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Introduction 

What characterises the ways new generations use ICT and media? How can and should policy 

makers deal with new Internet phenomena like social communities? These are central questions 

in a project conducted by the Research and Competence Network for IT in Education (ITU) and 

the Institute of Media and Communication (IMC) at the University of Oslo for the Ministry of 

Government Administration and Reform in Norway. 

 

This project is about how new generations use new social websites. An important aim of the 

project has been to study how the public sector can utilise new media phenomena relating to 

directing information and services and to a greater extent getting into dialogue with users.  

However, the focus in this paper is on how young people in Norway use social communities and 

to show in particular some of the findings relating to how  young people, boys and girls, use the 

Internet differently. 

 

The study 

The study focuses on youth in the age group 16-19, with particular emphasis on 17-18-year-olds. 

To map how youth use social websites, a nationwide representative questionnaire survey was 

conducted with subsequent focus-group interviews. The survey was conducted by TNS Gallup, 

Norway‟s largest analysis institute, in collaboration with ITU and IMC. One thousand electronic 

questionnaires were sent to persons between 16 and 19 years of age, and 750 of them answered 

the questionnaire, which makes a response rate of 75%. The purpose of a representative 

questionnaire was to gain added insight into what social websites are used most by youth, what 

websites are marginal phenomena and who are the users of those social websites. For example, 

do some groups stand out regarding the use of social websites? With the focus-group interviews 

involving groups of 4-6 youth, we wanted to explore key issues in greater depth.  

 

New web phenomena 

A central feature of media development in recent years is that people, and particularly the young, 

create, share and distribute information and media content. Media use is increasingly social and 

participatory. Henry Jenkins (2006) has calle this the development of a participatory culture.  

 

This development has been promoted by technology that makes it easier for people to access, use 

and share media content. A number of new Internet applications and services have been launched 

in recent years. This new web phenomenon has been referred to by Tim O‟Reilly (2005) as the 

Web 2.0, and includes a variety of Internet applications in which a participatory architecture 

makes it easier for the user to create, share and distribute information and to interact with their 

social network. According to Yochai Benkler (2006) such services have led to a decentralization 

of production and distribution of information. People‟s use of the media does not only involve 

consumption of media content. Media use is active and the users produce their own content by 

using media.  
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Illustration 1. Example of information you get when you log on to a social networking site. Facsimile from 

Facebook. April 2008. 

 

Many of these web services are eminently social and help users to highlight and perform their 

social networks (Boyd og Ellison 2007). We refer to these webservices as social networking 

sites. On a social networking site users register themselves by name or a nickname, with a 

personal picture and any other information they wish to share with others. The users build 

networks by joining groups and networks, or to state who they are friends with. They can send 

each other messages, show pictures and videos to their friends, and to tell about their current 

status. The possibilities are many, and the users themselves constribute to the development of the 

social networking sites by using them in new ways.   

 

During a short amount of time social networking sites have turned into important social arenas. 

They work in part as communication channels, networks and entertainment. Teenagers in 

particular have taken such social networking sites in use as part of their everyday life.  

 

Although social networking sites have been in existence for many years, only in recent years 

they have become a mass phenomenon, something that most young people are involved in (and 

an increasing number of adults too). Most studies on social networking sites and similar services 

have up to now, naturally enough, focused on the early users, those that stand out by using such 

services extensively. Now that social networking sites have become more common, it is 

important to also investigate what the typical usage of social networking sites is. What 

characterizes the general use of social networking sites? Some studies have already done this 

(Pew 2006, Ofcom 2008). Our study is a contribution to the development of knowledge about 

how and why social networking sites are being used.  

New generations 

Our study focuses on how teenagers in Norway aged 16-19 years use social networking sites. 

They are representative of what Howe and Strauss (2000) call the Millennials, Tapscott has 

called the web generation, and the OECD calls the New Millennium Learners. This is a 

gerenation that has grown up with digital technologies as a crucial part of everyday life. They are 

not familiar with a life without the Internet or mobile phones. Their use of ICT and media is 

therefore particularly interesting.  

 

These young people account for the part of the population that uses the most digital media, 

which will take them into use first and who uses them the most. They are most active both in 



 4 

terms of use and creation of culture. Many of them increasingly lead a public life on the Internet, 

publish and eternalising (possibly unconscious) their thoughts, photos and relationships online.  

 

Teenagers are interesting as they develop their identities, competence and culture in accordance 

with ICT. They will therefore pick up and to a large extent begin to use new services before the 

rest of the population. This may seem to be the case with social networking sites as well, as they 

were mostly youth phenomena to begin with, but which are now expanding to older age groups 

as well. There is also reason to believe that teenagers will take with them some of the media use 

habits they establish into adulthood.  

Digital literacy 

Through the use of social networking sites, among others things, teenagers develop digital 

literacy. Digital literacy includes a variety of skills. Based on Eshet-Alkalais‟ (2004) definition, 

we can say that digital literacy is about the competence to; interpretation of multimodal texts, the 

use and reproduction of existing texts, interpretation of non-linear texts, source criticism and 

social skills in relation to digital networks
1
. 

 

These skills are important prerequisites for being a successful participant in both  formal and 

informal networks – for being able to participate in society. Teenagers build their digital literacy, 

among other things, by using social networking sites. As we will se, they create texts along with 

others on the social networking sites, they share pictures and further develop other media 

expressions. By creating their own media expressions and sharing these with others, new forms 

of digital literacy may be developed. A greater focus on participation and production, creates 

new opportunities for reflection about  one‟s role and competence in relation to other members 

of the social networking sites. Young people‟s activities on social networking sites therefore 

become a possible arena for building literacy that exceeds the more consumption oriented use of 

media. In this way, the use of social networking sites contribute to young people developing 

important skills for participation in the network society.  

 

In the following, we will see what characterises today‟s 16-19-year-olds‟ use of the Internet, and 

social communities in particular, before we conclude with a discussion of the value of online 

communities, in this regard relating particularly to the development of digital literacy.   

Youth are major users of the Internet and are always online! 

The Internet is a part of young people‟s everyday lives and they use it throughout the day. Youth 

is the age group where almost everyone has access to the Internet. Virtually every young people 

have access to the Internet in school, and most have online access at home as well. Our survey 

shows that 76% of youth between the ages of 16 and 19 use the Internet several times a day. The 

Internet has had enormous growth, and for 16-19-year-olds it has become the medium that is 

most widespread daily. Virtually all youth have access to the Internet. TNS Gallup‟s Consumer 

                                                
1
 The concept of digital literacy has gained a strong position in the Norwegian educational system in that digital 

literacy has been integrated into Kunnskapsløftets (2006) new curricula as a basic skill. All students should be able 

to master and to take advantage of digital tools in all disciplines and at every stage side-by-side with reading, 

calculating, writing and expressing themselves verbally. 
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& Media survey shows that at the beginning of 2007, 99% of 16-19-year-olds had access to the 

Internet. Ninety-five percent had access from home. This is significantly greater than for the 

population as a whole, where 86% have Internet access.   

 

Based on our study our main findings showed that:  

- Young people use the Internet for communication  

Young people read news and search information online, but they use the Internet most often for 

communication. It is worth noticing that blogging is a relatively narrow phenomenon; only 3% 

blog daily. Youth communicate with one another primarily through e-mail, online communities 

and MSN.   

 

- Facebook is the online community that is most important for young people  

Looking at which online communities are used by youth, Facebook outclasses all others: 3 out of 

4 young people use Facebook. At the end of 2007, 59% of young people said they use Facebook 

once or more daily. Adding those who use Facebook weekly, 77% of youth are Facebook users. 

Most young people are members of more than one online community. On average, youth in this 

age group are members of 3.4 online communities.  

 

- Frequent, quick visits 

Online communities are used several times a day, but only in short sequences. Young people for 

the most part visit online communities several times a day. However, they don‟t spend much 

time measured in minutes. Most say they use online communities less than 30 minutes a day. 

 

- Online communities are a cluster phenomenon  

Regional differences as to which online communities young people use, illustrate geographical 

networks. Online communities are used nationwide. However, there are regional differences as 

to which online communities young people use.  

 

- Young people move in flocks from online community to online community  

When a new community goes online, it doesn‟t take long for old communities to lose members. 

At the time of the survey, Facebook was the predominant online community. However, a number 

of other online communities were big before, but youth move swiftly and they move in flocks. 

The main reason they stop using some communities is that those communities seem boring to 

them and because friends have switched communities. As many as 85% say they stopped using 

an online community because it got boring. 

 

- Online communities are social venues  

To young people, online communities are primarily social venues. They use online communities 

to meet their friends and find out what‟s going on. The social aspect of online communities is 

also reflected in what the youth do when using online communities. 50 % say they look at others‟ 

profiles, photos and videos once or more a day. 41 % meet friends at online communities daily. 

Other much-used activities are writing messages or comments to others‟ profiles, and checking 

their own profile.  

 

- Online communities are entertaining and unbridled fun 
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Online communities are social venues. 85 % agree in whole or in part that online communities 

inform them what their friends are doing. However, online communities are also places for 

entertainment. 80 % of online community users say these communities are good entertainment. 

Young people use online communities for showing each other video clips and pictures. All 

online communities are used for such purposes, but YouTube sets itself apart here. YouTube is 

used for pure entertainment and to kill boredom.  

 

- Those who don’t want to  

Lack of time and interest is the most important reason for not taking part in online communities 

among youth. In our survey, 8% say they never use online communities. If we add to this those 

who use online communities monthly or less frequently, 14% of 16-19-year-olds say they rarely 

or never use online communities. Gender differences emerge here as well. 20 % of boys say they 

seldom or never use online communities, while only 8% of girls say the same.   

 

What are online communities used for? 

 

- Online communities are social venues  

To young people, online communities are social venues. They use online communities to meet 

their friends and find out what‟s going on. Young people are drawn to the online communities 

that their friends are in, and they share pictures and videos and stay informed about what‟s 

happening. 

 

The social aspect of online communities is also reflected in what the youth do when using online 

communities. 50 % say they look at others‟ profiles, photos and videos once more a day. 41 %  

meet friends at online communities daily. Other widespread activities are writing messages or 

comments to others‟ profiles and checking their own profile. On a weekly basis, young people 

often comment others‟ pictures or make arrangements to meet friends. 

 

- Online communities are entertaining and outright fun  

85 % agree in whole or in part that online communities inform them what their friends are doing. 

However, online communities are also places for entertainment. 80 % of online community users 

say these communities are good entertainment. 

 

- Online communities, useful websites? 

Young people experience that online communities are not important for finding information. 

They are ambivalent about using online communities for purposes other than entertainment and 

socialising.  

 

Young people experience online communities to be of little use for finding information. Online 

communities are primarily social and fun and not something they use because it is useful. While 

85% of online community users say the communities are important for keeping informed about 

what their friends are doing and 80% say it is good entertainment, only 24% state that online 

communities are helpful for school work and 27% agree in whole or in part that online 

communities provide useful advice and tips about education and 34% agree that they get useful 

advice on for example health, dating and sex.  
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Although young people emphasise that they participate in online communities because of 

entertainment, using online communities requires that they acquire certain skills. For example, 

all users create their own profile or website. These are multimodal texts where users can to 

varying extent determine layout, functions and complexity. All young people in online 

communities are thus more or less media creators. According to Jenkins, this is one of the most 

important changes in young people‟s use of media and is the basis of what Jenkins calls a 

participatory culture. There is broad consensus that creative practice is a positive and 

constructive way of stimulating digital literacy (e.g. Buckingham, 2006; Jenkins, 2006; ITU, 

2005).  

Useful for digital literacy  

Sonia Livingstone (2002) points out that literacy has become more multifaceted in the digital 

age: network literacy, technological literacy, media literacy, visual literacy and critical literacy 

(2002: 235).  

 

In ITU‟s report Digital School Every Day, digital literacy is used as a generic term for the above-

mentioned forms of digital skills. Here, digital literacy is defined as: “skills, creativity and 

attitudes that everyone needs in order to use digital media for learning and coping in a 

knowledge society” (ITU 2005). The term digital literacy has acquired a strong position in the 

Norwegian education system, in that digital literacy is integrated into the new teaching plans in 

the Knowledge Promotion reform (2006) as a basic skill. All pupils should be able to master and 

apply digital tools in all subjects and at all year levels, along with reading, arithmetic, writing 

and oral expression.  

 

We see that young people today must have digital literacy in order to be fully functioning 

members of society. Young people acdquire digital literacy through their use of online 

communities, among other things. The extent to which this  is  useful in other contexts, is diffuclt 

to  determine. Or perhaps literacy is indeed the ability to apply knowledge in new contexts? 

Svein Østerud stresses that education among today‟s youth should always be open to change, 

that it should be transformative. This is an important perspective for understanding digital 

literacy in online communities. It is not just about what young people know, but also the extent 

to which they can apply their knowledge in other contexts – such as in their later vocational life 

and as active participants in social development (Østerud, 2007).   

 

The information society poses new challenges with respect to the skills or competencies that 

have become central and relevant. In school, critical evaluation of content and messages are 

described as particularly key elements, since theses are skills that are highly valued in schools‟ 

teaching plans. In other contexts, such as online communities like Facebook and MySpace or 

private blogs, playing with genre, identities and truths is more accepted and predominant. Such a 

creative practice is a positive and constructive way of stimulating digital literacy (e.g. 

Buckingham, 2006; Jenkins, 2006; ITU, 2005).   

 

The future‟s literacy requirements are not only about acquiring a certain amount of knowledge, 

but also being able to produce media expressions, navigate in a knowledge community and 

utilise available knowledge. Digital literacy in an online community is about taking part in social 
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relationships, and especially about being able to recontextualise what one has learned to new 

situations (Østerud, 2007; Jenkins, et al, 2006).    
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