Young People and their Exposure to Social Media: Implications for Evangelization of the Gospel Values

Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]In the twenty-first century, media and communication technology have penetrated all levels of society, and they appeal to everyone: infants, children, teens, parents, teachers, practitioners, public policy makers, politicians - everyone (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017; Vogt, 2011) . Media and communication technology make for bold headlines in newspapers, and they are hot topics in debates, forums, and congresses. These new media technologies are transforming teaching, evangelization and community building today (Gould, 2013). In the words of Pope Benedict XVI (2013, p.1), “these spaces, when engaged in a wise and balanced way, help to foster forms of dialogue and debate which, if conducted respectfully and with concern for privacy, responsibility and truthfulness, can reinforce the bonds of unity between individuals and effectively promote the harmony of the human family”. Everyone wants to get a grip on the rapid, large-scale changes in the media landscape. Everyone wants to know what impact media and technology are having on all of us, especially on youth. And everyone wants to understand the dynamics of our network society.
Not too many generations ago, the prevalence of these communication channels was limited and accessible to only a few affluent people in society (Whyte, 2012). Today, social media have grown exponentially. They provide people with the opportunity to access information, entertainment and communication. The exponential growth of social media and the frequent use of social media sites by adolescents is a cause for concern. This is because some of the sites are unhealthy environment for adolescents (O’Keeffe et al., 2011).
Since the youth are the future leaders of the church and society, the Brothers FIC congregation during its 35th General Chapter (in the year 2018) was led by the Holy Spirit to seriously discuss this topical issue. A resolution was made mandating its leadership to discern ways of stimulating the conscience of its members and their collaborators to use the social media to enrich and promote the faith and values of the gospel. Therefore, this piece of work is a humble contribution of the FIC General Council to the general knowledge of the risk and benefits of the use of social media. The work also offers some potential strategies which can facilitate the use of social media to promote evangelization and the values of the gospel. Our target population includes all Religious men and women, all teachers (especially those who teach in Catholic and other faith-based institutions) Youth leaders and concern parents.  
This work is organized into four main headings. The first heading focuses on adolescents and the benefits of social media usage. The second heading discusses adolescents and the risk of social media usage. The third discusses the implications of the use of social media for evangelization of the values of gospel. Finally, the discussion ends with conclusions drawn based on evidence presented in the literature.  
Social Media: A definition
Social media is emerging as a most vital tool of different kinds of communication, which is equipped with the ability to share information, mould opinion, connecting individuals and communities and tools of active participation (Bala, 2014, p.2). Gould (2013, p.3) defined social media as “web-based tools for interaction that, in addition to conversation, allow users to share content such as photos, videos, and links to resources”. According to Kietzmann (2011), social media is “a group of internet-based applications that are built on the ideological foundation of Web 2.0, which allow the creation and exchange of user generated content”. Social media refers to online tools created for the purpose of interaction and content sharing among people in the community (Nyangeni, Du Rand & Van Rooyen, 2015). In its broader context, social media includes web-based technologies like YouTube (social video sharing service), test messaging, blogs, microblogs such as Twitter, social networking services (e.g. Facebook, MySpace, WhatsApp).
Communication of Values: 
In communication philosophy it is believed that the primary access to the realm of values is through acts of feeling and preference that are directed upon objects and persons bearing the values (Ngonso and Egielewa, 2018). In any concrete situation several values may be shared including nude pictures, sex and sexism, sexually explicit materials, and sexual violence, self-promotion, haste speech, rumour, gossip, use of slang and language constructs which defies the Standard English grammar rules. The dialogic philosophy of communication illustrates the philosophy of language as a feasible communication model that is applied universally. According to Caldwell (2014) and supported by Ngonso and Egielewa (2018), the social media vocabulary with reason refers to the praxis today is pathetically instrumentalized and confused when searching for the protonorms of new communication morality, and semantic exactness.
Communication is integral to the mission of the Church. Communicating the good news of the gospel, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, both to believers and non-believers means, in Pope Francis’ words, “to live life on a higher plane, but with no less intensity” (Francis, 2013, n.10).
The new digital environment
[bookmark: _ftnref40]The web and social networks have created a new way to communicate and bond.  They are “a public square where the young spend much of their time and meet one another easily, even though not all have equal access to it, particularly in some regions of the world. They provide an extraordinary opportunity for dialogue, encounter and exchange between persons, as well as access to information and knowledge. Moreover, the digital world is one of social and political engagement and active citizenship, and it can facilitate the circulation of independent information providing effective protection for the most vulnerable and publicizing violations of their rights.  In many countries, internet and social networks already represent a firmly established forum for reaching and involving young people, not least in pastoral initiatives and activities”. (Synod of Bishops, 2018)
[bookmark: _ftnref41]Yet to understand this phenomenon as a whole, we need to realize that, like every human reality, it has its share of limitations and deficiencies.  It is not healthy to confuse communication with mere virtual contact.  Indeed, “the digital environment is also one of loneliness, manipulation, exploitation and violence, up to the extreme case of the ‘dark web’.  Digital media can expose people to the risk of addiction, isolation and gradual loss of contact with concrete reality, blocking the development of authentic interpersonal relationships. New forms of violence are spreading through social media, for example cyber-bullying.  The internet is also a channel for spreading pornography and the exploitation of persons for sexual purposes or through gambling”. (Synod of Bishops, 2018, p.14)
[bookmark: _ftnref42]The proliferation of fake news is the expression of a culture that has lost its sense of truth and bends the facts to suit particular interests.  The reputation of individuals is put in jeopardy through summary trials conducted online.  The Church and her pastors are not exempt from this phenomenon. (Synod of Bishops, 2018, p.14)
[bookmark: _ftnref43]A document prepared on the eve of the Synod by three hundred young people worldwide pointed out that “online relationships can become inhuman.  Digital spaces blind us to the vulnerability of another human being and prevent us from our own self-reflection.  Problems like pornography distort a young person’s perception of human sexuality.  Technology used in this way creates a delusional parallel reality that ignores human dignity”. (Synod of Bishops, 2018, p.14)
For many people, immersion in the virtual world has brought about a kind of “digital migration”, involving withdrawal from their families and their cultural and religious values, and entrance into a world of loneliness and of self-invention, with the result that they feel rootless even while remaining physically in one place (Francis, 2019).  The fresh and exuberant lives of young people who want to affirm their personality today confront a new challenge: that of interacting with a real and virtual world that they enter alone, as if setting foot on an undiscovered global continent.  Young people today are the first to implement this synthesis between what is personal, what is distinctive to their respective cultures, and what is global. This means that they must find ways to pass from virtual contact to good and healthy communication.
Adolescents and the benefits of social media usage
Social media sites allow adolescents to accomplish certain tasks that are considered important to them such as staying connected with friends and families, making new friends, sharing pictures and exchanging ideas. Social media participation also can offer adolescents deeper benefits that extend into their view of self, community, and the world. Using social media, adolescents have the opportunity for socialization and communication enhanced learning opportunities and accessing health information (O’Keeffe et al., 2011; Subrahmanyam et al., 2004; Undiyaundeye, 2014).
Subrahmanyam et al. (2004) reported that adolescents also use online space of teen chat to air adolescent concerns about sexuality and to develop creative strategies to exchange identity information with their peers.  It has also been reported that social media enhances belonging, psychosocial wellbeing, and identity development of adolescents (Allen et al., 2014).
Adolescents and the risk of social media usage
The use of social media is more a risk to adolescents than most adults (O’Keeffe et al., 2011; Undiyaundeye, 2014). Adolescents have a limited capacity for self-regulation and control and are more vulnerable to peer pressure. They are more exposed to some risks which include inappropriate content and lack of understanding of online privacy issues. Others are Cyberbullying and online harassment; Sexting; Facebook Depression; Defective social relationship and Distorted Senescence of reality (O’Keeffe et al., 2011; Undiyaundeye, 2014). Each of these risks is further explained below.
a. Cyberbullying and online harassment: Cyberbullying, a term often used interchangeably with online harassment is the willful use of digital media to communicate false, embarrassing, or hostile information about another person. It is regarded as the most popular online risk for all adolescents and is a peer-to-peer risk (O’Keeffe et al., 2011; Undiyaundeye, 2014). It can cause serious psychological effects on adolescents such as depression, anxiety, severe isolation and tragically, suicide. An independent direct association exist between excessive social media use and increased suicide attempts among adolescents (Sedgwick et al., 2019).
b. Sexting: Sexting is described as sending, receiving, or forwarding sexually explicit messages, photographs, or images via cell phone, computer, or other digital devices (Barrense-Dias, Berchtold, Surís, & Akre, 2017). 
c. Facebook Depression: Facebook depression is defined as depression that develops when adolescents spend a great deal of time on social media sites, such as Facebook, WhatsApp  and then begin to exhibit classic symptoms of depression  (Moreno, et al., 2011). The sense of belonging and acceptance by peers is one value cherished in adolescent life. Adolescents who suffer from Facebook depression are at risk for social isolation and sometimes turn to risky internet sites, substance abuse, unsafe sexual practices, and self-destructive behaviours. 
d. Defective social relationship: According to Novotney (2012), the use of the internet reduces adolescents’ well-being. Spending countless hours on the internet, children spend very limited time with family and actual friends and completing home-work assignments. This weakens the family bond and limits interaction with actual people. These children miss out on real-life interaction with different relatives which results in distorted social skills. It can also lead to social isolation (Allen et al., 2014). Authentic or genuine relationships need more than just communication. It is revealed that people who depend on the internet for relationships more often than not, invite frustrations into their lives (Rosenbloom, 2012).Therefore, it is worth noting that adolescents who excessively use the internet may have interpersonal relational problems in real-life situations. 
e. Distorted senescence of reality: Many social media sites display multiple advertisements such as banner ads, behaviour ads that target people on the basis of their web-browsing behaviour and demographic-based ads that target people on the basis of a specific factor such as age, gender, education etc. (Wiesbaden, 2013). This influences not only the tendencies of adolescents but also their views of what is normal. Many people often put out their best profile at public shows Whyte (2012). Therefore, adolescents who engage in parallel measurement and comparison of profiles through the internet run the risk of attaining a false self-image. This can lead to some level of frustration and feelings of inferiority. Empathy and intimacy are better fostered through real and physical interactions. 
f. Low productivity: The unlimited time spent on the social media limit productivity in the workplace and even at home. Many quality time hours are being lost to the social media through pinging, chatting, messaging, etc. (Aduloju and Ojo, 2019). The distractions of social media have an adverse effect on the users, particularly the young people who are becoming lazy and uncreative. 
g. Phubbing: It is a concept with many possible dynamics, such as being disrespectful toward another person or persons, disregard for others, and a preference for virtual environments over real-life ones. It is the excessive use of smartphones in the romantic context which has been shown to represent a barrier to meaningful communication, causing conflict, lowering relationship satisfaction, and undermining individual well-being (Roberts and David, 2016; Turtle, 2012). In phubbing, individuals’ efforts to maintain their presence in the real world through social media are engaged in a variety of multimedia posts and sharing, making use of specific applications (Varoth and Karen, 2018).
With the above concerns on the abuse of social media, it is very important that Christians, particularly the young people, approach social media in a discerning manner. It is therefore essential to understand the impact our status, photos, comments or blog posts may have now and in the future. We should also bear in mind the ramifications of any statement made on social media since everything written is permanent and viewable by everyone. Furthermore, while maintaining relationships is important and healthy, addiction is not. Limiting the amount of time, we devote to these social networking sites is both healthy and wise. For the sake of our next generation, we must take strides to stop the normalization of pornography and sexting before we are inundated with a world where sex is no longer understood in the context of love and affection, but instead violence, abuse and exploitation. 
Implications of the use of social media on evangelization of the Gospel values
Social activities and interaction through the social media significantly influence the social status, the cognitive development as well as the moral concepts of adolescents. Peer group affiliations, culture and religion, as well as formal education all play vital roles in shaping the social status of young people. As there is no other stage in human development which experience more changes than the stage of adolescence (Rathus, 2008), the period of adolescence may serve as a window of opportunities for promotion of religious and moral values such as the uptake of the gospel and the church values. The social media transmits information from one social individual person or group of people to the other within the shortest possible time. As a result, if care is not taken about the kind of information that is exposed to adolescents through social media, misleading contents could sway away from the mind of the adolescent and this ultimately would have detrimental effects on the religious and moral fibre of society.  It is important to emphasize here that; communication and social interactions are key considerations for the development of adolescents and uptake of the gospel and values of the church.
In Africa and in some parts of the world, at some point in time, most adolescents leave their families to live in boarding houses either in basic, secondary or tertiary institutions for education. This period constitutes an opportune time for the inculcation of the gospel and the formation of religious and moral values, social-image and self-worth. It is currently that most adolescents search for identity and meaning in life. At this point, the proper use of social media can serve as a powerful tool for evangelization and imprint of the gospel and Church values in the lives of the adolescents. Through contact with potential friends, adolescents discover their self-identity and learn many things about life. They derive gratification from communication with peers and friends through the internet.  In this way, they do co-construct their own social environment (Greenfield & Yan, 2006) which also includes moral values and social ethics.
In recent times, the use of social media by adolescents has received a good deal of criticism from many social settings including the church, schools, and families. Parents, teachers and religious formators of youth are particularly concerned about the correlation between negative and licentious media programs and violence and sexual promiscuity portrayed through televisions and the like which causes maladaptive behaviors (Jason & Fries, 2004). This notwithstanding, Myers (1995) thinks that television programs and videos rather elicit inherent traits. In view of the correlation between licentious media programs and violence and promiscuity, if care is not taken to control what media contents can be exposed to adolescents, there seems to be an imminent danger to befall the moral decadents of society. The time is probably now to navigate social media and explore and identify potent ways to utilize social media to propagate the gospel and Church values.
Pope Francis probably shares a similar view in a book entitled, The Name of God is Mercy, where the mobile phone which serves as a medium of communication was termed as the “apostolate of the ear.” To the extent that, majority of the adolescents possess cell phones and the few that do not have yet, are constantly yearning and dreaming of owning one sometime in life. Now, some adolescents even take risky means including engaging in sexual promiscuity and even stealing in order to acquire these gadgets. If the status quo does not change, this can be a disaster for the spread of the gospel and propagation of the church values. Young adults and adolescents are constantly fidgeting with these social media gadgets even at important gatherings including during church service. The result is that the attention span of young folks is getting shorter and shorter. They just cannot concentrate on performing any activity including prayers without undivided attention to attend to some social media activity. This certainly cannot be a sustaining attribute for the present and the future evangelization of the gospel and perpetuation of the church values.  It is not a wonder that this negative development of the interference of the use of mobile phones and other social media devices in our society also caught the attention of the pontiff of the Catholic Church (Pope Francis). Recently during the usual weekly Angelus address at the Vatican City, the Pope observed that communication among families is very important and advised family members to endeavour especially during family gatherings such as mealtime to put away their cell phones and engage in real person to person communication.  
Youth-led media apostolate matters for our youth in the era of media proliferation because it affords them the opportunity of using the media to create and share their faith stories via the media. The fact remains that stories persuade. Stories also inspire and to a greater extent generate ideas. With conventional and more advanced technologies, stories are produced and shared in various ways most especially on the social media platforms. One way of encouraging the youth-led media among the young people is through media production. Media production, as we know can mean many things. Jacson (2018) writes that media production can refer to music, radio, newspapers, magazines, blogs, podcast, video, film, photographs, animation, graphics and other visual art, and alternative mixed forms.
Recently, experience and observation with young people showed that media production has manifested in the form of videos or multi-media composition. In other words, stories can be conceived and sometimes remixed but emerging writers, poets, filmmakers, artists and the like and shared among peers, family and the Church community using the social media platforms. According to Aduloju and Ojo (2019), youth-led media can be an effective source of building and sustaining the faith of the Catholic young people with the potentials which are not limited to the following:
· Youth-led media is about relationships and as people connect, relationships are strengthened which can open the young people up to the influence of their network of friends. As young people share their stories about their faith and spirituality, they can influence one another especially those who do not yet know Christ.
· As Catholic youth live their lives to some degree on social media, they are showing their friends what it means “to BE” under the influence of the transformational power of Christ. Youth-led media afford young people the opportunity of online evangelism which is a form of living out the Missional Model Philosophy (Go and Be). No doubt, the potential for viral evangelism is huge through youth-led media apostolate.
· Youth-led media can be a great source of information for the young people and can give them access to some of the traditions and doctrines of the Church through the great thinkers and doctors of the Church today.
· Youth-led media can also be a source of spiritual teaching for the discerning disciple. This gives the youth the opportunity of contributing to some incredible deep teaching by priests and professors in the Church to certainly override a lot of rubbish on the websites.
· The Clergy and other pastoral agents (e.g. catechists, animators) can also use the forum to preach their sermons and send their messages to the youth. In a way, youth-led media can be used by the Clergy to enhance the sermon experience delivered to the faithful.
· Vocation promotion can happen through the use of the social media where the attention of the youth can be found and captured.

The way forward 
Parents have a non-negotiable responsibility of ensuring that their children are brought up in a manner that is acceptable by culture and society.  However, Whyte (2012) is right when he likened parenting to a game of chance. For some parents in some cultures, no matter the efforts elders put in for the good development of their children, some children still end up growing wayward. 
Parents and educators should develop award and reward systems in schools. At the end of every academic term or semester, for example, teachers should give awards to deserving students who have distinguish themselves, in various fields such as good behaviour, excellent academic and extra curriculum performance. Both parents and teachers should be sensitive and quick to notice progress in adolescents and reward them regularly and appropriately. This will serve as reinforcement for good behaviour.
Young people get the means from parents and adult relatives to procure electronic gadgets. Therefore, as one way to control the excessive use of these gadgets it is recommended that parents and adults should be more discerning in their response or provision of the needs and wants of their children. This is to say that parents should assess their children’s demands carefully before responding to them. Parents and educators should also be extra vigilant in observing adolescents' behaviour. More than that, they should be proactive in cues that might lead the adolescents into deeper risks in life. There is an adage that says, ‘a stitch in time saves nine.’
Conclusion
The use of social media by adolescents is highly pervasive and persistent due to evolving and growing technological advancements in society. Social media will continue to contribute both positively and negatively to the development of adolescents. There is a paradox about the use of social media and its implications for the gospel and sustainability of Church values. Social media can be used to enhance evangelization and promote Church values while at the same time can expose young people to potentially negative outcomes which may undermine the evangelization efforts and Church values.
The social media also serve as a double-edged sword which provides benefits to adolescents in the areas of cognitive and social development and present risks for adolescents’ growth and development. The challenge is how to prevent inappropriate use of social media by adolescents and draw on the beneficial effects of the use of social media. Ignorance of how social media operates plays a major part in the risk-taking behaviors of adolescents especially in the field of human sexuality. Technology is a good thing if used wisely and correctly, but we need to develop healthy habits and better formation and education of how we use it. 
The Word was made flesh not the Word was made social media. Social media can be an extension of a priest’s pastoral presence but will never replace it. Nor will it entirely replace all other forms of media that have previously elevated the gospel in the Church and have served the mission of evangelization.
It will take all stakeholders and all who are concerned about the well-being of adolescents to team-up and fiercely fight to mitigate the negative effects of the use of social media and promote the good values in adolescents’ development. Therefore, it is crucial for parents, religious men and women, civil society groups and all other important stakeholders to be curious about social media and become aware of the potential hazards of the use of it. Consequently, precaution must be used to educate children and adolescents about the online world and how to manage and avoid its hazards. It will even be best if, all adults will learn to educate and model the youth through their own good examples, for adolescents, maybe poor interpreters of what they read, see or hear but I tell you, they are excellent observers and imitators of adults’ behaviors.
Perhaps it is appropriate now to remind ourselves of the teaching of the gospel “And if your eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell” (Matt 18.9). 
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