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Introdudion

Two recent interngt acquisitionsrocked the online busness world and initiated a sense of
d4"” vuin many, causng them to think back onthedot-com crash at the end of thelast century
(Glover, 2006) Thefirst isthemod recent: Two youngentrepreneurs, Chad Hurley and Steven
Chen, were given 1.5 billion dollarsin Google stocks for Y ou Tube an onlinedistribution
network where individuds could share videosthat they had created themselves. Inits short
history, Y ou Tubehas made pseudo-celebrities out of people such aslondygirl15 (Davis, 2009
while at the same time maintaining a bd ance between fair use of media produds and copyright
violation.

Theother acquisitionis a bit older, butmore pertinent to our discussion here. 1n 2005
Rupat Murdoch@® News Corp boughttheonline sodal networking site Myspace for 580million
dollars (Mintz, 2009. Like YouTube MySpace was asite origindly envisoned by its foundes
Tom Andeson and Chris DeWolfe, as a place where mudgcians could independently distribute
media content Bandin thar case, mudc. Wha thesite has morpheal into however isacultural
touchgtonefor America@ youth. ThroughMySpace, a user creates a profile containing pictures
of themselves, aswell aslists of thar interests, induding favorite musc, movies, and books
Users are then able to add other users profiles as Griend<) communicating with them through

thesite and creating avirtud sodal network of shared connections

TheTangled Web 2.0
Y outubeand Myspace are at the front of thewave of what is known astheWeb 2.0.

Previoudy, theinternet seemed more like a stationay object, alibrary where the flow of



information moved from the catalogs(servers) of theweb outinto individud lives. Despiteits
origind democratic patential, theinternet fundioned very much like older mass mediums. The
information was centralized within thepower of afew, and available to al who were willingto
click. New webstes, such as Y outubeand Myspace, however, move closer to theorigind
democratic vision of theweb. Ingead of centralizing messages, these sites move the point of
produdion for web content into the handsof theweb user. In the place of home pages, where
people would have to updde thar daa by editing html, new blogging applicationslet users
updde persond webdgtes within a matter of seconds. Sites like Flickr and Y ou Tubeallow users
to upload thar own phobgraphsand videos, creating a user generated database of media on any
topic. Myspace, inturn, allowsits usersto create avirtua persong andin the process actsas a
database of thelives of interng users. In ameta-anaysis of these sites, it seemstha Web 2.0
applicationsare merely frames throughwhich users have the possibility to create their own
Internet Bonethat isacloe reflection of their own lives, or at least howthey want thar livesto
be seen.

However, inlooking back at these largeinterng acquisitions the question tha begsto be
asked is Qvha is the big deal 2O0Why on earth would any respectable company spend so much
money in acquiring these sites? Thesimplest way to answer isto providethereader with afew
statistics. For themonth of Augug 2006 MySpace was the second mog frequently visited
webste with 35 billion views (Rosnbus, 2006) Theother large sodal networking firm
Facebook comN which caters mogly to college age students and groupsinternet social networks
by locally based sodal networks--had 14.8 billion visits by theend of Augug 2006(Rosenbud,
2006)and althoughfacebookis still indgpendently owned, it is rumored to bevaued at

somewhere baween 600millionto 1.5 billiondollars.



But sheer traffic aloneis notthe only important bit of informationin givingusaclueas
to thevalue of these sites, especially in the eyes of media companies Bwhat is more importantis
thetarget demographic of these sites. Theaverage user of soda neworking sitesis aged 16to
24, ademographic tha is seen asthe mog elusve by marketing firms (Rosenbug, 2005)
Additiondly, these users do notjug simply visit these sites occasiondly. Youth are spending
some serioustime at soda neworking sites, insomuch tha the current generation of youth has

been dubbel by some as the MySpace generation (Hempd, 2005)

TheMulti-tasking Generation

Thisyounge generation differsin thar media usage from previousgenerations Ina
study produced by the Kaiser family foundaion, the lives of youth in Americais described as
being Onedia saturatedQ with 8 to 18 year oldshaving an average of 1.5 computersin their
homes (Robets, Foehr & Rideout, 2005) TheKaiser study also suggests tha youth are
becoming inareasingly apt at media multitasking. According to thereport, in aday, youth are
cramming 8.5 hours of media contentinto a period of 6.5 hours of total media exposure (Roberts,
Foehr & Rideout, 2009. Additiondly, theway that adolescents are usng media, particularly the
web seemsto bedifferent from ther older generationd counerparts. Theyounge generation
has been described as Digital Natives, having grown up in this environment, while the older
geneationis described as Digital Immigrants (Prensky as cited in Mee, 2006) Another author
expandson this difference, commenting that adults Gee the web as a supplement to ther daily
lives. They tap into information, buy booksor send flowersEB ut for themost part, their sodal

lives remain rooted in thetraditiond phonecall and face-to-face interactionQ(Hempd, 2005 p.



89). Youth ontheother hand Quse sodal networks as virtuad community centers, a place to go
and sit for awhile (sometimes hours)O(Hempd, 2005, p. 89).

In atestimony before Congress on soda neworking, AmandaLenhat (Internet Child
Predaors, 2006 offered an explanaion of why sites like MySpace are so popular anongyouth.
She commented tha sodal networks have two primary fundionstha are ussful to youngadults:
Thefirst is purely utilitarian: to communicate with others. danah boyd (2006 discusses how the
High School generation has informally adopted socia networking sites as a communications
structure, she says MySpace is a cultural requirement for American high school students. Or, as
oneteenager said, Of you®@e not on MySpace, you don®exist.ONot all MySpace users are
teenagers, but most American teenagers have accounts on MySpaceO(para 3).

The seconduse tha Lenhat mentionsistha sodal networking alows usersto play
aroundin thecreation of thar own identities (Internet Child Predators, 2006) Uponcloser
examinaion, thisis essentialy the primary fundion of all soda networking webstes. On each
site, users are able to create their own profileN avirtud version of themselves. Whether or not
thisversionistruthful or deceitful, it mus beacknowledged that it is still arepresentation, only
containing alimited amountof information. The Stuaing of this limited amountof information
creates an identity throughwhich other users view tha individud.

This ability to shgpeidentities may bethereason tha MySpace has been seen clearly
ahead of the pack interms of theamountof users frequenting thesite. Unlike other sodal
networking sites, Myspace was created with an easily cusomizable interface. Users are ableto
QimpCGtheir profiles, changing their layout by downloading codes available from a number of

webgtes. Similar to theways in which youth try to stick outfrom the crowd in their own high



school, users attempt to customize ther pagein an attempt to create a place that istruly Qheir

spaceO

Who® Spae is This?

Tom Andason and Chris DeWolf®@ vision for MySpace was that it would be a place
where independent artists could distribute ther music. This ability has been demongrated
throughcountess bands such as the Arctic Monkeys, who have often foundcommercial success
by building up afan base throughthesite. As mentioned previoudy, much of the sites
popukrity could beattributed to its cugsomizability. Users are able to embed video from externd
siteslike You Tube video that they fedl expresses thar feelingsor view ontheworld. Another
attribute that may accountfor MySpace® success is the smple designit carries. Inits 3-year
history, thedesign of thesite has remained smple and fundiond, and Tom, thefounde always
introducees himself as yourfirst friend. Uponfirst glance, MySpace exudesaDIY (Do it
yourself) aura, making you bdieve tha Tom spent months staying up late, hand coding the site
himsealf while eating Taco Bell. In fact, much of the success of soaa networks seemsto be
related to this homegrown, youth centered approach (it was Harvard student Mark Zuckerberg
who programmed Facebook). Such ayouth centered approach may accountfor thereasonsthat
youth are spending so much time on these sites (Bradley, 2005) They feel tha it isaplacefor
them to sodalize tha is separated from the mediated world of their parents. boyd (2006)
comments tha soda networking sites

(E serve asdigital publics, subgituting for thetypes of publics that most adults
took for granted growing up, but are now inaccess ble for many youngpeople

neghbohoodbasketbal courts, malls, paks, etc. Y outh are trying to map outa



public youth territory for themselves, removed from adult culture. They are doing
so online because ther mobility and control over physcal speceis heavily
curtailed and monitoredQ(para 4).

It isthetrandormation of MySpace into a virtud youth community center tha has
prompted groupssuch as News Corp to fork over the big buds, althoughsome critics have felt
that such busnessidess are a bad choice. One person commented that anyonewho buysY ou
Tubeis a GnoronChecause it has still yet to run on a profit-making modd (Rosenbush, 2006b)
Rupet Murdoch obvioudy disagrees. He commented tha when heboughtMySpace, hewas
essentially buying B0 million portals for advertisingQ(Rodges, 2005) Since thetakeover
MySpace and Google struck adeal for 900milliondollarsin shared revenuefor the placement of
Google search boxes within the site (Mintz, 200§. Anaysts suggest tha the site could beworth
15 billion ddlars within three years (Rosenbugh, 2006b)

Obvioudy thevalue of these sitesis the possibilities tha they open up for marketing to
youth. Thequestionthat remainsto be addressed iswhat will bethe effect of this advertisng?
Because MySpace is such a persond medium for theyouth tha useit, how will advertising
content shgpe and changethar experience? Will it create asimilar experience like unto
televisonwhere thecommercia content becomes a given pat of themedium? Or will they be

fed up with this content and move on to another way of expressing themselves online?

Youth and Advertising
An abundance of advertising research has been focused uponthe effects of advertising
uponayouth popuation. Thisis modly attributed to thefact that youth are viewed as

cognitively simple, andthey may have a hard time distinguishing between advertising content



and programming (Giles, 2003) Because youth have a hard time distinguishing between these
two forms of content, advertising content fosers conaumerism and brand preference in youth.
Pineand Nash (2001)compared thetelevision exposure of youth with theitems on a child@
Christmas wish list. They foundtha the more a child watched television, themore likely they
were to putmoreitemsonther list, aswell as more branded items. They then compared thedaa
with youth in Sweden where advertising to children is banned, and foundtha those youth had
lessitems, and less branded items on therr lists.

Looking at these studies, however, we see tha most of them are focused onthe
relationship between advertising and pre-adolescent youth. In fact, Vakenburg and Cantor
(2001)arguetha youth reach ther find stage of consumer development by theageof 12. At
this point they have become sufficiently critical of media forms and are moving on to more
mature forms of entertainment. However, there seemsto beno doult tha advertising still affects
them; thisisthewhole reason tha soda neworking sites have become such avaluable
commodity. Theproblem with advertising content on sodal networking sites, however, seemsto
beits placement. While youth may have become sufficiently able to identify commercial content
ontelevision by adolescence, internet sodal networking is arelatively new medium and
advertisers are finding new ways to integrate content unobtusvely. lan Shaer, the CEO of
Deep Focus an internet marketing group (as cited in Rodge's, 2005)talks aboutthe marketing
potential of soda networking sites: "It's this hugeplace where a hard to reach demographic
communicates.OY outh are Gavery cynical audience. They don'tnecessarily want to respondto...
advertising. Y ou need to create integrated and engaging promotiong(para. 30).

When onelogsonto MySpace you can see awidegamut of advertising. Thefirst thing

younoticeisthat it isnot overbearing. Thecreators seem to undestand that users don®want



banne adsto overshadow their experience. Murphy (as cited in King, 2006)comments, Viany
people who don'tundestand this medium will feel they need to break throughthenoise by
creating areally disruptive experience onthesite, and nobodylikes to be disrupted less than this
audienceEA disruptive advertising experience in our space is likely to create a bad brand
experienceQ(para. 11).

Today, when an individud logson, the MySpace home page has the same familiar
features to greet them. There are severa featured videostha have been uploaded by MySpace
Users. Thereare also featured profiles Brandompeople tha are new to thesoda neworking
stes. Neither of these features seemsto be commercial at all Bbutrather fundionsof thefact
tha thisisasodal network based on shared relationshipsand shared media content. Then onthe
other end of the spectrumthere are two identical bannea ads Today, the banne's feature two
headsin profile, sticking ther tongues outat oneanother. Then onthetip of each tonguea small
man iswalking. Itisan advertisement for a new show on adult swim B cartoonsthat are aimed
at collegestudents. This ad seemsto bein theright place to hit thar target demographic -- This
too, however, seemsfairly straightforward Dit is traditiond advertising. However, moving past

these first few features, theline between ad and site content becomes a bit blurred.

MySpae andMusc

Next there is afeatured MySpace mudc artist. Today it is Matt Wertz. His profile has
been cugomized by hisrecord labd Bhis name spdled outin aflowery moden typethat is
typical of every advertisement today tha attempts to hits the 20 something demographic. Matt
himself isabit bleary eyed. On hisabumcover he standsin awhite blazer with two buttons

attached to thelapd and afashion graphic t-shirt. He has curly, shaggy har, as he staresinto
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space presumably pining over thegirl tha hedesires (easily tranderable to any girl tha listensto
hisalbum). Hismusc isoveproducd, folky, and like every other piece of musc that plays
during thelatest teen dramatha plays ontheWB. Inlookingmore closely at his profile, hehas
an assortment of banne adsthat users can place ontheir own profile or their GriendOprofiles,
he has linksto merchandise D cds and t-shirts Dthat his fans (Griend<) can buy. Infact at the
latest counthe has over 57,000friends, and thething is tha mog people have never heard of
him.

That isthe ultimate blessing and bane of MySpace. As mentioned previoudy it was
started as a place for musciansto independently distribute their musc, and for many it has been
ablessingin tha way Bindgendent artists have been able to share their musc with an audience
tha would be unreachable previoudy. However, there is no requirement that says tha you need
to bean indgpendent artist to use the site to promote your band. Frankly, it is difficult to
determineif Matt Wertz issigned to arecord labd. Similarly, for any grouptha auser isnot
familiar with, it is difficult to deermineif the person running the webgte istheartist himself b
gitting in thar studio apartment B shipping handmede cdsto any person whoisinterested in
hearing. Or if theMySpace pageis kept up by amajor record labd trying to push their own
artist. Now this should notbeinterpreted as a statement suggesting tha record labds should not
take advantage of soda neworking distributon methods butrather a suggestion thet thelines
between user generated content and media produds are being blurred. Users may make certain
assumptionsaboutmedia content produced for MySpace, tha it is homemade, tha it comes from
people like them. Because of this assumption, they may feel agreater affinity towardstha artist

Dbecause they feel tha they have discovered the artist for themselves. This parasodal
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relationship that is created however, can foger one3 liking for the commodity rather than the

artist himself.

MySpae andVideo

Back onthe MySpace homepagethere is another add for content that is hoded by
MySpace. Inthis case, auser can watch an episodeof theshow Vanished for free. By clicking
ontheprofile, they are broughtto a pagewhere they can watch a variety of videos They areall
of televison shows. Prison Break, American Dad. It isan easy guess on which networks these
shows all come from-- this seems to be the most direct manifestation of Rupat® power over his
new acquisition. Althoughthis content might seem like a benefit to many soda networking
users, thisfeels alittle bit more like the banne ads mentioned earlier Bthey seem to be separated
from thenomal MySpace content Ban advertisement more than anything.

However, uponfurther ingection of the main video pageis where thingsbecome a bit
blurrier. Totheleft are smaller windows, each which feature a video tha was submitted by a
MySpace user. These seem to represent thedemoaratic ideal that is manifest in user generated
video siteslike You Tubeand MySpace. They arerelatively low budge, sophonoric in ther
humor, and withoutany explicit commercial intent. They have theability to berated by users,
creating a marketplace where thetruly great will rise to thetop. Agan these videosshow the
democratic possibilities of sodal neworking sites. Truly great videosreceive distributionand
airplay not because of the creators are buying tha airtime, but rather because it has been passed
among members of asodal network. Such a phenomenon has been referred to as Qviral videoO

and it exhibitsweb 2.0 at its finest.
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To therightonthevideo pagethere are several other videos which appear in larger
windows. Thefirst hasasmall logoover thetop of it, indicating tha Chrysler spon®orsit. The
video isacommercial showingaman whose car is switched unknowngly for a Chryder, aong
with hiswife. Thecommercia seemslike afar cry fromtraditiond televison commercial fare.
Ingead it has more of apog-moden feel Dit iskitschy and self-aware. Wha seemsto be
happeningistha advertisng campagnsare recognizing ther new younge audience, and as a
result, their advertising content is taking the approach of the Qriral videoOwhich can be passed
aroundthese sites. In fact, theweb may bethefuture hopefor advertisng content. Experts
project that by 2010, television will beathird as effective as it was in the 90@ (Rose, 2006) In
looking at the Chrysler commercial, it seems like something that wouldn® normally beaired on
televison. Tha isbecause it was made with the social networking user in mind Bwith hopes
tha it will be enjoyed and passed around. The problem, however, onae agan liesin theblurring
distinction between user-generated media content and commercial content. While no youth will
mistake a Chrysler commercial as user generated content Dit is posible, tha as theline becomes
less clear, it may bedifficult to deciphe thecommercial intentionsout of wha may be peceived

asausr created video.

MySpae asa Brandel Landsape

Some may ask again, QVhat isthebig deal? |ssodal networking redly different from
any other medium?0 While thelines may beblurry at first, over time, thedistinction between
user generated messages and messages with commercial intent may become clearer. Andwhile
sodal neworking has the potential of democratizing internet content, thereis no doult tha it till

has to make money, in particular to suppot thehigh traffic that the site produees. Andthe
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easiest way to do this, withou having users pay a subscription fees, isto allow advertisements.
Theproblem, isnotin the existence of advertisement, but rather how a place tha many teensfeel
is so important to their sodalizing is being co-opted by companies with theintent of developing
brand affinity.

In her bookNo Logag author Naomi Klein (1999 gives athoroughalthoughoften uneven
critiqueof corporate culture and how companies are increasingly branding our experiences. In
onechgpter she discusses how schools have given into corporate spon®rshipsin order to
subsdize therising cogs of education that aren®met by funding from thegovenment. She
discusses Channd One a news service tha is available to schools for aprice. Klein discusses
theprice,

(Orhey asked them to open their classrooms to two minutes of television
advertising aday, sandwiched between twelve minutes of teenyboppe current
affairs programmingET urning off thecheerful ad pater is notan option. Not
only isthe programming mandaory viewing for students, but teachers are unale
to adjug thevolume of the broadcast, especialy during commercias. In
exchange the schools do notreceive direct revenuefrom the stationsbutthey can
use the much coveted audiovisud equipment for other lessonsand, in some cases,
receive GreeOcomputers (p. 89).0

Such an extended quotke isonly induded to emphasize a point: Tha places tha are seen
to bein the public sector are being encroached upan by commercial interests, and in order to
provide agoodexperience for tha pulic, inditutionsare giving in. Often withoutrealizing the

cog of suchamove Inthesame way, MySpace, aplace tha isthe centerpiece in youth culture
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isbecomingincreasingly branded. An experience tha was once consdered as completely soaal
may runthedange of becoming subtly commercial.
Anothe example Klein (1999)givesis particularly pertinent to our discussion here. Zap
Me! Isan internet browser tha was placed in schoolsin the early stages of internet adopion.
What users didn®realize however, isthat Zap Me! also Gnonitors studentsOpaths as they surf
the Net and provides this valuable market research, broken down by the studentsOsex, ageand
zZip code toits advertisers. Then, when studentslog onto ZapMel!, they are treated to adsthat
have been specialy @nicro-targetedCfor themO(p. 94). Throughresearch, no policy about
whether or not MySpace uses profiles to track theinterests of users and Qnicro-targetOthem
could befound Butwhat is more important isthepossibility of such an occurrence. Userstend
to look at MySpace primarily in sodal terms, andasis illugrated from previousstudies (Govani
& Pashley, 2005;Gross & Acquisti, 2005;Jones & Soltren, 2005) they tend to notthink about
whoisreading ther information, or how tha informationis being used. The possibility exists
then while users may think they are sharing thar information asfriends they are indead usng
their information as a Gubcription feeQ
Thebest way to putthisall in perspectiveisto think aboutMySpace in terms of areal
world equivalent. danah boyd (2006 describes soda networksin thefollowing terms,
QAlthoughyouth are able to sodalize privately with oneanother in the homes of
friends mog are notallowed to spend time hanging outin public, unaccompanied
by parents or adults. They view MySpace as a place where they can bewho they
are, jokearoundwith friendsand make certain to stay in theloop about

everything tha is gaing on aroundthemO(para. 9).
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When framing sodal networks in this fashion, they appear to resemble theidedl
community center, places established where youth can spend time with oneanother while being
indgpendent from adult figures. While we may allow our community centers to be sponred by
corporationsin order to maintain opeaations we would be hesitant if those same centers were
turned into spaces where youth become subjects for market studies. Once agan theline between

thetwo worldsisindexd fine

TheFuture of Our Spae

Thefuture of sodal networking sites like MySpace remainsto beseen. Companies could
be pouiing billionsof dollars into these sites, only to have them come crashing down like the
internet companies they were putting money into a theend of the908. Equadly, the user-
geneated base of these web sites makes them equdly tenuous That isthelessontha sodal
networking pionesr Fraudder learned, asit log its share of the market to thethenrising
MySpace. And maybetha istheultimate hope ayearning back to thedemoaratic idedls that the
web tha was based on. If the ad experience of MySpace becomes too much, theusers can
smply changethe channd and moveon, and marketers will beleft onee again to find away to

reach tha ever elusve target demographic.
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