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introduction

“It appears that, with the possible exception of protest demonstrations, 
collective forms of participation have declined in Britain over [the last 
forty years] and that this decline has been reinforced by a weakening 

of the norms which sustain such participation. 

Put simply, individuals are less likely to believe that citizens should 
participate, and because of this fact they are less likely to actually get 

involved… 

[W]e conclude that Britons are atomised citizens” 

(Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley 2004: 275).

A word of caution…

“Youth” = socially constructed and dependent on 
historical/contextual factors 
(see: Demertzis & Stavrakakis 2008)

Tendency to project our own hopes and fears onto 
young people

We need to listen to their own hopes and fears

e.g. insecurity, lack of a narrative on/for the future 
(hopes), fragmentation, decline of the collective 
and of external efficacy – ambivalence
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?
Online Civic Motivators and Demotivators

i.e. factors that facilitate young people’s 
online engagement with public affairs and 

political issues
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research design & background

SURVEY

n=487 BMS students, Nov-Dec 2004

Civic Attitudes

Interest in Issues

News Patterns

Internet Uses

Key finding: 

-Care for a range of public affairs and issues

-Democracy is important to them

-Sceptical of traditional participation methods

HYPERLINKED NETWORK ANALYSIS 

Mapping the UK’s online civil society

2005-06

Issue Networks:

Global Poverty, Fairtrade, Organic Food & Farming, 
Climate Change, Environment (General)

Key Nodes:

Make Poverty History, Live8, Fairtrade Foundation, 
Soil Association, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth
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CONTENT ANALYSIS 

n=20 websites of youth orgs and NGOs

2005-06, 2008-09

Included all key nodes from HNA

Government- or Parliament-sponsored 
(top-down) youth sites = mostly ‘ghost’ 
spaces with severe design problems and 
content / community deficiencies

NGO sites: much slicker, much more 
informative, more strategic, more 
segmented, consumer-oriented, media 
savvy

Four sites picked for user testing

YOUTH CIVIC ATTITUDES AND INTERNET USER EXPERIENCE

4 x 1½ hour sessions with a total of 46 young participants, March 2006

mean age = 20.57 (±1.8), mostly UK (91%)

case study: media-savvy, non-traditional backgrounds, apolitical uni

aims

capture their own narrative (“in their own words”)

understand what will de/motivate them

compare young users’ own evaluations with my content analysis

YOUTH CIVIC ATTITUDES AND INTERNET USER EXPERIENCE

110 structured and open-ended (write-in) questions:

Demographic / Baseline

Internet Uses and Gratifications

Attitudes towards Voting, Participation and Citizenship

Expectations from Issue Site (Content, Design, 
Interactivity)

Evaluation of Site 1 (Content, Design, Interactivity) and 
Comparison to Expectations

Evaluation of Site 2 (Content, Design, Interactivity) and 
Comparison to Expectations

PLUS

30’ of focus group discussion per group

3

attitudes towards civic engagement
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Main Civic Motivators

1. Efficacy – i.e. believing that one’s actions can make a diffe rence and 
seeing the outcomes of that action

2. Relevance to life-world – public affairs that are close to one’s 
everyday life (e.g. consumer / environmental issues )

3. Convenience – ease of access / use; the internet is a very 
competitive sphere; political messages have no part icular authority or 
gravitas

4. Emotional engagement – e.g. emotive pictures and material that 
forces the user to learn more about the issue “Would motivate”:

“By seeing how events and issues would affect me personally or area am in . 
if it’s an issue that does not necessarily impact upon my life directly it tends not 
to be a direct concern of mine…” [#2.17-SH].

“Would de-motivate”:

“I do not find it relaxing to be thinking about public affairs and I find it hard to 
relate to the importance of some issues within my life ” [#4.38-BP].

challenge/failure 

®

collective mobilisation

challenge/failure 

®

withdrawal to the self
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shift in the civic culture

citizens demand…

#1 evidence of relevance

#2 practical tools for action

the realpolitik

of citizenship

ambiguous stance towards:

fear v. hope tactics

“I thought it would be a lot more negative . 
I thought it would be a quite pushy website but I 
really liked it. I liked the case studies as well. They 
are a lot more positive and encouraging the user to 
read more about it, not just to think "no I'd better get 
to my mind I'm gonna die"…”

[Participant #1.04-JP on the Fairtrade website].
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“To be honest I was expecting more pictures up…
to make it more like… pictures are sometimes 
more powerful . You see a picture maybe like a 
disaster or something like that caused by climate 
change but there wasn’t…that’s what I was 
expecting”

[Participant #1.06-LR on the FoE climate change 
website].
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attitudes towards the internet

Internet use:

Habitual
Functional
Strategic
Ritualistic
Escapist

Instrumental Users:

"I think my political and consumer behaviours wouldn’t really affect where I go 
on the web because when I go on the web I normally use it only to talk to 
friends or research [...] I don’t think that it would- I would do it actively on the 
internet [...] I think it’s just because of my patterns of what I do on the internet" 
[#4.37-AM].

Internet use:

Habitual
Functional
Strategic
Ritualistic
Escapist

Not really looking for political, civic or issue-or iented material

#1.05-JW: “In my everyday life [a civic website is] not something I would actively seek 
out to find - unless it came across my path… like, I don’t know… some sort of advert 
or emailed a newsletter about it I might check it out… but I wouldn’t go and Google
and search it , for example”.
#1.03-ED: Maybe if I went on BBC news website…

"I always wondered how people come across things like that [issue sites] […] I think 
you really need to be searching for things like that to find them. I don’t think I’d 
come across them that easily…" [#4.39-CS]
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Internet use:

Habitual
Functional
Strategic
Ritualistic
Escapist

Importance of Branding, Trust, Reputation

#4.39-CS: -People need to know the site is credible, I think, nowadays because 
there’s so many sites out there, I think that more I’d say to an extent that’s good 
than bad because it- it- it gives site credibility and it makes, I think, the users 
maybe take it more seriously…

5

reflections: challenges and prospects

Prospect 1. 

Embedding of news and public affairs

global awareness and connectivity
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Prospect 2. 

Customised, Flexible Engagement

user chooses level of interactivity, tools and 
depth of engagement



9

Challenge 1. 

Social web / user-generated content

revolution or false sense of empowerment?

the limits of symbolic action

“I argue that consuming the social web and sharing that content for 
others to consume is not, in fact, using the social web to its potential. 

Even content-creation, if it is not truly reflexive, is just a mechanic 
reproduction of a consumer product… 

[W]hat are these individuals sharing? What are they communicating? 
How are the countless social operating systems on Facebook, such 
as the “What Prostitute Are You?” actually being productive?” 

(Bialski 2008)
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“Technology has alienated people to such an extent that they mistake 
technological and symbolic action for social/political action. 

This is the commodity stance. You buy a certain product, and you’ve 
made a political statement. You buy a car that runs on salad oil. It’s 
still a car! Or make a documentary. 

Where did we cross that line where we forgot that making a 
documentary about how everyone would like to have a food co-op is 
not the same as having a food co-op? I think some people have lost 
that distinction”.

(Bey 2004) 

Challenge 2. 

A New Digital Divide?

digital literacy and media culture
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DAVID NICHOLAS Anybody born digital just doesn’t hav e that sense there was a Whittaker’s 
Almanac , there was a Who’s Who , or even a sense of collection where somebody’s ga thered 
information together around certain sorts of princi ples and it’s all been vetted and you know 
when you enter that place you know all of that’s so lid, because the information intermediary 
has organised it for you or the publisher gives it a stamp . In a digital world you can’t tell what 
is authenticated, what is not, where it’s from. Nob ody knows. There’s too many players in that 
space. So they don’t have any of that. So while I c an manage in the virtual world because I 
have greater access, I get more sources, but I have  a framework for understanding those and 
measuring . Young people of today are not provided with that framework. 

KENAN MALIK In a sense then you are making the oppos ite point to the point that is usually 
made that is young people get more out of the digit al world because they know how to use it, 
they’ve grown up with it, whereas older people who haven’t grown up with it don’t know how to 
use it and therefore get less out of it. You’re say ing almost the opposite. 

DAVID NICHOLAS I am saying the opposite. I’m saying I’m empowered by it. I think a lot of 
people are being disenfranchised by it. Are not abl e to benefit from the fruits of an information 
society because they don’t know how to handle that vast amount of information which they 
have to make sense of because you have to take a ch oice . 

Challenge 3. 

Segmentation, Homophily and Passive Use 

active content creators or 

superficial, insular egotists?

hype v. reality

false assumption

potential � real

availability � actual use

Internet use:

Habitual
Functional
Strategic
Ritualistic
Escapist

Nielsen (usability guru): 

“web users have always been ruthless and now are eve n more so… 
People want sites to get to the point, they have ve ry little patience. I do 
not think sites appreciate that yet… They still fee l that their site is 
interesting and special and people will be happy ab out what they are 
throwing at them ” (interview with BBC, 2008)
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branding

trust

reputation

branding

trust

reputation
Segmentation = fragmented public sphere 
= loss of shared experience (centrifugal 
force)

v. 
Power laws = limit fragmentation = favour 
elites, hierarchies and accumulation of 
power (centripetal forces)

�
Commodification of the public sphere
Emphasis on the private domain
Consumerism and celebrity culture
Dumbing down
Symbolic action and virtual/visual culture

6

postscript: youth in EU and GR
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Bruce Bimber (1998): Accelerated Pluralism

Internet = catalyst for the formation of single-issue, ad-hoc 
movements and pressure groups

Issue politics

+

Inglehart (1990): postmodern identities / politics

Scammell (2000): the citizen-consumer

Stage 1: accelerated awareness

Stage 2: accelerated networking and heated debate

Stage 3: widespread mobilisation

Stage 4: quick withdrawal

Stage 5: no follow-up

Is…

Flexible
Fast
Universal
Emotive

Lacks…
-Structure, Hierarchy
-Agenda, Aims
-Commitment, Loyalty
-Influence, Political Gravitas
-Permanence

Creates awareness
Increases momentary pressure
Constructs individual’s ID

Different mode of engagement

“It’s an identity with a considerable potential for protest 
but, also, lack of support; [an identity] of hope and 
sorrow; ‘open’ and ‘closed’, yet ultimately 
unpredictable and at the same time, challenging” 
(Demerzis and Stavrakakis 2008: 227)


