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Introduction

Young people are using information and communication technologies (ICT’s) in new and innovative ways; from daily communications with one another to interactions with government and public institutions on issues such as health, education, arts and culture. 
Telecommunications and owning a mobile phone or computer is no longer just another issue in young people’s lives but is now instrumental in their social and digital inclusion and ability to access necessary information and services. As young consumers this group is particularly vulnerable to unfair selling practises, issues of affordability, online privacy and information management as well as being required to have a certain level of digital literacy to ensure full participation in future employment and study. 
Youth organisations currently deal with these issues in delivering services and advocating for young people but in this digital age there is a need for a strong and unified voice that represents the needs of young people in their use of ICT. The newly formed peak body Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) is in a unique position to be able to draw together existing youth networks on the common cause of promoting and protecting young people’s access to and use of ICT’s. As such ACCAN has the potential to enable more effective use of limited resources in the not-for-profit youth sector to conduct inclusive and informed consultation on issues that pertain to young people and ICT and ensure they are represented to government, industry and the broader community. 
In order for this process to be one that meets the aim of increased youth engagement and consumer advocacy, ACCAN is encouraged to consider these strategies outlined in the recommendations of this report. In summary CTN’s project identified that involvement of young people in consumer organisations can only be achieved through a process that supports young people in setting their own agenda. These agendas must have clear, strategic goals with attainable outcomes that allow the young consumers to work towards these on their own terms. Such an approach will ensure young people have control and ownership over representations of their sector as consumers of communications technology.  
Objective
In late 2008 The Consumers’ Telecommunications Network (CTN) developed a project brief to identify the most effective strategies to engage young people in consumer advocacy and participation about ICT issues. It was hoped this work could inform the newly formed peak body, the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) as they develop their strategic and models for stakeholder engagement so that youth and ICT participation and consultation will be treated as a high priority.

Methodology
This project was developed in collaboration with the Inspire Foundation and Burwood Council. Consultations took place with a broadly based CTN Reference Group of youth organisations. Focus groups with young people were conducted by Burwood Council’s Youth Engagement Officer. The Inspire Foundation expertise and knowledge of youth participation and ICT were instrumental in providing the theoretical and practical basis for the final report recommendations. 

Participants/Reference Group
National Children’s and Youth Law Centre (NCYLC), Leichhardt Youth Council (LYC),
Marrickville Youth Resource Centre (MYRC), Burwood Youth Advisory Group (BYAG),

Australian Youth Affairs Coalition (AYAC), and the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVIC)
Acknowledgements
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The project was coordinated by Danielle Notara, CTN’s Policy and Research Project Officer. The Inspire Foundation contribution was authored by Kitty Rahilly, Research and Evaluation Coordinator, Michelle Blanchard, Research Project Manager and Philippa Collin, Director of Programs and Research. Burwood Council’s contribution was courtesy of Agata Furniss, Youth Engagement Researcher. 

Key Findings
· Young people should be engaged at the earliest stage possible and participate in the development of both processes and content of decision making processes
. ICT can be used to reach a large number of young people and gain their interest in a cost-effective and appropriate way such as through, for example, existing social networking sites and online communities that have high brand awareness and trust amongst young people for example, existing social networking sites and online communities that have high brand awareness and trust amongst young people.
· Definitions of youth consultation and participation need to incorporate a range of decision making mechanisms including both formal and informal approaches
. ICT can be used to provide these differing levels and types of participation as young people can be invited to engage in decision making processes either through formal youth advisory or consultation groups, informal forums or even youth generated content on the internet;
· Youth participation and consultation processes should allow for gradual introduction to decision-making processes to ensure young people are interested in, and comfortable with participation
. By having both informal and formal mechanisms for participation online and the relevant information young people need to make a decision about whether they are interested in or able to commit themselves to the processes will improve the sustainability of young people’s involvement;
· Young people involved in the youth participation and consultation processes should be able to see their contribution is resulting in tangible outcomes
 The posting of reports, policy documents and other website updates can be used to demonstrate how young people’s opinions are having an impact on the development and service delivery of organisations;
· Youth participation and consultation should be a fun and enjoyable process for all those involved and ICT allows for an increasing number of creative ways for young people to express their opinions
. Organisations should therefore encourage young people to express their opinions through digital photography, videos or even music as the advent of Web 2.0 allows for such user generated content and interactivity online
. 

Key Recommendations 
· In advocating for the interests of young consumers, ACCAN should apply the following definition of a young person: 
“Young people are those people aged from 12 years to 24 years”.
· The following definition of a young consumer should be applied by ACCAN for all future advocacy work relating to young people:
“A ‘young consumer’ of communications technology is a person aged 12-24 years of age, who accesses and uses ICT and Telecommunications goods, services and equipment, to varying degrees, for a variety of purposes including; personal, educational, professional, family, household, social and/or cultural.”
· To encourage youth participation and advocate for young people as consumers ACCAN should dedicate a youth participation officer to maintain networks and manage youth focused projects. 

· ACCAN should use targeted strategies to engage young people who would not otherwise be represented in youth participation or consultation processes, such as young people from marginalised groups. 
· ACCAN must recognise the need to involve young people in policy processes because of the benefits this will have for the organisation. While youth participation processes may involve the young people benefiting from the experience, the impact or development of the young people should not be the overriding aim. Broader social benefits of youth participation should be the aim of youth participation because policy and programmatic decision-making needs to take into account the unique experiences and expertise young people have to contribute. 

· ACCAN should engage with existing youth community services who have strong relationships with young people to engage them in opportunities to contribute to decision making
. Working with organisations that already have strong relationships with young people processes is an efficient and cost effective way for the ACCAN to engage young people in their decision-making processes. A list of possible organisations for future consultation are:
· NSW Commission for Children and Young People 

· YACVIC’s Youth Disability Advocacy Service 

· Victorian Indigenous Youth Advisory Council (VIAC)

· Youth Justice Coalition

· Youth Action Policy Association (YAPA)

Best Practise Principles for Engaging Young People

· Informed choice: As participation is about partnership, the young person should be given information around which they can decide if they want to participate. Participation is more appealing to young people when they are able to choose between informal and formal participation mechanisms (Bell et al 2008). Having knowledge of the various opportunities available will therefore maximise the chances of young people getting involved. 

· Enjoyment: participation will be fun, exciting, challenging and creative. Using a range of participatory tools and creating opportunities for participants to be creative and have fun means participants are more likely to see the process as benefiting them as the experience was more informal and enjoyable (Bell et al 2008; Blanchard et al 2007). 

· Relevant: Activities should address those issues and needs that are perceived as real by the young people involved. Emphasis must be placed on the importance of involving young people in the development of the actual decision-making process, not just participating in it, as one way of ensuring the issues addressed will be relevant to young people (Bell et al 2008).

· Developmental: Involvement should raise young people’s awareness of the social, political, economic, cultural and personal aspects of the issues facing them. However it is important that this is not the underlying goal of youth participation. The youth involvement approach to youth participation emphasize the broader social benefits of youth participation as policy and programmatic decision making can take into account the unique experiences and expertise that young people have to contribute. Therefore, personal development may be one aspect of youth participation it should not be the overriding principle (Bell et al 2008). 

· Educational: Activities should provide for both formal training and the informal development of skills. It should be noted that providing young people with formal training and informal development of skills is a positive outcome of youth participation, it should not be the underlying reason or aim for involving young people in decision-making processes (NYARS 2008).

· Relationship focused: Building active and supportive working relationships is an important part of youth participation. It highlights how such involvement contributes to young people’s social connectedness, a contributing factor to young people’s mental health and wellbeing.

· Resourcing: Sufficient time, space, funding, information, etc. However, lack of resources should not be considered a reason for not implementing youth participation processes. Our research demonstrates there are various strategies for overcoming resource restrictions such as looking at ways to embed a commitment to youth participation in the culture of the organisation, leveraging existing resources, using less structured, shorter term strategies such as casual chats and online facilitation processes, partnering with other organisations to share skills and resources and work with young people to identify resources and plan ahead for required resources (Bell et al 2008).

· Beneficial: outcomes should be specified for all involved. This is a very important principle as participation is most appealing to young people when the focus is on more than just having a say. Youth participation processes will therefore be most effective if they are focused on having an impact, seeking tangible outcomes and contributing to processes of change that gives something back to the participants’ communities (Bell et al 2008:168).

A picture of young people
At the time of the 2006 Census (Australian Bureau of Statistics) data suggests that young people (12-24years) represent 17.8% of total Australian population, which is close to one fifth- a significant proportion. That is, within a total population of 19,855,288 (ABS, 2006), 3,529,817 were young people aged 12-24years. 1,801,590 were males (51%) and 1,728,227 were females (49%). Refer to Table 2 below: 
	Table 2: Young people in Australia in 2006

	Age
	Male
	Female
	Total

	12
	141,099
	133,365
	274,464

	13
	141,324
	134,036
	275,360

	14
	141,723
	133,998
	275,721

	15
	142,988
	135,489
	278,477

	16
	143,162
	135,141
	278,303

	17
	139,230
	132,339
	271,569

	18
	134,927
	128,311
	263,238

	19
	135,488
	129,835
	265,323

	20
	137,409
	133,487
	270,896

	21
	137,517
	134,575
	272,092

	22
	135,818
	132,992
	268,810

	23
	136,727
	133,366
	270,093

	24
	134,178
	131,293
	265,471

	Total 
	1,801,590
	1,728,227
	3,529,817


“Young people” or “youth” is an age bracket that shifts in different contexts within Australia. 

The determination of “youth” and “children” and “adult” will affect people within the 12-24 bracket differently- such as; the legal definitions of children, juveniles and adults on a commonwealth and state-by-state level, all state and territory government definitions of children and young people, affecting child protection issues- for example, Department of Community Services, NSW definition, which may differ from other state definitions, and Commission for Children and Young people’s definition. 
Differing contextual definitions impacting upon the 12-24years of age grouping of young people are shown in Table 1:
	Table: 1 – Differing contextual definitions of “young people”

	Context
	Age definitions

	Typical Australian Youth Worker
	Young person – age 12 up to (and on occasion including) 25 years of age

	Ages of criminal responsibility by Australian jurisdiction 

(as at 12 July 2005)
	Australian state jurisdictions: a uniform minimum age for “criminal responsibility” of 10 years. 

Australian state jurisdictions: a uniform maximum age of presumption against criminal responsibility is under 14. 

Treatment as a child/juvenile; In most state jurisdictions it is 17 years, except in Queensland where the maximum age is 16 years
.

	State Government; e.g. 

NSW State Government (DoCS)
	Child – age 0 up to and including 15 years of age

Young person- 16 and 17 years of age


	Australian Medical Association 
	10 to 24years


	United Nations
	those persons between the ages of 15 and 24 years


	World Health Organisation
	10 to 24years


	Commission for Children and Young People
	CCYP deals with young people up to the age of 17 (under 18), as they are mandated to do so by the legislation, “Commission for children and young peoples act” (1998)


	Australian Federal Government
	The overarching objective of the Office for Youth is to help the Government deliver on its commitment to create a society in which all Australians, including the 2.7 million young Australians aged 15 to 24 (2006 Census of Population and Housing Australia), can play a full role in Australian life, economically, socially, and democratically.

	Australian Communications and Media Authority
	Australian Communications and Media Authority use the age bracket of 8-17 years of age.


Additionally, it must be noted that based on the breadth of this age span (12-24years), there are various population sub-groupings that cross over with this 12-25 year age bracket that will have an impact on the way in which young people should be addressed by ACCAN.
It is recommended: that ACCAN, in advocating for the interests of young consumers, apply the following definition of a young person: 
“Young people are those people aged from 12 years to 24 years”
Whilst it is recommended that the youth age bracket applied to ACCAN be 12-24years, it must be noted that it is problematic to assume therefore that all the needs and characteristics of people who fall into this age bracket are the same. Rather, it must be recognised that young people are inherently dynamic, diverse and differing in their needs and characteristics
Definitions 
Information and Communication and Technology (ICT)

In exploring the experience of youth in the digital age, Collins and Burns
 make reference to Livingstone (2006) proposal that ICT can best be understood as ‘infrastructures’.  

“…Infrastructures with three key components: artefacts or devices used to communicate or convey information; the activities or practices in which people engage to communicate or share information; and the social arrangements or organizational forms that develop around those devices and practices (drawing on Star and Boweker, Lievrouw and Livingstone 2006:2)”. 
Industry Definitions

Communications includes any communication:

(a)
whether between persons and persons, things and things or persons and 


things; and

(b)
whether in the form of speech, music or other sounds; and

(c)
whether in the form of data; and

(d)
whether in the form of text; and

(e)
whether in the form of visual images (animated or otherwise); and

(f)
whether in the form of signals; and

(g)
whether in any other form; and

(h)
whether in any combination of forms
.
Telecommunications includes, for clarity, the Internet
. 

Telecommunications Goods means any goods supplied for use in connection with the supply of a Telecommunications Service whether or not the goods are supplied separately from the Telecommunications Service
.
Telecommunications Service means:
(a) a Listed Carriage Service or any service supplied in connection with that service; and
(b) a content service (other than a subscription broadcasting service or a television subscription narrowcasting service) provided by the Supplier in connection with the Supply of a Listed Carriage Service
.
Telecommunications Product means Telecommunications Goods or a Telecommunications Service
. 
Consumer means end users of telecommunications services and includes residential users of telecommunication services and small business users of telecommunications services in their capacity as consumers
.
Defining a young consumer
Based on the notion that a “consumer” is someone who accesses and uses goods, services for a variety purposes including; personal, educational, professional, family, household, social and/or cultural, it is recommended that the following definition of a young consumer should be applied by ACCAN for all future advocacy work relating to young people:
“A “young consumer” of communications technology is a person aged 12-24 years of age, who accesses and uses ICT and Telecommunications goods, services and equipment, to varying degrees, for a variety of purposes including; personal, educational, professional, family, household, social and/or cultural.”

Why Advocate for Young Consumers
Based on it’s submission to the Productivity Commission's Inquiry into the National Consumer Policy framework made in 2007, the National Children's and Youth Law Centre ("NCYLC") has made a significant contribution to understanding young people as consumers. The NCYLC description is useful here to assist in supporting the representation of young people as legitimate consumers, which should bespecifically addressed by ACCAN. See below: 
“Young people generally do not have their consumer rights adequately protected 1• Reasons why the experience of young consumers differs from that of the adult population include:
· The inadequacy of consumer and financial literacy amongst young people. Young people have a lack of experience and the opportunity to develop understanding of the nature and terms of contracts in the common transactions that they are beginning to be involved with such as mobile phones, car and insurance contracts.
· The lack of assertiveness on the part of young consumers - even if aware of their rights, young people may not enforce them3 through lack of engagement and empowerment in transactions with adult institutions and authority figures;
· The fact that young people are more likely to be susceptible to aggressive selling techniques, scams and inappropriate trading practices4
Thus young people as consumers are a more vulnerable class that, to date, 
have not had attention paid to the need for their rights to be 
adequately protected.

Overall, young people represent a distinctly unique and diverse consumer group. Based on ABS statistics discussed earlier, it is also a relatively large population group to engage and respond to. In terms of the key themes of rights, accessibility, affordability and availability, it is recommended:
To encourage youth participation and advocate for young people as consumers ACCAN should dedicate a youth participation officer to maintain networks and manage youth focused projects. 
Role of ICT in Young People’s Lives
Computers and computer literacy now play a major part in the lives of young people, connecting them with information, support and the community
 Young people are also very attached to using mobile telephony especially SMS. More recently this activity has migrated to an increased use of mobile internet applications such as downloading content directly to handsets, using chat programs and social networking tools such as Twitter.
Communication & Social Connectedness

Emerging research shows that Internet use can strengthen communication and social connectedness by providing alternative spaces for people to meet and that even better outcomes are achieved when combined with strong social supports
. These strong social supports can also be built through ICT
. A recent Pew Internet and American Life Project report describes how the Internet strengthens offline social ties
. Their survey work showed that people not only socialise online but they also incorporate the Internet in their request for information and advice as they seek help and make decisions. This report supports other research that concludes that the Internet can help build social capital
. Building social capital online can therefore support civic participation and help to strengthen democracy
.
Social Relationships & Identity Formation

Identity production also takes place on the web: young people are documenting, informing and engaging in online conversations to make sense of who they are
. Increasingly it is in an online context that young people are developing a sense of self in relation to their broader social context, making sense of social issues and social boundaries
. 

In a research project looking into the role ICT plays in the lives of young people’s identity formation and social relationships young people were asked to consider the factors that impacted on their identity or ‘who they are’
. Young people cited peers, friends and family as their key influences, and acknowledged that the influence can be both positive and negative. While most young people did not necessarily consider ICT to have a direct impact on their identity formation, its role in mediating the social relationships that did was important
.
For example, frequenting social networking websites such as Facebook, MySpace, Bebo and Hi5 are particularly important activities in the lives of young people
. Young people use social networking websites, instant messaging and email to meet new people, make friends and find partners. They use these same tools as well as mobile telephones to remain in close contact with these friends
. Market research even suggests that for young members of the 16 to 28 cohorts, "being blocked," from accessing chat rooms or having their calls barred is a new form of social rejection
.
The Internet may also offer opportunities to promote freedom from discrimination and violence. William Mitchell argues that in cyberspace we can be “freed from the normal social markers of physical space, such as suburb names and zip codes”
. This then raises the potential (assuming access is available) for cyberspace to assist young people experiencing marginalisation to transgress the stigma and discrimination faced in their physical environments
.
Creativity & the Arts 

The arts provide enjoyment, promote social inclusion, value diversity and contribute to greater access to economic resources among marginalized populations. The arts also provide an avenue for self-discovery
.
Some young people view social networking websites as a creative outlet and a mechanism for expressing their thoughts and projecting their identity to the outside world
. In addition to the creative activities facilitated by social networking sites the advent of digital still cameras and recording technologies, alongside the evolution of Web 2.0 applications supporting user-generated content production (wikis, blogs, social tagging and networking, and pod/vod-casting), are facilitating new methods for participating in the arts. Thus, new opportunities are emerging for engaging young people that integrate both ICT and the arts
.
Mental Health & Wellbeing

It is increasingly acknowledged that the internet plays a significant role in influencing mental health and wellbeing, and health more broadly, particularly in terms of promoting key determinants including social connectedness, civic participation, and skill development. As Lefebvre points out, the Internet has ‘the ability to create digital and social contours that surround health conversations’
.
Community Participation & Civic Engagement

The Internet offers significant potential for empowering communities, strengthening social action and increasing community participation
. Its interactive nature and capacity to facilitate interpersonal communication has led health and social researchers to conceptualise it beyond just ‘an information repository’ but also as a virtual ‘community’
.  Many highlight the influential role of the Internet in cultivating social networks and strengthening existing social ties
. 
Wyn and colleagues suggest that the Internet is continuously increasing the possibilities of who we connect with and how we ‘belong’ - both online and offline. There is also a growing body of evidence that suggests these possibilities may also extend to political engagement that translates into offline, individual and collective actions which enhance social capital
.
Furthermore, the advent of ‘Web 2.0’ has blurred the boundaries of consumer and producer, enabling individuals to create and publish content themselves through applications such as wikis, blogs, social tagging and networking, aggregative content management, RSS (Really Simple Syndication) feeds and pod/vod casting
. Through participatory content generation, Web 2.0 fosters increased collaboration, ownership, and empowerment
. 

The Participation Continuum
This model identifies 9 methods of involving the community in “participation”. These 9 methods are then grouped under 3 headings; the degrees of participation range from options that passively engage young people, to offering them complete control.
	Increasing degree/ level of participation

(
	Participation Continuum

	
	Degree of participation
	Methods of involving Community



	
	Passive engagement
	1. Distributing or making  information available: means the young person will receiving or seek-out information



	· 
	· 
	2. Setting up an activity or event for young people to attend as “consumers”/ “clients”



	
	Active involvement- collaboration with varying degrees of delegated power
	3. Conduct consultation; asking for and listening to ideas, feelings, thoughts, opinions etc of young people



	· 
	· 
	4. Adult-initiated events, projects, initiatives & decisions are shared with youth



	· 
	· 
	5. Young people are assigned role but informed about process and objectives etc



	· 
	· 
	6. Decisions are arrived at through mutual and shared effort



	· 
	· 
	7. Capacity building- reaching goal through a development process where young people acquire skills and/or learning to achieve objectives with support



	
	
	8. Youth initiated, shared decisions with external involvement



	
	Control


	9. Youth initiated & directed, without external involvement




Often young people believe that they have nothing to offer or cannot see a place for what they do have to offer. This spectrum aims to include, support and contextualise the vast ways young people relate to the community based on perceptions, feelings, experience, culture, willingness, knowledge and capacity. 
In consultations with youth service providers and with young people themselves it becomes clear that there is no one way to engage with young people. Participation differs across the broad spectrum of young people and has much to do with their personal circumstances. The degree to which young people are able to participate can relate to their home life, education, income level, and mental and physical wellbeing. 

Case Studies of Online Consultation or Reference Groups

There has also been increasing interest in how the internet can promote youth participation in democracy (Coleman and Rowe 2005), and, in Australia, most state governments with a youth portfolio and youth-serving non-government organisations (NGOs) have integrated the internet into their policies and strategies for youth engagement (Collin 2008:527). Below is a summary of some of the strategies used by governments and other organisation’s that utilise ICT to engage young people in consultation and decision-making processes.

Youth participation and consultation can be either formal, informal or involve a mixture of the two. Formal mechanisms are set up to provide designated opportunities for children and young people to influence decisions while informal approaches enable children and young people to voice their views, and be listened to, as and when they feel it is appropriate (Kirby et al 2003:26-27). Below is an example of a project, which used ICT in a formal youth participation project.

Case Study 1: National Youth Affairs Research Scheme research project Youth Advisory Group 

The research project, ‘Rewriting the Rules for Youth Participation: Inclusion and Diversity in Government and Community Decision Making’ commissioned by the National Youth Affairs Research Scheme established the Youth Advisory Group (YAG) as of many formal youth participation processes.

The YAG was created to obtain the input and guidance of young people into a particular phase of the project which involved young people to ensure that the approach was appropriate for the target groups involved in the research. The YAG provided an opportunity for young people from a range of diverse backgrounds to share their experiences, ideas and understandings of participation and decision-making processes (Bell et al 2008:49-50). 

The input from the YAG was obtained through an online forum and a face-to-face workshop. The online discussion forum was established through the Inspire Foundation’s website www.actnow.com.au to provide a medium through which YAG members and the researchers could discuss the research development and findings. The online forum was secure, meaning that only YAG members and research team members had access. Each week, YAG members were asked to contribute their ideas, experiences and feelings on a range of issues relevant to the research themes. The discussion topics were designed to explore young people’s definitions and experiences of youth participation with particular focus on the relationship between diversity and participation. Some of the questions replicated themes explored in the government and community policymaker forums (Bell et al 2008:49-50).

Informal Online Discussion Forums

Informal approaches to youth participation and consultation enable children and young people to voice their views, and be listened to, as and when they feel it is appropriate (Kirby et al 2003:26-27). Such informal approaches can range from casual chats, spontaneous meetings, brainstorming ideas and discussions around programs or service development (Bell et al 2008). Below is an example of how ICT was used by an organization to obtain the views and ideas of young people more informally when contrasted to the formal mechanism outlined above.

Case Study: ReachOut.com 

www.reachout.com.au provides an example of how organisations can use technology to facilitate participation.  Young people have been involved with www.reachout.com.au since 1999 through the Youth Participation Programs.  Reach Out! - www.reachout.com.au - provides information, support and resources to improve young people's understanding of mental health issues, develop resilience, increase coping skills, and facilitate help-seeking behaviour.  In the past, the service has predominately utilised formal participation mechanisms such as youth advisory boards, ambassador programs and internships.  Young people contribute to discussions on program development and to contribute to producing text and multi-media content, fundraising and marketing campaigns and events, research and policy activities and staff recruitment (Bell et al 2008:107). 

In response to staff becoming aware that more applications are being received from young people who have high levels of education and experience in other decision making mechanisms the initiative has begun to utilise more informal mechanisms and project-based participation in order to reach a wider range of young people. Strategies for informal participation include:

· Utilising social networking sites such as MySpace where young people who do not identify with mental health issues might hang out.  Reach Out! has also been able to target Indigenous young people and recently arrived or refugee young people, by tapping into social networking sites that are frequently used by particular groups of young people. For example, Indigenous young people tend to use Bebo rather than Facebook;

· Inviting public forum users to contribute to decision making processes;

· Incorporating regular polls and program delivery discussions on the website; and

· Creating project teams to work on specific aspects of program development and delivery such as the development of Reach Out! Central, an interactive program designed to help young people explore how their thinking, behaviour and feelings all interact with each other and influence their mental health (Bell et al 2008:107-8).

Government-Youth Portals

The internet has been increasingly seen as a mechanism for promoting youth participation in democracy and most state governments with a youth portfolio and non-government organisations that serve young people having utilised the internet in their youth engagement policies and strategies (Bell et al 2008:105). Bell et al’s audit of government online youth participation opportunities revealed Government organisations make limited use of the internet to facilitate participation by young people in decision making with most designed to communicate information to young people, rather than facilitate dialogue between policy-makers and young people. Below, however, is an example of one government site which was considered exceptional due to the way it provided feedback to the young people.

Case Study: Queensland Government’s Youth Website - Generate

Generate, the Queensland Government youth website is notable because, unlike other government sites, it provides specific feedback, in the form of reports and web updates, that demonstrate how young people’s views have been considered in policy making.  In this way, the government is able to share the outcomes of consultations involving young people.  Young people’s views are solicited through a range of different online mechanisms including forums, polls and feedback forms, and the outcomes of these consultations are clearly communicated via the site.  Below is an example of a targeted online consultation on the Murri Court.  Young people, particularly those from Indigenous backgrounds, were invited to contribute their views online.  Response summaries and updates on the outcomes of the consultation are posted online(Bell et al 2008:105).

During 2001 – 2004 Generate also hosted online chats between Ministers and young people.  This initiative has been discontinued and despite an indication that it will continue online discussions between members of parliament and young people via the Generate website have not resumed (Bell et al 2008:105).

Youth Generated Sites

While the examples so far have demonstrated the way the internet can be utilised to engage young people in decision making processes another, more informal way, to facilitate youth participation and consultation is through youth generated sites. Engaging with websites that allow young people to upload content in various forms not only provides young people with the opportunity to provide input on an informal basis but utilises the various multimedia tools that are increasingly becoming part of their everyday lives such as mobile phones, digital cameras and mp3 players. Below is an example of one such youth generated site, Portal, which is one of three projects run by Vibewire Youth Inc.

Case Study: Vibewire Youth Inc’s Portal

Vibewire Youth Inc. was founded in 2001 to provide a primarily internet based youth media space (Vromen 2008:86). The organisations aim is to support young people in ‘shape their world’ through media, arts and entrepreneurial opportunities (Vibwire Youth Inc. 2008). One of the ways the organisation does this is through Portal, a multimedia platform for writers, artists and content producers to freely experiment and develop their creative expression (Vibewire Youth Inc. 2008). While currently under development the Portal site will eventually allow users to create accounts, self-publish articles and comment on works whilst linking their content to other social networking platforms to grow their audience (Vibewire Youth In. 2008). In addition to the uploading of various types of content Portal also hosts the e-Festival of Ideas an annual discussion-based virtual event, lasting for five days, that includes both experts and site users to create debate on contentious issues (Vromen 2008:86). Portal therefore utilises the internet’s capacity for interaction and use of multiple mediums to encourage young people to produce media and information that reflect their own opinions and issues of concern.

Focus Group
To explore young people’s own perspectives in regards to participating in youth ICT and telecommunications advocacy, Burwood Council conducted targeted, small-scale consultation with local young people; young people living in the Inner West region, Sydney, NSW. The sample
 and research design
 took into account that the strategy was to conduct these focus groups within existing youth reference groups/committees. These groups are a good representative sample of diverse young people living in the Inner West area of Sydney from a range of cultural backgrounds. The results
 of these focus groups are presented below in summary under the broad questions posed to each group. 

Do young people know what it is to be “consumer” of ICT and telecommunications?

Overall, in this study, most young people knew of the term and had a “loose” understanding of what a consumer was, but had never linked it to ICT and telecommunications. The notion of “young people as consumers of ICT and telecommunications” was largely new to the young people participating in the focus groups.  However, once they engaged with the issues and key themes of accessibility, affordability and availability and definitions related to these terms, they felt strongly that young consumers face many problems and they supported the development of young consumer representation in ACCAN. 

How do young people interact with ICT and telecommunications and why?

Young people interact with ICT and telecommunications on a daily, regular basis, as an “essential” part of their educational, social and working lives. The main use is to support their school work or study and for social lives, thus functions and applications such as sms, calling, phone cameras, MySpace, Facebook, I-tunes, the Internet and word processing were most important to them.

What key issues do young telecommunication consumers face presently?

The key issue for participants in this study was affordability; with young people finding it problematic that service providers do not allow young people to access support from Telcos or ISPs, due to age restrictions, despite their vast and regular, ongoing consumption and usage of these services. Young people also found that knowing how to find reliable, relevant and credible information on the internet was a challenge. In addition, the impact of ICT on identity, interpersonal communication skills and relationships was a major issue. 

How would young people like to be represented/ involved in an ICT youth consumer advocacy group?

Based on the opinions gathered here, young people felt that a range of techniques and approaches need to be considered in order to engage a diverse demographic within the “youth” age bracket. This would involve a strong focus on youth appropriate marketing to “hook” young people into the issues; otherwise motivation to participate would be very limited. Young people recognised that there are distinct issues facing young people, but that most young people would not want to participate in consumer advocacy due to lack of time, interest or awareness. However, they did suggest that the following factors would motivate young people to participate; 1) if they understood and assured that they can affect some sort of change in regards to the issues they face, 2) that they would be listened to, 3) that the participation process would be fun, and 4) opportunities to contribute would be available in a multitude of forms.

In this study, young people suggested it was important to consider the barriers to engagement and unique needs of people living in remote, regional locations or who are hard to locate due to issues such as homelessness, disadvantage or who are at-risk, and ACCAN should target these people within a distinct strategy. “You need to adapt the consultation method and how it is done according to where people are and who they are and think about opinions you will get from particular places. For example, people who are passionate about the internet will probably like to get information and participate in online stuff, people who live in the country or remote areas might not be able to come to regular meetings but their opinions are still important.” 

On the whole, young people preferred online communities and face-to-face opportunities to engage in ICT and telecommunications consumer issues on an occasional basis, preferring to simply receive information about these issues regularly. In the development of a youth participation strategy, participants in this study suggested ACCAN could emphasise working within established networks of young people, building on these and gaining endorsement from brands or role-models that young people can relate to. 

Consideration of “the pressures of being a young people” must be considered in the process of engaging young people. This means working in response to young people’s needs. Such as; the need to have fun, to fit-in and be fashionable, to be active and hands-on in the process rather than it being a purely intellectual experiences, to limit the time demands of participation activities, to ensure young people feel like their opinions matter and that their personal identities, relationships and interpersonal skills can be supported, explored and is secure in the process. Based on the findings here, in the process of engaging young people in participation opportunities it is recommended that this be facilitated by youth workers and also utilise “youth-led” approaches to project implementation. 

Reference Group Consultation
The same set of questions was posed to a small sample of Youth Service Providers ranging from Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, the National Children and Youth Law Centre, the Australian Youth Affairs Coalition and the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria. The intention was to obtain a perspective on youth and ICT from an operational viewpoint, based on experiences of working with young people. 

Do young people know what is to be “consumer” of ICT and telecommunications?

The overall response was that young people do not see themselves as ‘consumers’ rather as individuals who consume products and services. It was suggested that to engage with young people it would be more effective to reframe the issue in terms of use. Instead of asking are young people if they are a consumer of ICT, ask if the young person uses a mobile phone or Internet etc. Further from this, the word consumer is seen to carry a negative stigma associated with authority as it is often used by government agencies. Similarly discussing the use of language, it was advised that care should be taken when using a term such as ‘advisory group’. A more youth friendly alternative would be ‘action group’. 

How do young people interact with ICT and telecommunications and why?

It was the experience of the service providers that young people do not regard themselves as having rights when engaging with ICT. It is often the case that young people assume that they are in the wrong and are powerless so don’t seek assistance for telecommunications issues. This was attributed to telecommunications involving contracts and the signing of documents, if young people are not sufficiently literate and informed of their rights; this can exacerbate their sense of disempowerment. 

What key issues do young telecommunication consumers face presently?

The themes of educating young people about rights and responsibilities were underlying throughout the consultations. More specifically, the accumulation of debt by young people, in relation to mobile phone usage was raised with particular reference to the issue of mobile premium services. Child Pornography and the awareness amongst young people of the illegalities of transferring inappropriate pictures of under sixteen year olds via mobile phone was identified as an emerging issue of concern for the bottom end of the young persons age bracket. It was also interesting to note that issues effecting young people’s lives outside of the telecommunications policy area need be considered on an ongoing basis, especially for at risk young people. A young person’s ability to access ICT can depend on mental health, affordability, their home environment, education and their general capacity to take part in youth consultation.

How young people would like to be represented/ involved in an ICT youth consumer advocacy group?

The use of ICT as a means to consult with young people was discussed as being an effective mechanism to engage with young people in their own space, as opposed to asking young people to come in to constructed youth space. Constructed ‘youth’ spaces online can be seen to be phoney and false. The Australian Government consultation mechanisms are seen to fall into this space and are viewed as trying too hard and coming across as disingenuous. 

The notion of peer to peer education was promoted as a positive method of dispersing information among young people. With emerging technologies, parents and adults are no longer the authority or have the skills that young people are seeking, thus they are turning to each other. Capacity building of young people to get information ‘out there’ is put forward as a necessary aim for youth engagement. 

Giving young people the opportunity to set their own agenda is described as vital in delivering positive outcomes for youth participation. This gives young people ownership of an issue/project and they are more likely to pursue it themselves and take it forward. At the same time it is important to make sure that young people need to belong to a group with a clear remit or focus. It was suggested that ACCAN could have an advisory group with a different remit or focus each year, then disband and reform with new members. This notion was also expressed in the need to have targeted message that appeals to young people.
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Appendix 

Focus group and survey: Group 1

The official name of the reference group is Burwood Youth Advisory Group (BYAG). The group is not a formal committee of Council. It was formed in 2008 and meets once-monthly, with additional meetings as required. BYAG has 12 active members. It is facilitated by Rebecca Sinclair- Burwood Council. 

Date/ time/ location: Wednesday 22 April 2009. 5-6:30pm. Burwood Library. 

Participants: 12 invited. 1 attended.

Survey responses

Age: 18
What suburb do you live in? 

· Croydon, NSW
What is your cultural background? 
· South African
What is your gender?

· Female

Do you… (Some respondents ticked more than one option)

· Go to high school: -
· Go to uni or TAFE: (
· Work: -
Do you use a mobile phone: Yes 
Do you pay for associated costs: No
Do you have access to a computer at home: Yes 

Do you see yourself as a consumer of information and communication technology (e.g. Mobile phones, computers): Yes – “term consumer is confusing”
Are you interested in being part of a group that addresses the issues young people face when using information and communication technology (e.g. Mobile phones, computers): 
· Yes 

If YES, how would you like to be involved in this group? (Some respondents ticked more than one)

· Online forum: (
· Attend meetings: (
· Simply receive information about these issues: -
If NO, why not? No response
Any additional comments? No response
Focus group results

The following part of the discussion related to use of ICT and telecommunications.

1. Why do you think only 1 person came to the focus group

· “They aren’t interested in the issue… we already had a meeting this week… they were invited by email and sms… sms is ok but everyone junk-mails emails from people they don’t speak to a lot”

2. Do you know what Use of ICT and telecommunication is?

· “Kind-of”
3. Do you have access to a mobile phone and a computer?

· Yes; she had her own phone and her own laptop.
4. What do you mainly use your phone for?

· To “mainly receive calls” and “maybe I make one call a day”. 

· “My fiancé pays for my phone”

· “It is essential to have a phone these days”
5. How do you think young people mainly use their phones, the internet and computers?

· The internet and computers: Social networking and word-documents and I-tunes. 

· Mobile phones: “everything; internet, sms, the camera and calls…but most don’t understand how to use these features so mainly just call and sms and use the camera”

· “I’m not sure how people (young people) can afford to pay for this stuff though…some have part-time jobs, or go on Centrelink payments- they lie about that stuff to get payments”

· She said she doesn’t like mobile phones because of the pressure to keep up with the fashion trends, and thought many features of the phone functionality were not widely understood or used, “they just get the new phones because of fashion”

· She discussed “Twitter” and say it as a “waste of time” and “impractical”, because people “become obsessed and addicted to it and this is bad for their self-esteem”. She saw Twitter as a money making mechanism for companies and a tool for “stars to get more famous”. 

· She went on to describe how young people don’t have enough awareness to understand how “bad these things are” and that they are “fake” and held the view that most of the information found on the Internet was not credible or reliable.

· She said young people don’t like emails anymore because they are full of “scams and spam” and people just “trash them”.

The following part of the discussion related to issues young people face in using ICT and telecommunications, including problems and issues.

6. What are the hard things or problems with using your mobile phone, computer and internet? How can internet, mobile phone and related services be improved?
· “Prices are pretty reasonable… can you get it any cheaper?”
· “Most young people are happy with the deal they are getting”

· “If you cant afford to get your hair and nails done, then you don’t need a mobile phone, its not as important”

· She commented that in “poverty-stricken areas it is not a priority to have a phone or the internet, food and clothing are more important” 

· She went on to say that it is more important to have a computer and the internet than a mobile phone, as these things relate to education and getting a job.

· “If you are studying, most universities and schools have that for you”… “It could be difficult to keep on going to the library to get on the internet if you cant afford one yourself”

· The participant said she thought that young people in at-risk situations maybe prevented from using mobile phones and computers due to the immediate issues they are faced with, which she saw as “bad”.

· She thought that someone’s identity can be “crushed” by relying on “internet relationships” to replace dysfunctional personal relationships. 
The following part of the discussion related to the term consumer

7. What do you think the term “consumer” means?

· Was unsure when asked initially, but comprehended when the facilitator explained it, and finally said “yes”.

8. Do you think you are consumers of ICT and telecommunications?
· Yes.

The following part of the discussion related to youth participation in ACCAN.

9. Would you like to be part of a youth participation program that looks at youth ICT and telecommunications consumer issues?
· “Maybe”.

· She didn’t believe it would be a very attractive proposition to most young people; “Most young people have too much else going on… and are dealing with the pressures of life, of getting by as a young person... it is not a priority”
10. How would you like to give your input?

· Survey – 
· Focus Groups- 

· Reference group- regular meetings- (
· Online community/ forum- 

The following comments were made: 

· The problems with online surveys are; “Only one type of person answers them… you don’t get an honest response, people cheat, they use Google, they look up the answers they think you want to hear… they answers are always skewed, they aren’t reliable, not accurate”

· The problem with on-line forums are; “people cheat… they are false, they steal your ideas and use them as their own…its not who they really are”

· She went on to discuss how identity and the internet are interconnected; “who you are online changes the image of who you are really… its cheating… most teenagers haven’t established their own way of thinking, their identity and so its bad for them, they get influenced… because when they are in real life who are they? What happens when they aren’t on the internet?”

· The problems with face-to-face groups are: “They only turn up if they are interested and most aren’t interested… it can be good but you need a mad motto or phrase (hook) to promote it.”

· She liked the idea of participating in a reference group on a local level that meets regularly and that key representatives from a network of these local groups would meet annually, being flown from around Australia to a central location. 

11. What is the best way for you to receive information about these issues?
· She made the following suggestions about engaging young people in a service such as ACCAN:

· Advertise these issues and the ACCAN service on a website

· Don’t use emails

· Put up signs in Universities

· “Go to where the people are”

· Go into existing reference groups and work with them

· Let kids discuss stuff themselves

· Don’t give flyers to people about it as it will “get chucked in the bin... posters are better”

· Any promotion needs to “be funny... have a twist… be outrageous… stand out... be shocking”

· The best way to promote is to “go to the sources... like unis and schools” and to “do cross-promotion on other people’s websites”. She said that to be “hooked in” someone “cool” has to endorse the service (ACCAN) or reference group, and this should be someone young people “can relate with…is not a famous person…just a cool person or someone who we can empathise with” because they feel sorry for them if they have been “ripped off… or been hurt because of cyber-bullying or something like that… you need to hear about this… it makes it more real”. 

· She suggested a good website example is the National Youth Week Website for 2009. 

· She suggested websites need to be “brief and to the point, not too much information, not too intellectual, fun, have a video of young people on it”

· “SMS people but don’t email them”
Focus group and survey: Group 2

The official name of the reference group is Leichhardt Youth Council. The group is a formal committee of Council. It was formed in 2005 and meets fortnightly, with additional meetings as required. BYAG has 8 active members. It is facilitated by Joe Banno- Leichhardt Council. 

Date/ time/ location: Monday 27th April 2009. 6-7:15pm. Meeting room in Leichhardt Townhall.  

Participants: 8 invited. 7 attended.

Survey responses

Age: 14, 16 (num 2), 17 (num 3), 20
What suburb do you live in? 

· Rozelle, NSW

· Leichhardt, NSW (3)

· Earlwood

· Lewisham

· Ashfield

What is your cultural background? 

· French

· Australian (3)

· New Zealand

· English

· No answer

What is your gender?

· Female (4)

· Male (3)

Do you… (Some respondents ticked more than one option)

· Go to high school: (6)
· Go to uni or TAFE: (1)
· Work: (3)
Do you use a mobile phone: Yes (7)
Do you pay for associated costs: Yes (3), No (4)

Do you have access to a computer at home: Yes (7)

Do you see yourself as a consumer of information and communication technology (e.g. Mobile phones, computers): Yes (7)

Are you interested in being part of a group that addresses the issues young people face when using information and communication technology (e.g. Mobile phones, computers): 
· Yes (4)

· Maybe (3)

If YES, how would you like to be involved in this group? (Some respondents ticked more than one)

· Online forum: (3)
· Attend meetings: (2)
· Simply receive information about these issues: (3)
If NO, why not? Business

Any additional comments? No response
Focus group results

The following part of the discussion related to use of ICT and telecommunications.

1. Do you know what Use of ICT and telecommunication is?

All said no, but made attempts to guess.
2. Do you have access to a mobile phone and a computer?

Yes. The following information was collected:

· All participants have a computer at home, as well as a personal laptop/ computer and access it daily, checking emails everyday, if not every second day.

· All participants have a mobile phone. They use it to send and receive sms daily, to make and receive calls daily. 2 attendees mainly use their phone for sms, 1 mainly for calls, and 3 used it for both equally. 

· All participants use computers at school, where they have access, albeit limited, to the internet. 

3. What do you mainly use the internet for?

Reponses included: MySpace, Facebook, Hotmail, internet banking, school/uni and other work, Wikipedia, Ebay.

4. What do you mainly use your computer for?

Responses included: Internet, word processing, playing and downloading music, watching DVDs, playing games, as a port for XBOX. 

The following part of the discussion related to issues young people face in using ICT and telecommunications, including problems and issues.

5. What are the hard things or problems with using your mobile phone, computer and internet?
· All participants agreed that it is hard for them to find the right information, or the information they need, when they are using the internet for school work.

· “Adults are the only ones who can liaise with your Telco, even though you are the one using the phone, having the problem”

· “Cost of data usage offers” 

· “Costs”

· “They (mobile phones) always go out of fashion” and they are “too small… they need to come up with something so you don’t loose the phone”

· The caller Id function is a problem; one young person talked about how caller Id prevented her from taking action when she was being harassed over her mobile phone. The Telco apparently knew the phone number of the person calling and harassing her, but wouldn’t release it to her due to privacy, and then advised her to go to the police- which she didn’t feel confident or comfortable in doing.

· “3 has terrible coverage”

· “Expensive”

· “Difficult to use the internet on laptop- lack of keyboard”

· “Bad coverage”

· “Not allowed in”

· “Touch screens are useless”

· “Harassment and bullying on the phone is a problem”

6. What do you do if the internet is down?

· “Nothing”

· Go to places where there is free WIFI, like at McDonalds. (Discussion followed about how McDonalds is a popular social place, due to the food, but now moreso because friends can gather with their laptops and do things like gaming or their homework together using free WIFI.)

· “Not much you can do if it is down”

· “I tell my parents”

7. Would you try to access a support or advocacy service?

· All said “no”. 

· All participants interpreted this question as meaning their internet provider or Telco.

· Telcos and internet providers “don’t take young people seriously- if you’re not paying the bill or on the plan, they don’t listen to you, if you’re not over 18.”

· One participant said he might call the Ombudsman; “It’s good if you have telephone problems, but there needs to be one for the internet too”. While he was familiar with the Ombudsman, he had never used it. 

· “I would if I knew I was going to speak to someone who was in Australia… not India or Indonesia…then I might do it”

· “I like the  idea of a support or advocacy service being there because parents aren’t always there (around/present) to help, or parents aren’t willing, are too busy, or don’t have time”

8.   Why don’t you access a support or advocacy service?

· “Don’t know what advocacy is”

· “Parents usually do it- sometimes they don’t- but its up to them”
9.   How can internet, mobile phone and related services be improved?

· “Greater 3G coverage”

· “Greater speeds with our access”

· “Create special youth plans”

· “More youth-friendly phone plans”

· “More inter-webs”

· “Make it cheaper”

· “Better coverage”

· “Better phone cameras”

8. Can you relate the issues and problems you have identified to the three issues of accessibility, availability, affordability?

· Participants found this a challenging question and didn’t relate immediately to the terms. Once an explanation was given, it was clearer to the participants, but it was still challenging to find distinct issues relating to these themes- this task was not completed. 

· Accessibility: “School barring images and certain websites means you sometimes can use the internet properly to do your school work”. An example from a geography class was given where images on an environmental website were barred. Bad coverage for both the internet and mobile phones was raised.

· Affordability: “no youth-friendly plans are available for phones or laptops”

The following part of the discussion related to the term consumer

9. What do you think the term “consumer” means?

· Someone who “ buys products… goes to markets… uses services… gives things out… spends money”

10. Do you think you are consumers of ICT and telecommunications?
· Yes: “but without this group discussion today I would have said no… it seems like an adult thing… it is not a common name…I’m not used to it”
· Yes: “Because even though I don’t have the contract, my parents do, I have to do chores to pay for my mobile phone bills and to pay for my USB internet connection- so I am not directly paying for it but I do with my time and effort and this makes a difference to my life”

· Yes: “Because some people cant afford their bills and it is a problem”

The following part of the discussion related to youth participation in ACCAN.

11. Would you like to be part of a youth participation program that looks at youth ICT and telecommunications consumer issues?

· Most said “maybe”, but they said they don’t really care about these issues or care but don’t have time to do something serious about these issues. However, they all said they would like to receive information about the issues. 

· “Young people should be involved”

· Consultation needs to be with young people from a wide range of demographics and backgrounds.
· “Yes… because Telcos don’t listen to households or one-off consumers, especially young people. They focus on listening and pleasing big business because that makes them more money and home users only create small profit margins and so they are less likely to be interested in our issues.”
· Yes: “the biggest issues they should look at is debt and bills”
12. How would you like to give your input?

· Survey – (1)
· Focus Groups- one-off, or once a year- (1)
· Reference group- regular meetings- (1)
· Online community/ forum- (3)
This led to discussion where the following points were raised:
· A few participants said that if they were engaged in an online forum they probably wouldn’t use it regularly as they “couldn’t be bothered listening to other people complain about things”

· “You need to adapt the consultation” method and “how it is done” according to where people are and who they are and think about opinions you will get from people in particular places. For example, “people who are passionate about the internet will probably like to get information and participate in online stuff, people who live in the country or remote areas might not be able to come to regular meetings but their opinions are still important”.
· “People from lower socio-economic backgrounds may not have access to the internet so we need a different way to reach them”

· The attendees outlined issues in reaching all young people, such as; “young people not having access to certain avenues of participation, e.g., the internet, or only at uni or school it is limited, and it would be hard to reach dis-engaged and homeless young people but they probably have big issues facing them”.
13. What is the best way for you to receive information about these issues?
· “In the mail- but it has to stand out and be targeted and addressed to young people; have a catchy gimmick like the Happy Meals at McDonalds, be colourful”
· “A MySpace page, but then people have to know about it already to get onto it”
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