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This section returns to the original discussion 
on the state of social media tools and 
technology to consider what the future might 
hold. Four trends identified include: (1) social 
media and market models, (2) shifts in how 
people communicate, (3) the potential 
implications of platforms as utilities and (4) the 
Internet of Things. 
 
Social media and market models 
 
Markets are moving to mobile communication, 
thus putting publishers with a mobile-first 
mindset in an optimal position. Many 
smartphone users have apps for every 
potential task (e.g. communication, banking, 
fitness tracking, catching-up on news), but 
most people use only a very small percentage 
of them on a daily basis. In China, the popular 
WeChat system is an example of how a basic 
tool for communication has taken on the role 
of service provider. It allows users, for 
example, to call for car service, schedule a 
doctor's appointment and initiate financial 
transactions, all within the highly curated 
space of one mobile application. The WeChat 
app has also re-envisioned the mobile device 
as an aggregator of collected data; a phone’s 
camera not only takes pictures that can be 
shared with networks, but also acts as a data 
processor for tasks such as language 
translation. This trend can potentially be 
implemented across other social media 
platforms, affecting areas of the world that 
have become heavily dependent on mobile 
technology. A clear business model – that of 
connecting services through one app, linked to 
quick payment methods – especially 
underlines this development and could drive 
social media in this direction.  
 
Shifts in how people communicate 
 
In the Internet Trends 2014 report, Mary 
Meeker, Partner at Kleiner, Perkins, Caufield & 
Byers, noted that 1.8 billion images were being 
uploaded and shared every day on Flickr, 
Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook and 
WhatsApp.44 A combination of factors led to 
this development: the ongoing uptake and 
penetration of mobile phones, combined with a 
flurry of development in platforms and 
messaging apps that encourage and allow 
users to share images easily. More than that, 
this represents a shift to more visual 
communication in which images are being 
used to “talk”,45 with Instagram and Snapchat 
leading the way. Beyond still images, live-
streaming services, such as Periscope, are 
further adding to this significant visual shift, as 

is the increasingly mainstream use of emojis 
and other visual icons. To highlight this latter 
trend, the Oxford Dictionaries' Word of the 
Year in 2015 was, for the first time ever, a 
pictograph.46 
 
Within the video market, new developments in 
content discovery are also worth highlighting, 
such as Amazon Prime Instant Video and 
Google’s ChromeCast, which allow users to 
stream movies and TV shows.47 YouTube 
plans to follow suit soon. Related to this is the 
important and unexpected wider trend of 
vertical screen viewing on mobile phones. For 
2015, vertical screen viewing on smart phones 
and tablets made up 29% of time spent on 
screens in the United States.48 In the Chinese 
market, Alibaba started rolling out the 
streaming-video subscription service, Tmall 
Box Office, in the second half of 2015; it will 
stream a mixture of third-party shows and 
original content produced by Alibaba. While 
China's streaming services are very popular, 
they are usually free. The move to a 
subscription model is an important 
development in this significant market.49 
 
The Internet Trends 2015 report emphasized 
how communication via mobile messaging is 
fundamentally changing online communication 
and, importantly, is opening up a range of 
important opportunities and possibilities for the 
future. Use of mobile devices and online 
mobile communication have evolved rapidly, 
from text to images, to video, to including all of 
the above today. According to Meeker, 
communication via mobile messaging is now: 
 
• “asynchronous yet instant” 
• “expressive yet fast” 
• “engaging yet user controlled” 
• “casual yet professional” 
• “easy yet productive” 
• “personal yet mainstream” 
• “mobile yet distributed” 
• “instant yet secure” 
• “real-time yet replayable” 
• “current yet evergreen” 
• “accessible yet global” 
• “simple yet 24x7”50 
 
These new forms of communication reveal 
how digital technologies are changing more 
widely, and are important trends to watch and 
understand in the future. 
 
 
 



The	
  Impact	
  of	
  Digital	
  Content:	
  Opportunities	
  and	
  Risks	
  of	
  Creating	
  and	
  Sharing	
  Information	
  Online	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  25	
  

Potential implications of platforms as 
utilities 
 
Besides the trends already outlined, Google 
and Facebook are both becoming utilities, 
providing the internet to people who otherwise 
would be unable to access it. Facebook’s 
internet.org has brought 15 million people 
online to date, providing them with "the 
incredible value of the internet”,51 mainly 
through its renamed “Free Basics by 
Facebook” product. Some speculate it may 
also soon include a banking service.52 This 
initiative has received significant criticism, 
raising issues over net (network) neutrality, 
which can be defined as “the idea that Internet 
service providers (ISPs) should treat all data 
that travels over their networks fairly, without 
improper discrimination in favor of particular 
apps, sites or services”,53 as well as 
transparency.54 This was alongside 
accusations of techno-imperialism, for the 
problematic ways in which technology and 
internet access are considered as key 
priorities ahead of basic services, such as 
access to sanitation and water.55 When 
companies like Facebook cease to be 
communication platforms and become 
publishers as well as internet providers, this, in 
turn, raises important concerns about how they 
ought to be governed in the future (and by 
whom).  
 
The Internet of Things 
 
While the term “Internet of Things” has grown 
in popularity over the last half decade, the real 
concept of an internet of things – the notion of 
physical devices connected through their 
ability to share data – has existed since the 
1980s. The specific idea was coined in 1999 
during a World Economic Forum presentation 
by William N. Joy, a founder of Sun 
Microsystems and Partner emeritus at Kleiner, 
Perkins, Caufield & Byers, who presented the 
idea of “device to device” or D2D.56 The 
Internet of Things (IoT) is moving beyond the 
interconnectedness of machines to smart-
sensor integration. The addition of smart 
sensing will lead to an increased flow of 
information that will potentially affect almost 
every facet of people's lives. But to be 
transformative, the IoT will need to become 
integrated into social channels because 
communication among people is framed 
around their participation in various networks. 
The IoT has made this integration, for 
example, through the traffic app Waze, where 
sensors, geoinformatics and people socially 
interacting in real time have created a system 

for monitoring and assisting one another in 
navigating through dense traffic. A final 
consideration of the IoT as it relates to social 
media is the potential for its components to be 
integrated into media companies, as part of a 
service-providing network (see the earlier 
discussion of WeChat). 
 
This final section has highlighted how social 
media is changing market models in 
unexpected ways. In China, WeChat is 
becoming a service provider, a trend that 
could potentially be implemented across other 
social media platforms. A better understanding 
is required of the evolution of platforms and 
the implications of this development. In 
addition, this paper has noted the 
transformative nature of messaging apps, 
which have moved beyond sharing text, 
images or video to including all of these, 
together. Mobile messaging apps play a 
crucial role in understanding how digital 
technologies are changing more broadly. 
While the digital divide and lack of access to 
the internet are widely acknowledged as 
important issues for many, it is not clear that 
social media companies are best placed to 
address some of these global challenges. 
Important transparency issues arise and must 
be addressed when platforms become the de-
facto way that new users gain access to the 
internet for the first time, within a walled-
garden setting. Beyond these challenges, the 
Internet of Things pushes society firmly into 
uncharted terrain. This is exciting; at the same 
time, vigilance is called for to face potential 
pitfalls that this additional layer of connectivity 
brings to social media users. 
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Conclusion 
 
Most social platforms are not yet 10 years old, 
but they are intrinsically woven into the fabric of 
everyday interactions. With the enormous 
numbers of social media users – Facebook’s 
1.55 billion,57 WhatsApp’s 900 million58 and 
WeChat’s 650 million59 – user behaviour is, 
without question, of utmost importance. 
Particularly interesting, however, are the shifts 
being made by the social networks themselves. 
Social technologies are no longer simply 
communication tools: Twitter has launched 
"Moments"60 and is actively moving from platform 
to curatorial publisher, Facebook is partnering 
with banks to improve financial transactions,61 
and chat apps are building automated "bots" to 
interact with users.62 They are becoming service 
providers, whether through supplying news, 
financial transactions or shopping destinations. 
The lines between social networks and 
messaging apps are also blurring. Platforms that 
started as chat apps, such as Snapchat, WeChat 
or WhatsApp, are starting to morph into social 
networks. 
 
As these platforms and networks grow, the 
amount of content uploaded daily is simply 
stunning. But this fundamental shift in human 
behaviour has taken place at such speed that our 
ethical and legal frameworks are still catching up. 
Copyright legislation is woefully outdated, with 
laws written before the internet was invented. 
When publishers use copyrighted content without 
permission, few repercussions result because 
users are ignorant about how social networks 
collect and share data, and resources are lacking 
to take any case through a legal court. 
 
Ethically, the same applies; cases emerge, and 
the ethics play out online through articles 
discussing whether behaviour has crossed a line. 
Simultaneously, norms are changing. Whereas 
photographers previously had to ask permission 
to take photos in public places, acceptance now 
exists in most countries that a person’s image 
can be captured and used anywhere. While 
significant cultural differences affect the tolerance 
of graphic imagery and the sharing of images of 

children, every region of the world is 
experiencing shifts in standards and norms. 
 
The business models of the concerned 
companies are also not set in stone. Twitter 
recently laid off 8% of its staff63 as it struggles to 
find a way to monetize content. Instagram is 
similarly trying to integrate advertising, and 
WhatsApp, while wildly popular, makes money 
from a $1 fee after a person has had one free 
year of using the app. The move from being 
communication platforms to serving as 
marketplaces for other goods and services will 
provide multiple opportunities for revenue growth 
and sustainability. 
 
The future looks very bright for social media 
platforms – from purchasing virtual-reality 
technology to partnerships with financial 
institutions that look to bring on millions of people 
who previously had no way of accessing banks 
or credit. As millions leapfrog from desktops 
straight onto mobile devices, their whole internet 
experience will be via a social network or chat 
app. 
 
Challenges exist, and the immediate future will 
certainly involve court cases that should help to 
settle current legal ambiguity around copyright 
and licensing. New ethical norms will also 
emerge as society works through issues such as 
privacy, the publication of graphic content and 
the protection of vulnerable communities. And 
though unlikely, new norms for online civility may 
emerge. 
 
Despite the challenges, very significant 
opportunities are there for individuals using social 
technologies to start and maintain thriving 
businesses, for communities that can access 
services in previously impossible ways, and for 
those who can take advantage of possibilities 
emerging from limitless communication. 

To borrow the words of the author William 
Gibson: “The future is here; it's just not evenly 
distributed yet." 
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