
What Do We Mean When We Talk about Social Media? 
  
According to Merriam-Webster, Social Media are  
: forms of electronic communication (such as websites for social networking and microblogging) 
through which users create online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and 
other content (such as pictures and videos) 
  
But what does this actually mean? 
  
Social media are websites or apps (or both) that allow you to share things with other people.  On some 
sites you can post anonymously and you have as many accounts as you want (Twitter, Tumblr). Other 
sites limit you to a single personal account and you may have to prove your identity (Facebook, 
LinkedIn). Some types of social media are for sharing things with one or a few friends (WhatsApp) 
while others are for broadcasting to the world (Reddit, Pinterest) 
  

Social Media by Type 
  
Primarily a website  YouTube, Facebook, LinkedIn, Reddit, Pinterest, Tumblr 

Primarily a phone app  WhatsApp, Snapchat, Instagram 

Primarily text  Twitter 

Primarily photos  Instagram, Snapchat, Pinterest 

Primarily one-on-one  WhatsApp, Snapchat 

Primarily public  Reddit, YouTube, Tumblr, Pinterest 

Real names / numbers  Facebook, LinkedIn, WhatsApp 

Anonymous  Reddit, Twitter, Tumblr, Pinterest, YouTube, Instagram 

Family & friends  Facebook, WhatsApp, Snapchat, Skype 

Strangers  Twitter, Reddit, YouTube, Tumblr 
 

What Social Media Apps Should I Use? 
The answer to this is “what do you want to do?” 
 
Do you want to keep up with friends and family? Learn about new books being published? Keep on 
top of political events? Find and organize future projects?  
 
How you want to use social media is the main determinant of what social media you’ll want to try. It’s 
totally normal to try an app only to find it doesn’t work for you and drop it. Or to use it, forget about it 
for months, and then suddenly have a need for it (That’s me with Pinterst). 
 
The following grid might be useful in helping you determine what platforms you might find most 
useful. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/social%20media


Social Media Uses 
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Social Media Conglomerations 
It important to know what companies are tied together, so you are aware of where data might 
regularly be shared.  
 
For the past decade, big tech companies have been attempting to snatch up social media platforms, 
either in an attempt to make money or to consolidate their user data and databases (and make 
money). Pay attention to who owns who, because that is where user data is most likely to be shared.  
 

Owner  Subsidiary 

Amazon  Goodreads 

Facebook  Instagram, WhatsApp 

Google  BlogSpot, YouTube 

Independent  Pinterest, Snapchat, Twitter 

Microsoft  LinkedIn, Skype 
 
Pay attention not just to what companies are connected, but also to 
how companies make their money. Goodreads makes money through 
advertising links and ads paid by authors, which is reasonable. 
Facebook makes much of its money by selling your user data, which is 
(IMO) less reasonable. 
 

Information Security and Social Media 
With any social media platform, your information security should always be a top consideration. Keep 
in mind that your email address is a unique identifier, so all sites for which you use the same email 
address have the ability collaborate and tie together your data. This is not to say they do this, just that 
they have the capability. 
 
Cookies and other browsing data can sometimes be shared between sites, and such data can reveal far 
more information than you might expect. For example, Target can predict whether a woman is 
pregnant based upon her purchase of unscented lotion, vitamins, and cotton balls. You are giving 
away far more information than you think when you browse the web, and when that data can be tied 
to a social media account, the company has even more data. 
 

Ways to protect your privacy: 
• Use multiple email addresses 
• Check your settings on your social media accounts 
• Limit use of social media apps on your phone (use a web browser if possible) 
• Use multiple web browsers 
• Use privacy add-ons for your web browsers 
 
 
 
 
 

Follow the money. 
-- William Goldman, 
All the President’s Men 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-teen-girl-was-pregnant-before-her-father-did/#67b880da6668
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-teen-girl-was-pregnant-before-her-father-did/#67b880da6668


Some Major Social Media Sites  
Facebook 

Facebook is a social media and networking website open to anyone over the age of 13. 
Facebook does not allow individuals to have more than one personal account, and if 
requested, you must prove your identity.  
 
On Facebook, you specify an audience for your posts. You can make a post public (visible 

to the entire world) or you can limit a post to your friends, or even a select group of friends. When you 
respond to another person’s post, your response is visible to the audience for THAT post, not just 
your regular audience. Because your posts are tied to you, be cautious in what you post, because one 
stupid post could be what you end up being known for by friends and strangers alike.  
 
My rule for Facebook is to be kind. You can almost never go wrong with being kind. 
 
Block and Hide and Unfollow: Because Facebook requires you to be yourself, and because family 
members with different beliefs can make your browsing unpleasant, hide and unfollow are an 
important part of staying sane while using social media. If you click on the three dots at the top right 
corner of a post, you’ll get the options for Hide post and Unfollow. Do not hesitate to use these.  
 
Facebook owns Instagram and WhatsApp. Facebook makes its money through targeted advertising 
and selling your data.  

Flickr 
Flickr is a photo hosting and sharing service. The strength of Flickr is that you can place a 
Creative Commons license on all your pictures to keep companies from using them 
without notice or compensation. This keeps someone from stealing your picture and/or 
making money off of it. Flickr allows you to maintain all rights to your images. Other 
social media services maintain the right to use the pictures you have posted. 

 
You can use Flickr in two ways—you can post your pictures to Flickr for others to see, and/or you can 
follow groups or individuals to see what they have posted. Two of the groups I follow (and 
occasionally add to) are “Graves, Tombs And Cemeteries” and “Rural Decay”. 
 
Flickr is owned by SmugMug. Flickr has a free service and a subscription service and makes its money 
primarily though ads, its subscription service, and through links to photo printing services. 

Goodreads 
Goodreads is social cataloging website for books, where you can search its database of 
books, annotations, and reviews. It also has suggestions, surveys, blogs, and discussions.  
 
To use Goodreads, you add books you have read—and want to read—and your ratings help 
the algorithms determine what books you also might like to read. You can also follow your 

friends and see what they are reading.  Most authors have a presence on Goodreads, which allows you 
to learn about new books and stories they are publishing and/or promoting. It’s becoming common 
for authors to do a “digital book tour” where they visit book blogs and answer questions from readers. 
If you are an avid reader, Goodreads is a site you might enjoy. 
 
Goodreads is owned by Amazon and makes money through its links to booksellers and 
advertisements from authors and booksellers.  

https://www.facebook.com/
https://www.flickr.com/
https://www.goodreads.com/


Instagram 
Instagram is a photo and video sharing social media platform. Originally only for iOS, it 
expanded to other cell platforms and a website. If you are a photographer, be aware of 
what rights Instagram gets to those images as well as the application of Fair Use law. 
 
To use Instagram, you follow people who post interesting to you pictures, which then 

appear in your feed. You can post your own pictures from the Instagram app. Some of the people I 
follow are upsdogs and atlasobscura and humansofny. 
 
Instagram is owned by Facebook and makes all of its money through advertisements.  

LinkedIn 
LinkedIn is a business and employment-oriented social media platform primarily used for 
professional networking (including job posting and job hunting).  
 
LinkedIn does not allow anonymous accounts, and wants information such as education 
and work history (as would be useful for job hunting and networking). You may get 

LinkedIn requests from former students, employees, or co-workers. LinkedIn is where to go if you are 
still working and need to network for business, or if you are looking to work with or hire someone, 
because it allows you to learn more about the person—especially if you know people in common. On 
LinkedIn you can hide a specific post, unfollow a user, or report an offensive post. 
 
LinkedIn is owned by Microsoft and makes its money through advertising, recruitment services and 
membership privileges.  

Pinterest 
Pinterest is a social media site for curating, organizing and discovering webpages and 
pictures.  
 
To use Pinterest, you create “boards” (think virtual corkboards) and “pin” pictures to 
them. Your feed displays items that might belong on those boards, and you can then 

reference these saved items later (such as sewing patterns or wood projects). Some of my boards are 
“Geek Stuff” and “Decay” and “Vintage Clothing” 
 
Pinterest is not a subsidiary of any other company and makes money through promoted pins 
(advertisements).  

Reddit 
Reddit is a news aggregator and discussion website. Members post content (text, images, 
links) which are then voted up or down by other members.  
 
To use Reddit, find communities that are interesting to you, such as “r/oddlysatisfying” 
and “r/whatisthisthing” and join those communities. Content then appears in your feed. 

 
You can find absolutely anything on Reddit, which is a feature and a bug (there are things you can’t 
un-see). Pay attention to NSFW (Not Safe for Work). Reddit is a huge time sink—you can spend hours 
and hours and not realize it. You can hide posts you don’t want to see, and you report posts that are 
offensives and against the policies of the subreddit. You should check the policies of a subreddit 
before you join it. (For example, don’t join “r/RoastMe” and then complain that people are being 
insulting.)  
 
Reddit is owned by Advance Publications (the group that owns Conde Nast). Reddit makes money by 
selling ads, however, its ads are clearly marked and annoying ads are banned.  

https://www.instagram.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/
https://www.pinterest.com/
https://www.reddit.com/


Snapchat 
Snapchat is a multi-media messaging app that tends to focus on pictures and virtual 
stickers.  
 
You must log into snapchat, and you will need to know your friends’ identities. Once you 
have found people, you send them brief text messages and pictures, which disappear after 

a minute. Snapchat is good for being silly and playing with kids. In Snapchat, you may want to limit 
who can contact you to friends. This is done under Settings, in the Who Can… section. 
 
Snapchat is not a subsidiary of any other company and makes money by selling ads. 

Tumblr 
Tumblr is a microblogging and social media platform that allows for the posting of 
multimedia and short form content.  
 
To use Tumblr, find blogs you think are interesting and follow them, such as 
“rejectedprincesses” and “fakescience”. Those posts then appear in your feed. 

 
Tumblr is owned by Verizon and makes money through sponsored posts, sponsored apps, theme 
sales, and news feed licensing.  

Twitter 
Twitter is a social media and news site that was initially tied to SMS (Short Messaging 
Service), which is why it has character restrictions. You can have as many twitter 
accounts as you want and are not required to verify you are who you say you are.  
 
To use Twitter, you find and follow people and businesses you find interesting or 

amusing, and those posts appear in your timeline in chronological order (newest posts at the top). 
You can post short messages to your own timeline, as well as pictures with a short message. Some of 
the twitter feeds I follow are “@RealTimeWWII” and “@A_single_bear” and “@MerriamWebster”. 
 
You have the option to Mute and/or Block people who are obnoxious or offensive. Muting them hides 
them from your feed, blocking means they cannot reply to you. At the top right corner of a tweet, click 
the down arrow / triangle and select either Mute or Block. You can also report abusive people. 
 
Twitter is not a subsidiary of any other company and generates most of its advertising revenue by 
selling promoted products, including promoted tweets, promoted accounts and promoted trends.   

WhatsApp 
WhatsApp is a messaging and VOIP (Voice-Over IP) service that allows you to send text 
messages and make phone calls to anyone who is also on the app (that allows individuals 
in different countries to communicate without incurring international charges).  
 
You need to have cellular service to use WhattsApp, but once you are logged in, you can 

communicate with anyone around the world who has the app. Once you are logged into the app, you 
can then use WhatsApp on a desktop computer. 
 
WhatsApp is owned by Facebook. WhatsApp used to have a subscription, however, as of right now it 
is not making any money.  

https://www.snapchat.com/
https://www.tumblr.com/
https://twitter.com'/
https://www.whatsapp.com/


YouTube 
YouTube is a video-sharing website.   
 
The first rule of YouTube is NEVER READ THE COMMENTS. 
 
YouTube is a subsidiary of Google and makes money through advertising. 
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Glossary 
Add-on: An accessory piece of software designed to increase the capability of the software to which it 
is appended. 
 
Android: Googles mobile operating system, built on open source software. 
 
App: Short for Application. 
 
Application: An application is a piece of software that lets your device do something, like play music 
or give directions. An application is the same thing is a program. 
 
Cookie: A piece of data that a website saves on your computer. Cookies were designed to save user 
information such as preferences or logins, but can sometimes be read by third parties. Cookies are 
also used to collect browsing data long-term. 
 
Database: An organized collection of information. An address book is a very basic database. 
Complicated databases link information between multiple tables allowing for analysis of the 
contained information. 
 
GPS: Global Positioning System is a piece of hardware that allows a device to contact a satellite to 
determine the location of the device in latitude and longitude. On most devices, software makes these 
data points usable to the end user by placing them on a map.  
 
IMO: In My Opinion 
 
iOS: Apple’s mobile operating system. 
 
MMS: Multimedia Messaging Service is a kind of text messaging that allows you to send text 
messages that contain pictures or audio, as well as messages longer than 160 characters or to multiple 
people.  
 
NSFW: Not Safe for Work 
 
SMS: Short Messaging Service. A brief message that is sent from one phone number to another 
phone number. SMS does not use cellular data.  
 
TXT: Text message.  
 
User Data: Any type of data generated by people interacting with software programs. User data 
includes: Explicit Data, which is given by a user directly such as name, address, email, and phone 
number; Implicit Data, which is not provided by the user directly but gleaned through analysis of user 
interactions, such as pages visited, session duration, or type of device; and finally External Data which 
has been gathered from third parties with whom an organization has a relationship. 
 
Web Browser: A software program that allows you to access sites on the Internet, or web.  
 
 
Website: a location connected to the Internet that maintains one or more pages on the World Wide 
Web 
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