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Life after Facebook: 

planning for the death of a social network
7th November 2007 
Ready-made communities and the promise of meaningful dialogue with customers are driving serious marketing investment in social networks. But what if these Internet success stories flopped tomorrow? What happens to that investment, is there a contingency plan and should we be worried?

It’s not very fashionable to talk about the death of Facebook, the undoubted social network du jour, but that’s what I’m going to do, albeit hypothetically. Having recently overtaken MySpace in terms of unique users and occupying any number of column inches in both the digital and mainstream press, you may wonder why the rush of blood to the head? After all, brands are flocking to make use of its popularity, viral infrastructure and high average dwell time
. Applications have become the new microsite, making use of already existing social features and networks, rather than creating them from scratch. Facebook is on a roll!

However, amid the rush to capitalise on the latest social media phenomenon is a voice of nagging doubt that says, “Should we be putting all our eggs in one basket?” What if platform owners start dictating unreasonable terms or users suddenly leave for the next big thing from Google? Any investment made will suddenly become devalued.  A standard website might not have the same social benefits already in place, but at least we have control.

To further fuel marketers’ nervousness, some speculators are already predicting that the larger social networks will become a victim of their own success. Users, they say, will become overwhelmed with the sheer number and diversity of connections made possible by current platforms, and will abandon these in favour of something more niche and self-contained (such as the service offered by Ning). Google’s OpenSocial technology revealed recently makes a ‘pick and mix’ approach to adopting social networks more of a reality for users.

However, as with many things, it is timing that is crucial. The benefit of considering possible future scenarios is that it provides us with some perspective. After all, in a constantly evolving digital world most things online have a limited shelf life. Isn’t this just business as usual? 

Spending on social media platforms is no more risky than, say banner advertising, something that costs tens of thousands of pounds and only lasts a matter of weeks. Arguably, investing in a social network presence provides greater return over a longer period.  Facebook is working at the moment, so you might as well make use of it while you can. 

If we really want to hedge our bets, we might consider constructing a core, ‘permanent’ presence, such as a microsite, which then integrates with a social platform of choice. Assets are therefore not fully locked into one platform and partner social platform ‘outreaches’ can be chosen strategically over time. 

There are a couple of provisos to this approach. Firstly, no investment in a social media platform will be 100% transferable. There will always be specialist work required because of platforms’ proprietary programming code (e.g. Facebook’s ‘FBML’ rather than ‘HTML’). The second is that social network sites each have a particular offering and brand relationship with their members and as such require individual attention. The modular approach may have some benefit as long as the particular components are taken on their individual merit.

As a final thought, it may be that we are thrown a bone from the future. The boffins are already cooking up the idea of an open-source, owned-by-no-one repository in which individuals’ profiles and friends are stored (at times referred to as users’ ‘social graph’).  This social database would feed all social platforms rather than users having to recreate profiles and re-invite friends with every new account. Google’s OpenSocial promises to open the way to a ‘develop once and syndicate’ model, reducing the chances of platform lock in. Whether the Google party will be open to Facebook has yet to be resolved.

While these discussions play out, the fact is that tangible benefits are accruing to those taking a chance on interesting emergent platforms. These may not last for ever, but then immortality always was overrated. 
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