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The last century heralded the world of mass information. The ease of communication has been on the increase and the Internet has played a great role in that. Because of its broad coverage and access provisions to millions of users worldwide, the online media of communication has evolved to become a venue of the most notable modern communities. The business community, the academic community, the medical community, have played their part in the past and present Internet age. The latest to join this trend is the social community through what is widely known as social networking.  This research paper considers the use of social networks and its implications by responding to issues such as understanding fully what they are, how they shape modern life, how they aid communication, what their effects are, and what their future resembles. 
Comprehending the effects of the cyberspace on the present age highlights the importance of social networks and underscores the need to improve on various factors that affect members of this community.
The term social networking refers to the use of a website to connect with people who share personal or professional interests, place of origin, education at a particular school, etc. (dictionary.com). Sociologist A. J. Barnes in describing the ways people interacted with each other in the real world first used ‘Social networking’. The term described the patterns in how people interacted with each other”. (Rheingold pg. 12) He and other social scientists explored those patterns and attempted mapping out how people interacted. Over time, the term he first conceived changed into a way of thinking. His idea changed the way people looked at the world. What once described mapping of social patterns is now a new criterion. This new paradigm or way of looking at how people socialize gained center stage as people endeavoured to understand and describe what people were doing on the Internet. His background work, however, has been defined in different ways ever since. As the Internet evolved, social networking took up a different meaning, but this background concept still remained the main idea behind any social network. 
The social networking concept has gradually taken over the world. Questions about how it became so popular and how it won the hearts of millions seem to never have answers. It has however become a modern culture pattern.
	Ask average people on the street, and they will tell you they cannot do much without being connected to the Internet. The virtual village is now a highly populated community as the need to connect with people is on the increase. Even different fields have joined this ever-growing society. Social interactions through social networking sites are text-based or visual-based or both. (Lee, Chun et. al. 9-14) From politicians to students, artists to organizers, doctors to researchers, everyone is using this network to link up and communicate with people from all over the world. How does social networking enhance communication you ask? (Gueorguieva 291-295) in her paper explained how sites like YouTube and MySpace affected election results in the United States. She explained that sites like YouTube have increased the exposure of political candidates to the public and candidates that have the power to exploit social networks can easily influence electoral results. Politicians have now begun to relay their manifestos over social networks and keep in touch with voters; opinion leaders have also influenced devout followers through the power of social networking.   As author Howard Rheingold has explained, the virtual village is not a “single, monolithic, online subculture but it’s more like an ecosystem of subcultures, some frivolous, other serious.”(The Virtual Community, p. 6) In another sense, the Internet and social networks allows us to become ever more ourselves while also creating social capital for the benefit of individuals and communities. It enables people to use cultural attributes to recognize themselves and construct meaning.
	As researchers Aleman and Wartman tell us, worldwide, social networking sites are an established trend 
Sites like Friendster, Orkut, Mixi, lunar storm, and Bebo are commonly used across Europe, Latin America, and the pacific. The US launched Facebook reports that 14.5% of its users are in Canada and 11.6% in the United Kingdom. In Mexico, hi5 is the fifth most visited site behind Google, windows live, YouTube, and Metroflog. As a global phenomenon, social networking through computer-mediated communication, whether through Facebook or other sites, is an established trend. (Online social networking on campus. pg. 4-5)
These sites are used for various purposes. Some people use it to link up with family all over the world. In time past, people relied on emails to reach people but the trend is shifting as these social networks provide ease of connection. Nowadays chatting on a site like Facebook is more preferred to drafting an email and even making a call, although most of these interactions are classified according to their age grade (Lee, Chun et. al. 9-14). There are other people, however, who use social networking sites to promote their own websites or businesses. Signing up on these social sites, they hope other users will explore their profiles and click on their links to visit their business sites. To a certain extent, it has worked for many, especially if they are in a group that shares the same interest as they do.  Presidents of countries around the world are also not left out. Most of them use these networks to connect with the citizens of their country and keep them informed on happenings in governance, this kind of communication is actually a two-step model where opinion leaders receive, interpret and redistribute the original message to large numbers of people (McCarron) social media has created this ease of communication as sites and webpages can be used to reach a wide range of people overtime. With the advent of social networking sites like Twitter where opinion leaders would have a thousand followers, followers can view regular updates from opinion leaders and keep themselves updated from time to time.
(Zyl 907-910) talks about the transition from “synchronous” communication for example communications through phones to “asynchronous” communication, which is communication through the Internet in the office environment. She explained that mediums like emails and broadcast messages are more efficient in reaching a large number of people in the least amount of time using the least amount of effort. 
The advent of social networking has helped customer services to be more efficient as it can easily be switched from one-to-one to one-to-many type of communication. It has helped broaden social contacts making the operation of business more advanced, improved customer relations because it allows for effective feedback, it has reduced the costly recruitment of high calibre staff, the improvement of morale, motivation and job satisfaction among staff and has provided a collaborative learning and working environment in offices. Social networking have been adopted in workplace because real time communication such as telephone calls and meetings can be time consuming, interruptive and cause decreased productivity while asynchronous delayed communication such as e-mail are often misused and overused. (Zyl 907-910)
While these social networks have their different issues, it is obvious that they are now a standard way of life. People all over the world are embracing this new community, its culture and the practices it brings. Whether for dating or for education, social networks serve their purposes. However as with any normal culture, the virtual community has its advantages and disadvantages that it brings to all those who are a part of it.
	Although the virtual community is a principal tool in world development and globalization, it brings with it a lot of issues. Positive or negative as they may be, they affect the members of the community and most times those who are not directly a part of it. Issues like privacy, spam, Internet fraud, transfer of information, addiction, child pornography and even terrorism have all been linked to social networks. The issue of Internet addiction is rapidly growing.  In his book, Virtual Addiction, Dr. David Greenfield tells us, 
In my research survey of nearly 18,000 people (in conjunction with ABCNEWS.com) I found that nearly 6% of those surveyed met the strict criteria for Compulsive Internet use, with another 4-6 % abusing the Net on a regular basis. The Internet is not as benign as we might think, it has powerful mood altering capabilities, and over 29% of those I studied report using the Internet to “alter their mood or escape on a regular basis. (p. 51)
The issue of privacy is another rampant and widely publicized effect the virtual community has on its members. The University of California conducted a survey based on conversations with 1,000 Americans conducted last summer by Princeton Survey Research Associates International. It found that 55 percent of those using the Internet are more concerned about online privacy now than they were five years ago. Still, only 14 per cent say they often read privacy policies on websites. Thirty-six per cent said they read the policies sometimes, while 50 per cent read them rarely or not at all. (Kirkpatrick, 2010, p.205) The social networks also have a lot of positives. They have suddenly become a learning resource, and a large number of students flock to these networks for connection and for information. For instance, Facebook gives students a chance to create and join their home college network or any other network and therefore learn about new cultures and make lasting acquaintances within their local area or across the world. The world has truly become smaller due to these social networks, and no matter their advantages and disadvantages, the fact that they have come to stay cannot be over-emphasized. 
	What does the future hold for the world from here? That is the question on most people’s minds.  The world is gradually becoming a global village, thanks to the virtual community. These social networks will obviously expand and as such bring more people into the community. Looking at the present ease of access of these networks, it can be expected that access to them would get easier as the years go on. More and more of these networks will actually spring up, Twitter is one of such examples, and make connections accessible to more people all over the world. As Mark Zuckerberg, (the founder of Facebook) says:
Given that the world is moving towards more sharing of information, making sure it happens in a bottom-up way, with people inputting the information themselves and having control over how information interacts with their system… That’s critical for the world. (Kirkpatrick, 2010, p 324)
We can begin to envision a world where social networking sites can be a medium of advertising. Virtual communities consist of millions of consumers who can be targeted with commercial messages and advertisement that would help build brand loyalty. Virtual worlds can also be seen as new markets to do business, it can be able to overcome the limitations of internet and introduce group interaction, face-to-face interaction, voice communication and attracting the young generations and as we can begin to notice, social networking sites have started becoming the pivot of retailers and ecommerce. (Messinger, Stroulia, et. al.) That concept will be the picture of what the future of the virtual community could resemble. A community where everyone will be in charge of their information, aware of the power they hold to their communication and will all feel free to transfer it at will. Improvements will be made to the negative effects and heighten the trust of the world at large.
	Social networking, the Internet and its contribution to communication are two important factors of everyday life that we cannot forget in a hurry. As the world gets closer to globalization, the success or failure lies a great deal in the proper handling of these two concepts seeing as the virtual community is very crucial to achieving this. The major players must therefore rise up and make sure that every issue is properly handled and that the virtual communities be safer, easier to access and generally stable so as to encourage users and non-users alike.
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