
Cybermetrics. Issues Contents: Vol. 12 (2008): Paper 1. How are Soci... http://www.cindoc.csic.es/cybermetrics/articles/v12i1p1.html

1 de 8 17/03/2008 17:42

International Journal of Scientometrics, Informetrics and Bibliometrics
ISSN 1137-5019

  > Homepage  > The Journal  > Issues Contents   > Vol. 12 (2008)  >
Paper 1 

 

 

VOLUME 12 (2008): ISSUE 1. PAPER 1

How are Social Network Sites Embedded in the Web? An

Exploratory Link Analysis 

Mike Thelwall

Statistical Cybermetrics Research Group
School of Computing and Information Technology, University of Wolverhampton

Wulfruna Street, Wolverhampton WV1 1SB, UK
E-mail: m.thelwall@wlv.ac.uk

Tel: +44 1902 321470 Fax: +44 1902 321478

 

Abstract

Social networking sites like MySpace represent a new and powerful communication technology, rivalling even
commercial search engines in terms of total visits. There is hence a need to understand how these sites
relate to the rest of the Web. For this study, links to the U.S. top twenty social network sites were gathered
from commercial search engines and investigated using an information science link analysis. Quantitative
methods were used to compare counts of links to the sites, associated top-level domains, and common
sources and types of links. The results showed that social network sites were embedded significantly
differently in the Web in terms of national and education-related profiles of links in the Web as well as the
total number of links. Although only 13% of links targeted useful information or discussion, this still
represents a large number of information-related links. Social networks also attracted marketing attention
from the entertainment industry, with links to fan sites and groups being common, and commercial links
representing about a third of all links. In conclusion, although often designed primarily for socialising, social
network sites are a complex and evolving phenomenon that support information provision to some extent,
and can support new forms of discussion, marketing and customer connections.
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1 Introduction

A social network site is one that allows individuals to join and create a personal profile, then formally connect
with other users of the system as ‘friends’. A typical user profile page might contain a picture and some
personal details above a set of registered friends’ pictures. Optionally, additional information may be present
such as personal pictures, videos, and a blog. This type of site makes communication between users easy
and fast, normally in the form of email-like messages and posted comments to friends’ home pages.
According to commercial web intelligence company Hitwise, in February 2007 MySpace was the most visited
web site by U.S. web surfers, breaking the dominance of Google (Prescott, 2007). Pew corroborate this by
claiming that the majority of online U.S. youths aged 12-17 used social network sites by the end of 2006
(Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2007). As a result of the relatively rapid rise of social
network sites like MySpace, the Web must be re-examined as an information space. In this article the focus is
on general social network sites like MySpace rather than more specialised Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2006) sites,
such as Flickr, del.icio.us, Digg, Connotea and CiteULike, that promote online publishing or social navigation.

The potential of social networks to be relevant to information seeking and sharing is known from the more
specialist Web 2.0 sites. For example, Digg is designed to collaboratively identify important current news
stories, and supports social navigation in the sense of allowing users to identify and read articles
recommended by their friends (Lerman, 2006, 2007). Previous research indicates that social networks can be
used for knowledge sharing (Coenen, Kenis, Van Damme, & Matthys, 2006) and decision making in some
situations (Tumlin, Harris, Buchanan, Schmidt, & Johnson, 2007). It is also known that information
dissemination and discussion are an important part of blogspace, at least for some users (Duarte, Mattos,
Bestavros, Almeida, & Almeida, 2007), and blog properties have been shown to be useful for unorthodox
information needs, such as identifying opinions about specific topics (Mishne, 2007). Nevertheless, there is a
need to study the currently most-used form of social network, the general variant present in sites like
MySpace, for evidence of information seeking, provision or sharing. This may benefit those who are designing
web sites or search engines, or who are concerned with online information provision.

From a commercial and marketing perspective, social networks are valuable in the entertainment industry
(Beer, 2006), blogging has been identified as significant to the news industry (blogcyberzone.com, 2006) and
possibly also as a source of consumer opinions and trends (Glance, Hurst, & Tomokiyo, 2004; Gruhl, Guha,
Kumar, Novak, & Tomkins, 2005; Smith, 2007). Social network sites, therefore, have the potential to
influence the way in which marketing campaigns are organised and assessed on the Web, including social
marketing campaigns for issues such as promoting environmentally-friendly behaviour (Mankoff, Matthews,
Fussell, & Johnson, 2007). Hence it is useful to look for evidence of commercially-relevant activity in social
network web sites (other than direct advertising).

The different general social network sites vary in their capabilities, with some targeting cultural or
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demographic niches. For example MySpace seems to be very popular for music sharing and LinkedIn aims at
a professional rather than a recreational user base, with explicit support for seeking new business contacts.
In the U.S. there is, perhaps disturbingly from a segregation perspective (see below), a site that aims for
particular a particular skin colour (BlackPlanet) as well as others which aim for a particular ethnic group (e.g.,
MiGente - Latino). Given the importance and diversity of social network sites, which will presumably spread
around the globe in one form or another, it is important to understand as much as possible about how they
work and how they differ from each other. No previous study of general social network sites has
systematically explored how they embed within the rest of the Web. Although it seems that links from social
network sites to the rest of the web are relatively rare, nothing seems to be known about links in the
opposite direction. In this paper a set of link analyses are used for the most popular U.S. social network sites
to produce a descriptive analysis of how they embed within the wider web and how they differ from each
other in this embedding. A particular focus is on potential non-recreational activities such as information
sharing and commercial applications.

Background: Social network web sites

Although becoming popular relatively recently, sites with social network capabilities have existed as far back
as 1997, with sixdegrees.com (boyd & Ellison, 2007). Early social network sites tended to have a business or
dating focus, with the rise of more general sites like Cyworld (South Korea, becoming a social network site in
2001) and Friendster (U.S., 2002) coming later. Of the two biggest current sites, MySpace started in 2003
and Facebook began in 2005 for education but opened up to general users in 2006 (boyd & Ellison, 2007). It
is worth noting that social networking sites could have significantly different audiences for historical factors.
For example, Facebook seems to have more educated U.S. users than MySpace (boyd, 2007), probably
because of its education origins.

The term ‘social networking site’ is more popular than the one adopted here, but is not appropriate for
general social network sites, like MySpace and Facebook, because these seem to be primarily used for
socialising within existing networks than for making new friends (boyd, 2008). In addition, it is important to
note that the social network term ‘friend’ seems to typically have a looser meaning than usual, being closer
to ‘acquaintance’ (boyd, 2006).

Hitwise (Prescott, 2007), have published a social network popularity report based upon tracking a sample of
U.S. web users’ actions, via agreements with Internet Service Providers. Whilst this unknown sample is not a
scientific random sample of web users, the data is probably the best available for tracking a wide spectrum of
internet users and to gain a broad overview of social network demographics. In February 2007 MySpace was
the top social network site amongst U.S. web users, with 80.7% of social network traffic (5.6% of all web
traffic). This represents market dominance, especially given that the number of users of a social network site
is very important as the pool of potential friends for new users. In second place was Facebook (10.3% of U.S.
visits to social network sites), which was originally only for students: in the U.S., about 90% of students
apparently use Facebook (Golder, Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007). Of the other social network sites, only
Bebo (1.2%, similar style to MySpace) had over 1% of visits, and BlackPlanet was in fourth place (0.9%).
Also in the top twenty was Friendster (0.3%), previously the top social network site. Amongst the other
findings of the Hitwise analysis, a very common behaviour was found to be switching between similar sites;
for instance at least 24% of the visitors to the other social network web sites come directly from MySpace
(Prescott, 2007).

Why are general social network sites so popular? The answer, at least as reported by young U.S. citizens,
seems to have little to do with information behaviour: to maintain existing friendships and make plans with
friends (girls and boys: >91%), to make new friends (boys more than girls: 49%) and sometimes to flirt
(mainly boys: 17% overall) (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2007). Issues of privacy and
safety (Acquisti & Gross, 2006; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008; Snyder, Carpenter, & Slauson, 2006) related to new
online friends are often highlighted in the media but are not of direct relevance here.

How are social network sites used? A detailed study of Facebook user messaging between February 2004 and
March 2006 (when it was for students only) suggests that students embed Facebook use within their normal
studying activities, taking place at an online computer, and that Facebook communication primarily takes
place at a local level between students of the same university (Golder et al., 2007). Another study of
Facebook echoes this finding, claiming that it is often used to maintain relationships online that began offline
(Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2006). The most detailed investigation of the embedding of social networks
within the web is that of Bhagat, Cormode, Muthukrishnan, Rozenbaum and Xue (2007), however. This
research analysed blogs from the social network sites Xanga and LiveJournal as well as Blogger, using data
from the summer of 2006. The creation of links to information content seemed to be relatively rare within
blog postings, with links to friends and standard blogroll links being far more common: less than a tenth of
bloggers hosted a link to a different web site, and some of these were to other blogging and social network
sites. This gives the impression that social network sites tend to be self-contained universes. The most
popular same-site targets of Xanga links were Hong Kong celebrities and sources of technical support, such
as for adding music or images. LiveJournal’s top blog link targets were sites aiding the design of LiveJournal
pages and groups discussing the management of LiveJournal. It is clear that many of the top blogs in both
sites are inward-looking in the sense of directly supporting the use of the site (Bhagat et al., 2007).

Research question

The goal of this research is to assess how social network web sites are embedded in the web and hyperlinks
are a logical choice for this as the natural way for one web site to refer or connect to another. An alternative
option would be to use text mentions of social network sites in other sites (e.g., assess which pages mention
a social network site without necessarily linking to it), but this is less attractive as a source of evidence of
embedding because links give a more direct evidence of usage, rather than just discussion. Perhaps the best
source of evidence, however, would be to interview individual social network users, as part of a virtual
ethnography (Hine, 2000) or similar qualitative approach, in order to discover their perceptions. This
approach also has drawbacks, however, due to practical limitations on the number of web users that could be
involved and is hence unsuitable for large-scale analysis. Link analysis is thus a reasonable choice for its
ability to gain broad coverage of (one type of) embedding of social network sites in the web. The research
question hence addresses the issue of the origins of links to social network sites.

* Who links to social network sites and are there differences in the sources of links to similar
sites?

Data
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The Hitwise U.S. web Traffic Report (Prescott, 2007) was used to select the top 20 social network sites,
according to U.S. users in the Hitwise sample. The U.S. is probably the biggest user of these sites so this is a
logical choice. Hitwise’s definition of social network sites is used, implicit in its table, after checking that each
site fits the description given above, defined more precisely as: a web site allowing individuals to register and
create a profile and content, with a friending mechanism and oriented towards general social use rather than
a specialist application. Note that some of the sites have previously had more restricted functionality or may
emphasise one aspect of their features at the expense of their general social network capability. For example
LiveJournal could reasonably be classified as a blogging site rather than a social network site as it blurs the
boundaries between the two, but its friending mechanism makes it more than just a standard blog site (in
contrast to Blogger). Similarly, Live Spaces appears to emphasise its blogging capability and Xanga has an
animation-comics orientation but both are suitable for general social network use. In contrast, Digg.com
allows friending and content production but is clearly focussed on information sharing rather than general
social network, and Blogger.com is (currently) a pure blog site.

Commercial search engines are the only feasible source of link data for this study. The alternative, to use a
personal web crawler to gather link data, is only practical when gathering links between a collection of web
sites and not when the links could originate anywhere in the Web because it is impractical to crawl the web
for research purposes (Thelwall, 2004). The counts obtained from commercial search engines still do not
reflect the ‘whole web’, only what they have found and report (Bar-Ilan & Peritz, 2004; Lawrence & Giles,
1999) and hence are probably significant underestimates. There are probably also systematic biases in the
results, for example against newer pages, newer sites, dynamic web sites and sites from countries newer to
mass web publishing (Vaughan & Thelwall, 2004). Most particularly, in this context, search engines cannot
index pages within the private areas of blogs and social network sites. This currently includes all Facebook
profiles and all private MySpace profiles – about 11% (Hinduja & Patchin, 2008).

Nevertheless, given that much previous research has extracted believable and statistically significant patterns
from link data from search engines (Thelwall, Vaughan, & Björneborn, 2005), this is evidence that the overall
results should be broadly reasonable as long as steps are taken to minimise the impact of anomalous sources
of links, as described below, and links from social network sites are not compared. Note also that links are
used for such purposes as online university rankings (Aguillo, Granadino, Ortega, & Prieto, 2006).

Site inlink counts For each site, Yahoo! and Live Search were used, via their web search services, to obtain a
count of the number of site inlink pages. At the time of data collection, these were the only two major search
engines that could collect this kind of link data (Google allows only simple link searches). A site inlink page is
a web page in a different web site that contains a link to the given site (Björneborn & Ingwersen, 2004). For
example, a page in Facebook containing a link to a MySpace page is a site inlink for MySpace. In contrast, a
page in MySpace that links to another page in MySpace is not a site inlink for MySpace because it is from the
same site. The following site inlink search was used, where D is the root domain name identifying a social
network site and S is the root domain name of that site or its parent site. For example typical MySpace user
home pages are www.myspace.com/arcticmonkeys and www.myspace.com/razorlight; the root domain name
D is myspace.com. The list of values of D is in the first column of Table 1. In most cases S and D are the
same, but for Live Spaces, D= spaces.live.com and S=live.com; and for Yahoo!, D= 360.yahoo.com and
S=yahoo.com.

linkdomain:D –site:S

Site inlink pages Since search engines return a maximum of 1,000 results per query; it is not normally
possible to get complete lists of URLs matching a query. Nevertheless, by using automated query splitting
(for details see Thelwall, 2008), additional results can be obtained. Query splitting works by recursively
splitting queries into two logically disjoint queries by adding and subtracting a common word (e.g., the query
test is logically equivalent to the two queries: test –other and test other. Submitting both queries can
return a total of 2,000 URLs containing the word test whereas just submitting the query test on its own
would produce a maximum of 1,000 URLs). Query splitting could not produce complete results lists because
there were too many initial results (millions in some cases) so a compromise was made by using a fixed level
of query splitting, set at 5 levels after testing. This means that six common words were added and subtracted
from each query to give a total of 26= 64 disjoint queries for each site inlink search. With up to 1,000 results
per query, this gives a theoretical maximum of 64,000 URLs per search. Only one search engine, Live Search,
was used for this stage because it requires a large number of searches, although Yahoo! could also have
been used.

Site inlink classification A random sample of inlinking pages was selected for classification. This sample was
chosen by concatenating the list of site inlink pages, obtained as above, and using a random number
generator to select the first 111 (targeting 100 but allowing for missing links).

Analysis and Results

Figure 1 reports site inlink count estimates, as reported by Yahoo! and Live Search for all 20 sites, in order of
Hitwise’s traffic estimates. A logarithm scale is used because of the huge disparity in number of inlinks to
each site (a maximum difference of over 10,000 times). The two search engines used gave broadly
consistent results, except that Yahoo! tended to report more results for each site and Live Search reported
75 times more matches than Yahoo! for Spaces Live site inlinks, perhaps because Live Search and Live
Spaces are stable-mates. In addition, some sites attracted relatively few links for their traffic, such as Bebo,
and some attracted relatively many, such as LiveJournal. This is probably explained by older sites having had
more time to attract links, and the more political sites (perhaps LiveJournal) having more linked content from
political blogs and sites.
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Figure 1. Site inlink counts from March, 2007, arranged in decreasing order of total traffic
(Prescott, 2007)

Who links to social network sites?

TLDs In order to produce a broad comparison of the sources of links to the twenty social network sites, the
Top Level Domains (TLDs) of all URLs of pages linking to the twenty sites were extracted, as returned from
the level 5 searches (i.e., up to 64,000 URLs), and the unique sites were counted (rather than counting URLs,
which would have allowed multiple URLs from a single site to influence the results). A simple chi-square
calculation was used to identify the TLD counts that were significantly larger than expected for each of the
twenty sites (i.e., TLDs where proportionally many more domains linked to one particular social network site
than to the other social network sites). Table 1 lists the TLDs with the most significantly above average
number of sites linking to each social network site, as calculated from our data set. For example, Orkut was
strongly linked from the Brazilian TLD, Facebook from the U.S. educational domain .edu, Bebo from the UK
and Ireland, and Hi5 from Romania. In partial corroboration of these findings, Bebo and MySpace were the
top UK social network sites according to HitWise in April, 2007 (Hitwise, 2007a) with similar traffic, with Bebo
overtaking MySpace the following month (Hitwise, 2007b). Hence the UK-Bebo association in the data is
probably not an anomaly. Note that for each of the 20 sites the most common inlinking TLD was .com so
Table 1 represents deviations from the social network norm, called here the flavour of the site. The results
are interesting in their clear national differences, as well as the two “ethnic” U.S. social network sites aligning
with the educational domain. In the case of BlackPlanet at least, the (partial) segregation of social network
probably reflects the partial segregation of education, for example with some colleges being predominantly
black and others being predominantly white. The partial segregation of U.S. education, related to partial
segregation in residential areas, school and other aspects of society is a serious problem (Bonilla-Silva &
Embrick, 2007; Kozol, 2005), and some research indicates that this has negative consequences (Cowan,
2005; Levin, Van Laar, & Foote, 2006)

A direct comparison of most common inlinking sites to MySpace and Live Spaces (counted by domains) gave
two further interesting indications of the difference between these two sites, which are similar in terms of
functionality.

* Live Spaces has more links from Italian, Chinese, Dutch, and French-language blogs.

* MySpace has more links from U.S. blogs, old free web publishing sites and blogs and
innovative Web 2.0 sites (e.g., podcasting). This may be related to the promotion of music and
new bands via MySpace.

These differences are evidence that the user groups for social network sites are not only related to the
capabilities of those sites, but also to historical factors.

Table 1. Social network site flavours: TLDs with the most significantly above average number of
sites linking to each social network site, as measured by the chi square statistic (Live Search data

from March 23, 2007). 

Site Associated TLD
myspace.com com
facebook.com edu
bebo.com uk 
blackplanet.com edu
xanga.com us
imeem.com jp
360.yahoo.com de
classmates.com org
hi5.com ro
tagged.com id
livejournal.com org
gaiaonline.com net
friendster.com ph
orkut.com br
spaces.live.com it
hoverspot.com com
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buzznet.com com
sconex.com edu
migente.com edu
myyearbook.com com

Sites A list of the sites with the most pages linking to the twenty social network sites was created from the
data. This data is not necessarily reliable because the links may be replicated throughout a site, so that 1,000
linking pages may sometimes be created by a single action, such as adding a link to the blogroll of a large
blog. The top 20 results included 9 blog sites and 5 free web hosting sites. Both of these types of sites
indicate an interesting strong connection from the older types of user-created site to social network sites.
Table 2 gives the results taken from the Live Search data, after excluding all results from live.com (which
would otherwise account for 11% of the pages). In addition, there were 42,697 different sites that had at
least two links to social network sites, showing that social network sites are very widely embedded in the
Web.

Table 2. Sites most frequently linking to one of the 20 social network sites. Results compiled from
a total of 185,523 pages (Live Search data from March 23, 2007).

Site Pages found linking
to social network sites

Percentage of all pages 
linking to social network sites

blogspot.com 10168 5.5%
wordpress.com 4372 2.4%
blogdrive.com 2505 1.4%
blogs.com 729 0.4%
geocities.com 473 0.3%
myspace.com 400 0.2%
freewebs.com 319 0.2%
yahoo.com 303 0.2%
opera.com 189 0.1%
zdnet.com 105 0.1%

Classification In order to gain a broad idea of why social network sites are linked to, a random sample of 111
inlinking pages (see the data section above) was classified according to the apparent role of the link. The
classification was performed by the author and a second classifier independently, with the author revisiting all
cases of disagreement to make a final decision. The results are shown in tables 3 and 4, excluding missing
pages and missing links.

From Table 3, although personal sites dominate, as expected, almost a third of the links originated in
commercial sites, which is perhaps surprising. Within the commercial site category were three music band
sites – classified as commercial because they are presumably designed to indirectly promote music sales –
and one site of a published fiction author. Although only three of the links originated in bulletin board
systems, some of the commercial sites linked to group forums in an attempt to set up fan sites or discussion
groups related to their product. This was particularly evident for the music and games industries and this
could be viewed as a natural part of the “new decentralised media age” (Beer, 2006).

Table 3. Type of site linking to one of the 20 social network sites.

Type of site Description Example Number
Personal Owned by an individual and not 

primarily
used for profit-making.

萬法唯心 - Impermanence 
- Vincent Lai's blog.
w2wkb's Bog Splot [sic]

59

Commercial Owned by a commercial organisation or
used primarily for profit-making.
Includes band, author and official
fan sites.

Olympic Cards and Comics shop
MSN Money magazine
Respond official band web site
Official The Crow film Fansite

34

Educational Owned by an educational institution or 
owned by an educator and used
exclusively for education discussions.

Teaching Online Journalism 3

Other Political, charity, religious Maryland Democrats Blog Network 4
Bulletin board A web site for bulletin-board postings

by general users or members.
Typically with a games theme.

SRK Battle Poll V outros - post from a 
place
to publish and comment on stories about
computer game characters

3

Total 103

Table 4 shows that over a third of the links are self-links – typically a link from a Web site or social network
site to another social network site maintained by the same person or company. For individuals, it is probably
common to maintain multiple social network sites, but the self-links sometimes indicated complementary
functionality, such as a pop band web site linking to the official fan forum. A significant minority of the links
were information-related, either citing specific information or pointing to a community to discuss a topic
(including fan groups). Six of the thirteen links were from discussions of social network itself, however, and
only three of the links were genuinely citing specific information: "Here is the blog post from the guy who
built the Y! Music Unlimited service", a link to an article giving information over Apple’s recall of
laptop batteries, and a citation to Microsoft’s legal guidelines for MySpace use. This low number of
citations to specific information is consistent with social network sites supporting discussion almost to the
exclusion of publishing specific information. In the terminology of linguistics this might perhaps be called
phatic communion (Jakobson, 1960) – i.e., informal content-free social exchanges or ‘small talk’ - rather than
information communication.

One of the self-links was a “Share on Facebook” link. This is a link that helps the reader to quickly share the
page URL with users of Facebook that are their friends, and began to be offered from Oct 31, 2006 (see
http://blog.facebook.com/blog.php?post=2215537130, accessed May 25, 2007). This was classed as
a self-link although it is also information-oriented. Nevertheless, the relative scarcity of links to specific
information within social network sites suggests that such links are unlikely to be widely used.

Table 4. Apparent reason for linking to social network site.

Reason for link Description Example Number
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Self-link Link to a space owned by the same person or 
company.

Link to own Friendster page 38

Friend Link to the space of a friend or
commercial link to the space of an affiliated 
company.

Friends list in blogroll 20

Information Link to a space for the information that it 
contains, or
link to a discussion space, such as a fan space.

Link to a Friday Night Lights
TV series Bebo fan space

13

Spam Poker advertising. 3
Other A link to give credit for use of graphics;

citing a site as plagued by advertisements.
Criticises Friendster 3

Unknown or
not clear

No context for link or otherwise unable to 
determine
specific reason.

Link to Friendster home page
as part of blogroll

19

Total 96

Discussion

Before summarising the results, on a methodological note it is interesting that the methods used in this
article are in some ways second best to that which is available within the commercial sector, such as the log
files of social network companies (Golder et al., 2007) and the market research information of Hitwise, which
is partially released through free newsletters. Useful extra information is also provided for the U.S. by the
non-profit Pew Research Center’s Pew Internet & American Life Project. The link analysis approach used in
this article can tackle the issue of embedding but access to raw usage data combined with modern data
mining techniques would be likely to give more precise statistics about Web usage. The primary advantages
of link data are the context that is possible from analysis of the linking pages (tables 3 and 4) and the
relative ease by which it can be obtained by researchers. This latter property, in contrast to surveys and
ethnographies, allows it to be used for relatively fast investigations into areas of interest. Nevertheless, its
shortcomings should be acknowledged and results triangulated and backed up with commercial data and
qualitative methods wherever possible.

Conclusions

The list below summarises the key findings.

There is a huge disparity (over 10,000 times) in the number of (site) inlinks to the different
social network sites (Figure 1). Older, more popular and more blog-oriented sites probably tend
to attract more links.

1.

Site ‘flavours’ indicate national differences (e.g., Live Spaces seems popular in Italy) and sector
differences (e.g., Facebook, BlackPlanet, MiGente and Sconex seem popular with U.S.
universities) (Table 1).

2.

Blogs and free web hosting sites are major sources of links to social network sites (Table 2).3.

A small majority of links to social network sites come from personal sites and about a third are
commercial (Table 4).

4.

About 40% of links to social network sites are self-links in the sense of the source and target
page being associated with the same author or organisation, although on a different web sites.
About 20% of links are to friends and about 13% connect to information or discussion (Table 4).

5.

In terms of the implications of the findings for information behaviour, the first important point is that links to
social network sites target information and discussion relatively infrequently (13%). This is consistent with all
the primarily social function of these sites but information-oriented links are still significant because the inlink
counts are so big that a small percentage is still large. Moreover, the results showed that there were
attempts to inject information or political messages into the sites through facilities on external web pages
such as “share on Facebook” links. The inlink count data suggests that some sites, like LiveJournal, are
targeted relatively frequently for their size. It makes sense that sites with an orientation on more substantial
content production, such as blogging, would attract more links. In summary, social network sites are
significantly used as sources of information and discussion, although this is not their primary use and the
extent to which each one is used probably depends upon its age, size and orientation towards content
production.

In terms of the implications for marketing activities, the findings show that the music and movie industries
are already using social network sites in innovative ways: primarily to support the creation of fan groups,
presumably as a form of online word of mouth marketing. In addition, movie and music samples can be
shared online as a form of advertising. In the case of the music industry, social network groups are a natural
extension of offline fan clubs, which have a long and complex history (Hills, 2002) and have used blogs
before social network sites (Theberge, 2005). There are also many similar social network site unofficial fan
groups. It seems logical that any organisation with a product or service that is an appropriate discussion topic
should consider adding social network support, however, for example by setting up relevant groups in social
network sites and publicising them on their web site. For example the University of Wolverhampton has
MySpace (www.myspace.com/wolvesuni) and Bebo (www.bebo.com/wolvesuni) presences to attract new
students. Such sites are perhaps not recommended however, for products that tend to generate emotional
responses mainly when they fail (e.g., computers).

The advantage of groups in general sites like MySpace is that they may be noticed by members’ friends and
would then serve as an implicit word-of-mouth style recommendation. For such initiatives, organisations
should not ignore the smaller, more content-orientated social network sites because these may attract more
discussion. It also seems logical that any organisation should have a presence in social network sites as a
point of contact and to attract friends that can serve as endorsements – as long as competitors could not
profit by identifying and attempt to poach such friends. The potential advantages of social network sites
should also be relevant to issue-focused campaign groups, non-profit organisations and social marketing
campaigns. The future should provide evaluations of the success of such activities in both the commercial and
non-profit domains (including campaigning and social marketing) and shed light on which types of
engagement are most likely to be successful.
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