Social Networks & Ohio 4-H

The manner that young people and adults are communicating with each other is rapidly changing in our society.  As a youth driven program, we must engage in new strategies and methods by which we communicate with members, volunteers, families, and the community at large. Social networks are a growing and popular venue for much of our target audience and we must learn how to leverage those networks to enhance our programmatic efforts. 

Significant discussion has centered on the potential risks associated with social networking sites.    Yes, there are risks associated with this communication strategy, but we must not let potential risk alone determine if it is a viable option for our program. We know that simply offering programs for youth, there is a degree of risk that we must accept, that which we must manage, and that which we must avoid.  We have been tremendously successful in managing our higher risk programs, such as camping, equine projects, shooting sports, overnight trips, etc.  If we simply listed of the potential risks involved activities, we likely would not conduct many of these programs.  However, we have taken steps to appropriately analyze and manage the risks associated with each of them.  We know that camping with youth is one of the biggest risks we have in 4-H youth development, yet we continue to camp because we feel that the benefits to youth are significant and we have managed the risks.  
We do not know a lot about online social networks, so it becomes relatively easy to question the appropriateness and/or viability of the strategy.  However, taking the time to learn about the risks and the best strategies for managing them will enhance our programmatic and communication strategies in the future.  If we ignore and don’t engage in the opportunity simply because there are potential risks, then the risks potentially multiply if youth are left to make their own paths.   As an organization, we have much to learn, but we also must seize the opportunity to use the resources that are available and being used by our target populations.
Why is the Emerging Technology Action Team asking 4-H professionals to create a Facebook account?
1. 4-H professionals do not meet together on a regular basis – It was our goal to find a tool to communicate and connect with fellow professionals.  Facebook allows for :

a. Professionals to link together through each person’s page

b. Action Teams can collaborate through the use of groups

c. Helps you to better know your fellow professionals

d. Linking to other 4-H professionals in other states

e. Facebook originated as a .edu platform, so it is geared towards education

f. New professionals can be mentored through regular contact 

g. It helps to create a virtual 4-H office where we all can connect

h. Privacy and user control – Professionals do not have to open up their profile to youth if they do not choose to.
2. 4-H Access will be released this summer/fall as the national social networking platform for 4-H.  Our Action Team believes that by helping Ohio 4-H Professionals create a Facebook page, they will become familiar with social networking when this platform is released.   The following goals of National 4-H as to why 4-H Access was created are similar to why we are asking Ohio Professionals to be the leaders.

a. To extend 4-H’s leadership in youth development to the Internet and establish 4-H as the online leader in PYD
b. To deliver online research-driven PYD programs
c. To revitalize and expand the 4-H brand
d. To recruit 1.7 million new youth to 4-H clubs
e. To increase the capacity to recruit, train, support and retain 4-H volunteers and professionals

3. In our research with college students only 8% of the students said that we should stay out of social networking sites and that they were for youth only.  They indicated that participation would allow us to connect with youth.  Who is teaching positive youth development online? 
a. Creating collaboration groups like camp counselors and junior fairboard
b. Show youth how social networks can be used by employers as an online resume

c. Create project support groups that enhance current project books and allow youth across Ohio to share with each other and project experts
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