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Social Networking Media:
What is it? 

Â Letôs begin with a little honesty:

Iôm not 100% sure, I think it has something to do with 
computers, maybe?  It makes me sound sophisticated and hip to 
use these terms, though, donôt you think? 

Â Still, weôve got to say something here, so, for 
our purposes, letôs go with:

Use of an Internet -based service that enables 
almost instantaneous communication with 
potentially limitless people.  The communication 
may be text, pictures, videos, sound, or just 
about any other content.



Social Networking Media:
Why so popular? 

Many possible reasons, including:

Â Itôs free!  Usually, there is little or no cost to use these services.

Â Itôs easy! You can usually be up and running very quickly, 
regardless of your level of comfort with computers and 
technology.

Â Itôs universal/unlimited!  Almost anyone 
with an internet connection can access 
these services.

Â Itôs fast!Information can be disseminated 
almost instantly, in real time.

Â Itôs hip!  All the cool kids are doing it!  E-
mail is so 1990s!



Social Networking Media:
Itôs here to stay!

Â The New York Times (12/17/2008): ñéNielsen Online reports that 65 percent of 
people watch online videos Monday through Friday between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. Fifty -one 
percent of online viewers use that same time period on weekends to watch videosé.ò

Â PCWorld .com (6/03/2009):  ñéNielsen Online released a study that shows that from this 
time in 2008 until now, the time people spent on social networking sites has increased by 
700 percent. Nielsen also reveals that sites like MySpace and Facebookalong with Twitter 
hold peopleôs interest longer than even personal email. The greatest growth for an age 
group on Facebookwas from the 35-49 year oldséò

Â Nielsen Online (3/18/2009): ñTwitter.com continues to grow in popularity and 
importance in both the consumer and corporate worldséUnique visitors to Twitter 
increased 1,382 percent year-over-year, from 475,000 unique visitors in February 2008 to 
7 million in February 2009éò

Â Time Magazine (2/11/2009):  ñéFor [Congressional] Representatives used to having 
their messages and contacts heavily filtered, Twitter offers a real -time connection with 
constituents and the media, for better or worseéò

Â The Washington Post (6/17/2009): ñéThe State Department asked social-networking 
site Twitter to delay scheduled maintenance earlier this week to avoid disrupting 
communications among tech-savvy Iranian citizens as they took to the streets to protest 
Friday's reelection of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejadéò



Social Networking Media:
Posing new challengesé

Â CNN.com (7/15/2008): ñéBut [members of Congress] are now grappling with how 
to regulate new digital communication methods in light of long -standing rules on 
congressional interaction with constituentséthe virtual world is very complicated. The 
existing franking rules covering Web sites prohibit advertising and political advocacy 
on lawmakers' official House Web sites. But outside of the www.house.gov domain in 
the most popular social networking Web sites, advertising thriveséò

Â CNBC.com(8/17/2009): ñéLess than one in ten tweets have any real ópass-alongô 
value and more than 40 percent of tweets are ópointless babble,ô a study by the 
research firm [Pear Analytics] showed...ò

Â Yahoo News (1/10/2009): ñéOne of the State Department's main electronic 
communications systems was nearly knocked out when numerous diplomats hit 
"reply to all" to an errant message. Now American diplomats could face disciplinary 
action for sending mass responseséò

Â The Washington Times (6/20/2009): ñIran prepared to track dissent on social 
networkséThe Iranian government has high-tech equipment that will enable it to 
trace thousands of activists who have encouraged the recent demonstrations and 
spread news about them by using Twitter, cell phones and other Web -based social 
networks.ò 



Â Theoretically, the same legal and ethical limitations that apply 
to other forms of communication apply to social networking 
media as well.  So, this should be a very short presentation, 
right?

Â Not necessarily!  First, I have been described as longwinded.  
Second, theory and practice donôt always go together as 
nicely as we would like.  With this in mind, I hope to provide 
discussion of both some practical and some legal issues to 
think about when considering using certain social networking 
media in a government context.

Â Obviously, laws will differ from state to state, but the issues 
presented and the questions raised should help you start your 
analysis.

Starting Point: 
Same Laws & Ethics Codes Apply



Practical Problem:
No Filters

Â The very nature of some forms of instant media means that there is 
very little oversight or input from others at the time the communication 
is created.  As a practical matter, this can lead to:

Â Mistakes, ranging from inconsequential typos to dramatic misstatements or 
factual errors;

Â Anger, in tone or tenor (real or perceived);

Â ñAccess Amnesia,ò meaning that the creator forgets just who (the answer is 
always, ñEVERYBODY!ò) can access the communication; and

Â Forever is a long, long, long time.  It can be almost impossible to remove 
materials from circulation.

Â Example: The Everett Herald (6/18/2009): ñôTweetsô bring possibly illegal 
meeting to light.ò  City council members who met for food and drink to 
ñdebriefò after a public meeting may have violated the stateôs open 
meetings law.  It came to light when one of the members sent a ñTweetò 
about the dinner.



Practical Problem:
Two-Way Street

Â It is important to understand that, unlike many other 
traditional forms of communication, social networking often 
allows immediate and very public feedback!

Â Everyone can see what was written on your FacebookWall.

Â Everyone can see who your ñfriendsò are (and their friends, and 
theirsé).

Â Everyone can see who ñfollowsò your Tweet.

Â Many of these tools can be used against you!

Â ñCutting and pasting,ò as well as various network equivalents of 
ñreply to all,ò allow for disaffected or angry viewers to ñgang upò on 
a legislator almost effortlessly.  

Â Responding to ñrumorsò or trying to set the record straight can take 
incredible amounts of time!



Practical Problem:
ñEveryoneò & ñNo Oneò

Â ñEveryoneò is a lot of people!  Think of it this way: You want 
to have a polite discussion of eminent domain legislation.  
You will get some thoughtful constituents and public interest 
group participation.  You may also get that partisan oddball 
(you know, the one who always sends letters to the paper?) 
who lives in his parentsô basement and has lots of time to 
comment on what a moronic fascist you are. 

Â ñNo Oneò presents challenges, too.  The Internet lends itself 
to anonymity and aliases.  Being called names is bad; being 
called names by someone who wonôt identify himself is 
worse.



Control:
Losing It?

Â Check out the Terms of Service:
Â YouTube:  ñé[Y]ou hereby grant YouTube a worldwide, non-exclusive, royalty-free, 

sublicenseableand transferable license to use, reproduce, distribute, prepare derivative 
works of, display, and perform the User Submissions in connection with the YouTube 
Website éYou also hereby grant each user of the YouTube Website a non-exclusive 
license to access your User Submissions through the Website, and to use, reproduce, 
distribute, display and perform such User Submissions as permitted through the 
functionality of the Website and under these Terms of Serviceéò

Â MySpace: ñé[Y]ou hereby grant to MySpace a limited license to use, modify, delete 
from, add to, publicly perform, publicly display, reproduce, and distribute such Content 
solely on, through or in connection with the MySpace Services, including, without 
limitation, through the MySpace Serviceséò

Â Yahoo!: ñé[Y]ou grant Yahoo! the following worldwide, royalty -free and non-exclusive 
license(s), as applicableéò

Â Iôm not picking on these providers!  Their policies are remarkably fair and generous, 
especially given that they are free services!

Â Nonetheless, remember this childrenôs rhyme: Just a couple of clicks/And forever it 
sticks!



Getting More Than Was 
Bargained For (1/3)

Â When you post, upload, embed, tag, import, hogtie, 
hornswaggle , Shanghai, or wrestle materials into, 
onto, through, or behind the Interneté
Â You may be bringing with you unwanted:

Â Advertising, commercial and campaign.

Â Links 

Â Commercial

Â Personal

Â ñAdultò

Â Comments and postings

Â ñFriendò requests from non-friends.

Â What are the perils of not being friends?


