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Abstract: Policy makers, professionals and the public have become increasingly concerned with 
identifying and managing young people who are not only troubled or at risk, but troubling or risky. 
Social work, however, has been relatively silent on the subject. In social work practice, young 
people have become largely "someone else's problem"; in the academy, relatively little critical 
attention has been given to their risk taking, or to the way we "make" or construct it. This paper 
takes an exploratory rather than systematically comprehensive journey, across a range of 
discursive terrains, to open up the debate. Examining current concerns with youth and risk, it explores 
some of the social and psychological theory bases whereby youth is constructed as a risky 
business. Drawing on empirical research from several disciplines, it examines patterns and 
dynamics of young people's risk taking, and explores concepts of risk culture and cultural learning, 
identity capital and BOURDIEU's notion of "habitus", to frame these. The discussion high-lights the 
need for critically reflective social work to understand the complex interplay of identity and agency, 
structure, culture and context that underpins young people's risk taking. It encourages us to 
scrutinise our judgements of what is acceptable or unacceptable riskiness, what within and what 
beyond the pale.

Table of Contents

1. Young People and Risk—Locating the Problem

2. Young People Behaving Badly? Public Perceptions, Policy Responses

3. Constructing Youth as a Risky Business

4. Research and Theoretical Insights

5. Conclusion—Implications for Social Work

References

Author

Citation

1. Young People and Risk—Locating the Problem

The idea of youth at risk has become central to a range of discourses, academic 
and professional. In the regional and global contexts of significant social, eco-
nomic and technical change, narratives of risk and uncertainty are widespread 
(BECK et al. 1994; BECK 1999; GIDDENS 1999). Young people, meanwhile, are 
seen both as a treasured resource and as endangered and dangerous—at risk. 
from others, to themselves, and to the fabric of communities (KELLY 2000a, 
2000b, 2003). The category of "youth at risk", and the imperatives to protect, 
monitor, contain and sustain young people in the transition to responsible 
adulthood, have come to the fore on multiple intellectual and professional 
agendas. [1]

1 This article was first published in the British Journal of Social Work: Advance Access, 17 
October 2005: doi:10.1093/bjsw/bch254.
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Politicians and policy makers are increasingly exercised by how to prevent young 
people from taking or being exposed to risk, from becoming socially excluded, 
deviant, unhealthy or unproductive (SOCIAL EXCLUSION UNIT 1999, 2000a, 
2000b; HOME OFFICE 2003; OFFICE OF NATIONAL STATISTICS 2004). 
However, in social policy and social work, there are some noteworthy 
ambivalences and gaps in the way that young people and risk are currently 
framed. Meanwhile, academic social work discourse is surprisingly quiet on the 
topic. A brief tour of national and international social work journals reveals that 
there is a dearth of work dedicated specifically to young people as a category, let 
alone to youth and risk. Where such work appears, it does so only with reference 
to discrete subgroups, presenting distinct problems, for targeted concern. On the 
"welfare" side of the care/control divide, we see care leavers, teenage parents, 
young homeless, addicts or those with mental health problems, considered as 
discrete populations of youth at risk (BUNTING & MCAULEY 2004a, 2004b; 
DAVIS et al. 2002; STEAD et al. 2004; STEVENS 2004). Slightly more 
prominent, perhaps, have been those on the "control" side of the divide—young 
people increasingly highlighted in policy as troublesome rather than troubled, at 
risk of offending or simply being offensive (GOLDSON 2000, 2002; D. SMITH 
2003; R. SMITH 2003; WHYTE 2004). [2]

Striking, however, in its absence from academic social work is a wider discourse 
on the status of risk in young people's lives, our understanding and response to it
—this in a context where popular, professional and policy wisdoms denote 
adolescence and youth as a period of "storm and stress", when individuals are 
more than ever likely to become risky to themselves and others. [3]

From this discursive absence stem two further observations. First, what is difficult 
to discern from the literature are the understandings that currently guide social 
work practice with young people and risk. Perhaps it is simply naive to search for 
these now? The most cursory conversation with practitioners about social work 
with young people in the UK context raises eyebrows either in puzzlement or 
resignation. In climates of resource restriction and narrowing of the social work 
role within the wider preventive agenda, mainstream social work practice with 
young people is a luxury rarely afforded (DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH 1996). 
More and more, responsibility for young people "belongs" to other agencies, 
public, voluntary, independent or community sector—a shift no doubt accentuated 
by the growing separation of children's from adult services, with young people 
falling (in)conveniently between. On top comes the implicit sliding scale of 
professional blame culture, with culpability for child protection failures judged 
even more heinous for younger children than older; thus the former, of necessity, 
is prioritised. That it may be naive to search now for the research and theory 
bases of social work with young people may be true. But this is no argument for 
ignoring the case for social work with young people at risk, nor indeed for 
ignoring research and theoretical insights to inform it. [4]

A second observation is that there is a wealth of research and theoretical dis-
cussion about young people and risk, taking place within a range of disciplines 
under the broad, if multi-coloured, umbrella of youth studies. Despite their 
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heterogeneity, most commentators share a vision of young people as a risky 
population, either by definition or by virtue of the contemporary world they live in. 
Academic social work debate has taken little of this on board. This paper aims to 
make a start. [5]

In doing so, several challenges are faced. The first is simply defining the terms of 
youth and risk for consideration. Clearly, it makes sense to distinguish in the 
detail between thirteen and twenty-year-olds. To open the broader debate, how-
ever, it is helpful to consider research and theory that concerns all those from 
early teens to twenty. As for risk, the focus here will be on risk taking as opposed 
to risk exposure, acknowledging that that the two are in multiple ways connected. 
Here too it is important to distinguish in the detail between, for example, practis-
ing unsafe sex, school exclusion, alcohol abuse or criminality. To begin the de-
bate, however, young people and risk taking merit consideration in the round. [6]

More challenging is the task of making connections between the very different 
empirical and theoretical discursive strands within youth and risk studies, all too 
often either tangled or passing each other by (COHEN & AINLEY 2000; FRANCE 
2000; KELLY 2000b). Psychology, social theory, sociology, medicinal science, 
criminology, educational and cultural studies have brought to the field different 
objects and processes of enquiry, different knowledges, different truths. This 
paper marks a beginning not an end to teasing from this web some coherent and 
constructive threads for social work to follow. [7]

The discussion looks first at current concerns with, and responses to, young 
people and risk, focusing on the British context. Turning then to the wider national 
and international literature, it explores some of the theoretical bases on which 
youth is constructed as a risky business, examining, as the title of the paper 
suggests, both risk taking and risk making. The former focuses on questions of 
agency, structure and identity. The latter reflects critically on the ways in which 
young people, and youth itself, have become constituted as risky. Finally, the 
discussion turns to specific research and theoretical developments that might 
inform social work understanding and practice. [8]

2. Young People Behaving Badly? Public Perceptions, Policy 
Responses

Historically, public discourses have used young people as a barometer of social 
ills, with whatever threats they appear to pose taken as indicators of society's 
moral decline (BRANNEN et al. 1994). Currently, this seems more than ever so, 
with mounting evidence marshalled, feeding public anxiety and neo-liberal policy 
reaction (CÔTÉ 2002; BUNTING 2004). [9]

It is not difficult to rehearse the catalogue of indicators available in the UK to 
support this case; COLEMAN and SCHOFIELD (2003) have provided a well 
documented digest of concerns. Mental health problems, commonly with 
adolescent onset, have reached worrying levels—suicidal behaviour and self 
harm particularly so. Far too many young people, especially females, smoke. 
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Levels of alcohol consumption and binge drinking are among the worst in Europe, 
as is young people's use of illicit drugs. Sexual activity starts increasingly early, 
with the most vulnerable practising unsafe sex. Sexually transmitted disease and 
HIV rates are higher than ever, teenage conceptions and abortions among the 
highest in Europe. School exclusions are hugely on the increase, and antisocial 
behaviour in all its forms perceived as a growing blight. Official youth crime rates 
have soared since 1950, with self-reported offending even higher. Neither our 
youngsters' own futures, nor the society they will constitute, look a pretty sight. [10]

There is, of course, an alternative story to be told. Drawing again on COLEMAN 
and SCHOFIELD (2003), we may marshal the countervailing evidence to 
question not necessarily whether the "problem" exists, but how it becomes 
inflated, stereotyped, to the point of moral panic. Drug use, for example, is mostly 
short-term, experimental and "soft". Teenage conception rates (albeit high) have 
decreased steadily over the last five years. Meanwhile, young people are staying 
longer in education/training, with a corresponding reduction in unemployment. 
Most striking of all, official youth crime trends have actually moved downwards 
over the last decade, with young people more likely than others to be the victims, 
rather than perpetrators, of crime (GOLDSON 2002). And in the broadest sense 
of all, we are faced with the anomaly that risk taking, or "edgework", is often 
applauded for adults, but rarely for young people (PLAND & PLANT 1992; 
LUPTON 1999). There is a clear case for questioning why young people are so 
pervasively regarded, even demonised, as risky. [11]

A preliminary step is to locate current public and policy responses to young 
people and risk within contemporary neo-liberal discourses. Here, residual 
principles of welfarism remain, but conditionally so, and in tension with the 
revived distinction between deserving and undeserving. Self-regulation is posited 
as the route to social inclusion (LUPTON 1999; FORSYTHE & JORDAN 2002; 
GARRETT 2003a, 2003b). As for social work, the professional role has become 
replete with contradictions. Struggling to uphold traditions of support and 
empowerment for the vulnerable, its role has become primarily disciplinary, 
"tough love" promoting normative self-regulation where possible, coercion where 
not (JORDAN 2004). Notable expressions of this can be seen in child and family 
social work, embedded in the Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need 
and their Families (DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH 2000) and in the shades of "big 
brother" lurking behind parenting orders, Information Sharing and Assessment, ID 
cards and the like (GARRETT 2003a, 2004). Noteworthy, too, has been a 
terminological shift evidenced in Every Child Matters (DEPARTMENT FOR 
EDUCATION AND SKILLS 2003) and the Children Act 2004. The overarching 
designation of children and young people "at risk" has come to embrace not just 
those in some way at risk of significant harm, but also those in danger of 
presenting risk to others, or to "preferred futures". Within the risk rhetoric, there 
has effectively been an elision between the agendas of care and control. In the 
case of young people, some have argued, concerns with the former have been 
significantly subsumed, even hijacked, by the latter (GOLDSON 2000, 2002). [12]
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A brief look at the raft of recent policy developments focusing on young people in 
England and Wales confirms both the blurring of the concept of risk, and the 
devolution of responsibility for its prevention and management away from social 
work. At national and local levels, policy initiatives have become polarised 
between those primarily preventive of social exclusion, and those coercive, for 
youngsters risky to the rest of us. Into both categories may fall those who engage 
in one way or another risky behaviour, but the distinction between those 
deserving support and those warranting correction is never explicit. Either way, 
with the possible exception of care leavers, they are primarily not the problem of 
social work. [13]

On the side of reducing risk of social exclusion, we have seen numerous 
governmental strategies and schemes, in all sectors, targeted at children and 
young people, aiming among other things to reduce poverty, improve environ-
ments and promote participation. We have Education Action Zones, and 
increased vocational training opportunities. We have multi-agency Health Action 
Zones, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, and, at last, a National 
Service Framework for those with health or mental health problems. For those at 
risk of offending, we have preventive schemes such as On Track; for those 
further along the slippery slope, Youth Offending Teams. For sex education, 
pregnant or parent teenagers, we have a wide range of initiatives promoted by 
the Social Exclusion Unit, the Teenage Pregnancy Unit and others. Connexions is 
now the service to which young people are expected to turn not only for support 
in progressing from education to work, but with personal problems too. The 
"joined-upness" and success of these initiatives is much disputed (GOLDSON 
2002; DEPARTMENT FOR WORK AND PENSIONS 2004), but it is safe to say 
that significant gaps remain apparent. The dearth of services for young people 
with mental health problems, for example, has been well publicised (YOUNG 
MINDS 2004); a 2004 Department for Education and Skills survey demonstrated 
that young people may indeed turn to Connexions with educational/vocational 
issues, but rarely with other problems (DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION AND 
SKILLS 2004). Once upon a time, these might have been for social work. Finally, 
those young people who have crossed the bureaucratic boundary (at eighteen) 
between childhood and adulthood must, for the most part, take their chances 
along with everyone else in the world of adult services. [14]

Beyond this, we come to young people defined as risky not just to themselves, 
but to "us". Paradoxically, these may now be embraced within the rhetorical 
category of "at risk", but they or their parents are increasingly designated worthy 
not of support but surveillance, control, punishment. Certainly, there are 
preventive and restorative components of policy and practice emerging from 
recent youth justice legislation (D. SMITH 2003). However, more striking has 
been the shift in emphasis from "youth justice" to "youth offending", the slide 
away from mainstream social work intervention, and the thrust towards punitive 
regulation, itself potentially criminalising (GOLDSON 2002; R. SMITH 2003; 
WHYTE 2004). For those aged over eighteen years (adults), the thrust of policy, 
in reality tougher on crime than the causes of crime, is yet more apparent. As for 
young people's risk taking, whether it merits care or control, neither seems much 
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the business of social work any more. To begin to redress the balance, we need 
to look first at the bases in psychological and social theory upon which youth and 
risk are configured. [15]

3. Constructing Youth as a Risky Business

While the conventional ascription of turbulence to the transitional state of youth is 
a matter of some dispute (COLEMAN & HENDRY 1999), most commentators 
agree that this is a period in which major transitions are to be negotiated, both in 
the internal self, and with the expectations of the external world. For better or 
worse, it is represented as a risky business. [16]

For psychologists, this is largely the case by definition. Risk taking itself is 
regarded as part not only of abnormal but normal development, carrying not just 
negative but positive consequences. Certainly, we are alerted to the pathological 
bases of some risk taking behaviours, such as eating disorders and substance 
misuse (RUTTER & SMITH 1995). Nonetheless, many normative formulations of 
adolescent psychology embrace risk taking. Cognitive developmental theory 
explains it in terms of the growing, but not yet fully developed, capacity to recog-
nise the consequences of their own actions and the perspectives of others 
(KOHLBERG 1984; HEAVEN 1996). For ELKIND (1967), adolescents' egocentric 
social cognitions prompt them to develop "personal fables"; the resulting exagger-
ated concept of invulnerability carries dangers, but emerges from a normal 
developmental process. Those focusing on identity development argue that 
young people's risk taking and experimentation are necessary parts of the indi-
vidualisation process, required for full identity achievement (MARCIA 1966; 
ERIKSON 1968, 1980). Accordingly, we may imagine, for example, Jane, a sixteen-
year-old girl, truanting from school when "bored", smoking a little, clubbing a lot 
and returning too drunk to remember. While her behaviours might prompt anxiety 
in those concerned for her best interests, her actions are to be seen simply as 
steps along the path to individuation and maturity. Indeed, much of the 
psychological literature presents adolescence as a risky business, but one in 
which risk taking is not only normal but desired bearing the eventual fruits of 
integrated sense of self, self-esteem and self-regulation (IRWIN & MILLSTEIN 
1986; JACK 1986). All too often, nonetheless, this induces the "pedagogical 
paradox"—in the desire to protect young people or ourselves, we prevent them 
from achieving the maturity that risk taking and learning from mistakes might 
afford (DE WINTER & NOOM 2003). [17]

From sociological and other disciplinary perspectives, there are alternative ways 
of considering youth as a risky business not by definition so much as by virtue of 
the world we live in. Within these quite disparate discourses, most are agreed 
that the nature of young people's transitions to adulthood has changed markedly 
in the space of one generation. Prolonged years in education, later entry into the 
workforce, reduced state support for independence and delayed home-leaving 
have made young people's trajectories towards adulthood more protracted, 
desequenced and fragmented than before (JONES & WALLACE 1990; JONES 
1995; COHEN & AINLEY 2000; EGRIS 2001). Here, however, the consensus 
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ends. What it means to be young in contemporary times is hotly contested, with 
questions of agency and structure, individualisation, risk and regulation brought to 
the fore. The terms of this debate are not unfamiliar to academic social work. 
They have, for example, been exemplified by the engaging "rumble in the jungle" 
between FERGUSON (2001, 2003), fighting for life politics, and GARRETT 
(2003b, 2004) for emancipatory politics, with HOUSTON (2004) extending the 
mediating hand of realism. However, social work has turned little of this 
theoretical attention towards young people and risk. [18]

Beginning to do so, we may look first to the work of BECK and GIDDENS (BECK 
et al. 1994; BECK 1998, 1999; GIDDENS 1991, 1999). Both propose that, in the 
post-traditional order, the social, economic, political and cultural foundations of 
modern industrial society have been overturned. Risk and uncertainty are the 
insignia of a "runaway world" (GIDDENS 1999), by virtue of newly manufactured 
dangers or the dissolution of institutional constraints, destabilised social 
structures and diminished expert certainties. Individuals are forced to interpret 
diverse, unpredictable experiences in order to establish their own coherent 
biographies. No longer regulated by external structures and norms, the self has 
become a fluid and "reflexive" "biographical project" (GIDDENS 1991). With this 
comes the potential for all the new freedoms and life choices so gladly trumpeted 
by "third way" politics. But at the same time, conditions of doubt penetrate all 
social life; self and identity are necessarily fragile, individualisation becomes a 
lonely business "full of risks which need to be confronted and fought alone" 
(BAUMAN 2001, p.xvii). [19]

For young people, the transition to adulthood becomes replete with opportunities 
and risks. Put positively, "life politics" holds that young people may now as never 
before be the architects of their own lives, free to negotiate their own pathways, 
take or avoid their own risks (WALLACE & KOVATCHEVKA 1998; ESRC 2004a). 
Jane is freer now than ever to decide to become a doctor, a dancer or a drop-out, 
to drink, smoke, or to play safe, as her heart and mind dictate. She may invent 
and re-invent herself as she goes—the agent of her own fulfilment. Put more 
bleakly, however, the life politics thesis and the culture of individualism 
increasingly hold young people accountable for their own lives. All too often, the 
public, policy and personal expectations of responsibility and fulfilment belie lived 
experience, generating the sense of failure, marginalisation and, for some, 
mental ill-health (RUTTER & SMITH 1995; EGRIS 2001). Jane might all too 
easily, for example, find herself out of work, unskilled, pregnant, lonely and 
depressed—and all, apparently, a consequence of her own actions. [20]

Challenges to the risk society and individualisation theses have been levelled on 
several counts. Among the foremost has been that they defy empirical evidence 
or investigation (ALEXANDER 1996; DINGWALL 1999). Some recent empirical 
work, however, has attempted to test this, in part confirming the utility of BECK's 
and GIDDENS' theses. Environmental and health technology risks, for example, 
have indeed been shown to be more globalised, less recognised and less 
controllable now than ever. The notion of "organised irresponsibility" has been 
helpful in explaining and challenging corporate and governmental 
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(mis)management of environmental risks (BENN 2004; CROTTY & CRANE 2004; 
MATTEN 2004) and risks generated through drug and medical technologies 
(MØLDRUP & MORGALL 2001; TURNER 2001; MØLDRUP et al. 2002). 
However, empirical substantiation of BECK's thesis is less clear when it comes to 
areas closer to the topic of this paper. TULLOCH and LUPTON (2003), 
examining risk and risk taking in everyday life, give a mixed verdict. Agreeing with 
BECK, they find evidence of heightened awareness of risk, and individualised risk 
calculations made in detachment from traditional ties. Nonetheless, they conclude 
that "the risk society thesis … is not sufficiently situated, not sufficiently 
concerned with localised 'tales from the field'" (TULLOCH & LUPTON 2003, 
p.128). Instead, they note how culturally specific and varied are people's 
perceptions of risk, and how complex are their constructions of it, both negatively 
and positively. We will return to these themes at a later point, when scrutinising 
the empirical evidence of young people's risk taking. [21]

For the present, however, the focus of discussion turns to the criticisms of risk 
society and individualisation theses more prominently to be found in the youth 
studies literature. The first is that BECK and GIDDENS all but ignore the 
continuing influence of social structure on individual and social lives; the second, 
that they elide, or exclude from consideration, issues of power. [22]

The social structural critique recognises the centrality of contemporary pre-
occupations with risk and individualisation, but disputes their bases in reality. 
Despite dramatic social and economic change, existing patterns of inequality—
poverty, class, gender and ethnic differences—continue to be reproduced 
(BOURDIEU 1977; FURLONG & CARTMEL 1997). This thesis is well 
represented generally in the social work literature (GOLDSON 2002; GARRETT 
2002, 2003a, 2003b), but the particular implications for young people and risk are 
not well explored. There is, however, sound evidence to suggest that the nature 
and success of the transition to adulthood are much influenced by class, culture, 
material and social resources; those less privileged struggle harder, are more 
exposed to risk and more likely to take it (PARKER et al. 1998; BYNMER 2001; 
SCHOON & BYNMER 2003). Seen in this light, Jane's risk taking behaviours—
now perhaps stretching to recreational drug use, unsafe sex or antisocial 
behaviour—might be recognised as escapism from poorly resourced, mundane 
everyday life. Deeper still, according FURLONG and CARTMEL (1997), cuts the 
pernicious "epistemological fallacy", generated by a culture of individualism. 
Young people like Jane are structurally denied opportunity to become 
stakeholders in the adult world, but encouraged by the culture of individualism to 
believe themselves accountable. Frustrated and self-blaming, Jane may all the 
more readily turn to alternative, risky sources of satisfaction and esteem. If we 
are to understand her behaviour, we need to understand much more fully the 
complexities of structure and agency involved. [23]

The second major challenge to the BECK/GIDDENS thesis draws on Foucauldian 
theory, and prompts us to scrutinise our constructions of what is risky and what is 
not, what within and what beyond the pale. This approach accepts that late-
modern society is preoccupied with risk and uncertainty, but holds that both must 
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be understood as manifestations of "governmentality" (FOUCAULT 1991). 
Governmentality denotes the strategies whereby norms, designed to regulate 
populations and individuals, are discursively generated through "expert 
knowledges" and deployed through multiple institutions, diverse and localised 
power relationships (ROSE & MILLER 1992; ROSE 1996; DEAN 1999; LUPTON 
1999). Risk, therefore, exists not as some external reality but as a "calculative 
rationality" of governance, through which particular groups or individuals may be 
identified as "at risk" or "high risk", and thereby observed, managed, disciplined. 
Neo-liberal governmentality, in particular, privileges the norm of self-regulation 
above all. The individual is invested with moral responsibility, guided by experts to 
make rational choices over lifestyle, body and mind. Where targeted as a 
member of a "risky" group, Jane will be in need of extra support to self-regulate—
to stay in education, to use contraception, to stay within the law. Where she fails 
meet normative standards, more coercive disciplinary techniques will come into 
play. [24]

This line of argument, too, has its detractors, not least on grounds of its non-
democratised constructivism, its tendency to downplay both the potential for 
independent agency and the "reality" of palpable dangers (STRYDOM 2002). 
Nonetheless, its emphasis on governmental and professional preoccupations with 
normativity and risk is helpful here. The terms of Foucauldian critique are also 
familiar enough to academic social work debate; in particular, the co-opting of the 
profession into the apparatus of "tutelary bureaucracy" has been well highlighted 
(PEASE & FOOK 1999; GARRETT 2003a; JORDAN & JORDAN 2000; JORDAN 
2004). But, again, little of this critique has focused directly on young people and 
risk. By contrast, others in the wider field of youth studies, notably KELLY (2000a, 
2000b, 2003) and TAITE (1995), have called into question the way that youth is 
now constructed as, by definition, a risky category. Risk narratives, they argue, 
provide the promise, the justification and techniques for regulating young people's 
behaviour, dispositions and "preferred futures". Institutionalised structural 
inequalities are recoded as complex but quantifiable factors that place certain 
groups of young people at risk. Seen this way, the culture of individualism is an 
expression of the technology of governance that leaves young people feeling 
accountable for their own fates. Thus, neo-liberal governmentality, desirous of 
ensuring that Jane and her peers become responsible citizens, constructs her as 
"at risk" of becoming a "scrounger", a teenage mother, a "yob" by virtue not of her 
class, culture or circumstances, but of her own risk taking behaviour. 
Paradoxically too, the regulatory strategies of governmentality may well prompt in 
Jane exactly the risk taking behaviour to escape or resist the imperative to self-
regulate that they seek to control. But most importantly for KELLY, the danger of 
youth at risk discourses lies in their relentless pursuit of order and elimination of 
diversity, projects that "may lend themselves easily and joyously to political uses 
anytime and everywhere" (BAUMAN 1990, pp.40-1, cited in KELLY 2000b). 
KELLY would neither dispute nor trivialise the risks that Jane may take; but worse 
by far would be to stand by and watch her become formed, or transformed, into a 
Stepford Wife or member of a latter-day Hitler Youth. [25]
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The present discussion, of course, seeks to place young people's risk taking on, 
not off, the social work agenda. For us, however, the Foucauldian critique is 
instructive in that it prompts us to reflect critically on our responses to young 
people and risk. That there is a strong case for further social work understanding 
of young people's risk taking has already been argued. At the same time, 
however, we must continue to question whether professional responsibilities lie 
with encouraging the expression of young people's own identities, or simply 
promoting those that conform to accepted norms (LORENZ 2000). [26]

4. Research and Theoretical Insights

For practitioners to become "epistemically reflexive", they need to be theoretically 
and research informed, capable of in-depth critical reflection on the constructions 
influencing their practice (ERAUT 1995; WHITE 1997; IXER 1999). For social 
workers potentially engaging with risky young people, the challenges are 
especially daunting—less because existing constructions must be unpicked than 
because they are little developed in practice. Despite sound enough guides for 
practice with teenagers (SINCLAIR et al. 1995; TRISELIOTIS et al. 1995; 
DANIEL & WASSELL 2002), few of the recent research and theoretical 
developments in the wider field of youth studies have been noted or absorbed 
into social work. The ecological model now in vogue in child and family work 
(BRONFENBRENNER 1979) rests on inexplicit notions of the relationship 
between individual and context (HOUSTON 2004). Related concepts of vulner-
ability and resilience tell us more about coping with risk than taking it (DANIEL & 
WASSELL 2002). Meanwhile all these constructions tend towards normativity, 
encouraging us little to question our yardsticks for acceptable or unacceptable 
risk (GARRETT 2003a). This section of the paper draws together some recent 
research findings and theoretical formulations in this area that might offer insights 
for social work practice. The review is exploratory rather than exhaustive or 
conclusive—it makes a start. [27]

Looking first at patterns (rather than dynamics) of risk taking, there is good 
evidence from psychological and sociological research to persuade us that young 
people's welfare and riskiness are associated with their material, cultural and 
relational contexts, the resources and role models available, and the extent to 
which they feel connected, supported, recognised (KAGAN 1991; SCHOON & 
BYNNER 2003). Several of the behaviours most worrying to policy makers, 
welfare professionals and public alike—smoking and teenage pregnancy, school 
exclusion, antisocial behaviour and crime—have been linked to social deprivation, 
albeit often mediated through family practices (COLEMAN & HENDRY 1999; 
SCHOON & BYNNER 2003). Locality and culture are also influential: a 
government report in 2002, for example, exposed how locally situated is young 
people's risky sexual behaviour (Department for Education and Skills 2004). Risk 
taking and risk perception differ for those growing up in cultures espousing 
traditional family and community values from those espousing individualism 
(BRANNEN et al. 1994). Family relationships and parenting styles themselves are 
influential, too. Where, for example, parents take a negotiative stance, neither overly 
restrictive nor unprotective, nor giving mixed messages, their teenagers are more 
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likely to make socially acceptable and beneficial risk calculations (BRANNEN et 
al. 1994; GROTEVANT & COOPER 1998). Finally, peers, too, are powerful 
mediators of young people's risk choices. Contrary to public perception, this may 
well be in the direction of regulation rather than deviation (COLEMAN & HENDRY 
1999). Indeed, it seems that young people are more likely to say that they use 
drugs, in order to "look cool", than actually to do so (see 
http://www.talktofrank.com/), and also more likely to be influenced by what others 
do than by what they say (ESRC 2004b). Nonetheless, there is strong evidence 
that peer groups influence young people's normalisation of risk, and their taking 
of it—whether in the quest for social identity or kudos, for escapism or thrill, or 
simply to fit in (HENDRY & KLOEP 1996; 2000; GREEN et al. 2000; 
DENSCOMBE 2001; LAWY 2002; FRANCE 2000). As for Jane, we know little or 
nothing of any of these elements in her life; were we seeking to work effectively 
with her as social workers, we would need to find out. [28]

This brief overview of risk taking patterns and their associations is sufficient to 
persuade us that none of the models of self-inventing free agent, nor socio-
structurally determined enactor, nor (un)regulated self-regulator, is alone 
sufficient to explain young people's risk taking, nor what we make of it. 
Exploration of recent research on the dynamics and constructions of risk taking, 
however, may take our understanding further. [29]

Several recent studies of young people's risk taking have thrown light on the 
complex interplay of individual decision-making, identity and context. COHEN and 
AINLEY (2000), for example, draw on cultural learning theory (LAVE & WENGER 
1991) to highlight how young people develop their identities through learning in 
situated contexts of family, peers and community. Increasingly expected to 
manage their own reflexive life projects, their learning and choice making are 
locally and structurally situated. Likewise, according to LAWY:

"risk, identity and learning are mutually constituative … the challenge facing … young 
people (is) to seam together risk, identity and learning within a coherent narrative, 
and to do so in the face of competing interests and structural limits in the knowledge 
that the balance between them might, at any moment, be changed" (LAWY 2002, 
p.407). [30]

For Jane, as for her peers, the meaning of risk taking—be it about "normal" 
experiment, or normalised riskiness, escapism, or pursuit of status and pleasure 
will be fluid, learned and shaped as she develops her identity in contexts. ING-
HAM et al. (1993) and SHINER and NEWBURN (1997), for example, show us 
how young people's risk beliefs about sex or drugs become habituated, mediated 
through social relationships, transmitted wisdoms, localised myths, and experi-
ence-based knowledges. GREEN et al. (2000) demonstrate how young people 
construct normalising risk hierarchies, with associated risk reputations conferring 
status or stigma, in social and cultural contexts. There will also be power 
dimensions influencing the risk choices made in context. Girls like Jane, for 
example, may feel disempowered from pursuing "condom negotiations", or may 
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choose to smoke to resist the authority of the "good girl" image (FRANCE, 2000). 
And so the interplay of agency and identity, structure and context, turns. [31]

To take our understanding further, we may look beyond the empirical to certain 
theoretical formulations that might inform the study of youth, transition and risk. 
Emerging from a range of disciplines, these are not easily stitched together 
without risk of obscuring their distinctions. What they share, however, is common 
recognition of the need to move beyond the dualism of structure and agency. 
First, we may look to the constructs of social, individual or identity capital. While 
for PUTMAN (2000) social capital is predominantly an attribute of communities, 
for COLEMAN (1988) it denotes the access of individuals to resources, 
information, networks and trustworthy relationships, as the basis for action. 
RAFFO and REEVES (2000), for example, echo the latter formulation, in 
suggesting that an "individualised system of social capital" evolves for each 
young person. For Jane, like others, this takes shape in the context of the mate-
rial and symbolic resources available to her, in the social, cultural, economic and 
temporal spaces that she inhabits. Her individualised system of social capital may 
either support or constrain her actions, her choices and, in turn, her outcomes. 
CÔTÉ (2002), focusing more on identity formation, elaborates on how both the 
"tangible" identity capital resources (material, class, gender, access) available to 
each young person, and the "intangible" (personality, relationship qualities, 
intellectual attributes), will differ. As Jane deploys these, they will cumulatively 
differentiate her from others, influencing the investments she makes in her own 
life and the risks she takes. [32]

While CÔTÉ's thesis highlights the uniqueness of individual transitions to 
adulthood, the cultural theorists of risk, DOUGLAS (1966, 1992) and LASH 
(1993, 2000) encourage us to focus on commonalities. Though their work is not 
yet well incorporated into the field of youth studies, both highlight the importance 
of risk cultures, of shared notions of risk within cultures and communities. For 
DOUGLAS, risk perceptions and risk choices are highly symbolic, delineating the 
boundaries between self and other. For LASH, they are aesthetic understandings 
and judgements, mediated through lifestyles and membership of social groups. 
Jane's behaviour and perceptions of what it means to drop out, to use drugs, to 
have unsafe sex, will bear far more relation to what is "normal", "cool" or 
assumed within her reference group than it will to any external calculation of risk. 
Finally, BOURDIEU (1986, 1990), arguably occupying some middle ground 
between identity capital theorists and cultural theorists, is directly concerned both 
with the individuality of actions and their embeddedness in cultural and structural 
contexts. In hierarchical social spaces, young people have different economic 
and cultural capital resources, and differential access to the "rules of the game" 
of lifestyle and choice. Their choices may be understood in terms of "habitus": the 
system of interconnected dispositions that help us interpret our surrounding 
world. Jane's choices are indeed her own, but are steered by her life experiences, 
the culture and contexts she lives in and the capital she accrues; they are unique 
to her, but they may also be shared. EVANS (2002), putting forward the related 
concept of "bounded agency", expresses a similar view. For social work in par-
ticular, her conclusion is worthy of note:
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"Young people are social actors in a social landscape. How they perceive the 
horizons depends on where they stand in the landscape and where their journey 
takes them. Where they go depends on the pathways they perceive, choose, stumble 
across or clear for themselves, the terrain and the elements they encounter. Their 
progress depends on how well they are equipped, the help they can call on when they 
need it, whether they go alone or together and who their fellow travellers are. If 
policies and interventions are to be made effective, we need to sharpen our 
awareness of the interplay of structural forces and individual's attempts to control 
their lives" (EVANS 2002, p.265). [33]

5. Conclusion—Implications for Social Work

This discussion has sought to explore and to set on the social work agenda both 
young people's risk taking and risk making—our construction of youth as a risky 
business. There is a central paradox here: why bother critiquing professional and 
policy fixations with young people as risk when social work of all disciplines pays 
them little attention at all? The answer is that simply the fact that young people 
have become, by default, "not social work's problem" neither explains nor justifies 
their omission. It is not difficult to marshal the evidence of research and lived 
experience confirming that youth is potentially a risky time, either by definition or 
particularly in contemporary times. That the "problem" should not be sidestepped 
by social work is a starting point. How it may be addressed must be the subject of 
further discussion and research; this paper aims not to conclude but to open the 
debate. [34]

This said, three points stand out for social work thus far. First, there is indeed a 
wide range of research and theory from related disciplines that might inform 
social work thinking and practice with young people and risk. While some 
constructs explored—social structuralist, post-modernist, Foucauldian—are 
familiar enough in academic social work, few have been applied directly to young 
people, and fewer or none incorporated into the packages of "ready-made" 
knowledges available for practitioners (TAYLOR 2004). Perhaps this is no bad 
thing. However challenging it may be to make collective sense of research and 
theoretical insights coming from quite disparate sources, we have the chance to 
do so, without the need to subvert existing entrenched wisdoms. For critical and 
reflexive social work practice, this can only be an opportunity. [35]

A second key message must be that when we seek to understand young people's 
risk taking, we need to consider them as agents of their own lives, pursuing their 
own trajectories, situated within their own social, material, cultural and relational 
worlds. Neither the life politics of reflexive individualisation, nor the determinism of 
social structuralism, nor the regulatory thrust of govern-mentality, is sufficient to 
explain the complex interplay of agency, structure and power involved. To 
understand these, we need to look more closely at what risk taking means to 
young people, its dynamics, and the relationships and resources surrounding it. 
We might also draw on some particular concepts risk culture, cultural learning, 
identity capital or habitus to elucidate. Most importantly, we must recognise that 
risk taking is integrally bound up with the development of young people's 
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identities. To problematise this is a necessary and productive activity for 
informing practice. But to consider risk taking always and necessarily problematic 
would be missing the point. We must start by recognising risk taking as a routine, 
even desirable, component of young people's lives and development. Where and 
how we begin to define it as troubling or troublesome must then be up for 
scrutiny. [36]

This brings us to the third and final message for social work: that we must look 
not only to what risk taking means in young people's lives, but to what we "make 
it" in our professional minds and actions. Rather than simply going along with 
neo-liberal orthodoxies, we need consistently to question the distinction between 
what is normal and abnormal, acceptable and unacceptable risk— between youth 
in transition, youth in trouble and youth as trouble. If we are to aspire to social 
work practice with young people that is critically reflexive and embraces 
uncertainty (TAYLOR & WHITE 2000, 2001), that is constructive and dialogical 
(PARTON & O'BRYNE 2000a, 2000b; PEASE 2002), and that maintains its long-
held commitment to mediating individuals and society, we could do worse than 
start from here. [37]
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