


Now that Google+ is beginning to open to the public I thought I'd get my social media manager, Ellery (first VerticalResponser to join Google+), to give me a rundown of what it's all about. 
Another social network?!
Yes, another social network, but one that you should definitely pay attention to. Although dominant in the search market, Google has tried for years to break into social with little luck and some large failures. Google+ seems to be a product of the lessons they've learned along the way. After a week of exploring Google+ and its features, I am impressed by how well thought-out it appears to be. Sure, there are a few off things here and there, and my homepage can sometimes feel like a ghost town since only a handful of folks are on it so far, but I see a ton of potential, particularly for businesses.



So, how's it different than Facebook?
At first glance, Google+ actually looks a lot like Facebook, probably a good thing when it comes to user adoption. The home page doesn't drift far from the look and feel of the Facebook wall and status updates and the commenting function works essentially the same way as well. Hey, Facebook has honed its user experience for years...no need to re-invent the wheel, right? The key benefits to Google+, though, lie in the features that aren't available (or weren't until just last month) on Facebook in any form. There are five in particular which really stand out to me:
· Circles: Circles give you the ability to sort all of your contacts into separate groups based on the nature of your relationship. You can then select which circles you want to be included whenever you share something on Google+. For example, you could have a circle for your family members where you share pictures of your kids and other family news, while keeping a different circle for your friends and even another circle for just acquaintances. By sorting your contacts in this fashion, the information you share can be much more targeted, and in turn, more relevant to the people you're sharing with.
· Hangouts: Hangouts are group video chats. By making yourself available to "hangout" you can start a video chat with up to ten of your contacts who are also online at that time. Hangouts recognizes who is talking and the main video feed will focus on that person, making it a lot like a real conversation. You can also share things during a hangout (say an article or a youtube video) which everyone can view together. Now that's cool!
· Sparks: Sparks is a feature that recommends content for you based on your interests, online activity, and preferences...sort of like your very own custom content curator. Given Google's expertise in data mining, I expect this feature to become really robust over time. Another nice thing about Sparks is the ability to share things you find to the circles of your choice without ever leaving Google+.
· Huddle: Huddle is a group chat function that can be used online or across Android, iPhone, or SMS. Yes, Facebook just announced the rollout of group chat too, but the integration of mobile and a more professional environment (see next bullet) give Google+ the edge here.
· Aura of professionalism: Okay, so not technically a feature, but I think the professional vibe put forward on Google+ so far (or at the very least, the ability to easily separate friends from professional contacts using circles) is a huge benefit for the network. Google+ seems to take the powerful functionality of Facebook and marry it with the professional environment and discussion topic types of LinkedIn. On top of all that, Google+ functions a bit like Twitter too, in that you can follow someone's updates regardless of whether they are following you or not. This is a huge plus when it comes to finding good content. For these reasons, Google+ has a lot of implications when it comes to business applications.
