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Abstract: Young people have been identified as one of the groups most severely affected by post-
socialist transformation processes (McAULEY, 1995; BRAKE & BÜCHNER, 1996; KOLLMORGEN, 
2003). They are growing up at a time that is characterized by the need for reorientation due to the 
collapse of state socialism and its far-reaching economic, political and cultural consequences 
(YOUNG & LIGHT, 2001). Young people in post-socialist countries are thus often described as 
facing additional risks and uncertainties to create their own biographies (BRAKE & BÜCHNER, 
1996; WERZ, 2001).

This paper discusses the spatial dimension of young people's perception and experiences of risks. 
It argues that young people's perception of space has a major impact on how they perceive their 
opportunities to cope with, challenge and/or negotiate experiences of risks and uncertainties. It will 
be shown that such perceptions have major implications on, for example, their migration and career 
plans. 

The paper will draw on new research findings from an in-depth participatory research study of 
young people growing up in rural East Germany (SCHÄFER, 2008). The project has focused on 
young people's perception of everyday disadvantages and risks, and how they translate such 
experiences and understandings into their (imagined) future lives. I argue here that young people's 
understanding of risk is interlinked with their perception of space. This spatial dimension of risk, 
however, has largely been neglected in previous research. 
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1. Introduction

Social scientists have labeled young people in post-socialist Germany as the 
"losers" of reunification (see BRAKE & BÜCHNER, 1996; KOLLMORGEN, 2003) 
due to the rapid changes and new forms of socio-economic inequalities which are 
connected with the transition process. While high out-migration and 
unemployment rates and the lack of job and training opportunities are 
characteristic for most rural regions in western countries, academics have pointed 
out that East-German rural regions are particularly disadvantaged (BAUR & 
BURRMANN, 2000; BRAKE, 1996; BRAKE & BÜCHNER, 1996; KOLLMORGEN, 
2003). This refers back to the fact that rural life in the socialist German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) was mainly organized by the state through 
agricultural co-operatives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossenschaften) 
which also took over the responsibility for a wide range of social and 
administrative functions in rural areas (see RUDOLPH, 1997; VAN HOVEN, 
2001). After reunification, however, these service structures were dissolved 
without being replaced. [1]

Comparative research on East and West German youth further indicates that 
young East Germans are more likely to perceive their future as bleak, and are 
much more pessimistic about their future prospects than their western 
counterparts as they have experienced more dramatic changes (see BRAKE, 
1996; BRAKE & BÜCHNER, 1996; WERZ, 2001; FÖRSTER, 2003). In line with 
this, findings from the Shell youth studies (DEUTSCHE SHELL, 2002, 2006) refer 
to an increasing gap between East and West German youths with regard to their 
perception of their personal options. In this paper I focus on young people's 
perceptions of their everyday lives in rural East Germany more than 15 years 
after unification of the two German parts. I will analyze how these young people 
perceive and experience their everyday lives, and the choices and risks they are 
facing. The chapter will show how young people's understanding of everyday and 
future risks are shaped by their perception of spatial differences which has major 
implications on their understanding of how to prepare themselves for their future 
lives. This spatial dimension of risk, however, has all too often been overlooked 
even though it might provide a valuable contribution in creating a better 
understanding of the heterogeneity of young people's everyday lives in second 
modernity (BECK, 2002). [2]

2. The Meaning of Risk for Young People's Everyday Lives

BECK's (2000, 2002), BECK and BECK-GERNSHEIM's (2002) and GIDDENS' 
(1990, 1991, 1994, 2000) theoretical work on individualization and the 
development of a second modernity has become an important reference for youth 
research and youth studies in sociology and geography, both in the German and 
Anglo-American context (EVANS, BEHRENS & KALUZA, 1999; GRIFFIN, 2001; 
DEUTSCHE SHELL, 2002; ZINNECKER, BEHNKE, MASCHKE & STECHER, 
2002; BURDEWICK, 2003; VALENTINE, 2003; JENTSCH, 2004; JENTSCH & 
SHUCKSMITH, 2004; DEUTSCHE SHELL, 2006; FRANCE, 2007; FURLONG & 
CARTMEL, 2007; ROCHE, TUCKER, THOMSON & FLYNN, 2007). They argue 
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that living in the present-day world is connected with massive changes for the self 
as a consequence of wider globalization processes, including changes with 
regard to the welfare state, increasing labor market insecurities and the loss of 
former traditional bonding. It means that new opportunities as well as risks and 
uncertainties have become fundamental components of people's everyday life. [3]

Although BECK's description of second modernity as a society where inequalities 
can no longer be explained through the dimension of class has been criticized 
(EVANS, 2002; LEHMANN, 2004; SHUCKSMITH, 2004; HÖRSCHELMANN & 
SCHÄFER, 2005; SHARLAND, 2006; WYNESS, 2006; FURLONG & CARTMEL, 
2007; HÖRSCHELMANN & SCHÄFER, 2007), it is argued that the general 
characterization, which BECK and BECK-GERNSHEIM as well as GIDDENS 
provide for contemporary life conditions, are highly valuable as these authors 
"have been successful in identifying processes of individualization and risk which 
characterize late modernity and which have implications for lived experiences" 
(FURLONG & CARTMEL, 2007, p.2). This paper focuses on meanings and 
understandings of risk and uncertainties as expressed by participants of the 
study. It critically questions in how far BECK's, BECK-GERNSHEIM's and 
GIDDENS' conceptualization of risk helps to understand these young people's 
everyday experiences and how it affects their present day and future lives. [4]

BECK (1992) describes the new risks that people are facing in contemporary 
western societies as increased global risks, such as the threat of nuclear war and 
environmental disasters. He also refers to the risks which affect people on the 
basis of their everyday lives. This includes processes of de-traditionalization and 
individualization which, on the one hand, free the individual from former 
constraints. Young people are perceived as being in the position to choose from a 
range of different lifestyles, subcultures and identities so that "the individual 
himself or herself becomes the reproduction unit for the social in the life world" 
(BECK, 1992, p.130). [5]

On the other hand, however, these processes create new uncertainties and risks 
as people are increasingly forced to plan and reflexively (re)construct their 
biographies. It means that the self "has to be created and recreated on a more 
active basis than before" (GIDDENS, 2000, p.47) and has become a "reflexive 
project" (GIDDENS, 1994) for which the individual as an active agent has become 
responsible. The individual thus plays an important role in the construction of 
his/her own identity, which makes reflexively organized life-planning increasingly 
important (GIDDENS, 1994). BECK and BECK-GERNSHEIM (2002) and 
GIDDENS (1994, 2000) highlight that the increasingly demanded individualization 
can be perceived as a burden people have to cope with on an individual level 
(see also WALKERDINE, 2003; LEHMANN, 2004). It includes that experiences of 
structural inequalities are increasingly interpreted as personal failures (see 
BECK, 2002; SHUCKSMITH, 2004) which results in increased levels of pressure 
with which young people have to cope in creating their own biographies. [6]

Life, from this point of view, becomes a matter of personal decision while no clear 
guidelines are offered to help the individual to cope with these choices. The 
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individual can therefore also be referred to as the "victim of individualization" 
(BECK & WILLMS, 2004), as "(t)he normal biography thus becomes the "elective 
biography', the 'reflexive biography', the 'do-it-yourself' biography. This does not 
necessarily happen by choice, neither does it necessarily succeed" (BECK & 
BECK-GERNSHEIM, 2002, p.3, see also BRAKE & BÜCHNER, 1996; FURLONG 
& CARTMEL, 2007). These pressures produce the characteristic feeling of living 
in the second modernity: the feeling of insecurity which becomes part of people's 
everyday life (GIDDENS, 1994). [7]

Similarly to GIDDENS, BECK has warned against the "misleading impression that 
everyone can take equal advantage of mobility and modern communications, and 
that transnationality has been liberatory for all people" (BECK 2002, p.31). 
However, BECK's and GIDDENS' work has been criticized for not providing a 
conceptual framework that explains why people do not profit or suffer equally 
from the new chances and risks of second modernity as more recent research 
indicates (EVANS, 2002; LEHMANN, 2004; SHUCKSMITH, 2004; WYNESS, 
2006; FURLONG & CARTMEL, 2007). [8]

BECK's understanding of risk has further been criticized as it ignores the 
everyday construction of the meaning of risk and the different ways in which 
"reflexivity and individualization are experienced as part of personal biographies 
and how they are constructed via such categories as class and gender" 
(TULLOCH & LUPTON, 2003, p.66). Following a socio-cultural approach, 
TULLOCH and LUPTON (2003) focus on people's understandings and 
experiences of risk arguing that "risk knowledges" are context specific, historical  
and local. This socio-cultural analysis of young people's contextualized 
understandings and negotiations of everyday risks offers an opportunity to 
conceptually explore the multiple and diverse ways in which new risks and 
opportunities are perceived and experienced. MITCHELL, CRAWSHAW, 
BUNTON and GREEN (2001, p.219) have argued that these "everyday or lay 
accounts of risk as opposed to official accounts are extremely important as they 
help to give meaning to risk taking and risk rationalization in young people's 
lives." Such conceptualization of risk includes, for example, the understanding 
that risk-taking can be perceived both positively and negatively, and thus 
challenges "[s]ome aspects of the risk society thesis, particularly those 
contentions that tend to make sweeping generalizations about how 'late moderns' 
respond to risk" (TULLOCH & LUPTON, 2003, p.10). [9]

This approach supports EVANS' (2002) call to see young people as social actors 
in a social landscape. In line with recent research which has highlighted the 
importance of socio-geographic contexts for people's everyday lives (see 
GREEN, MITCHELL & BUNTON, 2000; GELDENS & BOURKE, 2008), this paper 
aims to contribute to a more complex understanding of young people's lives in 
second modernity. In particular, it will reflect on the socio-spatial dimension of risk 
by analyzing how young people link their rural, East German residency with their 
understanding and experience of everyday risks and uncertainties. This new 
analysis offers a better understanding of the multiple ways in which young people 
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translate understandings of spatial differences for their present day and future 
lives. [10]

3. The Meaning of Risk in a Rural, Post-Socialist Context

Particularly with reference to the socio-economic situation in the countryside, 
contemporary research suggests that life in rural areas is problematic for young 
people (FURLONG & CARTMEL, 2007; FRANCIS, 1999; BAUR & BURRMANN, 
2000; GLENDINNING, NUTTALL, HENDRY, KLÖP & WOOD, 2003; AUCLAIR & 
VANONI, 2004; MIDGLEY & BRADSHAW, 2006). GELDENS and BOURKE 
(2008) have shown that rurality is often constructed as being synonymous with 
risk and uncertainty. It could thus be argued that young people in rural regions 
have to face specific risks when creating their own biographies. In line with 
PANELLI (2002), I argue, however, that the negative image of the rural in general 
and of rural residency for young people in particular has to be challenged. Rural 
spaces are not only spaces of marginalization but also spaces of possibilities 
"where landscapes of youth can be read as terrains of creativity, conflict and 
change, flexing over the broader topography of political-economic processes and 
sociocultural systems" (PANELLI 2002, p.121). This does not mean that socio-
spatial or economic disadvantages of rural residency do not need to be 
investigated in more detail as they are of high political relevance to address 
young people's rights. It rather refers to the aim of elaborating a more complex 
and heterogeneous understanding of rural space and the heterogeneity of young 
people's rural lives (see also NAIRN, PANELLI & McCORMACK, 2003). [11]

To gain such insights a post-modern understanding of rurality will be used 
defining it as a social construction which includes the "words and concepts 
understood and used by people in everyday talk" (HALFACREE, 1993, p.29). 
This approach puts the definition of rurality no longer down to particular statistical 
characteristics or to a general dichotomous concept which assumes a contrast 
between the rural and the urban but emphasizes the importance of images and 
perceptions of rurality. This post-modern awareness of the social construction of 
rurality calls for a focus on the different discourses of rurality from the perspective 
of its residents. The rural thus "becomes a world of social, moral and cultural 
values in which rural dwellers participate" (CLOKE & MILBOURNE, 1992, p.360). 
This produces a specific knowledge about the rural and what it means to be rural 
(WOODS, 2007) which impacts on people's attitudes and behavior. This concept 
of rurality reflects MASSEY's (1993) progressive understanding of place. She 
argues that place 

"can be imagined as articulated movements in networks of social relations and 
understandings, but where a large proportion of those relations, experiences and 
understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than what we happen to define 
for the moment as the place itself" (p.239). [12]

MASSEY's (1993, 2005) approach rejects the assumption that places lose their 
significance and emphasizes in accordance with McDOWELL (1999) that 
everyday life is indeed a local affair that is globally connected. This 
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conceptualization of place highlights that the spatial organization is a key element 
with regard to people's identity construction. It represents an important context 
within which young people growing up in rural East Germany make sense of their 
everyday experiences and the risks and uncertainties they might face. [13]

Research on young people's lives in the context of post-socialism (see 
RIORDAN, WILLIAMS & ILYNSKY, 1995; MACHÁČEK, 1997; SMITH, 1998; 
ROBERTS, CLARK, FAGAN & THOLEN, 2000; HÖRSCHELMANN, 2002; 
PILKINGTON, OMEL'CHENKO, FLYNN, BLIUDINA & STARKOVA, 2002; 
PILKINGTON & JOHNSON, 2003; PILKINGTON, 2004; HÖRSCHELMANN & 
SCHÄFER, 2005; NUGIN, 2008) showed, that values and norms developed in the 
past, as well as in the context of transformation continue to be relevant for how 
people experience and interpret present conditions. These findings challenge the 
perception of post-socialism as "a temporary, transitional category with no power 
beyond a limited historical and geographical moment" (STENNING, 2005, p.113). 
In the context of young people's lives in post-communist Estonia, NUGIN (2008) 
argues that the experiences of uncertainties in transition-societies are constantly 
changing. Her research shows that different age cohorts perceive and experience 
uncertainties differently. It indicates that transformation processes can affect 
groups of people differently and thus highlights the importance of socio-cultural 
approaches to uncover such differences. Such research, which focuses on 
people's perception of risk, further allows the analysis of the meaning of the 
socio-spatial dimension of risk which has been mostly neglected up to now 
(GELDENS & BOURKE, 2008). This article aims to address this gap by providing 
an insight into young people's perceptions of risk. It will be argued that it is crucial 
to take these spatial dimensions of risk into account to more fully understand how 
young people cope with, challenge and/or overcome experiences of disadvantage 
and risk and how they plan and prepare for their (future) lives. In the following I 
will give a brief outline of the research study before presenting some of the 
research findings. [14]

4. Background to the Research Project

Since reunification Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (MV) suffers from dramatic 
economical changes. It has been classed as an EU 1 region (BUNDESAMT FÜR 
BAUWESEN UND RAUMORDNUNG, 2000), which means that it belongs to one 
of the poorest and structurally weakest regions in Europe. This refers to various 
characteristics, such as a poorly developed infrastructure and high 
unemployment rates, which are more than twice as high as the national average. 
In 2005, 21,3% of the population in MV were unemployed, which affected 19% of 
young people under the age of 25 (STATISTISCHES LANDESAMT 
MECKLENBURG-VORPOMMERN, 2005, p.4). In addition, the birth-rate dropped 
drastically by more than 50% between the years 1989 and 1994 
(STATISTISCHES LANDESAMT MECKLENBURG-VORPOMMERN, 2003, p.56), 
and is still in decline. Further, high out-migration rates of young people in 
particular characterize the region since reunification. This trend is supposed to 
continue (FISCHER & KÜCK, 2004; KRÖHNERT, VAN OLST & KLINGHOLZ, 
2004) and refers to the main problem the region has to face. [15]
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Although increasing rates of out-migration and decreasing birth-rates have been 
put on the political agenda in Germany, there is still a lack of qualitative research 
that focuses on the actual situation of young people's lives (DIENEL & GERLOFF 
2003). Such insights, however, are needed to develop a more sustainable 
concept of keeping the standard of living in rural areas high and to offer young 
people the possibility to choose if they want to stay or leave their rural regions. [16]

My doctoral research aimed to address these issues by focusing on young 
people's everyday and future lives in rural East Germany (SCHÄFER, 2008). An 
in-depth, qualitative research project was designed which included the use of 
focus group discussions, research training for participants, facilitating peer-
research and the development of smaller research projects which were designed, 
conducted and analyzed by participants themselves. This participatory research 
approach resulted in a high level of engagement of 67 14-16 year olds and 
provided a rich insight into their everyday lives and future prospects. Access to 
the participants was gained through five different schools in Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern, one of the five "new federal states" that formerly belonged to the 
GDR (German Democratic Republic). At the beginning of the project a 
questionnaire survey was handed out by the teachers to all students in grade 8 
and 10 which included questions regarding participants' socio-economic 
background, their educational level and general questions around their everyday 
lives. The return rate was 73% (n=124) which could be interpreted as young 
people's high interest in the research project. Some findings from this survey will 
be discussed here. Due to the fact that I could not be involved in the introduction 
and distribution of the questionnaires, however, I decided to treat findings from 
the questionnaire as additional information to further contextualize the analysis of 
the qualitative data I gathered. [17]

The main data, however, was generated in the next stage of the participatory 
research project which used a range of qualitative research methods (including 
focus group discussions, visual methods such as drawings, photographs, video 
filming), to gain a deeper insight into young people's perceptions and 
understandings of their everyday lives. Aiming for the research to be as inclusive 
as possible and to give all students the opportunity of making an informed 
decision about participating in the project, I presented the aims of the project in 
each school to students from one class in grade 8 and one in grade 10 (with ca. 
15-20 pupils in each class). After the initial information session in which the 
project was introduced and participants' involvement was outlined, I met with 
those who expressed interest in the project and agreed the day and time of our 
weekly focus group discussions. The number of students who wanted to 
participate varied from 5-11 students per class. This meant that the final sample 
included 9 groups of young people with a total of 67 students (36 female, 31 male 
students). Three to five focus group discussions were conducted with each group 
(depending on their interest and motivation). In addition, research training was 
provided for young people to develop their own research projects on topics that 
were relevant to them. Here, however, I want to focus on findings from the focus 
group discussions which offer a valuable insight into young people's 
understanding and negotiation of risks. All focus group discussions were fully 

© 2010 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/



FQS 11(1), Art. 5, Nadine Schäfer: The Spatial Dimension of Risk: 
Young People's Perceptions of the Risks and Uncertainties of Growing Up in Rural East Germany

transcribed (in German) and analyzed following a grounded theory approach 
(GLASER & STRAUSS, 1967; STRAUSS & CORBIN, 1998). I followed the three 
stages of coding as described by STRAUSS and CORBIN (1998) who distinguish 
between open, axial and selective coding. While the first two steps of open and 
axial coding were done by hand on the print outs of the interview transcripts the 
final step of selective coding was done with the help of NUD*IST qualitative 
analysis software (N6). Quotations from the focus group discussions have been 
translated into English by the author after completion of the data analysis. [18]

It is important to highlight that the participants belong to the first generation which 
was born at the time of, or shortly before or after the reunification of the two 
German states in 1990. It means that they have not lived in the GDR themselves. 
The research thus aimed to get an insight into the ways in which growing up in a 
post-socialist country impacted on the young people's everyday lives. It could be 
assumed that young people might have developed an understanding of what it 
was like to live in the GDR through narratives of their parents and grandparents 
as well as through the experience of still existent customs and behaviors which 
refer back to the socialist socialization of their parents. Such understandings 
might have implications on how they perceive and experience the ongoing 
transformation processes and how they perceive experiences of disadvantage 
and risk. [19]

5. Young People's Perception of the Disadvantages and Risks of 
Growing up in Rural East Germany

It became clear in the course of the research that participants connected a 
number of disadvantages and risks with their rural East German residency. 
However, young people distinguished clearly between those disadvantages and 
risks which they characterized as rural and those which they perceived as East 
German. In the following I will firstly introduce the dimensions which participants 
identified as rural disadvantages, to then analyze their perception of risks which 
they perceived as being connected with living in East Germany. [20]

Participants identified a range of disadvantages which they perceived as 
characteristic for growing up in the countryside. The following table (Table 1) lists 
the most frequently discussed disadvantages and further includes some of the 
strategies participants referred to in the focus group discussions as ways to cope 
with or overcome them.
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Disadvantages of growing up rural Strategies to overcome experienced 
disadvantages

Lack of shopping facilities Travel to other towns/cities: 

on their own

with their parents

Order via Internet

Lack of leisure facilities Travel to other places (driven by parents)

Meet with friends at home or in 
public/outdoor places

Poor transport facilities Cycling

Getting driving license

Asking friends who can drive

Use the Internet to overcome spatial 
distances

Limited number of peers at place of 
residency

Use Internet to build up friendships

Pen-friends in other parts of the country

Social pressure and control Aiming to "fit in"

Creating own spaces confronting or 
escaping adult control

Considering out-migration

Gender specific job opportunities (identified 
by female participants)

Conforming to normative expectations

Trying to rebel against normative 
expectations

Considering out-migration

Table 1: Participants' perceptions of the disadvantages of growing up in a rural region [21]

While the motivation and ability to develop strategies to challenge perceived 
disadvantages varied immensely amongst the participants, it became clear that 
they all shared the understanding, that most of these disadvantages were only 
temporary. Participants argued, for example, that their opportunities to make use 
of services and facilities within the region would increase when they were getting 
older as they would become more mobile (through, for example, having a car or 
being able to afford public transport or pay for a taxi). It further means that 
although all participants raised the issue of limited public transport they did not 
perceive it as something that had to be urgently addressed as the problem would 
dissolve—at least to some extend—when they were becoming older. [22]

In contrast to these "temporary" disadvantages, however, participants found it 
much more difficult to challenge or cope with experiences of social pressure and 
control or normative expectations connected with, for example, gender specific 
roles. Such issues were particularly referred to by female participants. The 
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following quotes are characteristic for the comments the girls/young women 
made in the focus group discussions.

Melanie (16, f)1: When you walk through the village, when we have a family festivity 
then they [people in the village] watch you. They all sit at their windows—stuck to the 
glass. And next day they all tattle about it: who it was and how much she has 
changed and so on. And then the gossip goes on until you pass their windows again. 
And I think that is much worse for the girls than for the boys.

Anja (16, f): If you gain a bad reputation in [name of the village] it goes around the 
whole world. It really does! (...) Well, probably not the whole world but all the young 
people in surrounding villages will know about it. And some weeks later, when you 
have probably forgotten all about it somebody will come up to you and say: "oh, what 
have you done," you know. That is really weird. [23]

Those participants who referred to experiences of social pressure and gender 
specific expectations often considered leaving their rural environment when they 
were older. It supports findings by GELDENS and BROUKE (2008) which indicate 
that rural communities provide young people with reduced choices of identity 
formation. GLENDINNING et al. (2003) have further described rural communities 
as a "fish bowl" where young people are confronted with a high level of social 
pressure to conform to local cultural expectations. The authors argue that gender 
is a key dimension affecting young people's feelings about their communities. [24]

The dimensions of rural disadvantages which participants identified were 
generally in line with those to which young people growing up in other European 
regions refer to (see BÖHNISCH & WINTER, 1990; FRANCIS, 1999; BAUR & 
BURRMANN, 2000; AUCLAIR & VANONI, 2004; COMMISSION FOR RURAL 
COMMUNITIES, 2005; FURLONG & CARTMEL, 2007). They thus represent 
forms of structural disadvantages which are not unique to the East German but 
characteristic for rural contexts. It highlights that socio-geographic contexts play 
an important role with regard to young people's experiences and perceptions of 
everyday risks and opportunities (GREEN et al., 2000; GLENDINNING et al., 
2003; GELDENS & BOURKE, 2008; NUGIN, 2008). [25]

In the course of the project, it became further clear that participants were 
particularly concerned about their future careers. They repeatedly discussed 
issues such as the risk of unemployment, lack of job opportunities and limited 
ways of preparing themselves for the transition from school to work. The 
perception of being at risk of becoming unemployed was reinforced by young 
people's experiences that even those who are willing to work can end up in long-
term unemployment, as 16 year old Ann described:

Ann (16, f): My mum has been unemployed for more than 6 Years now. She has 
written so many applications—we could use them as wall-paper for the whole flat 
now. [26]

1 Participants' names have been anonymized. Their age (in years) and gender (f=female, 
m=male) is indicated in brackets. "I" is used for the interviewer.
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Being asked how they perceived their chances of finding a job within the region in 
the questionnaire, nearly half of the participants (48%) ranked their personal job 
opportunities as bad or without reasonable chance, while 41% described their 
chances as moderate (see figure 1). Less than 12% of young people described 
their chances as good, including one respondent who described his/her chance 
as very good. These perceptions of future chances within the region were not 
significantly dependent on gender (p=0.485), age (p=0.185) or educational 
achievement of respondents (p=0.728).

Figure 1: Perception of future job opportunities in the region (n=123) [27]

Participants gave similar responses with regard to the question about whether or 
not they worried about the job situation in the region. The majority of students 
(63%) stated that they sometimes worried about the job situation while nearly 
every third participant (27%) indicated that they worried often about their future 
career. Only 10% of respondents stated that they did not worry at all. When 
analyzing young people's level of concern by using Mann Whitney, no significant 
differences were found in relation to participants age (p=0.107) or educational 
level (p=0.306). It became clear, however, that female participants were more 
likely to worry than boys (U=1375.000; p=0.049). This was confirmed in the focus 
group discussions where female participants repeatedly indicated that they might 
have fewer opportunities to find work within the region than for their male peers. 
Antje, for example, described it as follows: 

Antje (16, f): But I think there are not many job opportunities for girls. I mean, well, if I 
was a boy, for example, then I would have become a mason or a road builder or a 
house-painter. [28]

This perception of gender specific job opportunities corresponds with research on 
rural youth in other European countries which has highlighted that girls and young 
women often perceive their job prospects within rural regions as more restricted 
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than their male counterparts (see LITTLE, 1986; BELL & VALENTINE, 1995; 
DAHLSTROEM, 1996; LITTLE, 1997, 2002a, 2002b; GLENDENNING et al., 
2003; LITTLE & LEYSHON, 2003; LITTLE & PANELLI, 2003). [29]

Despite the gender difference in the extent to which young people worried about 
their future lives it became clear, however, that this worry represented a general 
concern among the participants. The majority of young people in this study thus 
repeatedly referred to feelings of being at risk of getting a poor education or job 
training and/or of becoming unemployed. The analysis of the focus group 
discussion revealed that this concern was highly interlinked with their 
understanding of growing up in post-socialist East Germany. Contrary to most 
issues which participants identified as being connected with their rural residency 
(but in line with the issue of social pressure and gender specific expectations), 
these issues seemed to be perceived as long-term disadvantages and thus as 
creating potential risks regarding young people's future lives. [30]

Participants referred to the understanding of still persisting fundamental East-
West German differences which they often described as having strong 
implications for the job market. Robert (16), for example, argued that East-West 
German differences were still apparent in the way in which jobs were accessed: 

Robert (m, 16): I think the only way to get a job in East Germany is through 
connections. That is quite different in the West. Here, I have heard a lot of people 
saying: my father works there and now I got a job there too. That never happens in 
the West. There, you do your interview and then they choose the one who is best 
qualified for the job. And I prefer it that way. [31]

Participants repeatedly referred to East-West German differences with regard to 
the job market and job opportunities (see Table 2). 

Situation in East Germany Situation in West Germany

Poor job situation More jobs

Lower salary Higher salary 

Types of jobs restricted Variety of jobs available

Getting a job is dependent on connections Getting a job is dependent on 
personal qualification

Table 2: Young people's perceptions of differences between East and West Germany [32]

The risk of unemployment was understood as an East German and thus as a 
spatial disadvantage that affected not only young people but everybody who was 
growing up and living in the Eastern part of the country. It indicates that young 
people perceived themselves as living in a marginalized East German region 
rather than as marginalized rural citizens or marginalized (rural) youth. It refers to 
a process of the "normalization of risks," as perceived risks have become a 
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normal part of (young) people's everyday lives (see GREEN et al., 2000). This 
spatial understanding of risk challenges the concept of risk as used by GIDDENS 
and BECK and highlights that socio-spatial dimensions of young people's 
everyday lives have strong implications on their risk knowledges. The latter is 
important, however, to better understand the choices young people make and the 
strategies they develop to cope with, challenge and/or overcome perceived risks. 
Further, such insights allow to rethink the appropriateness and need of 
governmental policies, youth services and needs of young people and can help to 
address issues of inequalities and to support young people achieving their full 
potential and dreams. These findings of the spatial dimension of young people's 
perception and understanding of risk highlight the value of MASSEY's (1993) 
conceptualization of space in terms of the complexity of interacting social 
relations and the importance of space and locality within young people's 
perceptions of others as insiders and outsiders. In the following section, I want to 
analyze in more depth how participants made sense of perceived spatial 
disadvantages, risks and opportunities and which implication this had on their 
everyday and future lives. [33]

6. Negotiating Risk: Who Benefits and Who Struggles? 

The majority of participants highlighted that socialist experiences and values still 
had a major impact on their parents' present-day life. It indicates that people's 
experiences in post-socialist countries are often still shaped by norms and values 
which were developed in the socialist past (see also RIORDAN et al., 1995; 
MACHÁČEK, 1997; SMITH, 1998; ROBERTS et al., 2000; HÖRSCHELMANN, 
2002; PILKINGTON et al., 2002; PILKINGTON & JOHNSON, 2003; 
PILKINGTON, 2004; HÖRSCHELMANN & SCHÄFER, 2005). At the same time, 
participants argued, however, that the transformation process affected them 
differently from the older generations. Participants often emphasized that they 
had actually not experienced living in a socialist country themselves. The 
differentiation between those who grew up under socialism, such as their parents 
and grandparents, and those who were born into a unified country like 
themselves became particularly clear in Anna's description of the differences 
between her own and her father's present day life:

Anna (15, f): My father always says that he could not survive in the West as he grew 
up in a completely different world. So he has to stay here. He taught me that the 
West Germans are different but that it is not their fault, really, and they are not really 
bad. They are just different. My dad believes that I will do fine there and I think so too. 
I really want to go there to find a good job and I know I won't have any problems there 
at all; it is just that my father is too old now to live there. [34]

Anna made a clear distinction between her father's and her own (future) life. The 
East, according to Anna's explanation, still offered a safe place for her father to 
live; while the West represented the world of "capitalism" which he was not used 
to and within which he could not survive. The Eastern and Western German parts 
were thus perceived by Anna as still being divided along the former borders. This 
perception was shared by all participants and was connected with their 
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understanding that different skills were needed to survive in each part of the 
country. [35]

From the participants' point of view, people who were socialized in the GDR were 
often perceived as facing more risks than the younger generation, because it 
seemed nearly impossible for the former to build a bridge between their socialist 
upbringing and capitalism. This was explained on the one hand by the poor socio-
economic situation, an outcome of the collapse of the socialist system and the 
transformation process. On the other hand, it was strengthened by young 
people's perception that the older generations were often unable or unwilling to 
make use of the new opportunities, because they were still affected by their 
socialist upbringing. Young people described the older generations thus often as 
being trapped spatially in the East German part unable to survive in the capitalist 
West. For Anna, it seemed to mean that she had to physically move and thus 
leave her father as well as East Germany behind to be able to build her own life in 
reunified (Western) Germany. Such understanding was also reflected in 
participants' perception of East Germany as a good place to spend holidays or to 
return to after retirement but not as a place for young people to live and build up 
their careers. [36]

Anna's quote brings to the point what the majority of participants repeatedly 
highlighted during the focus group discussions: that reunification had opened 
new opportunities and chances for the young generation. These opportunities, 
however, were perceived as being available in the West. East Germany, on the 
other hand, was perceived by participants as a place of stagnation which offered 
young people only very limited opportunities for their future lives, as people's 
everyday lives were still closely linked with its socialist past. Even though there 
were differences amongst young people with regard to their willingness and wish 
to migrate to the West, the majority of participants shared this understanding. It 
indicates that the discourse on still existing East-West German differences did 
build an important part of young people's understanding of the living conditions in 
reunified Germany. [37]

This seems to reflect findings from a study on East Germans' perceptions of their 
lives in unified Germany by FÖRSTER (2004). Looking at East Germans who 
were born in 1972/73 and who thus roughly represent the parental generation of 
my own participants, FÖRSTER found that East Germans often did not connect a 
positive perception of the future with their East German residency. His 
participants particularly highlighted, however, that they were even more 
concerned about their children's future in the Eastern part of the country. It could 
indicate that the perception of the "East" as the "past" and the "West" as the 
"future" might be deeply rooted in people's perception of everyday life conditions 
in unified Germany. Such understanding is also reflected in the dominant public 
inner-German discourse on the still existent East German otherness as 
(re)produced in the media (see HÖRSCHELMANN, 2001, 2002, 2007; 
SCHLOTTMANN, 2005). It indicates how deeply rooted these spatial perceptions 
of risks can be and raises the questions of how to challenge such perceptions of 
still existing fundamental differences. [38]
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7. Making Sense of Perceptions and Experiences of Everyday Risks

This section focuses on the implications which young people's perception of 
growing up rural and of still existing differences between East and West Germany 
had on their understanding of and preparation for their future lives. I will start by 
looking at a key dimension which young people identified as important for a 
successful transition into the job market (see also SCHÄFER, 2007). It will then 
be shown how such understandings are interlinked with their spatial perception of 
risks and opportunities and how they translated this for their own (future) lives. [39]

Participants shared the understanding that education represented one of the key 
dimensions to improve their chances in the job market. However, their everyday 
experiences were often contradictory to such understanding, as better 
qualifications or higher degrees did not always guarantee greater success in the 
job market. Participants often referred to experiences of friends, family or 
community members who were struggling to get a job, even though they had 
achieved exceptionally good school leaving qualifications. 

Nadine (16, f): But some leave with the best marks and they also don't get a job. I 
know a girl who had a really tough time. She was here last year and got a first in her 
school exams and could hardly find a job. 

I: But generally would you say when you are really good in school and when you are a 
bit clever then you have a good chance [to get a job]?

Patrick (16, m): No. 

Anja (16, f): No (...) Well some people who are really good [at school] still haven't 
found any vocational training places yet. [40]

Participants tried to make sense of these contradictory experiences and to 
translate them into strategies for their own future lives. It seemed often unclear to 
participants, however, how best to improve their job opportunities. Some 
participants had experienced, for example, that going for higher education could 
even become an obstacle to find a good job:

Tanja (14, f): It could happen that a student from a Realschule2 has really high marks 
whereas the student from the Gymnasium has only moderate results. 

Manuela (14, f): Yes, then it is better to have a better Realschule-degree.

Tanja (14, f): It means that having an Abitur is probably not always an advantage. 

I: Well, but then you can study at University.

Dirk (14, m): Yeah, but I have read in a newspaper that they [employers] had one 
applicant from a Gymnasium and one from a Realschule and they did not take the 
student from the Gymnasium but the other one! [41]

2 The qualifications which can be achieved at the different German school types can be 
translated into the English system as follows: Förderschule = Special Educational Needs 
School; Hauptschulabschluss = Pre-GCSE, Realschulabschluss = GCSE (Realschule), Abitur = 
A-Level (Gymnasium).
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As for reasons why employers may choose a Realschule-student over a student 
from a Gymnasium, participants referred to financial aspects that make it more 
attractive to employ less educated people: 

I: Do you think that everybody has equal chances to get a job?

Christiane (16, f): No, not at all. I mean, well, sometimes you have to have really good 
marks, but on the other hand: when you have Abitur and your marks are too good, 
then they can't pay you. I mean, that is weird. You really don't know what to do. 

Anja (16, f): Yeah, over-qualified.

Christiane (16, f): Yes, that's the risk. [42]

Referring to examples from the local job market where higher education had not 
helped to improve people's job chances, some students thus concluded that the 
effort to get Abitur and spending another three years in school may even increase 
the risk of unemployment. Patrick, for example, pointed out: 

Patrick (16, m): I mean, nowadays you have to consider if you really want to get A-
levels. If you do Abitur you lose several years and then the unemployment rate is 
even higher than it is today. You should really think twice about it. [43]

It became clear in the focus group discussions that participants did not expect the 
job situation to improve over the next few years. Staying in higher education was 
thus understood by some as worsening their already limited chances, and thus 
creating additional risks. The translation of these local experiences into strategies 
to improve their own position in the job market did therefore sometimes include 
not aiming for the highest possible qualification. [44]

Participants further identified issues which they perceived as possibly putting 
themselves at risk. This included the option of taking on vocational training in the 
region. The participants perceived the opportunities of gaining vocational training 
not only as limited but also highlighted that the working conditions and financial 
implications of getting the training locally were putting them at additional risk, 
such as financial independence. 

Melanie (16, f): You have to work for three months [in the company] without getting 
paid. Three months, that's incredible (...) and even then you can't be sure that you get 
the training. I really don't know how you are supposed to finance this. 

Anja (16, f): I am really scared, because it happened to my sister when she finished 
school. She was on vocational training and she had to count every penny. She 
couldn't even buy a pair of shoes because she wasn't earning enough! [45]

Again, such perceptions and experiences often resulted in young people 
considering leaving the region and probably migrating to West Germany to build 
up their careers. It indicates that participants generally shared the understanding 
that education and additional qualifications are key entering the job market. 
Preparing yourself for the job market, however, was perceived as being 
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connected with additional risks in the context of their rural East German 
environment. [46]

Referring to research on unemployment in rural areas conducted by CARTMEL 
and FURLONG (1997), SHUCKSMITH (2000) highlights that rural young people 
are generally integrated in two separate labor markets: the national labor market 
on the one hand and the local labor market on the other hand. The first is 
characterized as the distant and often well paid market. Access to this market, 
according to SHUCKSMITH (2000), is mainly dependent on education and social 
background. In contrast to this, rural young people also have access to a poorly 
paid, often insecure local job market within which their prospects are highly 
limited. [47]

Participants' ambiguous description of education as both enabling and restricting 
mirrors their experiences of two quite separate labor markets. Here, it becomes 
important that participants perceived their local environment as typically East  
German rather than typically rural. They thus distinguished between two different 
job markets which they perceived as being characterized by East-West German 
rather than urban-rural differences. Participants argued that higher education and 
qualifications were more important in the West German job market. This had 
implications on, for example, their career and migration plans. For those who 
considered staying in East Germany it thus made sense to translate local 
experiences into strategies to best prepare themselves for the regional/urban 
market as the local job market was perceived as representative for the East 
German job market. This meant, however, that those participants who were 
hoping or saw a possibility of staying within the region (and/or within East 
Germany) perceived "under-achievement" as a sensible strategy. Following this 
strategy, however, might disadvantage them to succeed in the context of more 
competitive urban job markets in the region and thus reduce their chances in 
towns and cities in their direct environment. [48]

MÜLLER (2001) has further highlighted that young people growing up in East 
Germany have often experienced a devaluation of their parent's qualifications in 
the transformation process. In her research on risks and opportunities of rural 
East German youth in the local and regional job market, MÜLLER found that such 
experiences sometimes resulted in an understanding that education and 
qualification does not always lead to success in the job market. This had a strong 
impact on the strategies young people chose to improve their personal chances, 
resulting in the development of negative assimilation strategies (MÜLLER, 2001, 
p.220) such as getting a lower qualification. The development of such strategies, 
however, might exclude these young people even more. [49]

Participants of this research study were born at the time of unification and thus 
had not gained experiences of growing up in a socialist country or of the 
immediate changes connected with reunification in 1990. This could explain why 
they did not directly refer to experiences of "disqualification" as described by 
MÜLLER (2001), nor did they refer to such experiences of their parents or 
grandparents. However, it could be assumed that the understanding and meaning 
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of education is highly contested amongst older generations due to experiences of 
"devaluation" which could result in a perception that aiming for the highest 
educational level might not guarantee successful transition into the job market. 
Further research should analyze parental understandings of the meaning of 
education and how it impacts on the ways young people are prepared or prepare 
themselves for the future transition into the job market. [50]

8. Conclusion

The analysis indicates that young people's perception of the risks and 
uncertainties which characterize their everyday lives is influenced by their 
understanding of spatial differences. Participants in this study reflected in 
particular on two spatial dimensions: the meaning of growing up growing up in a 
rural area and of growing up in post-socialist Germany. Most disadvantages and 
risks which participants identified as typically rural were in line with those 
identified in other European studies on young people's rural lives (see 
BÖHNISCH & WINTER, 1990; FRANCIS, 1999; BAUR & BURRMANN, 2000; 
AUCLAIR & VANONI, 2004; COMMISSION FOR RURAL COMMUNITIES, 2005; 
FURLONG & CARTMEL, 2007). It highlights the importance of local contexts and 
thus strengthens the call for a socio-spatial conceptualization of risk. [51]

With regard to their future lives, however, the second dimension of spatial 
differences seemed to be even more important. Participants clearly identified 
poor job and training opportunities as the main disadvantage of their East 
German residency. Reunification was understood, however, as having created 
new options to realise personal aims and ambitions, giving East Germans access 
to the West German and international job market. Participants thus highlighted 
that leaving the region and building a career somewhere else (most likely in West 
Germany) was perceived as an opportunity which had emerged with the fall of the 
wall. The transformation process was thus understood as having opened up new 
choices rather than a burden or additional disadvantage (see also NUGIN, 2008). 
Young people also generally perceived themselves as being able to exercise 
choice and control over their lives and often highlighted that it was up to them to 
overcome perceived disadvantages. [52]

On the other hand, young people (re)produced popular stereotypes that referred 
to essential differences between East and West Germans with regard to lifestyles 
and values. They highlighted that the socialist upbringing of their parents and 
grandparents still had a major impact on people's life in East Germany resulting 
in essential differences between the two parts of Germany. Young people even 
predicted the persistence of this German-German divide for at least another 
generation. These understandings seemed to be constantly reproduced not only 
by the older generations but also by the media which had a strong impact on 
participants understanding of the East-West German relationship. Young people 
did not, however, problematize these issues as structural inequalities. They rather 
highlighted the emergence of opportunities and their responsibility to take 
advantage of them individually. It means that participants did not describe 
themselves generally as the losers of reunification but rather highlighted the 
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increasing opportunities which were perceived as being available to develop their 
future job-careers in the West. According to the understanding that their 
economic disadvantage was connected to their geographical position the 
opportunity to migrate was therefore seen as a way to take responsibility for their 
own lives. [53]

These findings indicate that the spatial dimensions of young people's experience 
and perceptions of risks (and opportunities) need to be taken into account to 
better understand which strategies they develop to cope with and challenge such 
risks. Such insights will also offer new opportunities to critically evaluate and re-
think which services and support young people need to create their own 
biographies and to overcome experienced disadvantages and risks. [54]

Participants' understanding that people are affected differently by the 
transformation process and that the younger generation might have more 
chances to profit from new opportunities which emerged with reunification of the 
two German states challenges BECK's and GIDDENS' understanding that global 
risks represent key concerns of (young) people's everyday lives. It rather 
highlights that risk knowledges are context specific (TULLOCH & LUPTON, 2003) 
and that socio-spatial landscapes (EVANS, 2002) matter with regard to young 
people's creation of their own biographies. The perception and experiences of 
risks can thus be different for different people at different times and in different 
places. [55]

Finally, the findings challenge both, the descriptions of East German youth as 
losers of reunification and the over-generalized assumption that an East German 
identity can be understood as the outcome of East Germans' feelings of being 
treated as second class citizens in a united Germany (MEULEMANN, 1998). 
They rather highlight the importance of understanding young people's 
perceptions and experiences of everyday risks with regard to the socio-spatial, 
economical and cultural contexts in which they are growing up (see also GREEN 
et al., 2000; TULLOCH & LUPTON, 2003; NUGIN, 2008). The findings 
strengthen the call for a socio-cultural conceptualization of risk and provide an 
original insight into the multiple ways in which young people experience and 
negotiate their everyday lives. It calls for more conceptual and empirical work to 
analyze the meaning of space in the context of young people's lives in second 
modernity. Such research will help to gain a better understanding of who suffers 
and who benefits from (new) risks and uncertainties in western societies. [56]
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