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Default metaphysics - social networks

and the self

Florian Hadler and Gabriel Yoran

Abstract: The fundamental issues of social media are the ways that people
relay something of themselves to others and how this shapes society. Plus,
increasingly, there is the breadth of social media reach, and the depth of
what is kept in terms of related history of a person, captured constantly by
postings and connections. As a consequence, much can be gleaned about
people, especially as to their networks, actions and opinions. This leads to
an additional matter of the concern generated when the massive amount of
personal and socialised data is accessible, not only by befriended users of
social media applications, but by government agencies, as is done for the
purpose of pursuing political objectives. This gives social media a rather less
than fresh and innocent appearance to any who see past the vast popularity
of seemingly innocuous interchanges between old friends and new
acquaintances met online.

Key words: social media, normalised differences, personalised data, socialised
data, Rousseau, Latour, Guattari, Deleuze, Foucault, communication,
governmentality, ubiquity of technology, data austerity, archiving, sociality,
apparatus, defaults.
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Normalised differences

Existing discourse on so-called social networks, let alone social media
f)ften ignores the ideological implications that the usage of these rerm;
imply. Social as well as network and, of course, media are concepts that
are.very controversial in their respective scientific disciplines, such as
sociology, anthropology or philosophy. One cannot claim a clear and
stable definition for any of these but must, rather, acknowledge their
specific operational objectives when applying the terms to phenomena
Sl.ICh as web-based services, user-generated content, ubiquitous computing‘
v:ra.l marketing (which is another euphemistic expression) and othc;
topics of economic interest. Nevertheless, for the purposes of this paper,
the three terms are set out in turn below. ]

" Social in one of its primal denotations — socius — is participation, or
association. But its function regarding society and sociality is quite
obscure. The term was, and still is, used in the same sense as by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau in his political theory. The concept of socialism
eventually gave the term its specific meaning, so that sociology turned
to notions like being sociable and co-extension. Bruno Latour (French
sociologist of science and anthropologist, and an influential theorist
in the field of science and technology studies) has been trying to
establish a new notion of the term ‘social’, being one that focuses not
on the connective character of the term, but towards that which is to
be connected through all kinds of links and connectors.

Nerwoark is a metaphor used for a relational view of phenomena, one
that points to structuralism and post-structuralism and its conceptions
of the world, not as an essential sum of objects, but as an ever-
changing network of relations, as an ensemble, most noted in the term
rhizom by French philosophers Guattari and Deleuze. The truncated
term net, since then, has evolved into the most powerful paradigm of

contemporary thought and it informs not only philosophy but all
associated humanities.

Media, at last, is a term that could not be more obscure — deriving
fro.m the Greek term metaxy, it unfolded its initial power in the
Aristotelian epistemology Peri Psyches. Since then, it has experienced
a never-ending, inflationary usage and currently covers everything
from all kinds of mass communication technologies to clothing, cars
gestures, language, parapsychological phenomena, books, mobi]t;

devices, computers, publishing houses, network channels, advertising
and many more things besides.
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Iy operating within economic conditions, these three terms not only
uften reveal hidden ideology, but also execute their metaphysical
programme by creating the environment in which the subject finds itself.
Consider that the templates for our virtual identities are predefined by
the services that we use. For instance, we have different services for
different means. Private, erotic, professional and other interest-based
communities offer separate spaces for our virtual communications and
dinlogues, either in writing, or in pictures, in links or in sound, in video
or in any other kind of communication. Each of these channels demands
4 certain behaviour, which reflects its audience and acts according to the
shared conventions and codes of that particular cohort.

There is rarely a thing that the so-called social networks are not
wpposed to facilitate, as can be seen from radical changes in
communication, commerce, marketing, politics and even the ‘Facebook
revolution’. Is there anything that these social networks are not able to
do? Also, what does it mean if actual revolutions are named after
commercial web-based services? Who coined this term? What media
were used in the revolutions preceding the Arab Spring uprising, and
why did these not develop the same brand awareness? What does the
term ‘social’ even mean in this context?

It is worth contemplating that the rampant usage of the term ‘social
media’ demands a more detailed look as to its contexts and conditions.
In so doing, we must be aware of the fact that social networks reflect
communication according to the terms and conditions of privately held
or publicly traded companies. These conditions, filters and restrictions
tend to hide themselves and develop a hidden agenda that not only affect
the aforementioned aspects of society but, first and foremost, affects the
subject itself and the way that it interacts with others. These influences
on concepts of identities are completely underestimated and unrecognised
if one continues to use the term ‘social media’ in a strictly commercial
sense.

We need to remember, at the same time, that each and every aspect of
our behaviour within these so-called social networks is subject to
commercial exploitation. The sheer fact that services costing hundreds of
millions of dollars per year to maintain are being offered for free to the
user suggests that the users themselves are the actual products being sold.
Therefore, customer satisfaction cannot be measured by how quickly the
user gets their needs fulfilled, but by how long and how often the user
indulges in social networking. There is a reason why Internet strategists
strive for so-called ‘stickiness’ when designing ‘social’ user experiences.
Bluntly speaking, social networks manipulate their users to produce
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rel:?vant content in order to build addiction. The users are the squeezed
fruu:s‘ which provide the juice that keeps the economy of atterlti’ 1l
running. The “fight for eyeballs’, known from classical media such ‘;l
television, and still used for online campaigning with banner ads along

the top of web pages, has become a fight for identities in at least two

pers:pectives: on the one hand, we have the identity construction of the
subjects themselves, that is performed in specific web-based services; o
the other hand, we have the digital fingerprint, that is the bchavio:lr:;
patterns and preferences of the users. The more precise such a fingerpri
is, the better it is for advertisers to target these users. =
The irony of such individual approaches to advertising is that it onl
works‘for ‘huge populations in which each individual is identical in termy
of their differences. This might seem counterintuitive. However. thes:
deferences‘ are normalised and standardised in order for users, to be
cll.lstfzrcd into target groups and, therefore, no real differences exist
wuhu-.: each cohort, other than settings that the user can adjust accordin
to their self-construction. Consequently, any difference is anticipated ang
transfo.rljned into strategic intentions. So it is that the single usage
proposition no longer exists, and the product itself anticipates its misusge
Although MySpace might not be the best current example of a successfui
social network, it nonetheless established the paradigm of user-generated
usage. The re-appropriation of the profile pages, and their decoration
with }}tml snippets, was based on a simple error in the source code. Even
50, this turned out to be their most promising proposition — at lez;st for
some years. Still, the unique selling proposition is no longer stable as it
1s[ :zfproduct of the users’ projections whereby the services are mere
fh:n (::;:)s;d(:;[ s.;creens, on which the wishes of the users are projected and
. The on'.mipresence of the like, share or +1 button all over the web is
just the tip of the proverbial iceberg, with these representing only th
VlSlb'lt? ends of vast tentacles of the most prominent social ngetworks f
specifically, tracking, targeting and analysing user behaviour throughout
the whole web. It is noteworthy that this behaviour is not only trfcked
by the particular service; it is also, in parts, visible to the so-called ‘social
graph’ of the user, appearing in the so-called ‘stream’ and, therefore, is a
fundam.ental part of the juicy addiction for which these se;vices aim ’The
stream is not just a naturalised algorithm as it has become the pcr;onal
river, whctie one can think while watching the waves; to all intents and
purposes, it is conceived as a place. Social networks have succes:sfull
constructed a virtual ontology, one that suggests a topological srrucrur:;
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of a ‘where to go to’ to connect with friends. Overall, social networks
are perceived in a gross misconception as public places. On the contrary,
these networks are not. They are secretly individualised filter bubbles;
they are apparatuses of governmental power relations in a Foucaultian
wense. These functions are hidden in naturalising metaphors such as
sream, tweet and cloud, disguising their very essence and their
technology, and luring the user into their realm. Once inside, the user is

prompted to formulate their existence, according to the templates offered
by the service. The identity of the user is structured by default.

Submitting subjects

Whatever we may wish in the future, we can no longer live in
Euclidian space under electronic conditions, and this means that
the divisions between inner and outer, private and communal,
whatever they may have been for a literate culture, are simply not

there for an electronic one.

Marshall McLuhan, Canadian educator, philosopher, and scholar

When entering the realm of social networks, we are confronted with
three main paradigms, ¢ach one embodied by one of the leaders of the
three most influential technology companies today. Google’s Eric
Schmidt suggests that if someone doesn’t want anyone else to know what
they are doing, then they shouldn’t be doing it in the first place. Facebook
founder Mark Zuckerberg suggests that one identity for each user is
enough and that it should be the real one. Furthermore, Apple founder,
the late Steve Jobs, suggested that one does not have to understand how
technology works in order to use it and, in stark contrast, the more
obscure the function of any technology is for the user, the better it adapts
to their daily behaviour. In this regard, the Human Interface Guidelines
from Apple propose the simulation of physical characteristics, such as
balance points for screen designs and textures, that appear haptic, tactile
and tangible in order to integrate more seamlessly with the user’s real-
world interactions.

These statements are the very essence of governmentality — the user is
conceived as the ideal citizen, one whom governs themselves with the
aforementioned social technologies to become transparent, addressable
and morally adjusted. This is no longer achieved by repression or state




mstitutions, On the contrary, the users themselves are acting in a
democratised Panopticon, in a prison where the guards are inhabitants
at the same time. Consider, therefore, that the pressure to put every part
of one’s life online leads to self-governing behaviour that constantly
scans the user’s behaviour for postability: ‘Would what I am doing here
receive positive feedback? Would it resonate with my peers?’
Individuals are reproducing Schmidt’s dictum: Those who have
nothing to hide can share everything. So it is that the tyranny of
transparency is linked to a type of self-leadership that takes users
towards decent behaviour by the means of Google and Facebook. For
instance, the user’s friends are their most respected and feared judges.
Exposing actions, preferences, attendances and locations to the judgement
of peers and, in return, commenting, liking and judging their online
activities, is crucial to the economy of attention that keeps the social
services running. We find here the technology of the self, described not
only by Michel Foucault in his famous and oft-quoted ‘discipline and
punish’, but also by Norbert Elias in his ‘Civilizing Process — Sociogenetic
and Psychogenetic Investigations’. Elias speaks of a Zivilisationskurve
(civilisation graph), marked by the ever-growing internal self-regulation
and anticipation of the other that renders institutional contro
more and more obsolete. Also, it is Jean Baudrillard’s “Transparency of
Evil' which manifests itself in social networks: Sanctioning non-

transparency, secrecy or silence is wished for politically — and realised in
these services. In this regard, contem
Baudrillard, who stated:

| instances

plate the pertinent musing of

When everything tends towards the visible, as is the case in our
world, what becomes of the things that were once kept secret?
They become occult, clandestine, maleficent: what was merely
secret ~ or, in other words, given to be exchanged in secrecy —
becomes evil and must be abolished, exterminated.

At this juncture, it is worthwhile to contemplate a definition of an
authoritarian variation of democracy, as proposed by Fareed Zakaria,
the renownedjournalist, author and commentator, in which democratically
elected politicians cut back on civil rights. What follows is that, with
current illiberal security apparatuses, tracking is the new statistic and
means of measurement and the basis of control. Every subject, on its
own, needs to be placed under surveillance because every one of them
could be the next Mohammed Atta, in the case of the Egypt Revolution,
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or Anders Behring Breivik, who perpetrated mass race-related killings in
N(I':-N?: yno longer the statistical average, nor the Fnu‘caulnan i::;:;gg
apparatuses, that creates the normative power of the gveraggnormou;
which modern nations once strived for. On the contrary, in an ormou
effort of reversal of evidence called tefec?mmumcat;ons da[? re e;;:o 1;
every citizen is considered to be a potentially dangerous s1|.1b ject. lea kp; ;
lwt:z;me loaded biomass, the energy signatljlre ‘of whu;h must e ur:(.; l:) e
in due time. What started with the fingerprint in English colonies a le i
of the nineteenth century — the developing of t.he aflonyr_nous ?opu‘ :Mst
into addressable subjects starting with the 1dent1ficano.n‘ of reci
criminals — has now become a default for each and every .(:1t|zenl.m‘ .
Consider that governmentality links sclf—lleadershlp with tec lq?;:ee_
lead others. Successfully conveying the feeling to be at the n?e;'cyet:works
floating data is such a link. Also? as we now'krllow, social n e
create leadership by educating subjects to submit llnformatl.on \:’hat \g;r :s
In addition, such subjects produce a plethora of information e e
entered voluntarily and that no longer needs to be recor y
-backed secret services.
lJ‘():;;:’irtrll-lmt.‘l::::trise of technologies, such as smartphones, tablets :jmd oti::;ts'
mobile devices, this vicious circle of C(.mtrol an.d.exp(;)_suree:;ltt;{;;:em
deeply and intimately into t:e everydaythgahzi iic:lzl?ilcizeo;ant:‘.t ura.llisation
m Apple use the same meta
fl:::l \l:rit:lf::ldy kigw from social services. for ir.astam:e, App?le’ }c\:omp:t;;i
imitate breathing with harmonic standby lightning, and. tht;l (?fm:5 ol
a so-called retina display. These proc%ucts are not bodily Encttlﬁzn.care
they demand to be treated as organic lmpla}qts that need to eh a e care
of — not only in form of providing nutrition, sucih as in t .etion s
electricity, but also in providing attention. The sel_lmg pmfo-s: n i o
longer the product itself, but thf.t \flrtual envnronm?n . lm::a -
(the ‘ecosystem’, as the industry calls it, in another ‘natll.u'a lStl; : terzctior:
as well as the possibility of connection, communication and in
all kinds of apps. . , ‘
thrv(i)f?fhhthe ubiquity of technology, it is no longer just the usershbeh;v;;::;rl
on the web that is tracked and analysed. There are.al?;o tb ehp y e
whereabouts, routes and encounters of the user. Predlctn.re de sav1:;vate
targeting becomes localised. Spaces that were once conceive lau r:bilica]
become hybrid as the user is constantl).r connected via a virtua il
cord. Classic concepts of privacy (which, by the way, is a‘r.at ler ); g
phenomenon) become obsolete as we enter the so-called digital age.

o
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Being traded

Foucault’s governmentality concept describes, among other things, a
power structure in which power is exercised by gentle means. Social
networks like Facebook act ‘governmentally’: their technology is the
power of defaults. The microphysics of power manifests itself in the
interface of social networks. Their defaults — that is, their design, and
their ontology (like the dominant ‘sharing with everyone’) - act’ as a
gentle means of power over the subjects.
‘ The so-constructed ‘social’ subjects share data almost reflexively:
I must tweet that” has become common practice, just like the ‘checking in’
at certain locations where users share their whereabouts with friends.

Facebook’s triumphal procession through the private lives of over 800
million people will force the thinking of governments about Facebook
becoming governmental technology, and it should not be a surprise
Fhereforc, that the larger social network providers already have entire"
internal departments dedicated to cooperation with federal law
enf?rcement institutions. There is hardly a case that does not take the
0nl¥ne existence into account: claims of responsibility are found online
on[m.i: correspondences lead to supporters and accomplices, tracking ot"
locations via mobile devices leads to surveillance and arrests, and so

forth.

The basic mechanisms of this technology are described by Georg
Franck’s ‘Economy of Attention’, which states:

All of us are captivated by the question of how we are received by
othersf. We can’t stand not playing any role in someone else’s
consciousness. The human soul already begins to suffer if it does
not play a leading role in another. It takes permanent damage and
ends in bitterness when it does not receive ample attention to a

minimum. And it is the highest of its delights to bathe in the other’s
attention,

Related to this particular notion, social network services, such as
Facebook and Twitter, make transparent their presence in the
consciousness of another person. This is what makes them so successful
as a form of governmental technology: They promote transparency
through their interfaces, and reward users with attention.

Following on from the preceding commentary, the power technology
of data protectionists is the largely unsuccessful recursion on the

economic principles of money. Data protection authorities lose influence
hecause they have never produced a ‘data market’. They simply try to
limit it. Bloggers who integrate Facebook’s ‘Like’ button should be
reprimanded by the will of the German Data Protection Officer Thilo
Weichert (formerly Head of the Independent Centre for Privacy
Protection) because they transfer personal data into the United States
without the user’s consent. Absurdities of this kind are piling up, and the
reason is the lack of a structured data market. In contrast to
the regulation of world trade, including the elimination of tolls and the
establishment of double taxation treaties, no equivalent exists for this
ensemble of technologies of power in the data market. But social
networks are ‘administrative apparatuses’ of the digital world. Hence,
the real world and their economy, in actual fact, is the economy of
attention. It is this economy that needs to be politically structured and,
eventually, regulated.

It stands to reason therefore that politics today means aligning
everything in such a way that the economy works. The conflict between
privacy advocates and modern information processing runs along these
lines: the latter is a prerequisite for the modern economy; the former is
being seen as an economic impediment. From this pertinent perspective,
data protection appears as critique of capitalism. Essentially, capitalism
and data protection are diametrically opposed and, for now, it seems that
the social networks have won. In addition, it can be seen that capitalism
has entered the most delicate ramifications of the soul — the subject
voluntarily charts their identity by mapping these ramifications into
databases, driven by the urge not to be forgotten, and by the desire to
resonate. This behaviour, inevitably, will change the not-yet-designed
‘data market’ to an identity market, in which subjects, in due course, are
objects as well: that is to say, they do not only trade, but are also being
traded.

Instead of limiting data transfer, as governments try to today, they will
be forced to establish an economy of identities, using the economy of
money as a blueprint. But this will be difficult since, in contrast to
privacy advocates, private individuals have understood that even though
data is a currency, its nature is different from that of money: some data,
for instance, is more valuable the more widespread it is. This data creates
added value to the soul in Franck’s sense. Sharing of personal or even
private data is a crucial technology of a subject’s identity construction.
Radical privacy advocates do not understand why individuals spend
their data lightly. They do not believe that it is a good investment.

___-L
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Atte sate users
o z;nsts [tu:jf:d:uatlt users as to the benefits of ‘data austerity’ did not

cceed. Individuals spend their da

ta generous i i

return of attention. = e

Althou i
. consei: ;:e economy ofdd?fta may have similarities to that of money,

ces are quite different: for exa i

‘ : mple, if I am too

with money, I am poor ’ ith data)
at the end. However, if | i
e ) _ r, if I am generous with data
itg [:, a;tentlon. A liberal data market would reflect this and help regulatt;
Cl.men ::nf;ast,,any attempts to regulate the data market by keeping its
y ‘data’ scarce will fail for as | indivi

. ong as individuals d

their personal data a e el
s they value money. Basi i
. . Basically, this asymmetri

valuation of personal data is Facebook’s arbitrage. , ’ -

Archiving the self

Th .
ffea ex}p;osure of one’s activities through social networks does not only
affect i i i
I tlte 1lrnmzdtT;e perception of the self through resonating with the
r. It also builds an archive of i
; the past, being one th i
o A g one that remains
o Il:ll): for il:au.:er referenc?. Thereby, the self encounters itself through
enhance;r of its fpasltf activities — the ground-breaking effect of this
sense of self surpasses the r i i
ecording of real-lif
o _ . g of real-life events, as
- mrie pf)SSIble: with the advent of handheld video cameras, and o;her
: ]
t nolog;lcal developments in the late twentieth century. The user does
not only have partial outtakes of their li I
their life, but a ch logical timeli
o . ; ; ronological timeline
frieLdrif!ects their behaviour and experience in different aspects —
icmrs |psdthe:y made, comments they received, content they shared
:nd On:; and videos lt.lhf:yhvw:re tagged in, places they had been, articles’
er content they had read, compani i
. ; panies for which they worked
rojects i iti F that the
Ek ]d done, products, companies, celebrities and other stuff that the):
;.;“, events that they had attended, and many more to come
't of thesedeztrlne; refer to other content, as well as other people, and
e expanded infinitely. A user’s li i ’
5 ife — or at least the increasi
c € ‘ : easing part
;Lt'he" life t‘hat is reflected online - rolls out like a map in front ofgth]::m
15 . 1 b ol . - :
ol tl:nflp is inter-stratified with economic interests, with targeted
. .
dver lllsemsg amdI lbrdands, companies and products that integrate seamlessly
o-called stream of the user’s hi
' istory. The former 1
memories are externalised ble. an
and much more precise i
: ’ reliable and
com i :
= th[:rehenstffe th:fm' is possible through personal recollection alone. Yet
same time, it is corrupted by commercial means. The life of a use;
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becomes a collection of already structured and weighted entries, and
thereby the user sees their own self as that of another — they have the
same perspective of their online existence as do their contacts who can
view the same content. Thus, a user gains a supposedly holistic view of
their life in the same way they view the life of others. By instantaneous
archiving of the user’s existence, essentially, the self becomes the other in
an externalised memory, doing so by projecting their identity on the
templates of the social media services in use.

Attention as apparatus

It is an appropriate time to ponder. Do we remember a society that was
not online? Are we able to make appointments outside of the services
that provide access to our contacts? Would we remember the birthdays
of our friends if we weren’t constantly reminded through pop-ups and
notifications? What were the conditions of ‘staying in touch’ before it
was automated? Do we unlearn to make a simple phone call to keep up
with what another person is doing? What happens to the people that are
no longer in our online circles? Do they really cease to exist? Are we able
to emancipate ourselves ftom our online existence and lead an offline
life? Do we need to log our important events in order to remember them?
Has the automated archive replaced our personal memory? Every
technological evolution leads to the oblivion of ancient practices by
offering an apparently more promising and efficient way of solving
problems and fulfilling needs.

Clearly, social networks normalise identities and make them
consumable. The notion of the media becoming an apparatus (or
‘dispositif’) in Foucault’s sense is underlined by every ‘Like’ button
integrated, by every tracking pixel placed on websites all over the world.
A ‘Facebook revolution® can only come into existence by overcoming
these specific mechanisms.

Data protectionists try to protect consumers from data-processing
corporations, which is what social networks are. But all they do is set up
yet another apparatus to patronise individuals: the noble notion of
privacy today holds as much water as do appeals of Christian churches
to stop the commercialisation of Christmas. Individuals have long been
governing themselves by way of the gentle means of default interfaces
that structure their social life. Instead of remaining private, they trade
themselves — and each other — in an economy of attention.
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$0cia] networking has transformed the subject into an object, which is
being constructed and deconstructed, based on the way that it is traded
and by confronting the self with its otherness. The arrival of sociai
netwc.)rking, in this sense, might be capitalism’s finest hour.
. :As inferred earlier by way of a probing question upon which to reflect
it is hard to imagine a way back to an ‘offline sociality’ that successfull :
deprives itself of aforementioned economic mechanisms. Also, one migh’:
doubt if the once-offline sociality really is a goal towards ,which one
_should aim. In the end, social networks provide sociality for deprived
individuals, whether all situated locally, or scattered across the globe
T’hese evolving networks provide resonance for individuals who are;
dlS(.:OnneCted from their peers in real life. The social networks upon
which we have focused provide solace for the lonely, give comfort for the
needy and offer feedback for the insecure. But although social networks
provide all these utopian promises, one should become aware of one’s
own economic potential. In other words, living up to the requirements
of the economics of attention means knowing one’s value. So it is that
the obstructive, naturalising metaphors must give way to the economic
underpinnings of today’s sociality. There is a price to pay, and you had
better know how much it is. ,

There is no doubt that the defaults of sociality have changed, as have

the con.dit'ions (?f self-perception. Social networks change the default of
our sociality. Still, not being there is not an option.

78
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Abstract: Organisations that employ a marketing-driven, broadcast-oriented
communications strategy have chosen a path of minimum relative risk.
However, organisations that actively impel a service-oriented approach to social
media will achieve a higher level of engagement. Even so, it must be understood
that there are important risk factors to consider when executing a social media
strategy, just as there are issues that must be addressed. From related experience
in the provision of strategic and operational advice, it is apparent and necessary
for organisations, especially those in the public, not-for-profit and social
sectors, to plan for a service-oriented approach. Also, this must be implemented
with diligence and dedication to ensure that each organisation gains the
necessary benefits of proper communications. In addition, possible problems
must be foreseen, and addressed with proper remedies to ensure that that the
‘voice’ of an organisation has enough capacity to do well in the all-important
job of interacting with a growing, demanding and giving online community.

Key words: social media, service orientation, public sector, strategy, organisations,
communications, online community, not for profit, customer satisfaction,
competitive advantage, service science, platforms, tools, audience, risk,
resources, research, posting, curating, community management, campaign,
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Introduction

Quite rapidly, social media has become an essential part of the
communications toolkit for private sector companies of all sizes, from




