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Just  as  the  Internet  has  changed the  way  Canadians  buymusic,  organize

vacations,  and  research  school  projects,  it  has  also  affected  how  they

interact  socially.  Through  the  use  ofsocial  media,  people  can  exchange

photos and videos, share news stories,  post their  thoughts on blogs,  and

participate  in  online  discussions.  Social  mediaalso  allow  individuals,

companies,  organizations,  governments,  and  parliamentarians  to  interact

with  large numbers  of  people.  In  conjunction  with  the  increase in  online

activity,  there  are  concerns  about  the  ways  in  which  the  personal

information  that  is  shared  by  social  media  users  may  be  collected  and

analyzed. 

This paper gives a brief overview of the evolution and development of social 

media, looks at how their attributes affect the way people interact online, 

and considers their potential social and economic impact. 2 What are Social 

Media? The term “ social media” refers to the wide range of Internet-based 

and mobile services that allow users to participate in online exchanges, 

contribute user-created content, or join online communities. 

The  kinds  of  Internet  services  commonly  associated  with  social  media

(sometimes referred to as “ Web 2. 0”) include the following: 1 Blogs. Short

for  “  web  log,”  a  blog  is  an  online  journal  in  which  pages  are  usually

displayed in reverse chronological order. 2 Blogs can be hosted for free on

websites  such  as  WordPress,  Tumblr  and Blogger.  3  Wikis.  A  wiki  is  “  a

collective website where any participant is allowed to modify any page or

create a new page using her Web browser. ” 4 One well-known example is

Wikipedia,  5  a  free  online  encyclopedia  that  makes  use  of

wikitechnologySocial bookmarking. 
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Social bookmarking sites allow users to organize and share links to websites.

Examples  include  reddit,  StumbleUpon  and  Digg.  6  Social  network  sites.

These have been defined as “ web-based services that allow individuals to

(1) construct a public  or semi-public  profile within a bounded system, (2)

articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3)

view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within

the  system.  ”  7Among  the  most  popular  in  Canada  are  Facebook  and

LinkedIn. 8 Status-update services. 

Also  known  as  microblogging  services,  status-update  services  such  as

Twitter9 allow people to share short updates about people or events and to

see updates created by others. 10 Virtual world content. These sites offer

game-like virtual environments in which users interact. One example is the

imaginary world constructed in Second Life, 11 in which users create avatars

(a virtual  representation of  the user) that interact with others.  12 Media-

sharing sites. These sites allow users to post videos or photographs. 

Popular  examples  include  YouTube,  Pinterest  and  Instagram.  13  These

categories overlap to some degree. Twitter, for example, is a social network

site as well as a status-update service. Likewise, users of the social network

site Facebook can share photographs, and users of the media-sharing site

Pinterest can follow other people. 3 The Evolution of Social Media In the late

1990s,  as  broadband14  Internet  became  more  popular,  websites  that

allowed users to create and upload content began to appear. 15 The first

social network site (SixDegrees. com) appeared in 1997. 

From 2002 onward, a large number of social network sites were launched.

Some – such as Friendster – enjoyed a surge of  popularity,  only to fade.
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Others developed niche communities:  MySpace, for example,  appealed to

teenaged music aficionados. 16 By the late 2000s, social media had gained

widespread acceptance and some services gained huge numbers of users.

For example, in November 2012, Facebook announced it had 1 billion users

worldwide, of whom 18 million were in Canada. 17 In July 2012, Twitter had

an estimated 517 million users, of whom 10 million were in Canada. 

18 A number of factors have contributed to this rapid growth in social media

participation.  These  include  technological  factors  such  as  increased

broadband  availability,  the  improvement  of  software  tools,  and  the

development of more powerful computers and mobile devices; social factors

such  as  the  rapid  uptake  of  social  media  by  younger  age  groups;  and

economic  factors  such  as  the  increasing  affordability  of  computers  and

software,  and  growing  commercial  interest  in  social  media  sites.  19  4

Attributes of Social Media 

With attributes that can affect the way people interact online, social media

open  up  new  ways  for  collaboration  and  discussion.  One  of  these  is

persistence, meaning that a great deal of content posted on social media

sites may remain there permanently by default.  Other characteristics  are

replicability (content can be copied and shared) and searchability (content

can  be  found  easily  using  online  search  tools).  The  characteristic  of

accessibility is also important: social media can be used anywhere, at any

time, where an Internet connection is available. 

These  attributes  shape  the  dynamics  of  social  interaction  online.  For

example, the “ invisibility” of the reader raises questions about the context,

appropriateness  and  even  comprehensibility  of  acommunication.  20
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Moreover, just as it is difficult to know who might be reading content posted

on a social media site, the identity and motives of those who post content

are not always clear. For example, there have been instances of companies

using  social  media  to  market  products  through  fake  blogs  or  sponsored

postings on social media sites. 21 5 The Impact of Social Media 

How is Canadian society affected by social media? Because the widespread

adoption of these modes of communication began only in the early 2000s,

their social and economic implications are not yet fully understood. Some

believe the Internet is making people more isolated, while others hope it will

increase democratic participation. Research by Statistics Canada suggests “

that we should expect neither a dysfunctional society of loners nor a blissful

society  of  happy  networkers.  Rather,  we  are  facing  a  society  that  is

differently cohesive from the one we have known. 

” 22 There do not appear to be any significant differences in the number of

social ties or in the amount of social interaction between Internet users and

non-users.  23  Instead,  the  Internet  is  providing  ways  of  fostering

participation  with  community  members  and  enhancing  relationships,

including through social media. 24 Social media have also had an economic

impact withrespectto the ways in which content is created and consumed,

and hence on the information and communications technologies sector. 25

Indeed, in Canada, annual growth in this sector averaged 3. 8% from 2002 to

2011,  double  the  rate  of  growth  in  the  overall  economy  (1.  9%).  26  In

addition,  many  businesses  are  incorporating  social  media  into  their

marketing strategies. 
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For  governments  and  parliamentarians,  social  media  offer  new  ways  to

engage with citizens. To give an example, the PublicHealthAgency of Canada

uses a variety of social media tools to share information about public health

issues. 27 As well, an increasing number of parliamentarians are using social

media sites. 6 Conclusion For a growing number of Canadians, social media

provide a way of keeping in touch with friends, relatives and communities. 

Social  media  also  allow  companies,  organizations,  governments  and

parliamentarians to reach large numbers of people. At the same time, social

media are changing the ways in which people interact with others, although

the full impact of these changes is not yet clear. The implications of sharing

personal  information  are  also  not  fully  understood.  Other  papers  in  this

Library of Parliament series take a closer look at social media with respect to

demographics, privacy issues and political applications. 
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