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Abstract

Asian youths are embracing communication technologies at a burgeoning 
rate, yet interesting differences in Internet access and use exist among 
this younger generation. Our empirical investigation provides a rich and 
comparative look into what Asian youths do online, with an emphasis on 
an understudied area: their civic uses of new media. Data collected among 
youths aged between 12 and 17 in Hong Kong, Seoul, Singapore, Taipei, and 
Tokyo in 2007 show that this ‘digital generation’ has grown up with computers 
and the Internet, with 96% of them being internet users, and having 6 years 
of computer experience on average. Our results suggest that the Internet 
may facilitate citizenship among Asian youths although entertainment-related 
activities such as downloading music or playing games remain the most 
popular activities online. Sixty-five percent of them read online news, almost 
half of them have ever cast a vote on the Internet, and every one in five has 
signed an online petition. Differences in Internet usage and civic behaviors 
among youths in five cities are presented, suggesting the contextual nature of 
Internet use influenced by civic culture. The paper concludes with a discussion 
of differences in Internet use among Asian youths between 2001 and 2007, 
together with research implications for better understanding this population. 
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Civic engagement is built upon knowledge, skills, attitudes, and habits, all of 
which start before adulthood (Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998; McLeod, 2000; Shah, 
Cho, & Kwak, 2005; Yates & Youniss, 1998). To be responsible citizens later in 
their lives, it is essential for the youth to learn and practice core values such as 
participation, deliberation, and services when they are still young. Political 
socialization theory has suggested that youths learn civic skills and engage in 
civic activities primarily through the family, the school, and the media, where 
they are trained to formulate and express opinions and to understand and toler-
ate diverse points of view (Flanagan, Bowes, Jonsson, Csapo, & Sheblanova, 
1998; McLeod, 2000; Shah et al., 2005; Torney-Purta, Schwille, & Amadeo, 
1999). As new media advance rapidly, it opens up the debate of whether these 
media offer new space for promoting civic engagement among the youth.

In the present study, we do not focus on formal political engagement such 
as voting or campaigning, of which teens may not be able to play a signifi-
cant part, but on civic activities such as community services, attending boys 
or girls scouts, or working on campus newspapers, where youths learn to 
participate in public affairs in the process. In particular, we have two goals in 
the current research. First, we would like to know the extent to which the 
Internet is utilized by the youth as a tool for civic deliberation and discussion. 
Second, we want to identify whether and how adolescents’ connections to the 
Internet are related to their civic participation in the real world, if at all.

Five cities in East Asia—Hong Kong, Seoul, Singapore, Taipei, and Tokyo—
are chosen as the research context because of their high Internet penetration 
rates and similar government policies in the active promotion of e-society and 
information technology industry. According to the most recent report by the 
Internet World Statistics (“Internet Usage in Asia,” 2008), Internet users in Japan 
have reached 94 million with a penetration rate of 74%. South Korea has more 
than 34 million Internet users, or 71% of the total population. Hong Kong 
registered a similar Internet penetration rate of 70%, with more than 4.8 million 
users. Taiwan’s Internet penetration has more than doubled, from 31 to 67% 
(or 15.4 million) of the total population, over the past 5 years. With 2.7 million 
users, Singapore has an Internet penetration rate of 59%. In addition, the 
broadband connections in these high-digital areas are also among the top of the 
world. The report released by Point Topic, a global marketing and research 
firm, reveals South Korea having the world’s highest broadband penetration 
rate of 83% of all households, and Taiwan and Singapore at approximately 65%, 
compared to only 46% in the United Kingdom and 44% in the United States 
(Albrecht, 2006). In this light, the East Asian context is an ideal place to 
examine the ways in which new media are associated with developing civic 
skills and advancing democratic practices, hence providing a non-Western 
perspective in new media studies.
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Civic Engagement and  Youth

Capturing the nature of youth engagement today is important both for 
what it tells us about where we are going and what it reveals about 
where we’ve been. (Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, Jenkins, & Delli Carpini, 
2006, p.48)

In this section, we will review the literature on the relationship between 
the Internet and civic engagement in general and then focus on the impact of 
new media on the youth, in particular. Civic engagement in this article is not 
limited to official forms of political participation such as elections and 
campaigns, where youths can hardly become a significant part. Rather, we 
include organized voluntary activities aimed at problem solving and helping 
others as forms of civic engagement (Zukin et al., 2006).

The Internet and Civic Participation
Scholars have long been interested to explore the impact of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) on citizen participation as they penetrate 
into people’s everyday lives. A few researchers have attempted to establish a 
positive association between communication technology and participation 
(e.g., Bennett, 2000; Danziger, Dutton, Kling, & Kraemer, 1982; Gibson, Lusoli, 
& Ward, 2005; Hill & Hughes, 1998; Lupia & Philpot, 2005; Norris, 2000; 
Stanley & Weare, 2004; Swanson, 2000). They address new media’s greater 
capacities to retrieve, store, and disseminate information associated with different 
forms of civic engagement. New ICTs also facilitate civic deliberation and 
communication, which is essential for citizens to engage in public policy 
debate and the decision-making process. In particular, the Internet is believed 
to have lowered the cost of obtaining information, provided additional channels 
for minority groups to voice their concerns, and expanded communication 
networks (e.g., Itoi, 2000; Jones & Rafaeli, 2000; Lin & Dutton, 2003; Stanley 
& Weare, 2004).

However, conflicting results exist regarding the impact of the Internet in 
the political process. Earlier studies tended to find either no relationship between 
Internet use and civic participation (e.g., Hill & Hughes, 1998; Kohut, 2000; 
Wyatt, Katz, & Kim, 2000) or negative “Net” effects on social connections 
(e.g., Kraut et al., 1998; Nie & Erbring, 2000). More recent studies that focused 
on experienced Internet users have found that Internet use is positively asso-
ciated with political involvement, such as political interest and campaign 
exposure (Lupia & Philpot, 2005; Nisbet & Scheufele, 2004; Scheufele, Nisbet, 
Brossard, & Nisbet, 2004; Shah et al., 2005; Shah, Schmierbach, Hawkins, 
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Espino, & Donavan, 2002; Stanley & Weare, 2004; Tolbert & McNeal, 2003). 
Aside from formal political participation, heavy Internet use was also found 
to positively correlate with increased involvement in voluntary organizations 
(Shah et al., 2002; Wellman, Haase, Witte, & Hampton, 2001). In a similar 
vein, researchers have demonstrated a positive relationship between Internet 
connectedness and community participation in multiethnic communities. 
Individuals with higher embeddedness on the Internet were more likely to 
engage in civic actions after the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001 (Kim, 
Ball-Rokeach, Cohen, & Jung, 2003).

Given the inconclusive empirical results on the effect of the Internet on 
citizen participation, researchers have started to investigate the factors that 
may contribute to these mixed findings. They discover that the Internet may 
not have a direct, linear impact on civic engagement. Rather, the effect is 
moderated by other variables, for instance, the ways in which individuals 
orient themselves to the media, their interests, as well as their motivations 
(e.g., Holland, 2005). For instance, motivation was found in Shah and col-
leagues’ study (2001) as a condition for the relationship between Internet 
connection and civic engagement. Specifically, individuals who used the 
Internet for information purposes would tend to have higher levels of social 
capital and participation, whereas those who used the Internet primarily for 
entertainment purposes showed a decreasing level of civic engagement. 
Other scholars have also found existing social ties or connections to the com-
munity storytelling network as conditional factors that contribute to the Inter-
net’s effect on civic engagement (e.g., Kim, 2004; Monge & Matei, 2004).

The  Wired Generation:  
Net Consumers or Net Citizens?
Despite the ample empirical studies discussed earlier, it is only until recently 
that scholars expand this line of research to address younger groups, espe-
cially teens, who in fact form the most connected group across all age sectors. 
The Pew Internet and American Life Project, for instance, have regularly 
studied the Internet population for more than a decade, targeting adults aged 
18 or older. Separately, the team conducted a number of surveys on American 
teenagers’ Internet connections in 2001, 2005, and 2008. Their reports clearly 
indicated that teenagers led all age groups in Internet connections (Lenhart, 
Kahne, Middaugh, McGill, & Evans, 2008; Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 
2005; Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis, 2001). In Europe, the effort made by Living-
stone and associates has resulted in a series of reports on U.K. children’s 
Internet behaviors. They discovered that nearly all surveyed teens (98%) 
aged 9 to 19 years had Internet access, and approximately 75% had Internet 
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access at home (e.g., Livingstone & Bober, 2003, 2004; Livingstone, Bober, 
& Helsper, 2004). Even though comparable figures are not readily available 
in Asia, evidence of teens’ Internet dependency has gradually emerged. In 
Singapore, for example, a focus group interview with 24 teenagers pointed to 
their intensive use of the Internet (Rainie & Horrigan, 2005). A survey con-
ducted by the Taipei Youth Activity Center (2004) indicated that more than 
70% of teenagers in Taipei browsed the Internet on a daily basis, and they 
spent an average of 3 hr each day online. Moreover, teens in Japan were 
described as “adolechnic” as technology was heavily embedded in their lives 
(Holden, 2006).

Given that new media have penetrated into teens’ lives, what do they do on 
the Internet then? To what extent does this wired generation engage in civic 
and political activities online? The Pew Internet reports (2001, 2005, & 2008) 
discovered that, sending or receiving e-mails, playing online games, and 
visiting websites about movies, TV shows, music groups, or sports stars, 
were the most popular activities among U.S. teens. Many studies have also 
showed that teens are the group that uses the Internet mostly for entertain-
ment and communication purposes (Jones & Fox, 2009). When it comes to 
politics, however, researchers have found that teens had little interest in the 
possibility of political participation via the Internet and were cynical about 
the likelihood that politicians would listen to them (Livingstone & Bober, 
2005; Livingstone et al., 2004).

On the other hand, there are also studies reporting more encouraging 
results. In the same project, Livingstone and colleagues (2004) discovered 
that 54% of those surveyed teens had ever visited civic or political websites, 
such as charity, government, environment, and human rights sites, or sites for 
improving conditions at school or work. This suggests that teenagers may use 
the Internet for civic purposes but in unconventional ways. For instance, 
teens already used new media to form communities and create public forums 
for self-expression (Montgomery, 2000). The expansive and interactive nature 
of the web is fostering the growth of a new civic media culture that might not 
be captured by traditional conception of civic participation but could still 
contribute to the building of a civil society.

Based on the previous discussion, we thus seek to examine whether teens 
use the Internet as a tool to engage in civic activities. Apart from conven-
tional measures of political participation such as elections, scholars have 
demonstrated that attention to hard news (e.g., Keum, Devanathan, Deshpande, 
Nelson, & Shah, 2004; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Norris, 1996; 
Scheufele, 2000; Shah et al., 2001) and discussions about public concerns 
(e.g., Ball-Rokeach, Gibbs, Jung, Kim, & Qiu, 2001; Hardy & Scheufele, 
2005; McLeod et al., 1999; Nisbet & Scheufele, 2004; Scheufele, 2000; 
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Wyatt et al., 2000) are key components for civic participation. Therefore, we 
propose to ask the following questions:

Research Question 1: To what extent do teens connect to the Internet to 
engage in civic activities, compared to other activities? In particular, 
how often do they go online to read news, discuss public affairs, 
visit civic websites, and engage in online voting and petitions?

Research Question 2: Is teens’ Internet connection related to their civic 
participation in the real world?

Specifically, on the basis of the previous discussion, we would like to 
explore whether any conditional factor may impact the relationship between 
teens’ Internet use and civic participation in their lives. Many studies in 
political communication have suggested that individuals’ interest in politics 
serve as a powerful indicator of their actual participation (Chaffee, Zhao, & 
Leshner, 1994). We thus propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Teens’ Internet connection is positively related to their 
civic participation if they are interested in politics.

A  Tale of Five Digital Cities
Various large-scale surveys and marketing reports such as Nielsen/ NetRating 
and Internet World Stats (2008) indicate that the ownership of personal com-
puters and the Internet penetration rates in East Asia top major countries in 
the world. Some digital cities in this region, such as Seoul, Singapore, Taipei, 
Hong Kong, and Tokyo, place great emphasis on the IT sector. Historically, 
most of these places were under colonial rules at different time points during 
the 20th century, which makes these societies more open to the outside world. 
Economically, they all depend heavily on foreign trade, with major exports 
and imports of information technologies and electronic products. This open 
exchange, as a result of moderate-to-high degrees of economic freedom in 
these markets (Heritage Foundation, 2008), largely facilitates their IT devel-
opment as well.

Nonetheless, these cities differ in political regimes and the degrees of civil 
liberties. According to the Freedom House (“Freedom in the World,” 2008), 
a nonprofit organization that has published country ratings of political freedom 
since 1972, Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan received a score of 1.5 (free), 
whereas Hong Kong was scored at 3.5 (partly free) and Singapore at 4.5 (partly 
free). Japan has had a representative democracy since its overhaul after 
World War II. The new constitution of 1947 established popular sovereignty, 
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made the emperor a figurehead, and established extensive guarantees of civil 
rights. As a relatively young democracy, Taiwan has enjoyed high degrees of 
freedom and political rights since the late 1990s and has witnessed political 
mania during election times. Getting through the rules by authoritarian gov-
ernments during most of the 20th century, South Korea has settled as one of the 
most dynamic democratic systems since 1987. On the other hand, Hong Kong’s 
“democratic deficit” has a long history (economist.com, 2007). The Chinese 
government, pointing to Hong Kong’s success as an undemocratic British 
colony for nearly a century, is intended to block direct elections of this spe-
cial region’s chief executive until at least 2017. In the case of Singapore, it 
has a full slate of democratic mechanisms. Nonetheless, under the one-party 
political structure, the government has been able to limit the opportunities for 
extraparliamentary protest and manage alternative focuses of opposition 
activity, with little real political competition and a strong authoritarian bent 
(Kluver & Banerjee, 2005, p. 32).

Given the similarities and differences discussed previously, we seek to 
explore whether there will be any difference in youths’ Internet connections 
in these cities. We thus ask:

Research Question 3: Are there differences in teens’ civic activities on 
the Internet, comparing Hong Kong, Seoul, Singapore, Taipei, and 
Tokyo?

Method
As a continual effort to investigate the ways in which new media are embedded 
into youths’ lives (Jung, Kim, Lin, & Cheong, 2005; Lin, Kim, Jung, & 
Cheong, 2005), we conducted surveys in five East Asian cities: Hong Kong, 
Seoul, Singapore, Taipei, and Tokyo, where Internet penetration rates are 
among the highest in the world. In each city, a multistage-cluster-sampling 
method was used on the basis of different school districts and levels of school 
resources. In Seoul, we divided a total of 26 school districts into 3 groups—
rich, medium, and poor—in view of the presence of area-based inequality 
that leads to a difference in economic resources available in different groups 
of schools. In each cluster, we selected two middle schools, and from each of 
these six schools, two second-year classes (equivalent to the eighth grade in 
the United States) were chosen. In the cases of Hong Kong, Taipei, Tokyo, 
and Singapore, where economic resources vary more prominently between 
public and private schools than between geographical areas, we classified 
schools into public and private ones, and proceeded to choose classes from 
each category. In all, we obtained a sample of 1,875 students, of which 318 came 
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from Hong Kong, 437 from Seoul, 401 from Singapore, 398 from Taipei, and 
321 from Tokyo.

A questionnaire was first developed in English and then translated into 
Korean for Korean respondents, Chinese for Taiwan and Hong Kong students, 
and Japanese for Tokyo teens by respective native speakers who were fluent 
in English. For Singaporean students, we used an English version as it was 
their first language. Pilot studies were conducted in each city and revisions 
were made accordingly.

Measures
Respondents were asked about their computer and Internet history, Internet 
activities and goals, and their community services. Internet use was a frequency 
measure on a 5-point scale: How often do you go online in a week? The 
response options were 1 = 7 days a week,  2 = 5 to 6 days a week, 3 = 3 to 
4 days a week, 4 = 1 to 2 days a week, and 5 = less than once a week. Online 
activities were frequency measures, which include chatting, playing games, 
listening to music, and reading news, which teens checked the answer on a 
4-point scale. Online discussions were measured on a 4-point scale (1 = not 
at all, 2 = not very often, 3 = often, and 4 = all the time) by asking, “How 
often do you engage in discussions with other people on the Internet about 
the following issues—political issues, economic issues, international events, 
entertainment, sports, and shopping?” Teens were also asked to identify whether 
they had ever visited civic websites (yes/no), including charity, human rights, 
environment, religion, improving conditions at school, or government-related 
pages (Livingstone & Bober, 2003). Lastly, civic engagement was measured 
by several dimensions. Teen’s extracurricular activities were measured by 
asking,  “Do you currently participate in any extracurricular activities (such 
as a drama or language club, sports program, or school band) on campus 
(yes/no)?” Community participation was measured by asking, “Have you 
participated in any volunteer activities in your neighborhood outside your 
school (yes/no)?” We also added a novel measure of civic engagement con-
cerning teens’ participation of recycling (Schudson, 2007): “Have you ever 
participated in recycling newspapers, bottles and cans, batteries, or other 
home appliances in the past 3 months (yes/no)?”

Data  Analysis and Results
Our findings profile a wired generation that is highly connected in the 
21st century. As our data reveal, more than 95% of the teens in our sample 
had computer experiences and their average computer history was 6 years. 
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With regard to their Internet connections, 96% of all respondents used the 
Internet, and more than half of them were regular users, meaning that they 
were connected at least 5 days a week. For those who reported using the 
Internet on a daily basis, the average time they spent online was more than 3 hr 
per day. Internet access at home reached as high as 97%. Home appears to be 
the most favorable place for them to surf the Internet, compared to the school, 
the library, and the Internet café. In addition, approximately 89% of the teens 
in our study used the mobile phone, and two thirds of them ever surfed the 
web via their mobile devices. We also found that the young generation did 
not quite enjoy traditional media as much as they did with new media. They 
still watched TV frequently (85%), but only 49% reported reading the broad-
sheet newspaper on a regular basis, and even fewer (37%) listened to the radio. 
Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the respondents in our sample.

To answer our first research question—to what extent do teens connect to 
the Internet to engage in civic activities, compared to other activities—we 
found that teens in our sample appeared to engage in similar activities in the 
virtual world, compared to those teens in the West. Listening to music or 
downloading music (89%), chatting (86%), and playing games (84%) were 
primary activities teens did online. It was also common for them to e-mail 
(82%), send instant messages (78%), and watch TV or movies (78%) online. To 
what extent did they use the Internet for civic purposes? For the majority of the 
surveyed teens, reading news online appears to be a more common form of 

Table 1. Sample Characteristics of  Teens in Five Cities (% Response Within Each City)

Hong Kong Seoul Singapore Taipei Tokyo Total

Number of respondents 318 437 401 398 321 1875
Age (M) 13.6 13.5 14.2  14 14.5   14
Gender (female, %)  33  51  66  55  49   52
Used a computer (%)  99  97  99  99  83   96
Computer history (years)   6   5   6   6   6    6
Internet user (%)  98  93  98  96  98   96
Internet access at home (%)  97  98  94  97  98   97
Internet usage
 7 days a week (%)  62  37  25  18  25   33
 5-6 days a week (%)  13  22  23  14  16   18
 3-4 days a week (%)  12  21  32  25  22   23
 1-2 days week (%)  10  15  16  33  23   19
 Less than 1 day a week (%)   3   5   4  10  14    7
Mobile phone user (%)  88  87  97  84  89   89
Mobile Internet (%)  66  52  48  68  88   63
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engagement than other online activities. Our data showed that 65% of the 
teens ever read news on the Internet. Approximately half of them ever visited 
civic websites focusing on topics such as charity, environment, or government; 
45% ever cast a vote on the Internet to reflect their opinions; and almost every 
one in five respondents ever signed a petition online. On the other hand, many 
teens in our sample rarely discussed civic issues online. Active discussants 
on international affairs comprised of 11%, which was 8% for politics 8%, and 
only 4% in the case of economics, and teens tended to talk about entertain-
ment (52%), sports (31%), or shopping issues (27%) more frequently.

To answer the second research question whether teens’ Internet connection 
related to their civic participation in the real world, we first ran a correlation 
analysis and discovered that Internet use was positively related to teens’ 
participation in campus activities (r = .051, p < .05), their participation in 
community services (r = .048, p <  .05), as well as their involvement in recy-
cling (r = .085, p <  .01). To further investigate whether this positive relation-
ship will be moderated by teens’ interest in politics, we performed a regression 
analysis. As the model reflects, the predictive power of Internet use on teens’ 
civic participation increased when their interest in politics was considered 
(F = 7.161, p < .001). In other words, for those who were interested in poli-
tics, the Internet facilitated their civic participation, more so than those who 
were not interested in politics. Our hypothesis is thus supported.

Our final research question intends to uncover the difference, if any, in teens’ 
civic activities on the Internet, comparing Hong Kong, Seoul, Singapore, 
Taipei, and Tokyo. Overall, our findings suggest that their patterns of Internet 
connections differed, despite the respondents in the five cities were all well 
connected. For instance, teens in Hong Kong used the Internet more frequently 
than those in the other four cities. Specifically, 74% of teens in Hong Kong 
connected to the Internet at least 5 days a week, compared to 59% of such 
frequent users in Seoul, 48% in Singapore, 41% in Tokyo, and 32% in Taipei. 
The difference is statistically significant (F = 49.403, p < .001). Access 
locales also differed among youths in different cities. In general, although 
home is the most popular place to surf the Internet, more than 84% of the 
teens in Singapore also reported using the Internet in school, and 61% of the 
teens in Seoul chose to go online from a cybercafé.

With regard to teens’ civic activities on the Internet, differences exist in 
five cities (see Table 2), illustrating the rich heterogeneity of contextual, 
mediated practices of “Asian youths.” First, more than 70% of teens in Seoul, 
Hong Kong, and Taipei ever accessed news online, followed by 64% of news 
readers in Singapore, and a much lower rate of 36% in Tokyo (c2 = 1.789, df = 
4, p < .001). Second, whereas the majority of teens in all five cities were 
equally interested in discussing entertainment and leisure issues online, they 
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showed different levels of interest in public affairs. Teens in Singapore appeared 
to discuss international events more often than their counterparts in the other 
four cities (F = 5.931, p < .001), whereas respondents in Tokyo showed the 
least interest in discussing political and international issues (see Table 3). 
Third, more teens in Seoul and Singapore ever signed a petition online com-
pared with all other respondents (c2 = 86.262, df = 4, p < .001). Fourth, we 
found more teens in Seoul having voting experiences online than teens in 
other cities (c2 = 46.742, df = 4, p < .001).

In addition to the variations in their online civic engagement, differences 
were also found in youths’ social capital building practices in the real life (see 
Table 4). For instance, participants showed the least interest in the following 

Table 2.  Youths’ Online  Activities in Five Cities (% Response  Within Each City)

Hong Kong Seoul Singapore Taipei Tokyo Total

Listen to/download music 91 94 94 96 66 89
Conduct school research 91 96 84 94 71 88
Email 94 81 99 96 57 86
Play games 97 76 96 97 51 84
Seek information 84 69 79 86 84 80
Instant message/chat 88 71 94 93 40 78
Watch TV/movie 87 78 85 82 54 78
Personal website/blog 68 64 73 64 19 59
Shopping 47 61 24 45 29 42
Make phone calls 50 10 29 43 6 27
Read news 75 77 63 70 32 65
Vote 82 54 46 48 21 45
Sign a petition 19 26 27 13 6 19
Visit civic websites 37 48 52 45 48 46

Table 3.  Youths’ Online Discussion in Five Cities (% Response  Within Each City)

Hong Kong Seoul Singapore Taipei Tokyo Total

Entertainment 74 74 81 84 64 76
Sports 59 54 71 63 58 61
Personal 56 56 71 54 61 60
Computer 70 22 70 69 47 55
Shopping 55 50 62 46 33 50
International affairs 41 31 42 37 23 35
Politics 32 25 34 35 29 31
Economics 23 19 28 15 21 21
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locales and in various types of activities listed as follows: respondents from 
Seoul participated in school extracurricular activities the least (c2 = 46.742, 
df = 4, p < .001), those from Tokyo and Taipei reported having engaged in 
community services the least (c2 = 99.972, df = 4, p < .001), and those from 
Hong Kong participated in recycling cans or bottles the least, compared to all 
other respondents (c2 = 2.191, df = 4, p < .001).

Discussion
Teens in these five cities under study are a fruitful sample for examining 
mediated communication practices as they are mostly computer and Internet 
literate. Compared to the data collected in 2001 (Jung et al., 2005; Lin et al., 
2005), we have observed significant changes in teens’ new media connec-
tions over time. First, teens’ computer history has increased from 4 years to 6 
years on average, meaning that most of the kids have started to use the com-
puter as early as 8 years of age. Second, the rates of Internet access at home 
have also increased from 90% in 2001 to 97% in 2007. This reflects very 
high computer ownership and Internet access in these digital cities, even 
higher than the rates in most of the Western countries (e.g., Lenhart et al., 
2008). Third, teens’ mobile phone use, too, was on the rise over the years, and 
the increase of using their mobile phone to surf the Internet was even more 
remarkable, which ranged from 45% to 63%.

Digital  Teens: Net Citizens or Consumers?
It is not surprising then that entertainment and leisure activities still dominate 
the cyberspace. However, our data provide some evidence to show that the 
commercialization of media does not necessarily diminish youths’ civic-
mindedness altogether. Most significant, if we compare our findings with 
the data in 2001, significant changes are observed. For instance, we found 
approximately 65% of the teens reading news on the Internet, a sharp increase 
from 31% in 2001 (Lin et al., 2005). The amount of teen civic discussion on 

Table 4.  Youths’ Real-Life Civic  Activities in Five Cities (% Response  Within Each City)

Hong Kong Seoul Singapore Taipei Tokyo Total

School extracurricular activities 74 31 72 69 88 65
Off-campus community services 36 25 26 13 7 21
Participation in recycling 48 89 87 82 80 78
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the Internet was also on the rise over the years. More than half of the teens in 
our sample discussed public affairs to a larger or lesser extent. In 2001, how-
ever, only slightly more than 10% surveyed teens ever discussed political, 
economic, or international issues on the cyberspace (Lin et al., 2005). This 
remarkable increase may well be a factor of teens’ more frequent and regular 
involvement with the technology, leading to a broader scope of online activi-
ties, including civic and political functions. In addition, as the web pages 
have grown phenomenally with better designs and richer contents, the 
increase in participation opportunities online conceivably will facilitate their 
engagement in various aspects. Figure 1 highlights youths’ civic activities on 
the Internet.

Moreover, the young generation seems to be finding other, unconven-
tional ways to participate, such as through fandom, making contacts with 
friends or strangers, or even expanding peer-to-peer file sharing networks for 
music downloads. Social networking can potentially be transformed to mobi-
lizing forces when the time comes. In this study, we also identify an important 
factor, teens’ interest in politics, which moderates the relationship between 
youths’ Internet connection and their civic engagement. This finding echoes 
a group of scholars (e.g., Kavanaugh & Patterson, 2001; Kim, 2004; Shah et al., 
2001) who champion for Internet’s conditional effects, rather than linear 
effects, on civic participation. In other words, we do not argue that heavier 
use of the Internet would necessarily lead to more participation. Rather, the 
Internet may enhance civic engagement to a large extent for those who are 
politically interested and civic-minded.

65%

54%
45%

19%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Read news Civic websites Vote Sign a petition

Figure 1. Youth civic activities online
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Convergence and Divergence:  A Comparison of Five Cities

As discussed earlier, there are multiple implications of Internet use for youth 
civic engagement, as their online connections is embedded and situated within 
local political cultures. One of the interesting findings in comparing the five 
cities is the higher level of online civic discussion and participation in petitions 
in Singaporean youths. Compared with the other four cities in our sample, 
Singapore is known to have a more strongly regulated media and political 
environment and legal restrictions that may dampen individuals’ political 
discussions and participation in the community (e.g., Kluver & Banerjee, 
2005). Thus, our findings suggest that some Singaporean youths may be uti-
lizing the Internet as an alternate civic space, to express ideas and opinions 
that may be otherwise discouraged or even censored in the real world.

For youths in Seoul and Taipei, two democratic societies with high degrees 
of freedom, the Internet appears to reinforce what they have already exercised 
in the real world. The majority of them accessed the Internet regularly for 
news. They also liked to discuss politics. Paradoxically, teens in Tokyo 
expressed high interest in politics, but they showed little involvement in civic 
engagement online. Whereas they discussed public affairs the least on the 
Internet, they also did not visit civic websites as much as other teens did. For 
them, the Internet neither replaces nor reinforces their everyday practices. The 
underlying mechanism of this paradox needs further investigation. Nonethe-
less, it reflects certain cultural sensitivities in using the Internet that are not 
explained by pure technological advancement. As scholars have pointed out, 
“Political culture has an inordinately large role in defining the parameters for 
how the Internet is deployed and that social factors are more important than 
technological ones in predicting how technologies will be used” (Kluver & 
Banerjee, 2005, p. 76). In this backdrop, variations and gaps in Asian youths’ 
Internet connections may be viewed as reflective of cultural choices.

Conclusion
Our study fills in the research hole in existing new media studies, which often 
adopt adult- and West-centric approaches. In all, our findings confirm the 
Internet’s potential to engage teenagers in becoming citizens even though 
commercial and entertaining activities remain dominant on the cyberspace. 
In addition, our study suggests that young people seem to be finding other, 
nonconventional ways to participate. They discuss public affairs, seek out 
civic or political information, or network with friends or strangers on the 
cyberspace. Social networking can potentially be transformed to mobilizing 
forces when the time comes.
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There are some suggestions for future studies. First, scholars may fur-
ther expand teens’ participation measures in ways that encompass the scope 
and intensity of teens’ civic involvement. Second, future studies on new 
media’s social and political impact can compare levels of civic interest and 
engagement between youths and adults to draw insight on the generational 
effect.
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