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Abstract

This article focuses on social networking practices of young people between the ages of 15 and
29 in relation to their sexual health. In so doing, the authors work with one key question: What
methodologies are appropriate for exploring these practices? The article takes the example of
YAHAnet.org, a social networking platform that promotes the arts as a critical tool for youth in
the AIDS response. Beginning with a discussion of theoretical perspectives, the article goes on
to analyze YAHAnet's successes and failures in leveraging Twitter, Facebook, and other social
media in relation to the online practices of youth. The interplay of online and offline practices
of young people are then explored. The article concludes with a consideration of how the tools
and methods applied to the global YAHAnet platform might also be applied to the online
practices of young people in South Africa.
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Introduction

As global and national studies highlight, the sexual health of young people remains a critical concern.
Globally, young people aged 15 to 24 make up 42% of new HIV infections in people aged 15 and older, with
the majority of these infections in 2010 occurring among young people in sub-Saharan Africa (UNAIDS,
2012). There is a growing consensus among those involved in social programming that unless young people
are given a more significant voice in participating in dialogue about their own sexual health, the current
sexual health programs aimed at promoting safe sexual practices among youth are doomed to fail (Ford,
Odallo, & Chorlton, 2003). One key component of youth voice is social media, with more and more young
people around the world using social media services, mobile apps, and other digital communication
technologies to produce, share, and comment on videos, photos, podcasts, and text-based resources in
order to effect change in a collaborative community capacity. This has been well documented by such
researchers as Buckingham (2007), Carrington and Robinson (2009), De Castell and Jenson (2003), Jenkins
(2006), Livingstone (2009), Mallan (2009) and Poletti (2008). Recent crowdmapping resources are aiding
such interaction and collaboration among individuals and groups (Heinzelman, Brown, & Meier, 2011). Even
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youth who do not have direct access to the Internet have a growing number of ways of receiving reliable
sexual health information (Levine, 2011) and sharing information and interacting with their peers—for
example, through text messaging (Faulkner & Culwin, 2005). Specifically, youth are harnessing social
networking and social media tools for developing sexual health promotion campaigns (Boyar, Levine, &
Zensius, 2011; Lim, Hocking, Hellard, & Aitken, 2008) and promoting activist movements that are becoming
increasingly popular through crowdfunding platforms such as Kickstarter and global tools such as
Youthmovements.org.

Social media trends and the sheer volume of data produced by youth-driven online activity are compelling
reasons for researchers to tap into what young people are saying, or are willing to say, about their own
health and well-being through social media. In this article, we consider ways of studying the social
networking practices of young people between the ages of 15 and 29 in relation to their sexual health, and
in so doing, we work with one key question: What methodologies are appropriate for exploring these
practices? Responding to this question by looking at the example of an arts-based advocacy platform,
Youth, the Arts, HIV & AIDS Network (YAHAnet), we examine how this online platform is being accessed and
used, how it generates youth engagement, how its online and on-site activities link up, and what
implications exist for deepening an understanding of methodologies that can help to shed light on how
youth can be meaningfully engaged in policy dialogue through social media and in relation to sexual health.
In the next section we consider some of the theoretical perspectives and key questions that could drive
health-based social media research. We then go on to assess tools and methods for analyzing the YAHAnet
platform’s reach and engagement, and discuss the early stages of a textual analysis of YAHAnet’s online and
offline work. We conclude the article with a reflection on the overall process of conducting the study and
draw attention to some of the implications for working with youth in South Africa. Overall, the article
provides an ‘inventory of methods’ in social media studies.

Theoretical perspectives

While our overarching concern is with youth voice and policy dialogue in relation to sexual health, and how
this can lead to more inclusive policy dialogue, we start with a very straightforward concern for what can
be learned about youth, social networking, and sexual health by looking at youth participation in social
media campaigns and initiatives related to HIV and AIDS, and, specifically, what methods will advance such
a study. In response, we offer an analysis of components of YAHanet’s use of social networking and social
media services and how these interact with its ‘on the ground’ activities. The fieldwork® for studying
YAHAnet is framed within separate yet overlapping bodies of work: (1) M-health and the use of digital
portable communication devices such as mobile phones and other digital technologies and applications to
influence current outcomes of health research, facilitate better health care delivery, and improve client
participation (Broens, van Halteren, van Sinderen, & Wac, 2007; Istepanian, Laxminarayan, & Pattichis,
2006); (2) Youth reproductive health discourse that incorporates the significance of youth voice as an
impetus for reforming current public health care delivery (Allen, 2005, 2008, 2011; Boyar et al., 2011;
Flicker et al., 2009; Gilbert, 2007); (3) Online practices and appropriate research methods (Boyd, 2008;
Daniel, 2011; Gauntlett, 2006, 2011; Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 2002; Mitchell, Reid-Walsh & Pithouse, 2004);
(4) Youth engagement studies that focus on the significance of ‘youth as knowledge producers’, a term first
used by Lankshear and Knobel (2003) to refer to the ways in which young people can simultaneously play a
key role as protagonists in the production of knowledge about their everyday lives and act as resources and
agents of change through the presentation of that knowledge to other youth (see also Percy-Smith &
Thomas, 2010); and (5) Grassroots policy-making research that studies measures that can effect policy
change ‘from the ground up’ (Barry, 2005; Kapoor & Choudry, 2010; Wang, Burris, & Ping, 1996; Wang, Yi,

! We are grateful to McGill University for its support of this fieldwork through two seed grant awards: Mitchell (2012) “Studying the
Digital and Social Media Practices of Youth in ‘From the Ground up’ Policy Making” (McGill Collaborative Initiative Fund) and
Mitchell (2012) “Examining how Social Media Practices of Young People Can Inform and Be Integrated into Sexual Health
Programming and Health Policy” (McGill CIHR Transition Fund).
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Tao, & Carovano, 1998). These separate and overlapping bodies of work offer a fascinating lens through
which to study HIV and AIDS and the social media practices of young people.

Studying YAHAnet

Framing methodology

As an entry point to the study, we want to declare our own involvement with YAHAnet and to make clear
that an important component of the study is a reflexive ‘starting with ourselves’ (Van Manen, 1990) or
insider approach. Claudia is a co-founder of YAHAnet and the Project Leader while John is the Project
Coordinator. We are both invested in deepening an understanding of ways of looking at how YAHAnet is
currently functioning, and at the same time, studying its potential for influencing the study of youth and
arts-based approaches to addressing HIV and AIDS. Thus this work is far from being a study conducted at
arm’s length through the eyes of an external evaluator. Indeed, in taking a ‘starting with ourselves’
orientation, we are testing out the ways in which autobiographical methods such as auto-ethnography are,
in and of themselves, a critical area of study. (See for example Ellis, 2004; 2009; Muncey, 2010).
Methodologically, we test out both quantitative and qualitative methods. For example, in relation to
guantitative measures, we rely heavily on what Stephen Riggins (1994) would describe as denotative data.
In the denotative aspects of the study, we draw on quantitative measures for studying virtual communities
(see, for example, Daniel, 2011) as well as historical data (i.e., archival documents such as reports,
proposals, previous articles, and indeed the YAHAnet site itself as a repository of information. The various
documents serve as aides-memoire. We also explore approaches to studying YAHAnet that are more
qualitative in nature and that draw on what Riggins terms the connotative in relation to meaning-making.
This connotative data relies on a consideration of various interview and artefactual texts.

A brief history of YAHAnet

YAHAnet.org * is a virtual collaborative platform for text-, image-, and video-based discussion and advocacy
on sexual health and HIV by and for young people. Going live in its current form in January 2009, its
creation stemmed from a 2006 UNESCO study of arts-based youth initiatives in addressing HIV and AIDS
that identified the need for a global online discussion platform and gallery space. As described by MacEntee
and Murray (2012), YAHAnet is dedicated to a participatory action framework focusing on how the arts and
arts-based methods can give a voice to youth. As they go on to note:

To support youth expression and engagement, the webtool offers how-to guides on a wide
range of art forms, including collage art, drawing, photovoice, murals, painting, comic strips,
magazines, newsletters, narrative writing, fiction and non-fiction writing, poetry, forum
theatre, street theatre, puppetry dance, hip hop, music, radio drama and documentary,
television, video-making, storytelling, and websites. An integral part of YAHAnet is the online
gallery space, which houses photos, videos, audio files, and written art created and uploaded
by members. The webtool also features a user-controlled resource database and fact guides on
such topics as gender, stigma, sexual behavior, and myths surrounding HIV and AIDS. The
‘workgroup’ function on the webtool gives youth the opportunity to network and initiate
projects with other like-minded peer activists and artists on both a local and global level. (p.
184)

2 This brief history draws on a number of published articles (Mitchell, Low, & Hoechsmann, 2008; MacEntee, Labacher, & Murray,
2011; and MacEntee & Murray, 2012); and reports such as Mitchell, Low, and Hoechsmann’s [2006] Developing a Web-All on Arts-
Based and Other Participatory Approaches to HIV Prevention and Education; and an online report, Youth, the Arts, HIV & AIDS
Network 2011 Annual Report compiled by John Murray). In this study, these documents were used more as aides-memoires and as
such are not at the centre of the research design.
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Figure 1

Screenshot of YAHAnet’s homepage
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YAHAnet also has an ‘on the ground’ profile through McGill University and through a variety of school and
community workshops and exhibitions hosted in South Africa. YAHAnet's main offline presence has been at
the 2008, 2010, and 2012 International AIDS Conferences, where team members have conducted collage
and photovoice activities. The web platform and its offline activities are managed by a rotating team of
student interns led by Project Leader Claudia Mitchell and Project Coordinator John Murray. YAHAnet
draws together the work of research units at two Canadian universities—McGill University’s Participatory
Cultures Lab and the University of Toronto’s Gendering Adolescent AIDS Prevention (GAAP) project—and at
two South African universities—the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Centre for Visual Methodologies for
Social Change and Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University’s Visual Methodologies for Social Change Unit.

Because what is popular in the world of social media is constantly changing, the YAHAnet team continually
assesses how the online platform can use social networking/new media tools to understand the mindsets
of their users and thereby fashion and re-fashion itself into something that young people are willing to
adopt and call their own. In August 2010, following the XVIII International AIDS Conference in Vienna, the
YAHAnet team started using Facebook and Twitter actively for promotion and education, and, over the past
two years, the website has received sustained web traffic from over 40 countries per week, increasing to
more than 1,000 visits a week during competitions and events/conferences. In 2011, YAHAnet’s member
base grew by almost 38%. However, YAHAnet has yet to attract a core Forum community or group of
Gallery content uploaders to really propel the importance of the arts in countering cultural taboos,
correcting misinformed sexual behaviours, and challenging restrictive policies to a larger and larger youth
audience. And although an encouraging 37% of YAHAnet’s members are part of Working Groups for arts-
based community action, there are no real plans for a forum in which groups of young people can
collaborate to explore future arts-based projects.

Tools for studying YAHAnet

In this section, we map out the tools that YAHAnet has used to study social media services that reach out to
young people and youth organisations. We also use this ‘map’ in a strategic way in order to look at where
YAHAnet needs to expand and/or alter its social media approach in order to stay relevant and continue to
build a strong intercultural youth voice in HIV advocacy.
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Google rankings and site usage

In order to determine how YAHAnet can both go and stay viral, it is necessary to track YAHAnet's ranking in
basic HIV&AIDS Google searches and identify the main types of content that draw people to the platform,
all while monitoring visit length. Google.com page rankings for “youth + hiv” keyword searches list the
YAHAnet homepage as the 13th result®. YAHAnet fact guides appear within the first two pages of results for
searches on myths about HIV, masculinity and HIV, and voluntary counseling and testing. To collect visitor
statistics, the YAHAnet team has relied on HiStats, a free comprehensive website analytics service. Analysis
of the data confirms that fact guides are a regular point of entry to YAHAnet from week to week. YAHAnet's
radio drama and collaborative video how-to guides are also popular entry points to the website. (It is
important to note that these two guides have high Google search rankings without “HIV” added as a
keyword, so even people without any explicit desire for activism or advocacy are being drawn to YAHAnet.)
Flashy adverts and campaign images from well-known organizations like Durex and AIDES, which are posted
in the YAHAnet forums by the YAHAnet team, continue to bring visitors to the platform for more than six
months after they have been posted®. YAHAnet webpages linked from its Twitter account round out the
main traffic-generating content. As for site usage, visitors to YAHAnet explore an average of two pages per
visit®.

This all shows that YAHAnet has created a significant online presence, but it does not provide answers for
how to significantly lower its ‘new visitor’ to ‘returning visitor’ ratio which rarely dropped below 80% in
2011. Until young people feel excited about interacting on YAHAnet and not just using it as a news or
research site, YAHAnet will not be able to realise its aim of extending its arts-based social media approach
from awareness and behaviour change to youth influence in policy making at local and national levels. It is
important to look at YAHAnet’s presence on Twitter and Facebook to see how these social media services
are serving and can better serve YAHAnet’s mission.

Twitter

During its first full year on Twitter in 2011, YAHAnet’s account gained much recognition and support from
organisations working with and for young people around the world—from tweets like Ubuntu Africa’s “You
all are reaching so many with your #advocacy & #creativity. Keep it up! #art #artispower” to shout-outs and
retweets from Internet Sexuality Information Services (ISIS, Inc.), host of the innovative SEX:TECH
conferences. YAHAnet's Twitter account has been followed by well-known youth-supportive organisations
with low following ratios, such as UNAIDS, UNICEF, Designers Against AIDS, MTV Shuga, Dance4life
International, TakinglTGlobal, The Body, Stephen Lewis Foundation, Plan, and Conversations for a Better
World. Currently, YAHAnet has a Peerindex rank® of 49 placing it just below UNAIDS’ CrowdOutAIDS
project’'s rank of 52 in terms of its ‘social and reputational capital on the web’ (see
http://www.peerindex.com/help/scores). To add a further comparison dimension, popular youth sexual
education portal Scarleteen has a rank of 55.

Continuing with a strong Twitter presence will, we hope, help YAHAnet initiate the formation of
partnerships with university groups, youth organisations, and popular youth-oriented media edutainment
campaigns run by organisations such as MTV and (RED). As Tammy Tibbetts (founder and president of She’s
the First, a not-for-profit organisation focused on girls’ education in the developing world) highlighted in

3 All Google page rankings were taken in early August 2012.
4 HiStats analytics, August 2012

5 Twitter Grader (http://tweet.grader.com) is a free tool that rates Twitter performance based on six algorithm factors:
http://graderblog.grader.com/twitter-grader-api/bid/19046/How-Does-Twitter-Grader-Calculate-Twitter-Rankings

6 Peerindex (www.peerindex.com) is a free social media analytics tool that rates the online influence of organisations and
individuals on Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and Quora. It has scored over 45 million Twitter accounts on Authority, Audience, and
Activity.
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the live stream of the 11th Youth Assembly at the United Nations in August 2012, the best collaborators do
not necessarily turn out to be your friends but can be the people you meet through Twitter (United Nations
Webcast, 2012). Through such partnerships, the potential of YAHAnet as a platform for discussion and real
change may be elevated in the minds of individual youth as they hear about the platform from
organisations or companies that they respect and know are popular. The fact that YAHAnet has reached
over 1,400 Twitter followers in two years and has a Twitter Grader rank of 94/100’ should help YAHAnet
secure strong partnerships moving forward. The YAHAnet team can also concentrate more on getting the
attention of individual youth on Twitter by offering them congratulations on awareness initiatives and
continuing to give them ways to promote their work on YAHAnet. Regular monitoring of YAHAnet’s
TweetLevel ranking will help evaluate whether YAHAnet’s engagement score of “OK” can reach its influence

score of “superstar”®.’

Facebook

YAHAnet upgraded to a Facebook page from a Facebook group in October 2011 to coincide with its global
student podcast competition, which set out to reach as many young people as possible. The use of
Facebook has been a contested topic for the YAHAnet team since there have been worries that ‘likes’ and
discussion on Facebook will take away from commenting and interaction on the YAHAnet platform. This
worry is not unfounded. For example, during the Vienna Declaration campaign launched prior to the 2010
International AIDS Conference, it was discovered that the campaign’s Facebook page actually became the
clearing house for information related to the campaign—no one was leaving Facebook and visiting the
campaign website (Montaner, 2012). However, despite the YAHAnet team’s concerns, we realise that it is
still beneficial for YAHAnet to have a Facebook presence in order to regularly ‘like’ and highlight the work of
new youth-led organisations that do not have a Twitter presence. More concrete Facebook affiliations with
celebrated youth organisations and movements that have a strong youth following will also elevate
YAHAnet’s place in online activism. For instance, a single post about YAHAnet Coordinator John Murray’s
involvement with the CrowdOutAIDS Drafting Committee led to 49 views, engagement by 7 people, and a
virality of 6.12%'°. This post received more interaction than posts promoting YAHAnet content and
activities. Another benefit of Facebook is that Insight statistics give YAHAnet a way to regularly monitor
whether it is reaching its target audience of 15- to 29-year-olds.

An area to explore with Facebook and virality is the use of polls and questionnaires. It would be beneficial
for YAHAnNet to solicit responses from young people on whether they would consider getting involved in
Working Groups and Forums on YAHAnet. And as YAHAnet's new research arm embarks on a study of how
youth social networking and social media practices can be harnessed to inform health policy in Canada,
polls and surveys disseminated through Facebook can provide data on advocacy and policy engagement.
However, it is important to realise that such polls and surveys should be supplemented by private emails
for maximum engagement and that there can be an intimidation factor in individuals approaching
organisations as evidenced by recent work done by the National Black Gay Men's Advocacy Coalition
(NBGMAC) with young Black gay men in the United States (Jones, 2012).

7 Twitter Grader (http://tweet.grader.com) is a free tool that rates Twitter performance based on six algorithm factors:
http://qraderblog.grader.com/twitter-grader-api/bid/19046/How-Does-Twitter-Grader-Calculate-Twitter-Rankings

& TweetLevel (http://tweetlevel.edelman.com) is a free Twitter measurement tool.

? TweetlLevel (http://tweetlevel.edelman.com) is a free Twitter measurement tool.

° The virality of a Facebook post is defined as “the number of people who have created a story from [the] post as a percentage of
the number of people who have seen it” (http://www.facebook.com/help/?fag=279981958693502).
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Other social media tools

Tumblr,™ Instagram,™ and Pinterest®® would be interesting tools for YAHAnet to explore in the near future.
One solution to the lack of comments on photos in YAHAnNet’s Gallery would be to use Tumblr to reblog HIV
and AIDS-related images to gain a following and then start posting links to images from the YAHAnet
Gallery and asking for comments outside of Tumblr. The creation of ‘what-is-your-best-caption’ contests on
Tumblr could help YAHAnet go and stay viral. Themed Instagram photo challenges could also be tested out.
Pinterest has a growing number of artistic adverts and infographics related to HIV and AIDS, so it would
make sense to promote YAHAnet's mission and reach by pinning them and adding its own contributions
from its growing Gallery.

When thinking of what it means to go viral, YouTube may be the first thing that comes to mind. While
YAHAnet’s Video Gallery could be considered a small-scale YouTube devoted to creative HIV awareness and
prevention videos, the YAHAnet team believes that it would be worth launching a YouTube account to gain
a wider audience for its interactive condom banner, button awareness, and red ribbon stop motion videos,
which have only been released through YAHAnet.org. And since 500 tweets a minute contain video links
(O’Neill, 2012), YAHANet’s YouTube account could boost its Twitter presence. In addition, running a global
youth competition on webisode creation through the YouTube account would provide more content for
YAHAnet’s Gallery, and keeping in mind that over 100 million people take social action on videos every
week, such a competition could help participating youth-led organisations go viral with their advocacy and
health policy messages, attracting the interest of decision makers.

Information vs. Action

As a team, we are still striving to find the balance between providing information (e.g., fact guides, articles,
reports, and creative male and female condom ‘how-to’ videos) and sparking arts-based action on a
community and global level. In this regard, it is important to consider the strong engagement on a mobile
youth portal like Praekelt Foundation’s Young Africa Live (YAL)'. In just one and a half years up until May
2011, the YAL portal had received over 36,000,000 page views, over 1,000,000 comments, and over
357,000 unique visitors (Hettige, 2012). Unlike YAHAnNet, the portal provides helpline numbers and linkages
to VCT centres and live chats with doctors and relationship experts, but like YAHAnet, it encourages guest
bloggers and features the latest news stories. The next step for YAHAnet as a platform will be to foster
similar online engagement but related to the arts and social media and health policy change. This could be
through letter-writing policy campaigns promoted on Twitter (Montaner, 2012), polls and surveys on
Facebook on effective arts-based advocacy or strategies for youth inclusion in Ministry of Health decision
making, image-based advocacy and political cartooning on Tumblr, or video messages to policy makers
through YouTube—to name just a few youth-led actions. Google+ Hangouts could be tested by YAHAnet for
hosting free virtual student-led sessions by region that would consist of collage, photovoice, or
storyboarding activities on a health policy theme followed by discussions on community action. These video
Hangouts could provide the more personal, face-to-face environment lacking in YAHAnet’s current online
outreach. UNAIDS’ CrowdOutAIDS crowdmap™ of youth activists and organisations, which is expanding
every day, is an important network to tap into for these sessions and for helping to turn YAHAnet into a
platform for action.

" Tumblr (www.tumblr.com) is a micro-blogging platform that offers both free and pay designs. There were 68 million Tumblr
accounts as of August 2012.

2 Instagram (http://instagram.com) is a free photo-sharing program, social network, and app that allows users to choose a photo
filter to enhance their images and is compatible with Facebook, Flickr, and Twitter.

3 pinterest (http://pinterest.com) is a free virtual pinboard for organising and sharing content on the web.
 This South African portal was launched on December 1, 2009. See http://www.praekeltfoundation.org/young-africa-live.html

1 http://www.crowdoutaids.org/wordpress/map/
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Interplay between online and offline actions

One of the challenges of this work is seeking a balance in the ‘online’ and ‘on the ground” engagement of
young people. While it is beyond the scope of this article to offer an argument as to whether an online
presence or a community presence would have a greater influence in relation to youth HIV advocacy and
prevention, there is some work, at least, that points to the significance of offline engagement in youth
activism (see, for example, Banaji and Buckingham, forthcoming). As is also argued elsewhere in relation to
cell phones and their use in engaging young people in disclosing their HIV status or getting tested, there is
still clearly a place for face-to-face communication (see, for example, Labacher & Mitchell, 2012; Labacher
& Mitchell, in press). Being a virtual space for creative expression and learning is only one of YAHAnet’s
functions. Its offline actions are also vital. A good example of this can be seen in YAHAnet's presence at the
International AIDS Conferences in Mexico City, Vienna, and Washington, where members of the team
facilitated arts-based workshops (in Mexico City and Vienna) and set up and led interactive ‘Wall of Hands’
photovoice activities in the Global Village of the Vienna and Washington conferences (see also MacEntee,
Labacher, & Murray, 2011). Moreover, the various YAHAnet contests that are promoted through online
actions but that require offline engagement are key, involving both university interns who volunteer to
work with YAHAnet to design the contests (and gain firsthand knowledge of youth, the arts, and HIV and
AIDS) and the youth who participate in the contests. To date, these contests have explored visual,
performance, and literary art.

Figure 2

YAHAnRet’s booth and ‘Wall of Hands’ exhibit in the 2012 Global Village at the XIX International
AIDS Conference in Washington, D.C. in July, 2012

Textual analysis

We have also begun to embark on studying the influence of the various ‘on the ground’ YAHAnet activities
such as contests and workshops. These initiatives translate into online action in that the contest
submissions and ‘Wall of Hands’ images have been uploaded to the YAHAnet platform and continue to be
exhibited. While we have not carried out systematic interviews with participants of contests and
workshops, we have at the time of carrying out ‘on the ground’ activities conducted some interviews. For
example, following the collage workshop at the Vienna conference, we conducted video interviews with
various participants (see http://yahanet.org/category/tags/yahanet-video-interviews). These interviews
offer some indication of the processes and benefits of creating textual production in relation to HIV and
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AIDS. As Melina from Bosnia and Herzegovina observed: “It was one of the sessions that | really liked . . . it
was interactive . . . it was a new way how to show something. | didn’t have a lot of chances to do something
creative like that—or maybe it was because of my job . . . | work in office.” Luigi from Colombia commented:
“Maybe in my country | want to take this [technique] . . . because it’s an easy way to say to people you can
make a message for the people . . . you can . .. widen your message.” Their comments give some indication
of the ways in which artistic engagement can be seen as inviting.

We have also begun to collect textual narratives related to youth engagement from the McGill-based
interns who are involved in designing contests and in participating in ‘on the ground’ university activities
related to fund raising, awareness, and so on. These interns are typically between the ages of 19 and 23
and as such are also critical to a youth strategy. As argued elsewhere (Mitchell, Weber, & Yoshida, 2008;
Mitchell, 2009), university students have a critical role to play in the policy-making process. Speaking about
the 2011 podcast contest, which she helped to set up, one of YAHAnet’s McGill-based interns noted the
following:

| had the pleasure to be a part of organizing the most recent YAHAnet contest in the fall of
2011. This contest utilized the podcast medium for the first time, and in that sense, represents
the organization’s own progress and innovative capacity. Youth from around the world were
encouraged to participate, with the main criteria solely being that participants were between
the ages of 15 and 24. Podcasts were to be a maximum of three minutes, with a clear message
that related to the theme ‘turning the tide together to reach zero’, a compilation of the theme
for the 2012 International AIDS Conference and the 2011 World AIDS Day theme. In addition,
we provided a comprehensive tutorial on how to make a podcast to ensure that as many
people as possible could participate, and that they may continue on with the medium. This
contest illustrates the use of participatory media for social change as students were
encouraged to become media content creators on a social justice theme. . . . It definitely helped
to increase the organization’s presence in the HIV and AIDS youth activist community and
without a doubt promoted the use of participatory media among student groups. Moreover,
the reach of the contest was truly impressive. Submissions came from a variety of regions—
from Gambia to Brunei, to the United States and Canada. The majority of the submissions came
from student HIV and AIDS activist groups who were involved in a variety of awareness and
fundraising activities. YAHAnet’s promotion of participatory media within these groups, and
their reception to it, demonstrates the potential of podcasting for social change. Furthermore,
the podcasts were aired on CKUT, a non-profit campus community radio station that serves the
McGill University and greater Montreal community. Community collaboration of this kind is
another example of participatory media’s bottom-up orientation. (Personal communication,
2012)

Another way of studying aspects of influence is to consider the artistic productions created by young
people as visual or audio texts. This approach includes analysis of primary texts (e.g., videos, photos from
events/workshops, campaign Public Service Announcements (PSAs), short introspective films, or interviews
with activists) produced by youth. For example, following the first Wall of Hands initiative at the Vienna
conference on the theme of ‘Rights to expression around sexuality and HIV and AIDS’, an analysis was
carried out of the images produced by one subset of the almost 240 participants—girls and young women.
As MacEntee, Labacher, and Murray (2011) highlight in their analysis, which draws on the work of Rose
(2001), the messages are rich and varied:
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The messages written on these young women’s and girls’ photos range from addressing rights
related to harm reduction and treatment to the role of religion in addressing HIV, with many
references to peace, love and the future. Human rights are directly referenced four times.
Messages about the rights of women are found in five photos and messages about the rights of
youth in two. Four messages refer to “protecting yourself”, presumably against HIV and AIDS,
but this is not always clearly stated. The importance of support for people living with HIV
and/or AIDS is also a common theme among the messages on the photos (mentioned four
times). However, working together to bring about change is the most commonly cited theme
(with twelve mentions). The exclamation marks, prominent in eleven photos, highlight the
urgency of the messages and the desire for others to read them. (159)

The prompt for the ‘Wall of Hands’ at the Washington conference—‘Taking the lead to get to zero’'—
similarly invited various thematic analyses of the more than 300 hand images and the messages written on
them™. Noting the success of the various ‘on the ground’ exhibitions of the ‘Wall of Hands’ in 2010,
MacEntee, & Murray (2012) nonetheless conclude that the photos continue to reach their widest audience
as part of an interactive virtual gallery on YAHAnet, which has also been promoted on other sites such as
TakinglITGlobal, MTVAct, and CITIZENShift. The Washington virtual exhibit has reached even further with
promotion on Osocio and Positive Life.

Beyond these approaches to working with the productions, however, the concept of the virtual exhibition
has opened up new spaces to think about the ways in which young people might be engaged in posting
their own exhibitions. These exhibitions might be read as windows into the ways that young people use
textual display to represent their views.

Figure 3

Photo message created by a 27-year-old woman from London, UK, during the ‘Wall of Hands’
activity on ‘Taking the lead to get to zero’ at YAHAnet’s Global Village booth at AIDS 2012 in
Washington, D.C.

b 2

(o

6 see for example a preliminary analysis of this data to be found at: http://popplet.com/app/#/407223
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Discussion

Throughout our consideration above of the various methodologies for studying YAHAnet as a social
networking site dedicated to addressing youth, the arts, and HIV prevention and awareness, we have
highlighted the ways that we have tested out different measures and have offered reflections related to
studying how YAHAnet is being used. In so doing, we have drawn attention to some of the ways in which
social media tools such as Facebook and Twitter simultaneously increase online use and provide ways of
studying online action. The process of engaging in this work has been valuable in that it has helped us to
think of other ways of engaging young people in arts-based initiatives through social media. In this respect,
the process of working with the various data sources has been one that is grounded in reflexivity-in action.
Thus we are seeing how the setting up of a YouTube channel would allow for organisation of arts-based
advocacy videos by theme and region through playlists. We have also seen that the types of gallery
components that we as managers of the site have been developing could be re-imagined within a digital
curation framework. This is something that has been explored on the Girl Museum site
(www.girlmuseum.org). As noted above, the various group contests and on-site workshops which have
been set up in collaboration with conferences and symposia would lend themselves to promoting digital
curation by youth groups who would themselves organise the online exhibitions. What this has also pointed
out is the need for ongoing links between online and offline activity.

Given our concern for deepening an understanding of methodologies that are appropriate for studying how
social networking practices might be linked to HIV prevention and awareness strategies, the next step in
this process is to develop targeted strategies for studying the actual content of social messaging and
networking, and then to consider the ways in which policy makers can be more effectively drawn into this
work. Our concern is with policy making that might be described as originating ‘from the ground up’. What
types of HIV-related policies might these be, and how could close readings and analyses of the online
artistic productions of young people further this policy development agenda?

Finally, we continue to be interested in the ways in which contests and other types of specifically targeted
events contribute to increasing the number of young people who visit the YAHAnet platform. Elsewhere,
we have recognised the gap between going viral (i.e., when visitors decide to share and link to YAHAnet
content widely) and staying viral (continuing to offer a creative and original platform and being constantly
aware of and learning from viral success stories)’’. Much of the literature on youth-centred HIV
interventions has highlighted the need to go beyond ‘business as usual’ and that some ideas linked to being
‘sick of AIDS’ (Mitchell & Smith, 2003) or suffering from AIDS fatigue are part of the reality of this work.
While our methods, to date, have not revealed a way of countering the ‘sick of AIDS’ phenomenon, we do
acknowledge the challenges of working within a participatory culture from which users can easily move on.
How best to stay viral then, is an ongoing concern.

Conclusions and Implications

In this article, we have mapped out some of the ways in which a variety of online and offline tools and
procedures might be applied to studying youth engagement in relation to HIV advocacy and prevention. As
noted in the Introduction, these various tools and procedures might be read as a type of ‘inventory’ which
can, we hope, serve to guide our own next steps, but also the work of other researchers. What we have
highlighted in our testing out of methodology is that much of the potential richness of the online presence
of young people is lost to policy discussions in the absence of appropriate tools and methods for mining this
data. In order to explore questions of influence and the idea of ‘what difference does this make?’ we need
appropriate tools. It is worth noting again the significance of major organisations such as UNAIDS using
crowdsourcing, for example, as a policy-generating tool for accessing the voices of young people. As we

7 For more on virality, see this Sparkplug Digital blog post: http://www.sparkplugdigital.com/blog/qoing-viral-part-2-do-your-research,
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noted in the Introduction, social media trends and the sheer volume of data produced by youth-driven
online initiatives and activities are compelling reasons for researchers to tap into what young people are
saying through their online practices and ultimately to consider how communities of young people might
themselves shape policies and practices that are of importance to their lives. This is an area that is critical at
the global level where the idea of youth as protagonist has been central to policy making, at least in
principle, since the late 1990s.

One of the key implications of the work highlighted here in relation to HIV prevention and advocacy is the
need to extend the reach of this type of research and analysis. Given the readership and the mandate of
Educational Research and Social Change, one promising extension would be to study the social media
practices of young people attending Higher Education Institutions in South Africa, particularly in the context
of the work of the Higher Education HIV/AIDS Programme (HEAIDS) and its focus on ensuring that HIV and
AIDS programming is integrated into curricular and co-curricular activities (HEAIDS, 2010). At one level, one
might ask what relationships exist between South African young people’s use of Facebook, Twitter, and
other online services on the one hand, and HIV awareness, advocacy, and prevention on the other.
Alongside this, one might consider the ways in which social media sites such as YAHAnet could offer outlets
for, and support of, cultural production in relation to HIV and AIDS. But the online practices of secondary
schools in South Africa are also ‘sites’ for study. In a recent project with a group of rural primary and
secondary teachers that involved the production of cellphilms (short videos shot on cell phones), an
observation made by the teachers was that many of the learners have cell phones and would have access
to online technology (Mitchell, De Lange, & Moletsane, 2012).

To date, however, the online practices of learners, especially in rural contexts, have received little
attention, although as Mitchell, Pascarella, De Lange, and Stuart (2010) observed in their work with rural
youth and blogging in relation to HIV&AIDS awareness, it is the rural context that makes this work so
promising in relation to local and global resources. In a series of articles on digitisation and education in
South Africa that appeared in the Mail & Guardian between June and August 2012 (see
http://mg.co.za/tag/ict-in-classroom), Michael Rice highlighted the rich possibilities for young learners. In
the fourth article, ‘Schools can’t ignore technology’, Rice starts off by emphasising how youth are
“technologically switched on” because their world is dominated by smartphones, iPads, iPods, Google,
YouTube, Facebook and Twitter. As Rice comments, in relation to children and young people, “It is their
reality” (p. 37). In a country hard hit by HIV and AIDS and in a context where the participation of young
people is key, getting the methodology right for deepening an understanding of their social media practices
(and potential) is vital.
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