51

A SHIFT FROM “ME” TO “WE” IN SOCIAL MEDIA

Viktorija Lankauskaité, Vilmanté Liubiniene,
Kaunas University of Technology, Lithuania
viktorija.lankauskaite@ktu.edu, vilmante.liubiniene@ktu.lt

Abstract

Currently media power is distributed via the multi-media World Wide
Web. Web 2.0 has transformed every prosumer into an individual, mini-or-
ganism - “Me the Media” (the concept coined by Bloem, van Doorn & Dui-
vestein 2009). Recently a trend has started to emerge, which indicates that
Web conversations are creating new power relationships. This is especially
vivid in the current multi-media coverage of political events, supported by
cross-cultural social activism. Thus, the aim of this study is to analyse the
emerging new trends in current social media that embody the shift from
“Me” to “We” in power relationships. The idea that everyone is inter-linked
and inter-active on the Web, involving not only common citizens and pol-
iticians, but also companies or brands, supports the finding that “We the
Media” is the next development in social media, which needs to be taken
seriously and investigated on a wider scale.
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Introduction

Contemporary media theorist and psychologist Sherry Turkle in her
book “Alone Together: why we expect more from technology and less from
each other” (2011) considers the question of how technology redefines hu-
man communication. If new technology denies direct communication, we
come up against a problem - a huge amount of lonely, isolated people, cry-
ing for attention with the help of selfies. The book was published in 2011,
and since then we have witnessed the great advance in technology develop-
ment, together with the new modes of communication and new behaviour
models emerging. Is the problem of loneliness and isolation still relevant in
the contemporary networked society? Alongside the development of this
software, undermining modern communication, it is possible to hypoth-
esise that at least on social media a shift from the emphasis on “Me” (the
inner self-isolation) is occurring towards the emphasis on “We” - the com-
munity, which focuses its attention on participation and solving common
problems or initiation and implementation of joint ideas in action. To test
this hypothesis, our research aims at analysing the emerging new trends
in the current social media which embody the shift from “Me” to “We” in
several areas. In order to accomplish the aim, the following objectives have
been set: to analyse the changing context of contemporary digital culture;
to discuss the model of online self-identification, concentrating to the shift
from Ego to Hyper Ego; to provide interpretation for the shift from “Me”
to “We” based on the research of media content and emerging patterns in
communication.

In order to research new patterns in communication, we have employed
netnography as the research methodology. Netnography is a term coined
by Robert V. Kozinets (2002) to describe the use of online marketing re-
search techniques to gather information about the way individuals behave
and interact in the cybersphere. It has evolved from ethnography, a widely
used research methodology in the field of cultural studies, perceived as a
qualitative understanding of cultural activity in context. Nowadays eth-
nography, as outlined by Barker and Jane (2016: 39), becomes less an ex-
pedition in search of ‘the facts’ and more a conversation between partic-
ipants in a research process: “Ethnography now becomes about dialogue
and the attempt to reach pragmatic agreements about meaning between
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participants in a research process” (Barker and Jane 2016: 40). Nowadays,
in the context of media-oriented cultural studies, ethnographic techniques
are increasingly being used to investigate the ways communities and cul-
tures work online and on social media platforms. Thus netnography, or
ethnography on the Internet, is a new qualitative research methodology
that adapts ethnographic research techniques to the study of cultures and
communities emerging through computer-mediated communications. As
outlined by Kozinets, (2002) “netnography uses the information publicly
available in online forums to identify and understand the needs and de-
cision influences of relevant online consumer groups. Compared to tradi-
tional and market-oriented ethnography, netnography provides research-
ers with a window into naturally occurring behaviours, such as searches
for information by, and communal word-of-mouth discussions between,
consumers’ (Kozinets 2002).

The structure of this paper develops along the following lines: analysis
of the contemporary digital culture, including an overview of the prosum-
er society, participatory culture, crowdsourcing, collective intelligence, etc.
and the discussion of emerging new trends in social media, which embody
the shift from “Me” to “We”, finalised by conclusions.

1. Analysis of factors, initiating the changes in contemporary digital

culture

Contemporary digital culture acquires a variety of new features; to
name a few, it could be referred to as “Digital Culture’, “Visual Culture”,
“Participatory Culture”, etc. All these concepts have evolved as a result of
developing contemporary media technologies which permeate our every-
day life and cultural environments.

New media, without having a long history behind it, is always in the
process of development. The fact that more and more people use social
media makes the subject relevant and important to research. Much of cur-
rent research focuses on the direct impact of social networks, both to in-
dividual, and communities, as well as to the development of social media
itself. However, the impact observed is more psychologically, socially, and
behaviourally based.

As electronic communication emerged, its impact on the society be-
came evident when people appeared to be more and more involved in the
networking. The term “Network Society”, first used by Jan van Dijk (De
Netwerkmaatschappij (1991) (The Network Society)), later by Manuel
Castells (The Rise of the Network Society (1996)), can still reflect the sit-
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uation of the society today, even if the means of communication and the
devices are more advanced. Castells claims that the devices, and currently
developed new social networks, in this case social media, influence the be-
haviour in the everyday society because of information management. “..
The definition, if you wish, in concrete terms of a network society is a so-
ciety where the key social structures and activities are organized around
electronically processed information networks. So, it’s not just about net-
works or social networks, <...> It’s about social networks which process and
manage information and are using micro-electronic based technologies”
Castells (2010). This assumption reflects what is exactly happening today.
People might unconsciously behave according to the information they re-
ceive on the web. The information is filtered out by certain parameters,
according to previously made choices, as searches, clicks, or “like” buttons
are hit. Then, the web offers one or the other option according to the past
activity and influences the following behaviour both online and in reality,
when it comes to advertising, event promotion, and social involvement. We
tend to use and attend the things we are used to seeing.

Along those lines, it is also worth mentioning Lev Manovich (2013), and
his book “Software Takes Command”. Software within social media, its de-
velopments and improvements allows for the surveillance of a user’s every
online step, and for the influence of the future behaviour there. The impact
of software being a part of our daily lives lies not only in the improvements
of user interface, or general layout of the web environment, but also on how
advanced the web itself is. The algorithms used for content delivery and
promotion, or determining patterns of interest through searches, most vis-
ited sites, or general activity on the web are not a novelty these days. They
allow to create networks of people, groups, masses with the same interests,
goals, or working for the same cause, from all over the world.

Discussion about the internet, especially Web 2.0, is impossible with-
out mentioning the participatory culture. Henry Jenkins, the Professor of
communication, journalism, and cinematic arts at the University of South-
ern California has made the greatest impact in defining and promoting
the concept of participatory culture. By “participatory culture” he means
a form of culture in which the media users act not only as consumers, but
also as producers. He calls them prosumers. The term is most often applied
to the production or creation of some type of published media. Recent
technological advances have enabled private persons to create and publish
such media, usually through the Internet. This new culture as it relates to
the Internet has been described as Web 2.0. Further on, Jenkins elaborates
on convergence culture — the combination of new media and old media
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within a single piece of media work - the coming together of different me-
dia products/technology (Jenkins 2006).

Another important concept, coined by Jenkins, which is very much im-
portant in understanding the digital culture is collective intelligence. Col-
lective or group intelligence, as defined by Jenkins (2006), emerges from
the collaboration, collective efforts, and competition of many individuals
and appears in consensus for decision making.

“None of us can know everything; each of us knows something; we can
put the pieces together if we pool our resources .... Collective intelligence
can be seen as an alternative source of media power” Jenkins (2006).

Jenkins conception of media convergence, and in particular conver-
gence culture, has inspired much scholarly debate. Jenkins argues that
convergence represents a fundamental change in the relationship between
producers and consumers of media content.

Fuchs (2017), writing about the three forms of the web’s sociality (cog-
nition, communication, and cooperation), speaks about the change of in-
teraction on the web from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 to Web 3.0. According to
him, all three forms are intertwined and depend on each other, but he also
admits that a change is present. “The three forms of Sociality (cognition,
communication, cooperation), are encapsulated into each other. Each layer
forms foundation for the next one, which has new qualities” Fuchs (2017).
These “new qualities” are what we have now on the web and in society,
different kind of communication, cooperation, the need and willingness to
participate and contribute to the pool of intelligence and resource. Cogni-
tion alone is not enough, but it is not absent either.

John Moravec (2008) believes that a new paradigm for 21st century ed-
ucation will change the way teaching is perceived. If in the environment
of Web 1.0 the teaching was solely concentrated on communicating the
knowledge in one direction - teacher to student, in Web 2.0 it develops both
ways — teacher to student and student to student, and finally in Web 3.0 the
interaction involves not only teacher to student and student to student, but
student to teacher. This brings to the conception of crowdsourcing as “a
practice of obtaining needed services, ideas, or content by soliciting contri-
butions from a large group of people and especially from the online com-
munity rather than from traditional employees or suppliers” (Crowdsourc-
ing in Merriam Webster dictionary, 2011). Thus, crowdsourcing aligns
with the idea of the need for a bigger online community to achieve certain
goals, therefore one cannot be alone anymore once one is connected on-
line. Nowadays, the simplest example could be Q&A platforms, where one
person asks a question, and the community on the web tries to answer it as
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best they can, based on their experience and knowledge. That way, the one
who asked the question gets more information from different sources and
has many more chances of getting the proper answer.

Among other scientists, Viktor Mayer-Schonberger and Kenneth Cuk-
ier in their book “Big data — the essential guide to work, life and learning
in the age of insight” (2017) refer to Big data as to “things one can do at a
large scale that cannot be done at a smaller one, to extract new insights or
create new forms of value, in ways that change markets, organizations, the
relationship between citizens and governments, and more” (Mayer-Schén-
berger & Cukier 2017: 6). In a way they also predict the change in the rela-
tionship between citizens as the collectivity, contributions which may bring
about major transformations. Further on, they concentrate on description
of the three major shifts of mindset: “the first, is the ability to analyze vast
amounts of data about a topic rather than be forced to settle for smaller
sets. Using all the data at hand instead of just a small portion of it. From
some to all. N=all. The second is a willingness to embrace data’s real-world
messiness rather than privilege exactitude. The third is a growing respect
for correlations rather than a continuing quest for elusive causality” (May-
er-Schonberger & Cukier 2017: 19).

All the theories and studies briefly discussed in this section clearly il-
lustrate the shift from “Me”, the user of the web, the consumer of the infor-
mation, to “We” — prosumers who are collaborating, creating, and sharing
the content. This trend is particularly in line with Jenkins’ ideas, and is
supported by other authors as well.

Analysing this trend, it is also important to concentrate on the issue
of virtual prosumers’ identities. It could be observed that some studies
aim to research “Me-Media” dynamics (Bloem, van Doorn & Duivestein
2009), while others discuss the conditions of multiple identities enacted
in Multi User Dimensions (Turkle, 1995). For Turkle, the multiplicity and
heterogeneity of online identities is rooted in the new social experience
of postmodern culture. Barker and Jane (2016: 265) note that “the decen-
tred or postmodern self involves the subject in shifting, fragmented and
multiple identities. Persons are composed not of one but of several, some-
times contradictory, identities” In this “Me-Media” dynamic, composites
of digital alter egos are rapidly becoming an accepted form of personal and
brand identity. They increasingly form the basis for the social and econom-
ic activity in which individuals, organizations, and government engage. As
Bloem, van Doorn & Duivestein 2009 note, “the third media revolution
emancipates physical identities to the “Hyperego” level: the digital Me’ all
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are hyperlinked and super active on the Web, involving citizens, brands,
companies and politicians“ (Bloem, van Doorn & Duivestein 2009:14).

As the aim of this study is to test the hypothesis that a shift from the
emphasis on “Me” to the emphasis on “We” (the community) is visible in
social media, the second part will deal with the analysis of different cases,
selected according to the methodology of netnography and illustrating the
emerging trend in the current social media.

2. Analysis of the emerging new trends in social media, which

embody the shift from “Me” to “We”

Following the principles of netnography, several cases will be analysed
and discussed in detail, illustrating the trendy shift from the individual to
the collective action in social media.

The interface of social media networks itself allows for assumptions that
it was designed for crowds to use, for masses to engage in one or other ac-
tivity online. First of all, the existence of the Newsfeed could be discussed,
as it is now one of the most significant features of social media. Introduced
on Facebook in 2009, it soon reached other social media platforms such as
Twitter, Instagram, and others. This feature allows seeing changes made by
people in the friends list on Facebook, whether it would be a life event or an
ordinary update. Previously seen as a breach of privacy, now it is adopted
by many users and rarely questioned.

Furthermore, developments or User Experience features like “like”, “fol-
low”, “share”, “subscribe” or buttons of similar origin, presumably encour-
age participation and connection with others that hold similar interests.
By clicking one or the other button, social media users assign themselves
to one or the other group, a so-called segment of interests that might be
later used for advertising, research, or general reach purposes, sometimes
unknown to the users.

Another development that is widely used, appearing less as an automat-
ic process and more as something actively adopted by the user, is the use
of hashtags, tagging, and commenting. The users themselves choose which
hashtag to use or whether to use it at all. Tagging might be more intrusive
because one user can be tagged on photos or posts by other users, but the
one tagged now has an option to remove the tag without any repercussions.
The other possibility, commenting, permits users to engage each other in
public discussions, confirming their interest in a particular topic, or the
need of the discussed matter to be at the top of the Newsfeed.
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All these features are directly connected to the Newsfeed, because the
more attention a post gains, the more likely it is to stay at the top of the
page for the longer time. Every like, share, comment, or follow expresses
the approval of the crowd on the web, the social media users. This is where
the collectiveness becomes evident; one or two likes is nothing compared
to two or three thousand.

The following cases can show the power of those developments, and
how groups of people across the web create trends that help them to stay
visible and followed, and how “Me” on social media shifts to “We”.

2.1. Illustration of the power of crowdsourcing (Case 1).

Laisves TV (EN - Freedom TV) an alternative internet TV channel
started in Lithuania, joined Facebook on 28 Aug 2016. First TV show was
streamed on 11 September 2016 on YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/
channel/UCMfPBtm9CWGswAXohT5MFyQ/about). The channel had
157 videos (by 29 August, 2017). By the time of 29 August, 2017 it held the
number of 47,316 subscribers, and the most popular video had 9,237,401
views. The show is so popular, some of the episodes have been made in
Russian as well.

It is an internet television channel based only on open code. The shows
are streamed on YouTube, but despite the premise it is still professional
and of high quality. Television production professionals and experienced
specialists also contribute to the production of several different TV Shows,
broadcasted on the same channel. Apart from being non-profit television
production, it aims at the viewers as the ones who know what they want
to see most. Again, each “like” (22,819 people like and 23,352 people fol-
low the page as of 30-08-2017, (https://www.facebook.com/laisvestv/) on
Facebook page, or Subscribe click, acts as an approval of the content. The
viewers are not only invited to watch the content, they are also able to con-
tribute both financially and creatively. Financial contributions are made on
Patreon, a sponsoring platform where individuals can donate money and
directly support the project. Currently Laisvés TV has 4,423 patrons, and
gains $15,389 per month Patreon.com (http://www.patreon.com/laisvestv
30-08-2017). This is one of the best examples of crowdsourcing, the TV
channel is the only one in the world supported exclusively by its viewers.
Laisvés TV also stresses the importance of not allowing the big corpora-
tions to support them, because they want to preserve complete objectivity,
and no influence on the content. The example of this channel, now a plat-
form of addressing various issues of the wider community shows that the
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community itself can be responsible for the content it receives and, more-
over, that the contributions of each single member, through crowdsourcing
practices, can create something powerful and worthwhile, convincingly in-
dicating that Social Medjia is a place for crowds and collectivity to flourish.

2.2. Practical implementation of participatory culture (Case 2)

“Putvinskio gatvés diena” (EN - Putvinskis street day) http://www.
vdu.lt/lIt/ivykiai/renginys-putvinskio-gatves-diena/ announced on 27 May
2017 is an event dedicated to one particular street in the city of Kaunas,
Lithuania. The citizens of Kaunas were invited through social media to join
and spend some time with their neighbours enjoying conversations, social,
educational activities as well as to explore what that street has to offer. The
interesting thing is how social media and activity on the web urged the
people to get out of their houses and join the live conversations with the
people they live close by. This illustrates how, though social media users
may be “alone together” Turkle (2011), participation on the web brings
some part of that collectiveness into the real world as well.

Another illustration triggering participation is related to the joint com-
position of the Lithuanian coat of arms used as a decoration on the car of
a well-known racing car driver Benediktas Vanagas who participated in
the Dakar rally in 2017. He has used his social media profile and invited
his fans to participate together, at least virtually, by creating a big collage
of photos that would make up a Lithuanian coat of arms — Vytis. People
were able to click a link on his Facebook page, which would take them to
a webpage allowing to upload a photo. The photo then appeared among
thousands of other photos, together creating a silhouette of a horse and a
knight riding it. A car sticker was made which later decorated the car and
was kept through the Dakar ride of Benediktas Vanagas.

This shows the Social Media Network to be an outlet that not only allows
informing people of the option to participate (the driver still shared photos
and videos from the site, kept the fans up to date), but also to take a part in
symbolic car-race as the member of community signifying the belonging
to the state that the driver represents. Through Social Media people were
able to virtually join the race, and become “Them” on the web, instead of
only “Him” alone - the driver.

2.3. Collective intelligence in action (Case 3)
The power of internet seems to be more and more important to the
various creators of media content, especially artists, when they search
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for inspiration or for something to build their work upon. A tool, called
Hit-Record, was established by a well-known actor, Joseph Gordon Levitt,
to bring artists together for collaboration. A creator (a writer, actor, painter,
filmmaker, singer, etc.) can upload his or her product on the web for other
artists to use for their creations. All of the work that is submitted becomes
open source and anyone that belongs to the platform can dispose it. For
example, if there is a writer who submits a poem, a singer can take it, and
record a song with the lyrics of the poem. Then later, a filmmaker can take
the recording and use it as a soundtrack for the film. Any kind of similar
collaborations and exchanging artwork is possible and encouraged. The
platform is a great example of reaping the benefits of collective intelligence
to create the best work possible, because it might be so, that one creation is
much better in a different form and seen through somebody else’s eyes, and
HitRecord permits exactly that.

Conclusions

1. Emerging new trends in social media are related to the shift in a
semantic paradigm, which consists of a transfer of the emphasis from “I”
- individual achievement, goal attainment, individualism, to “WE” — Web
3.0, crowdsourcing, participatory culture, collective intelligence, etc

2. Rapid and overwhelming technological development paves the way
for the current changes - the shift from individualism to collective actions
on the web.

3. A observed shift from communication to cooperation which enables
joint actions to be translated into real mass activism.
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