TINUS

National University
of Singapore

Source: The Straits Times, pA3
Date: 21 January 2026

9 in 10 S’poreans have close friendships;
most still make friends in person: IPS study

Ng Wei Kai
Correspondent

Slightly more than one in10 Singa-
poreans do not have close friend-
ships, and despite technological
advances, most still get to know
their close friends in person.

These are new findings from a
survey by the Institute of Policy
Studies (IPS), which also found
that among respondents, having
diverse friendships across differ-
ences like age, gender and ethnic-
ity is correlated with higher social
inclusion and a sense of belonging.

The study, titled Fraternity and
the Social Fabric in the Digital Age,
also found that a minority of Sin-
gaporeans are turning to artificial
intelligence (AI) for companion-
ship, although most still said that
interactions with Al do not replace
close human friendships.

It polled 3,713 Singaporeans and
permanent residents above age 21
in 2025. IPS’ social lab head Math-
ew Mathews released the findings
during an online panel discussion
convened by the think-tank on Jan
20.

The study found that 89.5 per
cent of Singaporeans have at least
one close friend - defined as peo-
ple whom respondents feel at ease
with and can talk to about private

matters, or call on for help.

Respondents were asked to ex-
clude family members and roman-
tic partners.

Italso found that 23.2 per cent of
respondents have at least one on-
line friend, defined as a friend
whom they first got to know on-
line and whom they primarily
keep in touch with online.

Respondents excluded people
they had already counted as close
friends earlier.

More than nine out of 10 respon-
dents said they first met all their
close friends in person, with
schools and workplaces the pri-
mary starting points for these con-
nections.

The study found that younger
people and those of higher socio-
economic status (SES) are more
likely to report having close
friends, while those who reported
having no close friends tended to
be older and of lower SES.

Younger and more educated re-
spondents are also more likely to
have online friends. Of those aged
21 to 35, 43.5 per cent said they
have online friends, compared
with 20.6 per cent of those aged 51
and above.

Of respondents with degrees,
35.8 per cent said they have online
friends, compared with 23 per
cent of those with a secondary
school education or below.

Half of those with online friends
met at least one of these friends
via social media, and four in 10 met
via texting or messaging apps.

Respondents were also asked to
break down the demographics of
their close and online friends by
gender, ethnicity, age, nationality,
educational attainment and hous-
ing type. Online friendships are
more diverse than close friend-
ships across most of these attri-
butes, the study found.

It also found that having a more
diverse network of friends is asso-
ciated with having fewer gaps in
roles that friends fulfil, such as
having people to confide in or
spending time with.

Close online friends can also
serve a similar mix of functions as
offline friendships, the study said.

It concluded that people can
turn to online friends for meaning-
ful support, challenging existing
assumptions that online friend-
ships are superficial.

The study found that having a
higher level of diversity is posi-
tively correlated with anincreased
sense of inclusion, increased so-
cial cohesion, trust in the com-
munity and increased civic invol-
vement.

For example, a strong sense of
inclusion is reported by 42.6 per
cent of those with higher friend-
ship diversity, compared with 30.9

per cent reported by those with a
lower friendship diversity.

Respondents with more diverse
friendships are also more likely to
say they feel accepted and con-
nected with others.

Indian and Malay respondents
are more likely to have diverse
friendships, compared with Chi-
nese respondents, which IPS said
reflected majority-minority dy-
namics and differing opportuni-
ties for contact,

CAN Al BE A FRIEND?

The study also examined the
emerging role of Al chatbots in
Singaporeans’ social lives, and
found that their usage is more
prevalent among younger and
higher-educated respondents.

Al chatbots are still primarily
used to search for information or
to help with work or school, but
around one in 10 respondents also
uses them for casual conversation,
emotional support or mental
health help.

Women are more likely to seek
emotional support or mental
health assistance from Al chat-
bots, with 13.8 per cent of women
saying they have done so versus 7
per cent of men.

Younger respondents are also
more likely to have done so, with
15.9 per cent of those aged 21to 35

]
Friendship in the digital age

An Institute of Policy Studies survey found that almost
nine in 10 Singaporeans have at least one close friend, and
that despite technological advancements, most met their

close friends in person.

How many close friends do you have? (%)

Have at least one close friend

10.5

Do not have any
close friends

How many online friends do you have? (%)

o

Have at least one
online friend

76.8

Do not have any online friends

How did you meet your close friends? (%)

Online only 1.3

IS

In-person only Both

NOTE:

= Close friends were defined as people respondents feel at ease with, can talk to
about private matters, or call on for help. Respondents were instructed to exclude
family members and romantic partners in their count.

« Online friends were defined as any other friend(s) whom respondents first got to
know online and whom they primarily keep in touch with online. Respondents were
instructed to exclude the friend(s) that they had already indicated in the question

about close friends.

Source: INSTITUTE OF POLICY STUDIES STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS

The Institute of Policy Studies survey, titled Fraternity and the Social Fabric in the
Digital Age, also found that a minority of Singaporeans are turning to artificial
intelligence (Al) for companionship, although most still said that interactions with
Al do not replace close human friendships.
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having done so versus 6.1 per cent
of those aged 51 and over.

Most respondents remain cau-
tious about Al chatbots, with 92.8
per cent of respondents saying
people need to exercise more cau-
tion,

Most also said they do not view
Al chatbots as a satisfying substi-
tute for real-life interactions, with
three-quarters of respondents dis-
agreeing that it is possible to form
“friendship-like” connections
with such chatbots.

In the panel discussion on the
results on Jan 20, National Univer-
sity of Singapore associate profes-
sor in computational communica-
tion Kokil Jaidka said Al chatbots
offer interaction without obliga-
tion, meaning that people cannot
create shared experiences or mu-
tual dependencies, which help to
bridge social development,

At the same panel, Ms Grace
Ann Chua, the co-founder and
chief executive of social organisa-
tion Friendzone, said digital plat-
forms make it easier to go from
strangers to acquaintances, but
people often face barriers in going
further.

“Participants share that they re-
ly heavily on small digital signals,
such as the speed of the reply,
tone, messaging style and gram-
mar to assess sincerity, safety,
trust and comfort.”

This has also created a new
source of tension, she said.

Her organisation, which runs
programmes to connect people
through structured conversations,
is looking into designing support
to better build people’s social skills
and support “low-pressure” and
repeated interaction among young
people, so that friendship can
grow over time.

More needs to be done to scaf-
fold growing friendships outside
the traditional pathways of work
and school, panellists said.

Prof Jaidka, who studies friend-
ship and social mixing, said her re-
search shows that friendship is
not just about openness or values,
but instead requires sustained in-
teraction, emotional effort and
time,

These resources are critical as
lives become more pressured and
friendships are increasingly con-
solidated within familiar ties and
class boundaries, she said.

This means it is necessary to de-
sign institutions and systems that
reduce the effort to sustain friend-
ships.

“If we care about cohesion, we
need to treat friendship not just as
anindividual choice, but as an out-
come shaped by social structure
and institutional design.”
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