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Abstract 	 Social media are playing an increasingly important role in the life of every internet user and the companies. 
They are one of the main source of information, provide interaction and/or integration. The authors present the 
history and evolution of social media which are the basis for further considerations. The objective of the paper is 
analysis of the definitions in the context of new communication channels or the functionality of already existing 
social media. The result of the analysis is the author’s definition, includes the most important aspects of the 
currently existing social media.

Introduction
The idea of using mass media in order to create some kinds of social group, movements and transform them 

into consumer trend has been the topic of many scientific discussion since the book of J. McGinniss “The Selling of 
the President 1968” (McGinniss, 1969) has been published.

Why can’t you sell brotherhood like soap?
G.D. Wiebe (1951)
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In 1971, Ph. Kotler and G. Zaltman had pointed out, that social marketing (Kotler, 1975)1 is a promising 
framework for planning and implementing social change and that the application of commercial ideas and methods 
to promote social goals will be seen by many as another example of business’s lack of taste and self-restrained 

(Kotler, Zaltman, 1971).
After a decade the concept of implementation social marketing was still treated suspiciously by many 

researchers, i.a.: P. N. Bloom and W. D. Novelli (Bloom, Novelli, 1981).
 Ph. Kotler and G. Zaltman noted that, the idea of that implementation will not disappear by ignoring it or ralling 

against it, and that the application of the logic of marketing to social goals is a natural development and on the whole 
a promising one (Kotler, Zaltman, 1971).

Today, thanks to the Internet and its effect – communication revolution and invention of people, like Mark 
Zuckerberg – the co-founder and CEO of the social-networking website Facebook, we know that the idea of using 
mass media (and nowadays – social media) as a channel of marketing communication happened to be the great 
and powerful trend which influence society and the whole market.

There are many issues related to Social Media considered and tested by many scientists around the world, 
i.a.: usage, barriers and measurement of social media marketing in B2B perspective (Michaelidou, Siamagka, 
Christodoulides, 2011) branding and marketing communication (Kaplan, Haenlein, 2010). and prediction of future 
models of Social Media usage (Asur, Huberman, 2011). The concept of Social Media and possibilities of its usage is 
the current issue- as an articles related to Social Media in many magazines connected with business practice and 
scientific journals; as a topic of many conferences and congresses.

The major distinguishing feature of the “new media” is the possibility of dialoguing with consumers, which is 
a great chance of brand idea development; however, if led improperly, such dialogues may also become threats 

(Mróz-Gorgoń, 2014). The meaning and use of Social Media is a very important element of marketing communication 
system in many companies- all over the world, especially in the era of companies which only operates through the 
social media channels (online).

As V. Dijk pointed out: “writing a critical history of social media is bound to be an endless, dynamic adventure” 

(Dijck, 2013). In 2010 A.M. Kaplan and M. Haenlein had published an article in which they proposed the definition 
and classification of social media; the authors also pointed out the challenges and opportunities of using social 
media (Kaplan, Haenlein, 2010). The article has been quoted more than 5 thousand times so far and different 
scientific research (social media study) had been made in many countries all over the world, and that also confirms 
the importance of study the phenomenon.

Through the process of systematic literature studies this article will cover the different ways of identifying 
Social Media in the context of their marketing communication. The main purpose of this paper is to analyze and to 
schematize the division of Social Media definitions.

1 Ph. Kotler has defined social marketing as “the design, implementation, and control of programs seeking to increase the 
acceptability of a social idea or practice in a target group(s)”.
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Methodology
As a result of the critical analysis of the literature will be presented a short history of social media and the main 

point of reference in the proposed social media definition. This allowed for the creation of a new definition of social 
media adapted to the current capabilities of their communication channels.

Main thesis of the authors in the article is: “Definitions of social media in contemporary literature do not 
reflect the current specifics of the phenomenon.” Therefore, as the general purpose of article authors accepted the 
analysis of existing definitions of social media from the point of view produced in the time channels social media 
and to propose the current definition.

History and Evolution of Social Media
Social media was further developed during the 1970s. MUD, originally known as MultiUser Dungeon, Multi-

User Dimension, or Multi-User Domain, was a real-time virtual world with role-playing games, interactive fiction, 
and online chat. MUD is primarily text based which requires users to type commands using a natural language. 
BBS was created in 1978, the same year as MUD. BBS is a synonym for bulletin board system. Users log in to the 
system to upload and download software, read news, or exchange messages with others. Bulletin boards were the 
predecessors of the World Wide Web (Kaplan, Haenlein,2010). Today, in Facebook surround the greatest market 
leaders operates, while companies in the SME sector are in the initial phase of using social media marketing 
strategy (Shirky, 2011).

It is difficult to study social media without encountering the phrase social networking. Social networks have 
evolved over the years to the modern-day variety which uses digital media (Edosomwan et al., 2011). One of 
the pioneers of the network society study- J. Van Dijck (among others like: J. Martin (1978), S. Braten (1981), 
M. Castels (2000), explains that apart from their ability to collect (meta)data, the computational power of social 
media platform lies in their capability to include algorithms for processing data (Dijck, 2013) – social networks such 
as Facebook and LinkedIn are increasingly focusing on the opportunities to provide research services. Massmarket 
communities have a huge potential to develop research services (Smith, 2009) .The widespread of presence of 
social media platforms drives people to move many of their social, cultural, and professional activities to these 
online environments (Dijck, 2013). G. Szymański emphasize, that social media is the place of free time, social 
conversations, browse the curiosities and gossips, and that differs it from the time spent on shopping (Szymański, 
2013). Advertising in social media channels, as L. Gracz pointed out, gives advertisers additional benefits such 
as reducing the distance to the recipient, descend to the level of the caller, voluntarism and commitment of user 
interaction (Gracz, Ostrowska, 2014).

The following infographic shows the genesis and evolution of social media (Figure 1).
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1997 •Early social media service SixDegrees.com is launched. At its height, the service claims 1 million users

1999
•Blogging service Blogger launches. Purchased by Google in 2003

2002
•Social media site Friendster launches. Membership peaks in 2008, then begins its steady wane

V
2003

•Corporate social networking site LinkedIn opens its doors

VII
2003

•MySpace launches. The site is acquired by News Corp in 2005 for $580 million and is receiving more than 
75 million visitors per month in late 2008.

4 II
2004

•Facebook launches. Initially open only to Harvard students, then opens to 800 colleges in May 2005. 
By September 2006, Facebook is available to all users 13 and over

III
2006

•Text-based social media service Twitter is born. So-called “Tweets” are limited to 140 characters each

XI
2006

•Yahoo offers $1 billion to buy Facebook. but Facebook ultimately declines the offer

IV
2008

•Facebook’s popularity overtakes MySpace’s, based on the number of monthly unique visitors

XI
2009

•Facebook membership hits 350 million. Climbs to 400 in February 2010 and half a billion users five months 
later, after surpassing Google’s weekly web traffic in March 2010

28 VI
2011

•Google Plus launches its closed beta – in a little over two weeks, more than ten million people have joined, 
sharing around one billion items per day

2011

•Social networking websites such as Twitter and Facebook help activists organize an uprising in Egypt. 
The trend of using social networking websites to organize protests and demonstrations continues throughout 
2011 in the Middle East and North Africa. Various governments attempt to shut down social media and internet 
access to crackdown on protest movements throughout 2011 to varying degrees of success

2012

•Snapchat - video messaging application created by Evan Spiegel, Bobby Murphy, and Reggie Brown when they were 
students at Stanford University. Users can take photos, record videos and send them to a controlled list of recipients. 
These sent photographs and videos are known as "Snaps". Users set a time limit for how long recipients can view 
their Snaps (the range is from 1 to 10 seconds), after that they will be deleted from the servers

2012

•Tinder is a location-based dating and social discovery application. The app was launched in 2012, and by 2014 
it was registering about one billion “swipes” per day. Tinder was among the first “swiping apps”, where the 
user uses a swiping motion to choose between the photos of other users: swiping right for potentially good 
matches and swiping left on a photo to move to the next one

2012

•Vine is a short video sharing service where users can share six-second-long looping videos. The service 
was founded 2012, and Twitter acquired it in October 2012, just before its official launch. Users videos 
are published through Vine's can be shared on other services such as Facebook and Twitter.
As of December 2015 Vine has 200 million active users

2013

•Pheed is a social networking service that competes with Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and related ites.
Founded by Internet entrepreneur OD Kobo. Pheed is aimed at a younger audience than Facebook's 
demographic. Pheed combines text, video, images and audio, and includes a live broadcast option. 
The pheeds can also be shared by Twitter, Facebook, and Gmail. The pheeds can be copyrighted which make 
them the user's property. 

Figures 1. Short history of social media

Source: own elaboration.
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Definition of Social Media and their Division 
The concept of social media encompasses a huge range of communication. It can be defined as a set of 

relationships, behaviors, feelings, empiricism and the interaction between consumers, brands, in which there is 
a multidirectional communication, exchange of experience with advanced communication tools. They are allowing 
the media to support and implement communication and cognitive needs of man, having a huge impact on the world 
and active co-creation of information distributed by the media and companies (Peszko, Chrąchol, 2011). Social 
networking sites give users a great amount of possibilities for interaction, integration and personalization of sites for 
Internet users in international and global dimension. The center of gravity from the Web has shifted towards user, 
who creates the service content, provides text, photos, music, comments, links to interesting websites. And that is 
the way to create the user community (Czubała, 2012).

Some of the authors claim, that in order to define the concept of social media, one must separately consider the 
importance of the two members forming the term (media and community). K. Fabjaniak-Czerniak (2012) underline, 
that the term media should be understood primarily traditional channels of information transmission, i.e. television, 
radio and newspapers. The term also refers to the way in which that information is provided to recipients media, 
for example: via broadcast signal, radio signal, written press and photography. However, each of these media not 
only disseminate information but also engages customers, linking them together in certain social groups, centered 
around a particular issue. Media therefore build informal communities, which are characterized by the solidarity 
around specific issues. Nowadays rapidly developing modern information technology made it possible to strengthen 
this type of relationship among members of these informal groups. In addition, a variety of mobile applications 
provide users of the network constantly improved tools for dialogue, which is a key element distinguishing traditional 
media, social media.

M. Jurkowski accentuated that social media represent the whole scope of behaviors, feelings, relationships 
and interactions between consumers and brands, and the omni-directional communication takes place in here in the 
exchange of experience using powerful tools. This type of media allows for the strengthening and implementation of 
communication and cognitive human needs, allowing the impact to the surrounding world and actively co information 
distributed by various entities (Jurkowski, 2013).

J. Kaznowski highlighted that meaning of the phenomenon can be describe as media consisting of social 
control that can be used on any scale, including both broadcast content and the possible points of view with regard 
to information (Kaznowski, 2014, as cited in Królewski, Sala, 2016).

Different approach of the definition has been pointed by T. Dryl, who emphasized, that the concept of social 
media refers to the socially controlled media, which are used in the communication process on any scale, direction 
and purpose. The difference between social and the mass media and is the ability to simultaneously communicate 
“one-to-many” and “one-to one”. Social media are focused on dialogue, controversy, discussion and publication of 
information is only the beginning of the communication process. The information can be freely modified, transmitted 
in different directions over the next participants in the process who the recipients are broadcasting messages (Dryl, 
2015).

In the article mentioned in Introduction, A.M. Kaplan and M. Haenlein defines social media as a group of 
Internet- based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow 
the creation and exchange of user-generated content (Kaplan, Haenlein, 2010).
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Social media platforms have unquestionably altered the nature of private and public communication (Dijck, 
2013) . Social media can be defined as a utilizing platforms – such as content sharing sites, blogs, social networking, 
and wikis – to create, modify, share, and discuss Internet content. This represents the social media phenomenon, 
which can now significantly impact a firm’s reputation, sales, and even survival (Kietzmann et al., 2011). T. Smith is 
predicting that, as all content moves into the web then social media and consumer opinion will increasingly define 
the future of not just the web, but society as a whole (Smith, 2009). Table 1 presents the main points of reference 
being the basis definitions indicated by the authors.

Table 1. Main point of reference in the proposed social media definition

Years The Authors of social media definitions Main point of reference in the proposed definition

2007 Danah Boyd, Nicole Ellison gaining a new contacts
2009 Safko, Brake sharing information, knowledge, and opinions using conversational media
2010 M. Kaplan, M. Haenlein applications that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content
2010 Van Dijk the idea of creating content and sharing it with other users
2010  Ph. Kotler applications creating interaction between users
2011  Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, Silvestre dialogue between market users
2012  A.Czubała interaction, integration and personalization sites by users
2012  K. Fabjaniak-Czerniak Communications recipients various social groups by improved mobile applications tools
2013  M. Jurkowski multidirectional communication in the exchange of experience
2013  Nguyen, Phung, Adams, Venkatesh media in which users assume a myriad of roles
2014  D. Kaznowski media subject to social control
2014  M. Czaplicka users interaction
2015  T. Dryl media subject to social control and the dialogues between participants in the communication 

process
2016 Authors definition Communication channels enabling the exchange of information, interaction and/or integration 

between the community network, which determines the communiqué availability

Source: own elaboration.

Based on analysis of existing definitions, as well as emerging and changing form of social media, the authors 
proposed his own definition of social media.

Social media is network community communication channels, allowing for the exchange of information, but 
also interaction or integration between network users (Internet users), or Internet users and brands. Published infor-
mation is available to all users or to selected groups and undergo less or more social control.

The authors in the definition focused on three main aspects which relate to social media:
–– communication channels network community – like every traditional media, network media have their 
communication channels – websites, blogs, microblogs, forums, etc.

–– opportunities and the way of activities of individual channels – individual communication channels have 
different opportunities to involve network community. Sometimes it is only the transfer of information, other 
times interaction with or without integration of users, or users with brands.

–– decides network community of the access to the communiqué – a community network determines the 
availability communiqué.
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Conclusions
Social media have undeniably transformed and changed the character of private and public communication. 

Today, many companies all over the world operates only through the social media channels (online). To define the 
meaning of social media is of a great importance especially from the marketing point of view and it’s communication 
perspective. Authors of this article have proposed the definition, that describes social media, as network community 
communication channels, allowing for the exchange of information, but also interaction or integration between 
network users (Internet users), or Internet users and brands. Published infor-mation is available to all users or to 
selected groups and undergo less or more social control.
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