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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

WHEN IDEALS MEET PRACTICES: HOW DUTCH WEBSITES  
TARGET CIVIC ISSUES AND ACTIVITIES AT YOUTH 

 
 

A less extensive journal version of this chapter was published in Dutch in: Jaarboek 
kennissamenleving 2008 (pp. 222-49). Amsterdam: Aksant. 
 
Introduction 
Can the internet promote young people’s civic engagement and participation? Op-
timistic discussions of this question are often speculative by nature or based on 
case studies that claim to display how particular sites are exploited in civic ways 
(e.g., Graham, 2009). These discussions, however, are hardly based on an empirical 
understanding of specific and divergent ways in which sites generally target civic 
issues and activities at youth (cf. Bennett & Xenos, 2007; Gerodimos & Ward, 2007; 
Hirzalla, 2007; Montgomery, Gottlieb-Robles & Larson, 2004). This chapter aims to 
further such an understanding in the Dutch context by two explorative studies. 
 First, a qualitative study of the characteristics of 50 websites demonstrates 
how the selected sites addressed the importance of their issues, how the sites ad-
dressed online and offline activities, and the forms and structures in which the 
sites’ contents were embedded. A second study of in-depth interviews with the 
producers of 15 websites demonstrates how the selected producers reflected on 
their target group (youth), goals and institutional context. These interviews pro-
vide potential explanations of how sites target civic issues and activities at youth. 
The specific combination of the two studies is designed to generate new insights 
into how producers’ perspectives and working routines (investigated in study 2) 
may and may not translate into content online with an apparent civic potential (in-
vestigated in study 1). 

The results of the two studies will first be presented in two separate sections. 
A number of cross-cutting findings and overall implications will subsequently be 
discussed in the final section of this chapter. In the next two sections, however, I 
begin with a brief review of the literature about the internet’s civic potential in 
young people’s life and a detailed discussion of my methodology. 
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The internet’s civic potential 
The dimensions of democratic citizenship in general and among youth in particu-
lar are specified and evaluated in an ever-growing body of literature (CivicWeb, 
2007). Two theoretical constructs are particularly salient in current literature: ‘social 
capital’ (Putnam, 2000) and ‘public sphere’ (Habermas, 1962/1989) (cf. Chadwick, 
2006). Based on these notions, studies about democratic citizenship have relied on 
a wide variety of normative definitions of what ‘civic’ (or ‘political’) means, rang-
ing from voting and demonstrating to ‘political consumerism’ and engaging in 
public discussions (cf. Norris, 2003a; Putnam, 1992; Van Deth, 2008). 

Young people appear especially disengaged from the ‘formal’ (‘electoral’; 
‘traditional’) political dimension of citizenship. Inquiries have indicated, for in-
stance, that youth vote less than older people, that their trust in politicians is mi-
nimal, and that their knowledge of political facts is inadequate (e.g., Delli Carpini, 
2000; Nuus, 2002). A growing number of researchers, however, claim that un-
institutionalized and ‘extra-parliamentarian’ civic activities – such as helping 
neighbors and wearing a campaign badge – must be taken into account to achieve 
a full scale evaluation of youth’s alleged ‘apathy’. Studies that use such wider defi-
nitions of the civic sphere generally arrive at less sombre conclusions about youth’s 
civic engagement and participation (Coleman & Rowe, 2005; Dahlgren, 2003; Whit-
ing & Harper, 2003). 
 Divergent conclusions are also drawn about the internet’s role in youth’s civ-
ic life (cf. Chadwick, 2006; Norris, 2001). Some scholars maintain that the internet is 
mainly exploited for lifestyle and entertainment purposes (gaming, chatting, mu-
sic, movies), or that internet use can produce social isolation and depression (e.g., 
Putnam, 2000). Other scholars stress that the internet can be used for ‘e-democracy’ 
(Wilhelm, 2000), civic education (Dahlgren, 2007), spreading information and 
news, activism (Dahlberg & Siapera, 2007), public debate (Brants, 2005; Graham, 
2009; Witschge, 2007), and social networks (Horrigan, 2001). The more optimistic 
accounts are more generally based on young people’s experience with and appeal 
to using the internet, and the characteristics of the internet itself as a quick, flexible, 
accessible, heterogeneous, anonymous (or pseudonymous) and interactive infor-
mation sharing platform (e.g., Coleman & Gøtze, 2001; Dahlberg, 2001a, 2001b; 
Eriksen & Weigård, 2003). 
 Much optimism about the internet’s civic potential to date, however, is spe-
culative or based on anecdotal data or case studies about the usage and characteris-
tics (and, to a lesser extent, reception and production) of some specific sites (e.g., 
Graham, 2009; Livingstone, 2007; Van Summeren, 2007; Witschge, 2007; Van Zoo-
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nen, Müller, Alinejad, Dekker, Duits et al., 2007). There are hardly any broad ex-
plorations available of how sites target civic issues and activities at youth. Such ex-
plorations are particularly useful for a more empirically grounded and context-
specific evaluation of the internet’s civic potential (Hirzalla, 2007). Furthermore, 
variations in how issues and activities are targeted at youth pose potential chal-
lenges to any enthusiasm about the web’s civic potential that is based on the pre-
sumption that the internet is loaded with information and online activities, and 
that it ‘therefore’ can solve the ‘crisis’ in youth’s civic life. For it is not only relevant 
whether information and online activities are available, but also how they are pre-
sented (e.g., Livingstone, 2007; Loader, 2007; Montgomery et al., 2004). For exam-
ple, how do sites address issues?; are topics mentioned or are they also explained?; 
are users encouraged to participate, and, if so, how? Such questions are particular-
ly relevant in regard to young people’s ‘civic dispositions’. The web may provide a 
multitude of widely accessible civic possibilities to youth, but whether youth (par-
ticularly not-already-engaged youth) are able and willing to take up these possibil-
ities is likely to depend at least partly on how issues and activities are addressed 
on sites (ibid.). 
 Montgomery et al. (2004) were, therefore, one of the first who developed an 
‘online civic geography’. Based on ‘thick descriptions’ of American sites, they pro-
duced some critical notes (‘“brochureware” sites are relatively common, [but] do 
not expand “opportunity” beyond real-world limitations’; p. 106) and many opti-
mistic conclusions, such as:  

 
No longer do the media dictate the ‘truth’ to us (…); we now have the opportunity to 
talk back, to inform others, to share our stories and offer our own interpretations of 
the news and events that affect all of us. (…) Online polls and questionnaires invite 
youth to register their opinions, and websites use them as one way to increase youth 
involvement and youth-generated content. (…) Almost a third of the websites we 
surveyed provide opportunities for visitors to submit essays, articles, reviews, op-
eds, poetry or art work to the site (p. 125). 

 
In this chapter, I follow the lead of Montgomery et al. (ibid.), but I analyze more 
specific issues in two consecutive studies. First, by an investigation of the characte-
ristics of 50 sites, I explore variations in the apparent potentials of the sites’ contents 
to convince youth of the importance of the issues addressed (i.e., ‘engaging’ 
youth), and to mobilize youth into online and offline activities (i.e., ‘activating’ 
youth). Second, based on in-depth interviews with producers of 15 sites, I explore 
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possible production influences (i.e., producers’ understandings of their target group, 
goals and institutional circumstances) on how sites target civic issues and activities 
at youth.14  
 Both studies are designed to produce new knowledge about the web’s civic 
potential in the Dutch context specifically. To date, explorations of sites’ contents 
and production have focused on mapping the American and British civic webs 
(e.g., Bennett & Xenos, 2007; Montgomery et al., 2004). Furthermore, extant re-
search has especially neglected possible production processes behind eventual 
products online (cf. Olsson, 2008). Hence, the specific combination of my two stu-
dies potentially generates unique insights into how producers’ perspectives and 
working routines (investigated in my second study) may and may not translate in-
to content online with an apparent potential to engage and activate Dutch youth 
(investigated in my first study). The more specific goals and design of both studies 
are clarified in the next section. 
 
Method 
 
Samples 
Table 3.1 below provides an overview of the samples for study 1 and 2. The sample 
for study 1 (about sites’ characteristics) consists of 50 Dutch sites subdivided in 8 
categories, each one including sites that shared a purpose or a background.15 The 
sample for study 2 (about sites’ producers) consists of interviews with the produc-
ers of 15 sites. A full and more specific overview of the 50 sites and 15 interviews 
can be found in appendix 3.1. 

Study 1 is not based on a ‘representative’ sample of randomly selected sites; 
such a sample is neither possible in nor the goal of qualitative analyses of web con-
tents (Montgomery et al., 2004). Instead, I used two main criteria to compose a 
broad and diverse sample of sites. The first criterion is youthfulness. The selected 
sites were almost all aimed specifically at youth. Only 2 sites also had other age 
groups as their target group.16 The second criterion is civicness. Study 1 is aimed at 
evaluating civicness online, and it does so on sites with content (in regard to what 
a site is about, and what it enables) that shows a crude civic potential. The 8 web-
site categories distinguished cover much of online content with what can be consi-
dered a crude civic potential (cf. Chadwick, 2006; Loader, 2007; Montgomery et al., 
2004). 
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Table 3.1: Sample of websites and producers 
 
Category Description  Number  
1. Political party  
activism 

Sites of Dutch youth departments of major political 
parties. 

6 (1)* 

2. Political activities Sites of non-party NGOs that organize or facilitate 
activities about political issues, varying from public 
debates to a vote advice application.  

8 (3) 

3. Online  
self-expression 

Sites that contain forums for discussion, self-
profiling pages for social networking, and/or arti-
cles sent in by users. The content of these sites is 
mainly generated by users. 

7 (2) 

4. Social activism Sites of NGOs that aim to promote popular en-
gagement with a particular socio-political issue, 
such as the environment or human rights. 

6 (2) 

5. Specific  
communities 

Sites aimed at addressing the interests of people 
who share a certain background, such as an ethnic-
ity, religion, city of residence, or occupation. 

6 

6. Norms and values Sites made by NGOs or the Dutch government 
about ‘good’ norms and values, such as tolerating 
people of a different ethnic background, and being 
willing to help others. 

6 (3) 

7. News  Sites with news articles about social issues, politics 
and entertainment. 

4 (2) 

8. Portals Sites that function as information gateways, mostly 
by providing categorized hyperlinks to other sites. 

7 (2) 

*First figure represents the number of sites analyzed for study 1. Second figure (between 
parentheses) represents the number of sites’ producers interviewed for study 2. 
 
Study 2 draws from the sample of study 1, and is thus based on the same selection 
criteria. In order to collect a broad and diverse set of interview data, I attempted to 
interview producers of sites from the different website categories. There were also 
additional differences between the organizations of the interviewed producers: 
some organizations had their site as their core business (e.g., Spunk.nl), while oth-
ers also pursued goals offline (e.g., Jeugdraad.nl); some organizations were subsi-
dized (e.g., Islamwijzer.nl), while others (also) had an income of their own (e.g., 
Maroc.nl); and, the workforce of some organizations consisted of volunteers (e.g., 
Deadline.nl), while other organizations (also) had paid co-workers (e.g., Stemwijz-
er.nl). The selected interviewees were mostly 25 years old or older, most of them 
are women, and they were all highly educated (mostly in marketing studies, jour-
nalism or social studies). Most of them had been working for one year or longer at 
the organization of their website. 
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Study 1: Characteristics 
The first study addresses the characteristics of the selected 50 sites in terms of 
(written) content, form and structure. In regard to content, I first analyzed how the 
sites might promote civic engagement. As ‘a subjective state of interest, investment 
or commitment’ (CivicWeb, 2005, p. 10), civic engagement is, among other things, 
rooted in and reflected by convictions that issues are important. I therefore ex-
plored how the sites addressed the importance of their issues. I specifically focused 
on how and whether the sites explained the meaning of terms used to discuss an 
issue (i.e., what an issue is), and whether the sites contained arguments about the 
context in which the importance of an issue can become apparent (i.e., why an is-
sue is important). Second, I analyzed how the websites might induce participation 
– i.e., ‘objective actions of various kinds (including “speech”)’ (ibid.). I investigated, 
more specifically, whether and how the content of the sites enabled or promoted 
forms of online participation, and promoted or announced offline activities.  
 I additionally explored the form and structure characteristics of the selected 
sites. These analyses provide descriptions of the visual and structural frameworks 
in which the contents were embedded. First, the form characteristics include mode 
of address and layout. Mode of address, as defined here, refers to the style in 
which the addresser communicates with the addressee, particularly whether this 
style addresses youth directly (e.g., ‘you are’) or refers to youth indirectly (e.g., 
‘youth are’), and whether this style is colloquial (spoken language with terms pop-
ular under youth; cf. Appel, 1999) or formal (based on official grammar and spel-
ling). Layout, as defined here, refers to how the sites were visually constructed in 
terms of colors use, color contrasts, the number and quality of images, and the 
amount of visual signification in relation to the amount of written text. Second, 
structure characteristics represent the organization of a site in terms of layers and 
hyperlinks. Layers form the hierarchical composition of a site’s content. A website 
typically includes a home page on a first layer, with other content on other layers. 
Hyperlinks within a site connect the different parts of content to each other, and 
thereby determine the layer on which a part of content is formally located. Layers 
and hyperlinks together thus form the structure that users can navigate to view or 
use content on different parts of a site. 
 The selected sites’ content, form and structure were analyzed in March and 
April 2007. The analyses were aided by an online template with which the content, 
form and structure of each website in the sample were qualitatively described (see 
full version of the template in appendix 3.2).17 This procedure enabled a focused 
comparison between the selected 50 sites, and identification of trends, variations 
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and exceptions in regard to content, form and structure. I will discuss the results of 
these analyses for the sample as a whole, and for each category of sites separately. 
 
Study 2: Production 
I conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with the people most involved 
with administering 15 sites. These interviews were used to investigate discursive 
variations in how the producers conceptualized their target group (specifically 
youth), goals and institutional context.18 Said more specifically, this investigation 
was aimed at generating data about how the producers construed the characteris-
tics of the target group at which their policies were aimed (conceptualizations of 
target group); what the producers tried to achieve with the policies they devised in 
general and their website in particular (conceptualizations of goals); and how the 
producers experienced the possibilities and limitations they had in their daily 
working routines in regard to managing their website (conceptualizations of insti-
tutional context). This data combined can potentially provide valuable insights into 
the main concern of study 2, namely, possible production influences on how sites 
target youth.  

An open interview schedule was used to produce a broad and situated un-
derstanding of producers’ views on their target group, goals and institutional con-
text. The interviews were conducted in the period between April 2007 and April 
2008, and lasted between 45 minutes and two hours. All interviews were audio 
taped and transcribed. The transcriptions were subsequently analyzed through an 
open coding method. Diversities and similarities within and between interviews 
were identified and categorized thematically through the constant comparison me-
thod (CCM) (Boeije, 2002). I discuss the findings about these diversities and simi-
larities in regard to the three issues under my attention - respectively: youth, goals 
and institutional context – while differentiating between producers whenever 
possible and relevant. 
 
Results of study 1: Characteristics 
 
Engagement 
Only some sites in the sample contained written text about the importance of is-
sues. Such text mostly construed issue importance, as I will illustrate below, in the 
form of socio-political ideals, varying from setting up a youth council to improving 
the image of one’s neighborhood. Why and in what context such ideals are desira-
ble in the first place was hardly discussed on most of the sites in the sample. 
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 Text about issue importance was mainly communicated on sites of youth de-
partments of political parties (these are sites in category 1; see table 3.1 above and 
appendix 3.1), sites of NGOs that organize activities about political issues (c219), 
sites about social activism (c4), and sites about norms and values (c6).  
 Youth departments of political parties (c1) discussed the importance of their 
organization, successes, activities, and viewpoints. They consistently did so while 
emphasizing their ‘independence’ from their parent party, as illustrated in the ex-
cerpt below that was taken from the site of the Young Socialists.  
 

The Young Socialists (YS) are the independent youth organization of the Labor Par-
ty. With 1300 members, the YS are an important club in the Labor Party that defends 
the interests of youth, and we are also successful in doing so on a regular basis. For 
example, we arranged that BNN is still out there on the television and that a lot of 
youth are elected in the municipality councils. 

 
Most youth departments of political parties had a section or downloadable bro-
chures on their site about their general ‘principles’ (such as ‘freedom’ and ‘solidari-
ty’). Besides these principles, the youth departments communicated that certain is-
sues are important, but not why (for example, why it is important that ‘BNN’, a 
broadcasting television station for youth, ‘is still out there’; see excerpt above).  

NGOs that organize activities about political issues (c2) discussed issue im-
portance in a similar way. Their sites mainly contained information about their of-
fline agenda and themselves (who they are, what the history is of their organiza-
tion, what their goals are, etcetera). Upcoming events (mainly debates) were most-
ly introduced with a couple of playful or provocative one-liners or questions. Con-
sider, for instance, the next excerpt that was taken from the site of Coolpolitics: 
 

Would you fight for your mother country, like Michiel de Ruijter [a sailor in the 17th 
century who is generally considered an important figure in Dutch history – Author]? 
Or are you a bigger hero if you sing a song or if you invest in the society? On 13 Sep-
tember at 20:00, during the HELD exhibition, Coolpolitics organizes a debate in the 
Nieuwe Kerk. 

 
The analyses of sites about norms and values (c6) yielded a similar picture. The or-
ganizations behind these sites also mainly informed the public about who they are 
and what they do (and, in some instances, they stressed that they are successful or 
important), and much less about why and how their issues are important. When-
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ever these sites (and other sites in the sample) discussed issue importance, they 
almost always discussed the importance of an issue as an ideal, and they did so in 
a fashion that is ‘uncritical’ in the sense that the context in which issues become re-
levant and important remained ignored. In the fragment below, for instance, Unit-
ed Smile (c6) explained that it wants to improve the ‘image of the neighborhood’ 
and the ‘engagement of residents’. Why these issues are relevant is not explained 
anywhere on the site, except for a remark that ‘people desire more positivity’ made 
in the site’s ‘about us’ section.  
 

United Smile cooperates with neighborhood youth, other neighborhood residents 
and happy community art projects. With these projects we improve the image of the 
neighborhood, and we improve the engagement of residents.  

 

The content of websites about social activism (c4) was somewhat different. One 
might expect that these sites convey urgent stories about the status-quo in relation 
to human rights, the environment, peace and war, anti-discrimination, or other is-
sues. Yet the stories on almost all sites in the sample most often lacked a ‘sense of 
urgency’: they did not discuss issues in terms of ‘problems’ that need to be solved 
as soon as possible, but as ideals to pursue (see above). However, Cijo.nl, Green-
peacekids.nl and Youngamnesty.nl (all social activism sites, c4) still discussed their 
issues in a more extensive and critical fashion than most of the other websites in 
the sample. Cijo.nl (the site of the youth department of a pro-Israeli lobby club), for 
example, contained a ‘chronology’ and a ‘fact sheet’ of the (Israeli version of the) 
conflict between Israel and the Palestinians, the founding charter of Hamas, and a 
critical book review. The site also contained a ‘library’, but that was not operational 
on the date of analysis. Greenpeacekids.nl discussed, among other things, the con-
sequences of the policies of ‘companies’ for animals and common citizens. These 
consequences were often explicitly called ‘threats’ and ‘problems’. Messages about 
these consequences often ended with calls for ‘help action’, such as ‘Get in action 
now, join Greenpeace’. Such messages that describe situations and developments 
in terms of social or political ‘problems’, and/or explicitly ask people to give im-
mediate help or to get in action otherwise were quite unique in the sample. 
 Other websites contained information that was not introduced or explained 
by any written text at all. Portal websites (c8) provided hyperlinks to other sites 
about a variety of issues – ranging from the EU and political parties to health and 
dating. Attempts to engage users were, at best, made in short slogans, such as ‘Li-
mitlessly curious?! Get informed!’ (shown in the header of Go-Europe.nl). Fur-
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thermore, the portal sites generally contained no or very brief information about 
the websites to which they referred.  
 The sites for specific communities (c5) generally also appeared to be designed 
for the communication of unadorned information. Studentsonly.nl, for example, 
provided links to summaries of textbooks, and the site of the El-Tawheed mosque 
provided schedules with prayer times. This information might obviously be valu-
able to certain groups, but the sites did not explain what their issues mean, and 
how and why their issues are important. 
 News sites (c7) principally have the potential to inform and engage. It should 
be noted, however, that the news provided by the sites focused on entertainment 
and leisure (particularly in the field of music and movies) or personal experiences 
of everyday life. The number one news issue on Extrafris.nl, for example, was 
about the new babies of the American singer Jennifer Lopez. 

 
It happened, JLo gave birth to twins. The manager of Jennifer Lopez confirmed to 
the American magazine People that the diva gave birth to a daughter and a son. The 
singer / actress got her babies in the Long Island Hospital (New York). 

 
Lastly, sites with platforms for self-expression (c3) contained writing that might 
induce engagement with issues, but this was produced by users, and not by pro-
ducers. The forums on these sites were used to discuss a variety of issues, ranging 
from the war in Iraq to everyday life trivia (such as ‘bad hair days’). However, one 
website in this category, Islamwijzer.nl, was different than the others. This site, 
which was in fact created for educational and informational purposes, had a rela-
tively substantial section (more than 100 words) about why the issues discussed on 
the site are important, and it always explained terms in users’ contributions that 
were possibly not self-evident to visitors by hyperlinks and text boxes (see figure 
3.1). 
 
Participation 
Offline activities were announced on some sites of initiatives with an offline focus, 
particularly among sites of youth departments of political parties (c1), sites of 
NGOs that organize activities about political issues (c2), sites about social activism 
(c4), and sites for specific communities (c5). 
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Figure 3.1: Islamwijzer.nl 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Youth departments of political parties (c1) generally announced offline activities 
with a brief introduction in which the topic, date and place of the activities were 
mentioned. These introductions are shown on separate pages, but also consistently 
on the homepage of the sites, as illustrated in the capture below (figure 3.2; show-
ing the homepage of the youth department of the Christian Democratic Appeal 
party). On this homepage, upcoming offline activities were mentioned in the left 
frame under the heading of ‘Activiteiten’ (Dutch for ‘activities’) and in the centre 
main frame under the heading of ‘Actueel’ (Dutch for ‘topical’). 
 

Figure 3.2: Cdja.nl 
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The offline activities announced on the sites of the youth departments of political 
parties were only sometimes open to the wider public. Most of the time, their activ-
ities (meetings, debates, congresses, work groups) were aimed at members specifi-
cally. Furthermore, these sites hardly promoted or enabled online activities besides 
an online membership form.  
 Sites of NGOs that organize activities about political issues (c2), sites about 
social activism (c4), and sites for specific communities (c5) also announced offline 
activities (mainly debates, excursions, and ‘street actions’) prominently on their 
home page with brief introductions. Among these sites, Stemwijzer.nl (c2), a vote 
advice application (VAA), was the only one that was centered around an online ac-
tivity (i.e., filling in a survey). Only some of the other sites had participatory or in-
teractive features, such as donation forms, downloadable banners, membership 
forms, or e-cards. These options were generally announced or promoted in two or 
less sentences (for example: ‘Do you want to receive our newsletter? Sign in for the 
Young Amnesty news letter!’; retrieved from the website of Young Amnesty).  

The remainder of the selected sites (sites for self-expression, c3; sites about 
norms and values, c6; news sites, c7; portal sites, c8) focused to a lesser extent on 
promoting offline activities. The sites for self-expression (c3) enabled online activi-
ties in the form of online discussion in forums, putting short articles online, or pub-
lishing self-profiling pages. One of these sites also promoted offline activities (In-
spe.org); another one had a general news section (Maroc.nl); the remaining sites 
only facilitated online profiling (Cu2.nl, Hyves.nl and Funkybabes.nl) or discus-
sion (Debatteer.nl). 

Fok.nl also had a forum. This site began in 1999 as a forum, but, at present, it 
is also known as a news site for youth (c7). Users of the Fok forum discussed a va-
riety of issues. Considering the number of responses in the threads belonging to 
posted items, most discussions appeared not to be about ‘serious’ social or political 
issues. Consider, for instance, the two top threads in the Fok forum on the date of 
analysis: ‘Jokes tin, part 4’ and ‘18+ gives blowjob to stranger in public’ (the lead of 
the latter thread is partly shown in the fragment below). The other news sites did 
not have a forum, but users were enabled to respond to posted news items there. 
 

Last Thursday, things went completely wrong in the local pub. A girl had broken up 
with her boyfriend. She met her ex boyfriend in the pub yesterday. This caused a 
slight problem. Out of revenge, she grabbed the first guy she saw. She began kissing 
him wildly. After that, they went outside. The others in the pub joined them, and 
then she just went wild.  
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Self-profiling is a less active form of online participation than forum discussion. 
The profiles on Cu2.nl, Hyves.nl and Funkybabes.nl were generally very limited, 
and contained summaries of physical characteristics (age, gender, hair color) and 
personal preferences (favorite movie, book, game, clothing). Users could also leave 
messages on other users’ pages. There appeared to be little variation in the form of 
these messages. Most of the messages were short (5 sentences or less), and con-
tained general greetings or notes about events that occurred in personal life. 

The selected sites about norms and values (c6) and the portal sites (c8) exhi-
bited a less clear potential for promoting participation. Neither offline nor online 
activities were promoted or enabled on most of the portal sites. Youramsterdam.nl 
was an exception: this site had an offline agenda and enabled youth to publish 
their poetry and raps online. Furthermore, none of the sites about norms and val-
ues had an online forum or enabled other activities online, and most of these sites 
had a very brief offline agenda or no agenda at all. The agenda of En.nl, for exam-
ple, contained only one activity. This site was aimed at improving intercultural in-
teractions in Dutch society by providing ‘good examples’ of such interactions, but 
it did not invite users to join meetings offline, nor did it invite or enable them to 
engage with online discussion about intercultural issues. However, there were two 
exceptions in regard to the offline agendas of the sites about norms and values: 
Limburgtegengeweld.nl (a website against ‘senseless violence’) had a quite exten-
sive offline agenda, and Ikbengeweldig.nl (aimed at promoting social labor and 
volunteering among youth) effectively directed youth to job openings. 
 
Forms and structures 
Almost all sites used a colloquial mode of address. Dutch informal variants of the 
second person pronoun ‘you’ (in Dutch: ‘jij’, ‘je’ and ‘jullie’) were almost always 
used. Youth language was scarcely used on a minority of the sites. See, for in-
stance, the excerpt below (showing a message at Watvooreikelbenjij.nl; c6) in 
which the English term ‘check out’ is used instead of a proper Dutch synonym. 
  

Play the games and do the dickhead test. Watch all the web raps, especially the rap 
of the winner of the web rap contest. And don’t forget to check out the comments of 
our visitors at ‘Did you know that?’ 

 
The use of an informal mode of address was less apparent on the two sites in the 
sample that were not specifically aimed at youth. One of these sites is Overheid.nl 
(c8; the other site is Stemwijzer.nl, c2), a portal site that directed the public to in-
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formation about government-related issues. On this site, the Dutch formal personal 
pronoun for ‘you’ (‘u’) was consistently used. Further, only this site and the sites of 
youth departments of political parties (c1) referred to youth instead of addressing 
youth directly with ‘you’, as shown in the excerpt below (from Sgpj.nl). 
 

The SGP youth think that the government should take care of the opportunities for 
youth. In school, and also at work. Also, there must be enough facilities for young 
people in view of their leisure time. If youth lose their way, then Justice, youth care 
agencies, parents and others must come into action in a careful and direct way. 

  
The layout was less homogenous among the websites than the language style. The 
quality of images and other visuals (in terms of resolution) was generally high, al-
though some sites hardly used any visuals at all. Further, the sites had very differ-
ent appearances in regard to ‘busyness’ (varying from very busy, with many con-
trasting colors and frames, to sober) and ‘textuality’ (regarding the amount of writ-
ten text in relation to the amount of visuals). Particularly portals, which mostly 
contained a list of categorized hyperlinks to other sites, are good examples of text-
heavy sites that were based on sober templates. Most sites, however, had more 
elaborate designs, with visuals used as signposts. The news site Deadline.nl (c7; see 
figure 3.3 below), for instance, had its own, unique layout style built on a yellow-
black-white color schema and artistic figures. 
 

Figure 3.3: Deadline.nl 
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The sites also showed clear differences in their links and layers structures. These 
differences generally cohered with layout differences. Sites with a simple or sober 
design were primarily functional, that is, guiding users as directly and simply as 
possible to the information they want. The pages on these sites were mostly con-
nected to each other on two levels by simple, written hyperlinks. Sites with a rela-
tively complex layout generally used more complex and less straightforward struc-
tures. These sites were often comprised of 10 different pages or more on three le-
vels or more that were connected to each other by an inconsistent configuration of 
cross-cutting visual and/or written hyperlinks.  
 Consider, for instance, Coolpolitics.nl (c2; see figure 3.4 below). Seven main 
pages on this site were announced in the main horizontal menu bar in the upper 
frame, and three other main pages were linked to by hyperlinks on another hori-
zontal menu bar. There was quite some variation in how these pages were orga-
nized: some pages had submenus, while others did not; some pages had a left 
frame with adds and references to other pages and items, while others did not. 
There were many cross-references between the different pages and items, and on 
some pages there were different references to the same page or item. Some items 
on different levels were also announced on the same horizontal sub-menu. 
 

Figure 3.4: Coolpolitics.nl 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Only some sites had a relatively complex layout and a straightforward structure. 
An example of such a site was Ikbengweldig.nl (c6; see figure 3.5 below), which, as 
mentioned, was aimed at promoting volunteering and labor among youth. This 
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site used a relatively simple and well-arranged frames setting with a consistent 
structure of interlinked pages on two levels. By clicking on one of eight categories 
of labor on the homepage, users received a list of job openings in that category. By 
subsequently clicking on a job opening, users received more information about the 
job and how to apply for it.  
 

Figure 3.5: Ikbengeweldig.nl 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Summary 
In sum, most sites hardly contained any information explaining why the particular 
issues involved were important. Whenever sites discussed issue importance, they 
mostly communicated that issues are important, but not why. Furthermore, a sense 
of urgency was mostly absent. Notable exceptions in these respects were found 
among sites that were made by organizations that aim to mobilize (particularly, 
social activists; c4) or educate (Islamwijzer.nl; c3). 
 Offline activities were mainly announced prominently but briefly (with men-
tion of date, place and topic) on sites of initiatives with an offline focus. Simple on-
line activities were enabled throughout the sample, while elaborate online activi-
ties were only enabled by ‘specialized’ websites, that is, sites (in c3) that were spe-
cifically created to enable elaborate activities, like forum discussion and self-
profiling. 
 Lastly, the sites showed some strong variations and some strong similarities 
in regard to form and structure. The mode of address was mostly direct and collo-
quial. The layout varied strongly among the sites, although portal sites (c8) were 
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mainly sober and textual. Layers and links structures were mostly inconsistent and 
multilevel, but sites with a sober layout often had a straightforward structure.  
 

Results of study 2: Production 
 
Youth 
Most producers did not conceptualize youth as a problematic group. The producer 
of Islamwijzer.nl was the only one who discussed his target group (young Mus-
lims) as comprising people who were possibly troubled by ‘identity problems’. 
Other producers generally argued that youth are active and engaged ‘in their own 
ways’. The producer of Coolpolitics.nl (c2), for instance, said that youth’s civic en-
gagement becomes apparent ‘at places where they like to go’, like music festivals: 
 

Youth are engaged with civic issues, but they show it in new ways, and at places 
where they like to go. For example, we organize serious courses and debates at [the 
music festival] Lowlands, and youth are really enthusiastic to participate in these ac-
tivities. 

 

Throughout the interviews, youth were most often discussed as a singular or ho-
mogenous (target) group. In the excerpt above, for instance, the producer talked 
about what ‘youth are’ and what ‘they like’. There were some exceptions. The pro-
ducers of Js.nl (c1), Maroc.nl (c3), and Islamwijzer.nl (c3) referred to the more spe-
cific groups (members of the Young Socialists, young Moroccans, and young Mus-
lims respectively) at which their sites were primarily aimed. Thus, how producers 
conceptualized youth appeared to naturally cohere with their target group: most 
producers were aimed at youth as a general target group, others had more specific 
target groups among youth.  
 Likewise, how youth’s civic engagement and participation were conceptual-
ized generally accorded with the goals of the organization in which interviewees 
worked. In the excerpt above, engagement and participation referred to following 
courses and debates. In other interviews, engagement and participation were ar-
ticulated via a variety of other terms, ranging from ‘travelling around in Europe’, 
‘making a movie that will be shown during a UN meeting’ (National Youth Coun-
cil; c2) and engaging in online discussions (e.g., Maroc.nl; c3) to ‘being positive 
about one’s role in society’, ‘giving compliments to the elderly’ (United Smile; c6), 
‘being critical’ or ‘informed’ (e.g., Spunk; c7) and ‘knowing what human rights are’ 
(Young Amnesty; c4).  
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 Producers, however, did not refer merely to how active and engaged youth 
actually are in these respects: some talked about their ‘good intentions’ or their 
‘willingness’, while others ambiguously referred to youth’s actual state of being 
and their intentions at the same time. Only the producer of Islamwijzer.nl (c3), 
who aimed to approach a more specific and apparently troubled group (see 
above), did not explicitly describe youth in terms of their (willingness to be) active 
and engaged. 
 Yet there were no strong differences in how the producers conceptualized the 
internet’s role in youth’s civic engagement and participation. All interviewees sug-
gested that the internet can be helpful in equipping youth with the information 
and facilities needed for civic engagement and participation. The internet’s added 
value for youth was, more specifically, articulated in terms of information sharing, 
‘globalization’ (i.e., connecting groups with shared interests), social independence, 
and opinion formation.  
 Almost all producers, however, had limited ideas about how youth appreci-
ated and used their own site in particular. Most producers only said to ‘not know’ 
that; some producers said that they were planning ‘to do research about that’ (e.g., 
En.nl; c6); and, the producer of Deadline.nl (c7) referred to ad hoc feedback that 
she received from users. Lack of ideas and knowledge among producers about 
how their sites are appreciated and used appeared to be related to a lack of dedi-
cated staff that was specifically reserved for website management. The producers’ 
working routines will be addressed later on in more detail (see ‘institutional con-
text’, below).  
 One site that appeared to receive abundant attention from its producer was 
Stemwijzer.nl (c2). The producer of Stemwijzer.nl conceptualized his site as a core 
product of the institute in which he worked (the Dutch Institute for Political Par-
ticipation; IPP), which, therefore, invested in researching and monitoring the usage 
of the VAA (e.g., IPP, 2007). Based on this research, the producer of Stemwijzer.nl 
was confident to say that his site was very successful among youth and other 
groups. He had been working on VAAs since the late 1980s, but only with the ad-
vent of the internet, he asserted, it became possible for him to ‘stand at the top of 
the hit list’ when he received millions of hits during the last Dutch parliamentary 
elections of 2006. 
 

I had the feeling that I scored a hit. All of a sudden I stood at the top of the hit list 
with a song I made fifteen years ago. Something like that. 
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Goals 
The excerpt above might suggest that the producer of Stemwijzer.nl took more re-
ward from his site’s popularity than from its possible social or political signifi-
cance. However, although most producers who worked at organizations with 
mainly offline activities said that their sites were used for self-promotional pur-
poses, popularity was often not explicated as a goal in and of itself. The one excep-
tion came from the interview with the producer of the news site Spunk.nl (c7): 
 

We want to attract an unbelievable number of readers. That’s what we want, we 
want every youngster to know Spunk. We also intend to publish a print maga-
zine. We simply want to become very big, a really big and famous medium. 

 
The producers mentioned a range of societal goals alongside any comments that 
were implicitly or explicitly related to popularity. Most producers articulated these 
goals in terms of helping youth to be ‘informed’, ‘engaged’ and/or ‘active’. Con-
sider, for instance, how the producer of the portal site Youramsterdam.nl (c8) for-
mulated her goals in terms of spreading information to which youth are ‘entitled’. 
 

Our main thought is: youth are entitled to information. Our second thought is: in-
formation is scattered. And a third thought is: youth should be able to exert influ-
ence on information by contributing to the website, that is, by giving information, by 
giving reactions. 
 

Helping youth with being informed, engaged, and active were mentioned as (stra-
tegic20) goals throughout the interviews in regard to the wide range of issues and 
activities discussed earlier. Thus, they specified these goals as, for example, helping 
youth with being generally informed (see excerpt above) or about a specific issue 
(such as environmental issues in the case of Greenpeace Kids; c4), being active in 
travelling (National Youth Council; c2), or being engaged with the neighbourhood 
(United Smile; c6). How the producers specified their strategic goals in regard to 
informing, engaging and activating youth naturally cohered with the goals of the 
organization in which they worked. 

Particularly producers whose sites were aimed at facilitating the exchange of 
ideas associated their core business with making youth’s mindsets ‘critical’. The 
meaning of a critical mindset was specified in two ways. The producers of news 
sites (Spunk.nl and Deadline.nl; c7) defined it in terms of ‘having an own opinion’ 
about issues in general. The producers of discussion sites (Islamwijzer.nl and Ma-
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roc.nl; c3) specified it in terms of ‘being self-defensible’ in regard to the extremely 
critical public debates about Islam and the Moroccan ethnic minority in the Neth-
erlands. 

Furthermore, the producers of Islamwijzer.nl and Stemwijzer.nl were the 
only ones who also described their work and goals in terms of ‘educating’ youth. 
This term, and what it stands for, might strike a too derogatory tone among other 
producers, who generally conceptualized youth as being (willing to be) active and 
engaged (see above). The term might also represent too much of a ‘distance’ be-
tween themselves and their target group: most producers (except the ones of 
Islamwijzer.nl and Stemwijzer.nl) were younger than 35 years, and presented 
themselves as advocates of ‘youth power’ (see examples above), and not as parent-
like figures (or teachers) who were ‘going to tell [youth] what they should do with 
their lives’, as the producer of En.nl put it. The producers of Islamwijzer.nl and 
Stemwijzer.nl – both older men – appeared to have much less inclination to ally 
themselves so closely with youth. The former, an assistant professor at the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam, specifically created his site to provide ‘instructive’ articles 
about the Quran and Islamic life, while the latter had a pedagogic history of work-
ing at secondary schools with his VAAs.  

When asked about how they aimed to achieve their strategic goals, producers 
most often talked about communicating with young people in a ‘positive’ way. 
Throughout the interviews, this positivity was specified as emphasizing the ‘fun’, 
‘good sides’, or ‘niceness’ of issues and activities. Positivity was also (but to a lesser 
extent) specified as making contents ‘neutral’, ‘constructive’ or ‘objective’ (see be-
low for more) by minimizing or avoiding critique on social or political actors. 
Lastly, the producers of sites about social activism (Youngamnesty.nl and Green-
peacekids.nl; c4) discussed how they aimed to avoid explicit contents online about 
social and environmental deprivations (see fragment below from interview with 
producer of Youngamnesty.nl), and to offer young people ‘perspectives for action’ 
(i.e., possibilities that youth have to improve situations by their own investments). 
 

The question is whether we should confront youth with, for example, the issue of the 
death penalty. (...) We don’t want young people to deal with such issues. We want to 
involve the issue of human rights in their own daily lives. 

 
Almost all producers also mentioned ‘taking youth seriously’ as something that 
must be done when communicating with youth. Asked what taking youth seri-
ously means, producers mostly talked about ‘treating youth as normal people’ by 
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avoiding ‘a lot of youth lingo’ (see first excerpt below). Furthermore, producers 
throughout the sample talked about keeping text ‘digestible’, ‘readable’ or ‘under-
standable’. These terms were mainly used in reference to the length of writing and 
the complexity of words and sentences. Youth do not read writing, it was generally 
believed, if it is too long or too complicated (see first two excerpts below). Only the 
producer of the news site Spunk.nl (c7) appeared to have a special interest in ‘intel-
ligent’ writing (see the third excerpt below; cf. Duits, Van Zoonen & Hirzalla, 
2010). 
 

Young people are well able to judge issues. We sometimes receive press releases 
with a lot of youth lingo. I get itchy of those texts! For example, ‘come to this chill 
event.’ (…) I try to use objective language, and also simple language. I don’t want to 
make my texts childish, but if I can find an easy alternative for a difficult word, then 
I will use the easy alternative. 
[Producer of Youramsterdam.nl (c8)] 
 
I don’t think anyone would read long pieces of text. You need to keep your writing 
focussed and readable, you know, give the most important information as possible 
in as little space as possible. I couldn’t imagine anyone reading something that is 
longer than one page. 
[Producer of En.nl (c6)] 

 
The writing level of our articles is unbelievably high, in regard to language and intel-
ligence. Look, our journalists write about vulgar issues. I was just reading an article 
about Enrique Iglesias. It appears that he confessed that he has a small penis. That is 
a vulgar topic, but the girl who wrote that piece did so in a very intelligent way. 
[Producer of Spunk.nl (c7)] 

 
The operational goals of communicating with youth ‘positively’ and/or ‘seriously’ 
with ‘digestible’ (or ‘intelligent’) writing appeared to be pursued because of their 
presumed effectiveness – i.e., the belief that youth generally prefer to read happy 
and short (or intelligent) writing without excessive youth lingo. The goal of com-
municating with youth in a ‘positive’ way among producers of sites about social 
activism (c4) appeared to be more fundamentally rooted in a belief that youth are a 
vulnerable group that must be protected from socio-political disenchantment and 
encouraged with ‘action perspectives’ (see above). This belief was much less (or, 
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not at all) articulated among producers whose core business was not so directly 
and structurally related to issues of environmental or socio-political deprivation. 
 
Institutional context 
Other sections of the interviews shed light on the institutional context in which 
producers pursued the goals discussed above. This context appeared to influence 
the look and content of the producers’ sites in a number of ways. 
 First, most producers conceptualized the management of their sites not as a 
fulltime job or a core activity, but more as something done ‘on the side’ whenever 
they (or colleagues who ‘helped out with the website’) had time left. A lack of 
workforce and, related, limited financial resources restricted their options and am-
bitions. For example, some producers asserted that having a forum required too 
much moderation. ‘Our forum’, one producer said, ‘was harassed with spam and 
porn, so I turned it off. (...) I couldn’t keep up.’ Only initiatives that were purely 
online (such as Maroc.nl) were managed by a team of web managers and did not 
lack the resources required for more elaborate online activities. Yet producers who 
did not enable elaborate online activities also believed that young people would 
not participate in such activities on their site. ‘Youth’, as one producer said, ‘go to 
the usual places to discuss things on forums or to have a profile page, such as Hy-
ves’ (see next excerpt below).  
 Given its popularity among Dutch youth, Hyves.nl (a self-profiling site; c3) 
was by different producers throughout the sample regarded as a useful platform to 
advertise their own site (see excerpt below). The producers of Spunk.nl, Maroc.nl 
and Stemwijzer.nl also said to benefit from ‘free publicity’ (i.e., instances in which 
they are mentioned by other media). More elaborate advertising campaigns were, 
all producers said, hardly possible or not possible at all due to budget limitations. 
 

We first wanted to use our site as a discussion platform, but we noticed that you 
could reach youth much easier and quicker with Hyves than with our website. So, 
we decided to make an account on Hyves, and we have now 6700 friends on that ac-
count. That is quite a lot. 
[Producer of Unitedsmile.nl (c6)] 

 
Furthermore, most producers did not manage their site on the basis of ‘official’ 
long-term plans. Some producers, however, referred to some norms that were ver-
bally agreed on with colleagues, of which keeping text ‘neutral’ (or ‘objective’) was 
a dominant one (see first excerpt below; see discussion above for specification). In 
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one instance, a producer said to reluctantly adhere to a strict ‘positivity’ norm of 
the Dutch government, which subsidized her site (see second excerpt below). 

 
I don’t work with a strategic plan. (…). I do have a weekly schedule, but that is not a 
strategic policy framework. Basically, I can do whatever I want, although [my em-
ployer] has some norms, they want the information on the website to be formulated 
as neutral as possible.  
[Producer of YourAmsterdam.nl (c8)] 
 
Well, Verdonk [the former Dutch Minister of Integration] wanted us to write about 
positive things. Of course, there were a lot of problems and racists in the society, so it 
was a bit weird to be so positive. Verdonk herself was actually one of the main 
causes of intercultural friction, but I could not write about that, my only task was to 
report about positive things. 
[Producer of En.nl (c6)] 

 

Institutional norms and strategic plans were more explicit among producers who 
had to participate in accountability procedures in which website policies were 
stipulated and evaluated. Such procedures were only present when producers (like 
the producers of Youramsterdam.nl, En.nl and Islamwijzer.nl) had to justify their 
policies towards (higher-ranked) colleagues or a subsidizing agency. 

The interviews also indicate that almost all producers had their site devel-
oped by a professional design company or by temporary volunteers. In other 
words, how producers’ sites looked and were structured did not necessarily reflect 
producers’ convictions about what a ‘good’ youth site is. For example, the design 
of the news site Deadline.nl was mostly the result of a professional partnership 
with an advertising agency, and the views of that agency on what might be a 
‘good’ site for Deadline. Yet the producer of Deadline.nl had, as shown in the next 
excerpt, exerted some a-posteriori influence on the design of the website: 
 

We have a new website with a new design. We did a whole make-over. Well, not 
we, but our advertising agency did that for us. They sponsor us. (...) The advertising 
agency offered us three different designs, and I asked our editorial team to give their 
opinion. (…) We then told the advertising agency about what we want to have ad-
justed in the website’s design. This is how it works.’ 
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Lastly, the interviews indicated that a lack of a strategic website policy generally 
reflected a lack of continuity in and coordination of website management. This was 
specifically the case for sites that were produced by organizations that were not 
purely oriented at an online presence, and sites that were managed collectively or 
in accordance with the preferences of higher-ranked colleagues. Some of these sites 
were maintained by different web masters, editors, volunteers, and/or managers 
at the same time on an ad hoc basis, while others were constantly adapted to the 
wishes of different colleagues (see next excerpt). 
 

Well, it goes like this, the board says: we need a totally new site, we are sick and 
tired of the present one, and we should just have something fresh. (...) And we have 
a new board and co-workers each year, and that makes it very difficult to have a 
website policy. Each new board demands an entirely new website. And they are re-
sponsible for the website, and don’t allow me to make a website policy. (…) And the 
design of our present website is made by people who don’t work with us anymore. 
That’s the problem with volunteers.  
[Producer of Js.nl (c1)] 

 
Summary 
In sum, youth were mainly conceptualized as one, singular group (except by pro-
ducers with a more specific target group) that is (willing to be) active and engaged 
in regard to a wide range of activities and issues (depending on the goals of the 
producers’ organization). The producers also generally expressed the view that 
youth need assistance with being engaged and active, which they can (partly) re-
ceive via the internet. Yet especially producers who worked at organizations that 
were not purely focused on an online presence did not know how youth appre-
ciated and used their own site. 

Furthermore, the producers commonly mentioned helping youth with being 
‘informed’, ‘engaged’ and ‘active’ (sometimes also ‘critical’) as their strategic goals 
(i.e., goals of their sites and work generally), and being ‘positive’, ‘taking youth se-
riously’, and making text ‘digestible’ as their operational goals (i.e., goals in their 
sites).  

Lastly, most producers who worked at organizations that were not purely fo-
cused on an online presence had limited ability to influence the looks and contents 
of their site in a continuous and coordinated way. They had little time and budget 
at their disposal to manage and advertise their site, and they had to adhere to insti-
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tutional norms (either officious or official) and preferences of (higher-ranked) col-
leagues or subsidizers. 
 
Crosscutting conclusions 
In this final section, I elaborate on how the findings of the two studies feed into 
each other. My aim here, more specifically, is not to fully explain the characteristics 
of each of the 50 sites in the sample individually, but to discuss how the produc-
tion processes investigated (see study 2) may or may not influence how sites tar-
geted civic issues or activities at youth (discussed in study 1). 
 First, the interviews indicated that institutional circumstances often limited 
producers’ influence on their site. These limitations are bound to complicate any 
relationship between how producers conceptualize youth and their goals on the 
one hand, and the characteristics of their site on the other. Such a relationship, 
however, is particularly presumed in studies that built on Stuart Hall’s (1980) ‘en-
coding/decoding’ model to explain sites’ contents and appearances (e.g., Living-
stone, 2007). The underlying problem here is that the ‘encoding’ part of this model 
draws from the presumption that sites are made with a certain policy, that is, that 
producers have particular ideas about how their site must be organized, and that 
they are able and willing to translate these ideas into their site. The interviews in-
dicate, however, that sites (particularly sites of organizations with an offline focus) 
can be managed with limited continuity, coordination, authority, budget, and/or 
workforce, and that most producers did not or only partly design their own site (cf. 
Olsson, 2008; Olsson & Svensson, 2009). Hence, a cautious approach must princi-
pally assume that how producers conceptualize their goals and target group can 
best be considered potential and partial explanations of site characteristics.  
 Which crosscutting conclusions emerge within such an approach? In regard 
to issue importance, I found that most sites hardly explained what issues mean 
and hardly paid any attention to the context in which the importance of issues be-
comes apparent. Only a couple of exceptions were found among sites that were 
designed to educate or mobilize (e.g., Greenpeacekids.nl). Why most sites hardly 
explained the importance of issues seems to be related to some operational goals 
that were identified in the producer interviews, particularly the goals concerning 
the contents’ tone (‘positive’) and form (‘digestible’). Most producers specified the 
meaning of these goals in terms of making text short, simple, happy, and/or selec-
tive. Such goals may translate into minimal texts about issue importance, resulting 
in sites that exhibit low potentials to engage youth with issues that are not already 
meaningful to them.  
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 Similar dynamics might explain why the sites announced offline activities 
prominently but briefly. There were no significant exceptions to this rule in the 
sample. The sites announced where and when an activity took place, but provided 
hardly any information about the goals and importance of an activity. Although 
this characteristic is arguably congruent with the goals of giving youth ‘action 
perspectives’ (operational goal) and activating youth (strategic goal) that were 
found in some of the interviews, it might be problematic for youth who have no 
experience with conducting the advertized civic activities or are not familiar with 
the topics that activities concern. 
 The fact that issues and activities were hardly explained or introduced might 
be more deeply rooted in how producers throughout the sample conceptualized 
their target group. Producers mostly expressed the belief that youth are actually 
active and engaged, or willing to become active and engaged. Notable exceptions 
were found in the interviews with producers of two ‘educational’ sites: Islamwijz-
er.nl and Stemwijzer.nl. Related, almost all interviewees did not conceptualize 
youth as a plural group, comprising people with less or more familiarity with the 
significance of their issues and/or activities. Institutionally, a lack of continuity, 
coordination, authority, budget, and/or workforce might also indicate that pro-
ducers can lack the time and knowhow needed to target issues and actions in 
meaningful ways at not already engaged youth. 
 Lastly, my analyses indicate that simple online activities and applications 
(such as downloadable banners and donation forms) were available on sites 
throughout the sample, but that more elaborate online activities – self-profiling, 
blogging and, especially, forum discussion – were only enabled on sites that were 
specifically designed for that purpose. This is congruent with the findings of the 
producer interviews in two ways. First, producers (of sites of organizations with an 
offline orientation) generally said to be incapable of enabling more elaborate online 
activities due to limitations in workforce. Second, different producers expressed 
the experience or belief that youth prefer to participate in elaborate online activities 
on ‘specialized’ sites (e.g., Hyves.nl). 
 Where do these findings leave web producers? I do not suggest that sites 
should contain lengthy introductions to issues and actions, or be stuffed with fo-
rums. Some of the producers I interviewed might be correct in asserting that such 
contents can be ineffective in engaging and activating youth. Furthermore, there 
are some studies that indicate that sites can be used in civic ways (particularly, for 
online discussion) even if they are not mainly aimed at promoting civic issues or 
activities (Graham, 2009). Whether or not the sites analyzed here were ‘good’ or 
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‘bad’ remains, therefore, a complex question (beyond the scope of this chapter). 
The sites often lacked civic potentials in the ways discussed above, but producers’ 
options were also often limited by institutional circumstances or operational guide-
lines about ‘what works’ for youth. In other words, producers’ strategic goals 
(mainly: engaging, activating, informing youth) were often challenged by their op-
erational goals and institutional circumstances, potentially resulting in sites that 
exhibit limited potential to engage and activate. 
 How producers’ ideals meet everyday work practices might lay a heavy bur-
den on optimistic accounts of the web’s civic potential (e.g., Montgomery et al., 
2004). This potential seems already limited in that sites generally considered ‘civic’ 
(with some exceptions, like self-profiling sites) are mostly exploited by a restricted 
group, namely, already civicly engaged and active people (cf. Di Genarro & Dut-
ton, 2006). This trend is mostly neglected in web-based case studies that aim to 
demonstrate how some sites can be used in civic ways, although these studies pro-
vide some of the most celebrated showcases in optimistic theories about the inter-
net’s civic potential. Dahlberg (2001a), for instance, concluded that users of the 
Minnesota E-democracy Project (MEP) ‘often developed serious critical discus-
sion’. Yet when Jensen (2006) analyzed who participated in these debates, he con-
cluded that ‘activist citizens are heavily over-represented among Minnesota E-
democracy participants’ (p. 45). Ergo: MEP has a civic potential, and it is mainly 
exploited by the ‘usual suspects’. 
 While academics will surely continue to theorize the seemingly unlimited 
possibilities of the internet, a socio-politically relevant challenge, I argue, is to fur-
ther critically contemplate and triangulate the implications of actual trends in re-
gard to producers’ options and goals, sites’ contents, and ambitions online of civic-
ly unengaged or inactive (young) citizens (see also: Gerodimos & Ward, 2007). My 
contribution here to this challenge is modest. Although my sample of sites and 
producers is broad and relatively large in number, it is still inevitably limited. Oth-
er sites in other contexts might display whole other features. Furthermore, I fo-
cused on particular aspects of the characteristics and production of sites. There are 
still other relevant aspects to explore. For example, my analyses suggest that the 
websites in my sample often aimed to elicit positive emotions (happiness) (cf. 
Brader, 2006). Yet emotional dimensions of youth sites remain totally unheeded in 
the literature. Addressing these issues in further research can hopefully shed more 
light on what the ‘civic web’ for youth is, what its potentials are, and what makes it 
civic in the first place. 
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Notes 
                                                           
14  These studies were initially conducted for CivicWeb, an EU-funded, three-year research 

project (2006-2009; project number 028357) about the role of the internet in young 
people’s civic participation and engagement in Europe and Turkey. See for more 
information and reports: http://www.civicweb.eu (10 August 2007). 

15  Note that the different website categories are not necessarily mutually exclusive; some 
of the selected sites may be placed in different categories. 

16  Namely, http://www.stemwijzer.nl and http://www.overheid.nl; see appendix 3.1. 
Stemwijzer.nl was selected for its popularity among young people (cf. Hirzalla, Van 
Zoonen & De Ridder, 2008). Overheid.nl was selected because it is the Dutch govern-
ment’s main information portal site. 

17  This template was facilitated by the Survey Tool of the Amsterdam School of Commu-
nication Research. 

18  Interviewees’ references to concrete issues (for example, a name, a date, or a place) were 
treated as ‘facts’ rather than ‘conceptualizations’. 

19  From here on, I refer to categories of websites with the letter ‘c’ and the number of the 
relevant category. ‘c2’ thus refers to a website in category 2. 

20  That is, a goal of the producers’ work in general and their website in particular. Later 
on, I discuss ‘operational goals’, which refer to goals in their website. 




