technology as well. 

Patterns of Mobile Phone Use and Expected Links to Social Capital 
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For this study we examine three key dimensions of mobile phone use: informational, 

relational, and recreational. The selection of these usage patterns was informed by previous 

studies of new media uses (Campbell & Kwak, forthcoming; Leung & Wei, 2000; Shah et al., 

2005; Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001; Wei & Lo, 2006), as well as 

theory about fundamental uses and gratifications of the media more broadly (Blumler & Katz; 

Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974). By informational use we specifically refer to using the 

mobile phone to get and discuss information about public affairs and politics. Relational use of 

the technology refers to phatic calling or texting to, for example, chat or just to say “hi.” 

Recreational use refers to both personal and social forms of mobile-mediated recreation, 

including games, music, and social network sites (SNS).  

With regard to informational use, research shows that using both traditional and new media 

for getting and exchanging news plays a positive role in civic life by providing individuals with 

information to reflect and deliberate on social and political matters. For example, McLeod et al. 

(1996; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999) found that reading newspapers and watching local 

news programs are positively associated with community involvement. Television news viewing 

has been linked to civic and political involvement in other studies as well (Norris, 1996; Shah, 

Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001; Zhang & Chia 2006). Extending the 

research to an online context, Shah and colleagues (2001; 2001; 2005) have linked such 

informational uses of the Internet to participation in civic and political activities. These studies 

demonstrate how media consumption for surveillance and exchange of news plays a constructive 

role in connecting individuals to the civic and political spheres of social life. Therefore, we 

anticipate similar results for this use of mobile telephony, especially since the medium offers a 
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heightened degree of flexibility in when and where individuals can obtain, share, and discuss 

news. 

Hypothesis 1: Informational use of mobile telephony will be a positive predictor of 

community involvement, involvement in social causes, and political participation.  

Next we turn to the expected links between relational use and the social capital indicators. 

Although some speculate that this type of mobile communication displaces spending time with 

others face-to-face (e.g., Gergen, 2008), this position is not well supported (Campbell & Kwak, 

2010; Ingarashi et at., 2005; Ling & Stald, 2010). If anything, mobile communication among 

peers tends to foster face-to-face contact by allowing them to coordinate meet-ups and other 

types of social activities (Ling, 2004, 2008). In other words, mobile communication tends to be 

an added layer of social communication that helps fill in the gaps between face-to-face contact, 

while also serving as a tool for “micro-coordinating” the logistics of where and when flesh meets 

will occur (Ling, 2004). For this reason, we anticipate that relational use of the technology will 

be positively associated with participating in social activities with co-present others. 

Hypothesis 2: Relational use of mobile telephony will be a positive predictor of spending 

leisure time with others in face-to-face settings.  

There are reasons to anticipate that relational use of mobile telephony contributes to political 

participation and supporting social causes as well. According to Coleman (1990), engagement in 

civic and political affairs can be an unintended by-product of socializing, even informally, with 

others. Casual conversation with friends and family members can foster trust and create a space 

for discussing other matters, such as community, civic, and political issues (Putnam, 1995). 

Indeed, Kwak, Shah, and Holbert (2004) found an empirical link between informal socializing in 
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face-to-face settings and civic engagement. However, as noted the mobile phone is said to “favor 

of the intimate sphere of friends and family” (Ling, 2008, p. 159), possibly leading to network 

insularity (Habuchi, 2005) and even civic and political detachment (Gergen, 2008). Thus, using 

the mobile phone in this way may privilege access to our closest circle of friends and family at 

the expense of other social links. This privileging is what Licoppe (2004) calls “connected 

presence.” Considering the competing lines of reasoning here, we pose the following research 

question, rather than a hypothesis about relational use of the technology and engagement in the 

civic and political spheres. 

Research Question 1: How is relational use of mobile telephony associated with community 

involvement, involvement in social causes, and political participation?  

 Recreation is a prominent use of both old and new media (e.g., Eighmey & McCord, 

1998; McQuail, 1983; Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000; Zillman) and therefore has garnered attention 

in research related to social capital. Traditionally, recreational media use has not been regarded 

as a very positive resource for social capital. Empirical studies of both old and new media 

suggest that it can even play a negative role in social and civic life (see for example, Besley, 

2006; Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001; Shah McLeod, & Yoon, 2001; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). 

On the surface, these trends appear to support expectations that use of the mobile phone for 

recreation will also be negatively linked to civic life. However, in foundational work in this area, 

recreational use of mobile technology was positively linked to civic and political participation 

(Campbell & Kwak, forthcoming). Because of the mixed findings in the literature and the dearth 

of relevant research in a mobile context, we advance the following research question for this use 

of the technology as well: 
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Research Question 2: How is recreational use of mobile telephony associated with the 

social capital indicators?  

The Interactive Effects of Age and Education 

 The hypotheses and research questions posed so far frame investigation of the direct 

relationships between mobile communication and social capital. Research in this area shows that 

including moderating variables can help provide more robust and nuanced insights into the links 

between media use and social capital (Campbell & Kwak, forthcoming). Therefore, we adopt this 

approach to better understand how the structure of the relationships develops and changes when 

select characteristics of the user are accounted for as interaction terms. In particular, we examine 

how the links between mobile usage patterns and social capital vary across different levels of age 

and education. These insights will help contextualize those gained from the tests of the direct 

associations by shedding light on how they vary according to characteristics of the user. 

 Age has been a central theoretical concern in studies of new media as well as social 

capital. On the one hand, older adults tend to have greater involvement in public affairs than 

younger individuals (Quintelier, 2007). On the other hand, younger individuals tend to be more 

engaged with new media than older adults, especially the mobile phone (Lenhart, Ling, 

Campbell, & Purcell; Ling, 2010; Ling, Bertel & Sundsøy 2010). In their investigation of the 

links between patterns of Internet use and social capital, Shah and colleagues (2001; 2001; 2005) 

found that effects, both positive and negative, were strongest among the youngest cohort (i.e., 

adults under the age of 35). That is, younger adults were more likely to reap social capital 

benefits of informational use of the Internet and more likely to experience potentially negative 

effects of recreational use. These findings are interesting, considering positive associations have 

been found between social capital indicators and recreational use of the mobile phone among 
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older adults (Campbell & Kwak, forthcoming). Collectively, the work in this area indicates that 

generation and life-cycle are relevant considerations for research on the links between new 

media and social capital (Ling, 2010; Helles, 2009). Therefore, rather than simply “weeding out” 

the effects of age as a control variable, we examine how it moderates the mobile phone usage 

patterns. 

Research Question 3: How does age interact with each of the mobile phone usage 

patterns to predict the social capital indicators? 

 As illustrated in the previous chapter, the intersections between ICT and education are 

one of the broad concerns of this volume. In their investigation, Jager, Bos, and te Velde 

examine the effects of ICT use on educational performance, reporting that it primarily has an 

indirect impact by influencing student attitudes toward specific subjects, Notably, in the case of 

math and science this attitudinal effect is positive, whereas for reading it is negative. In order to 

provide further insight into the intersections between education and new media, we also include 

this variable as an interaction term. It is worth acknowledging that our treatment of education 

differs from Jager et al. in that we utilize it as a moderating predictor variable, with social capital 

as the outcome, while education (i.e., performance) is the outcome itself in their study. Despite 

these differences in how it is treated, the two studies together provide new insights into how 

education and ICT play off one another in ways that have important implications for social 

welfare. 

Research Question 4: How does educational attainment interact with each of the mobile 

phone usage patterns to predict the social capital indicators? 

Cross-National Comparison: Korea vs. U.S. 
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Our final research question addresses the international nature of this study. Indeed, one of the 

core strengths of this investigation is that it examines the links between mobile communication 

and social capital both within and across two different societies, in different parts of the world, 

with different levels of mobile penetration, and with distinct cultural landscapes. 

Both Korea and the U.S. are industrialized, democratic societies that have come to 

embrace new communication technology, such as the Internet and mobile phone. However, the 

U.S. lags behind Korea in adoption and use of mobile telephony. For example, according to the 

International Telecommunications Union (ITU) there were approximately 94 mobile phone 

subscriptions per 100 people in Korea in 2008 (the most recent data) and 86 per 100 persons in 

the U.S.. Although both are democracies, Korea’s system of government is much younger than 

the U.S.’s. Furthermore, the population of Korea is homogenous and dense, while in the U.S. it is 

ethnically and geographically diffuse. Furthermore, cultural differences with regard to 

interpersonal interaction styles and social values (i.e., individualism-collectivism) have also been 

observed (see for example, Lee & Park, 2011; Triandis, 1995).  These aspects are important 

because they can have an effect on the extent to which individuals are engaged citizens, at what 

levels of social order they are engaged, and the resources they rely on. Because the lines 

demarcating local and national affairs are less pronounced in Korea, with most of its population 

centered around Seoul, it is possible that mobile communication plays a different role in 

connecting (or disconnecting) citizens at the community, civic, and national levels than in the 

U.S..  

Research Question 5: How do the links between mobile communication and social 

capital differ between Korea and the U.S.? 

Method 
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Data 

For this study, a national survey was conducted in the U.S. and Korea. Synovate, an 

international survey research firm, conducted the survey by mail and online in the U.S. and 

Korea, respectively. In both cases, a stratified quota method was used to ensure demographic 

representativeness. However, because data were gathered online in Korea, seniors over 60 years 

of age were dramatically underrepresented, and therefore this age segment was removed from 

both samples in order to carry out comparative analyses between them. A total of 1,718 

respondents participated in the U.S. study with a response rate of 48.9%. The Korean sample 

consists of 800 respondents, and the response rate was 19.0%. For both samples, a weight 

variable based on the respective country’s census age and gender distribution was created and 

employed in this study.  

Measures (see Appendix for summary statistics) 

 

Behavioral Dimensions of Social Capital. Four dimensions of behavioral engagement 

were analyzed in this study:  social leisure activity with others; community involvement;, 

involvement in social causes, and political participation. In order to tap each dimension, multiple 

question items were employed, and the responses were summed to form an additive index for a 

respective dimension. The items asked about respondents’ participation in the past month on a 

seven-point scale, ranging from “none in the last month” to “everyday.”  

Social leisure activity, which refers to spending leisure time with others in face-to-face 

settings, was measured by asking respondents about three types of activities: giving or attending 

a dinner party; entertaining people in their home; and going out with a group of friends. For 

community involvement, respondents were asked about their participation in events and 
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activities that occurred in their community. Three specific areas of community participation were 

tapped: working on a community project, going to a neighborhood meeting, and attending a 

community event. Involvement in social causes measured the frequency of one’s financial 

contribution to a social group or cause and working on behalf of a social group or cause. Finally, 

respondents were asked about four types of involvement in traditional forms of political 

participation: attending a political meeting, rally, or speech; working for a candidate or a party; 

contacting a public official or a political party, and contributing money to a candidate or a 

political party. 

Patterns of mobile phone use. Three distinctive patterns of mobile phone use were 

identified from a number of mobile phone usage items employed in this study: informational, 

relational, and recreational. Information use of the mobile phone, which concerns use of the 

mobile phone for gathering and discussing public affairs, was measured by asking respondents 

the frequency of using the mobile for discussing politics and other news  and seeking out 

information about what’s going on in the news. To measure use of the mobile to maintain and 

develop personal relationships, respondents were asked about their use just to be social,  to touch 

base,  to chat, and to have a long conversation to discuss important personal matters. The latter 

two items were asked separately for voice calling and text messaging. For recreation, three types 

of the mobile phone use were asked: playing music, playing games, and using social networking 

sites. For each of the mobile phone use items, an eight-point response scale, ranging from “none 

in the last month” to “several times a day,” was used. Those who reported not using a mobile 

phone were treated as zero frequency. 

Control variables.  As control variables, this study included age, gender, education, 

household income, and political interest. To measure political interest, respondents were asked to 
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state how much they agreed with the following statement, “I am very interested in politics,” on a 

six-point scale, ranging from “definitely disagree” to “definitely agree.”  

Analytic Procedure 

To examine H1, H2, RQ1, and RQ2, we ran regression analyses of social capital 

indicators with the three patterns of mobile phone use serving as main predictors. For RQ3 and 

RQ4, which inquired about whether the role of the mobile might differ depending one’s age and 

education, a series of multiplicative terms were created between each mobile phone use index 

and either age or education. To reduce potential problems with multicollinearity between 

interaction terms and their components, all the component variables were standardized prior to 

the formation of the interaction terms (Cronbach, 1987; Jaccard, Turrisi, & Wan, 1990; Kwak, 

1999).  

Results 

 Tables 1 and 2 provide regression analyses for the U.S. and the Korean samples, 

respectively, which concern H1, H2, RQ1, and RQ2. In both samples, many control variables 

were found to be significant predictors of the behavioral dimensions of social capital. In 

particular, those who were interested in politics, in both countries, were more likely to be active 

in all engagement dimensions in this study.  With the exception of social leisure with other 

people in the U.S., older respondents were more engaging. It may be worth pointing out that 

education was consistently related to participation only in the U.S., with those with higher 

educational attainment being more involved. In Korea, however, it appears that there was little 

difference in participation across people with different education levels.  

H1 predicted that use of the mobile phone for gathering and discussing information about 

politics and public affairs should be a positive predictor of community involvement, involvement 
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in social causes, and political participation. As shown in Tables 1 and 2, for both the U.S. and 

Korea, the hypothesis was mostly supported. In particular, the role of informational use of the 

mobile phone in civic (community involvement and contribution to social causes) and political 

participation was strong for Korea such that its contribution was found to even exceed that of 

political interest. 

H2 and RQ1 concerned the role of relational use of the mobile phone in social capital. As 

expected, relational use of the mobile phone was a significant predictor of spending leisure time 

with others in face-to-face settings for both countries (see Tables 1 and 2). Notably, for both 

countries, this usage variable was the strongest predictor of social leisure. On the contrary, 

however, relational use of the mobile — calling to say “hi,” texting to chat, and discussing 

personal matters — was not related to any other engagement variables that were of a civic nature 

for both countries, such as community involvement and political participation.     

RQ2 posed a broad question regarding the role of recreational use of the mobile phone, 

such as listening to music, playing games, and visiting social networking sites. The findings in 

Tables 1 and 2 uncover an interesting difference between the U.S. and Korea in that recreational 

use of the mobile phone was associated with all four dimensions of social capital for Korea, 

while there was only one significant relationship for the U.S.. In fact, among all three mobile 

phone use variables, recreational use was the least significant predictor for the U.S.. For Korea, 

however, recreational use played a pervasive role in the analysis, thereby suggesting that along 

with informational use, recreational use of the mobile in Korea may be an important arena in 

which not only personal social leisure, but also public affairs engagement is fostered.  
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Table 1 

Predictors of Engagement Dimensions for U.S. 

 

 
Social Leisure  

Community
Involvement

 
Involvement 

in Social 
Causes 

 
Political 

Participation

       

Control Variables          

Age -.12**  .07*  .17**  .00 

Gender   (high: female) -.10 **  .05  .07 *   .01  

Education .07*  .11**  .13**  .02 

Household income .11**  -.00   .04  -.02 

Political interest .08*  .15 **  .10*  .21** 

R2 (%) 8.6  5.6  8.6  6.8 

Mobile Phone Use        

Informational .12 *  .07   .11 **  .17 ** 

Relational .19**  .06   .00  -.03 

Recreational -.04  .07*  .04  .02 

Incremental R2 (%) 5.0  2.2  1.6  2.3 

          

Total R2 (%) 13.7  7.8  10.1  9.1 

 

Notes:  is the standardized beta coefficient indicating effect size for each variable. R2 is the 
amount of variance attributable to the block of variables combined. * indicates statistical 
significance at p<.05 (95% probability); ** p<.01 (99% probability). The block of variables for 
“Mobile Phone Use” shows a positive significant relationship between information use of the 
technology and all forms of social capital except community involvement. Relational use is 
positively related to social leisure activity with others, and recreational use is positively related 
to involvement in one’s community. 
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Table 2 

Predictors of Engagement Dimensions for Korea 

 

 
Social Leisure  

Community
Involvement

 
Involvement 

in Social 
Causes 

 
Political 

Participation

        

Control Variables          

Age -.03  .10**  .10**  .01 

Gender   (high: female) -.02   .03   .01   -.03  

Education -.02   .00  .02   .01 

Household income .07   .01  .04  .02 

Political interest .12**  .14 **  .14**  .10** 

R2 (%) 8.5  6.1  6.3  4.8 

Mobile Phone Use        

Informational .14 **  .31 **  .25 **  .35 ** 

Relational .28**  .02   .01  -.04 

Recreational  .18**  .16 **  .17**  .13** 

Incremental R2 (%) 18.7  16.0  11.9  16.1 

          

Total R2 (%) 27.2  22.1  18.2  20.9 

 

Notes:  is the standardized beta coefficient indicating effect size for each variable. R2 is the 
amount of variance attributable to the block of variables combined. * indicates statistical 
significance at p<.05 (95% probability); ** p<.01 (99% probability). The “Mobile Phone Use” 
block of variables shows that use of the technology for informational and recreational purposes is 
positively related to all social capital dimensions, while relational use of the technology is only 
related to social leisure (positively). 
 

Tables 3 and 4 show findings concerning RQs 3 and 4, which inquired about whether the 

role of the mobile phone might vary depending on one’s age and education, respectively. There 

are several significant findings for RQ3 in both countries. The patterns of findings suggest that 

for the U.S. it is the domain of political participation in which people of different ages are likely 

to experience differential benefits from mobile phone use. For Korea, it is recreational use of the 
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mobile phone which is likely to generate differential experiences in public affairs engagement 

for people of different ages.  

 

Table 3 

Two-Way Interactive Relationships for U.S. 

 

 
Social Leisure  

Community
Involvement

 
Involvement 

in Social 
Causes 

 
Political 

Participation

         

Prior blocks (R2; %) 13.7  7.8  10.1  9.2 

          

Mobile Phone Use X Age  
Interaction Terms 

         

Informational Use X Age -.03  -.05  -.00  -.09** 

Relational Use X Age -.11 **  .03  .04   -.03  

Recreational Use X Age -.04  -.03  -.03  -.07* 

        

Mobile Phone Use X Education  
Interaction Terms 

       

Informational Use X Education .00  .04   .06*  -.02  

Relational Use X Education .06*  .03  -.02  -.00 

Recreational Use X Education .04  .03   -.02  -.05 

 

Notes:  is the standardized beta coefficient indicating effect size for each variable. R2 is the 
amount of variance attributable to the block of variables combined. * indicates statistical 
significance at p<.05 (95% probability); ** p<.01 (99% probability). For example, informational 
use of the mobile phone interacts with age such that the role of mobile-mediated information 
varies significantly across age groups. In this case, the benefits of informational use for political 
participation appears to be greater for younger users of the technology. For an illustration of the 
nature of all significant interactions in this table, see Figures 1 and 3. 
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Table 4 

Two-Way Interactive Relationships for Korea 

 

 
Social Leisure  

Community
Involvement

 
Involvement 

in Social 
Causes 

 
Political 

Participation

         

Prior blocks (R2; %) 27.2  22.1  18.2  20.9 

          

Mobile Phone Use X Age  
Interaction Terms 

         

Informational Use X Age -.02   .03     .03  .01 

Relational Use X Age .05    .02  .04   .04  

Recreational Use X Age -.06   .09**  .12**  .12** 

        

Mobile Phone Use X Education  
Interaction Terms 

       

Informational Use X Education .04  .00   .03    .02  

Relational Use X Education .02  .03  -.02   .01 

Recreational Use X Education .01  .00   -.01   .00 

 

Notes:  is the standardized beta coefficient indicating effect size for each variable. R2 is the 
amount of variance attributable to the block of variables combined. * indicates statistical 
significance at p<.05 (95% probability); ** p<.01 (99% probability). For example, recreational 
use of the mobile phone interacts with age such that the role of mobile-mediated recreation 
varies significantly across age groups in predicting all social capital dimension except social 
leisure. In this case, the benefits of recreational use appear to be greater for older users of the 
technology. For an illustration of the nature of all significant interactions in this table, see Figure 
2. 

 

Figure 1 presents significant findings for the U.S. (Table 3). The top panel concerns 

social leisure, and the bottom two, political participation. In all three graphs it appears that 

younger respondents were more likely than older respondents to become engaged as they 

increased their use of the mobile phone for a respective purpose. As in the top panel relational 
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use of the mobile tended to be associated with greater leisure with other people only for younger 

respondents. As for political participation, use of the mobile phone—whether it was 

informational (middle panel) or recreational (bottom panel)—was related to political 

mobilization to a greater extent for younger respondents. 

Figure 2 shows significant interactive findings for Korea (Table 4), which, as in the case 

of the U.S., suggest that the contribution of mobile phone use in civic and political participation 

tends to vary across age groups. For Korea, however, an opposite pattern emerged. That is, 

findings suggest that older Koreans were more likely than younger people to benefit from 

recreational use of the mobile phone, whether it was community involvement (top panel), 

involvement in social causes (middle panel), or political participation (bottom panel).  

There are no significant findings for RQ4 that show different roles of mobile phone use 

across education groups for Korea (Table 4), while for the U.S. there are a few findings that 

suggest such role (Table 3). Significant findings for the U.S. are displayed in Figure 3. In the top 

panel, findings demonstrate that those with greater educational attainment were more likely than 

their counterparts to spend more face-to-face leisure time with others as they utilized their 

mobile phone to connect to them (i.e., relational use of the mobile). Informational use of the 

mobile was found to be positively related to involvement in social causes, either donating money 

or participating, only for those with higher education (see bottom panel). 
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Figure 1 

Interactive effects of age for the U.S. 
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Political Participation
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Low high

Recreational Use of the Mobile Phone

Young Old

 

Note: The Y axis reflects the sum of the individual participation items, each of which ranges 
from 1 (“none in the past month”) to 7 (“everyday”). Number of items for each measure is 
provided in the method section. 
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Figure 2 

Interactive effects of age for the Korea 
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Political Participation
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Recreational Use of the Mobile Phone

Young Old

 

Note: The Y axis reflects the sum of the individual participation items, each of which ranges 
from 1 (“none in the past month”) to 7 (“everyday”). Number of items for each measure is 
provided in the method section. 
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Figure 3 

Interactive effects of education for the U.S. 
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Note: The Y axis reflects the sum of the individual participation items, each of which ranges 
from 1 (“none in the past month”) to 7 (“everyday”). Number of items for each measure is 
provided in the method section. 

 

Discussion 

The discussion will begin with the direct associations between mobile phone usage 

patterns and the social capital indictors, followed by the interactive effects of age and education. 

Interpretations of these findings, their implications, and directions for future research will be 

offered. 

Direct Associations between Mobile Communication and Social Capital 

Our first hypothesis was that informational use of mobile technology is positively related 

to involvement in community, social causes, and the political process. This hypothesis is largely 

supported with significant and positive associations between mobile phone use and social capital 

in both samples. In Korea, informational use is linked to all social capital indicators, while in the 

U.S. it is linked to all but community involvement. These findings indicate that mobile 

communication may play a meaningful role in social connectedness beyond the sphere of private 

relationships by helping to support civic and political life, especially when used for informational 

purposes. Although trends for informational use are very similar across the two countries, we do 

see one area of difference. For Korea the technology may play a more meaningful role in 

community involvement than it does in the U.S..  It is plausible that the heightened diffusion 

level in Korea contributes to this trend. That is, a society with a more mature and saturated 

technological environment may be better positioned to have local civic and community groups 

that appropriate it for their causes. Likewise the residents of the local communities in such a 
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society may be more aware of and responsive to the flows of information and communication in 

their local setting. 

The second hypothesis posited that relational use of the technology would be linked to 

increased face-to-face leisure activity with others, followed by a research question (RQ1) about 

links to the civic and political realms of society. As expected, H2 was supported for both Korea 

and the U.S.. In fact, associations between relational use and socializing with co-present others 

were among the strongest for both samples. This finding supports the assertions made in other 

works and helps assuage fears that mobile communication is replacing face-to-face interaction 

with others, while revealing another area of cross-national consistency. Findings for the other 

social capital indicators (RQ1) also reveal a coherent trend for Korea and the U.S.. For neither 

are there significant links between relational use of the technology and the other social capital 

indicators. 

Collectively, these findings indicate notable similarities between Korea and U.S. for the 

role of relational and informational uses of the mobile phone in the cultivation of social capital. 

It appears that in both countries relational uses may play a supportive role in spending leisure 

time with co-present others, while informational uses help extend one’s connectedness to the 

civic and political spheres of social life as well. These trends support empirical and theoretical 

arguments about the ways that social and informational use of other media foster social capital, 

while helping to answer the last research question (RQ5) about similarities and differences 

between the two countries. 

However, the story changes with the results for recreational use of mobile technology 

(RQ2). Here we see a pattern that suggests notable cross-national differences. Recreational use is 

associated with increased levels of all social capital indicators for Korea. However, in the U.S. 
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this form of use is only related to community involvement. Although all other links are 

insignificant, they still provide helpful information by indicating that this type of mobile phone 

use does not detract from social capital in the U.S.. In fact, there are no significant negative 

associations in the regression models for any of the direct associations, painting a generally 

positive picture about the technology as a social capital resource. It is possible that the divergent 

trends between Korea and the U.S. for recreational use has something to do with the fact that 

mobile communication is more advanced in Korean society. As noted, market and regulatory 

forces have hindered diffusion in the U.S., while enhancing it in Korea. Perhaps as the 

penetration level approaches saturation  implications of the technology begin to emerge in more 

areas of social life. Furthermore, it is possible that certain uses of the technology, such as 

recreation, take on new meanings and offer new consequences as it matures as a social resource. 

If so, it will be interesting to see if the U.S. someday “catches up” with Korea by having 

recreational use play a more supportive role in connecting people socially, civically, and 

politically.  

On the surface, the reasons for the link between recreation and social capital in Korea are 

theoretically less intuitive than those for the positive links found for informational use, 

warranting further examination and consideration. As noted above, the measure for recreation 

consists of both personal and social dimensions, the former involving games and music and the 

latter accessing SNS through mobile telephony. For deeper insights into the relative role of each 

of these dimensions, we conducted follow-up analyses to examine how the individual items 

comprising this measure relate to the social capital indicators for Korea. These post hoc tests 

revealed that SNS use was positively associated with all four social capital indicators for Korea, 

while playing games and listening to music were each only significantly related to community 



Mobile Communication and Social Capital   31 
 

involvement. This finding demonstrates the important role of SNS use in explaining the links 

between mobile-mediated recreation and social capital in Korea, suggesting that social recreation 

is a more constructive social capital resource than personal recreation. SNS provide opportunities 

for social connection, exposure to information, and encountering groups and causes, making 

them distinct from games and music with regard to the production of social capital. As mobile 

technology continues to become more like a computer that is carried – even worn – on the body, 

SNS users have enhanced opportunities to flexibly engage in social recreation through SNS. 

Considering this, it will be interesting to see whether this benefit will emerge in the U.S. where 

using the mobile phone to use the Internet is only now starting to approach a critical mass. 

Interactive Effects of Select User Characteristics 

In order to further develop the story, research questions 3 and 4 probe into the interactive 

effects of age and education. Results show that age plays a pervasive role throughout, while 

education only yields significant interactions on the U.S. side. Those findings suggest that highly 

educated individuals in the U.S. may stand to gain the most social capital benefit from certain 

uses of mobile technology. Informational and relational uses of the technology have stronger 

associations with involvement in social causes and social leisure activity, respectively, for highly 

educated adults in the U.S.. Those with less education may also benefit from these uses of the 

technology, but significantly less so than those with more education. If this is indicative of a 

larger socio-technological trend, with education helping to maximize the social capital benefits 

of other ICT, then it points to areas of social welfare that should be considered when forming 

educational policy to promote higher levels of attainment, which is a serious problem in parts of 

the U.S., especially in some of the major cities with eroding public school systems.  
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Although there are several significant interactions involving age in both the Korean and 

the U.S. samples, it interacts with technology use in very different ways to predict social capital 

indicators in the two societies. In Korea there is a coherent pattern with older adults being more 

civically and politically engaged with increased use of the mobile phone for recreation. Hence, it 

is older adults in Korea who appear to be harnessing the social capital benefits of this use. When 

following up on our post hoc analysis of the individual items for recreation, the trend for SNS re-

appears. That is, here again we see use of SNS through mobile devices as the dominant reason 

for the significant findings, while personal recreation through games and music tend not to play a 

role. 

In contrast to Korea, it is younger adults in the U.S. who seem to benefit the most from 

certain uses of mobile telephony. In fact, levels of political participation actually decline with 

increased recreational use by older adults in the U.S.. Notably, post hoc analysis of the recreation 

items did not show SNS as playing a more meaningful role in this case than games and music, 

pointing to a need for further research to better understand how and why mobile-mediated SNS 

use contributes to distinctive trends in Korea, particularly among older adults, and not in the 

U.S.. Although both younger and older adults in the U.S. are more politically engaged with 

informational use of the technology, the younger adult users are significantly more engaged than 

older adults. Increased levels of social leisure activity are also more substantial with relational 

use among younger adults in the U.S. than it is for older adults. So generally speaking, it appears 

that in the U.S. it is the younger adults who experience social capital benefits of mobile 

communication. 

Through these findings, the cross-national pattern for age becomes quite apparent with 

more positive trends for younger adults in the U.S. as opposed to older adults in Korea. Future 
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research is needed to better understand this pattern and the reasons for its emergence. It is 

conceivable that more rapid and widespread diffusion of the technology in Korea has fostered an 

environment for mobile communication to become more ingrained as an everyday resource 

across generations, whereas in the U.S. it is primarily the younger users, including both teens and 

young adults (Ling, 2004), who have so far fully embraced the technology as an extension of 

their social selves. As the mobile market continues to grow in the U.S., so, too, might the role of 

the technology as a social capital resource for older adults as it has in Korea.  

  Main Conclusions  

 Collectively, the findings from this study make an empirical contribution to the growing 

theoretical debate over how and whether mobile communication helps or hinders involvement in 

traditional areas of social life. Gergen (2008) warns that frequent use of the technology can lead 

to withdrawal from face-to-face contact with others, involvement in civil society, and political 

participation. Ling (2008) and Habuchi (2005) also highlight how mobile communication can 

lead to social network insularity, although unlike Gergen they provide a sense that there are 

valuable social capital benefits to be harnessed at the peer level. The present study informs this 

area of inquiry by revealing largely positive trends for social capital indicators with various uses 

of the technology. That is, the big picture coming out of the findings suggests that instead of 

detracting from social and civic life, in various ways mobile communication may play a 

constructive role. 

 However, it is equally important to note that this role is highly dependent upon how the 

technology is used. The findings reveal that different purposes for use can contribute to different 

outcomes in the analysis. This aspect of the findings can be understood through the lens of Uses 

and Gratifications theory (Blumler & Katz, 1974; Katz et al., 1974). According to Uses and 
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Gratifications, different user motivations lead to different media usage patterns, which can have 

differential consequences for social and civic life (Finn, 1997). Most applications of this theory 

to mobile communication technology have been geared toward identifying key usage patterns of 

the technology (Leung & Wei, 2000; Wei, 2008; Wei & Lo, 2006). This study contributes to that 

body of work by investigating the social implications as well. The affordances of mobile 

technology have been expanding quickly with full keyboards, broadband Internet, and countless 

applications that can be used to connect people with each other, their physical surroundings, the 

news, hobbies, and various other aspects of social life. As this line of research moves forward, 

key uses of the technology investigated should expand beyond those included in this study. 

Furthermore, future research should be mindful that a nuanced approach in capturing usage can 

help clarify the associations between mobile communication and social capital, as seen through 

the findings for the individual recreation items.  

As noted above, the U.S. lags behind Korea in mobile communication adoption and use, 

and it is possible that some of the cross-national differences uncovered in this study can be 

explained by this lag. That is, because it has a more “mature” mobile market, the social capital 

benefits of the technology in Korea may have greater reach than in the U.S., both in terms of its 

use as well as its users. If this is the case, it illustrates how government policy can play an 

important role in shaping both the diffusion as well as social implications of new communication 

technology. In the U.S., spectrum was initially reserved for television, delaying the development 

of the mobile industry. When it was finally allocated for mobile networks, there was an extreme 

market-oriented approach adopted early in the diffusion process that hindered interoperability 

and gave rise to a welter of different standards. There was almost the opposite approach in Korea 

with a proactive and broad public policy to develop and diffuse mobile technology (Castells et 
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al., 2007). Thus, the mobile market is less mature in the U.S., which can have an effect on the 

extent to which the usage and consequences of the technology penetrate social life. An important 

next step for developing theory about these trends (especially benefits for younger adults in the 

U.S. and older adults in Korea) will be to uncover the underlying mechanisms at play, which 

may include diffusion, culturally situated norms, and characteristics of the larger media 

landscape. 

Limitations 

 One of the strengths of this study is that it pushes research on media use and social 

capital in an international context. The brunt of the work so far in this area has examined the 

social capital implications of media use within a cultural context. By offering a cross-national 

comparison, this study adds an important dimension. However, with only two societies included 

in the analysis, our ability to put the observed trends in a global context is restricted. Future 

research should strive for the inclusion of other societies, from other parts of the world and at 

different levels of technology diffusion, in order to provide a more robust understanding of the 

intersections between mobile communication, social capital, and cultural environment.  

 Of course, conducting international research with a high degree of methodological rigor 

and consistency is a serious challenge. We employed stratified quota sampling in order to ensure 

the two samples are reasonably representative of their respective populations. Still, we ran into a 

methodological challenge that qualifies the representativeness of our two samples. In the U.S., 

email is not as effective as postal mail for yielding an acceptable response rate, so postal mail 

was used. In Korea we did not have resources for or access to the use of postal mail, so email 

was used, fortunately with an acceptable response rate for ages 18-59. Individuals 60 and older, 

who are less likely to use the Internet in this way, were not well represented in Korea and 
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therefore not included in the analysis. For the sake of consistency, we truncated the U.S. sample 

accordingly, removing participants age 60 and older. This reflects one of the great challenges of 

conducting cross-national research. Different survey vendors have different methods of 

collecting data in different countries. Furthermore, individuals in different societies have 

different attitudes about participating in surveys through different channels. Therefore, our 

results are qualified by the different data collection procedures and the resulting age parameters 

of the two samples. Researchers should be mindful of these types of methodological challenges, 

but not allow them to dissuade from attempting to shed more light on the social capital 

implications of mobile telephony in a global context. 

 It is also important that we qualify the extent to which we are observing effects or 

relationships between variables. Many of the previous studies we have discussed provide 

theoretical grounds supporting the argument that mobile communication practices have an 

influence on social capital. That is, because other forms of media use have shown to have an 

influence in previous studies, one can hypothesize that effects will manifest with the use of 

mobile technology as well. However, it would be careless to assert causality without empirical 

grounds. Because the findings from this study come out of cross-sectional survey data, they are 

only correlational in nature. Longitudinal studies with multiple waves of collection would allow 

for examination of changes in mobile phone use and social capital over time, providing firmer 

grounds for causal claims. 

While we only have a single wave of data for Korea, a portion of the U.S. sample for this 

study overlaps with a larger longitudinal study containing multiple waves of data collection 

between 2008 and 2010, which we will briefly comment on. When controlling for previous 

waves, we found evidence of causality in some but not all cases of both the direct associations 
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and interactive effects. So there is only mixed support for causal inferences, and only for the 

U.S.. Future research approaches should continue to include longitudinal and experimental 

approaches to examine not only the structure of the relationships among mobile communication 

and social capital, but the direction of causality as well. 

  Next steps 

 Our study helps answer some questions, while raising several new ones. In the big 

picture, it offers new evidence that mobile communication is not eroding social capital, as has 

been argued with the television (Putnam, 1995; 2000). Rather, there are some grounds for 

optimism that mobile communication may play a positive role. Indeed, there is evidence 

consistent with this in both countries and with various uses. However, there are also some 

interesting points of divergence, particularly with regard to personal recreation in Korea and the 

interactive effects of user characteristics in both countries. These patterns in the findings 

demonstrate how broadening the scope to include other societies while also deepening it to 

account for different user segments within them will be fruitful in further developing this area of 

research. 
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Appendix 

Index Country No of 
Items 

Mean S.D. Reliability 
(Cronbach ) 

Engagement Dimensions  (1-7 point scale) 

Social Leisure 
U.S. 3 6.33 2.76 .66 
Korea  8.28 3.03 .72 

Community Involvement 
U.S. 3 4.25 2.12 .71 
Korea  4.55 2.84 .87 

Involvement in Social Causes 
U.S. 2 3.28 1.66 .55 
Korea  3.36 2.07 .73 

Political Participation 
U.S. 4 4.50 1.73 .82 
Korea  5.11 3.23 .94 

Mobile Phone Use (1-8 point scale)  

Informational 
U.S. 2 3.58 2.75 .77 
Korea  4.65 2.89 .48 

Social 
U.S. 6 22.19 11.90 .90 
Korea  25.16 8.17 .83 

Recreational 
U.S. 3 6.62 5.50 .78 
Korea  8.53 4.88 .66 

Control Variables      

Age (18-59 years old) 
U.S. 1 39 12.01  
Korea  38 10.77  

Gender (% female) 
U.S. 1 50.3%   
Korea  50%   

Education (Median) 
U.S. 1 Some college  
Korea  Some college  

Household Income (Median) 
U.S. 1 $45,000 – 49,999 
Korea  ₩ 48,000,000 - 59,880,000 (KRW) 

Political Interest  
(1-6 points scale) 

U.S. 1 3.06 1.56  
Korea  3.19 1.37  

 


