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Youngsters and e-commerce: creating consumerism (WP1)

SMIT (Studies on Media, Information & Telecommunication) (Free University Brussels)
The SMIT project focuses on a key generation within the information society: youngsters (age 18-25) and their engagement with new media and ICTs. It deals with the question if and how new ways of consumption emerge by growing up in an increasingly electronically mediated culture, hence reinforcing or subverting existing cultures of consumerism. It takes into account the appealing status of new technologies and services as constitutors and expressions of youngsters developing identities. It deals with meaningful processes of identification and/or differentiation in relation to the household, to social networks, to their public life in schools and to the global society. The research addresses questions of inclusion and exclusion of this key generation within the information society. 

Background assumption

It is obvious that if we are on the treshold of the information society, today's youth will play a pivotal role in the future. Younger people are to be regarded as ‘early adopters’ of ICT's (Eg. mobile phones) and are growing up in an increasingly electronically mediated culture. Therefore, it is assumed that they will develop automatically the necessary skills and competences to make use of ICT's, and to participate in the emerging European Information Society. 

However, research demonstrates that youngsters are not to be regarded as a uniform and homogeneous subculture. Their norms, values, attitudes and behaviours are influenced by differences according to the households’ social, cultural and economic capital (cf. Bourdieu). It means for example that working class youth cultures are different from middle and higher class youth cultures. Gender differences are also to be taken into account because computers with internet access for example, are significantly more to be found in the boys’ bedrooms compared to girls’ rooms. 

The question to be studied is if these differences are (or not) related to acceptance and use of ICTs, both as consumer objects and as media, hence reinforcing or breaking down existing socio-cultural forms of exclusion and participation. This should however, be seen within the context of dynamic and changing class bounderies and within the context of more fragmented identities and lifestyles. 

The project focuses on youngsters aged 18 to 25. This constitutes a crucial phase in their lifecycle: preparing to look for a job or for going into higher education, deciding to stay and live in their parents home or start a life of their own, with or without a partner, etc. These lifestyle choices are partly influenced by their parents’ socio-cultural resources, but also by changing job opportunities and changing capabilities in the emerging information society. The question to be studied is how both are interrelated and how this interaction guides lifestyle choices (Eg. cyborg workers versus blue-collar, industrial workers).

Key concerns: e-communication, e-culture, e-consumption and e-commerce

· E-communication deals with the question if and how youngsters develop new ways of communicating with each other. It seems that creative uses of ICT's (Eg. SMS) enables them to organize their social networks in new and other ways, although research might show that constraining factors are to be taken into account as well (E.g. time, space, mobility).

· E-culture deals with the question if and how electronically mediated communications and information are changing the lifestyle of youngsters into new ways of digital living. It takes into account notions of local and global (European) youth cultures. 

· E-consumption raises the issue of new ways of consumption in relation to the traditional consumer behavior of younger people. It takes into account that youth cultures are increasingly becoming consumer cultures. 

· E-commerce raises the issue of supply side initiatives and of new forms of economic activity. It can not be ignored that youngsters are regarded as an attractive consumer market and, therefore, e-commerce initiatives are creating and sustaining the trend sensitive lifestyles of youngsters. 

These key concerns are to be situated both at the local and European level. Youth cultures are increasingly both local and global, not only from the point of view of consumerism, but also with regard to cultural ways of living. Connections and disconnection’s of youngsters across Europe are crucial issues to be investigated, in particular how this affects the quality of life and notions of space, place and identity. 

Research and methodology

· Literature review focussing on ICT appropriation, media use, youth cultures and inclusion/exclusion. Commercial market research, in particular its rhetoric is to be studies also. 

· Mapping of (European) supply side e-initiatives targeted towards youngsters.

· Case study or in-depth qualitative interviewing of youngsters to understand the context of their lives in schools, at home and in outdoor socio-cultural networks, and the role of ICT's in their lives. 

As a result of its focus on a specific usergroup of ICTs, this research can benefit from and contribute to all other subprojects.

