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Abstract 
 
The goal of this research paper is to give an insight into the way Dutch young adults use 
Facebook to create new ties and keep in contact with existing ties, thereby gaining bridging 
and bonding social capital. Results based on an online questionnaire among 90 Facebook 
users show that Facebook is mostly used to keep in touch with already existing strong-tie 
relations. This indicates that mostly bonding social capital is gained through the use of 
Facebook. However, a relationship between the amount of usage and bridging social capital 
was also found. The number of offline friends was a significant predictor of the number of 
friends added to the online network, indicating that the people in the online network are 
mostly existing relationships. The respondents also indicated that they knew 90% of their 
Facebook friends in person. These results indicate that Dutch young adults use Facebook in a 
different way than their American counterparts. Americans also use it with the intention to 
meet new people, thereby gaining bridging social capital. The difference between the two is 
believed to stem from the difference in users’ contexts. The Dutch appear to be more inward-
looking in terms of their Facebook use as opposed to their American counterparts, who are 
both outward-looking and inward-looking.   
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Introduction 
 
In the past 200 years almost all advances in 
communication technology have led to 
growing concerns among researchers. It 
was typically assumed that these new 
technologies would undermine existing 
relationships between people and their 
immediate social environment (Katz, Rice 
& Aspden, 2001). The internet is no 
stranger to these types of allegations. 
However, lately the focus has shifted to the 
potential benefits that this technology can 
give its users. So called ’Social 
Networking Sites’ (SNS) have gained 
enormous popularity in the past few years. 
These sites give the user the possibility to 
form new relationships online and also 
maintain existing offline relationships 
(Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2006; 2007; 
2008). In turn, social capital can be created 
through forming and maintaining  

 
 
relationships online. These SNS offer great 
potential with respect to the formation of 
online as well as offline social capital 
(Adler & Kwon, 2002). Social capital is 
defined in terms of ‘networks and their 
associated norms of reciprocity are of 
value to the people within the network’ 
(Putnam, 2000). Social capital is created 
between people in different types of 
relationships. In social network theory, 
social relations are viewed as ‘nodes’ and 
‘ties.’ Nodes are the people in the network 
and ties are the relationships between 
them. Granovetter (1973) addresses the 
strength of a relationship between two 
persons, contending that there are ‘strong-
tie’ and ‘weak-tie’ relationships. Strong-tie 
relationships are close relationships in 
which emotions are shared. Weak-tie 
relationships are distant relationships with 
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infrequent contact, in which the persons 
involved share information (Granovetter, 
1973; 1983). Putnam’s (2000) framework 
is built on the distinction made by 
Granovetter between strong and weak-tie 
relationships. Putnam accordingly states 
that bridging social capital is formed 
within weak-tie relationships and bonding 
social capital is formed within strong-tie 
relationships. Bridging social capital is 
defined as ‘loose ties that can share 
information’ (Putnam, 2000). Bonding 
social capital is defined as ‘strong-ties with 
friends and family which can give 
emotional support’ (Putnam, 2000).  

Scientists agree that the internet and 
SNS play a large part in the build-up and 
maintenance of social capital (Adler & 
Kwon, 2002; Quan-Haase & Wellman, 
2004; Bargh & McKenna, 2004). 
However, the direction of influence 
remains less clear. On the one hand, there 
are researchers who predict an increase in 
bridging social capital through the use of 
SNS. They say that SNS like Facebook 
promote the build-up of bridging social 
capital through the nature of the site itself 
(Steinfield, Ellison & Lampe, 2008; Lewis 
& West, 2009). The site promotes the 
‘friending’ of people who one vaguely 
knows, sometimes even indirectly through 
other people. This gives the user the 
possibility to create and maintain larger 
and more diffuse networks, which result in 
an increase in bridging social capital 
(Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2006; 2007). 
On the other hand, there are researchers 
who predict an increase in bonding social 
capital. This is expected because research 
shows that people add their offline social 
network to their online social network 
(Lenhart & Madden, 2007; Steinfield, 
Ellison & Lampe, 2008; Vergeer & Pelzer, 
2009). In this sense, SNS become a tool for 
the maintenance of offline relationships, 
thereby increasing bonding social capital. 
So according to theory and research, an 
increase in both bridging and bonding 
social capital can be expected. This 
increase has been found in research 

conducted in the United States. But 
because of the differing user-contexts 
between countries, these results cannot be 
generalized to Dutch Facebook users. The 
goal of this paper is to portray the way 
Facebook is utilized by Dutch young 
adults. Therefore the following research 
questions were chosen: 
  
1. What is the level of bridging and 
bonding social capital that young Dutch 
adults (18-25) experience through the 
build up and maintenance of relationships 
via Facebook? 
2. Is there a positive relationship between 
the size of the online network, the usage 
intensity, and bridging and bonding social 
capital? And is there also a positive 
relationship between the number of offline 
friends and the number of offline friends 
added to the online network? 
3. Is the degree of bridging and bonding 
social capital among Dutch young adults 
(18-25) comparable to the degree of 
bridging and bonding social capital among 
American young adults(18-25)? 
 
 
Data gathering and instruments 
 
In order to obtain the data needed to 
answer the research questions, an online 
questionnaire was made accessible via a 
Facebook account. Through the use of 
snowball sampling, the questionnaire 
became accessible on various other 
Facebook accounts as well. The 
questionnaire that was used is a translation 
of William’s (2006) Internet Social Capital 
Scales (ISCS) with minor adaptations so it 
would fit this specific research topic. The 
original questionnaire was aimed at the 
internet in general so the words ‘online’ 
were replaced with ‘Facebook’ or 
‘Facebook-friends.’ Williams tested the 
questionnaire in his own research on a 
large sample and it turned out to be valid 
and reliable. Williams’ questionnaire was 
translated in order for Dutch respondents 
to be able to complete it. During 
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translation, attention was paid to retaining 
as many of the original wordings as 
possible so that the reliability and validity 
of the original questionnaire would not be 
too strongly attenuated. In Williams’ 
research, the bridging social capital 
subscale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .87, 
after translation Cronbach’s alpha dropped 
to .74. The bonding social capital subscale 
originally had a Cronbach’s alpha of .75. 
After translation, Cronbach’s alpha 
dropped to .70. The internal consistency of 
the scales was still acceptable after 
translation, according to statistical 
guidelines. Participants could answer the 
questions on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1: ‘totally disagree’ to 5: 
‘totally agree.’ 
 
 
Sample 
  
After completion of the data gathering 
stage, there were a total of 90 participants 
(50 females, 40 males, M = 21.3, SD = 2.1) 
that completed the online questionnaire. 
Besides the social capital questions, we 
also asked the participants about their 
Facebook usage. Some 66% of the 
participants reported logging on to 
Facebook multiple times a day and 20 % 
indicated that they used Facebook at least 
once a day. The average size of the online 
social network of the participants was 215 
Facebook friends. Respondents reported 

how many friends they had offline and 
how many of these offline friends were 
incorporated into the online social 
network. With this information the average 
percentage of overlap between offline and 
online social networks was calculated. 
These data showed an average of 91% 
overlap between the offline and online 
social networks of the participants. This 
means that nine out of ten offline friends 
are incorporated into the online social 
network of the participants. This high level 
of overlap was also found in the research 
of Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & 
Espinoza in 2008 and in the research of 
Vergeer & Pelzer in 2009. The respondents 
also indicated that they knew 90% of their 
Facebook friends in person. Only 10% of 
the respondents’ Facebook friends were 
met via online contact. These finding show 
that for Dutch young adults, Facebook isn’t 
widely used to meet new people online, but 
alternatively is used more to maintain 
already existing ties with their offline 
social network.  
 
 
Results 
 
To answer the first research question 
regarding the build-up and maintenance of 
bridging and bonding social capital, the 
means and standard deviations of separate 
items and subscales were calculated. 

 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations of items and subscales 

 
Bridging subscale    N=90    Bonding subscale  N=90  

 
  M           SD   M         SD 

 
Item 1  3.62       .93   4.03     .92            
Item 2  2.96       .97                        3.96     .91 
Item 3     3.24       1.06                             1.66     .72  
Item 4  3.68       .93               3.99     .81 
Item 5              2.97       1.09                            3.81     .87 
Item 6             2.82       1.14                            3.34     .80 
Item 7         3.51       1.07                             3.60     1.10 
Item 8          3.26       .89                                             3.77     .89 
Item 9         2.50       1.05                            4.12     .92 
Item 10        2.28       1.08                             3.70     .80 

 
Subscale   3.08       .56   3.83     .47 
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The averages on the bridging and 

bonding subscales show that Dutch 
participants overall agree more with the 
bonding subscale than with the bridging 
subscale. A compelling argument for 
Dutch young adults experiencing bonding 
social capital through Facebook is the 
mean score on item three: ‘There is no one 
among my Facebook friends that I feel 
comfortable talking to about personal 
problems.’ This item measures if there are 
Facebook friends in the users online social 
network who are able to provide emotional 
support. This is an important aspect of 
bonding social capital. A total of 46% of 
the participants ‘totally disagreed’ and 
47% ‘disagreed’ with this item, indicating 
that almost all participants have people in 
their Facebook network who are able to 
provide emotional support. The standard 
deviations of both subscales are relatively 
minor, which shows that there is little 
spread between the participants’ answers. 
This means that the average is a reasonably 
accurate estimate of the participants’ 

scores. So according to the means on both 
subscales, Dutch participants in the present 
study appear to use Facebook mostly for 
maintaining existing offline strong-tie 
relationships and thereby experience a 
higher level of bonding social capital. The 
participants also agree with the bridging 
subscale, but to a lesser extent. Within the 
sample, there were different groups. When 
these are not accounted for, the diversity 
between groups might distort the overall 
group means. So via T-tests and Anova 
analyses, the different group averages were 
compared. No significant results were 
obtained which means that there are no 
significant differences between age groups, 
males and females, educational levels and 
the amount of Facebook usage, at least for 
this particular research sample.  

To answer the second research 
question, the correlations between different 
variables were calculated using Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient. Some significant 
relationships were found, and these are 
shown in table 2. 

 
 
Table 2. Correlation coefficients 

 
    bridging, bonding, usage, network size, number friends, incorporation into network 

 
bridging subscale               
bonding subscale            
amount of Facebook usage                   .268**      .277**           .175* 
size of online network          .391** 
number of offline friends                                                              .367**                                      .929** 
number of  offline friends- 
incorporated into online network            

 
** p <.01 (one-sided) 
*   p<.05  (one-sided) 
 
 

Regression analyses were used so 
see if there were significant relationships 
amongst the correlations shown above. 
This was only the case for the variable 
‘number of offline friends,’ which 
significantly predicted the number of 
offline friends incorporated into the online 
network (R² =.99, p <.001). For the other 
relationships hypothesized in the second 
research question only significant 

correlations were found. When these 
variables were entered into the regression 
analysis, no significant relationships 
showed. 

The third research question will be 
answered by looking at the empirical 
literature summed up in the literature 
review at the beginning of this paper, in 
combination with the results from this 
paper, which show that Dutch young adults 
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use Facebook primarily to keep in touch 
with already existing strong-tie friends. 
The reviewed literature on American 
young adults shows that Facebook is used 
both for keeping in touch with strong-tie 
relations as well as for adding weak-tie 
relations to the online social network 
(Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe,2006; 2007; 
2008; Bonds & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). 
Dutch young adults mostly gain bonding 
social capital from their online social 
network, whereas young American adults 
show a more evenly matched level of both 
bridging and bonding social capital. So it 
seems that Dutch young adults don’t use 
Facebook in the same way American 
young adults do. Many reasons can be 
found to explain these differences. But one 
reason in particular stands out, namely the 
difference in user context. In the American 
research undertaken in this age group, the 
participants were most likely to be in 
college. This also means that, in many 
cases, they have left their hometown and 
have moved to a dorm on the college 
campus. This could create a need to meet 
new people and make new friends in one’s 
vicinity. In this context, Facebook is a 
useful tool and can be utilized to add 
weak-tie relations to your online social 
network. But Facebook is also used to keep 
in touch with old friends and family. Thus 
Facebook in the American college user 
context is a useful tool to gain both 
bridging and bonding social capital. For 
Dutch young adults in this age group, the 
context is very different. In the 
Netherlands, students attending college 
often don’t need to move away from home 
because of the small size of the country. 
Therefore Dutch young adults are more 
likely to keep in frequent touch with their 
friends and family and don’t necessarily 
feel the need to meet new people as much 
as American young adults do. This 
interpretation is supported by the research 
of Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & 
Espinoza (2008). Their research was not 
carried out within the college campus 
context and their results are very similar to 

the results found in this paper. They found 
that their sample also used Facebook 
primarily for the maintenance of strong-tie 
relationships, and therefore gain mostly 
bonding social capital. The user context in 
their research is quite comparable to the 
one in this research, whereas the majority 
of American research on online social 
networking and social capital show another 
user context and a different way of use of 
Facebook (i.e., bridging and bonding social 
capital). This shows that within American 
research, the user context influences the 
way Facebook is used. Therefore it would 
be very likely that the differences in 
Facebook use between Dutch and 
American young adults can be ascribed to 
the difference in their user contexts. 
 
 
Conclusion and Discussion     
  
The goal of this paper was to provide 
insight into the way Dutch young adults 
use Facebook as a tool to gain and 
maintain bridging and bonding social 
capital. Results show that Dutch young 
adults experience higher levels of bonding 
social capital than bridging social capital. 
This means that they use Facebook mostly 
to maintain already existing strong-tie 
relationships, such as with good friends 
and family, thereby gaining bonding social 
capital. They also use it to keep contact 
with loose ties such as coworkers but to a 
lesser extent, thereby experiencing less 
bridging social capital. Along with the 
bridging and bonding subscales, two 
control questions were asked. These 
questions addressed what kind of people 
the participants were thinking of while 
answering each subscale. The scores on 
these items show that, on the bridging 
subscale, 61% of the participants answered 
these in terms of ‘good friends’ (i.e., 
strong-tie relationships). On the bonding 
subscale, 53% also thought about loose 
contacts (i.e., weak-tie relationships). 
These percentages show that participants 
answered the subscales with the wrong 
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reference group in mind. This could have 
affected the respondents’ scores on both 
subscales, and should be kept in mind.  

The positive correlation between 
the level of Facebook usage and bridging 
social capital indicates that when Dutch 
young adults use Facebook more 
intensively, they are also likely to report a 
higher level of bridging social capital. The 
positive correlation found between the 
level of Facebook use and the size of the 
online network indicates that a higher level 
of Facebook use goes together with a 
larger online social network. Both these 
correlations are supported by the research 
of Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe (2006; 
2007; 2008). The authors contend that this 
positive correlation is due to the fact that 
Facebook is set up in a way that stimulates 
the solidifying of weak-tie relationships 
into one’s online social network, thus 
creating bridging social capital. A good 
example of this is the fact that Facebook 
asks users: Because you know this person, 
then you might also know this (i.e., other) 
person? In this sense, Facebook stimulates 
its users to add people they don’t really 
know to their online social network, 
thereby facilitating bridging social capital.  

Some of the correlations found also 
indicate a high level of bonding social 
capital. A significant positive relationship 
was found between the number of offline 
friends and the number of offline friends 
incorporated into the online social 
network. This result is corroborated by the 
fact that the respondents indicated that they 
knew 90% of their Facebook friends in 
person. Both of these findings show that 
there is a high level of overlap between the 
offline and the online social networks of 
Dutch young adults. This result is 
corroborated by the research of 
Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter & 
Espinoza (2008), who also found a high 
level of overlap between offline and online 
social networks. The high level of overlap 
indicates that the online social network of 
Dutch young adults contains a lot of 
strong-tie relationships, which indicates a 

high level of bonding social capital. 
Vergeer & Pelzer (2009) also found that 
SNS are mainly used to maintain existing 
relationships with friends among Dutch 
young adults. An important distinction 
between bridging and bonding social 
capital is emotional support, which is 
present among strong-tie relationships and 
absent in weak-tie relationships. The items 
in the questionnaire which measured 
emotional support scored highly, and 
displayed a small standard deviation 
compared to the other items. These scores 
show that Facebook users experience 
emotional support from people in their 
online social network and this is indicative 
of bonding social capital. This result was 
also found by Tomai, Rosa, Mebane, 
D’acunti, Benedetti & Francescato (2009). 
A possible interpretation could be that 
Facebook makes it easier to share your life 
and important events within it with your 
strong-tie relationships. This makes it 
easier for the users’ Facebook friends to 
provide emotional support, because they 
all know what happened after they read a 
friend’s Facebook post. Technology like 
smartphone’s plays an especially important 
role in this respect. Facebook can be 
accessed with smartphone’s, so even when 
the user is not at home, he or she is able to 
keep up with what is happening within 
their online social network, and perhaps 
receive or provide emotional support to 
strong-tie relationships, which results in 
bonding social capital. Facebook is a very 
versatile tool, and the benefits one gains 
from it are determined by one’s intent 
when using it, which in turn determines 
what kind of benefits or social capital can 
be gained from these relationships. 
Essentially it all comes down to the users’ 
intent, which is directly influenced by the 
users’ context. This view on how different 
kinds of social capital are created can be 
clearly seen in the comparison between 
Dutch and American young adults. Dutch 
use of Facebook is aimed at maintaining 
contact with good friends. Americans also 
use it for this purpose but, in addition, tend 
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to use it to create relationships with people 
they don’t know. Because both user 
contexts differ from one another, the users’ 
intent differs and in turn the social capital 
gained from using Facebook changes 
between user contexts. 

This research has several 
limitations. First, social capital is an 
elusive concept and the measurement of it 
remains even more elusive. The 
instruments available for measuring social 
capital are based on older differently 
functioning technology and even 
Williams’s (2006) ISCS isn’t specifically 
designed to measure social capital on SNS 
like Facebook. So the measurement of this 
concept in this research is somewhat 
experimental and this should be kept in 
mind when interpreting results. Secondly, 
this particular research sample is made up 
of relatively highly educated students, and 
therefore results cannot be generalized 
without caution. 

For future research, some 
recommendations must be made. First, a 
distinction should be made between online 
and offline social capital. This has to be 
done so researchers can track in which 
context (online or offline) the change 
originated so that change in social capital 
can really be ascribed to either an offline 
or online context. Secondly, in 
combination with the aforementioned 
distinction a longitudinal design would 
give researchers the chance to measure 
actual changes in social capital and 
whether these changes in social capital 
originated offline or online. Last, when 
looking at relationships, it is important to 
control for confounding variables such as 
psychological wellbeing, general internet 
use, and self esteem. These variables are 
known to confound the relationship with 
social capital. 
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