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Online social networking sites are quickly becoming a notable portion of the internet 
market.  Many have theorized on their success factors, but little academic research exists 
to confirm or deny these claims.  This paper outlines the potential success factors for 
these sites and presents results of an online survey testing hypotheses regarding 
functionality, visual design and market.  Respondents indicated that functionality which 
directly and indirectly supports individual and group communication are key factors. The 
data also shows that modern visual design indicates legitimacy, increased security and 
robust functionality, and that the viral nature of these networks is the best way to gain 
market traction. 

INTRODUCTION 

Online communities have gained much attention recently and have quickly 
become an integral part of the internet.   Researchers have studied the internet and have 
defined models for successful websites; however, little research is available that focuses 
on successful online communities or social networks.  Many definitions exist for an 
online social network and is most broadly defined as “a group of people who interact in a 
virtual environment”(Preece, Maloney‐Krichmar, & Abras, 2003).  Various technologies 
support these virtual networks, but this study focuses on those networks which are 
supported by a web site.  Examples of web‐based networks include MySpace, Facebook, 
Friendster and LinkedIn, to name several popular sites.    

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Brand Awareness 

Brand awareness is all about your brand becoming relevant to potential buyers. This 
means posting content regularly that answers the questions your customers are asking. 
That content includes links to blog posts, infographics, statistics, and relevant articles. 
But don’t forget to show the world who your brand is by posting photos of employees, 
the office, and company events. You can also post humorous, relevant memes that 
support your brand. This will help build a connection with customers. 

2. Enhance Public Relations 

By following your company’s mentions, you can find out what customers are saying 
about your brand, and respond to complaints in a timely manner. In fact, according to  
when companies engage and respond to customer service requests over social media, 
those customers end up spending 20% – 40% more with the company. Responding 
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quickly and solving problems allows you to stay ahead of large-scale complaints and 
create brand loyalty.  

3. Build Community Of Advocates 

Brand loyalty has always been one of the most important factors in long term growth. 
In the past, companies relied on word of mouth. Now, social media provides an entirely 
new platform where brand loyalty can be shared with thousands of people in real time. 
For instance, as the amount of photos of food increases on social media, restaurants are 
offering promotions and discounts for those that post pictures of their food on social 
media. That provides the restaurant with exposure and the customer feels connected. 

4. Research And Development 

By constantly engaging with customers, your company can stay up to date on the 
problems they’re facing and develop solutions. Just as importantly, follow your 
competitors on social media to see how they engage their customers, if they’re facing any 
complaints, and if they’re rolling out any promotions or new products. A great way to 
track competitors is using. where you can create and save feeds based on specific 
keywords. 

5. Driving  Sales And Leads 

If you’re not leveraging social media to acquire leads and generate sales, you’re not 
using social media properly. This is what most companies strive for first, but fail to 
realize that without time spent on the first four goals, it’s unlikely that sales will grow. 
Social media provides the perfect opportunity to interact with potential customers, both 
on a personal level and an organizational level, to gauge their pain points, and to 
understand their basic corporate culture. This knowledge allows for a warm call when 
you first engage, as opposed to a cold call. 

LIMITATIONS 

1. Lacks Emotional Connection 

“A couple weeks ago, one of my friends and I got into a fight and she told me all 
of her feelings as to why she ignored me for two weeks. Assuming it would have been 
really hard to say it to my face, she sent me a text message. The negative side was I 
didn’t know if she truly felt sorry because I didn’t hear it from her. The quality of a 
conversation using social media is awful because you cannot sense the emotion or 
enthusiasm from the other person. It makes you wonder if they actually mean what they 
say.” 

2. Gives People a License to be Hurtful 

“I do think it has gotten to an extreme point where you can say things you can’t 
say or get away with in person.” 
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“I’m disappointed whenever I hear about social media being used as a way to hurt people. 
I wonder if this happens when the writers forget that there are real people behind the 
screen.” 

3. Decreases Face-to-Face Communication Skills 

“Computer reliance could hurt a person’s ability to have a face to face 
conversation by making it awkward and unusual to hear something and respond with a 
thoughtful message through the spoken word because of one’s dependence on a keyboard 
to convey a message.” 

4. Conveys Inauthentic Expression of Feelings 

“Social media conversations today are filled with “haha”, “LOL”, and other 
exclamations that are meant to represent laughter. This shorthand has become second 
nature and is often used when the sender is not even smiling, much less laughing, in real 
life. On the occasion that our “roflcopter” is actually put to use at a funny moment, we 
are replacing actual laughter with, in this case, a simple ten-letter acronym. According to 
Robin Dunbar, an evolutionary psychologist at Oxford, the actual physical act of 
laughter, and not the abstract idea of something being funny, is what makes laughing feel 
so good. If we are so willing to replace the act that, honestly, we all love, with an 
artificial, typed representation that doesn’t even bring the same joy, what else would we 
be, potentially subconsciously, willing to exchange?” 

5. Diminishes Understanding and Thoughtfulness 

“Since the inception of social networking, the quality of conversations has 
dropped. I believe that people are spending so much time online that they don’t always 
understand the feeling, emotion and/or character of the person they are talking to. When 
you talk to someone through a message or even a voice, you can’t always fully 
understand them.” 

“Social networking has ruined the thoughtfulness in basically saying hello in 
person. For instance, you could say hello to your friend in Germany with Facebook, chat 
in seconds; but what if there was no way to communicate via social networking? Well 
you would have to write them a letter and that is something very thoughtful.” 

6. Causes Face-to-Face Interactions to Feel Disconnected 

“When I see my friends on their phones and I am around them, I feel disconnected 
even though we are only two feet apart….. Unfortunately, sometimes friends use their 
phones so much that it is difficult to have an actual conversation with them. Sometimes 
friends can get so socially attached to something such as a blog or gaming console that 
they lose touch with friends, creating small gaps and holes in close 
friendships/relationships.” 
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7. Facilitates Laziness 

“The new socially active era causes laziness because instead of running to your 
friends you can message them. Or instead of walking upstairs to notify the family of 
dinner, I can blog it. Social networking makes life so convenient that it creates laziness. 
In my opinion staying fit is important, but it is difficult to go beyond the newly developed 
status quo.” 

“It’s really easy to spend hours doing nothing….It’s a fantastic way to waste time.” 

8. Creates a Skewed Self-Image 

“We tell ourselves lies about ourselves and develop something we are not. We 
post pictures of us looking perfect and share the good news. We never post pictures of 
ourselves when our dog dies, when someone we love leaves, and when we lose a job. We 
never share the bad news that always clouds our lives. We all develop this perfect image 
of ourselves and some of us actually try to rely on this imaginative thought we have of 
ourselves instead of staying true to who we are.” 

9. Reduces Family Closeness 

“Texting, Facebook, Twitter, and Gmail alienate us from our families more than 
we actually think it does…. When my family is spending family time together and 
watching a movie, in reality my brother and I are on our phones rather than actually 
watching the movie with our parents.” 

10. Causes Distractions 

“When I have my phone out, it makes me feel like nothing else is going on around 
me. I use social media as a way to feel popular, important, and also just to fit in. My 
friends and I always compare ourselves to each other, wondering who has more Facebook 
friends or Twitter followers. But what really ends up happening is I begin to talk less and 
end up relying on text for a conversation. Ever since I got a smartphone I have been 
distracted from everything. I watch television less, do homework less, and even spend 
less time with my friends and family.” 

FUNCTIONS 

Functionality is a key factor in online network success.  In order for a site to meet the 
definition of an online social network, users must be able to interact with each 
other.  Web‐based communities are based upon the older mediums for asynchronous 
online communication, the oldest of which being electronic mail.  E‐mail allowed users to 
communicate directly with each other.  This later evolved into list servers, which allowed 
many people to communicate via e‐mail and then into group communication spaces like 
USENET groups and bulletin boards (Preece et al., 2003).  These spaces facilitated group 
communication but most notably moved the communication to another virtual 
location.  Users have the option of reading e‐mail in an assortment of ways, but the 
messages, based upon the postal mail model, are delivered directly to the user.  The shift 
to spaces in group communication forced the user to visit the space, instead of having 
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content delivered to them.  Users return to these spaces because they are interested in 
viewing the content available there.  This establishes two aspects of the modern online 
network web site.  First, the user must visit the space to gain information.  Many 
networks offer e‐mail alerts when specific content is updated, but those essentially drive 
traffic to the space.  Secondly, the user must remain interested in the available content to 
continue visiting.  With these factors in mind, it is important for successful networks to 
have functionality which supports basic communication. Another requirement derived 
from USENET and bulletin boards is scope.  Users care about the content which is most 
important to them, and are generally not interested in things they find 
unimportant.  Communities must then offer a means of filtering content so that users will 
remain engaged.  USENET groups and bulletin boards had a specific topic and users 
were discouraged, if not prohibited from deviating from that.  Additionally, these groups 
not only filtered the content which the user received, but also the people which they 
interacted.  Communities must also offer a means of grouping people into those with a 
related interest or importance to a particular user. 

CONCLUSION: 

This study confirmed that users of online social networks prefer sites that feature 
a modern visual design and include features which allow them to communicate and group 
contacts.  It also confirms that person‐to‐person communication is the best way to 
advertise an online social networking site.  This study did not cover aspects of web site 
usability nor did it delve into detail about each success factor.   Future research in this 
area could include semi‐structured interviews where usability tests could be 
performed.  Additional studies in any of the areas discussed including functionality, 
visual design, and marketing strategies would also be appropriate.  This study was also 
limited in the most part to a fixed demographic (students at UNC‐Chapel Hill).  Further 
research could include a wider age range, education level and geographic location. 
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