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The Creation of The Universal Social Network
The Evolution of Facebook

Facebook started out as a college-only social network.  By default, your profile could be seen by anybody in your school network.  Students at different schools were also able to “friend” each other and exchange access to each other’s profiles.

As Facebook expanded and eventually opened its doors to anyone, they changed from being a niche-specific network to positioning itself to become THE universal social network - the social network that is able to sign up “everyone”.  Although Facebook is still the ultimate college networking site, it doubles as the current “universal network” used by my generation.  It’s the way I meet USC people, but also the way I connect to all the people in my life that I’ve met outside of college.    Because users show the same profile to all of their Facebook “friends,” I meet some girl at a party, “friend her”, and she now sees the same profile I show my best friends.   

Although Facebook is currently the network on which users do all these things, it doesn’t mean it’s the best place for all of it.  Without an alternative option, however, users will continue to use Facebook in both capacities.  Facebook lets you communicate, share photographs, videos, news stories, links, and exchange contact information with your friends in a way that no other site allows you to do.

Facebook may look like the uncontested frontrunner, but there is a combination of reasons why Facebook isn’t close to “getting everyone.”

Why Facebook is Screwed

1) Doesn’t distinguish between friends

On Facebook, whenever you accept a friend request you let that person see everything that is on your profile.  All your friends see the same contact information, the same pictures, and the same wall.  Ultimately, you need to show different things to different people, and you need a system that lets you do that.  Users need more control over what aspects of their profiles they are sharing to certain people.

Without some way of distinguishing between friends, Facebook does not let its users show ONLY what they want to ONLY who they want.  The option with Facebook is show to all my “friends”, or none.  There are certain things, like my cell phone number, that I would be willing to share with my close friends, but not all my Facebook “friends.”  I would like to share my drinking pictures with only my fraternity brothers, and not have my younger sister be able to see them.
2) Barrier of entry to older people

In order to become “the ultimate social network,” my parent’s generation must be included.  Facebook doesn’t have a good angle towards Facebook parents.  Because it started out as a college site, Facebook still has this aura of college/youth only.  Most college kids I know refuse to “friend” their parents because they don’t want them reading their walls/looking at all their pictures/browsing around. 

On the parent’s side, it doesn’t make sense to join Facebook and it certainly isn’t welcoming.  Once you join you are bombarded with questions about your religion, interests, job occupation, etc.  Facebook parents and Facebook users need some time to pass and some privacy features to change before they can co-exist on Facebook.

3) User privacy concerns / Default privacy settings

Facebook has shown many times in its short history that it isn’t afraid to infringe on its users privacy.  Although Facebook claims that user privacy is one of their main principles, Facebook’s privacy controls continue to be inadequate and its default settings are irresponsible.

Facebook’s default settings are always set to expose as much information as possible, as opposed to letting users decide for themselves how they want their information used on Facebook.  When Facebook releases a new feature, users need to “opt-out” if they don’t like it, rather than include themselves because they want to try it. 

In the Facebook TOS they own all user generated content on the site, which doesn’t have to be the case.  Facebook is the owner of our photographs, messages, anything we create on the site.  

4) Facebook has a lot of dirt

Aside from the backlash after the introduction of News Feed and Beacon, not much has been written about just how dirty some of Facebook’s features are.  From what the News Feed actually is, to how the Wall and the “wall-to-wall” feature work.  How by default somebody who isn’t even your friend can still see how many friends you have and look at all their names/locations.  There are many more examples.

How do you design The Universal Social Network – and are we ready for it?
Facebook is still awhile away from changing itself into a place where my parents could practically use it.  My argument is that although there seems to be this illusion of a barrier of entry into the “social networking world” for adults, there is really no reason I shouldn’t be connected to my parents in a “Facebook-like” way.  I share photographs on my Facebook to all of my “friends” with 2 clicks, but when sending pictures to my Mom I still attach it in an e-mail.  I send my parents links to news articles in e-mails, where on Facebook I can easily share to all my “friends.”

As long as it is easy to control what you want to share with whom, there is no reason why you can’t share drinking photos with your college buddies and vacation photos with your mom, all on the same site.  There is also no reason you wouldn’t be able to share your cell phone number with the people you wanted to do, and exclude it from the people that don’t need to know.  

The site would have to be built simple and basic enough for a wide range of people to use.  It must give users complete control over their information, use complete privacy settings and take a full 180 on Facebook’s views on how user privacy works in terms of the “opt-in, opt-out / default privacy debate”

So what does The Universal Social Network look like?
When people use the term social networking, everybody thinks of MySpace and Facebook.  Those two sites developed in extremely different ways but to the average Facebook parent all that social networking stuff is grouped together into something they don’t really understand.  It’s important to think of these “social networks” as new websites where you can sign up and interact with the other users who have also signed up.  The concept is not too foreign – especially to my generation. I downloaded AOL Instant Messenger in 6th grade, and it was the first Facebook in many ways.  On AIM you could have live chats with anybody else who had a free screen name.  All users had a profile, which any user could view, where many people would put their contact information/quotes/whatever they wanted.  Through the chat boxes it was very easy to copy/paste links in the message box to share things with your friends.  You were able to send files back and forth. The AOL Instant Messenger social network was the first to connect my generation of Americans, and at the time it made sense to be a chat client.  

A social network on a website wasn’t possible until years later as internet speeds and browser capabilities advanced greatly.  Friendster tested the waters early and struggled with slow load times.  MySpace improved on it, and Facebook upon that.  

While software side instant messaging was extremely popular pre-Facebook, many people started using Facebook as a replacement.  Although Facebook did not offer instant messenger-like chat (MySpace does) Facebook semi-replaced it through their “wall” messaging that became a huge part of my generations social life.  Creating and filling your Facebook profile was immediately enticing for the type of people that enjoy sharing their favorite bands, movies, and political stance.  A website like Facebook is the perfect platform where you can do that.  But there are many other ways in which Facebook is incredibly useful – even if you don’t want to put anything in your profile.  

With your friends connected to you on an online social network, the site becomes the best way to look up the contact information of your friends.  For me, Facebook is an online directory of the people in my life, and a way in which I can communicate with them.  Also, sharing video clips, photographs, and links with your friends has never been more personal and simple.  Social networking websites are extremely easy to sign up on and navigate through, especially if they are designed with this in mind.
The way my generation has communicated with one another using the internet has evolved as technology has gotten better.  We’ve been doing the same basic things, but the social networking website really is by far the best way to share things on the internet.  None of this technology is new either; it’s just putting it all together on a website for people to use.

The website that becomes The Universal Social Network will need to appeal to a wide group of people upon its release.  Whatever network can convince the Facebook generation to sign up with their parents(and visa versa) will be the one that succeeds.  Somebody needs to release the site where they sign up, create accounts, and be connected in a 21st century way.  The website has to be relatively basic in the beginning.  Many features would be added later, giving users more reasons to join the website.
The most important thing is just starting the connection between people.  Users must be able to communicate with each other, as well as exchange photos, videos, and links.  In the beginning, it’s gotta be verrrrry simple.
So what?

Right now, Facebook is still the big social network – it’s the only option.  The Universal Social Network has not been created yet.  Nobody is saying “here is the site where you can do this.”  Nobody has built the system- one that includes real privacy controls and respects the user experience.  Nobody has put all the pieces together, and offered a place where this could happen.

An online social network website allows its users to share what they want to share, but it in an extremely personal, simple way.  It’s 21st century communication, and it’s undeniable.
