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Abstract

Sodal network sites (SNSs) are inaeasingly attracting the attention of academic and
indugry researchersintrigual by ther affordances and reach. This special theme section of
theJournal of Computer-Mediated Communication bringstogeher scholarship on these
emergent phenomena In thisintrodudory article, we describefeatures of SNSs and
propos a comprehensve definition. We then present oneperspective on the history of
such sites, discussing key changes and developments. After briefly summarizing existing
scholarship concerning SNSs, we discuss the articles in this special section and condude
with consderationsfor future research.

Introduction

Since ther introdudion, soda network sites (SNSs) such as MySpace, Facebook,
Cyworld, and Bebo have attracted millionsof users, many of whomhave integrated these
gtesinto ther daly practices. As of thiswriting, there are hundedsof SNSs, with various
technological affordances, suppoting awiderangeof interests and practices. While thar
key technological features are fairly consstent, the cultures that emergearoundSNSs are
varied. Mog sites suppot the maintenance of pre-existing sodal networks, but others hdp
strange's connect based on shared interests, political views, or activities. Some sites cater
to diverse audiences, while others attract people based on common language or shared
racial, sexud, religious or nationdity-based identities. Sites aso vary in theextent to



which they incorporate new information and communication toadls, such as mobile
connetivity, blogging, and phao/video-shaing.

Scholars from disparate fieldshave examined SNSsin order to undestand the practices,
implications culture, and meaning of the sites, aswell as users engagement with them.
This specia theme section of theJournal of Computer-Mediated Communication brings
togeher auniquecollection of articles that andyze awide spectrum of soda nework sites
usng variousmethodobgical techniques, theoretical traditions and andytic approaches.
By collecting these articles in thisissue our god isto showcase some of the
interdisciplinary scholarship aroundthese sites.

Thepumpo< of thisintrodudionisto providea conceptud, historical, and scholarly
context for thearticlesin this collection. We begin by defining wha congitutes a sodal
network site and then present oneperspective on the historical development of SNSs,
drawing from persond interviews and public accounts of sites and thar changes over time.
Following this, we review recent scholarship on SNSs and attempt to contextudize and
highlight key works. We condudewith a description of thearticlesinduded in this special
section and suggestionsfor future research.

Social Network Sites: A Definition

We ddinesodal network sites as web-based services that allow individudsto (1)
condruc a public or semi-public profile within aboundel system, (2) articulate alist of
other users with whomthey share a conneetion, and (3) view and traverse thar list of
connections and those made by others within the system. The nature and nomendature of
these connectionsmay vary fromsite to site.

While we use theterm "soda network site” to decribethis phenomenon,theterm "sodal
networking sites’ also appears in public discourse, and the two terms are often used
interchangeably. We chose notto employ theterm "networking" for two reasons emphasis
and scope "Networking" emphasizes relationdhip initiation, often between strangers.
While networkingis possible onthese sites, it is not the primary practice on many of them,
norisit wha differentiates them from other forms of computer-mediated communication
(CMC).

Wha makes sodal nework sites uniqueis nottha they alow individuds to meet
strange's, butrather that they enable usersto articulate and make visible thar sodal
networks. This can result in connestionsbeween individuds tha would not otherwise be
made, butthat is often notthe god, and these meetingsare frequently between "latent ties"
(Haythomthwaite, 2005 who share some offline connection. On many of thelarge SNSs,
participants are not necessarily "networking" or looking to meet new people; indead, they
are primarily communicating with people who are already a part of ther extended sodal
network. To emphasize this articulated sodal network as a critical organizing feature of
these sites, we labd them "soda network sites.”



While SNSs have implemented awide variety of technical features, thar backbone
condsts of visible profiles that display an articulated list of Friends' who are also users of
the system. Profiles are uniquepages where onecan "type oneself into beng" (Sunda,
2003,p. 3). After joining an SNS, an individud is asked to fill out forms containing a
series of questions Theprofile is generated usng the answers to these questions which
typically indudedescriptors such as age, location, interests, and an "aboutme” section.
Mog sites d'so encourage users to upload a profile pho. Some sites allow usersto
enhance thar profiles by adding multimedia content or modifying ther profile'slook and
fedl. Others, such as Facebook, allow users to add modules ("Applications') tha enhance
thar profile.

Thevighbility of aprofile varies by site and according to user discretion. By default,
profiles on Friendder and Tribene are crawled by search engines, making them visible to
anyone regadless of whether or nottheviewer has an account Alternaively, Linkedin
controls what a viewer may see based on whether sheor hehas apad account Siteslike
MySpace allow users to choo® whether they want thar profile to be public or "Friends
only." Facebooktakes a different approachN by default, users who are pat of the same
"network" can view each other's profiles, unless a profile owner has decided to deny
permission to those in ther network. Structural variationsaroundvisibility and access are
oneof theprimary ways tha SNSs differentiate themselves from each other.

After joiningasoda network site, users are prompted to identify othersin the system with
whomthey have arelationdhip. Thelabd for these relationshipsdiffers depending on the
siteN popukbr termsindude"Friends" "Contacts,” and "Fans" Most SNSs require bi-
directiond confirmation for Friendship, butsome do not These onedirectiond tiesare
sometimes labded as "Fans' or "Followers,” but many sites call these Friendsaswell. The
term "Friends' can be mideading, because the connection does not necessarily mean
friendship in the everyday vernacular sense, and the reasonspeople connect are varied
(boyd, 20063.

Thepublic display of connetionsisacruda component of SNSs. The Friendslist
containslinksto each Friend'sprofile, enabling viewers to traverse the network graph by
clicking throughthe Friendslists. On mog sites, the list of Friendsisvisible to anyone
whois permitted to view the profile, althoughthere are exceptions For ingance, some
MySpace users have hacked thar profiles to hidethe Friendsdisplay, and Linkedin allows
usersto optoutof displaying their nework.

Mog SNSs aso provide a mechanism for usersto leave messages on thar Friends

profiles. Thisfeature typically involves leaving "comments," althoughsites employ various
labdsfor thisfeature. In addition, SNSs often have a private messaging feature similar to
webmail. While both private messages and comments are popular on mog of themajor
SNSs, they are not universally available.

Not al sodal network sites began as such. QQ started as a Chinese ingant messaging
service, LunaStorm as acommunity site, Cyworld as a Korean discusson forumtool, and
Skyrock (formerly Skyblog) was a French blogging service before adding SNS features.



Classmates.com, a directory of school affiliates launched in 1995, began suppoting
articulated lists of Friendsafter SNSs became popular. AsanAvenug MiGente, and
BlackPlanet were early popubr ethnic community sites with limited Friendsfundiondity
before re-launchingin 20052006with SNS features and structure.

Beyond profiles, Friends comments, and private messaging, SNSs vary greatly in thar
features and user base. Some have phot-sharing or video-sharing capabilities; others have
built-in bloggng and ingant messaging technology. There are mobile-specific SNSs (e.g.,
Dodgébdl), but some web-based SNSs also suppot limited mobile interactions(e.g.,
Facebook, MySpace, and Cyworld). Many SNSs target people from specific geographical
regionsor lingustic groups althoughthis does notalways determinethesite's
condituency. Orkut, for example, was launched in the United States with an English-only
interface, but Portuguese-speaking Brazilians quickly became the domnant user group
(Kopytoff, 2004) Some sites are designed with specific ethnic, religious sexud
orientation, pdlitical, or other identity-driven categoriesin mind. There are even SNSsfor
dogs(Dogdger) and cats (Catster), athoughthear owners mug managethar profiles.

While SNSs are often designed to bewiddy accessible, many attract homogeneous
popuktionsinitialy, so it is notuncdommonto find groupsusng sites to segregae
themsalves by naiondity, age educationd level, or other factors that typically segment
sodety (Hargittal, thisissue), even if tha was nottheintention of thedesignes.

A History of Social Network Sites
The Early Years

According to thedefinition above thefirst recognizable soda network site laundhed in
1997.SixDegrees.com alowed usersto create profiles, list ther Friendsand, beginningin
1998, surf the Friendslists. Each of these features existed in some form before SixDegrees,
of course. Profiles existed on mog major dating sites and many community sites. AIM and
|CQ buddylists suppotted lists of Friends althoud those Friendswere notvisible to
others. Classmates.com allowed people to affiliate with ther high school or college and
surf the network for others who were also affiliated, but users could not create profiles or
list Friendsuntl yearslater. SixDegrees was thefirst to combinethese features.

SixDegrees promoted itself as atool to hdp people connect with and send messages to
others. While SixDegrees attracted millionsof users, it failed to become a sugainable
busness and, in 2000,the service closed. Looking back, its founde bdieves tha
SixDegrees was smply ahead of itstime (A. Weinreich, pesond communication, July 11,
2007) While people were already flocking to the Internet, mog did not have extended
networks of friendswho were online Early adopters complained tha there wasllittle to do
after accepting Friend requests, and mos users were notinterested in meeting stranges.

From 1997to 2001, anumbe of community tools began suppoting variouscombindions
of profiles and publicly articulated Friends AsianAvenue BlackPlanet, and MiGente
allowed usersto create persond, professiond, and daing profilesN users could identify



Friendsonther persond profiles withoutseeking approva for those connections(O.
Wasow, pesond communication, Augug 16, 2007). Likewise, shortly after itslaundh in
1999, LiveJoumd listed onedirectiond connectionson user pages. LiveJoumd's creator
sugpects tha hefashional these Friendsafter ingant messaging buddylists (B. Fitzpatrick,
persond communication, June15, 2007 on LiveJoumd, people mark others as Friends
to follow their joumads and manage privacy settings. The Korean virtud worldssite
Cyworld was started in 1999and added SNS features in 2001,indgpendent of these other
sites (see Kim & Yun,thisissue). Likewise, when the Swedish web community
LunaStorm refashiond itself asan SNSin 200Q it contained Friendslists, guestbooks
and diary pages (D. Skog, persond communication, September 24,2007)

Thenext wave of SNSs began when Ryze.com was laundhed in 2001to hdp people
leveragethdr busness networks. Ryze'sfounde reports tha hefirst introduced the site to
his friendsN primarily members of the San Frandsco busness and technology community,
induding the entrepreneurs and investors behind many future SNSs (A. Scott, pesond
communication, June14,2007) In particular, the people behind Ryze, Tribend, LinkedIn,
and Friendger weretighty entwined persondly and professiondly. They bdieved tha
they could suppot each othe withoutcompeting (Festa, 2003) In theend, Ryze never
acquired mass popukbrity, Tribene grew to attract a passionae nicheuser base, LinkedIn
became a powerful busness service, and Friendder became the mog significant, if only as
"oneof thebiggest disappointmentsin Interng history" (Chakin, 2007,p. 1).
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Figure 1. Timeline of thelaund daes of many mgor SNSs and dates when community
stesre-laundhed with SNS features

Like any brief history of amajor phenomenon,oursis necessarily incomplete. In the
following section we discuss Friendder, MySpace, and Facebook, three key SNSs tha
shgped thebusness, cultural, and research landscape



TheRise (and Fall) of Friendger

Friendder launched in 2002as a soda complement to Ryze. It was designad to compete
with Match.com, a profitable onlinedaing site (Cohen, 2003) While mog dating sites
focused onintrodudang people to strangea's with similar interests, Friendger was designed
to hdp friendsof-friendsmeet, based on the assumption tha friendsof-friendswould
make better romantic partners than would strange's (J. Abrams, persond communication,
March 27,2003) Friendder ganed traction amongthree groupsof early adopters who
shgped the siteN blogge's, attendees of the Burning Man arts festival, and gay men (boyd,
2004N and grew to 300000 users throughword of mouth before traditiond press
coverage began in May 2003(0O'Shea, 2003.

As Friendder's popukrity surged, the site encountered technical and soda difficulties
(boyd,20061). Friendder's servers and databases were ill-equipped to handle its rapid
growth, andthe site faltered regularly, frugrating users who replaced email with
Friendger. Because organic growth had been critical to creating a coheent community, the
ondaught of new users who learned aboutthe site from media coverage upset the cultural
bdance. Furthermore, exponentia growth meant a collapse in soda contexts. Users had to
face thar bosses and former classmates alongsdether close friends To complicate
matters, Friendger began restricting the activities of its mos passionde users.

Theinitial design of Friendger restricted users from viewing profiles of people who were
more than four degrees away (friendsof-friendsof-friendsof-friends. In order to view
additiond profiles, users began adding acquantances and interesting-looking stranga's to
expand thar reach. Some began massively collecting Friends an activity tha was
implicitly encouraged througha"mog popubr” feature. The ultimate collectors were fake
profiles representing iconic fictiond characters: celebrities, concepts, and other such
entities. These "Fakesters' outraged the company, who banished fake profiles and
eliminated the"mog popubr” feature (boyd in press-b). While few people actudly created
Fakesters, many more enjoyed surfing Fakesters for entertainment or usng fundiond
Fakesters (e.g., "Brown University") to find people they knew.

Theactive ddetion of Fakesters (and genuine users who chose nonrealistic phois)
signded to some tha the company did not share users interests. Many early adopiers left
because of the combinaion of technical difficulties, sodal collisons and arupture of trug
between users and the site (boyd, 2006b) However, at the same timethat it wasfadingin
theU.S,, its popukrity skyrocketed in the Philippines, Singgpore, Malaysia, and Indonesia
(Goldbeg, 2007)

SNSs Hit the Mainstream

From 2003onward, many new SNSswere launched, prompting soda software andyst
Clay Shirky (203) to cointheterm YASNS: "Y et Another Soda Networking Service."
Mog took theform of profile-centric sites, trying to replicate the early success of
Friendger or target specific demographics. While sodally-organized SNSs solicit broad
audiences, professiond sites such as LinkedIn, Visble Path, and Xing (formerly openBC)



focuson busness people. "Passion-centric” SNSslike Dogder (T. Rhengold, persond
communication, Augus 2, 2007)hdp strangea's connect based on shared interests. Care2
hdpsactivists meet, Couchaurfing connects travelers to people with coudhes, and
MyChurch joins Christian churches and thar members. Furthermore, as the sodal media
and user-generated content phenomenagrew, webdtes focused on media sharing began
implementing SNS features and becoming SNSs themselves. Examples indudeFlickr
(pho sharing), Last.FM (musc listening habits), and Y ouTube(video sharing).

With the plethora of venture-backed startupslauncing in Silicon Valley, few people pad
attention to SNSstha ganed popukrity elsewhere, even thos built by mgor corporations
For example, Google's Orkut failed to build asugainable U.S. user base, buta"Brazilian
invasion" (Fragos, 2006)made Orkut the nationd SNS of Brazil. Microsoft's Windows
Live Spaces (ak.a. MSN Spaces) also laundhed to lukewarm U.S. reception but became
extremely popubr elsewhere.

Few andysts or joumdists noticed when MySpace launched in Santa Monica, California,
hundeds of milesfrom Silicon Valley. MySpace was begunin 2003to compete with sites
like Friendder, Xangg and AsianAvenue according to co-founde Tom Ande'son
(persond communication, Augug 2, 2007) the foundes wanted to attract estranged
Friendder users (T. Andeson, pesond communication, Februay 2, 2006). After rumors
emerged tha Friendder would adoptafee-based system, users poded Friendder messages
encouraging people to join alternae SNSs, induding Tribenet and MySpace (T. Ande'son,
persond communication, Augug 2, 2007). Because of this, MySpace was able to grow
rapidly by capitalizing on Friendger's aliendion of its early adopters. One particularly
notable group tha encouraged others to switch were indie-rock bandswho were expdled
from Friendder for failing to comply with profile regulations

While MySpace was not launched with bandsin mind, they were welcomed. Indie-rock
bandsfrom theLos Angdes region began creating profiles, and local promoters used
MySpace to advertise VIP passes for populr clubs Intrigued, MySpace contacted loca
musdciansto see how they could suppot them (T. Andason, persond communication,
September 28,2006) Bandswere notthe sole source of MySpace growth, butthe
symbiotic relationship beween bandsand fanshdped MySpace expand beyondformer
Friendder users. Thebandsand-fansdynamic was mutudly beneficial: Bandswanted to
be able to contact fans while fansdesired attention fromther favorite bandsand used
Friend connectionsto signd identity and affiliation.

Futhermore, MySpace differentiated itself by regularly adding features based on user
demand (boyd,2006b)and by allowing usersto pesondize thear pages. This "feature”
emerged because MySpace did notrestrict users from adding HTML into theforms that
framed ther profiles; a copy/paste codeculture emerged on theweb to suppot usersin
geneating uniqueMySpace backgroundsand layouts (Perkel, in press).

Teenagers began joining MySpace en masse in 2004. Unlike older users, most teenswere
never on FriendgerN some joined because they wanted to connect with thar favorite
bands others were introduced to the site througholder family members. Asteensbegan



signing up, they encouraged ther friendsto join. Rather than rejecting undeage users,
MySpace changel its user policy to allow minors. Asthesite grew, three distinct
popuktionsbegan to form: musgciandartists, teenagers, and the pog-college urban sodal
crowd. By andlarge thelatter two groupsdid nat interact with oneanother except through
bands Because of thelack of maingream press coverage during 2004 few others noticed
thesite's growing popukrity.

Then, in July 2005 News Corporation purchased MySpace for $580million (BBC, 2005)
attracting massive media attention. Afterwards, safety issues plagued MySpece. Thesite
was implicated in a series of sexud interactionsbeaween adults and minors, prompting
legd action (Consumer Affairs, 2009. A mora panic conaerning sexud predators quickly
spread (Bahney, 2006) athoughresearch suggests tha the concernswere exaggerated

A Global Phenomenon

While MySpace attracted the majority of media attention in theU.S. and abroad, SNSs
were proliferating and growing in popukrity worldwide Friendger ganed tractionin the
Pacific Idands Orkut became the premier SNS in Brazil before growing rapidly in India
(Madhavan, 2007) Mixi attained widespread adopion in Japan, LunaStorm took off in
Sweden, Dutch users embraced Hyves, Grono captured Poland, Hi5 was adopted in smaller
countiesin Latin America, South America, and Europe and Bebo became very popubr in
the United Kingdom New Zeadland, and Audralia. Additiondly, previoudy populr
communication and community services began implementing SNS features. The Chinese
QQ ingant messaging service ingantly became thelargest SNS worldwidewhen it added
profiles and madefriendsvisible (McLeod, 2009, while theforum tool Cyworld cornered
the Korean market by introduang homepages and buddes (Ewers, 2006.

Blogging services with complete SNS features a so became popukr. Inthe U.S., blogging
tools with SNSfeatures, such as Xanga LiveJoumal, and Vox, attracted broad audiences.
Skyrock reignsin France, and Windows Live Spaces dominaes numerousmarkets
worldwide, indudingin Mexico, Italy, and Span. Although SNSslike QQ, Orkut, and
Live Spaces are jud aslargeas, if notlarger than, MySpace, they receive little coveragein
U.S. and Endish-speaking media, making it difficult to track ther trajectories.

Expanding Niche Communities

Alongsdethese open services, other SNSs launched to suppot niche demographics before
expanding to a broader audience. Unlike previousSNSs, Facebookwas designed to
suppot distinct college networks only. Facebookbegan in early 2004as a Harvard-only
SNS (Cassidy, 2006) To join, auser had to have aharvard.edu email address. As
Facebook began suppoting other schools, those users were also required to have university
email addresses assodated with thos ingitutions arequirement that kept thesite
relatively closed and contributed to users perceptionsof the site as an intimate, private
community.



Beginning in September 2005, Facebook expanded to indudehigh school students,
professionds indde corporate neworks, and, eventudly, everyone Thechangeto open
signuwp did not mean tha new users could easily access users in closed networksN ganing
access to corporate networks still required the appropriate .com address, while gaining
access to high school neworks required administrator approvd. (As of thiswriting, only
membership in regiond neworks requires no pemission.) Unlike other SNSs, Facebook
users are unable to make thar full profiles public to al users. Anothe feature that
differentiates Facebookis the ability for outside developasto build "Applications' which
allow usersto persondize thar profiles and perform other tasks, such as compare movie
preferences and chart travel histories.

While mog SNSsfocusongrowing broadly and exponentially, others explicitly seek
narrower audiences. Some, like aSmallWorld and BeautifulPeople, intentiondly restrict
access to appear selective and elite. OthersN activity-centered sites like Couchsurfing,
identity-driven sites like BlackPlanet, and affiliation-focused sites like MyChurchN are
limited by ther target demographic and thustendto be smaller. Findly, anyonewho
wishes to create aniche soda network site can do so on Ning, a platform and hoging
service tha encourages usersto create ther own SNSs.

Currently, there are noreliable data regarding how many people use SNSs, although
marketing research indicates that SNSs are growing in popukrity worldwide (comScore,
2007) This growth has prompted many corporationsto invest time and money in creating,
purchasing, promoting, and advertising SNSs. At the same time, othe companies are
blocking their employees from accessing the sites. Additiondly, theU.S. military banned
soldiers from accessing MySpace (Frosch, 2007 and the Canadian government prohibited
employees from Facebook (Benze, 2007) whilethe U.S. Congress has proposd
legidation to ban youth from accessing SNSsin schools and libraries (H.R. 5319,2006;S.
49, 2007)

Therise of SNSsindcates a shift in the organization of online communities. While
webstes dedicated to communities of interest still exist and proger, SNSs are primarily
organized aroundpeople, notinterests. Early public online communities such as Usenet
and public discussion forums were structured by topics or according to topical hierarchies,
butsodal network sites are structured as persond (or "egoaentric") neworks, with the
individud at thecenter of thar own community. This more accurately mirrors unmediated
sodal structures, where "theworld is composed of networks, not groups (Wellman, 1988,
p. 37). Theintrodudion of SNS features has introduced a new organizationd framework
for onlinecommunities, and with it, a vibrant new research context.

Previous Scholarship

Scholarship conaerning SNSsis emerging from diverse disciplinary and methodobgical
traditions addresses a rangeof topics, and buildson alargebodyof CMC research. The
god of thissectionisto survey research tha is directly concerned with soda network
gtes, and in so doing, to set the stagefor thearticlesin this specia issue To dae, thebulk



of SNS research has focused on impression management and friendship peformance,
networks and network structure, onlingoffline connections and privacy issues.

I mpression Managament and Friendship Performance

Like other online contexts in which individuds are conscioudy able to condruct an online
representation of selfN such as online dating profiles and MUDSN SNSs conditute an
important research context for scholars investigating processes of impression management,
self-presentation, and friendship performance. In one of the earliest academic articleson
SNSs, boyd(2004)examined Friendger as alocusof publicly articulated soda neworks
tha allowed users to negotiate presentationsof self and connect with others. Donah and
boyd (2004)extended this to suggest tha "public displays of connection” serve as
important identity signds tha hdp people navigae the neworked soaa world, in tha an
extended network may serve to validae identity information presented in profiles.

While mog sites encourage users to congruct accurate representationsof themselves,
participants do this to varying degrees. Marwick (2005) foundtha users onthree different
SNSs had complex strategies for negotiating therigidity of a prescribed "authentic" profile,
while boyd (in press-b) examined the phenomenonof "Fakesters' and theways in which
profiles could never be"real." Theextent to which portraits are authentic or playful varies
across sites; both soda and technological forces shgpe user practices. Skog (2005)found
tha the statusfeature on LunaStorm strongly influenced how people behaved and wha
they choose to reveal N profiles there indicate onés status as measured by activity (e.g.,
sending messages) and indicators of authenticity (e.g., usnga"rea" phob ingead of a
drawing).

Another aspect of self-presentation is the articulation of friendship links which serve as
identity markersfor the profile owner. Impression management is oneof thereasonsgiven
by Friendger users for choosng paticular friends(Donah & boyd 2004. Recognizing
this, Zinman and Donah (2007)noted that MySpace spammers leverage people's
willingness to connect to interesting people to find targets for their spam.

In ther examination of LiveJoumd "friendship,” Fonoand Raynes-Goldie (2006)
described users undestandingsregarding public displays of connectionsand how the
Friending fundion can opeaate as a catalyst for sodal drama. In listing user motivationsfor
Friending, boyd (20064 points out that "Friends' on SNSs are notthe same as "friends' in
theeveryday sense; indead, Friendsprovide context by offering users an imagined
audience to guide behavioral norms. Other work in this area has examined the use of
Friendder Testimonials as self-presentationd devices (boyd & Heer, 2006)and the extent
to which the attractiveness of onés Friends(as indicated by Facebook's"Wall" feature)
impacts impression formation (Walther, Van Der Heide, Kim, & Westerman, in press).

Networks and Network Structure

Sodal network sites also providerich sources of naturalistic behavioral data. Profile and
linkage data from SNSs can be gahered either throughthe use of automated collection



techniques or throughdatasets provided directly from the company, enabling network
andysisresearchers to explore large-scale paternsof friending, usage, and other visible
indicators (Hogan, in press), and continuing an andysis trend tha started with
examinaionsof blogsand othe webdtes. For ingance, Golder, Wilkinson, and Hubeman
(2007)examined an anonynized dataset conssting of 362 million messages exchanged by
ove four million Facebookusers for ingghtinto Friending and messaging activities.
Lampe, Ellison, and Steinfield (2007) explored therelationship between profile elements
and number of Facebookfriends finding tha profile fieldstha reduce transaction cods
and are hader to falsify are mog likely to be assodated with larger number of friendship
links These kindsof daa aso lend themselves well to andysis throughnetwork
visudization (Adamic, Buyukkoken, & Adar, 2008; Heer & boyd,2006; Paolillo &
Wright, 2009.

SNS researchers have also studied the network structure of Friendship. Andyzing theroles
people played in thegrowth of Flickr and Y ahoo! 360'snetworks, Kumar, Novak, and
Tomkins (2006)arguel tha there are passive members, inviters, and linkers "who fully
paticipaein thesodal evolution of the nework™ (p. 1). Scholarship concerning
LiveJoumd's network hasinduded a Friendship classification scheme (Hsu, Lancaster,
Parades, & Weniger, 2007, an andysis of therole of languayein thetopology of
Friendsip (Herring et a., 2007) research into theimportance of geography in Friending
(Liben-Nowell, Novak, Kumar, Raghavan, and Tomkins 2005) and studies on what
motivates people to join particular communities (Backstrom, Huttenlocher, Kleinbeg, &
Lan, 2006. Based on Orkut daa, Spertus, Sahami, and Buyukkokien (2005 identified a
topology of users throughthar membership in certain communities; they suggest tha sites
can use this to recommend additiond communities of interest to users. Findly, Liu, Maes,
and Davenpott (2009 argued tha Friend connectionsare nottheonly network structure
worth investigaing. They examined the ways in which the performance of tastes (favorite
musdc, books film, etc.) conditutes an alternae nework structure, which they call a"taste
fabric."

Bridging Online and Offline Sodal Networks

Althoughexceptionsexist, the available research suggests tha mos SNSs primarily
suppot pre-existing sodal relations Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007)suggest tha
Facebookis used to maintain existing offlinerelationshipsor solidify offline connections
as oppogd to meeting new people. These relationshipsmay bewesk ties, buttypically
there is some common offline element amongindividuds who friend oneanother, such as
ashaed class a school. Thisis oneof the chief dimengonstha differentiate SNSs from
earlier forms of puldic CMC such as newsgroups(Ellison et al., 2007) Research in this
vein has investigaed how onlineinteractionsinterface with offlineones. For ingance,
Lampe, Ellison, and Steinfield (2006 foundtha Facebook users engagein "searching” for
people with whomthey have an offline connestion more than they "browse" for complete
strange's to meet. Likewise, Pew research foundthat 91% of U.S. teenswho use SNSs do
so to conneet with friends(Lenhat & Madden, 2007).



Given tha SNSs enable individuds to connect with oneanother, it is not surprising tha
they have become deeply embedded in user'slives. In Korea, Cyworld has become an
integral part of everyday lifeN Choi (2006)foundtha 85%of tha study'srespondents
"listed the maintenance and reinforcement of pre-existing social neworks asther main
motive for Cyworld us" (p. 181). Likewise, boyd(2008)argues tha MySpace and
Facebookenable U.S. youth to sodalize with thar friendseven when they are unable to
gaher in unmediated situaions she argues that SNSs are "networked publics' tha suppot
sodability, jug as unmediated public spaces do.

Privacy

Popular press coverage of SNSs has emphasized potential privacy concerns primarily
concerning the safety of younge users (George, 2006; Kornblum & Marklein, 2006)
Researchers have investigated the potential threats to privacy assodated with SNSs. In one
of thefirst academic studies of privacy and SNSs, Gross and Acquisti (2005)andyzed
4,000 Carnggie Mélon University Facebook profiles and outlined the potential threats to
privacy contained in the persond informationinduded on the site by students, such asthe
potential ability to recondruct usersOsodal security numbers usng information often
foundin profiles, such as hometown and date of birth.

Acquisti and Gross (2006)arguetha there is often a disconnest between students desire to
protect privacy andther behaviors, atheme tha isalso explored in Stutzman's (2009
survey of Facebook users and Barnes's (2006)description of the"privacy paradox” that
occurs when teensare not aware of the public naure of thelnternet. In andyzingtrug on
sodal network sites, Dwyer, Hiltz, and Passerini (2007)argued tha trus and usage gods
may affect wha people are willing to shareN Facebook users expressed greater trugt in
Facebookthan MySpace users did in MySpace and thuswere more willing to share
information onthesite.

In another study examining security issues and SNSs, Jagatic, Johnon, Jakobsson, and
Menczer (2007)used freely accessible profile datafrom SNSsto craft a "phishing” scheme
tha appeared to originae from afriend on the negwork; ther targets were much more
likely to give away information to this "friend" than to a percelved strange. Survey daa
offer amore optimistic perspective ontheissue, suggesting that teensare aware of

potential privacy threats online and tha many are proactive abouttaking stepsto minimize
certain potential risks. Pew foundtha 55% of onlineteenshave profiles, 66% of whom
report tha ther profileis notvisibleto al Internet users (Lenhat & Madden, 2007) Of the
teenswith completely open profiles, 46% reported induding at least some false
information.

Privacy isalso implicated in users ability to control impressions and manage sodal
contexts. Boyd (in press-a) asserted that Facebook'sintrodudion of the "News Feed"
feature disrupted students sen<se of control, even thoughdata exposed throughthefeed
were previoudy accessible. Preibusch, Hoser, GYrses, and Berendt (2007)argued thét the
privacy optionsoffered by SNSs do not provide users with theflexibility they need to



handle conflicts with Friendswho have different concgptionsof privacy; they suggest a
framework for privacy in SNSs tha they bdieve would help resolve these conflicts.

SNSs are also chdlenging legd conceptionsof privacy. Hodge(2006 argued tha the
fourth amendment to theU.S. Congitution and legal decisionsconcerning privacy are not
equippeal to address sodal network sites. For example, do pdice officers have therightto
access content poged to Facebookwithouta warrant? Thelegdity of this hinges on users
expectation of privacy and whether or not Facebook profiles are consdered public or
private.

Other Research

In additionto thethemes identified above a growing body of scholarship addresses other
aspects of SNSs, thar users, and the practices they enable. For example, scholarship onthe
ways in which race and ethnicity (Byrne in press, Ggjaa, 2007) religion (Nyland &
Near, 2007) gende (Geidna, Flook, & Bell, 2007 Hjorth & Kim, 2005, and sexudity
connect to, are affected by, and are enacted in soda network sites raise interesting
guestionsabouthow identity is shaped within these sites. Fragos (2009 examined the
role of naiond identity in SNS use throughan investigation into the "Brazilian invasion”
of Orkut and theresulting culture clash between Braziliansand Americanson the site.
Other scholars are beginning to do cross-cultural comparisonsof SNS useN Hjorth and

Y uji (in press) compare Japanese usage of Mixi and Korean usage of Cyworld, while
Herring et al. (2007)examinethe practices of users who bridgedifferent languages on
LiveJoumaN but more work in this areais needed.

Scholars are doaumenting theimplicationsof SNS use with respect to schools, universities,
and libraries. For example, scholarship has examined how students feel abouthaving
professors on Facebook (Hewitt & Forte, 2006)and how faculty participation affects
student-professor relations(Mazer, Murphy, & Simonds 2007) Charnigo and Barnett-
Ellis (2007 foundtha librariansare overwhdmingly aware of Facebookand are agang
proposd U.S. legidation tha would ban minors from accessing SNSs at libraries, but tha
mog see SNSs as outsidethe purview of librarianship. Findly, chdlenging theview tha
there is nothing educationd about SNSs, Perkel (in press) andyzed copy/paste practices on
MySpace as aform of literacy involving sodal and technical skills.

This overview isnat comprehendve dueto space limitationsand because much work on
SNSsis still in the process of being published. Additiondly, we have notinduded
literature in languayes other than English (e.g., Recuero, 20050n soda capital and Orkut),
dueto ourown lingustic limitations

Overview of This Special Theme Section
Thearticles in this section address a variety of sodal network sitesN BlackPlanet,

Cyworld, Dodgévdl, Facebook, MySpace, and YouTubeN from multiple theoretical and
methodobgical angles, building on previousstudies of SNSs and broader theoretical



traditionswithin CMC research, induding relationship maintenance and issues of identity,
performance, privacy, self-presentation, and civic engagement.

These pieces collectively provideingghtinto some of thewaysin which onlineand offline
expeiences are deeply entwined. Using arelationd dialectics approach, Kyung-Hee Kim
and Haejin Yun andyze how Cyworld suppots both interpersond relationsand self-
relation for Korean users. They trace the subtie ways in which degply engrained cultural
bdiefs and activities are integrated into online communication and behaviors on

CyworldN the online context reinforces certain aspects of users cultural expectations
aboutrelationship maintenance (e.g., the concept of reciprodty), while theunique
affordances of Cyworld enable paticipants to overcome offline condraints. Dara Byrne
uses content andysis to examine civic engagement in forums on BlackPlang and findstha
onlinediscussionsare till plagued with the problems offline activists have long
encountered. Drawing oninterview and obervation data, Lee Humphreys investigates
early adopers practices involving Dodgébdl, amobile soda nework service. Shelooks
at theways in which neworked communicationis reshgping offline soda geography.

Other articlesin this collectionilludrate how innovative research methodscan elucddae
paternsof behavior that would beindistinguishable otherwise. For indance, Hugo Liu
examines paticipants performance of tastes and interests by anayzing and moddingthe
preferences listed on over 127000MySpace profiles, resulting in unique"taste maps”
Likewise, throughsurvey daa collected at a college with diverse studentsin theU.S,,
Eszter Hargittai illuminaes usage paternstha would otherwise be masked. Shefinds
tha adopton of particular services correlates with individuds race and parental education
level.

Existing theory is deployed, chdlenged, and extended by the approaches adopted in the
articles in this section. Judith Donath extendssignding theory to explain different tactics
SNS users adoptto reduce sodal cogs while managing trug and identity. Sheargues tha
the congruction and maintenance of relationson SNSsis akin to "soaa grooming.”
Patricia Lange complicates traditiond dichotomies between "public* and "private" by
andyzing how Y ouTubeparticipants blur these linesin ther video-shaing practices.

Thearticlesin this collection highlight the significance of sodal nework sitesin thelives
of users and as atopic of research. Collectively, they show how networked practices
mirror, suppot, and alter known everyday practices, especially with respect to how people
present (and hide) aspects of themselves and connect with others. Thefact tha
paticipaionon sodal network sites leaves onlinetraces offers unprecedented
oppotunities for researchers. The scholarship in this special theme section takes advantage
of this affordance, resulting in work that hd psexplain practices online and offline as well
asthose tha blend the two environments.

Future Research

Thework described aboveand induded in this special theme section contributes to an on-
going dialogueabouttheimportance of soda network sites, both for practitione's and



researches. Vast, undhated waters still remain to be explored. Methodobgically, SNS
researches ability to make causal clamsislimited by alack of experimental or
longitudind studies. Althoughthe situaionisrapidly changing, scholars still have a
limited undestanding of who isand who is nat usng these sites, why, and for what
purposes, especiadly outsdetheU.S. Such questionswill require large-scale quantitative
and quditative research. Richer, ethnogiaphic research on popuktionsmore difficult to
access (induding nonusers) would further aid scholars ability to undestand thelongterm
implicationsof these tools. We hopetha thework described here and induded in this
collectionwill hdp build afoundaion for future investigationsof these and other
important issues surrounding sodal nework sites.
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Notes

1. Todifferentiate thearticulated list of Friendson SNSs from the colloquial term
"friends" we capitalize theformer.

2. Althoughoneoutof seven teenagers received unwanted sexud solicitationsonline,
only 9% came from people over theage of 25 (Wolak, Mitchdl, & Finkdhor,
2006) Research suggests tha populbr naratives aroundsexud predaors on SNSs
are misleadingN cases of unsugpecting teensbeing lured by sexud predaors are
rare (Finkdhor, Ybara Lenhat, boyd,& Lordan, 2007) Furthermore, only .08%
of students surveyed by the Nationd School Boards Assodation (2007) met
someonein person from an onlineencounter without pemission from a parent.
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