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Introduction: The Extension of Youth 
How dramatically the lives of young people have changed over the last thirty years. 

“I think time has changed everybody's ideas…because when my Mum was young I think everybody thought you go to school, you get married, you have kids, you look after the home and you can have a career but there wasn't as wide choice in what kind of careers or the ways you could carry on your life.  I think they were slightly restricted whereas today there doesn't seem to be that straightforward pattern.  Everybody seems to be doing it in a different way.  There's not as much pressure to have children when you're say twenty.  A lot of people now seem to be thinking that they'll have their career first and then later on maybe in their thirties they'll look at having kids because there are choices now.  They are slowly becoming more open” 

(Mel,16 years old, completing lower sixth form, Leeds, from ‘Choosing a Self: Young Women and the Individualisation of Identity’ by Shelley Budgeon, Praeger Press (in press) 
For a start, as the quotation reveals, the conventional bridges into adulthood have moved.  Where once the probability of a secure independent income, moving away from home to get married and become a parent secured the transition, for many, today, a combination of factors mean that the 'youth phase' between childhood and adulthood is being extending upward into adulthood and downwards in to childhood.  This extension has also been influenced by the moves towards a more flexible labour market and the changes in welfare programmes.  At the top end of the scale, there are: 
· More young people in education and training programmes 

· Higher probability of unemployment and low paid work on short-term contracts.

· Postponement of marriage till late twenties (an increase in cohabitation).

· Rise in average age of having first child 

· Erosion of welfare benefits for young people.

These have contributed to a greater financial dependence of young people on their parents and this has been sharpened by social policy - so that the extension of youth is in part a reflection of the extension of parental responsibility. Minimum wage legislation only allows for a 'transitional' wage to be paid for under 22s; adult levels of housing and social security now become payable at 25; education maintenance allowances for over 16s assume dependency upon parents; introduction of student loans and parental responsibility for tuition fees all mean that many young people’s dependence on their parents has extended from 16 or 18 until their mid-20s.

Within other areas, such as criminal justice and education, there has been much greater emphasis upon parental responsibilities for children of all ages. Yet policies around young people's status as dependent/independent are very ambivalent.  A 17 year old could be:
· In full-time education and treated as a dependant (parents receive Child Benefit)

· On a training scheme and entitled, as a semi-dependant to a training allowance too low to support independent living.

· In a low-paid job as semi-dependant (excluded from national minimum wage)

· Unemployed and treated as a dependant

· Entering higher education and treated as a dependant for the purposes of calculating tuition fees, but independent for purposes of contacting into student loans system.

· A single mother receiving Child Benefit independently for her child, but also a dependant where her mother receives Child Benefit for her 









(Jones, 2000, p.32)

There is also a sense in which these changes add up to greater insecurity and risk for young people - jobs, homes and partnerships are no longer so taken-for-granted or secure as they might once have been.  Clearly, independence means more than financial independence. The expansion of higher education has led to shifts in other directions, for example, many more young people leave home and set up 'intermediary homes' with friends at an earlier age, although about one third of these will boomerang home again until they can afford to live independently.
At the other end of the scale, adulthood has also extended downwards.  Young people experience puberty and they are more sexually active younger.  There is also more overlap of childhood and adulthood in terms of consumerism and lifestyle.  Record companies identify a consumer market amongst 'tweenies' –8-11 year old girls, and TV companies, who used to have a clear separation between adult and children programmes, now market to different age and lifestyle groups.  'Youth' TV is directed towards 16-24 year olds in a way that could not have happened 20 years ago. Similarly, marketing people talk of a phenomenon of 'kidultism' where toys, films and books - Harry Potter, Lord of the Rings, Toy Story, etc. are intended for children but also enjoyed by adults. There is, in other words, a fluidity in what constitutes childhood, youth and adulthood.

Continuities 
There are, of course, significant continuities. Inequalities of class, gender and ethnicity still exist but have in some respects reconfigured: the educational success rate of girls has seen to this. Yet the polarisation between young people– especially in terms of income, qualifications and access to family resources – has grown, and young people’s incomes in general are lower proportion of adult incomes compared to thirty years ago. And, as events keep reminding us, young minority ethnic groups still feel the sharp effects of racism and exclusion. 

Adolescence as a problem

One particular continuity is that public, political and policy-making discourses still tend to construct adolescence as a problematic phase both for individual adolescents and for society in general.  Earlier writings on adolescence at the beginning of the twentieth century viewed the adolescent as unstable, sapped by physical growth, and out of control of his or her emotions.  If not contained, they were dangerous and would turn to criminality or sexual promiscuity.

Moral panics about 'hooligans' have a longer history than this, but it is still commonplace to view young people as fundamentally pathological, prisoners of their hormones and as a yardstick for social and moral (dis)order more generally. A few weeks ago tabloid headlines revealed 13 year old triplets in Kent as ‘the worst child offenders in Britain’. Further investigation revealed that while the triplets were certainly anti-social, only one of the held a previous conviction. 
In their study of 16 year olds and their parents by Brannen and her colleagues, both parents and teenagers were aware of the disjuncture between social attitudes towards young people and their reality, as one young woman said:
"You hear so many sorts of clichéd things about rebelling and not wanting to be with adults, and I don't think you can generalise 'cos a lot of people I know want - enjoy - being with their parents, and can get on with adults… Most of the adults I know are sort of, they're not staid, if you see what I mean"

(Brannen et al, 1994, p.24)

Parents thought that, as one father put it:

"If the minority display anti-social behaviour then the majority gets labelled" 
Recent research has born out this discrepancy between discourse and reality - the NFPI's own research eleven - sixteen year olds found that the majority (75%) got on with their parents, felt they loved them and were cared by them.  Similar findings have come from other research (Langford et al 2001: Gillies et al 2001).  This is not to say that difficulties don't occur: the NFPI and other studies noted a sea change in relationships around the age of thirteen.  But it’s how we understand this that is important.

‘Ordinary’ young people and their families

It is only relatively recently that there have been sociological studies that have looked at 'ordinary' young people in the context of their family lives.  The focus upon teenagers as the bearers of change and difficulty has tended, until recently, to obscure the fact that changes in teenagers' lives are happening within a context of their parents' changing lives. At Lancaster University qualitative research by Wendy Langford, Charlie Lewis and colleagues on families with children aged 11-16 revealed the major emotional investment that mothers and fathers make into their children's lives, the gratification they get from this, and how it affirms their sense of self.  In this context, the withdrawal of emotional and physical intimacy which sometimes marks young teenagers' pursuit of their own identity and which once parents could take for granted, was often sensed by parents as rejection, also as loss of control, and as uncertainty about how to regain and renegotiate closeness (Langford et al, 2001).  

In other words, adolescence can call identity into question for parents as much as for children.  In a study a of the family lives of 16-18 year olds by Val Gillies and colleagues, parents reported an improvement in their relationship with their older teenage children, with mothers being more central to renegotiating and maintaining family relationships, but with fathers occupying a more distant role. Significantly, mothers' lives, in some ways, were more like their children's in that they were beginning to re-find themselves in the outside world, to have aspirations about work and new-found independence, whilst fathers wanted to enjoy life as it was (Gillies et al, 2001). 

These studies, then, show how the anxieties and changes many teenagers have are wrought through the anxieties and changes of their parent's lives. They also take place within particular social and cultural contexts.  A poignant study of boys from 10-16 years, conducted by Stephen Frosh, Ann Phoenix and Rob Pattman, provides an analysis which recognises this. They make the point that 'the image of the grunting and inarticulate teenager doesn't stand up to scrutiny when boys are given the opportunity to talk and reflect on their lives, their friendships, their parents and their identities’.  But the researchers also said:
"Young men in particular are most commonly regarded as social problems, a responsibility for 'society' (that is adults) who have taken steps to manage them and constrain them so that the turbulence of their developmental demands are properly controlled.  The boys we interviewed had a strong consciousness of this and often internalised and reproduced it themselves… However, they also showed great strength of feeling about the struggle they have to make themselves heard by adults: more to the point, when faced with an adult who did work hard in order to listen to them, they showed great life and fun, and considerable emotional and intellectual intelligence."

(Frosh, Phoenix and Pattman, 2002, p.256)

The lesson they draw is that the construction of young men as a problem is, indeed, part of the problem - that is, a problem of a major lack of recognition and respect for young men as sentient and moral agents - a problem that can be intensified through class, ethnicity and sexuality. It is this that is the daily experience of boys and young men, and also played back by them in their peer groups. 

I shall come back to the issue of identity but the general lesson is to beware of moral panics as the basis to policy and practice.  We can learn as much about how and why young people don’t cope by understanding and listening to the different ways in which young people do cope, so that we can relate individual anxieties and moral dilemmas in a dynamic way to social and cultural contexts of opportunities and constraints.

The transition from dependence to independence or changing interdependence?

A different approach to understanding young people has been to see them, not as a problem, but in a process of transition - in particular, as a set of transitions from dependence to independence.  In terms that I outlined at the beginning, this enables us to see how young people's lives have changed through the de-sequencing of transitions from school to work and from family of origin to family of destination.  These were the conventional transitions which had been established in the post-war world and in some ways came to be seen as sequential and both natural and 'normal'.  The disruption of young people's lives has led, then, to a greater focus on the opportunities and risks young people now face in moving from dependence to independence.   This is certainly an improvement on a problem-centred approach, but it carries its own problems and above all behoves us to explore what the meaning is to young people and their parents of dependence and independence. 

Notions of the fulfilment of self through independence or autonomy can be said to be part of a very western individualised discourse.  They may fit in with notion of adult citizenship, which places a high premium on the economically self-sufficient citizen, and despises any notion of dependency (especially where dependency has become associated with welfare dependency, social exclusion and failure), but does it fit with how people live their lives? The dependence to independence dichotomy also positions young people in a permanent state of becoming rather than in a state of being.  At the other end of the scale, it may also obscure the to-ing and fro-ing we all make over our lives between dependency and independence. Furthermore, by classifying children as dependants and adults as independent, does it not deny children's capacity for independent action and thought, and hide the ways in which they might contribute practically and emotionally to the lives of others? Research by Miri Song on minority ethnic families with small businesses such as takeaways describes how patterns of commitment and responsibility by teenagers in these families include regular helping out in the shop (Song, 1999). Similarly, Michele Wates’ research on families with a disabled parent shows the contribution that children may make (Wates, 2001). In both situations it would be inaccurate to understand the children as robbed and deprived of their childhood, for such experiences can be enriching and enlightening. Of course we should be aware of young people’s vulnerability to exploitation but not at the expense of denying them their capabilities.

Research suggests that 'independence' is understood in different ways by parents and young people, although for both it only makes sense within commitments to existing relationships. This 'relatedness' (Gillies et al, 2001) is about reciprocity, commitment, trust and reliance, and is seen as something enduring beyond independence.  This finding, which is supported by other studies, is important for it suggests that young people's own aspirations for, and experiences of autonomy only have meaning in the context of relationships with significant others. The 16-18 year olds in Gillies and colleagues’ study saw independence as accepting and taking responsibility for themselves. By contrast, many parents focused less on responsibility and more on the freedoms of their children to enjoy themselves and to make the most of opportunities. For some Asian and African Caribbean children and parents, this responsibility was also about taking responsibility for other family members. In general the move towards independence was negotiated gradually over time and could be painful, especially in winning trust and respect. Nevertheless, what is interesting here is the reconfiguration of independence as responsibility for one's action in the context where financial independence is not possible and that the practices of interdependence frame any moves from greater to lesser dependency, and this is as true for parents as it is for children.

Youth Transitions or Social Transformations?
If there are problems, then, with the dependence / independence dichotomy then there are also limitations to our thinking about adolescence just in terms of transitions. The changes young people and their parents are caught up in are also part of wider social, economic and cultural transformations. An influential theory of social change and the impact on personal ties has been the thesis of individualisation. German sociologist Ulrich Beck argues that one of the greatest changes in the relationships we as individuals have to society is in the way we have been freed from the normative constraints in our roles as men and women, around sexuality, in the way that class has lost its some of its significance, in that religious beliefs no longer so much hold sway, and marriage is no longer for life. This new freedom entails new risks - and these are sharpened by the flexible labour market - so our destinies can no longer be taken for granted. We have to work hard to create our own biographies and in doing so have become more reflexive individuals, weighing up and negotiating the pros and cons of the choices life offers us - to marry or not to marry, to have a child or not. 

In many ways, the disruption of transitions fits this thesis - where young people, deprived of the fixtures of guaranteed work or marriage, have to shape their lives, their identities, their relationships, and so on. The merit of this thesis is that it sees young people as having the capacity to act and think for themselves and that it doesn't focus pathologically upon young people as the sole bearers of change. Indeed, empirical research on young people confirms some of these ideas - earlier I talked about young people's views of independence being about taking responsibility for themselves and their futures, consciously weighing up decisions about the risks and opportunities associated with relationships, education and work. (Gillies, 2001; Brannen, 1994, Budgeon, in press). Researchers have found that young people have a highly individualised assessment of their life chances, that is, they place the responsibility for success on themselves and the choices they make. In Shelly Budgeon’s research on young women in their late teens from different social, economic and ethnic backgrounds in Leeds, she found a striking belief in self-determination. Take these three similar responses to the question of whether the future was under their control from differently placed women (Shayne is Asian and Lucinda and Lynn are white):
Shelley:  Do you think the future is under your control?

Lucinda:  Well, I wouldn’t leave it to anyone else!  I don’t like relying on other people anyway.  I think if you’re going to do something it’s better to do it yourself.  You’re going to get it done then…(Lucinda, 17 years old, completing lower sixth form).
Lynn:  I wanted to get into nursing so I arranged my courses.  I’ve got the grades which I’m going to deserve at the end of the course so I’m in control of most of my life and how well I do. (Lynne, 18 years old, completing a GNVQ at F.E. College).

Shayne:  Oh to a certain extent.  I mean you’ve got self control over yourself if you’re out to get what you want then definitely you can do it.  If you have strong enough will but sometimes you tend to find that some people are just too reliant upon others, not independent enough and that is what stops them I think. (Shayne, 17 years old, completing lower sixth form at Ripley School)

(Budgeon, in press)

However, this is not to say that differences such as gender, ethnicity, and age had no effect. While achievement, self-determination and choice were central to the way they talked about their lives, their choices had meaning in so far as they fitted with their identities as young women in particular social and cultural contexts, that is, with an implicit understanding of ‘what someone like me’ should be doing.  At the same time when it came to talking about broader issues of equality, these young women had no illusions that gender equality existed, but they saw the solution to this in highly individualised terms of standing up for yourself, and so on.

Taking some of these issues into cross-national perspective, in a study of young people in their late teens and early 20s who were entering the labour market in 5 European countries, Brannen and her colleagues found that whilst young people from all the countries faced similar conditions of longer education and training, more flexible less secure labour market, their expectations and experiences of these were different. They were shaped by their different cultures and particularly by different welfare state provisions. In fact, the description of the young adult in the individualisation thesis who is freed from traditional fixtures and constraints and able to reflexively exercise choices on their fluid futures fitted most the situation of university graduates from Northern European countries such as Sweden and Norway, whose move to independence and future life was substantially supported by state welfare.

Polarisation and young people

Interdependence, identity, context and culture thus shape the different pathways to adulthood young people follow and the choices have. Furthermore, in Britain, the effect of changing interdependencies between parents and children has been to polarise young people’s life chances. Sarah Irwin’s analysis of changes in young people's lives in Britain over the last thirty years shows how women's greater economic activity has meant that there are now many more dual earner families. These better off families have chosen to invest more in their children, as well as being required to do so by limited access of their children to independent income (Irwin, 1995). As policy follows the lifestyles of the better off, then it sharpens the polarisation of opportunities and risks for those young people from families with such resources and those without. This was a clear, but relatively overlooked conclusion, of the in the well-reported research findings from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation on young people and crime last week (JRF, 2002). This polarisation has been intensified by the changing financial fortunes of men and women, which are also reinforced by ethnic inequalities (Egerton and Savage, 2000). Whilst young men's pay levels fell considerably as a proportion of older men's wages, there has also been a marked difference between the pay of young professional men and young male manual workers. This polarisation also exists between young women. However, young educated women, white, black and Asian, have in general made considerable gains in earning power - even though they will not have parity with men. In addition, young women from middle class and working class backgrounds benefited from the expansions of higher education, leaving working class young men and young women without education as a relatively financially disadvantaged group

Indeed, in Britain, rather than being concerned, as the media might sometimes suggest we should, with the irresponsibility of youth, we might gratified by the overweening sense of individual responsibility young people have, but be concerned with the effects that this has on those deemed and doomed to be ‘losers’. We should also be worried about a world which has provided young people with a heightened sense of individual responsibility for achievement, whilst simultaneously withdrawing from them many of the securities and social rights attached to a decent wage, secure employment, affordable housing, affordable childcare - which might provide the net from which choices and options might become realisable.

The hazardous journey to masculine identity

In addition we should be careful not to overplay the disappearance of fixed ideas about gender, class, ethnicity and sexuality, and the freedom to assert one’s own identity. Far from being freed from tradition, for young boys in particular, the negotiation of a masculine identity is a profoundly hazardous journey between the old and the new.  Indeed, young boys appear to act out the fear of the supposed freedoms that changes in gender and ethnic relations have brought. In their study of young boys I mentioned earlier, Stephen Frosh and colleagues conclude that whilst masculinities are constructed through a complex of factors - class, 'race', ethnicity, sexuality - in fact, there are very limited opportunities offered by adults or their peer groups for boys to experiment with alternative ways of being masculine outside of those conventional characteristics of physical prowess, hardness and unambiguous heterosexuality. Indeed, the most frequent term of abuse amongst young teenagers is 'gay', which covers a multitude of sins. The study comments:
"While 'hardness' is high status, most boys have a firm appreciation of moral codes and of the importance of close and supportive relationships; they just do not have enough of the latter, and have to get by with cussing and comradeship at best, alienation at worst."

 (Frosh, Phoenix and Pattman, 2002, pp 260-261)

This study makes another point that I want to link to the proposition that the family is becoming democratised and that negotiation, openness and communication are displacing traditional practices of authority - of adult over child and of man over woman (Giddens, 1998).

Democratic Families and ‘Talk’

Many recent studies demonstrate that parents and young people have strong ideals about democratic, equal relationships, "friendships" or "companionships" based on negotiated and open communication (see Langford, 2001). This girl expresses the value of family life:

"The first thing most people would say is love. I wouldn't say that. I'd say the communication. Because if you can't talk - it doesn't matter how much you love someone - all the love's for nothing."

(Susan Ford, 15, quoted in Langford et al, 2001, p15)

In practice, 'talk' was valued most by mothers and their daughters, and mothers tended to be the person selected by daughters and sons as the person they were closest to. However, there is a tension in this gender difference. In the 'young masculinities' study, the authors noted the sense of disappointment the boys often communicated particularly when talking about their fathers. For their part, fathers interviewed in the Langford study were also caught between experiencing the loss of intimacy of children growing up, being placed in, and, it should be said, accepting the role of family disciplinarian, whilst at the same time attempting to break with the model of paternal discipline they had experienced as teenagers. It is as if policy also embodies these fathers’ tensions for, on the one hand, there has been a stress on parental authority over their teenage children's potential criminality or educational failure, and, on the other hand, open communication encouraged in relation to talking about sex or parental separation.

Most studies make it clear that talk is preferred by teenagers to direct control, however how far is 'talk' about equality? A number of studies demonstrate that "openness" between parents and young people is asymmetrical, and, unlike friendship, disclosure tends to be one-sided and focuses on the young person's life. For young people, the value of open communication was a recognition and respect for their views, their own life, being a person in their own right. Parents also valued the idea of greater companionateness, but, in practice, often used communication as a way of monitoring their children's attitudes and maintaining control, and it was this that young people recognised and resisted, and responded by being unavailable for or withholding communication. So there’s ‘talk’ and there’s ‘talk’, and there are real tensions, then, between democracy and control and autonomy and intimacy. Perhaps as much as invoking democracy and communication in families we need to explore what it is that matters to young people in their relationships with adults.

Young people clearly have, for the most part, absorbed the sense of individual responsibility for achieving self-sufficiency. In this sense, they are much more 'individualised', albeit in conditions of greater risk and fewer social rights. This, however, should not be read as an acquiescence to the unequal power relations they often find themselves in. As the study of Young Masculinities (Frosh et al, 2002) points out, teenage boys are acutely aware of being seen as socially and educationally problematic, of being disparaged by adults in their lives, and as such they continually invoke a practice of  "fairness" in their demand for greater respect.

Fairness, Care, Respect and Trust

"Fairness" is also a theme that comes out of other studies which have looked at parents and children in situations where they were forced to be more consciously reflexive, such as living in a reconstituted family, or sharing care of children after divorce. From their study of children's experiences after divorce, Bren Neale, Carol Smart and Amanda Wade suggested that three inter-linked ethics emerged. 
· Fairness

· Care

· Respect
(Neale and Smart, 2001; Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001)

Children in this study preferred openness, communication and shared understanding to being told what was what and what to do. They wanted to be listened to, trusted, taken seriously, kept informed and brought into decision-making. Being cared for is important but on its own not enough, it needs to be accompanied by an ethic of respect - where children are accepted as having their own identities and feelings and preferences. 

In attempting to contextualise young people's lives in terms of wider social, economic and cultural transformations, I have deliberately ended with the question of ethical practices associated with close relationships of trust, care, respect, fairness and dialogue. There are two reasons for this. First, because these relationships are the terrain on which contemporary micro-politics of justice are being struggled for. Second, because social scientists and policy-makers alike, in striving to make sense of a changing world, frequently assume that individuals are atomised and rational economic subjects. A stick here and a carrot there and an ethical framework which assumes paid work and independence as the central responsibility of citizenship. But where are the ethics that enable us to talk about the conflicts of love and intimacy, of care and commitment, of longings and belongings? Recent policies around teenage pregnancy have attempted to catch up with where young people are at. No longer caught in traditional scare mongering moralism about young people's sexual practices, nor accusing young women of deliberately getting pregnant to get housing, new policies equip young people with knowledge, skills and information to become self-regulating and responsible sexual subjects, framed by the pursuit of economic self-sufficiency through educational qualifications and an independent income, assisted by open and communicating parents (Carabine, forthcoming). There is much that I admire in this pragmatic approach. However, whilst it reinforces (again) young people's sense of individual responsibility, how does it build on their own meanings of autonomy as respect for their identities, their grievances about fairness, the value they place on close relationships, their embeddedness (or not) in their own diverse cultures? And how does it speak to the chaos of parental love, where anxiety to do the right thing for their children leads to a controlling form of care? I am not suggesting that we should legislate for love and intimacy, nor that we should have classes in them, but I am suggesting that we balance our preoccupation with the ethic of work as the route to autonomy with an ethic of care which recognizes the value that people place on their relationships. New research we are doing at Leeds University on parenting and partnering suggests that aspirations of trust, commitment, reparation, reciprocity and respect, including respect for differences, resonate more comfortably than those that invoke the rightness of particular family forms. Trust and respect in conditions of real choices, rather than fear and control, has to be the basis for listening to the voices of young people. 
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