
Abstract
This article presents the route and the historical roots of the successful 
expression “digital natives” and introduces the critical debate recently 
arisen to show its limits and the undemonstrated assumptions it is 
based on. The paper also presents a research conducted in Canton Ticino 
(Switzerland), whose purpose was to study the use of the ICTs (Information 
and Communication Technologies) by the young employees of GenY (people 
born after 1980). 
This research enabled both to better understand the population studied and 
to observe how some of the assumptions about GenY and digital natives are 
nothing more than the result of huge generalizations. The results encourage 
local researches to re-evaluate and consider the limits due to contextual 
issues.
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1 Introduction to the problem
From an educational point of view the definition of knowledge society 

leaves many open questions, mostly because we risk to move our attention too 
much from the human beings’ educational skills to the possibilities offered by 
the Information and Communication Technologies (from now on: ICTs). 

In particular, this article will contribute to the observation of the relationship 
between knowledge society and the learning experiences of the young people 
entering today’s professional world. 

Being born in the knowledge society implies finding ICTs in any field of 
one’s life, education included. There is a wide range of ICTs integrative declina-
tions in education, depending on the perspective we decide to assume (Cantoni 
et al., 2007). Furthermore, the description of the relationship between people/
strategies/educational contents (see Picture 1) can be understood and set in a 
– more or less – deterministic way, considering it like a direct impact or a sy-
stemic influence, like a mechanism of adoption or technology acceptance, like 
a problem of usages’ practices and/or cultural processes or like a relationship 
between learners’ attitudes and learning cultures. It is also to be noticed that 
most of the studies on this subject – both empirical and theoretical – originate 
in the USA, which makes a talis qualis transposition definitively improper in 
different cultural contexts.

 Fig. 1: the three milestones of education

The debate has been influenced mainly by two references:
The expression “digital natives”, coined by Marc Prensky (2001), who • 
states that they have developed new neural paths by using the ICTs 
since childhood and that this makes them different in the way they 
think and learn;

the concept of “generation Y” (or GenY or Millennials), derived from • 
the socio-historical analysis developed in “Generations, the history of 
America’s future, 1584 to 2069” by William Strauss and Neil Howe 
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(1991). The text is particularly relevant because it fixes 1980 as the 
birth date of this generation.

Both definitions are based on the fact that never before in history entire po-
pulation ranges have been so interested in the pervasiveness of technology.

This interpretative strand originated three relevant phenomena in education: 
a rich production of instructional design books whose goals are to describe 
GenY and to show the best educational strategies; a huge interest in the com-
panies field and the consequent adoption of eLearning practices by their HR 
& Training areas; a significant number of research projects, among which the 
New Millennium Learners’ Project stands out; it has been promoted by the 
OECD and it is meant as the European answer to the US centered vision of 
previous studies.

2 Does living in the digital era mean being digital learners? 
The macro-sociological overview we mentioned risks to become a her-

meneutic criterion of the human being whose focus is unbalanced from the 
technological point of view.

Fig. 2: The world generations and the development of technologies

Picture 2 (deKerckhove, 2003) shows how this approach can be reductive. 
Obviously, it is not possible to accurately count the number of the generations 
since man appeared on Earth. Nevertheless, we can state that the development 
of learning strategies connected to e-learning is a very recent process if we 
compare it to both the history of men and the technologies they have used to 
communicate: even if the diffusion of a communication tool can be carried out 
in very few years, we cannot be as quick as that in developing new pedago-
gical methods that will be able to integrate the educational needs with a solid 
didactic awareness.
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And, not by chance, the critics are accruing a fast growing concern on this 
subject with the purpose to downsize the idea of a generation which could 
be globally defined as “digital”, referring to its learning skills (Schulmeister, 
2008).

3 The research “Gen Y @ work” 
It is in this context, and after observing the limits and risks of the hypothesis 

(in need of being demonstrated although intuitive) and generalizations, that this 
research started. Its purpose was to bring the hypothesis from the global level 
to the local one in order to answer the question: what is the role of ICTs in the 
learning experience of the young employees in Ticino? 

The research design has been guided by two goals:
Discovering whether a cross-skills “technological potential” between • 
private life and professional world does really exist and, in case, ob-
serving how it is exploited;

Investigating how the people really use the ICTs, considering them as • 
actors in the learning action. 

The study wanted to offer a representation of the Gen Y employees’ real 
technological skills to the HR responsible of the companies involved. This way, 
they would have been able to organize a training design which could better fit 
with their employees’ educational and cognitive needs.

3.1 The research design
The design prefigured a quantitative and a qualitative (almost ethnographic) 

phase. The method was appositely developed using Lego™ bricks. The project 
involved six companies based in Ticino: three banks, a consultancy firm ope-
rating in the banking sector, a newspaper publishing house and an industrial 
gas turbine society.

236 employees participated to the quantitative research phase; 234 of them 
were in the Gen Y range (that is, born after 1980). 109 were women (46%) 
and 127 were men (53%); their average age was approximately 23. 35 people 
participated to the qualitative phase.

3.2 The quantitative phase
A survey was elaborated in order to investigate: 

the ICTs owned; • 
the real usage of the ICTs by the participants; • 
the participant’s self representation regarding the ICTs; • 
the role of the ICTs in learning experiences; • 
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a comparison between the use of the ICTs at home and at work.• 

3.3 The qualitative phase
The “almost ethnographic” phase was appositely conceived to find out whe-

ther a “technological potential” does exist and how it is exploited in the private 
and the working spheres. The key concepts have been: being an author/actor 
in a system (Crozier and Friedberg, 2004); the metaphorical game (Gauntlett, 
2007).

The method was developed to exploit the efficacy of playing to better un-
derstand the relationship between the “learning culture” and the “learner’s 
attitude”; this relation is meant to be a mutual influence between the subject 
and the myths, the rites and the organizational models (Cantoni et al., 2007, 
pp. 45-46).

4 Results of the research
This study has unveiled a complex reality, where a sort of “technological 

potential” or “media skill” (Schulmeister, 2008) has been confirmed indeed, 
but to a less great extent than acclaimed by some researchers describing the 
“digital generation”. It seems that “attitude” (rather than “skill” or “potential”) 
would be more correct to define a sort of broader disposal (if compared to the 
one of older colleagues) to relate to other people and to knowledge through 
ICTs. Predictably, indeed, it came into light that young people hang out daily 
with technologies, both to perform their working tasks and – and most of all 
– to communicate and for leisure. But, the need of digital experiences in the 
learning process has not been really remarked: new technologies are perceived 
mainly as a useful help, and not as a binding step.

The demand of digital learning appears more as a contextual opportunity 
(“if you can use a projector during class, why not do so?” said a participant) 
than a learning need; furthermore, the qualitative phase cleared that ICTs are 
appreciated in the training experience only when they are supported by “tradi-
tional” instruments such as lessons in presence, interpersonal interviews, books, 
folders of photocopies, notes, etc.
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Chart 1: Favoured modalities to achieve knowledge (%)

An interesting outcome of this research concerns the way in which the 
technologies for learning are preferred and combined (see Chart1): the search 
engines are chosen by the majority of GenY employees (53.6% use them “a 
lot”), but it is important to underline that at the second and third place we can 
find “traditional” classroom lectures and autonomous\independent study; when 
being asked about this, in the qualitative part, some respondents indicated the 
online search for information like a “first-aid tool for knowledge”, being an 
immediate response to a specific question (the tool is preferred because of its 
speed) or a track to follow to get better ways to learn more in depth (while, 
in this case the search engine is described as the preamble of a literature se-
arch). 

Two highlights stand out in particular: the first, at an empirical level, con-
cerns the skills of the respondents to set up a personalized learning environment, 
which is effectively multi-media; the second, at a theoretical level, concerns 
the emerging of a peculiar idea of learning, structured in three consecutive 
degrees (information, knowledge and learning), and differentiated by level of 
permanence. About this point, it is important to specify that the “classical” and 
usual learning technologies (mostly books and notes) are the ones preferred in 
case of long-time learning needs; this choice is easily interpreted if we reflect 
on which tools were employed in the formal learning experience that students 
had – although “digital natives” – at school; furthermore, their workplaces’ 
trainers are usually digital immigrants, even if they make extensive use of new 
technologies.

The potential offered by Web 2.0 represent, as guessed, a large catchment 
area of users among the digital natives, especially for those activities more 
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related to socializing and sharing (see Chart 2), although microblogging (e.g. 
Twitter) does not receive the appreciation that one might expect (only 0.4% 
use it). 

Chart 2: The most used online applications of social networking and sharing (%)

But what we have said so far is basically true only for private life: at work, 
the favorite learnings are the formalized ones and there is not a spontaneous 
creativity in exploiting the resources of the Web for professional needs; if sha-
ring knowledge is needed, the young employees from Ticino prefer to contact 
directly their peers and they rarely make use of forums, wikis, blogs or sites 
specialized for their professional problems. Taking as reference “Spectrum 
Knowledge” (2008), researchers proposed to the participants to create online 
groups to share their information and knowledge, opportunity that they found 
interesting; but, as a matter of fact, 39.9% of respondents answered they liked 
blogs and websites specialized in learning only “a little”.

The GenY employees perceived themselves as different in the way they 
master new technologies in learning, if compared to their older colleagues, 
which seems to confirm the digital divide phenomenon (or at least a prejudice 
of it). Looking at the responses more in detail, however, it emerges what clai-
med by the most critical voices about the concept of digital native (Schulmei-
ster, 2008): what can be said with certainty about digital natives is that their 
media competence “solely consists of being able in locating information”; 
and, actually, the only case in which a significant majority believes that there 
is a generational gap is the answer “to seek information and knowledge”. As 
suggested recently (Bennett et al, 2008), the idea of a digital generation must 
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still be investigated very thoroughly, rejecting the catastrophic fears to not be 
able to communicate anymore with and to educate the “digital” people, but 
rejecting as well the too easy suggestions that a teaching technology-colored 
is sufficient to engage them.

In the two following subsections we present the key-concepts through which 
it is possible to summarize the results of this research. 

4.1 The most common ICTs do not reveal a generational difference
The first characteristic of digital native students and workers is that – if we 

exclude iPods and MP3 players – they own the same ICTs as their parents or 
teachers. Furthermore more recent tools (e.g. Netbooks and handhelds) are 
still rare.

What impresses is that the best mastered ICTs are substantially the ones 
already widespread in the late ‘90s.

What shown above becomes even more interesting if we look at which are 
the most used applications: software packages for office, then (but only just 
over one third of the population) image, audio and video editors. Only at the 
end of the list it is possible to find the utilities developed more recently, and in 
some cases with very low percentages (e.g. 8.5% for mind mapping).

4.2 The technological potential does not overcome the separation between 
private and professional life

One hypothesis we wanted to verify, within the research goals, was whether 
digital natives bear a peculiar potential related to the usage of ICTs, which im-
plies a specific attitude in the relationship with new technologies, and whether 
this potential has a – direct or indirect – connection with learning. Since in 
literature there is not a unanimous agreement if this characteristic is attributable 
to the sphere of knowledge, of skills and/or of capabilities/abilities, researchers 
strategically decided to simply call it “technological potential”, and to indicate 
with it a recognizable ICTs-oriented behavior in daily activities.

Thanks to the results it is likely to affirm that “technological potential” 
does exist, if with it we refer to a stronger fondness and habit (even induced by 
contextual conditions) in using new technologies to carry out actions and tasks 
related to communication, sharing and development of content. It is also a fact 
that many skills, which nowadays are considered as essential and ordinary are 
assets of digital experiences (like sending an SMS), both professional and pri-
vate, and it is clear that for those who have handled ICTs since early childhood 
the use of technologies is easier, if compared to digital immigrants. It should 
also be recognized that many skills that are related to the “digital” cross the 
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boundaries between the whole life experiences (from handling a videogame 
controller to facing a scanner barcode) and it is logic that what is learned in 
private life is part of cultural and behavioral heritage on the workplace.

But a very interesting point highlighted by the research concerns the weak 
transferability of skills and knowledge between these two spheres (private life 
and workplace): the transition is not usual. On the contrary, it appears that at 
the workplace ICTs are perceived as professional tools, which require formal 
and institutionalized learnings; creative usages of the technological potential 
are rare and there is no free expression for the trial-and-error learning style; 
the free sharing of knowledge through the “Web 2.0” is not realized, even if it 
is said to be desirable. While, at home, ICTs are conceived as objects of enter-
tainment, and approached through self-learning. That is: what is particularly 
problematic is not the transposition itself of a skill\ability\capability, but the 
way of acquiring it; this was highlighted by the statement of one participant: “I 
can learn how to play Wii however I want, but I cannot do the same with bank 
applications!” A possible interpretation of these results is that the “technological 
potential” is the result of pervasive and continuous experience with ICTs, but 
this does not affect the way the digital natives prefer to learn, when they are 
involved in formal or institutional learning.

If the differences between the use of ICTs at work and at home are really few 
in the cases of “to search information” (in both contexts they are used “a lot” by 
54.5% of the respondents) and “to communicate”, there is a small prevalence 
of their use at work when they are needed “to learn” (people use them “a lot” 
and “pretty much” in the 82, 9% of cases at work and in the 73.8% at home). 

However, the most interesting results came from the qualitative part of 
research. In all the Lego ™ sessions held with the companies involved in the 
study, the amount of technology chosen as important in the learning experiences 
of the participants is far greater when concerning the private life than when 
concerning the professional practice. In total, there were 96 technologies se-
lected and presented by Lego ™ artifacts, among them: 49 were placed in the 
“private life” part of the common landscape, only 14 in the “workplace” part 
and 36 straddling both parts.

The talks with the participants explained this imbalance in terms of a diffe-
rent representation of the role of ICTs in their experiences: at work, ICTs are 
professional objects, while in private life ICTs are media for leisure, so they 
are perceived with a sense of greater freedom of use.

To conclude this point, it is important to notice that the technologies which 
have often been placed between private and professional life are portable devi-
ces (cell phone, handheld, laptop …); they allow customization – even if offe-
red by the company – which makes them the tools to rely on when developing 
a new teaching, in order to exploit the “technological potential”.



48

— Peer Reviewed Papers - Vol. 6, n. 1, February 2010

Conclusions 
The research presented here investigated some features of the widespre-

ad expression “digital natives”, showing how many assumptions are still to 
demonstrate and not robust conclusions. In particular, it seems unrealistic to 
attribute behaviors and characteristics simplistically basing them on genera-
tional “virtues”.

Therefore, the observation needs to be expanded to consider in depth very 
different and unique contexts and situations, investigating and fixing limits for 
a legitimate generalization. 

Furthermore, the success and spread of the expression “digital natives” 
itself deserves to be studied, to figure out the reasons for such a broader, but 
only partially justified, success. One hypothesis comes forward quietly, if we 
go back to the triangular scheme proposed in Figure 1. It could be a sort of 
shortcut – a consoling myth? – to escape from deep educational difficulties. 
What we do not understand about the new generation of learners is their being 
“digital”, something that we can then solve (automatically?) by adopting new 
“digital” strategies. This would be – according to this hypothesis – a return 
to the reductionist myth of the “perfect method”, set to solve all educational 
problems; a return, this time more sophisticated, which recognizes, by words, 
the importance and centrality of the learner, but which actually gives up un-
derstanding him/her in depth, abdicating the task of solving the problem to a 
technological strategy.

But this is, obviously, a hypothesis to be verified.
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