Summary

The purpose here is not to present yet another ‘definition’ of Web 2.0. There have been many attempts at this and evaluating the merits and demerits of each is a fruitless exercise. Where you stand on this topic depends on where you sit: programmes believe Web 2.0 is all about language, web designers think it’s about tools and start-ups say it’s about business models. The attempt here is to pull together the many similar strands of thought running through these discussions and articulate the common theme of observation, firstly in a more meaningful way for our understanding of the history of the Web and secondly, specifically in relation to ‘We-Think’.

Web 2.0 is a stage of development of the Web. It is about creating an effective communication tool out of the Web for the dual and inter-related purposes of improving human knowledge and fostering collaboration. Web 2.0 tools – such as Folksonomies, RSS feeds, blogs, wikis and networking applications – create this environment by negating the information problem inherent in the Web, i.e. that the sheer scale of the Web means that finding what you are looking for is difficult. These tools accomplish this by connecting individual users in a meaningful way and thus utilising the possibilities inherent in the Web which are a virtue of connecting hundreds of millions of human minds in the same place: 1.) collective intelligence and 2.) the ability to cater for the niche or specialist interest. In this way, Web 2.0 is a step towards creating the Web envisaged by Tim Berners-Lee; making it an efficient and effective communication and data-finding tool. 
‘Web 2.0’: hype or zeitgeist?
When the implosion of the dot-com market began in 2000, it cast a shadow over the early promise of the internet. Eager to gain a foothold in this emerging market, massive venture-capital investment in online companies had culminated in a NASDAQ high on 10th March at 5048.62 – more than double its value from fourteen months previously. But by October 2002, the US technology index had lost 78 per cent against its peak.
 Many concluded the Web had been over-hyped.

When O’Reilly Media, Inc. and MediaLive International launched their 2004 conference with ‘Web 2.0’ as the discussion theme
, they were offering a different analysis for the future of the Web. The phrase itself was the brainchild of O’Reilly Media’s Dale Dougherty. In the years following the dot-com crash, he had observed the rise of new applications and sites which suggested there was still life in the Web yet. Dougherty coined ‘Web 2.0’ to suggest that the dot-com collapse had in fact been a watershed point in the growth of the Web and there were exciting new developments underway online; this theme translated into the 2004 conference.

Perhaps in part because it has been pushed by an extremely influential tech commentator and O’Reilly Media founder, Tim O’Reilly, the term has since caught on: it now elicits more than 100 million results from Google.
 Yet despite Tim O’Reilly’s numerous attempts to pin down a definitive ‘Web 2.0’ explanation, the phrase continues to provoke fierce debate. Some commentators attempt different monikers: the ‘live’, ‘living’ or ‘social’ web
; others argue Web 2.0 is not a technology at all, but rather an “attitude”
. O’Reilly himself acknowledges the difficult of pinning down the term, calling it a “meme” or “pointer”, which defies hard boundaries, but lends itself to “a kind of intuitive recognition of sites that are expressing the new model.”
 Perhaps part of the success of 2.0 has been due to is ability to escape solid definition; it has become a by-word for what is new online and thus can become whatever its descriptor finds most interesting, important or cutting-edge.
Definitions may broadly be split into three groups:
 firstly, commentators who argue Web 2.0 constitutes the tools and sites that foster collaboration amongst users such as Flickr, Wikipedia and YouTube. Such definitions might be more interested in the user experience, rather than the technology which facilitates this. The second group of definitions focus on the software and languages with which these collaborative tools are built, in particular Ajax, or ‘Asynchronous JavaScript and XML’ – a web development technique which allows dynamic changes to occur on a web page without the need to constantly refresh.
 The third group of Web 2.0 definitions are those that see the concept as a new lightweight business model, favouring small capital investment start-ups and an emphasis on user-generated content.
Web 2.0 detractors fall broadly into two camps; the first argue that O’Reilly’s term is nothing more than media hype; an empty buzz-word that the business world has latched onto as a selling point for ‘the next big thing’. The 2004 O’Reilly Media conference was aimed at this audience. Their pitch was based on the belief that the Web had finally emerged as a solid business platform and the conference focused on “how the Web’s leading businesses have gained extraordinary success by leveraging Web development in their own business practices.”
 O’Reilly Media also spurred a period of growth in online start-ups calling themselves ‘2.0’, attracted by the idea that Web 2.0 represents a new business model based on low-cost, small capital investment projects and user-created content. Yet very often, these companies had only a simplistic notion of what the term actually meant, using the slogan as a throw-away label, especially to associate themselves with particular kinds of popular online tools. If a company was “leveraging the Web as a platform”, or if it boasted “native social collaboration features” and “virtual community software”, it was at the cutting edge of 2.0 and had truly embraced the future of the Net. One venture capitalist told Newsweek that when he heard something was a “Web 2.0 application” it made him “want to puke.”
 ‘Web 2.0’ has also spawned imitators in a wide variety of different fields: Wikipedia includes definitions of ‘Library 2.0’, ‘Learning 2.0’ and ‘Travel 2.0’ - terms which supposedly indicate some kind of new or innovative approach to their subject areas. Unsurprisingly then, critiques have lined up to take pot-shots at Tim O’Reilly and his moniker as a poor, catch-all descriptor for the current state of the Web. 
The second group of critics argue that what O’Reilly and others describe as 2.0 is nothing new at all; but rather the resurgence of old ideas. The point of the Web in the first place was to initiate collaboration and data sharing between users – all we are beginning to see now is a fuller realisation of this early vision. The original author of the World Wide Web, Tim Berners-Lee, is the most famous proponent of this critique, arguing that the Web was designed to be a collaborative space for people to interact with one another from the beginning.
 
Whilst ‘Web 2.0’ is clearly a problematic concept and parts of the above critiques cite very reasonable objections to the use of the phrase, what they do not refute is that the Web changed after the dot-com bubble. The websites of the late nineties boom were based on a business model which assumed that the primary way for people to make money online was through direct, Web-based commerce, or e-commerce. This relied on the networked connectivity of the Web to give a company access to a mass market on a new scale, whilst the lack of a physical shop front and the possibilities of mail delivery reduced initial costs. This model gave rise to the likes of pets.com, selling all the essentials for animal care, delivered straight to your door, and boo.com, an online fashion store. Both attracted massive capital investments, before spiralling into decline in 2000.
 
In the post-bubble economy, the websites which have soared in popularity and those which attract investment have quite different characteristics. Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp paid $580m for Intermix Media - the owners of MySpace - in July 2005.
 The social networking site does not sell anything; it gets its revenue from advertising. A different business model is of course not the only change discerned between the pre- and post-crash Web; the technology and products have developed too. Now, only a single website in the current UK top-ten sells and delivers products to customers: eBay – hardly an example of ecommerce working in the conventional manner anticipated by the traditional proponents of online business. The rest are search, news and networking sites.
 Rather than the focus of websites being on delivering goods to customers, a variety of tools to encourage two-way content production have taken hold: RSS feeds, blogging, comment posting, folksonomy (tagging), wikis and social networking connectivity are now common features of successful websites. 
Something has changed on the Web and Tim O’Reilly has managed to capture a zeitgeist of sorts. The Web 2.0 debate, in which he has been a leading figure, has been an attempt to characterise the developments in the post-bubble Web. Yet many of the interpretations of 2.0 only describe and catalogue the evidence of these changes: the existence of new technology, tools and sites which foster collaborative participation. A more meaningful definition of Web 2.0 certainly encompasses these developments, but they themselves are not ‘Web 2.0’. Those who attempt to articulate what the new Web means rarely sufficiently probe the reasons or the results of such innovations. In order to understand the development of the Web and its importance for We-Think, we must take a closer look at what connects and lies beneath recent online technological, social and business developments. 
The inherent information problem 
To understand the nature of Web 2.0, we must go back to the beginnings of the Web, or Web 0.0, as its nascent incarnation has been named.
 When Tim Berners-Lee created the World Wide Web in 1990, he was attempting to address the problem of information loss at CERN, the particle physics lab in Switzerland, where he worked. His aim was to create a “universal linked information system” which anyone could access. He observed the way work was organised at CERN and saw that, although formally hierarchical, it still allowed for employees to communicate and share information between themselves through informal creative conversations. Berners-Lee thus noted that the actual working structure of the organisation was a “connected ‘web’ whose interconnections evolve with time”. The problem with this, he argued, was that information and knowledge was lost as people joined and left the workforce. A written manual would be an inappropriately static solution to this information leakage as developments happened quickly within the lab. Instead, he envisaged a computerised version which could be dynamically updated. This would eventually become the World Wide Web.
 
The Web was thus designed as a communication tool, yet it is a communication medium like no other. Television, radio, books, newspapers and magazines are each very different channels for human communication. They all, however, have one thing in common: they are top-down, one-to-many channels, where one person speaks, writes or produces something for everyone else to consume. The Web is a fundamentally different, many-to-many medium of communication; more like a conversation between a group of people at a party than a lecture. 
From the point of view of being an effective channel for human communication, however, this was a problem inherent within the design of the Web from the beginning. Imagine going to a party where there are billions of other revellers, none of whom you’ve ever met before, many of whom appear to be speaking totally different languages, and they are shouting as loud as they can, all at once. This is what the Web had the potential to be like as it opened the flood-gates for almost anyone to publish almost anything, all on a global public platform. As ease of access to the Web improved and publishing online required only basic programming skills, its openness led to an explosion of information online. In June 1993 there were 130 websites; by January 1997 there was an estimated 650,000.
 When the volume of data is increasing at this rate, the problem becomes finding what you are looking for and making sense of it.
Although the shear size of the Web presents difficulties for the fulfilment its goals, its size also provides potential answers to the problem of finding and utilising data in a meaningful way. In other words, there are advantages to having a global space where millions of people can interact. Firstly, the networked connectivity of the Web potentially allows for the utilisation of the collective intelligence of millions of individuals - this is the intelligence and understanding that arises from the collaboration and competition of many minds. In theory, this should allow an individual to be guided towards, or helped to create, useful information on the basis of the recommendations and decisions of others. 
The second phenomenon which results from the massive network of the Web is that the niche or specialist interest can be easily catered for. When there is a single platform for so many different people to express their preferences, ideas and interests, the likelihood that some aspect of this information is of interest to an individual increases. This is known as providing for the ‘long tail’; a theory proposed by Editor-in-Chief of Wired, Chris Anderson. The essence of Anderson’s argument - as applied to the online world - is that as the Web allows the costs of production and distribution fall, there is less need for producers to tailor their products to the largest, mass market. Instead, it can serve the ‘long tail’ of individuals with very different, niche interests: the more people there are online, the more likely it is that an individual can find others who share their specialised needs.
 Theoretically then, the ‘long tail’ effect should help the individual seek out data specific to their personal needs, no matter how unusual these are.
Tim O’Reilly and making the data useful
So how do we reconcile the aims and potential of the Web for communication and knowledge sharing between large numbers of people, with the problem of searching and analysing the volume of information which they create? The answer lies in the development of Web 2.0.
Tim O’Reilly’s attempts at defining Web 2.0 are helpful in this respect. He recently told Wired that what people had misunderstood was that it is “really about data and who owns and controls, or gives the best access to, a class of data.”
 He has attempted brief, pithy definitions of Web 2.0 before,
 but it is these recent comments which come closest to capturing the recurring theme throughout his writings: Web 2.0 is about data organisation. In his seminal essay, ‘What is Web 2.0?’
, O’Reilly examines the differences between three ‘Web 1.0’ tools and their Web 2.0 equivalents: Netscape and Google; DoubleClick and Overture or Adsense; Akamai and BitTorrent. He shows that the success
 of these Web 2.0 applications comes primarily from their ability to harness the two special features associated with the massive connected network of people online: collective intelligence and the long tail phenomenon. Google’s breakthrough in search is based on the PageRank algorithm which calculates the relative ‘importance’ of a web page – and thus its ranking in Google search – by looking at the number of hyperlinks from other sites to that page.
 The effectiveness of Google’s search capabilities therefore lies in the ability of the collective intelligence mechanism of the Web to indicate which data might be most relevant to an individual’s search query.
 Akamai – a distributed computing platform for content caching and application delivery - was designed to do business with the head, not the long tail. BitTorrent, or the other hand, uses every client also as a server; files are broken into pieces that can be served from multiple locations, harnessing the network of downloaders to provide bandwidth and data to other users. BitTorrent thus uses the collective power of the Web in a similar way to Google; as O’Reilly says, “the service automatically gets better the more people use it.” Adsense is an example of a Web 2.0 application aimed at catering to the proliferation of niche markets online. DoubleClick’s business practices were based on the notion that the web would be dominated by a few large websites who could command big advertising revenue. Adsense, on the other hand, enabled ads, which are relevant to the specific content of the site, to be placed on virtually any web page, thus targeting a plethora of specialised markets. 
 O’Reilly’s examples demonstrates that Web 2.0 is about getting better data to more people, more of the time. It is all about unlocking the power of millions of people connected together in one space, all producing and creating new knowledge and information, by providing them with tools to filter, search, refine and remix information. This is accomplished by networking people together in a variety of ways and thus exploiting the Web’s potential for collective intelligence and niche marketing.
Web 2.0 tools

To analyse Web 2.0 as a stage of development of the Web, we will examine the relationship between networked communication and information organisation online. What follows in this short history of Web 2.0 is an examination of the ways in which Web 2.0 tools accomplish their task of organising the Web. These tools – namely folksonomies, RSS feeds, blogging, wikis and social networking applications – will be categorised according to how they do this. We will look at how they connect individual Web users (i.e. how social they are), how they harness collective intelligence and how they provide for the niche. The Web is an inherently social environment and in light of this, we will attempt to understand how it fosters participation. 
Web 2.0 tools utilise the communication network of the Web in a variety of different ways which may be categorized on a sliding scale. At one end, there are tools where the actions of the individual are primarily for personal, singular purposes – they could be performing the same mechanism in a non-networked environment. However, through performing this action – for example posting a link on a website – they are indirectly contributing to the Web as an online commons, making surfing online an inherently social experience. Tools which are closer to this category are things like Google PageRank, folksonomies and RSS feeds. At the other end of the scale, the advantages of the Web as a networked communication tool and the individual’s personal benefit are concurrent: social aspects are the primary reason for an individual being online; rather than using the Web for the purpose of data gathering, the social network the Web creates constitutes the data an individual is looking for. Certain types of social networking sites are the best manifestation of this, however other tools have inbuilt, purposeful social aspects to them, for example wikis and blogging. 

As we have seen, Google PageRank is part of Web 2.0 development because is harnesses the power of collective intelligence through the use of the hyperlink. Google has worked out how to tap into the social power of the Web, indirectly. With the exception of those who deliberately try to move their sites up Google search rankings,
 individuals who create links to pages are not consciously attempting to improve navigation of the Web for other users. Links are posted primarily for personal or instrumental – rather than social or communicative – purposes. The communicative power of the Web which is at work here is therefore indirect. The first Web 2.0 tools, examined below, help to organise online information primarily through the use of this form of indirect communication; users are guided through the Web thanks to the cumulative effect of the largely individualist actions of others.
RSS: The ability to filter

Google search is excellent for finding specific pieces of information if you have a reasonably clear idea of what you are looking for. It’s not so good when you don’t. The Web is a dynamic entity, constantly updated and refreshed with new information. Keeping up with the information flow is difficult. In 1997, Wired wrote of the future of ‘push’ media on the Web, where dynamic updates would be ‘pushed’ automatically to the user without having to go out and search for information themselves.
 The future, as Wired saw it, lay in software like PointCast, which provided a screensaver of rolling news and advertising onto idle computer screens. But neither the technology, nor the business model worked: the always-on aspect of PointCast meant that it made connection painfully slow in the days before ubiquitous broadband and marketers began dominating the space with unwanted advertising.
 The problem with this kind of ‘push’ media was that someone else was deciding what information the user might need and organising it for them in a way that failed to cater to their individual needs. RSS tools changed all this. They allow users to effectively filter the information online, choosing what they which to have ‘pushed’ to their email accounts, desktops and websites.
RSS is an XML-based format that allows the syndication of lists of hyperlinks, along with other information - metadata
 - which helps viewers decide whether they want to follow a link. To enable this, a website makes a feed, or channel, available which computers regularly contact to get the most recent items on the list. Usually, this will be done using an aggregator – a program that manages a number of feeds and presents them in a single interface. Aggregators might be in the form of a web portal where feeds are made available on a website, such as My Yahoo!
, or it might be integrated into email clients and desktops.
 RSS data can flow into other products and services like PDAs, cell phones, email and voice updates.
 It encourages in context, multiple points of entry to one primary article, rather than multiple copies of the same article,
 and means that there is no need to continually browse the Web via search or repeatedly return to favourite Websites to check for updates.

Depending on which version of the tool you are using, ‘RSS’ stands for either ‘Rich Site Summary’, ‘RDF Site Summary’ or ‘Really Simple Syndication’. It originated in 1997 with software first created by UserLand and then developed by Netscape. 

Early adopters of RSS came from the blogging community and by 2004 the format was attracting significant amounts of money; Technorati reportedly raised $6.5 million in venture-capital funding.
 Mainstream publishers also began to incorporate RSS feeds into their web businesses and now feeds are available for a wide array of publishers, from Wired to BBC News Online. By 2006, feeds were being used for more than just alerting users to news updates: Offertrax,
 StyleFeeder
 and Mpire
 were using RSS to search for bargains for online shoppers. Politicians and governments have even adopted RSS.
 The Office of Public Sector Information, for example, offers two choices of RSS feed updates: UK Acts and UK Statutory Instruments.
 Clearly RSS is a great way of filtering for very specialised interests!
By 2003, the news aggregator was being hailed as the most important innovation online since the visual web browser; others argued that the RSS feed would subsume email, making other forms of online communication such as email lists and Yahoo Groups, obsolete.
 It was also thought that companies would increasingly turn to RSS for internal communications.
 
Yet RSS does not seem to have lived up to its early expectations. A Forrester report from July 2005 found that only two per cent of all online households in the US were using RSS feeds, although this didn’t include people who might have been using the technology via aggregators such as My Yahoo! without realising they were doing so.

RSS technology allows users to make more deliberate and specific choices about what information they consume and the means by which they do this. Yet it not a good example of the communicative power of the Web to organise data: it allows you to tune into the thoughts of others and scan the Web for new information very quickly, it does not help you to respond or organise your own ideas. It helps you to monitor certain types of information, but it may not necessarily help you identify these types in the first place. For this, a different kind of search is necessary.
Folksonomies: the ability to search
A ‘folksonomy’ is a type of distributed classification system, created by a group of individuals who use labels or ‘tags’ to categorize and bookmark online content such as Web pages, photographs, images, videos and so forth.

Although the original concept of user-generated tagging of Web material had been around since 2000 with www.bitzi.com, it only really took off in mid-2004 with sites like del.icio.us and Flickr.
 Originally, ‘folksonomies’ related to the anthropological study of ‘folk taxonomies’, a favoured study of cognitive anthropologists in the 1960s, which examined classification systems originating from social knowledge.
 Information architect Thomas Vander Wal applied the label to the practice of publicly bookmarking online content.
 Whereas scientific taxonomies are classifications applied in a hierarchical and methodical manner, independent of personal feeling, folksonomies are based on the subjective categorisation of the individual who tags something.
In the most basic sense, folksonomies help individuals to store and re-access Web links in much the same way as the bookmarking function used in browsers. One of the principle examples of a folksonomic application, del.icio.us, was created after software programmer, Joshua Schachter became frustrated by the fact he would forget where good articles on the Web were and so produced a program that let him tag Web links for easy access. In September 2003 he launched del.icio.us so that anyone could use the technology.
 In the first two years, it gained around 200,000 users.
 The primary purpose of the del.icio.us site is to enable individuals to keep an online record of their personal Web trawls and studies which examine the nature of tags have found that the prevalence of labels containing information relevant only to the tagger – such as ‘mywork’ or ‘toread’ - suggest that users bookmark principally for their own benefit.
 
As del.icio.us and other folksonomy-based tools grew, they benefited from the same type of collective intelligence that Google PageRank is based on. Theoretically, as more people use the service, the more widespread the tags become, and the better they describe what they link to. This should make folksonomies good places to sift through information on the Web. Taxonomies handle certain type of metadata well, such as titles and authors, but they do not handle value or content well.
 A folksonomy tag, on the other hand, potentially provides two types of metadata about a link: firstly, it describes the content, and secondly, the number of people who have tagged a link suggests the quality of its content – over 8000 people have tagged Tim O’Reilly’s seminal ‘What is Web 2.0?’ essay; fewer than ten have marked Ross Mayfield’s brief post on the topic.
 This reflects the fact that O’Reilly’s five-page, widely-read essay is more use to someone wishing to understand Web 2.0 than Mayfield’s brief blog on the subject. A folksonomy therefore can provide an alternative to the search engine. They often aid the locating and tracking of information by offering certain tools: most sites with folksonomy functions produce tag-clouds of all the keywords chosen by their users – the most popular tags are represented in larger or bolder font.
 Del.icio.us allows users to subscribe to RSS feeds of a particular user’s tags, post your tag cloud on blogs or join networks of other users.

There has, however, been some debate over how effective folksonomies are as a means of locating useful and meaningful information for users other than the original tag creator. Those who argue the case in favour of folksonomic data organisation say that it shows the Web is an adaptive system like that described by complexity theorists.
 A complex system is made up of units following a set of very simple rules that together form a spontaneously self-organisation pattern in which the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts.
 Critics argue folksonomies cannot create useful patterns of classification because users are untrained in indexing methods.
 Marieke Guy and Emma Tonkin have called this the ‘Folksonomic flaw’, which includes problems of imprecise tagging of terms, ambiguous, overly personalised and inexact classifications.
 Many folksonomy sites only allow single-word metadata, which leads to the use of very specialised tags which only appear once in a database.
 There is little or no synonym, homonym or polysemy control.
 
 Folksonomy tags also suffer from ‘basic level variation’, where individuals may tags things on a continuum between the very general and the very specific.
 In short, the objection behind folksonomies as a way of organising information for general retrieval is that user-generated tags are too disparate to form consistent classifications and the way the software understands tags is not advanced enough to group related keywords together automatically.

Statistical studies of folksonomies have certainly identified problems with misspelling, incorrect encodings, compound words created in many different ways, plurals forms of words and symbols in tags.
 However, analyses using data from sites such as del.icio.us and Flickr have shown that these difficulties may not be as significant as might be expected. Adam Mathes suggests that tag distribution follows a power law curve: there is a cluster of highly used tags for a particular URL, then the frequency of tag usage drops off so that there is a large number of tags used by only a few users and a huge number of tags used by single or very small groups of users – this is the long tail of the power curve.
 In their study of Del.icio.us and Flickr, Guy and Tonkin find a similar pattern: single-use tags do not dominate the system – of their sample only 10-15% of tags were not repeated.
 Others have found this pattern replicated in their analyses.
 
 Despite the fact users could choose any label they wished for a tag, they select from within a smaller pool of possibilities, thus creating a limited shared vocabulary. By offering up suggestions and making popular choices known, folksonomic software makes this easy for users. The del.icio.us interface makes it easy to both add popular tags to a URL and to add tags that are part of the user’s individual list of tags already used. Tagging patterns should, therefore, follow both a pattern of emerging consensus between different users and create trends within the user’s individual tagging system.
 It seems that social tagging services do create the kinds of environments in which metadata vocabularies evolve in a natural way, producing a single, relatively stable shared ontology.
 This should mean that folksonomies do harness the collective intelligence of the Web in such a way that makes them useful for information gathering.
However the ways in which folksonomies organise information go beyond emulating those of the traditional taxonomy systems. Flickr co-founder Stewart Butterfield told Wired that “the job of tags isn’t to organise all the world’s information into tidy categories… It’s to add value to the giant piles of data that are already out there.” One study identified seven functions del.icio.us tags perform: identification of what or who the link is about; identifying what it is – i.e. article, blog, book; identifying ownership; refining categories, which do not stand alone, but add meaning or subcategories – i.e. version 1.0, version 2.0; identifying subjective qualities, characteristics or opinions; tags for self reference which identify content in terms of its relation to the tagger - i.e. ‘mystuff’; and finally, task organisation – ‘toread’, or ‘jobsearch’.
 This clearly indicates that tags are used as a mixture of personal references and more generic labels. The real difficulty with folksonomies is that they are trying to fulfil two functions at one: information finding both for the “personal collection” and the “collective collection”.
 This quirk, however, may also be an aspect of how they can be used to gather and make sense of online information.
Margaret E I Kipp and D Grant Campbell noted the presence of time or value-related tags in the Del.icio.us; ‘GTD’ (got to do), ‘ToRead’ and ‘Cool’. These differ from traditional taxonomic categories; they express a response from the user. Rather than giving an indication about the nature of the document, they are time-sensitive and suggest an active engagement with the text, where the user is linking the subject matter with personally relevant information.
 Kipp and Campbell suggest that these types of tags bring a new temporal dimension to a classification system related to short-term needs and enthusiasms.
 This is not necessarily a disadvantage of folksonomies: temporal tagging expresses a dynamic relationship between user and link, which may lead to new ways of searching for information.

These subjectively defined tags are of use when folksonomies become more specialised by subdividing into groups, or used by pre-existing communities. The way we have seen folksonomies utilise collective intelligence so far has been via the indirect use of the social and communicative aspects of the Web: the more people using the service, the better it gets automatically, just like Google PageRank. Joshua Schachter told the New York Times that although del.icio.us was not focused on networking, greater user communication and collaboration had evolved out of shared activity on the site.
 Folksonomies are increasingly being used for deeper interactivity and networking. Pre-existing groups of people are adopting specific del.icio.us tags to help them collaborate on projects. For example, in January 2005 a group of bloggers interested in use of technology in nonprofit groups adopted the ‘NPTech’ tag: they all filed relevant links under this tag, creating a bibliography of research that contained articles, weblinks and blog posts.
 A variety of networks are also being created within the folksonomy environment. Thomas Vander Wal signed up to be notified every time people used the term ‘folksonomy’ as a tag on del.icio.us and found himself following the bookmarking activities of several users who shared his interests. Following a lively blog discussion and email exchange, he even went to meet one of his fellow folksonomy enthusiasts in person.
 On Flickr, individuals have created tags to inspire others to take and share photos: under the ‘what’s in your bag?’ tag, users have posted photos of their possessions.
 Other folksonomies have social features which are embedded within the architecture of the host website. 43things.com uses folksonomies to allow individuals to keep lists of New Year’s Resolution-like goals ranging from career development to sporting accomplishments. Users leave entries about their progress towards a goal, comment on others’ entries and join teams to encourage one another.

The construction of groups using folksonomies is important for their use as information-finding tools. Words have different meanings and values in different social settings. If you type ‘cool lamp’ into Google, you come up with a lava lamp. Google PageRank displays the most ‘popular’ usage of your term; but what if you do not value what is most universally popular? What if you do not think a lava lamp is ‘cool’? If you type in the same request but this time searching within the folksonomy of a group you belong to who share your interests, ‘cool lamp’ should generate results closer to your definition of the term because others, who hold similar opinions to you on which lamps are ‘cool’, have been tagging links on this basis.
 Words can also have different meanings in different social groupings. It has been noted that many del.icio.us users seem to have a strong technical background: the list of the most popular tags used on the site include ‘blog’, ‘web2.0’ and ‘design’ and ‘software’.
 If you enter the word ‘tools’ into Google search, the results are a list of household power tools; put the same search into del.icio.us, and the top links are to computer software design sites. In this example, the del.icio.us site itself acts as a large group of people who share similar interests; searching from within the links created by this collection of people thus makes the information returned to you more relevant and meaningful. Through utilising network and groups which create tagging systems with specialised, socially-constructed vocabularies, folksonomies cater for the niche.
Danah Boyd and data relevance

The above examples look at how Web 2.0 is making the online environment useful for an individual who turns to the Web to find a piece of information. This is beginning to satisfy the first of Berners-Lee’s original aims for the Web - to allow people to search for knowledge. The methods of organising data we have thus far examined: a.) work because of the network effect which the Web creates and b.) exist to help find information in a networked environment. Without other people online, del.icio.us rankings would not be an indicator of what is worth reading and without other people publishing content there would be nothing for RSS feeds to push to their subscribers. This is a fairly obvious and seemingly banal statement. However, it demonstrates an important point about these types of tools: they give the individual Web user the sense that they are not alone online. These tools link individuals sitting in front of a screen to other users in such a way that indicates that the Web is a social space. The awareness of other human beings in a virtual environment is a phenomenon which computer games analysts have called ‘social presence’.
 The type of communication that is going on which precipitates social presence is indirect: one person ranking something on digg.com is an indirect way of saying to someone else; ‘I found this useful. Have a read, I think you might too’.
 This is clearly not, however, the only type of communication occurring online which helps organise online knowledge. As we have seen, the Web was also intended for communication for the purpose of collaboration – a replacement for the conversations that Berners-Lee saw in the corridors and cafeterias of CERN. The Web is not just about connecting people with information; it is also about connecting people with people. Again, however, we have a problem equivalent to the issues surrounding ‘information overload’ detailed above. When the Web can connect millions of people in one place, how can you find people to communicate with in a meaningful way? How do you find those with similar interests or those who might be able to help you find what you want? 
Danah Boyd calls the process of seeking out people to communicate with online ‘glocalisation’.
 Usage has grown explosively in the 17 years since the birth of the World Wide Web, creating a ‘global village’ where anyone – theoretically - can be connected to anyone else in the world. But, Boyd argues, on a personal level, no one would wish to live in a global village; it lacks intimacy and emotional connectivity. What matters to the individual is conceptually ‘local’ – it is what is specifically relevant to that person’s life and interests. 
Evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar has shown that there is a biological tendency for humans to form social groups of certain sizes. His primate research has shown that there is an upper limit on the number of social relationships a species can sustain which correlates with brain size. For humans, this number is 150 for social group size, and 12 for more intimate clique size.
 It has been noted that smaller networks may therefore be the biological norm on the Web; many start-ups, blog networks and other groupings remain below 150 people.
 For the individual to find relevance and meaning on the Web, they must create or tap into their own ‘glocalised networks’, where they seek out others who share their interests, hobbies, political views, ideas and so forth, from a massive global pool of people. This is the role of Web 2.0 tools.
CEO and Co-founder of the wiki company, Socialtext, Ross Mayfield commented that Web 2.0 is ‘made of people’.
 This was a statement which resonated with others attempting to understand the social connectivity and user-generated content aspects of Web 2.0. Yet Web 2.0 is neither the networks of people it creates nor is it the tools that are used to create them; both of these are integral to it, but they alone are not Web 2.0. Just as Web 2.0 is about aiding users in their search for relevant information, it is also about architecting networks for people to communicate in meaningful social settings through the use of blogging communities, wikis and social networking tools. 
The distinction made here between aspects of Web 2.0 which aid users in negating the information overload of the Web and aspects which help to fulfil the social communication potential of the Web is partially artificial. In reality, knowledge gathering and social communication are very deeply interlinked. In Tim Berners-Lee’s vision for the Web, the online network was a way of aiding human conversation for the purpose of exchanging information and creating knowledge. The distinction is however useful, as different Web 2.0 tools are designed for different types of knowledge gathering and communication. We have already examined folksonomies and RSS tools which benefit indirectly from the network of the Web. Blogging perhaps best bridges the two aspects of Web 2.0 discussed here; blogs can be both a means of an individual searching out information, and a means of communicating with other like-minded people.
Blogging: knowledge sharing through communication 

As the blogosphere proliferates, the medium is increasingly difficult to define. The most basic description is a ‘personal online journal’, or perhaps ‘personal online commentary’, since they do not necessary have the chronological, private or personal aspects of a journal. Technically, a blog is a web page where the owner regularly adds new entries or ‘posts’ which tend to be short and include hyperlinks to other blogs or websites.
 They often also contain other media, such as pictures, videos and podcasts.
It is difficult to pin-point the birth of blogging; the practice has grown organically.
 In 1993, the nascent web browser company, Mosaic, set up a page on its website called ‘What’s New’ and included links to websites.
 This format was copied by others on their personal sites and the genre soon needed a name.
 Writer Jorn Barger was the first to use the term ‘Web log’ in 1997, but it wasn’t until 1999, that ‘blogging’ came about, when Peter Merholz used the term ‘wee blog’ on his web log, which became shortened to ‘blog’.
 Early sites were closer to the personal homepage, than the blog as we know it today; they were edited by hand in HTML and manually uploaded.
 There are no definitive figures, but before 1999, the numbers of blogs were probably very small and mostly authored by those with an interest in IT.
 One estimate claims there were 23 known weblogs in existence at the beginning of 1999.
 In 1999, blogging went mainstream as companies began producing software that allowed them to be created and updated easily, without any specialist knowledge.
 Combined with the increasing ubiquity of internet access, this opened the blogosphere to a much broader audience.
 The first do-it-yourself blog tool was Pitas.com, created by programmer Andrew Smales, in July 1999.
  He had been developing new software that would allow him to update his personal website more easily and facilitate the ‘online diary community’ he had envisioned.
 Personal sites, such as his, did not gain much prominence in search engine rankings and he wanted to create a way to find others who were blogging, rather than surfing blindly.
 As Smales worked on his software, he posted updates to his blog and, thanks to the comments he received, became aware of the nascent blogging community.
 This prompted him to start work on Pitas.com. His Diaryland site followed soon afterwards.
 Hot on the heals of Smales, Blogger.com launched in August 1999 and quickly became the most popular blogging software available. It was later bought by Google for an undisclosed sum.
 

Alongside the growth of a variety of tools to make creating and maintaining a blog easy, came sites which monitor the growth and development of the blogosphere. One of the first was Brigitte Eaton’s Eatonweb, which began with 50 known weblogs in early 1999. It now has over 65,000 blogs registered and provides various filters to help users to navigate by country, category and so forth.
 Blog-tracking sites have become increasingly sophisticated. The Blogdex project launched in 2001, ranked links to produce a list of the most popular blogs. In this way, Blogdex automatically highlights topics of interest; if enough bloggers are linking to the same thing, it will rank higher up the index.
 Technorati is the current self-proclaimed “recognized authority” on the state of the blogoshere.
 The search engine began life tracking blogs, but has moved to include other forms of independent, user-generated content, such as photos and video.
 According to the site, there are over 175,000 new blogs everyday. They are currently tracking around 75.2 million blogs, with bloggers posting updates over 1.6 million times per day - that’s over 18 updates to the blogosphere per second.
 
This overview of the specialised searches gives us an idea of how the blogger negotiates their online world, but how do blogs themselves work as Web 2.0 tools to help individuals find the information they want online? To repeat our initial question: how do they help the Web user negate the information problem inherent in the Web? 
As we have seen with other Web 2.0 tools, blogs are adept at exploiting the collective intelligence of the Web and catering for the niche. They accomplish this by building - to varying degrees - communities amongst their users. The distinguishing feature of blogging from previous Web media is the extent to which it incorporates social aspects.
 Some argue that it is the connecting and contributive aspects of blogging which have led it to spread so rapidly throughout the Web; bridging the personal and public realm
 and blurring the distinction between performer and audience.

Mark Brady points to three features of the blog which help to create a community.
 Firstly, the permalink feature provides a stable link for each blog post. This allows other bloggers to point to a specific post and thus encourages a conversational environment where users can directly reference one another’s posts in rebuttal, agreement or as exemplar. This function also gave the blog a memory; it provided an archive which lay beneath the dynamically updated front page. Secondly, blogs have in-built comment facilities. This allows readers to post their responses below a blog entry which creates an immediate way of corresponding with the author. Thirdly, the ‘trackback’ function alerts a blogger to the fact that they have been referenced by another, which means they can read others’ opinions about their posts. The Economist adds one further feature which contributes to the community-aspect of the blogosphere: the ‘blogroll’ is a list of links to other blogs the author recommends.
 Via these links the blogger can define the genre of their writing by indicating to others they wish to be associated with; this is a form of social acknowledgement and a navigational tool for readers to find authors with similar interests.
 The term is a nod to the practice of logrolling, where political influence and favours are exchanged.
 These features also allow readers to gage the popularity of a blog; the more comments and track-backs, the wider their community of readers. 

Other blog-based sites are based on a similar premise, but are not authored by a single person. MetaFilter is a community blog where anyone can register and post a link or comment.
 Slashdot
, Plastic
 and Fark
 are all variations on this theme. They depend on tens of thousands of people for their content and provide a refined and specialised ‘what’s new’ list for Web communities. Slashdot, for example, is the self-proclaimed ‘news for nerds’ site. These act like specialised news sites, but with all the collaborative advantages of a blog.
The networks that blogging tools create and the post-rebuttal-defence conversational interactions they promote are ideal for tapping into the Web’s potential for collective intelligence. Authors’ ideas are criticised, refuted, refined, embellished, associated and remixed by their readership in such a way that produces a great mine of information. Tim O’Reilly’s attempts at defining Web 2.0 in his blog posts are a perfect example of this: his initial writings provoke many trackbacks and pages of comments, some of which he replies to in detail within the comments, some of which he replies to in new posts, refining and rethinking his ideas. Many bloggers put forward an unfinished or embryonic idea and ask for contributions from readers. One early adopter of the weblog, Rebecca Blood, says that she discovered interests through blogging she never knew she had and learnt to value her own opinions as well as to think in a critical manner.
 Blogs are fulfilling Web 2.0 functions by helping users to organise and expand their knowledge and thoughts via creative conversations.
Blood also believes bloggers help us view information in a more critical fashion, particularly that fed to us by main-stream media outlets: “By highlighting articles that may easily be passed over by the typical Web user too busy to do more than scan corporate news sites, by searching out articles from lesser-known sources, and by providing additional facts, alternative views, and thoughtful commentary, weblog editors participate in the dissemination and interpretation of the news that is fed to us every day.” 
 No matter, she argues, that blogs are subjective and opinionated; repeated reading makes bias easy to detect and thus a better source than information outlets which might claim to be objective, yet make veiled value-judgements.

Examples of the utilisation of the collective intelligence in the blogging community may be found in their impact outside the blogoshere. The discussions of bloggers with a wide variety of expertise were instrumental in unearthing information surrounding George W Bush’s military service. In 2004 an American news network claimed to have received memos suggesting that Bush had received preferential treatment during his national service. A few hours after the story broke, thousands of bloggers were discussing claims that the documents were forgeries, despite the fact that the White House had been very quiet on the issue at first. Some of the bloggers were former military personnel who said that the format of the Bush memos did not match their experience of military documents in the 1970s. Others were typographic experts who argued that the documents could not have been produced on a typewriter. Finally, the blogosphere drew attention to a regional newspaper report which suggested the memos were fakes. Eventually, this pressure resulted in the TV network admitting that they had no proof of authenticity and issuing an apology.
 
It has been noted that there tends to be a sudden rise in blogging following significant public events. For example, many used blogs after the September 11th terrorist attacks of 2001 to provide information hubs and emotional support mechanisms by discussing current events. Similar spikes in activity were noted around the Iraq War and the 2004 American presidential election.
 
With over 75 million blogs in existence,
 it is not difficult to imagine how the blogosphere is catering for the niche. Their design makes them ideal for this as they are embedded with a plethora of links going into and out from each page, making them a hub for looking up information on a particular topic. Features such as the Blogroll, trackbacks and, of course, hyperlinks, mean that a blog can be a complex associational index on a subject, leading a reader to both the most popular sources of information, and the most unlikely. Blogrolls allow authors to place themselves in particular genres which makes finding what you’re looking for easier.
Blogging has developed from a tool primarily designed to navigate the online information flow to a platform principally for the purpose of communication. Rebecca Blood called this a transition from filter-style to journal-style blogging.
 This change was precipitated by the rise of Blogger.com in 1999, which lowered the entrance barriers to blogging by providing a free and easy-to-use service. Instead of examining what they found on the Web at large, as earlier tech-savvy bloggers had done, these new blogs were a sort of short-form journal. Often updated several times a day, they were a record of the blogger’s thoughts, typically concerning the mundane reality of everyday life. Links took people to the sites of other bloggers with whom they were having a public conversation with, or had met the previous evening.
 Blogger.com did not steer its writers in the way that other service providers had done. MetaFilter, for example, presents bloggers with three boxes: one for the URL of the referenced sites, a second for the post title and third for a comment. This guided the writer to produce commentary specifically on the sites and posts of others. Blogger.com, on the other hand, provides only a box to type in.
 This, argues Blood, led to the rise of people blogging about what they had for breakfast, their work places and their families. This new style may also have been an emulation of the writings of Pyra Labs – who created Blogger.com – co-founders, Meg Hourihan
 and Evan Williams.

Some blogs have a greater social aspect than others. LiveJournal, for example, is closer to a social networking space than a personal journal. Sixty per cent of its users are under 21 and female, the average number of readers for a LiveJournal blog is seven and most of the content is about socialising.
 It has been suggested that these types of blogs are very similar to social networking sites and are being used to connect with friends because email is considered out-dated, difficult to use with long trails of reply-to-all and plagued by spam.
 The creator of hotmail, a web-based email service now owned by Microsoft, Sabeer Bhatia predicts that soon everyone will have a blog in the same way that everyone has an email account.
 Blogging thus spans the range of Web 2.0 developments. Blogs can be a data mine, a way of creating content and a networking space. Blogs are particularly good at opinions, dialogue and argument; they are not so good at collaborative production – this is a corner of Web 2.0 well and truly cornered by the wiki.
Wikis: knowledge sharing through collaboration
A wiki is a web page which anybody with user privileges can log in and edit.
 They use simplified hypertext markup – a language which strips HTML down into its most basic elements.
 Wikis sit on a scale between the radical openness and simplicity of the first ever Wiki, to the restricted access provided by wikis hosted on intranet workspaces within corporations.
 ‘Wiki’ is Hawaiian for ‘quick’, but it is also an acronym for ‘What I Know Is’.
 The first software was called ‘wiki-wiki’ as an alliterative substitute for quick, avoiding the term ‘quick-web’.
 The first wiki was created in March 1995 by programmer Ward Cunningham; by its tenth anniversary in 2005, it contained over 30,000 pages.
 Since Cunningham released his software, the format has been taken up by public and private projects alike, Wikipedia being the most obvious example. Hosted wiki services called wiki farms are available such as SocialText, EditMe, TeamFlux, OpenWiki, SeedWiki and Swiki.net. 
Thanks to their extreme openness – at least within the groups of people who have the ability to edit them – they are intrinsically collaborative, which means that they are good at organising and creating knowledge in specific ways. Wikis are best suited to summarising a debate or collecting a body of knowledge on something; they are not so useful for presenting opinions.
 As they depend on cooperation, they tend to implicitly or explicitly encourage people to contribute material that is objective and ask people to stick to a neutral point of view (NPOV).
 Since anyone can edit everything, their content has the potential to be ego-less, time-less and never finished, altering notions of authorship and ownership.
 Unlike blogs, they value consensus above individual authorship and importance or significance of information over chronological display. Underlying this open system is the concept of ‘softsecurity’; vandalism is amended quickly and easily because many people are watching at once.
 The wiki is a good example of the collective intelligence of the Web at work: it has the capacity to focus many minds on the completion of one task. The emphasis on collaboration and consensus does not mean wikis lack the contentious debate of the blog: rather this can be hidden in the discussion pages of the site where authors can thrash out their differences and debate what is useful to their task. Thanks to these design quirks, wikis therefore lend themselves to the purpose of communication in order to produce something which usually exists within fairly well-defined limits: encyclopaedic knowledge; perpetually updated lists; meeting plans, agendas and minutes; even writing a book. These are things in which collective decision making is an advantage and conclusions need to be reached.
The level of collaboration and interaction which occurs between the users of wikis is such that they might be regarded as communities. The architecture and functions of the wiki software mean that these communities are formed for the specific purpose of creating, sharing and organising information. They might be based on a pre-existing group of individuals – such as a school or workplace – or they might be groupings which evolve because of their use of the wiki space. Joe Kraus, co-founder of the JotSpot provider of wiki software, believes that most of the millions of wikis already in existence are designed for small, well-defined groups of people, such as corporate team members collaborating on presentations or project calendars.
 Wikipedia, on the other hand, is an example of an online community built around the wiki. Although anyone can edit it, fewer than one per cent of all users carry out half of the total edits and founder Jimmy Wales describes this as “a real community of people who know each other” and who value their reputations within that community.

In the case of Wikis, however, as with all the other examples of Web 2.0 tools examined above, social networks and communication are by-products of other forms of information gathering or production. What does it mean for the development of the Web when tools are designed for social networking as the primary end goal of human communication? 
Social networking: navigating the Web 
Commentators have long argued that the Web spells the end for offline social communities and can be no substitute for real-life, face-to-face human interaction. They feared that it would erode socialising, neighbourliness and community building by supporting “noncommunal domestic privatism” – individuals would increasingly retreat into personal spheres of isolation where simulated or virtual community life could never be meaningful or fulfilling, lacking as it did the most important features of social contact.
 At the other end of the spectrum, those who see the Web in a more positive light have argued that it created an entirely new space in which social interactions can take place. They foresaw new social networks and communities created and sustained purely online, where human interaction could defy the divisive characteristics of geographical proximity and class, ethnic or gender barriers common in real-life socialisation.
 The expansion of online networking and community-building tools beyond their early incarnations - features such as bulletin board services of the 1980s and 1990s – has provided a wider field of research for this theme and a middle ground between these two polarised views has been identified. 
SixDegrees.com, launched in 1997, was the first site dedicated to social networking, however participation was poorly incentivised and it failed to reach a critical mass of users.
 Ryze.com began in 2002 and attempted to clarify the benefits of participation by orienting itself towards business networking. It had reasonable success with 250,000 users.
 Friendster was the first networking site to really reach a significant audience: launched in Autumn 2002, it quickly spawned a user based amongst the educated 20-30-something-year-old urban dwellers of Silicon Valley, then San Francisco and New York.
 It began as a dating service built on word-of-mouth publicity, but expanded to become a fully-fledged networking tool. As with other networking sites, users posted a range of personal information and used these profile pages to link to others on the service.
 By June 2003 it had over 300,000 users and by October 2003, 3.3 million.

The popularity of social networking sites has since exploded. As of 2006, MySpace had 78 million registered accounts
 and a 2005 survey found that 90 per cent of undergraduates participated in a social network community, primarily Facebook, MySpace and Friendster.
 What is the significance of this growth for Web 2.0 development? 
Along with the scepticism of some commentators, such sites have received extensive media coverage warning of the potentially negative impact of displaying personal information in public forums. There are numerous cases of US students being suspended, expelled, thrown off sports teams, jeopardizing their employment prospects and even being arrested thanks to what they post about themselves in these environments.
 However, studies of social networking phenomenon have shown that not only are these sites a way of strengthening existing, offline relationships, but their use promotes the growth of social capital amongst participants. The extent to which sites are successful in this however, is affected by their design and software architecture. 
A number of studies have found that social networking sites are primarily used to connect to pre-existing offline networks. This is contrary to what some had hoped would result from such tools: relationships which defied geography and social differences. Yet this does not mean the online environment preserves all the features of traditional networks. As Danah Boyd reflects, the architecture of these sites affects interaction in important ways.

Let us examine the first networking site which really commanded a mass audience.
 Prior to media coverage in 2004, Friendster spread almost entirely through personal, real-life networks where friends invited each other to join. Rather than initiating social ties with strangers, this kind of communication has been shown to be used primarily to maintain relationships between people who belong to pre-existing offline networks. Similar studies of MySpace have found that those who made relationships online were in a minority – even when, as with MySpace, you have the potential to link to any one of the other millions of users online.
 In the case of Friendster, you could only view a limited number of profiles – defined by four degrees of separation or less i.e. friends of friends of friends of friends. The combination of this limited viewing and the transference of pre-existing social networks into Friendster at first suggested to its users that it was a space for narrow communities of interest. However, as the site grew and people crossed these networks – as they did in real-life – the sense that Friendster was an enclosed community broke down. This became a problem for impression management on the site. Impression management is the idea that each individual portrays themselves differently according to varying social situations; you act differently with friends in the pub from how you would do at work. Impression management on Friendster became difficult to control as users are not only defined by what they post, but the other people who have linked to them and have posted photos or comments. This does not present a significant problem until the homogeneity of the network breaks down and many different people from different aspects of your life can view the same information about you. Danah Boyd calls this process the ‘flattening’ of “multiple local social contexts into a single performance space”, which cannot accommodate the subtleties that exist in offline social interaction.
 The architecture of the site was not replicating normal social interaction, but forming a new variety of interactivity altogether. Friendster became a place to see and be seen; a creator of social presence, audience and spectacle, perhaps similar to the ‘playing alone together’ phenomenon noted by MMORPG analysts.

Danah Boyd argues that the relationships represented by Friendster links are different to those in real life.
 As everyone is a ‘friend’, social ties which, in reality, are nuanced and individual become ubiquitised. Connections on Friendster do not signal strong relationship ties; people often connect to others they simply recognise, yet these still become ‘friends’. In these ways, the Friendser network did not model offline social networks: it constituted its own with unique rules and patterns of interaction.

This, however, was not the main problem with the Friendster site. Early adopters began to test the system by creating profiles which bore no resemblance to their real-life selves. These ‘fakesters’ irritated the site managers and those using the network for serious social purposes; but they were an important way for users to work out how the site functioned through creative play. Boyd argues that their existence, and the phenomenon of others adding them as ‘friends’ was a form of expression of identity and individuality.
 A virtual war between the site management and the fakesters erupted where accounts were deleted, non-realistic photos banned and number of ‘friends’ allowed temporarily capped. Users retaliated by creating fake accounts for real people; a practice which pretendster.com managed to automate. Combined with server failure which could not handle the amount of traffic on the site, users became frustrated, mistrustful of site operators and the service lost popularity. By the end of 2003, Friendster was in trouble and by mid-2004, early adopters had mostly abandoned the service; a new generation of users were adopting it in Singapore, Malaysia and the Philippines.
 
Friendster is an example of how social networking tools can both host pre-existing relationships and fundamentally affect social interaction. It is also an example of poor community maintenance. It demonstrates that Web 2.0 tools have to foster participation from a distance, rather than exact a top-down dictatorship. Google’s Orkut networking service, launched in January 2004, similarly lost users thanks to some very heavy-handed moderation.
 
Facebook, on the other hand, seems to have thus far got this right. It was created by Harvard student Mark Zuckerberg in February 2004, who claimed he was motivated to satisfy an offline social need “to be able to identify people in other residential houses” – again this is the offline to online transition.
 As of 2006, Facebook had more than 7.5 million registered members; a typical user spending about 20 minutes a day on the site and two-thirds logging in at least once a day. The site was rolled out to American high-schools in September 2005 and by the time commercial organisations were able to add directories in 2006, there were over 4000 educational and commercial institutions able to access the site.

Users of Facebook, it is argued, are less likely to play with their identities in the way that Friendster allowed, because they are geographically bound by the nature of the site; you have to have an institutional email address to register. This feature actively encourages the replication of existing, geographical social networks in the online environment.

A team from Michigan State University carried out a study of Facebook in the light of other work which claimed that such sites provided a cheap and easy method of increasing the weak social ties an individual has, thus providing benefits of a large, heterogeneous network of social connections, such as an increase in information and opportunities.
 The study examined the forms of social capital an individual gained from using Facebook; this might involve drawing on resources from other members of the network such as important information, employment opportunities, personal relationships or the capacity to organise groups. Again, they found that survey participants reported significantly more Facebook interaction with those they also shared an offline connection with. More significantly, the results show that Facebook usage positively correlates with higher bridging, bonding and high-school social capital. For the former two of these categories, internet usage alone was not a significant predictor of social capital advantages. They found that Facebook can both be a low-effort means of maintaining long-distance relationships and it can also support close relationships. Facebook enables users to capitalise on weak social ties and convert latent ties – those that are technically possible, but not activated socially – to weak ties. For example, looking up shared class members or finding people with mutual interests in discussion groups. These results support the findings of a 2006 Pew Internet survey that online users are more likely to have a larger network of close ties than non-Internet users and that they are more likely than non-users to receive help from core network members.

---------------------
Web 2.0 as a facilitator of ‘We-Think’

Web 2.0 is all about making sense of this global mass of data for the individual user and thus creating an effective many-to-many communication tool out of the Web. It is in this role that Web 2.0 is a facilitator of We-Think. The collaborative participation that characterises We-Think is a product of three factors: old ideas, visionary leaders and new technology. The old ideas incorporated include the principles behind the village commons; the peer review of traditional academic journals; mutual forms of ownership exemplified in friendly societies of the nineteenth century and ancient folk traditions of collective story-telling. It is also influenced by ideas which have been around since the Sixties: critiques of what it means to be a ‘professional’ and top-heavy industrial structures; the ethic of open source software and cultural participation. Many of these ideas can be found embodied in the leaders of We-Think projects: those of the Jimmy Wales and Craig Newmark mould, whose democratic and open values pervade their work. However, none of these factors which have contributed to the existence of We-Think would have been possible without the new technology provided by Web 2.0 development. The World Wide Web created a platform for millions of people to communicate with one another like never before: Web 2.0 shaped this communication in a way that was useful for the ideas and leaders of We-Think. 
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