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				Introduction

				In our increasingly urbanised society, urban-based lives have come to be taken for granted as standard. When researchers want to gain an understanding of contemporary youth, they turn to metropolitan lives where, in the relationship between the biographies of individuals and the forces of social change, new approaches to life are forged. This means that young people in rural settings are inevitably seen as the ‘other’ and even as a disadvantaged version of urban lives. This is reinforced by the tendency for policy-oriented research to compare rural with urban lives across many dimensions. This obscures the diversity that exists within and across locations, and inevitably reinforces the dichotomy between lives and conditions in rural and urban Australia. Urban settings are seen as ubiquitous, globalised and undifferentiated, and so place often disappears from the analysis of young people’s lives in general.

				This book focuses on young people who live in rural settings in Australia. It draws on the longitudinal Life Patterns study to provide an insight into their hopes, decisions, relationships and trajectories over a period of more than twenty years, from the time they left secondary school in 1991 until 2011. Making their perspectives the central feature of the book, it explores the complexity of lives over time. As our analysis unfolds, the intersections between biography and location come to the foreground and the simple binaries of advantage/disadvantage and of rural/urban disappear, revealing how young adults work to achieve their goals, and how they respond to their circumstances. Unlike many contemporary analyses of young people in relation to rural places, this is not a story of comparative disadvantage, chronicling the ways in which ‘rural’ youth are worse off than urban youth.

				This is not to say that we ignore issues of disadvantage. Indeed, one of the themes that recurs through the book is social justice. Drawing on a longstanding interest in youth policy, we argue that education and labour market policies have significant implications for all young people. Our analysis of young people in rural places highlights the diversity and complexity of young lives, especially in an era of mass post-secondary education. As we show, young people go to extraordinary lengths to make their lives work. Policies that fail to take account of diversity simply reinforce patterns of disadvantage. Policies that take urban lives as standard risk consigning those who do not conform to the margins.

				We are aware that from a policy perspective it is convenient to assume that standard markers or ‘transition points’ of life, extracted from large-scale statistical measurement, provide a meaningful representation of lives over time. The spaces between key markers such as leaving school and getting a job are filled in by straight lines on a graph, giving the appearance of a smooth and sequential relationship between the two.1 Our analysis reveals what is happening in the spaces between these big events, making the connections between social relationships (to people and place) and education and employment more visible. When life is no longer ‘sliced and diced’ into small, discrete areas, it is easier to see the processes that enable young adults to make their lives work.

				The central theme of the book is captured in the title: Making It Work. This refers to the ways in which the young people have constructed their biographies in relation to rural places—and to the ways in which their life projects are influenced by the necessity of being reflexive subjects in neoliberal times. The main characters are nineteen young Australian people who are participants in the longitudinal Life Patterns study, which is based at the Youth Research Centre.2 As we explain in more detail below, these people are part of a cohort that has been responding to surveys since they left secondary school in 1991. Some of the nineteen people portrayed in this book were also part of a subset of the cohort that was interviewed at regular intervals along the way. All agreed to an extensive interview in 2011. The combination of longitudinal data sources from surveys and interviews offers a finely grained picture of their goals, their trajectories over time, their attitudes to life and their reflections on their journeys at particular points in time. The analysis explores how they have made their lives work.

				Although the areas of education, employment and family traditionally used to map young people’s trajectories are highly relevant to their stories, these elements of life are merged rather than separate. The analysis presented in this book reinforces the significance of understanding the connection between different spheres of life. Young people’s relationship to places (actual locations as well as particular kinds of landscapes) are also closely interwoven through all of these elements. The place (and time) that young people inhabit are constructed through dynamic social relationships, processes and structures, including the links between the global and the local.3 Thus, we contribute to a growing body of literature that focuses on place as a way to analyse youth making sense of their lives.4

				Themes

				Our analysis is informed by the work of other authors who have explored the relationship between place and biography from a range of disciplines, including sociology, political theory, geography and agricultural studies. These influences are evident in the recurring themes of our analysis: the relationship between age, biography and location; the theme of belonging; the idea of a distinctive generation; and the concept of social justice. These themes enable us to develop new insights into education, work and family in young people’s lives. We discuss each of these themes briefly below.

				Age, biography and location

				We are interested in understanding the dynamics of change and continuity that affect young people’s lives over time. This means that our analysis needs to take account of two kinds of transitional process: structural and economic changes that affect the nature of places, and biographical changes in individual lives. The decisions that young people make about their lives and the possibilities that they see for themselves are integrally connected to where they live in time and space. Hence locality and biography are connected in the lives of young people, and a focus on rural places has enabled this relationship to become visible.5 This emphasis on place-based practices necessarily entails examining the ordinary and the exceptional, looking into how young people understand and negotiate continuity and change in a particular space and time.

				Our analysis draws on a relational concept of youth, focusing on the meaning and experience of age in relation to place and culture. We resist the category of ‘rural youth’ and instead focus on the ways in which place influences young Australians, focusing on a diversity of relationships that young people have with rural settings over time. This focus enables us to move beyond conceptions of youth that involve standard models of transition, based on urban lives, focusing instead on the quality and nature of relationships between young people and their context. Youth is made possible through the spaces that are opened up or closed down between individual young people and the people and institutions to which they relate. Instead of making assumptions about what is normal or standard, this approach opens up the possibility of analysing how youth is constructed, how the meaning and experience of youth changes historically, and how there are different possibilities for being depending on where one is located, spatially and socially.

				An example can be found in differential patterns of the timing of life events. Young people in rural areas tend to leave school and marry earlier than their urban counterparts. Several of our participants expressed the view that ‘you grow up quicker in the country’. Another example is found in the recognition of the significance of intergenerational relationships. Their experiences reinforce the relational nature of age and the ways in which the meaning of youth itself is a product of sociohistorical conditions. As we discuss in Chapter 2, there is little consensus about where youth begins and ends. The lives of the young people represented in this book provide an insight into the messy and complex dynamics of youth and young adulthood, the ways in which the meaning of youth is given through context.

				Belonging

				The diverse stories of how young adults are ‘making it work’ for themselves are essentially about belonging. This central theme, which emerged from their narratives, provides a very general framework that can draw on a range of theoretical traditions. ‘Belonging’ is a term that alludes to but transcends the current policy focus on social inclusion. It is a broad enough term to allow us to bring several key elements together: belonging to and with people; belonging to a physical place; and belonging to the times. In other words, belonging is about managing a particular kind of settlement that individuals negotiate in relation to social, physical and sociohistorical location.

				The focus on young people in relation to rural places has enabled us to explore how individuals navigate their lives in specific social, physical and sociohistorical locations. The research participants themselves were often explicit about their decisions to live in rural areas. They are aware of dominant discourses of youth (although they do not call them by this name)—and that these discourses are urban-based. They know they are different from their urban-based counterparts and, well before our interviews, have rehearsed their own stories of living against a mainstream. They were articulate about their strategies to belong in rural places.

				In Chapters 3 and 4 we discuss the idea of the project of the self and the processes of reflexivity that characterise their narratives. We argue that the capacity to be reflexively aware of options, to make decisions, to be entrepreneurial and to take personal responsibility for success and failure are hallmarks of our times. These capacities contribute to a conscious construction of biography, which is often referred to as ‘the project of the self’. These dispositions are expected of all young people in late modernity, and many studies have explored the ways in which young people over the last quarter of a century have manifested these qualities.6 Research on young people’s lives in rural areas shows how these dispositions, which could be considered to be generational, play out in different locations.

				For young people in rural places, belonging was consciously constructed through an explicit intergenerational focus. Many participants talked about the importance of their connection with previous generations: ways of (making a) living and values, and of their hopes to maintain this connection through their own children and grandchildren. These connections were largely with family, but also included friends and community. For some, education was a tool to ensure they could gain a livelihood in rural places (for example, qualifying to be a teacher or to get agricultural knowledge and skills). For others, education was seen as a threat to belonging, involving the risk of taking them away from important relationships with loved ones. Participants also talked about the importance of their relationship with rural landscapes, referring to such elements as open spaces and low horizons, the colour of the soil, and of particular ways of working on the land to make a living. Like all young people, they were also focused on understanding how they could live with change. They are part of their generation, and have to navigate a new set of possibilities and constraints as all members of the post-1970 generation (or Generation X) must do. In other words, their stories are about how they navigate the particular sociohistorical conditions of the 1990s and 2000s in Australia.

				A distinctive generation

				In other work we have analysed the experiences of the wider cohort of which the participants in this book are a part,7 and other publications have progressively told the story of this generation8 and of how we have made sense of their lives.9 These publications provide an analysis of the distinctive nature of this generation. As we explain in more detail in Chapter 2, structural changes have given this generation distinctive opportunities and created particular challenges. Changes to the labour market and workplace conditions have played a significant role in creating the conditions under which a distinctive generation has been forged. Leaving school in 1991, they were the first generation in Australia to face the full effects of the decline in full-time employment for young people (largely in unskilled work in manufacturing and primary industry); the shift to labour market deregulation; and the need to undertake post-secondary education. They experienced dramatic changes in social and economic relationships in their communities that, in many instances, threatened traditional ways of life. This included the impact of different phases of neoliberalism (such as the role of the state and the provision of public and private services) and the reconfiguration of many practices that contributed to young people’s opportunities to construct a life.

				As we follow their lives as young adults, we are informed about the ways in which this generation has forged their own unique approaches and patterns of life.10 They were the pioneers of the new education sector: mass tertiary education. The expansion of post-secondary education also opened up opportunities for many, especially young women. However, this was also a challenge for many young people in rural areas, because it was costly. As the stories in this book attest to, for a majority of rural participants in our study, doing post-secondary education meant leaving their community and going to a regional or metropolitan area. This had both social costs (and opportunities) as well as financial costs that they and their families have borne.

				This generation is also distinctive in other ways. First, the nexus between educational qualifications and employment, although strong, was not a foregone conclusion. This generation has had to be flexible and somewhat entrepreneurial to make their educational investments pay off in the labour market. Second, the deregulation of labour markets means that compared with the previous generation (the Baby Boomers), this generation faced more precarious employment conditions. They have had to be especially resourceful and flexible to navigate the individual outcomes of structural uncertainty.

				The chapters of this book provide an insight into how young people have navigated these conditions in relation to rural places. Rural places have been subject to significant social and structural change since these young people left secondary school, as we analyse in chapter 1. Making their lives work in rural places means understanding these changing conditions. Many of the participants explained how they were managing to keep a sense of continuity across generations, despite changed circumstances. For example, the size of agricultural enterprises has increased significantly in the last fifty years, as a direct consequence of global economic processes, technological change and advances in agricultural knowledge. This change has been evident in many areas of agricultural production. An example is dairy farming. Farms that were economically viable for our participants’ parents’ generation are no longer viable. This means that the young people in our study have had to find other ways to make living in a rural setting work. There has also been a change in expectations of lifestyle. A number of our participants said that their parents had had to work ‘too hard’ and, while they are also working hard, they also expect to have time out, time to be with their children and to have holidays.

				Social justice

				Against a backdrop of an extended engagement with youth policy at the Youth Research Centre, this book draws in several places on the concept of social justice. In chapter 4 we suggest the use of a recognitional and associational concept of social justice, informed by the work of Cuervo, Gewirtz and Young.11 While our analysis tries to avoid the stereotype of disadvantaged rural places against normative urban places as far as young people’s lives are concerned, we are aware that location matters. We point out some persistent patterns of inequality, particularly in terms of tertiary education participation (see chapters 3 and 4). Education has been a constant theme where rural is positioned as disadvantaged in research and policy studies. Of course there are reasons for this. From the policy agenda of the Whitlam government in the 1970s to the recent Federal Government review of higher education (the Bradley Report), people in rural places have been found lagging behind their urban counterparts in educational participation.12 A great proportion of this rhetoric of disadvantage has been constructed in terms of a lack of opportunities and resources and with a need for better provision. In other words, distributive justice appears paramount. This means that other dimensions of justice such as recognition and participation of different social groups are usually neglected.

				It is important that policies that affect young people recognise diversity and meet the challenge of ensuring that all young Australians have the resources to live well. The new mass education sector of post-secondary education presents particular challenges for socially just policies across the diversity of locations in Australia. Post-secondary education in Australia is constrained by locational imperatives that have significant implications for young people living in rural places.

				Our analysis contributes to an emerging consensus that socially just policies are not achieved through distributional justice that simply distributes resources ‘equally’, or through the provision of access to the same resources. Socially just policies also need to take into account context, recognising diversity and ensuring that those who are affected by policies have a say. We argue that, particularly in the area of education, policies need to be more responsive to the diversity of needs in different social and physical locations. That is, education and youth policy framework have a lot to gain by recognising intersection of age, biography and location.

				Defining rural

				We recognise that the concept of rurality has been defined in many different ways, within the disciplines of geography, sociology, and political economy and education.13 The concept has also been dissected through positivist, Marxist, feminist and post-structural approaches.14 The idea of rurality has been depicted in positive and negative terms; in social, political, economic and cultural ways; and in opposition and in relation to other spaces, mostly urban areas. Despite these efforts it remains an elusive and contested concept.

				Bureaucratic definitions of what constitutes rurality are usually bounded by population size or by proximity to an urban centre. This type of descriptive definition15 tends to assume that distinctions between rural and non-rural can be constructed through sociospatial characteristics. The Australian Bureau of Statistics, for example, identifies rural ‘as all residences and settlements of less than 1000 people’, while the Commonwealth Government defines it ‘as all non-metropolitan places with fewer than 100 000 people’.16 Other definitions of rural, such as the ‘ABS Remoteness Structure’, are based upon measuring road distance from any point to the nearest urban centre.17 While these definitions might seem to be a useful tool for policy analysis, they are problematic: grouping communities of 3000 people with regional centres of 70 000 neglects their diversity and the challenges and opportunities they offer. They establish rigid boundaries dependent on the quantity rather than the quality of the term, and define ‘rural’ from a deficit position of lacking urban qualities (‘by virtue of failing to qualify as urban’).18 Further, these definitions fail to describe any of the social or economic characteristics of a certain rural town or area and the relationship between its inhabitants and the environment.

				Another common definition of rurality is through the urban/rural dichotomy.19 These dichotomies are generally presented in three ways. One dichotomy characterises urban areas as vibrant places of progress, creativity and sophistication compared with discourses of rural places as culturally conservative, stagnated and backward, contributing to a stereotypical view of rural as the disadvantaged ‘other’ in relation to privileged urban spaces.20 A second binary that is often used is the portrayal of rural life as harmonious, peaceful and tranquil (but stagnant) in contrast to urban life as discordant, chaotic and unpredictable (but vital and dynamic).21 The third dichotomy draws on a sociological tradition published in the 1950s and attributed to Tönnies. This tradition defines rural places as being characterised by Gemeinschaft, meaning community, in which society is ‘characterized by social relationships based on sentiment, friendship and neighbourliness’. By contrast, urban places are characterised Gesellschaft, meaning association, because they are ‘based on contractual interests, rationality and impersonality’.22 This characterisation of essential difference between urban and rural communities has left a strong legacy on subsequent research. Each of these stereotypes assumes a homogeneous and static view of rural populations.

				Halfacree proposes an alternative approach, arguing that rural places should be conceptualised as a social representation of space.23 He asserts that as a social representation ‘the rural consists of both abstract concepts and concrete images’, both of which are organised around a complex web of images that reproduces a complex web of ideas.24 We are sympathetic to this approach, because it enables us to highlight the social diversity of rural places and different landscapes that compose it. We have not imposed an external definition of rural on this study. Instead, we have relied on the self-identification of our research participants as ‘rural’. This has enabled us to understand the ‘production of multiple readings of rurality and the diversity of rural groups’25 that challenge static and binary constructions of the term ‘rural’.

				This approach confirms that Australian rural communities are culturally, economically, environmentally and demographically diverse. They include mining towns, agricultural communities, and coastal tourist and fishing villages, among other places. We argue that it is important to view rurality as a ‘multidimensional concept, symbolically constructed and both historically and culturally contingent’.26 It is problematic to establish rigid and formal boundaries because they can leave aside people, places and cultures that are part of the subject of the definition. Classifications tend to adopt universal and exclusive rather than diverse and inclusive approaches. Life in rural areas is not homogeneous but is characterised by its diversity.

				The research

				For the past two decades the Youth Research Centre has been documenting the lives of young Australians through the Life Patterns research program. This program is a longitudinal panel study that commenced in 1991. The objectives of the Life Patterns research program were to examine how young people navigate further education, work, relationships, family and wellbeing in a context of uncertainty and to identify the policy implications of their life experiences.

				The study was designed to follow patterns in young people’s lives over time in order to develop a more dynamic picture than would be possible through a single snapshot in time. Berthoud refers to this as ‘capturing a movie rather than a snapshot’.27 In times of rapid social change the possibility of tracking developments over time and across different spheres of life provided a unique opportunity to contribute to debates about the influence of these changes on young people; on young people’s changing priorities and on the implications of social change for education and youth policies. The longitudinal, cohort panel design of the research program has enabled us to develop a systematic evidence base about the distinctive ways in which this generation of young people were building their lives.28 The research design involved two research techniques: surveys and interviews. These techniques generated both quantitative and qualitative data. On the surveys, participants responded to closed questions that were couched in a variety of ways, but usually involving a yes or no option; a Likert scale, which asks respondents to tick one answer on a five-point scale or to respond to a series of options. The surveys also included open-ended questions with spaces for respondents to write their own answers. Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured approach. This meant that all interviewees were asked about the same topics, giving scope for participants to elaborate where relevant.

				The first cohort of the research program was constructed from 29 155 young people from the state of Victoria who were finishing secondary school in 1991 and who were born in 1973. They have come to be known in popular literature as Generation X. In 1992 they were surveyed to follow up their progress after leaving school. In 1995 a representative sample of 10 985 was contacted in order to update their progress since 1991. In 1996 the sample was further reduced to 2000 participants, maintaining consistency with the sample of gender, socioeconomic background and geographic location. Since then the research has followed their progress through a detailed survey approximately every two years, as well as conducting individual in-depth interviews with a subsample of between 50 and 100 people.

				In 2011 we identified nineteen people from this cohort who were living in rural places (with only one participant from a rural background but currently living in an urban centre) to ask them to participate in an extended, in-depth and reflective interview. Eleven women and eight men from a range of rural settings were interviewed. Their ages ranged from thirty-seven to thirty-nine. The analysis of their interviews forms the basis of chapters 4 to 6.

				The Life Patterns research program established a second cohort in 2005. This cohort was born in 1988–89 and left secondary school in 2006. This cohort falls into the group commonly referred to as Generation Y. Early in 2005, 1954 young people who were in Year 11 of secondary school in New South Wales and Victoria were surveyed. In order to ensure a broader geographic representation, a second survey was conducted in late 2005 consisting of 2023 young people from the ACT and Tasmania. Widening the geographic scope of our sample specifically enabled us to over-sample young people from rural areas. We were particularly interested in understanding the issues faced by young people from rural and regional areas as they make decisions about their educational and employment pathways. The two samples were merged into one age cohort, and we surveyed and interviewed a subset of thirty participants in 2007 and 2008 and fifty participants in 2010. We refer to the people who have taken part in the research as ‘participants’, and we identify them as belonging to cohort 1 or cohort 2. Where relevant, we also refer at times to cohort 1 participants as Generation X and cohort 2 participants as Generation Y.

				The statistical data from the surveys has provided data on common patterns and concerns, while the in-depth interviews and open-ended questions on surveys have provided data on young people’s subjective assessments and the motivations behind their choices and actions. The interaction between these research techniques has helped to fill the gaps that emerge with each data-gathering technique. This approach has also enabled us to understand participants’ actions and choices and the interconnections between different areas of life (for example, wellbeing, health, family and social relationships).

				The longitudinal character of the study enabled us to explore significant societal processes related to the lives of young people. We agree with McLeod that analysing interviews conducted over time can illuminate, confirm or unsettle initial and tentative interpretations, alert us to recurring motifs and tropes in participants’ narratives as well as to shifts and changes, suggest continuities or disruptions in emotional investments, in desires and dispositions.29 This longitudinal approach renders visible themes of continuity and change in young people’s lives in relation to specific settings.

				For instance, data from cohort 1 provided evidence of the extent of the migration of young people from rural to metropolitan and regional centres in their search for educational and employment opportunities, and this pattern is repeated by the participants in cohort 2. One-third of the young people who were living in rural communities when they completed secondary school migrated to regional and metropolitan areas to pursue further education and work opportunities. The longitudinal time frame reveals a trend after more than fifteen years for young men to return to live and work in rural areas—exactly one-third of them—while women have tended to remain in metropolitan areas. The qualitative data, especially the interviews, has enabled us to understand how these gendered patterns have been produced through decision-making by young people. Chapter 6 focuses particularly on hopes, strategies and decisions of a group of young men who have made their life in rural areas.

				Although there are many benefits in undertaking longitudinal research, there are also shortcomings. One of the challenges of longitudinal research is the attrition that occurs over time. Although the Life Patterns study has remained representative of its original cohorts (for example, in terms of socioeconomic status and location), more women than men have continued to participate in the study. We do not have information about the lives of those who did not continue with the research, but we conjecture that the ongoing participants represent a ‘success’ cohort to a certain extent.

				The organisation of this book

				The following two chapters provide context for our analysis of how young people have made their lives in rural places over the last twenty years. Chapter 1 focuses on the nature of rural locations in Australia over the last quarter of a century. It highlights two elements in particular: social change and diversity. Rural areas of Australia are incredibly diverse, in terms of their physical attributes, economically and socially. Rural areas are also changing. Technological changes in production, climate change and global economic processes all influence rural places. Chapter 1 outlines the main dimensions of these elements as a backdrop to the conditions that the people in our study have had to understand and negotiate. We use a range of disciplines to understand the significant rural restructuring processes in the last two decades, placing the emphasis on the influence of neoliberalism in the transformation of rural spaces and communities and its effect on young people’s lives.

				In chapter 2 we focus on conceptions of youth and young adulthood. We emphasise the relational and socially situated nature of age. This chapter provides the rationale for focusing on the links between the individual biographies of the participants in our study and rural places. It argues that traditional approaches to thinking about youth, especially those that are encapsulated within government policies, tend to over-emphasise the biomedical elements of individual change and underestimate the ways in which the meaning and experience of age is connected to context. This is especially important for understanding how lives are lived in relation to rural places.

				In different ways the following four chapters build on these ideas to explore how young people live and work in rural places. Chapter 3 presents the ‘big picture’ of young Australians’ changing patterns of life, drawing on mainly statistical data from the Life Patterns study and from other sources. The chapter is divided in two main sections. In the first section we take a longitudinal approach and focus on the trajectories of participants from cohort 1 to examine educational, work and social patterns over two decades. Our analysis reveals persistent inequalities based on location, gender and socioeconomic status and processes of social change and its impact on the opportunities and challenges for these young people. In the second section we compare both cohorts at a certain point in their lives: at the age of twenty-three. This comparison in time allows us to look at the commonalities and differences between both generations, including themes of continuity and change.

				The following chapters draw on these three framing chapters to look in more detail at the ways in which young Australians make their lives in relation to rural settings.

				Education emerges as one of the key dynamics in their lives, and is the focus for chapter 4. Throughout the book we return to the issues raised in this chapter. It discusses the implications of the dramatic shift towards mass post-secondary education that occurred in the early 1990s. The participants in cohort 1 were unsuspecting participants in an education revolution. Against the backdrop of patterns of life for the whole cohort, this chapter explores what the education revolution meant for young people living in rural places by focusing on the lives of individuals. Their stories reveal the starkness of ‘transition’ into further education, as biographical and locational change coincide. Leaving school for many became synonymous with leaving home. What happens next is best summed up as ‘complex’. Their uses of education and the pathways they forged over the next twenty years as they made their lives work reveal how important relationships with their families, friends and with places are.

				This theme is taken up in more detail in chapter 5. This chapter focuses on the interrelationships between people and place. Intergenerational relationships have emerged as a central feature of these young adults’ lives. This includes a sense of connection with previous generations and a strong awareness of mediating the challenges faced by the next generation. The young people in this book are aware that they are living through times of dramatic change, socially and environmentally. This awareness is sometimes expressed through concerns about how the next generation will manage. Overwhelmingly, decisions to live in rural areas are a reflection of the strength of relationships with people and place. They do not fit with common ‘stigmatised identities’ related to lacking opportunities or inferiority that are abundant in the youth and rural studies literature.30 On the contrary, they present a positive outlook on the sense of place, belonging and identity in rural locations.

				Chapter 6 examines the lives of a group of male participants from cohort 1. It looks at young men constructing a life and adapting to change in farming areas. The three men whose life narratives are presented in this chapter illustrate the significant changes in the agricultural sector, including the difficulties of intergenerational transfer of a family farm. They highlight their use of educational credentials and family resources to negotiate these changes and challenges and their relationship to place. Through their stories, powerful narratives of belonging and identity formation are conceptualised.

				We are mindful that readers are able to purchase separate chapters of this book online. Although each of the chapters contributes to the overall message of the book, we have ensured that each of the chapters can stand alone by reiterating relevant points in several chapters.

				As we explore in our Conclusion, this book makes a contribution to the fields of rural and youth studies. In the last two decades youth studies have gained increasing relevance within sociological studies and other disciplines (for example, education and economics). However, this growing interest has tended to be based on fragmented approaches that focus on one aspect of young people’s lives, such as the transition from school to work, or young people’s living arrangements. Inevitably these studies are generally based on an urban perspective of young people, to the point where contemporary youth are identified closely with the idea of global cities. By focusing on rural lives, our study revisits diversity and fills a gap in our understanding of young people’s lives by presenting a detailed analysis of the opportunities and challenges faced by young Australians in different rural settings. It discusses the ways in which young adults in rural areas of Australia have, during the 1990s and 2000s, built their lives with and against a social and economic backdrop of radical change.

				What emerges from our analysis is a unique insight into the connectedness of education, work, family, friends and place. We hope that this book will be of interest to a wide audience: young people, parents and professionals who work with young people. We have also written conversations with researchers and policy-makers into this book. We advocate for the ‘long view’ over time because this provides a depth of understanding about how people make the different aspects of their lives fit together—eventually. This perspective is not available with a single snapshot in time. We recommend this book because the lives of young people living in rural areas offer important insights into dynamics that are central to the nature of youth and young adulthood in every place.
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				Changing rural landscapes

				Young people live within the dynamics of their communities. Understanding the restructuring of rural spaces—the economic, social, political and cultural transformations that have occurred since the 1980s—and the relationship between the local and the global is critical to comprehending their experiences. Identifying the significant social changes in rural settings enables us to understand how young people make sense of the place where they live, how they negotiate the different spheres of their lives (for example, study, work and their social life), and what are the opportunities and challenges to construct a life.

				Bureaucratic, statistical and dichotomous constructions of rurality tell us very little of the challenges and opportunities for young people living in rural settings. They also fail to explain important social, economic and political changes transforming rural spaces. We argue that an interdisciplinary approach enables us to gain a perspective on the significant changes in rural settings and to understand how they shape the experiences of young people. In this chapter we focus on structural changes that have affected rural spaces in the last decades. These changes have added to the complexity and heterogeneity of rural areas.

				Our analysis emphasises the shifting states of social and economic relations and the new patterns emerging in rural spaces. We base our analysis on two broad social landscapes, ‘production’ and ‘amenity’, to highlight the different forces that shape the opportunities and challenges confronted by young people in rural areas.

				First we provide a succinct but poignant depiction of the impact of neoliberal policies in the reconfiguration of rural spaces. Following the contextual analysis of rural landscapes we theorise the influence of these structural changes on the lives of young people. Next we analyse the educational and work patterns of youth transitions in relation to the processes and outcomes of rural restructuring. Finally, we pay particular attention to the shifts in rural communities and their influence on generational relations and processes of counter-urbanisation that affect the meaning of what is to be rural.

				The impact of neoliberal policies on rural places

				Neoliberal policies have had a significant impact on rural restructuring. Peck and Tickell offer a useful analysis of neoliberalism.1 They argue that neoliberalism is ‘everywhere’ and assert that this ‘operating framework … for competitive globalization’ has inspired and imposed a plethora of programs that have shaped the role, action and influence of the state in a vast number of countries, regions and spheres of life, to the point of becoming the ‘common sense of the times’. Most importantly, Peck and Tickell highlight the characteristics and principles that define the working of neoliberalism, such as a commitment to ‘free trade’ and the rule of the market under the logic of competition, ‘flexible labour’, and ‘active individualism’ over social entitlements, while pursuing a vehement discourse and practice of state rationalisation and fiscal austerity but at the same time making extensive use of the state reach and power to achieve their objectives. The apparent contradiction of reducing and enlarging the reach and effect of the state is especially useful for explaining the demise, rise and consolidation of different social landscapes in rural Australia. Peck and Tickell identify two distinctive phases within neoliberalism: first, a ‘roll-back’ phase epitomised by patterns of ‘deregulation and dismantlement’ of the state and ‘social-collectivist institutions’ (for example, labour unions, social welfare programs) in the 1980s and early 1990s, followed by a ‘roll-out’ phase of ‘active state-building and regulatory reform’, creating and consolidating neoliberal ‘modes of governance and regulatory relations’; including a social and penal interventionist policy agenda for community regeneration.2
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