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BLOGI I BLOGOSFERA Z PERSPEKTYWY SIECI SPOLECZNYCH
BLOGS AND BLOGOSHPERE FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF SOCIAL
NETWORKS

Abstrakt

Blogi stajq sie coraz wazniejszq formq komunikacji internetowej, wykraczajqc poza pierwotng
funkcje pamietnika i zdobywajqc coraz wieksze znaczenie dla sfer takich jak marketing, public
relations, dziennikarstwo czy polityka. Aby poznac ich znaczenie i role, jakq mogq petni¢ w
procesach rozprzestrzeniania sie informacji czy wptywu spotecznego, warto analizowac je w
szerszym kontekscie catosci sieci hipertekstowych odnosnikow, ktérymi blogi potaczone sq ze
sobq i z innymi stronami internetowymi. Dopiero analiza struktury pozwala na petne
zrozumienie ksztattu blogosfery i procesow tam zachodzqcych. Umozliwia to analiza sieci
spotecznych — metoda petniqca coraz wazniejszq role w naukach spotecznych, ktéra czerpie
wiele z aparatu formalnego fizyki i matematyki.

Stowa kluczowe: blogi, blogosfera, analiza sieci spotecznych, dynamika sieci, sieci linkow,
dyfuzja informacji

Abstract

With the rapid growth of blogs popularity over last few years, the blogosphere is nowadays a
lively social space and its impact on various areas of life, as marketing, public relations,
Jjournalism or politics, cannot be neglected. In order to investigate the importance and role of
weblogs in processes of diffusion of information and social influence, they should be analyzed
in the context of hyperlinks connecting various weblogs and other web pages. The structural
analysis enables understanding the specifics of blogosphere and social processes taking part
there. Social networks analysis is a useful method to reach such objectives.

Keywords: weblogs, blogosphere, social networks analysis, network dynamics, hyperlinks
networks, diffusion of information

Introduction

Blogs are becoming an increasingly important form of Internet communication, going
beyond their original function of diaries and gaining significance in spheres such as politics,
marketing, public relations and journalism. They are not just a form of authors’ self-
expression but a specific medium of great variety targeted at narrow circles of recipients. It
happens that particular blogs gain enormous popularity and meaning. Also significant and
interesting are phenomena resulting from numerous blogs’ influence, such as information or
gossip overflow and mass group actions. Researching this topic, it is worth to take a wider
perspective and to analyse blogs in the context of their hyperlinks. We take the web approach
and analyse network relations between blogs and other webpages and their links. This web,
known as blogosphere, is a reflection of the system structure of blogs and its shape directly
influences the ongoing social processes within the system.

An analysis of social networks is a method of analysis of relationships between social
actors (people or organizations). It enables a precise description of structure and influences of
various kinds. It is also possible to point out elements playing different roles, central versus
peripheral. Presently, this method is undergoing dynamic development and it has been studied



by scholars for some time. The sociometric methods proposed by Jakob Moreno' (1934) in
order to study interpersonal relations in small groups require a sheet of paper only. New
techniques and better calculating methods allow an analysis of networks encompassing
thousands or even millions of elements, which is the case with the Internet.

In this article we will show our knowledge of blogs as forms of communication and
blogosphere as a specific social structure. We will research such topics as popularity, prestige,
mutual relationships and creation of communities in the blogosphere. From that it will be
possible to draw conclusions about the mechanisms of creation and development of this
phenomenon. Another subject of study can be the processes going on in its structure,
influencing the behaviour of authors and readers, such as searching for content, assessing its
credibility, social influences, the propagation of information and gossip as well as various
recommendations. The ruling mechanisms are becoming increasingly more complex. Without
an analysis of structure, it is impossible to have insight into the specificity of communication
forms, quickly developing and having all the more influence on mass media and social reality.

Aside from increasing our knowledge of blogs as new forms of communication, this
analysis will also give us insight into the changing social structures and processes. It is an
example of data about real social relations being automatically registered on the Web. Often it
is available on entire population scale so there is no danger that the sample size will be
distorted. The analysed relations are related to Internet specificity which means that on their
example we can research the changes in social ties and the creation of new forms of social life
organization.

This is a topic which is becoming increasingly absorbing to researchers and, as a
result, is studied more frequently. Citing the works of other authors, we will prove the
usefulness of network analysis in the context of blogs, discuss the results and show its
application. We will attempt to show how it broadens our knowledge of blogs and
blogosphere. This is not the only possible approach but together with observation and survey
methods it will create a more full picture of the phenomena of interest.

The structure which influences the processes

The blog, as a fairly new form of communication, is undergoing dynamic
development. According to Schmidt® (2007a), based on the Technorati and Blogpulse services
data from June 2007, there were between 50 and 95 million blogs in existence up to date.
With numbers, also grows their influence on various spheres of people’s lives. Blogs are not
just Internet diaries where people write about their experiences and emotions, although,
according to research carried out in different countries these are still their most important
functions (Herring et al.’, 2005; Lenhart i Fox®, 2006; Schmidt’, 2007b; Trammell et al. ®,
2006). Presently, blogs are also used in politics, business and journalism. Blogosphere can
verify facts, become a tool of social control and influence the propagation of information.
There are more discussions and new trends are implemented which often inspire other media.
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This would not be possible on such a wide scale if not for the existence of the network aspect.
The different blogs are connected and influence one another.

What is specific to blogs is their great diversity and fragmentation, the same as is true
for the entire Internet. Although the larger broadcasters may be more influential, there are also
niche authors who have their followers. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly easier to
become a blog author due to the low costs of set up. Thanks to free blog platforms present
now on many services, it is possible be a blog owner having even little competence, less than
necessary to have an own website. According to Jenkins’ (2006), blogs, just like all other new
media, are characterized by partner communication, peer-to-peer instead of one to many. We
may ponder whether this is really true and if many blog authors interact with their readers and
other authors and to what extent®. In the majority of cases this is not so. Even the most
popular blogs are rather limited in their range in comparison to traditional media (Drezner and
Farrell’, 2004). Regardless, they have real influence on the public opinion, business and
politics. The key is mutual interaction and strengthening of processes present in the network
structure.

Interaction between blogs leads to an intensification of information transmission
which is widely spreading in blogosphere and spills over to other media, Internet based as
well as others, including direct contacts. As Adar and associates'® (2004; cf. also Efimov and
Hendrick'', 2005) point out, blogs are becoming a medium of information diffusion or in
memetic language — mem transfer (cf. Dawkins'?, 1996). Bloggers who transmit or comment
on key information draw readers in and this way improve the status of the blog. Also,
information which is broadcasted through many sources gains importance.

Information and opinion diffusion models on the Web are similar to epidemic models
of propagation. In those models there are two most imperative factors — the number of
contacts with the disease and its contagiousness. The analogy to blogosphere is simple.
Firstly, aside from the content, significant is multiple repetition which results in becoming
‘infected’. If one is exposed to the same information numerous times, it is more likely that
he/she will repeat it on their blog. Secondly, information in the form of gossip is more likely
to be passed on further, or in other words has a great capability of replication. Instead of
classic press conferences, marketing and public relations specialists decide to stimulate
bloggers’ interest through unofficial yet controlled leaks of information. A classic example of
such was an immediate increase in the popularity and money inflow for Howard Dean during
the presidential campaign in the US in 2004. This happened because of the Internet and
blogosphere in particular (Jenkins, 2006; Wolf'?, 2004). In the business world it was Apple
which used such tactics in order to promote its new telephone model, the iPhone.

Blogosphere plays an increasingly important role in social control. Bloggers are
involved in the verification of information and the results of their cooperation are quite
visible. The most well known example comes from the US. During the presidential campaign
in 2004 bloggers verified false information about G. W. Bush’s military service and were
responsible for the resignation from work of CNN journalists (Jenkins, 2006). In 2002,
senator Trent Lott’s racist remarks came to light and due to the criticisms he was dismissed as
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majority leader of the Senate. Also, in 2003 bloggers discredited New York Times reporter
Jayson Blair’s reliability (Drezner and Farrell, 2004). Similarly, in Poland in 2007, due to
blogs began the trial which exposed journalist Eliza Michalik who plagiarized others’ texts.
The same mechanisms uncovered false blogs (known as flogs) created by firms such as Sony,
Vichy and Wal-Mart in order to promote their products (Grynkiewicz and Boj anowski'?,
2007). Moreover, bloggers themselves often control or correct each other in order to better the
credibility of this medium (Johnson and Kaye'”, 2004).

Also the processes of social control in the blogosphere have network character.
Presumptions of dishonesty lead to discussion as well as activity in order to verify the
information. Individual, amateur broadcasters, due to such interaction, can gain credibility.
According to Drezner and Farrell (2004), if the same issue is noted on numerous important
blogs, it will make its way to mass media and reach wide audiences. Cases have also been
noted where scandals were curbed after they have been properly interpreted in the early phase.
In epidemic models, after exceeding the critical point, percolation takes place, or the epidemic
breaks out. The same is with the Internet, a stop can only be put to things in the early phase
and through activity targeted at key areas by separating them from the rest. If not, the range is
later too widespread in order to do anything (Pastor-Satorras and Vespignanilﬁ, 2001; 2002).

The worlds of traditional and Internet (blog) media continue to permeate and mutually
use each other (Jenkins, 2006; Johnson and Kaye, 2004). Jenkins (2006) writes about this in
the context of general media convergence. Within the blogosphere merges the knowledge of
many participants including experts and identified is, due to discussion, key information
(Adamic and Glance'’, 2005). As Drezner and Farrell (2004) point out, the power of blogs
comes from the fact that they are the first to interpret the current events.

Moreover, within the blogosphere observation and prediction of various trends takes
place. Bloggers not only look for information about the past but also attempt to predict the
future (Jenkins, 2006). Analysts in charge of predicting public feeling and market trends all
the more so turn to blogs.

Blogosphere is a complex social system where interaction of many elements occurs.
Due to the processes taking place there, even weaker or dispersed elements can potentially
gain greater force. Through other media, the influence of blogs reaches also those people who
do not access them. In order to get to know and understand these processes, we need to further
look into the structure of this system and we will do so by network analysis.

Analysis of social networks

The analysis of social networks as a method of researching interdependencies between
individuals, in this case the authors and readers of blogs, seems to be particularly useful in the
study of blogosphere. This method is often used in sociology, social psychology,
anthropology and communication studies. It enables us to research and measure the models of
resource exchange (information or prestige) between various social actors (ie. people,
organizations, countries). They, through specifically defined relations'®, are network
junctions. Depending on the definition method, we can analyse networks of friendships,
communication, sexual relations or social support.
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Network analysis allows us to obtain a picture of non-obvious or informal dependence
structures explaining, for example, power or hierarchy relations. One of the most well known
examples is the Padgett research (1993; from Wassermann and Faust'®, 1994). He used a
network of family and trade relations of XV century Florence patricians in order to show the
central position and power of the Medicius family. Another interesting and perspective area is
research of web structure dynamics and the dynamics of the phenomena which this structure
influences (the so-called web dynamic).

This type of structure analysis is meaningful as, according to some sociologists, it
shows the changes in social ties and organization of social life. They say that in some types of
network societies (Castellszo, 1997) or networked societies (WellmanZl, 2001b) the structure
of social relations in modern societies of the West evolves toward loosely spread types of
networks. Less important now are the traditional closed-off, cohesive groups which have a
greater influence on its members. Instead, the individual is more loosely connected to a
greater number of people. The development of technology, especially the Internet, is a great
catalyst in these changes. This is largely due to more effective individual management of
personal relations and as well as the initiation of new, weak interpersonal relations (cf.
Batorski*?, 2005).

Blogging is a phenomenon which fits in well with the on-going changes, especially
due to the formation of weak relations. On the one hand, discussions about certain blogs lead
to the forming of new friendships, or groups of people who know each other solely through
the Internet as they have similar interests. On the other, a blog can be a great tool in helping
people stay in touch who are otherwise separated by great distances (students going away to
schools, emigrants). This way, contacts can be comfortably kept-up among relatives and
friends. Due to the development of technology, pictures, films, sound files can now be added
to blogs. Also there are company blogs, like biznes.net, which are created to aid professional
relations between people and help build the company’s brand name.

In Poland, such methods have so far not been very popular, although lately we can
observe growing interest and more publications on the specificity of Web networks
(Batorski23 , 2004, Hupa24, 2007; Juza® , 2006; ZajaLC%, 2007). An introduction of Web
analysis in Polish language can by found in Bendyk®’ (2004), short texts by Sozanski*® (2002)
and Jonak® (2007) as well as in a chapter from a textbook by Turner’® (2004).

Network analysis does not only relate to social studies. Lately, there has been a great
deal of exchange of information from various fields in academic circles. Fascinating are
various overlaps and similarities of many regularities regardless the field of study. From the
network perspective, there are many various networks that are studied such as technological
networks (inflow of electric energy or the physical structure of the web), biological (digestive
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or protein metabolism), information (citing of academic authors) and social networks. At the
same time, there are many characteristics common to all of them (Newman3 1, 2003).
Practically all the observed webs are significantly different from random webs of similar size,
which can be seen based on the mechanisms of their creation. The most important
characteristic, important also to blogosphere, is the great differentiation of various junctions.
For example, a small number of key junctions includes a great number of relations while a
great number of junctions has very few relations. Also, practically all junctions in a web are
intertwined and in close distance of each other. We will return to these phenomena further on
when we discuss the implications of network structure and dynamics for blogs and blogging.

Networks within blogosphere

Lately, web researchers have been analysing Internet social networks more often. They
assumed that networks within the Internet illustrate imperative social relations such as
communication or friendships. According to a theory by Wellman® (2001a), computer
networks which unite people have become computer supported social networks (or CSSN).
Such social networks based on people connecting through WWW sites are a type of CSSN.
There has been a lot of research done from the network theory perspective where WWW sites
were analysed as an example of an abstract network, without any special emphasis on the
social context. The goal was rather to analyse data within such a great web (cf. Scharnhorst™,
2003).

Blogosphere is where social Internet networks are created. It is one of its most
important aspects, as Schmidt (2007a) states in his thesis. Many social relations of bloggers
can be found in the links (Adamic and Glance, 2005; Hasan and Adamic34, 2007; Herring et
al. 2005; Marlow™, 2004). Blogs are written by people, who write about others, explain their
likes or dislikes or simply comment on something. There are three types of such networks,
and these will be discusses further on. There are links to other blogs of choice on the blog’s
main page (blogroll), links in the table of entries and comments included in the blog. Blogs
are linked, by hypertext, to other blogs but also to other types of websites.

The structure of footnotes illustrates to a large extent the social structure of
blogosphere and influences author and reader behaviour. According to the general definition
of social networks (Wassermann and Faust, 1994), these are models of information exchange.
The actors, or network junctions are, in this case, blog creators and their readers who actively
comment on the blogs. Blogs can be written by more than one person, also one person can be
the author of more than one blog or write under various pseudonyms. The basic factor
determining success is visibility (Schmidt, 2007a). If a site has links to others, there are
greater chances that more internauts will find it. The better the blog, the greater the chance
that it will be mentioned on a popular site. Blog popularity can bring in material gains,
although in Poland they are still rather minimal. Bloggers make money when advertising and
other sponsored links are inserted on their sites. Sometimes they may be paid to write about
certain content, ie. to build an image of a product, although this can be controversial ethically.
Gaining popularity in blogosphere can lead to a greater career, if for example, the media
become interested or one gains authority as an expert.
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A links network has a deeper social meaning. Recommending other sites increases
their prestige and credibility. According to Moreno’s (1934) social network theory, there is a
relationship between the strategic position within the network and the significance of the
social actor. One of the most important and basic measures is the number of recommendations
from other people (cf. Wassermann and Faust, 1994). When bloggers create links, they
recommend certain sources, therefore bettering their structural position.

The links structure, however, is only somewhat similar to a full social structure. Not
all social relations in the blogosphere are illustrated by links (Schmidt, 2007a). What is more,
we need to remember that not all links are explicit (ie. Efimova and Hendrick® 6, 2005;
Nilsson®’). Typically, most links are positive but there are also those which criticise or
ridicule certain content (Park and Thelwall®®, 2003). In case of blogs, these are predominantly
included in the posts. There are also spam blogs or splogs which only include links to sites
they wish to promote (Kolari, Java and Finin® 9, 2006).

The hypertext blogosphere network not only delineates its structure but also influences
the behaviour of users and the on-going processes there. As mentioned earlier, the larger the
number of links, the greater the chances that content will reach wider audiences. If they reach
bloggers, it is possible that they will comment on what they’ve read in their own blogs or
insert a link on their site. Chances for information to be disseminated increase as well as
interest in it, according to mechanisms described earlier. The same is regarding discussion on
a subject. There are links to supporting content, arguments and opinions. Such feedback is
important for authors as it indicates people’s reception of their work. This can also be traced
using other technical devices such as the so-called trackbacks or entrance statistics.

Three types of social relations in links

Within links there are three types of social relations: through blogrolls, footnote
content and commentary. These three forms have different meaning and the networks created
based on them have little in common (Hasan and Adamic, 2007). Therefore, their specificity
in defining a network should be discussed separately.

The so-called blogroll is a list of links to other blogs or Internet sites included on the
blog’s main page. These links can be of various types. They could recommend other blogs,
indicate friendship with another author (from the Internet or outside of it), or be a result of an
exchange of links with someone in order to better one’s position (Schmidt, 2007a; Trammell
et al., 2006). These reasons are, of course, not mutually exclusive. A blogroll is important in
defining a blogger’s identity as it gives information about him and sites significant to him
(Schmidt, 2007a).

The blogroll indicates predominantly positive relations — friendships, one’s likes and
recommendations (ie. Efimova and Hendrick, 2005; Marlow, 2004). There is also easy access
to a blog’s main page and, therefore, the blogroll. However, relations within the blogosphere
cannot be solely limited to this type of linking (Schmidt, 2007a). Research shows that not all
blogs have blogrolls (41% - Lenhart and Fox, 2006; 55% - Schmidt, 2007b; 82% - Trammell
et al., 2006), however, these differences can be explained by different types of research and
survey methods. Moreover, blogrolls continually change over time as authors add new links
or delete old ones (less frequently).
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In footnote content we can find citations and sources of information the authors used.
This means sources of all types. According to Adar and associates (2004), cited are original
sources, as well as places where bloggers first found the information. The amount of footnote
content depends on the type of blog. In case of filter blogs, there are many citations and links
to other sites, while in personal blogs this will happen less often. In one American research
results about 50% of bloggers surveyed declared that they check the information they write
about and cite the sources (Lenhart and Fox, 2006), however, in reality this probably happens
less often.

It is assumed that mutual blog citations are a type of conversation or debate within the
blogosphere. Present research shows that this happens rather rarely so far (Herring et al.*,
2004; Herring et al., 2005). According to Trammel and associates (2006), it was estimated
that this occurs only in 9% of Polish blogs. These citations do not necessarily signify
meaningful social relations. What is more, they do not have to be positive but may be critical
or ridiculing in nature. Relations which take place only is such citations are multiple or
mutual.

The analysis of networks created as a result of commentaries seems to be most
complicated and to a large degree dependent on technical solutions in blog programming.
Usually the commentaries will include links to their authors’ sites or blogs, according to
Schmidt (2007a). Also, many blog platforms require one to log-in before inserting any
comments, and the log-in may be the commentators’ blog address. Moreover, in some cases
the blog author may easily recognize the commentator based on his commentary content or
style. Due to the specificity of Internet anonymity, one may know who the commentator is,
even though he does not identify himself (cf. Mazurek*!, 2006). While the first and second
type of communication identifies the author, the third one does not.

Collection and interpretation of data and networks created as a result of commentaries
will be more difficult than in case of the first two types of communication. Commentaries are
an integral part of blogs and they truly enable communication and mutual relations between
the author and the recipient. It is the blog author’s decision whether to allow commentary
about his blog but research shows that a large majority allow it (87% in Lenhart and Fox
research, 2006, and 97% in Schmidt’s, 2007b). Interactions based on commentary allow
researchers to obtain a picture of the social networks taking place, which was not the case
regarding blogrolls or permalinks (Hasan and Adamic, 2007). We can also speculate that
interaction in commentaries influences the creation of networks in blogrolls and footnote
links. It is usually through commentary that interactions first take place within the
blogosphere. This could later be documented through inserting someone’s blog on a blogroll
or in a footnote link.

It should also be taken into consideration, when analysing such networks and relations,
whether the relations are solely Internet based or not. Contacts in blogosphere may be a result
of people knowing each other outside cyberspace, meeting in blogosphere or be only limited
to it. So far, the Internet is used mostly as an additional channel of communication between
people who already know each other (cf. Batorski*?, 2006), however, in blogosphere many
acquaintances are began for the first time in the virtual world.

“P. C. Herring, L. A. Scheidt, P. Bonus, and E. Wright, Bridging the gap: A genre analysis of weblogs., in Proceedings of the 37th Hawai'i
International Conference on System Sciences, IEEE Computer Society Press, Los Alamitos 2004, [online]
http://www.blogninja.com/DDGDD04.doc [07.07.2007].
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Specificity of Internet network reserach

Data on blogosphere structure from links can be analysed through the network analysis
method. The data about contacts through telecommunication technologies is automatically
registered, through registers of telephone conversations, e-mails and through networking
services, such as grono.net. These are great opportunities for researchers as the data are
complete and exact (Zajac, 2007). Because of this, various research problems can
automatically be eliminated, such a subjectivity, lack of reliability or too little data (Newman,
2003). Presently structures including millions of junctions and relations can be analysed. This
is due to the development of statistical models and special software which increase computing
power. At the same time, we need to take more into consideration issues such as ethics in the
collection, management and interpretation of data (Garton, Haythornthwaite and Wellman43,
1999).

Network analyses are most frequently used to analyse Internet networks. Since it is a
communication web comprised of a web of sites, it only seems natural. What is more, the data
is registered there automatically which allows for an analysis of a great network without the
trouble of collecting data more manually. Data on hypertext networks can be gathered three
ways: through observation (including people), through the use of special programmes or a
combination of the two. In case of large network analysis, it is better to use automated data
and the programmes used for such are called crawlers or spiders (Bruns*, 2007; Park and
Thelwall, 2003).

However, this type of analysis method also has its limitations. In many cases, a
description of structure does not give us insight into social relations. It should be combined
with more in-depth data gathered through surveys or observation. Moreover, these types of
networks are loose and extensive in character and it may not be easy to establish their border
lines. It may be difficult to ascertain which blogs belong to the research area. Specific
limitations may also arise from the method of data collection, ie. it may be difficult to reach
junctions which have low or inexistent number of incoming relations or do not have any links.
One solution to this may be using data from a service provider, such as a blog platform. This
way, however, we would only be researching part of the WWW. Finally, we need to take
ethical issue into consideration, or the use of anonymous people’s data or personal content
which, at the same time, is made public.

Different types of blogs

In this part of the article discussed will be the conclusions of network research to
understand the phenomenon of blogs and the social processes taking place within the
blogosphere.

Blogosphere structure is characterized by a small number of popular and standing out
blogs and a large number of insignificant blogs. The most important measure in this is the
number of links that a specific blog has to others, the number of incoming communication and
the number of other blogs that mention the one in question. The research shows that a
majority of blogs have no, one or two links at most, while a small number of them have as
many as several hundred. In many blogroll and link analyses, no matter whether they were
analysed together or separately, observed was power disintegration of number of incoming

# 1. Garton, C. Haythorntwaite and B. Wellman, Studying on-line social networks, in: P. Jones (ed.), Doing Internet research: Critical issues
and methods for examining the Net, CA: Sage, Thousand Oaks 1999, p. 75-105.
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relations (Adamic and Glance, 2005; Bachnik et al.45, 2005; Herring et al. 2005, Marlow,
2004). A very slanted disintegration was also observed by Drezner and Farrell (2004).

These types of junction disintegrations are quite common to networks of this type.
This is in accordance with the preferential attachment (Barabasi*®, 2002) rule. The network
develops, new junctions are added and they connect to already existing ones. Resulting is the
rich get richer phenomenon, where the longer existing blogs have the most links. Authors of
new blogs obviously create links to most popular blogs instead of ones that are unknown.
According to the preferential attachment mechanism, much depends on the age of the
junction, older ones have had more time to accumulate relations and they have greater
chances to make new relations in the future. This happens with blogs that have build up a
name for themselves. They can be popular for a long time, provided that their authors
continue to write. Also, there are new blogs which quickly gain popularity within the
blogosphere. This is also in accordance with the above mentioned mechanism, which states
that different junctions have various capabilities for attracting new relations (the fitness
parameter). Some blogs will be more interesting or better promoted and will gain a good
position within a short time.

When one is surfing the Web within blogosphere, going from link to link, it is easiest
to find blogs with a large number of relations/links. This is also due to the way search engines
are designed, such blogs have greater changes to get a high position on the search result lists.
It is such junctions or websites that play a key role in the dissemination of information on the
Web. The greater the number of links to a certain blog, the greater the chances of coming
across it, reading, commenting and adding new links to it. According to Shirky47 (2003), there
is something like blog inequality but due to certain growth mechanisms it is also possible for
new blogs to advance and gain good positions.

Differentiation in structural positions and ease of blog accessibility influence people’s
opinions of blogs. According to Herring and associates (2004), there is still no complete
picture of blogosphere as an integrated, interactive unit geared toward external events
network. Generally blogs with those characteristics are more popular in comparison to those
which are more individual in expression. According to Trammell and associates (2006), on
the other hand, among Polish blogs from the blog.pl service, the majority are a form self-
expression. Also other researchers state that, although many popular blogs comment on
politics or are journalistic in character, most bloggers write about their lives and personal
experiences (Lenhart and Fox, 2006; Schmidt 2007b). As we can see, there is a difference
between a popular image of blogosphere and reality. What is more, we cannot consider the
popular image untrue, however, it is fragmentary and focuses on elements most visible,
therefore most important, within the network.

Aside from the well visible junctions, interesting are also those blogs outside the
hypertext network. We can assume that a large majority of blogs do not possess any links.
The Bachnik and associates research shows that 90% of blogs are in this category. We can
also suppose that a vast majority of those are old, no longer active blogs. Internet policy in
this area is that even blogs abandoned long ago are not deleted from the Web. Of course, there
are also active blogs which do not have any links or hypertext relations. Since they are not
part of blogosphere, they should rather be compared to personal websites or to traditional
diaries.

% W. Bachnik et al. Quantitive and sociological analysis of blog networks, “Acta Physica Polonica B, 36 (10), 2005, 2435-2446.
 A.-L. Bardbasi, Linked: The new science of networks, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2002.
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Other application areas of network methods in blog and blogosphere research

Research of blog networks does not solely regard structural analysis but also other
aspects such as various types of blogs, their influence on network development, creation of
new clusters and societies as well as the relationship of structure and dynamics of information
dissemination and social influence. Most of these issues have, so far, not been studied
empirically but this can be expected to change in the near future.

An interesting research area is the relation between the structural characteristic and the
blog function and character. Generally, there is great blog diversity, from personal diaries,
sometimes interactive discussions with commentators, to journalistic reports, knowledge
management, image building and customer communication. There are also filter blogs which
select information and direct people to specific sources. The heterogeneity is illustrated in the
structure of hypertext networks where links play an imperative role in finding sources of
information and determining relations between authors and readers. Such were the
conclusions reached by Herring and associates (2004; 2005).

Another important aspect is the influence of various factors on the creation of
relations. The processes of creation of social networks are not random ones. There are
mechanisms such a reciprocity, creation of relations between neighbours, in practice it means
people getting to know each other due to common friends, or homophilia — a tendency to
create relations between people who have something in common. Other determinants are
factors such as age and sex. Thanks to the development of statistical models, it is possible to
evaluate the creation or extinction of various relations (Monge and Contractor*®, 2003;
Wassermann and Faust, 1994). It would be worth examining factors which contribute to the
development of blog networks, however, due to their complexity it is not easy. The research
that has been done to date suggests that factors influencing networks are types of links
created, blog characteristics and the character of comments (Tremayne et al., 2006).
Interesting is also, typical to social networks, and present in blogosphere, the mechanism of
reciprocity of relations (cf. Kumar et al.*’, 2004). It seems that aside from preferential
attachment it is possibly the second most important element in blogosphere development.

Network analysis is an excellent tool of identification of specific substructures within
the Web. Their existence and range often determine the size of particular communities.
Research shows that within blogosphere there are communities centered around specific
topics, such as the war in Iraq (Tremayne et al., 2006), knowledge management (Efimova,
Hendrick and Anjewierden, 2005), or various interests (Kumar et al., 2004). In America, for
example, there is a clear division of bloggers in terms of their political sympathies, right and
left wing (Adamic and Glance, 2005). This is not surprising and is rather typical to social
networks. Nevertheless, the number, size and make-up of web communities are among the
most important structure characteristics.

Within blogosphere there is enormous potential for debate and exchange of opinions.
Many authors say that there is a great deal of fragmented but also unified discussion on
almost any imaginable subject (Marlow, 2004). However, research to date does not support
this thesis. It seems that fragmentation is more characteristic as well as the existence of
cliques. In most cases, blogs are read by those who agree with the author’s opinions (Jenkins,
2006). Obviously, sometimes more open debates take place, especially among smaller
communities but generally blogosphere is a place where divisions are created and
strengthened.

“®p R Monge and N. P. Contractor, Theories of communication networks, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2003.
4 R. Kumar, J. Novak, P. Raghavan, A. Tomkins, Structure and evolution of blogspace, “Communications of the ACM”, 47 (12) 2004, p.
35-39.
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There is also research that examines the influence of network structure on the
processes of information dissemination. Thanks to large, spread-out networks with many
links, possible is the diffusion of many blogs. Often news or gossip travel outside blogosphere
into other channels of communication. Similarly to epidemiologic models, ‘contagious’
information of common interest and easily repeatable can travel at enormous speeds. Adar
and associates (2004) point out that such content often starts out on relatively unknown blogs.
Then a more popular blog, one with a great number of links and important within the
structure, picks up the issue. This type of mechanism, of information travelling from marginal
to central sources and then to peripheral ones again, is described in diffusion theories
(Valente™, 1995). Another interesting aspect of various research is ‘peak’ activity of certain
topics which are disseminated almost instantaneously and commented on by many blogs
(Adar et al., 2004; Gruhl et al.’ 1, 2004; Kumar et al., 2004). Although researchers devote a lot
of attention to the dissemination of information and gossip, or easy content, we know a lot
less about the processes of social influence on the networks and this seems to be a intriguing
topic for future research.

Conclusion

This article attempted to illustrate how an analysis of social networks can help us
better understand the phenomena of blogs and blogosphere, a specific type of social sphere
and a place of important social processes. Due to great blogosphere fragmentation, many
processes taking place there, such as fast diffusion of information, verification of facts or
social control, are based on the interaction of many users who separately do not mean much
but grow in strength as a group. Blogs are connected by relations through hypertext links
which can be researched through the developing methods of social network analysis. The
structure of these networks is a result of the social mechanisms and process dynamics that
take place there. One of the most imperative aspects is the great diversity of blogs, in terms of
their structure, visibility, popularity and prestige.

Understanding the blogosphere networks helps us get to know this new way of
communication better, one that is constantly gaining popularity, is evolving to new uses and
gaining position in the media system. The world in which it was created is based on a great
deal of interaction between many broadcasters and it is a very complex world. In order to
analyse the relations that take place there, we needed to use a network paradigm.

The public opinion turned its attention to blogs only several years ago and just lately
they have started influencing other media and social reality. Obviously, research of the subject
is very new as well and much still needs to be done in this area. Presently, there is growing
interest in blog and blogosphere research, therefore, we should expect more literature on the
subject in the near future. It is definitely worth to analyse the dynamics of the processes
taking place there, the structure of blogosphere and the fast evolution of blogs. Due to the
large popularity of this type of communication in our country, useful will be further empirical
research of Polish blogosphere.
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