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“[Internet] has already rewired
the brains of its users, returning
us to a state of primitive
hyperawareness and distraction.
It has already built an ecosystem
that runs on exploiting attention
and monetizing the self.”

ATTENTION ECONOMY AND
YOUTH WORK
Attention is needed to extract info from
us to be then profiled and used for
commercial and political purposes.
Young people must be constantly
logged-in, leading to “de-contextualised
digital presence”.
She prefers to self-reflectively “stand
apart” from social media, but not leave
it. It is helpful to focus on the local, the
community, the aesthetic and actual
human interaction.

Recent research on digitalisation:
Zuboff, Shoshana (2019), The Age of Surveillance
Capitalism: The fight for a human future at the new
frontier of power, Profile Books, London.
Siurala, Lasse (2020) Youth Work and Techlash.
What are the new challenges of digitalisation for
young people? Analytic Paper, Youth Partnership,
European Commission and the Council of Europe,
Brussels

A SHORT HISTORY OF DIGITALISATION…
Optimistic faith in digitalisation from
1980s to Arab Spring in 2010:
Social media as a liberating medium
promoting openness and democracy.

BUT…
In 2013 Edward Snowden revealed that US and UK
security services gathered data from citizens’
emails. The 2016 US presidential elections and the
UK Brexit vote apparently were manipulated by
Cambridge Analytica using Facebook data.
“The tipping point was around 2012. People were losing excitement about
the internet … The dream of a better, truer self on the internet was slipping
away. Where we had once been free to be ourselves online, we were now
chained to ourselves online”, Jia Tolentino 2019
”Techlash”: ”a strong and widespread negative reaction to the growing
power and influence of the large technology companies”,
The Oxford Dictionary proposal for the Word of the Year 2018

AND NOW…
Techlash and increasing distrust in Big Tech.
1. Increasing techlash,
2. Increasing regulation of tech companies,
3. Expanding abuse of data captured from us
for commercial and political purposes,
4. Exponentially escalating growth of the big
tech,
5. Increased control of Digital Technology
over civil society and youth,
6. Inspiring glimpses of hope.

MY TAKE ON DIGITAL YOUTH WORK
1. PROTECTION – safety on the internet
Digital youth work should focus on measures to protect young people from digital misuse and
on awareness-raising of safety and risks in the digital world.
2. SCEPTICISM of internet as a place for social growth of youth and for youth work
Scepticism of Internet as an ideal context of social and personal growth. Scepticism of Internet
as a place for youth work. Scepticism of one’s digital motivation and skills to work online.
3. AN UNAVOIDABLE TOOL – a kind of “necessary evil”
Digital Technology provides tools for youth work to complement traditional youth work.
4. AN INEVITABLE OPPORTUNITY to be a frontrunner
Young people and youth workers are trendsetters in applying digital technology.
5. CRITICAL DIGITAL LITERACY – awareness-raising of young people
Youth workers must learn critical digital literacy to help young people become aware of, to
reflect and to act on problems of digitalisation like data extraction and manipulation.

MY TAKE ON DIGITAL YOUTH WORK
1. PROTECTION – safety on the internet
Digital youth work should protect the safety of young
people on the internet. Youth should be advised to protect
their privacy and to deal with harmful content. Youth
workers should be able to inform young people about
where to seek support and help.

1. PROTECTION – safety on the internet
No reason to worry – young people are Digital Natives
However, there is no evidence to back up the assumption that an individual will be
better with technology simply because of their age. Kirschner, P & De Bruyckere, P
2017, 'The myths of the digital native and the multitasker', Teaching and Teacher
Education, vol. 67,
Today’s digital natives can use technology, but they have “no critical engagement at
all”. This leaves students more vulnerable to the influence of fake news and other
online risks. Dr Fiona Chambers, acting head of education at UCC 2017
UK's telecoms watchdog Ofcom researchers found that only a third of young people aged
12 to 15 knew which search results on Google were advertisements (2017).
Risks are numerous; inappropriate content, grooming, harassment, cyberbullying, privacy
risks, dependency, losing self-confidence

“The Wall Street
Journal revealed
that Facebook
researchers have
repeatedly found
that the photosharing platform is
toxic for teen girls.”
- and have done
nothing about it.
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2. SCEPTICISM of internet as a place for social growth of youth and for
youth work.
First, if youth work is about active democratic citizenship, participatio in civic
society and understanding human rights, then booming digital
authoritarianism, shrinking civic space and human rights violations create
problems for the social growth of young people on the internet.
Second, if youth work is about trust-building through face-to-face encounter
with identifiable young people, preferably through a sustainable relationship,
then the hectic, superficial, and short-lived digital encounter with
unidentifiable young people is not ideal for youth work.
Third, a fluent presence in the quickly changing digital cultures requires
constant training of skills and competences which youth workers might not
feel worth the trouble. Youth workers do not necessarily feel comfortable with
their competences to deal with these problems.

Freedom House 2018 report: ”THE RISE OF DIGITAL AUTHORITARIANISM”

”Declines outnumber gains for the ninth consecutive year”
“40 out of 65 countries use automated technology and sophisticated programs to gather and
analyse social media use of citizens”

“Civil Society Organisations and activists [must]
develop an enhanced understanding of the impact
of digital technologies on their work and the
shrinking civil society trend on a global level.”
Holmes (ed) Shrinking Civil Spaces

Human Rights violations in the digital era
The right to be forgotten, to anonymity and privacy, to digital education, to
access to digital knowledge, freedom of speech and expression, nondiscrimination (hate speech, fake news, and hybrid manipulation). “some
stakeholders have the power to ban, remove or distort online content according
to their interest” (CoE Conference on Digitalisation and Human Rights 2021)

”Russian people
support Putin”
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3. AN UNAVOIDABLE TOOL – a kind of “necessary evil”.
Digitality is a part of the life of today’s youth. Young people benefit from the
digital media, even if it comes with some problems. Youth work can use this
technology to reach young people, to communicate and to work with them.
Technology and digital media can complement things done in real world.
Youth workers do not have to become specialists of digital youth work, but
should have basic digital competences.
You might not like DYW but you understand that it has to be accepted in youth
work – as a kind of “necessary evil”.

3. AN UNAVOIDABLE TOOL – a kind of “necessary evil”.
“Youth workers do not have to be technical experts or specialists of digital
means like coding, making You Tube videos, or managing social media and
apps. Instead, they had to be able to engage in positive conversations
with young people on their experiences in the digital world.” Jane Melvin
Define the basic digital skills of a youth worker.
Advanced digital skills and projects: collaboration with the respective tech
education institutions, organisations, volunteers and companies.
Youth work is not a tech education institute. The school should teach the
basic digital skills to young people and youth work education to youth
workers.

4. AN INEVITABLE OPPORTUNITY to be a frontrunner
Young people and youth workers are frontrunners in applying digital technology. It
may be expensive, demand training and time, but it is an inevitable opportunity.
The entire staff, not only a few nerds, should be digitally trained and properly
equipped to be ready for the 21st century digital youth work. Youth work
organisations must adopt a DYW strategy, allocate time and funds for the job and
provide good practices and assessment tools.
Youth workers resistant to become digital, must be persuaded to change their
attitude and learn the necessary skills.
Youth worker should be able to advice young people to properly use social media,
robotics, elementary programming, maker culture, podcasting, blogging, vlogging,
making short videos, the latest apps and to avoid dubious platforms.
Young people’s own digital expectations are the only bases for DYW.

4. AN INEVITABLE OPPORTUNITY TO BE A FRONTRUNNER
- DYW - an opportunity to reach new youth groups and to create
new alliances.
- Complements the school in digital education, such as in
bridging the digital gap.
- Enriches the methodological portfolio of youth work
- The threat is that a digital frontrunner becomes such a
passionate defender of DYW that she/he downplays digital
risks, its negative effects and the tech industry dominance.
- A threat of the development of a new profession distancing
itself from ‘basic’, ‘traditional’ or ‘old school’ youth workers.
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5. CRITICAL DIGITAL LITERACY – awareness-raising of young people
In addition to enhancing constructive use of digital technology, youth
workers should promote critical digital literacy to help young people
become aware of, to reflect and to act on the negative effects of
digitalisation and the tech industry on things such as harms related to
self-confidence and well-being, excessive use of social media and
gaming, deterioration of democracy, violation of human rights and
shrinking of free civil society, not to mention data extraction,
commercial targeting and manipulation.

UBIQUITOUS SOCIAL MEDIA
Very frequent use of social media is reported to be linked
with stress, anxiety, lower self-esteem, inadequate sleep,
bullying, grooming, FOMO (fear of missing out),
nomophobia (fear of being without access to a
smartphone), mental, physical, educational and social
problems as well as dependency (equal to dependency on
alcohol and drugs).

ADDICTIVE GAMING
‘Gaming disorder’ – “impaired control over gaming, increasing priority
given to gaming over other activities to the extent that gaming takes
precedence over other interests and daily activities, and continuation or
escalation of gaming despite the occurrence of negative consequences.”
WHO added it in 2018 in its International Classification of Diseases (1-5%
of gamers)
‘Problematic gaming’ – people at risk of developing gaming disorder (812% of gamers).
During the COVID-19 pandemic the game industry has made spectacular
profits.

Jenny Odell (2019) preferred to selfreflectively “stand apart” from social
media, but not leave it.
Following her advice, youth work should
help young people “stand reflectively
apart” – not just urge them uncritically to
merge into digital media?

