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Abstract. This paper discusses socially withdrawn youths’ posts on an internet forum. We
explore their situation and ask what are the challenges preventing them to participate into society.
We use the capability approach as our viewpoint, wanting to pinpoint the youths’ realized
capabilities to join in and feel included, as opposed to the opportunities society provides them.
The problems with mental health, social anxieties and frustration towards society were identified
as reasons for social withdrawal, indicating that the participants do not feel like their skills and
persona is appreciated by the society.
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1 Introduction

Within the so-called vulnerable populations, it is often so that they either use public services
excessively or do not utilise them at all. Both cases consist of many dissimilar groups with nothing
much in common, but the mismatch between the existing services and the needs of individuals. It is
obvious that there is a need to learn more about both groups’ preferences, but the methods
traditionally used in involvement are not always the most effective ones. Previous research has
identified that vulnerable and disadvantaged populations have difficulties to participate due to their


mailto:frank.holzwarth@springer.com

Kirjavainen, H. & Jalonen, H. (2020). The many faces of social withdrawal in Hikikomero. In Cacace, M., Halonen,
R., Liu, H., Phuong Orrensalo, T., Li, C., Widén, G. & Suomi, R. (eds.). Well-being in the Information Society. Fruits of
Respect, 156-168. Springer Nature Switzerlnd.

difficult conditions or circumstances, lack of skills, poor health, economic situation or power
differentials [1, 2].

Especially challenging are the “invisible” target groups, who appear to have isolated themselves:
residing outside the system, not wanting much from it, even being distrustful towards its fruits. How
are the public service providers able to motivate this kind of groups to participate in society and how
are the unsatisfying services developed to better match the needs of this kind of groups, if the service
providers are not able to reach them and don’t know much about their preferences?

One example of these kind of groups is socially withdrawn youths. It is a growing worldwide
phenomenon in developed societies, consisting of young people confined in their homes, avoiding
social contacts. Social withdrawal is seen as a complex hybrid of social and psychiatric issues as
many, but not all, socially withdrawn suffer from psychiatric disorders [3, 4]. There is a lack of
research, which could help to understand the nature of this phenomenon and guide future research,
policy and practice [5].

Social withdrawal can be seen as a form of social exclusion and not being in education, employment
or training (so called NEET youth) raises the risk to exclusion [10]. In Finland, amongst 20-24 years
old, there was approximately 38.000 NEET-youths in 2018: 11.8 % of the whole age group [6].
According to research, their experiences of well-being are lower than average, and they feel lonely
comparatively often [7].

Technology can bring new forms of participation to public service development, so that also those
citizens, who are traditionally unreachable, can access it. So far, this kind of involvement has been
quite low. However, particularly social media can be seen as a context for developing the services
and co-creating them together with the users. Social media empowers individuals to create and share
content that the governance is not able to control [8]. This paper takes this viewpoint and approaches
social media as a context from which it is possible to derive information, which would otherwise be
unattainable.

Our research aim is to find out, what are the challenges preventing socially withdrawn youths from
participation and inclusion, and what would motivate them to “join in”. Socially withdrawn people
are not easy to research, as they try to avoid human contacts. There is a gap in the research in letting
their voice to be heard, as it is not easy to find out their preferences and opinions. Social media can
shed a light on socially withdrawn youths’ everyday lives. This light helps to understand the situation
and challenges of these youths and enriches the public service providers’ knowledge about them.
Thus, social media is able to make the experiences of the socially withdrawn youths visible.

2 Theoretical framework

2.1  Social Withdrawal and the Hikikomori Syndrome

Social withdrawal is defined as permanent, solitary behaviour. Socially withdrawn people avoid
social interaction and spend more time alone than the age group in general [9]. It is an issue, which
can be interpreted both from the psychological and from the societal point of view. Leaning on Husu
& Vilimiki [10, 607], we define social withdrawal as a “complex set of relationships between self
and society”, as opposed to viewpoints based solely either on society or individuals’ psychological
and behavioural features.

The interlinkage between society and withdrawal is visible on earlier research showing that NEET
youths feel lonelier than youths studying or working. This might be not only because of fewer
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contacts to other people, but also because lack of finances, psychological strain and shame [12, 13].
On the other hand, the NEET status might be caused by health or mental health problems such as
depression, which is linked to loneliness. Valiméki et al. [12] propose that having no friends may be
even more stigmatizing than not being in employment or in education: more personal and more
difficult to get over, especially as youths are expected to live a socially active life. However, studying
or working does not guarantee inclusion and on the other hand, NEET youths do not necessarily
suffer from social exclusion, as they might have a large social network [11, 12].

Husu & Viliméki [10] identified three different factors, which explain social withdrawal. First, there
are too high expectations from the society, the impossibility of non-educated youths to attain status,
income and social capital. Second, individuals have mental health problems and they lack the social
skills needed in the society. The third theme overlaps with the previous two as it consists of life-
changing life events that one is not able to affect, such as a death in the family or bullying. The cause
and the reason are not always clear, e.g. bullying may have a negative effect on social skills, but
people with poor social skills may be an easy target for bullies [14]. In addition, parents and family
structure seem to have an effect through social learning, family environment and genetics [14, 15].

One extreme representation of social withdrawal is the ‘Hikikomori syndrome’. While it has
originated in Japan, it seems to have grown worldwide [3], spreading with the growth of
industrialization and individualism [9], as well as the constant use of technology and social media.
The Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare have attached five signs to this condition: a
young individual who stays mostly at home, has no interest in social activities, continuation of the
situation for at least six months, the person does not have a psychotic disorder or a low level of IQ
and has no close friends [16]. Having said this, there is variation amongst the severity of the isolation
within the group, and it has been suggested that Hikikomoris are able to have “less-demanding”
friendships, such as online friends. Typically, Hikikomoris are men, the ratio being four men to one
woman [15, 16].

Many, but not all of the Hikikomoris suffer from mental disorders [15].1t is not easy to analyze, when
the social withdrawal is merely a symptom of some mental disorder and when it is a primary disorder
itself. It has been suggested that the Hikikomori syndrome should be added to the DSM (Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) as a new psychiatric disorder [3, 4]. However, one has
to bear in mind the societal impacts on the Hikikomori phenomenon, as structural marginalization is
evidently linked, and even causes social marginalization [12, 13].

2.2 The capability approach to social withdrawal

Sen’s capability approach focuses on what people are actually able to do and to be, their
“functionings”, as opposed to their feelings and possessions. He sees the actual opportunities,
“capabilities” individuals have, as more important than their income or other material means.
“Agency” is another important concept of the capability theory. It means the ability to pursue and to
realise the goals one personally wants, no matter what they consist of. The concept is thus wider than
well-being; moreover, sometimes a person might even have goals, which go against his/her personal
welfare [17, 18, 19].

Freedoms to “doings and beings” are dependent both on individual and contextual aspects.
Surrounding society enables these functionings, both in the level of social and economic institutions
and in the level of political and civil rights [20]. Sen addresses poverty as a deprivation of certain
crucial capabilities: not just the physical ones, but also more elaborate social achievements, such as
taking part in the community or being able to appear in public without feeling shame. This broadens
the concept of wellbeing, as quality of life is more than the resources one can access. Social exclusion
can be seen both as a part of capability poverty and as a cause of capability failures [17, 18, 21].

It is important to distinguish Sen’s idea of freedom and individual choice from neo-liberalism. The
neo-liberal viewpoint individualises achievements, whereas Sen takes the diversity of people as his
starting point, enhancing the significance of the surrounding society, as the interests depend on
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available opportunities and resources [22]. Moreover, the capability approach acknowledges the
importance of societal structures and institutions [23]. The capability approach can and has been used
in empirical studies in a variety of ways, covering wide range of fields. It has acted as an evaluative
framework of different aspects of an individual’s or group’s well-being, as a tool for social cost-
benefit analysis or as a viewpoint to evaluate policies [23, 24].

Implementing the capability approach to social exclusion is expedient, albeit not straightforward [25].
Hick [26], for example, states that this is due to the ambiguous and multi-dimensional nature of the
social exclusion as a concept. He questions whether social exclusion is an academic concept at all
but just rhetoric connected with negative associations without a shared understanding. However, Hick
concludes that the capability approach is useful connected to social exclusion, as it emphasises the
multidimensionality of poverty, not just the resources, while acknowledging the material as a side as
well. The specific framework should be adapted contextually. Peruzzi [11] states that when based on
the capability deprivation approach, social exclusion can be defined as the outcome of diverse
interactions between resources and constraints. This process is dynamic in nature, altering the
capabilities over time.

There are different operationalizations of capabilities. Burchard & Vizard [27] list ten domains of
most important capabilities in which inequality manifests itself in Britain. These domains are life,
physical security, health, education and learning, standard of living, productive and valued activities,
participation, social life, identity, expression and self-respect and legal security. Peruzzi [11], in turn,
distinguishes seven domains for social exclusion and matches them with corresponding capabilities.
These include physical health, mental well-being, enjoyment of social and family relationships,
participation in political life, decent standard of living, access to social services and engagement in
productive and valued activities.

3 Research methodology

One representation of social withdrawal and the social withdrawal phenomenon is a Finnish
discussion board called Ylilauta (www.ylilauta.org) and especially one of its forums, called
“Hikikomero”. Ylilauta is a popular forum with over 5 million visitors, approximately 2 million
messages and 32 million readings per month. Ylilauta consists of different kinds of sub-boards or
forums, in which the users may discuss different themes, Hikikomero being one of them. The
Hikikomero forum is represented as a “peer support group for the depressed and socially excluded”.
The name is based on the Hikikomori syndrome, but it is also a word play, in Finnish language hiki”
means sweat and “komero” stands for a closet. The forum represents a sub-culture of its own, with a
sense of community, where also a multitude of words have been developed. The participants distance
themselves from the society with negative characterisations about more sociable people and use
terms, which emphasize their own separation from society [28].

According to Haasio [29], even though the name of the forum is based on the hikikomori-culture, it
is not exactly the same phenomenon represented there. There are several similarities however; the
life of the forum participant is focused around the computer, social contacts are formed exclusively
in forums and through computer games, the virtual world presenting an escape route from
dissatisfying non-virtual life. Amongst the forum writers, mental health problems seem to be quite
common, and their everyday life is characterized by shyness, the fear of social situations and thus,
loneliness. Many of them have been bullied in school. The feeling of otherness and isolation is a kind
of self-generating downward spiral. On the other hand, the group is diverse: some of the socially
isolated work or study, but still try to avoid other people as much as possible [28, 29].

Our data consists of all of the messages written to “Hikikomero” in 2018 and 2019, 78.095 messages
altogether. Since Ylilauta is an anonymous discussion board, it is difficult to gather background
information about the participants. In their study, Husu & Valiméki [10] used the questionnaires the
visitors themselves had generated. From these, they found that the participants were mostly male (19
out of 26) and their age was between 20 and 30, plus and minus a few years. It is of course also a
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possibility that the participants give false information to the forum. However, this is in line with
Haasio’s & Naka’s [30] research, in which they concluded that a large number or writers are between
16 and 30 and almost all of them are men.

The capability approach provides a framework to evaluate well-being. Leaning on previous studies,
we hypothesize that the capability of the socially withdrawn youths is significantly lower than in the
other groups and that loneliness and social anxiety are common amongst them [e.g. 10]. The process
leading to social withdrawal is personal and complex, in which societal, psychological, familial and
biological factors are intertwined and interlinked [e.g. 15].

Sen suggests that the capability approach is more a framework for evaluation on individual and
societal level than a complete theory. Researchers should not make pre-emptive lists of capabilities,
as different purposes and contexts may need different capability sets. In a similar vein, he refrains
from giving exhaustive lists of capabilities or prioritize them. This is partly because of the ambiguity
of the terms of well-being and inequality, and partly because of the importance of context [18, 19,
31].

We deployed thematic analysis in line with our research purposes, informed with the capability
approach, the previous literature about and the aspects of socially isolated. We paid attention to the
challenges that may prevent socially withdrawn youth from participating in society. Particularly we
were interested in decision-making, working life or studying and different services the social sector
and employment office provide. We also explored what would motivate the participants to attend and
be involved in these kinds of activities. The analysis was conducted as follows.

In order to familiarize ourselves with the messages, we carried a search with the words “osallistua”
(take part, participate, attend, engage in, be involved) and “este” (obstacle, barrier, hindrance,
impediment). We found out that constraining the search only to these words excluded too many
relevant messages. We learned that the messages about different services, working life and studying
contained information about the hindrances and obstacles to their participation as well, so we decided
to include commonly used words related to these themes.

Thus, we decided to use the following search words:
e  Work/job, profession, salary
e  Education, study, university, university of applied sciences

e Employment promoting services, rehabilitative work activity, work experience placement,
course, labour market training

e Social office, “Kela” (The Social Insurance Institution of Finland)
e Verb “osallistua” (take part, participate, attend, engage in, be involved)

e Noun “este” (obstacle, barrier, hindrance, impediment)

We went through some of these messages, reading them and choosing the messages, which are
relevant to our research questions, having thus found 150 compatible messages. We have collated
them according to eleven preliminary categories, which were chosen according to the research
questions, earlier previous research findings concerning capability sets and the social withdrawal
phenomenon. Some of the codes, namely Employers and the act of seeking a job and Motivational
aspects emerged from the data.

The chosen preliminary categories are:
e  Mental Health (14 posts)

e Social capabilities (9 posts)

Motivational aspects (22 posts)

e Experiences from the public services (18 posts)
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e  Practical-level hindrances and obstacles (4 posts)

e The attitudes and responsiveness of the Society (11 posts)

e Employers and the act of seeking a job (18 posts)

e Experiences from working life (21 posts)

e Experiences from Vocational Schools and Universities (10 posts)
e Experiences from Employment promoting services (3 posts)

e Proposals and suggestions (19 posts)

Identified themes were not exclusive as in many cases problems overlapped between many
categories, e.g. mental health was an issue presented in many messages. We collated the messages
according to their main issue. There were several themes, which emerged from the data.

4 Findings

Our thematic analysis resonates with Peruzzi’s [11] dimensions, the focus being on mental well-
being, enjoyment of social relationships, access to not only to social but also wider public (social,
health, employment, youth) services and engagement in productive and valued activities. In the
following, we present our key findings with real-life examples of the messages posted to the
Hikikomero forum.

Mental well-being

There were plenty of messages and references to mental health and neuropsychological problems,
especially Asperger and Autism. These problems were present in every category. Mental health
problems were interpreted as an obstacle to participate in valued activities, such as working life or
studying and go hand in hand with poor social capabilities and lack of motivation. They also seemed
to influence how the participants are valued in society, at least their perceptions about this.

“I have fucking severe depression. I always fear that I get stigmatized and then I won’t get any
job or get any study place, if I go to a head doctor.”

Enjoyment of social relationships

Low social skills and awkwardness or anxiety in social situations were commonly exclaimed. A kind
of self-preventive attitude seems also to be a quite commonly shared phenomenon, as low self-esteem
and bad experiences from the past block the participants from trying anything anymore.

“(...) Iwas at work for a while, but I had to quit because of social problems and anxiety. Every
day before work I had to take sedatives so that I could be there amongst people, but they
stopped working. All the colleagues probably considered me as handicapped, but I guess I am
too as I cannot have conversations or eat at the same table as others without my hands shaking
and sweat flowing.”

“I get many ideas and plans to get back to the course of life, but I don’t get even started with
any of them, at home there is nevertheless the convenient and familiar everyday life without

difficulties, and what if I fail again.”
Access to public services

The experienced exclusion and rejection from workplaces and schools and from the society in
general, as well as the incomprehension and belittlement from the service providers, were seen
blocking the participants’ access to services altogether. Many felt that they have already tried and
found that the services are not helping them. Practical-level obstacles consisted of, among other
things, poor traffic connections and taking care of sick parents.
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“I have received nothing else from the officials, except best verses from the normal people and
constant questioning of my own feeling, because nobody can really be with multiple problems,
seriously excluded or a wreck with mental health problems. Any real help hasn’t been given to
me; I have just been pushed coldly to the deep end to learn the noble act of swimming.”

Engagement in productive and valued activities

Plenty of discussions revolved around participation in productive activities, as in education,
employment promoting services and especially working life. The act of seeking a job was described
as depressing. It was seen that employers did not appreciate the participants’ skills, or they didn’t
even get an answer to their job application. Many shared the idea that you have to have the right kind
of networks or relatives in order to get a job. Moreover, many participants had several years’ gaps in
their curriculum vitaes, which they thought prevented them for getting a job.

“I have been trying to get a job, but nobody hires a person, who has wasted 10 years of his life
in a University and not even achieved Bachelor’s degree. No work, no money. 10 years of life
thrown away.”

Overall, working life is seen as very severe, with its requirements, competitiveness and demands for
social skills. Surprisingly many seemed to have work experience, but it was mainly bad. Bullying
and burnouts were mentioned in many messages. Many participants claimed that they are not able to
work full hours in current working life, especially if the job is unsatisfactory or the life does not
consist of positive elements to counter the work.

“(...) I have done grunt work for two years altogether, but you simply just cannot manage the
rat race for long, as you don’t have any other life besides the work. Couple of times I have also
tried to “normalize” myself socially, but those efforts have not been enough, and I had to return
to my closet to depress.”

The employment promoting services were also a popular topic. The most shared opinion about them
seemed to be that they were exploitative and not a valued activity as such. Some of the participants
referred to these services as ‘slavery’ and voiced very pronounced opinions about them. However,
some of the participants thought that services were appropriate and provided value.

“If you like that idea that someone else rakes in money from your work, who am I to judge
anyone’s experiences from rehabilitative work. I don’t have anything against it, that with 9
euros’ “salary” one drinks coffee, solves crosswords and talks crap, but if you get to do real
work (even easier ones), my moral says immediately no. It is so that you have to pay decent
salary from work, with its benefits and pension accruals, otherwise it is all about slavery, which

distorts the appreciation of work and job opportunities e.g. outdoor work and in the cleaning

field.”

There were several messages dealing with working life. Many wishes about paid jobs and adjustments
of working life were raised.

“(...) That compromising is extremely stressful to an autist. In the long run, anyone tires if he
tries to constantly act against his nature. In schools, there are peaceful spaces for those who
need them, in workplaces there could also be. Adjusting the working life doesn’t require
impossibilities (...)"

5 Conclusion

As the number of youths withdrawing to their homes continues to rise, there is an urgent need to
understand the mindset and experiences of this group. This paper has endeavoured to increase our
understanding of socially withdrawn youths’ life by mapping out four dimensions, how the social
exclusion and social withdrawal are manifesting themselves in the Hikikomero forum participants’
life.
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We identified four dimensions, i.e. mental well-being, enjoyment of social relationships, access to
public services and engagement in productive and valued activities. These dimensions are in many
ways intertwined and interacting with each other. Low social capabilities, for example, often go hand
in hand with mental health problems and long-term disengagement from valued activities usually
entails lower mental well-being and social skills. Frustration towards society is common as are the
expressions that the participants feel like their skills and persona are worthless in the society.

Using an online forum as data raises ethical considerations, as the writers have not been able to give
consent to participation. The forum is public and there is a disclaimer that the posts may be used as
research material. However, some of the writers might not realize that this is the case, as the
boundaries between private and public tend not to be so evident in online contexts [32]. We have
respected the participants’ privacy, not individualizing any writers nor providing any identifiable
information about them. The text extracts are translated from Finnish into English, meaning that the
data does not exist in the same format in the Internet as it does in this paper.

There are a few limitations to this research. The sample was collected from one Finnish discussion
board. In addition, using internet as a data source might lead to unrepresentativeness of the target
group. It is obvious that social withdrawal is such a complex phenomenon that it cannot be understood
by analyzing 150 social media messages. However, Hikikomero and similar social media platforms
may provide a unique window into the lives of socially withdrawn youths, although one has to be
careful about making adaptation assumptions to other contexts with different cultures. A qualitative
research enables to explore the obstacles and also motivations of the participation. More research is
definitely needed. One possible avenue for further research would be to examine how the data from
social media can be used for developing public services to hard-to-reach people.
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