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 How has the advertising industry been changed by the rise and proliferation of social 

media? My dissertation examines the history of the advertising industry during the years of 

social media’s disruptive emergence in the media industry landscape, roughly between 2004-

2012. Considering the body of scholarship describing the role of demographic profiles in 

structuring the advertising and media industries in the 80s and 90s, my research explored what 

new methods of consumer profiling and market evaluation might be emerging as social media 

marketing practices developed. From May 2012 to September 2013 I conducted fieldwork in 

New York City attending marketing industry conferences and meet-ups building up contacts and 

informants. From these sessions and subsequent interviews as well as research into company 

whitepapers, consulting reports, and tech and advertising industry press, this dissertation 

describes the convergence of new theories, practices and technologies around the production 

and analysis of consumer engagement with branded content on social media. New metrics and 

strategies of social media engagement have become new organizing principles in the 

advertising industry. These findings are presented at the conclusion of a history of the  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 One of the many difficulties that presents itself in writing about the rise of social media, 

and the cultural changes accompanying their ascendance, is resisting the urge to frame them in 

the kind of revolutionary language in which they are so often described.  This is not to say that 

they haven’t disruptively woven themselves into the complexity of the American social fabric, 

impacting the constitution of our relationships, our cultural ambience and our economic 

livelihoods. Rather, the difficulty is in attempting to explain and historicize the disruptive role that 

social media has clearly played in so many aspects of American life without retelling a narrative 

that has not only become familiar, almost common sense, but in the process has also shaped 

much of the understanding and enthusiasm that have promoted these new technologies.  In 

fact, I will argue below that some of the most commonly presented narratives of social media-- 

those that connect their rapid rise and popularity, their impact on so many cultural industries, 

and their potential as platforms for a new kind of social order--can actually obscure our ability to 

understand and critique the complex and evolving world of institutions and interests, visions and 

values that give shape to these new tools and interfaces that have become such an important 

part of our own conduct.  

It is precisely this history of the development, design and widespread use of new social 

media technologies and their growing entanglement within a new and evolving set of marketing 

and media industries that I will explore in this dissertation.  By sorting through this complicated 

history, I hope to demystify some of the aura that has developed around not just social media 

but the succession of new media technologies in general as they have inspired and been caught 

up in larger narratives and hopes for social, cultural and economic change. Rather than simply 

challenge these narratives as explanatory frameworks for the rise of social media, though, I will 

also describe their own roles as actors in in the ongoing development and investment in social 



2 
 

media. Before I get into the history of social media itself, though, I should say a bit more about 

the intellectual landscape of new media theories so as to clarify my own position and 

methodology in approaching social media. 

 

 

  Since about the turn of the millennium, as communications and computing technologies 

have rapidly evolved and upset the economics of several prominent industries, a growing 

number of conferences, articles, consulting reports, books and video presentations, have 

presented us with successive theories and explanations of the Digital Revolution, the Mobile 

Revolution, Web 2.0, Big Data, the Cloud, Ubiquitous Computing, and most recently the Internet 

of Things.  Interestingly, despite the healthy dose of ridicule and exhausted cynicism that has 

built up in reaction to the repetitive hype cycles of these buzzwords, most of them still resonate 

as the most relevant touchstones in explaining the role and potential of technology for our 

present and near future.1  

  Part of this can be explained by the fact that most of these terms do speak to very real 

and significant developments in the complexity of our evolving media landscape, hence the 

eager interest among journalists, academics, marketers and business analysts that helps fuel 

the continuing hype cycles as well as the growing conference industries that feed off of them.  

Part of the enduring resonance of these terms, though, also has to do less with their practical 

application and more with their connection and contribution to a narrative that has emerged, 

linking various developments in consumer technologies, media platforms, and computing 

infrastructures into a relatively coherent though vague historical logic. 

                                                
1 Some prominent examples of this kind of cynical reaction are the HBO comedy series Silicon Valley and 
artist Simon Denny exhibit at PS1 in New York, The Innovator’s Dilemma, which each parody the 
outlooks, characters and performances that define life in the tech industry. 
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This narrative has become so pervasive, that it is perhaps best explained by looking 

back to the mid-2000s, when the new media conference industry was just taking off. In these 

years several writers gained prominence as some of the first exponents of a clear position on 

new media technology. This is the beginning, more or less, of what I’m calling the new media 

narrative. I’m referring here to the careers of Clay Shirky, Yochai Benkler and Lawrence Lessig, 

who among others formed what can be seen as a cohort of new media thinkers. Taking a 

moment to look back on their work is important not only because they first traced the 

emergence of new networked forms of digital media, like peer-to-peer file sharing networks, 

blog publishing platforms, and collaborative projects like Wikipedia and open source software 

like Linux, but also because they linked these various media together in describing an emergent 

economic and social order. As authors, professors, conference speakers, consultants and 

activists, they also advocated a clear, if abstract, program for how government and business 

should respond to best reap the benefits of new media and not to be caught on the wrong side 

of their ascent.  As we will see, the arguments they made in these years have thus been 

tremendously influential in shaping the public imagination around new media. 

While each of these writers offered a distinct perspective on new forms of networked 

digital media, a glance at some of their titles, e.g. Cognitive Surplus, The Wealth of Networks, 

Wikinomics, and Free Culture, reveals a common thread that links their diverse arguments 

together and helps explain their popularity. New networked media, as they describe them, can 

potentially unlock heretofore latent stores of social productivity and wealth. Despite the fact that 

new media still seemed to many at the time to be immersed in technical and marginal 

subcultures, these books were making a convincing case that this was the developing core of a 

new economic order.    

Clay Shirky, who had been writing on the dynamics of new media since the late 90s, was 

one of the first and most popular advocates of this view when he presenting them in a 2005 

TED talk, “Institutions vs. Collaboration,” and then followed up with two best-selling books, Here 
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Comes Everybody and Cognitive Surplus.2 This statement from his first book is representative, 

“Our electronic networks are enabling novel forms of collective action, enabling the creation of 

collaborative groups that are larger and more distributed than at any other time in history….The 

collapse of transactional costs….is the driving force underneath the current revolution.”3 

Yochai Benkler, a law professor who in these years taught at NYU, Yale and Harvard 

Law Schools, echoed these arguments in his own 2005 TED talk, “The New Open Source 

Economics,” and follow up book, The Wealth of Networks, and elaborated further by more 

explicitly describing an emergent, “networked information economy.” “In the networked 

information economy,” he argues, “the physical capital required for production is broadly 

distributed throughout society….whenever someone, somewhere, among the billion connected 

human beings, and ultimately among all those who will be connected, wants to make something 

that requires human creativity, a computer, and a network connection, he or she can do so....the 

result is that a good deal more that human beings value can now be done by individuals.”4  

Stated in such clear, almost obvious, and appealing terms, these views of new media 

have been referenced, repeated, and re-written so many times that they have become all but 

established common sense in certain parts of American society. Looking more carefully at the 

larger historical and social narratives that frame these arguments, though, reveals more about 

the worldview that has established itself alongside this common sense. For one thing, it’s 

important to look at the foil against which the emergent economic order is defined, what’s 

usually referred to as the “industrial era,” or more specifically the “industrial information 

economy.” Benkler describes this as, “large circulation mechanical presses, the telegraph 

system, powerful radio and later television transmitters, cable and satellite, and the main frame 

                                                
2 Clay Shirky, Here Comes Everybody: How Change Happens When People Come Together (New York: 
Penguin, 2008); Cognitive Surplus: Creativity and Generosity in a Connected Age (New York: Penguin, 
2010).  
3 Shirky, Here Comes Everybody: How Change Happens When People Come Together, 48.  
4 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 6. 
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computer.” 5 What defines these successive and very different systems of communication for 

Benkler, is the expense, the capital intensity, of their technology, making them poorly suited to 

ad hoc forms of social organization and more supportive of large centralized forms of economic 

and social organization like state and corporate bureaucracies, national broadcast media and 

cultural industries.  

Networked digital media are presented, then, not simply as a new empowering layer of 

communications, but as a radical break with the current social order, an infrastructural shift of 

revolutionary significance. In Shirky’s words, “Our social tools are not an improvement to 

modern society; they are a challenge to it…the increase in the power of both individuals and 

groups, outside traditional organizational structures, is unprecedented.”6 Shirky and other new 

media promoters make it explicit that new media represent a progressive revolution, that the 

more access that people have to new networked forms of communication and collaboration the 

more empowered and engaged they can act and organize as citizens, and the more transparent 

and responsive corporations and governments must become.7 Thus, while the private interests 

of industrial era media conglomerates may be threatened by the rising tide of new participatory 

media, society at large would benefit greatly from their creative destruction. It is on this point 

that the work of Lawrence Lessig, with books like Free Culture and Remix, and his copyright 

activism with the Creative Commons movement, is most emphatic.  

The underlying arguments of the new media narrative, however, go one step even 

further. Not only is the proliferation of new media tools desirable, it is inevitable. Juxtaposed 

against the centralized, homogenizing and brand saturated cultural production of corporate 

broadcast media, networked digital media are presented as a kind of organic movement, 

reflecting natural, democratic, collaborative and expressive urges that once unleashed cannot 

                                                
5 Ibid, 3-4. 
6 Shirky, Here Comes Everybody, 107. 
7 Benkler, The Wealth of Networks, 7.  
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be suppressed. People want the capabilities of new networked media services and platforms 

and every institution and industry will have no choice but to accommodate itself to the new 

realities of their proliferation.  Shirky, as usual, most aptly describes our situation within the new 

media narrative, “The dramatic improvement in our social tools...means that our control over 

those tools is much like steering a kayak. We are being pushed rapidly down a route largely 

determined by the technological environment.”8  Seen in the light of these arguments made by 

Shirky, Benkler, Lessig and several others, networked media represent a new stage of historical 

progress, re-structuring the ways that people work and live together into a liberating and organic 

expression of “emergent democracy.”9  

Needless to say, these arguments and views were welcomed and widely shared among 

the entrepreneurs, developers, and investors who were working to build the insurgent industry 

of networked digital media services. To the extent that the new media narrative has provided an 

optimistic and unifying vision that helped inspire and rally a cultural movement that helped 

shape the emergent new media landscape, it can even be said to be a critical part of these new 

industries’ development.  As mentioned, these middle years of the 2000s also saw the 

astounding growth of a conference industry where this narrative of new media as harbingers of 

an emergent social and economic order was showcased, expanded upon, and amplified to the 

extent that it has become a dominant and pervasive perspective in how growing numbers of 

Americans understand the role of media in the world. 

One beginning of this boom was, of course, Tim O’Reilly’s Web 2.0 conference held in 

San Francisco in late 2004, which intentionally bucked the post-dot-com cynicism towards all 

things internet. O’Reilly, who owned a media company that focused on technology publications, 

was trying to fight this malaise and renew interest in the internet by inviting speakers, including 

                                                
8 Shirky, Here Comes Everybody, 307. 
9 The term is taken from the title of a paper by Joi Ito, also a tech writer and activist who became the 
director of MIT Media Lab in 2011. Joi Ito, “Emergent Democracy Paper,” Joi.Ito.Com, April 29, 2003, 
accessed on November 29, 2015, http://joi.ito.com/joiwiki/EmergentDemocracyPaper.  
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Larry Lessig, who argued that the architecture and design of new web services like Google, 

Wikipedia, blogs, and Flickr provided a kind of value that had been unrealized in the dot-com 

enterprises of the 90s. O’Reilly’s Web 2.0 Conference, which in subsequent years quickly 

gained attention and grew in prominence, provided an early stage for some of the ideas of the 

new media narrative--e.g. that the web was evolving into a “platform” for peer-to-peer 

communication and media sharing that could co-ordinate and harness “collective intelligence,”-- 

to reach new audiences of journalists, investors and entrepreneurs.10  The success of these 

conferences in promoting these ideas can be seen in the near ubiquity that the term Web 2.0 

achieved by the middle years of the decade.  

Another conference that gained prominence in these years was South by Southwest. 

Launched as an independent music and film festival in the 80s in the alternative college town of 

Austin, the festival added a small “Multimedia” component in the mid-90s, for the growing 

industries of video game and CD-ROM design. This was soon renamed “Interactive” when the 

nascent field of web design started captivating more interest.11 Through the dot-com boom and 

bust, South by Southwest Interactive stayed relatively low profile but provided a unique setting 

that was both academic and promotional where many of the programmers, developers and 

entrepreneurs who would help build the architecture of what’s now called the social web could 

discuss blogging practices and new social networking sites, launch their own products, and find 

community amidst so many sponsored and self-organized parties. As Lane Becker, an early 

blogger and regular attendee described the festival in the post-boom years, “The only people 

still paying attention to what was happening online were the people who congregated at SXSW 

                                                
10 Tim O’Reilly, “What is Web 2.0: Design Patterns and Business Models for the Next Generation of 
Software.” O’Reilly.com, September 30, 2005. Accessed on November 29, 2015, 
http://www.oreilly.com/pub/a/web2/archive/what-is-web-20.html.  
11 David Peisner, “Sex! Drugs! Apps!: SXSW Interactive at 20” Fast Company, February 26, 2014. 
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and were asking this question about what is the web as a medium for personal expression. That 

group sustained SXSW, and SXSW sustained that group over the next four years.”12 

As the decade advanced and interest in Web 2.0 started to gain momentum--with more 

people using, building and interested in new media platforms--attendance at the conference 

grew by the thousands every year. Coordinating what to attend, who to meet and where 

became more difficult. It is not surprising, then, that those services that helped resolve these 

specific problems were some of the earliest and biggest splashes of the festival. First 

Dodgeball, and then Twitter and Foursquare were enthusiastically adopted by attendees and 

had a noticeable impact on people’s behavior at panels and parties.  The effect was both the 

perception among attendees that they were experiencing the future and-- through the 

substantial buzz that these launches generated and the larger spectacle that the festival 

provided-- the amplification of this impression through more mainstream press coverage.13  

By the turn of the new decade, South by Southwest had become the place to both 

glimpse the future of new media and to launch a product that aspired to be a part of it. As the 

festival has grown even more substantially in recent years, it has evolved into an extravagant 

and somewhat bloated celebration of the tech industry, with nearly 20,000 attendees, including 

A-list celebrities, major brand and media sponsored events, and an established competition, 

SXSW Accelerator, where new start-ups can make their pitch and win an award. It has become 

a cultural event in and of itself, projecting the success and elevated cultural stature of the social 

media industry to a by now well-primed public.  

Another, very different, conference that has significantly helped various versions of the 

new media narrative to spread and establish themselves in public conversations is the annual 

                                                
12 Ibid 
13 Alice Marwick, in her ethnography of the San Francisco tech scene in the later 2000s also describes 
the importance of South by Southwest in gathering, connecting and motivating many people in the 
industry. See Alice Marwick, Status Update: Celebrity, Publicity, and Branding in the Social Media Age. 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013) 88-90. 
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series of TED (Technology, Education and Design) events. The TED conference itself was first 

held in 1984 and then continued in the 90s as an elite and very expensive networking event, 

with artistic performances and demonstrations of new technologies, which included a very early 

display of the Macintosh in 1984.14 After being bought by its current owner, Chris Anderson, 

who had been a publisher of tech industry magazines, including Business 2.0 which had been a 

booster of the dot-com boom, the conference began to change significantly in character when it 

started hosting videos of its presentations online in 2005, the same year that YouTube and 

other video hosting sites launched.15 These “talks,” as they have come to be called, were 

intended to be at the forefront of online video lectures and so were recorded with expensive 

multi-camera rigs and were professionally directed for cinematic flair and emotional impact. The 

lectures themselves were curated, and the speakers deftly coached, towards concise and 

dramatically provided insights, or solutions, to various creative processes or enduring social or 

scientific problems, often invoking new media technologies in the process.16 The recipe proved 

a hit and within a few years TED talks had been viewed by millions and become a much talked 

about cultural phenomena in their own right. Clay Shirky and Yochai Benkler were each in the 

first wave of lectures posted online, giving them an early stage from which to explain the 

historical significance of networked media to both an elite conference audience and thousands 

of early adopting online video watchers.  

The success of these video lectures not only increased the profile of the original 

conference, which relocated first to Long Beach and most recently to Vancouver to 

accommodate more attendees (even as it has become more expensive). They have also 

transformed the conference itself beyond a prestigious platform for new ideas and into what 

many have seen as a kind of model for what an open-access, new media knowledge institution 

                                                
14 Virginia Heffernan, “Confessions of a TED Addict,” New York Times Magazine, January 23, 2009, 
accessed on November 29, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/25/magazine/25wwln-medium-t.html. 
15 Nathan Heller, “Listen and Learn,” The New Yorker, July 9, 2012. 
16 Ibid. 
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might look like. And thus while many have criticized the TED talk phenomena as a platform for 

oversimplified and sometimes misleading ideas, others have praised the format for providing a 

platform that connects exciting ideas and speakers with non-academic audiences.17 It is 

perhaps this strength that has led to the copying of the TED format by several independently 

organized “TEDx” conferences, even furthering its cultural diffusion even as it stirs up more 

controversy.18  Thus, through both promoting a faith in the progressive potential of technology 

and demonstrating new possibilities in open access and distributed education, TED has 

evangelized the new media narrative in a unique and pervasive way.    

  

 

 I have briefly described these 3 conferences here because their respective trajectories of 

into influential cultural institutions offers some perspective into how the culture of new media, 

social media in particular, has evolved from a cohort of post-dot-com web developers to a 

national movement of eager recruits, investors, marketers, journalists, students and onlookers 

which in turn has had an outsized influence in framing our understanding of these new media 

technologies. While much of the nation has been captivated by the proliferation of social media, 

too little is understood about the role this culture has played, not only in developing these new 

media tools but also in shaping and promoting a particular narrative about the role that social 

media is playing, and more importantly will play, in American society.19  

                                                
17 For representative criticism see Benjamin Bratton, “We Need to Talk about TED,” The Guardian, 
December 30, 2013, accessed November 29, 2015,; and for representative praise see, Heffernan, 
“Confessions of a Ted Addict.” 
18 See Nilofer Merchant, “How TED Lost Control of its Crowd.” Harvard Business Review, April 2013. 
19 Alice Marwick provides one of the only critical accounts of this culture in Status Update, her 
ethnography of San Francisco tech scene in the late 2000s. Katherine Losse’s The Boy Kings: A Journey 
into the Heart of the Social Network (New York: Free Press, 2012) offers a rare insider exposes from one 
of Facebook’s early employees. Other relevant histories that describe the cultural evolution of Silicon 
Valley culture as its developed new generations of computing technology include Fred Turner’s From 
Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, The Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of Digital 
Utopianism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006); John Markoff’s What the Dormouse Said: How 
the Sixties Counterculture Shaped the Personal Computer Industry (New York: Viking, 2005); and Po 
Bronson’s The Nudist on the Late Shift (New York: Random House, 1999). 
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By culture of new media, I mean not only the technology industry in Silicon Valley but 

also the network of conferences--like the ones described above, but also including over a dozen 

other smaller developer “camps” and hackathons--, tech-focused think tanks and academic 

media labs as well as a certain set of the technology press that has thrived in the online media 

ecosystem.  This set includes sites like Wired, Fast Company, TechCrunch, Mashable, and 

Pando Daily as well numerous other blogs. In varying ways these publications blend some of 

the best reporting on the social media industry and other Silicon Valley activity with 

interpretations of new media economics (like Wired’s “Long Tail” and “crowdsourcing”), and 

profiles, career advice and technology reviews that outline the self-managed entrepreneurial 

lifestyle that is best suited for life and work in our evolving digital society. All of these have 

served to recruit, connect, inspire and loosely organize a disparate coalition of Americans into a 

kind of cultural movement that is not only building, funding, and integrated new media 

technologies into their own lives, but also proselytizing new media, most prominently social 

media, as a revolutionary agent, sometimes even an evolutionary force, that can transform our 

society and ourselves into a more aware and more fully realized state of being.  

This dissertation is not a study of the culture of new media, though more literature and 

reflection on it is certainly needed.  Rather, I’ve sketched a bit of its views and institutions to 

show that--despite the more common account of social media’s proliferation as the work of its 

own network effect or as an almost organic development of humanity’s urge for creativity, 

connection and participation--it has significantly emerged from and circulated within very 

specific social and cultural environments. This is not meant to dispute the view that social and 

other media are disruptively changing the ways in which we create, consume, and share media 

as well as how we socialize, work and even understand ourselves. Rather, it is meant to point 

out how too much of our understanding of social media is caught up in the pervasive historical 

logic of the new media narrative that tends to flatten our perspective and obscure many of the 

specific ways in which social media is designed, used, rejected and appropriated. 
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This is clearly evident in a prominent line of thinking that takes the proliferation of social 

media, and their evident popularity, as evidence of an emerging society defined by its more 

intimately networked constitution. In this view, as people are able to disclose, access and 

organize more information about themselves and others, they will be able to live more informed, 

self-determined, and richer lives. This is not only a popular view among the elite of social media 

companies, it also circulates in certain kinds of academic theories and think tanks. Luciano 

Floridi, a professor of Ethics and Philosophy of Information at Oxford University, and director of 

its Internet Institute, is an exemplar of this view. “Never before in the history of humanity,” as he 

puts it, “have so many people monitored, recorded, and reported so many details about 

themselves to such a large audience.”20 To many other writers and academics, this was the 

wonder of social media, that so many people, in their eagerness to communicate, were willing to 

provide so much information about themselves.  

But while many have focused on the specific cultural practices and social formations that 

elicit so many different kinds of expression on social media, what distinguishes Floridi as an 

exemplar of a particular way of framing social media, is his elision of these kinds of questions 

and his emphasis on the increasing quantity of information that social media makes accessible 

and which individuals can use to socially navigate and define themselves.21 In his words, “the 

micro-narratives we are producing and consuming...represent an immense externalized stream 

of consciousness….Any data point can contribute to the description of one’s own personal 

identity.”22 Though many might find this unfolding environment unfamiliar and challenging, the 

argument goes, the increased proliferation of social media and distributed computing resources 

                                                
20 Luciano Floridi, The 4th Revolution: How the Infosphere is Reshaping Human Reality (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 61. 
21 For a good survey of academic literature on social media participation see Zizi Papacharissi, ed., A 
Networked Self: Identity, Community and Culture on Social Network Sites (New York: Routledge, 2011) 
See also danah boyd It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2014); and Daniel Miller, Tales from Facebook (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2011). 
22 Ibid, 62-3. 
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can enhance our capabilities of self-cultivation by widening our informational and social 

landscape. As he describes it, “social media also represent an unprecedented opportunity to be 

more in charge of our social selves, to choose more flexibly who the other people are whose 

thoughts and interactions create our social personality...and hence, indirectly, to determine our 

personal identities….More freedom on the social side also means more freedom to shape 

oneself.”23 

Floridi’s description of the enhanced capabilities of self-definition that social media and 

distributed computing afford is shared by many working in Silicon Valley and helps explain the 

statement so often made that social media are making the world a better place. Consider Mark 

Zuckerberg’s open letter that accompanied Facebook’s IPO filing in 2012, where he stated that, 

“Facebook was not originally created to be a company. It was built to accomplish a social 

mission--to make the world more open and connected.” As he elaborates,” People sharing 

more...creates a more open culture and leads to a better understanding of the lives and 

perspectives of others….We think the world’s information infrastructure should resemble the 

social graph--a network built from the bottom up or peer-to-peer, rather than the monolithic, top-

down structure that has existed to date.”24  

Consider also some of the projections made by Eric Schmidt, the founding CEO of 

Google, and Jared Cohen, the director of Google Ideas, a think tank within the company, in their 

2013 book, The New Digital Age. Here they describe their vision for the future that Google, 

among other technology companies, is ambitiously constructing. Improvements in distributed 

media technologies, they predict, will give people greater agency not only over what information 

they can access but also in what information they project about themselves, “People will have 

better ways to curate their life stories and will no longer have to rely on physical or online photo 

                                                
23 Ibid, 64. 
24 Ned Potter, “Facebook’s IPO: Mark Zuckerberg’s Letter,” ABCNews.Go.Com, Feb 1, 2012, accessed 
November 29, 2015, http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/technology/2012/02/facebook-ipo-mark-zuckerbergs-
letter/  
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albums….Future videography and photography will allow you to project any still or moving 

image that you’ve captured as a three-dimensional holograph….you will be able to integrate any 

photos, videos and geographic settings that you choose into a single holographic device.”25  

And just as an ubiquitous distribution of media devices will allow us to produce, curate 

and stream more kinds of information about ourselves into evolving multi-media narratives, so 

too will all relevant information and entertainment be accessed through algorithms that can 

personalize our diet far better than any of our older intermediating cultural institutions, “At your 

fingertips will be an entire world’s worth of digital content, constantly updated, ranked and 

categorized to help you find the music, movies, shows, book, magazine, blogs and art you 

like.”26 The almost ethical imperative that each of these leaders in the technology industry, 

among others, place on intimately connecting people to an ubiquitous infrastructure of rich 

media helps explain not only the premature launch of Google Glass, and the mixed feelings of 

enthusiasm and trepidation that the idea of wearable computing provokes, but also the 

investment that Facebook, and other companies, have made into virtual reality technologies, 

and the various projects, like internet.org, to bring the internet to the world’s entire population 

through cheap computing devices, cloud computing and solar-powered drones beaming 

wireless connectivity to the farthest reaches of the planet.27 

Again, it is Floridi, a philosopher of information, who concisely captures the vision that 

inspires the social project, that many Silicon Valley companies are undertaking, of connecting 

humanity, and restructuring society, into an intimate web of media and computing 

infrastructures. Describing this infrastructure of social media, ubiquitous computing and 

                                                
25 Eric Schmidt and Jared Cohen, The New Digital Age: Reshaping The Future of People, Nations and 
Business (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013), 23. 
26 Ibid, 23. 
27 For background on the development, launch and termination of Google Glass see Nick Bilton, “Why 
Google Glass Broke,” New York Times, Feb 4, 2015. For a description of Facebook’s projects to connect 
the developing world to the internet, and Facebook, see Vindu Goel, “A New Facebook Lab is Intent on 
Delivering Internet Access by Drone,” New York Times, March 27, 2014. 
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advanced cloud computing as the infosphere, he shows the logical extreme, the engineering 

dream, that lies at the end Silicon Valley’s sense of social mission in constructing it, “At the end 

of this shift, the infosphere will have moved from being a way to refer to the space of information 

to being synonymous with reality itself.”28 This is the new media narrative at its highest level of 

abstraction. Jaron Lanier, a veteran entrepreneur in Silicon Valley who has turned to writing 

against many of the assumptions and claims made about social media and distributed forms of 

computing, argues that many of the most influential engineers and entrepreneurs have always 

viewed network computing with a kind of faith that more connectivity, and more information 

processing power, will lead to a more enhanced life and a more perfectly organized society; 

“these are guiding principles, not just amusements, for many of the most influential 

technologists….What we are seeing is a new religion, expressed through an engineering 

culture.”29 

The kind of religious ardor that Lanier describes might burn most brightly in Silicon 

Valley, but idealized descriptions of the network society, and the enhanced life that it enables, 

circulate through much independent scholarship as well. The proliferation of social media since 

the mid-2000s, and their adoption by millions of Americans, has attracted the attention of many 

researchers and writers in media studies and the social sciences. In observing how thickly 

integrated social media and smartphones have become in the lives of millions of Americans, 

many academic research studies have drawn from and contributed to the theory of an emergent 

networked and informated social reality. A recent book, Networked, by Lee Rainie, the director 

of the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project, and Barry Wellman, the director 

of the University of Toronto’s NetLab, is representative of this kind of scholarship. Using data 

from the surveys of changing patterns of media use in which their respective research 

institutions specialize, they make the familiar argument that increased uses of social media, 

                                                
28 Floridi, The 4th Revolution, 50. 
29 Jaron Lanier, Who Owns the Future (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2013), 254. 



16 
 

smartphones and the internet, are fundamentally changing the way that people live and work 

together. Here is a telling excerpt from the beginning of the book:  

 

It is also the story of the new social operating system we call, ‘networked 
individualism,’ in contrast to the longstanding operating system formed around 
large hierarchical bureaucracies and small, densely knit groups such as 
households, communities, and work-groups. We call networked individualism an 
‘operating system’ because it describes the ways in which people connect, 
communicate, and exchange information….it underlines the fact that societies--
like computer systems--have networked structures that provide opportunities and 
constraints, rules and procedures. The phrase echoes the reality of today’s 
technologies.30     

 

 The last sentence is the most revealing. While much of their book provides anecdotes 

and reported trends to describe a diversity of changing social habits and a proliferation of 

different media formats, their underlying emphasis is on the networked infrastructure of 

communication and media resources that people are using. Thus much like information 

theorists, like Floridi, and influential sets of entrepreneurs, writers and investors in Silicon 

Valley, media researchers, like Rainie and Wellman, often foreground the networked 

affordances of new media technologies as a defining metaphor for the kind of society, and the 

kind of people, that we are becoming or ought to become. It is not surprising, then, that towards 

the end of their book, they point to the increased investments that technology companies are 

making in distributed media and computing technologies to abstractly outline how our lives will 

be changed in the future,  

 

The world of ubiquitous computing is one in which both aspects of 
networked individualism will be enhanced. Individualism will be 
heightened as people can seek, scan, sift, sort through, and make sense 
of more and more information on their own. Their technology and their 
smart agents (or bots) will increase their capacity to navigate the 

                                                
30 Lee Rainie and Barry Wellman, Networked: The New Social Operating System (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2012), 6. 
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world….In short, improvements in technology will give people more 
capability to be on their own and to act and network when they choose.31  
 

 This vision of an emergent network society defined by the accelerating distribution of 

computing technologies is repeated in numerous consulting reports and media analyses from 

recent years.32 I mention this, and have drawn out the overlapping assumptions, arguments and 

forecasts made by contemporary information theorists, Silicon Valley industry leaders, and 

media analysts, to outline a widespread and influential way of thinking about social media, a 

kind of network paradigm, that conflates their proliferation with the emergence of a more 

intimately networked society which will enable its participants to live a more fully self-realized 

existence.  

This is not to argue that we aren’t living in something like an emergent network society, 

but simply to point out again how much a certain historical vision has become integrated in how 

social media, and the roles they play in our lives, is portrayed. Predictions of more ubiquitous 

computing and improved social media are hard to dispute, but that’s not the point. It’s that when 

so much of our contemporary cultural, technological and economic reality is explained in such 

abstract terms as “networks” and “information,” it leaves us poorly equipped to understand and 

question the interests, values, and institutions that are at play in the construction of a complex 

                                                
31 Ibid, 280. 
32 Lee and Wellman themselves draw on a report from the Acceleration Studies Foundation, a future 
casting think tank in Silicon Valley, “The Metaverse Roadmap.” For a representative survey of the 
consulting literature that has proliferated and circulated in recent years on the future of networked 
computing technologies and what they mean for specific markets, consumer behaviors and value 
creation, see also Janna Anderson and Lee Rainie, “Digital Life in 2025,” Pew Internet and American Life 
Project, March 11, 2014, accessed November 29, 2015, http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/03/11/digital-
life-in-2025/; McKinsey Global Institute, “Internet Matters: The Net’s Sweeping Impact on Growth, Jobs, 
and Prosperity,” May, 2011, accessed November 29, 2015, 
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/high_tech_telecoms_internet/internet_matters; The Boston Consulting 
Group, “The Internet Economy in the G-20: The $4.2 Trillion Growth Opportunity,” March, 2012, accessed 
on November 29, 2015,  https://www.bcg.com/documents/file100409.pdf; The Altimeter Group, “The 2014 
State of Digital Transformation,” accessed November 29, 2015, http://www.altimetergroup.com/the-2014-
state-of-digital-transformation/’; Cisco, “The Internet of Things: How the Next Evolution of the Internet is 
Changing Everything.” April, 21011, Accessed November 29, 2015, 
https://www.cisco.com/web/about/ac79/docs/innov/IoT_IBSG_0411FINAL.pdf 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/03/11/digital-life-in-2025/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/03/11/digital-life-in-2025/
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infrastructure like social media. This leaves us, as citizens of the network society, too much in 

the dark about the factors that shape these particular interfaces that have become so influential 

in framing how we see and relate to each other as well as ourselves. 

Even a cursory look at discussions of social media in popular and literary culture reveals 

a far more complicated new terrain of social, economic and existential tensions than the one 

described in the informational frameworks described above.33  It is on account of this more 

complicated role that social media evidently plays in our lives that I turn to the work of Peter-

Paul Verbeek, a philosopher of technology.34 Verbeek does not discuss social media itself, but 

his use of the Foucauldian concept of “technologies of the self” can direct our attention to social 

media in a way that can help gain critical purchase on both its popularity and the evident 

frustration and anxiety that many feel about it.   

To start, he draws on the tradition of philosophy, particularly the works Martin Heidegger, 

Don Ihde and Bruno Latour, that explores how thoroughly human existence is co-shaped by 

technology.35 Through expressing, reflecting and in turn helping organize the cultural formations 

in which they are integrated, our tools, infrastructures, and processes of production are 

indivisible and constitutive parts of our social worlds and lived realities. What this calls for is 

closer critical attention to how the production, circulation and usage of various technologies give 

shape to our world; “An ethics of the good life in a technological culture needs to address the 

                                                
33The pop cultural discussions of social media that express the anxiety, frustration and negative behavior 
that these technologies engender are too diffuse to reference well here but for two examples see: Joyce 
Wadler, “In Your Face(book)” New York Times, Jan 9, 2013. and Jessica Bennett, “They Feel ‘Blessed,’” 
New York Times, May 2, 2014. For some examples of the growing body of literature decrying the 
reductive, rather than enhancing, effects of social media on personal development see: Jaron Lanier, You 
are Not a Gadget (New York: Vintage, 2010); Zadie Smith, “Generation Why?,” New York Review of 
Books, November 25, 2010; and Astra Taylor, The People’s Platform: Taking Back Power and Culture in 
the Digital Age (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2014). Also of note is the small body of novels 
representing a social media saturated future as dystopia. See: Dave Eggers, The Circle (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 2013); Geoff Ryman, Air: Or Have Not Have (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2004); and Gary 
Shteyngart, Super Sad True Love Story: A Novel (New York: Random House, 2011). 
34 Peter-Paul Verbeek, Moralizing Technology: Understanding and Designing the Morality of Things 
(Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2011), 75. 
35 Ibid, 1-17. 
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specific ways that specific technologies have an impact on specific aspects of human existence. 

On the basis of such analyses, points of application can be found to address the quality of 

human-technology relations in practices of use, design, and policy making.”36   

What distinguishes social media as a technology of the self is its explicit framing of who 

we are in the world, and its interactive design that mediates our relationships with others and 

most especially ourselves. By shaping how we see ourselves, and how others see us, they can 

direct practices, online and off, in how we define and work on ourselves. Describing the 

mediating roles of technologies in shaping our conduct, he points out that by making certain 

activities more visible, and more exposed to explicit analysis, technologies of the self can 

implicitly outline regimes of self-understanding and management, “mediation can also take the 

form of persuasion: by giving feedback on people’s actions, technologies can convince people 

that they should behave differently.”37 Given how integrated social media have become in much 

of our social and working lives, and how much is invested in its future development, continued 

critical attention to how they might guide our behavior, ideals and perspective seems needed.  

 This is why it is so important to look more carefully at not just the design of social media 

services, and how they might influence our behavior, but also at what actors, perspectives and 

interests have shaped them as they have evolved. One of the most fascinating and complicated 

things about social media is that towards the end of the last decade, just as they were becoming 

a mainstream form of self-presentation and social communication in American culture, so too 

were they evolving into sophisticated marketing platforms for brands. This is not meant simply to 

denounce the presence of commercial interest in the construction of social media but, with a 

more pragmatic intent, to call closer attention to how much their architecture of participation has 

evolved to include not just targeted ads, but a more complex ecosystem of new ad products, 

                                                
36 Ibid, 158. 
37 Ibid, 83. 
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brand strategies, and marketing theories that weave into and help shape our own projects of 

self-definition online.  

Just as the successive waves of new media disrupted the broadcast model of 

advertising that had supported, and in turn depended on, the television and print industries, so 

too did they stimulate considerable experimentation and investment from brands, advertising 

agencies and new kinds of marketing technology companies to develop new practices, 

strategies and theories. A social media marketing industry has grown up alongside the social 

media companies themselves, symbiotically innovating marketing tools and techniques that 

have helped develop the marketing services that each platform operates and on which their 

multi-billion valuations, and thus their operations, have come to depend. As the social media 

marketing industry has evolved, so too have the designs of social media’s consumer facing 

services, the interfaces we all use. As Tim Wu shows so well in, The Master Switch, his history 

of the 20th century media and communications industries in America, the cultural output of that 

era was shaped by the evolution of its underlying business models and market organizations 

just as much as it was by developments in the technology of the media.38 

Therefore, looking critically at social media as new technologies of the self, I believe 

involves looking at the ways in which a growing social media industry and an evolving marketing 

industry are converging. Alice Marwick, in her ethnography of San Francisco’s tech scene in the 

later 2000s, shows how attention to the environments behind the production of social media 

technologies reveals a great deal about their designs.  Capturing the social scene of 

entrepreneurs, investors, and journalists in an industry on the rise, she describes a world of 

competitive hierarchy, where visible social connections and known quantities like wealth and 

size of social media followings, were carefully monitored by most everyone. As she argues, the 

emergence and rapid adoption of social media, which renders such relationships into more 

                                                
38 Tim Wu, The Master Switch: The Rise and Fall of Information Empires (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2010).  
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visible and measurable forms, from within this environment helps explain the values and 

expectations of conduct built into their design. Describing the breakout popularity of Twitter 

during her research, she points out how it,  

 

illuminates the importance of quantifiable metrics, influence, attention, 
visibility to the San Francisco social media scene. Status is afforded 
through public connections and follower numbers, @replies and re-
tweets. These social values are embedded in the technology and thus 
encourage status-seeking behaviors that privilege audience and 
performance….tools are used widely not only by companies and brands, 
but also by individuals to track their @replies, re-tweets, and references 
to their friends, partner, band and so forth. These applications reveal the 
expectation that individuals will want to monitor and manage their Twitter 
handle.39 
 

By further exploring the history and evolution of the social media marketing industry 

below, I will build on Marwick’s insights on the conflation of self-development and self-promotion 

into social media’s design as technologies of the self. Describing this as an evolution does not 

imply that a singular logic has emerged that easily defines how social media marketing practices 

and strategies shape the design of social media.  

Rather, what I describe below is the more haphazard and experimental development of 

social media marketing practices as the advertising industry, as well as new players in the 

marketing world, adapted to the changing media ecosystem of the 21st century. The growth of 

the social media platforms paralleled and became integrated into these efforts of marketing 

experimentation. Looking back at the development of social media, through different iterations 

and added features, alongside the emergence of a new ecosystem of marketing technologies-- 

like network analytics, brand content management strategies and new ad products like 

promoted posts--reveals some telling convergences and can help us better understand the 

kinds of participation they have become designed for. 

                                                
39 Marwick, Status Update, 108. 
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To best connect the developments of this complex ecosystem with the evolving user-

design of different platforms, I will pay particular attention to the establishment and circulation of 

various metrics, or systems of accounting through which these businesses and industries 

calculate and coordinate the “value-added” of different actions. Examples are the systems of 

gross-rating points (GRP) and consumer demographic profiles that are used to measure the 

value of television audiences and thus 30-second advertising spots, as well as the engagement 

metrics of likes, views, shares, replies, reposts and comments that are used to evaluate the 

activity of brands, content, and people on social networks.   

In focusing on the role of these kinds of metrics in describing and coordinating activity, I 

am drawing on the work of the French economic sociologist Michel Callon. Callon’s work has 

focused on exposing the complex and necessary work that goes into modeling, organizing and 

performing the diversity of markets that define different industries.40 In pointing to the function of 

what he calls “market devices,” he argues that the frameworks through which we measure and 

attribute value to various defined qualities of products and services, which includes the 

mundane details of market categories, pricing standards and accounting procedures, play an 

under-appreciated role in organizing and defining our activity into economic markets. In his 

words, “markets contain devices that aim at rendering things more ‘economic.’”41 Furthermore, 

“Increasingly sophisticated devices allow for the proliferation of increasingly complex markets.”42  

I believe that the new engagement metrics, that have become such an important part of 

social media marketing strategies, act as such market devices and looking back at their 

evolution can help us understand how the practices of the social media marketing industry and 

the user-design of social media have evolve together and helped shape each other.  Paying 

such attention to the intertwined histories of social media companies, business marketing 

                                                
40 See Callon, ed., Laws of the Market; Callon, Meadel and Rabeharisoa, “The Economy of Qualities”; 
and Market Devices; and Muniesa, Millo and Callon, Market Devices. 
41 Muniesa, Millo and Callon, 4. 
42 Ibid, 8. 
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practices, and media designs is, I believe, a critical step towards formulating a pragmatic ethics 

that considers the complex ways in which our technology is built, how these in turn shape us, 

and where we want to go from there. 
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CHAPTER 1 

CRISIS IN ADVERTISING 

 

Around 2004, just as the media landscape was recognizably turning a digital corner, a 

sense of existential crisis began to sweep through the advertising industry. Internet use had 

been growing steadily since the introduction of the World Wide Web and Mosaic, the first web 

browser, a decade before, but 2004 seemed to mark a shift in the way the internet was 

perceived in economic discourses. It was the year of Google’s landmark IPO, which raised over 

a billion dollars for the company and seemed to defy public impressions of the Internet as a 

place for failed business ventures. A few months later Tim O’Reilly launched his first Web 2.0 

conference, beginning the popularization of the term that would soon become shorthand for the 

transformative potential of networked digital media. Underscoring these headline events was the 

more generalized spread of broadband usage to about half of internet users, or a third of U.S. 

adults, representing not simply a shift in connectivity speed but a more thorough expansion of 

online activity and its integration into the daily lives of the general population.43 

 It was in this context, just as the ripple effects of an expanded internet infrastructure 

were being felt across the media landscape, that many in the advertising industry--executives as 

well as critics--began to candidly discuss what was in store for a business defined by the 

production and placement of advertisements in television and print media. Over the last couple 

of decades business for advertising agencies had been booming as cable and satellite 

increased the number of channels available to viewers, the amount of time that viewers spent 

                                                
43 Susannah Fox, “Digital Divisions,” Pew Internet and American Life Project, October 5, 2005, accessed 
November 29, 2015, http://www.pewinternet.org/2005/10/05/digital-divisions/.  
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watching television, and thus the amount of paid advertising that was broadcast.44 Print 

advertising had also expanded in recent decades, as magazines had been able to use new 

forms of demographic modeling to better define and shape their audiences to suit advertisers 

and charge them premium rates.  

According to one estimation, spending on advertising in the U.S. grew from about $55 

billion in 1980 to nearly $200 billion in 1998.45 Money spent on advertising dipped considerably 

during the general recession that came in the aftermath of the dot-com bust and the September 

11th attacks, but this was from the all-time high of the bubble’s peak, and was not initially seen 

as a long-term problem within the industry. As business began to pick back up in 2003 and 

2004, however, many were noticing trends that together were describing a changed 

environment of media consumption and consumer behavior and thus the need for a new 

marketing model.  

What was most pressingly apparent was that, with the exception of major events like the 

Super Bowl, television was no longer capable of reaching the same mass audiences, or for that 

matter any audiences as captively as it had before. Not only were increasing numbers of 

viewers using DVR’s, like TiVo, to skip ads, but research was showing that many viewers, 

especially younger and affluent ones, were also using computers or laptops while they were 

watching television. This “media multi-tasking,” as it was starting to be called, was relatively new 

at the time and the initial concern was that attention was being diverted away from the 

advertisements that companies were paying so much to broadcast.46  

 With these trends in mind, discussion in the industry press and at the major conferences, 

by the middle of the decade, began to debate the “death” of the traditional 30-second television 

                                                
44 The number of cable channels reached 150 by the mid-90s and would climb to over 250 by the turn of 
the millennium. See Joseph Turow, Breaking Up America: Advertisers and the New Media World, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 102. 
45 Naomi Klein, No Logo  (New York: Picador, 2000), 11. 
46 “Crowned at Last,” Economist, March 31, 2005, accessed November 29, 2015, 
http://www.economist.com/node/3785166.   
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spot that had been the main industry product for decades. Bob Garfield, a columnist for Ad Age, 

went so far as to declare the 2004 season finale of Friends to be, “the first death rattle of an 

entire medium.”47 Hyperbolic as such a claim may have seemed, it was reinforced by some 

discomforting public pronouncements made by some executives of the industry’s most 

important clients. A.G. Lafely, the outspoken CEO of Procter & Gamble, one of the largest 

holding companies for consumer packaged goods brands, like Crest, Tide, Pampers and 

Charmin’ to name just a few, and thus one of the largest accounts in the business, declared that 

a new model was needed to replace mass-marketing through television advertising while 

McDonald’s CMO called traditional advertising, “a cooked goose.”48 The 2005 upfronts--the 

traditional market event in the spring where advertising spots for the next season’s shows are 

bid on and reserved--saw major advertisers like Johnson & Johnson and General Motors, 

reduce their spending while some companies, like Coca-Cola, declined to bid at all.49  

 In addition to describing the declining ability of television to effectively deliver mass 

audiences to advertisers, industry commentators were also in anguish over the perceived 

inability of advertising itself to influence consumers. While advertisers have been bemoaning the 

difficulty of reaching jaded consumers throughout the history of the industry, the anxiety that 

was being expressed in the early years of the millennium reflected a new concern.  As the 

infrastructure of the web was evolving and new forums of discussion and media exchange were 

gaining in popularity, some industry analysts began to argue that these new channels of 

communication were making it harder to shape public discourse and influence consumers’ 

perceptions of brands and products.  

                                                
47 Bob Garfield, “‘Friends’ Farewell Marks End of Network TV as We Know it,” Advertising Age, May 10, 
2004, 69. 
48 Matthew Creamer and Rich Thomasell, “AdWatch 2005: Stop Grieving over Death of 30-second Spot, 
Move on,” Advertising Age, July 4, 2005, 22. 
49 Bob Garfield, The Chaos Scenario (Nashville: Stielstra Publishing, 2009), 30. 
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In April 2005, the Economist ran a whole special section describing the changing 

dynamics of consumer markets, titled “Crowned at Last.” Quoting the high percentages of 18- to 

34-year-olds who used the review sections e-commerce platforms as well as blogs to research 

and discuss the merits and qualities of products for themselves, making them less easily 

swayed by the designed pitches of marketing messages. “In today’s marketplace,” it argued, 

“consumers have the power to pick and choose as never before.”50 

This sentiment was shared by many in the advertising industry. A 2003 survey within the 

industry captured how common this perception was when 90 percent of its respondents agreed 

that advertisers’ influence on consumers was waning.51  Even the CEO of Saatchi and Saatchi 

Worldwide, one of the largest conglomerates of advertising agencies and marketing companies, 

declared, in a glossy company manifesto published in 2005, that, “There is a new anti-brand 

sensibility. There is much more consumer awareness, more consumers who understand how 

brands work, and more importantly, how brands are intended to work on them….The 

information age means that brands are part of the public domain….The new consumer is better 

informed, more critical, less loyal, and harder to read.”52 

The same year saw the New Yorker run an article, titled “The New Pitch: Do Ads Still 

Work?” with its media reporter, Ken Auletta, describing the challenges that the business of 

traditional advertising was facing in the changing media landscape. Describing both the 

increased expense of television and print advertising as channels proliferated and audiences 

fragmented, and the complicating factor of the Internet as the most popular source of 

information for young and affluent consumers, he quotes one media consultant lamenting, “It’s 

easier for Toyota to figure out a new way of producing cars than it is for McCann-Erickson to 

figure out a new way of persuasion.”53 With brands investing more in alternative forms of brand 

                                                
50 Economist, “Crowned at Last.”  
51 Quoted in Michael Serazio, Your Ad Here (New York: New York University Press, 2013), 22. 
52 Kevin Roberts, Lovemarks: The Future Beyond Brands (New York: powerHouse Books, 2005), 35. 
53 Ken Auletta, “The New Pitch: Do Ads Still Work?” New Yorker, March 28, 2005, 35. 
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building and product promotion and television expanding those program formats that could 

better integrate product placement, like reality and competition shows, Auletta describes an 

advertising industry questioning its own fundamentals and the effectiveness of even its most 

successful ads, like the Aflac duck, which one executive couldn’t help but quip as the industry’s 

last quack.     

What was at stake in many of these expressions of anxiety in the advertising business 

was that the media landscape itself was shifting away from the relatively controlled architecture 

of television and print advertising, around which so much of brand strategy was built. The early 

2000s was when the web arguably evolved from an emergent category of media to a disruptive 

media infrastructure, undermining the economics of many established media markets and 

seemingly changing the very underlying constitution of public discourse. Like those in many 

other cultural institutions at the time, professionals in the advertising and marketing industries 

were struggling to keep pace with the changing media landscape of the web, the impact its 

growth was having on their established business models, and the cultures of consumer behavior 

and value they were built on, and most importantly, what they could do about it.  The general 

sense of confusion that many executives were feeling in the mid-2000s about the current and 

future state of the media and advertising industries can be sensed in this lament from the CEO 

of Sony, one of the largest media conglomerates: 

  

If you read every piece in every newspaper and magazine about new technology, 
you would walk into the East River!...Every time you see a threat, you see an 
opportunity. Or if you see a threat, you’re afraid that you are missing an 
opportunity. That’s the one-two punch of the technological marathon we’re all in. 
You worry about missing a trend….It means that any CEO or senior executives 
of a company have to induce themselves to have a calm they don’t feel, in order 
to be rational in the face of this onslaught.54 
 

 

                                                
54 Quoted in Ken Auletta, Googled: The End of the World As We Know it (New York: Penguin, 2009), 229. 
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 This sense of disorientation is still commonly felt and expressed throughout the media 

and advertising industries. The rapid paced evolution of different digital media platforms has 

made it difficult to keep abreast of the changes in our media landscape let alone their cultural 

and economic consequences. This sense of confusion alongside the rapid pace of technological 

changes, however, is exactly why the intertwined history of new media platforms and the 

advertising industry as they evolved through this transitional period merits some revisiting and 

careful study.   

 The story of the rise of a new media ecosystem of networked communication has been 

one of the most written about phenomena of the 21st century. For all the writing and discussion 

about the changes in the media landscape from the early 2000s to the present, though, the 

cultural impact is still so difficult to grasp. This is partially because the rapid developments of so 

many new media technologies have woven themselves into the cultural fabric of American life in 

so many uneven, unpredictable and unexpected ways. As much as decision makers and 

analysts in media and marketing industries have sought and promoted one, there is no singular 

history or emergent logic in the evolution of media and web technologies.  

 Compounding the elusive nature of so much technological diffusion is the sense of 

cultural revolution that is often evoked to explain the significance of our changing media 

landscape.  Academic departments, business magazines, blogs, IPO statements, marketing 

brochures, conference speakers, all have been aggressively theorizing the contemporary as a 

moment of profound technological revolution, often as part of institutions’ own desperate 

attempts to stay ahead of the perceived drift of change and not be left behind in the dustbin of 

history. Thus, alongside the proliferation of new media forms since the first decade of the 

millennium there has also been an equal profusion of attempts to theorize and organize ahead 

of the perceived changes. Many of these theories, in their attempt to summarize and promote a 

singular logic at work in the manifold changes occurring across media, have themselves been 
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drivers of change, shaping the reactions of institutions as they interpret so much complex 

change and articulate a particular way forward.  

 Given the multiple pronouncements of new media and economic paradigms that have 

accompanied and often helped guide the investments in institutional and technological change 

that have redefined the media and advertising industries since the early 2000s, I want to go 

back to the early years of the millennium to examine not only the rise of new media forms and 

platforms but also the changing perspectives and economic incentives that were concurrently 

evolving within the advertising industry. This was, after-all, a pivotal moment in the media and 

advertising industries when the underlying modes of valuation and practices of broadcast and 

segmented marketing that sustained them both for decades were being undermined and 

questioned while upstart new media platforms and paradigms were eluding tradition marketing 

definitions and practices. As I will argue, it was in these years, as new marketing techniques 

and logics were tested and articulated, that various pieces of our current models of social media 

marketing, and the platform designs that enable and apply them, first took shape.  

 

 

The Rise of Networked Media in American Culture 

 

  In the lead-up to the turn of the millennium public attention to the internet was mostly 

pre-occupied by the role they were playing in the long economic boom of the 90s. The 

concurring developments of proliferating communication technologies, like widespread cell 

phone and internet usage, and growth in economic indicators like GDP, stock indexes and 

corporate profits, were interpreted by many as the emergence of a “New Economy.”55 Within 

                                                
55 Roger Lowenstein, Origins of the Crash (New York: Penguin Books, 2004); 106-108; Michael J. 
Mandel, “The Triumph of the New Economy,” Business Week, December 30, 1996, Accessed on 
November 29, 2015, http://www.businessweek.com/1996/53/b35081.htm. 
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this narrative the significance of the internet was its role as one of the new ICTs, i.e. information 

and communication technologies, that were considered to be increasing worker productivity and 

thus accounting for the contradictory rise in economic growth indicators and low inflation that 

occurred in the final years of the decade.  

The beginning slide of stock value in April 2000, that soon gave way to the realization of 

the late 90s as a bubble in asset values, deflated most of the talk about a “New Economy” as 

well as the focus on increased productivity as the best measure of the internet’s effect on the 

economy.56 With the AOL-Time Warner merger, executed at the very peak of the bubble, 

suddenly described as the worst merger in history new media forms like portal services, chat 

rooms and instant messaging services suddenly seemed like very unlikely as agents of 

revolutionary economic change.   

    Meanwhile, though, the web boom of the 90s had stimulated a range of studies and 

research projects across academia. By the late 90s, in addition to the research being conducted 

within the various disciplines, particularly in the social sciences, new departments, research 

centers, and journals with titles like “Information Studies,” “New Media & Society,” and “Internet 

& Society” began to appear on several campuses across the country. As Helen Nissenbaum 

and Monroe Price describe in their survey of academic responses to the Internet, though, the 

disciplinary structures of academia kept most analyses siloed within the established theories 

and methodologies of each discipline while the more reflective studies of the new 

interdisciplinary departments made beginning steps in articulating new media as emerging 

forms of sociality but found little resonance across the academy.57  In short, new online media 

were subject to research projects scattered throughout the academy but aside from frequent 

                                                
56 Nicholas, G. Carr, “IT Doesn’t Matter,” Harvard Business Review, May, 2003; Diana Farrell, “The Real 
New Economy,” Harvard Business Review, October, 2003; Doug Henwood, After the New Economy: The 
Binge...and the Hang-over that Won’t Go Away (New York: The New Press, 2004)   
57 Helen Nissenbaum & Monroe Price, eds., The Academy & the Internet (New York: Peter Lang, 2004), 
xii.  
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references to Manuel Castell’s Network Society, which paralleled the “New Economy” narrative 

that new ICTs were harbingers of a new economic order, no real cohesive discourse had 

emerged to theorize or articulate the social and cultural import of an emergent digital media 

infrastructure. And once the turn in the stock market, and subsequent recession, began in the 

spring of 2000 there was a definite chill in public reception to any talk or projections of the web 

as a transformative cultural platform. 

It was around the turn of the millennium, though, that those new media platforms and 

activities that would soon spread and re-ignite public enthusiasm for the web, began to emerge 

as their own new media subcultures. Most specifically what would soon be called blogging 

evolved from some experimental and popular web pages that various tech journalists like Justin 

Hall and Dave Winer were separately putting together in the mid-1990s. Hall, who worked briefly 

at HotWired, the online version of Wired magazine, built up a considerable reputation among 

web-heads with his Links from the Underground homepage, which combined links to various 

underground cultural sites, photos of himself, and regularly updated files of very personal stories 

as well as his perspective on the burgeoning web culture of 90s San Francisco. The effect was 

a unique format of online exhibitionism, blending personal disclosure with sprawling sets of links 

designed to convey Hall’s interests and personality, to “re-create the patterns of my mind,” as he 

himself put it.58     

Another proto-blogging pioneer was Dave Winer, an independent software programmer 

in San Francisco who gained notoriety through an email newsletter, DaveNet, that he compiled 

and circulated among his colleagues in the Bay Area tech industry. As the email list grew, he set 

up a web page under the same name and began posting his essays there as well. Like Hall, 

Winer combined essays about software design and the potential of the web with more personal 

ruminations about his day or really anything at all. Also like Hall, Winer promoted his own 

                                                
58 Scott Rosenberg, Say Everything: How Blogging Began, What it’s Becoming and Why it Matters (New 
York: Crown Publishers, 2009), 25.  
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project as an example of exactly what the web was for.  In 1995, he wrote an essay titled 

Billions of Websites that argued, “The breadth of the web is limited only by the available space 

on hard disks, and the availability of human thoughts and feelings to fill that space….Every 

writer can participate in the web. Someday, very soon, I believe, every writer will.”59 Winer 

sought to fulfill this vision by designing, selling and exhibiting some of the first self-publishing 

tools, such as Scripting News and Manila, that helped users regularly update their sites with 

new material which appeared in reverse-chronological order, something that was difficult on the 

more popular homepage services and which soon became the standard format for blogs.  

These are two of the most prominent experiments in personal website design. By the 

late 90s, there were several other sites providing various blends of news, gossip, opinions and, 

above all, personalized and updated maps of the web in the form of links. When in 1997, one 

such site manager coined the term “weblogging,” the term quickly stuck and spread as the 

catch-all title for this emerging form of new media activity.60 As these pioneering bloggers 

became aware of one another, providing links to each other’s sites and conducting public 

conversations with each other through their sites, a distinct alternative media subculture began 

to emerge. As the journalist (and blogger) Scott Rosenberg describes it in his own history of 

blogging, “nearly all of the people who started weblogs in 1997, 1998, and early 1999 were 

young laborers in the booming Web industry....they posted little bits of themselves and their 

perspectives to their weblogs....they wrote their links primarily to amuse and impress one 

another.…[and] this experience gave them a taste of a particular kind of satisfaction that was 

new and unique to the Web.”61  

In 1999 the blogging subculture saw a major development with the launch of the Blogger 

platform by Ev Williams (who would later be a part of the development of Twitter) and Meg 

                                                
59 Ibid, 51. 
60 Ibid, 79. 
61 Ibid, 90. 
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Hourihan, both web developers living in San Francisco. By even further simplifying the technical 

demands of starting and maintaining a blog, Blogger provided a self-publishing platform that 

was accessible to the general user. Perhaps more importantly, by “baking-in” certain features 

into the platform’s streamlined design, Blogger set the stage for blogging’s expansion as an 

interactive form of web publishing. 

Features like permalinks and via links, which respectively allowed bloggers to link to 

individual posts in other blogs that might otherwise be buried under updates and to cite, within a 

link, the original blog where they found it, making it easier for bloggers to reference each other 

in cross-blog conversations and links. Blogrolls, another feature, allowed blogs to published lists 

of other blogs they recommended, which made it that much easier for bloggers to find and build 

their own place within the growing community and for readers to discover and explore the new 

media world of blogs as an expansive network of not just information but communication and 

affinity as well. The effect of these new features, among others was to establish blogging as 

more than a platform for self-writing through public journal entries or presenting one’s own map 

of the web, though it certainly provided each of these functions. Rather, as one of the first 

accessible platforms that built these features into the experience of blogging, Blogger was an 

evolutionary step in the forms of communication on the web, from email lists, chat rooms, 

forums, and instant messaging to a more visibly constructed web of affinity, conversation and 

individual expression.62  

By 1999, then, despite blogging still being a patchwork of tools and activities, a growing 

self-understanding was being articulated among bloggers that in the process of connecting to 

each other while independently building their own daily pages of editorial commentary on the 

web, they were shaping a new way of experiencing and producing media. As one avid blogger 

                                                
62 Robert Burnett and David Marshall, Web Theory: An Introduction, (New York: Routledge, 2003), 60. 
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described it, “By writing a few lines each day, weblog editors begin to redefine media as a public 

and participatory endeavor.”63 

For most of America, though, blogs remained an obscure media. At the turn of the 

millennium, as the boom in internet stocks was reaching its absurd peak, attention toward the 

Internet was pre-occupied by the potential of various e-commerce platforms and by monetizing 

the more popular portals and websites as traditional media properties (more on this below). The 

activities and idealistic aspirations of bloggers, for those who were aware of them, seemed to be 

little more than an enthusiastic and somewhat perplexing subculture. This was certainly the view 

taken in November 2000 New Yorker piece, titled “You’ve Got Blog,” that was probably most 

high profile coverage that blogging received at the time.  Focusing on the celebrity status of 

certain bloggers within the community, and on Meg Hourihan meeting her boyfriend through 

blogging, the tone of the article had less the feel of a new media hype piece than that of an 

amused subcultural expose. “Having a blog is rather like publishing your own on-line version of 

Reader’s Digest, with daily updates:” the author describes, ”you troll the Internet, and, when you 

find an article or a Web site that grabs you, you link to it, or, in weblog parlance, you ‘blog’ it. 

Then other people who have blogs-they are known as bloggers-read your blog, and if they like it 

they blog your blog on their own blog.”64   

Still in the first two years of the millennium, blogging continued to evolve with growing 

numbers of participants (Blogger had about 100,000 accounts at the start of 2001) improved 

iterations of the various platforms, like the introduction of an optional comments feature for each 

blogpost, and some communities beginning to experiment with various forms of independent 

journalism. It wasn’t until the attacks of September 11th, however, that blogging broke out as a 

widespread activity and source of information for Americans. As millions of Americans took to 

the web to find news and information about the attacks, and as the websites of major news 

                                                
63 Quoted in Rosenberg, Say Everything, 89. 
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outlets struggled with the heavy spikes in traffic, many new readers discovered blogs with first-

hand accounts of the attacks, as well as sites that compiled articles and information about the 

attacks.65  

Even more significantly, what blogs and other new media platforms also provided was 

the chance for many Americans to express themselves and seek conversation in the confusing 

months after the attacks. As a 2002 Pew Internet study reveals, the web provided a public 

commons for many Americans looking to share their thoughts and emotions, “In the wake of the 

September 11 attacks, the Internet provided a virtual public space where grief, fear, anger, 

patriotism and even hatred could be shared. For those whose only contact with the attacks 

came through a television set, the Internet provided a way to connect emotionally to a virtual 

community whose ties were not geographic, but bounded by common experience.”66 Seeking 

company through the Internet to cope with the trauma and confusion of the attacks introduced 

millions of Americans to their first experience of using the web as a public forum.  

As a result, despite the chill in new media hype that came in the aftermath of the dot-

com bust, the numbers of Americans who took to blogging as an outlet of self-expression, a 

source for news, and a forum for debate, increased rapidly in 2002 and 2003. Blogger 

reportedly had about 1 million accounts by early 2003 when it became one of Google’s first 

acquisitions, while new platforms like Moveable Type and WordPress emerged in 2001 and 

2003 respectively and quickly expanded their own user base.67  

Given this kick-start in attention and activity, the world of blogging rapidly evolved and 

entered into the public imagination as an alternative media universe. It was in 2002 that the term 

“blogosphere” was coined (by a blogger) to describe this expanding and interconnected web of 

                                                
65 Susannah Fox, Lee Rainie and Mary Madden, “One Year Later: September 11 and the Internet,” Pew 
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online media outlets and forums for participation. It is important to stress, though, that despite 

the rapid growth and development of blogging as a form of public media, it was still very much 

an alternative media. Most Americans still did not participate in blogging and most were 

unfamiliar with it. Many of those who were aware were initially uncertain of what to make of this 

expansion of so much unfiltered and unedited public discourse on the web. A Pew Internet 

survey, published in 2005, provides some balancing perspective by reporting that the rapid 

growth in blog creators and participants still only represented a shift from about 3% of American 

Internet users in mid-2002 to about 7% in late 2004, though blog readership had expanded to 

about 27% of Internet users in the same time period. Most significantly, only 38% of Internet 

users surveyed claimed that they understood what a blog was.68  

Important as these survey numbers are to keep perspective on the relatively small user 

bases of most blogs, especially compared to the measured circulations and reach of the still 

dominant mass media, they fail to capture the shifts in public discourse that new media formats 

were causing. While Internet publishing and discourse remained an outsiders’ and vernacular 

medium in the first several years of the millennium, growing numbers of converts continued to 

build their own pieces of the sprawling blogosphere(s), extolling its transformative virtues as 

they challenged the institutions and infrastructures that had shaped the cultural landscape for 

decades.  

Blogging’s most immediate impact was felt in the intertwined worlds of politics and 

journalism. As the tense political drama of the Bush Administration’s response to the September 

11 attacks unfolded, from the controversies of Homeland Security to the build-up to the invasion 

of Iraq in the spring of 2003, frustrated Americans on both ends of the political spectrum took to 

blogging platforms to challenge the reporting of the mainstream news outlets (or the MSN as 

many dismissive bloggers quickly started referring to them), to monitor and criticize government 
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actions and intelligence claims and generally to vent, debate, and sometimes just yell at each 

other in the comments section, since no other public forum was so accessible and 

empowering.69 Blogging tools and platforms, after-all, had been explicitly built to facilitate public 

self-expression. 

Separate ideological blogospheres quickly took shape, each reaching hundreds of 

thousands of readers and a more heavily involved core of several thousand contributors who 

helped create a sense of collective reporting or at least frenetic activity and conversation. 

Initially the mainstream press paid little heed to these small but burgeoning communities but 

soon some stories that had initially been left out of mainstream press coverage, but picked up 

by a committed blogosphere, found their way into and occupied the news cycle.70   

This itself was newsworthy. Within a few years a fringe, publicly accessible, media 

platform had grown into an alternative media ecosystem that was challenging, occasionally 

successfully, the mainstream press’ accounts of specific topics. For its part, the mainstream 

press was obliged to report, though often with disdain, on this upstart media that was asserting 

itself onto the national conversation.71 To be sure, blogs were a controversial media and the 

mainstream press remained the dominant outlet of news for most Americans. But the blog 

platform of media, fueled by the divisive politics of the Bush Administration’s invasion of Iraq 

and the War on Terror, was receiving attention on the national stage while it was providing an 

outlet for thousands of frustrated Americans to challenge mainstream narratives and provide 

                                                
69 Talk show radio had played the role of political venting through the 1980s and 90s but clearly did not 
allow the same level of mass participation. 
70 One of the earliest examples of this was when bloggers reported on Trent Lott’s comments at Strom 
Thurmond’s birthday in 2002. The major news sources had not initially covered these comments but the 
momentum from bloggers’ outrage eventually led to Lott’s resignation and the end of his political career. 
See, Dan Gillmor, We the Media: Grassroots Journalism by the People, for the People (Sebastopol: 
O’Reilly Media, 2004), 44-5.  
71 During the back and forth of Rathergate in 2004, when a conservative blog revealed that CBS used a 
forged piece of evidence in reporting on George Bush’s service in the Texas Air National Guard, a former 
CBS executive infamously dismissed bloggers as, “a guy sitting in his living room in his pajamas, writing 
what he things.” quoted in Rosenberg, Say Everything, 279; see also Joshua Macht, “The Bloggers: How 
to Knock Down a Story,” Time, September 27, 2004, accessed November 29, 2015, 
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their own commentaries. Some bloggers evangelized this as the rise of a more participatory and 

accountable form of “citizen journalism” or “open source journalism,” terms that soon circulated 

through public discourse and stimulated more debate.72 

Thus, while most readers in 2004 and 2005 still did not get their news from blogs, it was 

clear that the media infrastructure and cultural landscape of news reporting had perceptively 

shifted.  Publics could be informed outside of traditional media channels and even the news 

cycle of the mainstream media could be effectively breached.  

 

 

 Meanwhile, back in the Bay Area, the culture of blogging had continued to expand and 

become a more central part of both work and life in the tech industry. When blogging platforms 

had first cohered around the turn of the millennium, at the height of the dot-com boom, they had 

been quickly adopted by several thousand programmers, web developers, and journalists in the 

tech industry. For this community of early adopters, blogs were useful as tools for collaboration, 

sharing information and connecting to like-minded enthusiasts who also appreciated the web’s 

potential as a way of relating to the world and expanding their capabilities. As the New Yorker 

profile from 2000 revealed, blogging developed into a kind cultural infrastructure for a devoted 

subset of the tech industry. In the article, Meg Hourihan, one of the founders of Blogger, in 

explaining the culture and purposes of blogging, distinguishes, “between ‘dot-com people,’ who 

are involved in the Internet for its I.P.O. opportunities, and ‘Web people,’ who are in love with 

the imaginative possibilities presented by the medium.”73   

When the bubble burst and thousands of tech workers found themselves unemployed, 

and the nightly networking parties that personified the boom’s exuberance came to an end. The 

new blogging platforms provided a way to build networks of contacts, keep up with industry 
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developments, and acquiring and displaying new web skills. Not surprisingly, then, the number 

of bloggers in the Bay Area expanded rapidly during the dot-com bust.74 The entrepreneurial, 

“flexible” structure of labor in Silicon Valley, with its high metabolism for testing, developing and 

moving on from new ventures and projects, had previously made early networking web services, 

like bulletin boards and listservs, a key part of many tech workers lives.75 What changed with 

the development of blogging platforms and the harsh economic downturn of the early 2000s, 

however, was more than just an expansion of the numbers of people networking online, though 

the density of participants in the industry did matter. Rather, as reading, writing and connecting 

on blogs became more a part of how tech professionals, among others, came to know and 

relate to each other, the nature of the platforms helped shape an emergent culture of networked 

sociality, which in hindsight, acted as kind of prototype experience for the design of the next 

generation of social networking services.  

For one thing, as the bust forced many industry publications, like The Red Herring and 

The Industry Standard, out of business, blogs like Boing Boing and prolific bloggers like Doc 

Searles and Robert Scoble emerged as the dominant media through which news, rumors and 

maneuvers for influence in the tech industry flowed. Given the interconnected and participatory 

structure of a blogosphere, it quickly proved to be a more effective means of filtering, monitoring 

and distributing information through the industry than had traditional print media. Doc Searles, a 

journalist turned blogging enthusiast who had co-written the Cluetrain Manifesto in 1999 (more 

                                                
74 For a description of blogging’s role in connecting Ev Williams, one of Blogger’s founders, to the rest of 
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Publicity, and Branding in the Social Media Age (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 61; for the 
role of UseNet and well as networking tools in the tech industry, see Fred Turner, From Counterculture to 
Cyberculture, Stewart Brand, The Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of Digital Utopianism (Chicago: 
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on that below), called the blogosphere, “a tipping-point machine” on account of so many 

bloggers acting as, “movers, salesmen and connectors.”76 

Furthermore, as blogging had developed into various mixtures of playful self-expression, 

eclectic web-linking, and irreverent commentary amidst the more serious collective reporting 

and deliberation, a kind of informal web culture took shape among these new media readers 

and writers in the tech industry. Describing the success of Boing Boing, one of the most popular 

blogs in the industry, the journalist Scott Rosenberg explains that, “[it] was geek central, only 

without the programming tips. And its editors came to embody a certain type of hip 

integrity….they didn’t seek readers by the traditional route.”77 Like the political blogospheres 

that was asserting itself into the debates of the national news media, this emerging tech industry 

blogosphere benefited from its integrity as an organically grown media, not one connected to 

established interests or defined by the traditional media business model of target demographics 

and advertising brought together by professional editors. The effect was not only to pull more 

tech industry people in as blog readers and participants, but also to personalize the tone and to 

change the experience that many had with a public media.  

 Blogging thus expanded across the industry, providing a new social and professional 

infrastructure for the Bay Area. Although blogging was gaining in popularity across the country, 

and around the world in different forms, the Bay Area was definitely the cultural geography most 

densely populated with bloggers. The interconnected media of independent blog writing, link 

curation and online conversation knit many in the region together through a collectively 

constructed experience of web sociality. As one tech professional put it, blogging “has focused 

the web away from being a billboard for crappy products and instead has turned it into a canvas 
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for a group mural.”78 One result of this “group mural” effect of so much interconnected blogging 

was that a public archive of personal writing, links, conversations and associations was now an 

accessible and influential part of social life. The same professional who described blogging as 

group mural, elaborated on the experience of living in a social world of so many bloggers.  

 

 It’s tremendously useful to be able to see what other people are 
interested in without them having to explicitly tell you. Blogging has taken a lot of 
backroom conversation and has made it accessible to a whole new audience 
who will be able to appreciate it on other levels. If I’m interested in something, I 
don’t have to spend weeks digging myself into an entrenched physical network of 
people, of moderated mailing lists, secret IRC channels, and private dinners. 
Those things still exist, but many of those people blog as well.79  
 

The reverse of this was the corollary, now so familiar, that among so many active 

bloggers your online activity became a major part of your social identity. Biz Stone, a blogging 

evangelist before he became one of the founders of Twitter, wrote a kind of introductory guide to 

blogging in 2004. In it he advised, “Remember that your blog is an extension of yourself. It is a 

web proxy, a version of you online. You are what you blog.”80 Blogging, as a new media 

platform, thus came not only to redefine the constitution of public discourse, as it was in the 

national media at the time, but also to introduce for its participants a new dimension or axis to 

social life, where new forms of self-expression, association and social capital were made visible 

and woven back into the social fabric.  

In these early years of blogging’s development and growth as a feature of social life in 

the tech community, it was not uncommon for some to express their experience of connecting to 

the world through a blog in the ecstatic tones of self-realization. Some, like Boing Boing writer 

Cory Doctorow, described a kind of cognitive extension through blog writing; “Blogging gave my 
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knowledge-grazing direction and reward….the more I blog, the more reward I generate: 

strangers approach me at conferences and tell me how much they liked some particular 

entry….[it] has not only given me a central repository of all of the fruits of my labors in the 

information fields, but it also has increased the volume and quality of the yield. I know more, find 

more, and understand better than I ever have....Being deprived of my blog right now would be 

akin to suffering extensive brain-damage.”81  

Others, like Biz Stone, who published two books proselytizing the possibilities of 

blogging, exulted in its function as a platform for greater social and professional connections. 

Describing his own career path of first writing opportunities, like his books deals, and then a job 

at Google through communications with fellow blogger Ev Williams (both would work together in 

the founding of Twitter), he writes, “My life sits atop a foundation--an aggregate of personalities 

cemented together through hyperlinks--poured by invisible masons in a dimension that Freud 

might have called the collective conscious, an ecosystem of connectedness...another dimension 

of reality….No agent. No college diploma. Just my blog. I had created a version of myself online 

that reflected my true self and interests and a very real career grew from it.”82  

Some went even further to describe a kind of transcendent connection to a greater, 

thinking, body through participating on the blogosphere. The popular pop culture writer and avid 

blogger James Wolcott grandly presented this feeling in what came to be a common metaphor, 

“Each blog is like a blinking neuron in the circuitry of an emerging, chatterbox superbrain.”83Doc 

Searles, one of the most popular tech scene bloggers, took the theme of collective participation 

even further by poetically describing the blogosphere as a firmament displaying the diversity 

and beauty of our thoughts and endeavors for us to wonder at.84 
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To anyone paying attention to this growing world of blogging, starry-eyed testimonies 

like these seemed to indicate more than just the development of a new means of distributing 

and accessing information. Blogging was being articulated as a new way of life, preaching a 

new ethic of connectivity from Silicon Valley even as the negative effects of the tech boom’s 

bust were still reverberating through the economy. To be sure, these kinds of enthusiastic 

declarations of personal transformation and communal connectivity seemed to echo earlier 

generations of techno-utopian discourse that had emanated from Silicon Valley and had helped 

shape the public conceptions of personal computers and the World Wide Web and had 

definitely helped inflate the frenzied tech of bubble of the late 90s.85 An important distinction, 

though, was that the techno-utopian articulations of the 90s had celebrated the experience of 

the web as participation in a virtual community or a disembodied opportunity for self-exploration, 

while what this new generation of blogging enthusiasts emphasized was a participatory media 

infrastructure that allowed anyone to publicly inscribe their own thoughts and thus write 

themselves into a new collective archive of thought.  As many saw it, this was the real fulfillment 

of the read/write web that Tim-Berners Lee had developed in 1990 but that had been frustrated 

by the development of development of so many “interactive” web pages that ironically limited 

Internet users’ roles as shoppers and readers.86 What was observably happening now was that 

use of the web as a writing platform was extending not only across the tech industry in Silicon 

Valley and San Francisco but was being adopted by increasing numbers of engaged amateur 

writers across the country. So, while the emerging discourse of blogging certainly echoed and 

                                                
85 Several scholars have unpacked the history of the personal computer to reveal its connections not only 
to the countercultural ethos of San Francisco, including the psychedelic experimentation and culture 
changing ambitions of some of its foundational innovators and visionaries, but also to the groundbreaking 
Whole Earth Catalog, the community defining circular of the communalist movement of the early 1970s, 
which provided the template for the WELL, one of the most popular bulletin board services of the 1980s, 
and whose editor Stewart Brand became a major New Economy guru in the 1990s. See Turner, From 
Counterculture to Cyberculture; Thomas Streeter, The Net Effect: Romanticism, Capitalism and the 
Internet (New York: NYU Press, 2010); and John Markoff, What the Dormouse Said: How the Sixties 
Counterculture Shaped the Personal Computer Industry (New York: Viking, 2005) 
86 Rosenberg, Say Everything, 9-11; Matthew Allen, “What was Web 2.0?”New Media & Society 15(2): 
266. 



45 
 

drew from the utopian declarations of earlier web devotees and visionaries, it was also 

distinctive in its emphasis on the web not just as a distributed network and virtual space for 

anonymous communication, but as a new media for public expression, social participation and 

self-definition as well as a new cultural platform that could more densely connect us while 

mapping our social interactions in new ways. 

Alongside these exultations, though, there was also a note of frustration, or concern, that 

crept into some bloggers’ conversations regarding the increased importance of “getting hits” and 

“driving traffic.” All the blogging platforms had the ability to monitor and map the flow of activity 

as people clicked on links and moved from blog to blog and many active users had the know-

how to easily check the logs and see where inbound links were coming from. Around 2002, 

though, this seemingly subtle feature of the blogosphere took a more central role when sites like 

Technorati started analyzing aggregate blog traffic and making the interconnections of links and 

activity more visible so that bloggers could better see their position within the blogosphere. 

Technorati went one step further and began publishing updated lists of the most popular blogs, 

what became known as the Technorati Top 100. 

 Not surprisingly, the popularity of rankings like Technorati brought with them an 

increased focus on traffic as the measure of a blog. Participation in the blogosphere had always 

been organized in loose hierarchies of attention and cultural authority but now a ranking existed 

that revealed who exactly had the most traffic. Partly because blogs were just starting to 

generate moderate amounts of money from advertising, thanks to Google’s AdSense that could 

auction ad space on a blog based on its traffic and content, and partly because blogging was 

becoming a more visible outlet for some people’s social and professional aspirations, getting 

more inbound links and driving more traffic became something of an obsession for many 

bloggers. Blogging, in addition to being a form of self-expression, a collective filter for 

information, and a way of connecting to others, was evolving for some to be its own source for 

social status and professional prestige.  
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Discussions abounded across the blogosphere regarding various schemes or strategies 

to drive traffic to your blog, proper etiquette in attributing and reciprocating links, as well as the 

unfair structure of the blogosphere to cluster towards already popular blogs.87 What’s most 

interesting about these discussions is the focus on and fetishization of links, the means of 

connecting blogs and driving traffic, that emerged from this concern for increasing traffic. “Links 

are the currency of the blogosphere,” Biz Stone, in his blogging manual, revealingly explains, 

“Every time another blogger links to you, your blog becomes more ‘valuable.’”88  And as with 

any currency that acquires its own kind of social value, many bloggers described and decried 

various efforts to engineer more links and traffics as well as out and out scams that promised 

the desperate more links for low low prices. Stone himself describes the common feeling of “link 

lust” that leads many bloggers to forget the platform’s underlying promise of greater social 

connectivity as they obsessed over measurable proxies like inbound links.89 The key point here 

is that amidst the ideal schema of participatory value that was developing alongside the 

distributed media platform of blogging, a more mundane obsession with accumulating the most 

basic and visible metrics of network activity, in this case links and site visits, emerged as a 

controversial aspect of blogging. Through various scenarios this kind of tension would continue 

to play out in the development of the coming social media platforms.  

This focus on the emergent discourse of blogging’s promises and pitfalls as part a new 

set of practices for self-definition and connection to the world should not confuse the fact that 

this was still very much a minority sect in American life, especially in these early years of the 

millennium. Yet, by its very design as an open-ended and participatory media platform as well 

as the collective fervor that it inspired among its following, the spreading phenomenon of 

                                                
87 See Clay Shirky, “Power Laws, Weblogs, and Inequality,” Networks, Economics and Culture mailing 
list, February 10, 2003, accessed on November 29, 2015, 
http://www.shirky.com/writings/herecomeseverybody/powerlaw_weblog.html 
88 Stone, Who Let the Blogs Out?, 91. 
89 Ibid, 92. 
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blogging seemed to present an insurgent challenge to the current structures of media 

production and consumption. Around 2004--the same year that advertising and marketing 

executives were beginning to publicly question their own broadcast models of cultural 

production and persuasion-- a loosely associated set of ideas, articulating that new media 

platforms like blogging represented a cultural and economic revolution, began to percolate into 

mainstream awareness and influence how the changing media landscape was understood.   

The most deliberate splash on public awareness was caused by Tim O’Reilly’s Web 2.0 

conference, where the present use of the term began, in October 2004. O’Reilly who had 

steadily built a successful company publishing guides to the computer and web industries 

through the 90s, observed the enthusiastic growth of blogging alongside the post-bust 

successes of Google and Wikipedia, among others, and saw justifiable cause to renew public 

interest and challenge common conceptions about the internet. Through the initial conference 

and a subsequent essay, O’Reilly promoted his admittedly loose thesis that the success of 

these various new web services was due to their shared design as platforms that harnessed 

collective intelligence. Specifically, he described the blogosphere as a, “kind of global brain….a 

reflection of conscious thought and attention,” and argued that by its design it could outperform 

the information processing and creative production of traditional media institutions.  

The emphasis that O’Reilly made was not particular to any single issue or industry 

where blogs had proved a more effective means of knowledge production but rather a greater 

argument that new web services, summarized as Web 2.0, displayed a structural advantage 

over traditional media; “While mainstream media may see individual blogs as competitors, what 

is really unnerving is that the competition is with the blogosphere as a whole. This is not just a 

competition between sites, but a competition between business models. The world of Web 2.0 
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is...a world in which ‘the former audience’, not a few people in back room, decides what’s 

important.”90 

O’Reilly’s argument and new term struck the right chord among a new generation of web 

entrepreneurs and enthusiasts and was avidly repeated across the blogosphere as it provided a 

useful focal point around which to debate and describe the sense of cultural change that was 

clearly felt by many of the platform’s participants.91 As the mainstream press--itself eager for 

insight and assistance in reporting on the success of these new media services so soon after 

the dot-com bust--adopted the terminology and short-hand of Web 2.0, often adding their own 

explanations, the term quickly became a household name.  Its wide circulation, however, so 

diluted the meaning of the term, through so many conflated references and contradictory 

interpretations, that it often provoked more confusion than understanding in public 

conversation.92 Yet the impact of Web 2.0 was not that it offered a cohesive discourse around 

which new participants could organize. Rather, it served to generate buzz and reinforce a 

widespread sense that something was indeed changing about the web that had significant 

implications across the media and business landscape (italics mine).93  

And this just when major newspapers and magazines across the country were 

themselves starting to appear panicked, even on the verge of extinction, as their underlying 

business model were struggling to adapt to a digital media ecosystem. The unbundling of daily 

newspaper editions and bound magazines into distinct articles, and the cheap value of online 

advertising space (more on this below) meant that the increasing shift of their readership online 

                                                
90 Tim O’Reilly, “What is Web 2.0: Design Patterns and Business Models for the Next Generation of 
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actually earned them less in revenues even if their content was reaching more readers.94 Thus 

the quick emergence of Web 2.0, as a vague reference to a new media paradigm, coincided 

with crisis toned articles about newspapers laying off staff and cutting back on traditional 

reporting.  

These same years saw the publication of several prominent books that even furthered a 

sense that the world of media was undergoing some kind of inevitable paradigm shift. James 

Surowiecki's The Wisdom of the Crowds, which was published in 2004 and quickly became a 

business bestseller, didn’t address media specifically but instead anecdotally presented 

instances, like averaged polls and stock markets, where crowd-sourced knowledge proved more 

reliable than that produced by experts. Meanwhile, two law school professors, Lawrence Lessig 

and Yochai Benkler, of Stanford and Yale respectively, added unexpected prestige to the 

argument that the rise of new collaborative forms of media were adding wealth to society, in the 

form of more diverse content and a more engaged public even as they undermined the business 

models of established media institutions. Though their books, Lessig’s Free Culture, and 

Benkler’s Wealth of Networks, were not as widely read, their telling titles and controversial 

arguments provoked considerable critical commentary, adding further fuel to a general public 

conversation about the economic implications of the rise of new networked communications and 

media platforms, like the blogosphere.95  

 This conversation was even further extended with the publication, and widespread 

citation, of numerous media studies, some academically sponsored but most by media 

consultancies, that revealed that Americans were indeed engaged with more media, in more 

formats and for more time than even a few years ago. The description of this new media 

environment as a “Cambrian explosion” of formats and products, quoted in one article, aptly 

                                                
94 Auletta, Googled, 165. 
95 In addition to these books, other titles, like Chris Anderson’s The Long Tail and Don Tapscott and 
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sums up the common interpretation and general impression that many had as blogs, among 

other new media formats like podcasts and online video players, multiplied, developed and 

became more popular.96  

 It was precisely these kinds of reports that marketing and advertising executives were 

studying as they saw the Nielsen ratings of their ads go down and TiVo sales go up. Like 

professionals in the music and newspaper industries, marketers struggled as their 

understanding of and relationship to consumers, which they had built up over decades of target 

marketing, brand positioning and niche media, was suddenly in danger of being outdated. And 

like professionals in these other industries, marketers were not at all clear as to how to adapt to 

this shifting media landscape. But what had the marketing and advertising industries been doing 

through these years of new media growth? How were these industries organized in the mid-

2000s--more or less their moment of realization that business would not continue as usual and 

that systemic changes were necessary--and to what extent had they already experimented on 

the web? Most importantly, how did their present structures and past experiments help shape 

their subsequent reaction to the changing media landscape? It is to address these questions 

that I now turn to look more closely at the advertising industry around the turn of the millennium.  

 

 

Background of Business Models and Metrics in the Advertising Industry 

 

During the internet boom of the late 90s, marketing was still very much dominated by the 

practices of broadcast, print and to some extent outdoor advertising (i.e. billboards). In fact, up 

until the recession that came in the wake of the dot-com bust and the attacks of September 

11th, these established forms of advertising had experienced their own period of prolonged 
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growth, fueling a boom in “media properties” as they came to be understood. Naomi Klein, in 

her bestselling critique of the expansive advertising industry in this time period, tracks the 

growth of spending on advertising in the U.S. from about $55 billion in 1980 to nearly $200 

billion in 1998.97  

To briefly summarize, this specific boom in advertising started in the mid-1970s when 

the underlying framework of marketing underwent its own shift away from the mass-advertising 

model of the post-war era towards the more diversified model of demographic profiling, product 

differentiation, and targeted advertising that encouraged the growth of more niche media. Of 

course there many developments that led to such a profound shift in marketing strategy. In fact, 

as targeted marketing proliferated through the late 80s and 90s so too did excellent critical 

studies that sought to unpack the origins and development of what felt like an increasingly 

media saturated and corporately branded cultural landscape.98 These studies variously noted 

the cultural upheavals, new social movements and subsequent identity politics of the 70s to 

which the marketing and advertising industries had to adapt as well as an attending shift in 

emphasis in market research away from single-axis class distinctions and conforming 

motivations and towards more diverse lifestyle categories of self-actualizing consumption 

values.99  

For the purposes of the present project of tracing concurrence of technological, cultural 

and economic developments, the most important shift in marketing at this time was the 
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production of new demographic profiles and maps of the population that were drawn from 

various applications of computer database analytics to the increasingly available amounts of 

information about consumers.100 One of the most popular of these was the PRIZM model, 

launched by Claritas in 1974, which layered census data with credit card purchase records, 

consumer surveys and subscription lists from other databases in order to uncover correlating 

clusters in how Americans lived and shopped. The resulting product was an unprecedented 

breakdown of American society into 40 distinct lifestyle segments (it would later expand to 66) 

with profiles like “Young Influentials,” “New Melting Pot,” and “Old Yankee Rows,” that described 

clusters of spending habits, social class and demographic characteristics like family 

composition, among other qualities.101 PRIZM was a pioneer in this kind of detailed cluster 

analysis and consumer profiling but it was quickly imitated by different research and database 

companies producing their own demographic and “psychographic” schemas, in what amounted 

to a kind of “market research arms race” as one analyst described it at the time.102  

While much of this new data profiling was used to develop new Customer Relationship 

Management (CRM) programs and improved direct-mailing campaigns, each of which 

expanded greatly through the 80s, it also helped develop the broader marketing strategies of 

branding and consumer segmentation that fueled the growth of both advertising and media 

industries through the end of the 90s.103 For retailers and manufacturers, the primary clients of 

advertising, these new maps of detailed consumer profiles and demographic segments came 

along right as changes in the business climate were putting new pressure on perceptions of 

brand definition and strength. Of course, building brand identity and awareness had been 
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101 For anecdotal descriptions of each of these profiles see Michael Weiss, The Clustering of America 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1988).  
102 Quoted in Turow, Breaking Up America, 43, see also 130-133. 
103 Regarding the rise of CRM databases see Arvidsson, Brands, 63.  



53 
 

important for decades, some of the most iconic brands across industries had been established 

in the post-war years.  

But, alongside the perception of increasing global competition, the leveraged buyout and 

hostile takeover craze in the 80s suddenly changed a brand into a financialized asset that could 

be evaluated, bought and sold, squandered or invested in. The purchase of RJR Nabisco and 

Kraft foods in 1988 for $25 billion and $12.6 billion respectively, multiples of what their tangible 

assets were worth, were the most prominent demonstrations of brand value as a measured and 

tradable asset in and of itself.104 Different brand valuation and consulting companies, like 

Interbrand, Millward Brown, and BrandIndex, emerged in the 80s and 90s with their own 

methods for measuring attributes of a brand’s strength, like price premiums, brand associations, 

and product attributes, and connecting them to projections of future earnings and thus stock 

value.105  

The rise of consumer segmentation modeling coincided with this increased emphasis on 

brand investment. With executives looking to systematize their brand strategy, the model of 

identifying a consumer “segment” around which to build a brand’s identity, and most especially 

its marketing messages, became a core part of marketing theory and practice in the 80s and 

90s.106  

For their part, media companies, from the broadcast television networks to the nascent 

cable and burgeoning magazine industries, became more adept at using the new generation of 

market research data to present themselves as sophisticated platforms for efficiently reaching 

and influencing desired segments of the population. The ratings systems for measuring the 
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audiences of television programs, the “coin of exchange” in television advertising markets, as 

one scholar describes them, became more attentive to who was watching (Nielsen, the 

dominant ratings company worked closely with market research companies eventually even 

acquiring Claritas) so that advertisers often only paid for the desired demographic in the 

audience.107 The result was a proliferating and increasingly segmented mediascape of cable 

channels and magazines that “signaled,” through their own brand images and content 

strategies, who their intended audiences were.108   

The advertising industry, meanwhile, was itself undergoing re-organization to meet the 

changing needs of corporate branding strategy while adjusting to the complexity of an 

increasingly fragmented media landscape. For one thing, media planning became more 

systematized and a more important part of marketing strategy and independent media agencies 

emerged from under their traditional position within advertising agencies. The traditional and 

relatively informal system of advertising agencies receiving commission from and being lavishly 

entertained by media companies, like television stations, for the advertising space they sold to 

clients, was replaced by a more research driven system that matched targeted consumer 

demographics with the right media.109 While metrics like reach and frequency, that projected the 

number of people who would see an advertisement and the number of times they would see it, 

were already built into television advertising marketing, in the new environment of so much 

fragmented media they were applied with a new rigor to make sure that the right demographic 
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was being successfully targeted.110 In fact, as the underlying metrics that could account for (or 

at least give the impression of accounting for) how an advertising budget was connecting with a 

targeted demographic of consumers, reach and frequency became the driving measurements 

through which the advertising and media industries were connected to the growth of brand 

valuations and thus saw expanding usage through the 80s and 90s.  

At the same time, advertising agencies themselves diversified into specialized creative 

services to meet the demands of so many brands jockeying for cultural relevance across an 

increasingly fragmented mediascape.111 On one hand, the theory and practice of brand strategy 

and brand positioning developed, with a booming literature expounding on the topic and 

succeeding generations of hot new agencies becoming fashionable for award-winning and 

artistically distinct advertising work or successfully executed “guerilla” campaigns that aimed to 

reach consumers outside the bounds of traditional media. On the other hand though, the 

stronger trend within the industry, and less understood by laymen, was the consolidation of 

nearly all of the larger advertising agencies into a handful of global holding companies, as 

executives sought to build up large conglomerates by acquiring diversified marketing services, 

including the media agencies mentioned above, that could then help large multinational brands 

build coordinated marketing strategies to reach consumers across multiple media channels and 

through other database driven services like direct-mail. The so-called “big bang” of 1986, when 

two of the largest and most prestigious traditional agencies Doyle Dane Bernbach and Batten, 

Barton, Durstine & Osborn (BBDO), merged with a third agency, Needham Harper, to form the 

mega-agency, Omnicom, is often cited as the beginning of the modern spree of mergers, 
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acquisitions and even hostile takeovers that re-organized the industry into massive 

conglomerates.112 

Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) became a rising buzzword in the industry, 

as the idea of coordinated, metric designed and monitored, campaigns articulated the potential 

of how multi-service conglomerates and their brand-building clients could work together.113 The 

reality, however, as advertising journalist Joe Cappo describes it, is that IMC described more 

the aspirations of marketing departments and advertising agencies than the actual workings of 

their campaigns. The main problem was that while integrated campaigns made sense to 

executives and brand theorists, the data points that anchored strategic planning in each media, 

like reach and frequency in television advertising, were still connected to siloed systems of 

compensation and analysis. As Cappo quotes one advertising executive, “Agencies have had 

difficulty implementing integrated programs because of their compensation policies. Say an 

account director at an advertising agency gets a certain budget to produce a campaign for a 

client. He or she can direct money to various types of activities like direct marketing or 

promotion, but if the account director is compensated based on the success only of the 

advertising campaign, there’s no incentive to devote much money other alternatives.”114 This 

was not just a problem with advertising agencies, as he quotes another advertising executive 

saying, “The CEO of a client says he wants it, but when you get down two or three layers, the 

demand isn’t there. In fact, the clients are as siloed as agencies are.”115 

What the difficulty of implementing IMC demonstrates is how important little things like 

evaluative metrics were in structuring, coordinated and directing collective effort in institutions 
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like the vast marketing assemblages that were constructed in the 80s and 90s. So long as 

different media, agencies and offices within marketing departments had different established 

structures of monitoring, measuring and evaluating their value adding strategies, it would remain 

difficult to coordinate campaigns in the desired integrated fashion. And those media, or offices, 

that had the most established and respected of these evaluative measures, would most likely 

get the most investment. This helps explain why, despite a growing critique of too much 

television advertising within the industry and increasingly successful campaigns in other 

branches of marketing--like sponsored entertainment, direct mail, PR stunts and event 

marketing--television and print advertising continued to dominate and grow until the recession of 

2001.    

In sweeping through a history of the advertising and media industries through the 80s 

and 90s, I’ve tried to emphasize the emergence and role of new forms of modeling the 

marketplace, like the analytics of purchase records and other news databases that yielded the 

framework of consumer segmentation, and calculative measures of worth, like the sudden 

attention to the valuation of brands as a corporate assets critical in stock analysis. In a way 

these kinds of technical procedures can be seen as structuring elements in the incredible 

growth of the media and advertising industries in these decades.  Of course there were many 

other influencing factors that helped fuel and shape the growth of these industries but their 

systemized and corporate organization around niche programming, brand positioning and 

targeted advertising is hard to imagine without the underlying blueprints of consumer 

demographics, audience analysis and brand valuations. 

By making value visible in a certain way, by providing the tools of measurement and 

analysis, metrics and frameworks of evaluation can be said to direct economic behavior. This 

plays out at the level of articulating business models as well as in structuring their execution by 

organizing activity and the allotment of resources around the enhancement of established 

metrics. It is this kind of organization that French sociologist Michel Callon has in mind when he 
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says that “‘Being economic’ is a path-dependent feature.”116 Callon, among others, has written 

extensively on the role of such things as evaluative frameworks and metrics in structuring 

market exchanges.117 In a 2007 essay, introducing a set of case studies that unpack the work of 

various “devices” like financial models, credit risk scores, focus groups, and retail categories, he 

describes the benefit of studying “economic” activity from this perspective. 

 

Calculation is neither a universally homogenous attribute of humankind, nor an 
anthropological fiction. It is the concrete result of social and technical 
arrangement….The ways in which market devices are tinkered with, adjusted 
and calibrated affect the ways in which persons and things are translated into 
calculative and calculable beings...these devices enact economic 
properties...they provoke economic behaviors...they render economic qualities 
explicit.118      
 

 The point here, regarding the advertising and media industries, is that the evaluative 

metrics of markets can take on a life of their own, coordinating activity but often distorting 

incentives for the allocation of resources as what gets measured most easily becomes most 

visible. In the case of marketing in the last decades of the 20th century, the relative ease of 

connecting targeted demographics to television audiences and print circulations wove media 

advertising and brand assets together around seemingly systematized arrangements of media 

planning, target marketing, and niche media. Considering the sprawling growth of advertising 

and media agency conglomerates alongside that of the marketing departments of increasingly 
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global brands, the prejudice towards marketing through the most accountable channels seems 

clear.  

To be clear though, various forms of alternative marketing were tested and slowly grew 

through the marketing and branding bonanza of the 80s and 90s, e.g. sponsoring and marketing 

at entertainment events, paying consumers to create word of mouth and buzz, and contextual, 

“guerilla” campaigns like staging street performances or presenting marketing messages as 

street art in urban landscapes.119 Each of these alternatives practices captured their own corner 

of the marketing industry with successful agencies and enthusiastic articulations of how their 

strategies added value to brands more effectively than advertising in established media. Yet for 

the precise reason that they could not be analyzed and quantified in the same way as media 

advertising, they remained “experimental” and “alternative” within the marketing industry well 

into the turn of the millennium. This is exactly what happened to the various forms of online 

advertising that emerged in the 90s, especially since this new media platform developed outside 

of the bound of traditional media institutions. 

 

 

 

Early Internet Advertising 

 

The Internet, when it emerged with Tim Berners-Lee’s World Wide Web in 1993 and 

Marc Andreessen’s Mosaic in 1994, was not of major concern to most established businesses 

until the extraordinary success of the Netscape IPO and the buzz it generated in the 

mainstream press caught the attention of the business community a year later. The first reaction 
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was a rush by major brands to build websites and have a presence on the web.120 Given the 

newness of the medium, and its unique technical demands, new independent web shops, not 

established advertising agencies, handled the creative demands of designing and launching 

these branded sites. At first, unsure of how to establish a commercial presence on what had 

been an obscure and explicitly non-commercial medium, most corporate sites were designed as 

relatively static bulletins of information about a company, a format that soon became derided by 

web designers as “brochureware.” 

Soon, though, the relative success of a few sites with built-in features that allowed 

visitors to find useful information (like recipes or laundry advice) and talk with other visitors, all 

within the branded property of the web site, gave impetus to the idea that the web’s advantage 

lay in its interactive capabilities. Yet some exuberant budgeting (web development was still far 

cheaper than traditional advertising) for those major brand sites seeking to connect with 

targeted younger demographics, like Levi’s, led to many over-developed sites that performed 

notoriously badly on the slow dial-up connections that most people used.121 Still, not wanted to 

be perceived as left behind as general enthusiasm for the web began to reach a fever pitch by 

the late 90s, many companies continued to invest in sites with animated intros and multi-layered 

architecture, designed mostly by independent “interactive” agencies though by now many 

traditional advertising agencies were attempting to hire their own talent and offer their own web 

design services as well. When the market started to turn against the internet in the spring of 

2000, though, the enthusiasm for these kinds of sites, whose contribution to brand value was 

difficult to measure, cooled considerably.  

Before this market turn-around, however, Wired magazine launched HotWired, one of 

the first online magazines, and successfully tested the format of selling marginal spaces as 
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“banner ad” inventory, much like in a print newspaper or magazine.122 As more publications 

followed suit and launched online versions, a nascent market for online advertising “real estate” 

emerged with a small number of media agencies, like Modem Media, buying space for 

advertising clients, along with the formation of new “Ad Networks,” which each served as a 

sales force for a consolidated bundle of inventory from a network of client sites.123 Given that 

this was a new market, various rates and terms for the pricing of online advertising inventory 

were tested and negotiated in these early years of banner ads. One of the most popular was the 

CPM, cost per mille, i.e. thousands of times an ad was seen.  

Like the major advertising agencies, though, the marketing departments of most 

companies were unsure about the merits of investing in advertising space on this new medium 

and many of the early advertisers were other web properties trying to drive up their own 

traffic.124 Into the mid-90s it is safe to say that much of the marketing community was caught 

unprepared and was slow to respond to the internet as an advertising medium, especially since 

many of the industry’s most forward thinking executives had been anticipating interactive 

television as the impending manifestation of the “Information Superhighway” and the next thing 

in marketing.125 The value of web “impressions” was unclear for many marketing departments of 

traditional brands, so interest in banner ads was tepid through the 90s. When Procter & 

Gamble, the largest account in traditional advertising, did decide to invest in online ads in 1996, 

it did so on a click-through pay basis only, signaling that while it valued the traffic back to its own 

sites but did not consider much brand value to be added by the web ads themselves.126 

Still, sites like AOL and Yahoo were able to build themselves up as profitable, mass- 

market internet “properties,” by using the registration information from their many customers to 
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develop the option of more expensive targeted ads. The thing that advertisers became most 

excited about regarding the web in the late 90s was the potential to use online registration data 

and other online analytics to more accurately target and even personalize ad delivery. As one 

guide to the online advertising market described in 1999, “In other advertising media, 

measurement is based on sample. On the Web, however, measurement is done by 

census…”127 This, combined with the excitement over the incredible growth of internet adoption 

in the last few years of the decade, led to the epic, and grossly over-valued merger between 

Time Warner, the largest of the traditional media conglomerates, and AOL, at the time the most 

valued of internet properties, in January of 2000, close to the peak of the internet stock 

bubble.128  

When the stock market bubble burst soon after, deflating the value of so many poorly 

thought through and executed web companies, the value of online advertising dropped. Many of 

the advertisers had themselves been web companies so demand suffered considerably, even 

as web traffic continued to grow through the first years of the millennium. Thus, even as Google 

was successfully implementing its own system of auctioning ads by keyword search and 

improved contextual targeting across the web (and in the process “disintermediating” the 

traditional role of media agencies on the web, which helps explain its enormous valuation and 

revenues that have grown in tandem with the web since the early millennium) a general sense 

of uncertainty lingered among many marketing departments and advertising agencies regarding 

the merits of advertising on the web.  Tellingly, Joe Cappo a prominent advertising journalist, 

wrote in a 2003 book titled, The Future of Advertising, that, “Despite all of its many capabilities, 

the Internet has yet to prove itself as an effective advertising medium. This is not so much an 
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inherent failing of the Internet as it is of marketers who have yet mastered an advertising 

technique. ”129 

As late as 2005, even as marketing executives were decrying the effectiveness of 

advertising on television, online advertising still accounted for less than 5% of the total amount 

spent on advertising in the U.S., though it was growing.130 Part of this problem in perception was 

the difficulty of establishing clear performance standards, or value metrics, that could account 

for money invested in web advertising in a systemized and trusted way, especially as ads often 

failed to load or were perceived as unwieldy clutter by many consumers on the internet.  

To be clear, while the institutional framework of much of the marketing industry was 

unsure of what to make of the internet, there were several smaller agencies and branding 

theorists who were experimenting with and thinking about the internet as a tool around which 

new marketing possibilities could be played. By the late 90s, in fact, even as the broadcast 

model of marketing was receiving ever increasing amounts of investment, many brand theorists 

were articulating various versions of a new marketing paradigm to describe and at least 

theoretically valorize the work of alternative marketing strategies.131 The theories mostly 

described how a brand’s core consumers were its real identity and the strength of its 

relationship with them was its real value. This emphasis was a step away from the metrics of 

reach and frequency that still dominated most brands’ strategy and valuation.  

The Cluetrain Manifesto was one of these new marketing theories that happened to 

come from within the burgeoning world of blogging.132 Penned in 1999 by four bloggers who 

were also marketing theorists, the Cluetrain Manifesto built up a cult following, mainly for its 
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description of markets as conversations, among those at the intersection of these two worlds. 

Explicitly critical of the standard marketing practice of defining brands around demographic 

profiles, the Cluetrain Manifesto articulated a vision of brands as more flexible entities, openly 

responding to consumers who could now talk amongst each other and back to brands through 

new media platform like blogs. Ahead of its time and written from the fringes of the marketing 

industry, the Cluetrain Manifesto nonetheless served as a kind of underground guide to many 

who would look to the internet as a way out of traditional “interruption based” advertising as it 

was coming to be known.  

On the more practical side, a campaign for BMW, conducted by the upstart and 

independent Fallon agency, also served as a guide for how the internet could be used to 

connect with consumers in new ways. In 2000, BMW, which had been successful with some 

heavy product placement in the James Bond movies over the last few years, gave the green 

light to Fallon, one of its agencies, to experiment with using the web as a distribution platform 

for a series of high quality short films.133 The films, that employed famous directors like Ang Lee 

and Guy Richie and rising star Clive Owen in what we would now call branded content, did not 

so much market BMW cars with any particular selling points as much as weave the brand into 

engaging story scenarios that reinforced BMW’s own cultivated personality of edgy luxury. This 

technique of selling through brand storytelling though was not what was notable or unique about 

the films. What was unique was that they were run exclusively on the internet. BMW promoted 

the films through billboards, print and television ads but viewers had to go to BMW’s website to 

watch them.  

The result was a resounding, and most importantly measurable success, for BMW. 

Because the web allowed BMW to monitor and display how many times the films were watched 

(over 10 million times in the first 9 months) and by how many unique viewers (over 2 million in 
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the same time period), the money spent on the considerably expensive films could be easily 

connected to transparent metrics that reflected their independent popularity and thus their clear 

success in building brand awareness and identity.134 Furthermore, the fact that viewers had to 

voluntarily seek out the films, rather than just be counted as passive “impressions,” made the 

metric of views count for more, as real engagement that could help both drive sales (which were 

strong in the years of the films’ popularity) and boost brand value. Thus, this experimental BMW 

campaign, which was noted with admiration across the advertising industry at the time, provided 

a successful model for how brands could promote themselves online in not only effective but 

also clearly measurable ways that seemed to sidestep many of the concerns that marketers 

were expressing about traditional television advertising.  

The term viral marketing had emerged in the late 90s, mainly by some early investors in 

Hotmail, which spread incredibly rapidly by having an invitation to sign-up at the end of every 

email sent by a Hotmail user.135 The term wasn’t picked up by most marketers, though, until the 

success of the BMW films, which were promoted by mainstream advertising but which also 

spread through online word of mouth, with fans sending links to the videos to friends or posting 

them directly on their blogs. Thus, it was in imitation of this model, i.e. hosting and promoting 

entertaining content on branded websites, that drove a lot of the investment in internet 

advertising in the years after the dot-com bust.136 

 

 

 

                                                
134 Ibid, 211. 
135 See Jeffrey Rayport, “The Virus of Marketing” Fast Company, December 31, 1996, accessed on 
November 29, 2015, http://www.fastcompany.com/27701/virus-marketing. 
136 see Theresa Howard, “Viral Advertising Spreads through Marketing Plans,” USA Today, June 22, 
2005, accessed November 29, 2015, http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/money/advertising/2005-06-22-
viral-usat_x.htm; William Bulkeley, “Pass it On: Advertisers Discover they Have a Friend in ‘Viral’ 
Marketing,” Wall Street Journal, January 14, 2002, accessed November 29, 2015, 
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB1011815189240804760  



66 
 

This was the state of the marketing industry in the mid-2000s. Spurred by the rise of 

personal DVRs and increased internet use, executives at the top of the industry as well its critics 

were recognizing television as being overly saturated with marketing messages and thus 

questionable in its effectiveness as a marketing platform. Alternative methods of connecting to 

consumers, through “guerilla” tactics of staging performances and dispersing contextual ads in 

major cities were getting more good publicity in the industry but failed to provide the same 

accounting to brand equity that television and print advertising could. So despite the rising tide 

of criticism and self-examination in the industry, investment in television continued to grow.  

Meanwhile the rise in popularity of new media platforms, like blogs, reviewing sites, and 

emerging social networking services, were becoming a more ubiquitous aspect of Americans’ 

lives, changing how many people consumed media, researched products and viewed the role of 

traditional media institutions. At the same time a new media discourse was emerging that 

described a vision of a more democratic, uncensored public conversation that challenged both 

the media industries upon which advertising depended as well as its established model of 

controlled brand positioning and messaging. The opportunities that this new media ecosystem 

could provide to marketers was still only vaguely understood, mainly through some notable 

successes in viral marketing, like the BMW campaign. Overall, the emerging plenitude and 

chaos of a networked media ecosystem seemed to expose the contrivances of traditional 

methods of brand marketing while it also showed how quickly messages could resonate and 

publics could be shaped if they were engaged in the right way. What the industry was looking 

for, however, was not just a few flashy campaigns but a more systematic way of analyzing 

publics and brand performances on these new platforms, and thus a way of guiding and shaping 

new marketing strategies. It is precisely the desire to establish such new metrics and strategies 

that led to the heavy speculation and steady re-design of social media platforms in the next few 

years.  
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CHAPTER 2 

ADVERTISING PIVOTS 

As the decade passed its mid-mark into 2006 and 2007, the advertising, marketing and 

media industries all saw an acceleration of the trends reviewed in the last chapter. The 

established business model of advertising supported television and print media continued to 

suffer as media platforms on the web evolved and became more popular. More importantly, the 

marketing departments of major advertisers continued to explore alternative forms of advertising 

while new theories of corporate organization and brand value were starting to resonate and 

reinforce the arguments of Web 2.0 advocates.  

 Regarding the evolution of internet media, the introduction of video sharing platforms in 

late 2004 (Vimeo) and 2005 (YouTube and Revver) not only made online videos more 

accessible but also--through improved embedding features and comments sections--more 

integrated with the use of blogging platforms and nascent social networks (more on these 

below).  The immediate concern of media companies was that their proprietary content was 

being uploaded, edited, shared and viewed without their permission, thus shrinking their 

measured audiences and revenues. The response of the major television networks was both to 

defend their copyrights and legally challenge the use and hosting of their content without their 

permission and to launch Hulu in late 2007 which hosted some of the programming of NBC, 

Fox, and ABC after it aired. Eventually deals were also reached with YouTube to allow the 

hosting of some content, which often ran advertising in the form of “pre-roll” spots that ran at the 

beginning of some videos. But online advertising brought in considerably less revenue and did 

little to help networks construct a new business model. 

Despite the enormous popularity of YouTube and other video platforms, and the 

continued fragmentation of audiences across so many channels and forms of entertainment, the 

major broadcast and cable networks were still making profits as they found ways to adapt. Many 



68 
 

networks began switching to commercial ratings, which accounted for the popular usage of ad-

skipping DVRs and only considered the number of times a commercial, not a show, was 

watched. The catch was that they were able to raise their rates as the audiences for major 

sports events and popular shows were still larger, much larger, than any alternative forms of 

media. They also increased the amount of product placements within shows while increasing 

the number of reality and competition shows in their programming, because they allowed for 

more explicit product sponsorships and tie-ins. It was through these reformed markets for 

television advertising that many marketing professionals still relied on the established standards 

of reach and frequency.   

While many marketing professionals continued to rely on the established and familiar 

standards of reach and frequency, marketing executives and CEO’s, who had the long term 

interests of shareholders to consider, continued to openly question the effectiveness of 

traditional advertising while searching for new marketing techniques and ways to articulate and 

measure their brands. Small independent agencies continued to experiment with and offer the 

alternative forms of marketing mentioned in the last chapter, like event sponsorship, “contextual” 

street ads, word of mouth and other kinds of seeding campaigns that attempted to connect with 

targeted consumers in more direct and engaging ways.  

More money was also being poured into online advertising, but mainly on account of 

specific growth in search advertising as well as advances in targeting and retargeting 

technologies that improved the placement of display (banner) ads--and thus their value--across 

the web. According to a report from the Interactive Advertising Bureau, money spent on 

advertising online increased from $12.5 billion in 2005 to over $21 billion in 2007. Google was at 

the forefront of the shift towards better targeted and delivered ads with its programs AdWords 

and AdSense. AdWords allowed advertisers to bid on various search keywords, with their ads, 

depending on the success of the bid, appearing at the top of or next to the results of searches 

for selected keywords. AdSense was a slightly different service that used the data from Google 
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searches to deliver targeted ads, based on the behavior of the user and the content of the site, 

to websites that decided to sell their inventory through Google.  With these two services Google 

was dominating the market for placing online ads, reporting revenues of $6 billion in 2005 and 

over $16.5 billion in 2007. The rest of the money spent on online display advertising was mostly 

collected by the major portals, Yahoo, AOL, and MSN, which in addition to their portal sites 

were delivering ads through their own search engines, which offered similar keyword targeting 

as AdWords, and leveraged their collected data to build and service their own advertising 

networks, i.e. managing the inventory for client sites across the web.  

 As the market for online advertising grew, so too did the billings of “digital” agencies like 

Razorfish, named Advertising Age’s Media Agency of the Year in 2005, for its ability to 

holistically strategize clients’ “digital blueprint” while helping them design, develop and manage 

their websites and online advertising campaigns. Despite the strong growth in money spent on 

better targeted online ads, many marketers were aware of the limits of this kind of advertising. 

Targeted search ads, the most effective form of banner ads in terms of click-through rates, were 

still only a form of “harvesting intent,” that is directing consumers who are already looking for a 

product towards your site or brand. Banner ads, however, were not perceived to contribute 

much to “creating intent,” which is what television ads had been understood to do by projecting 

and promoting a brand’s cultural presence and theoretically increasing people’s desire to 

connect with it.   

Thus, beyond the delivery of banners ads, the rising popularity of new media platforms 

was a major topic of discussion across the marketing industry even as many struggled to 

understand what this new media ecosystem, and the changes in consumer behavior it might 

engender, meant for their companies and brands. Many had their reservations about using them 

as marketing channels, as the dangers of participating in the open forums of these sites for 

marketing purposes was apparent. Indeed, these years saw several experiments backfire on 

brands that were not prepared for the negative commentary that can snowball in such open 
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forums. But the success of some groundbreaking campaigns, that were able to attract 

impressive amounts of attention and commentary through the distribution channels of new 

media, pressed many top executives to absorb some of the language of Web 2.0 media 

discourse in their attempts to re-articulate the value and meaning of their brands in the changing 

media landscape. The pronouncement by A.G. Lafely, at the annual Association of National 

Advertisers in the fall of 2006, which had record attendance, that ”consumers are beginning in a 

very real sense to own our brands and participate in their creation,” was typical of the time. So 

too was a description, at the same conference, of something called “participation marketing” by 

the CMO of Yahoo, which was itself struggling to define its role in online advertising. 

 Thus, in addition to being a time of incredible change in media services and distribution, 

the latter half of the 2000s was also a time when Web 2.0 discourse, branding theory and new 

media marketing strategies converged and helped re-shape each other. Exploring how they did 

so can help explain the logic and aspirations of the marketing industry when it confronted the 

ascendant technologies and values of social media platforms at the very end of the decade.  

 
  

New Theories of Brand Value 

 

 One place to begin exploring the shift in marketing theory and practice is the emergence 

of a new theory of value creation within the business press. In the early 2000s, when marketing 

executives were beginning to question the effectiveness of traditional broadcast advertising, 

some management theorists were looking at how some companies, like Apple and Starbucks, 

seemed to be defined by their extremely loyal and publicly devoted customers as much as they 

were by their products and branding efforts.  

Two of the most prominent theorists exploring this question were C.K. Prahalad and 

Venkat Ramaswamy, two professors at the University of Michigan Business School, whose 
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work, according to one survey among business leaders, would become the most influential 

management theory of the decade. In a series of articles beginning in 2000 that culminated in a 

2004 book published by the Harvard Business School Press, they argued that distinctive 

branding was no longer enough in a business climate that was defined both by improved supply 

chains and stiff global competition, a combination they called “Walmartization,” and by a 

marketplace of increasingly discerning, informed and proactive consumers whose needs were 

more individualized. As they put it, “Informed, connected, empowered, and active 

consumers...are now subjecting the industry’s value creation process to scrutiny, analysis, and 

evaluation….They are not totally dependent on communication from the firm….[and] can choose 

the firms they want to have a relationship with based on their own views of how value should be 

created for them.”  

Those brands that were thriving, then, were not necessarily those who spent the most 

promoting a brand image, but rather those that most involved consumers in the process of 

defining the brand’s identity and the value propositions of its products. The core of their 

argument was that in order to escape from commodification and price erosion, “companies must 

escape the firm-centric view of the past and seek to co-create value with customers through an 

obsessive focus on personalized interactions between the consumer and the company.” To 

facilitate this kind of relationship, companies would need to focus on building both better forums 

for dialogue with consumers--so that they could better understand them and define themselves 

around what they valued most--and more high-quality interactions with their customers, so that 

they felt engaged and invested in the production of their own experiences of the brand.  

Prahalad and Ramaswamy’s work appeared in business journals like the Harvard 

Business Review, Strategy & Business, and the Journal of Interactive Marketing, and for the 

most part did not discuss media, technology, or marketing strategy in any particular detail. Their 

work was a theoretical outline of what kind of corporate organization could produce and capture 

the most value in the current business climate. Perhaps because of its level of broad 
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abstraction, their work was widely cited in management literature and was a common reference 

point in studies and discussions that sought to make sense of what the changing media 

landscape meant in terms of consumer behavior and how companies should respond.  

Meanwhile, a set of complementary theories were developing within the academic 

marketing press, which itself represented an interdisciplinary amalgam of marketing researchers 

at business schools, behavioral economists, and more strictly academic sociologist and 

anthropologists who studied the cultural implications of modern marketing and consumer 

behavior. Two articles in particular, which also came out in the first few years of the millennium, 

challenged established understandings of consumerism and in the process spelled out a similar 

vision of ideal brand behavior as that of Prahalad and Ramaswamy, but did so in terms that 

translated more directly to marketing discourse and practice.  

The first article, “Brand Community,” was published in the main journal of consumer 

studies, the Journal of Consumer Research, by Albert Muniz, a professor of marketing at 

DePaul University, and Thomas O’Guinn, a sociologist and professor of marketing at the 

University of Illinois. It built on the growing body of critical brand theory and consumer studies to 

argue that the community building aspect of brands as well as brands’ reliance on community-

like social relationships were in fact insufficiently studied and poorly understood due to historical 

biases in academic thinking that defined community and market behavior in opposition to each 

other. To fill this gap, they proposed a working definition of brand community as a, “specialized, 

non-geographically set of social relationships among admirers of a brand. It is specialized 

because at its center is a branded good or service….[and] is situated within a commercial and 

mass-mediated ethos, and has its own particular expression.” To begin describing the nature of 

how a brand community operates in contemporary American society, they researched how 

residents of a small town in Indiana integrated branded goods and discussions of brands 

themselves into their social lives. They also researched an extensive number of fan created 

websites for some of the more popular brands they encountered in their primary research.  
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Their general argument was that social bonds were, indeed, formed around discussions 

of certain brands, like Apple, Saab and Ford Bronco. The activity that built these bonds came in 

the form of exchanged storytelling, which helped establish a sense of shared history among 

brand users, as well as ritualistic greetings and gatherings among brand owners. These bonds, 

they argued, resembled those of traditional communities and fostered a sense of social 

distinction and exclusion among many brand users. Fifteen years into the 21st century and after 

this article was published, this might seem a banal conclusion, but part of their point was how 

little understood and questioned this kind of blurred social and commercial behavior was at the 

time, despite its seeming apparentness. The implications for brand managers and marketers 

were of course critical.  

For one thing, members of particularly strong brand communities had a sense of 

ownership over the brand’s identity, to the point where they sometimes felt betrayed and 

disappointed by the company’s actions. Advertisements, they reported, were frequently 

discussed among brand loyalists as they were seen as representations of the community to the 

rest of society. This could be dangerous if a community rejected a particular ad campaign or 

corporate action, like a change in product design, but if a brand community’s ethos aligned with 

the marketing and business actions of a company, then it could add considerable value to a 

brand’s equity, and not only in the form of repeat purchase behavior. The social activity of a 

brand’s customers, they point out, are just as much a representation of a brand’s cultural 

identity and social quality, as its own marketing efforts are: “We hold that brands are undeniably 

and fundamentally social entities, created as much by consumers as by marketers in a complex 

and fascinating dance of social construction.”   

At its most academic, the article was arguing that brands and contemporary social 

relationships could not be understood without reference to each other. From a more practical 

angle, though, the authors were addressing brand managers and marketers that if they wanted 

to optimize the value of their brands, they had to pay closer attention not only to who their 
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customers were, and not in terms of demographic or psychographic segments, but also to how 

their products and services were consumed and what sorts of social behaviors and values they 

were associated with.  

While this article soon became a foundational reference for other researchers studying 

different types and aspects of brand communities, a slightly different version of its arguments 

appeared in an article, titled “Tribal Marketing: The Tribalisation of Society and its Impact on the 

Conduct of Marketing,” that was published the following year in the European Journal of 

Marketing by Bernard and Veronique Cova, both European professors of marketing. Despite 

these European origins, the article was written in English and was influentially cited in American 

marketing literature as its distinct arguments about consumer behavior and brand identity 

resonated with many of the innovative marketing strategies that were gaining credibility in the 

mid-2000s. In the article, the Covas argued that a so-called “Northern School” of scholarship, 

that dominated contemporary understandings of consumer behavior and brand theory, over-

emphasized the individualistic motivations, like self-expression and definition, of consumerism 

while neglecting the more social motivations of consumers. 

Drawing on the work of French philosopher Michel Maffesoli, they pointed out that 

contemporary consumption was as much motivated by people’s attempts to find social 

connection and belonging and to embody established social values, as it was by their attempts 

to develop a self-actualizing life-style, as most brand and critical theorists had argued. In their 

articulation of contemporary (post-modern) European and American society, a loose 

configuration of ephemeral, but deeply felt, “tribal” affiliations and relationships existed 

alongside the relatively more established structures of class, gender and racial identities that 

publicly defined everyone. These “tribal” configurations were dynamically built around shared 

practices, aesthetics and beliefs, and existed at the mundane level of everyday experience and 

social interaction. The publicly visible and legible symbols, styles and experiences of branded 

goods and services were of course at the center of people’s attempts to find connection, 
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meaning, and social belonging in post-modern society. In short, they argued that, “to satisfy 

their desire for communities, consumers seek products and services less for their use value 

than for their linking value.”  

The advice they give to marketers is that their efforts should focus less on building a 

relationship or association with a targeted segment of consumers but should rather understand 

and support the relationships among consumers that sustain a brand’s identity and value: “the 

tribal approach positions the company as a support of the relationship; company’s members, 

products, services and servicescapes are there to support the link between customers.” This, 

they argue, involves finding ways to recognize, build and sustain the relationships of “tribal” 

groups of consumers around which a company should adapt, as these were the true source of 

its value. In their words, “the tribe is not outside the company, it’s part of the company network 

just as the company is part of the tribe. All these connoisseurs, regulars, adepts and other 

collectors produce in their shared experiences of re-appropriation, a collective expertise of the 

product, service or brand.” As if drafting the script from which marketing executives would be 

reading from in just a few years, they argued that this style of marketing amounted to a, “loss of 

control on the part of the company in its relation to the market and the consumers.” 

I mention these two articles because while they appeared in relatively academic 

journals, they summarized a particular line of thinking that was developing as branding activities 

and marketing strategies became more diversified and prevalent, and as branded goods, 

services, and experiences became more integrated into the social and cultural fabric. They also 

circulated widely enough to be commonly referenced in branding theories that attempted to 

explain the success, strategy and added-value of alternative marketing campaigns. One such 

book, Brand Hijack, was written by a founding member of Plan B, an alternative agency that 

proposed strategically “seeding” products with hip consumers who could help promote the 

image of a brand to more mainstream consumers. PBR and Red Bull are given as successful 

examples of this strategy. The Covas’ article is also repeatedly referenced. In describing the 
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goal of encouraging or allowing desirable consumers to “hijack” a brand, the author exhorted 

marketers to see beyond their own advertising messages and see that, “in reality, consumers 

are influenced by a complex web of interpersonal connections.”  

Furthermore, the understandings of brand value and marketing that these articles 

distilled and diffused throughout different branches of the business community, helped shape 

how many executives and marketing professionals were beginning to see how the same new 

media platforms that were undermining the infrastructure of traditional advertising, could present 

new marketing opportunities for brands. While these theories were circulating among the 

corporate leadership and marketing strategists of major retail companies and advertising 

agencies, the advertising industry itself was also witnessing some creative experimentation from 

a growing number of new independent agencies that deliberately defined themselves against 

traditional methods. The middle of the decade saw several new creative shops, including 

Amalgamated, Anomaly, Mother, Nitro, Strawberry Frog and Taxi, open in New York. These 

new agencies tried to follow the success of other small creative agencies, like Crispin Porter 

and Fallon, which was responsible for BMW’s groundbreaking set of videos distributed on the 

web in 2000. Full of young talent, that was itself immersed in web culture, and free from the 

restrictions of the larger corporate structures of established agencies, these new shops 

promoted themselves on their abilities to design and execute, “a marketing solution rather than 

an ad campaign,” as one article in the industry press described.  

 

 

Early Internet Advertising 

 

The advertising industry had experienced creative shake-ups and seen the rise of 

upstart agencies before, but what while previous generations had been notable for their talents 

as stylish directors, these new agencies were attracting clients and earning praise for their fresh 
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ways of using new media tools to connect to consumers. As the same article noted, the rise of 

these new agencies was directly connected to the changing media ecosystem, “their existence 

and ability to win business despite rampant overcapacity in the marketplace speaks volumes 

about the state of the business….it says marketers are desperate for fresh thinking and aren’t 

getting enough of it at their existing shops.”  

One of the most notable campaigns at the time was the so called “Subservient Chicken” 

website that the Barbarian Group, working with Crispin Porter, designed for Burger King in 

2004. The site simply consisted of what appeared to be a live webcam stream of a man in a 

chicken suit who would obey the typed commands of users. Of course, the man’s actions were 

pre-recorded and programmed to correspond to the typed commands, but the experience of the 

site was one of seeming personal interactivity. For a corporately sponsored website, it was a 

tremendous hit, eventually gaining over 20 million unique visitors many of whom returned to the 

site repeatedly. The success of the site received an incredible amount of attention in the 

industry, including a campaign of the year award from Advertising Age and two awards at 

Cannes, the premier industry festival. Along with the interactivity of the site, which was valorized 

for “engaging” consumers, most commentators were interested in how the site’s popularity had 

been driven by people sharing and sending it to each other. In other words, it was a “viral” 

phenomenon, what was quickly being articulated as the way marketing content could best 

leverage the capabilities of new media.   

Another buzzword and model for advertising that was emerging around this time was 

“user-generated content,” often shortened to UGC.  A 2004 campaign for Converse--which had 

recently been acquired by Nike, a company known as one of the most innovative marketers-- 

was one of the first to experiment with soliciting consumers themselves to produce and submit 

advertising content, in this case 60-second videos that would be featured on the brand’s 

website. As the experiment paid off and the number of submissions, and the amount of web 

traffic, increased after the first films were aired on its website, Converse decided to double down 
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on the project and air the best of these submissions as television spots, promoting itself to the 

general public as a brand defined by its creative consumers.  

The success of this campaign, as measured by numbers of site visits and submissions, 

in addition to increased sales, coincided with the introduction and tremendous popularity of the 

video hosting sites mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. While media companies were 

focused on protecting their own content from being shared on these sites, their initial appeal to 

some people was the ability to upload their own videos. For many others, then, the appeal of 

these new platforms quickly became the access they gave to a seemingly endless archive or 

quirky and clearly amateurish videos. The somewhat inexplicable popularity in 2006, of 

uploaded videos of explosive experiments with Mentos and Coke, was a perfect example of how 

many people were engaging with the new video sharing platforms in these years.  

This particular case was closely observed by many in the advertising industry because 

of the free media exposure (estimated at about $10 million worth) for the two brands. Their 

different reactions, however, were telling of the divisions among marketers in what to make of 

exposure of this kind. Mentos, the far smaller brand with the far smaller marketing budget, was 

thrilled and partnered with YouTube to encourage submissions and run a competition for best 

video. Coke, whose brand worth dwarfed the tiny value of this free media exposure, was more 

concerned that these videos could damage its expensively cultivated brand image and thus 

distanced itself from the videos. One brand manager was even quoted in the Wall Street Journal 

saying that the company preferred that consumers drink the beverage rather than make 

experimental videos (though it later tried to craft its own video competition, “Poetry in Motion,” 

that was more in line with Coke’s brand personality).   

These different reactions aside, what many marketing and advertising professionals took 

away from the success of the Burger King and Converse campaigns and the enthusiasm with 

which people were uploading and watching videos on these new sites, was that a creatively 

active and engaged public really could be a new source of value, both in terms of media 
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creation and--more importantly because it was more expensive--distribution.  Particular as these 

individual campaigns and video phenomena were, within a wider world of successful advertising 

campaigns and media developments they resonated clearly with both the articulations of media 

democratization from the emerging discourse of Web 2.0 as well as the theories of co-created 

value, brand communities and consumer tribes that were circulating through the business press 

and marketing literature. Even further connecting these new theories of value and marketing 

experiments was the emergence of “engagement”--which online media could measure not only 

in terms of active clicking and watching but also sharing as well--as a new demonstrable gauge 

of marketing success and brand value.  

The following years, 2006 and 2007, thus saw a flood of companies attempting to 

implement their own user-submitted content campaigns often with the stated aim of “going viral.” 

These were the years of Al Gore’s Current TV project, which attempted to define itself as a 

television channel that featured user-generated content in news and entertainment, and which 

cut deals with advertisers, like Sony, Toyota and L’Oréal to source advertising content from its 

own viewers. Doritos was seemingly one of the most aggressive in its attempts to, in its own 

words, “put the consumer in control” by inviting consumers to vote on a new flavor as well as 

submit videos to be entered in the “Crash the Super Bowl” competition, which would air the 

winning submission during Super Bowl.   

There were so many UGC ad campaigns in 2006 that in a recap of the year, Advertising 

Age included “consumer-generated media” in a list of terms that were “so 2006” and implored 

marketers to stop talking about this new “Holy Grail of Marketing” and instead figure out how 

to  execute it well. In fact, most of these campaigns came off poorly and rumors abounded that 

most of the usable content that was submitted was from freelance or out of work advertising 

professionals, not from dedicated fans.  And some campaigns downright backfired, 

demonstrating the dangers of marketing on these open forums and too easily assuming that 

loyal consumers were waiting in the wings to produce content for brands. Chevy Tahoe became 
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one of the clearest examples in this regard when it aired ads soliciting submissions to its 

website which then became flooded with anti-SUV parodies of its ads, a fiasco which itself made 

headlines and “went viral.”   

Meanwhile, as brands’ interest in distributing content, user submitted or their own, 

through the channels of new media platforms, a small industry of “viral” agencies was emerging. 

These new agencies offered a new array of services that were tailored for the new media 

ecosystem. Some like GoViral, founded in 2005, and Unruly Media, founded in 2006 analyzed 

media that did “go viral” and offered consulting, support and even production services to help 

advertisers reverse-engineer the process for themselves, while others, like Izea, founded in 

2006, adapted the tactics of traditional word of mouth campaigns and actually connected brands 

with their own networks of paid bloggers and “influential content creators” to help seed 

advertising messages and content.  This was a small corner of the emerging new media 

marketing industry, and many of these companies’ methods for gaming the seemingly organic 

distribution of content on new media channels were unproven and controversial.  In fact, some 

companies’ marketing departments, most notably Walmart’s, got into trouble for faking customer 

blogs and paying for seemingly independent reviews, prompting the FTC to later establish clear 

rules about the necessary disclosure of paid advertising no matter the forum. 

But back in 2007, despite the negative example of Chevy’s user-generated fiasco, as 

well as other flops and missteps from brands whose poorly executed campaigns did little more 

than reveal their contrived marketing and the absence of brand community, the desire for 

building brand presence and connecting to consumers on new media platforms was only 

growing. There was certainly a lot of commentary in the industry press that most marketing 

departments and agencies were just jumping on the bandwagon with no clear sense of how or 

why to execute UGC campaigns, attesting to both the industry’s state of confusion and the 

allure that these new articulations of value, in the form of engagement and co-creative 

communities, had at the time. But there were many others who were arguing that so many 
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poorly conceived and executed campaigns did not discredit the potential of new media platforms 

and principles to help brands connect with consumers in new ways, especially if more holistic 

brand strategies was designed around them.  

Many in the marketing industry would admit, though, that other than for a few 

excessively repeated success stories, brands with a marketing strategy designed around an 

active community of consumers were an ideal, not a common reality. Furthermore, from the 

consumer perspective, even as many companies were consciously trying to develop their 

brands around relationship and community oriented principles through new marketing 

strategies, the drive towards efficiency in other areas of service left the experience of many 

brands still feeling impersonal and, as many were now able to vent on new media platforms, 

sometimes aggravating. As three marketing scholars, Detlev Zwick, Samuel Bonsu and Aron 

Darmody, point out in a 2008 critique of the spread of co-creative value theories, “It is difficult 

not to be struck by the disconnection between the language of relationship, satisfaction, and 

freedom pervading academic and professional discourses on co-creation, on the one hand, and 

the reality of increasingly rationalized systems of service production and distribution that 

continuously streamline and dehumanize exchange relations between customers and 

companies, on the other.” 

However, such frameworks of value had clearly established themselves as a promising 

alternative, or at the very least an important complement, to traditional advertising and its 

metrics. I’ve surveyed this emergence of engagement as a new framework of value in the 

marketing world because its establishment comes at precisely the moment when social 

networking platforms, like MySpace and Facebook, were capturing the public imagination and 

being adopted by mainstream sections of the population. These services had been experiencing 

incredible growth since their respective launches in 2003 and 2004 but mostly within younger 

sections of the population so they had perceived more as fads than as models for the next 

generation of media. In 2007 and 2008, though, their rapid spread through the general 
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population, and the emergence of Twitter as another popular platform, made press headlines 

and re-shifted the discourse of new media more specifically around the concept of social media. 

These same years saw the beginning development of a social media marketing industry and 

discourse that would attempt to wed the industry’s need for manageable community platforms 

and metrics of consumer engagement with the thinking and capabilities of these upstart media 

companies. How these ascendant media platforms were, in turn, influenced and adapted by the 

needs and designs of new marketing campaigns is an important part of their own evolution 

through these years.  

But first, it’s worth it to go back to the emergence of the main social networking services and to 

explore the conditions of their development into such dominant new media as well as how their 

own undergirding values and designs were understood and adopted by the marketing industry.   
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CHAPTER 3 

THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

The danger of writing a brief history of social media, aside from simply repeating what 

have now become familiar stories, is that of telling too clear of an origin story. Of course, I want 

to trace the connections between the emergence of social media platforms and their various 

stages of development to better understand their current designs, marketing functions, and 

valuation models. But what I want to be careful to avoid is a story that situates “social media” as 

a cohesive subject that emerges in a specific place (like an Ivy League dorm room, or a Silicon 

Valley garage) and expands rapidly as millions of people adopt it until it ascends to its current 

dominant and familiar position in society.  Rather, what I want to emphasize is how much what 

we now call social media has evolved, and continues to do so, through different features and 

design iterations that were each shaped by a variety of influential factors. These include the 

evolving visions and ambitions of social media executives, like Mark Zuckerberg, as well as who 

their users were and how they appropriated and developed these new media (the use of 

hashtags on Twitter, for example, to create collective conversations was a user lead innovation). 

They also include the terms of each platforms’ funding as their companies grew and shaped 

themselves to accommodate the frameworks and growth models of their valuations.   

The history of social media, then, is not one of recognizing their origins and tracing their 

rise to ubiquity but rather one of placing their history in richer context, seeing in what worlds 

they became caught up in and what influences came to shape them as they were repeatedly 

evaluated, funded, adopted, redesigned and expanded. All this is to examine how they has 

come to look and function the way they currently do and hopefully in the process understanding 

social media more fully. Below, I’ve sketched out a brief history of some of the major social 

networking platforms as they evolved through different iterations of design, business models, 
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and evaluative frameworks, from their emergence around the turn of the millennium up to their 

ascendance as a disruptive media infrastructure at the close of the last decade. 

 
Going back, what we now recognize as social networks first emerged at the beginning of 

the millennium. Versions of networked communication had previously existed, in the form of the 

bulletin board services and chat rooms of the 80s and 90s that had helped give rise to the idea 

of “virtual communities” that circulated through many discussions of the growth of web culture in 

the 90s. The practice of building personal homepages, and popular services like GeoCities that 

not only hosted such homepages but helped organize them in topical directories as 

“neighborhoods,” can also be understood as early versions of networked communication.  

One thing that distinguishes them from later developments in social media, though, was 

their perception and experience as “virtual” social spaces. Bulletin board services and chat 

rooms were mostly forums for communication with people who one wouldn’t know in offline 

social life (the concentration of participants of the WELL bulletin board forum who were in the 

San Francisco tech industry might have been one of the only exceptions here). The number of 

people participating in this kind of online communication was relatively small compared to any 

given regional population, so it was almost always discussed as a social environment distinct 

and separate from day to day offline interactions. 

One service from this time that more closely resembled a contemporary social 

networking service was a site called sixdegrees.  Launched in 1997, just as enthusiasm for the 

web was translating into the dot-com boom, it was designed as a professional networking 

service. The idea was that everyone who joined would upload their contact list (their “rolodex” in 

the words of its founder, a lawyer) and describe a list of their specialties and interests. Its vision 

was to render social connections and common interests more visible thus making new 

connections easier to make. Why sixdegrees is often considered the clearest pre-cursor to a 

social network service, if not the first one, is that it both meant to reflect, and facilitate, real world 
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relationships and was designed around individuals profiles and their connections rather than 

topical forums.  

In a 2008 academic essay that has become an authoritative text on the emergence and 

definition of social networks, danah boyd and Nicole Ellison, both professors in the overlapping 

fields of Media and Information, argue that one feature that distinguishes social networks from 

other forms of online media is that, “social network sites are structured as personal (or 

“egocentric”) networks, with the individual at the center of their own community….[this feature] 

has introduced a new organizational framework for online communities.”” In this way, at least, 

sixdegrees provided an early example of how an online social network could operate.  

Like many 90s era dot-coms, though, it was ahead of its time in terms of both web 

infrastructure and cultural adoption. It was also expensive, difficult to use on the dial-up 

modems of the time, and lacked photos. The idea was alluring, though, and it attracted 3.5 

million users before being shut down along with so many other expensive web projects in 2000. 

Other services, like Ryze and BlackPlanet had also emerged that followed the same pattern of 

uploading personal information and contacts to provide a web forum for making connections, 

but for similar reasons they experienced limited growth.  

Social networking sites did not develop much until a few years later, around the same 

time as blogging was becoming more widespread. This can partially be explained by the steady 

shift of Americans onto the faster broadband infrastructure that had been built at the height of 

the dot-com boom. Personal computer technology had also improved and an increasing number 

of Americans, particularly students and young urbanites, now had access to their own 

computers and often laptops. But it was from observing and participating in these earlier 

services (e.g. Mark Zuckerberg had a Geocities profile) that many of the founders and designers 

of the first social network sites were able to formulate their own visions.  

To understand the emergence of social networking services, and how they grew to be 

such cultural phenomena, I believe that it is important to see not only the technological 
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developments of a more connected population but also the shared experiences and visions that 

developed among the first generation of entrepreneurs and early adopters, many of whom 

would go on to found their own start-ups. One thing that linked this initial cohort together was 

their common experience of being young professionals in the web industry during the crazy 

excesses of the tech boom. As described in the last chapter, many of the founders of the first 

blog platforms had been programmers and web developers during the boom. Significantly, the 

founders of many other early social media services, like Yelp and LinkedIn, had been founding 

employees at PayPal, which not only survived the dot-com bust, but went public in 2002.  What 

these veterans shared was an enduring passion for the web’s potential as a social 

infrastructure, a vision they felt was lacking in the countless dot-com ventures that failed. One 

tech journalist, Sarah Lacy, describes how the experience of seeing so many poorly conceived 

or executed projects get shut down, shaped this cohort’s understanding of the fundamentals of 

web enterprise: “They valued good engineering first and foremost, not sales, business 

development, or the lure of IPOs.” This helps explain why some of these sites were developed 

with so much attention to the engagement and growth of their user bases before they had much 

in the way of revenue or even business models. 

There was also a younger generations of entrepreneurs, like Mark Zuckerberg and 

Kevin Rose, who would launch their own sites around the middle of the decade. They grew up 

in thrall of the web services and cultures that had developed as the boom gathered steam 

through the 90s. Living in a youth culture that was filled with computer mediated forms of 

communication, like instant messaging, they understood the potential of the web as a social 

infrastructure almost intuitively. In the case of many of the social media sites and platforms that 

developed in this decade, these young entrepreneurs were connected with and advised by 

members of the older generation of entrepreneurs who understood their vision and helped them 

build the sustainable companies that they would need.  



87 
 

For example, Lacy recounts a crucial meeting of the minds between Mark Zuckerberg, 

Sean Parker, who had been involved with both Napster and Plaxo, an online “Rolodex” not 

unlike sixdegrees, and Peter Thiel, a founder of PayPal. The support of both Peter and Sean 

would not only connect Zuckerberg to critical funding for Facebook’s early development but 

would also help protect his stewardship of the company and his vision for social networking, 

from the more commercial interests of investors as they came aboard. Lacy describes this 

cohort coming together through a mutual recognition of each other as, “people who thought 

differently about the Internet and social networking in the early 2000s….they may have called it 

different things, but they, too, got this idea of digitizing identity and what it could mean for 

people and the future of business online.”(italics mine). That many of the social media platforms 

were designed and so readily adopted by young people attests to their embodiment of a 

particular way of understanding and relating to the web—and relating to people through the 

web—that had been cultivated through growing up with networked communications 

technologies.  

 
Friendster, launched in 2002, is widely considered to be the first widely used social 

networking site. It was initially designed to be a dating service, for meeting the friends of friends, 

as opposed to strangers, but it proved useful for a broader spectrum of socializing, play, and 

self-presentation. By allowing users, who had to be invited by a current member, to upload a 

photo, connect with friends, publicly comment on their profiles, and see who else they knew, 

Friendster laid out the basic prototype for subsequent social networks. As Sean Parker, who 

through his work on Napster had become connected to the small clique of early social media 

entrepreneurs in San Francisco, put it, “Jonathan [Abrams, the founder of Friendster] cracked 

the code. He defined the basic structure of what we now call a social network.” Friendster also 

demonstrated that, much like the “link lust” that captivated bloggers, many users of social 
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networking services would focus on accumulating connections and tallying how many 

comments they had relative to others.  

As a business though, Friendster failed. It didn’t fail, however, because it wasn’t popular 

enough but rather because it was too popular. While the millions that joined it within its first 6 

months helped it garner enthusiastic press coverage and venture capital funding, it was 

unprepared for the rapid growth and experienced frequent breakdowns and excruciatingly slow 

service. What Friendster discovered, and the lesson learned by those who were closely 

observing, was that such a dynamic site, if it was to grow and sustain a lot activity, needed a 

fairly large amount of supporting computing power in the form of servers, usually stored in 

nearby data centers. Friendster was the first widely popular social network and so it also 

encountered a lot of unforeseen problems in its programming when it “scaled” so rapidly and 

was unable to restore reliable service.  

Even as Friendster crashed, though, a small clique of entrepreneurs, many of whom 

knew Abrams and each other from working in the Valley together, were launching their own 

social network services like LinkedIn, Tribe.net and Yelp (which was initially designed as a 

platform for friends to provide recommendations to each other). Given Friendster’s crash 

though, the launching of these sites garnered little notice at the time and social networking 

services, as Lacy describes it, remained, “low key clusters of ideas and projects between 

friends.” Indeed, to many observers, including marketing professionals, who might not have 

been familiar with Friendster’s technical problems, the site’s burnout seemed evident of a quick 

fad and made many wary of social networks and unprepared for their later popularity and 

importance.  

 
Meanwhile, though, another wave of social networking services was emerging from 

without the small cluster of entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley. Unsurprisingly, college and high 

school students were early developers and adopters of new forms of networked media that 
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allowed them to communicate publicly. LiveJournal was one such service that was developed 

by a student at the University of Washington in 1999. As an updateable message service that 

could be seen by a selected group of friends, it was designed to be digital version of the 

whiteboard that hangs outside of so many dorm rooms. It became popular among students at 

multiple campuses. Xanga was a similar messaging service that allowed people to subscribe to 

each other’s updates like a blog. These emerged at the same time as the first generation of 

popular blogging services, and shared some similar features, but as they were primarily used as 

a social tool among students, they were not included in the enthusiastic commentary that 

blogging soon inspired.  

But young people across the country had noticed and soon new iterations of social 

networks that were explicitly for students were emerging. Collegester was launched in 2003 by 

two UC Irvine alumni and both Yale and Columbia had a student developed network launch 

around the same time as Facebook, which itself debuted at Harvard in February of 2004. 

Facebook, of course, was immediately popular across campus. Its appeal to college students at 

a competitive and small private school are pretty clear. It allowed students to post a photo of 

their own choosing, list their favorite books, movies and music, and play with other forms of self-

definition, all in the full view of their peers. As one recent essay about the emergence of 

Facebook described it, “the early Facebook...appeared as a natural extension of the 

atmosphere of college.” Facebook quickly spread to other Ivy League campuses, which gave it 

a prestigious edge when it later expanded to other top universities in the spring and fall of 2004, 

strategically competing with the other college networks that were emerging. That summer 

Zuckerberg moved to Palo Alto, along with the small team of students who were managing the 

site. There, he critically linked up with Sean Parker who helped him organize the site’s corporate 

structure and, as mentioned before, introduced him to Peter Thiel who provided early funding 

and valuable mentoring for the start-up venture. Plugged into Silicon Valley networks through 
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Sean Parker, Facebook was in a position to become the dominant social networking service for 

college students.  

That fall it reached 1 million users as it strategically spread to most major college 

campuses, growing at a controlled rate that prevented the kind of overwhelming growth that had 

felled Friendster. It also added new features, like the Wall, which allowed users to leave 

comments on their friends’ profiles, and Groups, which gave users the ability to organize and 

manage a community profile page where all members could leave comments. Each of these 

features increased the site’s appeal as well as the different kinds of actions that people could 

take. This mattered because it increased the site’s measurable engagement among users, 

which alongside the site’s growth through the winter and early spring, helped demonstrate the 

site’s value to interested investors. That spring, in 2005 around when “engagement” was taking 

hold as the buzzword for describing brand value in the marketing world, Facebook’s 

engagement and growth numbers helped boost its perceived value to a lofty $98 million in its 

first round of funding. And so began its explosive growth in valuation, which was periodically 

updated by further investment deals, each round provoking considerable confusion among 

those who didn’t follow the logic of engagement and were focusing instead on its relatively small 

revenues.  

Around when Facebook was getting this funding, another social network, MySpace, 

which had more users, was attracting even more attention in the business community. When it 

was soon purchased by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corps, however, it also stimulated 

considerable discussion and confusion regarding the value of these new social networks. 

MySpace has been founded in the summer of 2003 and unlike any of the college networks 

anyone could join. It was started by two dissatisfied employees of a questionable e-commerce 

and spyware business, Chris DeWolfe and Tom Anderson who were notoriously not Silicon 

Valley engineers or entrepreneurs. Observing the successful financing and enormous popularity 

of Friendster, they were able to convince their employers to invest some resources in building a 
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similar social networking site. It launched in the summer of 2003 just as Friendster was burning 

out and as Americans’ adoption of broadband connections to the Internet was becoming more 

commonplace. Anderson craftily stole features from several other network sites and through its 

hodge podge open-ended design accidentally allowed users to import their own code in 

customizing their profiles, providing an incredible amount of creative freedom in designing a 

personal profile. Furthermore, unlike Friendster, you didn’t have to base your profile on your 

own identity, you could pretend to be anyone or anything you chose to be.  

This open-endedness proved to be MySpace’s unique strength and the site caught on 

among teenagers and urban 20-somethings. The founders also spent the fall and winter of 2003 

and 2004 hosting parties at clubs in LA, New York, Chicago, Miami and Austin, where it 

successfully promoted itself to bands and musicians (it had critically added a music player to the 

site) as a useful marketing tool for them to connect with fans. Porn stars, models and other self-

promoters also saw the site’s potential as a cheap way to accumulate followers and 

communicate with a fan base. All of this goes a long way towards explaining the site’s popularity 

among young Americans as a playful extension of their social lives as well as a place to connect 

to pop culture.   

By June of 2004, MySpace was the most popular social networking site, with over a 

million monthly visitors and a very high rate of page views, both of which mattered greatly to its 

advertising driven business model. Its growth had been so surprising, though, and it was 

managed by such an unusual parent company—which was mainly interested in selling it at the 

right opportunity—that it invested little in building up an advertising sales team or ad targeting 

technology. So, despite its popularity and some investor interest, it had little advertising 

revenue. By the spring of 2005, though, it was receiving over 13.5 million monthly visits and was 

being courted by MTV as a potential online extension of the youth oriented media company. The 

perception of MySpace as a hot Internet property that was uniquely connected to young people 

drove a bidding war among some major media companies that resulted in Rupert Murdoch’s 
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News Corp, which was desperately trying to improve its Internet holdings as its traditional media 

outlets were suffering, purchasing MySpace for $580 million in July of 2005.  Much like 

Facebook’s high valuation in the spring of 2005, this large purchase price was driven more by 

competition among investors. Furthermore, revenues were hard to project because the business 

model was so poorly developed. The result was a considerable amount of perplexity in the 

press as to the value of these social networking sites. 

News Corps, though, quickly overhauled MySpace’s advertising department, placing it 

under Michael Barrett who had considerable experience in online and traditional advertising and 

who would improve its capabilities in delivering targeted ads. The amount of money being spent 

on Internet banner ads was climbing in these years, though it was still small compared to the 

money spent on television and print advertising. MySpace’s prominence as one of the most 

popular sites on the web meant that it started making healthy profits in late 2006.  But what was 

attracting attention in the marketing industry was how well certain brand managed profiles were 

not only building up large networks of “friends” but even being prominently displayed in their 

fans Top 8, i.e. their chosen group of friends who were displayed on their profile page. This was 

the ultimate engagement metric.  A campaign for the movie X-Men III, in 2006, was the most 

successful of these experimental marketing efforts, being displayed in the profiles of nearly 1 

million MySpace users. 

But MySpace was poorly prepared to support this kind of marketing. Most notably the 

website did not have an API, an application programmer interface, which allows independent 

developers to connect and build their own programs on top of and within another site. This 

meant that it was incredibly difficult for advertisers to customize their own profiles or carefully 

manage its performance. As a result there very little development in the way of a MySpace 

marketing industry, despite the fact that building online brand communities was becoming a 

universal aspiration across the marketing industry. Instead these years, 2006 and 2007, saw 

several brands, like Coke and Toyota, attempt to build social networking features onto their own 
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websites. But other than a few successes, like Mattel’s Barbie Girls and NikePlus, most of these 

efforts flopped.  

Facebook, meanwhile, was busily improving its site and adding features that expanded 

the ways in which people could engage with each other through the site.  In 2005, it added an 

important feature that allowed people not only to upload more photos of themselves, but also to 

tag any of their other friends who were in the photo. You could click on the tag to go to that 

person’s profile and see more photos of them. It quickly proved one of the site’s most popular 

features as people uploaded more group and social photos, which brought people to the site 

more often and for longer. The tagging feature increased people’s activity on the site and thus 

its engagement metrics. Equally important though was how this increased activity further 

developed and made visible the web of connections between people. Facebook’s engineers and 

executives were starting to see how mapping people’s “social graphs” could be its strength as a 

media platform. “Watching the growth of tagging,” one of its early executives describes, “was 

the first ‘aha’ for us about how the social graph could be used as a distribution system. The 

mechanism of distribution was the relationship between people.”  

The lessons that photo tagging demonstrated guided the site’s further development. In 

the fall of 2006, around when Facebook removed the last restriction to access and became 

available to anyone, the site was redesigned around the News Feed. News Feed presented a 

new homepage to users that, unlike their profile Wall, provided a live stream of updates about 

their friends’ activity. The stream was calculated to include those updates that would be most 

relevant to a user and was designed so that people could easily click on an activity to go to that 

friend’s profile. While the re-design was met with a pointed outcry from many users who felt that 

broadcasting so much information without their approval was a violation of privacy, it in fact 

dramatically increased the average person’s engagement with the site. By re-designing the 

service of social networking into an interactive media stream that increased people’s 

engagement with each other’s profiles and more intimately mapped the connections between 
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people, Facebook was not only redefining the experience of a social networking service but also 

developing the foundations for its future role as a marketing service. And this just as the service 

was opening to the general public. 

The following few years saw the emergent phenomena of social networking break out 

into more mainstream awareness and attention. The growth of these services had mostly been 

a bottom-up movement, in terms of age. Therefore, amidst the many complex media disruptions 

that had emerged since the turn of the millennium, social networking was initially treated, at 

least in the pages of The New York Times, as part of a youth culture that had been raised on 

constant connectivity and was perhaps too comfortable with over-sharing. As MySpace and 

Facebook continued to add millions of users, mostly in their 20s and 30s, and as new social 

networking services emerged, like Twitter, Ning, and A Small World, some started to argue that 

a broader social media phenomena was at hand. LinkedIn, which had launched in 2003, also 

gained greater attention and traction in these years, adding to the sense of social media’s 

proliferation.  

One of the technology writers for the The New York Times explained the appeal and 

experience of social media services as the “ambient awareness” it seemed create among 

connected and active users. In his words: “Each little update—each individual bit of social 

information—is insignificant on its own, even supremely mundane. But taken together, over 

time, the little snippets coalesce into a surprisingly sophisticated portrait of your friends and 

family members’ lives like thousands of dots making a pointillist painting.”  As more attention 

and interpretations like “ambient awareness,” circulated around social media, and as they 

continued to boast astounding growth in engagement metrics, the valuations of these new 

companies continued to skyrocket, even as their revenues remained modest or even non-

existent. Even as others were perplexed by the disparity, many in the media and marketing 

industries, attuned to these services’ potential for building engaging experiences with brands, 
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were eager to invest in, purchase or lease partner with these new services, even at their high 

valuations.  

For its part, Facebook initially did very little to develop its advertising services. In 2006, it 

cut a deal with Microsoft, which would manage Facebook’s banner ad inventory within its own 

ad network. This bought it some substantial millions in revenues that gave it breathing room so 

it could focus on building the site. Banner ads were seen by Mark Zuckerberg and others at 

Facebook as a necessary evil that was to be minimized as much as possible and not get in the 

way of the seductive flow of the site’s experience.  As with MySpace, though, the savviest 

marketers were also not as interested in putting banner ads on Facebook as they were in 

starting sponsored group pages and connecting with consumers that way.  A few companies 

that had campaigns specifically designed to attract young customers, like a Chase credit card 

program for college students and Crest’s (which was owned by Procter & Gamble which as 

we’ve seen was very vocal about finding new marketing tactics) White Stripes provided some 

early examples of building successful group pages.   

In the fall of 2007, Facebook hosted its first conference, in New York, for advertisers, 

where it rolled out some new ad features and tried to indicate its function as a next generation 

marketing platform. For one, brands could now set up and maintain their own profile, rather than 

a temporary sponsored group, which users could follow rather than friend. This was a free 

service for advertisers, showing that Facebook wanted brands to work more seamlessly within 

the social networking service, with paid promotional services to be built on top of that presence. 

Another new feature was a self-service ad interface. The deal with Microsoft had expired and 

rather than sell banner ads through an established network, it now wanted to allow advertisers, 

no matter how small, to customize their own targeted audience with Facebook’s trove of 

detailed data about its users. This ended up serving a large market of smaller, local, advertisers 

who bought the majority of Facebook’s inventory, providing a large share of the company’s 
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revenue in the next few years. The feature that said the most about Facebook’s vision for the 

future of ads on the site though was the ill-fated Beacon service.   

 While the feature was not explained in much detail at the conference, Mark Zuckerberg, 

in his keynote address, did lay out his disruptive vision for how he thought advertising could 

break with its past and be adapted for the social media ecosystem; “The last hundred years 

have been defined by the mass media. In the next hundred years, information won’t be just 

pushed out to people. It will be shared among the millions of connections people 

have….Nothing influences people more than a recommendation from a trusted friend….A 

trusted referral is the Holy Grail of advertising.”  Before the conference, Facebook had partnered 

with several other e-commerce, video and game rental sites, as well as HotWired, so that when 

a Facebook user made a purchase, or rental, or read an article, that information could appear in 

the News Feeds of their friends. Beacon is mostly remembered for the widespread outcry 

against it as a privacy violation, most people were able to opt-out of the service and it shut down 

within a few years, but it also points to the company’s vision for building more information into 

the social graph of its users and then integrating ads into these established streams of 

information. 

It was a vision that many others, new players in the marketing world, would share as 

Facebook, among other services like Twitter, acted with more foresighted understanding of web 

architecture than MySpace had and provided API’s for third party developers to build new 

applications and services to work on top of and within them. The goal of these social media 

services was to anchor themselves as platforms within a new ecosystem of services. Facebook 

even hosted a conference for developers, f8, in May of 2007 in San Francisco. The initial idea 

was that such new applications would increase the appeal of using Facebook, and that 

Facebook—by broadcasting users’ purchase of and participation in various applications through 

the News Feeds of their network—would promote popular apps.  This proved the case as 

various game sensations like Farmville, swept across Facebook. In the next few years, though, 
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and as we will see in the next chapter, both Facebook and Twitter’s APIs would prove to be 

critical foundations in the evolution of a more sophisticated social media marketing industry that 

would help to realize Zuckerberg’s vision for using the social graph as a model for the 

distribution for ads.  

In the meantime, Facebook, chagrined by the strong backlash to Beacon, introduced the 

ad product of sponsored stories, which were integrated within targeted users News Feeds but 

were clearly distinguished as ads and were rolled out in very limited amounts to not distract 

users’ experience too much.  In the spring of 2008, though, Facebook’s newly hired Chief 

Operating Officer, Sheryl Sandberg—who came from almost 7 years’ experience working as 

Google’s Vice President of Online Sales—convened a critical set of meetings to assess how 

Facebook could best leverage its position as the now dominant, and globally growing, social 

networking service into a better marketing engine. The conclusion was that while Google’s 

search engine could best deliver ads to people based on what they were already looking for, 

Facebook, with its own data trove and its ascendant platform for distributing media content, was 

better positioned to replace the role of television and print, connecting brands with consumers 

through the delivery of engaging content. This was a pivotal moment for Facebook’s 

development as a marketing platform and many of Facebook’s later features, for instance its 

Like button, can be better understood as part of its efforts to build a more dynamic environment 

for users to engage with media content. How a new industry of social media marketing 

technologies, ideas and practices emerged in subsequent years, is the subject of the next, and 

last chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 

A NEW SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING INDUSTRY 

 

From 2008 to 2011 social media, which included some of the original social networking 

sites as well as new kinds of networked platform services, exploded into the mainstream of 

American culture. The proliferation of social media was complimented, and further entwined into 

daily life, by the introduction of smartphones in the summer of 2007. All the main social media 

services quickly developed mobile applications that allowed users to access their friends’ 

activity through a feed and contribute their own activity to others’ feeds. The cheaper 

smartphones became, and the more ubiquitous they were among urban middle class 

Americans, the more social media came to be perceived by many as a cultural movement with 

momentum.  

Facebook surpassed MySpace as the dominant social network and was becoming an 

almost taken for granted extension of social life for college students and post-collegiate 

Americans in their 20s and 30s. MySpace maintained a strong following among millions of 

Americans though it came to be perceived as a lower-class social network. Twitter, though not 

as mainstream of a service as Facebook, had also become a household name as many high 

profile celebrities quickly caught on to its incredible potential as a tool for self-promotion. In 

2009, while Ashton Kutcher competed with CNN to be the first user to reach a million followers 

and Oprah hosted Ev Williams, one of the company’s founders, to help her set up her own 

account, millions of professional and young Americans, inundated by so much high profile 

publicity, adopted it as a way to get news, network, and promote themselves. LinkedIn also 

continued to grow, becoming a mainstream networking, recruiting and job hunting service with 

tens of millions of users by 2010.  
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Meanwhile, new services were being introduced that gained much smaller audiences of 

engaged users but still contributed to the media attention and urban social perception of social 

media as a proliferating cultural phenomena.  Foursquare, a social check-in service that 

launched to much excitement at South by Southwest in 2009 gained popularity among post-

collegiates in major cities.  Tumblr, an advanced blogging platform, launched in 2007 and grew 

into a popular tool for millions of teenager and creative professionals for its customizable design 

and ability to host dynamic media. Most notably, Instagram, which launched in 2010 as a check-

in and photo sharing application, became so popular so fast, that it was bought by Facebook by 

the end of 2012 for $1 billion. And this is only naming a few of the most prominent and 

successful new media services to launch in these years. 

This incredible proliferation of social media provoked something of a frenzy in the 

business community as many saw the new opportunities that social media platforms presented 

while others, executives and professionals seasoned in traditional marketing strategies, strove 

to make sense of yet another media disruption. The Economist was typical of the business 

press in running a cover story and special section on social media in January 2010, explaining 

some of the different sites and features and what their ramifications were for the business world. 

Like many others who were caught up in the frenzy of enthusiasm for and anxiety about social 

media that defines these years, The Economist described social media’s rapid rise in popularity 

in terms of the “network effect.” “Originally coined to describe the rapid spread of telephones,” it 

explained, “this states that the value of a communications network to its users rises 

exponentially with the number of people connected to it. This implies that the audience of a 

social network will grow slowly at first, then explode once it passes a certain point.” This 

description of exponential growth, often accompanied by an appropriately curved chart, 

captures the widespread sense that social media was an inevitable force long before many 

professionals had a good sense of what these new services meant for their business. 

Compounding this sense of confusion over such a rapidly changing consumer media landscape, 
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was the simultaneous expansion of related industries like cloud computing and software-as-a-

service (SaaS) vendors that promised to revolutionize businesses with new data management 

tools and customer service applications, often built on top of and entangled within the various 

social media ecosystem through the kinds of APIs discussed in the last chapter. As one of my 

earliest informants, a consultant, described the manifold operations of the contemporary 

marketing industry, “It’s a machine with many moving parts.”  

For many business professionals and observers, the density of developments in the 

media and marketing industries since at least 2008, and the near cacophony of new media and 

business logics presented at the growing number of industry conferences and pitch events, 

presented an incredible challenge for making sense of “social media” and how they have 

become so intertwined with new marketing tactics. It is precisely for this reason, though, that I 

will below attempt to trace some of the connections and distinctions between different marketing 

services, without diving too deeply into any one of them, to better map out how part of the 

marketing industry has evolved along with the changing features of social media 

platforms.  Because so many new kinds of marketing practices and technologies have sprung 

up around the evolving infrastructure of the internet, not only social media, it is worth 

distinguishing what I mean by social media marketing as well as what I don’t. 

One distinction that I want to draw is between social media marketing and the expansion 

of relationship marketing as new customer relationship management (CRM) platforms have 

developed and been heavily marketed to businesses in recent years. As mentioned in the first 

chapter, CRM developed as a marketing technique along with new kinds of customer databases 

that advancements in computing made available in the late 70s. This not only included direct 

mailing tactics and new customer loyalty clubs, but also more refined tactics like identifying 

valuable customers and tailoring special offers and rewards club memberships to different tiers 

or segments of consumers. As this branch of marketing developed through the 80s and 90s, it 
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proposed its own metric of customer-lifetime-value (CLV) to better focus corporate energies on 

customer retention in addition to just sales.  

In the latter half of the 2000s, though, a host of new communications and research tools-

-what the same Economist article described as “Enterprise 2.0”--spurred the development of 

relationship marketing into an expansive industry. This included the development of new 

communications tools that resembled social media and promised a more seamless flow of 

information and collaboration through a business organization, breaking down the silos of 

different departments as many described it. It also included new kinds of online “listening tools,” 

offered by vendors like Nielsen Buzzmetrics, Radian6, and Sysomos, that could scrape blogs, 

some social networks and other online forums and use text analysis and natural language 

processing technologies to aggregate not only the mention of brand names but their context and 

word associations as well.  In addition to the introduction of these new kinds of listening tools, 

the industry of consumer database management saw incredible advances in its abilities to 

collect and refine the vast amounts of data that can be gleaned from consumers’ web activity. 

Companies like Acxiom and Epsilon not only developed their ability to collect this data but also 

partnered with major retailers, like Walgreens, Best Buy and Target, managing some of their 

customer relationships databases and programs, which now included even more sophisticated 

capabilities of consumer identification and segmentation that were tied to targeted advertising 

and strategic discount offers that could be tied to predicted life events like graduations, 

marriages and pregnancies. Much of the advertising that is delivered to us across the web, as 

well as the increasingly sophisticated management of email marketing, depends on this 

expanded consumer data management and relations industry.  

While journalists and consumers have expressed concern about the potential, and 

actual, breaches of privacy involved in this kind of data collection and management, these new 

services are often justified in the business press as necessary for brands to stay relevant to 

their consumers in the fast-paced and disruptive marketplaces that social media itself has 
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helped enable. An article in the Harvard Business Review from January 2010 captured this logic 

succinctly. As the authors, all business school professors, described the current business 

climate, “never before have companies had such powerful technologies for interacting directly 

with customers, collecting and mining information about them, and tailoring their offerings 

accordingly.  And never before have customers expected to interact so deeply with companies, 

and each other, to shape the products and services they use.” These changes in the consumer 

marketplace, they argued, “means changing strategy and structure across the organization--and 

reinventing the marketing department altogether.” The rest of their article outlines the changes 

business must make to become a “customer-cultivating company,” whose product development, 

brand strategy and customer services, let alone marketing tactics, must all be driven by the 

insights of rich data collection and management, all coordinated by a new kind of Chief 

Customer Officer. 

This vision of a “customer-cultivating company,” is not limited to the academic business 

press, but is also promoted by major marketing service vendors like Salesforce. As a platform 

company that acquires marketing technology start-ups and works with major brands to tailor 

customer relationship and marketing service programs to different parts of their organization, 

Salesforce itself provides a good example of how much relationship marketing has evolved. In 

February 2013, I attended a large Salesforce promotional event in the Waldorf Astoria in New 

York City. In addition to conference rooms where representatives from the dozens of Salesforce 

services demonstrated and explained their products, there was a scheduled big-tent style 

presentation by the company CEO about becoming a “customer company” that echoed the 

arguments made in the Harvard Business Review article. The associated hype of “Big Data” and 

the incredible value that it can offer to the properly equipped and organized enterprise has also 

contributed to this vision of corporate re-organization resonating across the business landscape.  
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Important as these developments in relationship marketing are to understanding the 

evolving logics and technologies of the business landscape of large retail corporations, they are 

not what I mean specifically by social media marketing. Social media companies, particularly 

Facebook, do partner with some of the same consumer database companies, like Acxiom, and 

do collect as much web data as they can about their users to better inform the targeted 

advertising within their platforms, so there is a kind of overlap between two. But by social media 

marketing I mean something distinct from the services of relationship marketing and targeted 

advertising.  As I’ve described in the last chapter in terms of Facebook’s emphasis on its social 

graph as a new kind of distribution tool and its re-design around a socially informed NewsFeed 

and Twitter’s user-led innovations as a self-promotional and networking tool as well as some 

brands’ success with building engaged followings around well managed profiles, marketing on 

social media was envisioned and was being constructed as something different than the 

delivery of more targeted ads. Below, I will outline how a convergence of platform designs, 

brand strategies, new technology vendors and even online publishers has led to the design of a 

social media interface and environment where consumers and brands are invited to interact and 

inform each other in new ways that are framed as creating new kinds of value and identities for 

each other.  This may be clearer as I explain how each of the components evolved. 

Within the advertising industry, those creative agencies with web production capabilities 

and a reputation for understanding the evolving web ecosystem continued to thrive. As news 

articles, media studies and consumer “technographics” reports circulated throughout the 

business world, describing the expanding demographics of social media and smartphone users, 

brand managers and marketing professionals increasingly felt the imperative to have a 

presence in these new media. But this was something in which most marketing executive had 

no experience. While some of the most daring brands and agencies were experimenting with 

developing apps and designated campaigns on social media, most retail brands and agencies 

started with assigning the task of managing a social media account, which soon acquired the 
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title, “Community Manager,” to a junior staff member, sometimes interns. Many agencies and 

brands had been burned, or at least disappointed, during the user-generated-content trend of 

2006 and 2007 and so were wary of devoting too many resources or exposing their brands too 

much on social media platforms which they didn’t understand. 

But some agencies, like Razorfish, R/GA, AKQA, HUGE and 360i, were able to 

considerably expand their operations in these years by offering a more holistic understanding of 

how a brand could incorporate the new consumer media ecosystem of social networks and 

smartphones into their strategies and advertising campaigns. Razorfish is exemplary among 

these agencies in its articulation here that the proliferation of social media challenges traditional 

approaches to advertising and its call for a re-thinking of how brands are to connect with 

consumers:  

 
The rise of social media is creating a new form of marketing altogether, which we 
call social influence marketing (SIM)....Marketers used to live in a world where 
brand marketing and direct response were all that mattered. Not anymore. SIM 
requires new strategies, rules, and tactics along with a lot of 
experimentation...SIM is about also about the active advertiser attempting to 
engage with consumers on their own terms….Slick, big-idea advertising will have 
less influence than marketing strategies that allow companies to participate in 
online conversation.   

 
This argument, that new social media platforms could be leveraged to build brand 

followings and engage consumers in new ways, resonated throughout the advertising industry, 

and many firms were keen to hire a competent firm to build a branded application, like Kraft did 

for the iPhone, or to run campaigns to acquire new followers on social media. But most brands 

were not partnering with these more adventurous agencies, and weren’t sure exactly how to 

leverage a social media following or what to do with followers once acquired. And once the 

recession from the subprime mortgage crash of 2007 set in, questions of return on investment 

(ROI) came to the forefront of discussions about the value of developing an app or trying to gain 

more followers on a social media platform. 
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Here is where a new ecosystem of social media marketing services starts to emerge. 

This is partly stimulated by these questions of ROI, as new analytics and content management 

services, along with marketing strategists, sought to assist brands in producing and distributing 

branded content in the social media ecosystem while demonstrating to brands the new kinds of 

engagement and value they were generating in this new environment. But first, it would be 

helpful to explain how social media platforms, Facebook in particular, evolved in these years 

both to accommodate this new ecosystem and to help shape the emerging practices of content 

marketing that would soon dominate on social media.  

Following its commitment, described in Chapter 3, to building a richer environment in 

which brands and people could interact, Facebook rolled out a set of new “engagement” ad 

products in late 2008. These were meant to more easily bring users to an advertising brand’s 

page or to invite in-ad-interactions, like commenting or sending electronic gifts to friends.  The 

goal of these new ad products was to bring brands more seamlessly into the addictive flow of 

sharing and discovering activities that had made Facebook so successful. Most significantly, 

despite the shutting down of Beacon, it continued to expand the amount of information that was 

shared through the News Feed that people had of each other’s activity. The “Like” button, added 

in early 2009, can be seen as a way to encourage more continuous acts of engagement that 

could better inform the construction of relevant and individualized social graphs while feeding 

more information about friends’ activity into each user’s News Feed.  Facebook even further 

foregrounded the flow of dynamic, and engageable, media by centering users’ own profiles 

around a new Timeline of their activity, burying the more static personal information that had 

been an initial defining feature of the service, behind tabs.  

To best develop ways for other websites and services to integrate into the flow of 

information through users’ News Feeds, Facebook continued to support developers who wanted 

to integrate with the platform and work through its API. It hosted additional f8 developer 

conferences in 2008, 2010, 2011, 2014 and 2015.  It was at these conferences, particularly in 
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2010 and 2011, where Facebook launched Social Plug-in and Open Graph, among other 

features, which would better allow users to access media content from within the platform and to 

connect their shopping, reading and viewing activity outside of Facebook into the News Feeds 

of their friends. In these same years, Facebook rolled out several new ad products, like 

Sponsored Stories, Page Post Ads, and Promoted Posts, which variously allowed advertisers to 

get activity linked to their profiles or websites into the News Feeds of their fans, or their fans’ 

friends.  In developing this evolving system of integrating ads into the social context of the News 

Feed, which was designed to report on friends’ activities, Facebook was building on the 

declaration that it had made back in 2007 with the launch of Beacon. In this view, relevant and 

meaningful ads could not only be better targeted by observing how information and activity 

flowed through and defined a social graph, but people would also be far more susceptible to 

persuasion if ads were presented within such a social framework.    

Facebook’s head of Brand Design in these years, Paul Adams, who had also worked at 

Google, helping it launch its own social networking service, spoke extensively at advertising 

conferences and even wrote a book, Grouped, describing the vision for marketing through social 

context. Citing research on how deeply people’s opinions, behaviors and activities are 

influenced by the friends and family with whom they’ve built trusted relationships, Adams 

describes how platforms like Facebook were re-designing the architecture of the web so that 

more information would flow through and be filtered by people’s trusted relationships. The vision 

of a social web that he details in his book helps explain how Facebook’s project to integrate 

more kinds of information--by connecting more websites to Facebook through social plug-ins, 

e.g. the “Like” button, and Open Graph connections, as well as by adding the check-in feature in 

August 2010, that allowed people to report their visits to businesses and other places to their 

friends--into the NewsFeed and their own Timeline. In Adam’s own words, “in the future we’ll be 

able to see which of our friends have visited certain locations, stores, or websites, and what 

products or services they bought. We’ll be able to see how they rated the experience...we’ll be 
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able to reach out to them and solicit advice about our potential purchases. All products and 

services will be filtered through the previous experiences of our friends.” The lesson in all this 

that he often gave to advertisers was to better integrate their brands into Facebook’s social 

architecture and to use its new ad products that could strategically and ambiently work their 

brands into the connections between people. 

The vision that Adams describes here is an important glimpse into Facebook’s ambitions 

to build a new kind of advertising machine and the thinking behind its evolving array of 

advertising products and new features in its consumer facing interface. It is also important to 

see how as Facebook, Twitter and other new platforms like Instagram and Pinterest have 

evolved and introduced new ways of producing, sharing and discovering media, a wider set of 

marketing practices, what’s come to be called “content marketing,” has also emerged. Content 

marketing can be traced back to the BMW films at the turn of the millennium but the proliferation 

of new social media platforms had led to the expansion of the practice of producing engaging 

and branded media for strategic distribution on the web into the most rapidly growing sector of 

the marketing industry. As I’ll describe below, the development of content marketing represents 

the ascent of alternative marketing theories, like The Cluetrain Manifesto and Prahalad and 

Ramaswamy’s ideas of co-creating value, into a major body of marketing practice. Content 

marketing is mostly what I’m referring to when I say social media marketing.  

Part of content marketing involves the redefinition of bracketed advertising into the more 

vaguely defined category of branded content. As part of its “Digital Outlook Report: 2008,” 

Razorfish described how it is through the circulation of good branded content that brands could 

best connect with consumers on social media, “Content can take many forms: brand badges, 

coupons, wallpapers, behind the scenes movie clips, mashable video….Content can also take 

many formats--on brand pages, in widgets….Regardless of their goals, brands need to think 

about customizing bit-sized, portable content or experiences for their most prominent target 

segments--content that their “friends” would be proud to display, share, or support.” While some 
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of the examples listed here might seem dated, the term “content” as a broadly inclusive 

reference to media that is tailored to social media consumption has become commonplace in 

the marketing industry.  

What this means is that as marketers started to pay more attention to their social media 

profiles, the dominant strategy that emerged from agencies, like Razorfish among others, and 

new marketing service providers, mostly technologists closely observing the development of the 

major social media platforms, was to continually produce relevant media with which targeted 

consumers would want to engage. The more people liked, posted, shared, or commented on 

any of this material, the more it would ripple out through people’s own networks, through a 

News Feed or other platform specific feature. The need for brands to strategically produce their 

own content, or curate others’, to best market themselves within this new ecosystem is often 

expressed by the phrase, “Brands are Now Publishers.” 

Thus, as social media was exploding into the mainstream at the end of the last decade, 

a small industry of content and social media marketing agencies emerged, offering brands the 

technology and services to help them manage their social media accounts as both customer 

relations’ and publishing platforms.  At the most basic level, this industry started with social 

media management services like Hootsuite and Sprout Social, which helped community 

managers and PR teams better schedule and coordinate status updates for brands across 

platforms. These kinds of services were soon joined by agencies and new technology service 

providers, like Percolate, Contently, NewsCred and Offerpop, that could help brands produce, 

source or curate branded content for social media. As each of these companies gained more 

experience, and more data about social media activity, they expanded their services to include 

various analytic services that could closely evaluate the flow of content through social media 

channels, providing insights on how best to craft the most engaging content and distribution 

strategies. Socialbakers, a startup out of Prague that opened offices in San Francisco in 2012, 

also became a leading company in this emerging field of social media analytics. 
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This is a confusing industry to follow and the operations of each of these companies are 

difficult to summarize. Much of this difficulty stems from how quickly the technology of the 

underlying analytics have evolved as well as the various experiments in content strategy that 

have evolved as well. The services of so many of these various social media agencies were 

multi-faceted and customizable and each agency worked closely with both brands and larger 

advertising agencies, as well as the social media platforms themselves, to develop and monitor 

specific campaigns. As I was attending the marketing conferences where these social media 

agencies, among many others, were pitching their services, following-up with demonstrations 

and further explanations at their offices, and trying to get a handle on what exactly each of these 

companies did, it helped me to remember Gina Neff and David Stark’s description of new web 

industries as “permanently beta.”  

Much like the open-source projects and chat forums that Neff and Stark described in 

2004, the products of these social media agencies were continually evolving as different actors 

brought different needs and values into their development, “Through... testing forms, 

experimentation, and negotiation, values are incorporated into the design of the products 

themselves. Permanently beta forms produce products that are negotiations in themselves, like 

the multiple versions of software with its subsequent multiple betas, release versions, and 

patches.” Reflecting this kind of co-evolution within the social media marketing industry, 

Facebook launched its own Preferred Marketing Developer Center in 2012 to help advertisers 

and agencies by certifying and working with selected developers. In early 2015 this was 

expanded and renamed as the Marketing Partners Program. Twitter has also maintained its own 

API’s and certification program as well. The point here is that the content strategies, analytics 

and even marketplace organization that together define social media marketing are all 

continually co-evolving.  

 If there is one company, though, whose operations can summarize the general practices 

of content marketing as they have evolved, it would be BuzzFeed. BuzzFeed is well known for 
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developing popular “listicle” style stories as well as other forms of whimsical pop-cultural 

reporting that have become ubiquitously shared across social media.  As many have reported, 

the company has also been one of the most ground-breaking publishers in terms of both testing 

new revenue models, like native advertising--i.e. sponsored stories written for a paying 

advertisers and delivered just like any other piece of content--, and new analytically driven 

distribution models. The company’s founder, Jonah Peretti, had previously worked at the 

Huffington Post where he helped monitor and optimize traffic to the news site. When he broke 

off on his own to start BuzzFeed, he partnered with news sites across the web to aggregate 

data about their respective traffic and provide better insights on what spreads successfully and 

why. Thus, despite its subsequent growth as a multi-faceted content and news provider itself, a 

New York Magazine reporter quotes an executive describing BuzzFeed as, “a super-big ad tech 

company with a journalism veneer.” How BuzzFeed applies the data it collects is by taking the 

metaphor of viral marketing literally and using formulas from epidemiology to closely study the 

contagion, or “social reproduction rates,” of media content. By focusing on these acts of 

reproduction, like sharing and reposting, BuzzFeed has developed its own strategies for not 

only producing engaging media but also distributing and promoting it in a way calculated to 

optimize its virality. 

 BuzzFeed is just one of the most prominent and successful companies applying this 

analytic strategy to content marketing. Many of the social media agencies mentioned above 

have developed similar capabilities and campaign support services to help brands develop, 

analyze and support their ventures into content marketing. In fact, what I want to emphasize as I 

wrap up this brief summary of content marketing is how central engagement metrics have 

become to the growing social media marketing industry. As social media agencies expanded 

and improved their services, and as traditional agencies have been learning how to incorporate 

content marketing tactics into larger brand building strategies, focus has shifted away from 

accumulating followers and more towards the numbers of likes, comments, re-tweets, shares, 
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re-posts and such that each piece of branded content receives. A strategic focus on these kinds 

of engagement metrics was often framed with the traditional PR terms of paid, owned and 

earned media but which now carried a new meaning of looking at social media engagement 

(earned media) to evaluate the effects of other advertising efforts and even the worth of the 

brand itself.  

This helps explain the increased investment in social media marketing technologies and 

strategies, like those involved in content market. It also explains Facebook’s own language in 

trying to reframe the value of marketing away from traditional forms of advertising audience 

measurement and towards the kinds of engagement that they’ve built into their platforms. Here’s 

one telling example from Gokul Rajaram, Facebook’s Product Director for Ad, in a 2012 

interview, “I think marketing is deeper than advertising. It’s about creating that emotional 

connection with your customers, connecting with people, getting people to connect with you, 

getting them to raise their hands, and then creating content that is compelling enough that 

people share it.”  Since this interview up to the time of this writing, November 2015, Facebook’s 

revenues from advertising and its stock value have more than doubled and continue to grow. 

Thus, to put it most simply the effect of social media’s disruptive emergence and proliferation on 

the marketing world has been a significant shift away from tradition standards of strategic and 

brand evaluation, like advertising reach and frequency as well as audience demographics, and 

towards the measurements of social media engagement that branded content itself receives. 

This is not to say that there isn’t confusions and criticisms regarding using social media 

engagement as a useful business evaluation. But to again consider Callon’s idea of market 

devices, that coordinate activity and render economic qualities explicit, helps explain not only 

the growth in the social media marketing industry around increasing engagement but also the 

evolving design of the social media platforms themselves.  And it is by observing the connection 

between engagement as a new currency of brand value and as the driving principle behind so 

many platform features that invite us to share and re-purpose media through our own self-
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defining profiles, that I believe that we can start to understand and critique the evolving cultural 

impact of social media.   
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