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Mouse Clicks and Real Cliques
A valid email address is the only thing it takes to expose oneself to the vast and quickly growing world of Internet socialization.  This world can be accessed by anyone, regardless of race, gender, social status, economic prevalence, or interests.  This is a world that also does not reject people due to their age.  Social networking is becoming a prevalent aspect in the lives on a certain demographic, teenagers.  As much as some people want to believe that the online world stays online, I will demonstrate how the online world is actually affecting the real lives of teenagers in significant ways.  These social networks can either make or break a teenager’s reputation at school as it is “essential to being seen as cool at school” (Boyd, 2008, p.119).  In order to fully understand this, the entirety of social networking including how fast and wide it is growing as well as knowing the reasons why teenagers engage themselves in these activities needs to be viewed.
What it takes to Network Online
First, the question of what constitutes online social networking must be asked.  Social networking has many forms and many names in the Internet world.  A social network site also allows the use of various applications.  These sites can include the use of text, images, and video that can be completely user controlled.  For example, if User X wanted to create a profile, he could choose what song plays when a user visits his site, advertise a video he may want to share, and share as much or as little information about himself as he want to.  The most popular type of social networking has been in the form of sites that are entirely devoted to connecting people with their friends through the use of personal sites where one can advertise him or herself.  The most well-known sites among teens in the United States are MySpace and Facebook as they are “common destinations for people young people in the United States” (Boyd, 2008, p.119).  One major difference between these sites is that MySpace profiles can be edited so that they are viewed by all or by one’s approved viewers, whereas Facebook profiles can only be viewed by those one approves regardless of one’s preference.  According to one teenage testimonial, “If you’re not on MySpace, you don’t exist” (Boyd, 2008, p.119).  MySpace and Facebook can drive how a teenager is seen in front of his or her peers.
Another type of social networking which is really mainstream among Internet users is that of connecting to people through instant messaging, also known as IM.  Some of the most popular instant messaging services over the years have been American Online’s Instant Messenger (AIM), Windows Live Messenger (formerly MSN Messenger), Yahoo!, and ICQ.  In this type of social interaction, people connect with each other through the exchange of user names and the acceptance of a user as a friend.  Instant messaging falls under the umbrella of chatting, which is the most primitive form of online social networking.  Chatting is when one joins an online room with a group of people who share similar interests and exchange messages that can be viewed by others in the room or privately to just one user.  Some other forms of social networking are usually not classified as such but can include the use message boards, e-mail, and blogs.  Social networking is not limited to networking sites, and it can take place anywhere during anytime.
Power in Numbers
Analyzing the weight of how many teenage users engage in social networking allows one to better understand its impact of the lives of these users.  Curriculum Review (2005) states that “87 percent of U.S. youngsters ages 12 to 17 now enjoy Internet access.”  This is a number that since 2005 has only been growing with the dropping prices of internet devices like computers, phones, and handheld organizers as well as wider internet access through the addition of wireless networks (wi-fi).  Proof of this growth is that a national survey in 2001 “revealed that 70% of adolescents were Internet users” (Blais, 2008, p.522).  That is a significant seventeen percent increase in just four years.
Studies reveal that the highest use of internet for teenagers falls under social networking.  One study demonstrated that social networking, through the use of instant messaging “was the most highly endorsed Internet activity” among those teens (Blais, 2008, p.526).  In a parallel study, Curriculum Review (2005) found that instant messaging was used by 75 percent of those teens who were online.  Instant messaging is a strong asset in social networking as it involves software that requires a minute amount of memory bytes and comes standard in many online communication tools.  The popularity of instant messaging also has to do with the amount of multitasking that can be accomplished.  Instant messaging allows users to “have several private conversations at once,” (Blais, 2007, p.523) which in turn can be very appealing to teenagers and can ultimately replace the three-way calling feature of the phone.  So long as one has available users under one’s instant messenger, then communicating through it can be infinite, without having to worry about a phone bill.
MySpace and Facebook have also stood out in the world of social networking, as they are two most popular networking profile sites.  The amount of services each one of these sites offers is growing, which is attracting a large amount of teens.  Out of the previously stated 87 percent, “55 percent of online teens aged twelve to seventeen have created profiles on social network sites with 64 percent of teens aged fifteen to seventeen” (Boyd, 2008, p.121).  The fact that social networking is something that teenagers are currently engaging in is undeniable, but one must also look in deeper into who these teenagers are.   In regards to gender between social network site users, there is a type of tie between the sexes.  In younger teens, boys are the most likely to use social networking sites, but in older teens, girls were the more likely users (Boyd, 2008).  While the sites used in these studies involved teenage use in sites such as MySpace and Facebook, the other types of social networking must be considered in measuring how teens use social networking.
E-mail and chat, though not usually mentioned as part of the current stampede of online social interactions, have had they fair share in contributing to teenage Internet use.  In one study, the use of chat rooms was an activity in which 43 percent of teenagers took part (Wolfradt, 2001).  The rates at which social networks are used are strong, one must then analyze why this is so.
What Motivates Teens to be Online Socialites
There are various reasons why teenagers are engaged in social networking.  These reasons can differ in purpose for those users.  For some social networking means a lot, while it could mean very little to others.  For some it can be that “social network sites are providing teens with a space to work out identity and status, make sense of cultural cues, and negotiate public life,” it can solely be a way to entertain oneself to pass the time, and to connect one with friends and to celebrities (Boyd, 2008).  Identity is something that is very important during one’s teenage years as it is one of the main aspects of growing up that is achieved during that time (Subrahmanyam, 2006).  An identity is what allows teenagers to validate who they are, what they stand for, how they are perceived by others, and what their future will hold for them.  A lot is at stake when one develops his or her identity.  Social networks supply a way for teenagers to build their identities.  Having to build a profile where you state your interests, tastes, and visual depictions is like advertising who one is and what her or she stands for.  Social networking makes an identity concrete.
Social networking, through the use of message boards and bulletins, allows users to not feel some of the pressures caused by profile sites.  Postings give users a sense of anonymity.  A teenager can post a question about his or her sexual health, drugs or alcohol use, romance, and abuse, topics which are points of interests for teenagers (Suzuki, 2004).  Teenagers are naturally curious about such topics because it is the kind of baggage that comes with their physical and emotional development and it becomes tempting to communicate these issues when no one knows who he or she is.  One is able to expose his or her most intimate feelings all the while masking oneself from the world.
From my own experience with teenagers, I have asked them why they socialize online the most common response I have received is, “I use it because I can keep in touch with my family and friends.”  As a result, one cannot help but to ask if that is really the case.  The idea that socializing via the Internet can strengthen the relationships teenagers have with their peers in known as the “stimulation hypothesis” (Blais, 2007).  A 2007 study found that most teenagers that socialize online actually found that they have become closer to their friends who are also online as opposed to those who they only see in person (Blais, 2007). In profile sites friends have instant access to one another’s profile site and they can send private and public messages that wait for the recipient when he or she logs on to the site.
Music is a very powerful entity in one’s teenage years.  Musical tastes can dictate how a person dresses, what slang is used, and who someone befriends because a teen is more probable to hang out with someone with similar musical interests.  Music is also a driving force as to why teenagers engage in social networking.  MySpace has made sure that it provides musical applications to appeal potential users to join and to maintain current users, and it is working.  Artists from various genres create their own profiles where they share songs, pictures, tour dates, updates, and blogs.  Some artists even allow users to download songs for free and personally respond to messages that users send them (Boyd, 2008).  What teenager would not want to get all of this for free from his or her idols?  Music has been a big push for the use of social networks because “young audiences are avid consumers of music and the culture that surrounds it” (Boys, 2008).
Anonymity, connecting with friends, musical variety, and identity are the strongest and most popular reasons why teenagers engage in social networking.  One reason that is hardly considered for socializing online is that there is no reason.  For some teenagers, the act of going engaging is social networking is just another thing they can do on the Internet.  For these teenagers, there is no deeper reason for their participation other than the fact that it is a mainstream activity and that it seems like everyone just does it, like breathing.  I relate it to being younger and playing tag.  Everyone has played tag, known how to play it, and has enjoyed it.  However, for a certain amount tag is more than a game, it is a struggle for power.  Yet for others in the playground, it is just a way to pass the time.  Social networking kills boredom, that’s the bottom line and their motivation for its use.
The final reason I am presenting as to why teenagers are flooding to socialize online is because the price is right.  Social networks are free of costs.  The only real expense would be gaining access to the Internet through a device that would allow a user to do so.  For some, that is not even an issue because of the free availability of the Internet in schools, libraries, and Internet cafes.  As much as teenagers consume, the majority of their monetary necessities and wants are covered by their parents.  I cannot visualize a parent seeing MySpace, AIM, or Yahoo! Chat as a necessity, and even less as something they would find worth paying for.  Prior generations have gotten along just fine without the use of social networks, so I’m sure these “digitized” children will live.
Teenagers getting parents to pay for social networking sounds a bit farfetched and the creators of these services know that and use it in their practices.  The reason major online services such as AIM and MySpace are free is because they cut deals with advertisers.  Advertisers pay to market their product, and that pays the bills for these servers so that teenagers can get their social networking working fix for free.  It is a simple, yet effective process.  It is not only the use of these services that is free, but also the fact that a user is able to flaunt without spending a dime.  A MySpace user can download page themes that can make his or her page look flashy, like a million dollars, when it reality is cost nothing.  An AIM user can play around with fonts, download custom “smileys,” and add sound effects to each message sent without ever punching in a credit card number.  Teenagers are appealed to these interactions because they get to “show off” without ever having to break the piggy bank.  If it sounds too good to be true, it isn’t until one sees the power of a social networks.
The Reality of it All
With having analyzed how online social networks function and what pushes teenagers to use them, one must now look at the effects they have on the real lives of these users.  One popular reason for socializing online was ability of being able to connect with friends.  That may sound like a really positive trait of why a teenager would join these networks, but it also brings forth consequences.  Having friends is fine, but fine tuning is required.  Not having enough can make you come off as unpopular, or someone who is hard to be friends with, while having too many friends make other teenagers believe you are an abuser (Boyd, 2008).  One popular function of MySpace amongst teens is the use of “Top Friends.”  A user is able to rank friends in order of importance to him or her.  Again, fine tuning is required because while one may flatter friends by validating a friendship’s strength, it may also offend some who thought they had a close bond but it has not been apparent online the whole time.   I asked one of my teenage students what “Top Friends” meant to her.  She told me that it is a lot of pressure because people will come up to her and ask her why they were removed from that list, which will then result in unwanted “drama.”   From her thoughts on the subject I gathered that an online tool that seemed to be intentioned to provide evidence of closeness, can ultimately wreck friendships that could have meant something, but because of what “Top Friends” represents, one might never know what could have been.  For teenagers not having a “Top Friends” choice reflected is equivalent to slap in the face in the real world (Boyd, 2008).
Teenagers don’t only have to face their peers as the audience of their online activities, but they must also answer to their parents.  Because the fear of an Internet predator acting on a child is something that parents can sometimes feel powerless against, they feel it is in their parental duty to do their best to prevent their children from becoming targets of such attacks.  Parents are now keeping track of what their children share with the online world because it doesn’t take much nowadays for a hacker to break into a password-secured domain and expose things that were never meant to be seen by all.  Teenagers face a paradox with their online existence of doing their best in gaining the acceptance of their peers all the while having the approval of their parents in what they decide to reveal about themselves (Boyd, 2008).  Real world parenting has become a growing part of the online community.  The adulthood supervision does not end with parents.  Many college admission representatives are gathering information on their applicants through the use of search engines, and if they were to come across something the institution frowns upon, it could cost that prospective student his or her future (Boyd, 2008).  Prevention and approaching decisions with caution in online networks could really affect how a teenager is perceived in real life networks.
Just as a college admissions official may run across some unwanted material, the same can be true of those teens that interact online.  Sites like MySpace and chat rooms in Yahoo! are not easy to monitor, which can lead to teens being exposed to content that normally would be censured or found to be explicit for their age group.  According to a study by Bremer and Raunch, in an AOL teen chat room, “one sexual comment was made every four minutes” (Subrahmanyam, 2006, p.397).  A user and his or her parents can only really control what said user puts out there and the idea of filtering all of the inappropriate content for teens out there may seem daunting.  All a teenager really has to go by when engaging in these activities is his or her best judgment, which one hopes will be enough. 
Social networks also affect where teenagers decide to hang out after school, on the weekends, and during free time.  The result: they do not go very far.  Unless the legal driving age is lowered to 10, mobility will long be an issue for teenagers.  Online social networks are keeping teens at home, in chairs, and in front of computers.  The idea of “going out” is just that, an idea, and it is less and less becoming an action.  One has seen that “shopping malls were once welcomed by teens, now they are primarily a nuisance” (Boyd, 2008, p.136).  Places like malls are now seen for their main purpose, as a place where one buys clothes, furniture, cosmetics, and gifts.  The social necessity of going to a mall to hang out is gone, now it is the “online mall” that is the necessity.  On the plus side, this provides parents with peace of mind of knowing exactly where their children are.  However, in viewing this through the perspective of physical well-being, parents must also monitor that their children are not spending all of their free time socializing online.  A sedentary lifestyle can ultimately lead to many types of health issues, as well as those related to computer use such as carpal tunnel and loss of vision.  Activity is yet another balance that must be maintained in the real world as a result of the online world.
Characteristics of online socializing that promote a healthier life do exist.  A 2003 study found that teenage couples and close friends that instant messaged one another found an increase in commitment, intimacy, communication, and trust. One reason teenagers stated of why these traits were strengthened was because they felt they could genuinely be themselves (Blais, 2007).  I find that this is a valid conclusion because face-to-face encounters can be interrupted in many ways.  Because instant messaging is private, it allows for two people to share their thoughts and feelings without the fear that other people may be listening in and therefore are being judged.  Whatever is said via an instant message is meant for that person’s eyes only.  There is also the fact that “foot-in-mouth disease” is less probable in an instant message.  In oral conversation one is under the time constraints where an immediate response must be delivered.  When it comes to an instant message however, exchanges can take place at various rates.  Therefore, forethought can be put into what one is expressing in an instant message as opposed to having to say the first thing that pops into one’s head in real world conversations.  It is the design of instant messaging that fabricates these growing bonds in romance and friendships.
Online socializing can be a tight-rope walking act; one shift in balance can destroy the experience. There is no easy answer as to what online social etiquette is and therefore a teenager cannot expect to please everyone, despite his or her digital or human existence.  Just as failing to be good friend at school with a clique, the end results of doing the online equivalent are just as negative.
Tomorrow’s Networks & Final Thoughts
	The teenage experience with online social networks is expanding beyond something a teenager chooses to do.  Social networks have recently begun to make their presence in education.  While some may see these activities as purposeless and with no real benefits in the end, social networks are being tweaked to suit the goals of many institutions.  Social networks have expanded into a form called e-learning where students and teachers come together in the online world in order to apply skills in the real world (Slevin, 2008).  Many courses have adapted social networking traits such as the use of bulletins, instant messaging, and chats.  I have personally seen this movement in my own courses through the use of software programs such as Elluminate and discussions boards hosted by Blackboard.  This may mean that someday we will have the use of “Top Courses” as an application in school websites.
	If social networks are being modified to fit educational purposes, then someday they will serve the purpose of enhancing workplace experiences.  Some employers look to software such as Second Life to hold meetings, so maybe someday there will be more and more employer blogs.  If one thinks about this expansion holistically, then having teenagers participate in social networks now is not such a bad thing.  They just may be enhancing the skills their future employers will find routine in them.  They may not know it but MySpace may just very well be the key to early retirement for these adolescent users.
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