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Good morning, my name is Dr Rachel O’Connell, and it is a massive privilege to be speaking to you today at this conference, and I’d like to thank the organisers for inviting me to speak.

My talk today – I’ve sent across a PowerPoint presentation, so I’m talking to you today from my office in the UK; and I’m going to talk about young people’s use of social media, and what that means really for the youth card.

I’ve put a selection of slides together, and there’s a video, which talks about the social media revolution and provides a really good starter, a taste of the effect of social media on how young people use the internet.

So if that video could be shown now, Marcel, that would be wonderful.

That video is quite extraordinary in putting into context social media and its impact on the world.

Now if we move on to slide two, I’ll give you a little bit of background about me. I’m a trained forensic psychologist, I’ve been working in the arena of internet safety for a number of years. Most recently I’ve was the Chief Security Officer for a social networking site called Bebo, which was very appealing to young people, and at its height in popularity it had over 40 million users.

There were a lot of instances of understanding and appreciating the mass of opportunities social media could hold for young people.

I was also chair of the European Safer Social Networking Cross Industry Group which convened regularly, industry people from Microsoft, Google, AOL, Yahoo, Netlog and a number of other European networking sites, to consider how we might develop good practices around the delivery of our services, and how do we ensure that young people can harness these services in a manner which is optimal to their wellbeing.

Just to refresh your memory, so what it social media?

If we look at slide 3, it is about video sharing, uploading and sharing and watching videos. It’s about social networking. It’s about sites like MySpace, Facebook, and local social networking sites in Armenia.

So what can social media do for you? In slide 4, social media enhances the buzz around your brand. And one of the key things that can perhaps be said about the youth card is that there is some work to be done in ensuring that the youth card brand embraces and is recognised on social media sites.

If we look at the next slide, looking at the democratisation of information exchange. Essentially what has happened is a paradigm shift, a revolution if you will, in terms of 
how people access information and exchange information.

The whole notion of digital natives, is the idea that young people have embraced these technologies to such a degree that their cognitive style, their way of thinking about their place in the world, has gone from passive recipient of information to active co-constructors.

Now what does that mean at a societal level? The Barrack Obama campaign is a perfect example of politicians encouraging citizens’ engagement, and also using social networking sites in such a way that they can get more people involved in their campaign.

Social media is about democratisation, it is about people feeling that they are agents of control in their environment.

What has it done to the education system? It has shifted the education system; instead of teachers being the seat of knowledge and imparting it to students, the internet is a huge receptacle, a huge repository of information, so the teachers’ role has shifted from whereby they impart information and young people regurgitate it, into the role mentors in terms of helping young people to harness social media search, for example, and the collaborative online spaces that they use to complete their homework, their course work, etc.

And the other thing which is so extraordinary is that Barrack Obama has a presence on Facebook, but any guy, for example like Mystery Guitar Man, and if it possible to click on the link to this guy’s site, it’s possible that an average person can have just as much of a presence on a social networking site, and be just as popular, as perhaps one of the most popular men in the world. So that is a dynamic shift in power, and that creates a massive paradigm shift. 

 If we move to the next slide, looking at the wide context, what does this mean? It’s an incredibly powerful shift, and there is a very famous philosopher, Tod Stone, who talked about the next stage in human evolution, and he described it as a cognitive evolution, and that is exactly what social media demonstrates, that whole power for us to evolve and how we think and how we place ourselves in the world.

From a government strategic perspective, people being able to communicate and use such technologies in such a way that they augment their ability to work together, is a key strategic objective; they want active members of the digital economy, so it’s really important that young people are educated in the school environment about how to use these collaborative spaces effectively.

There are economic benefits, and one of the key things that I would like to bring out today is that notion that there are health literacy benefits in terms of, you know, if we are dealing with issues around mental health, social care, those sorts of issues, the social media demonstrates the power that there is for organisations, youth organisations, across the board organisations, to leverage that online community, where all of these young people convene regularly. To leverage that location in such a way that they can deliver their services and be readily accessible, 24/7, to these young people.

And this is an extraordinary capacity and an opportunity for youth organisations. It is also an extraordinary opportunity for youth cards to become the de facto ID identification, and to meet the objectives laid out by the EU and the Council of Europe with respect to the youth card. 

And that’s really the main topic that I’m going to discuss today.

So what does that mean, having a social media strategy? Well having a social media strategy is a key response to the question of how do you get noticed and develop on the web, and get a following on the internet – that is key.

I’ve mentioned the Obama campaign already as a really effective way in which the power of the internet was leveraged. Now what does it mean from a practical point of view of youth card associations within this room?

It means perhaps that a review from a strategic perspective, and to look at perhaps organisational change. And the key messages really are that your brand is not what you say it is; your brand is what the community says it is. 

Big brands like Coca Cola, Proctor and Gamble, have embraced social media; they no longer develop microsites around the campaigns that they have, instead they set up a presence on Facebook or Myspace or Twitter, and in each of the European markets, and wider in the global markets, in each individual market they use the local social networking sites. In that way they extend their reach and their branch, because it makes sense to go where people convene; you don’t create a separate website, you don’t necessarily still send out newsletters.

If you’ve got, for example, in Facebook’s case, 400 million users, where else would a brand be situated, except on Facebook? Why go to all the efforts of branding and marketing extensively and setting up a whole separate website when you can leverage that one that already exists.

So, measuring and understanding your social media strategy is really important – you need to think about how you allocate staff, you need a community manager, and you need to have a social marketing strategy. 

Many of the websites that are out there are only too happy to embrace worthwhile causes, and will have a section of their advertising outlay set aside for initiatives such as the European Youth Card. So that’s something that is worth exploring.

So the tools are free; however the key thing is the time you commit, or the organisation, to your social media strategy, that is the function of the successful social media strategy. There is no point setting up a presence on a social media site and thinking ‘okay, job done.’ You need to drip feed content to your community. You also need to moderate that content, and identify trends and issues of interest. There are a number of free tools that are available to organisations, so that they can measure the sentiment of the conversations that are being discussed in relation to the brand. 

And also create polls so you can generate interest; a poll asking users some questions can generate thousands of people coming to visit the site. 

So you can exponentially see this massive increase in users in terms of brand awareness, brand engagement, and also people becoming brand evangelists, people who will talk about the European Youth Card or whatever services you are offering, in a really positive way. And that is huge.

So in terms of measuring your return in investment, you need to think about the levels of engagement between your brand and young people, the interactions that take place between young people in relation to your brand, and amplification, how far do these people spread your brand name and your brand message amongst their social graph.

Your social graph is the network of friends which is associated with you; my social graph is 2,600 people I think on Twitter; it is 165 on Facebook. So if I evangelise and post messages about the European Youth Card amongst my demographic, then that has a little bit of reach. Of course, my demographic is a little bit older than 26, but, you know, you live in hope!

So the next slide, I’ve put this clock up here. The tools are free to a large degree, but it takes time; it takes a dedicated individual who will spend a couple of hours every day looking at the community areas that you inhabit, where these young people convene, to make sure that conversation stays alive. 

You need to actively look at the assets that you have as youth organisations, creative videos for example, whether you organise concerts or whatever it is that you do. Creating video content is an incredibly powerful way to communicate messages; video content doesn’t have to be of a very high standard; in fact if it looks homemade it may even be more attractive. So look at the assets that you have.
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