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Abstract

Adolescents often have a strong desire to connect with caring adults outside of the home.  How this connection occurs, however, has changed as adolescents are becoming increasingly technologically savvy, turning to cyberspace to establish and maintain friendships.  This study looks specifically at the role of youth pastors and how Instant Messaging (IM) is being used in their work with young people. The first study surveyed 72 IM’ing youth pastors, asking them to identify the strengths and weaknesses of using IM.  The second study (in progress) surveyed 138 college students who used IM in high school, asking them how they would feel about a youth pastor being an IM buddy.  It was found that youth pastors who used IM have had positive results, saying IM helped them stay connected with students, providing a comfortable environment in which students could open up.  Forty two percent of adolescents surveyed, however, thought it was a bad idea for youth pastors to use IM.  Reasons included the concern that the mentoring relationship would be taken less seriously and that it would be “weird” for youth pastors to venture into an exclusively adolescent space.
While not part of this proposal, a related study is also being conducted examining parents’ perspective of IM’ing teenage children.

Chapter Proposal

Finding Adolescents Through Cyberspace: 

Youth Workers, Teenagers, and Instant Messaging


As the bus drops off the 15 year old girl, she runs into the house, drops her bag at the door, and races to the computer.  The sweet “blingg” is sounded. It is time to “hang out” with friends.  Clearly, “hang-out” time is changing.  Instead of spending time with friends at the malt shop or the mall, adolescents are increasingly turning to technology to meet their social needs. With the assistance of Instant Messenger (IM), a synchronous form of e-mail where everyone on a person’s buddy list knows when someone comes online, friendships are made and broken, dates are planned, gossip is spread, homework is done, secrets are shared, and a community is created. 


The real significance of this new type of “hanging out” lies in the fact that this scenario is occurring in ever-increasing numbers.  The Pew Internet and American Life project (2005) reported the number of teenagers using the internet has grown 24% in the past four years to where 87% of all adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17 are online.  In addition, 75% of “online” adolescents—or about 2/3 of all adolescents—reported using IM.  Forty-two percent of those adolescents reported using IM at least once a day, often for periods of more than half an hour at a time (Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005). As these technologically savvy young people work through the tasks of adolescence, it is important to better understand the role of technology, specifically IM, in their relationship formation.  This is especially true in better understanding those important relationships that exist between young people and mentoring adults.


Mentoring adults can play an important part in the life of an adolescent.  As teenagers learn how to function independent of their parents, they often still need the support, encouragement, and training only an adult can provide.  Whether a church youth minister, a high school teacher, or any adult willing to spend time developing relationships with adolescents, adults can have a tremendous effect on how adolescents see themselves, how they are able to cope with everyday struggles, and how they conduct the tasks of relationship-building.  This adult-adolescent relationship, however, becomes much more complex as young people gravitate toward communication technologies most adults neither understand nor embrace.  As youth workers struggle to best meet the needs of the students they work with, it is important to take into account the role of technology.  This chapter focuses on how IM has been used in the relationship development between youth workers, specifically youth pastors, and adolescents, examining the perceptions and practices of each.
Working with Youth



To better understand how technology can help meet the goals of youth workers, it is important to identify what those goals might be.  According to nationally-respected youth workers, many adolescents need help in building relationship skills (Campolo, 2000; McDowell, 2000; Barna, 1996).  Young people are often ill-equipped to develop and maintain committed, positive relationships. Youth workers can help meet this need by being transparent, role-modeling how to deal with disappointments, conflicts, and personal challenges (McDowell, 2000).  A second need many adolescents have is to be encouraged and cared for.  By being committed to the students they work with, youth workers can help these students develop the confidence and skills they need to build healthy relationships.  Overall, a successful youth worker is one who has spent time developing real, caring relationships with students.  This takes time and a willingness to be accessible.  “Teens do not want to be managed as much as they need to feel cared for.  Availability is one of the clues they examine to ascertain if they are simply being ‘handled’ or if they are being nurtured” (Barna, 1996, p. 119).  
Computer-Mediated Communication


While the goals of adult-adolescent mentoring relationships haven’t changed much in the past fifty years, the ways in which youth workers meet these goals has been significantly impacted by how young people value and use technology.   Technology has moved from serving as a simple tool for information exchange to becoming an entity that helps meet individuals’ social and emotional needs, changing the way social identities are developed and maintained (i.e., Holloway & Valentine, 2003; O’Leary & Brasher, 1996; Turkle,1997).  The study of computer-mediated-communication (CMC) has emerged over the past two decades, beginning with the idea that CMC was an inherently impersonal form of communication (Walther, 1996). It was originally hypothesized that, according to theories such as uncertainty reduction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) and media richness (Daft & Lengel, 1984), online communication simply lacked the physical presence and social interactional cues necessary to build deep and meaningful relationships (Hu, Wood, Smith, & Westbrook, 2004).  


A contrary view of CMC developed by Walther (1992), however, hypothesized that CMC actually speeds up relationship development because of its ability to liberate individuals from imposed social identities and constructs.  Subsequent research has found that CMC does, indeed, tend to foster greater intimacy (Hu, et al, 2004; Hian, Chuan, Trevor, & Detenbar, 2004; Joinson, 2001), greater identity flexibility (Turkle, 1997), and more permeable social boundaries (Wellman, et al, 2003).
Instant Messaging

While similar to previous forms of CMC, Instant Messaging is a unique tool that gives users “the ability to know who is connected to the shared space between or among friends, and the ability to conduct a text-based conversation in real-time” (Hu, et al., 2004, ¶ 1).  These two elements have the potential to change the dynamic of the communication that takes place, making it more of an integrated part of an individual’s social network and daily schedule.  IM also provides an opportunity for young people to easily communicate with a number of friends while using language unique to the community.  According to Alvestrand (2002), “this phenomenon fosters a sense of online community that perhaps no other application has done” (¶ 1).  

Initial research into IM has also shown it produces greater intimacy in relationships than face to face interactions, resulting in an increased desire to meet face to face (Hu, et al., 2004).  IM is especially conducive to “hyperpersonal” communication because of the notion of the private atmosphere that accompanies much of the IM interaction.  Hu et al. (2004) found that many people use IM at home, late at night, by themselves, “where they are vulnerable and lonely” (¶ 36).  Overall, IM is changing the way over 2/3 of American adolescents build friendships and communities.  If youth workers are going to effectively meet the needs of these young people, it is important to better understand the strengths and weaknesses of IM.
Methods


The goal of this study was to better define how youth pastors are currently using IM in their work with adolescents and what they perceive to be the strengths and weaknesses of the communication technology.  A second study examined the student perspective of what it might mean to have a youth pastor as an IM buddy.  
Participants 

In the first study, an online survey was taken by youth pastors who had used IM in their youth ministry and who served as part of the Baptist General Conference (BGC), a denominational group representing over 875 evangelical churches.  A request for participation was distributed to 204 youth pastors through e-mail. Seventy-two surveys were completed, resulting in a 35% response rate.  The second study included an online survey taken by 143 college-age students who identified themselves as having used IM in high school.  Requests for participation were sent through campus e-mail lists.  Students were also asked to forward the survey link to their friends.  
Procedures


The initial step in the survey design included in-depth interviews with youth pastors who used IM in their youth ministry.  The results of these interviews were analyzed, resulting in a survey instrument comprised of questions which assessed youth pastors’ IM usage patterns, purposes for using IM, attitudes toward IM, and perceived strengths and weaknesses of IM in ministry.  The student survey was part of a separate project and asked questions concerning experiences with youth pastors and IM as well as their thoughts on whether they felt it was a good idea for youth pastors to use IM. Responses were analyzed with the help of two research assistants.

Results

Youth Pastor Perspectives

Seventy percent of IM’ing youth pastors IM’ed between 1-5 students on a regular basis.  Fifty-four percent spent less than 1 hour per week on IM while 40% spent 1-3 hours per week.  None of the respondents reported using IM more than 7 hours per week.  When asked to identify weaknesses in IM as a ministry tool, youth pastors identified three major areas of concern including the lack of nonverbal cues, the potential for misuse, and the required time commitment. 
Weaknesses of IM.  Forty-two percent of respondents reported that many of the problems they experienced with IM had to do with the limited amount of non-verbal cues that often resulted in misunderstanding.  These misunderstandings often were the result of misinterpreted joking or sarcasm. Counseling also became difficult with IM because the lack of nonverbal cues resulted in an inability to gauge emotions over IM.  “There is something about breathing the same air as the person you are interacting with that gets lost…it limits the ability of two people to really understand each other...” .  

A second weakness identified by 16% of the youth pastors had to do with the misuse of the technology.  Many pointed to lying, gossiping, and flaming that occurred on IM.  A third area of weakness mentioned by 16% of respondents dealt with the issue of time.  Many commented that IM could easily take up too much of their limited ministry time.  “Often students will pop up and want to talk at times that I am very busy”, tending to interrupt other types of ministry work.  Others mentioned that it was too hard to maintain a regular connection with a lot of students and just having a few online relationships resulted in criticisms of favoritism.

 Strengths of IM.  While a number of weaknesses were identified, youth pastors overwhelmingly had positive things to say about IM. The clearest response youth pastors reported as a strength was the ability to use it to stay connected to students.  Twenty-nine percent discussed how they are able to “be a part of the every day life of the student and to connect even when we cannot meet face to face”.   While this connection allowed the youth pastors to informally “hang out” with students, it also allowed students to see the youth pastor as “real”. “It lets students know I’m human…that I do stuff that everyone else does”.   Being online—even just having a screen name appear on students’ computer screens—also served as an accountability reminder, almost like having a youth pastor in the room.  Youth leaders were able to model positive IM behavior for students who were often faced with conversations that were “shockingly devoid of common courtesy”. 

A second, related theme in the responses dealt with the willingness of students to open up through IM.  Over 16% described situations by saying things like “They will open up more fully when they don’t have to look you in the eye”.  In addition, some types of students thrive on IM, “Our most shy students who really tend to avoid interactions except with close friends, will talk with me for an hour about life on IM”.  This openness also included talking about issues of faith.  Nineteen percent of the respondents mentioned students’ willingness to “ask questions about matters of faith” online.  


A third theme had to do with the ability of youth pastors to counsel students online.  Many gave accounts of times when IM gave them access to students who needed their help.  Three respondents said that they had counseled young people who were suicidal and, because they happened to be online late at night, were able to intervene. Youth pastors also felt more accessible for everyday sorts of counseling.  For example, one youth pastor “talked with a girl about her dad going to Iraq” while another helped a young woman deal with a fight she was having with her mom.  

One area of disagreement involved concern with how safe it was to counsel someone of the opposite sex.  Some male youth pastors said that while they would never meet with a young woman alone in a face to face context, “IM alleviates these concerns…and I can save my IM conversations on my hard drive to ensure there is no concern about compromise/integrity in the relationship”.  On the other hand, some warned about the dangers inherent in developing close relationships with the opposite sex over the internet, pointing out that parents and other students may become alarmed and perceive the relationship as inappropriate.

A final strength of IM noted by youth pastors was its ability to act as a “gateway” tool.  Seventeen percent of the respondents described how students used IM to link non-church attending friends with their youth pastor.  IM also acted as a gateway tool in that it often led to further, face-to-face conversations.  

Student Perspectives

While youth pastors were very positive about the impact of using IM in their work with young people, young people were not so sure.  Forty-two percent (59) of those responding said it was a “bad idea” for youth pastors to use IM.  A follow-up question revealed that young people were concerned about the depth of communication, boundary issues and miscommunication that occurred as a result of IM. For instance, a number of students felt that IM is a “silly” or “cheap form of communication”.  According to one student “I held my youth pastor in really high regard and the conversations we had almost always had meaning.  I think IM would have brought our conversations down to a much more surface level.”  
A second factor identified by students was the inevitable miscommunication that occurred online.  Problems between friends was one thing, but when it happened with a youth pastor, it could have a much wider impact. 


Finally, the most common student concern had to do with boundaries.  Many students felt that it just didn’t seem right to have an adult in an IM environment.  One student likened it to “a youth sponsor who was frequently sitting in the student section during basketball games—it was uncomfortable.  They don’t belong there.”  A number of students used the term “weird” with one stating it was “awkward if an adult hops on and tries to be 16 again.  They can use a phone.”  Related concerns were also raised about the potential ethical problems that may arise when intimate conversations are had in such a private setting.  A number of students encouraged youth pastors to keep relationships more open.

While students shared concerns with IM use by youth pastors, closer examination demonstrated that 91% had never IM’d their youth pastor and those who did tended to be more positive about the potential of IM in youth ministry.
  


In summary, youth pastors saw IM as an important tool in their work with young people while young people were less enthusiastic.  Concerns involving miscommunication, misuse of the technology, and a cheapening of the relationship were highlighted.  At the same time, however, both youth pastors and students saw the potential of IM as being significant.  This study demonstrated that IM can provide youth pastors a way to find students and talk with them at a place where they are comfortable and at ease.  It can provide a safe environment for students to share concerns and ask questions. It can also provide a place for youth pastors to build a friendship foundation that can be built on in face to face interactions.  As youth workers begin using new ways of connecting with students, however, this study also highlights the need for caution.  IM can be a powerful tool.  Because it is such an important part of a students’ social identity and because it can become a place where students communicate very personal aspects of themselves, youth workers need to be sensitive to crossing social and ethical boundaries. 


It is important for adolescents to have caring, mentoring adults as part of their lives.  As technology changes the lives of young people, it is also important that these significant adult-adolescent relationships change in an intentional and wise manner.  After all, it could be a very good thing if the sweet after school “blingg” of a student’s computer was a caring adult just signing in to say “hi”.
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