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Executive Summary

This paper, the second in our three-part series, examines the profound impact of
technological advancements on human interaction and societal dynamics during the 20t
and 215t centuries. This also explores how that advancement has impacted our personal
and community relationships—as well as how it may be contributing to the rise of political
polarization.

e The rise of technology in the 20t century, especially television, greatly shifted the
way that we spend time with and relate with others due to the individualization and
privatization of entertainment. The average time spent watching television peaked
at nine hours a day in 2009. In 2022, a person spent 7.5 hours a day on average
using their phones and watching television.

e Both with television and social media, individuals are experiencing parasocial or
pseudo-relationships more often and in more extreme ways. These false
relationships with celebrities or online personalities do not replace the importance
of real-life connections, but they make us feel as though pursuing real connections is
not as necessary.

e Depressive symptoms in teenagers have risen from around 30% in 2010 to almost
50% in 2023 as the use of smartphones and social media has grown. The instant
validation received through likes and other interactions creates an addiction that
can be harmful if we do not continuously receive it.

e Social media contributes to political polarization as it incentivizes more polarized
online behavior. The most controversial opinions get the most interactions, and the
algorithms will show the most interacting content to more people. The anonymity of
the internet also emboldens users to say things they may never otherwise say in real
life. This makes controversial content seem more pertinent than it is and damages
the image we have of ideological others.

e Polarization is important to consider in the study of social capital because it impacts
our relationships with, and trust in, others. Both Republicans and Democrats feel
less connected to their community when they feel they are in the political minority.

The Rise of Technology in the 20t Century

The 20t century saw a boom of technological advancement and the use of technology in
the home, which has been detrimental to the ways in which we interact with others, and
how often. One way Harvard Sociologist Robert Putnam, a well-known expert on social
capital, illustrates this is through our entertainment. It used to be that, to watch a play or
listen to an orchestra, communities would have to gather in a theatre and enjoy it at the
same time. While we still do this today, it is no longer necessary. Our phones, televisions,
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and laptops make watching shows or listening to music possible wherever we are. We can
do so in complete solitude, which also reduces the incentive to share similar tastes with
anyone around us. It does not matter if what we watch or listen to appeals to broad
audiences as it doesn’t need to attract large crowds of people. This also means that people
have less opportunity to connect and build relationships based on their similar tastes and
experiences since they can be completely different.

Putnam emphasizes the rise of televisions as the technological advancement that caused
this. The invention of the black and white television entered the homes of American
families faster than anything else. In 1946, there were 6,000 television sets in use. By 1951,
just five years later, that rose to 12 million.i

Television changed how people spend their free time. As television became more common
in the home, people no longer had to leave to be entertained— nor did they have to watch
the same thing as others. Watching television replaced activities such as joining social clubs
or attending community events. Between the years 2000 and 2023, the number of
households with a television grew from 102.2 million to 123.8 million.i Television
viewership peaked in 2009-2010 when the average American household watched 8 hours
and 55 minutes a day." That has decreased as the use of non-television entertainment, like
social media, has risen but is still very high. In 2017, household television use was 7 hours
and 50 minutes every day.

Hours of TV American Households Watch Per Day
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Flgure 1: Nielson numbers for telev151on viewing time since 1949

Not only did this erode time spent in the community, but also time spent with family. It
used to be that there was just one television in the living room that the family would gather
around. Now, family members can be completely isolated in separate rooms consuming
their own entertainment. By 2009, the number of television sets in a household was 2.93,
while the average number of persons in a household was 2.54.V This has also decreased
slightly since then, but the number of screens in a household has increased to 7.3 when
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including laptops, smart phones, and tablets.V In 2019, Americans spent an average of 3
hours and 45 minutes on their phone each day. By 2022, that climbed to 4 hours and 29
minutes.’! Additionally, Americans spend about 3 hours on average watching television."ii
That is 7 hours and 29 minutes on average that one person spends a day being entertained
by technology.

Putnam mentions that not even the radio, although offering similar opportunities for
private entertainment, had this same effect. Television, and now other personal devices,
engages almost all of the senses and demands greater attention in a way that listening to
the radio does not. In his book, Putnam estimated that television accounted for 25% of the
loss of social capital seen in the second half of the 20t century.

Another way that modern media has potentially harmed social interaction is through the
creation of pseudo-relationships. The prefix “pseudo-" means imitation or not real. While
“pseudo-relationship” has no authoritative definition, it can be understood as a relationship
that feels real but has no true foundation or connection. Putnam used the example of
feeling like you know your favorite actor after watching them on television for years and
seeing stories on their personal lives.

Online media has likely only furthered this trend. Some online platforms allow users to
interact in a limited fashion with content creators, but generally only while compensation
is being provided. On TikTok, viewers can send content creators “gifts” of money, from
twelve cents up to five hundred dollars, during live streams. In return, the content creator
may give that viewer a shoutout or do a specific action. Twitch is another live-streaming
platform where users can pay to subscribe to their favorite content creators, which gives
them access to exclusive video content and chat rooms. This kind of interaction, whether it
is monetary or not, is similar to what some may understand as a “parasocial” relationship.
This is when someone puts a lot of emotional energy into a person who is not aware of the
existence of the other.ii Both parasocial and pseudo-relationships give a false sense of
interaction or connection and, unfortunately, make us less likely to seek out real
relationships in our daily lives.

The Impact of Social Media

It does not take much thought to realize how parasocial and pseudo-relationships have
been heightened through the internet and social media. It’s easy to think you know
someone well when they post about their vacations, relationship and job statuses, and their
personal interests. A 2021 survey of 1,000 parents found that 75% share photos of their
children on social media, and 80% have followers that they have never met in real life.i
Knowing such personal things about someone makes it seem as if we really know them.
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This happens with larger groups and communities as well. People who have never met in
person can be found on “subreddits” (on the eponymous website) or Facebook groups.
Almost 80% of online users are part of an online “community.” Of those, 18% feel a sense of
belonging in those groups and 24% feel that they can be themselves.x Even in-person
relationships interact more online. Only 24% of US teenagers report interacting with their
friends in person daily while 60% interact with them online daily.*

Whether we are building relationships in person or online, humans are driven by a strong
desire for belonging. We feel validated when those around us show support for our
feelings, actions, and experiences. Unfortunately, social media makes us feel validated
almost instantly based on the number of likes or comments we get on a post, or how many
followers we have. Research has shown that receiving likes and followers releases
dopamine, which triggers the reward part of our brains and makes us seek it out again and
again through chemical addiction.xii More likes and followers trigger the same feeling as
exercising or achieving a goal—thus giving us feelings of validation.xiii On the flip side,
social media can have very negative consequences for our mental health if we do not get
the validation we are seeking. Symptoms of depression and anxiety among teenagers have
significantly increased since the introduction of the smart phone and social media
platforms like Instagram and Snapchat.xv Figure 2 below shows polling results from the
University of Michigan of teen mental health. The 2020 data was gathered before the
pandemic began in Mid-March.

50%
Depressive symptoms in US
8th, 10th and 12th graders

40
| can’t do anything right
30
My life is not useful
20 | do not enjoy life
01 '95 ‘00 ‘05 10 15 '20 '23
Source: Monitoring the Future, Note: 2020 data was collected in February and early March,
analyzed by Jean Twenge before schools shut down during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 2: Depressive symptoms in teenagers from 1991 to 2023
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Polarization and Social Media

Seeking validation through social media has been a main driver in the online polarization
we see today, which is discussed in depth by Chris Bail in his book Breaking the Social
Media Prism. One point he makes is that we are incentivized to share more extreme or
aggressive thoughts since that is what gets the most interaction. Whether or not someone
truly agrees with the thoughts they share or would present them aggressively, Bail’s
research found that people are more likely to say and do so online for attention.

This tendency for people to exaggerate or “play a role” when that role has some distance
from their own identity is well-known, even in more polished enterprises than online
commenting. For instance, the literary critic and translator Hillel Halkin wrote an
etymology column for decades under the pseudonym “Philologos.” For most of that time,
the author’s identity was a well-kept secret. In 2021, after Halkin’s authorship was leaked
and confirmed, he explained, “Now Philologos has an independent status as a fictional
character I invented. Philologos often says things or goes out on a limb by expressing crazy
things that I would never say. But then he’s Philologos, he can do what he wants.”xv

Online anonymity gives us a chance to present ourselves online in a way that makes us feel
validated. This can be taken to the extreme of using a different name or photo, and acting
completely different online than one would in real life. In a political context, Bail gave an
example of a study participant who, when interviewed, was a kind person. But when they
looked at his online profile, he shared offensive posts and would leave angry comments.
While not necessarily to this extreme, all of us put a version of ourselves online that we
believe is going to be accepted by others.

Alarmingly, Bail also found that our online personalities can become a greater part of our
real identity. Consequently, more people are becoming defensive over their political views
because they are more likely to see online attacks on those views as personal. On the other
side of the equation, meanwhile, if sharing extreme views is incentivized with dopamine,
nasty attacks are similarly rewarding. It is also much easier to attack with insults or
accusations when we know we won’t see that person in real life, or they don’t know that we
are the ones saying it. This is part of a spiral, since people, for the sake of engagement, will
proclaim more over-the-top views, which are the kind that invite more attacks. All of this
makes us more hostile and online arguments escalate very quickly.

As these more extreme posts are interacted with, whether positively or negatively, the
algorithms on the platform will show it to more people. As this content becomes more
visible, it appears as though anyone conservative or liberal must agree with this more
extreme content—giving us a less-than-accurate understanding of the views of those whom
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we disagree with. Additionally, we never have to see anything we disagree with on social
media. We can follow the pages we agree with, and the algorithms will show us more
similar content. It is also easy to unfriend or block anyone who disagrees with us or turn off
comments.

It seems intuitive that to combat polarization enhanced by social media, we must ensure
that people are exposed to accurate opposing viewpoints. There are two problems with this
that Bail discovered in his research. First, moderates tend to be less politically active on
social media. This is partly due to the likelihood that moderates are not seeking validation
online for their views, which are more accepted in our daily interactions, as much as do
extremists—who may need to go online to find that same level of acceptance. It is also
because, as mentioned earlier, moderate posts do not get the same engagement as extreme
ones, and moderates would prefer to disengage from an online disagreement that spirals
into name-calling. These factors mean that there is an overrepresentation of extreme views
online.

Second, Bail found that as people are exposed to opposing viewpoints, they become more
partisan. He conducted a study where both liberal and conservative participants followed a
bot that generated content with opposing views. This bot would post multiple times a day,
and what Bail discovered after the experiment was surprising. Rather than becoming more
open and receptive to opposing opinions, and ideally becoming less partisan, participants
were more partisan. As previously discussed, our political views are becoming a more
integral part of our identities, and opposing views are seen as personal attacks. Even seeing
moderate content, the participants became defensive which caused them to hold their
ground even more.

In political psychology, this concept is known as “Motivated Reasoning.” When new
information matches what we already believe—or would like to believe—we readily accept
it. When information runs counter to that belief, we either reject it wholesale, more
strongly question the credibility of the source, or quickly seek out an alternative, more
aligned viewpoint.xi

Studies have found that it is older generations, which do not use the internet as much, that
have become the most polarized.xii This suggests the internet is likely not the main cause
for the rising polarization this country has experienced over the last ten to fifteen years.
However, the evidence for how the internet and social media exacerbates the problem
cannot be ignored and there does seem to be a correlation.

Other studies have shown that you are more likely to be polarized as you spend more time
on social media.xviii The algorithms show you the most interacted-with content in a way
that makes you want to come back to the platform, but this causes us to have harsher views
of people with opposing viewpoints. This also means that not all ideas are shared within



Wisconsin Institute for Law & Liberty
7

groups equally. A social media study found that influencers—people at the center of a
network— have a lot of power in filtering ideas that the rest of the network will be
influenced by.x* This contrasts with egalitarian groups where ideas are shared equally,
making the group more moderate. As seen in Figure 3, the change in polarization between
2004 and 2014, when internet usage became much more common, is considerably greater
compared to the previous decade.

Democrats and Republicans More Ideologically Divided than in the Past
Distribution of Democrats and Republicans on a 10-item scale of political values
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Figure 3: Polarization between Democrats and Republicans from 1994 to 2014

Polarization and Social Capital

At the same time as Americans have seen their social capital decline, we have also become
more polarized politically. One measure of this is how people feel about the other party on
what is known as a “feeling thermometer.” The feeling thermometer on the American
National Election Study (ANES) asks respondents to rate how they feel about partisans of
the other party on a 100-point scale, with lower numbers indicative of “cold” feelings and
higher numbers indicative of “warm” feelings.

The figure below shows the ANES feeling thermometer data for the Upper Midwest (W], IL,
A, MN, MI) since 1992. The Upper Midwest is used instead of just Wisconsin because the
number of observations for Wisconsin on the ANES is too small in some years to serve as a
valid sample. Over this time frame, the Midwest tracks the nation going from feeling just
between 35 and 40 towards the opposition party to around 17 on a 100-point scale.
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Figure 4: Partisan Feeling Thermometers, 1992-2020

While there is no doubt some dual causality between political polarization and declining
social capital, the association between polarization and our family and community
relationships is worth examining. In 1958, 72% of Gallup poll respondents said they did not
care if their daughter married a Democrat or Republican. By 2016, that had decreased to
45%. Also in 2016, Thanksgiving dinners were 30 to 50 minutes shorter due to partisan
effects, such as the likelihood of family members voting for different presidential
candidates.

In the past, family and in-person relationships may have played a significant role in
moderating extreme viewpoints. As has been noted in previous sections, human beings are
social creatures that crave belonging, and holding extreme views might serve as an
impediment to that. However, with the modern social media environment allowing us to
build parasocial or pseudo-relationships with others who will agree with us, we have less
incentive to maintain our real relationships with friends and family who do not
immediately validate us, or even make us feel attacked by disagreeing. Many family and
friend relationships have been severely impacted by political views.xxii

Polarization does not just impact our immediate relationships, but also our feelings and
relationships with our communities and institutions. A Gallup poll found that both
Republicans and Democrats feel much more attached to their communities if they feel that
they are more politically aligned with others in the area. i They also feel much less
attached to their communities if they feel they are in the political minority. How attached
one feels to their community is correlated to how civically engaged they are, including how
often one votes and volunteers.xV The Gallup poll also found that Republicans trust their
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neighbors significantly less when they are in the minority (45%) than when they are in the
majority (73%).

Polarization can also affect our institutions and the trust that citizens have in them. A 2022
study examined how polarized state legislatures are, meaning that elected officials vote
most often with their party and never with the other.*v Figure 5 shows the ranking of all 50
states, with Wisconsin having the 12t most polarized legislature.

Average Polarization, 1996-2020

0
CA

Polarization Rank

50 RI

NH
Wi
MD
MO
VA
ID
OH
ME
FL
20 1A
' UT
1NC
1 AK
GA
I
VTi
KSt
30 CcT!
AL,
SC ,
MA
IL
KY 1
PA 1
wy
NJ |
NV
40 OK
ND '
SD !
MS !
A% :
HI '
DE '
NE '
AR !
LA '
'
'
'
'

1 2
Difference between Party Medians

Figure 5: Comparison of polarization averaged across chambers for all 50 state
legislatures, 1996-2020.

There are many reasons why some state legislatures are worse than others and few ways
that truly address it. However, the study does share that less cooperative legislatures can
lead to greater gridlock and budgetary delays, affecting the overall capacity of the
legislature. Ultimately, this leads to further distrust in our leaders and institutions and less
political involvement—both of which weaken social capital.
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Conclusion

The march of technology, notably the rise of television and social media, has ushered in a
new era of human interaction and communication. While these technological
advancements have offered convenience and connectivity, they have also presented a
double-edged sword, severing some of the age-old bonds that once held communities and
families together. As we navigate this evolving landscape, it is crucial to understand and
address the consequences of these technological shifts. While the benefits of technology are
undeniable, we must recognize its potential to exacerbate isolation, amplify divisions, and
distort our sense of reality.

Fostering genuine connections and constructive dialogue in the digital age becomes an ever
more urgent task in addressing rising political polarization. While it is not typically
discussed in the context of social capital, it can have a harmful effect on our relationships
with family and friends, worsen the distrust we have for our neighbors and government
institutions, and lead to us being less involved in our communities politically and socially.

In the next and final paper of this social capital series, we will discuss the many ways that
we can rebuild social capital. This includes policies that could be implemented by federal,
state, and local governments. However, government policies can only help create the
environment for social capital to grow. Change will only come about through the work of
community organizations and individuals who make the choice every day to make
improvements. We will discuss what this may look like and why it is important.
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