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Background Note




EMERGING ISSUES: The Impact of Social Networks
Social media, initially used largely by young and enthusiastic early-adopters, have steadily moved into the mainstream over the last few years.

From the business community to the entertainment industry, and even the political world, millions of equally enthusiastic users are embracing social networking. 
As they develop and grow in popularity, social networks, user-generated content sites, microblogging, collaborative tools and other similar media are raising new Internet governance issues. 

The implications of such developments on Internet governance were first discussed at the second IGF in 2007. The Forum was of the view that the issue of the impact of new media on Internet governance needed to be approached from a social-cultural, political and economic viewpoint, rather than from a technological perspective.

The social media phenomenon was viewed by some as a profound cultural revolution that is advancing globalization and democracy, as these new media greatly enable user-generated content and help users extend their audience globally.

Others argued to the contrary, observing that, although social media are hugely popular, only a very small number of investors and not the users were creating the content. Accordingly, it was felt that the mainstreaming of these new media resulted in less democracy and greater inequalities. 

The real question may not be as much in determining whether new media are fostering or jeopardizing democracy or whether they are bringing down barriers or accentuating inequalities, but whether, on balance, the variety of content available on the Internet through social media is ushering in a better- informed society, greater transparency and through these new freedoms, innovations and development.

In Nairobi, the Forum will devote its discussion on emerging issues to social media, and look closely at the new Internet governance challenges they present.

Approaching social media again not from a technological but from a policy perspective, the meeting will promote a dialogue focused around long-standing Internet governance issues such as privacy and data protection; rules applicable to user-generated content and freedom of expression and illegal content.

By raising these issues, the Forum also aims to reinforce the multi-stakeholder principles of the IGF and its inclusive agenda - engaging in a debate with a community of social media users adds to the richness of the debates uniquely taking place within the IGF
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