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Abstract

In the E-Society project entitled UK Children Go Online (www.children-go-online.net), we are combining qualitative and quantitative methods to explore the involvement of 9-19 year olds in today’s heavily mediated consumer culture, focusing on the opportunities and risks that the internet represents for young people. The enthusiasm with which this age group regards the internet (‘we are the internet generation’, they proclaim proudly), suggests a striking coincidence of interests between young people themselves and the rapidly growing industry which markets to them, developing dedicated online content and services, albeit a coincidence that arouses considerable ambivalence among critical commentators. It is suggested that young people’s involvement with online consumer culture, including the ways in which this mediates offline consumer/youth culture, can be usefully framed in terms of media literacy, a framework currently of considerable policy relevance given the duty of the communications regulator, OFCOM, to promote media literacy. This paper draws on the qualitative findings obtained thus far to identify the varieties of literacy evidenced by young people, including their considerable fluency in using new forms of media to create a seamless, ‘always on’, peer-oriented environment, their less-than-critical awareness of some of the commercial imperatives and strategies that lie behind the provision of these media, and the difficulties of identifying as yet ‘unmet needs’ for this population.

Children, media, change – an inflammatory combination
Blurring of familiar boundaries
Claims about the transformative power of the new media encompass many dimensions of social life. One of the most widespread is that long-established and traditionally-significant boundaries between distinct spheres are being blurred or transcended (Lievrouw and Livingstone, 2002). These include the boundary between work and leisure (via home working, teleworking, flexi-working etc), between entertainment and education (as in the neologisms of edutainment and infotainment), between local and global (here we have glocalisation, the global village, etc), between producer and consumer (as products are co-constructed or socially shaped by consumers), between adult and child (as in the disappearance, or the death, of childhood), and between citizen and consumer.

These are familiar boundaries, that we have lived within and committed ourselves to, they institutionalise dominant values, and they are regulated and reinforced at all levels from domestic practices to international law. Yet they now seem to be, in these late- or even post-modern times, up for renegotiation. The increasing mediation of everyday life represents one among many social trends driving forward this discursive and material process of renegotiation.

The blurring of boundaries matters because what is at stake is a series of claims about power. Traditional distinctions, critical scholars argue, serve the interests of the cultural and political elite. Transforming or undermining these distinctions may, as those in cultural studies have advanced, open up new possibilities for the marginalized, the subaltern, the oppressed to regain some control over their lives. Alternatively, as many political economists would have it, such transformations are effectively exploited by powerful commercial interests, ruthlessly undermining any surviving spaces for the exercise of freedom by either the traditional elite or the masses. Whichever, if either, of these is the case, it is clear that any social change brings with it huge public uncertainty.

Optimism and pessimism 

In relation to new media forms and contents this uncertainty provokes widespread anxiety, anxiety which precisely centres on this supposed undermining of familiar boundaries and hence of traditional hierarchies. Newspaper headlines regale us with claims that children are gaining access to what only adults are supposed to know, that commercial institutions are gaining control over education, culture and knowledge, that governments are extending their surveillance into our most private thoughts and practices, that global players are squeezing out local cultures and individual creativity, and so forth.

On the other hand, although attracting less attention, the optimists also predict some grand futuristic consequences of the introduction of new media. The socially excluded may find new routes to participation. Knowledge is being democratised. Consumers get to create rather than passively receive content selected for them. Restrictive or discriminatory frameworks – of gender, race or disability – can be superseded. Local cultures can contribute to a global cosmopolitanism.

Consumer versus citizen

One key boundary is that between citizen and consumer: this intersects with many debates regarding the role of the changing media environment in the privatisation or commercialisation of public space or, conversely, in the extension of the public – outside - world into the domestic. Popularly, citizens are active, engaged, informed, participatory and perhaps even resistant, while consumers are treated as commodities, markets, being managed and passive. This paper examines these changes, and these debates, in relation to children, young people and their families as new forms of media – most recently, the internet – enter and become established within the home.

The starting point is the intersection of three inflammatory terms in popular discourse – children, media, change – all of which reflect the perception that the conditions of childhood are changing and, moreover, that the media are changing the conditions of childhood.

Empirical investigation - reflections on three research projects

Families and the Internet (BT-funded)

This paper is informed by a recently-completed quasi-ethnographic project, ‘Families and the Internet’ (BT-funded), which aimed to open up the ‘black box’ of the home and explore what the internet means to children and their families at the start of the twenty-first century (Livingstone and Bovill, 2001). Guided by a series of broadly ethnographic principles, thirty families who varied in socio-economic status, family type and geographic locations and with a child between 8 and 16 who uses the internet were visited on several occasions over one or more months. Semi-structured interviews were combined with informal observations of internet use at home to explore the nature and contexts of domestic internet use.

UK Children Go Online (Funding: ESRC E-society, plus others)

This paper also draws on findings from a subsequent project, ‘UK Children Go Online’ (ESRC ‘E-Society’-funded), in which, together with Magdalena Bober, I have begun with a series of focus group interviews with children and young people aged 10-11, 12-13, 14-15, 16-17 and 17-19 years. The next phase of ‘UK Children Go Online’ is attempting to translate at least some of these concerns into survey questions, administered to a national sample of 1,500 9-19 year olds together with their parents in Spring 2004 (for an update, see www.children-go-online.net).

Public Connection (ESRC)
In a further project, with Nick Couldry and Tim Markham and funded by the ESRC ‘Cultures of Consumption’ programme, I have been exploring whether and how the media might open up or close down channels for public connection and participation – positioning people in their everyday lives as consumers and/or citizens. Our assumption is that such an opposition – consumer or citizen – is too simple for the complex and mediated nature of today’s world. It cannot be that people act either as audiences or as members of a public, and that the two remain entirely separate (Livingstone, in press-a). But again, the blurring of these roles is seen as worrying. How shall we move beyond this? And how shall we judge, in normative terms, the activities of people as consumers/citizens? In relation to children especially, which activities or forms of engagement should society encourage and which should it worry about?

Children as experts – the “internet generation”
Pioneers in the new media environment

Sifting through the popularly-expressed hopes and anxieties to understand what’s going on, what’s really new perhaps, we find two underlying claims. First, as already noted, the widespread claim that public and private spheres are becoming problematically blurred as a consequence of the new media (c.f. Habermas, 1969/89; Meyrowitz, 1985; Thompson, 1995). Second, a broadly celebratory discourse of active, media-savvy, sophisticated young people, supposedly pioneers in the new media-saturated late-modern or postmodern culture, exercising their cultural, civic and consumer rights to participate in society through globalised, mediatised youth culture (as discussed by Drotner, 2000; Seiter, 1999; Turkle, 1995).

“We’re the generation of computers.” (Boy, 16 years)
“My dad can’t even work a mouse, so I have to go on the internet for him.” (Girl, 17 years)

Problematically, however, to endorse the first claim is to undermine the second. In other words, if young people are the agents of change, their activities serving to facilitate and mediate the transformative consequences of new media, then there is little to celebrate in young people’s innovative activities if the consequence is the blurring of spheres best kept separate.

On the other hand, if we deny that young people are the ‘media-savvy’ leaders of social change, we risk reinforcing exactly that long-established conception of young people that the celebratory approach was designed to counter, namely the image of children as vulnerable, embarked on a process of development whose chances of success depend on protective sequestration during childhood and adolescence from the meanings and practices of adult society (Livingstone, 1998).

New rights, new responsibilities?
If the social consequences of new media are broadly welcomed for their creative or democratising potential, then children’s pioneering activities might be especially valued. For example, in relation to the uses of the internet, it is increasingly recognised that young people are often more expert than adults; indeed one wonders if they have ever before received such adult admiration for their skills and expertise (Livingstone and Bober, 2003)? On the other hand, if the new media environment is judged problematic, suddenly their expertise wins them an unexpected responsibility. They are then blamed for naively bringing porn into the home, giving out parents’ personal details to unknown others, giving up on the old-fashioned virtues of books or long-established standards of written language and communicative etiquette.

"My dad doesn’t let me go on the internet very often, because we had an incident one day, where my sister – she was on MSN, and someone sent her something through. And it was actually like – it was like porn – so my dad saw it, and he was like very angry – so he doesn’t let us use MSN now. " (Girl, 17 years)

“My parents would like me to read lots of books and things. And they don’t like me playing on Playstations, TV and computer because they say it rots my brain.” (Boy, 13)

Extending childhoods

Changing media, changing childhood
It is not just the media that are changing. Changes in childhood over recent decades rest significantly on a series of other shifts – including changes in the structures of employment, the education system, gender relations and the family, together with the rise of consumer culture, of a psychological or therapeutic culture and, of course, of youth culture (Hill and Tisdall, 1997). 

Western industrial societies are delaying some of the traditional markers of adulthood, extending the years of education and pushing back the start of employment, of financial independence and hence of leaving the parental home. At the same time, at least by comparison with recent decades, it seems that society is bringing forward the age of sexual knowledge and experience, of lifestyle and identity choices, and of consumer spending power through the lucrative youth and, most recently, children’s, market (Buckingham and Bragg, 2003; Kinder, 1999; Kline, 1993).

Children staying younger longer, yet growing older earlier

To adult eyes, then, children are staying younger longer and they are also growing older earlier. In some ways they leave the privacy of the home and enter the public domain ‘too early’, in other ways they delay entering the public domain ‘too long’, while bringing novel or disturbing elements of that public world into the privacy of the family. Hence, in the face of a changing media environment, we find longer roots for the ‘vanguard’ or ‘pioneer’ or ‘youth as expert’ themes characteristic of public discourse concerning the internet, and for the moral concerns over impressionable children and antisocial youth, vulnerable to television influence, addicted to computer games and manipulated by advertisers.

Overall, these changes position young people today in some ways as immature and in need of protection from potential harms, including from the media, but in other ways as in the vanguard, active pioneers in staking out new territories in youth culture. The outcome is a period of ‘extended youth’ in which young people are betwixt and between, caught in a series of cultural shifts whose effects are at time contradictory rather than complementary.

The changing family

The rapid pace of change in the media environment further exacerbates public anxieties – anxieties that, as noted earlier, not only mediate but also shape people’s everyday responses to media. Gadlin (1978) argues that, to a degree that is historically distinctive, parents can no longer rely on their own childhood experiences to guide them in managing the spatial and temporal structures of their children’s moral, domestic and family life – and this is particularly evident in relation to new media (from programming the video recorder, using SMS on the mobile phone, or searching or chatting on the internet).

From hierarchical to democratic family
Extending Gadlin’s account of changing generational relations, Giddens (1992) proposes that we are witnessing ‘a democratisation of the private sphere’ (p.184), a historical transformation of intimacy in which children, along with other participants in a relationship, have gained the right to ‘determine and regulate the conditions of their association’ (p.185). Meanwhile parents have gained the duty to protect them from coercion, ensure their involvement in key decisions, be accountable to them and others, and to respect and expect respect. This conception of the ‘pure relationship’ contrasts strongly with the Victorian conception of the family based on hierarchy, authority and clearly demarcated roles.

The change is very evident, for example, in relation to the question of children’s privacy online – including most importantly for them, privacy from their parents (Livingstone, in press-b).

"My parents don’t ask me ‘ooh, what did you go on?’, because I wouldn’t like it if I came from school, came home, and they search my pockets. I’d say ‘what are you doing – that’s personal’. What if I had something I didn’t want them to see? Just like I wouldn’t search my mum’s bedroom."(Boy, 15 years)

“I would hate my mum to check my inbox. I would think that would be the most private place. It’s like my mum opening letters or listening in on conversations, it’s kind of like eavesdropping.” (Girl, 14 years)

“You just like don’t want your mum spying on you and knowing everything about you.” (Girl, 17 years)

“Because you want your independence, really, you don’t want your mum looking over your shoulder checking what you’re doing all the time.” (Boy, 17 years)

The message from historians, then, is that contemporary families must negotiate a rapidly changing society without the traditional resources of hierarchical relations between the generations – with neither guidance based on strong parallels between the parents’ childhood and that of their children, nor the moral right of parents to impose rules and sanctions without democratic consultation. As for their parents, so too are children posed with a series of challenges. Buchner et al (1995) argue that childhood increasingly includes the responsibility of constructing a ‘leisure career’ or ‘biographical project’, a responsibility that requires young people to anticipate future uncertainties and deal with risk and status insecurity in the context of a loss of traditional forms of family and community support.

Media as resource

Within this context of broader change – which includes the identification in the mid twentieth century of adolescence (and youth) as a distinctive and problematic phase (Coleman, 1993) – that changes in the media environment should be located. In seeking to construct a biographical project, and in resolving the series of developmental tasks along the way – entering work, sexual maturity, political enfranchisement, financial independence etc, communication plays a key role at all stages for young people, explaining why the various forms of media represent such significant resources or, at times, impediments. On a simple level, the media are available to fill the ever-growing leisure of extended youth.

However, the media are far from neutral observers on the sidelines of change. Importantly, the media have remade themselves in recent decades – through youth television, pop music, globalised children’s culture, the expanding magazine market, video games, etc – precisely so as to serve the needs, or to exploit, depending on one’s political stance, the undoubtedly demanding task of ‘growing up’. Identity development is thoroughly mediated, framed by the worlds of music, fashion, sport and lifestyle, and it is also increasingly problematic – witness the growth of stress, anorexia and depression among young people.

The media foster youth culture through both their contents and forms. Through their contents, they directly address the concerns, interests and experiences of young people. Through their forms, they provide the personalised, mobile, stylised, casualised media goods that today mark out the spaces and timetable of young people’s lives. In so doing, and as a consequence of the multiply determined ways in which they are used by young people, the media contribute to a repositioning of young people in relation to the public and private spheres – casting them both as consumers and as citizens, in the present and for the future.

“Kids prefer ‘fun’ sites, whether it's commercial or not doesn't bother them.” (Boy, 17 years)

Restricted childhood

To the extent that young people play a pioneering role in relation to the media, one might argue that this is because society offers them few alternatives, positioning them so that the media offer a rare space for experimentation and expertise, providing a route  – and hence also a focus of generational tensions – for the playing out of the consequences of wider social changes.

Safety restrictions on public play

As I have argued elsewhere (Livingstone, 2002), staying at home is framed, to a significant degree, by the meaning of ‘going out’. Especially for parents of younger children and of girls, going out is risky while staying home is safe. A privatised, media-rich bedroom culture is also supported by the apparently progressive exclusion of children and young people from public places in society (as funds for youth clubs are withdrawn, as hanging about on street corners is discouraged, public leisure facilities are beyond the financial resources of many). As Flichy (1995) argues, media allow family members to ‘live together separately’, and, we might add, safely, thus offering some resolution to the contradictions of modern family life.

Transgressive childhood

Retreat to the media-rich home
After all, while young people have proved themselves the pioneers in both online and mobile phone communication, generating the customs and practices by which a peer group regulates its considerable volume of communication across diverse channels, such sociality has limits. Young people also express a strong desire to be alone, particularly when they find circumstances constraining. Here too the media are orchestrated so as to achieve this privacy: the media-rich bedroom, with its ‘parents – keep out!’ notice on the door (Bovill and Livingstone, 2001); the personalised media – walkman, discman, radio – blocking out family intervention or interruption; the absorbed playing of computer games, writing online diaries (or ‘blogging’), these often being password protected or using hidden files or other privacy tactics (Livingstone, in press-b).

Such activities are often interpreted by parents and other adults as hostile in intent: certainly they are symbolic means of inserting distance into relationships for, as noted earlier, the communal or domestic space, as with any public space, has a normative, coercive aspect which may override or marginalize particular individual interests. Recall Morley’s (1986) image of the family living room in which the power inequalities of both gender and generation coincided to allow the father to dominate the media choices of other family members (most strikingly, by holding the remote control). Today, many parents observe wryly that their children now hold the remote control though, by and large, the problem of competing media tastes has been resolved by providing each family member with their own set, thereby separating or further individualising family life.

Given these uncertainties, restrictions, and invasions of childhood, it would seem that the combination of young people – positioned betwixt and between public and private spheres, dependence and independence, childhood and adulthood – and the media, with their unique power to penetrate private spaces and to construct publics, results in some ambiguous, exciting yet explosive renegotiations of what is appropriate or not for children. Young people use the media precisely to push at, explore and transgress established norms of public and private. They relish the potential of the media to offer the flexible tools and the free spaces within which to construct their individuality and relationships. And they are at times naively blind to the power of the media to position them subtly but firmly according to consumerist pleasures, external cultural prescriptions and powerful interests.

Media literacy

Significantly, the growing commercialisation of the internet gives rise to a new set of questions about children and young people’s competence, their understanding and awareness of the new world they are exploring and, apparently, so very much at home in. Hence, we should inquire into their media literacy – specifically their internet literacy. Increasingly, online contents are branded and/or sponsored, organised according to normative preferred readings. Increasingly they contain difficult-to-avoid advertising. Behind the scenes, they collect personal data on the user’s every click, search and download (Montgomery, 2001; Turow, 2001).  Undoubtedly, some young people have become aware of this:

“I  don’t really think anything on the internet can be truly private.” (Girl, 13 years)

Limitations on media literacy

However, although online commercial contents and services are often enjoyed and desired by children, this does not necessarily mean that such commercialisation straightforwardly serves children’s interests. At present, children lack the critical literacy – awareness of online privacy rights, ability to detect sponsorship, recognition of commercial strategies and goals, etc – to judge fairly what these contents and services represent. Only once critical literacy is significantly greater can one consider the responsibility of users, especially children, in making their choices to engage with certain media or contents over others (Livingstone, 2003).

The concept of the walled garden – much mooted as a means of keeping children safe online – is symptomatic. Whether or not there are doors in the walls, commercial websites are typically designed to contain the user, to keep them on the site, enticing them with commercially-themed contents, working rhetorically to make it unattractive or difficult to leave. The site for one football team contains no links to its rivals. The site for one television channel makes no reference to any other. Each site offers a ‘whole community’, ‘all’ one could ever want to know, all the services one might want ‘in one place’. These walled gardens implicitly, and firmly, counter the optimists’ rhetoric of the internet as a democratic and open space of links and connections, freedom and choice, not to mention anarchy and counter-culture (Burbules, 1998; Livingstone, 2002).

“I get very frustrated with the internet at times.” (Girl, 17 years)
“Every time I try to look for something, I can never find it.” (Girl, 17 years)
In whose interests?

Questions of interest or profit lie at the heart of the intersection of childhood and the economy. This is commonly described in terms of privatisation – meaning the private sector’s commercialisation of or intrusion into children’s leisure, identity and lifestyles. In relation to the media, many questions arise. Whose interests are served if children spend more time watching television, if they acquire more personalised media goods, if they engage with online contents and services? Are the interests of commercial providers necessarily in conflict with those of children and families? Can one preserve a public sector space within an otherwise commercial environment, and which alternative interests might this serve?

Two shifts support the increasing interpenetration (for this process is more unidirectional than mutual) of childhood by commercial interests: the rise of individualisation and of commercialisation.

Individualisation
First, the social trend of increasing individualisation supports a diversification in taste, in leisure interests, in lifestyle preferences. These lifestyle tastes and preferences are, moreover, ever less determined by socioeconomic factors or cross-generational inheritance. And they are greatly enjoyed, and enthusiastically entered into, by young people, keen to explore new and different identities, to play with alternative possibilities, to differentiate themselves from previous generations and from each other, creative and also fickle in this playful exploration. Children are enthusiastic adopters of consumer products associated with their favourite television programmes, sports teams, pop music groups – they want the wallpaper, the duvet cover, the collectable toys, the branded tee-shirt, the cuddly toys. On the internet, their top search teams, their favourite websites, their preferred games, all pursue these themes.
That which, from a critical perspective, represents the driving force of private interests towards the multiplication of markets, the diversification of taste categories, the emphasis on markers of distinction and difference, represents for children and young people themselves the opportunity to experiment with and construct distinguishing and satisfying identities, the material focus for communication and, hence, relationships, and the resources for marking off boundaries from parents, family, ‘others’. Moreover, insofar as young people do the unexpected in initiating new trends which are only subsequently capitalised upon by the corporate sector – examples include ‘grunge’ fashion, rap music, mobile phones and text messaging – their creativity in influencing both youth culture (within the life world) and the economy (the system world) is significant.

Exploitation?

However, the second shift surely is more influential. For the lively and creative interests of young people are increasingly the target of a huge, commercialised, globalised leisure industry, devoted in its sophisticated targeting of youth as the new consumer opportunity, canny in its cross-promotion of non-media consumer goods within the media domain, ever more global in its reach, keen to evade or counter hitherto-dominant ethical norms that had regarded childhood as off-limits (‘private’), articulate in its reflexive adoption of child-centred discourses of children’s rights, empowerment and identity as part of their branding and merchandising efforts (Kinder, 1999). Young people’s interests and anxieties all become grist to the mill of mass consumerism. Individualisation is itself promoted by sophisticated marketing that simultaneously addresses ever more particular or esoteric niches while spreading ever more widely, ever more global in its reach. And the outcome by no means necessarily serves young people’s interests. A critical analysis of the match or mismatch between children’s interests and the themes or contents made available to them online by commercial content providers has yet to be conducted.

Drivers of change

Most commentators would agree that, although to point to the first trend, individualisation (Beck, 1992), is to recognise the role played by young media users, nonetheless the key driver of social change here is commercialisation, the activities of the economy or corporate sector being vastly more powerful than are the activities of users. As a result, many argue, from a critical standpoint, that ever-younger children are drawn into a commercialised repackaging of peer, or youth, culture. Fandom becomes an increasingly dominant mode of engaging with popular (and even high) culture. Both peer culture and fandom become indistinguishable from consumer culture writ large – transacted and disseminated on a global stage. And the power of the private sector to impose its highly organised will on the private individual is such that few find it possible or desirable to stand outside consumer culture, though of course some, including some children, embrace alternative or anti-consumerist life choices. However, a critique and alternative may be developed as part of the larger public/private negotiation, in terms of the protection of public values, most significantly that of citizenship (for consumers are also citizens, for citizens require unbiased information and education), and in terms of rights (consumer rights, children’s rights, civil liberties).

Consumption versus participation

Does all this distract, even prevent, children from participating in the public sphere? Many fraught questions arise, centring on how individual participation can contribute to the critical deliberations and community concerns of the public sphere. Anxieties regarding the vitality of the public sphere give rise to problems of regulation: since the public sphere cannot be created through coercion, what is to be done when individuals’ desires draw them away from the community, being motivated by self interest rather than disinterestedness? In relation to children, such questions connect with a more familiar set of long-standing concerns to do with young people’s participation in civic and political affairs. While many despair, others are trying hard, both offline and online, to establish a variety of exciting initiatives which seek to address children as citizens rather than, or as well as, consumers.

The possibility that we are witnessing a growing separation between personal and public spheres was fuelled by early findings that children who spent a long time on the internet became addicted, depressed, loners. However, subsequent research tells the opposite story: it now appears that while the early studies, of necessity, examined early adopters who lacked friends online, today’s youth have a critical mass of friends online (Subrahmanyam et al, 2001), with the consequence that online communication does not displace but rather supplements or even stimulates face-to-face communication, strengthening social networks (Livingstone and Bober, 2003). Hence, young people are found to be social rather than antisocial, oriented towards constructing community, albeit a community that sustains and prioritises their interests and in which they have a stake, although whether these networked interactions truly merit the label of ‘community’ – containing the seeds of future participation or of new social movements, for example, remains to be seen.

Conclusions regarding children’s participation must be qualified in terms of particular social relations and common culture. Participation in what, we should ask? For young people use media both to sustain and participate in peer culture and to move away from and distance themselves from intergenerational or family culture. Recalling our earlier discussion of their uncomfortable positioning in an extended youth, betwixt and between independence and dependence, the public responsibilities of adults and the private protections of children, this is unsurprising. Does it matter that young people use their mobile phones to text each other ‘goodnight’, supplementing, or perhaps replacing, the face-to-face ‘goodnight’ to their parents?

“You can email your MP, but is he going to listen?” (Girl, 17 years)
“I get in touch with celebrities, and they send an email back.” (Girl, 15 years)
Mediated connections

What are the implications of these observations? First, that participating in a common culture – sharing experiences, reaching decisions, negotiating values – depends ever less on the co-location of participants. Rather, the media serve to displace participation in time and space, permitting new forms of collectivity but perhaps also inhibiting old forms of deliberation or introducing new grounds for exclusion. Second, parents are seeking the means, again using media, to counter the individualising effects of diverse and multiple media so as to sustain some degree of common culture within the home. Hence they may encourage eating together in front of the television, using sports or soaps to share some intimate time on the sofa, interacting together through a website, even instant messaging each other, or following up media themes to occasion family discussion, whether of an intimate or a political nature. Where once the structure of the home, and the media, demanded ‘togetherness’, today it must be more deliberately sought out.

Last, of course the challenge remains – how to encourage participation among young people not just in peer culture but also in the wider public sphere. Kimberlee (2002) suggests that, far from being apathetic or interested ‘only’ in alternative or identity politics, it is the extended youth, the altered trajectory in the transition from child to adult, which lies at the heart of the problem. As traditional structures of work as well as traditional values and expectations are lost, cues to participation and citizenship are no longer salient to young people. A number of commentators place the responsibility for the apparent distance between public and personal spheres less on the media (though they may be much that they could do to provide alternative cues to participation and citizenship), nor on children and young people, but rather on the structures of participation that seek to involve them. Whether such structures of participation can be more effectively created online than they appear to have been offline remains to be seen.
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