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Online Socializing: A New Agent of Socialization

Membership in the online social networks
Facebook and MySpace has grown exponen-
tially in recent years. At first, young adults
monopolized these social networks. Indeed,
Facebook was created in 2004 as a way for
students on a single campus to become
acquainted with one another before actually
meeting.

Even in the brief history of online network-
ing, sociologists can see social trends. For
example, older people are now creating pro-
files on these sites. As the accompanying figure
shows, there is still a clear correlation between
age and online profiles: in a national survey of
community college students, younger people
were much more likely than older people to
be online. However, the fastest-growing age
groups are now those over 30, including those
who are much older. As a result, online socializ-
ing is becoming much less age-specific—more
like socializing in the real world. Moreover, this
new agent of socialization can continue to
influence people throughout the life course.
Twitter is largely the exception to this trend;
it is still a very age-specific method of social
interaction.

Online networks—especially those that
indicate how many “friends” an individual
has—can also be seen in terms of social capital.
In fact, “friending” is one, if not the, main activ-
ity on some online sites. Often the number of
friends a person socializes
with becomes the subject
of boasting. By extension,
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who are popular offline further increase their
popularity through online networking sites.
According to the social compensation hypoth-
esis (“the poor get richer”), however, social
network users try to increase their popular-
ity online to compensate for inadequate
popularity offline. The social compensation
hypothesis, if correct, would be an example of
impression management. Research supports
elements of both hypotheses; neither hypoth-
esis fully defines the participants in online net-
working sites.

Viewed from a societal perspective, socializ-
ing online can have both positive and negative
functions. For members of some marginalized
populations, it is a way to socialize with like-
minded people. For example, Muslims in Great
Britain connect with friends online to learn how
to navigate through a society in which they
form a distinct minority. For other people, such
as members of neo-Nazi groups in Germany
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and the Mafia in Italy, online networking is a
way to proclaim allegiance to socially objec-
tionable organizations. Governments frown on
such online organizing, seeing it as dysfunc-
tional, and periodically monitor these sites to
see whether any laws have been violated. Little
wonder that during the Arab Spring of 2011,
which was marked by popular revolts against
the central governments of Tunisia, Egypt, and
Libya, authorities cracked down on citizens’
access to social media.

LET’'S DISCUSS

1. Do you list your “friends”
on an online social
networking site? If so,
what is your motivation
for doing so? How much
social capital do you think
your list represents?

2. Do you think the
advantages of online
social networking
outweigh the
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ize with, and have proposed
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eses. According to the social
enhancement  hypothesis
(“the rich get richer”), those

e-mail

Use social-networking
tools

Multiple times
aday

Note: Question asked was “How often do you use social networking tools, such as instant messaging,
text messaging, MySpace and/or Facebook. Twitter, etc., for any purpose? (This does not include
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countries, which may provide one explanation for why U.S. high
school students lag behind those in other countries on interna-
tional achievement tests.

Socialization in the workplace changes when it involves
a more permanent shift from an after-school job to full-time

employment. Occupational socialization can be most intense
during the transition from school to job, but it continues through-
out one’s work history. Technological advances may alter the
requirements of the position and necessitate some degree of
resocialization. Today, men and women change occupations,
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