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      “The Everything® Guide to Social Media is an exceptionally well written and comprehensive guide to the social media space. I loved the engaging way it was written. It will help everyone — even experts — to know about new tools and websites out there. The book should be required reading in schools of education and for teachers everywhere, so they can easily use social media to enhance learning.”

      — Esther Wojcicki, Chair of the Board, Creative Commons

      “Even the newest of newbies will benefit from this gentle yet enthusiastic introduction to the wide world of social media. John K. Waters explains that if you can run a web browser you can blog, twitter, use Facebook, post to MySpace, join LinkedIn, publish pictures, share videos, and even create an avatar in a virtual world.”

      — Dr. Gary McGraw, author of Exploiting Online Games and CTO, Cigital

      “An approachable and comprehensive look at the social media services and tools that can be used by savvy individuals and businesses for fun and profit.”

      — Michael Coté, IT industry analyst, RedMonk

      “John K. Waters has a remarkable ability to make what can be a dry, thick, plodding topic into an engaging, compelling, informative, and altogether enjoyable reading experience. He's done it again here.”

      — Jeff Weinstock, Executive Editor, The Technology Horizons in Education Journal

      “Unless you've been asleep for the last five years, you know that social media has changed the landscape of the Internet. If you don't know where you're going or how to get there, this book will surely provide a foundation to help you get started.”

      — Ronald Schmelzer, Founder, ZapThink

      “John's years of experience covering the software industry results in a book that accurately separates hype from reality and distills the essence of social media into a useful reference for digital newcomers and veteran developers alike.”

      — Jeffrey S. Hammond, IT industry analyst, Forrester Research

      “The Everything® Guide to Social Media is the most complete, comprehensive, and easy to read book on the contemporary subject of social media. It provides a broad understanding of the concept, history, technology, and business aspects of all emerging social media systems and services. I strongly recommend it to be read by all IT administrators, technology enthusiasts, and students studying various aspects of new media and information technology.”

      — Ali Jafari, Professor of Information Technology and Director of CyberLab, IUPUI

    

  
    
      

      
        I'd like to dedicate this book to three people, who, in their own unique ways, made me want to write it: To Teresa Derichsweiler, early adopter, gadget lover, Internet trend spotter. It's great to have another addict in the neighborhood. To Larry Cohen, reluctant adopter, mocker of tech trends, devourer of blogs. It's great to have a skeptic there, too. And to Beverly Waters, my mother, whom I'm hoping, sincerely, will read this book and finally get online!
      

    

  
    


THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO SOCIAL MEDIA

Dear Reader,

I've been covering the high-tech beat from Silicon Valley for a variety of terrific trade publications for almost two decades, and I've loved every minute of it. But I haven't had as many opportunities to write for a main-stream audience as I would have liked. I mean, how many people not working in seriously techie jobs really care about things like the fate of the Java Platform now that Oracle Corporation owns Sun Microsystems, or the government's apparent failure to publish significant research on public key cryptography? Hands?

But it's pretty clear that average, non-techie folks care about social media, which involve many of the technologies that I've been writing about over the years. This stuff isn't rocket science, but it is a tangle of blogs and wikis and social networks and hyperlinks and hashtags and web browsers, all interacting and intermingling on the Internet. And it could use a bit of explaining, not to mention some context.

I've done my best to provide that here. What you have in your hands is a guide for beginners who'd like to participate in social media, but need a few road signs to get started; for veterans who could use a broader map of the social media landscape; and for anyone who feels lost in this unfamiliar territory and just wants to understand what everyone is talking about.

All the best,
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      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

      You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

      We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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      Top 10 Things Everyone Should Know about Social Media

      1. “Social media” and “social networks” are not synonymous terms. Social media is the umbrella term for a range of online content that includes blogs, wikis, photo sharing services, social bookmarking sites, and social networks, such as Facebook and MySpace.

      2. It's important to spend some time thinking about your settings on the social networks to which you belong, and to revisit those options regularly.

      3. It's a good idea to use caution when meeting people on any social network. The safest social networking strategy is this: Network only with people you know in the real world.

      4. A good rule of thumb to follow when you're considering the personal information options of any social network: Start by including things you wouldn't mind telling someone you just met at a party.

      5. The blogosphere is the vast information network made up of the entire world's blogs, along with reader comments and any links or connections.

      6. Tens of millions of people, from average joes to professional journalists and marketing gurus, are blogging every day.

      7. Two issues that should concern you as a blogger are publishing statements that could be false or cause harm to someone's reputation, and violation of intellectual property laws by improperly linking to information, quoting from articles and other blogs, and/or using someone else's creative works.

      8. Twitter is the world's most popular microblog, and its users generate about 600 tweets per second. But it's not the only microblogging service. Tumblr, Plurk, Squeelr, Beeing, Jaiku, and Indenti.ca are other examples.

      9. A tag is a key word attached to a piece of web content, such as an online article, a blog posting, a digital photo, a video clip, or a website. Techies call it metadata, or data about data.

      10. Virtually any crackpot with a bone to pick can badmouth your business online on one of the opinion-sharing sites. As long as it's not libelous, everybody's opinion is welcome. For this reason if for no other, companies can't afford to ignore social media.

    

  
    
      

      
      Foreword

      HUMAN BEINGS CRAVE AND create communities. As a species, we need each other to evolve and survive in this challenging and sometimes unforgiving world. So we eagerly seek each other out, looking for kindred spirits with whom to share knowledge, feelings, dreams, and goals. Together, we grow and thrive.

      Human beings also crave and create tools. Again, it is part of our nature as a species. From the first time a human being picked up a stick and figured out how it might help him knock an apple out of a tree, to the creation of vehicles that can fly us beyond the surface of planet Earth, we've been creating tools that extend our abilities. With tools, we can touch the stars.

      Communities and tools. Our brains are deeply wired for both of them. Which is why things gets really interesting when communities and tools intersect.

      Social media is at the intersection of communities and tools. It gives people the ability to connect with each other across the planet, free from the tyranny of geography. It lets people communicate via the written and spoken word, but also gives them opportunities to go beyond that with the world of photo and video sharing. Finding the news that is important to us can be done by aggregating the shared ideas of people across the world as opposed to tuning in to a single controlled source of information. Mobile technology has replaced the now-antiquated concept of location-dependent communication (“I can be contacted at the office”) with location-independent communication (“I can be reached anywhere”). Even our very concept of identity is evolving, as people explore different facets of their personality in virtual world environments for entertainment and work.

      Traditional mass media has been turned on its head. Social media is giving every human being in modern society the tools to communicate and form communities in ways never seen before. And we face a serious challenge that has nothing to do with the technology of the tools themselves: How can we learn to use social media in ways that improve the human condition and our quality of life? Our information-overloaded world can drive us away from wisdom and into mindless distraction if we are not careful.

      It is my pleasure to provide the Foreword to The Everything® Guide to Social Media. In this book, you'll learn about the amazing variety of social media tools and how different communities are using them in innovative ways. You'll learn about the history of social media, where it started, where it is, and where it could be going in the future. When you're done reading, you'll have a deep understanding of the range of tools and how to best use them. Get ready for a fun ride, too!

      When you put this book down, you'll do so with a sense of wonder at the magic of communities and tools coming together. And you'll have the critical knowledge you need to start exploring how to use social media wisely and thoughtfully, in ways that will ultimately improve your own life and the lives of others.

      John Lester

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      THERE WAS A TIME not that long ago when the World Wide Web was little more than a fancy online magazine stand full of static web pages — things like company profiles, personal home pages, and traditional media sites. Users went there for information that had been published by others. They read it and left. When those users began adding their own content to the web through a type of personal online journal called a “web log,” the change was noted, but not widely appreciated, at least initially. When social networks first appeared, they were largely viewed as a teenage craze, not evidence of a changing web. And the first few wikis just looked like nutty experiments, nothing that would ever become a serious business tool.

      How times change. You don't often hear the word “fad” these days when the discussion turns to blogs, social networks, and wikis, three types of the user-generated web content that we have come to call social media. You're much more likely to hear phrases like “paradigm shift” and “social media onslaught.”

      And an onslaught it is. You can barely pick up a newspaper or magazine, flip to a television show, or tune in to a radio station without bumping into a reference to Facebook, Twitter, or Wikipedia. Every other episode of Law & Order (pick your flavor) seems to include the discovery of a clue on the victim's “MyFace” page. Most national and local TV news programs now end with some version of, “And don't forget to follow us on Twitter.” And there are so many bloggers out there that even traditional media types keep a watchful eye on the blogosphere.

      Yet it's easy to sympathize with the doubters and the reluctant adopters who look at all this blogging and tweeting and “friending” with skepticism. “Facebook Shmacebook,” they say, “I have real friends.” Or “Step outside; the graphics are great.” Snarky maybe, but understandable. There's almost a cultish quality to the social media hype, and enthusiasts can seem like true believers who chugged the Kool Aid.

      What gets lost in the hype is the organic quality of the social media phenomenon. This isn't a techie trend driven by coders and gadget geeks, though they created the basic platforms and are now cranking out software to support and exploit it. And it's not a psuedo trend concocted by corporations to make money, though plenty of companies are now jumping on the social media bandwagon for that very purpose. Instead, social media grew and spread mostly unplanned in the hands of the end users.

      Those end users have changed the web, dramatically and irrevocably. What was once primarily a publication platform is now a highly interactive environment full of user-generated content that trend watchers have dubbed “Web 2.0.” And the end users are filling up this second generation of the web with their own ideas, reflections, and recommendations.

      The result is exciting and compelling — and as confusing as a season of Lost. Seriously! Even the mainstream reporters who cover this stuff get it wrong all the time. What you have in your hands is my attempt to sort it all out and to get the Big Social Media Picture into focus.

      The Everything® Guide to Social Media is a hybrid, a combination overview and how-to, covering just about everything in the social media space, from blogs to social networks, photo-swapping to wikis, review-and-opinion sharing to virtual worlds — and even the recent entries into the “location” category and emerging trends in social media marketing. You'll find some history, some current events, and some nuts and bolts.

      This book gives readers a 50,000-foot view of social media, examining the origins of the phenomenon, and explaining the concept as it's understood today. It also provides examples of the types of social media services you'll find on the web, and describes in broad terms how they work.

      Among the social media explored in this book are: blogs, including micro-blogging services such as Twitter; social networking services, such as Facebook, MySpace, and LinkedIn; photo-sharing services, such as Flickr, Webshots, and Photobucket; video sharing, including a close look at the YouTube phenomenon; social bookmarking, an increasingly popular social media niche; social news, a sub-category of social bookmarking that is also becoming popular; the opinion-sharing phenomenon, exemplified by services such as Yelp and Epinions; wikis, the collaborative websites that allow just about anyone to add content; location sharing, a hot new application of social media; and virtual worlds, which generate a unique type of social media in which “avatars” interact with each other in fully realized virtual environments.

      This book also looks at the white-hot social media marketing phenomenon, and the ways in which companies and individuals are using social media to promote their products and services. And it offers a peek at what might be next in the evolution of the social media phenomenon.

      The truth is, the topic of every chapter in this guide is worth its own book. But The Everything® Guide to Social Media pulls them all together. It gives Web 2.0 newbies a place to start, and it gives the social media savvy a broader navigation tool than they'll find anywhere else.

      If you're new to social media, keep this in mind: This stuff isn't just for techies or sophisticated computer users or the tech-savvy digital natives for whom texting is as natural as breathing. If you've ever surfed the web, you've got just about all the basic skills you'll need to participate.

      And keep this in mind, too: The social media phenomenon isn't a fad. Hundreds of millions of people now belong to social networks and log on every day. Tweets are flying around at the rate of about 600 per second. And blogging has become a real profession. It's clear that social media are here to stay, and they're affecting our lives in ways we're only just beginning to understand. The good news: they're accessible, interesting, useful, and fun.

      Note: The dynamic nature of social media presented a few challenges during the writing of this book. The layouts of the social media websites in particular proved to be lively targets. Many made both big and small changes as this book was coming together. A few new features cropped up, as did rumors of changes yet to come. Most of those changes were incorporated into this book, but some were still underway at press time. Consequently, it made sense to avoid screenshots that might soon be inaccurate, even in the how-to chapters, and to provide generally applicable explanations that wouldn't be affected much by the changes.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1

      
      The Information Super-highway Becomes a Two-Way Street

      The early critics called them all fads — blogging, social networking, twittering. But the growing collection of online services that allow people to create and publish web content and connect with each other in new ways over the Internet, known collectively as social media, is changing the way we consume information and entertainment, market goods and services, and connect with friends, family, and co-workers. It's a radical departure from traditional mass media and is turning a passive audience into a throng of active participants.

      
What Is Social Media?

      “Social media” is one of those high-tech concepts, like “the cloud,” that PR departments have jumped on like a pack of hungry dogs, and then slobbered over until its meaning has been blurred by hyperbolic drool. It's definitely a big-time IT-industry buzz phrase, but what does it actually mean?

      Social media is an umbrella term that covers a group of web-based software applications, the content generated by users of those applications, and the services that make both accessible to just about anyone with a web browser. These include social networking (Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn), wikis (web pages for collaboration), blogs (personal online diaries), video-and photo-sharing (YouTube, Flickr, Webshots), social bookmarking (Delicious, Digg), online reviews (Yelp, Epinions), and virtual worlds (Second Life, World of Warcraft).

      User-Generated Content

      Social media differ from traditional media (TV, radio, newspapers, etc.)in two radical ways. First, the users generate the content. You write the blog. You make and upload the video. You recommend the restaurant. Second, it's interactive. People don't just read your blog posting, your tweet, or your review; they comment on it. That interaction is, in fact, the essence of the form. And it can happen instantly — as the techies say, in real time, no waiting for a letter to the editor to be published in the paper, no languishing on hold until you're connected to the radio talk show host.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        Tech book publisher Tim O'Reilly, a keen observer of bleeding-edge Information Age trends, believes that phenomena like user-generated content are sparking nothing less than a revolution. Speaking to attendees at the annual Web 2.0 Expo in 2008, he declared, “We're at a turning point akin to [the development of] literacy or the formation of cities. This is a huge change in the way the world works.”

      

      It would be hard to overstate the significance of these differences. Since Guttenberg invented movable type, most of us have been passive receivers of information. It has been generated by others and fed to us over what are essentially one-way communication systems. But social media are turning us into active participants in the generation and exchange of information. And that's a huge change.

      You could say that social media has brought us something we've never had before: a media-delivery system that's a two-way street. Wikipedia expresses this idea succinctly: “Social media uses Internet and web-based technologies to transform broadcast media monologues (one to many) into social media dialogues (many to many).”

      Perhaps more important, social media appears to be filling two basic human needs that often go unmet in our sprawling and increasingly complex society: to be connected with friends and relatives, and to be heard.

      
Types of Social Media Services

      Lots of people have sought to sort the different services and technologies that swarm around the term “social media” into neat categories, but it's a constantly moving target. Not only are the technologies evolving, but the features provided by the various services increasingly overlap. MySpace, for example, provides a well-used blogging feature. Video hoster YouTube supports such social features as Ratings and Comments. And all the top social networking providers allow users to create online photo albums, which is the specialty of Flickr and Webshots.

      However, most would probably agree to a handful of broad categories, including:

      
        	
          Messaging and communication: Blogging services, video and photo blogging tools, podcasting, and micro-blogging.

        

        	
          Communities and social groups: Essentially, all of the social, business, and special-interest networking services.

        

        	
          Photo and video sharing: Specialty services that allow you to upload photos and videos to the web, and to manage those images.

        

        	
          Social bookmarking and tagging: Services that allow users to identify online content with keywords, and share the links. You get the descriptions and some opinions, but not the actual content.

        

        	
          Collaboration and cooperation: Websites that allow users to add and update content from their browsers. “Wiki” has become the generic term.

        

        	
          Opinion and reviews: Services such as Yelp and Epinions, which provide user-generated reviews of everything from books to restaurants.

        

        	
          Virtual worlds: Rich environments in which you interact with other users in real time through avatars. Second Life is the most famous, but online role playing games, such as World of Warcraft, fit this definition, too.
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        In 2009, Google launched OpenSocial, a set of application programming interfaces (APIs) designed to provide common technical ground for developers of social networking applications. These APIs are what is known as “cross-platform” technology, which means that apps based on them work on just about any social network. By contrast, the Facebook Platform is a framework for apps that interact with core Facebook features.

      

      
Who Uses Social Media?

      The demographics of social media are evolving quickly, and reacting to forces that are not always well-understood, so rock-solid numbers can be hard to get — especially if you want to know about users outside the United States. But there are some interesting statistics floating around the web.

      For example: A non-profit group called the National Institute for Technology in Liberal Education (www.nitle.org) uses web crawlers, computer programs that relentlessly browse the web, to find active blogs and identify the languages they use. In a recent Blog Census, the group indexed 2.9 million blogs, nearly 2 million of which were believed to be active. Of the total, more than half were in English, but more than two dozen other languages were also represented, including those you might expect (Spanish, Japanese, French, German, and Chinese), and a few you might not, including Tagalog and even Esperanto!

      Some social-media-usage demographics buck established trends. For example: Twitter's initial audience consisted mostly of older people (ages twenty-five to fifty-four), but in 2009 it began attracting a younger crowd. In fact, eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds represent Twitter's fastest-growing demographic segment. That's unusual in the social media world. And when Facebook membership was approaching the 500-million mark in 2010, the fastest growing segment appeared to be fifty-five- to sixty-five-year-olds.
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        In 2007, social media began attracting more visitors than adult websites — an historic first. Since then, porn sites and social networking sites have been neck-and-neck in the unofficial competition for most popular activity on the Internet.

      

      The demographic picture of social media users is still coming into focus, but one thing is already clear: The people who use all this stuff aren't just techies or trendy teens. Using social media services requires very little technical skill. Anyone who can master the basics of operating a computer and surfing the web can participate.

      This might be one reason the growth of social networking in particular has been nothing short of astounding. The online competitive intelligence service Experian Hitwise (www.hitwise.com/us) found that, by December 2009, visits to social networking services accounted for 13 percent of all U.S. Internet visits, making it the single most popular online activity.

      
A Brief History of Social Media

      Trend watchers claim that modern social media is a unique expression of the second generation of the web, which high-tech book publisher Tim O'Reilly famously dubbed “Web 2.0.” The term came into popular use after his publishing company, O'Reilly Media, organized the first Web 2.0 Conference in 2004. Web 1.0 was about displaying web pages; Web 2.0 is about dynamic content, social mobilization, and user collaboration.

      But you'll also hear IT old timers declare that social media is nothing new, that it was around in less sophisticated forms before there was a web. (Back when you had to walk miles in the snow to get to a network terminal, and you felt darned lucky just to be online!) The truth lies somewhere in the middle.

      The Roots of Social Media

      Before there was a web, there were Bulletin Board Systems (BBSs), Internet forums that allowed groups of users to log onto a computer network and interact with each other. They relied on phone lines and snail-slow modems to make the connection, and there were no pretty pictures. But you could upload and download software and data, read announcements, and exchange messages. The analogy here is the community bulletin board you might find in a laundromat or a grocery store.

      BBSs emerged in the 1970s, and were originally operated mostly by hobbyists and corporate systems operators, who hosted them on their own machines. They covered a range of topics and interest areas, from politics to dating, music to the earliest incarnations of role-playing games. BBSs also played a role in early hacking activities, such as “phreaking,” which involved breaking into phone systems.

      With the arrival of the World Wide Web in the 1990s, BBS usage declined, and their role was eventually subsumed by a new model: online service providers. The earliest providers were CompuServe and Prodigy, later followed by America Online (AOL). The online services opened up the network, making it publicly available to a wide range of average-Joe subscribers.

      Usenet, another early type of Internet forum, is still in widespread use. Made up of many special-interest “newsgroups,” Usenet provides another digital meeting place for discussions of a range of topics, from video games to religion, sports to politics. The model differs from the BBS in that it's a distributed system, which means there is no central server running a newsgroup. Google Groups and Yahoo! Groups are examples of modern services providing access to collections of newsgroups.

      The Well

      One of the most successful BBSs in history is the Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link, better known as The WELL. This was by most accounts the first “virtual community,” a term modern communication media critic and writer Howard Rheingold is credited with coining. The WELL was started by Stewart Brand and Larry Brilliant in 1985, and the name is a reference to Brand's famous counter-culture publication, The Whole Earth Catalog.

      The WELL, which has been described as “the primordial ooze where the online community movement was born,” actually survived the evolution of the technology and the fading of the BBS. In 1999, the publisher of the online magazine Salon.com bought The WELL and maintains it today, with membership available on a subscription basis.

      The WELL might be best known as a meeting place for fans of the Grateful Dead; John Perry Barlow, who wrote the lyrics to several of the band's songs, served on the community's board of directors. Reportedly, Barlow met Mitch Kapor on The WELL; the two later founded the nonprofit digital rights advocacy group, the Electronic Frontier Foundation.

      Early Social Networks

      Founded in 1995 by Boeing engineer Randy Conrads, Classmates.com was one of the earliest services that might be considered a social network by modern standards. The service aims to help its members connect with long-lost friends from school, work, and even the U.S. military.

      Like other social networking services, Classmates.com allows you to build a profile, see other profiles, and post to a public message board for free, but full access to all its capabilities requires users to pay a subscription fee. Direct messaging, event planning, and other features require the subscription. It's this subscription fee, at least in part, that has caused critics to argue that Classmates.com isn't a true social networking service, and that it has more in common with an online dating service. On the other hand, it gives the service a clear business model, which is not something you can say for all social networks. It's also worth noting that it's the oldest service of this type in continuous operation.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        Classmates.com was sued in 2008 by Anthony Michaels for false advertising. According to Wired magazine's Ryan Singel, Michaels alleges that the service sent him an e-mail claiming friends from high school were looking for him, but when he purchased a Gold Membership and logged on, he found no one he knew. Critics of the service have asserted that this is a common practice.

      

      The service has also been criticized for its marketing practice of sending e-mails to potential members, which may distinguish it from other social networks, but hardly disqualifies it from the category. Classmates.com claims a current active membership of around 40 million, which earns it a spot among the top social media providers.

      Some social media mavens point to Classmates.com as the first social network, but others feel that SixDegrees.com better fits the current definition. This service was launched two years later than Classmates.com, and shut down in 2001. Its format was very similar to what we see on today's social networking sites, and the features offered are now considered core capabilities, including the ability to make lists of friends and family members, send direct messages, and post to other users' message boards. Founded by Andrew Weinreich, the free service was named for the idea, popularized by the game “Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon,” which was based on the idea that no more than six people separate us from everybody else. Current social networking services use the social-circles network model pioneered by this service. In its heyday, SixDegrees.com reportedly had about a million registered members.
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        SixDegrees.com, the now deceased social networking service, should not be confused with SixDegrees.org, which is a charitable group founded by actor Kevin Bacon. SixDegrees.org (http://sixdegrees.org) is a web-based network of celebrities, who promote their favorite charities and provide an online connection to promote giving.

      

      LiveJournal was another early example of a social network. It came online in 1999 and became the first blog-based virtual community. Founded by computer programmer Brad Fitzpatrick, it was organized as a self-contained community (like The WELL). The free service was bought by Russian media company SUP in 2007, and is now the most popular social networking service in that country, with nearly 3 million Russian-speaking subscribers.

      Russian president Dmitry Medvedev posted his first blog on the LiveJournal.com website in 2009. In the live video blog posting, he talked about the how “the Internet has grown into a fully fledged self-regulating system, and one that strongly influences all aspects of our life.” The LiveJournal blog is an extension of his blog on Kremlin.ru.

      
The Modern Lineup

      What we think of as modern Web 2.0-type social media services began emerging in the early 2000s. Friendster, which was founded in 2002, is today one of the most popular social networking services in Asia. The Hi5 social network appeared in 2003, and now claims more than 60 million active members, mostly in Latin America. LinkedIn became the first business-oriented social networking service that same year. MySpace joined the party that year, too. Facebook, the leading social network, existed at Harvard in 2004, but wasn't available to the public until 2006.

      A number of media-sharing sites also came online during this same time period. Photobucket, widely considered the first big photo-sharing service, was founded in 2003. Flickr, the most popular online photo-sharing service, was launched a year later; today, the company claims to host more than 4 billion images. And the first video-hosting website, YouTube, began its reign as the top site for posting videos in 2005. What started out as a destination for little more than your funniest home videos now has the horse-power (thanks to its acquisition by Google) to host high-definition videos, TV shows, and serious political content.
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        It has been argued that massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) are, in effect, a type of social network, because they provide what are called “persistent worlds.” Games like World of Warcraft provide virtual environments in which the events of the games take place, but also offer social networking tools, such as forums and chat rooms.

      

      Around the same time, a new information-sharing model emerged with the launch of an awkwardly named service called Del.icio.us (these days, simplified as “Delicious.”) Founded in 2003, Delicious added what is known as social bookmarking to the social media mix. The service allows users to bookmark virtually any content they find on the Internet, tag that link with a searchable keyword, and save or share it. Another bookmarking service, Digg, founded a year later, added a feature that allows users to cast a vote for or against specific pieces of online content, such as news stories. Reddit added its take on social news in 2005.

      In 2006, the world's first microblogging service, Twitter, launched a social media tsunami that flooded the world with real-time updates, 140 characters at a time. According to the company, Twitter was publishing its users' short text messages at the rate of 5,000 a day in 2007; by 2008, that number had grown to 300,000; by 2009, Twitter users were sending 2.5 million tweets every day.

      
Social Media Goes Mainstream

      By 2005, the world was beginning to take social media seriously. The December 12 issue of BusinessWeek told corporations and enterprises about the potential marketing value of the emerging “MySpace Generation” of college students and teens.

      But if there was a tipping point at which the techie and teeny-bopper image of social media shifted, it probably came in the summer of 2009. On June 16 of that year, the U.S. State Department asked Twitter to delay its announced plans to take the micro-blogging site offline for an hour of routine maintenance. Why? So that the citizens of Iran would be able to communicate following a highly contested presidential election. The Iranian government had banned other media, and the stream of Twitter postings known as “tweets” had become a critical source of real-time news and images of the violence that erupted following the election.

      Celebrities and Social Media

      A potent force in the evolution of social media from techie toy to mainstream info channel was celebrity adoption. When actor Ashton Kutcher became the first Twitter user to attract a million followers in 2009, even CNN took notice — largely because Kutcher had challenged the news organization to beat him to the million-follower mark with its own Twitter breaking-news feed. The mainstream media was all over this friendly duel, and it sparked a lively conversation about the social media phenomenon.

      Twitter co-founder Biz Stone called the Kutcher-CNN rivalry “another big moment for us.” And people in social media circles began talking about “the Kutcher effect” (a play on words inspired by his movie, The Butterfly Effect).

      Just as Ashton Kutcher was claiming his millionth Twitter follower, Oprah Winfrey was sending her first tweet. She sent it from the set of her TV show. It read, “HI TWITTERS. THANK YOU FOR A WARM WELCOME. FEELING REALLY 21st CENTURY.” Not the most tech-savvy message, but a social media milestone nonetheless. Oprah had actually attracted more than 73,000 followers to her Twitter account before she sent that first tweet.

      In 2010, the twittersteam — that ever-rushing river of tweets — practically boiled with a much-publicized rant by movie director Kevin Smith against Southwest Airlines. It seems the carrier had thrown him off a stand-by flight because of his size — after he'd already buckled in. “Dear @SouthwestAir,” Smith wrote, “I know I'm fat, but was Captain Leysath really justified in throwing me off a flight for which I was already seated?” Smith's tweets generated a gush of reactions — pro and con — and gave late night talk show hosts several days of material. Few instances of user-generated web content have, to date, gotten as much mainstream publicity.

      Today, it's hard to imagine a celebrity who cares about his or her career not maintaining some kind of social media presence. Actors, musicians, and performers of all kinds maintain fan pages on Facebook and MySpace, and some twitter like maniacs. Actor Vin Diesel, singer Britney Spears, Olympic gold-medal winner Michael Phelps, musical performer Lady Gaga, actress Megan Fox, and yes, Ashton Kutcher, all maintain a robust Face-book presence.

      So omnipresent are celebs on social networking sites today that most include “Celebrities” on their lists of page-type browsing categories. So-called fan pages reportedly attract millions of new users to social networking.

      Social Media on the Move

      By and large, social media users log onto the web from their desk-top or laptop computers. But it's worth noting that a growing number do it from their cell phones. A recent survey by the digital marketing intelligence experts at comScore (www.comscore.com) found that the number of people accessing Twitter from mobile platforms in January 2010 was up 347 percent from the previous year. That's 4.7 million people twittering with their thumbs! Mobile Facebook users numbered more than 25 million in the survey, which is an increase of 112 percent from the previous year.

      These numbers actually say more about how people use computers than social media. They reflect a much larger trend: cell phones are rapidly becoming the dominant computing platform.

      Mark Donovan, senior vice president of comScore's mobile group, summarized the phenomenon in a press release: “Social networking remains one of the most popular and fastest-growing behaviors on both the PC-based Internet and the mobile web,” he said. “Social media is a natural sweet spot for mobile since mobile devices are at the center of how people communicate with their circle of friends, whether by phone, text, e-mail, or, increasingly, accessing social networking sites via a mobile browser.”
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        In 2010 a Dutch website called Please Rob Me began to use Twitter posts and a GPS-based gaming site called Foursquare to figure out who wasn't home, and then publish the names and addresses of those people. The site's developer, Boy Van Amstel, said he did it to raise awareness of “the danger of publicly telling people where you are.”

      

      Social Media and Politics

      Websites are nothing new in political circles, but Barack Obama's use of social media in the 2008 presidential campaign changed politics in America forever. Mr. Obama used social networking platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, and media services such as YouTube, so effectively to build support and raise money for his campaign that it's already become standard practice.

      He or his campaign signed up for all the major social media brands in 2007, including MySpace, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Flickr, Digg, LinkedIn, and even the virtual world of Second Life. Social networking, it has been said, became the organizing principal of his campaign effort.

      What sometimes goes unsaid about why social media worked for the Obama campaign is that although they used it very effectively to connect with and nurture relationships with supporters in cyberspace, it also got those supporters to do things to help the campaign in the real world.

      President Obama was the first politician to fully exploit the potential of social media, both for his campaign, and to reach out to the people he governs, but he won't be the last. The thing to keep in mind here is that social media are making it possible for more people than ever before to gain access to, and interact with, their leaders.
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        As of this writing, Barack Obama's Facebook page boasts 7.8 million fans; he has nearly 200,000 pages of friends on MySpace. And 3.4 million people are following him on Twitter. The White House Facebook page counts 500,000 fans; its Twitter account is followed by 1.7 million.

      

      Need more evidence that the most powerful government in the world is taking social media seriously? Here's one: The White House now has a Director of New Media. Macon Phillips is responsible for developing and managing the administration's “online agenda.” That includes the White House's website, WhiteHouse.gov.

      Business Learns to Deal with Social Media

      The enterprise is definitely paying attention to social media. The prospect of tapping into online communities made up of millions of potential customers has become downright mouthwatering to companies of every stripe. “Social media marketing” has entered the business lexicon now, and a lot of companies are taking it very seriously. Social media “branding” has emerged as another popular buzzword.

      But social media also provide businesses and professionals with a new way to maintain their relationships with existing customers and clients. And because they're providing a two-way street, social media can give companies something that's almost better than new customers: feedback from existing customers. People who wouldn't complain to your face feel freer to express their disappointments online. This capability alone makes the new information channel potentially invaluable to a wide range of companies.

      The downside of social media for the enterprise is that it spreads bad news, fast. This isn't a bad thing for consumers if the news is true, but because reliable gatekeepers don't usually vet the negative reviews and information that sometimes gets circulated via social media, it's not necessarily good, either. Virtually any crackpot with a bone to pick can bad-mouth your restaurant, beauty salon, or dentist's office online. As long as it's not libelous, everybody's opinion is welcome. For this reason, if for no other, companies can no longer ignore social media.

      The growing impact on businesses of the review-sharing sites hasn't made everyone happy. In 2010, Yelp, which features consumer-driven reviews of restaurants, retailers, and products, was hit with a lawsuit claiming that its reviews are bogus. According to the Wall Street Journal, the suit alleged that Yelp employees offered to remove negative reviews of a store in San Mateo, California, if the owner bought some advertising. Yelp issued a statement to online technology news and reviews site TechCrunch, saying, in part, that the claims were “demonstrably false, since many businesses that advertise on Yelp have both negative and positive reviews,” which the businesses realize “provide authenticity and value.”

      Social media also presents a unique opportunity for professional networking. And not just on business-focused networking services such as LinkedIn. Facebook has, for some people, become a critical business networking platform. And some companies are even using social media for internal networking.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Blogs: The Voice of the People

      They started as obscure, personal online diaries, but grew to become genuine mainstream media competitors. “Blogs” and “blogging” are now as much a part of our lexicon as “online” and “e-mail,” and this unique form of social media represents an increasingly important information source for an ever more web-centric world. The proliferation of blogging services and simple-to-use blogging tools has made it easier than ever for anyone to join the blogosphere. But there are some tricks to this trade. Here's what you need to know to get the most from your blogging experience.

      
What's a Blog?

      Short for “weblog,” a blog is a type of shared online journal. It's written by an individual, published on a web page, and usually available to anyone with access to a web browser. It contains the blogger's thoughts, observations, recommendations, reflections, opinions, and feelings on whatever he or she wants to write about. And the entries are displayed in reverse chronological order, with the most recent posting at the top.

      The credit for coining the term “blog” usually goes to Peter Merholz, president and co-founder of Adaptive Path. According to the oft-reported story, in 1999 he shortened the term “weblog,” which had been coined by Jorn Barger, editor of early blog site Robot Wisdom, in 1997. Evan Williams, co-founder of Pyra Labs (which started Blogger) gets the credit for first using “blog” as a verb.

      Blogs can include photos, audio clips, and video, and they frequently contain links to other blogs or websites. Blogs can be publicly viewable, or tucked safely behind a company firewall. Both public-facing and “internal” company or organizational blogs are often focused on particular topics or issues.

      True blogs as we define them today include a feature that makes them unique in the annals of information distribution: a place for potentially instantaneous, generally uncensored reader feedback. Seconds after a blog post hits the web, legions of readers could be posting their reactions to it, good and bad. Consequently, what begins as a journal-like entry can blossom rather quickly into a rich, global conversation.
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        One of the most exciting — make that headline-grabbing — developments in the blogging world in recent years is the appearance of the microblog. The service that put microblogging on the map, of course, is Twitter, whose 140-word missives are flooding the blogosphere. But Twitter isn't the only microblogging service. Tumblr, Plurk, Squeelr, Beeing, Jaiku, and Indenti.ca are other examples.

      

      Nowhere in the world of social media is the info highway's new two-way street carrying more traffic than the blogosphere. Tens of millions of people, from average joes to professional journalists and marketing gurus, are blogging every day. Together, they have generated the vast information network known as the blogosphere. The blogosphere is the entire world's blogs taken as a whole, along with reader comments and any links or connections. It's the totality of all blogs, including traditional blogs, video blogs, and microblogs (so Twitter is included). Here are some additional blogging terms worth knowing:

      
        	
          Blog search engines: Used to surf the blogosphere. Technorati is one of the most popular. Google and Yahoo! also provide blog search engines.

        

        	
          Blogroll: A list of links to other blogs, typically shown in a sidebar on a blog index page.

        

        	
          Permalink: A link that points to a specific blog posting. The link is permanent because it remains intact even after the posting has slipped off the front page and into the blog archive.

        

        	
          TrackBack: A system that notifies you that another blogger has mentioned your blog posting in his or her blog.

        

        	
          Ping: A notification to another blogger that you have linked to, or commented on, something in that person's blog. (“Ping” is an acronym for Packet Internet Grouper.)

        

        	
          Linklog: A blog that is mainly a collection of hyperlinks to other websites.

        

      

      
Personal Blogs

      Personal blogs most closely resemble the original online diaries or journals that evolved into the modern blog. They're created and maintained by average people with something to say. These bloggers might hold forth on the issues of the day, offer tips for hobbyists, publish their poetry, recommend books, chronicle their vacations, gossip about celebrities, advocate for causes, or just share the memorable events of their lives.

      Some blogs offer windows into the personal lives of the bloggers, sometimes in excruciating detail; others are more like newspaper or magazine columns filled with insightful, focused comments on a topic or the issues of the day; and some are strictly about business, taking the form of intra-company blogs, public-facing executive blogs, or “expert” blogs maintained by individuals promoting their personal brands.

      Relatively few personal blogs ever build a large enough audience to have much influence, but that doesn't necessarily diminish their power as a medium of personal expression and reflection. Fame and fortune aren't always the goal. Still, some do rise above the crowd to reach a worldwide audience. For example, San Francisco writer and editor Maggie Mason's engaging blog, Mighty Girl (www.mightygirl.net), which chronicled the trials and tribulations of her more-or-less normal life, won a huge following. So popular was Mason's blog — especially her non-sponsored recommendations of products she personally liked — that it got the attention of the likes of Oprah Winfrey, and spawned a shopping blog called Mighty Goods. Both Forbes and BusinessWeek recognized that blog as a top shopping site.
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“[John] separates hype from reality and distills the essence of social media into a useful reference.”
—Jeffrey S. Hammond, IT Industry Analyst, Forrester Research
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