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Abstract

Current scholarly debate around digital participatory youth projects and
approaches to their evaluation are examined in this article. The analysis of the literature
presented here reveals (1) an over-reliance on traditional evaluation techniques for such
initiatives, and (2) a scarcity of models for the assessment of the social impact of digital
participatory youth projects. It is concluded that the challenges and limitations of social
impact evaluation practice in digital participatory youth projects should be addressed
through the adoption of alternative, participant-centred approaches. These issues are
discussed in reference to a current ongoing study that seeks to identify solutions for
enhancing social impact evaluations of participatory digital initiatives by young people.
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Introduction: evaluating the social impact of youth digital
participatory projects

The social impact of digital youth participation and a scarcity of models
for its assessment are examined in this article. The main questions addressed here are: 1)
What is known about the value of youth digital participation? 2) What methods are
currently used to analyse young people’s relationship with digital technologies? 3) To
what extent could the adoption of alternative, participant-centred approaches to
evaluation alter the current assessment practice of digital youth participatory projects?
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Through gaming, social media, email, photography, and film making, youth
workers across Europe have introduced digital technologies into their practice (Harvey,
2016). Digital media are no longer considered merely additional or entertaining elements,
but core communication and engagement tools used by young people. However, while
many youth organisations have successfully implemented digital technologies in their
work, they also claim that measuring the social impact of youth digital initiatives has
become increasingly difficult, with youth practitioners asking questions like: “How do
you measure young people’s [digital] skills if you don’t know yourself what the [digital]
skills should be (as older person!)” (#NotWithoutMe, 2017).

Whilst the notion of digital youth participation has emerged as an important topic
among research community, there is currently limited understanding of practical ways to
measure the impact of youth digital participatory projects. Scholars (Mackril and Ebsen,
2017) and youth practitioners alike (#NotWithoutMe, 2017) have called for further
research into social impact evaluation of interactions between young people and digital
technologies. This article addresses this research gap by reviewing literature from the
areas of youth studies, youth participation, digital media, information science, and social
impact assessment and evaluation. The article discusses publications dated from the
1990s to 2017 and includes both academic publications and practitioner documentation
and reports. Additionally, it makes two actionable recommendations relevant to
practitioners seeking to address this gap in their work with young people.

The paper first gives a brief overview of the recent history of youth participation
and digital youth participation. Here, the terminology used to define young people’s
relationship with the digital world is analysed (Table 1). In the context of this article,
digital youth participation is conveyed as young people’s active engagement in the
“mediated world shaped by multimodal, interactive, convergent, and networked media”
(Livingstone, 2012:1). Social impact analysis and evaluation terminology in the academic
literature are also examined, followed by a brief overview of the history of social impact
assessment and its progressive shift from technocratic to participatory methodologies.
This provides an overview of how the role of evaluation participants has evolved from
being subjects of the process to becoming active evaluation partners. Consequently,
appropriate participatory methodologies to assess the impacts of youth-centred initiatives
are identified. Due to the continuing formation of new digital media in the 21% century, it
is argued that young people should be considered as experts of their own digital
experiences and play an active role in evaluation. The concept of participatory evaluation
is considered in the context of digital youth participation, and five considerations for the
use of participatory evaluation of digital youth participation are identified: 1)
Participation, 2) Knowledge co-creation, 3) Power dynamics, 4) Learning, 5) Play.

Based on the literature review and analysis, two key recommendations for social
impact evaluation of youth digital participatory projects are presented. Firstly, it is
advocated that conscious recognition of young people as the experts of their own
participatory digital experience could aid the current evaluation process. This is
particularly important in digital youth settings, where young digital citizens’ expertise
and unique perspectives can easily be undervalued. Secondly, the paper emphasises the
importance of developing more holistic and participant-centred approaches to social
impact evaluation of youth digital participation. Holistic and reflective assessment
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processes might not only improve the evaluation data for project organisers, but also
enhance the experience for young participants themselves. Most importantly, considering
the complex and multi-layered nature of digital youth participatory projects, holistic
methods might provide more insightful perspectives and analysis, and as a result,
empower young people to reclaim their voices in the discourses around the value of
digital youth participation.

Youth participation in the digital age: origins and
terminology

While various definitions of youth can be found in literature, this article adopts
that of the European Union, which defines young people as those aged 15-29 (Coyette et
al, 2015). A considerable amount of literature has been published on youth participation
(Checkoway and Gutiérrez 2006; Checkoway and Richards-Schuster 2005; Egbo 2012.;
Head 2011; Loncle et al. 2012; Print 2007; Richards-Schuster and Pritzker 2015). Youth
participation is viewed globally as a right protected by the Convention of the Rights of
the Child, which was established in 1959, and served as the basis for the Convention of
the Rights of the Child (CRC) adopted by the United Nations in 1989. Articles 12-15 are
concerned with the specific rights of young people to participate, voice their opinions,
freely assemble, and engage in discussions relating to their well-being (McMillan and
Simkiss, 2009). Young people are therefore perceived not only as vulnerable members of
society, but as equal contributors and potential agents of change (Richards-Schuster and
Pritzker, 2015). Meaningful involvement of young citizens can lead to social change, thus
“helping people to participate must be not restricted to asking their options” (Loncle et
al., 2012:3).Meaningful participatory initiatives aim to enhance social competence and
responsibility, community development, and political self-determination (Hart, 1992).
The process of shared decision-making is the key element of participation (Hart 1992;
Loncle et al., 2012; Checkoway & Gutiérrez, 2006). According to the European
Commission, it is vital to ensure that young people are “involved in the decisions which
concern them and, in general the life of their communities” (Loncle et al., 2012, p.2).

The concept of “youth participation’ has further developed since the early 2000s
in a time during which young people's everyday lives have become more heavily
influenced and shaped by “multimodal, interactive, convergent, and networked media”
(Livingstone, 2010:1). The changing dynamic of relationships between young people and
digital technologies has provided a fruitful stream of research for a number of scholars
(Boyd 2014; Buckingham 2008; Ito et al. 2013). They have observed that young people
in a digital era are no longer simply passive consumers of information, but are instead
active digital participants, makers, and ‘doers’ (Ito et al., 2013:6), who operate in an
environment where digital skills have become a necessity. It has been argued that so-
called digital youth (Ito et al., 2009) are characterised by “non-traditional and innovative
information behaviour, including activities related to creative production and sharing”
(Koh, 2013: 1827).To examine evolving relationships between youth and technology, and
to gain a better understanding of the notion of digital youth participation, scholars have
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offered numerous approaches with associated terminology (Cohlmeyer, 2014; Ito et al.
2013; Mihailidis, 2015; Quinlan, 2016).

To understand young people’s relationship with the digital world, Ito et al. (2009)
have proposed the term digital youth, which broadly summarises “the lives of young
people in the contemporary society” (Erstad, 2012: 25). Emphasising the empowering
effect of digital technologies on youths’ lives, Ito et al. claim that these mediated forms
of communication allow the younger generations to actively participate in public debate,
amplify their voices, and influence decision making (2015:16). Thus, it can be argued
that digital technologies have enhanced the traditional forms of youth participation by
providing innovative and interactive tools to connect and engage with peers globally.
Further, Ito et al. argue that the digital world provides a dynamic infrastructure where
young citizens can “exercise their citizenships and create frameworks for activism”
(2015:10).

Elsewhere, Cohlmeyer (2014) suggests the notion of digital youth work.
Cohlmeyer’s definition suggests that digital youth work consists of four components:
youth work traditions, digital media and technology, youth workers, and young people
(Cohlmeyer, 2014). This term has been practically implemented in the context of youth
development by organisations such as YouthLink Scotland (*Youth Link Scotland,”
2017) and Erasmus+ Youth in Action (Kriauciunas, 2016). The processes of learning and
creation have also been analysed by Quinlan (2016) who adopted the term digital making.
In Quinlan’s work emphasises active knowledge acquisition, while producing and
learning digital artefacts (Quinlan, 2016). Likewise, the concept of
knowledge/information seeking and attainment have been highlighted by the scholars
behind the connecting learning framework (Ito et al., 2013). The core element of this
framework to education is to deploy digital technologies to “enable youth who otherwise
lack access to opportunity” (2013: 8). The scholars behind the connected learning
framework have claimed that to equip youth with skills for the 21% century, it is essential
to offer proactive and interest-driven opportunities for learning. Likewise, scholars cited
here (Cohlmeyer, 2014; Mihailidis, 2016; Quinlan, 2016; Ito et al., 2013) have
acknowledge the importance of youth participation in the digital era. As illustrated by Ito
et al.: ““Young people are contributing to the health and growth of civic collective, jointly
produced stories, and real world social change” (2013:48). Finally, Stornaiuolo and
Thomas (2017) have analysed the notion of youth digital activism. Debating the role of
digital technologies in youth’s lives, Stornaiuolo and Thomas (2017) examined the
prominence of using online tools when fighting for social justice. Finally, the term
makers space has been applied to describe “a collaborative work space inside a school,
library or separate public/private facility for making, learning, exploring and sharing that
uses high tech to no tech tools” (Makerspaces.com, 2017). Table 1 sets out a comparative
assessment of these terms.

Name Source Typical Activities Focus



Digital Making  Quinlan, 2016 Creates something using Technology
digital technology. learning
Learns about how the
technology works.

Youth Digital Stornaiuolo and Information creation and Advocacy
Activism Thomas, 2017 information sharing using
digital technologies.

Connected Ito, Gutiérrez, Supports understanding of Learning, social-
Learning Livingstone, Penuel, ' using new media in equality
Rhodes, Salen, educational settings.
Schor, Sefton - Highlights digital media as
Green & Watkins, learning enhancer.
2014
Digital Mihailidis, 2016 Participatory creation of Storytelling,
Curation digital content. communication,
Using online communication | digital literacy
platforms.
Makerspace www.makerspacers. = “a collaborative work space Learning,
org, 2017 inside a school, library or experimentation,
separate public/private facility = digital and non-
for making, learning, digital tools

exploring and sharing that
uses high tech to no tech

tools” (makerspacers.org,

2017)

Digital Youth Cohlmeyer, 2013 Traditional youth work Youth

Work practice including digital development,
media and technology. learning, informal

education
163

164  Table 1. Comparative assessment of terms describing young people’s interactions
165  with digital media

166

167

168 A variety of terms describe young people’s digital lives have been identified in
169 the literature (Cohlmeyer, 2013; Ito et al. 2013; Mihailidis, 2016; Stornaiuolo & Thomas,
170  2017; Quinlan, 2016), here a necessarily broad, but all-encompassing definition of digital
171  youth participation is adopted. Digital youth participation is perceived as a fusion of the
172 traditional forms of youth participation (Checkoway & Gutiérrez, 2006; Checkoway &
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Richards-Schuster, 2003; Egbo, 2012; Head, 2011) and digital forms of youth
engagement (Cohlmeyer, 2013; Ito et al. 2013; Mihailidis, 2016; Quinlan, 2016). In line
with Livingstone’s (2012) research, digital youth participation is defined as young
people’s active engagement in the “mediated world shaped by multimodal, interactive,
convergent, and networked media” (Livingstone, 2012:1). Examples of digital youth
participatory projects may include informal educational initiatives such as digital
communities and forums, as well as community and after school programms (Lemke et
al., 2015). Digital youth participatory projects aim to provide younger participants with
collaborative and interactive experiences. Therefore, the activities undertaken vary from
creative use of digital storytelling as a form of self-expression (STEP, 2016), all the way
to advocacy-focused actions such as online crowdsourcing, petitions or citizen journalism
(Adobe Youth Voices, 2017). Digital technologies might be used primarily as a
communication tool, and here online groups, texting and instant messaging have provided
a focus. Due to “the multimodal, convergent and networked” (Livingstone, 2012:1)
nature of the digital youth world, it is impossible to cover all existing tools and emerging
tools deployed in youth participation. However, examples of tools include smartphones,
laptops, digital cameras, computers or tablets.

The value of digital media to young people: discussion on
the impact of youth digital participation

Digital media are frequently cited as tools of empowerment for young people
(Erstad, 2012; Livingstone and Sefton-Green, 2016). For example, it has been argued that
young people can alter the ways in which “people live, work, play, relate to another,
organise to meet their needs, and generally cope as members of society” (Burdge and
Vanclay, 1995:59) through their active participation in the digital world. In addition,
when engaging with digital media tools, young people may contribute towards the
formation of 'social impact’ - when conceived as “all social and cultural consequences to
human populations of any public or private actions that alter the ways in which people
live, work, play and relate to another, organise and meet their needs, and generally cope
as members of society” (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995:59). For example, they can influence
“health and growth of civic collective, jointly produced stories, and real world social
change” (Ito et al., 2013:48). Vital youth contributions to the public debates on global
warming, equal rights, and poverty have been delivered by young digital storytellers,
artists, and activists (Adobe Youth Voices, 2017; UNCTAD, 2017). In addition, the
digital world furnishes environments in which young people can enjoy autonomy to learn
and network (Ito et al., 2013). Finally, it has been argued that the enhancement of young
people's understanding of the concept of ‘self’, and societal interactions, can result from
their digital participation (Buckingham, 2008; Robards and Bennett, 2014).

However, scholars have equally emphasised the risks and dangers associated with
digital youth participation (Aiken, 2017; Buckingham, 2008; Herring, 2008). For
example, Buckingham (2008) has warned that it is vital not to ‘romanticize’ the
emancipating qualities of the digital world. It has been argued that the cyber world
provides young people with an “illusionary freedom and autonomy” (Herring, 2008:73),
where adults manage and capitalize on young people’s digital participation. Elsewhere,
issues such as online privacy, peer-pressure, and self-representation have been examined
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(Aiken, 2016). Aiken argues that cyber self-obsession and associated, constant “updating,
making friends, making connections, gaining followers, getting likes, and being tagged”
(2016:174), can lead to identity confusion among teenagers. A recent report published by
the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (Bentley, O’Hagan, Raff
and Bhatti, 2016), notes that counselling support related to young people’s online activity
has increased, with cyber bullying related support increasing by 13 percent between
2014-2016, and a 15 percent increase related to “sexting’ in from 2014 to 2016 (Bentley
etal., 2016:41).

While the value of digital media to young people has been increasingly debated in
the literature, scholars have equally argued that the methods used to evaluate youth
participation are primarily technocratic (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster, 2008). They
have also called for moving beyond “observation, measuring, testing and enumerating” of
young people by external evaluators (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster, 2008:24), to
understand a more meaningful and inclusive evaluation process. Below is an analysis of
literature on social impact evaluation, including scholarly debate on both technocratic and
participatory approaches to its assessment (Adams and Garbutt, 2008; Akpofure and
Ojile, 2003; Becker et al. 2003; Belfiore and Bennett, 2007; Burdge, 2003; Cousin and
Whitmore, 1998; Douthwaite et al., 2007; Dufour, 2015; Esteves et al., 2012; Gawler,
2005; Lockie, 2001; Morris et al., 2011; Rietbergen-McCracken and Narayan, 1998;
Vanclay, 2003).

Social Impact Analysis and Evaluation: from technocratic
to participatory

A considerable amount of literature has been published on the importance of
Social Impact Assessment (SIA) and evaluation concerning adult and youth groups (for
example Adams and Garbutt, 2008; Akpofure and Ojile, 2003; Becker et al. 2003;
Belfiore and Bennett, 2007; Burdge, 2003; Cousin and Whitmore, 1998; Douthwaite et
al., 2007; Dufour, 2015; Esteves et al., 2012; Gawler, 2005; Lockie, 2001; Morris et al.,
2011; Rietbergen-McCracken and Narayan, 1998; Vanclay, 2003).The field of Social
Impact Assessment originated in the 1950s and was primarily incorporated into the
standard guidelines for Environmental Impact Assessment in the United States (Esteves
et al., 2012; Pant, 2015). In 1969, the National Environmental Policy Act embedded SIA
as a legal requirement into their project implementation processes (Esteves et al., 2012).
Consequently, over the years SIA became a core element of community development
initiatives and was adopted by many international organisations (Adams and Garbutt,
2008; Chambers, 1994; Douthwaite et al., 2007; Gawler, 2005).

However, as SIA frameworks gained more popularity, practitioners began
recognising some of the methodological issues affecting the practice (Adam and Garbuitt,
2008; Esteves et al. 2012; Lockie, 2001; Pant, 2015; Vanclay, 2003). Firstly, SIA
techniques were critiqued as being mainly technocratic and solely serving organisations
in meeting their funding criteria and managements’ expectations (Adams and Garbultt,
2008). For instance, Lockie argued that technocratic evaluation methods are mainly about
“measuring, predicting and reporting” of the impact (2001:278). In addition, attempts to
foresee the outcomes of an intervention not only impose “unstated goals and values”, but
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also “pre-empt the outcomes of debates and decision making processes” (Lockie, 2001:
281). Secondly, scholars claim that SIA places too much emphasis upon setting specific
social impact goals and objectives, instead of trying to understand the dynamic of the
social change as a collective and individual process (Adams and Garbutt 2008, Becker et
al. 2003; Belfiore and Bennett, 2007; Burdge, 2003; Esteves et al., 2012). Belfiore and
Bennett claim that “considerably more time and resources have been spent on looking for
‘proof’ of impacts than actually trying to understand them” (2007:137). Another problem
with SIA is that since it is usually considered as the final, and often the least well-
invested stage of project development, it is used to “only just meet the minimal
standards” (Esteves et al., 2012).

Since the 1970s, as a response to what had come to be regarded as a problematic,
technocratic methodology, SIA professionals and theorists began to search for a more
inclusive and holistic approaches to monitoring and evaluating social change (Adam and
Garbutt 2008; Akpofure and Ojile 2003; Becker et al. 2003; Burdge, 2003; Douthwaite et
al., 2007; Esteves et al. 2012). It was agreed that to fully comprehend the complexity of
social impact, it was desirable to move beyond “narrowly conceived ideas of
performance measurement and target setting” (Belfiore and Bennett 2007:138). SIA
professionals collectively opposed to the implementation of technocratic approaches in
the evaluation process called for “a more adequately ‘socialised’ impact assessment”
(Douthwaite 2007:279). As a result, the SIA methodology became more concerned with
the evaluation process itself, not just the resulting outcomes.

When defining good SIA practice, Esteves et al., (2012) emphasise the active role
of participants in the process. The aim of an effective SIA is to provide stakeholders a
safe environment in which their needs and aspirations can be analysed and understood
(Esteves et al., 2012). This shift towards a more community-centred approach introduced
new core attitudes in the SIA community (Vanclay, 2003). Consequently, SIA was
perceived not solely as a tool used to assess goals and objectives, but as a “process of
managing the social issues associated with planned interventions” (Vanclay, 2006). The
emphasis on the process was further reflected in the development of more participatory
evaluation methodologies. Numerous commentators agree that active community
collaboration in social impact assessment provides a more critical and informed view of
the process (Adams and Garbutt, 2008; Becker et al., 2003; Cousins and Whitmore, 1998;
Douthwaite et al., 2007; Fetterman and Wandersman, 2005; Innovation Centre for
Community and Youth Development, 2005; Morris et al., 2011; Rietbergen-McCracken
and Deepa Narayan, 1998; Pant, 2015).

Likewise, in the fields of both Social Impact Assessment and Youth Participation,
practitioners have recognised a participatory approach as a more appropriate
methodology to assess impacts of youth centred initiatives (Checkoway and Richard-
Schuster, 2003; Gawler, 2005; Sabo, 2003; Innovation Centre for Community and Youth
Development, 2005; Walker 2007). Checkoway and Richard-Schuster claim that “youth
participation in evaluation community research is desirable”, and there is a need for more
knowledge of this inclusive approach to impact assessment (2003:22). Consequently,
those who research issues related to young people called for an alternative evaluation
approach, which effectively fosters social equity and validates youth expertise in the
process (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster, 2003; Sabo, 2003; Walker, 2007).
Nevertheless, despite the growing popularity of Participatory Evaluation as an inclusive
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SIA model there were some arguments that young people were rarely involved in the
process (Flores, 2008). While in recent years an increasing number of youth participatory
evaluation projects can be noted (for example Samuelson et al. 2013; Duke et al., 2016),
there are is limited knowledge of how this particular SIA model could be used in digital
youth context.

Measuring social impact with young digital participants:
current social impact evaluation methods and their
limitations

Despite the extensive scholarly analysis on participatory evaluation, researchers
keen to explore the social impact of technologies on young people have mainly adopted
functional, but traditional, research approaches. Thus, the social significance of youth
digital participation is primarily measured with the use of tools such as surveys and
interviews (Quinlan 2015; Stevens, Gilliard-Matthews, Dunaev, Woods and Brawner,
2016), case studies (Hyder, 2017), focus groups (Ito et al., 2008) and/or ethnographic
observations (Livingstone and Sefton-Green, 2016). While these evaluation processes
and their outcomes provide vital data on the relationship between youth and technologies,
they also have clear limitations, most notably in respect to the power dynamics within the
study and participation of data subjects, measurement metrics, and scalability.

Since digital technologies have become vital elements of young people’s
everyday lives, youth development practitioners (Wilson, 2017; #NotWithoutMe, 2017)
and researchers (Buckingham, 2008; Erstad, 2012; Livingstone, 2012) have struggled to
find ways to holistically examine and measure the social impact of young people’s digital
participation. Several commentators (for example Mackril and Ebsen,2017) noted that
there are currently no evaluation methodologies or approaches which specifically
examine the social impact of youth digital participation .

Livingstone et al. have argued that it is yet unknown if “online opportunities may
(or may not) result in tangible benefits” (2015:14) to younger generations. Elsewhere, in
the context of implementation of digital elements into youth social work, Mackril and
Ebsen have stated “there is still limited research on how to assess the impact of digital
technologies” on youth work (2017:1). Additionally, Ito et al. have highlighted “a lack of
literature that discusses and evaluates the impact of youth-led social change” (Ito et al.,
2015).

Young people have been increasingly collaborating in digital participatory
settings (Fitton et al., 2016). Due to their unique and often effortlessly gained digital
expertise, the generations of “digital natives” (Prensky, 2009) have become active actors
in many digital co-design and co-production of products (Dell and Kumar, 2014; Buccieri
and Molleson, 2015) as well as digital policies (5Rights, 2017). Unfortunately, most of
these works “do not explore the impact the [collaborative] process has on its participants,
[but] rather focus on the process itself” (Guha et al., 2010:199). As the area of youth
digital participation has become extensively researched, the information concerning the
measurement of its social impact is still limited. Guha et al. has supported this argument
by claiming:
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“[There is] a wealth of information about children’s technology and the design
process to create it, there is a dearth of information regarding how the children
who participate in these design processes may be affected by their participation.”
(2010:198)

Likewise, practitioners within youth organisations have acknowledged the
possible transformative power of digital technologies. This is evident in a number of
implementations located in the United Kingdom (Young Scot, 2017; Time to Shine
Digital, 2015; STEP, 2016). However, as the use of digital technologies becomes
increasingly common, practitioners also struggle to capture and analyse the social impact
of such mediated initiatives (Buccieri and Molleson, 2015; Wilson, 2017). For instance, a
recent British Carnegie Trust’s digital youth inclusion project outlined social impact
evaluation as having key challenges: “Let’s acknowledge that measuring the impact in
learning digital skills is tough!!” (#NotWithoutMe, 2017). Here, digital youth inclusion
practitioners have declared that frameworks focusing solely on the analysis of digital
skills (Just Economics, 2015) do not provide a holistic representation of the social change
that occurs during the project. Consequently, youth development practitioners agree that
new tools or approaches need to be developed to measure the social impact of youth
digital participation (#NotWithoutMe, 2017).

A progressive understanding of the social impact of the interactions between
young people and digital technologies is now advocated by researchers and practitioners
alike (Araya and McGowan, 2016; 2017, Livingstone and Sefton-Green, 2016). This also
applies to the means of measuring social impact, regarded as a complex and under-
developed area that merits further research (Ito et al., 2013; Livingstone, Mascheroni and
Staksrud, 2015).

Youth participatory evaluation’s key areas for
consideration: the adoption of alternative, participant-
centred approaches to digital youth projects evaluation

Acknowledging that there is “no single tool or method that can capture the whole
range of impacts or that can be applied by all” (Dufour, 2015:5), identifies key areas of
consideration for effective evaluation processes are identified here. The following points
derive from the literature on youth participation, digital youth and social impact
evaluation, in both adult and youth settings. This cross disciplinary analysis allows for
the identification of re-occurring themes in the debates examining the value of
participatory experiences, in both digital and traditional forms. These five areas for
consideration in youth participatory evaluation are Participation, Play, Learning,
Knowledge Co-creation, and Power Dynamics (Figure 2).

Participation
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One of the most significant changes in SIA has been implementing participatory
and inclusive monitoring and evaluation methods into practice. Lockie highlights the
importance of ‘shared understanding of problems and collective efforts to solve them’
(Pant, 2015:109). It is vital that the SIA process goes beyond a tokenistic ‘public relations
exercise’” (Lockie, 2001:278). The International Principles for Social Impact Assessment,
created by the International Association of Impact Assessment, identify participation as a
key element of effective evaluation framework. One of the core values the SIA
community advocates is that “people have a right to be involved in the decision making
about the planned interventions that will affect their lives” (Vanclay, 2004:9).
Additionally, Akpofure, and Ojile (2003) claim that by adapting participatory and
interactive methodology in social impact assessment, projects can improve their social-
economic results (p.212).

The shift towards a more inclusive methodology is also noted in the areas of
youth participation and social impact evaluation (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster,
2003; Gawler, 2005; Holden, et al., 2004; Sabo, 2003; Flores, 2008; Walker, 2007). To
more effectively address the needs of youth, scholars call for “a radical move to flatten
hierarchies” and development of a more participatory evaluation system (Flores
2008:13). Collaborative methodologies allow youth to define and examine their own
projects and create their own methods to measure their development (Checkoway and
Richard-Schuster, 2003). It has been argued that only through active participation in the
social impact assessment processes are young people able to critically analyse and reflect
upon their experience and its social impact. As Jennings et al. suggest, youth participation
is not just concerned with “adults allowing children to share their perspective” (2006:23),
but nurturing an environment where young people can actively and independently
implement social change. To better grasp the holistic value of youth collaborative
projects, researchers need to move beyond the autocratic perception of young people as
“human potential, moulded and shaped by positive and negative influences” (Percy-
Smith & Thomas, 2010: XXI).

Knowledge Co-creation

One of the key criticism of traditional SIA is that its top-down methods “have
largely failed in the exercise of social explanations and prediction” (Lockie 2001:281).
Technocratic methods implemented by external evaluators might fail to consider the
unique knowledge of the participants of the evaluated initiatives. To address this issue,
The International Principles for Social Impact Assessment outline the importance of local
knowledge in their SIA Core Values (Esteves et al., 2012). The International Association
of Impact Assessment suggests that a community’s expertise is a vital element of an
evaluation process, and can positively affect a project’s design, implementation, and
evaluation (Vanclay, 2003). Inclusive and participatory methodologies consequently
influence “a common and shared understanding of problems and collective efforts to
solve them” (Pant, 2015:109). Becker et al. suggest that “not only [do] group members
identify more diverse ideas, but also their identification of issues reflect a wider range of
perspectives and greater cognitive processing” (2003:373). Consequently, due to this
unique expertise and point of view, community members are defined as the evaluation
experts (Innovation Centre for Community and Youth Development, 2005).



434
435
436
437
438
439
440
441
442
443
444
445
446

447

448
449
450
451
452
453
454
455
456
457
458
459
460
461
462
463
464
465
466
467
468
469
470
471
472
473
474
475
476

To gain a better understanding of the social impact of youth participatory projects,
it is essential to use young people’s skills, attitudes, and knowledge (Holden et al.
2004:615). Checkoway and Richard-Schuster highlight that youth are often “observed,
measured, tested and enumerated” by external evaluators (2008:24). These methods
position young people as passive social impact evaluation actors, deprived from a real
opportunity to analyse and/or engage with their experiences. Although these traditional
approaches frequently provide relevant metrics and insights into the knowledge of youth
participation practice, it is suggested that only meaningful participation can tap into
young people’s unique expertise and encourage them to “develop knowledge for their
own social action and community change” (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster, 2003:22).
It is therefore vital to acknowledge that young people possess vital and unique
perspectives when evaluating the initiatives that serve them (Checkoway and Richard-
Schuster, 2003).

Power Dynamics

The problematic notion of power in the context of social impact assessment ought
to be analysed in two ways. Firstly, the control imposed by the governing and funding
bodies can have a significant impact on the quality of SIA. As previously discussed, SIA
was primarily implemented to meet projects’ funding criteria and evidence-based policy-
making demands. Among many of the issues affecting the quality of the evaluation
process are: conflicting interests, funding criteria, power inequities, and experts’
subjectivity (Adams and Garbutt, 2008; Lockie, 2001; Pant, 2015). Belfiore and Bennett
(2007) critically examine the conventionally used and top-down evaluation approaches,
describing them as “the cult of measurable” (p.137). However, such quantitative,
economic, and statistical tools are unable to capture the full depth of social impact. It is
therefore essential to “move beyond narrowly conceive ideas of performance
measurement and target setting” (2007, p.138). Lockie (2001) has questioned the value
of externally imposed understandings of impact. He has stated that technocratic
rationality is often favoured by SIA practitioners, who dismisses the view of “an ill-
informed public” as “subjective, emotional and irrelevant” (2001, p.279). Certainly, the
externally enforced protocols used to predict outcomes of an intervention can have a
negative impact on the progress and evaluation of youth as well as adult initiatives.

Secondly, the power of the evaluation expert needs to be acknowledged. Scholars
agree that the distance between researcher and the research needs to be addressed
(Cousins and Whitmore, 1998). Recognising participants as active co-creators of the
social impact assessment results in “relocating power in the production of knowledge”
(Cousins and Whitmore, 1998:5). The notion of power dynamic should be considered in
particular when working with young project participants (Checkoway and Richard-
Schuster, 2003; Walker, 2007). Here, there is a risk that social impact evaluation
outcomes might be censored when interpreted via adult lenses. For example, Checkoway
and Richard-Schuster have argued that technocratic evaluation methods tend to
emphasise “troubled youths and casts them as human subjects” (2003:24). Therefore, it
has been declared that by fostering social equality during the evaluation process, projects
can enhance the validity of their evaluation data. Most importantly, however, meaningful
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participatory youth evaluation “strengthens their ownership of the evaluation results”
(Gawler, 2005:1)

Learning

Traditional SIA approaches aim to effectively collect data and disseminate them
with the interested parties. Consequently, this process of technocratic information
extraction often excludes the researched community from the evaluation process.
Conversely, the inclusive and participatory methods of SIA aim to nourish learning and
critical reflection (Pant, 2015). Community participation in SIA is therefore essential in
order to identify reliable social impacts (Burdge, 2003). The use of local expertise is thus
defined as a key element of balancing the “technocratic bias with critical social learning”
(Burdge, 2003:226). The importance of learning has been defined as one of key ethical
considerations while evaluating with young people: “if the information gathering will not
directly benefit the children and adolescent involved or their community the evaluation
process should not proceed” (Gawler, 2005:3)

Play

Youth evaluation studies encourage the use of a range of creative methods
(Gawler, 2005; Innovation Centre for Community and Youth Development, 2005;
McCabe and Horsley, 2008; Sabo, 2003; Flores, 2008; Feinstein & O’Kane, 2008). The
traditional methods of evaluation (such as questionnaires, surveys, and focus groups)
often expect participants to have basic literacy or numeracy skills (McCabe and Horsley,
2008). However, McCabe and Horsley suggest that many individuals prefer to express
themselves in alternative ways, such as storytelling, painting, photography, and other
media (2008:1). Play and creative methods can indeed encourage both adults and youth to
become curious evaluators. Sabo claims that play helps to “level the playing field so that
staff and youth can begin to see evaluation as something everyone can do” (2008:25).
Sabo (2003) has also outlined the importance of role play in collective evaluation
process. In the process of projecting possible project outcomes, young people get an
opportunity to “break out of their socially fixed identities” (Sabo, 2003:17). Additionally,
during the participatory evaluation process, young people enter the “Zone of Proximal
Development” (Vygotsky, 1978), where they equally improvise and become the experts
of their experiences. Consequently, participatory youth environments should aim to
encourage youth to play with their identities instead of being defined by them (Sabo,
2003:22).

Likewise, in the context of youth digital participation, scholars claim that “game-
like learning” enhances youth’s participatory experience (Ito et al., 2013). Play and
experimentation have been therefore defined as key elements of digital learning
(Buckingham, 2008). It has been argued that the element of digital play not only enriches
the form of group inquiry but can function as an empowerment tool. (Black et al.,
2015:4). Playful evaluation methods aim to temporarily re-balance adult-youth power
dynamics and allow for a more equal distribution of control over data gathering and
interpretation. The literature review of practical resources for youth evaluation reveals
the richness of creative and playful social impact evaluation tools (McCabe and Horsley,



519
520
521
522
523

524

525
526

527
528
529

530
531
532

533
534

2008; Sabo, 2003; Flores, 2008; Feinstein and O’Kane, 2008). Ranging from video to
illustration, participatory youth evaluation covers a wide range of artistic and playful
tools. The implementation of play into participatory youth enriches the experience and
turns it into “an experience which is enjoyable by all those participating in the process,
rather than being something alien and imposed” (McCabe and Horsley, 2008:1).

Co-Created
Knowledge

Power
Dynamics

Learning

Participatory

Youth
Evaluation

Participation
Play

Figure 2. Youth Participatory Evaluation: five areas for consideration in youth
participatory evaluation (participation, knowledge co-creation, power dynamics,
learning, and play) are identified in the reviewed literature.

Moving forward: youth participation in evaluation and
adaptation of holistic and participant-cantered evaluations
Through an extensive literature review in the areas of youth participation, digital

youth participation, social impact assessment, and social impact evaluation, two areas for
consideration when evaluating digital youth participation are identified and discussed in
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this section: 1) the contribution from, and benefits of including, young people in
evaluation and 2) moving towards a holistic, participant-centred approach to evaluation.
These recommendations are synthesised from the analysis of scholarly debates and
industry documentation examining the value of youth digital participation.

1. Youth Participation in Evaluation

First, in the context of youth participation, scholars in digital (Ito et al., Koh,
2013), traditional (Checkoway and Gutiérrez, 2006; Checkoway and Richards-Schuster,
2003), and youth social impact evaluations (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster, 2003;
Gawler, 2005; Sabo, 2003), claim that young participants’ meaningful involvement
should be at the centre of any youth development initiative. Through active participation
in the digital world, adolescents can exercise their voice, mobilise, and organise (Ito et
al., 2013). Defined as “potential innovators and drivers on new media change”
(Buckingham, 2008) with a unique technological expertise, young digital citizens of the
21%t century co-create and co-design services and policies that aim to serve them
(5Rights, 2017; Children in Scotland, 2017). Thus, the recognition of young peoples’
technological skills, knowledge, and attitudes is vital when analysing the impact of digital
youth participation. Likewise, in the context of social impact evaluation, scholars have
recognised the importance of considering young people as equal partners and co-creators
of knowledge (Checkoway and Richard-Schuster, 2008). To gain a better understanding
of the social impact of youth participatory projects, researchers insist that it is essential to
use young people's skills, attitudes, and knowledge (Holden et al. 2004:615). Particularly
in the context of the digital era, it is crucial to move beyond the autocratic perception of
young people as “human potential, moulded and shaped by positive and negative
influences” (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010:XXI).

“When young people define their own problems rather than discuss the one given
by adult authorities, when they design their own age-appropriate methods rather
than uncritically accept adults ones’ and the develop knowledge for their own
social action and community change rather than ‘knowledge for its own sake’ —
when they work in these ways, as Wang and Burris (1997) contend, it can raise
their consciousness and their spirit and move them to action.” (Checkoway and
Richard-Schuster, 2003:22)

Thus, here it is advocated that the conscious recognition of young people as the
experts of their own participatory digital experience could aid the current evaluation
processes. Moreover, it is argued here that to more effectively address the needs and
concerns of “digital youth”, it is vital “to flatten hierarchies” and introduce more
collaborative and inclusive evaluation system (Flores 2008:13). Although youth
participatory evaluation cannot fully substitute scientific and industry evaluation
standards, young digital citizens could certainly provide evaluation experts with
additional, important, unique, and age-appropriate perspectives. This view has been
supported by digital youth practitioners, who, during a discussion on social impact of
digital youth inclusion projects, posed the following question: “How do you measure
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young people’s (digital) skills, if you don’t know yourself what the skills should be (as an
older person!)?” (#NotWithoutME, 2017).

2. Holistic and Participant-Cantered Evaluations

Here it is advocated that the development of more holistic and participant-centred
approaches to social impact evaluation of youth digital participation. In order to enhance
the current understanding of the impact of digital youth participation, it is vital to search
for more experiential and experimental reflection and feedback mechanisms. Since the
top-down methods “have largely failed in the exercise of social explanations and
prediction” (Lockie 2001:281), it is argued that digital youth projects implementing
traditional evaluation approaches (such as surveys, interviews, focus groups or case
studies) could benefit from adding participatory and reflective exercises into their work
(Galwer, 2005; McCabe and Horsley, 2008; Flores, 2007). Not only does youth
participatory evaluation exercise produce more subjective and engaged feedback, but it
also protects participants from becoming passive subjects of top-down “information
extracting” procedures (Gawler, 2005). It is therefore important to acknowledge that the
effective value measurement should no longer be discussed solely in terms of “success or
failure model” nor “asking did a project “get participation right’ or meet programme
targets” but thinking about the reflective learning journey of the process (Thomas and
Percy-Smith, 2010:32).

Therefore, it is proposed an evolution into more holistic and participant-centred
evaluations. Social impact evaluation processes should be discussed in the context of a
continual and parallel process, where participants are provided with opportunities to
contribute to the development of: 1) project aims and objectives, 2) evaluation
parameters, 3) measurement tools, and 4) outcomes presentation and dissemination (Pant,
2015). Pant has also suggested that “evaluation is an integral, yet often overlooked
component of planning for social action” (2015:106). Therefore, this paper proposes that
instead of measuring the impact at a project’s final stages, youth-driven evaluation
methods should be considered as an ongoing reflective process. Young digital
participants should be provided with opportunities to reflect on their impact expectations
at the beginning of the project and examine their progress periodically as the project
evolves. Additionally, the final results should be “communicated in different ways,
responding to end users’ needs” (Pant, 2015:109). Through a more holistic approach, the
evaluation data can become truly relevant - not only to the project staff but to the young
participants themselves. Most importantly, considering the complex and multi-layered
nature of digital youth participatory projects, holistic methods might provide more
insightful perspectives and analysis, and in result empower young people to re-claim their
voices in the discourses around the value of digital youth participation.

Conclusion: young participants as co-evaluators

The literature review presented here reveals that the emergence of digital youth
participation has produced new challenges both for academics and youth development
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practitioners. It can be assumed that “as technological innovations continue to develop,
social practices among youth creatively adjust around them” (Livingstone 2015, p.9) and
therefore, it will be increasingly challenging for the researcher community not only to
keep up to date with the technologies teenagers use (Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011,
p.19), but to examine and understand the impact of these revolutionary cultural changes.
Indeed, scholars (Buccieri & Molleson, 2015; Livingstone, Mascheroni & Staksrud,
2015; Mackril & Ebsen, 2015) and youth development practitioners (Wilson, 2017;
#NotWithoutMe, 2017) have agreed that to examine and improve the use of social impact
evaluation in digital youth participation alternatives, youth-centred practical solutions are
required. Likewise, they agree that the extent to which digital technologies support youth
development also requires further research (Buccieri & Molleson, 2015; Livingstone,
Mascheroni, & Staksrud, 2015).

Set against an examination of digital participatory youth initiatives and the
“traditional” approaches undertaken to analyse and capture their impact; this paper argues
the need for alternative approaches in impact evaluation. Acknowledging that there is “no
single tool or method that can capture the whole range of impacts or that can be applied
by all” (Dufour, 2015, p. 5), two areas of consideration when evaluating digital youth
projects have been identified: firstly, that current understanding of the value of youth
digital participation could be enhanced with the implementation of youth participatory
techniques; and secondly, that impact measurement processes should be holistic and user-
centred.
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