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BOOK REVIEW

It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens

danah boyd, 2014, Yale University Press: New Haven, ISBN: 9780300166316

The App Generation: How Today’s Youth Navigate Identity, Intimacy, and Imagination in

a Digital World

Howard Gardner & Katie Davis, 2013, Yale University Press: New Haven, ISBN:

9780300196214

At around the time that I was invited to write this book review, I enjoyed a leisurely

Sunday morning with my daughter Averie, who was 23 months old. We were in our

pajamas, snuggling in bed, enjoying the warm sun peeking through the windows. Averie

had just learned how to say the words “I love you” and as all amazing toddlers do, she was

creatively extending this newfound knowledge by appending various people to this

statement, “I love you mommy. I love you daddy. I love you iPad. I love you grandpa. I love

you grandma . . . ” This experience filled me with a range of emotions and thoughts:

amazement at the rapid cognitive development of young children, warmth that she

associated love with family . . . wait a minute, did she say “I love you iPad?!?!” . . . a moment

of horror that my tablet device deserved the same proclamation of love as daddy, and fear

that our parenting practices were going down the wrong path. My thoughts then turned to

curiosity since I am also a scholar who studies children, social media, and learning with

technology. Naturally, I shared this story in a Facebook status update, garnering the most

likes of anything I have posted this year.

This vignette encapsulates many of the reasons why researchers, parents, policy-

makers, and other adults are so fascinated by children, adolescents, and their interaction

with technology. We are mesmerized by the ways that children relate to technology. We are

at once amazed and repulsed by the social practices they invent with new tools and media.

Our deep instincts to love, protect, and teach our children can be threatened by

technology. The stakes are high.

danah boyd (It’s Complicated), Howard Gardner, and Katie Davis (The App Generation)

remind us that our understanding of youth and technology shapes how parents relate to

their children, the policies that adults enact that enable or constrain young people, and the

ways in which we teach the next generation. The two books leverage data from extensive,

qualitative research programs to consider how youth relate to and use new technologies in

their lives. These texts are a must-read for any adult—parent, researcher, or others—as the

insights from these scholars promise to shape popular understanding and influence future

research in profound ways. The books are also vital for students, and I plan to use them in

both my undergraduate and graduate courses.

I recommend that readers engage with both books together because each text in

isolation offers unique insights but obscures important details. In It’s Complicated, danah

boyd thinks about issues such as identity, privacy, addiction, predators, bullying, inequality,
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and literacy. The strength of this work lives in the care she gives to the teen perspective and

the way she values teens’ voices. This orientation leads to delightfully surprising findings

that are elegant in their framing of complex issues. In considering youth identity, boyd

shows how teens make very thoughtful and explicit decisions (contrary to adult

perceptions of impulsive and naı̈ve youth) to share aspects of their personal lives on social

media. References to drugs and gang activity, purposefully fabricated personal information,

and Tumblr posts about One Direction are all ways in which teens share their interests,

navigate their friendships, deal with parents, and persevere through sometimes harsh life

conditions. Teens struggle with ideas of privacy, perceiving their social media activity across

complex lines of public and private performance. They grapple with intensive surveillance

from their parents while craving freedom.

While adults might think teens are addicted to social media, boyd contends that

young people leverage these tools to participate in social behaviors that are important for

adolescents but are increasingly stifled by parents who overschedule, control, and limit

opportunities for young people to simply get together. Cyberbullying is a major concern

across the USA, but boyd illuminates how adults can easily misinterpret small acts of

aggression as bullying when teens easily recognize these behaviors as everyday social

drama. boyd highlights how racial and socioeconomic inequalities persist in online

platforms. Teens’ online friend networks are substantially influenced by the cultural and

economic segregation that is rampant in the USA. Finally, young people are far from digital

natives who inherently understand how to use technology for their own good. Instead, they

need opportunities to access and use new tools in order to develop the skills and critical

awareness of how technology influences their interaction with the world.

boyd’s focus on the teen perspective is both invaluable and blinding. It’s Complicated

is profoundly important for truly understanding youth and their realities. However, a sole

focus on the teen perspective necessarily simplifies the final message and sometimes leads

to contradictory or limited implications. For example, one interpretation of this book is that

“the kids are all right” and extreme adult surveillance and control is largely to blame for

many of their negative behaviors. Teens who perform perplexing behaviors online are

working out their identities, navigating the complex demands of their communities, or

dealing with their own personal hardships. Just leave them be and give teens freedom. In

one case, parental presence in social media sites is interpreted as surveillance and

detrimental. In other cases, such as when bullying is visible in social media channels, young

people would have more support and care if only adults were more present and noticed

these posts. What is a parent or adult to do? boyd does a tremendous job in framing our

understanding of how complicated teen life can be. She argues that social media magnifies

or interacts with this complexity, but is rarely the root cause of teens’ problems. However,

understanding how to guide teens—how to give them freedom, when to provide

guidance, how to leverage teen voices, and when to challenge their perspectives and

desires—is also complicated, and less considered here.

In contrast, Gardner and Davis are very concerned about how young people are

guided in their personal development and learning in The App Generation. Their main thesis

is that today’s generation of young people are largely defined by their shared experiences

with an app mentality. Apps are carefully designed technological tools that are crafted to

solve particular problems or desires. One strength of this book is in the unique data sources

that the researchers utilize to understand young people, such as interviews and focus

groups with youth, analysis of young peoples’ writing and creative works, and interviews
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with educators, therapists, and other adults. Gardner and Davis forward a developmental

psychology framework that illuminates different social and learning needs at different

points in a person’s life stage, and are careful to consider the role of technology in addition

to competing factors including social, cultural, familial, and educational factors that may

contribute to young people’s development. From this foundation, the authors consider

youth development along the lines of identity, intimacy, and imagination.

A recurrent theme in The App Generation is the authors’ growing concern about

whether young people’s reliance on technology for a variety of life and learning situations

will lead to a blind dependence on apps or the ability to use apps to enhance personal

development and agency. Gardner and Davis emphasize the importance of adolescents

developing a sense of self in this stage of their development. On the one hand, social media

allow teens to experiment with their identities. On the other hand, the authors worry that

the affordances of such platforms guide youth to behaviors that may not be beneficial, such

as packaging oneself for others at all times, always presenting one’s best self, and engaging

in constant social comparison. These efforts reduce the time teens have to be reflective and

can contribute to an impoverished sense of self. The authors suggest that youth are ever

more connected and available to parents and peers with ubiquitous mobile devices,

texting, and internet access. However, this always-on availability might lead young people

to replace strong-bonded relationships with less intimate ties, develop an aversion to

taking risks in developing close relationships with others, and instead feel increased

isolation from other human beings. Finally, Gardner and Davis find that new apps and

platforms have made it easier for youth to create ever more complex and polished creative

works. However, in interviews with adults and educators, they find a general perception

that teens today are less likely to come up with their own ideas and more likely to follow

directions or search for existing templates for their work. Do apps enable or constrain

imagination?

While Gardner and Davis raise vital questions about the role of technology in young

people’s lives, one limitation of this book is a general tendency toward technological

determinism. Being rigorous scholars and talented writers, they are careful to state that

assigning causality to technology is difficult to do and that there are many other important

contributors to youth development. However, they strongly suggest (if stopping short of

claiming causality) that technology directly relates to impoverished identity development,

less intimate relationships, and lack of imagination and creativity. This simplified message

offers a benefit in that it suggests clear implications. Gardner and Davis stress that teaching

and learning are needed to help young people avoid being app-dependent, where they

uncritically use the features of technologies and allow themselves to be guided by the

designed affordances of apps. Instead, they call for a focus on app-enabled behavior, where

human agency shapes the use and benefits of technology. Furthermore, they call for a

critical look at design, or how the features of apps may facilitate dependent, uncritical use

versus open-ended, creative, and constructive uses. However, a focus on the app as the

organizing paradigm necessarily enforces a particular causal arrow where technology

shapes behavior and humans are left to struggle against an inevitable march toward a

deterministic existence.

Both It’s Complicated and The App Generation offer persuasive narratives about how

youth interact with technology and its consequences. From boyd’s perspective, new

technologies are more likely to mirror already existing human desires and tendencies. As

human beings, we desire to disclose our personal details, exchange gossip, keep up with

BOOK REVIEW 315

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

H
ar

va
rd

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
8:

29
 2

9 
Ju

ne
 2

01
4 



others in our social circles, and in the process seek connection. Social media sites such as

Facebook have figured out how to cater to these deep, specific desires and make it easier

for us to act on them. Social media also amplify and make more visible our social

tendencies. Teens have bullied each other in the past, and they will continue to do so using

the tools available to them. But the tool is not the cause. In contrast, Gardner and Davis

remind us of a vital counterpoint. The technologies that we create are designed to

constrain and guide our behavior. Facebook is designed for socializing and encourages us

to do it faster, more often, and ubiquitously. It is clearly not designed for sitting eyes closed,

in silent meditation. Once we understand how technology encourages certain behaviors

and constrains others, it is valid to question if this is in fact what we want for ourselves, and

to articulate what we gain and what we lose.

As for Averie and her beloved iPad, my own framing of the situation has been

influenced by these two excellent books. danah boyd taught me that while my daughter

may love her iPad (or whatever new device emerges in her teenage years), the more

important issue is that she knows her daddy loves her, values her voice, and will truly try to

understand her, particularly in moments of crisis or challenge. Howard Gardner and Katie

Davis remind me that there will always be a need to guide Averie to be critically aware of

her technology use, to reflect on whether new tools constrain or enable her ability to grow

in positive ways, and sometimes to consider shutting off the device and enjoying a leisurely

Sunday morning together in pajamas.

Dr June Ahn is an Assistant Professor at the University of Maryland, College Park. He holds a

joint appointment in the College of Information Studies and College of Education. His

research focuses on understanding how youth use new media, and leveraging these

practices to enhance teaching and learning. He also conducts research in online and

open learning environments, and issues related to the integration of technology into

formal school institutions such as K-12 education. E-mail: juneahn@umd.edu
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