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Abstract
Digital youth work is an emerging field of research and practice which seeks to investigate and support youth-centred
digital literacy initiatives. Whilst digital youth work projects have become prominent in Europe in recent years, it has also
become increasingly difficult to examine, capture, and understand their social impact. Currently, there is limited under-
standing of and research on how to measure the social impact of collaborative digital literacy youth projects. This article
presents empirical research which explores the ways digital youth workers perceive and evaluate the social impact of their
work. Twenty semi-structured interviews were carried out in Scotland, United Kingdom, in 2017. All data were coded in
NVivo 10 and analysed using thematic data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Two problems were identified in this study:
(1) limited critical engagement with the social impact evaluation process of digital youth work projects and its outcomes,
and (2) lack of consistent definition of the evaluation process to measure the social impact/value of digital youth work.
Results of the study are examined within a wider scholarly discourse on the evaluation of youth digital participation, dig-
ital literacy, and social impact. It is argued that to progressively work towards a deeper understanding of the social value
(positive and negative) of digital youth engagement and their digital literacy needs, further research and youth worker
evaluation training are required. Recommendations towards these future changes in practice are also addressed.
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1. Introduction

Digital technologies are no longer considered as merely
supplementary educational tools. Rather, they comprise
a deeply embedded element of youth work practices
across Europe (Harvey, 2016). As youth workers aim
to guide, empower, and support young people in their
personal, social, and educational development (Sapin,
2013), digital media has been deployed to enhance com-
munication, self-expression, and advocacy within and
between youth projects (Black, Castro, & Lin, 2015).
Through video, photography, and digital storytelling, par-
ticipatory youth-centred initiatives have provided young
people with opportunities to claim their voices and to

co-create works which reflect their lived experiences (Ito
et al., 2015).

In the light of fast-paced digital advancements of the
21st century, youth-centred organisations report that
measuring and interpreting the social impact of digi-
tal youth has become difficult (Wilson & Grant, 2017).
Whilst information on how to evaluate youth work out-
comes and measure digital literacy are available, there
is limited understanding of how to analyse and inter-
pret the impact of digital youth projects (Mackrill &
Ebsen, 2017).

Digital literacy is defined here as the ability to use in-
formation technology for both information sharing and
information creation practices. It is concerned with how
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young people access and engage with content as well as
the “availability of content appropriate to the needs of
users and opportunities to translate these activities into
beneficial outcomes in everyday life” (Helsper, 2016).
Digital literacy can be described as an evolving process,
where young people access, navigate, examine, and pro-
duce digital media. Thus, the key competencies for dig-
ital literacy can be devised into three principles (Media
Smarts, 2016): (1) use (skills such as technical know-how
and the ability to use computer programs); (2) under-
stand (skills related to critical thinking, contextualisation,
and evaluation of digital media and its social impact);
(3) create (skills related to digital media creation and ef-
fective online communication). In the context of this ar-
ticle, digital literacy youth projects are viewed as out-of-
school and youth-centred projects (young people mean-
ing under the age of 26 years old), where digital media
are utilised and/or examined and/or created.

Both scholars (Livingstone, Mascheroni, & Staksrud,
2015; Mackrill & Ebsen, 2017) and youth practitioners
(Harvey, 2016;Wilson & Grant, 2017) have advocated for
further research into social impact evaluations of the in-
teractions between young people and digital technolo-
gies. In an attempt to address this research gap, this ar-
ticle provides insights about youth workers’ perceptions
regarding social impact and attitudes towards social im-
pact evaluations of digital youthwork in Scotland, United
Kingdom. Social impact is defined in this article 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, relate to another, organ-
ise to meet their needs, and generally cope as members
of society” (Burdge & Vanclay, 1995, p. 59). The key ques-
tions addressed here are: (1) How do digital youth work-
ers perceive and define the social impact of their work?
and (2)What are youth workers’ attitudes towards social
impact evaluation of digital youth work? Data was col-
lected through twenty interviews and the results of this
study were analysed using thematic data analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2006). Based on the data and literature re-
view analysis, it is proposed here that current (externally
governed) evaluation practices (for example, outcomes-
driven surveys) limit digital youth workers’ abilities to
critically examine and provide feedback regarding the im-
pact of digital youth work projects.

2. Digital Youth Work: The Evolving Roles of Youth
Workers

In Europe, youth work is a broad term used to de-
scribe “out-of-school” informal learning initiatives aimed
at young people’s personal development, social integra-
tion, or active citizenship (European Commission, 2018).
A youth worker’s role is to support, enable, and em-
power young people to take active roles in shaping their
society and their futures. Youth work related activities
and project objectives vary from community arts to po-
litical activism. The role of the youth worker is often

crucial when establishing “voluntary relationships with
young people” (Sapin, 2013, p. 3) and assisting them
as they transition into adulthood. Examples of youth
work practice may vary in their form and goals. Examples
of youth work activities include after-school art clubs,
sports groups, multi-agency health clinics, and identity-
specific groups (Sapin, 2013).

In recent years, young people’s transition journeys
into adulthood have become influenced by the emer-
gence of digital technologies (Mills, 2016). Young peo-
ple have been surrounded with novel digital tools to
learn, communicate, and express themselves creatively
(Black et al., 2015). Young citizens of the digital era,
also described as “digital youth” (Erstad, 2012, p. 25),
need the assistance of youth workers, who are contin-
ually exploring “new ways of using digital tools and tech-
nology” (Kiviniemi & Touvimen, 2017, p. 9) with young
people and for young people. Digital youth work eval-
uation has been identified as a key area for develop-
ment by the European Commission’s Digital Youth Work
Experts group in 2018 (European Commission, 2018).
Digital YouthWork Experts’ recommendations state that:

As digital cultures and media are an intrinsic part of
young people’s lives, every youth worker should un-
derstand the importance of digital youth work and
youthworkers be able to address digital issues in their
work. (European Commission, 2018, p. 12)

Youth work environments have the potential to address
young people’s digital literacy needs, which are often
omitted at schools or at home (Harvey, 2016). Outside-
of-school digital projects also provide young people with
opportunities to explore new skills, to “enrich inquiry for
underrepresented groups” (Black et al., 2015) and to de-
ploy digital technologies as tools for self-expression and
empowerment (Black et al., 2015).

Digital youth work, the term mostly used in Europe
(Harvey, 2016; Kiviniemi & Touvimen, 2017), is perceived
as a vital part of youth engagement practices and de-
fined as an area of youth work that implements digital
technologies to enhance outcomes of youth centred ini-
tiatives (Harvey, 2017). Digital youth work’s goals and
ethics are the same as those proposed by traditional
youth work (European Commission, 2018) and there-
fore should not be considered as a separate youth work
method (Harvey, 2016). The central part of the practice is
to focus on young people’s self-development and volun-
tary participation (European Commission, 2018). Digital
youth work might involve either offline or online engage-
ment; digital technologies can be used as “either a tool,
an activity or a content in youth work” (European Com-
mission, 2018). Digital youthworkersmight be employed
on a voluntary or paid basis, and may be experts from
various backgrounds (for example: arts, digital technolo-
gies, or youth work). Examples of digital youth-workmay
include coding clubs (CoderJojo Scoltand, 2018), partici-
patorymedia clubs (Sawhney, 2009), digital campaigning
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and storytelling projects (Stornaiuolo & Thomas, 2017),
or online chat support (LGBT Youth Scotland, 2018).

As digital literacy and creativity are emphasised as
key 21st century skills (van Laar, van Deursen, van Dijk,
& de Haan, 2017) new streams of funding have become
available for youth work organisations to implement dig-
ital technologies in their practice (for example Hyder,
2016; Wilson & Grant, 2017). Whilst external funds en-
able digital literacy and digital inclusion projects’ facili-
tation and innovative youth work solutions, it also cre-
ates a specific set of challenges. Firstly, youth work-
ers’ new and multi-layered roles of nurturing society-
youth/youth-technology relationships is critical and re-
quires “an agile mind-set, being willing to try new things
and learn from both success and failure, and [need to]
be supported to do so” (European Commission, 2018,
p. 7). For young participants to benefit from their expe-
rience, youth workers need to create an environment
which enables critical information sharing, collaboration,
interest-driven learning, and self-expression (Ito et al.,
2013). Secondly, the management and evaluation of digi-
tal youth work projects must be considered.Whilst there
have beenmany successful examples of European digital
youth-work projects (Harvey, 2016), there has also been
evidence of scepticism, “tech-fears”, and digital-literacy
insecurities among those who facilitate and engage with
them (Pawluczuk, Hall, Webster, & Smith, 2018). There
are currently limited resources to provide youth work-
ers with sufficient digital training (Harvey, 2016), project
management, and evaluation resources (European Com-
mission, 2018; Wilson & Grant, 2018).

3. Measuring the Social Impact of Digital Youth Work:
What Are We Looking For?

Discussion of the social value of the digital technolo-
gies in young people’s lives has been examined by both
scholars (Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016; Mills, 2016)
and youth work practitioners (Harvey, 2016; Wilson &
Grant, 2017). The impact data have not only been col-
lected through various disciplinary and methodologi-
cal lenses (Black et al., 2015; Fawcett, Fisher, Bishop,
& Magassa, 2013; Koh, 2013) but has emphasised dif-
ferent aspects of technology used by young people,
such as communication (Buccieri & Molleson, 2015), in-
formal learning (Erstad, 2012), information behaviour
(Koh, 2013), identity development (Boyd, 2014), and on-
line safety (Ashktorab & Vitak, 2016). Externally funded
youth projects and organisations are required to col-
lect and analyse data to prove that their work is hav-
ing a positive impact to continue receive future funding.
In the context of the traditional/non-digital youth work
projects, youth participation (Cooper, 2018) and youth
empowerment frameworks (Walker, 2007) have been
proposed as effective tools to analyse the value of the
projects. However, in recent years, dynamic and multi-
faced digital youth-centred initiatives have become in-
creasingly difficult to evaluate. Currently, it is unclear as

to what counts as evidence of positive impact of digital
youth work projects (Wilson & Grant, 2017). The uncer-
tainty linked to the definition of impact of digital youth
projects has been highlighted by youth workers in the
United Kingdom:

What is the threshold for a young person to be classed
as digitally literate? What does success look like and
once again is this the correct aspiration? Are digital
skills an outcome in themselves or purely a means to
an end, a process by which to gain other skills or qual-
ities and ultimately, long-term improvements in well-
being? (Wilson & Grant, 2017, p. 57)

To analyse and evaluate the digital skills essential in
the 21st century, scholars propose theoretical frame-
works examiningmedia and information literacy (Wilson,
2012), basic digital skills (Van Deursen, Helsper, & Eynon,
2014), digital competency (Lang, Shang, & Vragov, 2009),
digital literacy (Reynolds, 2016), and digital citizenship
(Collier, 2016).

However, the terms digital skills and digital literacy
change meaning according to learning context or geo-
graphical location. In 2017, G20 policymakers (a group of
finance ministers and central bank governors from 19 of
the world’s largest economies and the European Union)
argued that it is essential not to introduce a univer-
sal indicator to measure digital literacy, but instead im-
plement a “standardized, multidimensional [set of mea-
sures] of digital literacy” (Chetty et al., 2018).

The uncertainty surrounding the value of digital liter-
acy is also noted in the digital youth work context. While
basic digital skills are continuously developing, it has be-
come increasingly challenging to classify a young person
as a “digital literate” (Wilson & Grant, p. 57). Basic dig-
ital skills framework is designed to primarily “capture
the more tangible and objective quantitative elements
of digital skills development”, and thus, does not provide
other elements of youth development journey. More-
over, as outcomes of media-rich informal learning envi-
ronments are often “rich in contributions to social and
emotional development, to identity and motivation, to
developing skills of collaboration and mutual support”,
the analysis of their social value might require use of
complementary and long-term approaches to evaluation
(Lemke, Lecusay, Cole, & Michalchik, 2015, p. 5).

4. Methodology

The Qualitative data was collected from twenty semi-
structured interviews and a focus group with digital
youth work practitioners based in the United Kingdom
and conducted in mid-2017. The purpose of the inter-
views and the focus groupwas to elicit, and gain a deeper
understanding of, youth digital workers’ perceptions of
their practices, and to examine the social impact evalua-
tion methods used to measure its impact. Two key ques-
tions guided the structure of the data collection: How do
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youth digital workers define and measure the social im-
pact of their work? And what are their attitudes towards
social impact evaluations of digital youth work?

4.1. Study Participants

The research participants were primarily recruited
through the Scottish Digital Youth Work Network. The
aim of the Scottish Digital Youth Work network is to con-
nect those practitioners who use digital tools and online
spaces in their work with young people and to exchange
and develop good practice models, both in Scotland and
internationally (Youth Link Scotland, 2017). Information
about the study was also shared online and via social me-
dia.Whilst themajority the interviews took place face-to-
face, two were facilitated via Skype. Nineteen of the re-
search subjects were based in Scotland and one worked
in England. Gender distribution was 60 percent males
and 40 percent females. While all the interviewees were
aged 25 years and older, nearly half (9) of the partici-
pants were aged between 35 and 44. Other age groups
participating in the interviewswere as follows: six partici-
pants aged 25–34, four participants aged 35–44, and one

in the 55–64 age bracket. In the reporting data, all par-
ticipants have been anonymised. Due to the small sam-
ple size and its geographical location (Scotland, United
Kingdom), cautionmust be applied, as findingsmight not
be transferable to other countries.

At the time of the study, most of the participants (16)
had five or more years of experience with implementing
digital technologies in youth work. Among the most ex-
perienced participants were those with over 10 years of
knowledge of the use of digital technologies in the youth
engagement context. Only four of the practitioners inter-
viewed had begun to implement digital technologies into
their youth engagement work within the last five years.
The typology of digital activities associated with inter-
views is illustrated in Table 1. Digital Storytelling defined
here as “employment of story and digital technologies
for personal expression” (Alrutz, 2015, p. 2) was a pre-
dominant theme in the interviews. Fifteen participants
defined their projects as digital storytelling projects. The
second most common digital youth activities among par-
ticipants included Digital Arts (graphic design, animation,
sound design) andMedia Production (video, film produc-
tion). The least declared types included two game design

Table 1. Study participant’s subset data and digital youth projects categories, as coded by the authors of this article.

Name Years of experience of
using digital technologies
in youth projects

Types of digital youth projects

Digital Digital Media Social Coding Game Digital
Arts Storytelling Production Media Design Literacy

Alex 5–10 ✓
Alison 0–5 ✓ ✓
Andy 0–5 ✓ ✓
Blake 10+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Carla 5–10 ✓
Chris 5–10 ✓ ✓
Debbie 10+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Gabriel 10+ ✓ ✓ ✓
Jamie 5–10 ✓ ✓
Jo 10+ ✓ ✓
Janek 5–10 ✓ ✓
Karel 5–10 ✓ ✓
Kyle 0–5 ✓ ✓
Martin 5–10 ✓
Marta 10+ ✓
Max 10+ ✓ ✓
Rowan 5–10 ✓ ✓
Ryan 0–5 ✓ ✓
Sam 5–10 ✓ ✓
Sandy 5–10 ✓ ✓
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projects and three digital literacy projects. Digital youth
workers’ roles varied from direct digital learning deliv-
ery (the use of digital video, animation or sound design
in youth-centred contexts) to overseeing digital literacy
projects delivery (where young people’s understanding
of digital media is explored).

5. Data Analysis

5.1. Narrative 1: Emphasising the Positive Social
Impacts of Digital Youth Work

Digital youth workers were invited to share their percep-
tions and definitions of the social impact of digital youth
work initiatives. An on-going narrative focused on em-
powerment, engagement, and learning emerged from
all twenty conversations. Whilst discussing the impor-
tance of their work, many of the digital youth workers re-
peatedly referred to so-called “soft skills”—such as con-
fidence and a sense of pride—as indicators of project
success. Alex noted that, “confidence is one that we
quite often associate with the arts, and [becoming] con-
fident to express yourself”. Digital youth projects were
also described as enhancing social skills and facilitating
relationship-building. Chris stated that:

I’ll only see people for a few hours, and what’s been
really lovely to see is a combination of instant relation-
ships, that happen through the fact that they all know
Minecraft, and they get chatting really quickly.

Digital youth workers believed that these technological
developments have had a mainly positive impact on so-
cial inclusion, youth work related power dynamics, and
participation amongst young people. Sam indicated that
digital technologies provide opportunities for equal di-
alogue and enhanced collaboration with young partic-
ipants: “Digital lets us change the way we work with
young people, but also changes the amount of influ-
ence...young people have over us”.

Despite this agreement that social impact is primar-
ily positive, some argued that there is a problematic ten-
dency in the field to focus solely on positive results dur-
ing the evaluation process. Fifteen out of twenty digi-
tal youth workers believed that social impact evaluation
is mainly concerned with “giving the funders what they
want” (Carla). Thus, if “funders want to see the positive
outcome” (Chris), it is a common practice to overempha-
sise, or even fabricate, a project’s positive impact evi-
dence. Gabriel added that, “If you build your evaluation
around improved self-worth then there’s at least an un-
conscious impulse to not record when a young person is
disappearing down a hole.”

To successfully apply, receive, and justify funding,
youth work organisations in the United Kingdom are re-
quired to either propose a set of project outcomes or
adopt existing ones from a funding body. This is often
viewed as a technocratic and overly controlling approach

to social impact analysis and was repeatedly referred to
as a source of frustration:

You apply for some funding and that funding has cer-
tain things you have to achieve in it so you then tai-
lor your project to meet those needs. You hope that
it’s about meeting the individual needs and being flex-
ible to the young people that you end upworkingwith
but ultimately you have to then match the goals that
you’ve said youwould reachwhich is always a little bit
frustrating. (Chris)

This problematic relationship with the project funders
with regards to social impact evaluation was consistently
highlighted across all interviews.

5.2. Narrative 2: The Digital Element of Youth Work

The results also provided evidence that the definition of
the term “digital” varies significantly in the digital youth
sector. As the use of technology is an expectation in
youth work, some youth projects tick “the digital box”
without providing young people with a meaningful expe-
rience. For example, Carla indicated that:

A lot of youth projects just maybe provide an X-box
or a computer and let the young people loose on it.
They wouldn’t really be doing any dedicated work to
develop the young peoples’ skills on it, but they sort
of feel they’ve ticked a digital box because they’ve just
got an X-box sitting in the corner.

Carla additionally suggested that often digital technolo-
gies are solely used for communication between work-
ers and young people, and therefore might not be
adding “anything innovative and exciting” to projects.
Whilst funding for digital youth participation has become
more common in the United Kingdom, many projects
are thought to add “digital elements” that aren’t value-
added to their applications. Rowan, for example, de-
scribed the “the digital bit” as a poorly defined element
among digital youth workers. He complained that the
digital element is often treated as “a marginalised lump
rather than this thing that kind of goes in between every-
thing we do.” Further, he discussed the lack of context
formany of the digital youth initiatives: “I just got that im-
pression that [youth organisations] bought kit—they got
some kit—and they’ll give you some random training.”

5.3. Narrative 3: Social Impact of Digital Youth Work
Can Be Seen, But It Is Hard to Evidence

Digital youth workers described social impact evaluation
as a form of transformation, which they personally wit-
ness. Alison claimed that, in her work, it is about “being
able to see it [social impact] as opposed to evaluate it”.
These notions of feeling, or sensing, social impact dur-
ing youth digital projects were highlighted bymost of the
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participants. Due to the dynamic nature of this transfor-
mation, it was indicated that the formal process of im-
pact assessment—where data is collected and shared—
is an ineffective means of evaluation. Social impact eval-
uation was also perceived as “boring”, or the final—and
least exciting—part of youth projects. Study participants
complained about the use of traditional project feedback
surveys, “because kids don’t want to fill out forms, [and]
workers don’t want to fill out forms with kids. So, you
know, you think ‘who are we really doing this for?’”

The results of this study indicate that social impact
assessment is a time-consuming process, and for it to be
facilitated effectively, more time needs to be allocated
to assessment, both during the project as well as after
its completion. Rowan stated that, “If you are a tutor on
your own and you are meant to be just teaching digital
media or performance, or whatever, you’re like oh that’s
half of your workshop gone, you know”. The time pres-
sures in addition to the under-staffed nature of the eval-
uation process were further discussed by Chris:

I’m Project Co-ordinator as well as running the work-
shops and I’m doing the evaluation. The people who
commissioned me to do it are basically saying well
you’re going to be there anyway so you might as well
do all those things. I’m like yes, but I can’t lead a
workshop and takemillions of photographs and spend
twenty minutes signing people in and logging all their
information, and the data that you need and captur-
ing their feedback and actually getting some valuable
delivery out of it.

Finally, fifteen out of twenty youth workers asserted that
social impact evaluation should be primarily perceived
as a learning process. It was agreed that the purpose of
social impact assessment is to know if they provided a
worthwhile experience for the participants, and to learn
whether—and in what ways—their current digital youth
practice could improve. However, it was also believed
that due to the funders’ expectations and tight deadlines,
the evaluation process is frequently underused, at least
in the context of organisational or youth learning. Blake
complained that, “I filled in a smiley face to a frowny face
it normally goes somewhere and it gets correlated and
I don’t ever hear back about it.” Too often, organisations
are forced to deliver “cookie cutter kind of programmes
and make everyone fit into them” (Alison). Blake indi-
cated that funders are too detached from youth projects
to be able to fully comprehend theproject’s progress, and,
consequently, its social impact. The conflict of interests
between funders and workers creates problems relating
to inconsistent understandings and perceptions of what
matters during the evaluation, both for youth practition-
ers and young people. Jane admitted that, “it’s not very
often that an obvious benefit or gain for the young person
while being part of an evaluation. And I don’t think any-
body’s really got that cracked yet. Because I think that’s
probably the hardest bit of youth participation.”

6. Discussion

Digital youth workers struggle to define and evaluate the
digital element of their youth work practice and are un-
der pressure to provide primarily positive evaluation re-
sults of their projects. Two distinctive themes were iden-
tified in this study: (1) limited critical engagement with
the social impact evaluation process of digital youthwork
projects and its outcomes, and (2) lack of consistent defi-
nition of the evaluation process to measure the social of
digital youth work.

6.1. Limited Critical Engagement with the Social Impact
Evaluation Process of Digital Youth Work Projects and
Its Outcomes

In alignment with existing research (Mackrill & Ebsen,
2017; Wilson & Grant, 2017), this study indicates that
youth workers have limited opportunities to critically en-
gage with the social impact evaluation of digital youth.
Social impact evaluation is viewed as a time consum-
ing administrative process (Bossen, Dindler, & Iversen,
2016), which primarily serves to fulfil digital youth work
funding criteria. Youthworkers are aware of and consider
the following theoretical concepts in their work: digital
literacy (Covello, 2010), basic digital skills (Mcgillivray,
Jenkins, & Mamattah, 2017), and digital competency
(Gutiérrez & Tyner, 2012). However, they also argue that
practical implications of such theoretical concepts have
limitations (Harvey, 2016; Wilson & Grant, 2017). It is
thus apparent that “standard methods of digital skills
measurement are not always appropriate and may not
capture the varied types of [young people’s] progression”
(Wilson & Grant, 2018, p. 4). The results of this article
also indicate that compulsory application of pre-agreed
outcomes, technocratic formats, or frameworks in digi-
tal youth work evaluation might lead to fabricated eval-
uation results. Likewise, existing scholarly analysis on
youth workers’ practices in the United Kingdom shows
that digital youth workers view social impact evaluation
primarily as a process to sustain organisational funding.
St Croix defines the above problem as “[youth work eval-
uation] impact regimes” where “competition between
providers [of youth work] for an ever-diminishing fund-
ing pot means that everybody must be an impact enthu-
siast” (2018, p. 431). It can thus be suggested that the
lack of critical engagement with evaluation and measur-
ing “only what they [digital youth workers] would like to
be there” (Merli, 2002, p. 115), may result in limited (if
not false) interpretations and understandings of young
people’s digital literacy needs, aspirations, and their as-
sociated social impacts. Scholars emphasise that a lack of
young people’s meaningful participation or/and critical
engagement in youth-centred project design and its eval-
uation is both unethical and disempowering (for exam-
ple Checkoway & Richards-Schuster, 2005; Cooper, 2018;
Gawler, 2005). Cooper states that an evaluation makes
little sense unless it is understood as part of a learning
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process” (2018, p. 102). Gawler argues that “if the in-
formation gathering will not directly benefit the children
and adolescent involved or their community the evalua-
tion process should not proceed” (2005, p. 3).

6.2. Lack of Consistent Definition of the Evaluation
Process to Measure the Social of Digital Youth Work

The results of this study correlate with previous ones
which assert that examining the social value of the lat-
est digital developments has become increasingly diffi-
cult, both for researchers (Mackrill & Ebsen, 2017) and
youthworkers (Kiviniemi& Tuominen, 2017). It is evident
that traditional youth work, defined as a fast-changing
practice of “continuous analysis, choice, judgment deci-
sionmaking” (Batsleer & Davies, 2010, p. 5), has become
more complex due to the expansions and impressiveness
of the digital age. Subsequently, workers struggle to de-
fine and articulate the possible social impacts of the dig-
ital side of their youth projects (Wilson & Grant, 2017).

The lack of a consistent definition of the evalua-
tion process for measuring the social of digital youth
work presented here was also documented by Wilson
and Grant:

What is the threshold for a young person to be classed
as digitally literate? What does success look like and
once again is this the correct aspiration? Are digital
skills an outcome in themselves or purely a means to
an end, a process by which to gain other skills or qual-
ities and ultimately, long-term improvements in well-
being? (2017, p. 57)

Current findings support the idea of “standardized,multi-
dimensional [set of measures] of digital literacy” (Chetty
et al., 2018) to improve the analysis of digital literacy
projects. However, it is also evident that the interactive,
multi-layered, and unpredictable nature of digital youth
projects often leave project facilitators unable to de-
cide which youth developmental contexts of their work
should be evaluated (Lemke et al., 2015).

7. Recommendations

To address the digital literacy needs of the 21st century,
it is essential to gain a critical and holistic understand-
ing of young people’s digital literacy needs. Digital youth
work environments offer young people environments
where both their personal development and digital liter-
acy can be explored. The outcomes of digital youth work
projects could provide youth workers, researchers, and
policy makers with important findings about young peo-
ple’s digital needs and aspirations. However, youth work-
ers need to be provided with appropriate support, train-
ing, and tools for social impact evaluation of digital youth
work (Harvey, 2016).

At present, more research is needed to understand
both the social impact of digital youth work and its as-

sessment. To analyse the vast range of social impacts
that can occur during digital youth work projects, re-
searchers should look beyond their disciplines to facili-
tate cross-disciplinary solutions and analysis of themulti-
modal human experience of digital projects participation.
Although creative and participatory tools are currently
available to measure youth development (Flores, 2007),
social impact (McCabe & Horsley, 2008), and digital skills
(Mcgillivray et al., 2017), there is a need for further re-
search linking these to problematic areas in order to pro-
vide digital youth practitionerswith guidance and a set of
practical assessment tools. Examples of digital tools and
applications (such as the use of video recordings docu-
mentation and digital games performance-based assess-
ment) have already been tested in an informal educa-
tion setting (Lemke et al., 2015); thus an up-to-date com-
parative analysis of such studies and their effectiveness
would be beneficial for further research in this area.

To improve the quality of social impact and its evalu-
ation of digital youth work, a review of currently used
methods should be carried out. An analysis of digital
youth work funder’s evaluation criteria in relation to
the previously documented phenomena of “target cul-
ture” in youth work in the United Kingdom (Cooper,
2018, p. 42) could also provide useful insights. Further-
more, a study of the existing power dynamics between
digital youth workers, and their impact on the validity
of the evaluation outcomes, could result in vital contri-
butions to both research and digital youth work prac-
tice applications.

The importance of youth participation in the design
and social impact evaluation should not be underesti-
mated in the context of digital literacy youth projects.
Participatory youth-centred approaches to digital liter-
acy projects design and its assessment may not only pro-
vide reliable evaluation data, but may reveal unique in-
sights about young people’s digital literacy needs and as-
pirations (Pawluczuk et al., 2018).

The analysis presented in this article suggests that
digital youth workers should be provided with a degree
of flexibility and freedom when analysing the social im-
pact of their work. Funding organisations ought to “move
beyond narrowly conceived ideas of performance mea-
surement and target setting” (Belfiore & Bennett, 2007,
p. 32). As Thomas and Percy-Smith argue, youth project
workers should be encouraged not merely to examine
their “success and failure”, nor to ask whether or not
a project “got participation right”, but to think reflec-
tively about the journey and the process (Percy-Smith &
Thomas, 2009, p. 32). To understand the impact of dig-
ital youth work, it is essential not to “romanticize” the
emancipating qualities of the digital world (Buckingham,
2008), but to encourage social impact evaluation as a
critical process, encompassing positive and negative out-
comes and associated challenges.

Finally, it is vital to note that the roles of digital youth
workers have yet been largely unexamined by schol-
arly literature. More research is required to understand
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this emerging field of research and youth work practice.
As stated by Kiilakoskl, “to define who we are [as digi-
tal youth workers], what we do and why we do it has
never before more critical” (2017, p. 19). Thus, research
collaborations to further examine social impact evalua-
tion of digital youth might consider examining multiple-
stakeholders’ perspectives, including young people, digi-
tal youth workers, funding organisations, policy makers,
and researchers.

8. Conclusion

This article presents empirical research examining youth
workers’ perceptions and experiences of social impact
evaluation of digital youth work in the United Kingdom.
Through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of
twenty semi-structured interviews, two problems were
identified: (1) limited critical engagement with the social
impact evaluation process of digital youth work projects
and its outcomes, and (2) lack of consistent definition of
the evaluation process to measure the value of digital
youth work. Results of the study were examined within
a wider scholarly discourse including the evaluation of
youth digital participation, digital literacy, and social im-
pact. The evidence presented here suggests that further
research and youth worker evaluation training are re-
quired to obtain a holistic understanding of understand-
ing of the social impact (positive and negative) of digi-
tal youth engagement and young people’s digital needs.
The analysis presented here adds to the growing body
of literature on digital youth (Black et al., 2015), digital
youth evaluation (Lemke et al., 2015), and digital liter-
acy measurement (Covello, 2010; Helsper, 2016). Finally,
this study sheds light on the importance of the emerging
roles of digital youth workers and may provide basis for
future scholarly investigations in this area.
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