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THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA IN YOUTH POLITICAL 


AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 


INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores the different ways in which various forms of media playa 
role in young people's political and civic engagement, focusing on mainstream 
print and television as well as the Internet. Media appear to be both an enabling 
and disabling mechanism for young people's political engagement. On the one 
hand, media provide sources of information for young people, but on the other, 
they can contribute to stereotypes of lazy, disinterested and disengaged youth. It is 
important to acknowledge the role that 'new' media, particularly the Internet, play 
as both a source of information and an arena for political activism. New media 
pose the possibility of providing a 'substitute' for more traditional forms of 
commentary on political engagement by young people, yet the significance of the 
Internet alone as a site for new forms of meaningful political and civic engagement 
appears to be at risk of being overstated with new media forms more likely to 
conform to wider political realities than to challenge them. 

Our critical discussion begins with a review of the dominant conceptualisations 
of youth in the conventional print media. We argue that these approaches draw on 
different understandings of young people as 'the new generation', and of the 
process of social change affecting young people, and wider society. We argue that 
media representations of youth throughout mainstream media playa signilicant 
role in perpetuating a view of young people as lacking the political knowledge and 
skills to engage in contemporary political and civic action. 

We continue with an examination of the ways in which discussion of young 
people and the media has become a meeting point for research focussing upon their 
political literacy, efficacy and engagement. In practice, the media (and at times 
researchers themselves) take up a variety of positions along a continuum. The past 
few years have heralded a perceived crisis for politics with some commentators 
suggesting stagnation in Western-style democracies. The traditional institutions of 
political parties and trade unions arc hecoming less relevant and attractive to the 
electorate generally, and young people in particular.This insight is given more 
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currency with statistical evidence that points to falling membership and declining 
levels of active participation in the traditional political process (Biddle et al., 2000; 
Kimberlee, 2002; Fahmy, 200); Manning & Ryan, 2004; Henn et al., 2005 and 
Milner, 2005). The accompanying discourse predominantly draws negativc 
conclusions surrounding the future of democracy and thus providcs rich matcrial 
for critical media coverage. 

An alternative view emerges however. when the focus shifts from conventional 
media and its representations of young people, to the uses of media by young 
people for the purposes of political and civic engagement. The dominant picture of 
pessimism portrayed through the mainstream media outlets is contrasted by the 
recorded rise of new and alternative forms of political activism and civic 
engagement that have begun to emerge. These actions are primarily driven by an 
agenda for change rellecting personal issues of interest and concern to young 
people. There appears to be a refocus of political attention. new forms of 
organisation, alternative models of collective action and an emerging use of new 
media technologies. particularly the Internet, as a source of information and a site 
for political discourse and mobilisation for action (Norris, 20m; Fyfe, 20(4). 
Young people are, not for the tirst time, central to these exciting developments. 

YOUNG PEOPLE, GENERATION AND MEDIA DISCOURSES 

An understanding of both generational and social change is a key clement in 
understanding young people's political and civic engagement. The need to take 
account of both generational change and the epochal transformation of the 
economic, social and political structures is a recurring theme within the sociology 
of youth (for example, Mannheim, 195); Allen. 1968; Cohen, 1997; Wyn & White, 
1997). We illustrate the importance of this perspective through a brief discussion 
of the way in which mainstream media tend to draw on either one of these 
elements, but seldom both. to create a distorted and narrow view of young people's 
engagement with society. 

The effect of focusing on young people's lives as simply a 'generational' change 
phenomenon, in isolation from the (changing) social context. overwhelmingly has 
the effect of casting young people as a threat to the cstablished order. Cohen points 
out that this approach relies on, and perpetuates, a view of 'youth' as a category. a 
stage in life, which involves needs and behaviours that are common to the age 
group. It is seen as an important stage. not in itself, but because it is 'formative' 
and sets in place values and attitudes that will remain fixed in later IiIC (Cohen. 
1997, 182). The perceived danger to society is that social conventions from thc 
previous generation may not be successfully transferred onto the next generation. 
If young people do not grow up to reproduce the patterns of life and the values that 
the previous generation did, then they appear to represent a threat to tradition and 
to society. This approach generates representations of young people as 'threat' to 
established society. 
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There is, however, a set:ond theme within media representations of young 
people's political and civic engagement This theme, which acknowledges both 
generational and social t:hange, emphasises young people as a 'hope' for the future. 
We briefly discuss the nature and implications of these competing media 
representations of young people's civic engagement 

There is a strong tradition within youth research identifying the ways in which 
media have represented young people as a threat to society. Stanley Cohen (1972), 
describes how the media representations of young people in the 1960s portrayed 
them as 'folk devils', creating what he called a 'moral panic' about youth as threat 
in the UK. More recently, Males (1999) has described how the US media portray 
young people as a threat to law and order and to the values that underpin the 
stability and social fabric of Amerit:an life, largely through their failure to achieve 
the transition to adulthood in the terms understood by the previous generation. This 
point is also made by Smith et al. (2000), who describe how young Maori in 
contemporary New Zealand are frequently portrayed in the popular media as 
failing to make a normative transition to adulthood; as law-breakers and drug
takers. This research highlights Ihe ways in which media discourses of youth are 
racialised, portraying particular ethnic or racial groups as threatening. 

Recenl examples of press coverage of young people and politics provide an 
illustration of this process. 1nevilably, young people are portrayed as lazy, self
obsessed, disinteresled and ignoranl in relation to the political process. Melbourne 
journalist Suchi Das (2004) quoting Rod Cameron, managing director of ANOP, 
wriles that many first-lime voters belong to a self-absorbed generation brought up 
on a diet of individualism and lack of commitment Collectivism, he says, is 
'anathema to their way of thinking. [Today] it's about individual effort, 
responsibility of self and not commitling.' Das backs this up with a quote from 
Sarah Baldock, 18, who says of politics 'I couldn't think of anything worse. It 
doesn'l interest me at all ". I don't even understand whatlhey are going on about.' 
Young people's political engagement is summed up in one article as 'don't know, 
don't care' (King 2005). Their ignorance of and disinterest in the formal 
machinations of politics receives media attention because it poses a perceived 
threat to the established structures and operation of democracy. Their 
disengagement from the pol itical processes that they consider irrelevant is seen as 
yet another indicator of the failure of their generation to grow up correctly. Young 
people are 'blamed' for not 'bothering to listen' underpinned by a general concern 
regarding their apparent lack of desire 10 engage with, and actively participate in, 
the broader democratic process. 

Even young people themselves will reinforce these assumptions. Rachel Sa 
(2004) in Toronto says she would like to challenge the media stereotype that 'some 
young people are lazy and ignorant' but, faced with the 'pathetic' excuses that 
young people come up wilh for nOl voting, she is forced to agree with them. Her 
solution is 10 exhort young people to become 'mass consumers of politics', 
capitalising on their posilioning wilhin mass markets, in which 'the world seems to 
revolve around the young'. 

115 



IAN FYFE & JOHANNA WYN 

Periodically, alarm is raised about the lack of understanding that young people 
have of the formal political process and its historical antecedents. An example is 
provided in an article published in The Australian in August 2004. entitled 'Time 
to teach the lesson of democracy'. This article claimed that nearly half of young 12 
- 25 year olds either do not think Australia is a democratic country or have no 
opinion on our system of government. a finding that the author claimed was 'an 
alarming situation'. It is not clear whether the apparent lack of faith in the 
democratic process or ignorance was the main source of alarm. but the point of this 
article was to call for young people to have the basics of democracy 'drummed' 
into them at school. It does not appear to have occurred to this author that learning 
about democratic processes involves practice and active participation. As Hannam 
(2000) has pointed out 'learning about democracy and citizenship when I was at 
school was a bit like reading holiday brochures in prison.' 

Furthermore. since mass opinion surveys were first used in this field during the 
1940s, the findings have consistently pointed to a lack of knowledge about politics 
within the general population of Australia - not just young people (McAllister. 
1998). For Goot (2002) 'politics, pol iticians and political parties have never been 
particularly highly praised by the Australian public' (2002, 9). Despite these 
assertions, the focus remains fixed upon the apparent disengagement of young 
people from conventional politics as somehow more problematic. Subsequently. 
governments across the world, including Australia, have responded through 
enhanced programmes of civics and citizenship education and countless research 
projects designed 10 identify the source of this growing apathy and to point toward 
a solution (for example CEG 1994; Mellor, 1998 and Mellor et aI., 2002). A recent 
study published by NYARS concluded that the notion of young people failing to 
acquire sufficient knowledge from their schooling to be effective citizens has 
become 'a perpetual feature of the Australian social landscape' (Manning & Ryan 
2004, 100). An observation previously reported by Evans and Sternberg who 
argued that for young people 'citizenship has become a retro concept' that holds 
little meaning (1999, 109). They suggested that: 

New vectors are needed for sharing political information. Whether this 
sharing takes place through the Internet, television, radio or print, young 
people must have relevant political information made available to them if 
they choose to access it. They must also be provided with the opportunity to 
participate in the development of ideas and information (Evans & Sternberg, 
1999,1(9). 

The challenge presented prompts the need for greater recognition of the potential 
role of young people as active agents of social and political change and producers 
as well as consumers of media. So what form could the proposed 'new vectors' 
take? 

Before we consider this, we briefly discuss representations of young people as 
offering hope for the future. According to Lesko, there is a discernable trend for 
media to construct youth as 'a social space in which to talk about the 
characteristics of people in modernity, to worry about the possibilities of ... social 
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changcs' Lcsko (2001, 5). Others have pointed out that this perspcctive tends to 
focus on girlhood as a represcntation of social concerns about the implications of 
changes in society. For example, Harris (2004) points out that contemporary 
socicty is characterised by dislocation, tlux, and globalisation, and a demand for 
citizens who are flexible and self-realising, and who have the capacity for self
regulation. Media (especially advertising) play an important role in reflecting this 
focus on youth as integral to the successful transition to a new social order. In her 
book Future Girl, Harris argues that young women have become integral to the 
social and economic futures of Western societies. She provides evidence that 'a 
mainstream image of young women who are successful and tlexible has been 
constructed through this process' (Harris, 2004, 151). 

This pcrccption is backed up by recent media coverage of young women who 
arc cngaged actively in thc political process. The article 'At 23, Clare the Mayor 
makcs Australian history' covered the election of the youngest female mayor in 
Australian history (Nguyen. Boulton & Millar. 2004). The article draws inspiration 
from similar achicvements in the recent past including the 1999 election of Janie 
Dickinson as mayor of Launceston at the age of 27. The printed media has also 
focussed attention upon young people campaigning for and taking up positions in 
political office. Both The Age and Herald Sun featured articles on Jess Healy, aged 
19, who lead the Democrat's Senate ticket in 2004 (Hudson 2004; Protyniack 
2004). In November of the same year Trudi McClure was elected to The City of 
Bcndigo council at the age of 24 prompting the headline 'Young and elected? Yes, 
it's Trudi' (Khadem, 2004). While young women did appear to feature strongly in 
fedcral and local elections, at least one young man was also elected. Miller (2004), 
also reporting in The Age penned the headline 'Top local government job goes to 
24-year-old' on the appointment of young Monash Mayor Geoff Lake to the 
position of president of The Municipal Association of Victoria, defeating 7 other 
candidates 10 win the position. 

The media also represent young people as workers in the new economies, and as 
symbols of a changing society. The new technologically- and entrepreneurially
savvy generation are seen as 'more diverse than boomers ... more cheerful than 
their older siblings' and as overwhelmingly optimistic' (Ellingsen, 2000,4). From 
this perspective. media in Australia and other western countries do seek young 
people's views and occasionally they are acknowledged as a potential political 
force. Curtis (2004). writing about young people in the UK, asserts 'perhaps if they 
were better represented, young people could become more engaged.' 

The Herald Sun asked young Victorians about their views on voting in the lead 
up to the last federal election, finding that 'Gen Y rates honesty as the most 
important quality in a prime minister', and the majority of young people stated that 
'all political leaders were out of touch with their concerns' (O'Neill, 2004). Beth 
O'Connor, 18. is quoted as saying: 'I lind it really complex and boring. I'm not 
educated well on it. I think politics should focus more on our age group. We've 
never voted before so we have no idea, so if they wanted us to vote for them, we'd 
be an easy target.' 
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This point is taken up by Castles (2004), who argues that 'the Government 
doesn't know what issues the young face and isn't interested in finding out'. The 
point that young people have a low level of engagement in mainstream politics is 
seen as a lost opportunity - a failure, not on the part of young people but on the 
part of a broader process that is out of touch with the concerns and aspirations of 
the political generation. Castles was one of the few journalists to take issue with 
the Australian Prime Minister John Howard's stated plan to close the electoral roll 
as soon as the next election was called. The main effect of this would be to deny 
thousands of young Australians an opportunity to register to vote, further 
compounding their evident alienation from this aspect of the political process. 
Castles' article focuses directly on the impact of social change on young people, 
challenging politicians to 'picture the world through an IS-year olds eyes'. He asks 
'what's it like to: 

• 	 know that no amount of education will guarantee you stable 
employment? 

• 	 hear everyone talking about security, and yet feel so insecure? 
• 	 have elders talk about the benefits of work for the dole for you, not for 

them? 
• 	 have a mobile phone bill you can't possibly pay? 
• 	 be gay, knowing your Prime Minister would be disappointed if his child 

was the same? 
• 	 have a million options and yet feel you have none? 
• 	 feel priced out of higher education because you lucked out in a 

generational lottery? 
• 	 know you will pay rent forever? 
• 	 know your generation is exhibiting signs of depression up to 10 times 

that of previous generations? 
• 	 know that the current Government would rather you were off the 

electoral roll than on itT (Castles, 2004). 

Louise Merrington, one of the lew young people to have their views represented 
in the mainstream media in the lead up to the 2004 Australian federal election 
proposes an answer. Merrington (2004), writing in SAGE, (The Age's student 
newspaper) takes issue with the constant branding of young people as politically 
apathetic. She suggests that 'it is important to distinguish between apathy and 
disillusionment: Reinforcing the point made by Castles, Merrington argues that 
'with so little emphasis placed on youth issues, young people are naturally 
becoming disillusioned. It is very difficult to develop strong feelings for a political 
party when, frankly, we are given no reason to: Merrington takes strong exception 
to the negative stereotypes that are constantly perpetrated about young people in 
the media and suggests that 'the youth problem will not be solved by black-listing 
a generation: 

Merrington also refers to one of the most significant effects of social change on 
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young people's engagement with political activity. Perhaps the older generation is 
looking in the wrong direction. Merrington suggests: 

Look inside and you will find that, contrary 10 popular opinion, young people 
are not only thinking about, but actively working to address issues within the 
local, wider and international communities. From students talking about their 
experiences of racism, to surviving year 12, to working with the elderly and 
disabled, to helping starving children in Africa, young people are engaging 
with the world with passion and commitment (Merrington, 2(04). 

In effect, Merrington is drawing our attention to the way in which a new generation 
is responding to, and shaping, social change (Dwyer & Wyn, 2001). We argue that 
a full understanding of the role of media in young people's political and civic 
engagement requires a shift of perspective which recognises the impact of social 
change on our lives, and especially on the lives of the young. 

By way of a summary, Figure I presents an overview of the key elements of our 
argument. Our analysis so far has identitied the competing discourse of young 
people's civic and political engagement represented through the dominant media 
paradigms premised upon the respective notions of hope and threat. The lives and 
lifestyles of young people are contextualised within the often exclusive 
frameworks of social and generational change. Corner and Pels (2003) argue that 
the majority of studies surrounding media-politics relations can be categorised into 
two perspectives namely, enabling and disabling. The enabling paradigm is 
characterised by media that portrays young people as aetive agents of social change 
and provides a platform for the presentation of factual knowledge around political 
issues, as well as offering a vehicle to advance and sustain democratic 
participation. 

Conversely, within a discourse of threat, a disabling media for the most part 
dwells upon the civic and political disengagement of young people, subsequently 
promoting negative stereotypes. Young people's potential political agency is 
caught up in wider media coverage affected by journalistic styles influenced more 
by spin, scandal and sleaze than positive social change affected by young people's 
participation, A media paradigm with added concern for notions of 'celebrity' as a 
gauge of political efficacy may in effect contribute further to the perceived 
disengagement of young people from civie and political life, thus undermining 
their relationship with democracy. 

In terms of the challenge ahead, Davis reminds us thaI: 

Serious attempts to engage with youth culture are few and far between in the 
mainstream media, even though they are largely run by people of a 
generation who voiced similar complaints twenty or thirty years ago. It's 
barely possible to open a newspaper now, or switch on a TV show or listen to 
radio, without coming across some paean to a misremembered past (Davis, 
1997,101), 
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Figure 1. Media, young people and politics - an overview 

Representation of Discourse ofHope Discourse ofThreat 
Youth 

Context 

Media perspective 
Perceived relationship to 
democracy 

Media as a source of 
knowledge 
Media view of youth 
agency 
Media reporting style 

Social Change 

Enabling 
Media seen as a necessary 
agent of popular democracy 

Circulates knowledgc 

Civic engagement - young 
people as agents of change 

Presenting Truth 

Generational Change 

Disabling 
Media seen as having:J 
propensity to undermine 
democmcy 
Substitutes entert:Jinment for 
knowledge 

Civic delicit young people 
as :Jp:Jthelic :Jnd disen!,mged 

Perpetuating Myth and 
Stereotypes 

Figure I (Adapted frmn Corner & Pels. 20(3) 

Rather than demonising young people t()r failing to grow up in the way that the 
previous generation did, or romanticising young people as the hope of the future, 
we suggest the need to rethink young people's engagement in civic and political 
processes in the light of changing times. We now turn out attention to questions 
surrounding the role of the media as an arena for nurturing political literacy and a 
vehicle for the active political engagement of young people. 

THE MEDIA AS A SOURCE OF POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE 

The relationship between young people, politics and the media has become a new 
meeting point for research. A key t()CUS for recent investigations across many 
Western countries has been the impact of media as a source of information on 
social and political issues and a platform I(lr the subsequent development of 
political knowledge for young people. A snapshot of some recent studies designed 
to assess the significance of media in the acquisition of political information and 
knowledge for young people provides some insight to this relationship. 

An Australian study of 633 year II students conducted in the state of Victoria 
revealed that television was used much more than any other form of news media as 
a source of information about current affairs. A national Australian study 
highlighted that 50% of a sample of 14 year old students felt that following 
political issues in the newspaper, radio or TV was important for good citizenship. 
A point noticeably taken on board by teachers surveyed in the same study who 'use 
media more than any other resource in teaching civic related Lopics'. 

The IEA study of 14 year olds across Europe found that in almost all countries. 
news broadcasts on television were the most prominent source of political 
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information for young people. The study concluded that watching television news 
programmes had a positive effect on civic knowledge in about half the countries. 
A follow up study of upper secondary students revealed a similar paltern. In \0 
European countries over 90% of the students stated that they 'sometimes' or 
'often' watched television news. An American study on what democracy meant to 
Grade 9 students found that telcvision was again the primary source of media 
accessed to ontain information on politics. This was reported by 79% of the 
sample, far outweighing the importance of newspapers and radio. 

Nevertheless, this evidence should conceivanly be approached with some 
caution. A common Iimitation of the studies cited is the priority given to questions 
surrounding the impact of the mainstream or mass media. Other similar studies 
have adopted a somewhat broader understanding of media. A recent research 
project in the UK with a sample of 914 young people aged between II and 18 also 
found that television news was the main media source of political knowledge 
followed ny newspapers, radio the Internet and magazines respectively. 

T.V. News Newspapers Radio Internet Magazines 
83% 69% 63% 48% 36% 
Source: (MORI, 20(3). 

These findings arc mirrored in another UK based study. In response to the 
question where do young people get information about politics and politicians? a 
sample of \020 14 to 19 year olds presented the following responses: 

T.V. Newspapers Radio Internet Magazines 
62% 55% 15% 12% 6% 
Source: (CYPU. 20(2). 

The apparent importance of television as a source of political knowledge is given 
further support where young people have neen asked to consider their levels of 
trust in the media. Onee again, television news appears to outperform the other 
mainstream sources. Kerr et al. found that for a sample of English school students 
news broadcasts on the television attracted the most positive response with 56% 
trusting them 'quite a lot' or 'completely', followed ny news on the radio polling 
31 % then newspapers with 14% (20m, 78). The researchers also concluded from 
the young people studied, perhaps unsurprisingly, that those who spent longer each 
evening watching the television were significantly more likely to trust the 
television news. Similarly, MORI reported that 45% of the young people involved 
in their study would trust television newsreaders to tell the truth compared to 13% 
in support of press journalists. Politicians generally were seen as trustworthy by 
only 18o/r, of the cohort sampled. 

The overall trust in media compared with other sources of information anout 
politics is further highlighted by the recent Australian study of youth and 
citizenship conducted ny Manning and Ryan. The most trusted source was teachers 
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(75%), marginally ahead of family (73%). Friends were next with 54%. followed 
by the media (36%). then politicians (34%). Interestingly. respondents from a 
sample of Indigenous young people found the media the least trustworthy source of 
all these options. 

A trawl of recent studies suggests that despite the growth of new electronic 
technology particularly the prevalence of the Internet the fact remains that 
mainstream media, and in particular the television, still appear to be major sources 
of information and knowledge around social and political issues for young people. 
For example, in a recent study conducted in the USA it was found that even with 
31 % of young Americans accessing the Internet 7 days a week. television remains 
their preferred method of obtaining news and int(xmation with 46% watching 
television news at least 4 days per week. 

Taking an objective view, it is perhaps arguable that these conclusions may also 
rcflect thc dominant academic concerns for research on the civic and political 
engagement of young people. An agenda often subjugated by a paradigm that 
persists in limiting investigation to the explicit relationship between young people. 
conventional politics and the mainstream media. A similar dispute is put forward 
by Coleman and Rowe who propose that the political and media elite themselves 
'have yet to adapt to the age of digital interactivity' (2005, 13). They go on to 
suggest that the Internet not only endows young people with new digital skills but 
also new ways of interacting with information and knowledge. This claim is given 
further substance by a recent Australian study that surveyed a sample of young 
people aged bet ween 15 and 30 about their perceptions and use of media. The 
survey found from the 733 respondents that they consume media in a variety of 
forms but 'particularly the Internet', to which many turned to as their first choice 
for information 

We are given the impression from these arguments of a potentially new focal 
point for research, analysis and understanding of the changing nature of the 
correlation between young people, politics and the media. [n an attempt to further 
explore the role of the media as a catalyst for youth engagement, we have drawn 
upon the emerging qualitati ve data from the ongoing Learninf!. for Activism project: 
a study of the lives of young people living in the state of Victoria who are actively 
engaged in civic and political life. 

THE MEDIA. CIVIC AND POLITICAL PARTICIPATION STORIES FROM YOUNG 
ACTIVISTS 

At the heart of the Learning jlJr Activism project (reported earlier in Fyfe. 2004 and 
Fyfe. 2005) is the concept of political literacy, which is viewed as the composite 
effect of knowledge, skills and values on young people's predisposition to become 
politically active. For Cassels and Lo (1997). the media plays a significant role as a 
socialisation agent in the development of political literacy. Earlier work by Crick 
and Potter suggested that the achievement of political literacy should not be viewed 
as a passive experience, but rather as an active learning process that supported 
potential social and political actors (in this case young people) to relate their 
understanding of issues towards practical participation, in other words creating a 
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'proclivity to action' (Crick & Potter, 1978,41). This notion of transmission from 
learning to action is supported by Moodley and Adam who argue that 'political 
literacy results in active citizenship' (2004, 165), perhaps suggesting a correlation 
between the acquisition of the compound of knowledge, skills and values with 
political and civic engagement. 

By accessing the accounts of the young activists involved in the Learning for 
Actil'iSIIl project, we are offered some insight to the signiticance of the media as a 
source of political literacy and as a trigger for action, What we find from the 
emerging data is tangible support for some of the findings of the related studies 
discussed above. Thc mainstream media, particularly newspapers together with 
current affairs and news programmes on TV, are identified as key sources of 
formative political knowledge. 

the first time I ever became interested in politics ...... .1 was watching the 
ABC news with my parents which we did most nights ... .1 discovered the 
newspaper. I'm from a small country town, so I had that local paper, but I 
wanted more so I got the national papers and started reading those. (Male, 22, 
member of Australian Labour Party) 

I think I've always had an interest in politics ... I grew up on a cattle property 
in Queensland .... my only link to the world was through the television. And I 
actually liked watching the news a lot so I think that sort of sparked my 
interest seeing what was happening in the world. (Male, 24, member of 
Liberal Party) 

I watched for the first time this programme on SBS called Insight ...... here 
were all these people who were around my age and they had all these views 
and they were talking about things that I'd never really heard of and I thought 
oh, maybe I should know about this stuff. (Female, 19, Fair Trade & 
Environmental activist) 

The mainstream media is also credited with forging political ideology, albeit 
mainly uncontested and biased, by the underlying editorial position of specific 
newspapers. 

I guess because of my readings and stulT in the Herald Sun at the beginning I 
was very hmm, right wing and sympathetic towards conservative politieal 
interests and so, even without knowing that I was specifically liberal or 
whatever that's what my conception was... .1 think at the same time my 
thoughts were very superficial and it was just what the Herald Sun was telling 
me I didn't really go into the depth of the ideology behind it. (Male, 19, Fair 
Trade Activist) 

I was 18 or 19 and I hadn't yet twigged that just because the newspapers say 
that its true means its true ... I'd considered myself quite informed at that 
stage but I was only relying on I suppose the Courier Mail. (Female, 23, 
Green Party Member) 
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Moving outside the common terrain of the research projects discussed earlier. we 
begin to gain a fuller picture of the diversity of media accessed and the often 
complex nature of the relationship between media and the range of political 
activities of the cohort studied. Those young people involved in political groups 
and organisations deemed outside of the recognised mainstream Australian 
political parties gave more credence to 'alternative' printed media as an inspiration 
for their journey into political life. 

my tinal year of high school. .. .1 picked up this magazine called Adhusters at 
the newsagent.. .. .1 was always interested in politics and stuff hut never sort 
of interested in changing it or doing things ahout it that was when I changed 
things. (Male, 19, Fair Trade Activist) 

I started campaigning with Green Left Weekly, even though I wasn't a 
member of any organisation I just thought that Green Left was such an 
awesome paper and an awesome resource that I wanted to get it out to as 
many people as possihle. (Female, 23. Socialist) 

The Internet is cited on several occasions not only as an additional source of 
information hut also a platform to seek and express counter opinion. Specific sites 
such as Indymedia (www.indvmedia.orrr) were seen as reliahle in content hut also 
appealing in style. There was a genuine sense of ownership and collective identity 
generated hy peer run youth wehsites (such as www.vihewirc.nel) and a feeling of 
solidarity hetween those young people active as online hloggers. One young 
hlogger interviewed identified herself as a journalist with a dear social purpose to 
challenge what she saw as the rhetoric of the mainstream media through her daily 
postings. It was her view that 

most people just seemed to go with the opinion they're fed on 7 News or 
from The Age and don't take it any further than that. And I think that a lot of 
times its hecause well they don't real ise that they should question it which 
really you can't hlame people for you should he ahle to trust your media hut 
the fact is that you can't and you need to look at 4 or 5 sources and make 
your own mind up. So yeah that is my primary goal is just to have people he 
informed. know what's going on even if you don't watch the news. (Female. 
23, Environmental Activist) 

The emerging findings of the Learning for Activism project point towards the 
ohvious influence of the media as a varied source of information and knowledge on 
political issues for young people. For these young activist~, media coverage of 
political issues and events was instrumental in generating their formative interest 
and understanding. 

We have focussed our attention on the potential of the media in nurturing 
interest, providing information and prompting active participation. For some. 
however, the prevalence of the media in the lives of young people is seen as a 
potential risk to the future of democracy. The fact that for many young people the 
television media remains a consistent source of information on social and political 
issues, has in turn generated a new genre of viewing choice that is seen hy many 
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other media commentators as a further threat to the political and civic engagement 
of young people. 

YOUNG PEOPLE. THE MEDIA AND THE VOTING PARADOX 

A recent article in the UK Daily Telegraph published findings of a research project 
conducted with young people aged 18 to 22 reporting that fewer than 42% of first
time voters in the forthcoming British General Election thought that they would 
vote for a political party, yet 46% had already cast a vote for contestants in a reality 
TV show (Thomson, 2005). The same research prompted The Scotsman newspaper 
to run with the headline 'Reality TV beats politics for most young people' 
(Woodcock 2005). This emerging phenomenon is described by Corner and Pels as 
the 'Voting Paradox' (2003). The potential outcomes of the alleged voting paradox 
were investigated further in a UK study conducted for Demos. As one 17 year old 
from London said: 

When I vote in Pop Idol, something actually happens. I liked Will so I voted 
for him every week and eventually he won. With politics, I'll get the chance 
to vote once every four years, then I'll probably have to wait another four 
years to see if it actually makes any difference. and half the time I don't think 
it will (Howland & Bethell, 2003, 52). 

For this particular young person there appears to be tangible change generated 
from them exercising their vote for a preferred Pop Idol. However, there is very 
little that can be gleaned from the outcome to inform our understanding of the 
political connectedness of young viewers of reality TV. Earlier research undertaken 
by Buckingham (1999) around the relationship between young people, politics and 
the media found that the perceived disconnection of young people from 
conventional politics was borne out of an attitude of cynicism rather than the 
dominant media assumption of apathy. As Buckingham states: 

Politicians were often condemned, not merely as boring. but also as corrupt, 
uncaring, insincere and sel f-interested; and politics was widely dismissed as a 
kind of dishonest game, which had little relevance to the students' everyday 
lives and concerns (Buckingham 1999, 176). 

The cynicism expressed by the young cohort studied reflected their ability to read 
the media representations of politics with a critical view leading not only to an 
understanding of the issues presented, but also an awareness of media 
manipulation. For Radford (2003), the manipulation that we are routinely exposed 
to through the media is 'a threat to democracy' (2003, 315). Buckingham also 
suggests that the cynicism highlighted in his study was also a result of 'young 
people's growing awareness of their own powerlessness' that was magnified under 
a generational lens that measured their maturity against adult orientated standards 
(1999, 176). Ironically, perhaps, inf()rmation gained through the media had the 
subsequent effect of young people in turn challenging the perceived inconsistency 
and hypocrisy of adults, including politicians. 
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In relarion to the idea of an assumed voter paradox, Corner and Pels (2003) 
make similar observations. However, they propose that the perceived political 
cynicism or civic withdrawal displayed by many young people might be more 
often a rejection of traditional political divisions and of arrogant. distanced and 
self-absorbed politicians. On the whole, the sentiment is similar. The notion of the 
voter paradox goes some way to affirm the complexities of the role of the media as 
both an enabling and disabling vehicle for the political engagement of young 
people. The role of the media in reporting politics appears to enhance young 
people's knowledge, skills and values, the core elements of political literacy. 
Equally. it appears to play a major part in fuelling levels of cynicism and 
subsequent apathy and disengagement 

It is also noteworthy that the disabling form of media coverage is not exclusive 
to young people's engagement with representative democracy. All too often their 
involvement in alternative forms of participative and direct political action is met 
with ridicule and doubt During the worldwide demonstrations against the armed 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, young people were actively involved in large numbers or 
demonstrations across Australia. Rather ironically, some politicians dismissed their 
collcctive organisation and participation. Quoted in The Australian, New South 
Wales Premier Bob Carr said he would not support future marches unless some 
young people whom he described as 'extremists' and 'political exhibitionists' 
were not involved (Harris. 2003). Other media reports of young people's 
participation in the anti-war demonstrations framed their actions as criminal. once 
again promoting a discourse of threat and deviance rather than support for their 
civic and political engagement (Tarabay, 2003). 

Despite the inconsistencies of the media portrayal of young people's political 
participation, they continue to be at the forefront in the developments of innovative 
forms of political organisation and engagement. subsequently forging alternative 
relationships with the media. In light of this. we now refocus upon contemporary 
advances in media and communication technology in an attempt to identify their 
impact on the civic and political engagement of young people. 

ELEClRONIC MEDIA - A NEW VECTOR FOR POLITICAL ACTIVISM') 

The contemporary generation of young Australians are living in a time of 
accelerated and unprecedented technological change. The pervasive nature of 
media has impacted upon the realms of their everyday lives. Media provides 
potential 24-hour worldwide communication through the Internet. Instant access to 
world events is made more possible by constant television coverage enhanced by 
satellite and cable systems (Rodgers, 20(3). In international terms. 53% of 
Australian households now have Internet access, compared to 67'k in the USA and 
45% in the UK (Net Ratings, 2005, 2). The ownership of mobile phones by 
Australian children doubled between 2001 and 2003, the biggest growth over that 
period being 57% among 10 to 14 year olds (Quantum Market Research, 20(3). 
These trends look set to continue. Indications are that the new generations of young 
people are engaging with new technology from a younger age than the previous 
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generation. A recent study conducted on behalf of the Australian Broadcasting 
Authority found that from a sample of children between the ages of 6 to 17, within 
the 8 and 9 year olds, one third had started using the Internet at age 5 or 6. Of all 
the participants in the study, 37% accessed the Internet on a daily basis 
(NetRatings, 2005, x). 

As a media form, the Internet is immediate, interactive and international. It 
provides a vehicle to generate new and alternative knowledge and information. 
Additionally, it offers scope to create broad international alliances within a new 
infrastructure for political activism that ignores geographical boundaries and 
challenges conventional political structures and process (Rodgers, 2003; 
McGaughey & Ayers, 2003). The growing interest in the impact of globalisation 
and new forms of technological communication have resulted in young people 
becoming some of the key protagonists of new and alternative forms of collective 
online political activism that have been by their very nature creative and innovative 
(Koffel, 2(03). Young people are already at the forefront of utilising new forms of 
media. Web-based discussion groups, blogging and peer-run web sites (such as 

have given young people both access to alternative forms of 
information and new knowledge through electronic interaction and debate in 
emerging 'cyber' communities. From the findings of a recent UK study, Coleman 
and Rowe conclude that: 

Young people are using the Internet in a variety of ways to find their way into 
complex discourses of adult politics, but as they do so, they weave innovative 
networks of civic connection which both refresh and reshape the civic and 
political landscape ( Coleman & Rowe, 2005, 14). 

As an alternative media form, the Internet appears to provide an arena for the 
development of the knowledge, skills and values that not only enhance young 
people's levels of political literacy but also offers a potential platform for online 
organisation and ensuing active participation. So what are some of the drawbacks? 

NEW MEDIA. NEW ACTIVISM - SOME NEW PROBLEMS? 

As a source of alternative information and a site for political activism, the Internet 
also presents a number of potential problems. There appears to be little or no 
mediation of the content. As a result, the virtual landscape equally offers up space 
for posting alternative information and forms of activism that pose a potential 
threat 10 groups and individuals in the wider society. For example, organisations 
that are overtly racist or support terrorist activities are adopting similar tactics to 
present their agenda for change, recruit support and mobilise for action 
(McGauchey & Ayers, 2003). Consequently, the Internet cannot be assumed to be 
an inherently unifying technology or a reliably objective source of information and 
discussion when it also operates as a potential platform for extending political 
networks that may promote discrimination and social injustice. 

Across the range of websites designed to support political activism, the style and 
content is often random and inconsistent (Neuman, 1998 and Norris, 2002). Whilst 
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the Internet contains a wealth of information, a prerequisite for any 'surfer' is the 
possession of the technical skills and know-how to nnd what they are looking for, 
knowing where to look and how to navigate towards a specific location in the ever 
expanding virtual world. The perennial issue of the digital divide continues to 
present barriers to participation for large numbers of young people limiting the 
possibilities of reaching some of those most affected by the very issues being 
addressed through campaign activities (Rodgers, 20m). 

There is conceivably a potential risk that the role of the Internet as a source of 
political knowledge and an impending site for activism is becoming overstatcd. 
The Internct appears to tender no guarantee of introducing new actors including 
young people to the broader political arena. Scott and Street (2001) challenge the 
emergence of any new political culture claiming that 'the 'newness' refers to the 
details of political practice rather than marking any more fundamental change' 
(200 I, 33). The prevalence of online discussion through forums. chat rooms and 
blogs undoubtedly opens up alternative sites for political discourse but this docs 
not necessarily lead to any meaningful shared collective identity. organised 
networks or strategies for action, whieh for Van Aelst and Walgrave (2004) are 
some of the eore characteristics of collective social movements. There also appears 
to be little evidence to suggest that electronic activism alone has radically 
challenged existing power structures or that there is any sense of a stable long-term 
political movement emerging or any massive political change in sight (Dahlgrecn. 
20m). The new technology provides novel means to organisc, mobilise and 
communicate yet Burgmann observes 'it has not displaced older forms of 
organisation, mobilisation and political communication' (20m, 297). 

All told, our critical analysis is leading us toward suggesting that the so-called 
technical revolution is at the very least generating the possibility for a realignment 
of the role of the media in relation to young people's civic and political 
engagement. The possibilities offered by the discourse of hope shifts the priorities 
of media attention toward a more sympathetic coverage of the potential role of 
young people as social and political actors. In contrast to the dominant view of 
young people suffering from the malaise of a perceived civics deficit or 
incapacitated by cynicism or apathy towards the political process. there is a 
required shift to a media that acknowledges their democratic participation. A 
further development would be the recognition of their dual role as both consumers 
and creators of media in such a way that it potentially challenges the prevalence of 
the disabling paradigm, a point amplified by Burton who argues that: 

Young people want more opportunities to create their own media and to 
express their views as important members of civil society .......Today's 
young people. unlike previous generations, consider that the media intersects 
just about every physical and emotional space of their lives and they are 
discovering their own emerging place within that landscape (Burton, 2000, 
62). 
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YOUNG POLITICAL ACTIVISTS MAKING THE NEWS - SOME 

CONCLUSIONS 


Media playa complex role in both facilitating and disahling young people's 
political and civic cngagement. Young people gain information about political 
issues and processes from media (and increasingly use new media such as the 
Internet for this purpose), hut at the same time, media playa signiticant role in 
perpetuating disabling stereotypes about young people and their political 
engagement. 

In drawing selectively on conceptions of youth that emphasise generational 
change or social change but seldom both, media tend to contribute to a polarised 
representation of young people's political and civic engagement. Focusing on 
generational change, in isolation from the changing social context, young people 
are readily represented as apathetic, disengaged and as a threat to traditional 
political process. These views fail to take into account the dramatic changes in life 
pallerns lhat have occurred over the last 25 years, and the extent to which 
traditional (formal) political processes and preoccupations in many Western 
countries simply ignore the effects of changing economic realities on young 
people's lives. As many young people remind us, from their point of view it is the 
politicians who are disengaged and apathetic and all 100 often the issues that 
concern young people, including the costs of education and health, unemployment 
and the costs of accommodation arc not prioritised on the political agenda. 

But it is not simply a matter of focusing on social change either. The 
representation of young people as the masters of new technologies that facilitate 
innovative forms of political engagement runs the risk of romanticising young 
people's political and civic participation. The evidence suggests that while new 
media such as the Internet undoubtedly have the potential to affect the direction 
and outcomes of political activism at all levels, in itself this docs not necessarily 
ensure political action or civic engagement. In other words, the Internet should not 
be seen as an obvious nor unique site for political action, hut more an additional 
source of information and a platform for critical discussion and organisation. 

Perhaps the essential role of Internet activism is as a complementary approach 
within the wider spectrum of democratic participation. As the emerging data from 
Fyfe's study of young activists in Australia illustrates, young people's central role 
in the development of new forms of media sits alongside their influence in 
redefining the bounduries of civic and political engagement where they are 
extending the possibilities for collective action that attracts positive 'mainstream' 
media coverage, whilst at the same time generating new media forms. 

Rather than dwelling upon notions such as the 'voter paradox' that merely 
reinforce the perceived apathy and disengagement of young people from traditional 
politics, we might recognise the Internet and other forms of new media as an 
innovative and creative arena where they engage on their terms, express their 
experience in their own language, build meaningful alliances and engage in 
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alternative forms of political action. But moSI importantly, it is essential 10 

recognise that elements of the taken-foc-granted political process may he 
disconnected from the political. social and economic realities of young people's 
lives. There is a clear challenge for future research in this area to expand the focus 
beyond existing perspectives of the relationship between civic and political 
engagement and 'mainstream' media. and include new and emerging forms within 
both lields. 
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