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Abstract

This paper aim to highlight some of issues arose in measuring youth lifestyles,
digital engagement and political participation. These variables were part of
a nationwide survey titled “Youth in the marginalised society: From the
Transitional to the Generational Approach.” This issue need attention due
to the fact that the fast changing technologies are affecting youth lifestyles
as well as their digital engagement and political participation. It has never
happened before. During the newspapers, radio and television technology, life
is very slow. There was a clear demarcation between sources and recipients.
However, with the web 2.0 technology which allows for users to become
producers, it certainly changed the entire media landscape. The changes are
affecting youth lifestyles, digital engagement as well as the nature of their
political participation hence the question are we measuring it right?

Literatures shows that lifestyles can be measured based on three
dimensions, namely behaviour, interest and preferences as well as attitudes.
However, in the study above, two dimensions namely behaviour and interest
were used to measure youth lifestyles. Does measuring youth lifestyle based
on two dimensions is right? Further analysis lead to a conclusion that it was
possible to measure youth lifestyle based on two dimensions.

Internet usage as a variable has been used by most researcher and it
was defined mostly in relation to the time spent on-line. However, the recent
trend called for more rigorous measurement than time spent online. Hence,
the digital engagement variables were developed to measure the youth
engagement on the internet. The discussion shows that these variables seem
to be measuring what it supposed to measure.
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The final variable is political participation. The issue about this
variable is related to whether its measure the online or the offline political
participation. This is because Collins (2008) argued that young peoplerealised
internet as a legitimate online political participation. The discussion found
that the measurement used in this study to measure political participation
was to measure offline political participation. This need to be reviewed as
the findings could lead to the wrong conclusion.

Asking this simple question of ‘are we measuring it right’ would
probably highlight the weaknesses of the existing measurement and provide
better understanding of how we could ask the right questions particularly in
the context of fast changing environment surrounding the youth.

Keywords: Youth, lifestyle, digital engagement, political participation.
Introduction

Asshortarticle published on 6th December 2016 in The Star, titled ‘Millennial
take social media very seriously’ highlighted how the millennial were using
social media as a form of expression. Citing a Norfolk psychologist, Adela
Roxas who argued that social media seem to be an extension of how we
express our identity. Millennial are heavily depending on the social media as
just another way to let people know what is going on in their life, moreover
what seems like a waste of time to some older people is a major part of the
millennials life. For them, it is hard to imagine life without it.

That article is a clear example of how the young people are heavily
depending on the social media. There were numerous studies being
conducted to look into the relationship between social media usage and
the youth. One such study entitled the “Youth in the marginalised society:
From the transitional to the generational approach.” The study investigated
variables that were related to the millennials such as youth lifestyles, digital
engagement and the youth political participation.

The above study employed quantitative approach whereby a survey
was conducted to collect the data involving some 5400 respondents.
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However, this paper does not discuss the findings of the above-mentioned
survey but raises the issues surrounding the measurement of the variables.
The self-reflection nature of this paper intends to highlight possible issues
when measuring the relationships of the above-mentioned variables.

The discussion will be divided into three main parts. The first part
will touch on the background of the research mentioned above. It will then
be followed by the discussion of issues surrounding the measurement of
youth lifestyles, issues in digital engagement and finally, issues in the youth
political participation. The final part will be the discussion and conclusion.
The above mentioned research was motivated by the growth of the internet
that has dramatically altered the patterns of individual usage of the media.
Literatures showed that it was the youth who were at the forefront of
these changes (Montgommery, Robbels & Larson, 2004). Youth who were
normally aged between 15 to 25 years old formed one of the largest groups
in any society. Moreover, today’s youths fit the bill of the digital natives, a
term coined by Marc Prensky (2001) indicating a generation who were born
with the digital technology and were relying heavily on technology in their
life. Prensky described the generation of young people born since 1980 as
‘digital natives’ due to what he perceived as an innate confidence in using
new technologies such as the internet, video games, mobile telephone and
“all the other toys and tools of the digital age” (Prenksy, 2001, p. 1).

Digital technology was not merely part of their everyday lives
yet, as Prensky argued technology was essential to these young people’s
existence. It was as though they were now being constantly ‘surrounded’
and ‘immersed’ by these new technologies in ways that older generations
were not. Prensky also argued that this permanent state of technological
immersion and dependence was encapsulated in the lifestyles of upcoming
generations of ‘i-kids’ (Prensky, 2008), who remain ‘plugged into’ portable,
personalised devices such as mobile telephones, MP3 players and handheld
games consoles. Prenksy’s writing typifies a burgeoning body of recent
commentary that has sought to document the distinct technological cultures
and lifestyles of emerging generations of young people. Youth are more than
just consumers of digital content. However, they are also active participants
and creators of this new media culture, developing content themselves,
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designing personal websites, and launching their own online enterprises.
The proliferation of youth-created web pages and message-board postings,
and the popularity of instant messaging among young people all contribute
to the booming use of the digital media for communication among youth
(Montgommery, Robbels & Larson, 2004). This development certainly
leads to the formation of new lifestyle among the youth.

The access to the internet has also revived the interest of research
on youth participation especially in political participation and this seems
obvious in the western democracy countries (Kirby et al., 2003; Reimer,
2003). There has also been an increasing interest in using the Internet to
promote youth participation in democracy (Coleman & Rowe, 2005), and,
for instance in Australia, most state governments with a youth portfolio and
youth-serving non-government organisations (NGOs) have integrated the
internet into their policies and strategies for youth engagement. However,
the authors of this article believe that, as yet, there was no research that
looked into the youth lifestyle as variable even though research on lifestyle
and media usage has been way back in 1979 by Eastman.

The focus on youth was due to the fact that they were the heavy users
and early adopters of new media (Krueger, 2002). They frequently embraced
the kind of participatory culture that can be facilitated by new media and
were the most likely to use the internet for entertainment and socializing. As
shown from a study by Jones and Fox (2009), 43% of those aged 18-32 read
blogs, 20% create blogs, and 67% use social networking sites.

In the context of Malaysia, recent survey shows that 25 million of
Malaysian have access to the internet. The age groups of 16 — 24 years
old were the highest group who has access (73%) to the internet. This is
consistent with the finding of the National Youth Survey in 2008 conducted
by Merdeka centre whereby, 96% of the youth being interviewed (n=2518)
owned a mobile phone. The most pertinent issues was the finding from
the same survey that showed 80% of the youth did not join any form
of organizations (volunteering organization). While the remaining 20%
joined non-political organizations such as sports, recreational, religious or
cultural group.
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If the internet and youth were inseparable, as discussed above, then
it leads to some optimism that the Internet can be utilised to increase youth
political participation. The question then that need to be addressed would be
what makes youth becomes politically engaged through the Internet? This
led to the needs to examine, at least in the context of Malaysian society, on
the relationship between youth lifestyle and digital engagement with the
youth political participation. The need to examine into lifestyle that was
motivated by use of technology as argued by Prensky (2008) that digital
natives’ dependence on technology is affecting their lifestyle. Bennett,
Freelon and Weels (2010) also believed that there was evidence of sweeping
social changes in youth that were manifested in their lifestyles. Scholars
have argued that internet usage and penetration in Malaysia has reached the
maturity stage (Hazita et al., 2014).

This implies that there was a need to venture into the next level
of investigation on internet in Malaysia hence this study was interested
to examine the engagement of technology particularly the internet. The
following were the research questions of this study; (i) Youth today are
tremendously immersed in the media usage particularly the social media.
Therefore, the study aims to answer the question of what is the lifestyle of
youth today in relations to their digital engagement. (ii) Since they were
reported as heavily using the social media, what is the level of their digital
engagement? If they were digitally engaged, are they civic and politically
engaged as well?

However, one particular concern was the validity of measurement used
to measure the above-mentioned variables. Thus the following discussion
will attempt to raise the question ‘are we measuring it right?’

Youth lifestyles

The issue that needs to be addressed properly in this variable is the question
of definition. While the existing literature are overwhelmingly in support of
the importance of lifestyles as the variables in segmenting people’s media
behaviour there was no conclusive definition on the conceptualizing and
operationalizing of lifestyles. Lifestyle was a conception that represents the
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modern society. It has taking over the concept of class and social stratification
in sociology (Coulangeon, 2010). Even though lifestyle has becomes a
popular concepts but it was an ambiguous and challenging term (Blaxter,
2004). For instance, Giddens (2008) defined lifestyle as a fairly coordinated
set of behaviours and activities of a particular person in everyday life that
requires a set of habits and orientation. Miles (2000) on the other hand
defined lifestyle as the outward expression of individuals’ cultural identities.
Another scholar defined lifestyle as to reflect people’s consumption
practices whereby lifestyle and consumption pattern is a fluid relationship
(Smith, 2011). Miles (2000) echo the same sentiment when he argued that
the centrality of electronic media usage to youths’ lifestyle was connected
to their consumption practices and exists as the “material expression of an
individual’s identity”. Coulangeon (2010) also offer similar definition of
lifestyle when he proposed that lifestyles can be measured based on cultural
leisure and cultural consumption.

The most popular definition of lifestyle can be traced back into the
way market research and consumer behaviours’ researcher look at lifestyle.
For consumer behaviours’ scholars, lifestyle consists of three dimensions.
These dimensions are activities which is looking into the consumption
behaviour of the consumers or attempting to answer what consumer buys
or how would they spend their time. The second dimension refers to the
interests of consumer. In this dimension, researchers were interested in
investigating consumer preferences, such as for jobs, recreation, fashion or
foods. The final dimension in studying lifestyle was the opinion dimension.
In this dimension, investigators attempt to answer questions such as the
views and feelings of consumers on local, world, economic as well as social
issues (Ran Wei, 2006).

This implies that any study about lifestyle should consist all or some
of the above mentioned dimension. Some researchers like Seddon (2011)
defined lifestyle as a way of living, of the things that a particular person or
group of people usually do. Lifestyles were based on individual choices,
characteristics, personal preferences and circumstances. In their free
leisure time many choose to engage in the arts and culture, read a book,
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visit the cinema, go on holiday and participate in sporting activities. Social
participation includes looking after the family or home and care giving;
interpersonal roles of friend and family member; life roles such as student,
worker and volunteer; and community roles such as participant in religious,
activity based, or voluntary help organisations. Seddon’ definition about
lifestyle consists of two dimensions namely behaviour and interests.

Coulangeon (2010) argued that in French, the French Ministry of
culture has for a long time commissioned a large-scale survey on the French
cultural practices. Since the early seventies, five consecutive surveys have
thus been completed, in 1973, 1981, 1988, 1997 and 2008. These surveys,
made on representative samples of a little more than 1 500 individuals in 1973,
and of about 4 to 5 000 for the following ones, give a quite detailed picture
of people habits in the field of cultural leisure and cultural consumption,
including both ‘high-brow’ and very legitimate cultural practices, on the one
hand, such as classical and contemporary literature reading, classical music
listening, theatre attendance, museums visits, and ‘middle-brow’ or ‘low-
brow’ practices, belonging to popular and mass culture, on the other hand,
such as TV watching, pop music listening, gambling, etc... (p.3). This kind
of explanation implied how lifestyle was measured based on one dimension
only, behaviour.

Another example of lifestyle definition can be seen from other discipline
such as the definition given by Laska et al. (2009) in studying lifestyle and
health risks. They measured lifestyles based on behavioural pattern of the
respondents such as physical activities, dietary intake, stress management
as well as alcohol and tobacco consumptions. This is another example to
highlight how lifestyle can be measured based on a single dimension.

However, there were other scholars who insists on measuring lifestyle
based on at least two dimension such as Hartmann (1999) who argued that,
studying lifestyles must involve attitude and behaviour (Hartmann, 1999).
Veal (1993) combined activities, behaviours, values and attitudes in his
construct of lifestyle. Salama (2007) operationalized lifestyles as work
based, attitude based and status based.

229



Lai Che Ching, Hamisah Hasan & Jamali Samsudin

Arguably as presented above there were various definitions of
lifestyle. Depending on the type of study, lifestyle can be measured based
on all the dimensions or a combination of two or with just one dimension. It
seems from the above discussion that whichever route a researcher chooses
in defining lifestyle, it will be still acceptable. It does not really matter
whether a researcher use multiple dimension in measuring lifestyle or a
single dimension.

Therefore for this research project, the youth lifestyle was measured
based on two dimensions: behaviour and interest. The reason for choosing
these two dimensions was based on the fact that lifestyles are reflection
of consumption practice. The attitude dimension was not taken into
consideration because attitude represents cognitive and reflects on mental
state instead of behaviour.

Thus for this study, a total of 15 items (questions) were developed
to measure the frequency of consumption by a 5-point Likert-scale.
Respondents were asked how they would spend their leisure time. Table 1
below shows that there were five domains of the measurement of lifestyle.
These domains were media usage, community, and recreational, vocational
and High-brow culture. The media domain was represented by four items
namely watching movies/TV, surfing the social media like Facebook,
YouTube, playing games both on the computers as well as mobile phone
and reading (novel, books, magazine, newspapers). While three items
representing the community domain (B17 — B19), two items explained
the recreational domain (B20-B21), three items were used to measure the
vocational domain (B22 — B24) and there were four items to represent the
high-brow culture domain (B25 — B27).
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Table 1 Items developed to measure the lifestyle of youth
No. | Statement 1(2|3|4|5
B13 | Watching movies / TV

B14 | Surfing social media such as Facebook, YouTube etc.

B15 | Playing games on computers / mobile phone

B16 | Reading novel / books / magazine / newspapers

Visiting worship places such as Surau / Church / Temple /
Community Meeting / ‘Gotong-royong’

B18 | Visiting Café (Coffee bean, Starbucks, Kopitiam etc.)

B17

B19 | Involves as volunteers in Orphanage / Environmental activities

B20 | Recreational (Jogging / Exercising / Cycling / Football, etc)

B21 | Joining self-defence activities

B22 | Learn how to repair cars / motorcycle / bicycle etc.

B23 | Learn how to sew / cook / making cake / self-presentation etc.

Learn how to use computer / repair computer / repair mobile
phone etc.

B25 | Watching concert at the Cultural Palace / Theatre / Orchestra

B24

B26 | Visiting museum

B27 | Vacation local / overseas

While there are several definition and conception of lifestyle, it is
safe to say that for this study the measurement of youth lifestyle should be
accepted and it is right. This is because previous studies have suggested that
measuring lifestyle can be done by using either one of the dimension or by
combining two or the entire dimension.

Digital Engagement

When it comes to the usage of internet, most researcher will directly points
to the time spent by the respondent online. Quintellier and Vissers (2008)
argued the internet’s potentially overwhelming effects might be mediated in
two ways: first, through the amount of time young people spend online and,
second, in the various forms of the activities they engage in. Indeed playing
games will have different effects on political participation than will chatting
on political websites.
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This shows that in measuring youth digital engagement particularly in
relation to the youth political participation it is better to measure youth digital
engagement rather than measuring their time spent online. Polat (2005),
Turkle, (1995) argued that different patterns of internet use also have different
effects (e.g., positive or negative) on the level of political engagement.

Scholars are in agreement on the needs to differentiate between times
spent on the internet with the different patterns of internet use. Quintellier
and Vissers (2008) argued that when one wants to understand the effects
of internet use on political participation levels, it is critical to distinguish
different forms of internet use. Other scholars such as De Vreese (2007);
Jung, Qiu and Kim (2001) as well as Norris (1996) also echo the same
sentiment. They acknowledged that the amount of time spent online matters,
but so too does the content of the activities people engaged in.

Thus, this study adopted a digital engagement measurement developed
by local scholar SA Rahim. The measurement consists of 13 online activities
which SA Rahim termed as level of digital engagement. The level of digital
engagement was divided into three; basic, intermediate and advance level.
The questions are shown in the following Table 2.

Table 2 Items to measure youth’ digital engagement
Online activities 1({2|3(4]5

Z
o

Communicating with friends

Surfing for educational contents

Surfing for entertainment / travel

Shopping online

Playing games

E-banking transactions

Surfing government websites for jobs, paying license etc.

Uploading pictures and videos

Al ECH PN BN IR ol el S e

Commenting / voicing opinions on current issues in blog/mews

_.
e

Reading current news/sports/entertainment online

—_
—_—

Surfing websites on environment, volunteerism, charity work, etc

12. | Creating groups on social media to discuss youth related issues

*5 point Likert scale (1 = no engagement at all to very 5 = very frequent engagement
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This kind of questions was also developed by Johan Ostman (2012) in
his attempts to move from the typical measurement of time spent online. Johan
developed three categories to measured youth level of digital engagement.
These categories are (i) User Generated Content, (ii) Informational Internet
use; (iii) News consumption.

Unlike the previous and the next variables, this variable did not have
any issues. It is safe to say that based on literature, this variable is well
supported. The only point worth mentioning here is the fact that researchers
are agreeable on the need to bring the measurement to another level from the
usual measurement of time spent online. This is because time spent online
only tells us the amount of time and is unable to tell the researcher on what
the respondents was doing online.

Political Participation

Political participation can be defined as a variety of acts undertaken by
citizens to influence politics including party activism, signing a petition,
attending a demonstration, contacting an official or wearing a campaign
badge (Robertson, 2009). Brady (1999) simply defined political participation
as the essence of activity by the citizens to influence political decision.
Bimber et al. (2015) put it clearly by defining political participation in the
traditional forms such as voting, working on campaigns, and contacting
public officials.

Obviously, the above definitions of political participation implied the
traditional, offline participation particularly in the context of youth who are
connected to the net 24/7. Because, according to Collin (2008), youth today
who are digitally connected realised ‘internet’ as a legitimate online political
participation. In other words, the youth today feel that their online activities
in politics such as participating in the online forum is considered, for them,
as a political participation.

Thus, in conducting research especially when the respondents

are mainly youth a researcher may need to consider this new form of
political participation. This is the issue that are related to this variable. The
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methodological issues of are we measuring it right about youth political
participation, moreover in an attempt to link the relationship between youth
digital engagement and youth political participation.

Researchers were often blind by the light in believing in the argument
as put forward by Ward (2011) who claimed that online interest among
youth will increased rates of traditional participation and website hold the
potential for spaces of interactivity and discussion. Local scholars also share
the same believes that the internet is indeed a powerful platform to engage
the youth. (Joorabchi, Hassan & Osman, 2013; Faradillah & Rahim, 2015).

However, finding fromprevious studies onthisissue showsinconclusive
results. Xenos, Vronen and Loarder (2014) in their studies on social media
use and political participation suggested a strong, positive relationship
between the two across all three most advance democratic countries, and
suggested that social media may be helping to soften traditional patterns of
political inequality (p.152). Bode (2012), Valenzuela, Park and Kee (2009),
Zhang, Seltzer and Bichard (2013) also suggested that there were positive
relationships between social media use and youth political participation.
Other studies reported positive relationships between social media use and
political engagement, but limited those relationships to specific kinds of
social media use or a circumscribed set of engagement outcomes (Gil de
Zuiiga et al., 2012; Vitak et al., 2011). These studies suggested that the
spread of social media among young people and the broader public has had
salutary effects on political engagement, but at the same time suggest that
the relationship between social media use and engagement may be limited
to individuals who would likely be relatively engaged without social media.

However, there were other studies suggesting that there was a very
weak relationship between social media use and political engagement,
or none at all (Baumgartner & Morris, 2009; Dimitrova & Bystrom,
2013). Baumgartner and Morris (2009), for instance, found small and
inconsistent effects of social networking site use on a range of engagement
outcomes in their study of social networking site use during the 2008 lowa
caucuses, ultimately concluding that ‘the hyperbole surrounding new Web
developments...as they relate to citizenship may be just that — hype’ (p. 38).
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In another survey (Flash Euro barometer 375) to determine the European
youth intention to vote in the EU Election 2014 that was compared to the
same survey conducted in 2011, showed a decrease in participation (voting
in an election). 62% of youth surveyed in 2011 indicated that they have
voted, but in 2014 only 56% indicated that they have participated in the
election. Majority of respondent (79%) will not consider standing as an
election candidate N=12,927; aged 15 — 30 years old.

Among the reason given for this limited, weak relationship between
internet usage and civic and political participation was the fact that the
social network site (SNS) or the new media were still at the infancy level.
From the point of methodology, it does not measure what it was supposed
to measure. Apart from methodological problem, Leyva (2016) also argued
that investigating internet usage and political participation among the youth
was indeed a very complex and involved intertwined factors to determine
the direct relationship.

Researchers somehow tend to forget that today’s youth digital
engagement is somehow different than the way we used to. This is a clear
case of methodological problem. Reliance on quantitative approaches has
somehow limit researcher definition of ‘youth participation’ or in other
words, ‘how participation is defined. (Livingstone et al. 2005, pp. 289-290).
This dilemma reflects a wider limitation of existing research on young
people’s political participation, epitomised by quantitative studies with
predetermined notions of how young people relate to the political and how
they translate their conception of the political into action (O’Toole et al
2003, p.53, Marsh et al. 2007, p.18) [Collins, 2008, p.528].

In this study, most of the questions asked were offline political
activities in nature. There were no questions to ask about the respondent
online political activities. From the above argument, this could be the
flaw of this study. In this study, as in other study we often asking question
based on the respondent offline participation while we attempt to measure
the relationship between the youth digital engagement and their political
participation. It was like asking question of your reading habit influence
your body weight management. While this can be statistically proven, we
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cannot really say that people who are heavy reader is obese, because we
have eliminated other important variables.

Likewise in looking into the relationship between youth digital
engagement and youth political participation it seems that we are repeating
the same mistake again. While we can statistically prove the link between the
youth digital engagement with their offline political participation, we cannot
really say whether the link is direct or indirect. Often we will be left with
an assumption that there are strong or weak relationships. This is probably
due to us asking the not-so-true question. The following table shows the
questions being asked in this survey about youth political participation.

Table 3 Items to measure youth’ political participation
No | Activities 1123 (4|5

1. Meeting government officer to resolve problem

2. Wearing a batch/sticker to support/oppose a particular
issues

3. Meeting a district officer to solve problem / express
opinion

4. Participating in activities organized by a political party

*S point Likert scale (1= no engagement at all to 5= very frequent engagement)

The above questions clearly demonstrate that this survey only asked
offline political participation among the youth. There are two apparent
consequences of this. First, it shows how ignorant we are as a researcher in
acknowledging the changes that is happening around the youth today. We
acknowledge that the youth are ‘digitally connected’” which somehow do
affect their lifestyle yet, we measured their political participation based on
the values created long before the emergence of digital technology.

This ignorant could lead a researcher to come into ill-informed
conclusion. Ifthe study shows there was no link or showing weak relationship
between the youth digital engagement and their political participation then
it will lead the researcher to conclude that the youth today are apolitical.
Whereas the youth today are not apolitical, it is just that their way of
expressing or participating in politics is different than what we used to. The
youth today are more into online political participation rather than offline.
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Conclusion

Understanding youth particularly in the context of technological dynamism
requires a researcher to adopt dynamism approach. It is essential to
contextualise the research, particularly in choosing and measuring the
appropriate variables to suit the current condition of the youth. Researchers,
who are ignorant of the current condition of the subject, tend to force their
values towards the respondents. This may lead to unsubstantiated conclusion
of the research.
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