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Social Networking: Tips for 
Communicating with Youth 
Where They Are 
What is social networking? 

The term “social networking” was first used in the early 1950’s to describe the complex relationships of groups of peo-
ple. It is now used to describe a social structure made up of individuals connected by one or more types of inter-depen-
dency (knowledge, common interest, friendships, etc.) Social networking terminology like “Facebook™,” “Myspace™” 
and “Twitter™” is everywhere: peppered throughout your favorite TV shows, radio broadcasts, on billboard advertise-
ments and in news stories. Increasingly, people and agencies are discovering social networking technologies as a way 
to connect with friends, family and the community. Even with the rising numbers of people using social networking 
technologies, many organizations are still reluctant to use them because of uncertainty of organizational benefits, fear 
of a decrease in office productivity and privacy concerns. 

Why should I utilize social networking to work with youth? 

Understanding social networking is especially essential for youth workers because these technologies have impacted 
how youth communicate with each other and interact with the world around them. For example, a pilot study in 2009 
determined that nearly 80 percent of homeless youth surveyed used online social networking media¹. If the communi-
cation methods of that sample are indicative of the rest of homeless youth, it will be nearly impossible to communicate 
with this population without using their technologies, which, in essence, is speaking their language. For organizations 
or agencies working with youth, knowledge of social networking technologies is imperative in reaching out to, and 
engaging, youth. In addition, recent evidence indicates that social networking can be used for peer-based prevention 
programs for homeless youth², and to engage hard-to-reach populations³. 

The Indiana Department of Human Services, recognizing this growing body of research, recently updated their policy 
manual to include guidelines for social networking and internet usage. Indiana is not alone. States and youth serving 
agencies are beginning to recognize the potential and importance of using the internet as a means to collect informa-
tion and pass it to youth and consumers. Some have also begun utilizing free or inexpensive social networking sites to 
advertise their youth boards and services. Others have created websites to aid those looking for information. However, 
utilizing social media is more than just having a presence; youth workers within those organizations must know how to 
use this tool. 

How Should Youth Workers Utilize Social Networking? 

1. As a tool to help youth establish permanent connections 

Social networking could be used to help youth establish permanent connections. The youth worker’s role should be 
to help the youth identify permanent connections that are positive, meaningful and foster a sense of belonging and 
connectedness. 
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How Should Youth Workers Utilize Social Networking? 

2. Ensure youth safety while using social networking sites 

Youth serving agencies have a responsibility to ensure youth are safe while using social networking sites. This in-
cludes educating the youth on social networking safety and how to ensure their privacy while using social network-
ing sites. 

3. Encourage social media use as a way to increase self-sufficiency 

Social networking provides a virtual space that young people can use to broaden their horizons and develop and 
maintain relationships. Social networking sites create an atmosphere in which youth increase their self-sufficiency 
by being able to explore their interests or problems with similar individuals, strengthen their online communication 
skills and knowledge, and increase their academic knowledge. 

4. As a way to increase your presence 

Social networking is an excellent tool that youth workers can use to increase their ability to interact with youth and 
be available to support them. However, social networking should not be viewed as a substitute for activities that are 
best completed face-to-face. 

For more information or to request technical assistance on Social Networking: 

Call: (800) 806-2711 

E-mail: rhytechnicalassistance@ou.edu 

Visit us on the web: www.rhyttac.ou.edu 

¹ Rice, E., Monro, W., Barman-Adhikari, A., Young, S.D., (2010). Internet Use, Social Networking, and HIV/AIDS Risk 
for Homeless Adolescents, Journal of Adolescent Health, 47: 610-613. 

² Rice, E., Milburn, N.G, Monro, W., (2010). Social Networking Technology, Social Network Composition, and Reduc-
tions in Substance Use Among Homeless Adolescents, Prevention Science, 12: 80-88. 

³ Levine, D., Madsen, A., Writght, E., Barar, R.E., Santelli, J., Bull, S., (2011). Formative Research on MySpace: Online 
Methods to Engage Hard-to-Reach Populations, Journal of Health Communication, 16:4, 448-454. 
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