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I. Introduction

In our research we approach computer literacy and computer possession from two sides. The
first key question of our research is: in what way does social capital influence the access to in-
formation technology? This question is closely connected to the plenary of the Hungarian So-
ciological Association conference, in particular to György Csepeli’s lecture, who, as a sociologist
and specialist in the field, has made attempts to provide an answer to the question what kind
of factors shape information society. Based on empirical research, he examined what kind of
roles income and education play in someone becoming a computer user. The points of view he
analyzed in Lazarsfieldian terms were all analytical explanatory factors. In contrast to this, we
conducted our research on the basis of relational criteria and we stressed the fact that besides
material and spiritual resources computer knowledge depends on relationships and social
capital. During our research we tried to operationalize and put this observation into figures,
which in some way seems to be commonplace. We posed certain hypotheses, like how many
friends and acquaintances in particular work fields one needs to have to become a computer
user. Our causal explanations were tested in a sample territory. We think that if our proposi-
tions were to be revised on a larger scale, efficient political information would result. Our view
is that personal advice may serve as a major means in building an information society.

Nowadays, in relation to information technology, many sociologists take for granted that
the spread of computers is a diffusional process, expressed by a certain diffusional S-graph.We
question this fact as well, so our second key question is the following: is the spread of informa-
tion technology a diffusional process? If so, can it be predicted by a diffusional chart in Hun-
gary?

To provide answers to our questions we carried out empirical research in the Kaposvár-
area. We applied sociological and cultural-anthropological data-collection techniques. In this
paper, we present the bibliography concerning the topic, our hypotheses, research results and,
finally, the synopsis.

Methodology

The Information Technology and Local Society research project began in 2001 at the Depart-
ment of Sociology and Social Politics at Budapest. The research focused on the diffusion of in-
formation technology and the digital gap. Our research team joined the research project in the
summer of 2002 during a fieldwork.

In 2002-2003 we applied two data-collection techniques. Firstly, our questions referring to
the social capital and diffusion of information technologies were introduced to a survey of a
representative sample in the Kaposvár area.

Secondly, in a smaller sample area, at Cserénfa, we mapped out the ways and modes of
computer and computer literacy diffusion by participant observation. During our fieldwork at
Cserénfa we kept a fieldwork diary and made video recordings, which we utilized to make an
educational film. The aim of the fieldwork was to clarify the results by revealing individual
motivation besides quantitative methods.

During the analyses we utilize the results of both data-collection and participant observa-
tion techniques. We also adopted relational- and dynamic analysing methods. To describe and
illustrate the social network in graphs we used UCINET and Net Draw programs.

The Site of the Field Work

To complete the survey data-collection at Kaposvár we did field work at Cserénfa. Situated
twelve kilometers from Kaposvár, among the hills of Zselic, Cserénfa has 264 inhabitants. Since
Cserénfa is a small village, the inhabitants work in Kaposvár or neighboring villages, and chil-
dren go to primary school at a neighboring village, Szentbalázs.
A major development in the past few years at Cserénfa was the establishment of the tele-
house in 2002. The telehouse works as a computer consultancy providing the possibility of
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working on a computer and using the Internet. The telehouse also provides access to commu-
nications and other devices like a fax-machine, a copy-machine, a CD writer, and the means to
acquire basic information on the ways of computer-usage within the framework of certain
specialized courses.

It is possible that the village’s dynamical development and the social network structure in-
fluenced many families at Cserénfa to acquire more PC’s than in the neighboring villages.

II. The Role of Social Capital in Adopting Information Technology

We approach the first topic of our research – the reason people buy PC’s and the acquisition
of expertise – from a relational point of view. We examine in which way computer technology
innovations are affected by the ego’s social capital composition.

The term »social capital« is central to our research, however, contemporary scientific lite-
rature and its branches refer to it distinctly. It is essential that we should present the impro-
vement of several theories regarding assets, while we designate the relevancy of the usage of
our term.

Theoretical Framework of Social Capital

According to the classical economic approach, capital is one of the production factors, signify-
ing the investment in trade and production. The term »capital« is meant in the sense of a part
of the added value that results as a difference between the consumer value of goods (on the
consumer market) and its value (on the trade market). At this stage the analysis is structural,
focusing on classes and not on individuals. One of the main differences between the levels of
society is the possession of capital.

The multilateral expansion of the term »capital« began in the 1950’s and 1960’s in the field
of economics. The term »human capital« was further developed by James Coleman.1 According
to Coleman, human capital results from further education, and as the individuals acquire new
skills and knowledge, the horizon of their activities expands. Coleman reflects on social capi-
tal as the result of changes in human relations in a way that they generate activities. In other
words, he identifies social capital with some characteristics of social structure that can be
used to serve the needs of the agents. One of the most important factors of its realization is
trust, so, according to Coleman, social capital depends on the trustworthiness of the social sur-
roundings, the extent of liabilities, information highways and efficiency of the relevant norms
and sanctions.

In the 1970’s and 1980’s, capital logic was expanded to social and cultural resources, too.
Mark Granovetter’s ›embedded‹ concept became a focal term in social network analysis.2 Re-
garding social relationships, he differentiates between »strong« and »weak« ties. Weakly em-
bedded individuals in society (having weak ties) are most likely to mediate between social le-
vels, or, if you like, using Granovetter’s term they are bridges in society and they play an impor-
tant role concerning information expansion. Weak ties help the individual’s social advance-
ment, expertise, in contrast with strong ties, which result through family, relative and friend
relations.

From the 1990’s on, Robert Putnam became one of the key figures in professional debates
concerning the concept of social capital and its measure. Putnam3 adopting Bourdieu’s views,
thinks that the criterion of social capital is reciprocation, mobilized by altruism in the short
term, and self-interest in the long term. The »profit« may be promising in the short term, but
sometimes delayed and probable. According to Putnam, social capital refers to the system of
relations between individuals, trust, cooperation and reciprocation standing at its centre.

Adapted from Putnam, Barry Wellman and his co-authors4 make up social capital from the
following: network capital (certain friend, neighbor, family interactions, which give spiritual
and physical support), participation capital (it contains the ability and intention of voluntary
participation, as in political and charity organizations), communal duty (the social capital
means far more than interpersonal action, because it also contains the motivation of belon-
ging somewhere).

In regard to this point of view, we may suggest that the network component of the social
capital dominates in our research, because we focus on its ways of influencing the individual’s
acquisition and application of computer literacy depending on the extension and content of
his relations.

1 Coleman, James: Social Capital in
the Creation of Human Capital.

American Journal of Sociology 94
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Weak Ties. In: American Journal of
Sociology 78 (1973), pp. 1360-1380.

3 Putnam, Robert: Bowling Alone:
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can Community. New York: Simon &
Schuster 2000.
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Anabel/ Witte, James/ Hampton,
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ment. In: American Behavioral
Scientist 45 (2001).
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In our study we apply the ego-net approach of social capital. According to the social network
point of view, the two factors of connections are set aside: dots (agents, actors) and edges
(relations between factors, actors)5. The points and edges define a certain connection which
further constitutes a graph. Its characteristics can be analyzed by the concept of graph theo-
ry. The ego-net or ego-network is a primary network for an actor which shows all the connec-
tions of a specific actor.6

5 Cf. Szántó Zoltán/ Tóth István
György: A társadalmi hálózatok

elemzése. In: Társadalom és Gazda-
ság 1 (1993) and Wasserman, Stan-

ley/ Katherine Faust: Social Network
Analysis. Methods and Applications.

Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1994.

6 Szántó/ Tóth 1993.

page 3 28 | 11 | 2004

MANY LINKS = INTERNET? 
by Eliza Eranus, Sarolta Láng, László Letenyei (Budapest)

Chart 1: »The part in the whole.« The social network and the ego-network.

Hypotheses

The central question of our study is in what ways the structure of relations of individuals in-
fluences innovations like computer technology and the acquisition of expertise. In contrast
with the analytical approach mentioned in scientific literature, we deal with relational data.
Accordingly, we analyze the extension of ego-network, that is, the relations between the
members of the community. Ego-network differs from social network in the sense that the for-
mer maps the individual’s relations and the latter the relations of the social group. Our study
concerning social capital poses nine hypotheses on the basis of nine causal relations.

1. Our first hypothesis states that a larger ego network makes it easier to get a PC and to 
acquire PC- and Internet-specific expertise. Taking into consideration that children rely on
their parents’ relations, our first hypothesis claims that the personal relation network is 
influenced by the number of adults in a family. According to our assumption, if there are
more adults, then it is easier to acquire computer literacy.

2. We found it important to examine how many close adult relatives an interviewee had.
Granovetter emphasizes that extended acquaintance relations (weak ties) are favorable,
whereas strong ties (relatives and friends) are unfavorable to a personal career. In terms
of our hypothesis, the scale of close relative relations influences the probability of PC pos-
session and PC literacy, however, we suppose this relationship is not always positive.

3. In terms of our third hypothesis the number of close friends influences the acquisition of
a PC and PC-specific knowledge.

4. According to our fourth hypothesis, the more acquaintances one has, the more probable
it is that they possess a PC. So, the fact that people keep in touch with a number of per-
sons influences the obtaining of a PC. In the process of the survey, we tried to shed light
on the problem whether those possessing a PC name more such persons than those 
without a PC do.

5. The composition of ego-network may also influence the acquisition of a PC and know-
ledge related to it. We coined a hypothesis that the teachers participating in one’s ego-
network influence the purchase of a PC and the development of PC- specific information.

6. A private enterprise demands innovative attitude on a large scale, because nowadays a 
computer is a basic existential instrument to many. In terms of our hypothesis the busi-
nessman acquaintance increases the possibility of the purchase of a PC.

7. In our seventh hypothesis we pose that the leader of a company in the ego-net has a posi-
tive influence on obtaining a PC and PC-specific knowledge.

8. The position of an »official« is a particular, contemporary term, observed at Cserénfa as 
well. The »official« term covers the collective name of employees in an administrative 
position in a state institution. According to our eighth hypothesis the »official« of the 
ego- network also influence positively the likelihood of a PC purchase.



9. Besides the above cases PC purchase is also influenced by computer technician acquain-
tances.

During the survey analysis one column of questions refers to the extension and composition
of the ego-network, as the explaining variant. We chose three questions from the question-
naire as the depending variant regarding PC possession and usage. The questions referring to
PC possession and usage were not introduced by us.
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1. Do you know to use a PC at least at a basic
level?
2. Do you have a PC at home?
3. Do you use internet or e-mail? 

Research Results

The results on social capital influence on PC possession and usage were based both on the sur-
vey analysis and on participant observation.

The survey analysis of computer possession and its usage shows that in 2003 in the Kapos-
vár area 40,7% of the interviewees could handle a computer, 32,3% possessed a PC and 15,8%
used the Internet. During fieldwork our discussions revealed that at Cserénfa many families
could not purchase a computer due to financial problems, but at the workplace or in the tele-
house they used it and could deal with it properly. It might appear peculiar to see the small
number of Internet users, but one needs to take into consideration that in some villages of the
area inadequate telephone lines makes it impossible to connect to the Internet.

Explanatory variables Dependent variables

EXTENSION OF EGO-NET
1. How many adults are in the household? 
2. How many adult relatives do you have? 
3. How many close friends do you have? 
4. With how many people do you maintain
relations?

COMPOSITION OF EGO-NET
5. How many of these are teachers? 
6. How many of these are businessmen? 
7. How many of these are company leaders? 
8. How many of these are »officials«? 
9. How many of these are informaticians?

Table 1: Explanatory and dependent variables

Chart 2: The
frequency of
PCs at home in
the Kaposvár
area

Chart 3: The
frequency of PC
users in the
Kaposvár area

0,2%
32,3%

Have PC at home

Do not have PC at
home
No data

o,3%

40,7% Use a PC

Do not use a PC

No data

67,5%

59,0%



During our research, we dealt with the issues of possessing a computer and acquiring com-
puter and Internet literacy. The analysis of these three factors could be realized only by sur-
veys. In contrast with this, our field work at Cserénfa took as a starting point the question of
computer possession or not.

Based on the cluster analysis of the answers regarding the extension of the ego-network
we found out that the majority (regardless of one small number cluster) can be put into three
groups:

1. Traditional village social network: This group has a strong social network with many 
friends and relatives. The average number of relations is 43. Twenty-one of them are rela-
tives and 12 of them are friend relations. 4,8% of the interviewees had such an ego-net-
work.

2. Average networks: In this group, people have an average number of relations. This is 
the group with at least nine relatives, a few friends and fewer acquaintances, altogether
26,6% of the interviewees .

3. Marginals: In the most common cases, the individual lives in a family with two adults,
an average number of five close relatives, three close friends and eight acquaintances.
Most of the people belong to this cluster. (Our results show that the interviewees name
a round number of friends and acquaintances: 5, 10, 15 and 20 – this is to be noted later 
on. Most of them name four close relatives, five close friends and they keep in touch with
ten.)

During the analysis process we utilized the results of the cluster analysis, correlation calcula-
tion and regression-analysis. In the case of regression-analysis we built in all the variants
regarding the content and quantity of the relation-network. As a consequence, we could draw
conclusions on their significance.

The Extension of Ego-Network and Computer Possession

1. According to our first assumption, if there are more adults in a family, then it is easier to 
acquire computer literacy.

The interviews taken during the summer of 2002 showed that the purchase of a compu-
ter was an important decision due to financial contstraints or lack of appropriate techni-
cal knowledge. The adults in the family get to know certain pieces of information regar-
ding the purchase of a computer through their personal contacts. Serious financial deci-
sions are made by adults, so, in our case, their social capital is crucial.
In the Kaposvár area two-adult families are the most common (80% majority), followed 
by multigenerational families (with three or more adults) and one-adult households.
Our quantitative analyses show that a significant relation exists between the number of
adults in a household and computer- and Internet-specific literacy. The rise of the num-
ber of adults by units results in an 8% rise of the possibility of computer possession, 4%
rise of computer literacy and 3% rise of Internet and e-mail usage in the household. One
can also notice that in the case of the possession of a PC the most significant factor is the
number of adults in the household.
The explanation of the causal relation may be due to social networks as well, in the sense
that the adults discuss their experiences, so normal households possess more informa-
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Chart 4: The
frequency of
internet users
in the Kaposvár
area

Based on 2003 survey data collection in the Kaposvár area, by Corvinus University Budapest

0,2% 15,8%
Use internet

84,0%

Do not use internet

No data



tion than deficient ones. There may be some other kind of latent reason as well; e.g. hou-
seholds with 2-3 working adults are better situated financially to buy a computer. We can
not reveal these latent reasons, but we can state that the rise of the number of adults in
a family has a positive influence on the purchase of a computer and computer literacy.
Based on our personal experience we may claim that a PC is a form of property and its 
acquisition leads to serious material and other kinds of decisions. Further, based on the 
quantitative analyses we may state that there is a close connection between the posses-
sion of a computer and computer- and Internet-specific knowledge. Therefore, if an in-
dividual possesses either of these factors, it is highly probable that he will soon have the
rest. During our fieldwork at Cserénfa we also found out that the purchase of a compu-
ter is a very serious investment. In most of the households the goal of the purchase was
to help the expansion of the children’s computer-specific knowledge. Some felt that the
technical knowledge acquired at school can be widened at home with practice on the 
computer. Taking into consideration the financial situation, the families either bought a 
second-hand or a new computer, but most of them dealt with the idea that if once they
invest in it, they should choose modern technology. In this case they asked for the help of
an expert in this field. It was a general phenomenon during the fieldwork that although
children prompted the purchase of a PC, adults bought the computer with the assistan-
ce of acquaintances. Along with our presuppositions it was proved that the parents used
their personal relations to buy and install a PC. We also noticed that if a member of the 
household grew proficient in handling a PC, the rest supported its acquisition. Naturally,
not every family had the appropriate financial frame to buy a PC, though a few who could
deal with it planned to buy one in the near future.

2. According to our second assumption the number of close relative relations influences the 
acquisition of a PC and computer literacy.

The analyses lead to the conclusion that in the Kaposvár-area the number of close relati-
ves does not explain the purchase of a computer and the acquisition of PC-specific know-
ledge. In other words, the relatives do not have an important role in the diffusion of PC’s
and relative skills.
During our fieldwork we found out that computer and computer-related information 
spread in an ›diffusion-of-innovation‹ manner. If we can really speak of a diffusional pro-
cess, then its participants are not the »strong ties« but the actors of »weak ties« or other
formal characters such as media or educational institutions. This fact was verified by the
results of the fieldwork. We noticed that those families who have outward social capital
are more innovative. So, we can draw the conclusion that at Cserénfa the outward social
network explains the people’s innovative tendencies and not the extension of relatives.
During our discussions with the inhabitants of Cserénfa it was made clear that many 
gave their old computers as a present to their relatives, but they did not use them. The 
villagers also revealed that a small number of PC-owners bought PC’s under the influ-
ence of relatives. Both cases show that at Cserénfa the diffusion of computers was not
due to the relatives.

3. According to our third hypothesis, the number of close friends also influences the purchase
of a computer and the acquisition of specific knowledge. As Granovetter mentioned, it is 
weak ties and not strong ties that favor the adoption of innovation.

In this case our results can be interpreted in two ways: either there are overlaps between
groups of relatives and friends or a third factor influences both groups. In the first case 
we may state that the circle of friends and relatives sometimes overlap: many good 
friends become relatives (brother-in law or godfather) and close friends may become 
close relatives. In the second case we may claim that a traditional village social network
exists, based on extended strong relations (friends and relatives). Whichever interpreta-
tion we may adopt, it is true that strong relations (friendship and relatives) are similar to
each other. This is verified during the regression-analysis.
Based on our experiences at Cserénfa we have to emphasize another factor: localism. It
created a strong connection between people, besides friends and relatives. Our first
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impression was that the inhabitants of Cserénfa lacked a strong local identity, but during
the fieldwork we grew to know that they were very much attached to the village. They 
did not allow an investor to create a fishpond to attract tourists, believing that »Cserénfa
should be owned by its people«. The preservation of identity and its transmission was 
supported by the authorities, millennium feasts, village memorial days and even the tele-
house seemed to serve this aim. The telehouse at Cserénfa was opened in August 2002 
and we experienced that local children between the ages of 8 to 16 regarded it as a »mo-
dern playground«: they lived the experiences of computer games brought in from out-
side of the village here.
To put it simply, we may state that those inhabitants who have extended outward rela-
tions are likely to possess a PC. The majority of the villagers is attached to Kaposvár, situ-
ated 12 km from Cserénfa, in different respects, among them the acceptance of a compu-
ter being mainly due to workplace, educational institutions and personal relations.

Structural Equivalence

4. According to our fourth hypothesis an extended ego-network influences the acquisition of
a computer and of computer-specific knowledge.

To our surprise, the data showed that the extension of the ego-network does not have a
significant influence on the access of a computer and the acquisition of computer-speci-
fic knowledge. An explanation of this phenomenon may be that an extended circle of 
acquaintances is not only a characteristic of actors in the Kaposvár-area, but also of non-
intellectuals mobile in their own social group.
We presented above that the local society may be categorized into three groups of ego-
networks: the traditional village social network, average networks and the most common
marginal networks. We found out that inhabitants who belong to the second group are 
more likely to have access to a computer and to acquire specific knowledge. Extended tra-
ditional relations hinder the adoption of innovation, as do marginalized situations and 
few relations. The surprising results drew our attention to structural equivalence, that is,
the analysis of relational patterns similar to each other.
The next illustration – created during the fieldwork – shows who influenced whom in the
village to buy computers. Our question was: »Who usually helps you…?« The participants
are shown with dots, the relations with lines. The direction of the lines shows the direc-
tion of consultation. We illustrate the participants outside the territory with black dots 
and the inhabitants of Cserénfa with red dots.
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Chart 5: Structural equivalence groups at Cserénfa 2003 
Questions: With whose help did you buy the PC? Who usually helps you with problems related to your
PC? On the basis of participant observation at Cserénfa.
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The figure shows four structurally equivalent groups.

1. The isolated. A part of the inhabitants of Cserénfa are isolated (they do not help other vil-
lagers and do not reveal who they turn to for advice). They are shown in the top left cor-
ner. Supposedly their relation-network is far more extended, but does not originate in 
Cserénfa, so we could not reveal it with our methodology of participant observation.

2. Net advice seekers. From among the rest of the participants seven are advice seekers.
They can be seen on the left side of the illustration similar to the isolated ones on the 
right.

3. Net counselors. The figure on the left shows those to whom many turn for advice, but
they themselves never get or seek advice. It is surprising that many ideas, suggestions 
and computer technical support reaches the village from the outside. The net counselors
are all from outside the village and most of them are occupied in institutions.

4. Mediators or brokers. Much information regarding computers originates from workpla-
ces, acquaintances and educational institutions. This knowledge reaches the village indi-
rectly or directly through personal connections. We can see seven such mediators in the 
centre of the illustration. The leader of the telehouse plays a major role. His knowledge 
results from his previous workplace, where she »experimented« with computers. Three 
younger members also have an outstanding role – »businessman«, »secondary school 
boy«, »college student«. They transmit their knowledge to a small number of the group.
No wonder these participants have the highest characteristic of in-between-mediation 
among the ego-networks. The institutional participants in transmission of knowledge 
and those participants outside the village suggest that the purchase of a computer and 
the acquisition of computer-technical knowledge cannot be regarded as a diffusional 
process, since the transmission of innovation does not happen between participants, but
only between certain institutional participants and their actors.

We expected the confirmation of the results of our fieldwork from UCINET CONCOR analysis,
but this algorithm provided us with sketchy results in our models, that is, the four groups can
be interpreted similarly, but there are no overlaps among them. We think that the CONCOR
algorithm is insensitive to the direction of relations. In our interpretation the direction of con-
sultation is important. Further, we would like to adopt a new structural algorithm, which helps
us to group the direction of relations.

Chart 6: Structural equivalent groups in CONCOR



Who Do You Have To Get On Well With? 

Based on the fieldwork and the questionnaire survey we found out that the adoption of inno-
vation nowadays is not defined by the extension of ego-networks, but by indirect, personal
relations to certain participants in an institution. In regard to this, it is of utmost importance
to consider the following question: what kind of relations do we need to have to be easily inte-
grated into informational society? We look into some such relations below.

5. Educational society had the first possibility to acquire computer technology specific know-
ledge, since most of the schools today have computers and access to Internet due to offi-
cial state policy and some special training in schools.

According to our fifth hypothesis, teacher acquaintances in the ego-network have a posi
tive influence on the purchase of a computer and the acquisition of computer-specific 
knowledge. Our research results show that there is a strong correlation between the tea-
cher acquaintance and the possession of a PC and the knowledge to deal with it. A tea-
cher in one’s ego-network increases the possibility of PC purchase and the acquisition of
PC-specific information by 3%. It is interesting to acknowledge that the teacher acquain-
tance has a positive influence on the acquisition of Internet information, since in the area
telephone lines are not suitable for internet access. We drew the conclusion that the 
acquisition of computer specific information is not connected to a place or location 
(somebody using the net at Kaposvár and teaching at Szilvásszentmárton.)
During our field work at Cserénfa computer proprietors did not mention that they acqui-
red certain information from teacher acquaintances or the idea of getting a computer 
originated from them, as there was no school in the village. Instead of these facts, many
mentioned the role of schools. To our expectations we found out that school children di-
rected the idea of a computer towards their parents, but during parental sessions at
schools the parents themselves were faced with the idea coming from other parents or 
the teacher.

6. In our sixth hypothesis we analyzed the fact whether a businessman acquaintance has an
influence on the purchase of a computer.

Distinct statistics show contradictory results. It is possible that the businessmen, despite
the fact that they are innovative due to their activities, have little time to pass on their 
expertise to friends. So, if businessmen have certain possibilities, they still lack enough 
time to achieve results in the circle of their acquaintances.
At Cserénfa, most business households had a computer. In some cases, it was used by the
children of the proprietor of the business. The businessmen at Cserénfa know about the
Internet and its use, mainly from the telehouse. The direct effect of their innovative atti-
tude cannot be measured by their followers or imitators but by their own behavior: some
businessmen use the Internet and e-mail at the telehouse.

7. In our seventh hypothesis we stated that the leader of a company in an ego-network in-
fluences the possession of a PC and specific knowledge.

Our analysis shows that a managing director acquaintance increases the possibility of PC
possession by 9,5%, increases PC specific knowledge by 6,6% and Internet knowledge by
4,8%.This can be explained by the fact that supervisors believe it natural to have a PC and
to acquire technical knowledge. Supposedly, one who has a supervisor acquaintance – as
did only few people in the model – will be familiar with computer use.
The interviewees at Cserénfa did not know any managing directors.

8. According to our eighth hypothesis the »official« participant of ego-network has a positive
influence on the purchase of a computer.

Based on our research results the relation is strongest between »official« acquaintances
and Internet-specific knowledge. However, there is a close connection between computer
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possession and knowledge as well. An »official« acquaintance raises the possibility of 
computer possession by 1%, computer knowledge by 3% and Internet usage by 3%.
The explanation is that in recent years computers have been introduced into offices in a
larger number, which also motivated the acquisition of computer-specific knowledge.
Our fieldwork at Cserénfa supported our research: officials play a major role in the trans-
mission of scientific knowledge. In the village we talked to one official, a civil servant and
the leader of the telehouse with whom we also »logged on to the net« (Graph No. 4) All
of them learned to use a computer at their workplace. The civil servant and the official 
had a computer (although not a personal computer, but a computer at their workplace) 
available to them for domestic use due to an application and the office provided Internet
access to them. The »official« passes on his knowledge to a student, the civil servant to 
none – this will probably change as they come to possess certain information. One of 
them is responsible for his acquaintances’ duties: he will type in official letters and print
them out himself. The leader of the telehouse has a major role in transmitting informa-
tion. Four persons think he is an important source of help, two suggest the telehouse as
a source of consultation. This number would be higher if we conducted participant obser-
vation not only in the circle of computer owners.

9. Our ninth hypothesis states that computer possession is influenced by acquaintances, who
are experts in computer technology.

Our research only partially confirmed this assumption. On the one hand, it turned out
during statistics analyses that there was a close significant relation between computer 
literate acquaintances and computer possession. In the regressive model with multiple 
variants these acquaintances have an important role.
On the other hand, during our field work some signs pointed to the conclusion that com-
puter literate persons do not always have a computer-specific cultural capital transmis-
sion role. During our field work at Cserénfa, we found that computer literate people do 
not always transmit their knowledge. Such persons are under-socialized and have only a
few relations. Among 22 computer owners we found eight such persons in contrast to 
seven who passed on their knowledge. This is also supported by the fact that the inhabi-
tants of Cserénfa could not tell precisely who owned a computer and were misinformed
on the first person who had a computer in the village or to what extent they couldhandle 
it.
To the question who had the first computer in the village, two-street Cserénfa provided 
two different answers: a college student and a businessman who had obtained their PCs
in 1996. They were not the first ones, there was one intellectual working at Kaposvár who
had his PC earlier in 1992, but others also had one previously. The difference is that the 
knowledge did not reach the villagers from the early PC proprietors – so they did not rea-
lize the existence of a PC in the village – whereas the persons above consulted two or 
three other villagers, so the latter were at least aware of the former.
The result of participant observation provides the explanation that a computer-owner 
acquaintance does not always pass on his knowledge and one cannot really turn to him
for assistance.

First Summary: What Kind of Social Capital Supports IT Access?

The first key question of our study was in which ways social capital influences computer pos-
session and computer-specific knowledge.

Based on our research results, we may propose that the extension of one’s ego-network
does not always influence computer and technical knowledge acquisition. Some ego-network
characteristics (like over-extended networks with strong relations, or marginalized situations)
do not favor the adoption of innovation. The size of the household suggests a positive effect
(the more adults there are in a family, the more likely it is that they have a computer and can
deal with it). But in this situation the effect mechanism is not clear: do more employees pro-
vide a better financial situation or do they have a more extended social capital.

The composition of the ego-network (who you need to get on well with) can be more easi-
ly analyzed with the collected data. It is mainly teachers, officials, directors and computer lite-
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rate people who influence the individual’s computer possession and his knowledge positively.
In contrast, there was no evidence found during the analyses of a positive influence by busi-
nessmen acquaintances.

We can draw the conclusions that the »quality« of relations is more likely than the »quan-
tity« to influence the adoption of innovations. This means that it is not important how many
acquaintances one has, but that the circle of acquaintances should be heterogeneous, it
should contain teachers, supervisors and officials and persons who do not belong to the indi-
vidual’s social group.
Our results show that no significant connection can be seen between the extension of the
social network, computer possession and computer literacy. This is to support the fact that we
are not talking of a diffusional process, since the transmission of innovation is due to relations
outside the village or between certain institutions and not to personal relations in the terri-
tory.7 As a consequence, it is indispensable to deal with the question of the diffusion of inno-
vations in the next part of our study.

III. Is the Spread of Computers Diffusional or Not?

From fieldwork we found out that the number of computer owners or computer literate peo-
ple grows. The penetration of computers and the extension of their use increase year by year.
This improvement in scientific literature is identified with the increasing section of the diffu-
sion of innovations. In this way, according to Bornschier8 the expansion of Internet possession
is part of a larger phenomenon, along with the diffusion of PC’s, phone lines and Internet-
client computers.

It was made clear at the analysis of social capital that the adoption of innovation is not
defined by the dimension of ego-network extension but by the existence or non-existence of
indirect personal relations to participants of institutions. We had the possibility to conduct an
analysis where we could observe on a small model the characteristics of the diffusional pro-
cess of computer spread and computer-specific knowledge expansion, which can be confir-
med by the survey based on the small-area representative model. However, it is necessary for
us to present the theoretical framework of diffusional innovations to support our research
question.

Theoretical Framework of Diffusion of Innovation

Information technologies and Internet spread called forth a new paradigm. In a small area,
computer technology and Internet serve as an innovation. Information technology expansion
in our study is regarded as a kind of innovation-diffusion. For the purpose of the current re-
search we referred to any computer and Internet related knowledge as »innovation«. »Innova-
tion diffusion« is a type of process when computer related scientific knowledge is transmitted
from one person to the other.

The concept of technical and economic innovation in economic scientific literature beca-
me popular as the keyword of Schumpeter’s study The Theory of Economic Development.9
Schumpeter differentiated between five types of innovation: new product, new process of
production, source of acquisition or the establishment of a new organization.

The innovative processes and their effects on economic growth as well as the pattern of
the process stand at the centre of economic interest. It seems that Karshenas and Stoneman
rightly state that technological diffusion research was not as popular in the scientific literatu-
re as research and development were.10

In contrast to economic approaches, economical-anthropological and sociological studies
made the diffusion of innovations the focus of their attention. They referred to the diffusion
of innovations as a process when the innovations became well-known in a social group.11

Authors regard the diffusion of innovation as a sociological phenomenon, because it could be
analyzed by referring to a social group. They used to say that the connections between people
will determine the speed of the spread of innovations.12

The first diffusion analyses came from the field of economic sociology. The first synopsis of
diffusion research history was compiled in 1963.13 Maybe one of the most popular of diffusion
research nowadays, was conducted in the field of public health, analyzing the diffusion of a

7 Cf. Letenyei, László: Helyhez kötött
kapcsolatok. Közgazdasági Szemle

49/10 (2002), pp. 480-497 and
Letenyei, László: Rural Innovation
Chains. In: Review of Sociology 7

(2001), pp. 85-100.
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new medicine, Tetracycline, in the society of doctors.14 In the 1980’s, many statements were
made on the topic of diffusion.15

In the 1990’s, a series of network-oriented articles were published on the theme of diffu-
sion of innovation. The network researchers were partly interested in modeling the diffusion
of innovation. An excellent review of the recent models is presented by Valente.16 Thanks to
the methodological development the new methods and models have been introduced in dif-
ferent areas and fields: diffusion of information, diffusion of political opinions and/or organi-
zational forms, or regional planning. The major part of these studies is focused on the estima-
tion of the diffusion processes: »How do information diffusion times and centrality measures
depend on a series of network measures, such as degrees, bridges, etc?«17, »How are distances
and relations between actors likely to influence the growth and spread of social move-
ments?«18 and »How can policy-makers stimulate innovation?«19

The question of the social effects is also an important field of research. Castlefranci20

approached the problem as a socio-cognitive dispute. Strang and Macy21 studied the adaptive
emulation in the case of success stories. Steyer and Zimmermann22 examined the mutual
effects of the diffusion and social networks on each other.

Members have common goals and identify with the collective of the organization.
Thus, they are more likely to support one another and more likely to exert social pres-
sure on one another to adopt an innovation. While these processes have been noted,
they have not been characterized under a general theoretical framework.23

The problem of innovation-diffusion is also dealt with separately by the methodological books
on social network analysis.24

We overview the models of innovation expansion based on Valente.25 He discusses them
in four groups: structural diffusional network, relational diffusional network, threshold
models and critical mass models. The common factor of all models is the empirical S-shape
graph which shows the spread of innovation and describes the expansion of innovation in a
society: slow initial increase, sudden boost, then slow progress again, and finally completion.

14 Coleman, James Samuel/Katz,
Elihu/Menzel, Herbert: Medical
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15 Granovetter 1973; Brown, Luis:
Innovation Diffusion: A New Per-

spective. New York: Methuen 1981;
Mahajan, Vijay/ Peterson, Robert A.:

Models of Innovation Diffusion.
Newbury Park: Sage 1985; Fliegel,

Frederick C.: Diffusion Research in
Rural Sociology. The Record and Pro-

spects for the Future. Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press 1993.

16 Valente 1995; Valente, T.W.:
Models and Methods for Innovation

Diffusion. In: Carrington, P./ Scott,
James/ Wasserman, Stanly (Eds.):
Models and Methods in Social Net-

work Analysis. New York: Cambridge
UP [in press].

17 Buskens, Vincent/ Yamaguchi,
Kazuo: A New Model for Information

Diffusion in Heterogeneous Social
Networks. In: Becker, Mark/Sobel,

Michael (Eds.): Sociological Metho-
dology. Oxford: Blackwell 1999,

p. 282; Chattoe, Edmund/Gilbert,
Nigel: A Basic Simulation of Infor-

mation Diffusion. Paper presented
at the IMAGES Meeeting, Saint-

Sauves D’Auvergne (m6), March 16-
18, 1998; Abrahamson, E./ Rosenkopf,

L.: Social Networks Effects on the
Extent of Innovation Diffusion: A

Computer Simulation. In: Organiza-
tion Science 8/3 (1997), pp. 289-309;

Steyer, Alexandre/Zimmermannn,
Jean-Benoit: Etude empirique de

l’influence sociale dans les phéno-
mènes de diffusion - l’exemple du

câble et du fax en France. In:
Economie et Prévision 135/4 (1998).

18 Hedström, Peter: Contagious
Collectivities: On the Spatial Diffu-

sion of Swedish Trade Unions, 1890-
1940. In: American Journal of Socio-
logy 99/5 (1994), pp. 1157-1179; Hed-
ström, Peter/Sandell, Rickard/Stern,
Charlotta: Mesolevel Networks and
the Diffusion of Social Movements:
The Case of the Swedish Social De-

mocratic Party. In: American Journal
of Sociology 106/1 (2001), pp. 145-172.

19 Christopoulos, Dimitros C.:
Innovation within Networks: Policy
Implications for Regional Planners.

Paper presented at XXI. Sunbelt,
INSA, Budapest 2001.

20 Castlefranci, Cristiano: Towards a
Cognitive Memetics: Socio-Cognitive

Mechanisms for Memes Selection
and Spreading. In: Journal of

Memetics  – Evolutionary Models of
Information Transmission 5:

http://www.cpm.mmu.ac.uk/jom-
emit/2001/vol5/castelfranchi_c.html

21 Strang, David/Macy, Michael W.L.:
In Search of Excellence: Fads, Success

Stories, and Adaptative Emulation.
In: American Journal of Sociology

104/1 (2001).

page 12 28 | 11 | 2004

MANY LINKS = INTERNET? 
by Eliza Eranus, Sarolta Láng, László Letenyei (Budapest)

Chart 7: The empirical curve of diffusion of innovations
Based on Valente 1995 and Letenyei 2000



Valente cites Granovetter in regard to the starting point of structural diffusion networks.
Granovetter thinks that persons who have expanded weak ties – people weakly embedded in
society – are competent to mediate between groups within the society. In this way they trans-
mit innovations.

The proposition of relational diffusion network models is that the speed of the spread of
innovation is influenced by the personal relations of the members of society. Four subgroups
can be mentioned: the opinion leader model (even public information first reaches people
who form opinions, then in a second step the rest of the members of society), the model of
group-participation (within certain groups some pieces of information spread quickly), the
model based on the density of personal social network (it appraises the expansion of innova-
tion based on the dimensions of ego-network) and finally the model of personal involvement
(focuses on the question whether the ego-network contains points where innovation has
already been used).

Valente’s idea is that thresholds and critical mass models belong to different schools but
have a common root. In the sense of threshold-models the individual’s threshold of the adop-
tion of innovation equals the proportion of innovation users by which the individual tends to
adopt innovation.26 The model of critical mass has a similar approach: it analyzes how many
members who are open to innovation are needed in a network in order not to break the pro-
cess of innovation.27

Our research regarding the diffusion of computers abounds in keywords like »innovation« and
»diffusion«. We may use the term »innovation« in connection with the possession of a com-
puter and the acquisition of specific knowledge to the extent that besides containing innova-
tive factors, it is appropriate in Schumpeter’s interpretation as well, that is, it can introduce
new technologies or make it possible to introduce previous technologies to the new market.

The concept of »diffusion« is much more precise: diffusion in scientific literature refers to
the phenomenon when participants using innovation pass it on to participants who are as yet
unaware of innovation. In our present case – regarding the fact of PC’s in certain households
and the expansion of specific knowledge – we may refer to diffusion when members who are
already competent users and PC owners pass on the need for computers and for appropriate
knowledge to the rest. An alternative to diffusion is vertical, formal transmission of innova-
tion based on a hierarchy.

In our study we cite Letenyei28 and differentiate between »innovators« and »imitators«. An
innovator is a person who introduces a new technology, he uses it for the first time in an area.
An imitator is a person related to innovators, who uses the same computer to acquire specific
knowledge. An innovator serves as a gate: innovation reaches the area through him.

Hypotheses

To answer the second key question of our research we strive to achieve a practical result: we
attempt to appraise the speed of the expansion of computers and computer-related know-
ledge. In order to achieve our proposition we suppose that the expansion of the computer and
related knowledge may be modeled with the diffusion of innovation.

Within the framework of the fieldwork we interpret the terms »innovation« and »diffu-
sion« as presented in the theoretical part of the study. Both interpretations need empirical
confirmation. Our first interpretation refers to innovation:

1. Is the computer and computer-related knowledge an innovation in the area of Kaposvár?
To answer this question we had to reveal the motivations of computer purchase and the
acquisition of computer-related knowledge. If the motivation is truly innovative, then we
might suggest that computer purchase and the learning process may indeed be regarded
as innovation. Contrary to this case (e.g., if computer games are the first priority) then the
computer may not be regarded as innovation.

Our second interpretation refers to diffusion:

2. Can the S-graph of the spread of computers be confirmed empirically? If yes, is this real-
ly the result of diffusion? In other words: Did participants already familiar with innova-
tion pass it on to the rest?
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If the answer to both of our questions is yes, meaning the spread of computers and computer-
related knowledge may be regarded as innovation diffusion, then the process may be mode-
led and further appraised by one of the diffusion models.
Based on the interpretations we formulated two hypotheses:

1. The expansion of computers follow the S-graph explained by a diffusion process.
2. The expansion of computers and the acquisition of scientific knowledge originate from 

weak relations (»bridges«) from outside of the territory. Innovation reaches the area 
through knowledge.

During the analysis of the spread of computers we used the answers to two questions: first
we asked since when the household has possessed a computer, and second when the first
computer reached the area. Using the representatives of the sample, we could draw conclu-
sions referring to the Kaposvár area concerning the spread of computers.

During the process of survey in the area, one column of questions aimed to reveal the
interviewees’ ego-networks. We tried to put this complex of questions into operation through
one point of view: the composition of related persons.

To map the motivations of transmission-adoption we proposed two questions: The first
analyzes the effect of personal relations, the second researches user motivation, that is, the
purpose of purchase: what was the exact reason the respective household made the decision
to buy a computer?

Research Results 

We will now present the results of the survey and those of participant observation. We follow
the order of questions during the interpretation of the survey. Finally, we present the mutual
supportive network at Cserénfa based on participant observation.

The First Computer in the Village

During diffusion research, it is crucial to know the date of the first innovation and the person
of the innovator.

During our survey, 77% of the interviewees could not provide an answer as regards the first
computer in the area. When interpreting the 139 answers, we found it more appropriate to
search for the reasons of the »I don’t know« answers. The results show that the majority of the
inhabitants have no idea when the first computer arrived in the village and who the first
owner was. In larger villages, it is acceptable that the news of innovation spreads rather slow-
ly. However, it is surprising that in a village with a couple of hundred inhabitants information
does not spread in a way we expected. We tried to find reasons for it during participant obser-
vation.

At Cserénfa the inhabitants could not tell us precisely who had a computer then and they
were misinformed about the first person to own a computer in the village and the persons
who were computer literate. To the question: »How many families do you think own a com-
puter?« (We think 22 households) the answers extended between two and fourteen families.
One interviewee named a person who actually did not have a computer.

The reason of the high rate of »I don’t know« answers and the reason of the misinforma-
tion could be the fact that the inhabitants of Cserénfa although living in only two streets do
not really keep in touch. We suppose the geographical location of an area is important even in
a small community. Our analyses showed that in the two streets the interviewees had diffe-
rent persons on mind as first computer owners: in one street they named a college student
and in the other a businessman, both obtained their PCs in 1996. In reality an intellectual of
Cserénfa working at Kaposvár already had his PC in 1992. The answer to this discrepancy was
provided by the computer consultant network of the village: while the intellectuals are situa-
ted on the periphery (they do not provide computer technical knowledge to the villagers or
receive any from them), the named persons have offered consultation to a few people, so the
villagers were aware of them. Another technical reason is mistrust. One of our interviewees,
who has owned a PC for a week said that besides his two neighbors who advised him in com-
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Chart 8: The Spread of PCs in the Kaposvár Area. By 800 representative sample in Kaposvár area 

Table 2: Since When Have the Inhabitants of Kaposvár Area Had PCs?

By analyzing the chart we may see that the frequency and the cumulate graph corresponds to
the generally accepted S-graph in innovation diffusion theories.

Taking into consideration the frequency graph, we may predict that computer diffusion is still
in the initial exponentially increasing stage. In the next few years, a faster increase and then
a slower one may be expected.

Within the frame of participant observation we collected data on households having a com-
puter, so in this way we got to know when the first computer was bought.

puter usage, nobody else knew about his PC, which was o.k. He would prefer others not to
come over and use the PC. He was also careful as someone else’s PC (who lived in the edge of
the village) had already been stolen.

Since When Have the Inhabitants of the Kaposvár Area Had PCs?

205 of all the households interviewed in the Kaposvár-area ( 32,4% of all the interviewees) had
PC’s and 197 answered the question asking since when they have had a computer. The first
computer was obtained in 1985, but most bought computers in 1998 (30 persons) and in 2002
(29 persons). Further, a little less than half of the inhabitants (46%) bought computers before
1999, and 54% after 1999 along the upcoming years.

1998
1998
197
435

Average
Modus
Value
Missing value
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The spread of computers at Cserénfa – similar to the data of Kaposvár area – reminds us of the
initial data of the diffusional S-graph. At this stage, the expansion of diffusion shows expo-
nential increase, the number of new computer owners increases year by year. Taking a look at
the graph, we may draw the conclusion that a classical diffusional process exists in the villa-
ge. The general opinion prevails that the village still stands in the preliminary stage.

As more and more households possess PCs, more people can transmit specific knowledge,
so the number of PC buyers will eventually rise. This tendency – after the end of the increase
period – will slow down in the future, and innovation will be accepted.

Who or What Was the Incentive for PC Purchase? 

During the questionnaire of surveys, 343 persons – more than half of the interviewees –, who
do not have a PC and do not plan to have one, we were not asked the above question. The seve-
ral valid answers are shown in the graph (with the omission of the »I don’t know« category).
Unfortunately, the rigid questionnaire did not allow other types of answers, so we do not
know what the most important variant shows. Most (38,3%) replied that they decided to buy
a PC influenced by the school. The interviewees valued the effect of the school higher than the
effect of personal, relative, acquaintance and other types of relations.

Chart 10: Who/What Was the Effect for PC Purchase in the Kaposvár Area . Based on surveys in Kaposvár
area, 2003

Chart 9: Spread of PCs at Cserénfa. Based on participant obeservation, 2003

Close friend, acquaintance,
relative
Not too close acquaintance, but
specialist in informatics
Any type of contact

Television, media

Workplace

Colleagues

Telehouse or further educational
institute
Others



The content of the chart from the point of view of our research is very important: it contradicts
the theory that the spread of computers is a diffusional process. A common feature of diffu-
sional processes is that participants open to innovation are willing to pass it on to the rest. In
this case we are dealing with a different situation: some institutions, like school, and to a cer-
tain extent the workplace pass on the need for computer technique and the acquisition of pro-
per knowledge, realizing a kind of one-way communication.

The question may arise that the institution itself or its participants are the incentive. If a
member of a family buys a PC on the incentive of his colleagues, or if the child suggests its pur-
chase to the family influenced by his peers or teachers, then we may speak of motivation
based on personal relations. The analysis of this question will not be dealt with in this study.
However, we think that the effect of the institution still remains the same if the individual
gets in touch with it through relatives, friends, colleagues or peers.

The major role of the school supports our idea that the motivation of investment is main-
ly due to children and their interests. We could not analyze the fact whether the child really
needs a computer to make progress at school or – because there is computer technical educa-
tion at every primary school – he or she gets to know computer games and motivates his or
her parents to buy one. In any case it is certainly advantageous for the student to put into
practice at home the theory taught at school. He or she can have access to it any time and
develops his or her knowledge even while playing.

The category of »close friend, acquaintance, relative« ranked third place. This supports our
result that the use of a computer expands to a lesser extent due to strong relations.

The result shows that TV and media have a lesser influence on the expansion of informa-
tion technology, while it seems institutions play the primary role in forming opinions.

During the participant observation at Cserénfa we tried to find out why people bought PC’s
and who they were influenced by. Twelve of 22 PC owners said they needed one for their work,
so their workplace motivated them for the purchase. Besides workers among them, we may
find brokers, businessmen and economists as well. The rest of the households did not give any
information or they simply marked the school as a motivational factor. They did not mark
personal relations (e.g., my relatives had one, the idea came from them), – which would have
contradicted our previous assumptions.

The telehouse plays a particular role in developing the need for PC purchase. Youngsters
often come together to play there. From this circle, only a few bought PC’s, so they did not
appear in our model.

The inhabitants revealed some interesting information regarding PC purchase. It was not
likely – as we expected – that a second-hand PC got to the household, they all bought their
PC’s in shops. Before the purchase, they inquired about it, often seeking advice from acquain-
tances. These were people outside Cserénfa: colleagues at Kaposvár, relatives from Pecs,
friends at Szentbalazs. Information regarding PC usage did not spread within the network,
they rather reached the village from outside in different ways to every household. We can
state that the computer did not reach Cserénfa through an innovator, so we cannot speak of
imitators within the local network. The experiences of participant observation stand in line
with the data of surveys: despite the fact that computer usage expands in the area in the
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Division (%)
35,7
64,3

Table 3: The personal versus the institutional effect in the Kaposvár area. Based on surveys in Kaposvár
area, 2003

From a different point of view, we may group the answers in two. The first contains alternati-
ves characteristic to personal relations (close friend, computer literate acquaintance), the
second contains the possibilities of relating to an institution (TV, media, school, workplace, col-
leagues, telehouse, specific programs). Aggregating the two, we arrive at the following results
(we left out other type of answers, as we cannot interpret them from this point of view):

Personal or relational effect
Institutional effect
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shape of a diffusional S-graph, we cannot speak of a diffusional process as the participants are
not influenced by each other, since institutions motivated them for the purchase. The role of
personal relations is also diminutive in obtaining of the PC’s, but the PC buyers rely on perso-
nal relations to acquire specific knowledge.

Motivations for Computer Purchase

The last question tried to reveal the motivations for computer purchase. The question was
posed to those who have basic motivation. Most replies outlined the children’s unequal oppor-
tunities and studying as first and second motivation. Parents also think it is important to buy
a computer so that their children keep up with computer technical development.

During our fieldwork at Cserénfa most parents from among the group who use their com-
puters at their workplace said that the computer will not change their lives, only their chil-
dren’s lives. The purchase of a computer can be seen as an investment. First as computer game
players then as serious computer users, the children will join the company of users all over the
world.Two ten-year old boys and a mother thought that a computer was necessary for studies,
six children marked games as a motivational factor. This does not mean that in other house-
holds they disregard playing on the computer. On the contrary, they mostly play on the com-
puter. It is natural that somebody wants to play with a new device. The question remains,
whether the current players soon experience its other ways of usage. In the circle of young-
sters, girls use Microsoft Word to type in letters of invitations and other small things. Sup-
posedly they would need this program later on in their studies as well.

Computer Technical Advisory Network at Cserénfa

During our survey we tried to answer the question from where the users acquire specific
knowledge. We would expect that in a village according to innovation diffusion theories,
knowledge spreads from house to house as in a local community. The fieldwork at Cserénfa
contradicted the expectations of the diffusion theory. Within the local community we may
speak of diffusion when children exchange game programs and music files. Knowledge of
more serious programs comes from outside: acquaintances from Kaposvár, relatives, collea-
gues or people who met at a place of entertainment.

With regard to geographical distances, one advantage of the community is that it is local.
It would be less costly to go over to the neighbor for some information, than to travel to
Kaposvár or call Szentbalázs. Still, this last attitude is most common. Theoretically, the
explanation for this is that the villagers do no trust each other’s knowledge, hence they turn
to outside advice. Our experiences do not support this theory. There are some computer lite-
rate inhabitants and almost each family mentioned someone whose knowledge they could

Chart 11: Informatical consultation’s social network at Cserénfa 



rely on so we cannot speak of distrust. We think some long time relations characterize the
community: they ask guidance from those people whom they turned to for the first time, even
if this is not an effective solution from a rationalist point of view.

The chart above shows who turns for consultation to whom. The interviewees are anony-
mous, only their occupation is mentioned. The chart does not show the relations outside the
village. The arrow on the chart shows an open asymmetrical relation: it is directed from the
consultant to the advised person, based on the latter’s designation.Eight persons, one third of
PC owners are isolated, that is they do not have consultants in the village, which is quite sur-
prising in a community of 270 inhabitants with 22 PC owners. Most computer-related know-
ledge reached the community from different workplaces and educational institutions.

On the basis of the results we may state that at Cserénfa the social network do not have a
strong centralization figure. We need to refer to Thomas Valente once again, namely that dif-
fusion may be observed among the members of society. We think that the spread of compu-
ters in the community cannot be viewed as a diffusional process, because the need for compu-
ters does not come from and is not passed on from user to user, rather it originates from insti-
tutional participants.

Second Summary: How Do Computers Spread?

The second question of our study was whether the spread of computers can be seen as a dif-
fusional process of innovation. In other words: Can computer purchase or the acquisition of
specific knowledge be explained by relational data?

Our research results show that the computer purchase and the acquisition of knowledge
related to it is not influenced by relations between people. Certain institutions play a far more
important role (workplace, school, telehouse).

In our study we also concentrated on the transmission of innovation and the motivations
behind its adoption. This question was answered by participant observation. It is characteris-
tic of innovations that, because they bring economic growth, with its transmission one’s own
profit grows smaller: the more people live with the opportunities gained from innovation, the
more they share the profit. This makes the diffusion of innovation slow down a bit. This does
not refer to computers: the profit of the innovation transmitter does not become less if the
neighbor also buys a computer. According to current countryside practice a computer does not
serve as a working tool, it is rather for fun, for children and for the next generation. The com-
puter can also be viewed as a modern toy, which later turns into a device serving more serious
aims. Cserénfa did not receive computers from one particular innovator, nor did the adoption
of previous technologies come along this route. In this sense, since there was nobody to turn
to, we cannot speak of imitators within the local network. Most households gained informa-
tion from elsewhere.

The results of active participation overlap with the results of quantitative research done in
the area: The purchase of a computer and knowledge related to it is not generated by perso-
nal relations, rather by institutions, like the Széntbalázs Primary School and certain workpla-
ces. The graph showing the spread of computers can be seen as corresponding to the S-graph
occurring in certain theories as a starting point. Based on this, we can claim that computer
spread is in the initial, exponentially growing stage, which later will turn into a slowly increa-
sing process. We doubt whether we can speak of diffusion, since the relation between partici-
pants does not play an important role, rather participants of institutions serve for this pur-
pose.

To answer our research questions:

1. The spread of computers can be seen as an innovation, its purchase is an investment in 
the future to ensure the next generations’ equal opportunities.

2. The spread of computers cannot be viewed as a diffusional process (the participants do 
not transmit specific knowledge and the need for a computer to each other).

It is not a diffusional process, so in this sense it is undesirable to predict the next stages of the
process with diffusional models.
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IV. Summary

Our study focused on two main research questions:

1. How many and what kind of acquaintances does an individual need to have to possess a
computer and knowledge related to it?

2. Can the S-graph suggesting innovation diffusion be applied in the case of the spread of 
computers? Can the spread of computers be regarded as a diffusional process of innova-
tion? If yes, can it be predicted by a diffusional model?

Our research questions were examined in a sample area with two methods: a sociological sur-
vey and anthropological participant observation.

Examining our first question, we found that the number or in other words the »quantity« of
an individual’s social relations has a diminutive influence on computer purchase and the
acquisition of related knowledge. The »quality« of the relations is far more important from the
point of view of IT usage: a teacher, a businessman or an official may have a major influence
in increasing the individual’s need for a computer and the acquisition of scientific knowledge.
It is interesting to notice that acquaintances connected in some way to an institution have an
effect on IT usage from the individual’s point of view.

Our research shows that the build-up of information society depends on material and spi-
ritual relations as well as good relations. We believe that an important means to shape infor-
mation society is relational consultation.

This observation leads us to the second question of our study: What kind of role do social rela-
tions play in the diffusion of innovation?

According to Valente29 we refer to a diffusional process when during an expansion inno-
vation is passed on from users to adopters. The spread of innovation can be predicted by seve-
ral models, their common trait being the S-graph. The cumulated graph showing the spread of
computers is the same as the S-shape of the exponentially increasing phase of diffusion. After
meticulous analysis, we have to state that there is no diffusional process in this case, because
innovation is not transmitted by participants open to new technology. Knowledge is passed
on through certain institutions (schools, workplaces). Institutions play a key role in the diffu-
sional process and the shape of exponential increase – however, we do not know the effects
of the mechanism yet.

Western scientific literature has more empirical examples to the function of diffusional S-
graph in other cities. We find two possible answers for the distinction:

1. It may be probable that the diffusional graph may function in the case when people do 
not transmit knowledge, firstly, it is passed on by institutions. We may think that IT does
not necessarily need a critical crowd to adopt the innovation and make sure its expan-
sion.

2. It may be so that in Hungary the build-up of the information society has a separate 
route than abroad. In Western societies we may speak of a real diffusional process, in 
Hungary one is faced with a more centralized process in which the state – and to a lesser
extent the significant participants of economy – play a focal central role via educational
institutions and local government.
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