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Youth work and the
challenge of
technorealism 

A common image of young people and the Internet is of
a mindless obsession with keyboard and screen leading
to all kinds of mental or social aberrations. Peter
White argues that with perceptive guidance from youth
leaders, ICT can be both a stimulus and a tool for
widening young people’s horizons and for developing
concerned global citizens.

The cyberspace revolution has provoked widely different
responses. Viewing them in purely oppositional terms, on the
one hand there are the neo-Luddites, the techno-phobics, the
alarmists. They see few advantages of the new technologies
and all manner of educational, moral or physical dangers to
young people. At the other extreme are the visionary
idealists – those who spin fantastical visions of the future,
enthusing uncritically about amazing benefits to humanity
that are just round the corner. Neither viewpoint is
intellectually satisfactory, neither fits the observable facts
very well, and neither is much help in forming a coherent or
practical basis for work with young people.

There is another position open to youth workers and
global educators. It is known as technorealism. Its supporters
argue that the current tide of technological transformation,
while important and powerful, is just the latest in a series of
waves of change that have taken place throughout history. In
retrospect, it is clear that devices like the railway, the
motorcar, the television and the telephone brought with them
profound benefits as well as substantial costs. Likewise, the
technorealists expect there to be mixed blessings from
today’s emerging technologies. They recognise the need to be
alert to unexpected consequences which must be addressed
by thoughtful and appropriate use. In an overview of their
beliefs, the founder members explain:

As technorealists, we seek to expand the fertile middle
ground between techno-utopianism and neo-Luddism. We
are technology ‘critics’ in the same way, and for the same
reasons, that others are food critics, art critics, or literary
critics. We can be passionately optimistic about some
technologies, skeptical and disdainful of others. Still, our
goal is neither to champion nor dismiss technology, but
rather to understand it and apply it in a manner more
consistent with basic human values.1

For basic human values read the principles of youth work –
at least in the context of this debate. Thus emerges an
approach to technology which can accommodate the aim of
empowering young people and the retention of a critical and
informed approach.

A fundamental tenet of technorealism is
that technologies are not neutral. It is
sometimes argued that it is the way
technologies are used, or misused, that
adds the moral or ethical element. The
technologies themselves, whether they be lasers or
genetically modified organisms, exist in a moral-free zone,
like the sterile laboratories occupied by ethically neutral
scientists where they are created. 

This simply will not do. To insist that guns themselves do
not kill, rather that people with guns kill, is to wilfully
ignore the essential nature of the technology. To say that
scientists develop technologies as a result of pure intellectual
enquiry denies the funding interests that drive the process.
Because a tool is inanimate it does not mean that it is free
from bias. On the contrary, tools of all kinds steer their users
towards certain kinds of behaviours and away from others.
They have tendencies and inclinations. They make some
things easier and therefore more likely, and other things
harder and therefore less likely. 

So what do we discover if we begin to assess critically the
likely impact of information and communications technology
on young people, and its implications for those who work
with it? 

Global within limits
Obviously, the global aspect comes high on the list. With a
computer, a modem, the right software and an Internet
account, the world suddenly becomes a smaller place. There
are limits to this, of which more later, but it is impossible –
for older generations at least – not to be struck by the
casualness with which young people interrogate a remote
site on another continent or chat about everyday matters to
their peers who sit equally casually several thousands of
miles away. 

Analysing the impact of globalisation on youth work, Joe
Joseph (1996) naturally cites Internet technology as a major
force. He concludes: 

Our lives are increasingly affected by decisions and
events taking place in other parts of the world. An
understanding of western globalisation, its dominant
cultural values, its exploitation and oppression both in the
North, but particularly in the South, are important
learning points for young people and adults alike. 

Global Youth Work may be best described as a pedagogy
of the world. It is about acquiring an appreciation of the
world in which we live. It is about being custodians of our
collective home. It is about building alliances and
solidarity with the oppressed of the world. It is about
taking actions for change as global citizens.

That the Internet can help with this process seems self-
evident. Email, the World Wide Web, newsgroups and
bulletin boards, and the real-time discussions known as
Internet Relay Chat (IRC) can build alliances, show the
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interconnectedness between peoples and societies, and
permit young people and those who work with them to take
action for change. 

But there are caveats, two of which will be mentioned
now. First, those things do not happen on their own. They
can happen, but they happen, like all other forms of
education, when certain conditions are met. It is possible to
use the Internet regularly and learn nothing, reinforce
existing prejudices and merely pass time in a pleasant but
mindless way. Computers are leisure tools as well as
educational ones. 

The second thing is that it should not be assumed that the
Internet is truly global. Europe, North America and Australia
do not constitute the globe – though they do dominate the
Internet. The best educated guess, as of March 1999, for
numbers of people on-line world wide is 158 million. Of
those, only 1.14 million are in Africa. Well over half the
world’s total – 88.33 million – are in Canada and the USA.
Four billion people in the world do not have a telephone. To
purchase a computer would cost the average Bangladeshi
more than five years’ income.2

Force for change
Not surprisingly then, there are concerns about the
‘information poor and information rich’, and fears that the
Internet will widen the gap between haves and have-nots in
an already unjust world. Counterbalancing those fears, if
only a little, is a realisation that it does not have to be that
way. The new technologies have highlighted the injustices of
resources in a dramatic way, but they did not create those
injustices. While claims that the Internet can create a level
playing field for poorer countries wanting to improve their
economic standing seem over-stated, if not entirely fanciful,
there is at least some evidence that non-governmental
organisations have used the Internet as a powerful tool in
pursuit of specific aims. Again, while taking care not to
minimise the problems, journalist Mike Holderness, in an
influential study for the Panos Institute, reports that there
have been uses by Southern-based journalists and
community activists which have created networks and
accessed the enormous wealth of information available on
the Internet in ways which have been empowering
(Holderness 1995). Clearly there is considerable scope too
for northern-based organisations, with relatively cheaper and
faster Internet access, to work in partnership with groups in
the South. 

So where does that leave youth work? If it is accepted that
the new technologies have certain characteristics, what
relevance do they have for work in the UK with young
people? The youth work precept is to start with where young
people are, so it makes sense to look at the range of common
Internet applications and illustrate some of the ways that
they are being used within current youth work practice.

What follows draws on material written by the present author
and published by the National Youth Agency (White 1998).

The World Wide Web and youth work
A common sequence of growth into using the Web with
young people might take three stages.

In the first, young people will explore the boundaries – of
both what the Internet can do, and what youth workers will
let them do. Young people will search out sites of their
favourite bands, their football teams or – almost inevitably
with young men – the much talked-about porn sites. On its
own, and with no development or other input, there is no real
argument for classing this as youth work. However, most
youth workers will find the exercise stimulates a lot of
potential for discussion. On the porn sites, it provokes
discussions of rights, gender, degradation, power, equality. 

In stage two, young people begin to use the Web as a
learning tool. This might be information seeking that has
originated with them, perhaps stemming from their own
curiosity or interests, or related to a homework project. Or it
might be ideas initiated by the youth worker, as part of a
planned programme or as opportunistic exploration. As well
as accessing useful information, young people will be
developing skills in devising enquiry strategies, using search
engines, locating sites and evaluating their usefulness,
recognising dead-ends and unproductive search lines, co-
operating with others, exercising patience and calculating the
best use of time.

A group which has a clear and sustained interest in the
Internet is likely to want to make its own contribution to the
Web. Young people will therefore move to stage three of this
process: devising their own web pages. Once the coding
skills have been mastered, or the software which makes it
easy acquired, they will describe themselves and their own
views and opinions. The chances are that they will want to
include their favourite links to other websites; they might
also want to display their work, or raise issues that matter to
them. 

The Web is a very accessible publishing medium, so
much so that there are an estimated 400 million pages there
already, with that number expected to double by 2000.
Young people will probably not get a massive response to
their carefully developed site, which they need to be
prepared for. 

Using email for youth work
Email has no country barriers. Sending an email from a
youth club in Sunderland to an address in Brazil, Calcutta or
Cape Town involves exactly the same process, and costs just
the same, as sending it down the road to Hartlepool.

The same email message can be sent to multiple
addresses at no extra cost. This opens up all kinds of
possibilities for campaigning, say, or for publishing
generally. A strongly-held view can be written and circulated
to all relevant politicians, committee members, journalists,
whoever, at no extra cost than writing it once – and without
the time and trouble of printing, folding, inserting,

2. A good source of data on the Internet is the Internet Society website at
http://www.isoc.org/. Quoted figures on the number of people on-line
come from NUA Internet surveys.



addressing, licking and posting that normally goes on with
multiple mailings. Likewise, a club newsletter can be
circulated entirely electronically with no tiresome chores. 

Asking what youth workers and young people do with
email might sound like a sensible question. But given the
nature of the medium – it is a communication method – it
tempts an evasive and unhelpful answer: whatever you want.
It is very like asking: ‘What use can youth workers and
young people make of the telephone?’ To which the
predictable answer is, ‘They can ring people up and talk to
them.’ Likewise, with email, people can send and receive
messages to and from anyone else in the world who has an
email address.

To give just one example, a youth work project based in
Richmond developed a strong interest in human rights work
after making email contact with South American groups.
They have campaigned on behalf of street-children in Brazil
using email. There are no limits. 

Using bulletin boards, newsgroups and
mailing lists for youth work 
Bulletin Board Services (BBSs) may have a use as a safe,
secure meeting place for youth workers and young people.
But the wider usenet newsgroups are probably unlikely to
appeal much to everyday youth work. When they function at
their best they are bringing together people with an interest
or concern who otherwise would find it difficult to meet.
That can be genuinely life-enhancing, combating the
isolation and depressing feelings of being the ‘only one’. But
this situation does not fit most youth groups. 

Youth workers might want to take part in selected
newsgroups or the forums on AOL or CompuServe (which
operate like BBSs in that they are open only to members, in
this case subscribers to the service) furthering their
professional knowledge and contributing to debates, say on
education or on sport and leisure. The forums within the
National Grid for Learning, and the conferences on a global
and campaigning Internet service provider like GreenNet, are
more examples of similar opportunities. 

Likewise, mailing lists can offer a chance to stay in touch,
hear of events, help colleagues out with requests for
information or advice, and debate newsworthy happenings.
The obvious one for youth workers is the youth and
community workers mailing list.3

Using on-line chat for youth work 
The evidence is only anecdotal, there having been as yet no
systematic analysis, but a clear pattern is emerging about the
favourite Internet activity of young people. Youth workers
report an overwhelming interest in Internet Relay Chat, or
IRC. Succinctly, the technology allows users to chat, using a
keyboard, live and on-line, with other users.

Anonymity is guaranteed and the use of adopted identities
expected on many chat lines. In some, it is encouraged, as

users adopt the pose of a cartoon character for the duration
of the chat.

Some youth workers report initial alarm at the sight of
IRC in action. Some are anxious when they see young
people adopting identities that are not their own, generally
exaggerating their age and sexual attractiveness. Others are
unimpressed with the quality of the discussion, which can be
trivial and meaningless.

However, other youth workers have worked through these
problems, seeing it as a useful and rich opportunity for
young people to explore issues of image and identity,
practise social skills, develop self-esteem and confidence,
and help become the adults they want to become.

One youth worker, who works with computers and young
homeless people in London, thinks there are definite
advantages to adopting a different persona. 

I tend to think it is quite good for our young people to be
able to do that – just to get away from the horrors that
are their normal existence, and pretend to be someone
else for a while. 

The future
It is a truism to say that the Internet is here to stay. It will
continue its rapid development, and it is a fair assumption
that some of what we see now will disappear or change
radically. Whatever the changes, the tenets of technorealism
should help youth workers and global educators keep a tight
grasp of the essential educational purposes of what they do.
It is arguable that the current technology has a tendency to
increase cultural homogeneity around the world, to act as a
further tool of Northern domination and extend processes of
cultural colonisation. But it does not have to be that way.
Young people in the UK can be encouraged to build
solidarity with oppressed peoples, challenge injustice and
inequality, become partners with the South, and so use the
tool of this technology, as Joseph expressed it, to take action
for change as global citizens. To assist, youth workers will
need neither to champion nor dismiss technology, but to
understand it and use it in a way consistent with youth work
principles. 

� Peter White is a freelance writer and editor. He
can be emailed at peterwhite@gn.apc.org
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3. The youth and community workers mail list can be joined by visiting
the website, http://www.mailbase.ac.uk/lists-a-e/community-youth-
work/ 


