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L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S

After studying this chapter you should be able to:
■■ Outline the key differences between old (or traditional) and new (or social) media
■■ Explain the basics of social media sites and tools such as blogs, Twitter, 
Facebook, MySpace, wikis and Wikipedia, YouTube, podcasting and RSS

■■ Provide an overview of social media issues relating to marketing and 
monetisation, as well as how individuals use social networking sites

■■ Summarise the pros and cons of social media

5_60_66172_com21st3e_Ch21.indd   703 6/15/11   7:18 PM

Not fo
r d

ist
rib

utio
n.



Communicating in the 21st Century 704

What is social media?
As we saw in chapter 1, there are numerous channels of communication we can use, and 
big media (TV, radio, newspapers and magazines) are vital tools for communication. In 

the past decade or so, however, still newer channels 
or media have emerged — some of them with wild 
and mysterious names such as blogs, Facebook, 
MySpace, Google Wave, wikis, YouTube, Twitter, 
RSS (really simple syndication), Flickr, Second Life 
(a virtual reality game/experience), Wikipedia and 
podcasting. These have come to be grouped under 
the heading of social media.

The growth of these media has been facilitated 
by the arrival of new media  hardware, such as 
smartphones that can not only receive pictures but 
take them (including moving ones) (e.g. the Apple 
iPhone) and handheld microcomputers or Personal 
Digital Assistants or palmtop computers (e.g. Black-
berries and PalmPilots), as well as by the wireless 
connectivity of laptop computers.

Shih (2009) refers to social media as ‘the fourth revolution’, giving the following 
sequence:
■■  1970s — mainframe computers as the dominant mode
■■  1980s — personal computing as the dominant mode
■■ 1990s — internet as the dominant mode
■■  2000s — social networking as the dominant mode.
Social networking is also often referred to as part of Web 2.0, a term still in the process 

of definition, but most probably characterised by mobility (not needing to be at a desk to 
log on to the net), as well as by user-generated content: consumers become active pro-
ducers, instead of being passive consumers of professional creators (e.g. newspaper edi-
tors, disc jockeys, television producers and books publishers) (Toffler 1981; Shirky 2000; 
Bruns 2009).

Previously, the content of websites and emails were naturally created by the writers of 
the same, and the recipients or users reacted to them accordingly. Now, the new media 
depends on user-generated content, and thus the old electronic media has come to be col-
lectively called Web 1.0 while the new media have come to be collectively called Web.2.0.

Kaplan and Heinlen (2010) point out that Web 2.0 is not a technical upgrade of Web 1.0. 
It needed a number of things, primarily software innovations, to make it happen. Key 
innovations are outlined in table 21.1.

Innovation Features

Adobe Flash A popular method for adding animation, interactivity, and audio/video streams to 
web pages

RSS Really Simple Syndication, a family of web feed formats used to publish frequently 
updated content, such as blog entries or news headlines, in a standardised format (see 
discussion of RSS that follows)

AJAX Asynchronous Java Script, a technique to retrieve data from web servers 
asynchronously, allowing the update of web content without interfering with the display 
and behaviour of the whole page).

Source: Adapted from Kaplan and Heinlen (2010).

Social media has quickly 
become a popular style of 
communication. 

Web 2.0: a term probably 
characterised by user-
generated content and 
mobility (not needing to be at a 
desk to log on to the net)

 TABLE 21.1  Some of the tools 
needed to make Web 2.0 
happen
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Chapter 21  Social media 705

So how do most of the social media differ from the old media? Table 21.2 scratches the 
surface of the situation.

Feature Old media Social media 

Communication flow One-way (partial exception — 
talkback radio)

Two-way

Participant roles Producers (but sometimes 
consumers, e.g. when newsroom 
journalists monitor personal 
networks for breaking stories)

Producers of straight 
content, but also sampling, 
mashups, remixing (also 
consumers of existing media 
for entertainment, but may 
also legally/illegally download 
content)

Intellectual property High respect for copyright, 
original format of artefact

Often low respect for copyright

Technical skills needed High Low–medium

Set-up costs High Low

Recording and disseminating 
events, views

Slow Fast, not so slow

Permanency of artefacts Permanent (except where editing 
is done for malicious effect)

Not necessarily permanent: 
other creators may change 
content: ‘it never ends’; process, 
not product

Editorial control of content Strong — centralised Weak — decentralised (but 
some controller may act on legal 
grounds to censor)

Financial viability Once invincible, but 
some newspapers have 
closed as advertising 
revenues have migrated to 
websites

Some producers produce for the 
love of it. Others accepts ads, 
bringing in some cash flow

But surely this mix of characteristics means that new or social media will never be 
able to match the production values of TV, radio and film? Pesce (2006) calls this ‘the 
Big Lie of the media: if it isn’t professionally produced, the audience won’t watch it. 
No statement could be more mendacious; no assertion could be further from the truth’. 
People will tolerate less than professional standards, if the content is good, particularly if 
it is produced by themselves. As we shall see, this is not always the case, but it’s a pro-
vocative point of view.

The new media: what are they?
Let’s turn our attention to some of these new social media. Here, we will only consider 
Blogs, Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, wikis and Wikipedia, YouTube, podcasting and RSS. 
Figure 21.1 (see overleaf) outlines the pros of social media.

 TABLE 21.2  Old media versus 
new media

5_60_66172_com21st3e_Ch21.indd   705 6/15/11   7:18 PM

Not fo
r d

ist
rib

utio
n.



Communicating in the 21st Century 706

Sent an email lately? You’re a publisher. Posted a photo, video, a comment or a vote on a 
website? You’re a publisher. Keyed in a text message to friends on your cell phone? You’re 
a publisher .  .  .

Something is changing in the way everyday people look at themselves and the 
world. We are creating new and strengthened relationships and allegiances. We are 
beginning to look upon institutions that we used to rely on for providing us with 
cohesion and value in our lives as less valuable in the face of publishing technologies 
that allow us to organise ourselves and our lives more to our suiting. We are creating 
and participating in new markets for goods and services that do not require traditional 
suppliers and brokers. We are doing our jobs differently. We are living our lives 
differently.

Blossom 2009

Social media captures collective intelligence. Through them, we can work seamlessly in 
teams, no matter how geographically dispersed .  .  .

Social media is accessible, easy to use and understand. There are low barriers to entry. 
Social media tools are both versatile and flexible .  .  .

With social media, an individual can shift easily between the role of audience and the role 
of author. With easy-to-use software, ordinary individuals can create their own content 
and seamlessly share it with others.

Lincoln 2009

Dr John Grohol, an U.S. psychologist and expert on online behaviour and internet 
addiction, said people share online for hundreds of reasons, from wanting to 
keep in touch with colleagues and friends to expanding their horizons in a hobby 
or profession. ‘If there’s a core reason, it is mainly to stay and feel connected with 
one another. It is simply socialising on a vast, unheard of scale,’ he says. This 
desire for recognition is easy to ridicule, but it is part of the human condition. It is 
nothing new.

Martin 2009

We are already seeing the economic potential of social media in its ability to reduce 
inefficient marketing and middlemen. Million dollar television advertisements are no 
longer the king influencer of purchase intent. People referring products and services via 
social media tools are the new king. It is the world’s largest referral program in history. 
There is also less need to subscribe to costly newspapers when consumers are pushed 
more relevant and timely free content from their peers via social media. The news 
finds us. All of this can be done easily from the comfort of home or while on the go with 
mobile devices.

Qualman 2009

The social web will become the primary centre of activity for whatever you do when you 
shop, plan, learn or communicate. It may not take over your entire life (one hopes), but it 
will be the first place you turn for news, information, entertainment, diversion — all of the 
things the older media supplied. In fact, according to a Forrester Research Report, young 
people (18–22) spend more time using a PC at home — 10.7 hours a week — than they 
spend watching TV — 10–12 hours a week — an important point for businesses looking to 
build early brand loyalty.

Weber 2009

There is healthy debate about social media. Consider figure 21.2 (opposite), which 
includes quotes that highlight some of the cons of social media.

 FIGURE 21.1  Social media — 
the pros
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Chapter 21  Social media 707

I would rather have a prostate exam on live television by a guy with very cold hands than 
have a Facebook page.

George Clooney (cited in Green and Meeser 2009)

The problem with Twitter is there a lot of marketers and spam, and not a lot of controls 
there to stop that — and that’s turning people off. It will remain popular with a hardcore 
group of users who can use it for research and business purposes. But there’s not much 
value on Twitter for younger people.

Dr Ross Monaghan, Deakin University (cited in Munro 2009)

Some ex-users seemed shaken, even heartbroken, by their breakups with Facebook. ‘I 
primarily left Facebook because I was wasting so much time on it’, my friend Caroline 
Harting told me by e-mail. ‘I felt fairly detached from my Facebook buddies because I 
rarely directly contacted them.’ Instead, she felt as if she stalked them, spending hours a 
day looking at their pages without actually saying hello.

Heffernan 2009

In the Web hype-o-sphere, things matter hugely until, very suddenly, they don’t matter 
at all. Thanks to the unprecedented growth of MySpace and Facebook, ‘social media’ 
matters hugely right now, but it is likely only another in a long string of putatively 
disruptive, massively hyped technologies that prove just one more step in the long march. 
Like ‘push’, ‘social media’ is a functional advance pimped out as a revolution. Web 2.0, 
a term used somewhat interchangeably with social media, carries the not-so-veiled 
suggestion that everything else is merely 1.0 — that is to say, Cro-Magnon. Really cool 
people now like to talk about Web 3.0.

The social media sites are touting their expertly tended, notably fecund, but still 
fenced-in offerings. And to be fair, they are free, unlike the old subscription-based AOL 
(America Online). But, as with the dial-ups, the distinctions in and among these offerings 
will become less interesting. Instant messaging, in yet another example of the Web’s 
buzz-to-blah dynamic, was once a unique and compelling reason to subscribe to AOL, not 
to mention hyped as a revolutionary application that would render e-mail fogeyish and 
vestigial. It is now a commodity function.

Hirschorn 2007

Social media in detail
We need to know that they may not all survive, or indeed may be overtaken by still newer 
media. But first, some brief context before we begin. Most social media started out as exer-
cises or hobbies by young people — often at educational institutions. Their motivations 
were primarily hedonic — it was fun, and an end in itself rather than a means to an end, 
like profits (Sledgianowsk & Kulviwat 2009). As they have grown dramatically in size, with 
some being mashups the general market has become very interested: not only those news-
paper proprietors losing advertising revenue to websites on the internet, but media pro-
prietors interested in reaching younger and smaller audiences who are sometimes hostile to 
most advertising and marketing.

Meanwhile, entrepreneurs are trying to figure out how to monetise their product: that is, 
make money out of it — a task that is difficult, and may well be counterproductive if by 
so doing they alienate their original audiences (Clemons 2009). But this is not an age war: 
already, users of social media are getting older; into their 30s, 40s and 50s. Figure 21.3 
(see overleaf) roughly maps out the terrain we will now explore.

 FIGURE 21.2  Social media — 
the cons

Hedonic: pleasure seeking; 
inventing something as an 
end in itself, not as a means 
to an end
Mashup: a digital mixing of 
various sources, such as 
music, images and animation

Monetise: a jargon term used 
in information industries — 
it simply means to enable 
a product to make money, 
particularly when the product 
has been free up until now
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Communicating in the 21st Century 708

 FIGURE 21.3  The terrain of 
social media

AGE/DEMOGRAPHIC

Younger

CommercialPersonal, social,
hedonic

MOTIVATION

Older

TIME

Next is a discussion of actual social media — blogs, Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, wikis 
and Wikipedia, YouTube, podcasting and RSS.

Social medium 1: blogs
A blog is a log or record or diary on the web. The term was first coined in 1999 (Safko & 
Brake 2009). Scott (2009, p. 46) defines it thus:

A blog is just a Web site. But it is a special kind of site that is created and maintained by a 
person who is passionate about a subject and wants to tell the world about his or her area of 
expertise. A blog is almost always written by one person who has a fire in the belly and wants 
to communicate with the world. There are also group bogs (written by several people) and even 
corporate blogs produced by a department or entire company (without individual personalities 
at all), but these are less common. The most popular form by far is the  individual blog.

So what do people write about? Gardner and Burley (2008, p. 134) list the most popular 
topics:
■■ children
■■ personal hobbies or interests
■■ technology
■■ politics
■■ weird news (oddities, quirks; using posts and hyperlinks)
■■ specialised news (sites collected or aggregated together)
■■ personal diaries.
If you want to locate blogs on particular areas, try sites like Technorati, Google Blogs, 

Blogsearch, blogs.com.au and blogs.nz. If you would like to create a blog, but are unsure 
of your software proficiency, there are software packages you can use, such as  Moveable 
Type, Expression Engine, Word Press, Type Pad and many, many more. 

Blog: a log or record or diary 
on the web

5_60_66172_com21st3e_Ch21.indd   708 6/15/11   7:18 PM

Not fo
r d

ist
rib

utio
n.



Chapter 21  Social media 709

How big is the blogging phenomenon? Safko and Brake (2009) explain that:

The Gartner Research Group expects that the novelty value of the blog will wear off eventually, 
since so many people who were interested in the phenomenon create a blog just to see what 
it’s like. Gartner further expects that new bloggers will outnumber those bloggers who abandon 
their blogs out of boredom, and estimates that more than 200 million former bloggers have 
already ceased posting to their blogs .  .  .

Safko & Brake 2009, p. 169

McGovern (2004) lists the advantages and disadvantages of corporate blogs (see table 21.3). 
Most of the principles hold true for individuals and groups (see also Cashone 2009).

Advantages Disadvantages

1.  The consumer and citizen are potentially better 
informed and this can only be good for the long-
term health of our societies and economies.

1.  Most people don’t have very much [that is] 
interesting to say and/or are unable to write 
down their ideas in a compelling and clear 
manner.

2.  Blogs have potential to help the organisation 
develop stronger relationships and brand 
loyalty with their customers, as they interact 
with the ‘human face’ of the organisation 
through blogs.

2.  I have often found that the people who have 
most time to write have least to say, and 
the people who have most to say don’t have 
enough time to write it. Thus, the real expertise 
within the organisation lays hidden, as you get 
drowned in trivia.

3.  Blogs, in an intranet environment, can be an 
excellent way of sharing knowledge within the 
organisation.

3.  Like practically everything else on the web, 
blogs are easy to start and hard to maintain. 
Writing coherently is one of the most difficult 
and time-consuming tasks for a person 
to undertake. So, far from blogs being a 
cheap strategy, they are a very expensive 
one. As a result, many blogs are not updated, 
thus damaging, rather than enhancing, the 
reputation of the organisation.

4.  Blogs can be a positive way for getting 
feedback, and keeping your finger on the pulse, 
as readers react to certain pieces and suggest 
story ideas.

4.  Organisations are not democracies. The 
web makes many organisations look like 
disorganisations, with multiple tones and 
opinions. Contrary to what some might 
think, the average customer likes that the 
organisation they are about to purchase a 
product from is at least somewhat coherent.

5.  Blogs can build the profile of the writer, 
showcasing the organisation as having talent 
and expertise.

So, what is finally the value of blogs? The Wall Street Journal, in 1997 (calling that year 
the tenth anniversary of blogging), interviewed a number of authors, celebrities/actors and 
journalists. Perhaps the two extremes of attitudes are best summed up by actor Mia Farrow 
and writer Tom Wolfe:

Unfiltered publishing was once the exclusive domain of media moguls, but today, who needs 
Rupert Murdoch? Blogging has become a publishing equalizer that was scarcely dreamed of 
years ago. It’s free, you don’t need editors or publishers, you don’t even need to be able to 
write well.

 TABLE 21.3  The advantages 
and disadvantages of blogs
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Communicating in the 21st Century 710

Last year, I followed my own advice. I started www.miafarrow.org. I am my own toughest critic, 
and I can’t say the acceptance rate for my pieces is vastly improved, but the only person I have 
to convince that an article is worth publishing is the editor in chief: me. (When a piece is posted, 
the entire staff is elated.)

It is through this experience that I’ve come to appreciate the purity and power of blogging. 
I have appeared in more than 40 movies, written a book and given countless interviews on 
TV, radio and in print. Yet none of this has allowed me to spotlight issues important to me as 
completely as my blog.

Mia Farrow (cited in Varadarajan 2007)

Favorite blogs: Mr. Wolfe, ‘weary of narcissistic shrieks and baseless “information“’, says he no 
longer reads blogs.

Tom Wolfe (cited in Varadarajan 2007)

Keep in mind that what you see is not always what you get. The person who 
signs the blogging is not always the person who wrote it. Ghostwriters for blogs 
and even emails are becoming as numerous as ghostwriters for celebrities (Kernohan 
2010, p. 17).

Blogs as citizen journalism?
The concept of citizen journalism has come to the fore in the past few years — not sur-
prising, perhaps, when you can use your phone as a video camera and sell the footage to 
an  old-media TV station. But some journalists dismiss the idea out of hand.

Foster (2001), a journalist, is not impressed by the concept. He says that weblog-
gers prioritise their individual views and appreciate their right to give them publicly. 
 However, he argues that webloggers lack professional integrity and risk damaging the 
reputation of weblogs as a credible source of journalism. Additionally, he contends that 
once a weblogger adds their ‘voice’ that their content shifts from news to opinion. He 
explains:

Basically, if you have a Blogger site, you have yourself a homepage. A page about you, with 
your personal info and thoughts, has been called a homepage since 1992 or so, and no one was 
ever all that impressed with them.

Foster 2001

Social medium 2: microblogging with Twitter
Another new social medium is called Twitter (http://twitter.com). It’s like blogging, only 
with much greater space restrictions: the messages you send can only be 140 charac-
ters (not letters) long. Twitter messages can be sent from desktop/laptop computers, 
but also from smartphones, so they can be sent from anywhere, anytime. Messages are 
known as tweets. By searching, you can be a ‘follower’ or be ‘followed’. You can put 
up (and change) a photo of yourself, known as an avatar. As with blogs, what started 
out as an experimental tool mainly used by young people now is taking on a commer-
cial/workplace role (Zhao & Rosson 2009; Sagolla 2009; Fitton, Gruen & Poston 2009; 
Micek & Whitlock 2009; Comm, 2009; Hardin & Heyman 2009). Consider the words of 
Silver (2009):

Twitter, at first a place to tell everyone what you ate for breakfast, is now a place to promote 
yourself, your company or your product.

Table 21.4 lists some typical tweets.

Citizen journalism: the idea 
that anyone can be a journalist 
by using social media tools 
and hardware to record, and 
perhaps comment on, events

Tweet: a message sent or 
received via the Twitter 
microblogging system
Avatar: a pictorial 
representation of yourself on 
Twitter
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Tweet Sender Analysis

Want to work in health? The 
Gillard Govt is funding training 
for the professions in highest 
demand. See here http://tinyurl.
com/35hmpyx JG 2:09 PM Oct 
14th via Twitter for iPad

Australian Prime Minister, Julia 
Gillard, October, 2010

Notice hyperlink at end 
promoting health scheme; public 
sector marketing

I get to do the interviewing 
for once for @VirginBlue 10th 
birthday celebrations, and even 
try a spot of dancing! http://bit.ly/
bwdgQt Tuesday, 14 September 
2010 1:43:03 AM via web

Sir Richard Branson Hyperlink at the end of the 
message links to a video and 
blog about Virgin Blue’s tenth 
anniversary staff celebrations, 
which Sir Richard Branson 
attended. A good public relations 
exercise for both Branson and 
Virgin Blue.

RT @timryan House passes 
historic reform to provide 
health care for every American. 
Congratulating my colleagues 
on the floor. 8:25 PM Nov 7th 
from web

US President Barak Obama 
responds to supporter Tim Ryan 
regarding the Health Bill

RT mean re-tweet, like 
forwarding an email. All Obama’s 
followers now get this tweet.

@barackobama Thank you for 
the RT, Mr. President. This is a 
great day for the country. 8:35 
PM Nov 7th from TwitterBerry

Obama supporter Tim Ryan 
responds to the US President ten 
minutes later

Images using the Twitpic photo site of Twitter have been used by conventional media 
because they are available minutes after crucial events, such as terrorist bombings. In 
Australia, News.com editor-in-chief David Higgins, commenting on this facility, observed, 
‘Twitter has become the de facto global news network’ (Canning 2009).

Writing on Twitter
Writing in 140 characters represents a real challenge. Sagolla (2009) recommends these 
writing tips:
■■ The best advice is from old Strunk and White themselves. Omit needless words.
■■ Be short, blunt, vigorous and concise. Minimise adverbs and articles. Commas are a 
favour to the reader, they are not always necessary. Eliminate personal pronouns.

■■ Lead with a verb.
■■ Restrict the message to one tweet: resist the desire to send a long message, chopped up 
into individual tweets. There is no guarantee in what order they will arrive, and con-
fusion might follow.

■■ When all else fails, use a hashtag (#), which will act a target for someone searching for 
a tweet.

Twitter: not all a happy story
Even though many are talking about and trying Twitter, Nielsen Online, which measures 
internet traffic, has found that a high percentage of initial users have dropped it within a 
month (Martin 2009). What of the typical Twitter user? Pemberton (2009) reports a gloomy 
prognosis:

The clinical psychologist Oliver James has his reservations. ‘Twittering stems from a lack of 
identity. It’s a constant update of who you are, what you are, where you are. Nobody would 
Twitter if they had a strong sense of identity.’

 TABLE 21.4  Examples of 
Twitter use in government 
and business
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‘We are the most narcissistic age ever,’ agrees Dr David Lewis, a cognitive neuropsychologist 
and director of research based at the University of Sussex. ‘Using Twitter suggests a level of 
insecurity whereby, unless people recognise you, you cease to exist. It may stave off insecurity 
in the short term, but it won’t cure it.’

As with all social media, there are security concerns. The British insurance firm Legal 
and General worked with a burglar to see what security breaches, particularly in house-
holds, social media made people prone to (and of course, there is no reason why these 
techniques could not be used to target businesses).

According to the report (Woollacott 2009):
■■ 38 per cent of people on sites such as Facebook and Twitter have posted status updates 
detailing their holiday plans, and a third have posted updates saying that they are 
away for the weekend

■■ Younger people are even more likely to give away their whereabouts, with 64 per cent 
of 16–24 year olds sharing their holiday plans

■■ Reformed burglar Michael Fraser said: ‘I call it “internet shopping for burglars“. It is 
incredibly easy to use social networking sites to target people, and then scope out more 
information on their actual home using other internet sites like Google Street View, all 
from the comfort of the sofa.’

■■ Another quote was: ‘It scares me to see how many people are prepared to give away 
valuable information about themselves, to people they simply don’t know well enough — 
if at all.’

Social medium 3: Facebook
Facebook (www.facebook.com) is a social networking site, founded in 2004, that within 
six years had more than 500 million users (Evans 2010). In a few short years, the modest 
project has become a giant networking machine, linking hundreds of millions of people. If 
Facebook were a country, it would be the third biggest one on the planet. Its users tend to 
be urban and affluent, more so than on rival products such as MySpace (Gaudin 2009a). 
Australians are among the website’s biggest fans. Among the 14 million Australians who 
use the internet in any given month, around 8.8 million (63 per cent) are Facebook users 
(Evans 2010, p. 11).

Facebook was originally designed in 2004 by Harvard University students with the 
modest aim of letting new students get to know other faces. Mark Zuckerberg has been 
identified in the public eye (particularly after the release of the film The Social Network in 
2010) as the genius who created Facebook while at university. There were several skilled 
software designers working on the project, and many of these designers have either sued 
(successfully) or are still suing (Mezrick 2010) for Zuckerberg claiming sole patent rights. 
Intellectual property disputes are likely to become increasingly common in the years to 
come.

Users of Facebook first establish a profile, which is like a resume. Different aspects of 
your profile can be revealed to different people according to what settings you put in 
place. Facebook has a ‘wall’ on which you can place photographs, messages and videos. 
Safko and Brake note that:

[Facebook] can be used in business environments for networking, locating business leads, as 
a method of intercompany communication, as a platform to organize and track events, and as 
a medium to provide updates between organizations and departments. Due to its popularity, 
 Facebook could be used to promote a new product, service or performer by word of mouth 
through ‘friends’ within a social network. In academic environments, Facebook can be used to 
promote or enhance course communication, organize school functions, and as a platform to 
organize and track intramural and extracurricular events.

Safko & Brake 2009, p. 452

5_60_66172_com21st3e_Ch21.indd   712 6/15/11   7:18 PM

Not fo
r d

ist
rib

utio
n.



Chapter 21  Social media 713

Facebook: controversies and criticisms
One of the features of Facebook is that you can ‘poke’ another person, providing a  stimulus 
to get their attention. This irritates some people, and has even led to legal action in the 
United States, with the poke being seen as a form of assault (Suarez 2009). There have been 
security concerns expressed about just how effective the privacy controls on  Facebook 
are. In the US, marines have been banned from using Twitter, MySpace and Facebook, 
especially in combat situations, due to concerns that information could be extracted by 
an enemy force (Schachtman 2009). In South Australia, police have been warned off 
using such sites for similar reasons, with the Police Association president warning that an 
exchange of personal information could be used by criminals obtaining that information, 
and also that interstate and overseas lawyers had planted wrong information on sites to 
discredit police (Rodrigues 2009).

The Control Your Info direct action group took over 289 Facebook groups (groups 
sharing similar interests) in November 2009, to make the point that security was not tight 
enough (Choney 2009). One of Facebook’s chief security advisors has no photo of himself 
on his Facebook page, nor any indication of how many friends he has, nor any montage 
of photos typically seen on such pages (Farrer 2009). The US Director of the FBI has no 
profile on Facebook, and warns people about putting too much personal information on 
Facebook and similar sites (Mills 2009).

In a recent year, the wife of the new director of MI6 put personal photographs of her 
husband on her Facebook page, causing a security scare (Bingham 2009). This raises the 
question of where one’s work life ends and where does one’s private life begin, or are they 
becoming blurred in a 24/7 ‘always in touch’ world?

There is also the vexed issue of something being too much of a good thing. While adver-
tisers and friends might be happy that a student is online on Facebook, that  student might 
be getting lower grades or scores by being online instead of studying (Gaudin 2009b; 
 Heffernan 2009).

These are some of the ‘counterpublics’ of Facebook — those who question its use, 
 efficacy, security and alienation of users from the real world (Milioni 2009). For example, 
Google had almost four million entries under ‘I hate Facebook’ in early 2011.

Street-Porter (2009) conveys one idea about why the site may be so successful:

Facebook has been a runaway success because it allows people to create their own profile and 
welcome new ‘friends’ with whom they can share their every waking thought. This, in turn, 
allows them to feel important and individual, no matter how humdrum their existence might 
be — by designing a far more interesting version of themselves online.

Tim Berners-Lee, a British scientist sometimes called ‘the father of the web’, has reser-
vations about the website. Kelleher (2010) explains:

Social network sites like Facebook, Berners-Lee says, are silos, connecting data and content only 
within its walled gardens. Apple’s iTunes traps people into a proprietary store. Even Google, 
whose search revenue is dependent on an open web, is chided for abandoning its support of net 
neutrality. All lead to a fragmented web, damaging the ‘single, universal information space’ that 
made it work in the first place. They can also breed monopolies, which the web was initially 
designed to resist.

Social medium 4: MySpace
MySpace is the major rival of Facebook, and once had market dominance — but no more 
(Angwin 2009; Gorkjazi, Rejaie & Willinger 2009; Fixmer & Rabil 2011). It provides similar 
services to those of Facebook, although computer-literate users are able to customise the 
look of their site much more than a Facebook site (Hupfer, Maxson & Williams 2008). 
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It still has several hundred million users (Levinson 2009; Brake 2008). MySpace has a 
younger demographic than Facebook, and has played to this strength by promoting new 
music (Brake 2008; Gauvin et al. 2010).

In 2006, in a sign that the old media was recognising the power of the new, News 
 Corporation paid US$580 million for MySpace (Safko & Brake 2009). However, it has 
been losing market share since, and has had to lay off staff. In early 2011, MySpace 
announced that it was cutting 47  percent of its workforce, and firing about 500 staff 
across its broad operations. The news followed reports that News Corporation planned to 
sell off the  website (Fixmer & Rabil 2011).

Social medium 5: wikis and Wikipedia
A wiki is a document with multiple collaborating authors. It can be a relatively 
simple  document on a private intranet of an organisation, or it can be one of the most 
commonly used sites on the internet today, Wikipedia. ‘Wiki’ is in fact the Hawaiian 
word for ‘quick’, and Ward Cunningham, in naming the concept and who uploaded the 
first wiki in 1995, remembered this from a time when he was at Honolulu International 
Airport where the shuttle buses were called ‘wiki-wikis’ (Safko & Brake 2009). In internal 
or closed wikis, they are used as knowledge management tools, building up collective 
expertise:

Many companies today are utilizing the wiki to create knowledge management systems for 
retaining corporate information for collaboration and training. By incorporating a company 
wiki, many firms can gather the collective knowledge of their employees on subjects such as 
policies and procedures, manufacturing and sales, company history, products — and even how 
to fix the fax machine’s paper jams.

Safko & Brake 2009, p. 181

Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org) was developed by Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger, who 
launched it on the internet in 2001. By December 2010, it hosted more than 3.5  million 
articles in English, and more than 22 million pages (Wikipedia 2010). Wikipedia has always 
been fraught with controversy because of the bottom-up, collaborative approach which 
accepts all ‘experts’ and ‘nonexperts’. In other words, because it was and remains free, it 
presented a threat to existing encyclopaedias such as the Britannica, which partly in res-
ponse has moved from a book-based product to a CD-ROM/DVD model and online model 
(which obviously are not free).

The critical question was, and remains, the reliability of Wikipedia, and academic 
 institutions all over the world have usually taken a dim view of Wikipedia because of this. 
Content on Wikipedia is monitored, and ‘trolls’ — those who maliciously change entries — 
are banned. Jimmy Wales’ radical defence of almost total access and the defence of 
the amateur against the professional led to a philosophical split with his co-founder, 
Larry Sanger, who is creating a rival online free encyclopaedia called ‘Citizendium’ 
(www. citizendium.org). Sanger wants articles written only by professionals in order to 
maintain higher standards. Pesce (2006) sums up the dilemma over standards, accuracy 
and speed:

Citizendium is proactive and presumes too much; Wikipedia is reactive (and for this reason 
will occasionally suffer malicious damage) but only modifies its access policies when a clear 
threat to the stability of the community has been demonstrated. Wikipedia is an anarchic horde, 
moving by consensus, unlike Citizendium, which is a recapitulation of the top-down hierarchy 
of the academy. While some will no doubt treasure the heavy moderation of Citizendium, the 
vast majority will prefer the noise and vitality of Wikipedia. A heavy hand versus an invisible 
one; this is the central paradox of community.

Pesce 2006
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In 2009, Wales caused more controversy in the Wikipedia camp when he announced 
that there would be much more editorial oversight on articles. Some felt this went 
against the egalitarian spirit of the original concept (Johnson 2009). Meanwhile, Britan-
nica has retaliated by announcing that it will allow its users to submit their own updates 
to entries (Johnson 2009). Citizendium is building slowly, but its task is obviously a 
huge one.

In a way, the controversy sums up some of the central dilemmas of all social media: can 
we trust it? What does it mean to have ‘professional standards’, and are they necessarily 
accurate? What are the legal implications of putting content on the web that is incorrect? 
(see Bruns 2009).

There remains the worrying question of whether Wikipedia is just another gatekeeper, 
keeping us from things we know. Thus, Jimmy Wales, the founder, writes:

Administrators, commonly known as admins or sysops (system operators), are Wikipedia edi-
tors trusted with access to restricted technical features (‘tools’). For example, administrators 
can protect, delete and restore pages, move pages over redirects, hide and delete page revisions, 
and block other editors. See Wikipedia:Administrators/Tools.

Administrators assume these responsibilities as volunteers; they are not acting as employees of 
the Wikimedia Foundation. They are never required to use their tools, and must never use them 
to gain an advantage in a dispute in which they are involved.

Wales 2010

At the other extreme of openness is Wikileaks, a website with no gatekeeper. This site 
was founded by Australian Julian Assange, who believes in full disclosure of uncensored 
documents, no matter what the consequences. Documents posted to the site have usually 
been leaked by anonymous sources. This site polarises opinion. Supporters argue that it 
promotes freedom of speech, transparency and accountability, helping to expose corrup-
tion or wrongdoing by governments, corporations and individuals. Critics argue that the 
publication of sensitive information can potentially endanger lives. An ethical question 
with Wikileaks is: ‘Could the release of information lead to the identification, torture and 
execution of undercover agents?’ (Lee 2010)

More divergent views on social media are shown in figure 21.4.

ANTI-SOCIAL MEDIA PRO-SOCIAL MEDIA

British neuroscientist Susan Greenfield 
said those who were over-reliant on 
smartphones could become addicted to short, 
shallow interactions and become uncomfortable 
face-to-face. She said those who used phones to 
constantly access Twitter and Facebook had 
a ‘dodgy sense of identity’ and were seeking 
constant reassurance and feedback for everyday 
experiences.

Deloitte Digital’s chief executive officer, 
Peter Williams, said such technologies were 
better than reading because they were less 
passive, stimulated wider parts of the brain and 
allowed quick access to useful information. 
‘These technologies create a whole new world 
of knowledge, learning and opportunity’, he said.

Social medium 6: YouTube
YouTube (www.youtube.com) was launched in November 2005, with its logo — ‘broadcast 
yourself’ (Levinson 2009). Anyone can upload a video for free onto the system, and 
such videos can played back on computers, blogs, email or mobile devices such as 
 smartphones. The majority of content on YouTube is music videos, but the copyright situ-
ation regarding these is still a matter for contention: thus, you may see a video you like 

 FIGURE 21.4  More divergent 
views on social media
Source: Adapted from Dobbin 
(2010, p. 3).
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one day, and go back the next, with 
the intention of  downloading it, and it 
is missing: the music company has 
spoken to YouTube, and they are not 
happy.

One might think, therefore, that the 
primary audience for YouTube is teen-
agers and young adults who want to 
see music clips, but in fact, that is 
not so:, for example, research in the 
United States found that the demo-
graphic of users was 52 per cent male 
and 48 per cent female, with the main 
age groups being 45–50 year olds and 
people over 55 years of age (Safko & 
Brake 2009).

Other content includes advertisements, 
movie trailers, amateur footage of people 
just being silly or attempting stunts, 

sporting event highlights, newscasts and homemade movies (Safko & Brake 2009).
YouTube, like other social media we have considered, needs to monetise. Large  companies 

are spending substantial budgets on advertisements such as H&R Block (tax consultants), 
Intuit, Levi’s, Mountain dew soft drink, MTV, Smirnoff, and Warner Brothers (Miller 2009). 
Miller warns that boring will not make it on  YouTube-uploaded content needs to be quirky 
or striking (such as the Smirnoff commercial, using expensive computer-generated imagery 
[CGI]), but it can be low-budget quirky or striking  as well (as in Blendtec’s ‘Will it Blend?’ 
series, in which various things considered  un-destroyable [such as iPhones, magnets, gui-
tars, Rubik’s Cube, remote controls,  computer game DVDs] are blended). Often these low-
budget videos become cult objects, or are heard about by word of mouth or their URLs are 
emailed to others. As such, they qualify to be  classified as viral marketing, a term which is 
rather vague and has been given many meanings, but basically means attracting  customers 
via social  networks or word of mouth rather than through conventional marketing (Cruz & 
Fill 2008; Silver 2009).

Miller also suggests other low budget approaches, such as how-to videos, such as how 
to build a bookcase or change a flat tire (Miller 2009). This aspect taps into another  feature 
of social media — activity rather than passivity. Miller notes a US survey that found that 
online viewing led to 82 per cent brand awareness and 77 per cent product recall, in 
contrast to 54 per cent brand awareness and 18 per cent product recall for similar tele-
vision ads. ‘Experts believe this is because online viewers are more engaged than television 
viewers; the web is a more interactive medium than the passive viewing inherent with 
television’ (Miller 2009).

YouTube is also the site for embarrassing moments, where one’s mistakes can be 
played over and over by millions. For example, in 2006, US senator George Allen, while 
on a speaking tour, referred to an audience member as ‘macaca’, which has racist con-
notations in some parts of the world. The clip was played many times on YouTube, and 
Allen lost his bid for re-election and a possible nomination for president in 2008 (Bur-
roughs 2007; Levinson 2009). Michael Richards (the Kramer character on the television 
comedy Seinfeld) was heckled at a nightclub while performing in 2006. Richards used 
the term ‘nigger’  several times to refer to the heckler, and his performance was recorded 
on a video-enabled phone and uploaded to YouTube. This did enormous damage to his 
career (Levinson 2009).

YouTube is a hugely 
successful social media 
forum that provides people 
with the opportunity to 
broadcast video content 
online.

Viral marketing: sending 
commercial messages to 
potential customers via social 
networks, rather than by 
conventional advertising
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Social medium 7: podcasting
In Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film, 2001: A Space Odyssey, the main 
spacecraft has  several small pods or spacecraft attached to it so that 
astronauts can make small journeys away from the mother ship. The 
mother ship is controlled by a computer called HAL, who decides to 
kill all on-board. One of the astronauts returns to the ship in a pod 
and says some of the most famous words in film: ‘Open the pod bay 
door, HAL!’ HAL, needless to say, has no intention of doing so.

When Apple computer was about to launch its portable music 
player in 2001, it had no name. A copywriter hired to name it 
immediately thought of a phrase about a pod in the movie 2001: 
A Space Odyssey, and called it the internet pod or iPod (Safko & 
Brake 2009). The iPod’s main use initially was as a music player, 
but some soon began to use it as a device to play back audio 
files of talks, speeches, training seminars, educational lectures, 
share market advice, interviews, school subject  revision, sermons, 
samples of professional musicians’ new songs, playbacks of radio 
programs .  .  . there is a lot of audio content out there, and — perhaps 
surprisingly — people want to listen to it (as the growth in sales 
of audio books — books usually ready by famous actors — attests) 
(Levinson 2009). Some devices can also receive video podcasts. 
Most of it is free, while you need to subscribe to some services. 
Some have the  impression that podcasting requires Apple hardware 
and  software: this is not so. Audio files, usually in MP3 format, can 
be played on non-Apple equipment and  software.

The internet will give you lists of Apple, Windows and Linux software to choose from 
(e.g. buzzmaven) — yes, you will need special software to record, but increasingly these 
are being built into hardware/software combinations, such as Apple’s Garage Band or 
Windows Zune. Some of this software will also help you upload your podcast to the net. 
You will need a microphone and ideas — and a lack of perfectionism when recording (in 
fact, the ‘unprofessionalism’ of some podcasts are what listeners find attractive.) Be aware 
of the size of your audio files — a 30 megabyte file could take more than an hour to 
 download for users of dial-up modems (Safko & Brake 2009).

To give you some inspiration, go to a web browser and type in ‘podcasts’ — you 
will be amazed at how many are out there, from different countries, from  amateur  musicians, 
from professional interviewers on a broadcasting site. Increasingly, car manufacturers 
are making their vehicle dashboards podcast-friendly. As with YouTube,  ‘broadcast yourself’.

Social medium 8: RSS
You may have noticed on an increasing number of sites an orange logo with ‘Get RSS’ or 
similar words. What does it all mean? RSS as an acronym has several translations, such as 
‘rich site summary’ or ‘really simple syndication’. It is the youngest social medium we have 
looked at yet, as it was only launched in 2006 (Safko & Brake 2009).

Why should you care? What’s in it for you? Let’s say you spend quite a lot of time online 
pursuing news, hobbies or other interests, visiting one site at a time (how else?). RSS aggre-
gates or collects sites, blogs, audio, video and photographs and delivers them to your com-
puter in one compact passage. It saves one of your time problems, because you can browse 
a lot of content relevant to one area, but creates another time problem — there are so many 
RSS feeds out there, all covering the most fascinating topics.You need  software to ‘catch’ 
the RSS feeds as they come in (e.g. Google reader, Newsgator, My Yahoo!). This installs 
easily, and will start delivering the aggregated content that you have chosen from websites.

The Apple iPod has received 
widespread acclaim. Initially, 
it was launched as a music 
player, but it is now also 
used as a device to play 
back audio files and video 
podcasts.

MP3 or mpeg3: a digital audio 
format devised by the Moving 
Pictures Expert Group in 1991 
compresses original file size
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That’s content coming in. You can also use RSS to send out content to people who you 
want to see/hear what it is you have to say.

Social media: marketing, 
monetisation and user feedback
Businesses are increasingly making use of social media, sometimes effectively, sometimes not. 
There are many books and websites advising on how to incorporate social media into a busi-
ness’s marketing efforts. Stewart (2010), for example, is full of ideas for businesses, such as:
■■ adding Facebook Widget/plugins to a website or blog
■■ showing a Twitter stream on a website
■■ adding Share/Like/Tweet buttons on products and content on a website
■■ including Facebook/Twitter information on invoices and receipts
■■ incorporating Facebook/Twitter in advertising material.
Not all marketing uses of social media, however, seem upfront and ethical. Sweet (2009) 

notes that the pharmaceutical industries do not have a great record in this regard: Pfizer, for 
example, sends questionnaires out to doctors regarding medical products, with a  provision 
to rank postings that may be used to shape future company marketing efforts. Sermo hosts 
a site where doctors can anonymously chat about products. On its own, the website would 
not generate revenue. However, Sermo subsequently makes this data  available to hedge 
funds that can then use it to predict future patterns.

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, entrepreneurs are trying to figure out how to ‘monetise’ 
their online product; that is, how to make money out of it. This is a difficult task. The question 
abides: How do you make a buck out of Web 2.0? This dilemma can best be explained using an 
‘old world’ media example. Why would I pay for a newspaper when I could go to that news-
paper’s website and get much (but not all) of the content of the print version for nothing, let 
alone go to Google and probably get the lot? Google, Yahoo and other search engines are now 
known as news aggregators. Their search mechanisms locate most content and publish it free.

A bold (some would say desperate) move has been taken by News International, headed 
by Rupert Murdoch and James Murdoch, to head off the aggregators by creating a two-
class system for their print media (e.g. The Times, The Sunday Times and News of the 
World). They have created pay walls on their online versions, putting premium content in 
a restricted zone that consumers need to pay for. All links to aggregators have been cut. 
The idea has had its critics and supporters, but as one entertainment publicist complained, 
how could he get his UK clients to consent to interviews that might only be read by a 
minority of people, given that the whole purpose of publicity is to promote something — 
for example, a film, a record or a book (Wolff, 2010). And if that logic applies to enter-
tainers, then it applies to advertisers and anyone else who would pay money to appear in 
a  newspaper.

Even though the internet is vast, as we have seen, the fortunes of those who use it can 
vary dramatically. Social media is about user-generated content. This means that the old 
media acted as gatekeepers (Shoemaker & Vos 2009), or editorial controllers of content, 
and that therefore we were dependent on them — as consumers — for truth in news and 
quality and variety in entertainment. Social media holds out the prospect of us becoming 
producers as well as consumers, but the rules are still not clear.

The changes proposed at Wikipedia over editorial control touch upon this, and the split 
between Wikipedia and Citizendium touch upon the reliability of what we find on the net: 
can we believe it? The debate about monetisation continues: will we pay for what we for-
merly have had for free? That’s us speaking as consumers. But if we speak as producers, 
we might say ‘why shouldn’t they pay? I’ve worked hard for this, and I can plough the 
money back in to give them a better product anyway.’

Aggregator: a search engine 
that collects news from 
multiple sources, both print 
and online, and makes it 
available for free
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Masum and Yang have proposed that credibility at least is being approached in non-
traditional ways, building trust and reputation in those who want to look, to quote, and 
perhaps to buy:

The process of filtering information to distill a smaller yet more refined set of usable, verified, 
trustworthy judgements is not easy. But it is doable. And it is both more feasible and more 
necessary now than ever before, due to information proliferation, technological advances, and 
pressing socio–economic problems. Indeed, we already see many types of reputation systems 
emerging, especially online.

Masum & Yang 2004

The authors argue that Amazon has grown to be a ‘juggernaut’ that offers a ‘gold mine’ of 
tips that consumers may find useful. They highlight that reputation is at the heart of eBay’s 
auction system — a factor that has surely influenced the success of the shopping web-
site. Masum and Yang (2004) also discuss how BizRate and ePinions have taken a creative 
approach to establishing credibility: these sites provide business ratings, and, like eBay, rely 
heavily on consumer feedback as a means of influencing future purchasing decisions.

Krieger (2008) surveyed samples of users of social media — Facebook, Twitter, Wikipedia 
and Google (although the Google remarks may be more suitable to Facebook/MySpace’s 
Google competitor, Google Wave). Tables 21.5, 21.6, 21.7 and 21.8 show what they have 
to say. Some you may find surprising (in ethical terms, at least). How much do you agree/
disagree with the opinions expressed?

 TABLE 21.5  Public opinion on Facebook

WORK I was looking for the contact details of a consultant. A Google search resulted in finding her French 
tax number on Facebook. With the tax number I was able to go to the appropriate government site and 
come up with her contact details.

I first saw and used Facebook for work! Yes, we were asked to sign up for Facebook and check out 
what this social networking deal was all about. Then we got to spend several days at work checking 
out all the different apps and games available, to get ideas for writing our own app to advertise for the 
company we work for. I actually got paid to play around for several days on the internet.

(RE:) FINDING PEOPLE It was actually through Facebook that I found a sister that I never knew. My parents had given her up 
for adoption when she was born because they were not yet married and (had) no means of caring for 
her. I searched and searched for her, but it wasn’t until I discovered Facebook that I discovered her :)

KEEPING TABS ON EXES, 
DAUGHTERS

I use it to spy on my 13 year old daughter and see that she is not doing anything bad.

I use Facebook to spy on my fiancé. I sometimes make fake profiles and add him to see if he is 
cheating on me.

STAYING IN TOUCH I’ve used it to reconnect with old classmates that I haven’t seen in years.

I’m coming up on my ten-year high school class reunion. Our class president decided to send out all 
of the details on Facebook, so everyone who wants to go the reunion and actually know the times and 
dates of the events has to sign up for a Facebook account. I currently have no other use for it. I think 
she just wanted to use it to brag about her advanced chemistry degree.

GETTING SMARTER AND 
TEACHING

I’m a young faculty member at a university. I use Facebook to keep up with my friends and colleagues — 
and to get important information out to my classes! When there is an announcement that people need 
to see quickly, I’ll write a Facebook note and tag all of the members of the class concerned. That way, 
everyone who needs to know gets notified as soon as they check Facebook — usually much faster than 
email!!! I also used MySpace (I don’t even have a profile there myself) to gather evidence on my cheating 
husband. He set the profile to ‘private’, but it didn’t occur to him that many of his friends would not approve 
of his behaviour. One of his friends gave me access to all of the information!

DATING + NEW 
FRIENDSHIPS

I have had a renewed communication with my daughter using Facebook. She is 26 and I am 50, so 
this is really wonderful! Every couple of days we chat through Facebook, and we can see significant 
details of each other’s lives. This is very helpful, since we live 2000 miles apart.
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Now, consider the views expressed regarding the social medium of Twitter.
 TABLE 21.6  Public opinion on Twitter

NARROWCASTING I live-blogged via Twitter during the birth of my son! It gave family and friends moment-by-moment 
updates and delivery without having to deal with multiple telephone calls.

I let my friends know I was arrested and needed bail money. Better than the one phone allowed me.

Several of our friends who live far away use Twitter, and my partner and I tweeted our wedding vows 
to one another so our friends who were unable to attend could still share our experiences virtually.

WORK I’m a member of DynamIT Technologies LLC, a Columbus Ohio based web engineering group and 
development group. We recently sponsored Startup Weekend Columbus. I’ve been ‘following’ some 
of the reporters at NBC4 on Twitter for the last few months. One day, they ‘tweeted’, saying they were 
looking for a great story for the news. Long story short? We spoke at 5 PM on Twitter, by 6 PM the 
news truck was here, and we were on the 11 PM news talking about our company and the event. The 
power of Twitter!

If only my work would allow me to use Twitter in the way I want to use it. I would like to use Twitter as 
a daily way to let people know the daily status of swimming beaches in my state. I would like to daily 
update a feed to tell people where to go or not to go.

NEWS DISSEMINATION Letting my friends know when an impromptu concert happened. People were there in 15 minutes.

ALTRUISM I created an account where I did not connect with my friends or make business contacts but only to 
send out positive, happy, comforting messages to strangers to give them a smile or feel someone was 
thinking of them.

CHECKING ON OTHERS I found out my sister-in-law was using Twitter. I was curious what she was writing about and 
although she mentioned just about every minor detail of her boring life on the site, she made no 
mention whatsoever of attending an evening recently with my husband and I. I figured we were low 
on her list, but there’s the proof.

OTHER CULTURES I’ve used various messaging services, and my favourite thing to do with them is to talk to people 
in different countries. I use the social network site italki.com to make new friends, and instead of 
communicating with just people I know, I enjoy making friends from all over the world. I have talked to 
people from Morocco, Hungary, Mexico, India and Puerto Rico. It is great to learn different cultures 
and languages.

MISCHIEF, MISINFORMATION 
AND ENTERTAINMENT

I have used Twitter to give away codes for use on Microsoft’s XBox Live Marketplace.

Now, consider the views expressed regarding the popular search engine Google.

 TABLE 21.7  Public opinion on Google

LOOKING UP INFORMATION I use Google mostly to search about ANYTHING, and it’s really effective. My 8 and 5 year old sons 
use Google Earth to explore and learn about the world. They think it’s really cool. Sometimes I’ll use 
Google Earth to check out the houses and neighbourhoods of friends, relatives or people I’m just 
interested in.

SEARCH OURSELVES Out of curiosity I Googled myself only to find that there was about 100 items with my name/email that 
came up. Not only did I find stuff that was legit, there was someone who had stolen my identity and 
was using my name online. Suffice it to say, not only was it stupid of him, but he was easily tracked 
down and apprehended.

PREVENTING FRAUDS AND 
SCAMS

It’s amazing to students that I have access to the very same internet that they do! They copy and 
paste entire pages or articles into their papers and then pretend that they wrote them on their own. 
And this is AFTER I have told them not to do this because they cannot outsmart me!

Type in phone numbers of annoying telemarketers and find out who they are.

5_60_66172_com21st3e_Ch21.indd   720 6/15/11   7:18 PM

Not fo
r d

ist
rib

utio
n.



Chapter 21  Social media 721

EXES, INFIDELITY AND 
SIGNIFICANT OTHERS

I use Google to spy on my ex-girlfriends and see if their name pops up on anything.

I’ve used Google to do detective work. To find information out about the girl my boyfriend cheated on 
me with. It was very helpful, as to I found her address and phone numbers listed.

FINDING LONG LOST PEOPLE I used Google to find my mother whom I have not seen in 15 years. The search was easy and quick.

MEDICAL To learn how to pierce my own belly button or someone else’s!

AS A FRIEND OR 
CO-CONSPIRATOR

I’ve used GoogleMaps to see if my boyfriend is home or not to surprise him without him knowing I 
was coming over.

WORK I use it to find out about everything. I even used multiple companies to determine which job would 
best fit for me.

AS PART OF A 
CONVERSATION

My boyfriend and I use Google to solve arguments we have just about everything. One time in 
particular we couldn’t agree over which light in the sky was Mars and which was a star.  .  .so we 
Googled it and of course it came out that I was right.

SEARCHING OTHERS I use Google to find out things about people I work with. One of our managers is actually on the 
sexual offenders registry. So naturally I emailed it to everybody from his computer.

Whenever I plan a meeting with a new business networking contact, I always Google them. That’s 
pretty standard, but I look for more than the standard material (bio, resume, checking for anything 
embarrassing. I look for the person’s hobbies or special interests whenever possible. I’ll make a 
mental note about something in the person’s life that aligns with my own interests or is especially 
intriguing. Although I don’t say ‘I Googled you’ when meeting the new contact over lunch, I find ways 
to work any shared interests into the conversation — as a way of establishing rapport and standing 
out from other people in the business world.

Now, consider the views expressed regarding the social medium of Wikipedia.

 TABLE 21.8  Public opinion on Wikipedia

EDUCATION Wikipedia is like the god of dictionaries. I’ve used it on 98 per cent of my homework and projects; it 
really is a good way to get answers. Universities are starting to ban Wikipedia, luckily they haven’t 
got here yet.

Instead of circulating his essays by email for the rest of the class to read, a friend of mine put it up on 
Wikipedia and we tracked how it was edited.

LANGUAGE + WORDS I often use Wikipedia in conjunction with the thesaurus features of Word. Given the limitations of the 
thesaurus, I find I can grasp a better understanding and make my writing and communications more 
succinct by using both features.

RESOLVING DISPUTES At work, whenever someone has a general question about something, or there’s a disagreement, the 
running joke is to ‘Wiki it!’ That means, one of us goes to Wikipedia to figure out the answer.

SOURCES I use Wikipedia not so much for the information but as a way to find the original sources.

I am a freelance writer. I use Wikipedia not just as a reference but also for the links it provides to 
other web pages that I am not overly familiar with. I also use this to debunk erroneous information on 
Wikipedia as well. I have found that there is a lot of info on there that is not accurate.

SEARCHING FOR ONESELF/ 
FOR OTHERS

I used Wikipedia to see the historical events that happen on my birthdate. I also used to track my 
family tree which was not available anywhere else but surprisingly was there on Wikipedia.

MISCHIEF, MISINFORMATION 
AND ENTERTAINMENT

Yes. I bet a friend that there was a permanent dock on the moon. I then changed the Wikipedia article 
and added the false statement about a space station being docked on the moon. I then showed him 
the article and he believed me.

I had learned that you could alter or edit Wiki pages so I sent a page link to my husband as a gag. The 
page I made up was one of Lance Armstrong. I listed my husband as a son of one of Lance’s relatives.

(continued)
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 TABLE 21.8  (continued)

GENERAL LEARNINGS I’ve actually used Wikipedia to look up the identities of various inventors. Like the one that 
invented the throw away cell phone. And I’ve also used it to find other inventors/ astronomy 
regions. Somewhere on there is where to find that the Little Dipper is also known as Ursa Minor, 
also what means in Latin (Little Bear). Then it also has a map so that you can find them outside 
at night!

NO-JUDGEMENT 
INFORMATION

To figure out what my nephew is talking about.

I have used Wikipedia to ask questions that I would normally not ask family or friends. Sometimes 
it is something that I probably should have known already by my age. People are usually nice on 
Wikipedia and I can remain anonymous.

Social media: strengths and  
weaknesses
So what’s good and what’s bad in social media? Which of them will survive, perhaps to 
earn billions? Which will die — the victims of the boredom of former enthusiasts?

To answer such questions, we need to look at models which integrate a vast range 
of social media, and such models are few given the newness of the social media scene. 
Kaplan and Haeinlein (2010) have bravely attempted this in figure 21.5 (included later in 
this section).

First, some background. In other chapters in this book, we look at the Johari Window, 
which attempts to classify human behaviour into how much information we wish to 
disclose (or not disclose) to others. Related to this concept is that of self-presentation, 
or wishing to present ourselves to the world in a particular way. Kaplan and Haeinlein 
(2010, p. 61) also use the concept of social presence, which partly overlaps with the 
 previous ideas:

Social presence is influenced by the intimacy (interpersonal vs. mediated) and immediacy 
(asynchronous vs. synchronous) of the medium, and can be expected to be lower for medi-
ated (e.g., telephone conversation) than interpersonal (e.g., face-to-face discussion) and for 
asynchronous (e.g., e-mail) than synchronous (e.g., live chat) communications. The higher 
the social presence, the larger the social influence that the communication partners have on 
each other’s behavior. Closely related to the idea of social presence is the concept of media 
richness.

Kaplan and Haenlein’s ideas are illustrated in figure 21.5. This model is, in effect, syn-
thesising personality types with preferences for types of social media.

 FIGURE 21.5  A classification 
model for social media
Source: Kaplan and Haenlein 
(2010, p. 62).
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What’s good?
In spite of the enthusiasm of the most ardent social media advocates, it seems unlikely 
that old media is going to go away. Nevertheless, social media has achieved much, and 
promises more:
■■ It has given people a chance to have more control over their lives.
■■ It has given them opportunities to express themselves and report on the world that was 
unthinkable until quite recently.

■■ It has led to a proliferation of points of view and fact that was denied us before.
■■ It has made people more confident in the use of technology.
■■ Despite the warnings that social media may lead to more isolation, in fact some media 
messages are ‘let’s meet up’ messages — social contact may increase, not decrease.
Following on from this, social media may help individuals lacking in confidence in 

social situations to launch out, meeting friends and contacts:
■■ It enhances phatic communication (Miller 2008).
■■ It reinforces group solidarity in a manner similar to primates grooming each other 
 Zeynepi (2008).

■■ It enhances homophily between like-minded individuals (Thelwall 2009).
■■ It has helped overcome the ‘tyranny of distance’ in communication; for example, family 
members thousands of kilometres away from each other.

■■ It can help communication among democratic forces in authoritarian countries in the 
same way that illegal samizdat publications (typed, printed and photocopied pamphlets 
and books) helped break up the Soviet Union (Srebeny & Khiabany 2010; Kulikova & 
Perlmutter 2007).

What’s bad?
The security of new media cannot be guaranteed. Hacking and phishing are becoming more 
common (Mills 2009; Schachtman 2009; Fogel & Nehmad 2009; George 2006; Luscombe 

2009; Heffernan 2009; McDowell 2009; 
Zhao & Rosson 2009). Wireless or  wi-fi 
transmission of signals can be tapped 
into, raising a range of security concerns. 
Security settings on some media appear 
to be not as powerful as those on other 
software, and many people do not even 
apply them. Some insurance companies 
are now charging higher premiums for 
users of social media because of the risk 
that criminals will have hacked into their 
 systems and know when the users will be 
away (Marceau 2009).

Related to this is the tendency of some 
users of social media to disclose personal 
 information — sometimes more than they 
would in face to face encounters (George 
2006; Moreno et al. 2009; De Souza & 

Dick 2009). This can create unforeseen issues for the user. For example, employers are 
increasingly checking social media websites as well as resumes to see if they can glean 
further information about a candidate for hiring; thus, your resume and your appearance 
may be excellent and professional, but digital photos on your or someone else’s social 
medium looking less than excellent and professional may lead to your not getting the job. 

Phatic: a type of 
communication that is neither 
informational nor dialogic, 
which reinforces social bonds 
by the sharing of feelings 
and establishing a mood of 
sociability
Homophily: the tendency for 
friendships and many other 
interpersonal relationships to 
occur between similar people
Samizdat: Russian term 
for illegal self-publications 
created on basic technology 
that produced literature whose 
messages helped break up the 
Soviet Union
Hacking: the activity of 
illegally breaking into other 
people’s computers and 
electronic equipment
Phishing: the activity of 
sending out fake, but realistic-
looking, messages from 
trustworthy sources, asking 
for the receiver’s details 
(passwords, user names) 
in order to steal from that 
receiver
Wi-fi: a term back-formed 
from hi-fi, or high fidelity audio; 
wireless transmission of the 
internet and other signals

Australian swimmer 
Stephanie Rice is one of 
several popular identities 
to have made the mistake 
of publishing a careless 
message on a social 
media site.
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In 2009, 45 per cent of employers were doing this (Grasz 2009). On a related note, with 
employers checking websites (and for that matter, people fearful for their jobs and working 
on weekends, not to mention the ability of mobile phones to be used for business purposes 
in ‘leisure’ time), social media may be breaking down the walls between our personal and 
professional lives. This is not necessarily a good thing.

Following from this, it is wise to keep in mind that ‘the internet is forever’. Just as surely 
as most of the material you have deleted on your computer can be recovered, all material 
you put out on the net is exceptionally difficult — some say  impossible — to get rid of. 
Social media provides ample opportunities for user indiscretion. Many people (including 
famous sportspeople), seem prone with social media to what was called ‘flaming’ on email; 
that is, saying the best things they will ever live to regret. Swimmer Stephanie Rice  
(@ItsStephRice), for instance, was publicly castigated and stripped of her Jaguar spon-
sorship for posting a highly derogatory tweet about South African rugby union players. 
She posted the tweet immediately after the Wallabies had won a Test Match in which her 
boyfriend had been playing. The comment was subsequently plastered all over the media, 
with Rice apologising — and wiping away tears — via a press conference several days 
later. In the United States, basketball and football players are now banned from tweeting 
immediately before and after games. A ‘cooling off’ solution has been adopted after several 
embarrassing social media ‘incidents’ (Jackson 2010).

Social media may, in fact, be anti-social media if users become more attached to virtual 
reality rather than reality itself: as Greenfield (2008, p. 147) observes, speaking of sex and love:

Perhaps it would not be too extreme to imagine a time, not so far off, when the whole idea of 
messy, face-to-face interaction, with its pheromones, body language, immediacy and above all 
unpredictability, may have become an unpalatable alternative to a remote, online and sanitized 
and far more onanistic cyber-persona and life.

The use of social media may also be leading to shorter attention spans (Greenfield 2008; 
Bauerlein 2008) and a decline in academic performance: an America Online (AOL) page 
of celebrity photos has the subtitle ‘Because it’s better than homework’ (Gaudin 2009b; 
Bauerlein 2008, p. 133). This may be related to the concept of multitasking, or doing more 
than one thing at once. Many social media users will use social and traditional media at 
the same time. Unfortunately, the evidence we have is that multitasking does not work, 
and in fact produces inferior performance (see online chapter 5 ‘How to write’).

In addition, the user-generated nature of social media may mean a narrowing of experi-
ence and a lack of exposure to alternative points of view, leading to a narcissistic ‘Daily 
Me’. As Bauerlein (2008, pp. 137–8) notes:

A 16-year-old panellist at the 2006 Online News Association convention summed it up per-
fectly. When a journalist in the audience asked if sticking solely to RSS feeds made her miss 
‘the broader picture,’ she snapped, ‘I’m not trying to get a broader picture. I’m trying to get 
what I want.’

This may be a case of over-homophily. Toffler (1981) predicted this demassification of 
media, whereby a world that consumed a few large, general format magazines and elec-
tronic media now found itself flooded with hundreds, if not thousands, of magazines, 
 television channels and radio stations.

While working on social media can be satisfying, it also takes up a fair amount of time, 
and some people get bored with it, thinking of the prospect of maintaining it for months? 
Years? Decades?

Following from this, we need to exercise caution about just how many people are using 
Web 1.0 or Web 2.0 (and eventually Web 3.0, whatever shape that is). Data collection 
methods in this area are still fairly primitive, and some social media have a vested interest 

Demassification: the process 
of transforming a few 
traditional outlets into many 
nontraditional ones
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in blowing up their figures. Remember the words attributed to writer Mark Twain about 
‘lies, damned lies and statistics’. In spite of the user-friendliness of the technology of social 
media, many are still daunted by it, and may never try it.

Social media is also not necessarily intrinsically democratic: terrorist groups and hate 
groups use blogs and other media to send messages to the world (Mandari 2009;  Parsons 
2009). In addition, bullying — sometimes known as cyber bullying — can occur on social 
networking sites (e.g. insulting comments left, unflattering digital photos uploaded, 
insulting text messages), and this has emerged as a significant issue in the contemporary 
environment for school children.

Keen (2008), in his book The cult of the amateur: how blogs, MySpace, YouTube and the 
rest of today’s user-generated media are destroying our economy, our culture and our values, 
wages a major attack on social media — not to mention other practices like  downloading 
film and music piracy. He argues that intellectual property laws are routinely flouted by 
users who are really just plagiarisers, and amateurs to boot. In a way, his critique is similar 
to that of those trying to monetise content on the web: if everything can be stolen, why pay? 
In a reality TV environment of cheap (and, at times, manipulative, humiliating and disingen-
uous) programs, why bother with quality? As the North American artist Andy Warhol once 
said, ‘In the future, everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes’. The minute count may vary, 
but his cynical view of modern culture is obvious, especially when related to social media.

Although the larger part of scientific research so far supports the safety of social media 
and its tools (mobile phone technology and the supporting phone tower infrastructure, 
and wireless support for mobile computing), there are some worrying doubts: Lakehead 
University in Canada has banned wi-fi networking for its computer systems. President Fred 
Gilbert, a zoologist and environmentalist, states the policy thus:

The scientific evidence continues to mount showing long-term exposure to wireless com-
munications technologies affects human health. Health providers and even the World Health 
Organization are suggesting cause–effect relationships that minimally require the use of the 
precautionary principle and the lowering of standard values for exposure.

Researchers in the field have passed the Catania Resolution (2002), the Benevento Resolution 
(2004) and most recently the Venice Resolution (2008). The latest resolution attests to ‘elec-
trosensitivity, blood brain barrier changes, learning and behavioral effects, changes in anti-
oxidant enzyme activities [and] DNA damage’ as consequences of exposure to non-ionizing 
electromagnetic fields at intensities below where thermal effects occur. Long term use and/or 
exposure consequences include cancer. Users of social media should be aware of these facts

Gilbert 2009

In 2009, France banned the use of mobile phones in primary schools (Bremner 2009). 
Kapdi, Hoskote and Joshi (2008) have discovered a decline in sperm counts and mobility 
in even light mobile phone users, and rats subjected to radiation from mobile phones were 
found to have damaged DNA and low sperm count, leading to infertility and reduction in 
testis size. The researchers also noted the exposure to electromagnetic frequencies may also 
alter DNA, which would make it possible for transmission of genetic diseases to the off-
spring (see also Khuranam et al, 2008; Sage and Carpenter, 2009; Davis, 2010).

These moves fly in the face of large-scale marketing campaigns by telecommunications 
and equipment manufacturers, but the brutal truth may be that there is a dark side to social 
media — they may make us ill, and may in some cases kill us. The tools — wi-fi computers, 
mobile phones with new models that have different features apparently every few months, 
handheld devices and even cordless phones — are beautiful examples of industrial design, 
but they may potentially harm us in spite of that. It may well be that much of our own 
self-image — of being cool, of being techno-savvy — is part of the problem: we may be 
reluctant to give them up or cut back on them, despite whatever research turns up in the 
next few years. Clearly, we need some definitive answers here.

Cyber bullying: bullying a 
person by using technology 
to convey aggressive and 
demeaning messages
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And so we come to the end of our exploration of social media. For some, it is an 
exciting transformation in the way we live and will live in the future, while for others it is 
a non-event, having no impact on their lives at all. Whatever our views, we will probably 
see interesting hybrids of old media and new media in the next few years (perhaps the 
most poignant/bizarre of which might be printers advertising to reproduce all your blogs 
or tweets in colour in a bound volume — as a book). This may give us information nirvana, 
or information overload. Whatever happens, it will be an interesting journey.

5_60_66172_com21st3e_Ch21.indd   726 6/15/11   7:18 PM

Not fo
r d

ist
rib

utio
n.



Chapter 21  Social media 727

SUMMARY
We have examined the differences between so-called old (or traditional) and new (or social) 
media. We have then considered eight social media: Blogs, Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, 
wikis and Wikipedia, YouTube, podcasting and RSS. We have seen opinions pro and con 
social media, and we have seen the views of users of four social media. We have con-
sidered the questions of gatekeepers, monetisation, trust and reputation. Finally, we have 
considered the pros and cons of social media.

KEY  TERMS

aggregator, p. 718 hedonic p. 707 phishing p. 723
avatar p. 710 homophily p. 723 samizdat p. 723
blog p. 708 MP3 or mpeg3 p. 717 tweet p. 710
citizen journalism p. 710 mashup p. 707 viral marketing p. 716
cyber bullying p. 725 monetise p. 707 Web 2.0 p. 704
demassification p. 724 phatic p. 723 wi-fi p. 723
hacking p. 723

REV IEW QUEST IONS
1. Explain at least three differences between old and social media.
2. Summarise at least three pro and three con opinions on social media.
3. How many people have tried blogging but abandoned it?
4. What is ‘citizen journalism’?
5. What are the chief problems experienced by online encyclopaedias?
6. ‘Most users of social media tend to be teenagers.’ Is this true?
7. What does the term RSS mean, and what function does it perform?
8. Summarise at least three strengths and weaknesses of social media.

APPL I ED  ACT IV I T I ES
1. Go to the internet sites of Slashdot, Digg, Wired, Bebo and Reddit. Speculate on what 

audiences they are aimed at. Are some or all of the audiences the same? Comment on 
the design of the sites and the values they project.

2. Go to the networking sites Boardex and LinkedIn. What similarities and differences do 
they have to more general sites like MySpace and Facebook?

3. Work with a partner on this. You will need a fair amount of paper and pens. Restricting 
yourself to 140 characters, conduct a conversation in writing, with each of you writing 
at least three messages. Discuss your conversation with your partner afterwards. What 
does it say about communication processes generally, and what does it say about 
Twitter as a communication medium?

4. Consider what you have learned, and review it in light of Priestley’s Paradox 
(see chapter 1). (‘The more we elaborate our means of communication, the less we 
actually communicate.’) What is your view?

5. Revisiting chapter 1 again, if you found out that a technology or technologies 
presented a threat to your health, would you
■■ avoid using it/them
■■ reduce your use of it/them
■■ continue using it/them at the level you have been using them at
■■ increase your level of the use of it/them?

STUDENT STUDY GUIDE
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WHAT  WOULD  YOU  DO?
You are about to graduate from university and have just sent applications for several 
 positions that you have found online that match your qualifications and interests. You are 
looking forward to embarking on the first stages of your professional career. However, at 
a family barbecue, your uncle tells a story about a Google search that his company recently 

did on a prospective employee. The search revealed 
‘more than they cared to know’ about an applicant that 
they had interviewed. The end result was that his com-
pany didn’t hire the (otherwise suitable) applicant, and 
gave the position to a candidate who was their (initial) 
second choice.

You are mildly concerned about some of your social 
media use over the past few years. That night, when 
you arrive home, you do a Google search on your own 
name. As expected, a plethora of social media links are 
revealed (such as blogs, YouTube videos, and various 
Facebook and Twitter accounts). Not all of these links 
paint you in the best possible light from a potential 
employer’s perspective.

What would (or can) you do?
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