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Abstract: Online social networks (OSNs) have changed the web as a source of information into a web of people, social web. 

Social networks are not purely technology-driven. They depend on the human nature and can be described as hybrid products of 

individuals‘ interests and technology tools. Social networks functions, as perceived by users, are different from each other. This 

small study attempts to provide answers to the question. On what basis an individual determine what network to use; since most 

of these networks share common features .What actually makes people use different social networks. The paper focuses on the 

similarities and differences among the four online social networks. 

 

1. Introduction  

OSNs are made up of individuals called nodes which are connected by one or more interdependency such as 

research, friendship, profession etc. What actually makes the people use different OSNs as most of these networks 

share common features with other sites? Considering the number and diversity of OSNs in the past few years, an 

evaluation based on users‘ and designers‘ perspectives of these online social networks would be useful. However, 

recognizing the complexity of this task, this paper selectively compares some features of four familiar networks: 

Facebook (social network for family and friends), LinkedIn (professional network), Mendeley (academic social 

network to organize research, collaborate with others online, and discover the latest research) and Ning (online 

platform for people to create their own social networks). 

 

2. Data, Findings and Analysis 

This section of the paper is divided into two main parts The first part briefly describes the contrasting features 

between the four OSNs and the second section lists the users‘ and designers‘ perspectives of these OSNs‘. News 

Feed displays a subset of items such as comments, posts and shared links by members of the network. The default 

setting of the tool is set to display items from user with whom an individual interacts frequently. 

 

 Facebook’s News Feed is categorically divided into top news and most recent features. Each item that 

surfaces on the profile page is assigned a value using an EdgeRank algorithm. A higher value places the 

message post at the top of the News Feed.  

  Ning’s Activity page displays the latest items of all the networks on Ning and also pictures, videos from 

friends. An important feature of this tool is its ability to recommend networks intelligently based on what 

it judges to be the users‘ interests.  

 LinkedIn and Mendeley have basic News Feed functions, Twitter integration, group updates etc.  

Facebook users have restricted control of their network except that they can change their privacy settings or add 

tools which are not as interactive as Ning tools. Applications that are added to LinkedIn will appear on the 

professionals‘ profile; other people can view material without adding themselves, which isn‘t always the case with 

Facebook applications [2]. Growing burden of managing multiple social networks and multiple personal networks 

and perhaps keeping track of them is a difficult task for Ning users (engaged in more than one Ning network) when 

compared to Facebook, LinkedIn and Mendeley. LinkedIn permits members to view profiles of other members 

within three degrees of separation from each other and gives a single chance to build a professional image and show 

it to the world. It is the only website with millions of registered users that revolves around professionals. Individuals 

can create Ning networks and each network can have multiple groups). Network creator can decide whether its 

members can create a sub-group. To increase one‘s vertical reach (in an area of interest), user needs to join every 

relevant LinkedIn group and to increase one‘s horizontal (i.e. overall) reach, user needs to increase the number of 

LinkedIn connections. The table below provides comparative analysis from the users‘ and designers‘ perspective and 

some of the pros and cons of each these OSNs.    
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COMPARISON OF MAIN FEATURES (NING, FACEBOOK, LINKEDIN, MENDELEY) 

ONLINE 

SOCIAL 

NETWORKS 
    

DESCRIPTION 

(User’s 

perspective) 

A white label OSN for 

people to create their own 

social network 

 

Users create pages, add 

friends, send and receive 

messages and 

notifications etc 

 

Business-oriented 

OSN used for 

professional 

networking 

 

OSN for discovering, 

managing, sharing 

and collaborating 

research papers 

online 

 

AVAILABILITY  

(User’s 

perspective) 

Networks can be public or 

private and the 

administrator can edit 

content and prohibit 

members as necessary and 

appropriate 

 

Public, hosted social 

network for individuals 

to create user accounts; 

they can then create 

groups 

 

Provides basic 

accounts for normal 

users. Upgrade 

options (Business, 

Business plus and 

Executive) 

 

Free and upgrade 

plans available. Earth, 

Solar system, Milky 

way and Big Bang 

(custom plan) are 

upgrade plans 

available for users 

 

EDUCATION 

(User’s 

perspective) 

Blogs, chats and forums are 

excellent  tools for showing 

the analysis about a topic 

and to encourage reflexive 

reading and searching of 

information (information 

search) [1] 

 

Integration of courses: 

Profile page, Creating a 

group page for a class, 

Replacing web course 

functions & Facebook 

applications 

 

Build professional 

network, prepare for 

interviews, Getting 

referrals, 

Connections from 

conference attendees 

etc 

 

Helps researchers  to 

organize their work 

locally on a freely-

downloaded client 

that is extremely easy 

to use (Mendeley 

Desktop) 

 

CODE 

REUSABILITY 

(Designer’s 

perspective) 

Ning‘s platform service are 

programmed with PHP and 

the platform itself is built in 

Java. Availability of source 

code allows users to modify 

Ning application for their 

benefits. 

 

Prevents users from 

adding HTML, 

Javascript and other 

programming or 

designing code into their 

pages 

 

LinkedIn is 99% 

java (object-oriented 

programming 

language). It does 

not allow users to 

modify the source 

code 

 

Mendeley Desktop, 

based on Qt 

(developing 

application software 

using graphical user 

interface, runs on 

Windows, Mac and 

Linux. 

 

SECURITY 

(Designer’s 

perspective) 

No HTTPs secure 

connection 

 

Both HTTP and HTTPs 

secure connections are 

available to the users 

 

No HTTPs secure 

connection for its 

users 

 

No HTTPs secure 

connection for its 

users 

 

 

4. Conclusion and Future Research 

Facebook, LinkedIn and Mendeley are consistently among the most popular sites on the web, demonstrating the 

public‘s interest in social networking. Based on the research data collected from all these OSNs, Ning has the ability 

to perform as social, professional and educational network provided the Ning network has the infrastructure to 

function as one of the above three networks. Future research should involve considering other social networks and 

investigating in more depth both designers‘ and users‘ perspectives about various OSNs‘ features. 
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