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    Definition and theoretical aspects
  

   


A social network consists of any group of persons connected between them by different social links, from random knowledge to work and family relationships, to share groups of particular interests, etc.
  At the basis of this definition of social network, there is a simple mathematical concept, the Dunbar’s number, or rule of 150. It affirms that the dimensions of a real social network are limited to about 150 members, a number that has been carefully calculated by sociologic researches on the basis of the maximum dimension of a village and is theorized by the evolutionary psychology as a kind of superior (or highest) limit to the average ability of human beings to recognize some members and to keep in mind the emotional events of all the members of a group. It deals more generally with the maximum number of individuals with which a person can have a stable relationship, namely to know and to recognize the identity and the capability or the way of each person to interact with the others.
  All of this leads to a quite complex sociologic and anthropological dimension. The research carried out within different disciplinary approach highlighted how social networks work at more levels (from families to national communities) and play a leading role in the determination of the resolution modes of problems and the management systems of organizations, as well as the possibilities of the single individuals to reach their goals.
  In the last years, the diffusion of the Web and the term social network created some ambiguities of meaning. In fact, the social network is firstly a physical network. It can be composed of:
  
  	a community of workers who meet after the work in clubs and share strictly problems related to work and or to the protection of labour law;

  	a communities of sportsmen who meet to practice sport or to follow their own team;

  	a religious community, set up in brotherhoods, church meetings or any other place of worship.


  Until the coming of media, the characteristics of social networks were bound to spatial and temporal limits overcome with social networks on the Web. The space that before separated “me” from “my childhood friend moved to…” has been now replaced by cyberspace that enables to maintain contacts also at much larger physical distances.
  So, we assist to a real strengthening of the social experience. Thus, the social networking becomes the meeting point of various trends: the use of the new media as supporting instrument of his own social network (organization and extension), expression instrument of his own social identity (description and definition) and instrument of identity analysis of the other members of the network (exploration and confrontation).
  The evolution of the Web represents a cultural revolution that proposes a new way of communicating, socializing and creating that qualifies the creativity, the sharing of information and, above all, the collaboration between users. A society where the main means of communication were those of mass and unidirectional has been replaced by a society where the information exchange occurs between users, many-to-many, thanks to the logics of the participative web; there was an era when the brand was the protagonist, now the single subject is the protagonist. 
  The so called web communities or social networks on the Web are one of the more evolved communication forms in Internet. The network of social relationships that each one of us has everyday can be enriched with new contacts. Social media became by now an integral part of modern society, and there are social networks that have a greater users’ base than the population of many countries. There are websites of virtual niche for any type of interest. There are websites that enable to share photos, videos, updates and others that enable to know new people and to find old friends. It seems that there is a social solution for any type of need.
  The Internet version of social networks (social media) is surely one of the more evolved communication forms on the Web, as well as an attempt to violate the rule of the 150. Social media represent a change of the way how people learns, reads and shares information, data and contents. There is in them a mixture of sociology and technology that turns the monologue (from one to many) into dialogue (from many to many) and there is a democratization of information that turns the subjects from simple users of contents to real editors. The main reason of the popularity of social media consists in helping people to connect and to interact with the online world of Internet, thus to establish relationships of any type, personal or for work.
  A social network is characterized by three elements:


  	The presence of a virtual space where the user can build and show a profile that must be accessible, at least in a partial form, to all the other users.

  	The possibility to create a list of other users (network) with which it is possible to come into contact and to communicate.

  	The possibility to analyze the characteristics of his own network and its connections. 
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                Social networks represent an instrument of social innovation of great impact for citizens and they are certainly extraordinary instruments of social innovation with which a growing number of persons exchanges opinions and information.
  Our way to communicate changed in relation to the influence of the new media and brings positive and negative aspects of various nature and intensity.
   



  
    Positive aspects
  

   



  
    Empowerment
  

   

  The word empowerment derives from the verb to empower that means “to favour the acquisition of power, to make able of”. The concept of empowerment is meant as an objective to reach through help-help forms that aware and exploit the contribution of the subject and different forms of social support that recognize the value of solidarity and the importance of the environmental interactions.
  Social networks give the opportunity to create “possible self”. If this possibility is suitably used, it can activate a self empowerment process characterized by three phases:
  
  	Emergence and clarification of a new intention: the subject is in front of a new need;

  	Construction of a new positive possibility: the subject manages to imagine the realization of the initial intention as characterized by positive results;

  	Transformation from conceivability to possibility: the subject concretely experiments the thought intention.


  One of the main problems in real life linked to the self empowerment possibilities is that the subject can radically change only with a high effort, while thanks to the use of social networks he can choose new ways of being experimenting new identities and roles, with the reassurance that nothing happens in front of a failure. In fact, social psychology underlines the importance to acquire the capability to manage several roles in the subject’s development; social networks help us to decide how to introduce ourselves and, therefore, they represent an ideal instrument to tell oneself, deciding which roles and events to introduce. This enables to have a central role in the definition of his own social identity.
  So, it can be said that the social network represents the perfect environment of empowerment that enables to enlarge our possibilities making pay a limited cost for unsuccessful experimentations.
   



  
    Enlargement of the social network
  

   


Until the coming of media, the structure of social networks and the social identity were limited by spatial and temporal bonds: it is possible to see and to know new people who can be physically met. The evolution of the new media allowed to change this situation increasing the possibility to experiment new virtual experiences.
  Thanks to social networks, it is possible:
  
  	to make new acquaintances;

  	to maintain the contacts with far people;

  	to renew the past relationships.


  So, social networks mature the concept of virtual community introduced with the rise of Internet.
   



  
    Emotional relationships
  

   


The growing number of users of social networks leads always more people to assess the possibility to create emotional ties.
  In this virtual world, many people manage to overcome spatial barriers, to reveal more easily their self and to reduce the distances in relationships also favouring an intimate opening.
   



  
    The groups of interest
  

   


The social network can become a collaboration network characterized by members with shared motivations who guide the action of the group’s users. So, the social network turns into a creative group able to produce and make go about new concepts and ideas, facilitating the achievement of a common goal.
  In this connection, Rheingold defines “smart mobs” the groups of subjects who use the opportunities provided by the new media. Thus, joint relations are favoured, useful to the enrichment of knowledge and information and to the sharing of common interests creating a sense of belonging.
   



  
    Social networks and advertising
  

   


It has been underlined how the social network is changing the consumer’s role: from passive consumer of information (viewer), he is gradually turning himself into an author who creates and changes existing contents according to his needs and into a commentator who discusses of products and shares his reflections with the other users.
  From a research of Riva and Mardegan, it is remarked that the fusion between the consumer’s active role and the relational potentials of social networks change the advertising logics since it makes less effective the persuasion power of the advertising message.
  An example of practical application of the advertisement inserted in the social networks can be found in “Self-Serve”, the new advertising platform for the social networks that help advertisers to create advertising messages able to bring visitors on its pages.
  This platform is easy to use. In fact, his own advertising business can be autonomously managed creating the message, choosing a budget to devote to the campaign and deciding the exhibition times. Furthermore, the target can be divided by sex, age, geographic place and specific interests (cars, books, fashion, health and welfare, movies, music, sport, television and videogames). The cost of any campaign is exclusively based on the real clicks generated.
  These social advertising sites are increasing and try to compete with colossus like Google and Yahoo.
   



  
    Negative aspects
  

   


In addition to the positive and socializing aspects of social networks mentioned above, there are others that, on the contrary, include some risks.
   



  
    The dysfunctional behaviours
  

   


The dysfunctional behaviours are not immediately visible. They can be:
  
  	the change of identity: risk of running into fictitious identities and fakes;

  	aggressive behaviours: stalking (use of the social network to persecute a subject) and troll (paradoxical or provocative use of social networks with the aim of arousing indignation and attracting the attention);

  	violation or manipulation of information, that includes phenomena like hacking (attempts to enter others’ profiles), spyware (virus creation), phishing (to obtain the access to personal information);

  	information abuse and distribution: like, for example, the spanning (exchange of commercial programs or songs and movies protected by copyright and the sending of undesired messages often of commercial type).


   



  
    The end of privacy
  

   


A privacy at 100% is not always guaranteed. So, possible information and/or values introduced can be potentially read by others also in case of quite strict privacy settings, and if this is difficult on Facebook, it becomes very likely on less configurable sites that base their same existence on the social of their “chirpings”, like Twitter.
   



  
    The information overload
  

   


Although the information found through social networks can turn out to be useful, they require a considerable management capability by the user.
  Schenk describes the information overload, typical of the new media, like «smog of data». Like this author underlines, once a certain level is overcome, information doesn’t contribute anymore to improve the quality of life but makes it worse, forcing the subject to analyze the information to find relevant data.
  From a psychological point of view, the principal consequences of information overload are:










OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The soctal networks: an miroduction













