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Social networking sites are defined by the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication as “web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system” (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Two popular social networking sites which are in high use by the general public today are Google+ and LinkedIn. Google+ is a purely social networking site in the beta stage of development. It is similar to Facebook in that it allows users to connect to each other using streams of text, photos, videos, or sound files. LinkedIn, on the other hand, is a business, or corporate, based social networking site for professionals of all career sorts to connect and share “knowledge, ideas, and opportunities with a broader network of professionals” (LinkedIn, 2010). Essentially, Google+ and LinkedIn are both a new context in which communications are encoded and channeled to audiences of the encoder’s choosing (Huffman, 2009, p. 648).

The downside to using sites like Google+ and LinkedIn is that they have the opportunity to be used in malicious and possibly even career ending ways. When posting something up on a social networking site, one needs to be aware everyone will see what you have communicated. If what you have communicated reflects badly upon yourself, then finding a job is going to be all that much harder. When a student decided to post up on their Facebook profile, similar to Google+, that their interests were “”smokin’ blunts” (cigars hollowed out and stuffed with marijuana), shooting people and obsessive sex” the HR company which was reviewing them for possible employment immediately, and without preamble, tossed their resume into the bin (Collins, 2010). In this instance, what was posted up as something to show off to a few friends has now ended this person’s career opportunities before they have started.

On the opposite end, conscious choice to post up constructive marketable information about one’s self, as well as active maintenance of one’s online persona, can lead to increased career opportunities, as well as positive social interactions.  By showing one’s self to be a knowledgeable individual with trustworthy qualities, one can instill a positive perceptual set which other people and business opportunities will perceive in a encouraging manner (Huffman, 2009, p. 656).

Emotional connections with new friends in these social networking spaces have the opportunity to both strengthen and damper a relationship. Robert Mackey, New York Times, reports via Dr. Aric Sigman, of the Royal Society of Medicine, that “lately, more people “are physically and socially disengaged from the people around them because they are wearing earphones, talking or texting on a mobile telephone, or using a laptop or Blackberry”” (Mackey, 2009). In essence, while one may become generally connected to another through the medium of a social network such as Google+ or LinkedIn, they become disconnected from society as a whole, as well. However, Cristen Conger, from Discovery News, points out, “current research indicates that tweeting, status updating and other social networking activities might actually be good for our psychological well-being, physical health and in-person relationships” (Conger, 2010). In other words, there is not enough information to really make a claim one way or the other at this point in time.

Christen Conger defines the motivations people have for using social networking sites simply as an ever increasing summation of social capital (Conger, 2010). In essence, social networking makes a person feel good about their self, as well as, a sense of power over their own social life, whether this be an illusion or reality. Another motivation one may have for entering into an online social networking site is to find a romantic relationship. However, a definition must be made for whether a person, who is in a committed relationship outside the social network, in essence offline, is considered to be “cheating.” This must be answered in terms of communication. 
If person (A) is in a relationship with person (B) and found to be in an offline relationship with person (C) as well, this is seen as “cheating,” or more fluently, a mixed signal by person (B) (Huffman, 2009, p. 657). Therefore, in the social networking space, if person (A) is actively in a relationship with person (B) offline and then seeking a romantic relationship with person (C) online, it is in the same regards sending a mixed signal to person (B) and, as such, “cheating.”

In regards to motivation towards an online relationship, sexual orientation or gender have no impact upon whether a person is more likely to have an online relationship. This is due to the ubiquitous nature of access to the internet and social networking sites. One does not need to be a male or female, straight, bisexual, or homosexual in order to partake in a social networking site. However, the motivations of each of these groups may be different in why they choose to seek romance via a social networking site.

‘Men go online to mask themselves, or even pretend to be women in order to experience the opposite sex. Women use the internet in order to test the waters and avoid being harassed. Homosexual oriented people use social networking sites in the same way women use it in order to bypass chances of being harassed or stereotyped’ (Lawson & Leck, 2006). In essence, online relationships add a buffer between people so that they may communicate first, prior to forging ahead with a physical “in person” relationship. 


Social Networking Sites, such as Google+ and LinkedIn, are a new way to communicate, create friendships, career prospects, and even find love. They have their good sides and their bad. One is not hampered by who they are in real life when using a social networking site. However, a social networking site can hamper one’s offline “real life” if they are not careful and conscientious about their online activities. Bluntly, social networking sites are tools, and just like any other tool, they are what you make of them.
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