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Abstract: Socid networking stes have become some of the most visited sites on the Web in
2006. Millions of people have joined one or more, largely because of the interactivity between
users and the avalability of profiles and contacts. However, socid networking Sites are not the
only places to find ‘public’ information on individuds. In addition to the huge generd-purpose
search engines, ‘people finder' search engines are dso atracting a lot of publicity due to their
convenient information. Read on for a ‘taste’ of notable socid networking dtes and personal
information engines that provide publicly available data on many of us—jprobably even you!

Introduction: Personal Profiles and Publicly Available Information

‘Socid networking  Stes—interactive networks of photos, blogs, user profiles, groups, and
posshly internd emal sysems, interconnecting people who join them, dlowing for direct and
indirect interaction—have certainly become some of the most visited dtes on the Web in 2006.
In fact, you may be very surprised a just how often Millions of people, especidly high school
and college dudents, have joined one or more, largedy because of ths interactivity, and,
definitdly for the availability of profiles and contacts (individud, bands, indtitutions, etc.).

Back in February 2006, | quoted on my Web ste the “MySpace” Wikipedia article, which then
dated that socid networking Stes “apped to young adults, and because of the interactivity
between users, many people aso discover new groups of people or bands by looking through
other people's profiles and their contact ligs. Additiondly, the easy communication and built-in
focus on pictures has helped MySpace become a haven for the cregtion of new trends and the
dissamination of current ones.” Thisdlill rings true to me and others ‘blogging' about these Sites.

Definitdy, these notable socia networking stes are excellent places on the Web to find ‘public’
information on ther members. Without a doubt, many sudents, high school and college dike,
and educators of dl types, including librarians, have joined severd of these Stes, seeing them as
exciting opportunities to find out about and better connect to people, places, and topics of
interest. | beieve that the following sample of notable socid networking dStes are worth
exploring, especidly dnce people across the globe and in every concevable type of
occupation—induding our sudents/patrons and colleagues—are vidting, writing about, and
usgng them now. We should, at the very least, recognize and understand more about some of the
top players in the socid networking fidd. Read on and vidt the following dtes for asmdl ‘taste’
of what these personal socid networks have in dore for you, and later in this aticle, we will
cover afew persond information search engines as well.



Sample of Notable Personal Social Networking Sites

MySpace.com: A Placefor Friends [ http:/Mmww.myspace.com/ |

“MySpace (or MySpace.com) is a free sarvice (socia networking Ste) that uses the Internet for
online communication through an interactive network of photos, blogs, user profiles, email, web
forums, and groups, as wdl as other media formats” The current MySpace service was founded
by Tom Anderson in 2003. Amazingly, according to the Alexa Ste—which provides web traffic
information—in August 2006, MySpace was the listed as the third most popular Ste in the U.S.
and ranked sxth globdly. MySpace just ceebrated its 100 millionth member regigration on
August 9, 2006, and (August 22nd), 44,979 stes now link to it. There have been a boatload of
aticles about MySpace recently, induding those deding with safety, especialy because of the
detalled profiles that many publish there, so there's no shortage of coverage for whet is, for now,
the king of persond socid networking stes. Interestingly, Google has just Sgned a $900 million
deal to provide search functions and advertisng to MySpace, 0 look for the familiar Google
search boxes on MySpace laer thisyear.

Windows Live Spaces [ http://spaces.live.com/ |

Begun in late 2004, Windows Live Spaces is owned and operated by Microsoft. WL Spaces is free
and has been integrated with the Microsoft's Windows Live Messenger (the old MSN
Messenger) indant messaging system What is interesting to me about this is that WLSpaces is
“one of the fastest growing blogging communities in the world with an estimaied 100 million
unique vigtors per month as of May 2006,” according to an aticle cited within the “Windows
Live Spaces’ Wikipedia aticle. Alexa does rank it very high, saing that WLSpaces is ranked
13" in the world right now, and it is 11" in the U.S. It only has 2,415 sites linking to it, but it
boasts over 30 million registered users. Thisis definitely one to watch.

Facebook [ http:/mmw.facebook.com/ |

“Facebook is an online directory that connects people through socia networks at schools,” and,
agan here, the profiles that members congtruct and publish can be quite detailed. There are two
goecific Facebooks from which to choose: one for college students to join and one for high
schoolers. Facebook was founded by Mark Zuckerberg in 2004, and it is growing in popularity.
According to my sudents at Rider Universty, Facebook is a favorite here. As of August 2006,
Alexa considers it to be the world’s 66" most popular website, 16™ in the U.S,, with 2,008 sites
that link to it and dmog eght million regidered usars. | have used it to communicaie with my
public spesking students, after | figured out that they were communicating with each other via its
network—that's how they knew when someone’s hbirthday in class was coming up before | did!
By the way, Microsoft has very recently struck a dedl with Facebook to be the exclusve sdler
and provider of banner advertisng and sponsored links for them.

LiveJournal [ http:/Mmww.livg ournal.com/ ]

“LiveJournal (LJ) is a smple-to-use communication tool that lets you express yoursdf and
connect with friends online. You can use LJ in many different ways as a private journd, a blog,
a socid network and much more. LJ is built on open source software” It is mostly popular in the
U.S,, but there are many people registered from Russa, Canada, and the UK, too. Alexa ranks LJ
as 63" in the world, and 39" in the U.S,, and they have 10 million registered users to date. LJ has
been around since 1999, however, which is probably why it has 55,000 linksto it.



orkut [https/Amww.orkut.com/ ]

“orkut is an online community that connects people through a network of trusted friends. We are
committed to providing an online meeting place where people can socidize, make new
acquaintances and find others who share their interests. Join orkut to expand the circumference
of your socid circle” The name may sound strange, even though | am sure that we are used to
drange names on the Web. However, there is a reason: this socid networking Ste, owned by
Google, is named after Orkut Buylkkokten, the creator of the ste and a Turkish software
engineer a Google. By the way, even though Alexa ranks it 24™ in the world right now, it does
not seem to be on the map for the U.S,, asit is not even in the top 100. It does, however, have

6,310 sitesthat link to it right now and over 24 million registered users.

Xanga [ http:/Mww.xanga.com/ |

“Xanga is a community of online diaries and journds. You can easly gart your own free journd,
share thoughts with your friends and meet new friends, too. The Xanga service is a blogging &
socid networking dte - it exigts to promote sharing and community.”  According to Wikipedia,
Xanga is “operated by Xanga.com, Inc., based in New York City,” and its “users are referred to
as ‘Xangans.” It first dstarted out as a book and music review dte. Now, this sociad networking
ste is ranked in the world by Alexa as the 41% most popular site, but here in the U.S,, it is not as
popular as others—it is only ranked 90" here, but it does have 22,028 sites that currently link to
it and 40+ million registered users.

Friendster [ http:/Amwww.friendster.con |

Friendster was probably the king of socid networking Sites in 2004, but it has since logt ground
to MySpace and others. Still, it has a membership of over 30 million, which is not shabby at dl.
Friendster congders itsdf to be the “best way to say in touch with your friends and it’s the
fastest way to discover the people and things that maiter to you most. Headquartered in the San
Francisco Bay Area, Friendster ams to make the world a smdler place by bringing the power of
socid networking to every aspect of life, one friend at a time” Alexa ranks it 45" in the world in
August 2006, but here in the U.S, it has definitdy lost ground to other more popular socid
networking gtes, as it is not even in the top 100 most popular. But there are severd very recent
blog postings this week gating that Friendster may be back on its way up in the rankings, and it
does have amost 7,000 linking to it now. We Il see what happens with it.

hi5 [ http:/Mmww.hi5.com/ |

According to hi5 itsdf, “hi5 offers a popular destination for the teens and twenties demographic
around the world. Over 40 million members around the world have registered for hi5 to discover
friends with smilar interests, to reconnect with friends from the past, and to express their
persondities. In less than two years, hi5 has built one of the fastest growing online destinations.
Internet media has become increasingly important, especidly to the generation that spends time
on hi5.” hi5 does have over 40 million registered members, concentrating in Lain America, the
Caribbean, Europe, and North America. It is ranked by Alexa as 57" in the world, but it only has
1,258 dtes linking to it, and the U.S. population does not seem to know much about it right now.
Something | found interesting about it was that severa high profile sngers and modds ae
confirmed to be members, according to the “hi5.com” Wikipedia article.



Final Words on Social Networking Sites

| could add others to the list, but I think you will get the idea, and we ill need to cover some of
the notable persond information search engines. Still, 1 cannot go on without a least mentioning
a few more famous or up-and-coming socid networking dtes, for indance, do look at
Classmates.com, even though its popularity seems to be fading in North America—you know
you have seen their add  Also, Bebo is posshbly the fastest-growing socid networking ste in the
U.S, but its ranking here is Hill low compared to others. Of course, there are many others,
epecidly depending on how you define socid networking—AOL’s AIM, Yahoo's Flickr and
del.icio.us, and YouTube are dynamic, fast-growing online sharing communities, but | categorize
them a hit differently, and, therefore, did not highlight them here Others to explore might be
Yahoo! 360, Tagged.com, and Piczo, and especidly dl of the blogging dtes out there, like
Blogger, Bloglines, etc. Anyway, | am quickly running out of space for this article, and | cannot
cover everything, so | must move on to the last part of this article now (but you gill might like to
browse the “ligt of socid networking websites’ found on Wikipedia)!

Personal Information Search Engines

As with persond socid networking gtes, it is sometimes hard to limit the lis. | did this merdy
by researching and taking to many librarians and other education colleagues, and, of course, by
choosng those that | thought were interesting in the scope of information provided. Agan, the
length of this atide did inhibit my ‘creativity a bit, but | think the following persond
information search engines are good examples of ‘qudity’ engines. | am not saying tha the
information they provide is correct, because a times | found it not to be so. For instance, some of
them did not provide the correct age for some of my reatives. Sill, | beieve they would dill
prove to be of interest to you, so here are a few of the more popular engines in the U.S. or world
for you to play with.

A Few Notable Personal Information Search Engines

Linkedin [ http:/mmw.linkedin.com/ ]

Linkedin, a persond information search engine, could aso be categorized as a socia networking
gte, dthough it does cater to business people. It offers both free and fee-based options, and ts
god is “to become the most useful busness web gdte for millions of professonds across the
globe” This online network and search engine, as of the summer of 2006, connects amost 10
million experienced professonds from around the world, representing 130 indudtries. You join
for free, creste a “profile that summarizes your professona accomplishments. Your profile helps
you find and be found by former colleagues, clients, and partners. You can add more connections
by inviting trusted contacts to join Linkedin and connect to you. Your network consists of your
connections, your connections connections, and the people they know, linking you to thousands
of qudified professonds” You may or may not have heard of Linkedin, but it is cetanly
growing, and dthough it is not very popular right now throughout the world (rank of 262), it is
farly popular here, as Alexa ranks it as the 59" most popular site in the U.S. as of August 2006,
and 1,809 sites currently link to it. | actudly updated my profile (job title, education, interests,
etc.) in LinkedIn today while researching for and writing this article.



WhitePages.com: Phone Directory with Free People Search [ http://whitepages.com/ ]

Who has not heard of “WhitePages’? Well, WhitePages dates that they are “the leading
provider of online directory assistance services to consumers. The company continudly gtrives to
be the single bet source for finding information to contact people and busnesses while
respecting ther privacy. The WhitePagescom Network is comprised of WhitePages.com,
WhitePages.ca, PhoneNumber.com, and 411.com. WhitePages.com offers consumers a free,
ample, fast and reliable way to identify the persond and business contact information they
need.” It does seem to be farly quick for locating persond information, such as Spouses,
addresses, phone numbers, and neighbors—and it links you to US Search (see below) for more.
Alexa ranks WhitePages farly high (489" in the world) right now, but its popularity is dropping.

Zoomlnfo: Free People Search Engine [ http://Mwww.zabasear ch.com/ |

“Zoominfo, the premier summarization search engine [dso cdled a verticd search enging,
ddivers fresh, comprehengve information on over 31 million busness professonds and 2
million companies across virtudly every indusry. How do we do it? Well, a the risk of being
boastful, we have incredible technology that [Jorethan Stern] and [Miche Decary] and [Jeremy
RothmantShore] invented. Zoominfo finds, understands and extracts information from millions
of online sources such as Web dtes, press releases, dectronic news services and SEC filings and
summarizes the informetion into a comprehensive format.” What they did do on me and a few of
my colleagues, for ingance, is automaticaly creste focused summaries of us using a wide variety
of online sources, and it can do the same for a company as it does for an individud. | found it
very interesting, dthough not totadly correct. In case this doesn't ill interest you, know that it
“powers people search for Amazon's A9.com and Business Week,” according to Wikipedia. You
can register and create a Web summary, if one does rot exist or camnot be found. Interestingly,
Alexa’ sworld rank for Zoominfo is 3,072, with its popularity rapidly dimbing.

US Search: BelInformed [ http://www.ussearch.com/ |

“For over a decade, US Search has given its customers peace of mind by providing the right
information to make faster, safer, and smarter decisons for both consumers and Fortune 1000
companies” They dae tha US Search ranks third (behind only Yahoo! Get Local and
Superpages.com) as the most visted Web dte in the ‘Directory Category - Nidser/NetRating' of
the most popular directory and locd guide stes. What | found interesting about this dte is that
the basic free search can provide you with the age of the person being searched. It was eerily
correct for the people | tried it with And a few people | know who have never used the Internet
for anything, and never will, were disturbed that they ages were avalable—sorry!  FYI: Alexa
ranks US Search as the 3,325 most popular in the world, and it is on the rise.

ZabaSearch: Free People Search Engine [ http:/mww.zabasear ch.com/ |

ZabaSearch got a lot of publicity last year, much of it negaive, and snce then, they have
changed the look and fed of ther dte dramaicdly. Stll, they stress that they are “The #1 Free
People Search and Public Information Search Engine” and | have found it to be a poweful
people search engine that can return persond information going back as fa as 10 years, to
include addresses (with satellite photos of the homes), phone numbers, birth year, and more.
They clam that dl of the materid that they provide is available to the public (which seems to be
true), but they make it much easer for us by putting it al together for us. By the way, Alexa
ranks this site as 4,826 in the world, with its popularity or use going down fairly rapidly.



PrivateEye: Because You Need To Know [ http://ww.privateeye.com/ |

This ‘People Search’ section of PrivateEye “searches 10 databases and 2,268,819,679 records’
(by the way, | haven't noticed any change in record numbers they provide). “Databases searched
include real property records, voters regidration, current & historica phone records, magazine
subscriptions, change of address, nationd drivers & other proprietary databases.” Alexa give this
arank of 13,423 in the world, with its use dowly dedining.

Conclusion

S0, | ask you: Do you know who you, your friends, family, or colleagues may be ‘talking to' or
what you, they, or companies may be ‘sharing about you online? You know that socid
networking dtes have become high-traffic Stes in 2006 because of ther interactivity and
avaladle information But, unfortunately, socid networking dStes are getting a lot of negaive
publicity now, too, because of that persond information that becomes public. Just remember that
anything you and others put ‘up thereé can find its way ‘down here; so do clean up your ‘digita
dirt when you can, in caseit hurtsyou later (like in the next job interview, maybe).

But persond socid networking sStes are not the only Web places to find public information on
individuds. In addition to the huge gened-purpose search engines (Google, Yahoo!, MSN),
remember that a wedth of ‘people finder' search engines are attracting a lot of publicity due to
ther eadly shared information, too. | am told that there is not very much you can do about
information on you that is retrieved in the mgor search engines results, but what's nice about
some of these socid networking Stes and persond information search engines is that you can
edit or provide feedback to correct errors on the informationthey do provide. It's not a perfect
sysem, but a lee you now know of severa notable socid networking Stes and persond
information search engines providing publicly available data on you—and probably most of us!

As | doated earlier, you may not be intereted in dl of this socid networking-persona
information sharing ‘guff,” but we dl should, a the very least, recognize and understand more
about some of the top socid networking players and find out what they know about usl No harm
in a litle ‘ego surfing or ‘vanity searching,” right? Then, if you do find digitd dirt about you
that you can't seem to correct, you might try sarting your own profile on one of these sStes, or
dart blogging. Eventualy older, incorrect information will be buried under the new! Maybe.
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