'If someone is not a success in life it's their own fault'

What Coalition youth policy says about young people and youth workers

One warm summer evening...

A small group of young men take turns kicking a ball against a wall, sometimes calling out a joke or insult to each other. They see two adults walk towards them and greet them with calls of 'alright Ricky? Alright Jo?' The youth workers join the haphazard game; news is shared and familiar stories retold of things they've all done together in the past and funny things that happened. The ball narrowly misses an older man walking past but he doesn't seem to notice, continuing unsteadily on his way. 'Urgh, he's disgusting,' says one of the young men, 'he sleeps at the bus stop next to my nan's.' Some of the group members laugh or stare. Jo says quickly, 'Shush Danny, he might hear you. If he's homeless or something then his life's hard enough without people being unkind'. 'Well tough. It's like my uncle says' Danny responds, louder. 'If someone's not a success in life it's their own fault'. 

A couple of the group nod and mutter agreement. Wondering how much to share with the group, Ricky says tentatively, 'My mate was homeless when he was younger. I don't reckon it was his fault, he had a lot of bad luck.' Familiar with the youth workers' ability to get a good chat going, the young men start to gather round. Eventually the ball's left lying in the gutter as they talk about people they know and things they've read in the papers, about poverty, relationship breakdown and illness, discussing and disagreeing about how much choice they'll have themselves over what might happen to them in the future. After a while some of the group seem to lose interest, going round the corner to smoke. Looking straight at Jo, Danny says, 'Maybe it's not that guy's fault but whatever, he stinks, he should at least get a wash!' The remaining members of the group laugh as Danny kicks the ball high in the air and the game is resumed. Not joining in with the laughter, Ricky and Jo glance at each other, noticing that the moment has passed. They'll bring this up again another time.

Policy and practice

As a youth worker and research student I have been struggling over the past months to put down in writing some of my responses to Coalition youth policy. This is partly because the policy landscape feels so complicated and the relevant documents so numerous and lengthy. Perhaps most of all it is because these texts rarely deal with the policy issues that youth workers and young people do discuss most often: unemployment, cuts, racism, redundancies, university fees, benefits and EMA. Even as I become more accustomed to reading policy, I retain the sense that it is in some ways irrelevant to the everyday practice of youth work. Of course this is not true; policy affects practice in numerous direct and less direct ways. But it has made me particularly keen to keep youth work practice in mind while writing about policy, and one way of doing this was to create a fictional youth work setting
. I will return to Danny and his youth workers near the end of this piece.

In particular I wanted to show one way in which youth workers might respond to the quotation in my title: 'if someone is not a success in life it's their own fault'. This statement is taken from the interim evaluation of National Citizen Service (NCS), the Conservative Party's short summer programme for 16-year-olds which began officially last year
. There are many interesting elements to the NCS evaluation but I was particularly taken aback by this statement, used to indicate the programme's contribution to young people's transition to adulthood and specifically how much they felt 'in control of their lives'. The evaluation found that the proportion of young people agreeing with the statement 'If someone is not a success in life it's their own fault' increased by a few percentage points after they had taken part in the NCS (an increase seen by the evaluators as 'encouraging'). 

As a youth worker, I would be disappointed if I was involved with a youth programme which caused more young people to agree with such a simplistic and judgemental statement; if anything I hope our work would have the opposite effect. While most youth work organisations are losing funds and many being forced to shut down, in particular those based on longer-term relationship-based approaches, the NCS in contrast is promised increased central government funding each year. It is also the 'flagship initiative' of the Big Society, the only Government-backed open-access youth scheme, and the only service for young people that the Government is prepared to define as 'universal'
. For these reasons it is particularly worrying that the NCS has 'succeeded' in encouraging more young people to blame others for their lack of 'success'. What are young people whose own families are not 'a success' in the government's terms to make of this? 

I do not want to overemphasise the importance of a single line of a long evaluation document, especially given that most NCS workers and participants will know nothing of  this statement and many will disagree with it. The official NCS website includes a case study from a young participant with a different attitude who says, 'The community project I worked on was related to homeless people and it taught me that everyone who has ever found themselves in a tricky situation has a story, and that they shouldn’t be stereotyped’
. But whether or not the statement itself is particularly important, it helped me to look beyond the apparent 'pro-youth' rhetoric of current government documents to find signs of what might be meant by 'success' for a young person or youth worker, and what might be counted as failure. 

In the following discussion I do not aim to give a comprehensive overview of current youth policy but focus on three key documents published over the last year. First, from September 2011, is the official Government response to the House of Commons Education Select Committee document Services for Young People. Second, Positive for Youth was published by the Department for Education in December 2011, claiming to bring together all of the Government's policies for young people aged 13-19 for the first time. Lastly, the Evaluation of National Citizen Service Pilots Interim Report was published in May 2012 by social research organisation NatCen and commissioned by the Government. These are long and wide-ranging documents; rather than attempting to cover everything, I will specifically look at what they tell us about how personal and professional 'success' is increasingly measured in market terms. Looking at these documents it seems that - as far as the Coalition Government is concerned - young people and youth workers must embrace the market or be seen as irresponsible failures.

Good young people, bad young people 

It is not news to any youth worker that young people are often portrayed in a polarised way: as good or bad, as citizens or troublemakers. Responses to last summer's riots were fairly typical: the rioters - whatever their motivations or behaviour - were portrayed as feral hoody-wearing gangster criminals, while young people who organised clean-ups were lauded as models of good citizenship. One of youth work's national organisations NCVYS colluded with this polarised portrayal, asking young people to send in pictures of themselves holding up signs with the words 'not in my name'
. One young woman was an Olympic Ambassador before being arrested for rioting: as somebody who crossed the line from 'good citizen' to 'bad troublemaker' she was singled out for particularly fierce criticism, as if her previous community work had been rendered worthless. 

With few exceptions, commentators were slow to acknowledge that many rioters were motivated at least partly by social justice issues including police oppression, cuts to youth and education services, and gaping inequalities demonstrated by banking bonuses and the scandals over MPs expenses and phone hacking
. Although the riots included incidents that most of us would agree were wrong, the majority of rioters were engaged in actions that could be defended or at least understood: being out on the streets, taking small items from chain stores and 'taking back power from the police'. But messy realities in which the meaning of good citizenship is contestable are rarely in evidence, and instead the impression is consistently given that young people choose either the right path or the wrong path, gaining positive or negative outcomes as a result.

Young people and youth workers have long argued that the young should not be tarred with a uniformly negative brush, and recent youth policy documents demonstrate some success in this regard. Perhaps keen to demonstrate 'compassionate conservatism', Positive for Youth even condemns negative coverage:

'Negative images that present young people as a nuisance can also undermine young people's self-esteem as well as their confidence in their legitimate and valued place in society – also influencing adults and other young people to develop unwarranted feelings of mistrust.' 

In fact, Positive for Youth is sugar-coated with rather sentimental language about young people, with Michael Gove claiming in his foreword that young people give him 'enormous hope for the future... They are a positive force; and that's why this Government is positive about them.' Such statements obscure the Government's own role in perpetuating anti-youth messages or actions, for example their removal of the Educational Maintenance Allowance, tripling of higher education fees, and talk of a feral underclass and cultures of entitlement. 

Negative portrayals of young people are a genuine problem and it is right that this is addressed, but by claiming to be universally pro-youth the Government downplays the extent to which negative portrayals tend to target and disadvantage certain groups including black young people, working class young men and 'promiscuous' or loud young women, as well as any young person who lives in the inner city or on council estates, spends time on the streets, or takes political action that goes beyond signing a petition or holding a placard. It is not acknowledged here that negative portrayals perpetuate wider structural inequalities, or that the Government itself is implicated. On reading further it is clear that there are some groups of young people which the Government is less positive about, those who are less likely to be successful in achieving their required 'outcomes' and becoming a 'success'.

What is success?

What is meant by 'success' in the government's terms is not explicitly stated but neither is it difficult to discern from these policy documents. Here success for a young person is not about enjoyment, ethics or living their lives for the 'here and now'; instead they should focus almost entirely on their individual future, with every decision a calculated move towards their 'outcomes'. The word 'transitions' appears repeatedly in these documents, as if youth is merely a stage on the way to somewhere else rather than a part of life in its own right. The NCS programme for example is intended to be a rite of passage to adulthood, a process which might sound benign but can never be politically neutral, because it depends on an answer to the question: what sort of adults do we want? Successful young people, it seems, are the ones with clear potential to become economically productive adults with skills that enable them to get good jobs and contribute to the economy rather than being dependant on the state. Their so-called 'outcomes', their successful transitions to adulthood, depend on them making the 'right' choices. The implication is that it is their own fault if they don't. Successful young people should also be willing to give up their time to help their neighbours but not necessarily because this is a kind and fulfilling thing to do. Community projects (such as those encouraged on the NCS) are seen to help individual young people learn skills for work and, by putting the 'Big Society' into practice, reduce communities' reliance on the state.

The idea of welfare as a universal good which benefits us all as a society has given way to a very different image of welfare as something which encourages feckless people not to work, hence the emphasis on blaming people for their failures. Throughout Positive for Youth, so-called negative outcomes are associated with a small minority, 'a persistent “educational underclass” of young people who … get trapped in a cycle of under-achievement and disaffection', while 'most' young people are 'doing well'. In the foreword, Government minister Tim Loughton claims to 'believe that 99% of our young people are already responsible and hard working and want to make the most of their lives and make the world a better place'. He implies here that the 1% who are not 'responsible or hard working' do not want to make the most of their lives, that this is their choice rather than in any way related to the record levels of youth unemployment which go unmentioned.

These policy texts suggest that only very small numbers of young people deviate from the government's image of the successful young person; this implication is far from accidental. One of Cameron's favourite books, Nudge by Thaler and Sunstein, states that an effective way of getting people to change their behaviour is to tell them that most others are already making the right choices. Thus, Positive for Youth presents 'most young people' as successful. The document also presents this success as a choice made by the young people themselves, supported by their family who have a key but vaguely defined role, with the government, business and others (including youth workers) needing to give the 'small minority' a nudge in the right direction. Similarly, the NCS is not compulsory but the Government hopes that all 16-year-olds will take part through their own free choice.

Like the book Nudge, Coalition youth policy is underpinned by an idea of individualistic choice-making supported by a 'compassionate' market and unaffected by political, social and economic inequalities. It is as if capitalism merely needs a bit of re-jigging and everything will be fine. Recent Conservative Party announcements about youth cultures of entitlement accompanied by their intention to remove housing benefit from under 25s after the next election send the clear signal that young people's access to the welfare state is diminishing fast. Left unexplored of course is the 'entitlement culture' of the most privileged, whose insistence on access to the 'best' schools, university places, internships and jobs contributes to keeping working class young people unemployed or in low paying jobs. Inequalities do not come about because a so-called 'persistent educational underclass' (as some young people are named in Positive for Youth) do not want to make a success of their life. And yet it is in the Government's interests to perpetuate the belief that success means economic independence from the state, and that most young people already embrace this idea. This ideological assumption of success as economic independence is also being applied to youth services and youth workers.

Enterprise or fail!

In the Coalition Government's portrayal of youth work there are certain continuities with New Labour policy. Youth work continues to be subsumed under the catch-all 'services for young people' and there is limited clarity over whether Government envisages a specific role for youth workers as professional informal educators. Youth work continues to be mentioned mainly in relation to intensive work with 'a minority of young people', those 'at risk' of 'poor outcomes' and struggling with their transition to adulthood
. The Select Committee report and the Government response seem to support open-access services such as youth clubs to some extent, but mainly because these serve to reach the same 'at risk' young people in a less stigmatising way. This dismisses the need for more widespread provision of informal education through leisure time activities, the importance of which has been established in the UK since the Albemarle Report of 1960. Supporting young people's political involvement is also mentioned, but rarely in terms of exploring and challenging injustices. Increasingly participation work seems to involve the selection and support of certain young individuals to take part in youth councils and youth advisor schemes, and although some of these are run from more critical perspectives the majority seem to ape the managerial, elitist hierarchies of adult systems.

Where the Coalition goes further than New Labour is in its acceleration of the privatisation of youth work, both structurally and ideologically. The words 'enterprising' and 'entrepreneurial' crop up repeatedly, and youth workers and youth organisations are constructed in the policy documents as needing to become skilled users and advocates of a market system. Just as 'successful' young people must become economically independent adults who do not rely on the state, youth workers must become 'entrepreneurial and responsive'
 and ‘articulate clearly to commissioners the impact of the services they provide and be enterprising in seeking opportunities to replicate their proven practice'
. 

Local authority youth services, with their history of developing and carrying out youth work as well as providing training and other services to voluntary organisation, have endured disproportionate spending cuts with some being entirely shut down. Those that remain have often been subsumed into case work and offender management or largely commissioned out to private or voluntary sector providers. This is a deliberate policy move and not simply the result of cuts; the Coalition has stated its belief that local authorities should commission rather than provide services for young people
, and is funding a programme to support public sector workers 'to consider and implement plans to spin out into independent enterprises' 
. 

As well as encouraging more youth work 'social enterprises' (profit-making organisations with a social purpose) these policy documents assume and demand that all voluntary or local authority youth organisations become more business orientated. Impact is to be measured financially: the NCS evaluation gives an example of this with its less than transparent attempt to estimate the programme's monetary benefits, and the Government continues to investigate the expansion of 'payment by results' schemes where organisations are only paid if proof is given of measurable success. Meanwhile the Coalition intends private businesses to take a greater role in funding youth services, and to this end is supporting 'improved brokerage' and a 'Youth Social Finance Retailer' 
, whatever these might mean. 

Some youth work organisations are enthusiastically embracing this finance-driven agenda, able to expand the business planning, market penetration strategies and target setting they have been practising for years under New Labour. These compliant organisations might now receive support from 'a trading company to provide licensing and franchising opportunities to help organisations scale up their apparatus and access markets'
. The portrayal of youth work predominantly as a form of enterprise rather than as an educational and political endeavour seems hardly questioned by most national youth work organisations, some of whom are enthusiastically embracing partnerships with the likes of Barclays
 and Microsoft
 and singing the praises of these companies as they do so. How and why can we have got to this point? 

During New Labour's rule, many of those with positions of senior responsibility in the youth work sector were keen to embrace the policy agendas of the time. Few spoke out against the focus on measurable outcomes and individual behaviourism, however much these undermined the idea of youth work as young people centred, informal and anti-oppressive. Some individual workers and youth organisations quietly or loudly criticised these moves, but beyond In Defence of Youth Work there has been little public recognition that it is possible to do something other than take whatever money is available. Collectively as youth workers we have often complained and even fought to retain some autonomy or sense of values, but we have rarely taken the decision to turn funding down. Many youth work tutors and academics have impressively defended youth work as a form of informal education, and as teachers and writers who influence youth workers they have had a vital role. However, they have rarely until recently had to face the same choices as practitioners; in this light, De Montfort University's seemingly uncritical collaboration with the NCS is notable, as is Bernard Davies' consequent resignation as visiting lecturer.

Perhaps it should be unsurprising then that most mainstream youth organisations seem keen to attach themselves to whatever crumbs of private finance are available, apparently with few questions asked. But what about those of us who are not able to 'prove' our practice as if it is a branch of science, who want to remain focused on our local communities rather than 'replicate' our work, who do not agree with youth work becoming a marketplace? The policy documents are quite clear that in this case we cannot expect the support of our elected local or central government. Nor, it seems, will we be supported by our national umbrella organisations. Presumably, like young people who do not successfully manage their 'transitions', it will be seen as our own fault if we fail to embrace the market.

A few weeks later

The youth workers are chatting with a couple of young women by the swings when Danny comes by and says bluntly to Ricky, 'I've been looking for you'. Jo nods and says hi but stays with the girls while Ricky walks with Danny towards the pond. Danny seems angry. 'Where've you been? You're never around any more. We've been there for you all this time and now you're working with random girls instead!' Slightly surprised Ricky says, 'you know we can't only work with you guys, we're here for all the young people in the area.' Danny looks away, scuffing his shoes on the ground. Ricky thinks for a while and adds, 'you're right though, we've not been around so much, I'm sorry. We've had cuts, we're not out every evening any more. What's up anyway?' Danny explains he's left college. He never really wanted to go and he didn't get on with his tutors. 'It's not fair,' he says, 'I've gone for about a hundred jobs and they don't even write back. Even if I got an interview I haven't got the right clothes and I've got no money. Anyway my face won't fit. I went to Connexions and it's shut down. They won't take me back at college. I don't know what to do'. 

Ricky sympathises; he's been looking for work too since losing most of his part-time youth work hours, but he doesn't say anything about that now. Instead they talk through some of Danny's options and arrange to visit a youth employment project together the next day. They chat about Danny's girlfriend and his football team. He seems more cheerful or at least less angry. As they say 'later, see ya', Ricky thinks back to what Danny said last time they met: 'If someone's not a success in life it's their own fault'. That's what the government wants us to believe, he thinks. As if there's no unemployment, no cuts, no inequalities, no poverty, no racism. Those ideas of the deserving and undeserving poor haven't gone anywhere. He decides to talk to Jo later about whether there's something they can do other than just picking up the pieces. The trouble is they're busy, stressed and demoralised and it's hard just to keep going at the moment. He sighs, watching the ducks for a while before turning back towards the swings.

Taking control of our lives

According to the UK's Coalition Government youth policy, those of us who work with young people are there to create 'positive outcomes' as if this is merely a matter of nudging young people to make the 'right' decisions which will enable them to become economically productive citizens. In turn, policy nudges us youth workers to become entrepreneurs ourselves, to believe and to demonstrate that we are all in control of our destinies within a market environment. All of this is underscored by a discourse of blame in which young people or youth workers who fail to make the right choices are at fault.

As mentioned above, the quotation in the title of this piece is used in the NCS evaluation as a sign of young people feeling they have control over their lives. I am not arguing that we shouldn't aim to gain control over their lives, only putting forward the rather obvious point that the choices the Government gives us – to succeed or fail in embracing the market - are not the only ones that exist. Having control over our lives must be a good thing, but as youth workers we should be thinking about kinds of control that are community minded rather than individualistic, caring rather than blaming. The extent to which any of us have control over our lives is limited by significant societal inequalities, but we should explore what control we might have and how we can exercise it.

Many young people and youth workers have done just this over the last two years, whether by organising and joining demonstrations and online campaigns to save youth services or discussing critically what kind of youth services they actually want. As well as local efforts, hundreds of young people have gathered at Choose Youth rallies to protest against cuts, with some groups calling for the boycotting of the National Citizen Service. There seems to have been a recent increase in youth workers engaging in critical discussions about youth policy in formal and informal settings, including through alliances with workers in other sectors. Perhaps there will always be youth organisations willing to accept the status quo, but critical networks such as In Defence of Youth Work surely have an increasingly important role to play, however ineffective our efforts might feel at times.

Tania de St Croix 

August 2012

�	This is not my original idea. There are Critical Race Theorists, feminist writers and critical educationalists who use fictional narratives as part of factual writing.


�	For my earlier more detailed critique of the NCS see 'Struggles and Silences' (2011) in Youth and Policy at � HYPERLINK "http://tinyurl.com/cepy8g2"��http://tinyurl.com/cepy8g2�


�	'Universal services' has long been a term commonly applied to youth work that is open to all, particularly youth clubs. These have been commonly redefined as open-access services, including recently by the Education Select Committee and by Government. Responding to the Select Committee on Services for Young People, the Government stated that open-access services such as youth clubs are aimed at 'a minority' of young people whereas the National Citizen Service as the only 'universal' service aimed at all young people. This is of course highly debatable.


�	See https://nationalcitizenservice.direct.gov.uk/?


�	I am in the process of gradually putting together a more theoretical and academically referenced version of this piece, so please contact me if you have any thoughts or criticisms or if you would like to read the longer piece when it's done! � HYPERLINK "mailto:tan_dsc@yahoo.co.uk"��tan_dsc@yahoo.co.uk� 


�	See Tony Taylor's critique at www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?p=1397


�	See Guardian / LSE (2011) Reading the riots: investigating England's summer of disorder.


�	Services for Young People: The Government Response: p.8


�	Services for Young People: The Government Response: p.17


�	Positive for Youth: p.16


�	Services for Young People: The Government Response: p.17


�	Services for Young People: The Government Response: p.17


�	Services for Young People: The Government Response: p.14


�	Services for Young People: The Government Response: p.14


�	See Tony Taylor's critique of the NYA partnership with Barclays at http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?tag=barclays-money-skills


�	'UK Youth seals partnership with Microsoft' by Neil Puffett, Children and Young People Now, 9th July 2012.





