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Introduction

broken. 
from the bottom of my heart, i am so so sorry. 

i don’t have words.

—Ariana Grande 
May 22, 2017

ThaT was The message American pop singer Ariana Grande posted on Twitter and Facebook 
hours after a deadly bombing following her concert in Manchester, England, on May 22, 2017. 
More than 20 people were killed in the terrorist attack and 100 injured, forcing the singer to 
cancel her international tour.

With 33.5 million Facebook followers and 47 million on Twitter, Grande was able to reach her 
fans directly through her simple, heartfelt post. Shortly later, fans retweeted her initial post on 
Twitter 1.2 million times and favorited it 2.7 million times. On Facebook, the post received 1.5 
million reactions, 167,000 shares, and 52,000 comments. Mainstream media outlets also picked 
up Grande’s social media post. Television news programs broadcast the message and newspa-
pers quoted it in stories online and in print.

Four days later, Grande posted a longer letter offering apologies and inspiration to her 109 
million followers on Instagram. In this message, the singer announced she would be returning 
to Manchester to hold a benefit concert for the victims and their families. That post was favor-
ited 4.4 million times on Instagram and was shared, commented on, and liked or favorited by 
millions more on Twitter and Facebook.

Two weeks after the bombing, the celebrity-studded 3-hour concert, One Love Manchester, 
streamed live on Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube and aired on television networks across 
the world, raising millions in donations. Fans also favorited photos and videos of the concert 
on Grande’s Instagram account, with one short video clip getting 5.6 million likes and 13.5 
thousand comments.

Some Historical Perspective 
Just a decade ago, this scenario would have been vastly different. In 2005, only 5% of American 
adults were using social media; that number grew to 69% by 2016, according to the Pew 
Research Center (2017), which has been tracking Internet, social media, and technology adop-
tion since 2005.

Facebook, which continues to dominate all other social media platforms, had just opened to the 
public in 2006. Twitter also launched as a startup messaging company in 2006. Instagram, which 
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later would be purchased by Facebook, was not released until 2010. The first video was uploaded 
to YouTube in 2005 by its owners, who then sold the video-sharing platform to Google in 2006.

Because these social media platforms were still in their infancies a decade ago, a celebrity like 
Ariana Grande would have had little choice but to issue a carefully worded statement, most likely 
through her publicist, to the media. Television stations and newspapers would have reported 
the statement, but fans would not have been able to react, share, and comment on the tragedy 
with each other, and the singer, on such a wide scale. Television would have been the only way 
to view the benefit concert. And because smartphones were just being developed, people would 
have been limited to watching the program in front of their TV sets, not wherever they hap-
pened to be at the time.

The growth and development of digital and social media platforms have transformed the way 
we communicate with each other; receive news about local and world events; and, form social 
bonds with people we know and have never met. Almost every industry has been impacted by 
the changes in computer technologies since the turn of the 21st century. Spearheading these 
changes are often young adults and teenagers, who consistently are early adopters of social 
media platforms and the heaviest users of digital and mobile technologies.

Part One: Studying Social Media
Academic researchers and professional communicators have been attempting to keep up with 
the dizzying changes surrounding digital and social media technologies. Some questions include: 
Who uses social media and why? What are some outcomes of these usages? What is the differ-
ence between social media and a social network site? Part One of this book delves into those 
issues, synthesizing theories used to study social media and describing patterns of usages, includ-
ing demographic trends. Key moments in the development of digital tools are also discussed, as 
well as the rise and fall of some of the largest social media sites.

Because social media platforms and usages change so rapidly, however, we will stress 
throughout the book that studying social media is not platform specific. Facebook has been 
the dominant social media platform for the past decade, but Snapchat or an application not 
yet developed could take its place. Instead, the study of social media involves examining the 
consequences of this type of communication on global, national, and local societies. Even the 
nature of our personal relationships and the way we approach getting a job have changed in 
the digital era. The impact of social media on mass media production and consumption also 
is worthy of exploration, whether you intend to become a professional mass communicator, a 
content creator, or simply a consumer of news and information that is spread on computers, 
laptops, tablets, and smartphones.

One of the biggest consequences of the growth in social media use has been the spread of 
misinformation, commonly characterized today as “fake news.” What may seem fake to some 
consumers and politicians, however, may not meet the definition of fake news that scholars 
have agreed upon. Although propaganda has been spread through word of mouth, pamphlets, 
and tabloid newspapers for centuries, the accelerated, anonymous nature of social media means 
that false stories travel at a much faster pace on a worldwide scale. The ability to differentiate 
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between a fake news story and a legitimate news story is becoming an increasingly important 
skill for all online consumers.

Part Two: Legal and Ethical Implications of Social Media
Although information, music, and photos are freely available online, copying and using this mate-
rial for your own purposes can result in serious legal and financial trouble. Congress passed the 
Digital Millennium Copyright Act in 1998 to protect those who create and publish work online 
from having their work misused by others. Many people mistakenly believe that simply crediting 
an author or photographer makes the use of copyrighted material legal. That is usually not the 
case. Nor is the notion of fair use, by a student or nonprofit organization, automatically granted. 
Part Two covers the basics of the Digital Millennium Copyright Act and offers advice on using 
images and other work legally online. User policies of social media sites are also explored, since 
most users seldom take the time to read them or understand what privacy rights they are relin-
quishing by signing up for an account. Revenge porn, cyberstalking, cybersecurity, and Twibel 
(Twitter libel), also are examined and defined.

Using digital and social media properly encompasses more than just obeying the law, how-
ever. Reputations are being made and broken through social media on a daily basis. By applying 
20th-century theories, such as the presentation of self, to contemporary times online, we seek 
to understand how people, particularly college students, can leverage social media or risk being 
destroyed by it. Used strategically, digital platforms can help young people build a personal brand 
and expand their career opportunities. Used poorly, the same tools can ruin a career before it 
ever gets started.

Part Three: Professional Uses of Social Media
Perhaps the industry that has been most impacted by social media is mass communication. 
This includes journalists and news organizations, public relations and marketing practi-
tioners, and advertising professionals. Mass communicators traditionally have been trained 
to practice one-way communication with the public. They produce the report, advertise-
ment, or news release, distribute the content, and then wait for their audience to consume the 
material. Because of social media, the audience can now respond immediately back to the pro-
fessional communicator. This is known as two-way communication, and the change has not 
always been easy for practitioners to grasp. After more than a decade of trying to adapt, many 
mass communicators have developed creative approaches for incorporating social media into 
their professional practices.

Social media may seem like a natural fit for journalists and mainstream media organizations. 
The platforms are well suited for posting breaking news events, gathering information, and iden-
tifying sources to interview. But social media also presents challenges for journalists. Credible 
reporters compete with unreliable sources who spread misinformation online. They also must 
establish their own audiences, master multitasking, and deal with the pressure to post break-
ing news quickly while ensuring that all facts are properly checked.
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For public relations and marketing professionals, however, social media also can be a dou-
ble-edged sword. Using social media is an inexpensive, direct way to reach the public without 
having to rely on the news media to act as intermediaries. But controlling what consumers post 
about a product or brand is nearly impossible online. Consumers also have grown to expect 
immediate service from a brand through social media. This section outlines several specific 
strategies brands use to promote their products and companies through social media.

On a global scale, social media is being used by citizens to enact political and social change. 
The Iranian revolution of 2009 and 2011 Arab Spring uprisings are examples of citizens using 
social media to organize protests against their governments—some with successful outcomes, 
others not. The same platforms, however, are also being weaponized by authoritarian regimes 
to disrupt democratic elections and spread propaganda or disinformation online. In the 2016 
U.S. presidential election, for example, Russian operatives working for the Internet Research 
Agency in Saint Petersburg spread false stories and misleading advertisements on Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram.

Political candidates can no longer ignore social media as part of their campaigns. In the United 
States, Barack Obama was the first U.S. presidential nominee to successfully harness the power 
of social media as a campaign tool in 2008. In 2016, his successor, Donald Trump, took social 
media to an entirely different level, keeping his early-morning off-the-cuff tweeting habits even 
after taking office. Voters also have become active participants in the political process through 
the use of social media. Many scholars have argued that posting comments or even funny gifs 
and memes about issues and candidates online are similar to putting up a sign in your front yard 
or wearing a campaign button. This section will explore some of the ways political candidates 
and voters are using social media to promote their agendas and the problem of fake news that 
permeated the 2016 election.

Goals of This Textbook
Teaching an introductory course about social media is often like conducting a bullet train. 
Technologies are advancing so rapidly that tracking social media behaviors can be more chal-
lenging than keeping up with the Kardashians, who have solidified their brands quite well by 
using social media. Students frequently enter these courses assuming that they already know 
everything about social media. Parents wonder what on earth we do in the class and may ques-
tion its usefulness. I argue that social media courses should be taught not just at the college level 
but also incorporated into the K–12 curriculum.

No other medium is used so widely and freely, but it also carries severe potential consequences. 
Losing one’s reputation or privacy can take years to rebuild. Understanding how to create an 
effective social media presence for yourself or future employer is a valuable 21st-century job 
skill. At a minimum, my hope is that readers of this book will approach social media in a more 
thoughtful and reflective manner while taking advantage of the positive aspects of living in a 
world that is continuously connected.

—Rebecca Coates Nee
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STUDYING SOCIAL MEDIA 

PART I





Introduction
In 1981, The San Francisco television station KRON aired a news report on the futuristic idea 
of reading the day’s newspaper on a home computer. “Imagine if you will,” the anchor said as 
she introduced the piece. The story featured a businessman who was using a dial-up phone to 
download a copy of the local daily newspaper on his personal computer. At the time, eight news-
papers were connected via telephone wires to a main computer. The screen displayed just the 
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Key Terms
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search engine optimization
ISP
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social media
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Learning Objectives

• Understand the key developments in the history of the Internet and World Wide Web
• Relate innovations in personal computing to the growth of digital and social media
• Recognize the role of Internet service providers, browsers, and search engines
• Identify the precursors to social media
• Differentiate between social media and social network sites
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words in the printed paper—not the photos, graphics, or ads. Downloading the entire newspa-
per took 2 hours, at a cost of $5 per hour.

A San Francisco Examiner journalist who was interviewed in the story, David Cole, said the 
newspaper was experimenting with this project because reporters and editors wanted to figure 
out what this new form of “electronic journalism” would mean to reporters, editors, and their 
readers. 

“We’re not in it to make money,” he said in the video. “We probably aren’t going to lose a lot 
but we aren’t going to make much either.”

Twenty years later, Cole was proven wrong. The growth of online technologies and the World 
Wide Web disrupted the entire newspaper industry, causing massive layoffs and budget cuts. 
Consumers began reading news online—and not just from newspaper sites. Advertisers quickly 
followed. Many people criticized the media industry, particularly newspapers, for not antici-
pating these changes sooner and adapting more quickly to digital technologies. But, in fairness, 
the perfect storm of innovations and ingenuity that resulted in this tidal wave of change would 
have indeed been hard to imagine in 1981.

ARPANET: The Beginning
Many people believe that the early Internet was formed in the United States for security rea-
sons, as a result of the Cold War with the Soviet Union. Although that is partially true, the idea 
of a global, interconnected network of computers was envisioned in the early 1960s by computer 
scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) (Leiner et al., 2009). With funding 
by the U.S. Department of Defense, scientists at MIT and other universities began researching 
how computers could be networked together without being physically near each other. 

Researchers developed a theory of packet switching, which would allow computers to net-
work with each other using packets instead of circuits. Packet switching, combined with low 
speed dial-up technologies, enabled computers to communicate with each other. Beginning in 
1969, a series of computers were installed in several major universities across the country, creat-
ing ARPANET, the network of the Defense Department’s Advanced Research Projects Agency, 
which became the foundation of what we now know as the Internet (Leiner et al., 2009). 

But computers back in the 1960s looked nothing like the personal, portable computers we own 
today. These expensive machines were the size of refrigerators and had to be operated by highly 
skilled computer programmers who used punch cards to encode and decode data. The first com-
puter node of ARPANET was based at the University of California, Los Angeles, followed by 
the Stanford Research Institute, University of California, Santa Barbara, and the University of 
Utah (Leiner et al., 2009). Computers were quickly added to the network in the early 1970s, pri-
marily at academic institutions, as researchers continued to develop communication protocols 
to accommodate a much larger, more open computer network. 

Researchers developed the Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) that 
laid the groundwork to enable computers to communicate and share data with each other in what 
would become an open architecture network. This type of network allowed individual networks, 



Chapter 1 — The Rise of Digital and Social Media | 5

with different providers, to have the ability to connect to the primary Internet, regardless of the 
type of interface or geographical boundaries. 

Some of the rules of the TCP/IP led to the creation of black boxes, later called routers and gate-
ways, which would help transmit data. The Defense Department began using TCP/IP in the early 
1980s as ARPANET expanded to military and non-military communities. Furthermore, local 
area networks (LAN) and Ethernet connections were developed, contributing to the explosive 
growth of the early Internet by 1985. 

Personal Computing
Meanwhile, electronic companies like IBM, Sony, and the newly formed Apple began develop-
ing personal computers in the late 1970s and 1980s. These computers were portable and gave 
noncomputer programmers access to the technology through a keyboard rather than a punch 
card. Developers worked on creating floppy discs for storage, databases, operating systems, and 
word processing programs, with Microsoft Office suite (Word, Excel, PowerPoint, etc.) becom-
ing the standard for most consumer users.

Although Apple released the Apple I and II in the late 1970s, historians generally agree that 
the IBM personal computer, released in 1981, was the first fully functioning personal computer 
to be successfully marketed on a wide scale. Microsoft and IBM entered an exclusive deal that 
allowed Microsoft’s Word to be bundled with the IBM computers. After several failed attempts, 
Apple came out with its first Macintosh desktop in 1984, which was well received by consum-
ers. Apple, at the time a small company run by Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, famously released 
an ad during the 1984 Super Bowl positioning its brand as small and innovative while likening 
the corporate IBM to George Orwell’s dystopian Big Brother.

Microsoft and Apple went on to dominate the personal computing industry and still are com-
petitors today. Each continues to maintain separate operating systems for their computers, 
tablets, and mobile devices. Regardless of the manufacturer, most PCs use Microsoft’s Windows 
operating system. Apple regularly releases updated versions of its Mac OS (later known as 
macOS) for Macintosh computers and iOS for iPhones and iPads. Microsoft also has a family 
of operating systems under Windows. The two companies, however, reached an agreement for 
Microsoft to develop a version of its word processing software to be compatible with Macintosh 
computers in 1985 and bundled its products for macs in 1989. Ironically, the release of Microsoft 
Office for Mac helped Apple become the technology giant that it is today.

Http, HTML, and the World Wide Web
As personal computers became more functional, accessible, and affordable, researchers con-
tinued to work on expanding the capabilities of the Internet on a global scale. British computer 
scientist Tim Berners-Lee is credited with inventing the World Wide Web in 1989 while work-
ing at CERN (the European Organization for Nuclear Research), a European scientific research 
organization near Geneva. Building off the earlier transmission control protocol, Berners-Lee 
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created hypertext transfer protocol (http), allowing information to be linked together on the 
Internet using hypertext. 

He later would develop hypertext markup language (HTML), the programming code that 
specifies how pages will be displayed online. Berners-Lee called this the World Wide Web and 
created the first browser, later named Nexus, and editor that allowed for the viewing and linking 
of pages. Using http, domain names and uniform resource locators (URLs), or web addresses, the 
researchers further developed the World Wide Web project and posted the first website in 1990:

http://info.cern.ch/hypertext/WWW/TheProject.html 
To this day, no formal governmental organization has control over the World Wide Web. 

Instead, in 1994 Berners-Lee founded the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) at MIT, which 
coordinates web standards and protocols on an international scale. Advisory committee mem-
bers are elected and made up of computer scientists and other researchers around the world 
(“About W3C,” n.d.).

Browsers, Search, and E-mail
During the mid-1990s, the World Wide Web and Internet became more sophisticated as more 
people began to purchase personal computers. Telecommunications companies also started 
offering dial-up services to connect to the Internet through a home phone line. Early Internet 
service providers (ISPs) included AOL, Prodigy, and CompuServe. But to find and display web 
pages, people needed to use a browser that would allow them to type in the URL, or address, of 
the website. 

The first browser to fully display graphics and images was Mosaic, created by the National 
Center for Supercomputing Applications and released in 1993. Microsoft later released its 
browser, Internet Explorer, in 1995 and Apple did the same with Safari in 2003. Mozilla launched 
Firefox in 2004 as a free, open-source browser after Netscape could no longer compete. Google’s 
Chrome was born in 2008.

Search engines, however, were what helped popularize the growing pastime of surfing the 
web, an activity in which people could type keywords or phrases into a box and receive a list of 
matching websites. Early search engines in the mid-1990s included Infoseek and Alta Vista. 
Yahoo! launched a web directory service in 1994 and capitalized on the growing use of e-mail 
by consumers by providing free Yahoo! e-mail accounts. The e-mail concept originated in the 
1970s among ARPANET users, who also first incorporated the @ sign to address specific people. 
Hotmail, Microsoft, and AOL were among other companies offering free e-mail addresses.

Just Google It
Google, the technology company that would eventually dominate search and e-mail online, did 
not become available to the public until 1998. Cofounded by two Stanford computer science stu-
dents, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, Google began as BackRub, a search engine that prioritized 
results based on an algorithm the two men created. That algorithm, plus targeted advertising, 
launched Google to the top of the search engines. Marketing and public relations professionals 

http://info.cern.ch/hypertext/WWW/TheProject.html
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soon had to learn a whole new strategy, called search engine optimization (SEO), that is designed 
to get certain websites to show up higher in Google’s rankings.

Google later expanded to videos, purchasing YouTube in 2006, as well as its own system of 
cloud storage and shareable word processing (Drive, Docs, Slides, and Sheets). Google also devel-
oped its own mobile operating systems, releasing Android for cellphones and tablets in 2008. 

Headquartered at the funky Googleplex in Mountain View, California, the company is one 
of the world’s most valuable brands, employing more than 60,000 people in 50 countries. Aside 
from the continued innovations, the simplicity of Google’s homepage, which has not changed 
over the years, could be one of the reasons for the company’s continued success. The tech giant, 
however, has been widely criticized because of privacy concerns and sued numerous times by 
government agencies, inside and outside the United States, over regulatory and monopoly issues.

Blogging and E-mail Lists
As going online and posting to websites became a bit easier during the late 1990s, we began to 
see the growth of platforms that were solely based on user-generated content. Chapter Four 
takes a closer look at user-generated content and the Web 2.0 tools that allowed consumers to 
create their own content. The main difference between user-generated platforms, such as blogs 
and social network sites, and other websites is that the content can be produced by anyone, not 
just journalists, web professionals, or Internet service providers.

The first online diary, later known as a blog or weblog, has been traced back to a college stu-
dent, Justin Hall, who started a website in 1994 that became his personal diary. Because the 
more user-friendly web tools were not available prior to 2004, those who wanted to share jour-
nals online needed to know at least the basics of HTML coding. 

Several websites that were designed to allow users to post and publicly share their journals 
included Open Diary, which launched in 1998, and LiveJournal, established in 1999. Users were 
able to comment on other people’s blogs and communities began to form around common inter-
ests and experiences.

The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States provoked an emotional response 
from the (mostly) young people who were blogging on LiveJournal during that time. This was 
the first time researchers and others could gauge the mood of the country through the public, 
personal writings of its citizens. Researchers analyzed more than 1,000 LiveJournal blogs to 
determine how the attacks impacted people’s emotions and lives (Cohn, Mehl, & Pennebaker, 
2004). The authors compared blog posts written 2 months prior to the attack and 2 months after 
the attack. They found that in the first 2 weeks after 9/11, bloggers expressed more negative emo-
tions and became more cognitively and socially engaged. After the first 2 weeks, however, their 
moods returned to pre-9/11 levels.  

Over the next few years, more sophisticated blogging platforms were released, including 
Blogger, later purchased by Google in 2003, and WordPress, which launched in 2003. WordPress 
continues to be one of the most popular blogging platforms because it incorporates a WYSIWYG 
(what you see is what you get) editor, which allows users to customize themes, text, and graph-
ics, without needing to know how to code. Today, the platform remains one of the most popular 
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for building blogs and entire websites, using WordPress.com, which is free, or WordPress.org, 
which allows subscribers to host their own websites for a nominal fee.

Listservs, or electronic mailing lists, were another method people used to communicate in 
groups with one another beginning in the 1990s. Now trademarked as LISTSERV, this soft-
ware application allows a sender to distribute one e-mail to a list of subscribers. Subscribers 
can then respond back to the list through their personal e-mail address. Automated mail-
ing lists still exist today, although many have been displaced because of the growth in social 
media platforms. 

In 2000, Yahoo! Groups became one of the first online discussion boards to incorporate an 
electronic mailing list. Subscribers choose to receive individual e-mails or summaries, known 
as daily digests, from the group. Still active today, Yahoo! Groups range the gamut from inter-
ests around politics, adoption, hobbies, and religion, but face stiff competition from the explosive 
growth in Facebook Groups.

Social Media 
Although blogs, e-mail lists, and early online communities offered a sense of social engagement, 
these platforms were not specifically designed to be social media sites. Blogging, for example, 
is typically centered around one person’s ideas, interests, or recipes. How-to blogs, focused on 
cooking, makeup and the do-it-yourself (DIY) movement, are popular today. But most of the 
conversation is one-way, with the blogger driving the content and the comments. E-mail lists 
provide little opportunity to converse with a group of people in a personal way, and even early 
online communities were limited in the sense of social presence they provided.

The term social media describes platforms that are designed to facilitate sociability among 
members and allow users to share content within the community. Users upload and share text, 
videos, or photos, and comment or converse with other members. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) 
defined social media as “applications that build on the ideological and technological founda-
tions of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” (p. 61). 

On social media, the users are in charge of creating the content, rather than a few admin-
istrators or media professionals. Users also decide when and how they will engage with that 
content. Social media, therefore, is an umbrella term that describes all platforms that allow for 
the exchange of user-generated content. Social network sites (SNS) are a subset of social media 
sites that serve an additional and distinct purpose.

Networks and Networking
What comes to mind when you think about a network offline? Networks connect different links 
in a system and allow ideas, content, or even vehicles to go back and forth through the system. 
That system could be a network of freeways, railroads, or television stations. Humans also form 
networks within their communities, schools, churches, and places of employment. Most people 
stay within their own networks because they are more comfortable with others who are like-
minded and similar to themselves. 
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But networks are powerful influencers on human beings. Research has shown that the people 
in our networks can impact our moods and even our weight (Christakis & Fowler, 2007). Social 
network analysis is a methodology that has been performed, long before the Internet, to see how 
people relate to one another within their networks.

People who go outside of their immediate networks can act as bridges between their new net-
work and their old network. If you are a journalism major, for example, and join the swim team, 
you now likely have two distinct networks without much overlap—swimmers and journalism 
students. You can bring information from the swim team to the journalism students and vice 
versa, if they have any interest in that exchange. 

Going outside our closest networks may lead to new opportunities, a phenomenon Granovetter 
(1973) called the strength of weak ties. Typically, our weak ties, who may be friends of friends, 
can connect us with ideas and resources that we would not have within our own network. That is 
because most people in your immediate network already have ideas, opportunities, and resources 
that are similar to yours. 

The act of networking in a face-to-face meeting typically involves relationship initiation, 
usually between strangers (boyd & Ellison, 2007). Typically, if you attend a networking event, 
you would not be going there to hang out with friends you already know. You attend so you can 
meet new people who may be in a position to help you get a new job or even score some great 
basketball tickets.

Social Network Sites
Researchers danah boyd and Nicole Ellison (2007) traced the history of social network sites 
(SNS), beginning in 1997 with SixDegrees.com. That platform was based on the concept that 
everyone is connected to each other through six degrees of separation or fewer. The site allowed 
users to list their friends and view other friends’ lists within the site. But as boyd and Ellison 
observed, SixDegrees.com closed in 2001, probably because it was ahead of its time. Although 
the site attracted millions of people, there were not enough early users to make joining the site 
attractive. Also, Web 2.0 tools, which increased functionality for users, had yet to be developed. 
Chapter 5 will further explore the growth of the major social network sites after the early 2000s.

Taking into account both the technological and cultural features of social network sites, boyd 
and Ellison (2007) defined SNSs as web-based platforms that allow individuals to:

1. construct a public or semipublic profile within a bounded system;
2. articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection; and
3. view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others (boyd & Ellison, 

2007, p. 211).

For boyd and Ellison (2007), the profiles and lists of friends constitute a “public display of con-
nections” that is a critical element of a social network site. The function of an SNS is to allow 
people to make their social networks, usually developed offline, visible to others in the network. 
Thus, networking can then be performed between friends of friends, or their weak ties, who 
may share common interests.
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The primary purpose of an SNS is not for strangers to meet, although that type of network-
ing can and does happen, depending on the site. The purpose, boyd and Ellison (2007) argued, 
is for a person to articulate and make his or her social network visible. This is an important dis-
tinction because revealing who is in our social network discloses a great deal of information 
about us. Whom we choose to friend or follow on social network sites is a reflection of ourselves.

This function of creating and showing a network of connections is the main distinction 
between social network sites and the rest of social media. The primary purpose of social net-
work sites, dating back to SixDegrees.com, then moving on to MySpace, Facebook, and LinkedIn, 
is to display your network of friends and view your friends’ networks. In that way, networking 
can occur. 

Facebook, for example, shows users how many mutual friends they have with a person who 
sends a friend request. This is a visual cue that helps people decide whether to add the person to 
their network. LinkedIn also lets members know how many degrees apart they are from each 
other, based on mutual connections within the network. 

In contrast, Flicker began as a photo-sharing site. YouTube was developed for uploading 
videos. Although each platform has added social network aspects (for example, you can follow 
a YouTuber’s channel and exchange comments), the primary purpose of content-sharing sites 
was to allow for creative expression, not networking. 

As boyd and Ellison (2007) noted, however, not all social network sites began with the pur-
pose of social networking. Some started as messaging apps and then grew into that role. The 
expansion of messaging apps and other social media platforms into social networks continues 
today as people seek to make and keep connections with one another.

References
About W3C. (n.d.). World Wide Web Consortium. Retrieved from https://www.w3.org/Consortium/

boyd, d. m., & Ellison, N. B. (2007). Social network sites: Definition, history, and scholarship. 
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 13(1), 210–230.

Discussion Questions and Activities

1. Choose a current event that is receiving a great deal of attention on social media. How 
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ago? Has the influence of social media been positive or negative?
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and Snapchat fit into the category of social media or social network site? Why or why not?

3. Describe how smartphones and mobile devices have influenced the growth of social 
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does your experience differ depending on the device you use?



Chapter 1 — The Rise of Digital and Social Media | 11

Cohn, M. A., Mehl, M. R., & Pennebaker, J. W. (2004). Linguistic markers of psychological change 
surrounding September 11, 2001. Psychological Science, 15(10), 687–693.

Christakis, N. A., & Fowler, J. H. (2007). The spread of obesity in a large social network over 32 
years. The New England Journal of Medicine, 2007(357), 370–379.

Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78(6), 
1360–1380.

Kaplan, A. M., & Haenlein, M. (2010). Users of the world, unite! The challenges and opportuni-
ties of social media. Business Horizons, 53(1), 59–68.

Leiner, B. M., Cerf, V. G., Clark, D. D., Kahn, R. E., Kleinrock, L., Lynch, D. C., Postel, J., Roberts, 
L., & Wolff, S. (2009). A brief history of the Internet. ACM SIGCOMM Computer Communication 
Review, 39(5), 22–31.

Newman, S. (1981). 1981 primitive Internet report on KRON. Retrieved from https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=5WCTn4FljUQ

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5WCTn4FljUQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5WCTn4FljUQ

