Towards an 
AUSTRALIAN YOUTH INFORMATION NETWORK (AYIN)?

(Unpublished paper, by Roger Holdsworth, Youth Research Centre, r.holdsworth@edfac.unimelb.edu.au, 10 March 2000.)

Background

This discussion paper has been developed at the Youth Research Centre as an exploration of possibilities for building on existing work in sharing information about young people in Australia and the issues that affect them.

The Centre established the Youth Affairs Research Network (YARN) in about 1993 as a way of linking people in Australia (and elsewhere) carrying out youth related research.  It was initially intended that YARN would provide an e-mail discussion list and a web site (centred on a directory of current research).  YARN has partially expanded its role beyond a ‘youth research’ focus in response to parallel needs for information about a range of youth related issues:  service provision, demographic information, evaluations, policy debates and so on.

INFOYOUTH Project

In 1997 and then again in 1999, the Youth Research Centre attended workshops in Korea sponsored by the UNESCO supported INFOYOUTH project.  This is a Paris-based initiative to enhance international networking on ‘youth information’ issues.  There was (and continues to be) some debate within this project both about the audience for such information (ie for young people, or for those working with young people) and about the format of that information.  For example the Regional Centre in Korea has been consolidating information in their Centre and publishing print and web-based data - indexes and ‘atlases’.  The latter workshop concentrated on training around a consistent informational database.  These approaches are in contradistinction to a dispersed model where, for example, various countries (and organisations in those countries) would maintain their own information on young people and ‘youth issues’ and the project would concentrate on mechanisms for networking these sources.

The Youth Research Centre (which attended these workshops because of its continued role in YARN) has undertaken to be the Interim ‘National Focal Point’ for Australia and to work towards establishing a broader or more appropriate ‘portal’.  This paper is part of that undertaking.

The intention discussed at these workshops has been for a well recognised ‘portal’ that would enable e-visitors to access a wide range of information about young people in Australia.
YARN Lessons

As noted above, the Youth Affairs Research Network initially intended to consolidate and make available information about current research in an electronic form that would be more immediate that print publications.  The e-mail list has been quite successful, though often representing relatively static roles of ‘querying’, ‘information provision’ and ‘contact’.  The web site has been less successful.

Apart from technical and resourcing limitations, there have been three major lessons from YARN’s work in the late 1990s:

a)
It has been difficult to maintain a focus on ‘youth research’ that excludes other areas of the ‘youth field’.  This is both inherent (where are the boundaries?) and also indicative of wide interest in sharing information generally.  In the absence of other coordinating initiatives, YARN has expanded to attempt to fill niches.  It has not always done this well.

b)
Consolidation of information has not worked at all well.  It is highly resource intensive (publicising, collecting, structuring);  information is rapidly out of date;  there are serious issues with partial information (the attempt to be ‘comprehensive’);  researchers in particular have been reluctant to share information, or have given sharing a low priority in busy lives.  (This reflection also has serious implications for the overall INFOYOUTH project.)

c)
Sustainability and independence are priorities that are linked to the location of information sharing.  On the one hand, it is important that information networking be maintained.  Once started and developed successfully, there is the expectation that resources will be maintained.  If information is valuable to people’s work, then they expect to be able to continue relying on it.  The location of resources in an organisation with on-going resourcing and commitment to the ideas is essential.  On the other hand, the location of the information sharing should be with an organisation that does not see itself as offering all the information, but is philosophically inclusive of other sources of information;  empire building goes with the danger of exclusion of information.

The implications of these reflections are:

i)
that we should develop initiatives that build the general and public information sharing capacity of the youth sector and enable YARN to return to focus on youth research.

ii)
that a decentralised model has greater possibility of success and usefulness.

iii)
that the information sharing mechanism should be provided by a consortium of key players but not be owned by any one of those players.

Proposal

Consequently, the following outline is proposed for consideration, as a starting point for the development of such a consortium.

It is proposed that an Australian Youth Information Network (AYIN) be established.  It would have the following characteristics:


a ‘loose’ rather than ‘tight’ network, with membership by commitment to agreed principles;


composed of existing organisations with a youth information role;


focused on providing sharing mechanisms for Australian youth information;


sharing existing information rather than consolidating information on a new site;


aimed principally at sharing information about young people and for individuals and groups that work with young people, including groups of young people themselves;


supportive (but not its principal task) of the further establishment of information sharing by young people, for young people;


working on establishing and maintaining the international ‘youth portal’ for Australia.

The Network might operate on two levels, with some groups playing an organising role, such as:


the Commonwealth Youth Bureau (DETYA), principally those involved with ‘The Source’;


the Australian Clearinghouse for Youth Studies;


the Youth Research Centre (and/or other groups in the research community eg ACER);


the Australian Institute for Family Studies (including its youth suicide clearinghouse role);


the Australian Bureau of Statistics;


the Dusseldorp Skills Forum (particularly their YFO element);


other existing ‘youth information’ groups (InfoXchange etc).

and other groups making commitments as part of a broader membership.  For example, to ‘join’ the Network, groups would undertake to make information publicly available in their field of interest or expertise (eg through a web site) and to provide reciprocal linkages to other Network members.

Such a Network might carry out tasks such as:


developing a central ‘first stop’ web portal with a hierarchy of links within various segments of the sector;

seeking UNESCO recognition (and support as appropriate) as the INFOYOUTH National Focal Point for Australia;


developing consistent formats for information (to minimise browser confusion);


initiating collaborative and consortium projects to develop information resources (ie within identified gaps).
So ...I’d be interested in responses, both to the general concept, and also to the specific elements of this proposal.  I’ll circulate this initial discussion paper to a very small group (if you have suggestions as to others, please let me know) and invite this feedback.  There are obviously many issues to expand on, clarify, debate.  If there is general interest from people who might move it forward, I think we should try to meet face to face at some time, but in the meantime could swap ideas about how such a Network could operate.  For example, we could set up a small e-mail group here at the YRC to facilitate this discussion, and use this to do much of the initial planning.
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