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Chapter 12: Young People’s Voices in Context of Policy Development: 
Everyday Life for Disadvantaged Youth in Deprived City Districts in 
Denmark  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

1. Introduction  
This chapter contributes to the collective volume with findings from the Danish case study 

and the different stages of the project. The overall goal of SocIEtY (Empowering the Young for 

the Common Good) is to improve the quality of life of disadvantaged young people through 

social innovation.  There is within the project a special attention towards people living in 

deprived city districts. In doing so the aim of SocIEtY is not only to identify opportunities for 

reducing inequalities of disadvantaged young people, but also to extend and build knowledge 

and tools for the ultimate policy goal of a ‘good life for all’ young people in the age of 14-24 

(Annex 1, 2012) through socially innovative processes and interventions. Participation is a 

crucial element of social innovation because “[…] social innovation is seen as a process of 

collective creations in which the members of society attempt to bring about new social 

processes and learn how to initiate social change.” (Annex 1, part 2, p. 4) and for that reason 

citizens of societies cannot be seen only as object for changes but also as co-producers of 

change.  

 

This chapter is based on findings from three SocIEtY deliverables (WP3, WP4 & WP5 report) 

representing the informational base of judgement of inequality and vulnerability concerning 

young people living in disadvantaged areas in Denmark. Interpreted within three different 

levels: 1) From a national perspective, 2) from a local level perspective and 3) from the 

youngster’s perspectives.  

 

2. Methods  
Taking the Capability Approach as the conceptual basis, our research referred to the concept 

of an “Informational Basis of the Judgement of Justice” (IBJJ) introduced by Amartya Sen (Sen, 

1990). The notion of the IBJJ represents data or information which is used as the foundation 

for the construction of knowledge about youngster’s problems and needs both concerning 

constructions of policies as well as constructions of front level professional interactions.  The 

selection of the IBJJ involves decisions on which perspectives and information that are seen as 

valid and relevant respectively dismissed and seen as irrelevant, in this case when 

approaching young people. Social innovation presupposes a widening of the IBJJ by taking 

into account new knowledge and understandings within or across decision making processes 
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and therefore take into account the youngsters' experiences, wishes, expectations, aspirations, 

etc.  

The aim is to deconstruct dominant ideas among policy makers and local level professionals 

about social interventions and values by a bottom-up approach giving voice to the young 

people and opening the opportunities and transform inequalities into possibilities.  

 

2.1. National analysis 
The WP3 report represents findings on policy makers and professionals at municipality level 

and deals with the socio-economic and political context on a national as well as a local level, 

e.g. the combination of central policy and decentralized, local policies. The research design for 

this work package was containing documentary analyses and analyses of phenomenological 

life world interviews with stakeholders/professionals at the local municipality level with the 

purpose of identifying the different existing informational basis´ for the judgements of justice 

(IBJJ) encompassing definitions, policy concepts tackling inequality and vulnerability. 
 

The sampling strategy of relevant policy documents for analysis was done as a subset of policy 

papers and documents that come under the following classifications: 

1) Policies or policy relevant papers on a national level (macro level of analysis) 

2) Policies that have sections or parts witch explicit addresses either the specific age 

group of 15-24 year olds, or have an weighty intersection with this age group.1   

3) Policies that addresses one or more of the issues of education, employment or social 

housing 

The sampling strategy of relevant informants for the interviews was a sampling of 

professionals in public institutions and services 1) related geographically to the city district; 

2) related to interest organisations and NGO´s that are influencing national policies and 3) 

related to the three learning arenas, formal, informal and non-formal to address the non-

formal and informal areas where innovations may be found. 

The methods applied in the case are interrelated in a research design where both a qualitative 

content analysis (QCA) on a purposive sample of policy documents are conducted (Schreier, 

2012) as well as semi-structured life-world interviews (Kvale, 2012; Kvale, 1996) with experts 

have been carried out. The analysis and coding of the content was performed using Computer-

assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) and the chosen software package was 

NVIVO 10, which is suitable assisting the managing of data, to manage ideas upon data, to 

                                                      
1 For instance The Reform on Social Benefits that explicitly addresses demands towards the group of young 
people that have finished compulsory schooling (at the age of approximately 15-16 years of age) up to the age of 
30 years of age.  
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make queries within data and to report from data (Bazeley, 2007).  In this way the two parts 

of data have been brought together in a research approach aiming at analysing the produced 

discourse in relation to the social practice. 

 

The following provide an overview of the organisations and institutions that have been 

represented within the interviews related to the national analysis:  

 

Local government policy makers (Municipality level) 

(Public) Training and education providers (pre-primary, primary and lower secondary and 
VET institutions) 

Employment support service providers (Trade union “3d”)  

Social work and social support for disadvantaged citizens (Social support actors at 
community level) 

 

2.2. Local case studies 
The WP4 report represents the professionals at the municipal level as well as the front level 

professionals. The research design for the WP4 report contains presentations of specific 

efforts, projects and activities as well as analysis of 12 phenomenological life world interviews 

with in all 16 stakeholders/professionals. The aim is to identify the discourses on social 

practice, e.g. the IBJJ encompassing definitions on inequality and vulnerability of young people 

participating different public institutions, projects, activities, etc. in specific housing areas in 

Svendborg City named Byparken, Skovparken, Jægermarken and Toftemarken. 

The sampling strategy of relevant informants for the interviews was a sampling of 

professionals in public institutions and services following the strategy above regarding the 

interviews within the National analysis. 

 

 

 Public Private Third Sector 

Regional/local government policy makers    

Training and education providers (please specify 
whether public, private or third sector) 

x   

Employment support service providers (please specify 
whether public, private or third sector) 

x   

Citizen’s bodies (e.g. youth parliaments/councils) x 

Youth work organisations (please specify whether 
public, private or third sector) 

  x 

Think tanks (governmental and non-governmental)    

Networks and membership organisations (sector 
bodies/agencies, campaigns, lobbying, networking, 
project work, awareness raising) 
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Young people  X  

Other types of organisations:    

 

 

2.3. Participatory research 
The WP5 report represented the young people’s voices and views and the research design for 

the WP5 report is containing presentations of specific efforts and analyses of 

phenomenological life world interviews with 10 young people from the local area, connected 

to some of the specific projects and/or activities. The aim was to identify the IBJJ 

encompassing definitions of barriers and possibilities in young people’s life including young 

people’s experiences of inequality, vulnerability and discrimination, experience of their 

environment; family background, living area and the (social) system they are participating. In 

relation to these broader themes, the aim is to examine youth participation forms and grades 

as well as the connection between the existing informational basis and aspirations. The 

strategy of relevant informants for the interviews was a sampling of youngsters connected to 

public institutions and services, projects and activities in the district area. 

 

Below we will compile findings from the three reports (WP3, WP4 & WP5) considering the 

young people’s voices in the context of policy development as well as in the context of their 

everyday lives. The socio-political context is understood as a program of "public reasoning", 

e.g. how ideas make policy prescriptions that help policy makers to chart a clear and specific 

course of political action. These programs are making the foreground of our study (presented 

as findings in WP3) while a broad range of underlying assumptions are to do with public 

sentiments and not least the young people's “practical reasoning" which are characterized by 

normative assumptions about getting an education and a job, etc. (e.g. background - presented 

as findings in WP4 and  WP5).   

 

3. Socio-Economic Political Context (findings from WP3) 
 

3.1 Youth policy in Denmark 
In Denmark, there is no exclusive youth policy and the policy areas, the social support systems 

and the interventions through legislation on a national level presented in this research (WP3) 

have no exclusive youth definition. Youth policy has to be defined theoretically then as the set 

of different policy sectors that address young people’s experiences, needs and orientations. 

Several policy sectors – e.g. the economic, financial, transport, housing and criminal justice 

policies - have impacts on young people’s life and transitions from school to work: 
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 Education and training; providing young people with qualifications that are required by 

the labour market and similarly in a sense of selecting young people enhancing different 

pathways of unequal status as well as social recognition; 

 Welfare policies which are concerned with the economic situation of young people in bad 

living conditions and providing social services for groups at risk. At the same time the welfare 

policies are in transition to a state where social assistance will depend upon the young 

people’s involvement in education or training to labour markets positions; welfare policies 

are outstanding contributions to the normalization of disadvantaged young people;  

 Labour market policies aiming at the regulation of demand and supply for labour by 

shaping the conditions of entry into the labour market by creating new jobs or by training 

schemes for the unemployed. These policies are to a very high extent corresponding with 

employers’ interest in cheaper and more flexible labour and with the state’s interest in 

keeping unemployment low and additionally limit public funding; 

 Participation, e.g. young people engaged in democratic processes and partaking in 

decisions in cooperation with politicians and professionals. 

 

In modern societies paid employment has become the centre of social cohesion and individual 

self-realization and in relation to social integration and social participation four functions are 

identified; 1) individual possibilities of making a living; 2) personal identity formation; 3) 

social security and 4) integration as a citizen. The four functions are dependent on each other 

and are mutually strengthening each other and entail the necessary basis of society’s material 

and cultural state of development for social integration and for participation. 

 

3.2. Poverty and disadvantaged youth 
In Denmark there has been a long political debate on whether or not to have an official Danish 

poverty definition (Jensen & Kjeldsen, 2010). After the change in government in 2011 with a 

prime minister from The Social Democratic Party it was decided to soil the ground for a 

national indicator on poverty and an expert committee was formed to deliver a first analysis. 

As stated in the English summery of the report: 

 

“The terms of reference for the Committee’s work state that: “A poverty threshold can be used to identify 

particularly disadvantaged groups and help target policy initiatives that will ameliorate their situation. It is 

not the government’s intention that an official threshold will result in higher benefits for those who fall below 

it according to the Committee’s definition [...].” In other words, assessing benefit levels was not part of the 

Committee’s remit. It is also implicit in the terms of reference that a threshold should not be construed as a 

juncture at which people are accorded certain rights. Rather, the Committee’s recommendations are about 

how to quantify and describe poverty in Denmark in statistical terms.” (The Expert Committee on Poverty, 

2013, p. 5) 
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And accordingly to the discussion that Sen raises on the question of social rights it is intended 

to inform policy making, not in adjustments of the economic levels of social benefits.   

 

Recently (since 28th of June 2015), a new liberal government have taken office, where the 

social democratic prime minister was replaced by a right party prime minister.  In their very 

first reign, they have chosen to remove the national definition of poverty proposed by the 

committee of experts and supported by the former government. The argument for this turn is 

that an indicator or definition of poverty is useless and according to the Minister of the 

Interior and Social Affairs it is not possible to measure poverty in monetary terms (Nielsen, 

2015; Kaasgaard, 2015). For this reason, in the future there will no longer be given figures on 

poverty nationally. In a sociological understanding through the optics of a Bourdieuan 

understanding of the political field (Bourdieu, 2007 [1979]; Bourdieu, 1990b), one may 

interpret this as the ongoing struggle between dominant and dominated values, interests and 

strategies. This power struggle becomes a struggle to define the informational basis for the 

judgement of justice (IBJJ) – the doxa of the political field. The expert committee, science, has 

produced their suggestion for a broadening of the representation of an informational basis 

and the latest dominant political power argue for another representation of the problem with 

poverty. It is quite clear that the question of a poverty measure and thereby the informational 

basis for judgement of unjust inequalities existing within society relates to different 

representations of truth within the two fields (science and politics). Bourdieu argues in this 

line: “It seems to me essential both for politics and for science that the two competing modes 

of production of representations of the social world should have an equal right to exist, and 

that, in any case, the second should not abdicate before the first” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 39) and 

he follows op on the struggle between the production of discourse in politics by saying: “I´ll 

say that it is important that the space in which discourse on the social world is produced 

continues to function as a field of struggle in which the dominant pole, orthodoxy, does not 

crush the dominated pole of heresy – because, in that area, so long as there is a struggle there 

is history and therefore hope.” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 40) 

 

Definitions of disadvantaged youth related to problems occurring in the transition into labour 

market are heavily influenced by the rhetoric on “risks”. One of the sampled policy documents 

is concerned with the question at which points of the transition to school and to work the 

young people are most at risk of falling into a more persistent and long-term situation of 

poverty.  
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Even though a most recently change have happened in the political support of the poverty 

line, the consequences of this newly event will wait for further assessment, still the main 

discourse on explaining the situation of young disadvantaged people as a group exists within 

the notion of science and the dominated pole of the political field.  The analysis they provided 

as an academic expert group was supported and influenced by a broad range of ministries 

being the administrators of the policies and legislations and these legislations have not 

changed dramatically subsequently. The expert committee states (in the English summery) 

that poverty cannot be defined objectively or unequivocally and should be seen in a social 

context, in relation to a country’s level of development and the general population’s living 

conditions and ability to alter their lives (The Expert Committee on Poverty, 2013, p. 5). In the 

full Danish report the committee states that:  

 
"The economic poverty line and deprivation studies provide a picture of the individual's situation, but they do 

not provide a comprehensive insight into the individual's opportunities to influence their own lives. It is 

therefore recommended to supplement these approaches with a number of indicators that affect a person's 

risk of poverty and social exclusion. The committee's reasons are based on a life-course perspective, and 

therefore make a distinction between the groups of children, adolescents and adults. " (Ekspertudvalg om 

Fattigdom, 2013, pp. 10, own translation)  

 

Within the distinction between children, adolescents and adults of the definition of risk 

factors for poverty and deprivation the groups are defined as children of 0-17 years old and 

adolescents of 18-29 year old and adults which have the age span from 30+.   

Relevant to the target group within this investigation , the risk factors of the group of children 

between 0-17 years old are defined by the parent’s background; the parents (unstable or 

lacking) labour market attachment, parents on benefits and parents without an 

education/vocational qualifications (ibid.). 

For the group of youngsters between 18-29 years old the risk factors are defined by exclusion 

(educational exclusion and labour market marginalization), uncertain housing situation and 

social and psycho-social welfare (ibid.).  

It is worth noticing that the full report is discussing different definitions and academic 

understandings of inequality. Within this presentation an interpretation of Amartya Sen´s 

capability approach is given and it is stated that this approach among others can be 

characterized as: “Common to the […] considerations is a focus either on the starting point or 

end result, while the process as such is not accorded any special significance” (Ekspertudvalg om 

Fattigdom, 2013, pp. 30, own translation). Moreover, the committee conceptualizes the 

capability approach in the following manner:  
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“A well-known exponent of this approach is Sen (1983, 2009), which emphasizes functionings and 

capabilities. Functionings is the ability to satisfy certain needs in a specific social context, and capabilities 

refers to the individual's opportunities to realize these functionings. For Sen process as well as results are of 

significance.” (Ekspertudvalg om Fattigdom, 2013, pp. 30, own translation) 

 

The analysis refers only to two of Sen´s publications (Sen, 1983; Sen, 2009) and it is not a 

matter where the “results” are of most significance, because the emphasis is not mainly: “on 

what a person actually ends up doing, but also on what she is in fact able to do, whether or not 

she chooses to make use of that opportunity” (Sen, 2009, p. 235).  In this respect:  

 

“Capability reflects a person’s freedom to choose between different ways of living. The underlying motivation, 

the focus on freedom, is well captured by Marx’s claim that what we need is ´replacing the domination of 

circumstances and chance over individuals with the domination of individuals over chance and 

circumstances´” (Sen, 1989, p 44).  

 

The outcomes of the expert committee have influenced the reforms of social benefits, and 

clearly have taken up the critique of solely focusing on economics.  

 

3.3. Poverty and socially disadvantaged areas 

Another report (Jakobsen, 2014) has applied the national definitions of poverty based on the 

report of The Expert committee of poverty (2013) and compared different areas of social 

housing in Denmark finding that more than half of the particularly vulnerable social housing 

areas (areas on the former Ghetto list)2 have experienced more than double the number of 

poor people over the years from 2002 until 2011 (Jakobsen, 2014).  

                                                      

2
 The so called “ghetto-list” is a list formulated by the Danish government in 2010 to identify socially 

disadvantaged areas in Denmark with the purpose of  counteracting the development of  parallel societies. The list 

has been revised and elaborated every year since 2010 and since 2014 the areas has been conceptualized as 

“Socially Disadvantaged Areas” because of  the prejudices connected to the ghetto-concept.  
After the revision in 2014 the government does not use the word "ghetto" formally but some politicians and media 

still do and much public dispute is using the label “ghetto” which in turn means that residents in such areas are 

blamed of  being not sufficiently integrated in society, as criminals or isolated from the surrounding society and the 

media and politicians apply the same yardstick to everybody in such areas. 
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To be defined as a ghetto or a socially disadvantaged area requires  a certain amount of 

immigrants and descendants from non-western countries, a certain amount of people with no 

education or connection to the labor market, the percentage of criminals (convicted) and the 

average B-income among citizens in the area (Regeringen, 2010; Ministeriet for By, Bolig og 

Landdistrikter, 2014).  

The area of Byparken/Skovparken investigated in this research appears on the “Ghetto-list” 

and according to Jacobsen (2014) the numbers of people living in poverty in 

Byparken/Skovparken have risen dramatically from 2.24 % in 2002 up to 7.09 % in 2011. 

This is an increase in percepts of +191% (Jakobsen, 2014).  

Youth living in urban areas on the Danish “ghetto list” is according to the Ministry of Social 

Affairs (1) Disadvantaged youth neither in job nor education (NEETs) and (2) Young ethnic 

minorities (Regeringen, 2010). 

 

4. Analysis of Social Support Network and Policies and Strategies 

of Local Actors (findings from WP4)  

When analyzing the social practice and the discursive practice in relation to the definition of 

disadvantaged youth, similar understandings about risk factors defined by the family 

background occur on the local level among the municipality professionals as well as the front 

level professionals.  

The professionals tend to construct the youngsters and their families by means of extreme 

examples representing all immigrant or disadvantaged families as a homogeneous group, 

emphasizing the cultural background as the main reason for problems and special needs 

among the youngsters. 

4.1. Description of the area and the residents 

The area of Byparken/Skovparken in Svendborg is defined as a socially disadvantaged area 

because of the numbers of people living in poverty and without education and labour market 

attachment (Jakobsen, 2014).  
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 Skovparken 

[/Byparken]3 

Jægermarken/Toftemarken Svendborg 

Residents  1051 888 58.296 

The amount of immigrants and descendants 55,1 % 35,4 % 6,7 % 

the number of residents over 15 years who do 

not have education beyond elementary school 

68,1 % 53,5 % 35,3 % 

the amount of total workforce for resident over 

15 years old 

37,7 % 40,1 % 56,6 % 

The amount of residents over 15 years without 

labour market attachment 

20,2 % 15,4 % 5,3 % 

The amount of residents between 15-64 years 

old on social security 

53,7 % 56,6 % 26,5 % 

Based on numbers and figures in Boligsocial Helhedsplan (2014) 

 

The average income among the residents in the area of Byparken/skovparken constitutes 

52.8 percent of the average gross income for the same group in the region (Ministeriet for By, 

Bolig og Landdistrikter, 2014). 

 

 

 
 

Seen from outside as an outsider the area is very nice, well-kept, open and light and the area is 

not marked by graffiti, vandalism or neglect. There is a lot of grass and trees between low 

buildings, well-kept pathways and playgrounds and bicycles and prams in line.  

                                                      

3
 According to the National list of socially disadvantaged areas ((Ministeriet for By, Bolig og Landdistrikter, 2014) 

Byparken represent a part of this figures. 
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The different areas are located apart from each other scattered throughout a quite big area of 

Svendborg city, respectively in the North-Eastern part of Svendborg (Skovparken and 

Byparken) and in the North-Western part (Jægermarken and Toftemarken). 

 

 

 

4.2. Constructions of needs and social problems; disadvantaged by family  

background 

There is an emphasis on the family and the upbringing from a social pedagogical and socio-

economic perspective. Disadvantaged youth is mainly described and defined by their family 

relations and conditions with a special focus on families with another ethnical background 

than Danish and secondary - and more blurred - with a focus on the young persons' (deficient) 

achievements in school. 

The professionals term the situation of young people as neglect, abuse, crime, alcohol, 

violence, etc. in the family; under stimulated, aggressive behavior, apathetic young people 

with a lack of self-esteem, poor hygiene, participating in gangs and have no labor market 

attachment.  

They are perceived  of as young people from families traumatized by war and by being on the 

run, young people from vulnerable families without a social network, affected by mental and 

social problems, poverty, and unemployment (on welfare benefits) for generations. Especially 

immigrant families are mentioned, characterized by illiterate parents that do not master the 

Danish language and find it difficult to analyze (and acquire) the social codes and Danish way 

of living (e.g. how to live your everyday life and why to live in a 'nuclear family').  

 



13 

 

4.3. Family condition and educational capability 

In a very few cases the descriptions of the young people’s problems are focusing on the 

problem behavior in school; truancy, language difficulties, cannot manage to do homework or 

go to school because of the chaotic home situation, do not understand what is going on in 

class, do not have good work habits, tired of school, getting bad grades, and need alternative 

forms of instruction/teaching in the school.  

Some of the professionals make a clear connection between lack of motivation/concentration 

in school and a problematic family background by blaming the teachers at the local school for 

not taking this background factors into account. The professionals within the local institutions 

describe that the young people come from families where education and training has no 

importance, where the families do not have a realistic idea of the educational system and 

possibilities or where the family, because of the lack of education and academic experience, is 

not able to help, inform and motivate their child. It also means that parents cannot help with 

homework, cannot read the letters from the school, cannot have informal talks with the 

teachers, etc.  

4.4. Constructions of needs through interventions 

The construction of the young people's situation and needs can also be observed through the 

local stakeholders descriptions of approaches and treatments; mediator training (working 

with conflicts in the family), therapeutic and positive psychological approaches are mentioned 

and in several interventions a narrative approach is used to provide insight and recognition 

about the young people’s own situation and on that basis to reflect on their live situation; take 

responsibility for their own lives and see the opportunities to act. These approaches and 

treatments represent the idea of problems located in the family and attached to the individual.    

4.5. Structural conditions 

Very few professionals ascribe the problems to structural conditions but some professionals 

mentioned the lack of educational services/possibilities for those who have difficulties up to 

the 9th-10th grade; that young people are subject to a so-called 'education inflation' where 

they are urged to complement a higher education because "that is what to do", even though 

they are not qualified.   

Another circumstance articulated by the professionals is the difficulties for the young mothers 

to conduct an education because you must have a minimum of 18 hours training a week 

(attendance hours) to achieve SU (State Education grant) and SU loans on e.g. VUC (The Adult 

Education Centre), which is considered to be too much training hours for a new and 

vulnerable single mother. They got expelled from the education with a SU debt instead.  
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According to the UU-Adviser´s experience (Youth Education Adviser) 20 percent of young 

people (with special needs) lacks educational services or possibilities in continuation of 9th or 

10th grade. A young boy worked extra hard to learn to read and get a very good 9th grade 

exam. It was discovered that he was dyslexic. The professional argues that it is because it is 

not possible to receive help as a dyslexic in 10th grade, the young boy could not continue in 

the 10th grade, which was already decided. This meant that he was out of school and reading 

training for more than 6 months before he could be enrolled into another educational track 

again. 

4.6. The life phase-model 

Topics, based on representations of social events constructed by national policy papers and 

legislation, local practices and discourses, are compiled in the following chain (life phase 

model):  

 
 

1) Life phase: Upbringing 

a) Parent´s low or no 
completed vocational  training 

b) Parents with no or only a 
weak attachement to labour 
market  

c) Parents living of social 
benefits  

2) Life phase: Education and skills 
formation 

•a) Own low or no completed 
vocational training 

•b) disadvantaged because of the 
lack of positive "role models" with 
labour market experience 

3) Life phase: Transition into 
labour market 

Marginalization or exclusion from 
the laboar market. Short term 
employment 

4) Life phase: Adulescents in 
transition to adult life 

Recievers of social benefits 

5) Life phase: Adulthood/ grounding 
family 

•High economic suppert become 
related to low motivation for work 
and education and existing skills and 
competences erode  

•fixation of the sitation that become a 
permanent life situation of the whole 
family 
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The figure illustrates the belief system that is predominantly produced within a discourse that 

both form and is formed by the existing social practices, and that produces and reproduces 

social structures. It has constituted a belief system of social structures and at the same time 

this constitutes social structures because of the following political and professional response 

to believe in this particular circular relationship aimed and intended at turning the direction 

of what we will call the “the belief in the ideology of personal motivation in the wheel of 

production and reproduction model”. On the one hand the discourse on the family as role 

models and learning-motivators and on the other hand the lowering of benefits to the level of 

study benefit (SU) in order to motivate the youth.  

 

5. Participatory research (findings from WP5) 
 

5.1. Introduction 

In despite of an emphasized focus on family and upbringing among the professionals, the 

main instruments used to combat poverty and inequalities on a national level are education 

and training programs and from an analytical perspective the overall aim of the investigated 

local projects and activities is to keep youngsters in different vulnerable situations within the 

normal system in general and on an educational track in particular. More specific, the 

investigated projects are addressing young mothers (single or not) and young people from 

socially disadvantages families and youngsters with another ethnical and cultural background 

dealing with both vulnerable and traumatized parents.  

The group of youngsters 

The material includes 10 interviews with a total of 10 young people aged 15-25 years and is 

divided into 5 young women and 5 young men. 

 Young 

women 

Young 

men 

In 

all 

Over 18 years old 2 1 3 

With immigrant background 2 5 7 

Parents (have child/children) 3 0 3 

Living with parents 2 4 6 
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Living by them-self/left parents home 3 1 4 

Are under education 2 4 6 

On maternity leave 2 0 2 

On social security (and connected to the Youth Entrance) 1 1 2 

Participate The Young Mothers Concept 3 0 3 

Participate projects or activities under The Social Housing 

Master Plan 

2 4 6 

 

The Young Mother's Concept 

The “Young Mother's Concept” concerns young women already in pregnancy. The young 

women show up in the day care institution and have some supervision about the parental role 

in order to make them ready for the baby. Further the young mothers are receiving 

supervision both during the maternity leaf and during the first 6 month period for the baby in 

the nursery. The aim of the concept is to observe and support young mothers and prevent a 

placement of the child outside home: “Basically, the girls have gained distrust of the system and 

the goal is to regain the girl’s confidence in the system and to improve the cooperation. The 

purpose is also to motivate the young girls for education and job.” (WP4).  Additionally, the 

project assumed to ensure that the young mothers keep to the educational track as well as the 

track of a normal life situation preventing them from being a part of the social (pedagogical) 

system. For instance, some of the young mothers are defined as vulnerable because of their 

age and it seems very important to facilitate or maintain existing possibilities for the future by 

keeping them within the normal system and motivate them for further educational 

participation.  

The Social Housing Master Plan and The Youth Entrance 

Den Boligsociale Helhedsplan (The Social Housing Master Plan) “Domea”: A common 

secretariat responsible for activities under the Master Plan and a project that aims to 

contribute to positive social development in Svendborg's disadvantaged areas (Jægerparken, 

Skovparken, Toftemarken og Byparken). More specific projects or activities within this 

umbrella are “Anemonen” (the local centre of broader social work in residential area placed in 

Skovparken and Jægermarken respectively), “Værestedet” (a drop-in club) and sports clubs as 

well as other activities for children and young people. 

“The Youth Entrance” is a new organization bringing all the authorities (stakeholders, 

departments, centers) relevant to the young people’s life, are brought together under the 
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same roof. The purpose of this arrangement is to ensure that there is only one entrance to ‘the 

system’ and the purpose is to increase the cooperation among these different authorities.  

 

 

Aims of projects and activities 

Homework support, pedagogical counseling, financial advice and outreach work supporting, 

for instance, vocational activities by helping the young people to get a part-time job are 

specific activities within the bigger projects and clubs emphasizing educational and labour 

market aspirations and motivation. The various projects and activities are primarily 

invitations for individuals who are able to be social and feel comfortable in social relations or 

contexts. The interventions mainly address immigrant families and youngsters and to a much 

lesser extent ethnic Danish families and youngsters are mentioned in specific cases and 

according to the efforts.  

 

5.2. The young people's experience of inequality and of being 

disadvantaged  

The young people’s expressions do not unambiguously correspond with the professionals' IBJJ 

about vulnerable young people and especially not the IBJJ about youth with immigrant 

background. It is possible to observe that some conditions defined as problems by the 

professionals are experienced and defined as strength and motivation factors by the 

youngsters.  The group of immigrant youngsters and the situations about their family life 

seem to be much more various and complex than expected and have to be approached much 

more differentiated. 

Family background 

Youth immigrants image of themselves and experiences of barriers do not correspond with 

the problems articulated by the professionals. The professionals emphasize descriptions of 

families with war trauma and a lack of resources to understand the Danish codes and 

standards. Some issues are corresponding but the family situation does not seem – by 

definition - to influence the integration process of their children negatively. With reference to 

the youngsters these conditions do not appear as barriers against participating or 

development. The youngsters have the will and capability to follow Danish norms, trying to be 

(accepted as) a part of the society and have the capability to aspire. They are feeling 

supported by their parents to follow Danish norms and to get integrated and to get a good life 

with possibilities and independency by choosing school, education and job as their pathway. 

The immigrant youngsters' aspirations and goals are influenced by their parents' situation 
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and their parents' lack of possibilities. For example, that the family has experienced and 

survived war make the youngsters proud and infuse them with deep respect, love and pride: 

"They have been in war - they have experienced things that I never would have been able to 

survive" (interview, youngster about his war traumatized family). These young people feel a 

strong attachment to their families and only want to live differently in order to acquire more 

possibilities compared to their parents. These aspects, articulated by professionals as a 

problem, is seen by the youngsters as a central part of their motivation; the drive to move 

forward in life and ‘fight’ for freedom, independence and possibilities. 

 

Danish young people with a problematic family background (growing up with absent parents, 

experiencing neglect and mental illness) have a more complicated relationship with the family 

and want to be different and from that perspective live differently from their parents. Freedom 

and independence is much more about disconnecting and dissociating from the parents, 

making a distance to their problems, values and lifestyle. The youngsters want to be someone 

else and on that basis do something else. In brief, they want to create another life based on 

other values than their parents.  

Summed up, the immigrant youth have a focus on the system and the conditions around the 

family, contributing to aspirations about changing their life conditions and the Danish Youth 

have a focus on the individuals/the actors, e.g. the family members and their values, attitudes 

and ways of managing life, contributing to aspirations about being someone else.  

To live in a socially disadvantaged area  

Mainly, the youngsters do not feel that they live in a ghetto and do not feel exposed or 

disadvantaged. The youngsters with immigrant background defined themselves in opposition 

to immigrants living in what they call "real ghettos": “We are more integrated” (interview, 

youngster) and they find it odd that their neighborhood is considered as a socially 

disadvantaged area by the government: "Try to look around – you can only see expensive cars 

and all the kids on the road are carrying a school bag and are on their way to school [...]" 

(interview, young person). According to young people's voices “a ghetto” is a place with a lot 

of crime, gangs, vandalism and the “real ghettos” are inhabited by so-called "Paki types", 

speaking "Paki language" (Interview, young person). They regard the so called "Paki types" as 

criminals, angry, not integrated, disadvantaged, and neglected.  

With a view on the area as geographically scattered it does not appear as territorially confined 

or institutional encased (Wacquant, 2000) and the youngsters are not experiencing 

themselves as limited from the (an) outside society or from other social strata. Many of the 

youngsters have to move outside the area to get to school, youth clubs, sports clubs, spare 
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time jobs, to friends, etc. and from that perspective the limits or the encasement of the area is 

very open.  

The Domea Project (The Overall Housing Plan for socially disadvantaged areas in Svendborg) 

assumed to have had a certain innovative effect on the area. According to the youngsters the 

area has been very conflict-ridden years ago characterized by crime, troubles and insecurity. 

Interventions against the troublemakers and new efforts and activities have changed this 

situation. Now the culture and the activities among the youngsters in the area are reflecting 

healthy hobbies and behavior (attending school, clubs, doing homework, sports, jobs, 

including voluntary work, etc.) and some spillover effect seems to affect behavior, choices and 

aspiration processes; through the youngsters stories it is possible to state how much it means 

that peers have spare time jobs and attend school and - within this context - how the 

youngsters naturally get involved in certain activities. The fact that the Domea Project is 

covering areas across Svendborg City, prerequisites that everybody has to move across 

geographical lines, across different housing areas as well as different administrative, 

structural and socio-economic lines.  

Moreover, the local school in Byparken (Hømarksskolen) was transformed into a new school 

structure with another target group (Nymarksskolen) resulting in a much more ethnical and 

socio- economic differentiation among the pupils. The pupils are then mixed across ethnicity, 

cultural background, living area, social strata and status. Also the children of the young 

mothers are enrolled in a nursery together with children from other strata and from other, 

more attractive, areas because some of the nurseries are placed on the edge of different 

housing areas. 

These circumstances are supposed to have an impact on the experience of not being spatial or 

socially excluded and then isolated from an outside world (Kronauer, 1998; Wacquant, 2000) 

and furthermore have an impact on the experience of not being territorial stigmatized 

(Wacquant, 2008). The youngsters are familiar with youngsters from other cultures, living 

areas, with other family traditions, social positions and ways of living. Our interpretation is 

that these conditions may have an impact on the youngsters' capacity to adapt to or even 

assimilate Danish norms and the risk of a territorial construction and territorial 

stigmatization seems to be avoided and considerably diminished. 

According to Wacquant (2008) territorial stigmatization, neglect of an area and the feeling of 

depression and social factum among other things might block the view of the future for the 

inhabitants, living in disadvantaged areas. However, the youngsters in Svendborg do not 

define the area or their own position within this frame. On the contrary, they define the area 

as nice, well-kept and safe and in addition they believe in the future and in social mobility. 
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According to the territorial stigmatization, they feel stigmatized by their appearance or their 

connection to the social security system, but not because of their connection to the living area.  

In this way, youngsters living under the circumstances of so called disadvantaged areas do not 

necessarily experience themselves as disadvantaged. Because of their previous life in war and 

as refuges the youngsters and their families feel at home, safe and secure. It becomes obvious 

that young people living in this open area are sharing aspirations with their peers living 

outside the area. This tendency seems to be a product of the mixed groups in day care, schools 

and free time activities and improved the possibilities to enculturate to 'normal', Danish 

beliefs and values. 

Aspirations in proposition of inequality and discrimination 

It is possible to observe various forms of discrimination factors and processes according to 

the youngster’s articulations but the youngster’s experiences are not clearly consistent with 

the local level definitions of problems and needs of intervention.  

Although the immigrant youngsters do not necessarily experience themselves as socially 

vulnerable, living in poverty or stigmatized because of the housing area and - according to the 

professionals - vulnerable because of their family background they are still struggling with 

barriers and inequalities. Young people with another ethnical background than Danish feel 

like Danes. But they experience to be stigmatized by an attributed identity. They are being 

approached as immigrants, mostly because of their appearance (skin colour and dark(er) 

hair) and as radical Muslims (terrorists or adherents of Islamic State) because of their 

religious attachment. Most of the young people with another ethnical background than Danish 

are born in Denmark and they do not have any experience with other kinds of national 

attachment or identification; they do not feel less Danish because of their immigrant 

background. The youngsters are speaking fluently Danish and expressed themselves within 

Danish terms. In other words, the youngsters with another ethnical background than Danish 

are identified and stigmatized as 1) Muslims embracing the idea of being fanatic and socially 

isolated and 2) as immigrants embracing the idea of being a foreigner, a stranger, opposed to 

Danish norms and culture and with no will and any skills. Being treated with this kind of 

prejudice situates the youngsters in an unequal, exposed and disadvantaged situation even if 

they do not feel disadvantaged according to their socio-economic situation. These youth do 

not articulate specific barriers of being seen and approached as an immigrant and with 

another religious background and they do not articulate specific characteristics of being or 

feeling Danish but through their aspirations about having an education, being economically 

independent, acquiring other life conditions than their parents it is possible to observe what 

kind of overall conditions and characteristics they connect to the picture of being ‘Danish’; 

being independent and having opportunities, that is the freedom to make choices. On the 
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other hand, the stigmas ascribed to an immigrant or a foreigner identity are crucial for the 

young peoples' aspirations in the desire to show that “this is not true”, e.g. show that they 

have a “will” and are able to do something and be someone and their aspirations are 

influenced by the desire to bridge the gap between feeling Danish, integrated, and be 

approached as a foreigner.  In this way the circumstances give the immigrant youngsters 

unequal capabilities because of their background and their appearance. The youngsters have 

to fight against prejudice; undiscriminating generalizations (IBJJ) about living in a family with 

immigrant background. The youngsters are not being treated as a ‘dignified being, whose 

worth is equal to that of others’ (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 79) because of their ethnicity, including 

cultural and religious background.  And within this frame they are not able to exercise 

practical reasoning: ‘to engage in critical reflections about the planning of one’s life’ 

(Nussbaum, 2000, p. 79) because the ability to make critical reflections require a broad and 

non-discriminating environment based on a more varied IBJJ. 

Danish young persons, mainly young mothers above the age of 18, feel stigmatized by being a 

part of the system, receiving social security. They feel stigmatized by the problems taking 

place earlier in life (school drop outs, previous abuse, etc.) and by their parents' problems and 

from that perspective They do not feel involved and included in the decision making 

processes at the local authorities either because the system wants to observe them with 

reference to their background or because the youngsters are finding it difficult to engage in 

the existing offers. Common-sense about how to organize activities and projects heading a 

certain kind of personality and competencies are excluding certain groups of youngster. Being 

extrovert and having outreach behavior is embedded in the structure of the different projects 

and activities, and this causes unequal conditions for young people living in isolation and 

struggling with social, psychological and/or mental illness. These youngsters do not feel that 

they have mental and psychological resources to meet these challenges and they do not feel 

that they have equal and workable possibilities to participate and escape from social isolation, 

including developing new skills to prevent further social exclusion.  

The connection between will, motivation and aspirations  

To have dreams and combine them with will or even willpower is an important message to 

the surroundings and seems to give the youngsters status, whether the will is directed 

towards education or private life and family. It is possible to connect this orientation and 

values to the national and local level definition of motivation, represented by The Reform of 

Social Security as well as national and local ideas represented by the before mentioned life 

phase model. The Reform of Social Security is justified as a needed motivational intervention 

in order to force beneficiaries without a formal education into the educational system again 

(WP3, p. 14) and emphasizes more than ever national demands of being involved and 
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motivated and strengthens the idea of correlation between involvement (the will) and being 

normal, not poor and not disadvantaged.  

When analyzing national and local, professional level definitions of disadvantaged youth the 

focus emphasize families and their upbringing and more peripherally the achievements in 

school. According to the youngsters' life stories it is possible to identify a lack of motivation 

and aspirations related to the school situation, resulting in school drop-out.   

In that connection our research highlights an intersection between clear ideas of future 

aspirations - as well as ideas of what may pave the way to fulfill the dreams - and the presence 

of motivation (Turner, 1987) and it is possible as well to see a connection between unclear, 

blurred ideas and the lack of motivation. Young people with problems around the 9th grade 

(expressed by being tired of school, disliking the pressure, truancy, etc.) experienced great 

difficulties about staying in the educational track or get into it again after drop out.  They only 

have vague aspirations and often no motivation (neither now nor then) which implies that 

they do not know what to desire (educationally as well as in general). They have not 

knowledge how to turn the situation and additionally they do not really know why the 

situation ended up like this. One of the young people mentioned that he has been kicked out of 

his education, partly because of too much truancy. Prospectively, he wants to continue in 

another educational track, but he had to wait half a year before he could be enrolled into a 

new education and in the meantime he did not know what to do and where to go. He did not 

know why he ended up losing his motivation and did not know how to “get it back”. He gave 

an impression of feeling isolated and stocked with his problem: “I just have to pull myself 

together” (interview, youngsters). 

Within the present research it is difficult to identify the core of these problems. However, we 

can identify links between motivation and aspirations as well as the lack of motivation and 

blurred aspirations within these stories. To some extent these youngsters seem to be lost in a 

blind alley. For them it is a challenge to get back on the educational track again; to see the 

possibilities and feel the motivation - and to connect these two dimensions.  

Age and a lack of youth policy 

Age can be assumed to be an important issue that affects the possibilities of help, including 

the possibilities of participating in various projects or in educational, vocational activities in 

general, because the demands are changing (and often increasing) while the amount of offers 

or activities are reduced. According to age, the lack of a specific youth policies can be 

considered as crucial for the young people's experience of possibilities and efforts - and then 

for the capability to aspire; the policy areas, the social support systems and the interventions 

through legislation on a national level (being transferred and translated on the local level) 
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presented in this research (WP3) have no exclusive youth definition and this influences at the 

same time the understanding and definition of the subset of youth that has to be considered 

disadvantaged. The challenge is to make out a spearhead to recognize subjectivities as a part 

of social realities. Young people are not homogeneous. Their experiences, needs and 

orientations do not match unambiguous and standardized expectations of policy makers and 

vice versa.  

 

5.3. The right to participate and grades of participation 

Formally, youth has the social right to participate as part of their citizenship. The democratic 

society is characterized by an undergrowth of organizations from “button” to the “top” of the 

society. At local level young people may enter various organizations and networks reaching 

from boy scouts over sports clubs to school councils. The local organizations are additionally 

organized on regional level, and the regional organizations or committees are in turn a basis 

of national confederations or unions (trade unions, athletic national associations, political 

youth associations, etc.). In principle, young people are represented at all these levels of 

organized democratic participation within these organizations. However, this does not entail 

that every young person experiences participation and having a voice in the decision-making 

and development of these independent and self-governing organizations. Basically, Danish 

legislation emphasizes that all persons, irrespective of ethnic origin, gender, possessions, race, 

religion, etc., are to be treated equally and without prejudice. The legislation emphasizes as 

well that disadvantaged children and youngsters have the same rights and access to the same 

possibilities as their peers but disadvantaged youth would usually not have a strong voice and 

formal rights do not always lead to real freedoms.  

According to the overall research question of the SocIEtY project: To what extent and in what 

way do social policies and practices take the perspectives of (disadvantaged) young people 

seriously? - it is possible to identify various phases or grades of participation, according to the 

interpretation of participation based on Siisäinen's (2014) typologies and social hybrids: 

Participation, Adaption, Coercion and Engagement. For the young people with another 

ethnical background than Danish, the form of participation is like a hybrid of adaption, 

participation and engagement. On the one hand they try to adapt to a ‘Danish’ identity - to get 

away from stigmas and become “completely Danish" and accepted. At the same time (for that 

purpose) they try to follow the policy described aspirations about having an education and 

then become ‘normal’ by means of adapting to values and norms connected to the idea of 

being Danish. On the other hand they are participating in their own lives with an experience of 

voluntariness (freedom) because they - supported by their parents and inspired by their 

parents' life story and conditions - expect schooling and education to be of crucial importance. 
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This experience of meaningfulness (caused by the connection between aspiration and 

different factors of motivation) means that the form of participation is articulated as 

voluntary and the activation and empowerment – engagement (Siisäinen, 2014) - heading the 

youngers considering as meaningful and seems to be a good input in life in order to achieve 

their dreams and create new possibilities and more possibilities in life. When the youngsters 

are not being heard and involved in decisions about their own life, the participation processes 

are experienced as coercion. Conversely, while being heard and involved the youngsters felt 

accepted and acknowledged and the processes are experienced as motivating and as 

voluntary participation. According to the youngsters it matters whether the professionals 

have the authority to make decisions or not, including whether they are doing this as a 

voluntary work. It is much easier to participate in activities and to be a part of the processes 

in general and in the decision making processes in particular when the professionals do not 

have the authority to make decisions including decide and implement sanctions. 

 

As mentioned above disadvantaged youth would usually not have a strong voice and 

additional, formal rights do not always lead to real rights. This raises the question of whose 

‘will’ is behind the voice, similarly what are ‘real rights’ or ‘free choices’?  The youngsters with 

another ethnical background than Danish are very clear about their aspirations, and their 

aspirations are corresponding very well with the policy described aspirations about education 

and job participation, including the relation between education/job and a normal life without 

poverty. Social service (welfare) depends upon the young people’s involvement in education 

and training to the labour market and seen in that light this is represented as the way to be 

normalized, the way out of poverty and out of a life as disadvantaged. Most of the youngsters 

do not articulate alternatives and stress that they really think that school and education is the 

solution.  

Following this track one might ask: is the system, the school, projects, clubs, etc. open for 

alternative thinking? Is it desirable and advisable to have another orientation than education 

and labour market participation even if the youngsters are influenced (manipulated, 

oppressed) by policy descriptions, ruling discourses and subjected to symbolic violence (to use 

a Bourdiean term (1990a))? Is it possible to find strategies more appropriate to reach the 

‘good life’ in ‘freedom’ with a lot of ‘possibilities’? The point is that it is very difficult to analyze 

the youngsters' capability according to what Sen describe as the extent of freedom to choose 

between different ways of living (Sen, 1990), and what they are “[…] in fact able to do" (Sen, 

2009, p. 235). However, within the perspective of substantive freedom the youngsters are 

supposed to feel free; they feel that they have the possibility to make choices to imply social 

mobility and conquer new social positions in life and society. Again the question is to what 

extend the projects ‘stray’ from the policy described educational track (and discourses) and 
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on these ground to what extent the youngsters have substantial freedom; freedom to choose 

between different ways of living?  

 

5.4. Real freedom and the ability to perform practical reasoning  

Social justice research in our version focuses on providing a voice for the unheard and to 

strengthen their possibilities to engage actively in shaping the life they themselves have 

reason to value - becoming the executive editor of one´s own life, as Søren Kierkegaard 

advocated. This entails the combination of democratic participation in the societal bodies 

from the micro to the macro level where decisions are made which have consequences for the 

young people and the individual´s ability to perform practical reasoning for them self when 

engaging in participation. Practical reasoning as Martha Nussbaum introduces in her list of 

central capabilities is argued to have a constructive role in the development and actualization 

of the other central capabilities that a just society will promote (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 81). 

Drawing on the readings of Aristotle, Nussbaum conceptualize this as “Being able to form a 

conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the planning of one's life” and 

the argument for this particular capability´s constructive role is as follows:  “What is meant by 

saying that the capability of practical reason organizes all the others is more obvious: the 

opportunity to plan one´s own life is an opportunity to choose and order the functioning 

corresponding to the various other capabilities” (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 39). For this reason it 

may be argued that: 

 “[…] practical reason in this context is specified as the ability to relate means and ends and to reflect on 

actions. This, on the one hand relates to the ability to evaluate and to form independent judgments, whilst, on 

the other, establishing the prerequisites for the more mature capability to exercise practical reason in terms 

of forming a conception of the good and planning one’s life.” (Terzi, 2004, p. 18).  

 

Nussbaum´s argument is distillate from her readings of Aristotle. She argues that: 

 
 “If we think reflectively about what a human being is, he suggests, we will have reason to prefer a life under 

the direction of practical reason to the slavish or cowlike life of pleasure and also to any life that is carried on 

without order or direction. We want a life that uses all our capacities. Such a life both includes the exercise of 

reason and requires rational direction.”(Nussbaum 1985, p. 101).  

 

In other words, the real freedom for young people to participate in the development of new 

social innovations in front level positions of organizations providing offers for the young 

people, which intentionally should support a life the individual has reason to value are 

restrained by the youngsters capacity to perform practical reasoning. If the young people have 



26 

 

no conception of the good and do not engage in critical reflection about the planning of their 

life, participation becomes an empty container concept. 

It is our interpretation that in relation to the capability for voice - understood as: “the real 

freedom to voice one’s opinion and to make it count within the public policy process on the 

one hand and social work practice on the other hand (cf. Bonvin 2012). On a subject oriented 

(but not individualistic) level, capability for voice is the real freedom to express one’s wishes, 

expectations, desires, etc. and really make them count when decisions concerning oneself are 

made.”  (Kjeldsen, et al., 2012, p. 15) - the recent policy reform leaves no real opportunity for 

exit. Following Bonvin in order to actualize the capability of voice one should be able to:    

“choose between either loyalty to the collective prescriptions or norms, or voice in order to contest or 

negotiate the content of such prescriptions without being subject to heavy sanctions, or exit so as to be able 

to escape these collective norms at an affordable cost (e.g. by refusing to take up a badly remunerated job 

without having to abide by excessive financial penalties imposed by the public employment agency).”  

(Bonvin, 2012, p. 12). 

 

This is clearly not met in the reforms of the policies regarding disadvantaged youth, which 

meet age and educational level specific demands. As mentioned before, some youngsters are 

subjected to sanctions because they are not able to participate within existing projects and 

activities, including educational offers, because of psychological problems or mental illness. 

They are victims of limited experiences of turning school and educational aspirations into 

favorable outcomes (Appadurai, 2004): “Everybody is talking about how I can educate myself, 

but no one has asked me if I want to have an education", a young mother stated after several 

years of pressure from the municipality/local authorities. Until that the young mother could 

not “exit” (Hirschmann, 1970) from the system because of economically reasons (to avoid 

sanctions) and because she did not want to become further isolated and excluded. Certainly, 

her voice had an impact and the case turned into a workable solution for the young mother 

only because of a supportive mentor and an open minded and creative social worker having 

the courage to do something against conventional ideas and discourses and still within 

legislations and formal directions. 

 

5.5. Social  innovation 

As a result of the decentralized state formation, the responsibility for developing and realizing 

new ways to handle complex social processes that relate to target areas in the shape of 

national legislation (and national goals) is placed at the institutional level in corporation with 

local government. We can identify a form of top-down and bottom-up relationship in this 

regard, whereas national policies set the goals to evaluate and the institutions form their 
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practice in order to reach these and other goals that they find promising in order to return 

values to the local community.   

Interestingly, we have taken notice of the fact that national legislation seems to be more 

'capability-friendly' than local practices.  National legislation emphasizes that educational 

offers have to take the experiences, wishes, aspirations and needs of the affected young 

people into consideration and generally speaking the voices of the young people are to be 

taken into account.  From that perspective the question of steering processes turns out to be 

crucial:  what is steering the interventions processes and working conditions that the 

stakeholders and professionals refer to. A bottom-up construction of practice and processes is 

articulated again and again: we have to meet young people and their families where they are 

and help them from that perspective. According to the stakeholders and professionals, new 

interventions are constructed on the basis of the problems and needs articulated by the young 

people and their families. But the design of social innovative interventions is after all 

constructed by the professionals (and sometimes in cooperation with/or by the municipality) 

and not in cooperation with the youth and do not seems to be affected by the national 

'capability-friendly' discourses. The local innovative procedures mainly support the 

development of new instruments, measures and their realization and questioning the 

youngster’s capability to participate and to perform practical reasoning as well as real 

freedom. 

For the purpose of doing participatory research entailing reflections processes and the 

transformation of potential barriers into possibilities (Vandekinderen/Roose  2014, p. 6) we 

arranged a workshop meeting for the participants in the Danish part of the SocIEtY Project 

and presented the findings of the WP5 (the youngsters voices) in a forum of professionals and 

one youngster. As an innovative character of participation the aim is to widening the 

professionals IBJJ by confronting perspectives - constructed by dominating discourses  and 

meanings – for the purpose of making it possible to rethink and reassess prevailing norms and 

values, including social problems and needs of interventions. As mentioned before, our study 

raises a central doubt about what is going on: Do the projects take the youngster’s perspective 

or do they construct youngsters' aspirations through policy prescribed aspirations and 

discourses?  

Some projects do not take the youngsters for granted - or a certain group of youngsters - 

perspective, because the needs, wishes and aspirations of these youngsters do not connect 

with the common sense about how to participate and not be excluded from society; policy 

described aspirations about education and labour market participation. Confronting the 

professionals with these findings, they could not identify other goals than education and 
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labour market participation and they could not see other possible or progressive plans or 

goals for young people than to follow the educational track.  

But maybe the question is not “what to do” or “what to achieve” but rather “how to do it”; how 

to facilitate processes of participation and practical reasoning within overall goals and 

discourses.  

 

 

6. Discussion and Conclusion  

Social exclusion appears to be a risk faced by many young people. In this context attention is 

paid to the processes and mechanisms which are contributing to either a very low or even no 

participation in normal social life and also often barriers that close young people's 

possibilities of implementing equal participation in important social arenas characterized by 

expectations of participation. In order to have the real freedom to participate in the decision 

making and contribute to the social innovation process the young people need to be capable 

of performing practical reasoning in order to bring in their reflected perspectives of the good 

life they have reason to value. If this constitutive capability is not fostered there is a risk of 

professional paternalism.   

When interpreted the definitions of disadvantaged youth on a national and local, professional 

level the families and the upbringing and more peripherally on the achievements in school are 

emphasized. On a national level and according to the structure and substance of interventions 

and activities you find a focus on educational and labour market qualifications as an 

instrument to avoid poverty and social exclusion. 

The young people’s expressions do not unambiguously correspond with the problems and 

intervention needs articulated by the professionals. Especially young immigrants’ image of 

themselves and experiences of barriers do not correspond with an emphasized focus on 

family background and a deficient upbringing. Young people with another ethnical 

background than Danish feel struggling with stigmas as immigrants and foreigner even that 

they are feeling Danish and do not have any experiences with other national identifications.  

Besides, young people  feel stigmatized by being a part of the system, receiving social security 

and age can be assumed to be a weighty issue that affect the possibilities of participating in 

various projects or in educational, vocational activities in general, because the imply new 

demands and  the amount of offers are reduced. The above mentioned findings and conclusion 

are analytically well in line with findings related to active labour market interventions as 
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Jean-Michel Bonvin who argue that “standard measures of unemployment, i.e. based on 

standard “informational bases of judgment in justice” (henceforward IBJJ) are totally blind to 

the limitations faced by job-seekers.” (Bonvin, 2006: 121). The blindness in this case are often 

towards the limitations of the young people´s real freedom to participate in the social 

intervention and promotion of intervention. Formal structures of participation do not secure 

real opportunities for especially the disadvantaged youth.  

Efforts, interventions and innovative policies within these deprived city districts are 

characterized by various initiatives mainly oriented towards individuals already holding 

social competences and skills and towards youngsters with immigrant background. 

Youth struggling with social isolation, psychological or psychiatric illness seems overlooked 

within local practice and interventions. In addition, a dominant focus on the youngsters family 

background, including generalizations about living in an immigrant family, overshadowed the 

possibility to engage in critical reflections about life planning and  the youngsters will 

(resources) to be integrated and their educational will and aspirations.  

The local network analysis engaged within the deprived city district drew attention towards 

the professionals own capabilities of affiliation. It points out a relationship between the 

professional’s abilities to become engaged in the life of the young person and practice human 

decency through the act of being sincere towards the individual and what the young people 

values and the experience of being taken into account by the youngsters. In this sense 

youngsters when given voice are not demanding politicians or professionals to become more 

technical, instead they value and asking for human relationships “including serious attempt to 

better understand the young generation's aspirations, dreams, hopes and living conditions.” 

(Danish report). A policy that support this need will be more concerned with fostering 

professional reflection as a part of the implementation of new youth policies (education, 

housing, social policy) and thereby to the highest degree possible include young people's own 

experiences in local activities, initiatives and local policies. To include young people's 

experiences in local activities, initiatives and policies necessitates much more attention on 

reflection - both professional reflection between social workers, school teachers and social 

pedagogues and the reflection between professionals and young people. Reflection has to be 

part of a natural and collective part of implementing youth policies (education, housing, social 

policy) - because reflection makes a significant contribution during negotiations. 

As there is no explicitly defined or isolated focused youth policy area in Denmark. Policies are 

targeting a range of overlapping age groups and reasons for intervention. These conditions 

are reflected by the youngsters' experiences of a rigid system with a lack of flexibility and 

possibilities and with a lack of opportunities and visible support, especially when you have 

passed the age of 18 years old. Integration is an overall goal but is defined very differently 
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among the youngsters; the desire of integration is motivated by different conditions and 

needs and the youngsters are using different strategies to avoid or to get out of an unwanted 

situation and to reach their dreams. It is recommended that the professionals are looking at 

young people as a diversified group with differences as regards age, gender, background, 

needs and problems. By recognizing diversity and multiculturalism a new platform for social 

innovations is created. Young people are not following a standard meaning that not-

standardized solutions are demanded. 

 

 

6.1. Policy recommendations 

This new platform is a genuine commitment to young people's rights. Therefore, policy should 

(1) provide an environment that challenges oppression within society, (2) increase the young 

people's confidence and stimulate personal development, (3) encourage youth to learn to 

value themselves and other young people, (4) increase the young people's knowledge of their 

rights and further increase their expectations of their rights and goals, (5) enable young 

people to make informed choices as well as refusing offers that they do not have reason to 

value, (6) support young people making changes in their lives and (7) support the young 

people’s real participation in the development of new innovative programs.  
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