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INTRODUCTION

The recent explosion in the individual use of web-
sites such as MySpace, Facebook, YouTube and 
others, has generated a lot of buzz in the media. 
This buzz has not been without valid reason, as is 
evidenced by the amount of traffic these sites draw 
and the valuation being assigned to these companies, 
without any significant revenue streams to justify 

those valuations (e.g., Google acquisition of You-
Tube for $1.6 billion and Microsoft’s investment 
of $240 million in Facebook). The number of us-
ers visiting these sites as well the growth rate they 
exhibit is staggering (see Table 1).

Given the extraordinary success of these sites, 
it behooves us to address the following questions:

a.  What is the motivation for users to participate 
in social computing?
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b.  What will it take for these sites to retain 
existing users and attract new ones?

However, before we attempt to answer these 
questions, it is pertinent to define social computing 
and have some sense of how popular it is.

Social Computing

According to Schuler (1994), social computing 
refers to any type of computing where software 
serves as an intermediary for a social relation. 
However, his conceptualization is very broad and 
he includes in it the instance when the government 
devises policies involving software development. 
A good definition from the IBM Social Computing 
Group (IBM n.d.) is given below.

“Social computing refers to systems which sup-
port the gathering, representation, processing 
and dissemination of social information, that is, 
information which is distributed across social 
collectivities such as teams, communities, orga-
nizations, cohorts and markets.” (IBM n.d.)

We define social computing as computing 
where the user takes an active role in the process, 
often creating content or modifying the comput-
ing environment, and the computing experience 
extends from the individual to the social. In order 
to make our conceptualizations relevant, we limit 
the scope of our analysis to websites, and exclude 
applications such as e-mail and independent instant 

messaging applications. We expect our research 
to extend to mobile computing too, since the 
distinctions between the computer and the phone 
are becoming hazy.

Current Trends

According to a recent report by Forrester Research 
(Li 2007), 48% of US adult online consumers 
participate in activities such as publishing blogs/
webpages, uploading video to YouTube and other 
sites, commenting on blogs, posting reviews, us-
ing social networking sites, or simply consuming 
user generated content. This increase in interest 
in social computing is supported with some web 
traffic statistics. According to a February 2007 
report from Hitwise (Prescott 2007), the top twenty 
social networking websites accounted for 4.9% 
of Internet Traffic in September 2006, a growth 
of 96% over September 2005. YouTube.com was 
the 26th most popular website on the internet in 
September 2006 (Prescott 2007). YouTube traffic 
alone comprises approximately 20% of all HTTP 
traffic, or nearly 10% of all bandwidth usage on 
the Internet (Ellacoya Networks 2007). While 
the traffic statistics above indicate a high level of 
user activity, there are few sites, if any, that have 
a viable business model. However, because many 
of these websites are not very capital intensive 
until they reach a certain scale of traffic, there is 
a proliferation of clones of popular sites such as 
MySpace and YouTube.

Given the statistics above, it is important to 

Table 1. Usage and growth of some social Websites 

          Website           Unique U.S. users (Sept.2007, Millions)           Growth from previous year (percent)

          MySpace           68.1           23

          Facebook           30.6           129

          Flickr           13.1           90

          Bebo           4.4           83

          Imeem           3.2           1,590

Source: Businessweek, November 5, 2007 (pp. 24)
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