
Questions about issues in
the news for students 13 and
older.

See all Student Opinion »

MARCH 13, 2012, 5:21 AM

Do Social Media Campaigns Like Kony 2012 Stunt or Stimulate Real Change?

By HOLLY EPSTEIN OJALVO

After Invisible Children’s Kony 2012 video went viral, logging
more than 70 million views in one week — some experts criticized
the campaign, calling it dishonest and even dangerous. Others
have suggested that campaigns like these give young people a
false sense of accomplishment and discourage real engagement
in social issues. What do you think? Have you watched “Kony 2012″? Do you feel like
awareness campaigns like this stimulate or stunt real activism among young people?

On the Room for Debate blog, various experts weighed in on the “Kony 2012″ film and
phenomenon, in a post called “Fighting War Crimes, Without Leaving the Couch?” The
panel included TMS Ruge, a social entrepreneur in Uganda, who had this to say:

The scary part of this campaign is that it raises expectations too high. “If you
care enough to send $30 and wear this here bracelet, we will go and get rid of
this evil for you. Trust us,” it says. The world isn’t that simple or easy to fix.
The campaign missed a huge opportunity to instill agency in Uganda’s civil
society, to encourage citizens to act on their own behalf. That would have been
hugely transformative. But instead, Ugandans are left wondering, “What is
this?”

The takeaway for me is that social media is a powerful tool for flattening the
conversational landscape. It is imperative that we don’t hijack the voice and
agency of the actors we are trying to help. Instead we should use our social
clout to help them realize they have a voice, and we shouldn’t dare assume we
know what’s best for them.

Students: Tell us what you think about campaigns like Kony 2012. Have you seen the
video? If so, how did it come to your attention, and did you find it compelling? Why do
you think it got so much attention? What do you make of the arguments made in Room
for Debate? What is the value of raising awareness? Is doing so desirable and effective, or
does it oversimplify complex issues and mislead the public about how real change is
made? Do campaigns like these make you more or less likely to delve deeper into issues
and take social action?
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Students 13 and older are invited to comment below. Please use only your first
name. For privacy policy reasons, we will not publish student comments that include a
last name.

Student Opinion | Do Social Media Campaigns Like Kony 2012... http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/13/do-social-media...

2 of 2 3/23/12 2:02 PM



MARCH 15, 2012, 11:58 PM

Lessons Learned From #Kony2012

By JENNIFER PRESTON

@Invisible #askICanything Can you help explain/clarify the anger we’re
seeing in this reaction video from Uganda? youtube.com/watch?v=rU_1jn…

— Hayley Wood (@hayleywood13) March 15, 2012

After releasing a video that now counts 100 million online views about Joseph Kony’s
brutal tactics as leader of the Lord’s Resistance Army in central Africa, Invisible Children
is responding to tough questions about its organization and its approach – on Twitter and
in another video.

Calling for Mr. Kony’s arrest for abducting children and forcing them to become soldiers,
Invisble Children’s video titled, Kony 2012, has captured more online views faster than
any other video, beating Susan Boyle’s audition on “Britain’s Got Talent” to become the
Internet’s most explosive viral video.

Gilad Lotan, vice president at Social Flow, the “social media optimization” company,
analyzed the data and explained the story with graphs and charts about how it rocketed
around the world.

With the stunning success, critics have been questioning the eight-year-old group’s
finances, its relationships with some evangelical Christian groups and its projects on the
ground in Uganda. They have also voiced concerns that the 30-minute film, created
primarily for its core audience of U.S. high school and college students, fails to address
the complex politics in the region or fully explain that Uganda pushed out Mr. Kony years
ago.

In Uganda, screenings of the video were suspended after people expressed first confusion
and then anger over the film, reports Malcom Webb for Al Jazeera. He noted that many
people saw it as a “foreign, inaccurate account that belittled and commercialized their
suffering…”

At the South by Southwest Interactive conference in Austin this week, #Kony2012 came
up multiple times in discussions at various panels about advocacy and social media. And
there were at least two pop-up sessions at which people debated the merits of the
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campaign, asking what do 70 million plus views mean, and posted shared notes from one
of the sessions on a Google doc.

Despite the criticism, my colleague, David Goodman, reports, leaders of several nonprofit
and advocacy organizations say there are valuable lessons to be learned from Invisible
Children organization’s simple message and its use of social media to engage so many
people about a longstanding problem in Central Africa.

In a telephone interview, Ben Keesey, chief executive officer of Invisible Children, said
the questions have been hard for the organization’s leaders to hear, but they are
determined “to be as transparent as possible.”

“Clearly, the response on balance has been overwhelmingly positive,” said Mr. Keesey.
“What we are working on now is to speed up the pivot of the campaign from awareness
into action. We thought the awareness piece would take until at least April 20. Now, with
this huge viewership, we are trying to translate all this excitement into action.”

Mr. Keesey appears in the Kony response video to explain the group’s mission. He
describes how the group seeks to raise awareness about the Lord’s Resistance Army by
making films, as well as support schools and scholarships on the ground in Uganda. “Our
goal has always been the same,” he says, speaking directly into the camera. “It has always
been one thing: To stop the violence of the LRA and to help restore the war-affected
communities.”

As he walks viewers through the organization’s finances, he explains that travel expenses,
for example, are not for fancy hotel rooms but for the vehicles and other costs to cover
bringing the group’s films to show and discuss at 3,000 high schools and college
campuses around the country.

During the interview, Mr. Keesey said the organization was taken aback by the video’s
viral success. No one expected 100 million views within 10 days.

“The goal was 500,000 online views for the year,” he said. “We were hoping to get to
200,000 by May 1. Those goals felt aggressive.”

What would Invisible Children do differently beyond being better prepared to help its
audience translate their emotions and excitement into action?

“We tapped into something that is so much bigger than we thought,” said Mr. Keesey.
“We tapped into the consciousness of the youth of the world. I wish we had been more
prepared to think of this as a global movement. And that we had the infrastructure in
place to pivot to action more quickly, wherever people live in the world.”

He said the group would be announcing on its Web site specific steps that individuals can
take to help the war-torn communities and schools.
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Meanwhile, he is answering the questions posted on Twitter, in his stream and in blog
posts and video.

Responses to @Invisible #AskICAnything questions day 2. Thank you for all
of the interest. vimeo.com/38520159

— BenKeesey (@BenKeesey) March 15, 2012
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Demands for justice in Trayvon Martin 
case fueled by social media
Posted on: 3:11 pm, March 21, 2012, by Staff Writer, updated on: 07:20pm, March 21, 2012

0 Pinterest 0 Share 4 Twitter 4 Email

(CNN) — Social media is fueling a rush of publicity and activism around demands for justice in the 
killing of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed black teenager allegedly shot last month by a white self-
proclaimed neighborhood watchman in Florida. Local police have declined to arrest the watchman, 
George Zimmerman.

There are more than 50 petitions at Change.org related to Trayvon Martin, according to the activism 
website’s Communications Director, Brianna Cayo-Cotter. She said the cause is shaping up to be 
one of the most popular ever hosted on the site.

“By far the largest is the one started by Martin’s mother, and it is one of the most viral campaigns 
ever,” said Cayo-Cotter. “Our tech team is working round the clock to keep the site from crashing 
because of the numbers of people coming the site to sign the petition that Trayvon’s mom started.”
Much of that traffic is driven by links to the petitions from social media sites like Twitter and Facebook, 
Cayo-Cotter said. The #TrayvonMartin hashtag attracted tens of thousands of mentions on Twitter, 
peaking Tuesday. News organizations’ postings about the contents of 9-1-1 calls from the time of the 
Feb. 26 shooting have caused interest to pick up further. On Facebook, a group called “Justice For 
Trayvon Martin” has more than 18,000 “likes.”

“We’re seeing social media become the worldwide megaphone for social injustice,” said Alison Fine, 
an expert on social media activism and author of “The Networked Nonprofit.” “This kind of incident is 
very clear cut, right and wrong — it’s egregious, it’s easily sharable… Broadcast media picks it up 
and social media picks it up and it ping pongs back and forth. Add in a couple of celebrities and 
you’ve got a social justice tsunami.”

The petition “Prosecute the killer of our son, 17-year-old Trayvon Martin,” was posted March 8th and 
by 6 p.m. EST Tuesday it had garnered more than 631,000 signatures. The number of signatories 
has more than doubled since Friday, Cayo-Cotter said. It asks that Florida’s 18th District Attorney, 
Norman Wolfinger, investigate Martin’s death and prosecute George Zimmerman for his murder. Late 
Monday, the U.S. Department of Justice and the FBI both said they would be looking into the case.
Fine said the petition posted by Martin’s family provided a deeply personal layer to the tragedy that 

http://fox2now.com/author/millitzer/


compelled people to act.

“People are getting more in the habit of expressing their outrage on social media and doing 
something about it,” said Fine. “I was just looking at the petition and it is absolutely moving, to see 
their words and their asking for justice. It’s reaching beyond an advocacy group asking on their 
behalf.”

But strangers with no connection to the family have also taken their outrage to the web. Another 
popular petition, on the civic action site SignOn.org, had more than 290,000 signatures by 6 p.m. EST 
on Tuesday. “Justice for Trayvon Martin,” posted March 17 by Bowie, Md. resident Maria Roach, asks 
U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder and Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi to investigate the case.
Roach, a documentary filmmaker, said she was moved to create her petition out of empathy for Martin 
and his family, but also because she felt his death wasn’t getting enough attention from prosecutors 
or national media at the time.

“We looked at the pictures of him (Martin) and he looks like our 7-year-old in ten years. I looked at it 
and tears welled in my eyes,” said Roach. “I pray that the outcome will be justice — justice that the 
family will take comfort in.”

She used her Twitter and Facebook accounts to spread the word about the petition, sending links to 
actors like Pam Grier and Tichina Arnold, prominent pastors and civil rights leaders. Progressive 
activist group MoveOn.org contacted her and asked if they could send links to the petition to their 
members — “that’s when it really exploded,” Roach said. Later this week she’ll be delivering the 
petition and its signatures to Holder’s office.
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With Video, Obama Looks to Expand
Campaign’s Reach Through Social
Media
By JEREMY W. PETERS

When presidential candidates have a message they want voters to hear far and wide, they
have typically turned to that old campaign standby: the television ad.

But as President Obama and his advisers prepare to begin their general election push, they
are turning first not to a 30-second commercial but a 17-minute online documentary that
they hope will be shared and spread online through social networks and e-mail.

When the Tom Hanks-narrated, Hollywood-style documentary, called “The Road We’ve
Traveled,” is set to go online Thursday night, it will appear on a new YouTube platform that
enables the Obama campaign to turn the passive experience of watching a video into an
organizing and fund-raising tool. The technology will allow viewers to post campaign
content to their Facebook pages, volunteer and donate all without having to leave Mr.
Obama’s dedicated YouTube page.

Eventually campaign strategists hope to use the new software to focus on people in highly
specific ways. For example, if someone watches a video about a certain geographic location,
like Florida, a list of that person’s Facebook friends in Florida would appear alongside the
video with a message from the campaign that suggests recommending the video to them.

The Obama campaign’s efforts underscore the importance that political campaigns now
attach to Web video and the role the medium will probably play in the coming election.
Once best known in politics as the venue for viral parodies and hastily produced response
efforts, online video is vital in the way campaigns communicate with and persuade voters.

“The importance of video is so new for campaigns, even relative to ’08,” said Teddy Goff, the
Obama campaign’s digital director. “Now it’s in some ways the primary way our digital
operation communicates with supporters. And increasingly it will be the primary way we
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communicate with undecided voters.”

Television is likely to remain the dominant way campaigns reach voters for the foreseeable
future. Experts predict that about 10 percent of the campaigns’ advertising budgets this year
will be spent on the Web. But online video offers campaigns a way to connect with people
they know are engaged and not fast-forwarding through messages on their DVR players or
flipping channels during commercials.

And, perhaps more important, it offers them a way to disseminate their messages into
online communities where friends and family members share, discuss and debate.
Campaigns believe that helps elevate their messages beyond propaganda.

“This year it’s all about getting your message into those trusted networks because everyone
is suspicious about politicians,” said Darrell West, of the Center for Technology Innovation
at the Brookings Institution. “It’s hard to be persuasive through a direct advertisement. But
if you can get people to share videos, it adds a degree of credibility because a friend is
endorsing it. People will take it more seriously.”

“The Road We’ve Traveled” was conceived and produced by the campaign to stand out from
standard political video fare. For starters, it was directed by Davis Guggenheim, the Oscar-
winning director whose film credits include “Waiting for Superman” and “An Inconvenient
Truth.” It features interviews with Obama administration officials past and present,
including Vice President Joseph R. Biden Jr. and Rahm Emanuel, the former White House
chief of staff. Former President Bill Clinton makes an appearance as well, hailing Mr.
Obama’s decision to kill Osama bin Laden as one he hoped he would have had the courage
to make as president.

The new YouTube platform that the Obama campaign will use to release the documentary
gives anyone visiting the president’s YouTube page a number of options to share the content
or pledge support, the kind of one-click approach that campaigns now see as an integral
part of their digital strategies.

Mitt Romney’s campaign is using similar technology with its Web videos. Visitors can
donate, volunteer and share content, all within Mr. Romney’s YouTube page. The campaign
has worked to keep its video offerings dynamic, producing roughly two a week over the
course of the campaign.

The Obama campaign has taken a similar one-stop-shopping approach to streamline online
donations. Borrowing a technique from online merchants like Amazon and Fresh Direct,
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repeat donors do not need to resubmit their credit card information to make a pledge. The
campaign saves it on file, and all the donor has to do is click.

Where online video offers some of the most potential, strategists say, is in modernizing the
traditional aspects of campaigning, like get-out-the-vote efforts and responses to attacks
from opponents.

“It’s the ability to get your message out quickly that makes all the difference,” said Zac
Moffatt, the Romney campaign’s digital director. “And that’s really where I think YouTube
has found a niche in politics.”

Some strategists said what has changed in this election is the ability to turn Web video into
something people act on. “One of the biggest challenges with YouTube is giving people a
clear action to take after viewing,” said Stephen Muller, the Obama campaign’s video
director. “The goal is to bring our engagement tools to our supporters.”
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Reuters

Police and protesters squared off on the Brooklyn Bridge during a march on Oct. 1, 2011. Manhattan prosecutors
have subpoenaed Twitter account in connection to the incident.

Photos: Occupy Wall Street, Six
Months Later

By TAMER EL-GHOBASHY

When Jeff Rae
was arrested last
October with
hundreds of
other Occupy
Wall Street
protesters
during a march
on the Brooklyn
Bridge, he
decided to fight
the charges,
believing he had
been entrapped.

On Monday, Mr.
Rae changed his
mind and
accepted a plea
agreement with
Manhattan
prosecutors.
Why? The

district attorney's office had subpoenaed his Twitter account, raising the stakes in what he had thought would be
a speedy case he could win, he said.

"You're fighting the king," said the 31-year-old Washington resident, who had written "I will tweet until I'm
cuffed ;)" on Twitter during the Oct. 1 march. "It seemed like a lot of the power was in their hands."

As they prosecute hundreds of Occupy protesters on lower-level
charges such as disorderly conduct, Manhattan prosecutors
have turned one of the movement's principal organizing tools—
social media such as Twitter—against the defendants.

In short Twitter messages, protesters coordinate activities and
warn others of law-enforcement efforts. In doing so,
prosecutors believe some have revealed an intent to break the
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Rob Bennett for The Wall Street Journal

As the anti-corporate protest marks six months since
its birth inside a Lower Manhattan park, a look back at
the photos tracking the movement's development in
New York City.

More on 'Occupy'
Occupy 2.0: Protesters Go High-Tech
New 'Occupy' Tensions
Protest Milestone Ends With Police Sweep

 Video: Occupy Wall Street Arrests

Occupy Wall Street, Six Months Later: A look
at how the movement started, and what's next

It's been six years since Twitter founder Jack Dorsey
posted his first tweet to microblogging site, paving the
way for what has quickly become a cultural
phenomenon. Emily Steel celebrates with us on digits.
Photo: Getty Images.
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law.

"The lesson is, if you're speaking publicly and leaving a record
as to who you are, that's information the government can legally
access," said Orin Kerr, a professor of law at George
Washington University who specializes in electronic evidence
and Internet law.

Tweets could address a key problem for prosecutors as the cases
move through court: establishing the actions and intentions of
specific people who were arrested in huge groups.

According to the district attorney's office, 1,936 Occupy protest-
related cases have come through the court system. More than
850 defendants have taken the route of Mr. Rae, accepting the
offer to have the charge expunged after six months of staying
out of trouble.

But 257 cases have been dismissed for lack of evidence.

Defense attorneys said subpoenas have been issued for at least
four protesters' Twitter accounts.

In the prosecution of another protester named Malcolm Harris
arrested on the Brooklyn Bridge, Assistant District Attorney Lee
Langston outlined why a tweet would be helpful. Mr. Langston
wrote in a court filing that Mr. Harris tweets "made clear…that
he was well aware of the police instructions that day, and acted
with the intent of obstructing traffic on the bridge."

Protesters have said the subpoenas are heavy-handed. Mr.
Harris's attorney, Martin Stolar, is trying to stop Twitter from
releasing the information. A motion to quash the subpoena will
be heard in court on Friday.

"It is an attempt by the DA's office to use a sledgehammer to
squash a gnat," said Mr. Stolar, who is representing other
Occupy protesters. "It's a little overkill."

A spokeswoman for District Attorney Cyrus Vance Jr. declined to comment.

Twitter declined to comment on the cases. A spokesman pointed to the company's published policy, which says it
doesn't release users' private information "except as lawfully required by appropriate legal process such as
subpoena, court order, or other valid legal process." The policy says Twitter informs users of law enforcement
requests for information.

The subpoenas may be legal, but protesters have criticized them as an attack on free speech and a waste of
resources.

"The NYPD and Manhattan DA's office are on a fishing expedition for any incriminating evidence, which they
have yet to find," said Justin Wedes, 25, who works on Occupy's social media team. "The result is a chilling effect
on our free speech rights and the waste of taxpayer money to peruse individual's public and private
communications."

Mr. Kerr said protesters who take their cases to trial should expect tweets and public statements to be used
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against them. "It's the government's burden to prove their case," he said.

Mr. Rae maintains he did nothing wrong on the Brooklyn Bridge. He said the subpoena simply raised issues of
privacy for him and friends who used Twitter to communicate with him. "It's kind of a win in the sense that it's
gone," he said of his case. "I'm still going to be active with Occupy Wall Street."

—Jessica Firger contributed to this article.

Corrections & Amplifications
More than 850 Occupy Wall Street protesters accepted adjournments in contemplation of dismissal, which
doesn't require them to plead guilty or not guilty. An earlier version of this article incorrectly said that the
protesters pleaded guilty in exchange for having their cases dismissed.

Write to Tamer El-Ghobashy at tamer.el-ghobashy@wsj.com

A version of this article appeared Mar. 21, 2012, on page A15 in some U.S. editions of The Wall Street Journal,
with the headline: Protesters See Tweets Used Against Them.
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NEW YORK -- A panel on social innovation and social change started with a joke. A panelist said
they should go the full hour without saying the word "Twitter."

But Twitter, along with Facebook, were unavoidable terms that came up repeatedly in the discussion
Thursday at an Advertising Week event at 300 Madison Avenue in New York City.

The talk started with the Egypt revolution and inevitably turned to Occupy Wall Street, an ongoing
event just a few miles away in Lower Manhattan. More than 450,000 Facebook users have joined
Occupy Wall Street pages to date (scroll down for graph); Twitter chatter has surged. The big
question: Does social innovation equal social change?

"These tools are actually not that complicated," Change.org founder Ben Rattray said, downplaying the "innovation" part of the technology.
"Social change is less about the tools and more about the applications of those tools."

Rattray added that social media is used for "supporting, not supplanting, existing strategies," though at the same time it can absolutely "spark
something that wouldn't exist," he said.

Jeremy Heimans, co-founder and CEO of Purpose, agreed: "It's not as much about the tools. It's about smart people using the best tools they
can to bring people together."

That said, there is a strong irony in technology, according to Rattray.

"The best way to get people away from their computer is through the computer; you can't organize thousands of people in New York City [the
way Occupy Wall Street has] without the web," he said.

These simple tools like Facebook and Twitter -- through passionate individuals -- build networks of individuals and take action to the streets.
It happened in Egypt and it's happening in New York, the panelists said. Whether it's the beginning of actual change is debatable, but it's
absolutely amplifying these efforts for change.

Though as people get all excited about social tools on the web, it's important not to lose sight of something else that's fueling the recent New
York protests, Heimans noted.

"Occupy Wall Street shows the power still of mainstream media," he said. "In activist terms, a very small number of people started that. The
mainstream media have latched on and really blown it up -- picking up pictures and video that have been really vivid."

He added, "It was initially small but now something that is really growing. It shows the power still of the media to create a platform for
change."

Interestingly, it was the content of social media that drew the attention of many in the mainstream media.

Ultimately, content is the killer app, Rattray said. What leads to the most engagement? The game mechanics of social media can help push
something viral, but just as important is the messaging, he argued.

Crowdwise co-founder Robert Wolfe agreed, and he added that it's easy to miss what really affects change.

"A lot of times organizations talk about community," he said. "This may sound silly, but it makes people even more anonymous. It's really
about individuals who affect change and build movements."

Many individuals, gathering on social networks, getting the attention of mainstream media, with the potential to create social change. It's all
connected in this age of the World Wide Web.
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Share your reports & photos from Occupy Wall Street events
If you've been to an Occupy Wall Street event anywhere in the country, we'd like to hear from you. Send OfftheBus your photos, links to videos or first-hand accounts of what you've seen
for possible inclusion in The Huffington Posts's coverage.
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Using Sociai Media to Engage Youth:
Education, Social Justice, & Humanitarianism
By Belle Liang, Ph.D., Meghan Commins, M.A., and Nicole Duffy, M.A.

Today's youth represent the first cohort to grow up fully wired
and technologically fluent. Having been born roughly post 1990,
during the time access to the internet and web-enabled technology
became widely available, these adolescents and emerging adults
have been called "digital natives," to distinguish them from the
"digital immigrants" who preceded them (Prensky, 2001). In the
United States alone, among the 33 million digital natives ages 10
to 19, 90% have access to the internet at home, and 73% have access
on a school computer (Nielsen Company, 2009). On average, U.S.
teenagers spend 24 hours and 54 minutes a month on the web or
using internet-enabled software (Nielsen Company, 2009). And
what they are doing online is not a mystery: 68% of teenagers report
accessing mobile video, with 54% of these youth using their phones
to download and watch music content. Nearly half of online teens
ages 12 to 17 visited MySpace or Facebook in May 2009, accounting
for 28% of MySpace's page views and 12% of Facebook's during
that time (Nielsen Company, 2009).

Given these statistics, what has become an increasing topic of
interest to economists, marketing strategists, educators, and
parents is why do youth go to the internet, and what do they take
away from this activity? Clearly, marketers would like to steer the
digital natives toward greater consumption of the music, videos,
and tangible purchases that contribute to the $133.7 billion annual
internet economy (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). The teens themselves
report being attracted to social networks for gossip and photo
sharing, and 57% of them report that they rely on social networks
as a key source of information and advice (Nielsen Company, 2009).
But concerned parents, teachers, and counselors hope that the
digital generation might be inspired to use its online time for more
than simply chatting with friends or feeding insatiable consumerism.
Can the internet, and specifically, social media, be used to engage
youth and turn them toward community and cultural awareness,
social justice, and humanitarianism?

The keystone to leveraging social media to inspire youth toward
a greater purpose lies in understanding and capitalizing on

Rather than attempt to foist old media teaching
assumptions upon new media learners, advocates
from the digital immigrant generations must
learn to meet youth where they are.

the informal, networked, and collaborative learning styles of
contemporary youth. Rather than attempt to foist old media
teaching assumptions upon new media learners, advocates from
the digital immigrant generations must learn to meet youth
where they are—even if that means embracing and even joining
their online communities, and empowering unstructured networks
of youth to teach and mentor each other. Much like developing
cultural competence, the efficacy of youth advocates and intervention
programs depends upon their ability to navigate the technology
and communicate in the language of native digital speakers.

This contribution to The Prevention Researcher examines two
theories salient to the social development of digital natives: positive
youth development and relational health. Principles taken from
these theories are then discussed as they apply to the development
and ongoing implementation of a social media website for youth
called GenerationPulse. The article ends with best-practices
toward creating social media that is engaging, safe, and growth
fostering for youth.

The addition of web-enabled technology
now opens vast opportunities to extend

PYD principles to applications that would
have been impractical or impossible in

the traditional world.

POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

Positive youth development (PYD) theorists describe certain
positive characteristics in youth as the "Five Cs" of competence,
confidence, connection, character, and caring (Lerner, Fisher,
& Weinberg, 2000). Accordingly, such theorists suggest that
successful youth development programs are those that produce
these characteristics as outcomes. PYD and community theories
posit that these characteristics are fostered by two distinct
experiential components: participating in a community, and playing
a role in improving the lives of its members (Lerner, Almerigi, et al.,
2005; Lerner, Lerner, et al., 2005). As an example, a project aimed
at providing this kind of experience might provide youth from
an advantaged socioeconomic demographic the opportunity to
connect with peers from a disadvantaged population. In the course
of this interaction, and flowing from the relationships thus formed,
the advantaged youth become aware of the needs, struggles, desires,
and hopes of their less advantaged peers. The disadvantaged youth
experience—perhaps for the first time—the genuine concern and
camaraderie of peers who normally would not be part of their
social spheres. Thus together, they begin to form a community.
Ultimately, the second component of positive youth development
arrives when the program encourages youth to seek the next level
of engagement, where the advantaged youth actually intervene to
improve the lives of their peers. Indeed, now that the two groups
have become part of one "community," any social justice oriented
interventions intended to improve one of the populations actually
serves to the betterment of both.
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Using Social i\nedia to Engage Youth: Education, Social Justice, & Humanitarianism, continued -

When Lerner and colleagues (2000) contributed to the development
of the PYD theory, their original work was formulated to inform
traditional, non-internet based youth interventions. However, the
addition of web-enabled technology now opens vast opportunities
to extend PYD principles to applications that would have been
impractical or impossible in the traditional world. For example,
given the ubiquity of social media, it is no longer necessary for
advantaged youth to reach out only to disadvantaged communities
within physical proximity; and communities in inaccessible areas
of the world (e.g., disaster-affected areas, war-torn theaters, and
geographically remote regions) need not be excluded from connection
with a potential source of encouragement and empowerment.
Indeed, in this new global community, youth from heretofore
disconnected and unrelated environs are empowered to connect
with each other on a grand scale that was unimaginable before
the era of wireless networks, universal internet access, and
inexpensive mobile devices.

RELATIONAL-CULTURAL THEORY AND RELATIONAL HEALTH

Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) focuses on the impact of
relationships on youth development, and has identified specific
qualities of relationships that are necessary for healthy psychological
development (Jordan et al., 1991). Such qualities are referred to as
"growth-fostering," and include authentic and open communication
as well as a sense of mutual engagement and effectiveness in the
relationship, an aggregate of which Liang and colleagues (Liang,
Tracy, Taylor, Williams, Jordan, & Miller, 2002) call "relational
health." Using an instrument called the Relational Health Indices,
designed specifically to assess relational health, researchers have
demonstrated that if a young person does not feel empowered,
engaged, authentic, and effective in relationships with others,
then he or she is likely to experience psychological distress (Frey,
Beesley, & Miller, 2006; Liang, Tracy, Kauh, Taylor, & Williams,
2006; Liang, Tracy, Taylor, & Williams, 2002).

Relational health specifically reflects four factors that lead to healthy
development, including: 1) mutual engagement, as defined by
perceived mutual involvement, commitment, and attunement to
the relationship; 2) authenticity, or the process of acquiring knowledge
of self and the other and feeling free to be genuine in the context
of the relationship; 3) empowerment, which is the experience of
feeling personally strengthened, encouraged, and inspired to take
action; and 4) conflict tolerance, or the ability to deal with difference
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or conflict by expressing, working throLigh, and accepting differences
in background, perspective, and feeling (Jordan, 1997).
Each of the four factors has been shown to have a positive impact
on development and well-being. For instance, studies have linked
engagement (i.e., closeness and empathy) with higher self-esteem
and self-actualization and have shown how such qualities mediate
stress and depression (Burnett & Demnar, 1996). Studies have also
suggested a positive connection between authenticity and being
liked as well as liking others and motivation in relationships
(Collins & Miller, 1994). Additionally, research indicates a direct
impact of empowerment on positive affect, meaningful activity,
and creativity (Hall & Nelson, 1996). Similarly, conflict tolerance
has been associated with higher self-esteem, psychological well-being,
less depression and anxiety, as well as higher internal locus of
control (Kashani, Burbach, & Rosenberg, 1988; Zhang, 1994).

Interestingly, as in the case of the original work on PYD, the
foundational work on RCT and the concept of relational health
were performed in traditional settings, involving communities
where face-to-face interactions were the norm. The assumption
for youth interacting in the web-connected domain is that positive
relational health is no less critical. Accordingly, the tools of
social media must be tailored to foster engagement, authenticity,
empowerment, and conflict tolerance even while the involved
parties are connecting virtually and often asynchronously.

APPLYING THEORY TO SOCIAL MEDIA: GENERATIONPULSE

The goal, then, is to translate PYD and RCT theory into actual
programs that safely and successfully leverage social media,
web-based technology, and youth learning style to transcend
traditional outreach. But this is a complex endeavor. One such
project, called GenerationPulse (www.GenerationPulse.org),
serves as a reasonable example of an effort to accomplish that
goal. Informed by theories of positive youth development and
relational-cultural theory, as well as ongoing empirical research
on these concepts, GenerationPulse was created intentionally to
foster connection, open communication, and encourage primary
prevention efforts among youth and their allies across great
geographic and social distances.

The unfortunate inspiration for GenerationPulse was the aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina. In Fall 2005, on their safe, dry campus at
Boston College, Dr. Belle Liang and her Adolescent Psychology
students joined the country in watching helplessly as thousands
of youth lost their homes, schools, and social supports to the swollen
waters of Lake Pontchartrain. Yet, while she and her students
applauded the efforts of volunteers around the country who traveled
to the Gulf Coast to render aid, Liang and her class realized that
what the young people in the flood-affected region had lost could
not be easily recaptured by visitors giving a month or two of their
time. The youth of New Orleans had lost their social networks.

Working with the technical assistance of the instructional technology
staff at Boston College, Liang and her students created a social
networking site, called GenerationPulse, intended to provide a
conduit through which youth from New Orleans could share their
experiences, thoughts, and hopes with peers from around the
country. And youth from unaffected areas could have the opportunity
to express their encouragement and solidarity. Relying on PYD
and RTC theory, the student-led GenerationPulse design team
aimed to create a website where the atmosphere was positive,
the tone inspiring. The initial site was set up to allow students to
post a myriad of content, from open letters, to poems, to songs,
photographs, and digital artwork. Students from Liang's psychology
course created and posted research-based articles written in
youth-accessible styles about depression, racism, coping with stress,
leadership, youth volunteerism, activism, and other psychosocial
issues relevant to youth. Secondary schools in the Boston area were
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recruited to contribute content; and several school principals and
teachers in New Orleans began to encourage students to participate
in the project. To ensure safety, the decision was made to referee
all material posted to the site.

By the end of the first school term, over 200 youth had posted
content to the GenerationPulse site. Participating students from
affected New Orleans parishes reported an increased sense of
connection with people who cared about them, increased motivation
to return to school and return to writing, and a sense that their
actions could affect change. Students from the Boston area, 1,500
miles away, experienced a greater awareness of the plight of their
Gulf Coast peers, as well as a greater sense of affiliation and
compassion. The website had transcended the trauma of a natural
disaster and emerged as an oasis for sharing ideas about loss, family
concerns, peer pressures, friendship, hope, and survival—issues
that the youth themselves identified as important to them.

The tools of social media must be tailored
to foster engagement, authenticity,

empowerment, and conflict tolerance even
while the involved parties are connecting

virtually and often asynchronously.

Today, the website continues its mission to promote risk-prevention
and social justice among youth. Currently, it is structured around
three sections: Explore, Share, and Act. Each section encourages
users to explore and learn about themselves and their world, share
their stories and ideas, and act in a way that positively impacts
themselves, their schools, their communities, their nations, and
the world. A steering committee of approximately 25 students in
New England (including middle school, high school, undergraduate,
and graduate students) work collaboratively to maintain the content
and generate new users through outreach efforts.

Reaching beyond its initial focus on New Orleans and the resilience
of its youth, GenerationPulse now showcases articles written by
students on topics ranging from the environment, globalization,
health and nutrition, human rights, personal identity, and emotional
well-being. And its most recent flagship project. Postcards for Peace,
uses the exchange of digital postcards to connect privileged youth
with their disenfranchised peers around the globe affected by
war, violence, natural disaster, and poverty. To this end, students
and entire classrooms in China, Uganda, Haiti, as well as the
United States, have contributed thousands of writing submissions
and pieces of artwork to date.

By anecdotal reports of those involved in GenerationPulse, the
project's attraction has been its potential to provide youth with a
way to engage in social justice and service learning on their own
time and in their own way, through an online user experience
that is engaging, familiar, and comfortable for digital natives. This
higher level of engagement on the internet has already resulted in
desired outcomes. Specifically, in 2009, students from Boston-area
secondary schools and Boston College created and exchanged
postcards with children affected by the 22-year ongoing civil war
in Northern Uganda. These beautif̂ ul and poignant postcards were
posted on GenerationPulse as open letters. Research currently in
progress is showing that not only were the American students
exposed (most for the first time) to the devastating realities of an
"invisible" war halfway around the globe, but initial data collected
from Ugandan school teachers indicated that the very act of
writing or drawing a card to a peer outside the war zone immediately
inspired their students—across gender—to attend and stay in school.
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LESSONS LEARNED

Now in its fifth year, the GenerationPulse project has amassed a
number of lessons learned, some of which may be taken as "best
practices" for the application of social media toward inspiring youth
awareness and engagement in social justice and humanitarianism.

• Involve youth directly in the design, implementation and
evaluation of the prevention message. GenerationPulse relies
on a base of adolescents and young adult volunteers (middle
school, high school, and college students) who create digital
content with a nod to their understanding of youth language,
style, and interests. In order to design an effective intervention,
it is imperative to involve representatives of the populations
being served.

• Seek ongoing feedback from the digital natives to maintain
relevance. Recognizing that even a few years difference in age
can separate what is hip and acceptable from what is rejected
by various audiences, GenerationPulse meets regularly with
its own GenerationPulse Advisory Board, a group of select
students from different middle schools and high schools, which
provides feedback to the undergraduate and graduate team of
volunteers at Boston College.

• Plan ahead for future accessibility and sustainahility. A foray
into social media requires consistent financial and technical
resource investment in order to keep the technology current.
When GenerationPulse was formed in 2005, the Blackberry
smartphone was only two years old, and was entirely the purview
of the high-end business class. Two years later, Apple released
the first iPhone, and in the ensuing three years, the marketplace
was flooded by a proliferation of smartphones and less expensive
web-enabled handsets - many are now within the financial reach
of teens and young adults. To stay accessible to this mobile wave,
GenerationPulse seeks to expand to Facebook and smartphone
applications. But this expansion will require additional investment
and support to have a web developer create and maintain these
applications as the platforms and technologies continually
advance. Expanding GenerationPulse's accessibility will
entail not only maintaining standard compliance with ADA
recommendations for screen reader compatibility and proper
functioning of all aspects of the current website, but also extending
future applications across a wide range of populations and
settings: from the most up-to-date phones and web browsers
in the United States to remote populations in the developing
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Using Social Media to Engage Youth: Education, Social Justice, & Humanitarianism, continued -

world limited by variable internet connectivity, inaccessibility
to updated software and hardware, and often lower levels of
English fluency. A related project goal that may further enhance
domestic and global usability is to enable the technology required
for the website to be translated into multiple languages.

• Think flexibly and creatively. Social networking for prevention
and promotion is new and thus creates problems that likely do
not have readily available solutions.

• Make it interactive. Engage youth in hands-on participation,
and encourage them to invite their peers to participate. Part
of the appeal of the use of social media is that it involves active
participation and contribution. While this offers the implicit
benefit of meaningful engagement, outreach must be designed
in a way that elicits digital participation.

• Make it personal. Content must reflect personal relevance
to users.

• Practical problems require practical solutions. While the
development team may become enthused about the latest
webpage gadgets or streaming content, the project must be
prepared for a myriad of practical limitations and challenges.
For instance, when concerns about confidentiality arise, or
the limits of the technology are reached, practical solutions
must be found before further development can proceed.

CONCLUSION

Positive youth development theorists maintain that the measure
of success for a youth program is the evidence of the "Five Cs"
of competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring in
involved youth. Relational-Cultural theorists would add that positive
relational health and well-being, as evidenced by engagement,
empathy, authenticity, empowerment, and conflict tolerance, should
also be a desired outcome. Both orientations agree that experiential

learning and relationships are critical elements toward achieving
positive outcomes.
Today, digital natives—teens and young adults—find a significant
portion of their experience and community online. In order to
reach this generation, an internet-ready, web-enabled approach is
needed. Web-based social justice projects, such as GenerationPulse,
have begun to reconcile these needs and concepts, by providing a
safe, engaging, social network experience that draws youth toward
positivity, connection, empathy, and action. Educators and counselors
may consider supplementing their efforts by leveraging social
media that is attractive and familiar to the digital natives. -'•̂
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