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Models of Participation 
in Social Networks

ABSTRACT

The most important technological trend of the last years has been the rise of social 
networking systems to social phenomena involving hundreds of millions of people, 
attracting users from several social groups. Social networking systems blur the 
distinction between the private and working spheres, and users use such systems 
both at home and in the workplace, both professionally and with recreational goals. 
Social networking systems can be equally used to organize a work meeting, a dinner 
with colleagues or a birthday party with friends. For example, the chat systems that 
are embedded in social networking platforms are often the most practical way to 
contact a colleague to ask an urgent question, especially in technologically oriented 
companies. Moreover, several traditional information systems have been modified in 
order to include social aspects. Currently, social networking platforms are mostly 
used without corporate blessing, maintaining their status as feral systems.
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INTRODUCTION

The most important technological trend of the last years has been the rise of social 
networking systems to social phenomena involving hundreds of millions of people 
all around the world, attracting users from several social groups, regardless of age, 
gender, education, or nationality.

Social networking systems blur the distinction between the private and working 
spheres, and users are known to use such systems both at home and in the work-
place, both professionally and with recreational goals. Social networking systems 
can be equally used to organize a work meeting, a dinner with the colleagues, or 
a birthday party with friends. For example, the chat systems that are embedded in 
social networking platforms are often the most practical way to contact a colleague 
to ask an urgent question, especially in technologically oriented companies. More-
over, several traditional information systems have been modified in order to include 
social aspects. Several organizations allow external social networking platforms to 
be used (e.g., Facebook was available for Microsoft and Apple employees before 
the general public launch). Some organizations have created an internal social net-
working platform (DiMicco & Millen, 2007), or allow other social platforms for 
specific purposes (Millen et al., 2006).

Currently, social networking platforms are mostly used without corporate blessing, 
maintaining their status as feral systems. According to DiMicco (2008), most users 
that use social networking platforms for work purposes are primarily interested in 
accumulating social capital, either for career advancement or to gather support for 
their own projects inside the company. In order to understand how a social network 
could be used to increase interactions, information sharing and benefits in teams 
and organizations, it is useful to refer to analytical models, based on both network 
topology and users’ own interests.

Social networks are typically studied using Social Network Analysis, a discipline 
that focuses on the structural and topological features of the network. Also, partici-
pation in such networks has long been studied as a social phenomenon according to 
different theories. Understanding the status of a social network, or the usage pattern 
of an online social networking platform, requires to study the system according to 
both static and dynamic models. Moreover, the theories of participation in social 
networks allow users not only to study, but also to guide the dynamics of a given 
social network.

The chapter is organized in the following way. First, we will describe the different 
kinds of virtual communities, social media technologies, and applications which 
are available. Then, we will focus on models and theories of participation in social 
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