Ch 10

Close-Up on Industry

Is MySpace the New Mall?

 
How do you account for the huge popularity of social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook?  Within two years, MySpace went from virtual obscurity to a property that was eagerly acquired by Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation for $580 million.  By June 2006 MySpace had approximately 80 million registered users.  As one teenager said, “If you’re not on MySpace, you don’t exist.”
  And Facebook, which caters to college students, had enrolled more than 85% of college students on campuses where it existed.

Both sites, as well as other social networking sites such as Xanga and hi5, allow individuals to create profiles and link to others (“friends”) within the system. These sites let young people use inexpensive digital tools--cellphone cameras, iPods, laptops and user-friendly Web editing software--to experiment with and establish their online identities.  Kids still use regular e-mail to communicate with adults, but many of them now use their networking site as their primary form of communication with friends about such formative issues as body image, peer pressure, drugs and relationships. The sites have been described as “a cross between a yearbook and a community website.”
  They are the very latest in media convergence.

Young people tend to treat social networking sites as though they were youth-only worlds—and of course, they are not.  Parents have read about drug use and sex on their childrens’ pages on MySpace, and at some colleges, campus police have raided parties that they read about on Facebook.  In other cases, graduating seniors have lost jobs when their prospective employers accessed their profiles and didn’t like what they read.  The biggest controversy—one that we’ll look at in more depth in this chapter—has been the use of these networks by sexual predators.


In spite of the dangers, critics believe that the sites are popular because they give kids substitutes for the types of places that most adults took for granted growing up-- places like neighborhood parks, basketball courts, and even street corners.  These were places where kids could hang out without adult supervision, but are now inaccessible for many young people.  As one expert explains, 

Their mobility and control over physical space is heavily curtailed and monitored.  Although youth are able to socialize privately with one another in the homes of friends, most are not allowed to spend time hanging out in public, unaccompanied by parents or adults. They view social networking sites as places where they can be who they are, joke around with friends and make certain to stay in the loop about everything that is going on around them. Just as youth in a hunting society play with bows and arrows, youth in an information society play with information and social networks.

Stephanie Olsen, a writer for CNET News, points out that today’s kids have even fewer places to hang out than kids of just a few years ago.  “For their Gen X predecessors, malls and cafes were among the few sanctuaries away from home. But many proprietors have restricted the amount of time teenagers can spend at these businesses, leaving cyberspace as the hangout of choice where youths can begin to exercise their independence….  For their grandparents, the bicycle was a symbol of childhood independence.  Today, for many kids and young adults, it is the Internet.”
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