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Introduction  

New social web sites are launching all the time, each collecting and sharing 

information about us without us necessarily knowing so. I plan to look into issues of 

trust; surveillance and information overload that come from this along with 

examples and some possible solutions. 

Chapter 1: Surveillance looks at how people are tracked on the internet with an 

example of how the information is collected and shared on a popular social web site. 

I will also look at a proposed solution to privacy protection from Tim Berners-Lee, the 

founder of the internet. 

Chapter 2: Trust examines the different issues of trust that we encounter on the 

internet such as who owns the data we upload to web sites and is the data we read 

reliable? I will look at each of these issues by referring to real life examples that have 

happened in the past. 

Chapter 3: Information Overload & Context looks into the issue of the abundance of 

information we are given by social web sites we are members of and analyses a 

possible solution along with the problems that come with it 

For my major project I hope to try and solve the problem of information overload 

created from social web sites by aggregating the content from each of them into one 

place so you can effectively track what your friends are doing on multiple web sites 

in one central place. 
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I will discuss the issues of trust, surveillance and information overload in context to 

my final major project so I can analyse what I can do to go to some way towards 

solving these problems.  



5 
 

Chapter 1: Surveillance  

According to BusinessWeek, we as British residents are captured as many as 300 

ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ Řŀȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ нΦр Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ //¢± ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎΦ /ƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

internet session of a few hours, the amount of data collected on us could far exceed 

this figure with data been collected about what we look at, what we buy and 

information about our computer all without us even knowing. Should we be giving 

away all this information which effectively lets companies track and build up a profile 

of us and what we do? 

Some things may be acceptable like collecting anonymous information about our 

operating system, browser and where we are from, but collecting information about 

us that could potentially identify us and our actions are reaching limits in which users 

are becoming increasingly aware of and are worrying more about their privacy. 

Facebook1, the popular social networking web site recently tried to push these limits 

and not only collect information about what we buy, but also share that information 

with our friends (or even strangers whom we have never met on our friends list). On 

the 6th November 2007, Facebook launched their beacon advertising technology on 

44 different web sites. When you log into Facebook, they set a cookie2 on your 

computer to remember you. These cookies were then being accessed by third party 

web sites that are part of the Facebook beacon programme. When you committed 

an action on one of these web sites such as purchasing a product or adding an item 

                                                   
1
 http://www.facebook.com/ [Accessed 6

th
 February 2008] 

2
 A cookie is a small text file on your computer which stores a piece of data which is usually used to identify 

you. 

http://www.facebook.com/
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to a wish list your friends would automatically be alerted of this in their Facebook 

account. 

The problem with this is that it was all being done without the user giving their 

permission and in many cases the user not even knowing it was happening. For 

example, if you were buying a gift for someone as a birthday present, the product 

you had bought would show up to all your friends. This becomes an issue if the 

person you are buying the gift for is on your Facebook friends list as they would 

probably guess the gift was for them and therefore it would ruin the surprise. The 

other issue is that you might be buying somŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ 

to know about and want it to be kept private. 

There are positives to what Facebook were trying to do in that they could deliver 

more targeted advertising to users. For example, if a user visited computer related 

web sites or looked at computer products, Facebook would show them computer 

related advertising in the hope that they find it interesting and click on an 

advertisement which would generate them income. 

Users were able to opt out of this, but many of them ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ very happy and more 

than 50,000 users signed a petition asking Facebook to either abandon or alter their 

technology to address privacy concerns. Facebook gave in to these concerns and 

made the system opt in, rather than an opt out system so users now have to give 

their explicit permission to allow their activity to be tracked on other web sites. 
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While Facebook initially thought the idea would be good for users as it helps them to 

connect and share more information between them (and also potential increase 

CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΩǎ income), this goes to show that groups of users can make themselves 

heard and force companies take action on their issues, even though it was only a 

ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΩǎ рр Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ who signed the petition. 

All web sites that collect information about users should have a Privacy Policy which 

describes the information they collect and what they do with it. By reading these 

users should be able to find out exactly what information these web sites are 

collecting. However in reality these privacy policies are often many pages long 

(Figure. 1) ŀƴŘ ŀ ǳǎŜǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ the time to read them on every web site 

they visit, so effectively users are trusting web sites to look after their data and not 

collect anything that makes them identifiable which may not be the case. For 

example, web sites may sell the information they collect to third parties such as 

advertisers or direct mail firms. 

One possible solution proposed by Tim Berners-Lee, the founder of the internet is to 

let the browser interpret a web siteΩs privacy policy and then let it alert you of 

ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘȅ 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ 

in different styles and even languages, but could be done if there was standard 

format which could be interpreted by a browser automatically. 
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The W3C3 has proposed the Platform for Privacy Projects or P3P4 for short which 

provides a set of standards to facilitate this. However, the problem with this is that 

Ƴŀƴȅ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛǘ, coupled with the fact 

ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ōǊƻǿǎŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ȅŜǘΦ aƻǎǘ 

browsers will automatically block third party cookies on web sites now, but none at 

the time of writing allow you to define a set of acceptable rules which could be 

compared to those in privacy policies so you would know if a site met them. 

The issues surrounding privacy, tracking people and what they are doing needs to be 

made clearer to users. Companies need to be fully transparent with what data they 

are collecting and make sure their users are aware of it. Privacy policies help, but as 

discussed above, ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ōȅ 

the W3C somewhat falls short of expectations leaving users to place their trust in the 

web sites they visit. 

My major project Trakr, will track what other people are up to on other web sites by 

retrieving public data and feeds from various web sites. By default on most web 

sites, when you sign up your data is automatically accessible to others which many 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ a web siteΩs privacy policy, but 

as mentioned previously Ƴƻǎǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴd they 

Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǾƛǎƛǘΦ 

There are ways users can opt out of publicly sharing data but these options are often 

                                                   
3
  World Wide Web Consortium - Develops specifications and guidelines for web technology. 

4
 http://www.w3.org/P3P/ [Accessed 7

th
 February 2008] 

http://www.w3.org/P3P/
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difficult to find, but with some digging you can stop web sites like Trakr from 

accessing your data by setting the content to private on the original web site.  
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Illustrations  

Figure 1, BT.com Privacy Policy 
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Chapter 2: Trust  

Users have to place trust in the web sites they use, however there are many 

questions that come from this such as, is my data being shared with others? Is the 

ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ LΩƳ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜΚ ²Ƙƻ ƻǿƴǎ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ L ǳǇƭƻŀŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜΚ /ŀƴ L Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 

transfer data between web sites? What happens if the web site I store all my photos 

on disappears? 

With questions like the last, users just have to put trust in a web site that it will be 

around for the long term. If they upload their data to a large well known web site like 

the photo sharing web site, Flickr5 for example, it is more likely to be around in 10 

years than a small independent web site run by one person. But what happens when 

you want to transfer your data to another web site? There is no easy way to do this 

as there are no standards for transferring user data between web sites, unless the 

transferring site provides an Application Programming Interface (API)6 to allow the 

site importing the data to access the data on the originating web site. 

In the past few months, a working group has formed named DataPortability7 in the 

hope of improving the portability of data. The groups aim is to document simple 

agreed solutions to the problems of import/exporting and transferring data between 

web sites. It will use existing technologies like Microformats8 in order to achieve this, 

but by combining them together into a standard of interoperability so data can be 

                                                   
5
 http://www.flickr.com/ [Accessed 13

th
 February 2008] 

6
 An API is a defined set of conventions allowing one application to access information from another. 

7
 http://www.dataportability.org/ [Accessed 7

th
 February 2008] 

8
 Microformats are a set of simple open data formats which are built on top of existing web standards. 

http://www.flickr.com/
http://www.dataportability.org/
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transferred without each web site having to have an existing relationship or 

agreement with the other to transfer data between them. 

This is an ideal vision and still has a long way to go. It will be at least a few years 

before the standards are widely adopted and we will be able to openly move data 

between web sites as and when we wish.  

There are of course privacy issues and concerns with making data more portable in 

that it would be easier for others to find and use your data which people or 

companies could potentially use in unscrupulous ways. There needs to be some sort 

of control mechanism to make sure only people you have granted to access your 

data have access to it which more than likely will be down to the individual web sites 

to control. But, then again this could go against the vision of data portability by 

restricting it and making it harder to use. 

Another important issue is of who owns the data you upload? Is it you or the web 

site you upload your data to? Unfortunately this is a complicated issue with no 

concrete answer. 

At the beginning of January of this year Robert Scoble, had his Facebook account 

disabled because he used a tool on another web site (Plaxo Pulse9) to access his own 

Facebook friends list and copy them over to the other web site. 

                                                   
9
 http://pulse.plaxo.com/ [Accessed 10

th
 February 2008] 

http://pulse.plaxo.com/
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LŦ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǾŀƭƛŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ 

disable his account, but the fact that he was accessing his own data and copying it to 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ 

Scoble wrote about what had happened on his own blog which was soon picked up 

by other web sites such as Webware10Σ /ƴŜǘΩǎ bŜǿǎΦŎƻƳ11Σ ²ƛǊŜŘΩǎ ōƭƻƎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ12 

and Computerworld13 to name a few. Due to all the attention his Facebook account 

was re-enabled within 12 hours of his initial post, however this issue of who own the 

data you upload still exists. 

David Politis blogged about the issue on his web site, Utah Tech Watch14 with a post 

ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άWho Owns Social Media Data? Scoble-Facebook-Plaxo Fracas Raises 

Questionsέ. He discusses his thoughts on the matter of who owns the data you 

upload and begins with such questions as: 

So when you share such data with someone else, who owns that 

shared data? Do you? Or by sharing it with some social media 

companies do you in fact relinquish the right to what happens 

with your own data? 

Similarly, if you choose to trust your data with a company, does 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƴƻǿ άƻǿƴέ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŀǘŀΚ wŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎΣ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

company have an obligation to protect that data, either ethically 

or legally? Or is it both? 

                                                   
10

 http://www.webware.com/ [Accessed 13
th

 February 2008] 
11

 http://www.news.com/ [Accessed 13
th

 February 2008] 
12

 http://blog.wired.com/ [Accessed 13
th

 February 2008] 
13

 http://www.computerworld.com/ [Accessed 13
th

 February 2008] 
14

 http://www.utahtechwatch.com/ [Accessed 10
th

 February 2008] 

http://www.webware.com/
http://www.news.com/
http://blog.wired.com/
http://www.computerworld.com/
http://www.utahtechwatch.com/
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Politis says that we own all our data up to a point. We own our hair colour and 

physically characteristics, but items like phone numbers, credit card numbers, etc are 

just loaned to us and the company who assigned them could in theory change them 

for whatever reason meaning ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƻǿƴ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ IŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ 

the right to control who sees our data which most web sites offer and that those who 

we share data with have certain responsibilities to protect it. We also have a legal 

right to transfer that data elsewhere assuming that the data was legally obtained 

from others in the first place. However, most Terms of Service agreements (TOS) of 

companies such as Facebook are unclear on this matter and prohibit you from doing 

ǘƘƛǎΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ this mean that their TOS could be illegal if this is a legal right? 

Although Politis is not a legal representative, ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƘŜΩǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜŀƭΦ ²Ŝ 

supposedly have a legal right to transfer and choose who we share our data with, but 

as with the SŎƻōƭŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ 

this right and stopping people who try to move their data. Scoble is well known on 

the internet for his popular blog15 and has worked for such companies as Microsoft 

and PodTech. If this has been a normal user, it is less likely that the story would have 

ōŜŜƴ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩt have got their account back 

However, this shows that a well known person or a large group of individuals can 

make themselves heard and companies do actually take notice as shown by these 

two Facebook examples. 

                                                   
15

 http://scobleizer.com/ [Accessed 10
th

 February 2008] 

http://scobleizer.com/
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With many web sites now relying solely on user generated content such as 

YouTube16, Digg17 and Wikipedia18 there becomes the issue of if what we read is 

accurate or not. Wikipedia the popular online encyclopaedia allows anyone to edit an 

entry ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ǳǎŜǊ ǘƻ ƭƻƎ ƛƴ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ 

In issue 172 of .net magazine, they talk about a web site called WikiScanner19 which 

allows you to see which companies have been editing which entries. An extract from 

it says: 

¢ƘŜ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ !ǇǇƭŜΩǎ Lt20 range editing Microsoft entries, 

talking down its rival. Microsoft appears to respond in kind, with 

computers in its IP range also editing Apple entries to talk down 

the Cupertino firm. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŜƴǘǊȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ 

otherwise been known about unless WikiScanner existed. This can lead to false 

information as companies try to talk down rivals and talk up their own entries to 

make themselves look better. 

An article from the Inquirer21 discusses how some US politicians have been caught 

defacing entries which they do not agree with or that say negative things about 

them. For example during the Iraq invasion, the entry on war was altered to play up a 

                                                   
16

 http://www.youtube.com/ [Accessed 13
th

 February 2008] 
17

 http://www.digg.com/ [Accessed 13
th

 February 2008] 
18

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page [Accessed 10
th

 February 2008] 
19

 http://wikiscanner.virgil.gr/ [Accessed 10
th

 February 2008] 
20

 An IP uniquely identifies a computer on the internet which can be traced back to a location/company via 
records that Internet Service Providers (ISP) keep. 
21

 http://www.theinquirer.net/ [Accessed 11
th

 February 2008] 

http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.digg.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://wikiscanner.virgil.gr/
http://www.theinquirer.net/
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fictitious connection between al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein. Edits like this have 

caused Wikipedia to block the US Senate and House of Representatives IP addresses 

to prevent it happening again. 

There are features in place to make sure entries remain of good quality such as peer 

review and the ability for them to roll back to previous versions of entries. However, 

many users will put trust in the content of Wikipedia as they will assume the content 

is correct which in the majority of cases it is, but if an entry gets defaced and no-one 

realizes this it could lead to people using and quoting wrong information. 

The popular social news web site, Digg is also prone to inaccuracies. Users can 

submit stories from other web sites, then other users can digg (vote) for stories and 

the ones with the most votes appear on the front page for all to see. Users may digg 

a story because they find it interesting, but they have no way of telling if the content 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ƛǘΩǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǿŜō ǎƛte like the BBC.  

There are methods in place to allow users to report inaccurate stories and when 

enough users report one, other users are shown a notice telling them it may be 

inaccurate. This form of self policing works well by letting users moderate the 

content on their own without having any involvement from the web site staff. 

There have also been reports of web sites paying people to digg stories which would 

ŀǊǘƛŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǳƴŦŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŀǎ 

it could force other stories down that have less diggs. People may think the story is 
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more accurate and interesting because it has more diggs, but in reality it probably 

ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘƛƎgs in the first place. 

As Trakr is not actually allowing users to upload any of their own content and is 

simple aggregating it from other sites, the issue of data portability of content lies 

with the web site the data came from. However, Trakr allows users to create a 

friends list which will be marked up using Microformats so users can transfer their 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜ ŜŀǎƛƭȅΦ 

The other trust issue facing Trakr is the issue of privacy. If a user wants to track a 

friend, the friend will be asked permission on whether they want to allow the user to 

track them. If the friend declines, the user will not be able to track what they are 

doing on other sites or view any information about them. This friendship can be 

revoked at any time by either friend. This allows users to control what information 

they share with other users, therefore reducing privacy concerns.  
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Chapter 3: Information Overload  & Context 

²ƛǘƘ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƴŜǿ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ 

friends are up to on all of them. You might have friends on one social network, and 

ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¸ƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǳǇƭƻŀŘŜŘ ǘƻ ¸ƻǳ¢ǳōŜ ƻǊ 

CƭƛŎƪǊ ƻǊ άŘǳƎƎέ ƻƴ 5ƛƎƎΦ 9ŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƭŜǊǘ ȅƻǳ ƻŦ мллǎ ƻŦ ƛǘŜƳǎ 

your friends have done each day. Figure 2, Shows my Facebook News Feed which 

ǎƘƻǿǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƛǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ 

have been up to, but just the items it thinks I will be more interested in. 

Now imagine being a member of several social networking web sites, how would you 

handle all of the information that comes from them or even have the time to keep 

ǳǇ ǘƻ ŘŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ŀƭƭΚ ¢ƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ LΩƳ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƛǎ ¢ǊŀƪǊΣ Ƴȅ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

will bring these sites together and aggregate items from them into one central place. 

This may help you by not having to visit each web site, but it would still mean you 

would receive many hundreds of items a day if you were popular. I plan to include 

controls to allow users to filter what data they want to track from each of their 

friends, therefore only showing them relevant items that they want to see, saving 

the user time and effort. 

However, by essentially extracting data from other web sites, it can take it out of 

context.  An image taken from Flickr when displayed on Trakr will not show any 

comments, where it was taken or how many times it had been viewed. This takes 

away parts of the social aspects found on the original site. This may be a small price 
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to pay for the time and effort saved, but it could be said that the users who track 

people on Trakr are unsociable as they are only taking data and not giving anything 

back to the originating web site. 

tƭŀȄƻ tǳƭǎŜ όCƛƎǳǊŜ оΦύ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ¢ǊŀƪǊΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

and integrates them with an online calendar, address book and task list. The way 

they handle the loss of community aspect is to create a new social aspect around the 

data displayed on their site by allowing users to leave comments, bookmark items 

and share items with others. I feel this is a good compromise between the amount of 

social communication and time needed. However, ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ȅƻǳ ŀŘŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ 

ǇƻǎǘŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎƛǘŜ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ a one way communication between 

Plaxo and the originating site. 

Apart from the massive amount of data, we also have big influxes of users wanting to 

ōŜ ƻǳǊ άŦǊƛŜƴŘǎέΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ƻƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜǎ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

friends for no apparent reason other than increasing their friend counts which makes 

them artificially look more popular than they actually are.   Nick Finck from Blue 

Flavor22 talks about this and gives an example of the sort of e-mails he regularly gets 

asking if he wants to be friends with random people. 

WƛƳƳȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

you and him live in the same country. Click here to accept this 

relationship. 

                                                   
22

 http://www.blueflavor.com/ [Accessed 12
th

 February 2008] 

http://www.blueflavor.com/


20 
 

Most social networks have some sort of system like this which allow you to add 

friends who then will get e-mailed asking whether they want to approve your 

άŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇέΦ {ƻme of these sites ŘƻƴΩǘ allow you to turn off these alerts at all or 

make it very difficult to do so. These constant requests from web sites can annoy 

users and degrade their experience with a web site because they can be just plain 

annoying suggests Finck. 

His solution is to take a step back as web developers and designers and stop creating 

more social web sites and concentrate on solving the problems that already exist 

(such as information overload) that need to be solved rather than trying to invent 

problems that align with our solutions, products and services. This would be an ideal 

solution, but there are always new social web sites cropping up that solve new 

problems ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ or problems which have 

already been solved like Twitter23 for example. The web site allows you to send short 

messages to your friends saying whaǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻǊ just about 

anything. There are plenty of other existing solutions to this like Instant Messaging 

(IM), E-mail, Blogs, Facebook, Text Messaging, etc so why do we need another 

method of doing the same thing? Who has time to keep track of lots of short status 

updates when you have several other social web sites that do the same job, but 

provide better information integrated into what you already know and use? 

                                                   
23

 http://twitter.com/ [Accessed 12
th

 February 2008] 

http://twitter.com/
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This is why I chose to develop Trakr which is a solution to the existing problem of 

information overload, rather than creating a new problem to solve. 
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Illustrations  

Figure 2, Facebook News Feed 
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Figure 3, Plaxo Pulse 
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Conclusion 

There are many issues that web designers and developers have to consider when 

developinƎ ŀ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǎŎǊŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ like accessibility and usability for example. I chose to look 

at the issues that are related to my major project and those which would be most 

beneficial for me in making decisions of how to handle certain issues that may arise. 

The biggest issue that I face is that ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

sure those who only have permission to access it can along with making it portable 

so users can easily move it between web sites. 

I have to be careful in the way that I handle what information is displayed because 

there will likely be many items brought into Trakr and I need ways to filter the data 

ǎƻ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ. This is so thŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƻǾŜǊƭoaded with 

too much information like they can do on the original web sites the data is from, e.g. 

Facebook. 

By effectively taking information from other web sites I need to consider the effects 

of this in terms of social interaction and provide new ways of allowing the user to 

interact with other users on Trakr itself. This is because the data is taken out of its 

ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƻ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ 

anything back to where it came from. 
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I have examined various real life cases where there have been problems of trust and 

data ownership and how these have been resolved by using the power of the media 

ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

matter to them. Without users, the web sites we create would be useless so we need 

to listen to what they have to say in order to improve their user experience and 

alleviate their concerns in the hope that keep coming back.
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