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SYLLABUS
http://weigend.com/teaching/tsinghua
The course “The Digital Networked Economy” discusses the impact of the communication and data revolution on individuals, business, and society. With the quantitative and qualitative data sources now available, companies have the potential to create unprecedented internal transparency and value for their customers. What are the implications for old and new business models, products and services? Applications range from personalization, recommendations and online marketing to collective intelligence, peer-production and enterprise 2.0.

Course Structure

1) Enablers of the Digital Networked Economy
· Overview

· Themes of the course

· Enterprise software and IT Strategy

We will discuss the mechanics and principles behind communication platforms, social networks and marketplaces of the digital networked economy, explaining how and why they have fundamentally shifted the dynamics of business. We will focus on the evolving role of enterprise software and IT strategy in the context of these new information possibilities, including collective intelligence and enterprise 2.0. 

2) Quantifying the business: Creating transparency 
· Data and Metrics

· Experiments and Actions

· Getting it done in your organization

“Don’t call me Jack Ma, call me Data Ma!” the CEO of Alibaba proclaimed at the 2004 Anniversary of the company, to emphasize the impact of quantifying and instrumenting the organization, as opposed to basing business decisions on beliefs and opinions. We will present the underlying principle: first establish a set of metrics that reflect business goals, then create an experimental framework to evaluation innovative ideas with low risk. We will also discuss some implications on the structure of the organization. 

3) Pricing and Scarcity in the Digital Networked Economy
· Pricing information goods

· Markets

· Attention Economy

After reviewing traditional pricing approaches and the properties of information goods, we will discuss pricing strategies for products and services with network effects and switching costs. We will then discuss Chris Anderson’s March 2008 article: If in the future everything on the web is free, how will companies make money? We will show that it is not the economics of pricing that has changed, but that the initial concept of placing an artificial scarcity on digital goods was flawed. What will be the marketplaces of the attention economy with new monetization models. 

4) Feedback Marketing: Truly engaging users
· From push advertising to serendipitous discovery

· Search engine optimization

· The New Consumer Data Revolution

The traditionally high development costs and long intrinsic time scales of research and testing lead to the four P’s of marketing (product, placement, pricing and promotion). The new ways of collecting consumer feedback and opinions are dramatically reducing cost while increasing effectiveness of marketing. This lead to the shift from traditional marketers pushing advertising, to modern consumers wanting to discover items they are genuinely interested in, often via other individuals. 

Group exercise:

· We are witnessing a New Consumer Data Revolution with widespread implications for established companies, startups, individuals, and society. We will end the course by designing concrete first steps towards leveraging this revolution for your company.

Topics for reflection paper (choose one): 

· Should your company create an outward facing blog? Should you open up your website such that anybody can discuss your product and service?

· Is it true that according to Chris Anderson’s March 2008 WIRED article everything will be free? If that is the case, how will people make money?

Pre Course Preparation

Every student is expected to have read all papers before the first class. 

Hardcopies: Two Harvard papers for the first half day have been provided as hardcopies (no online version available due to copyright) 

· Carr: IT Doesn’t Matter

· Ross & Weill: Six IT Decisions Your IT People Shouldn’t Make

Online: In addition, the following five papers for the remaining three half days are available at http://weigend.com/files/teaching/tsinghua/readings 

· AndersonWIRED2008.doc (8 pages)

· DeightonKornfeldHBS2007.pdf (HBS)

· MaEconomist2008.doc (1 page)

· OReillyWeb2DesignPatterns.doc (1 page)

· WeigendFOCUS2004-en.pdf (5 pages)

Please come prepared with questions and ideas triggered by these readings. 
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Part 1 — Time and Money: What Instantaneous and Free Communication is Doing For Consumers
Way back in time, communication seemed simple: people were home in the evening, and you could just swing by for a chat. But then the printing press was invented, greatly increasing the scope and reducing the cost of communication. Print, often complemented by services such as mail delivery, enabled firms to reach a huge number of people inexpensively.

Sears, for example, sent its catalog to millions of US households twice a year from 1896 until 1993. It was a slow world—products and prices remained valid until the next issue came out. Relevant dates, such as the delivery date, were hard to predict and rarely communicated to customers. But the customers did not expect much transparency from the firms, either—they were happy as long as the toaster they ordered eventually arrived.

Shifting the focus from transaction to relationship
In this era of limited communication, the firm only knew about the final orders, not the process of decision making. The focus was on transactions, not on relationships.

And now? The Internet allows us to reach anyone, anywhere, instantaneously. The reach of communication has increased from the people in the sender’s town to the entire world. People are social—they want to listen, comment, and be heard. But now that everyone can have a voice, who actually gets heard?

In the old world, senders bore the main cost of communication. Buying stamps and mailing out physical letters limited the number of messages generated. But in electronic communication, the marginal cost of another message is essentially zero. The bottleneck has moved from the sender to the receivers: they are becoming inundated with more requests for attention than they can deal with. The problem is that we are hard-wired to attend to new stimuli. We need to make these new technologies work for people and not against them.

The new currency: May I have your attention, please?
With all these demands on our time, how should we allocate our attention? Randomly? Perhaps—a former colleague’s strategy was to sporadically delete the messages in his inbox as his way of coping with information overload. Needless to say, though, his typical excuse (“I guess your email must have been in the batch I deleted”) was not particularly popular.

Right now, for most of us, that long-awaited love letter arrives the same way as yet another credit card solicitation. Can we do better than allocating our attention randomly? The answer comes in two parts: data, and more data.

Meta-data matter
Meta-data, data about the message, can help guide our decisions: how important it is for senders that their message gets read, and what is the message’s expected value for the reader?

Well, the simplest way to get this data is just to ask! Mr. Sender, tell us on a scale from 0 to 10: how important is it to you that the reader actually reads your message? And how much do you think the reader will get out of it?  These two numbers can help us prioritize our attention.

But taking these values by themselves won’t do the trick. Just as in the physical world, slimy marketers will try to game the system by creating the impression that their message is of utmost importance to us. They’ll try to whet our appetites and get us to open that spam.

To solve this problem, we’ll need to introduce a direct feedback mechanism by getting some data from the message’s recipient. Obviously, this wouldn’t work for physical mail—our junk mail just finds its way to the shredder. This non-response is a very weak learning signal since the sender has no way of gauging the recipient’s response to the message. It could be that the recipient was an early adopter of the sender’s product and is very happy with it. Or, he could be getting very annoyed with all these messages, to the degree that he is actually starting to hate the company!

In the world of cheap, bi-directional communication, we can do better. The receiver can directly indicate the actual value the message has for him—if he actually does enjoy receiving lots of updates, for example, he can express positive feedback.  By indicating the actual relevance for him, the receiver can increase or decrease the relevance of future messages from the same sender. That is, he directly benefits from his actions in the immediate future.

Senders, on the other hand, can benefit as well.  There is a new term in the cost function of mass communication—the cost of sending unwanted messages, as expressed by the rising voice of the consumer. Being aware of their recipients’ feedback helps them maintain their pristine reputation—senders will not benefit by becoming attention offenders.

Cheap communication allows us to calibrate senders’ predictions with the actual value perceived by the recipient. As we build up a history of direct feedback, our relevance functions will improve and allow us to prioritize our attention effectively. With free bi-directional communication, the era of the con-artist is coming to an end—only companies that respect their customers will be able to get through to them.  Since everybody has an incentive to make as accurate relevance predictions as possible, we can use the power of the community to build a good system.

To sum up, two data sources allow us to harness the power of the community: relevance predictions from the senders, and relevance assessments of the recipients.

The communication revolution is a meta-data revolution
With communication being free and instantaneous, attention is increasingly scarce. Economics is the science of scarcity. So, that’s why we need to develop an economic model of communication. Before, scarcity was on the side of the senders (time, money). It was impossible for firms to communicate effectively with large numbers of people at once, and communication/coordination between customers was even more difficult.  There was no way for an individual to effectively reach a broad audience beyond a very limited radius.  But the communication revolution has brought about many changes.  At first glance, this seemed to be great for companies—it’s now almost free to bury customers in ad campaigns!  However, now that the scarcity has shifted to the recipients (time, attention), communication needs to go beyond transactions and move to relationships. In fact, the value of relationships is greater than the value of transactions. Truly customer-centric companies like Zappos understand the value of long-term relationships and bidirectional communication.  Unfortunately, though, these companies are the exception. There are many more companies that are moving in the wrong direction by cutting costs in customer service. In general, communication between individuals and firms has not become any easier even though it’s now easier than ever for individuals to communicate with each other. When will the communication revolution allow us to easily reach all companies we want to talk to?
Part 2 — Why We Need a Sound Data Strategy
The world has witnessed two revolutions in the way consumer data has been solicited and collected. And consumers have changed the way they use the web to converse, shop and transact. As a result, people have elevated their expectations for good, healthy customer relationships and exchanges. And this has put pressure on marketers to forge astute, coherent strategies for how they engage people, what data they gather, and how they use it.

The first data revolution came about when web commerce got going in earnest. It arose from the dream of collecting data from consumer decision-making. With the advent of the web, firms pondered whether it might be worth saving the vast amounts of data that customers were generating through their clicks and searches. For consumers, there was no hiding: after all, there is no online equivalent of discreetly checking out a magazine while a bookstore employee is looking the other way. Amazon.com has pretty much saved all user data from its beginning.

Back then, customers had no choice but to share their intentions with firms. If a technology enthusiast wanted to find out if a website sold a particular surveillance device, there was no shortcut but to type some keywords into a search box and therefore give the company a valuable intention stream. Companies, therefore, had all the power. Many tried too hard to push products and advertisements. The consumer had no voice.

During the first data revolution, successful companies gained power by collecting, aggregating, and analyzing the customer data they collected. However, most companies did not know what to do and ended up burying their data in tombs.

The second data revolution brought about a new dimension to data creation: users started to actively contribute explicit data such as information about themselves, their friends, or about the items they purchased. These data went far beyond the click-and-search data that characterized the first decade of the web.

An early example of user-generated content was Amazon.com's reviews system. The firm realized that users often trusted recommendations by other users more than promotional material found elsewhere on the web. By enabling users to actively contribute such explicit data, Amazon.com succeeded in leveraging knowledge dormant in its large customer base to help customers with their purchasing decisions.

Later, Wikipedia increased transparency even more by allowing online collaboration. By allowing users to interact and build on top of each other, the site relinquished control over their space. The benefit of allowing such user interaction today is obvious — why spend time on hold with a customer service representative if we can just Google that cryptic error code to see if someone else has already solved the same problem? People learned that by sheer large numbers, an online user community was likely to be more helpful than a representative employed by the company.

Today, the online world has shifted to a model of collaboration and explicit data creation. Successful firms develop systematic ways to encourage and reward users who contribute honest data. A good system does not try to trick customers into revealing demographics or contact information that is useful for the company. Rather, it rewards users with information that is useful to them.

Netflix, for example, allows users to contribute ratings for movies that they have seen. Users have an incentive to contribute accurate data because this will give them better recommendations for new movies. The 1999 "Web 2.0 company" MoodLogic (acquired by All Media Guide, in turn acquired by Macrovision) enabled users to create metadata about their favorite music. Why on earth would they do that? Because they got back playlists, which made it easier for them to discover new music they enjoyed. Such successful companies realized the key feature of a good incentive system: people need to see that they profit from the outcome in some way if they are willing to put in the effort to contribute truthfully.

In the last few years, users have gone a lot further than contributing metadata to movies and music: in fact, they have taken center stage. The center of the universe has shifted from e-business to me-business. Customers are also starting to discover and interact with each other. Knowing that they are not alone has shifted the balance of power from companies back to consumers. And they have begun to demand transparency. Customers are beginning to have a voice. They are realizing that the data they voluntarily contribute can help them and others with making decisions, providing true value. In turn, they want to be treated fairly as individuals by the companies they pay attention and money to.

What are the consequences of this change towards the expectations of consumers?
Successful interactions have become genuine communication with near-instantaneous feedback. For example, PayScale allows users to retrieve real-time salary reports based on their job title, location, education, and experience-but only after they have contributed their own data. As the expectations of users change, firms must spend more time developing incentive systems that will entice more users to participate.

Consequently, the online world is beginning to be ruled by the expectations of the users. No longer is it sufficient for a search engine to cough up some hotels across the world when a weary traveler is looking for a good deal in Bangkok! As these consumer expectations shift, companies that want to stay relevant have no choice but to accept the ideas of the consumer revolution as swiftly as possible. For users, switching costs are cheap — firms can no longer think of "customer relationship management" as providing stickiness for the customer (just like fly paper provides stickiness to the fly). Industries such as real estate and automobiles whose business models are built on information asymmetries will quickly lose their revenues to those who increase transparency using data contributed by consumers.

This leaves us several deep questions to ponder, including what the implications are on customer expectations, and what companies can do to address these expectations. 

Part 3 — Digital Exhibitionism: The Future of Relationships?

Yesterday alone, Facebook users issued 21 million friend requests. 17 million requests were accepted. So many new connections, and yet they’re all treated the same—what an oversimplification!

All Facebook links are created equal. But links can differ in strength—for example, a close friend versus a casual acquaintance. Links can be in different categories, like your boss versus a random hookup. And links can be asymmetric—Amy may think that Bob is a good friend, yet Bob may not trust Amy at all! The world is not a binary place.

Discovering Discovery: Don’t ask, Do tell

How can we use data to investigate these different properties of links? Today’s social networks do a lousy job of leveraging our existing data. Why do you need to manually confirm my friend request if we’re already calling, IM-ing, and emailing each other all the time? These data sources should be able to make a good guess about the strength and type of our relationship. Why not use existing data sources to propose better default responses?

If we give our networks a richer structure for our links and relationships, we will also be able to discover interesting facts about ourselves. Why is this important? By investigating implicit relations, we can gain insight into our relationships and how they work. For example, I might be surprised to find out that whenever I email my friend John, he always writes me back promptly whereas I always take 10 times longer to respond to him! Armed with this knowledge, I would ask my system to tell me to get my act together and crank out that response if I’m getting too delinquent.

Facebook 1.0 has helped us create an intimate network of our 17,000 friends. Will Facebook 2.0 help us manage them?

Mind the Explicit, Mine the Implicit

What else can data tell us about the quality of our relationships? One way to use data is to figure out differential interest in budding relationships. It’s easy to do this by looking at communications patterns in email, for example—does one person spend hours crafting that perfect email, only to get a reply that took only a few minutes to write? Or has he suddenly acquired a brand new set of favorite books, movies, and music that just happens to match his new love interest? People leave rich traces on the web—we can discover much more about them than the data they explicitly give.

This is only possible if we can look at the user’s history. After all, we can only make inferences about our behavior if we have a past to compare it against. But this introduces new questions: how much would you pay to know how long Monty spent writing you that email? How much would you pay to keep your data private?

Trust Networks

Social networks are also great for learning about trust. Let’s say that I’m thinking of entering in a business deal with you, but I don’t know you too well. Should I trust you?

There’s an easy way to use the power of networks to answer this question. Let’s just look at all of your other connections: do they trust you? We can give people reputation scores by allowing users to rate their interactions with friends. To make the system even more powerful, we could allow users to link their reputations. To illustrate: let’s say I trust my friend Mike so much that I am willing to attach a trust coefficient of 0.9. This implies that if Mike’s rating goes up by 1, I should get a rating boost of 0.9. Conversely, if someone has a bad experience with Mike and downgrades his rating by 1, my rating will also go down by 0.9. Through the power of the community, reputation ratings would spread quickly. (What trust coefficient would you attach to the author of this post?)

Reward Content Generation

One of the best ways to engage users is to get them to understand how every bit of data they contribute will end up benefiting them. In the example of trust networks, people can improve their own reputations by linking themselves with others. In my previous post on communication, I talked about a system where providing feedback on an email’s relevance would directly benefit you in the future. Online social networks need to reward people to provide explicit data, too.

The Facebook Feed was a brilliant idea for surfacing relevant content created by friends. Ideally, the Feed would create a positive feedback loop: good content provided by friends would get high ratings, which would motivate them to post even more good content. However, an early system of allowing users to rate the submissions of their friends was poorly designed—only 21% of users used the feature. On a rainy day, April 15, 2008, Facebook turned off the feedback system. What a step backward! I wish Facebook instead had created a better machine learning system to reward its users to generate and surface good content.

Social networks based on mutually confirmed binary relations was Day One in evolution of social networks. Introducing, richer semantics, more expressive structures including trust coefficients are the beginning of Day Two. What will the second week bring?

Part 4 — The Sorry State of Relevance

You’re working on that big project when momentum stalls at 9:06 PM and you find yourself on Facebook staring at the news feed.  You are confronted by a stream of updates from that melodramatic train wreck of a former high school classmate, whose friend request you accepted out of guilt last week.  You couldn’t care less about Jenny or her life events, and yet you can’t stop yourself from mindlessly clicking on the “Britney Spears Circus Tour! Backstage - Rawk it, Diva!” photo album update, wasting 13 minutes of your precious time observing Jenny’s inelegant fall into adulthood.

The Problem

Sounds familiar?  Who hasn’t clicked on social networking content, even while fully expecting it to be irrelevant?  The problem is more than simple procrastination or self-control (although both may be there as well).

The bigger problem is that today’s preeminent communication and social networking technologies (Email, Facebook, Twitter) have declared defeat in the battle to deliver relevant information.  Instead of progress, they resorted to sorting on the easiest variable possible – time – leaving the challenge of determining relevance apparently to the reader, but actually to chance.

While flawed, this approach used to make sense.  Time is a respectable proxy for relevance when using a communication channel that delivers a mere trickle of content. But when the content volume burgeons, time becomes a glaringly insufficient stand-in for relevance.  Drawing parallels to other contexts makes this truth abundantly clear.  Imagine if Amazon’s recommendations simply showed you the items that had most recently arrived in the warehouse, and left it up to you to determine which were relevant to you.  Or, if Google showed you the most recently modified webpage as the first hits in search results.  When it comes to lots of options in shopping or search, time does not solve the relevancy problem.  Yet we seem surprisingly willing to accept it in the context of technologies that we deeply rely on to stay in touch with the world — despite being inundated by an ever-increasing, unmanageable volume of emails and status updates.

From the perspective of evolutionary psychology (listen to the conversation with Geoffrey Miller about his new book “Spent: Sex, Evolution and Consumer Behavior”), the willingness to accept this lack of relevance almost makes sense.  It is well known that we like more options than are actually good for us, i.e., than our feeble minds can handle.  It made a lot of sense when we (or our ancestors) still lived in caves and needed every nugget of information. But, alas, our minds haven’t evolved at a speed comparable to the growth of communication content, and we are reluctant to declare bankruptcy and give up control over our information flow. Most people seem unready to have a machine-learning relevance engine make the “mistake” of ranking an email so low they miss it. They are far less upset when insufficient attention and information management capabilities cause the same crucial piece of communication to go accidentally overlooked. We just like that illusion of control.

Increasing relevance maximizes the return on the recipient’s time and bounded attention by cutting down on the fully-loaded cost of communication, which includes both sender’s costs and the recipient’s costs.  The marginal costs for the sender are often reduced to the time it takes to reach an embryonic thought and the milli-joules of energy it takes to press the “Enter” key.  But other costs of communication don’t disappear from the system — especially those for the recipient, including direct reading costs, search costs, interruption and annoyance costs (which also harm the social capital or brand of the sender, though they are generally not priced in by the sender), self-control costs (try not to click on those aforementioned Facebook photos!), and last but definitely not least, the opportunity costs of more relevant content missed.

Toward Solutions

So… are we willing to relinquish control over our communication and outsource the work of determining relevance?  Assuming the answer is yes, this post will now proceed from boisterous damnation of the state of relevance towards solution ingredients.   Keeping in mind that any proposed solution must prove superior only to the status quo (and our biased appraisal of its efficacy), here are three ideas that might perform better than randomness (aka time):

1. Artificial intelligence on the receiver side.  This approach relies on what we can learn from past behavior and inferred preferences of users.  For example, Facebook would show you in your stream more posts from those friends whose prior posts you clicked on, whose profiles you view the most, who are most connected to you in the social graph.  The problem with this mythical panacea of machine learning is that it is much harder to achieve than it is to imagine.  Unlike Google’s PageRank or Amazon’s recommendations, the number of similar data points is often too small to allow for reliable conclusions about relevance.  For instance, computers struggle to ascertain the difference between the first email from that salesperson you definitely don’t want to hear from and that first email from your new date you are so excited about. Or, as another example, if you had the misfortune of clicking on Jenny’s Britney Spears concert photos, you will certainly be forced to see baby shower photos and lyrics from a Taylor Swift song tomorrow in your Facebook feed.

2. Artificial scarcity on the sender side.  A system that introduces scarcity can take many forms.  For instance, senders could be forced to pay for their messages (a draconian re-implementation of postage).   The Palo Alto based company Seriosity has attempted a more innovative spin on “paying” for messages.  Users who work at a company that uses Seriosity spend coins to make important emails appear as higher priority in recipients’ inboxes.  In order to create scarcity, senders are only given a limited number of coins per month (but how should those be distributed?).  Reputation systems can also introduce artificial scarcity.  Senders possess explicit reputations that are dynamically adjusted based on the quality and relevance of their messages.

3. Metadata.  One of the most powerful forms of metadata a sender can attach to a message is a prediction of the relevance of the message for the recipient. In the simplest case, senders attach their predictions of how relevant the recipient will find a given message. Unfortunately, this invites a world in which all senders attempt to shout the loudest to have their messages read, or at the very least over-estimate their own importance.  For it to work efficiently, the incentives of the senders need to be aligned with the interests of the recipients.  One way to align incentives is to make senders explicitly aware of the bounded attention spans of recipients and create a feedback loop.  Senders can get feedback on how relevant the recipient actually finds their message. How much time did they spend reading it, if any?  How important was it to the recipient, and how did this compare to what the sender predicted? This feedback gives them an incentive to adjust their behavior and internalize the costs they are pushing to recipients.

Creating this feedback loop is challenging for several reasons, including the violation of social norms it can involve (people may prefer willful ignorance of whether others find their content relevant and resent recipients who tell them the truth), but the potential benefits of an explicit attention economy warrant further experimentation with solutions.

Invest in Metadata

Even if creating a full feedback loop is challenging, much can be done with sender-generated metadata to help manage the chaos of communication.   When will we have a standard for metadata to communicate “If you look at only a single post (status update, picture, etc.) from me, this is the one!”?  Tags (like #socialdata on twitter), and other ways for senders to create metadata along with their messages to help recipients manage their information overload are hopefully forthcoming.   The effort involved in thoughtfully attaching metadata to one’s messages is a small investment up front to reap a larger benefit in the future: access to the recipient’s attention.

What do you think?

How does this post fit with you and your use of communication channels, both as sender and recipient?  As a sender, would you be willing to create more metadata with the messages you send?  What additional metadata would you like to create to help your recipients navigate their information overload?  As a recipient, how confident are you in your current ability to identify the relevant communication in your various inboxes and feeds? Which of the ideas mentioned do you like, which do you dislike for improving relevance?

And finally, are we missing any crucial ingredient to seriously improve relevance?  Do you understand the criteria that make communication content relevant to you, or is it still on the same level as pornography was for U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart when he declared: “I can’t define it, but I’ll know it when I see it”?

Part 5 — The Future
I recently designed a 25-question survey where I asked my students from Stanford University and from UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business some questions to gain some insight about the direction of the Social Data Revolution. Both courses focus on the Social Data Revolution; however, the course at Stanford focuses on data analysis, and the course at Berkeley focuses on business and marketing perspectives. What resulted was a plethora of insightful comments and fascinating data. Take the following gem of a quote for example: "Let me rate my posts for relevance. I have one user that just has brain diarrhea. She blabs about nothing!! But I’d like to stop following her "politely" or give her polite feedback that her stuff is obnoxious. Just turning her off isn't what I want. Maybe she can rate her own and my filter will only let in what's important." 


How did we arrive at the point where people are compelled to announce to the world that they just clipped their left pinky toenail? The digital world has fallen victim to a devastating pandemic of Twitteritis. (For those of you aren't familiar with the term, "Twitteritis" is defined by urbandictionary.com as the "overuse of twitter.com - when someone is brushing their hair - they rush to their browser to twitter that they are brushing their hair or to share that they are petting their cat, scooping ice cream... ").
For a network that has been so hyped, it is surprising to learn that for our population, Twitter has essentially gone untouched. 50% do not use Twitter at all, and of those who do, many are not regular users and noted that they prefer Facebook to Twitter. Facebook fulfills all of these students' social networking needs, especially since 47% of those followed on Twitter happen to be friends, family, or collegues anyway. Furthermore, the majority of Twitter users only read Tweets, rather than tweeting themselves. One student wrote that they didn't use Twitter all that frequently and said, "I tend to read more what other people say, and find 90% completely inane. That is the reason over time my use of Twitter has decreased." Upon further reflection, I suppose it's almost laughable to assume that people would opt for Twitter, a 140-character status service, in place of, or even just as frequently as Facebook.

Let's face the facts - the new social construction of reality is that "It’s Not Official Until It’s on Facebook." Facebook has become an intrinsic part of how we view people. No doubt we discover aspects of people’s personalities and preferences that we might never learn otherwise. 50% of respondents believed that social networks like Facebook have revolutionized the notion of friendship, having opened up a whole new realm of possibilities in the process of discovery and news. Even the details of our own lives quickly unfold via updates and requests. Take relationships for example. Are you dating? Are you broken up (yet)? It’s relatively easy to find the answer if you look online.  Again citing urbandictionary.com: "are adam and courtney dating?" "i don't know, they're not facebook official yet."
It's shocking to learn that 10% believe that emotions and embarrassing stories are more easily shared online on a much more public forum like Facebook than in person. This type of sharing, usually only occurring between the closest of friends in real life, further expedites the development of friendships. The emergence of Facebook, Twitter, and comparable social networks has made the means of communication orders of magnitude richer. Perhaps we can even garner a few more details about  people's different personas through knowing them both through real life and online channels.  Could our online selves exist as a separate entity from our real selves? After all, who you are as you appear to your mother is not who you are as you appear to your significant other.  Identity has also been socially constructed and this online networks provide the opportunity to create or re-create yet another facet of ourselves with the click of a mouse. Identity, as with time, is fleeting, evanescent, renewable. By updating your profile, you can instantly become more attractive, and if slightly dishonest, to recruiters, the opposite sex, etcetera. But only to an extent. On networks where feedback mechanisms are built into the system, such as LinkedIn and Facebook, people can’t lie full out. Getting caught red-handed lying about one's qualifications or lifestyle discourages people from taking creative liberties with their profiles.

  

Communication 
Facebook serves as a platform on which many people are more comfortable sharing data as compared to in real life. Media such as photos, and videos account for 21% of the types of data that people are more willingly share online. After all, photos are powerful medium through which people can communicate. They’re more ambiguous, subtle even. One student noted, "I guess online friends on facebook can see me in pictures in the latest parties I went to. That is not something I share immediately with real friends; I mean, I don't walk around with 100 pictures in my pocket and say: hey dude, look at what I did this week-end :) This is probably due to nature of facebook, I kind of feel important by posting pictures and I have the impression that I can still show off without it looking like I'm showing off." Photos are also a means of expressing an opinion without being overly-explicit. In an effort to avoid the 1000-word cliché, it suffices to say that if you like someone, tag him in flattering photos online. If you don’t, a photo where he’s passed out in a pile of shoes says it all.

Notwithstanding the above, it's interesting to note that there is no clear-cut linear relationship between what and how things are shared online versus offline. Some people tend to confide more in people close to them in real life, whereas people feel more comfortable sharing certain things with online friends who are more removed from the situation. Evidently, there is no single, more superior system between voice and non-voice communication. Even within the group of non-voice modes of communication such as Facebooking, texting, and emailing, we find that each is used in different situations. What determines what mode of communication is used? Is it a function of the emerging expectation of response time, the urgency of data, the time the user has, or does it move beyond this?
Clearly, the role of the time is a significant factor. Real-time stream is the foundation on which Twitter rests. One of the most popular responses for the biggest surprise on a social network is how quickly data grows and spreads. Lightweight interactions, which seem to take place mainly through Facebook, have resulted in the reduction of propagation times. Although mainstream media, including the New York Times and CNN, continue to be the primary means of the disseminating news, the same cannot be said for rumors, fads, and gossip. Instead, C2C and C2W interactions take the main stage. The news of the latest break-ups and make-ups are virtually infectious, instantaneously passing from one person to the next. We have all become increasingly interconnected and these relationships are now able to transcend the limits of time.

 
We are now experiencing a shift from list displays of data to live streams. Inherent in stream communication is a way of filtering and searching through data using time. However, time is not the sole sorting parameter, and arguably, quite far from the best.  It is so easy to get caught up in the desire to be the first in knowing about the latest events that we forget about the subject matter.  What happened to relevance? Many students expressed their frustration with being inundated with "fluff" from live streams. People are turned off by the having to drink from the firehose. Quite frankly, some of the most recent breaking news stories like “Man explodes 3 hot water bottles in 68 seconds” on CNN.com on April 23 just aren't worth my attention in the way that the assassination of a major political leader is. 

 

Lessons Learned for Marketing 

 
Through what means do people discover new goods/services? One might guess that C2C interactions are highly influential on the types of purchases a consumer makes. However, according to the Stanford class survey conducted, that’s not the case. Of their 10 most recent purchases, most recall that only zero to three items were discovered through friends. But, presumably, aren’t friends the people who know us best and are most likely to share our interests? If their recommendations are not what affect us, then what does?  More importantly, where is C2C interaction most essential, if not for products? News then? A little less than 15% of those surveyed stated that they heard about the H1N1 influenza (also known as the “swine flu”) through another person. Although both internet news and TV beat C2C out with about 40% and 20% respectively, C2C influence should be on the rise as live stream on social networks becomes more personalized and sophisticated in the future.

 
How should we design a system for a network like Twitter that puts more emphasis on content that users are genuinely interested in? Perhaps sorting using attention by Tweet content or by username? As marketers, how do we ensure that our own Tweets aren’t cyber schlock just pissing off the masses? Think applications like Quitter which can provide feedback on who is un-following you and after which Tweet was the last straw. And abolish any thoughts of hijacking the mobile channel for marketing purposes lest your company want to be vilified. Essentially 100% of people will simply not tolerate any invasion of their personal bubble and will only accept promotions/advertising on their own terms. Nothing provokes instant anger like intrusion by cell phones marketers save maybe by certain door-to-door cultists from religions that shall remain nameless. 

 

Social Data Revolution 
Relevance is crucial in the progress of the revolution. It is important to remember that the world is not a binary place. Feedback and filtering are key; however, their role is complex. There is not some simple formula for determining what is valuable to a user and what isn’t. The access modes of stream and active search are very different and that’s why time fails to be a good sorting limit. People value their time and without altering this current method of sorting data, people will be turned off by the flood of insipid posts.

 

We’ve known for years that consumers need to share more data to get less data. The opportunity for a symbiotic relationship between consumer and producer makes sense. Information is willingly shared ultimately leads to less spam that people will receive. Companies that already have obtained the information have no need to bombarded consumers with their attempts or pleas for data. Yet, for some reason, consumers aren’t sharing more data. Without this taking place, companies have resorted to deceiving consumers to retrieve and collect data. However, 90% of consumers said that they would be less likely to buy from a company that tricked them, leaving both parties unhappy. Let’s avoid this debacle by turning to the lessons we learned from kindergarten adage that still seem to hold true: sharing is caring.

