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[bookmark: _Toc228721455]The Internet 

Since entering the mainstream in the early-to-mid-1990s, the Internet has altered the way people interact with one another. According to Internet World Stats (2009), in March 2009, 1,596,270,108 people worldwide had internet access. See figure 1 below for a breakdown of these people by continent.

[image: world internet penetration]
Figure 1 Internet World Stats (2009) 

The internet has changed the way people gamble, watch films, listen to music, etc.,  as all the things are freely available on the internet.  However, because it allows for large groups of people separated by long distances to communicate instantaneously with one another, the Internet has inevitably become a place where people can ‘socialize’ without ever leaving their homes (Eagle, 2009).
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Boyd and Ellison (2007) define social network sites (SNS) as ‘web based services that allow individuals to:

· Construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system,
· Articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, 
· View and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system’. 

The nature and classification of these connections may vary from site to site. While socially-organized SNS such as Friendster, Bebo, Facebook and MySpace, solicit broad audiences, professional sites such as LinkedIn, Visible Path, and Xing focus on business people. Passion-centric SNS like Dogster help strangers connect based on shared interests. MyChurch, for example, joins Christian churches and their members. As the social media and user-generated content phenomena grew, websites focused on media sharing began implementing SNS features and becoming SNS themselves. Examples include Flickr (photo sharing), Last.FM (music listening habits), and YouTube (video sharing). Figure 2 overleaf illustrates the launch dates of the major SNS.

According to Boyd (2009), the terms ‘social network site’ and ‘social networking site’ are often used interchangeably.  This proposal uses the former term so as not to include ‘networking’, which emphasizes relationship initiation, often between strangers. On many of the large SNS, participants are not necessarily ‘networking’ or looking to meet new people; instead, they are primarily communicating with people who are already a part of their extended social network. This can result in connections between individuals that would not otherwise be made, but that is often not the goal, and these meetings are frequently between people who share some offline connection, (existing but undeveloped relationships) (Haythornthwaite, 2005).

What makes social network sites unique is not that they allow individuals to meet strangers, but rather that they enable users to articulate and make visible their social networks (Haythornthwaite, 2005).  For example, Facebook users who are part of the same ‘network’ can view each other's profiles, unless a profile owner has decided to deny permission to those in their network. Different SNS have different levels of visibility and access. To emphasize this articulated social network as a critical organizing feature of these sites, Boyd (2007) labels them ‘social network sites’. 

[image: ]
Figure 2 Boyd and Ellison (2007)
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Table 1 below, illustrates growth for the top SNS sites over the period of June 2007–June 2008.

	Table 1: Worldwide Growth among Selected Social Networking Sites
June 2008 vs. June 2007                    Source: comScore World Metrix
Total Worldwide Audience, Age 15+ 
 Home and Work Locations

	 
	Total Unique Visitors (000)

	
	Jun-2007
	Jun-2008
	% Change

	Total Internet : Total Audience 
	778,310
	860,514
	11%

	Social Networking
	464,437
	580,510
	25%

	FACEBOOK.COM
	52,167
	132,105
	153%

	MYSPACE.COM
	114,147
	117,582
	3%

	HI5.COM
	28,174
	56,367
	100%

	FRIENDSTER.COM
	24,675
	37,080
	50%

	Orkut
	24,120
	34,028
	41%

	BEBO.COM
	18,200
	24,017
	32%

	Skyrock Network
	17,638
	21,041
	19%



As can be seen, sites such as Facebook and HI5 have experienced huge growth at 153% and 100% respectively. There may be multiple reasons that social network sites have experienced such growth, including the availability of the internet.  Internet access in Great Britain alone has steadily been increasing and in 2007, 61% of all homes had internet access (UK Government Statistics, 2009).  

[bookmark: _Toc228721458]Why People Social Network
There have been concerns about new media like social networks, but people use them for a variety of reasons.  Social networks can allow people to use networks of online friends and group memberships to keep in touch with current friends, reconnect with old friends or create real–life friendships through similar interests or groups. Besides establishing important social relationships, social network members can share their interests with other like–minded members by joining groups and forums. Some networking can also help members find a job or establish business contacts (Caslon Analytics Social Network Services, 2009) Most social network websites also offer additional features, such as blogs (or web logs), online discussion sites (or forums, bulletin boards), members can express themselves by designing their profile page to reflect their personality. Popular extra features include music and video sections. Members can read biographies  of their favourite music artists from the artist’s profile page as well as listen to their favourite songs and watch music videos. The video section can include everything from member–generated videos from hundreds of subjects to TV clips and movie trailers. This is important for the artists as they get free advertising and is good for the users as they get to listen to free music online legally (http 1).

[bookmark: _Toc228721459]Corporate social responsibility 
According to Crane and Matten (2007), corporate social responsibility (CSR) is about how businesses align their values and behaviour with the expectations and needs of stakeholders .  This applies not only to customers and investors, but also employees, suppliers, communities, regulators, special interest groups and society as a whole.  With regard to social network sites the key stakeholder would be the customer or user (depending on whether the site is free to use or not).  CSR describes a company's commitment to be accountable to its stakeholders (CSR Network, 2009).  CSR can be viewed a means of analysing the obligations a business has to its stakeholders, identifying how those obligations can be met and identifying the benefits to a business for meeting those obligations (CSR Network, 2009).  
For example, many of the SNS are used by minors, which could indicate ethical risk and obligation in terms of sexual content, online bullying, etc.  Ofcom’s survey of 5,000 adults and 3,000 children found that 49% of those aged between eight and 17 have a profile (BBC, 2009). In 2009, 17 site operators including Facebook, MySpace and Google signed an agreement with the European Union to improve safeguards against the bullying and abuse of teenagers online. The agreement commits them to limit the risks of misuse by providing a ‘report abuse’ button that allows users to report ‘inappropriate contact from or conduct by’ another user to the site operator, which will relay the complaint to local authorities. The site operators also must make sure online profiles and contact lists of underage users are set to the highest privacy settings and to ensure they are not obtainable on search engines (The Independent, 2009).

There are concerns with regards to privacy issues on the Internet.  According to Chaffey (2007), ‘ethical issues and the associated laws developed to control the ethical approach to [the] internet ... constitute an important consideration of the internet business environment ‘.  He adds that ‘privacy of consumers is a key ethical issue ‘.  One concern is users’ ability to control the rate, type, and sequence of the information they view. Spam, or unsolicited commercial e-mail, is a control concern because it violates privacy, steals resources, and compares to receiving a piece of direct mail with postage due (Http 2). A second concern relates to how organizations collect and use personal information on the Internet. Many SNS require visitors to identify themselves and provide information about their wants and needs. Some web sites store cookies on users’ computers to track visitors’ through the site and many users have no idea that this transfer of information is occurring.  Organisations often display ‘privacy policies’ to evidence their CSR, codes of conduct and to encourage responsible behaviour (Crane and Matten, 2007).  Facebook’s privacy policy claims that the site has two principles: that users have complete control over their data or information and have access to the information that other people wish to share (Facebook, 2009). However, Facebook allows the site administrators to access a user’s profile and computer, as well as tracking the user’s usage (Hodge, 2006).
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The overall aim of this study is to evaluate the corporate social responsibility displayed by social network sites.  To achieve this aim, the following objectives will be satisfied:

1. To analyse ethical risks and CSR indicators of the social network sites (SNS)
2. To identify the  features of social network sites utilised by users 
3. To evaluate SNS users’ experience and concerns regarding ethical use of SNS

Emphasis will be placed on the positive and negative issues associated with social network sites, habits of site users and attitudes of users.
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Research is defined by Collis and Hussey (2003, p. 1) as ‘a process of enquiry and investigation [that]…is systematic and methodical…[and] increases knowledge’. Research methodology refers to the research process, the procedural framework within which the research is conducted.  This methodology is defined by Leedy (1989, cited by Remenyi et al, 1998, p. 28) as ‘an operational framework within which the facts are placed so that their meaning may be seen more clearly’.  Saunders et al (2007) liken the research process to the layers of an onion, commonly known as the ‘research onion’ (Figure 3 below).

[image: ]
Figure 3 The Research Onion.  Saunders et al (2007)

Collis and Hussey (2003) contend that it is vital to select the most efficient ways to collect, analyse and present data whilst maintaining academic rigour. This section, consequently, describes and justifies the research design, data collection tools, the research process, and data analysis techniques that will be employed to achieve the research objectives.

[bookmark: _Toc228721462]Research Design

A humanist or phenomenological research philosophy will be adopted for the study as there is a necessity to discover what Remenyi et al (1998, p. 35) call ‘the details of the situation to understand the reality or perhaps a reality working behind them’.  This is vital in the ever-changing world of the internet, in which the circumstances of today may not apply in the future. The phenomenological paradigm ‘is concerned with understanding human behaviour from the participant’s own frame of reference’ (Collis and Hussey, 2003, p. 52). According to Saunders et al (2007), reality is socially constructed, based on participants’ perceptions, and needs to be ‘understood’ rather than trying to generate ‘facts’ (as in positivism).  Humanism tends to produce subjective ‘qualitative’ data, appropriate for the exploration of participant perceptions of SNS use and their experience of ethical risks inherent in SNS. As the overall aim is to evaluate the corporate social responsibility displayed by social network sites and the users perceptions, rather than simply describing the characteristics of the issues, the research had an ‘explanatory’ purpose (Collis and Hussey, 2003). The logic of the research approach is ‘inductive’ - the extension and development of existing CSR theory, but within a new context; research into internet SNS is still developing.  Easterby-Smith et al (2002) suggest that the inductive approach also facilitates the use of a variety of data collection methods to establish different views of phenomena. This is relevant to this study as the researcher will require a close understanding of the research context and will use some subjectivity in analysing the content of SNS for evidence of CSR (so the researcher is part of the research process).  However, given that SNS users will be asked for their perceptions, the study will also attempt to understand the meanings users attach to ethical considerations and their SNS use.  Consequently, Easterby-Smith et al (2002) add, there is less concern with the need to generalise (Saunders et al, 2007).

This research uses two strategies: an online survey and elements of content analysis of the websites. Thus, the research uses multiple methods for collecting data which are both qualitative and quantitative (Yin, 1994). 

The population for this study is all SNS users in the UK.  Five SNS will be selected, and the sample for the study will be all users of those SNS.   This sample is chosen on the judgmental basis of accessibility and convenience, and within the restraints of cost and time. 
[bookmark: _Toc512878096]
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As the time horizon is short for academic research, this study will be cross-sectional in approach.  Eisenhardt, (1989 p. 534, cited by Collis and Hussey, 2003) argues that it is best to:

 ‘combine data collection methods such as archive searching, interviews, questionnaires and observations.  The evidence may be qualitative (e.g. words), quantitative (e.g. numbers) or both’.  

Therefore, methodological triangulation - using both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection in the same study – will be used to overcome the potential bias and sterility of a single-method approach. The objectives of the study will be met with the following methods:


Objective One: To analyse ethical risks and CSR indicators of the social network sites (SNS)
Secondary data pertaining to the CSR, the Internet and SNS will be obtained through a literature review of academic texts, journals and published statistics.  Given the nature of the research topic it is inevitable that online sources will be used, but the researcher will attempt to use only credible sources. In addition, the researcher will examine five SNS for evidence of CSR.  This will provide the information to complete objectives two and three.

Objectives Two and Three: To identify the features of social network sites utilised by users  and to evaluate SNS users’ experience and concerns regarding ethical use of SNS
To obtain users use of the SNS and attitudinal data, online questionnaires will be used as data collection tool. A questionnaire is defined by Collis and Hussey (2003, p. 161) as: 

‘a list of carefully structured questions, chosen after considerable testing, with a view to eliciting reliable responses from a chosen sample.  The aim is to find out what a selected group of participants do, think or feel’.  

While not normally associated with the phenomenological paradigm, questionnaires allow standardised questions that will be interpreted in the same way by many respondents, vital criteria for this research as it assesses perception and strength of attitude (Easterby-Smith et al, 2002). Furthermore, the inclusion of limited open-ended questions may provide rich qualitative data. While the careful design of questions, layout and steering information is crucial to maximise reliability, questionnaires are cheaper and less time-consuming to administer than conducting interviews, and, therefore, more appropriate for the relatively large sample size (Saunders et al, 2007).  Given that the population are SNS users, it is appropriate to distribute the questionnaire online. The questionnaire will be designed using Survey Monkey and posted onto the five chosen SNS.  A key benefit is that the software will collate the results and produce graphs, etc.

Secondary data collected in the review of literature will inform the content of the questionnaire to ensure its validity. The questionnaire will contain a mixture of open- and closed-ended questions. The questionnaire will be piloted on an SNS that is not part of the study. Using Bell’s (1999) framework, each pilot respondent will be invited to comment on the pilot questionnaire in terms of: completion time; clarity of instruction; unclear or ambiguous questions; ‘sensitive’ questions; major omissions; and layout.  

[bookmark: _Toc228721464]Ethical considerations of the research and limitations

When conducting social network research online all usual ethical considerations must be applied. The most questionable aspect of web-based survey data is whether a representative sample of the target population will have the opportunity to respond. Internet users tend to be younger and more highly educated than the general population. However, the demographics of the Internet are changing rapidly, and in the UK Internet usage is nearly universal. Thus, web-based surveys may provide high-quality samples for researchers who are interested in populations who are likely to frequent the Internet.  However, there may be hidden bias in that people with strong or extreme opinions may choose to respond whereas those who have had bad experiences may choose not to participate.  This is difficult to identify or avoid but despite these limitations the study is still of worth.
There are a variety of technical glitches that can occur while a respondent is filling out an online survey. 
· Freezes and crashes. The respondent may be unable to complete the survey due to a browser freeze or server crash, resulting in missing data. 
· Error messages. An error may be triggered when a respondent fills out the questionnaire, resulting in an error message. 
· Double entry. In many surveys, it is possible for the same subject to return to the survey and complete the questionnaire several times. 
To avoid subject bias and encourage honest responses, anonymity of the study’s participants’ responses will be guaranteed and data will be treated in a way that protects the anonymity of respondents.  Incorporating structure to the questionnaire will reduce interviewer error.  The informed consent of participants will be sought at the commencement of the study.  The first page of the online questionnaire will contain a number of statements that the respondent must ‘check’ that they agree.  These will refer to informed consent and the understanding that they do not have to participate or answer any question with which they are not comfortable and that they understand that they may withdraw from the study at any point. To avoid the questioning of vulnerable children, the respondent must check a box to confirm that s/he is over 16 years of age.

Researchers have a duty to the research community as well as to their participants to avoid moral panics, or produce research that only examines the negative consequences of social networks. This is not to say that these areas cannot be considered but the ‘whole picture’ and its implications of the research must be undertaken.

[bookmark: _Toc512878098][bookmark: _Toc228721465]Data Analysis		
						
Quantitative questionnaire data will be gathered and computer analysed using Survey Monkey.  For qualitative variables where responses are not known before data collection, responses will be grouped into categories and a codebook developed, after data collection (Collis and Hussey, 2003).  Frequency tables will summarise individual variables’ data, indicating frequencies and percentages. Cross-tabulation tables (e.g. age, gender) will enable the examination of interdependence between variables. Diagrams/graphs will help to explore, understand and present the data.  The material collected through online survey will be connected to the data collected via the content analysis of the SNS.  Patterns that emerge inductively from the data will be tested by seeking alternate explanations and negative examples that do not conform to the model being tested.  Such triangulation allows the development of valid and well-grounded conclusions (Saunders et al, 2007).
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