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			Preface

			In For we are young and …? we suggest that we need to rethink the conceptual tools that we use to understand the relationship between young people and society. In the contributions that follow, we extend an invitation to our readers to keep an open and critical mind about the conceptual tools used to analyse young people’s lives.We have also included a final chapter that takes the form of a Da Capo, tracing the development of the Youth Research Centre. 

			Ensuring that young people’s perspectives are visible and that their views and experiences interrogate researchers’ assumptions about young people are themes that run through the book. At the centre of contemporary debate is the question about what kind of world young people are engaging with and how they navigate their ways in that world:

			• how individuals must navigate their own pathways and take personal responsibility for their outcomes

			• how identity work is a necessity and a tool for survival

			• how traditional divisions, including class, gender, race and location, are being refigured and entrenched

			• how individuals are subject to increased—not decreased—responsibilities and accountabilities

			• how these conditions create distinctive experiences and dispositions that distinguish one generation from another

			• how research questions—and their answers—about young people are a product of historical circumstances.

			These considerations are offered with the aim of opening up important questions about how we understand young people’s lives in a time of change and uncertainty.

		

	


	
		
			Part I 
Living in a Changing World

			The challenge is always to ask the right questions. For we are young and … ? questions the nature and meaning of youth and what kinds of adulthoods are possible by exploring the nature of contemporary social change and its implications for young people. It features work of the Youth Research Centre at The University of Melbourne, which has been researching these questions for over two decades.

			This first part provides an introduction to key questions about living in changing and uncertain times that have inspired, focused and framed recent work at the Youth Research Centre. It stresses the importance of having shared ideas and language in order to pose the right questions. Taking a sociological perspective, Dan Woodman, Helen Stokes and Johanna Wyn navigate the reader through concepts of risk, social change, the individualisation of biography, inequality, identity and social generations. These concepts are then employed in subsequent chapters, asking key questions about young people today. What kinds of identities are young people shaping? How is inequality being refigured across traditional divisions of gender, class, race and location? What subject positions are available and for what groups of young people? What kinds of transitions are young people making—and is transition a useful concept?

			The answers, the contributors suggest, require a rethink about the conceptual tools that we use to understand the relationship between young people and society. In the contributions that follow, we extend an invitation to our readers to keep an open and critical mind about the conceptual tools used to analyse young people’s lives. 

			In Part I, we start by identifying social change as one of the fundamental questions that youth researchers face—and that young people must contend with. In Chapter 1, Woodman and Wyn provide new insights into the implications of uncertainty for young people today. Their discussion goes to the heart of debates about the extent to which social changes over the last quarter of a century have affected the experience and meaning of youth. They take issue with the way in which theories of social change by Ulrick Beck, Anthony Giddens and Zygmund Bauman have tended to be opposed to theories of social reproduction, such as that of Pierre Bourdieu. 

			Woodman and Wyn argue that existing social theories have a lot to offer our understanding of the significance of social change on young people’s lives and that a careful reading of these theories provides an effective framework for exploring the complex interplay between institutional processes and individual lives. They also reflect on the need to be critical about the use of policy-oriented terms such as ‘mainstream’, ‘at risk’ and ‘prevention’. These terms, they argue, are generally framed by discourses that direct attention to deficits within individuals as the causes of problems (such as early school leaving, homelessness or drug abuse). Focusing on individuals as the problem deflects attention from the social relations that systematically create inequalities and problems. 

			Chapter 2 by Woodman examines approaches to ‘generations’. Woodman argues that by taking up the question of generational change, youth research becomes more visible in the public realm, which enables this field to make a contribution to shaping, instead of simply responding to, social change. He argues that a social generations approach is a useful analytical tool because it enables researchers to ask the questions about what kinds of adulthoods are possible and under what circumstances. A social generations approach, which has a long tradition within the sociology of youth, enables the balance to be restored between the emphasis on broad social patterns and processes and the emphasis on individual lives. It provides a conceptual lens that can assist analysts to understand how social, political, environmental and economic conditions shape, but do not determine, what is possible for individuals. 

			In Chapter 3, Helen Stokes illustrates the implications of social change for young people’s identity formation. Focusing on secondary school students, she reveals the different strategies that they use to navigate their way through the different institutional logics of school and work. She uses the term ‘identity work’ to highlight the extent to which the ‘project of the self’ is a conscious and time-consuming activity at this stage of their lives. (This issue is further explored in chapters 8, 9 and 11.) She also shows how young people go beyond (and sometimes in contradiction to) school-based resources in order to build the basis for their next steps. Her chapter shows the processes of individualisation in young people’s lives, and raises questions about the extent to which secondary schools help or hinder young people’s attempts to take their next steps. Her work also looks at the role of educational institutions in a time of change and uncertainty.

			Many of the ideas suggested in the three opening chapters offer a form of conceptual renewal—crossing boundaries and bridging taken for granted divisions. These chapters provide readers with a sound understanding of current directions in youth research, frame the question of uncertainty, open up uncertainties and possibilities within theoretical debates, and lay the basis for ideas and research presented in the rest of this book.

		

	


	
		
			1 
Youth research in a changing world

			Dan Woodman and Johanna Wyn

			Notions of change and uncertainty have played a major role in youth studies in recent decades. Why have these ideas been so important?

			Like many other youth researchers, I feel that understanding social change and continuing inequality are two central issues for youth studies. Sociological theories focusing on uncertainty have been a key resource in recent efforts to do so. I believe these theories will continue to have an important influence on the field of youth studies into the future.

			Dan Woodman

			For many years my work at the Youth Research Centre has highlighted the need to ‘rethink’ how we conceptualise youth. This has led to research that debunks common and negative stereotypes of youth that are often perpetrated in the media, to explore the diverse experiences and contributions of young Australians.

			Johanna Wyn

			The notion of an uncertain future has been central to much research in the sociology of youth in the past two decades. How institutions, collectives and individuals relate to a future that is less and less predictable has been the starting point for numerous recent studies. In fact the notion of an open but uncertain future has been more central to the sociology of youth than other sociological sub-disciplines. This preoccupation can in part be traced through a history of the sociology of youth. 

			Understanding youth in a changing world 

			Many of the central theories on human subjectivity in the last century saw youth as a time during which the basis for an adult identity was established. Adolescence was seen as particularly future oriented, about building the core of the identity that people would take with them throughout adult life; it was also seen as representing a time to experiment, a time of risk-taking and exploration. Erikson, for example, saw the period of youth as a time for experimenting with possibilities, before settling on a stable (adult) identity.1 This association between young people and the future is often mirrored in wider popular and policy debates in which youth is a site for the expression of anxiety about the future and about social change, as well as for myth making about an idealised past. Discussions about youth in the popular media frequently express concerns about the demise of traditional, normative attitudes and ways of living.2

			The tendency to view young people as primarily adults in the making is a consistent criticism within the youth studies literature. This view has been regarded as inadequate for regarding young people as being of interest (only) because they will become adults, denying them a place of value in their communities, in schools and in the political process. Known as futurity, this approach is closely associated with a deficit view of youth in which young people are positioned as incomplete, vulnerable and at risk (see Chapter 6 for further discussion).3 Futurity positions youth as, at best, a transient and risky stage of life that will be terminated with the onset of adulthood. It informs many youth-related policies that have the primary aim of speeding up and smoothing out the transition into a normative adulthood (for example, the transition from school to work). It supports adult-centric assumptions about what is relevant to young people, what is good for them and what should be done to them, and it provides a rationale for adult-centric modes of communication and processes of participation that inevitably alienate and marginalise young people (see Chapter 3).

			The lives of young people are intensely scrutinised as they come to represent an uncertain future. This is often expressed as anxiety about the possibility that social change will make existing social institutions and political processes less relevant to young people. Youth as a site for anxiety is also expressed through concerns about the kinds of adults they will become. Indeed, we have previously suggested that young Australians who were born after 1970 have already shaped a ‘new adulthood’ that differs in significant ways from the adulthood shaped by the baby boomer generation.4 

			The recent focus on social change and uncertainty in social theory has also had a significant influence on youth studies. Many theorists have argued that Western societies in the late decades of the late twentieth century have witnessed an accelerating burst of social change. This shift has resulted in changes to people’s relationship to the future. Following Lyotard’s suggestion that there has been a weakening of utopian meta-narratives of the predictable and controllable unfolding of the future, a legion of theorists has examined the consequences of a more open and uncertain future for the institutions of modernity. Others have focused on human subjectivity and action, or the speed at which everyday life is lived.5 

			Many youth researchers have been inspired by these claims of large-scale change and its impact on our relationship to the future. Against this backdrop, and drawing on contemporary empirical research, youth researchers have identified changes in the broad structuring of the youth stage of the life course, suggesting extended, delayed, emerging, arrested, on-hold, yoyo or non-linear transitions to adulthood.6 Others have focused on the impact of this change on people’s subjective sense of themselves in time. This second research focus has explored whether young people treat their future as open and amenable to personal shaping or whether is it now more difficult to orient to the future in this changing world.7 Of course, either theoretically or empirically, most researchers have an interest in both questions even when focusing on one. Much of the research on changing transitions and on attitudes to the future draws on the notion of individualisation. 

			The individualisation of biographies

			Discussions of uncertainty in the sociology of youth usually revolve around a constellation of ideas about large-scale shifts in the organising principles of society driven by global processes over which nation states have relatively little control.8 Uncertainty emerges as the institutions of modernity are forced to recognise, and to deal with (or actively deny), the challenge of gaining effective control over the environment and economic progresses. The complexity of environmental and economic processes, as well as the speed of change, makes control seem less and less possible. This recognition means that previously taken-for-granted boundaries, such as what constitutes a family, are challenged or at the very least need to be actively maintained. Institutions such as the family, employment, religion and communities of residence potentially become more fragmented, and life less predictable and less amenable to control by individuals or by governments. 

			To conceptualise this shift, many authors argue for the emergence of qualitatively new forms of social organisation. Giddens argues that we have entered a stage of late modernity that is an intensification of modernity’s inherent requirement for reflexive action on the part of individuals, as the strictures of tradition are weakened. Beck argues that we are shifting from a first to a second type of modernity characterised as a ‘structured relative plurality’ within which organisations and individuals struggle to find compromises between contradictory positions. Bauman has made the most epochal claims, arguing for the emergence of a logic of liquidity structuring contemporary social relations. He points to a world that is continually changing, breaking down and reforming social structures that has left the comparatively static structures of earlier phases of modernity in its wake.9

			Beck, Giddens and Bauman all argue that these processes of institutional change put increased demands on people to actively shape their lives (or biographies).10 For Giddens, the personal biography becomes more open to conscious decision making, while at the same time people’s reliance on numerous expert, and abstract, systems becomes greater than ever. 11 For example, although young people are faced with the need to make their own decisions about their futures, participating in post-secondary education has become normative. Educational credentials are now a necessary, but not sufficient, requirement for job security. In one sense, young people today, while having to make many decisions about their future and receiving guidance from numerous ‘experts’, are more constrained in their choices than young people were before the silent education revolution of the early 1990s.12 Bauman argues in Liquid Times that each person must work to accommodate at a personal level the contradictions emerging at a social level, even if they often do not have the resources to realistically do so. An example is the reality that, even when young people obtain further education, their educational investment does not guarantee them the jobs they hope for. They must negotiate the next steps themselves within unpredictable and changing labour markets.

			Beck argues that people routinely face the challenge of managing a proliferation of contradictory demands, rules and guidelines. This means that there are a multiplying number of structures that influence the possible options for individuals to take up. Because these structures are partial, changeable and inconsistent, individuals also need to be proactive and make decisions on the basis of partial and imperfect knowledge.13 

			In different ways, all three authors argue that increasing demands are put on people to actively shape their own biography because they have to personally manage the contradictions and challenges of rapidly changing social structures. It is this process that is often referred to as individualisation. (Chapter 3 explores one of the implications of the process of individualisation, while chapters 8 and 9 also draw on theories of individualisation.)

			Our understanding of individualisation has been forged in part through our use of the concepts of social change espoused by Giddens, Beck and Bauman in the analysis of the longitudinal cohort research program Life Patterns.14 This study, which tracks the lives of two generations of young Australians during their teenage, early and mid-adult years, has enabled us to see how young people embrace, negotiate and struggle with the circumstances of their lives. Recession, precarious employment, the need for extended education and the fragility and importance of family relationships are circumstances over which they have no control. Our research reveals the impact of these conditions on their identity formation, and in particular, on their acceptance of the need to be flexible, responsive and responsible for their own outcomes. It also reveals new approaches to the future in response to increasing uncertainty. 

			The Life Patterns Research Program

			The Life Patterns research program is a longitudinal panel study of two age cohorts. This means that the research tracks the same participants over time. The project was developed by Peter Dwyer as a longitudinal study of the post-school pathways of a sample of Victorian students who left school at the end of 1991. A representative sample of 2000 was established in 1996 to form the first cohort and this group has been surveyed and interviewed since then. In 2005 a second cohort of approximately 4000 young people was established. Establishing a new cohort enabled us to expand the source of our participants to include young people from New South Wales, Tasmania and the ACT, as well as from Victoria. These later participants were recruited before they left secondary school, during Year 11. Participants in the research are generally surveyed on an annual basis and a subset of thirty–fifty is interviewed once every two years.

			The research represents the stories of two generations of young Australians. The first cohort (born around 1973, who are currently aged in their late thirties) and the second cohort (born around 1989, who are currently in their early twenties) correspond loosely with groups described by the popular media as generation X and generation Y. The Life Patterns research documents their trajectories across education, employment, health and wellbeing, family, relationships and leisure, and records people’s aspirations, concerns, disappointments and attitudbad fgires. The Life Patterns study is also the story of Australia from 1991 to the present, told through the lives of the young people.15 

			The relevance of theories of social change

			While we have found the theories of social change proposed by Giddens, Beck and Bauman useful for conceptualising the experiences of the Life Patterns participants, other researchers have questioned their relevance to youth research, arguing that they underplay the extent to which social constraints such as class and gender continue to affect people’s life chances. For example, the idea of ‘choice biographies’—mostly referenced to Beck, and which sets out the proposition that young people can and must treat their biography as a set of possibilities to be chosen after conscious deliberation—has had a central but controversial place in recent youth studies.16

			The idea of individualisation has been taken up uncritically by many authors and has been widely critiqued by others as a way of debunking the idea that social change has influenced young people’s lives in significant ways relative to continuing patterns of inequality. The idea of choice biographies has often been interpreted as meaning that every individual shapes their own biography or life journey and that structural constraints, such as those linked to gender and class, have receded in significance.17 The notion of choice biography has been widely critiqued by those who argue against claims of significant social change, on the basis that structural inequalities such as class, gender, race and geographic location continue to affect young people’s lives. 

			Researchers working on the Life Patterns program have found Beck’s work useful.18 This is not because the Life Patterns program provides evidence of a weak impact of class and gender on young people’s lives (in fact, the contrary is the case). We have instead focused on aspects of Beck’s work that enable us to understand the impact of social change on young people’s lives. We argue that the choice biography reading of this work is based on a misinterpretation. The centrality of the choice biography in some readings of Beck’s work has emerged from an interpretation of his argument that people must actively shape their biography, and his discussions of reflexivity breaking down traditional structures, including some strictures of gender roles or some limits of class position.19

			Reflexivity, institutional change and the limits of choice

			Reflexivity has multiple meanings in sociology. Beck uses the term reflexivity to identify the process whereby unintended consequences of earlier actions shape later actions and bring into question earlier implicit assumptions. From early in his writing on reflexivity and individualisation, one of Beck’s primary concerns has been to explicitly counter readings of his work that suggest the emergence of ‘reflective projects’ at any level of analysis.20 He does not suggest that ‘to avoid being exposed to unacceptable levels of risks at any one time in life, choices have to be made with considerable deliberation beforehand’.21 To the contrary, one of Beck’s important contributions to youth studies is the argument that individuals must respond regularly, and often without premeditation, to changing circumstances as unintended consequences of earlier decisions lead to further changes and the need for further decisions. This is what Beck means by reflexivity. 

			While Beck regularly states that people must strive to shape their biographies in new ways, his writing rarely focuses on the way individual people respond to change. Instead, he explores institutional change driven by unintended consequences of earlier actions. He has identified a shift from institutional processes—in which large collectives provided the frames of reference and in which a relatively small number of responsibilities (and rights) were attached to the individual—to a new institutional logic that imposes a proliferating number of often contradictory rules, responsibilities and guidelines on the individual. Individualisation for Beck is not primarily about people’s lives as such but offers a way of thinking about a shift in institutional logics that, he argues, have the effect of weakening collective frames of reference and redrawing social constraint at the level of the individual. 

			Beck is not suggesting an overall weakening of the structural constraints people face. An example of Beck’s concept of individualisation is the growth of the risk and protective factors approach to young people in policy. Here socioeconomic status becomes one of a number of variables added into an algorithm designed to separate out those young people ‘at risk’ who can be targeted by policy interventions. These interventions play a significant role in the lives of young people who are ‘at risk’. An example is the situation of young people who leave school early. As this pathway becomes regarded as more and more ‘risky’ by authorities, young people who are early school leavers are increasingly subject to limits and constraints imposed by governments in order to influence them to complete their secondary education. Another example is the proliferation of ‘accountabilities’ that many professionals, including academics and schoolteachers, have to manage as a routine part of their work. This institutional individualisation imposes the need for active boundary management at the level of everyday life and the personal biography, not as structures recede but ironically as they proliferate. 

			The extent to which social constraints affect people’s lives has featured strongly in the arguments about the relevance of theories of social change. Bauman, Beck and Giddens each attempt to challenge social analysts to think more critically about the ways in which social structures and boundaries are experienced in everyday life, but these writers have often been interpreted in youth studies as denying that social divisions (such as class, gender and geographic location) continue to exist at all. 

			We argue that theories of social change attune researchers to the possibility that recent decades have seen a refiguring of social structures such as class, gender and geographic location, not their demise. While our discussion has mainly focused on Beck, all three theorists of social change remain ambivalent about the relative balance of positive and negative impacts of these changes for people’s lives. Beck and Bauman and, to an extent, Giddens argue that the contemporary world both places more demands on people and offers more ‘options’. In a sense this could be seen as an opening up of choice for individuals but the ambiguity is that this so-called choice emerges as one element in a shift in social structure that also undermines the conditions needed to make choices possible. 

			In order to think about the probability of events, security and predictability are required, and it is precisely these elements in every-day life that are being undermined for individuals. The usefulness of social change theories based on the idea of individualisation is that they are arguments for a changing structural logic that influence young people’s lives. While the extent of continuity and change that has occurred in the last 25 years is open to debate, theorists of change have attuned researchers to the possibility that the structural conditions facing contemporary young people may be different from those facing previous generations.

			Governmentality The proliferation of structures that shape the boundaries and meaning of youth is also frequently analysed through the concept of governmentality. Governmentality refers to processes of government that constitute citizens as subjects. This term broadly encompasses work that draws on Foucault. Kelly, for example, illustrates how the nature and experience of youth as a phase of life is shaped through processes of governmentality. Focusing on the idea that the achievement of adulthood requires conscious identity work by individuals, he has explored the question of the nature of the adulthood that people should strive to achieve. In doing so, he has made both youth and adulthood problematic as ‘natural’ stages of life.22 Kelly reveals the positive value given to autonomous, entrepreneurial, responsible forms of adulthood. Against this ideal, those who are not able to demonstrate and practise these attitudes and dispositions are at risk of not achieving normative adulthood. 

			Governmentality theorists, such as Rose, have written extensively about the ways in which the state creates citizens through institutions, including schools, the labour market, health and welfare. Mizen has focused specifically on the way in which the state, in drawing heavily on the prevailing approaches to economic management, constructed ‘youth’ as a social category. His analysis of the impact of the different policy frameworks on the construction of youth by the state under Keynsian and Monetarist policies over the last thirty years in the UK is informative. Mizen describes how Keynesian state policies, which informed government policies from 1946 to 1975 in the UK (and it can be argued, also in Australia and New Zealand), established inclusive measures such as support for a welfare state, a commitment to full employment, the expansion of secondary schooling and public hospitals, and the inclusion of youth into civic life.23

			By 1976, in the face of changing economic conditions, monetarist economic policies began to dominate. These policies made economic goals the primary focus of government. Under monetarist policies in the UK, Australia and New Zealand through the late 1970s to the 1990s, the state progressively reduced public support for young people, abandoning universally based entitlements and developing exclusionary categories of ‘deserving and undeserving’ youth.24 Being young has become more costly, primarily because of the need for young people to participate in educational institutions for longer periods. This shift has been accompanied by the progressive withdrawal of welfare and institutional support, placing greater responsibility on individuals to navigate and resource their own lives. An example is the ‘Youth Compact’ implemented by the Australian federal government in 2009. This policy places an obligation on young people to be in school or work in order to receive welfare benefits. This tightening of controls and obligations over young people is in contradiction with the increasing disassociation between age and life experience that characterises many spheres of young people’s lives today.25

			Monetarist policies have relied on age as a primary mechanism for narrowing the responsibility of the state for young people’s lives while at the same time hugely expanding the reach of monitoring and control over both young people and the institutions in which they spend their time. A recent extension of this monitoring is evident in the My School website, launched in Australia in 2010. The website enables government, schools, parents and students to identify educational outcomes in literacy and numeracy from individual schools on a national basis.

			Many youth researchers draw on Foucault’s insight that governmentality operates through the internalisation of dispositions and attitudes of selfhood. McLeod and Yates, for example, explore the classed and gendered patterns in young people’s construction of personhood.26 They show the ways in which young people are differentially located in relation to the resources they need to construct the kinds of identities that will enable them to manage well in late modern society. As we have discussed, Kelly uses the concept of governmentality to explore how the notion of ‘at risk’ serves to mark out the kind of ‘self’ that is required in order to manage a successful transition into adulthood in late modernity. He argues that the self is a product of processes of governmentality in which individuals are required to be ‘rational, autonomous and responsible’ subjects who demonstrate this by engaging in the continuous construction of an ‘entrepreneurial self’.27 The category of ‘at risk’ serves to highlight the negative self—one that is incapable of demonstrating responsibility and autonomy and of engaging in the ongoing business of constructing the self as an enterprise. This notion fits with Beck’s concept of the ‘do-it-yourself’ biography and with the observation by Beck and others that one of the hallmarks of identity in late modernity is the way in which the individual is made responsible for actively managing institutionally produced uncertainty.28

			Kelly argues that young people ‘at risk’ are mainly at risk of not becoming subjects who can perform the entrepreneurial self (see Chapter 7 for more detail). Young people who are failing to complete secondary school, to obtain a job, to find stable accommodation, to gain a housing loan or to vote are problematic for the state, especially a state that seeks to progressively reduce its responsibility for supporting those who are marginal. Discourses of youth at risk centre on the probability that young people with particular patterns of life will not construct adult identities that are self-managing and autonomous. Hence, Kelly argues, discourses of youth at risk draw on a narrative of youth as a space within which the risky development of an entrepreneurial self must be successfully managed. 

			Understanding inequality: the relevance of Bourdieu

			While the theorists of individualisation and social change are regularly evoked in writing about young people, this often takes the form of a gesture to the idea that the social world is changing rapidly with reference to theorists such as Beck and Giddens. It is then common to criticise the notions of individualisation and choice biography for being insensitive to systematic patterns of inequality. To highlight ongoing and entrenched patterns of inequality, many turn to Bourdieu.29 Two concepts from Bourdieu in particular have had a central place in contemporary arguments that highlight inequality. The first is his notion of other forms of capital beyond economic capital. Drawing on the notion of social and cultural capital, a strand of youth research in the past decade has emphasised the importance of the social relations within which people are embedded. These social relations are seen to strongly influence young people’s dispositions and to provide the resources necessary to pursuing their aspirations: for example, the use of social networks. This notion of non-economic capital has emerged from two different lines of theory, only one of which is tied to Bourdieu.30 Another approach is associated with the work of Robert Putnam. This approach emphasises the importance of social capital to wellbeing.31 Putnam’s concept of social capital is used to mark social networks of trust and also the positive effects of these networks. Bourdieu’s sociological theory of cultural capital put social practices at the centre of his work. 32 He is interested not so much in the connections that individuals have but the way these connections are used as resources in practice. Bourdieu attempted to understand the social inequalities emerging from the differential access to and use of social resources. 

			The second concept from Bourdieu that regularly appears in youth sociology to highlight social inequality is that of habitus. This concept is based on Bourdieu’s argument that human action is, in essence, practical. For Bourdieu, individuals are neither determined by social position nor guided by conscious rational calculation, but act on practical inductions based on previous experience.33 People may act to bring about particular futures without consciously aiming for that future and only rarely have explicit strategic intentions driving their actions. Bourdieu labelled the collection of tendencies a person builds up over time through everyday engagement with social institutions, such as the family and the school, the ‘habitus’.34 Depending on a person’s background, the habitus is more or less shaped to fit with the rules of the game that structure various ‘social fields’, including education, politics, art and the academy. Many turn to this concept to point to the significant limitations on people treating their lives as a set of choices to be deliberated over in a ‘rational’ manner.35 Hence, Bourdieu has been used to provide a counter-argument to the notion of ‘choice biographies’ and (mis)understandings of the concept of individualisation. 36

			Bourdieu’s work has arguably faced less sustained critique than the theories of individualisation discussed earlier, at least in the sociology of youth. In large part, the central role Bourdieu’s work has played in recent youth studies has been to critique the individualisation thesis for not giving adequate attention to continued patterns of class and gender inequality but, in turn, some criticisms of Bourdieu have been raised. Bourdieu has been embraced by many class theorists, in part because he highlights the generative and open element of the habitus and provides a relatively less determinist way to think about the link between subjectivity, action and class position.37 Some critics have pointed out that Bourdieu seems to provide few analytical tools for thinking about social change. To an extent, we agree. At times Bourdieu treated habitus as a consistent set of dispositions shared by those sharing a class position, who will in turn share the same general set of experiences. As such, he arguably left little room for autonomous decisions not driven by the habitus, which is in turn structured by position within social fields.38 

			In his later work, Bourdieu turned to the question of uncertainty, and the generation of French sociologists who followed Bourdieu have been busy reworking a version of habitus for a more uncertain and individualised world.39 By the 1990s, in part as a response to the criticisms noted above, Bourdieu was pressing the generative nature of habitus.40 He has argued that there is movement across fields, which may involve contradictory and dissonant power relations. He has also argued that a habitus produces the possibility of countless practices in any particular situation, which when enacted will then in turn reaffect the field and future possibilities.41 In some of his last writing, Bourdieu has further theorised a non-unified vision of the habitus, suggesting that his own habitus was split and that his ability to critique his own social context was heightened by this split.42 But, in order for a challenge to the space of possibilities to have some chance of success, ‘the structures that are contested must themselves be in a state of uncertainty and crisis that favours uncertainty about them and an awakening of critical consciousness of their arbitrariness and fragility’.43 

			As others have suggested, a more nuanced conceptual repertoire and empirical understanding of dispositions is needed for a Bourdieu-inspired sociology of practice now that the ‘unity’ of the habitus is no longer taken for granted.44 When a unity was assumed, the notion of disposition and habitus functioned as a ‘black box’ where similar tastes and actions between different people could be explained more-or-less tautologically by a shared disposition or habitus.45 The notion of unity allowed Bourdieu to explain similar patterns of taste and action among people of similar social position by simply saying that they shared a ‘class habitus’ developed through similar experiences over time, or to make clear-cut distinctions between those with ‘ordinary dispositions and properly aesthetic dispositions’.46 Once unity is no longer assumed, this ‘black box’ needs to be opened up and the relationship between various dispositions and the interactions with collectives in fields from which they emerge needs to be better theorised. The best attempt so far is by Bernard Lahire, who points to the need for a research program that works through how different dispositions emerge, the relative strength of different dispositions (what happens when they come into conflict), how dispositions change over time, and the differences between dispositions to believe and to act.47 These ideas of a non-unitary or split habitus provide concepts for thinking about inequality in periods of change. They also provide some points of resonance with theories of individualisation but the field of youth studies is yet to take these questions up in any meaningful way. 

			Risk, vulnerability and false certainties in policy approaches

			Two dominant policy areas that construct notions of risk for young people are education and health. Within these fields, notions of risk are supported through ideologies of prevention, the idea of a ‘mainstream’, and efforts to overstate the ability to measure risk and outcomes, and hence to control them, as a response to complexity. Our analysis suggests that, against the backdrop of increasing inability by government, institutions and individuals to predict or control the future, policies have retreated into false certainties, premised on new sciences and technologies of measurement and on a narrow understanding of the phase of life called youth.

			Prevention

			During the 1980s, policies that regulated and intervened in the lives of young people ‘at risk’ were associated with the metaphor of young people as dangerous or threatening to the established social order. Policies tended to identify current ‘problems’ of youth, to focus on keeping young people off the streets and to be influenced by presumed threats posed by youth subcultures, especially amongst working-class youth.48 France argues that, in the late 1990s, these concerns were overlaid by new policy approaches that aimed to take a preventive role, shifting the focus onto the identification of future problems, and ‘targeting the youth problem of the future through the children of today’.49 France’s analysis, like Mizen’s, exposes the close alignment of policy approaches with political agendas. In almost all fields affecting young people, the language of early intervention (meaning childhood as the first point of intervention in a developmental chain leading to adulthood) and prevention (meaning the reduction of risk factors) has now become almost synonymous with youth policy.

			An example of this alignment is provided by a discussion paper on key issues relating to children and youth in Australia by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). This paper argues that ‘prevention is a key aspect of the main current policies relating to children and youth’ and ‘prevention is a key theme and a cost-effective approach’ to Australia’s health and wellbeing.50 It identifies four areas in which prevention strategies should be implemented: educational participation; employment; ‘risk behaviours’ (including alcohol and tobacco use, illicit drug use, poor nutrition and diet, inadequate physical exercise, unprotected sex, dangerous driving and self-harm); and social participation. Successful interventions in these key areas were seen to provide a cost-effective approach to ensuring young people’s future integration into society.

			Mainstream

			The aim of prevention is to ensure that young people who stray from the mainstream are brought back in through specific and targeted interventions, hence a prevention approach is framed largely in relation to the idea of a mainstream or norm. The biomedical and developmental psychological underpinning to this approach provides a ‘naturalising’ frame, thus legitimating the idea of a mainstream.51 Seeing youth as a biomedical and developmental stage of life implies that much of what happens to most young people is only natural and is also universally experienced in the same way across all social groups at all times. It obscures the relevance of social conditions to the meaning and experience of youth.

			As many of the later chapters reinforce, there is a lot of evidence that, in reality, there is a wide diversity across the young population, even within the supposed mainstream of young people whose patterns of life conform to normative expectations. As prevention approaches are based on a notion of prior ‘determinants’ in a linear chain of development, they are inevitably based on a limited understanding of the complexity of social problems that lead young people to become marginalised or ‘at risk’. Instead, as Savelsberg and Martin-Giles demonstrate in their study of young homeless people, intervention strategies frequently have the effect of further exacerbating the problems that young people face by labelling them, or by imposing impossible conditions on their lives. 52 

			Some studies of young people who experience marginalising or exclusionary practices highlight the impact of power relations on young people (see chapters 8 and 9). Another example is Bottrell’s research on young people in a low socioeconomic area of Sydney, which shows how their behaviour is routinely misrepresented by officials.53 The young people in Bottrell’s study experienced high levels of adversity as a part of everyday life. She explains that their ways of resisting adverse conditions and relationships by spending time with trusted peers in groups (or gangs) were taken out of context by officials (for example, schoolteachers, health workers, juvenile justice workers). She argues that school non-attendance, often regarded as an act of delinquency, can also be seen as an act of resistance and resilience on the part of young people. Her analysis supports the observation by youth workers that behaviour that is functional for young people who are experiencing adversity can be misunderstood by officials, who interpret it simply as being inappropriate or dangerous.54 

			Bottrell also raises an issue with conventional interpretations of the idea of resilience. Traditionally defined in contrast to delinquency and unhealthy development, resilience tends to be framed as individual behaviour. Within ‘official’ definitions, appropriate behaviour generally refers to conformity, located only within mainstream participation. Bottrell’s call for a shift in the perspective of authorities so that young people facing adversity are not doubly marginalised highlights the dangers involved in measuring risk and outcomes.

			A characteristic of late modernity is the search for scientific and evidence-based solutions to social problems. The risk-factor approach has been seen by many as producing ‘truths’ about youth problems that are sufficiently compelling to shape prevention policy across international borders. Even though there are many uncertainties about its usefulness and much remains unknown about its potential stigmatising qualities, it has been embraced and embedded into national and international policy.55 Its impact is to both define the problem and to then offer suggestions that shape how the state might respond to youth problems of the future.56

			Measuring risk and outcomes

			There is an emerging consensus that the assumptions underlying research measuring risk and outcomes, or ‘prevention science’, need to be scrutinised more closely. This is especially the case for research that draws on the positivist assumption that risk factors are objective, unambiguous and measurable facts. Such research also assumes that values do not play a role in the measurement and interpretation of data and that the construction of research questions and the interpretation of data is not itself a social construct. 

			Youth research reveals that young people do not interpret risk in the same way that policy-makers do and the interrelationship between different risk factors in young people’s lives is far from clear.57 Discussing the question of risk taking and drug use amongst young people, Hunt and colleagues explain that ‘risks cannot be viewed as uncontested facts isolated from the socio-cultural context in which they operate’.58 In other words, as many educators also point out, the harms of drug-taking can be and often are minimised by young people. Youth research also provides ample evidence that the project of identifying risk factors is likely to seriously underestimate the complexity of chains of causality and effect, especially where the interpretation is taken out of context.59 Like Savelsberg and Martin-Giles, Armstrong points out that in educational contexts the stigmatisation of young people by professionals could actually exacerbate marginalisation and ‘risk behaviours’. 

			It is very appealing in a complex and changing world for policy-makers to be able to claim a single risk factor for multifaceted problems. Intermittently, new evidence is generated, apparently suggesting that one factor is key to solving complex social problems for youth. For example, literacy has been seen as a key to solving classroom behaviour problems and school retention and, more recently, improved parenting has been identified as a central early intervention strategy.60 The target for interventions that are based on the assumption of a simple chain of cause and effect are inevitably individual young people or their families. More complex realities—such as poverty, that are the product of social relations—are seldom identified as risk factors. Although individual decisions and behaviour are relevant to improving outcomes, strategies that rely on individual behavioural change provide very little traction on the effects of social, structural or contextual factors that are at the root of social problems. As France points out, the focus on individual outcomes alone actually undermines the claims about what can be achieved by measuring risks and outcomes because they do not adequately account for the complexity and extent of the issues.61

			There are increasingly sophisticated techniques that monitor, measure and track the education, training and employment destinations of individual young people. This information is gathered to inform educational practice in schools and is used to ensure that curricula meet the needs of labour markets. By contrast, very little is known about how schools or communities create social cohesion or promote young people’s wellbeing. Although wellbeing is seen as a key element of education, education systems do not report on the quality of relationships in schools or how they contribute to social cohesion. Very little is known about how ‘well’ young people are when they leave school, although test results proclaim their academic achievements in detail.62 By ignoring the wider and changing social conditions that affect young people’s lives, technologies of measurement and policies risk offering false certainties that oversimplify complex life conditions and that are unlikely to have a beneficial impact on the lives of young people they are intended to help.

			Conclusion 

			We argue for the necessity of understanding how young people’s lives are shaped by changing social conditions. This is especially the case because young people are confronted by institutional uncertainty. This is evident in the pace of change (for example, shifts in the skill base needed for employment across many occupations) and in the tendency for labour markets to be precarious. Youth research has embraced the notion of social change, but there is considerable debate about how to theorise this. The theories of Beck, Giddens and Bauman have contributed new ways in which to analyse shifts in institutional and discursive practices that cut across and muddy traditional divisions and boundaries, but do not replace them.

			These social processes of change have very significant implications for young people and the conditions that they must navigate to achieve their personal goals. At the individual level, institutional uncertainty has an impact on identity formation and on attitudes and dispositions. The effects of structural inequalities that arise through class, gender, locational and racial divisions are frequently felt by individuals to be their own fault. Across all groups, young people and their families are faced with the prospect of taking individual responsibility to build their lives by ‘investing’ in their own education, becoming more responsive to changes in employment trends and by performing the right kinds of identities. Those who do not manage to navigate these processes successfully are regarded as ‘at risk’.

			We are critical of some aspects of policy responses to those who are not able to navigate uncertainty effectively. They are seen as being ‘at risk’ for their own failure to take responsibility for circumstances that may be out of their control. We suggest that emerging technologies that are used to identify the ‘at risk’ are often highly simplistic because they rely on models of prevention science that assume that risks are vested in individuals, that chains of causality exist and can be measured accurately and these chains can be broken through interventions. Understanding the impact of social change on young people enables us to have an appreciation of the complexities in their lives. They are responding to, and shaping, new social realities. These new realities have created opportunities for many young people and have also created new problems. Their solution lies in understanding the interactions between social processes and young people’s lives.
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