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(7)1  INTRODUCTION 


Currently, technology is a vital part of everyday life for many people, and mobile networks as 
 well as the Internet have enabled people to communicate globally in real time. For many of us, 
 mobile phones, laptops, tablets and other technological devices have become inseparable part of 
 our daily lives. In addition to merely finding information online, the Internet is used as a platform 
 for creating new information collectively. Social media sites, such as Facebook, Twitter and 
 blogs give people the possibility to network and share, discuss and create information together. In 
 2012, roughly one fourth of world’s Internet users were also using Facebook (Internet world 
 stats, 2012a). The usage of Facebook has increased also in Africa, although the continent still has 
 lower penetration rate than many other continents, such as North America or Europe. However, 
 particularly when coupled with the increase in the use of mobile Internet, it has been claimed that 
 a so-called ‘social media boom’ has started also in Africa (Essoungou, 2010). In December 2012 
 the number of Facebook users in Africa was 51,612,460, which had almost doubled from March 
 2011 (Internet world stats, 2012a). Although reliable data regarding the use of social media in 
 Africa is rather hard to obtain, the number of Facebook users seems to be constantly increasing. 


In relation to other African countries, Kenya ranks as the seventh when counting the number of 
Facebook users, having the most users in East Africa (Internet world stats, 2012a). In addition to 
Facebook, also the usage of Twitter is growing. According to Portland (2014), Nairobi is “the 
most active city in East Africa and the sixth most active on the continent” when it comes to 
tweets. Indeed, Kenya has been described to be the leading country regarding technology 
adaptation and recent studies have suggested that it is showing the way also in terms of social 
media use (Macharia, 2015). However, one should keep in mind that not everyone can access 
these platforms. When looking at the statistics, it has been estimated that still only 42.3% of the 



(8)world’s population has access to the Internet (Internet world stats, 2014). In Africa, the Internet 
 users represent 26.5% of the continent’s population, which shows that access to the Internet is 
 still luxury in many African countries (Internet world stats, 2014).  


Although the percentages are still rather low, it can be argued that the use of social media 
 is becoming increasingly important also in so-called developing countries (Thompson, 2008). It 
 has been pointed out that the use of social media is increasing also in African countries, young 
 people being the most active users of the platforms (Ephraim, 2013). The use of social media has 
 been noted to be growing particularly among urban residents of the developing countries (Wyche, 
 Forte, & Yardi Schoenebeck, 2013a). In Kenya, young adults (under the age of 30) represent 
 more than 77% of the country’s population (UN-Habitat, 2014). Furthermore, although Eastern 
 Africa is still mainly rural, with its urban growth of 5.35% it is rapidly urbanizing and this trend 
 has been predicted to merely increase in the future (UN-Habitat, 2014). Thus, it is both relevant 
 and timely to study the use of social media among young adults particularly in Nairobi which is 
 one of the largest cities in Eastern Africa. 


Even though research on information and communications technology (from here on 
 referred to as ICT) in Africa has been conducted increasingly, the main focus has been on the 
 implementation of technology instead of examining the possibilities how ICT could contribute to 
 broader developmental objectives (Thompson & Walsham, 2010). In terms of social media, 
 research has been conducted, for instance, in the areas of users’ motivation, users’ personal 
 characteristics and their adaptation to new online contexts and on the use of social media in 
 protest movements. To gain a more comprehensive overview of the usage of social media for 
 development, it is also important to look at individuals’ experiences. By looking at the 


perceptions and authentic examples provided by the young adults themselves, this study aims to 
give the users a voice in this discussion. Although generalizations cannot be made based on a 



(9)limited number of individual experiences, by examining the perceptions and opinions of the 
 users, this study aims to contribute to the general understanding of the use of social media 
 platforms particularly in a developing country context. The purpose is not to judge whether ICT 
 and social media have positive or negative effect on the society or the lives of the individuals 
 being interviewed. Instead, the object is to try to gain an in-depth understanding of how these 
 people perceive social media and the possibilities and dangers attached to their usage. It has been 
 also pointed out that if aiming to gain a deeper understanding of the use of social media for 
 development, it is beneficial to examine the ways platforms are currently being utilized (Wyche 
 et al., 2013a). Indeed, it has been suggested that studying the use of already popular platforms 
 and building on the existing practices is more beneficial than implementing new ones (Wyche et 
 al., 2013a). Indeed, by enhancing the existing platforms to fit the usage and by building on the 
 actual usage, one is more likely to find sustainable ways how social media could be utilized for 
 development (Wyche et al., 2013a).  


Furthermore, although the use of social media in the field of development and its impact, 
 for instance, on civic engagement has been studied to some extent before, the research has 
 concentrated mainly on Europe and on South and North America (e.g. Valenzuela et al., 2012; 


Waller, 2013; Wyche et al., 2013a). Studies in Africa often seem to concentrate on the most 
 popular platforms, primarily on Facebook and Twitter. Although research has been conducted on 
 social media in general, little qualitative research has been conducted on users’ perceptions and 
 experiences of social media particularly in Kenya (see e.g. Mäkinen & Kuira, 2008; Simon, 
 Goldberg, Aharonson-Daniel, Leykin, & Adini, 2014; Tully & Ekdale, 2012; Wyche et al., 
 2013a; Wyche, Yardi Schoenebeck, & Forte, 2013b). Furthermore, to the best of my knowledge, 
 only one study that focuses on the use of social media has been conducted in an informal 


settlement in Nairobi (see Wyche et al., 2013a) and no studies comparing the usage between 



(10)different socioeconomic groups in Kenya have been published before. Thus, to gain an in-depth 
 understanding of the role of social media in a so-called developing country context, further 
 research is needed. 


To address these gaps in previous research and to contribute to a more in-depth 


understanding of social media use in Kenya, this study will focus on the perceptions of the actual 
 users. The study has two main aims. First, it will seek to discover which kinds of social media 
 platforms young adults living in Nairobi use, why they use them and for which purposes. Second, 
 this study will examine whether these young adults see social media as channels to have an 
 impact on the community and society they live in, and therefore use them for developmental 
 purposes. All in all, the main focus will be on the question whether social media serve as 
 channels for young adults with different socioeconomic backgrounds to contribute to societal 
 change.  


The present study consists of eight chapters. The first two chapters present the literature 
 that will serve as the background for this study. The main focus will be on development 


communication, social media, and civic and political participation. In the fourth chapter, a 
comprehensive overview of how the study was carried out will be introduced. In chapters five 
and six, the information gained through the interviews will be introduced, analyzed and the main 
findings will be contrasted with the existing research. In chapter seven, a summary of the main 
findings will be presented. Finally, in chapter eight, the limitations and directions for further 
research will be introduced. 



(11)2  DEVELOPMENT COMMUNICATION 


Although rarely emphasized, communication plays a vital role in the field of development. It can 
 be even the determining factor contributing to the success of a development effort. One of the 
 suggestions made to explain why many development projects do not seem to have long-term 
 impact is the lack of two-way communication between development workers and so-called 
 beneficiaries (Gumucio Dagron, 2008; Mefalopulos, 2008). In other words, it has been pointed 
 out that there is often little input from the side of beneficiaries and the primary focus has been 
 placed on the contributions of the experts. The communication thus remains primarily a one-way 
 process where development workers function as senders and beneficiaries as receivers. It has also 
 been argued that many development programs and projects have failed mostly due to the lack of 
 participation of the beneficiaries of the projects (Mefalopulos, 2008). Moreover, if the 


communication remains one-way, it is extremely hard to establish a community ownership of the 
 project and it easily lacks sustainability. Development communication is a field of 


communication that focuses on how communication can be utilized to support development 
 efforts. Its main aim is that all the selected communication methods and techniques support the 
 efforts made to obtain the goals set (Vilanilam, 2009). Since the main focus of this study is to 
 examine whether social media can serve as channels for young adults to contribute to change in 
 their own community and in the surrounding society, it is a central to have an overall 


understanding of this field of communication.  


In this chapter, an overview of the field of development communication will be presented 
 to the reader. First, the concept of development will be examined. Second, the concept of 


development communication will be defined and discussed. Then, three main paradigms of 
development communication, modernization paradigm, dependency paradigm and participatory 
paradigm will be introduced respectively. Since social media platforms can be said to facilitate 



(12)participation, the most recent paradigm of development communication, participatory 


communication, is particularly relevant for this current study. Thus, in the final section of this 
 chapter it will be looked at in more detail. 


2.1  Development 


It has been pointed out that when discussing development communication, one should not do it 
 without defining the concept of development (Melkote, 2002). Since the aim of this study is to 
 explore the perceptions of the interviewees without imposing any predefined definitions, the 
 usage of the concept depends on each interviewee’s understanding of it. Thus, the purpose of this 
 section is not to define how development should be understood, but instead merely introduce 
 some of the possible definitions in order for the reader to become aware of the vast variety of the 
 definitions the concept can have depending on who is using the term and in which context.  


Although the word development is a familiar concept, commonly used in conversations, it 
 is still rather hard to define. It has been pointed out that the definition of development depends 
 not only on the context in which one is using it but also on the person or entity using it (Herath, 
 2009). Thus, it is central to have an idea how the concept is dealt with in any particular study. 


Koponen (2007a) argues the concept of development has two interconnected aspects: the content 
 of the term and its structure and function. The content refers to the meaning of the term. In other 
 words, it incorporates what one understands as development. The structure and function are wider 
 terms that involve how the development has been applied, for instance, whether it is seen as 
 means or as a goal in itself. Furthermore, one can perceive development as something that 
 happens independently or as something that is consciously facilitated (Koponen, 2007a). 


Moreover, Koponen (2007a) mentions that “development can be seen to consist of three different 
dimensions: development as a goal, development as an empirical social process, development as 



(13)an intervention, advancement” (p. 50). For instance, economic growth can be understood as one 
 goal of development. Alternatively, some scholars have pointed out that development should be 
 understood as “the attainment of new knowledge and skills, especially in a modern knowledge 
 society for maintaining the progress achieved so that the progress of the future generations is 
 sustained” (Vilanilam, 2009, p.94). Furthermore, Koponen (2007b) stresses that when dealing 
 with issues related to development, one has to keep in mind that there are major ideological 
 questions underlying them. These questions can include, for instance, issues related to unequal 
 distribution of resources or power. Indeed, it is always an ideological choice how one 


understands development and therefore, these ethical aspects should not be ignored. All in all, 
 depending on which aspects are emphasized, the concept of development can be used to describe 
 a variety of different actions and intentions.  


2.2  Defining development communication 


Development communication is a broad interdisciplinary field of study and therefore hard to 
 define. According to Wilkins (2000) it is “the strategic application of communication 


technologies and processes to promote social change” (Wilkins, 2000, p. 197). Mefalopulos 
 (2008) claims that the main purpose of development communications is to “support sustainable 
 change in development operations by engaging key stakeholders” (p. 5). Some scholars have 
 even suggested that in today’s societies “whatever comes to the aid of communicating the 
 development of this new consciousness worldwide is to be considered as ‘development 


communication’” (Vilanilam, 2009, p. 94). Since development communication concentrates on 
the real life problems people are facing in the developing countries, it strives to combine both 
research and practice (Waisbord, 2008). In this way, the academic scholarship has been able to 
keep strong ties with the practitioners (Waisbord, 2008).  



(14)Development communication has been referred to by using multiple terms, such as 
 communication for development, development support communication and communication for 
 social change (Mefalopulos, 2008). In this study, this field of communication will be referred to 
 as development communication. There are three major paradigms that have been dominating the 
 field of development communication: modernization, dependency and multiplicity/another 
 development (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). As pointed out already above, there is quite a lot of 
 inconsistency in the usage of different terms, and, for instance, Mefalopulos (2008) labels the last 
 paradigm as participatory paradigm. However, most scholars in the field agree with this 


threefold division. In the next sections, these three major paradigms, modernization paradigm, 
 dependency paradigm and participatory paradigm will be introduced respectively.  


2.3  Modernization paradigm 


The interest in development communication grew in the 1960’s and several scholars conducted 
 research in the field (Melkote & Steeves, 2001). This period can be called “the First Development 
 Decade” (Melkote & Steeves, 2001, p. 19). Modernization, which was the first dominant 


paradigm, originates from the period that began after the Second World War (Mefalopulos, 
 2008). The underlying idea behind the modernization paradigm was to advise and aid the 
 developing countries to become more like the countries in the Western world (Mefalopulos, 
 2008). The so-called traditional societies should follow the example of the modern societies in 
 the West to be able to reach the same level of development (Melkote, 2002). In other words, from 
 the Western point of view, the so-called Third World countries needed to be modernized 


(Mefalopulos, 2008). Melkote (2008) argues that development was essentially equivalent to 
 economic growth, which was measured by the Western standards. Furthermore, the 


modernization of a society was thought to follow the development outlined in social evolutionary 



(15)theory that was based on the work of Darwin (Melkote, 2002). All in all, the philosophical 
 underpinnings of modernization can be said to be in behaviorism and functionalism (Huesca, 
 2002). According to the modernization paradigm, the underdevelopment is caused by the citizens 
 of the country, not by external factors (Huesca, 2002). Communication was fundamentally seen 
 as a one-way, top-down process and mass media was thought to be courier of the modern 
 development (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008; Waisbord, 2008). One dominant theory of the 1950’s 
 with this approach to communication was the Diffusion Model, which originates from the field of 
 information engineering (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). In this model, communication was seen as 
 a one-way action to transfer information from the experts to the beneficiaries.  


One could argue that the theory and practice of modernization paradigm did not reflect 
 the social conditions of the developing world, but instead aimed to replace them with the models 
 from the West (Huesca, 2002; Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). All in all, it seemed to adhere to the 
 conventions of colonization and both theory and practice related to modernization paradigm had a 
 strong Western bias. Servaes & Malikhao (2008) assert that in some cases modernization only 
 made the situation worse by increasing inequality instead of reducing it. Frank (1969, in Servaes 


& Malikhao, 2008) summarizes that modernization theory is faulty in three ways: “The progress 
 paradigm is empirically untenable, has an inadequate theoretical foundation, and is, in practice, 
 incapable of generating a development process in the Third World.” (p. 160). Essentially, 
 promoters of the modernization paradigm seem to see the societies in the Western world as role 
 models for the developing nations, ignoring the conditions at the local level. However, in the 
 1970’s, the modernization paradigm started to get increasingly challenged (Huesca, 2008; 


Melkote & Steeves, 2001). Due to the strong criticism alleged to paradigms of development 
communication that saw communication more as a one-way activity, new ones started to emerge 



(16)(Huesca, 2002). The resistance was particularly strong in Latin America, which led to the 
 emergence of the dependency paradigm (Mefalopulos, 2008; Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). 


2.4  Dependency paradigm 


In the late 1960’s, the ideas of modernization started to be replaced by dependency paradigm, 
 which originates from Latin America (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). The founder of the theory is 
 said to be an American professor Paul Baran who claimed underdevelopment is not caused by the 
 people themselves, but instead the social, economic and political structures that primarily 


promote the Western interests (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). Baran stressed the structures in the 
 developing countries, which maintain the existing dependence on the Western powers and 
 therefore hinder the development, are beneficial to the capitalist world. Thus, in his opinion, the 
 only way to get rid of the inequality and end the existing imperialism is to abandon the capitalist 
 system completely (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). Mefalopulos (2008) states that in contrast to 
 modernization, the dependency paradigm takes into account also the external factors affecting the 
 development. These are, for instance, social, historical and economic variables affecting the 
 process. Thus, the dependency paradigm abandoned the way of seeing the so-called developing 
 countries merely as early versions of the so-called developed countries.  


However, dependency paradigm has also been criticized. Servaes & Malikhao (2008) 
 critique that the research conducted in this area has been varying in relation to which variables 
 have been emphasized or taken into account. Although not as strongly as under the modernization 
 paradigm, it has been claimed that communication was still treated as one-way activity 


(Mefalopulos, 2008). Though the dependency paradigm succeeded in pointing out the faultiness 
of the Western domination in development, it failed to provide any feasible solutions to cease it 
(Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). Thus, new approaches were called for.  



(17)2.5  Participatory paradigm 


In today’s world nations are in many ways linked and therefore have become increasingly 
 dependent on each other. Thus, also the underlying assumption of modernization about the 
 superiority of the Western societies has been increasingly challenged (Servaes & Malikhao, 
 2008). This has led to fundamental changes also in the field of development communication. As a 
 response to the failure of one-way, top-down model of communication under the modernization 
 paradigm, the understanding of communication as a horizontal, two-way action between 


beneficiaries and experts has become increasingly accepted within development communication 
 (Mefalopulos, 2008). Mefalopulos (2008) points out that there are several different concepts used 
 to label this approach to development communication. Different scholars use terms such as, 


“another development,” “empowerment,” “participation,” and “multiplicity paradigm” 


(Mefalopulos, 2008, p. 7). Despite the multiplicity of the terms, all these approaches share similar 
 main ideas: They acknowledge that there are various paths to development that can vary among 
 societies and the development can be said to be “an integral, multidimensional, and dialectic 
 process” (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008, p. 163).  


Despite the conceptual debate, participatory communication can be said to emphasize 
 egalitarian opportunity to participate, at levels ranging from an individual to universal (Servaes & 


Malikhao, 2008). In contrast to modernization or dependency paradigms, participation approach 
 does not concentrate on the economic aspects of development, but instead stresses, for instance, 
 the importance of the cultural identity of the local community (Mefalopulos, 2008; Servaes & 


Malikhao, 2008). Participation is seen as vital when promoting sustainable development and 
contributing to social change. For a genuine participation to take place there needs to be mutual 
respect, trust and commitment (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). Mefalopulos (2008) argues that two-
way communication is a prerequisite for participation, which unfortunately is still often ignored 



(18)even in community-driven projects. Without meaningful dialog, engagement often remains 
 superficial.  


It has been suggested that conceptualization should be the key concept of development 
 communication (Melkote, 2002). This means that people should be aided to become conscious of 
 the structural inequalities in their society (Melkote, 2002). The term conceptualization originates 
 from the work of Paolo Freire, whose efforts in the field of pedagogy have influenced also 
 development communication greatly. He has been said to have affected the shift from 


modernization to a more participatory approach to development (Blanchet, 2001; Huesca, 2002, 
 2008). According to Freire, the aim should not be to uphold the vertical relationships, but instead 
 to move into a more horizontal approach that concentrates on praxis (Huesca, 2002). He states 
 that the aim should be “to close the distance between teacher and student, development agent and 
 client, researcher and researched to enter into a co-learning relationship guided by action and 
 reflection” (Huesca, 2002, p. 502). Fundamentally, the focus has moved from seeing 


development workers as builders to considering them more as catalysts (Blanchet, 2001).  


In addition to horizontal communication, participatory communication stresses 


redistribution of power at all levels. This can and usually does cause resistance among actors who 
 currently possess the power, since the changes would affect their status quo in the society 


(Huesca, 2002; Melkote, 2002; Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). According to Freire (2008), in 
participatory communication people are seen as agents of change who actively participate in 
promoting development. The agency is then moved to the communities who should be leading 
their own development (Blanchet, 2001). Although many researchers agree that for genuine 
participation to take place beneficiaries should be involved at all levels of the projects, there are 
still many ways how participation has been incorporated. Moreover, some scholars have pointed 
out that “the beauty of participatory communication is that it can adopt different forms according 



(19)to need, and that no blueprint model can impose itself over the richness of views and cultural 
 interactions” (Gumucio Dagron, 2001, p. 6). It has been argued that different levels of 


participation can and should be applied in different projects depending on their goals (Huesca, 
 2002). The main focus when looking at the development initiatives should thus be the relevance 
 and importance of the actions to the community involved (Gumucio Dagron, 2001).  


All in all, the change from modernization to participatory paradigm has been fundamental 
 and it has moved the focus from the external actors to the internal processes within the 


community. The participatory approaches acknowledge the diversity in the ways development 
 can take place and emphasize the need for genuine dialog between different actors (Servaes & 


Malikhao, 2008). This shift cannot only be seen in the projects but also in scientific thought 
 (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). However, although the focus has moved away from the dominant 
 paradigm, all the paradigms can still be said to exist (Waisbord, 2008). Despite the criticism 
 addressed to modernization paradigm, there are multiple examples of development projects 
 where communication is still fundamentally seen as one-way action and information is merely 
 diffused to the public in order to cause change in their behavior (see e.g. Waisbord, 2008).  


2.5.1  Research on participatory communication 


Research carried out in the field of participatory communication has been noted “to vary in terms 
 of level of abstraction, issue of attention, and topic of interest” (Huesca, 2002, p. 506). In a more 
 abstract level, attention has been paid, for example, to concepts of multiplicity and of power 
 (Huesca, 2002), whereas in a more concrete level, several researchers have concentrated, for 
 instance, on identifying “different levels and intensities of participation in development projects” 


(Huesca, 2002, p. 509). Another major subject of research which has arisen from the criticism 
addressed to the modernization paradigm has been the use of media in participatory development 



(20)(Huesca, 2002). Huesca (2002) notes research has been concentrating on areas, such as “audience 
 involvement in message creation”, “identity construction” and “institution building” (p. 509).  


Since this study will be looking at the use of information and communication technology, 
 and social media in particular, the focus will be on development projects involving these tools 
 and channels. Although there are several examples of the projects including ICT and 


participatory communication, these rarely deal with social media in particular. Indeed, what we 
 understand as social media have been there just for a few years and therefore research related to it 
 started only emerging around the 2010s. Gumucio Dagron (2008) offers several illustrative 
 examples of projects using ICT and involving participatory communication: for example, 
 community radio stations (for instance, in Guatemala, Philippines and in South Africa), projects 
 using video, theater and the Internet (For instance, regarding computers and the Internet in India, 
 Uganda and in Peru, and TV in Brazil, Cuba, India, Egypt, Nigeria, Columbia, Honduras and in 
 Bolivia). Although these projects do not directly involve social media, they showcase how 


participatory ICT projects have been implemented in the field of development already in the past. 


Altogether, case studies seem to be very common when doing research in the area of 
 participatory communication.  


Community radios are one common form in which ICT has been implemented into many 
villages across Africa. Radio has been suggested to be an effective channel for participatory 
communication, since it is said to have several advantages over other types of ICT: it is 
comparatively affordable and implementable, often already familiar to the members of the 
community and accessible even to the analphabetic people (Gumucio Dagron, 2001; Megwa, 
2007). It has been pointed out that even though many of the community radio stations may have 
the technology and access to the Internet for instance, attention has not been paid to how these 
ICT resources could serve the surrounding community as a whole (Megwa, 2007). Furthermore, 



(21)relevance of the content has been pointed out as one of the central requirements when aiming to 
 reach the members of the community (Megwa, 2007; Zhao, 2008). Radio’s broadcast content that 
 is interesting and relevant for the people often aids the radio to establish a significant position in 
 the community, which significantly contributes to the sustainability of the station (Megwa, 2007; 


Zhao, 2008). It has also been suggested that community members see community radios as 
 channels that enable them to voice and share issues that are important for them (Megwa, 2007). 


Thus, community radios can be claimed to create a public sphere for general discussion 
 concerning issues relevant for the community (Megwa, 2007). All in all, it seems that existing 
 research has mainly concentrated on the more traditional channels of communication and thus 
 more research in terms of new media is needed. 


Although research has been conducted, participatory communication has been criticized 
for the lack of research carried out at the field level (Gumucio Dagron, 2008). It has been claimed 
that even if the studies have been conducted, they usually have severe shortcomings (Gumucio 
Dagron, 2008). Studies have, for instance, been accused of failing to provide enough evidence for 
their findings or introduce in enough detail how and where the data was collected. That naturally 
hinders the reader’s ability to assess the validity of the findings (Morris, 2005). Moreover, 
Gumucio Dagron (2008) claims that most of the studies rely on already available publications or 
information found on the Internet, which limits the research to include the experiences of only 
limited number of people. It has been also frequently argued that participatory communication 
does not have established theoretical underpinnings and that the majority of the literature cited in 
articles are sources written in English (Chitnis, 2005; Gumucio Dagron, 2001). In addition, most 
of this research is conducted either in Europe or in North-America, although the findings often 
concern people living in the so-called developing countries. Due to financial and time constraints, 
many of the researchers only visit the countries concerned, which not only limits their data but 



(22)also their understanding of the local culture (Gumucio Dagron, 2008). Moreover, one could 
 question whether a researcher who is not a member of a particular culture can give an in-depth 
 analysis of the situation after only a short stay. 


2.5.2  Critiques addressed to participatory communication 


Although widely acknowledged as the dominant paradigm, participatory communication and 
 participatory paradigm in general have also faced heavy criticism. Development communication 
 scholars have been widely criticized for the inconsistent use of the terminology in the field 
 (Melkote, 2002). Although participatory communication might be mentioned in the project 
 documents, it might still be overlooked at the field level (Huesca, 2008). Furthermore, research 
 on participatory communication has been accused of being inconsistent, rarely exhaustive and not 
 able to answer to the fundamental problems in African societies (White, 2009). It has been 


claimed that forms of participation are often added to projects that are fundamentally adhering to 
 the modernization approach merely to answer to the criticism addressed to them (Huesca, 2002). 


On one hand, some projects incorporate the beneficiaries at all levels of decision making and 
 share the power between all parties involved, and can thus be said to promote genuine 
 participation (Ascroft & Masilela, 1989). One the other hand, however, several projects still 
 primary strive to meet externally given development goals directed by the experts instead of 
 promoting actual empowerment of the people (Melkote, 2002). In this way, participatory 
 communication can be said to be “old wine in new bottles” (Melkote, 2002, p. 429). It has even 
 been accused that participation is being used to disguise the reproduction of the existing unequal 
 structures in the societies (Huesca, 2002).  


Although participatory communication stresses the redistribution of power at all levels, it 
has been claimed not to genuinely address the barriers within the societies (Melkote, 2002). 



(23)Indeed, instead of tackling the results of these inequalities within the social systems, one should 
 concentrate on influencing the underlying causes. Melkote (2002) claims that although these 
 barriers are acknowledged to exist, they are not adequately focused on. In addition, participatory 
 communication has been accused of being “time-consuming and symbolic”, which hinders its 
 applicability in many development organizations (Huesca, 2002, p. 510). It has been argued that 
 development organizations seem to easily lose their connection to the real-life experiences which 
 should be guiding their work (Gumucio Dagron, 2008). Indeed, the concept of development 
 should include not only the process at the national level, but also the development at the 
 community and individual levels (Kincaid and Figueroa, 2009). 


The participatory paradigm has faced criticism also within development studies. One of 
 the most well-known critiques has alleged participation paradigm of entailing “three tyrannies” 


(Cooke & Kothari, 2001). These three tyrannies are: “the tyranny of decision-making and 
 control”, “tyranny of the group” and “tyranny of method” (Cooke & Kothari, 2001, p. 7-8). The 
 tyranny of decision-making and control criticizes the possible misuse of power of the facilitator 
 over the decision-making. The tyranny of the group addresses the concern that participatory 
 group decisions might merely end up reinforcing the existing power structures by creating 
 decisions that are in favor of the already powerful ones. Finally, the tyranny of the method 
 discusses the argument that participatory method has become almost a default choice, which 
 would mean that other, maybe even more appropriate methods are possibly overlooked due to the 
 lack of consideration (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Cooke and Kothari (2001) have claimed that 
 although not always, all these concerns made on participatory paradigm do appear in some 
 circumstances and therefore should be considered carefully. However, also critical 


counterarguments responding to the criticism have been voiced (see e.g. Hickey & Mohan, 2004). 



(24)Despite facing a great deal of criticism, participatory communication can still be said to 
be the most prominent paradigm in the field of development communication. Moreover, although 
many scholars have criticized the ways participation has been incorporated into the development 
efforts, the significance of participation has rarely been questioned. As the main focus of this 
study is to examine whether social media can function as channels for young adults to contribute 
to societal change in Kenya and thus, work as channels of development communication, one 
needs to also address the concepts of social media and civic and political participation.  



(25)3  SOCIAL MEDIA AND DEVELOPMENT COMMUNICATION 


The available evidence suggests that the usage of social media is increasing all around the world, 
 also in Africa. It has been even claimed that a so-called ‘social media boom’ has started in many 
 African countries. Consequently, an increasing number of studies have been conducted 


worldwide and particularly in Africa in relation to these platforms. Since the main focus of this 
 study is to examine whether social media serve as channels for young adults to contribute to 
 societal change, it is central to examine the concepts of social media and of civic and political 
 participation. Thus, to provide background for the present study, this second part of the review of 
 literature will focus on these three concepts and on the research that has been conducted on them. 


First, the concept of social media will be defined and its history will be briefly introduced. 


Second, different reasons for the use of social media will be examined and the phenomenon of 
 digital divide and its influence on this study will be discussed. Third, two central concepts, civic 
 and political participation will be examined and elaborated on. Since this study focuses 


particularly on young adults, studies concerning young adults’ civic and political participation 
 will be presented to the reader. Then, research conducted on social media and civic participation 
 will be introduced. Finally, the connection between social media and participatory 


communication, and particularly how social media could answer the critique addressed to 
 participatory communication, will be discussed. 


3.1   Social media  


Social media is generally a well-known concept among Internet users and the usage of social 
media platforms seems to be increasing all around the world. Although almost all the users share 
a similar idea of how social media can be defined, it seems that the usage of these platforms 
varies rather greatly according to the user. In this section, the concept of social media will be 



(26)introduced and defined first. Then, different reasons and motives behind the usage of social 
 media will be discussed. Finally, the concept of digital divide and its relevance for this study will 
 be elaborated on. 


3.1.1  From Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 and beyond 


Although the Internet started as a network to share information among university scholars, it has 
 developed a long way since. However, since this study concentrates particularly on the usage of 
 social media, giving a comprehensive history of the Internet falls out of the scope of the study. 


(see e.g. Abbate, 1999; Hauben & Hauben, 1997; Internet society, n.d.). Thus, the next section 
 focuses on the latest shift impacting how the Internet is currently used, which was the move from 
 Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, and recently to Web 3.0 (see e.g. Kidd & Chen, 2009).  


Web 1.0 is sometimes described as the informative or participatory web, whereas 2.0 can 
 be characterized as the social Web (Williamson, 2011). In contrast to Web 1.0 where limited 
 number of users were creating the content for the sites and most users were regarded as 
 consumers, in Web 2.0 platforms opportunities for content creation are practically limitless 
 (Krishnamurthy & Cormode, 2008). Good examples of this user-generated content and network 
 structure of the Web 2.0 are, for instance, Facebook and Twitter (Williamson, 2011). Web 2.0, 
 which can be said to be the foundation on which social media sites are built, can be defined as 
 follows: 


Web 2.0 is the network as platform, spanning all connected devices; Web 2.0 
 applications are those that make the most of the intrinsic advantages of that 
 platform: delivering software as a continually updated service that gets better the 
 more people use it, consuming and remixing data from multiple sources, 


including individual users, while providing their own data and services in a form 
that allows remixing by others, creating network effects through an ‘architecture 
of participation’, and going beyond the page metaphor of Web 1.0 to deliver rich 
user experiences (O’Reilly, 2005; also cited in Williamson, 2011). 



(27)By encouraging and enabling sharing, commenting and creation of knowledge among the users, 
 the Web 2.0 can be said to have influenced the way users communicate. Furthermore, it has been 
 claimed that Web 2.0 technologies, such as social media platforms, have affordances that can 
 affect people’s actions (Macleod, 2014). They have been even argued to have the potential to 
 revolutionize communication theory and practice to the extent comparable to the advent of 
 printing press (Macleod, 2014). However, since Web 2.0 can be said to encourage the creation of 
 user-generated content, some scholars have pointed out that Web 2.0 is fundamentally bringing 
 the Internet back to its roots (Figallo & Rhine, 2001). Indeed, also at the time of the initial stages 
 of the Internet all content was created by the users (Figallo & Rhine, 2001). The newest 


development in the field is the emergence of Web 3.0. which has been characterized as the 
 collaborative Web (Williamson, 2011).  


Since this particular study concentrates merely on social media platforms and not on Web 
 2.0 based sites in general, it is important to be able to differentiate these two terms. The terms 
 Web 2.0 and social media are often used interchangeably and there is confusion about the 
 difference between the two concepts (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). The definition of social media 
 that is used in this study understands them as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on 
 the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 


exchange of user-generated content.” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). However, although this study 
 acknowledges the distinction between these two concepts, the emphasis is placed primarily on the 
 users’ experiences of these platforms, not on how they understand the concept of social media. 


3.1.2  Social media and the uses and gratifications theory 


Since the study aims to understand why and for which purposes young adults are using social 
media, one needs to look at the reasons and motives behind the usage. It has been noted that 



(28)people use social media and particularly social networking sites, such as Facebook, for many 
 purposes. Some of these are  


making friends; posting status updates on one’s profiles (telling people what you 
 are doing, feeling, eating, about to do, etc.); posting comments, videos, and/or 
 pictures on other persons’ profiles (on people’s wall); linking other persons’ 


status; sending messages to people; playing games or quizzes; posting links to 
 events, news, or websites; inviting people (posting web links); creating events 
 and extending invitations; creating groups for people (some of whom share 
 common interest) to join as well as posting links to these events (Waller, 2013). 


One theoretical framework scholars have used to analyze people’s use of media is the uses and 
gratifications theory (from here on referred to as UGT). The theory has been granted to Blumler 
and Katz (1974) who claimed that instead of being mere receivers, users of media actively 
participate in the communication process. They argued that people actively guide their media 
usage and choose the media source that best satisfies their needs. Studies utilizing the UGT can 
either aim to identify media users’ gratifications without any initial assumptions or apply an 
existing list of gratifications to be evaluated by the users (Ling & Pedersen, 2003). One of the 
most cited lists of gratifications have been created already in the 70’s and 80’s based on studies 
conducted on television viewing (Greenberg, 1974; Rubin, 1983). These studies found nine 
different gratifications for the media usage: relaxation, companionship, entertainment, social 
interaction, information, habit, passing time, arousal and escape (Rubin, 1983). After these initial 
lists were created, studies have found numerous other gratifications, such as problem solving, 
persuasion, relationship maintenance, status, and insight (Flanagin & Metzger, 2001). Later on, it 
has also been pointed out that gratifications should be separated into gratifications sought and 
gratifications obtained (Miller, 2005). In other words, the gratification sought can differ from the 
gratifications obtained.  



(29)Although earliest studies concentrated on traditional media, the UGT has also been used 
 to analyze people’s use of the Internet and social media (see e.g. Brandtzæg & Heim, 2009; 


Flanagin, 2005; Ebersole, 2000; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010; Song, LaRose, Eastin, & Lin, 
 2004). Studies have, for instance, discovered three dimensions of usage when examining the use 
 of social networking sites: information dimension, friendship dimension, and connection 


dimension (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). Furthermore, some studies have concentrated on 
 gratifications of specific needs. For instance, Chen (2011) looked at the usage of Twitter in 
 relation to person’s need to connect with others and found that people used Twitter to actively 
 gratify their need to connect with others. Based on their review of research, Sundar and Limperos 
 (2013) argued that new media and their development have not only created new gratifications but 
 also made the already existing ones more nuanced. For instance, although information-seeking 
 can be seen as a well-established gratification, it is not detailed enough to fit the context of new 
 media (Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Sundar and Limperos (2013) further criticize that the UGT 
 research has mostly concentrated on social and psychological motivations behind the usage 
 leaving out the technologically-driven needs. Furthermore, they point out that new media do not 
 only satisfy new gratifications, but it has also been claimed to have created them (Sundar & 


Limperos, 2013). Thus, to be able to gain a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the 
 gratifications offered by new media, Sundar and Limperosa (2013) propose four new classes of 
 affordances offered by newer media: modality (realism, coolness, novelty and being there), 
 agency (agency-anhancement, community building, bandwagon, filtering/tailoring and ownness), 
 interactivity (interaction, activity, responsiveness and dynamic control) and navigability 


(browsing/variety-seeking, scaffolding/navigations and play/fun) (p. 518).  


In addition, some studies have examined the cross-cultural differences in the 
gratifications. For instance, in their cross-cultural analysis between the U.S. citizens and 



(30)Nicaraguans on the motives of usage of the Internet, Spencer, Croucher and Hoelster (2008) 
 discovered that there can also be cross-cultural differences in the usage. Differences were found 
 in five out of nine gratifications used in the study, Americans scoring higher in relaxation, 
 companionship, habit, to pass time and entertainment (Spencer, et al, 2008). The other four 
 gratifications used in the study where no significant differences were found were interaction, 
 information, arousal and escape (Spencer, et al., 2008). In their study comparing Korean and 
 American college students’ motives and usage of MySpace and Facebook, Kim, Sohn, and Choi 
 (2011) identified five primary gratifications among all the participants: seeking friends, social 
 support, information, entertainment, and convenience (p. 370). Although Americans tended to 
 use the sites more for entertainment and Koreans for social support, there were no major 
 differences in the motives between the two groups (Kim et al., 2011). Although studies have 
 looked at the motives of usage in several different countries, studies conducting cross-cultural 
 comparisons are still scarce (Kim et al., 2011).  


Even though UGT has been used to analyze the usage of social media across the globe, 
 only one study that also looks at users’ motivation has been conducted in an informal settlement 
 in Kenya (Wyche et al., 2013a). In their study, Wyche et al. (2013a) found that young adults 
 living in an informal settlement were using Facebook mainly for chatting, gaining local news, 
 searching for romantic partners, and engaging in activities aiming at income generation. 


Particularly activities directed towards earning money were found to be of great importance for 
most of the users (Wyche et al., 2013a). Some studies have also found evidence that age and 
socio-economic status can affect the efficiency to gain the gratifications sought online, young and 
higher in status being strategically better and more efficient (Cho, de Zúñiga, Rojas, & Shah, 
2003). Even though some information has been gathered on the use of social media among young 
adults living in an informal settlement, no studies have yet compared the usage of social media 



(31)among two distinct socioeconomic groups in Kenya. Thus, although limited in scope, this study 
 aims to contribute to a deepened understanding of the motives behind the usage of social media 
 in the country. 


3.1.3  Digital divide 


Although social media can be used to satisfy different kinds of needs, one should not forget that 
 57.7% of the world’s population does not have access to the Internet (Internet world stats, 2014). 


According to the Communications Authority of Kenya (from here on referred to as CA), in June 
 2013 when the data of this study was collected, 50.3% of Kenyans did not have access to the 
 Internet (CA, 2013). In September 2014 the percentage was estimated to be 42.9%. Although the 
 Internet penetration rate of Kenya is higher than the world’s average and the gap between haves 
 and have nots seems to indeed be steadily decreasing, there is still a great deal of inequality when 
 it comes to access to these new media that one should not ignore (Goldin, 2007; Zadja, Biraimah, 


& Gaudelli, 2008). For many Kenyans, the cost of the Internet access is still too high even though 
 future changes in the infrastructure have been predicted to make it more affordable (Janse van 
 Rensburg, 2012). Furthermore, it has been pointed out that, for instance, poor infrastructure and 
 costs of accessing social media platforms are still central to people’s user-experience in Kenya, 
 even though less in urban than in rural areas (Wyche et al., 2013). Thus, to place the findings of 
 this study into a wider context, it is central to have a clear understanding of the inequalities in 
 people’s access to and use of different forms of ICT.  


Digital divide “refers to the gaps in access to information and communication technology 
(ICT)” (OECD, n.d.). Even though the unequal distribution of resources is acknowledged by the 
majority, there is still a great deal of discussion for and against the existence, significance and 
urgency of digital divide (Ali, 2011). Although social media can give young adults new 



(32)opportunities to have their voices heard, this opportunity is available only those people who have 
 access to the media. Sometimes, having physical access to the gadgets can become a tool of 
 power (Thompson, 2008). In other words, the part of the people who have the access to these 
 networks may become possessors of power and use it in the expense of the others (Thompson, 
 2008). It seems that in addition to having the potential to empower people, access to the ICTs can 
 become a new source of inequality (Thompson, 2004; Wilson, 2004). 


Certainly, mere implementation of ICT is not enough to bring about changes in the 
 society (Ackermann, Decortis, Hourcade, & Schelhowe, 2009; Hargittai, 2002). Instead, to be 
 able to benefit from it, people have to have the skills to use the technology and to, for instance, 
 navigate online or use the software they have access to. To highlight the importance of digital 
 proficiency, it has been even suggested that the concept of digital capital should be included into 
 the general understanding of social capital (Stern et al., 2009). Digital divide can exist not only 
 between countries or continents, but also regions or social groups, for instance, between urban 
 and rural population (Stern et al., 2009; Wyche et al., 2014a & b). Young people are claimed to 
 be more skilled than older generations in using the Internet even though there are differences also 
 among younger population (Hargittai, 2010). The usage and digital proficiency of young users 
 has found to co-vary with variables, such as socioeconomic status or geographical region (Stern 
 et al., 2009; Stern and Adams, 2010). 


To describe the inequalities beyond limited access, some scholars have claimed the 
existence of a second level digital divide (Hargittai, 2002). Instead of looking at the issues with 
access, this divide deals with difference in people’s online skills. The underlying idea is that due 
to people’s varying levels of proficiency to use the Internet, they are not able to take advantage of 
it equally (Hargittai, 2002). Some scholars divide the aspects of digital divide into three levels of 
inequality: issues of access, matters related to skills to use the technology and the tendency to 



(33)take advantage of technology (see e.g. Stern et al., 2009). Online skills can be defined as “the 
 ability to efficiently and effectively find information on the Web” (Hargittai, 2002, p. 2). Some 
 scholars refer to these abilities as digital literacy, which can be defined as  


a person’s ability to perform tasks effectively in a digital environment, with 


“digital” meaning information presented in numeric form and primarily for use 
 by computer. Literacy includes the ability to read and interpret media (text, 
 sound, images), to reproduce data and images through digital manipulation, to 
 evaluate and apply new knowledge gained from digital environments (Jones-
 Kavalier & Flannigan, 2006, p. 9).  


Studies have examined the impact of different variables in relation to digital literacy. For 
 instance, some studies have reported that age, level of education, and experience with the used 
 medium can be used to predict one’s online abilities (Hargittai & Schafer, 2006). In their study of 
 middle-class and urban township children, Lemphane and Prinsloo (2014) found that there was a 
 significant difference in the digital communicative literacy practices between the children in 
 these two groups, coming from two socioeconomic classes. Furthermore, Hargittai and Walejko 
 (2008) found that people with more highly educated parents are creating more content than the 
 young adults with lower socioeconomic background (Hargittai & Walejko, 2008). Second level 
 digital divide has been claimed to be particularly visible in countries where the majority of the 
 population already has access to the Internet (Ackermann et al., 2009). Although only 


approximately 57.1% of the population in Kenya has stable access to the Internet (CA, 2014), the 
 penetration rate can be estimated to be higher in the major cities, such as Nairobi (Cheruiyot, 
 2010). Thus, the phenomenon of second level digital divide should not be disregarded when 
 looking at the situation in Kenya.  


One of the recent developments suggested to help to bridge or even close the digital 
divide is the increase of relatively inexpensive mobile phones with the access to the Internet 
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). It has been claimed that mobile Internet and stationary Internet, such 



(34)as access though desktop computers, differ in three profound ways (Chae & Kim, 2003). 


Compared to stationary Internet, mobile Internet is claimed to be more personal and to provide 
 instant access to the Internet despite the time and the place, although, at the same time, offering a 
 lower level of available resources (Chae & Kim, 2003, p. 246). Moreover, the mobile connections 
 are often comparable to computers in speed and reliability (Alozie, Akpan-Obong, & Foster, 
 2011). Indeed, smart phones seem to offer a more inexpensive alternative to computers, which 
 still are not affordable to many (Alozie, Akpan-Obong, & Foster, 2011). Furthermore, mobile 
 phones have been found to be popular also among marginalized youth, since they are affordable 
 portable and do not require sophisticated literacy skills (Alozie, Akpan-Obong, & Foster, 2011; 


Unterfrauner & Marschalek, 2009). Furthermore, one can nowadays use them almost anywhere in 
 the world, including for instance many rural villages in Africa (Alozie, Akpan-Obong, & Foster, 
 2011).  


3.2  Civic and political participation  


Civic engagement has been associated with functioning democracy by several scholars (see e.g. 


Putnam, 2000). In today’s societies, participation in societal and community related matters can 
 take many forms both online and offline. Since the second aim of this study is to examine 
 whether the use of social media is perceived to impact the community and the society the 


interviewees live in, one will be dealing with concepts of civic and political participation. In this 
 section, the definitions of somewhat overlapping concepts of civic participation, civic 


engagement and political participation will be discussed first. Then, a model in which these three 
concepts are positioned in relation to each other will be introduced. This is done to clarify how 
these central concepts are understood in the present study. Finally, an overview of the research 
conducted on civic participation among youth will be introduced.  



(35)3.2.1  Defining civic and political participation 


There has been a long-standing debate among the scholars on whether civic engagement had 
 decreased in the past decades or whether it has only changed its shape (Berger, 2009; Ekman & 


Amnå, 2012; Putnam, 2000). Some have even gone so far as suggesting that the concept of civic 
 engagement has become useless (Berger, 2009; Ekman & Amnå, 2012). One of the reasons for 
 the critique has been that the concept has been used to refer to a wide variety of activities ranging 
 from donating money for a cause to participating in a demonstration (Berger, 2009). While seen 
 as all-encompassing, many of the definitions have been accused of being too broad (Ekman & 


Amnå, 2012). Thus, it has been, for instance, suggested that the concept of civic engagement 
 should be replaced with more specific and clearly defined concepts (Berger, 2009). Furthermore, 
 to clarify the concept, Adler and Goggin (2005) outlined a continuum of civic engagement, which 
 incorporates activities between two ends, informal/private individual action and formal/public 
 collective action, making also a distinction between community activities and political activities 
 (p. 240). Indeed, political participation can also be understood to be one form of civic 


engagement (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). Although originally almost exclusively focusing on 


electoral participation, the concept of civic engagement in politics has also evolved into a broader 
 definition, involving a wide range of activities that aim to influence political outcomes (Ekman & 


Amnå, 2012). Teorell, Torcal and Montero (2007), for instance, outline a comprehensive 
 typology of political participation that incorporates five different dimensions: electoral 


participation, consumer participation, party activity, protest activity and contact activity. All in 
 all, there does not seem to be a consensus on how civic engagement should actually be defined 
 (for a comprehensive overview, see Adler & Goggin, 2005). 


Some scholars have argued that latent forms of political participation should also be 
included into the definition (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). It has been pointed out that understanding 
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