Facebook Uses Social Design

By GEOFFREY A. FOWLER 

PALO ALTO, Calif.—Sitting in the cubicle next to founder Mark Zuckerberg at Facebook Inc.'s headquarters is a young executive who is taking on a critical challenge for the world's largest social network: making it more social. 

Chris Cox, Facebook's 28-year-old vice president of product, manages the teams of programmers and designers behind last week's unveiling of the social network's newest feature—the ability to sort small groups of friends—as well as other recent additions like check-ins at real-world places. 

Chris Cox, Facebook's product chief, advocates using 'social design' to improve its members' online experience.
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In a company filled with often reclusive programmers, Mr. Cox is an extrovert who plays in a reggae band. His top job is deepening Facebook's role in the lives of its users while toeing the line on privacy concerns by making the site hew to real-world social norms.

A Stanford-trained software engineer who joined Facebook in 2005 after dropping out of a graduate-degree program, he takes a social approach to designing products. Humans, not computer formulas, Mr. Cox insists, can make Facebook and the Internet more useful.

"It's so easy to go try and find an algorithmic solution to a problem," he says. "But this isn't about computers—it's about people." At an event last week, Mr. Cox gave a name to Facebook's preference for developing social, rather than technological, solutions: "social design."

Whether the approach succeeds is vital to Facebook's growth. The closely-held company, long mentioned as a potential initial public offering candidate, has been on a tear, topping 500 million users and bringing in some $1.28 billion in revenue this year from ads, estimates market researcher eMarketer, mostly from online ads. 

While Chief Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg is responsible for the company's sales and relations with advertisers, Mr. Cox plays the role of chief of staff to Mr. Zuckerberg on Facebook product development—helping Facebook shape a user experience to avoid the drop-offs hitting other social networks.

Since spring, Mr. Cox and his teams have applied their theories about social design to developing the Groups feature to fix one of Facebook's biggest problems: that it doesn't always mirror real-world encounters well. 

"Facebook solved this problem of getting all your friends in one place, and created the problem of having all your friends in one place," says Mr. Cox. "When something profound happens, you want all your friends to know. But when it is something that is a little more narrow, like, 'I just had a great jog.' You want to tell just some people that." He adds: "You get that mix wrong, and Facebook feels like a complete waste of time."

That issue has become a liability for Facebook, because some users equate a lack of easy control over whom they share with on the site with an invasion of privacy. Facebook executives realized this was a "big problem" six years ago, says Mr. Cox.

Facebook previously let users create lists of friends to segregate sharing certain information. But only 5% bothered to set them up. With a feature called Groups that the company unveiled last week, users and their friends can place each other in a myriad of social circles, and choose which bits of information to share with whom. 

Facebook's Chris Cox wants the focus on 'social design,' i.e. people.
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Groups was hailed by some privacy groups for giving users more control, but it has garnered mixed reviews from those who don't like how friends have the ability to add them to groups on their behalf. Similarly, Facebook's Places feature unveiled in August has been criticized because it gives online friends the ability to check you into a place without your permission.

Mr. Cox says Facebook made the right choice to empower friends with those features. Users can always un-friend a person who is acting inappropriately, he adds.

To Mr. Cox, putting friends to work is a design feature, not a problem. "The work that one person does can influence and can organize the experience of the people around them," he says. Even if a small percentage of Facebook users spend time cataloguing groups of friends, he says, many could benefit.

Facebook, Mr. Zuckerberg pointed out at a press conference last week, could have spent years developing computer algorithms to sort users' friends into groups. But he says Facebook did a much better job by creating tools for users to do that sorting themselves, including with the new groups feature. 

Mr. Cox says a large part of his role is spreading this approach towards social design. He once served as the company's top human resources official, and all new recruits still meet with him for an hour on their first day on the job.

"Chris has been an evangelist for making sure that our software is human," says designer Soleio Cuervo longtime. "One of the biggest challenges running a technical organization is that there is an inordinate focus on technical challenges."

Mr. Cox says Facebook is just at the tip of the iceberg with the potential for social design. He imagines a world where social design can improve many more aspects of life online. 

"A killer one would be when you turn on the TV, and you see what your mom and friends are watching, and they can record stuff for you. Instead of 999 channels, you will see 999 recommendations from your friends," he says.

"The music store will look like that, as will the newspaper," he says. "It would just be good if we could all be connected through these currently anonymous devices."

Write to Geoffrey A. Fowler at geoffrey.fowler@wsj.com 

