

[image: Cover Image]

Copyright

Published by Little, Brown

ISBN: 978-1-4055-2229-8

Copyright © Georgia Gould 2015

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

The graph on p. 182 is from Steve Strand, ‘Ethnicity, Gender, Social Class and Achievement Gaps at Age 16: Intersectionality and “Getting It” for the White Working Class’, Research Papers in Education, 29:2 (2014), published by Taylor & Francis Online.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Little, Brown

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk

For the young people who shared their stories with me – I hope this book does them justice


Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Introduction

1. The Myth of a Problem Generation

2. The Problem with Politics

3. Project Me

4. Searching for Community

5. Declining Social Mobility

6. The Revolution Will Be Digital

Path to the Future

7. Building Relationships

8. Sharing Power

9. Helping Me, Helping You

10. What’s Fair?

11. Finding a Common Purpose

Select Bibliography

Notes

Acknowledgements

Index

About the Author


Introduction

It is six o’clock on a cold November evening in Camden, and I am sitting waiting for a group of young volunteers. They turn up en masse and suddenly the committee room is full of food, laughter and fifteen teenagers all talking over each other to tell me about their work. We are in the middle of a debate about the media when a girl rushes in late, school bags flying. ‘Sorry,’ she tells us, ‘I was stopped and searched three times on the way here.’ I ask her if the police gave a reason. ‘They said I looked thuggish,’ she replies with a bemused laugh. No one apart from me looks surprised. This is their daily experience: security guards that tail them in shops, curtains that twitch as they walk home, people who avoid their gaze as they walk down the street. As a society we have begun to demonise our young. We label them ‘thugs’, ‘hoodies’, ‘feral’, and define them by what they are not – Not in Education, Employment or Training – until the word ‘youth’ becomes synonymous with antisocial behaviour. At the extreme, we begin to question their very humanity.1

Older generations have always watched with some trepidation as young people challenge the status quo. However, as the story of our teens and twenty-somethings became intertwined with the story of the internet, the gap between their generation and all who came before widened into a chasm in workplaces, in communities and in politics. Businesses rail at the entitled and unemployable young people they are asked to give jobs to. Politicians complain about the apathy of the young people they have to try to win over. Commentators worry that we are bringing up a generation of shallow, lazy, self-obsessed narcissists who are abandoning their empathy, their morality and their values in the relentless pursuit of attention and consumption.

As a society we try to mould the next generation into our failing institutions, rather than asking them how to transform them. If we call young people who are registering a protest at our political institutions apathetic instead of listening to their critique, we lose the opportunity of reform. If we describe young people left angry and disillusioned by the lack of opportunities they face as feral, it stops us addressing rising inequality. If we label young people who have been failed by our education system ‘entitled’ and ‘lazy’, it leads to policies that sanction, penalise and criminalise the young rather than support them.

This is a generation that has grown up with a social contract straining to keep up with a changing world. In many ways they have inherited their parents’ aspirations. They want to find a good job, eventually buy their own home, get married and have children. Yet the reality they are facing is a lower standard of living than their parents,2 stagnating wages and massive youth unemployment. Young people struggling to get on the housing ladder are forced to navigate an expensive private rented sector, which offers little stability.

This is a long way from what they want. As we will see throughout this book, many young people growing up in Britain today are highly entrepreneurial and aspirational both for themselves and for society. Yet there is a huge gap between young people’s aspirations for their own lives, for society at large and the reality they face. Rather than setting up new businesses, most are focused on getting by. They are forced into trade-offs between education and housing, career and family, making a difference
and paying the bills. They need more education than ever before to do the same jobs and some are finding it difficult to enter the labour market at all.

We could ignore this. Young people are less likely to vote, to identify with political parties, to join trade unions, to turn up to community meetings or planning committees. It isn’t difficult for the whole system to churn on without taking the protest of the young seriously or listening to their concerns. Yet as it does, young people become more disengaged – and none more so than young people from disadvantaged backgrounds who watch as opportunities slip further from their reach. As their voices become more and more marginalised they bunker in, retrenching further and further away from communities and institutions. We end up with an atomised society where young people retreat to a harsh individualism or fall prey to an anti-democratic political force that gives voice to their frustration at the whole system.

The challenges facing this generation present a bleak picture but this is not a pessimistic book. If you spend even a small amount of time with young people it is impossible to be pessimistic. As a Labour Councillor and Cabinet Member for Young People in Camden I am lucky enough to spend a lot of time with different groups of young people and I am constantly lifted and inspired by their optimism, creativity and energy. They are far more likely to express grand ambitions than hopelessness, whether they are describing their own lives or their mission for society. Young people in Britain today may face huge challenges but they are also offering up new solutions.

If we waste this optimism, we waste one of the greatest resources we have as a country. Research by the Office for National Statistics shows that while only 41.5 per cent of the working-age population are under thirty-five, they represent 66.2 per cent of the country’s human capital stock3 – the value to the economy of their future earning potential. We will need every bit of young people’s creativity, energy and optimism to realign our economy, reignite growth, care for an elderly population and reduce energy consumption. Young people must be active partners, but at the moment they are largely absent from the debate about our future

The lost voices of young Britain are the real tragedy and why I called the book Wasted. In our obsession with identifying everything that is wrong with the next generation, we miss how much they have to teach us.

We need to break down some of the negative myths that pervade public debate about the young. In Chapter 1, I explore how young people end up as the scapegoat for society’s problems and take on some of the myths about the next generation.

One of the most dangerous myths mistakes young people’s anger about politics for apathy. This is dangerous because it allows young people’s legitimate critique of our political institutions to be ignored. In Chapter 2 I make the case that the real apathy comes from politicians who have failed to acknowledge that young people’s alienation from political institutions should be a wake-up call. Many young people no longer express their political beliefs in collective movements but in highly personal choices about how they live, where they work and what they consume. This should be celebrated and encouraged as the starting point of a new empowered citizenship.

In Chapter 3 I come to the crux of older people’s fears about the young. Talking about my book with baby boomers I hear again and again about their fear that, through liberating themselves from their parents’ communities and their own search for personal liberation, they inadvertently created the circumstances where their own children developed into a generational monster, too selfish and individualistic to partake in community or political life. I show that while individualism is here to stay, the nature of this is open for debate. For some young people this can be a positive and liberating force. Research shows that many young people are highly entrepreneurial, driven by a desire to make a personal impact and more accepting of others’ individuality than older generations. However, for some young people individualism expresses itself as a need to put themselves first in a zero-sum game. The more young people feel like they have been left behind, the less they will feel they have an obligation to others. Wider society has a big part to play in whether the individualism the next generation grows up with is a ‘put-myself-first fight for survival’ or one that equates personal fulfilment with the pursuit of something bigger than oneself.

In Chapter 4, I explore what this individualism means for community life. Traditional collective identities, whether class or religious, are declining. However, I show that far from rejecting solidarity and cooperation, young people are forming new communities built through relationships and empathy. They are proving that individuality and solidarity do not have to conflict but that true personal empowerment takes place within a collective.

While some young people are creating new communities and shared experiences, others are struggling to form connections. A central theme that comes up in every chapter is the growing disparity between young people based on their background. Young people growing up in poverty have tended to bear the brunt of the negative stereotypes; they also experience the greatest sense of alienation and lack of power. In Chapter 5 I show how our education system is not fit for purpose and is failing to produce social mobility or give young people the skills they need to succeed in the labour market.

We are also failing to give young people the tools they need to deal with a society and economy that is ever more reliant on the internet. At the same time as it liberates and empowers, technology disrupts and polarises. In Chapter 6 I show that young people are on the front line of the battle to understand and shape the internet. It is only by listening to them and giving them the support they need that we can ensure it is a progressive force in their lives.

In the second section of the book I set out a path for the future based on the ideas and example of the young people I have met. It is a vision of a modern, empowered citizenship actively expressed by young people in their work, their communities and the way they engage with services. In return, we need to give every young person the support, opportunity and investment they need to flourish.

The institutions of civil society will be key to this. It is no longer acceptable in the post-recession world to talk about businesses and banks as merely the engines of growth, with government worrying about everything else: the future is businesses creating shared value for themselves and society. To meet this vision will require leaders committed to unlocking the leadership capacity of their citizens and a new uniting purpose for society.

What do I mean by young people?

Before I go much further I want to clarify some of the key terms I use in this book.

First and most importantly, who am I talking about when I refer to ‘young people’? Alongside the idea of ‘youth’ as a problem, ‘youth’ has become a drawn-out process. Because of the challenges young people face, they take longer to settle down than their parents’ generation and the twilight zone between adolescence and full adulthood can go on well into the twenties and early thirties.

As I explore in Chapter 1, there are some universal features of youth and indeed other life stages that hold true across generations. We can still identify with Shakespeare’s seven ages of man: from the mewling and puking infant, through the whining schoolboy, the lover, the soldier, the justice in fair round belly, the lean and slippered pantaloon to the second childishness. We play many roles as we move through life, roles that have some kind of universal quality across time.

However, the social conditions that exist through our formative years are powerful in shaping an individual’s values. Napoleon said if you want to understand a man then look at the world when he was twenty. Karl Mannheim, in his 1928 essay ‘The Problem of Generations’, was influential in developing the idea of generations as distinct social categories where those growing up under similar sociological and historical circumstances share a certain view of the world that they will carry throughout their lives.

William Strauss and Neil Howe took up the modern discussion of generations in the US: ‘As each generation ages into the next phase – from youth to young adulthood to midlife to elderhood – its attitudes and behaviours mature, producing new currents in the public mood. In other words, people do not “belong” to their age brackets. A woman of forty today has less in common with forty-year-old women across the ages than with the rest of her generation, which is united by memories, language, habits, beliefs, and life lessons.’4

Today we commonly divide society into five generations defined by the conditions of birth – the pre-war generation born before 1945, the baby boomers born between 1945 and 1965, Generation X born between 1966 and 1979, Gen Y born between 1980 and 2000 and Gen Z born after 2000.

This book focuses on Generation Y, otherwise known as the ‘millennial generation’, those born between 1980 and 2000. Within this group I look particularly at the younger half of this generation, those in their teens and twenties, and most of my interviews were with fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds.

What, then, are the shared reference points and the unique context of this generation? It is a generation brought up in a diverse country and a globalised world. They are growing up one step further along the curve of modernity and therefore one step further away from hierarchy, deference and traditional identities. They are more familiar with rapid change and flux than they are with stability. They have also grown up alongside the internet. It has allowed them to choose their identity and shape their communities in a way that was unimaginable for their grandparents. They are growing up in a world where knowledge and power are not locked away in corporate headquarters and parliamentary institutions, but dispersed across society for good or for bad. They live in a world where every Goliath can find himself trumped by a smaller and more nimble David.

Yet paradoxically they are growing up in a world where it matters more than ever what kind of family you are born into – not just how much money your family has but where they live, the premium they put on education and the stability they can give you when dealing with an unstable world. As inequality grows, for some the world genuinely is their oyster, for others the world contracts to the couple of streets they grew up on.

The themes I explore in this book impact on young people differently depending on their class, gender, race, religion, region and many other factors. I chose to focus in particular on how social class impacts on young people’s experiences and opportunities because I see this as a fundamental issue in politics, education and community life.

Many of the themes I look at, from youth unemployment to rising inequality, are very much global trends, but in these pages I look at what they mean for young people in the UK.5

This book is not here to answer every question or speak for every young person.

There will be many perspectives that I haven’t explored and so many brilliant projects that I haven’t mentioned. The fact that this can only offer a snapshot is testament to the huge range and diverse experiences of young people in Britain.

I do hope that this book can provide a guide to start exploring the challenges young people face and how to meet them. I strongly believe this debate has to happen but it needs to be a debate with young people not about them. If this book does one thing I hope it gives a platform to some of the exceptional young people I have met. They have so much to contribute and deserve to be heard.

My journey around Britain

In order to write this book I spent two years travelling round the country talking to young people and researching their attitudes. I started off by reviewing as much of the polling and attitudinal surveys of young people as I could find from a whole range of sources – the British Social Attitudes survey, Ipsos MORI, the Prince’s Trust, the RSA, YouGov, Hansard, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, academic journals and studies and too many more to mention. I was helped in this by two brilliant young researchers, Jake Leeper and Helen Williams, who in different ways embody everything I am saying in this book about the energy, purpose and commitment of young people. I then set out to discuss some of the findings with young people themselves. I visited schools, youth centres and university campuses. I visited some of the most prestigious schools like Eton and Wellington College and some of the most deprived estates.

I particularly focused on six parts of the country, which I felt said something important for what is happening in Britain today:

Camden, a multicultural central London borough with a diverse social mix – the internationally wealthy, an asset-rich middle class, floating young professionals, large and aspirational immigrant communities and a shrinking white working class. I chose Guildford and Woking to represent a predominately white, middle-class suburban life. Areas like this part of Surrey had been a core audience for New Labour: the aspirational voters who have become the focus of much modern political campaigning. Bradford, a faded industrial giant, once leading the world in cotton-spinning, now more notable for racial conflict and economic stagnation. Glasgow, one of Britain’s great cities, combining new growth and huge poverty, and central to the debate about the future of Scotland. Finally, the Valleys in South Wales, bringing together a mix of rural and town life and a rich political, industrial and cultural history. These places all say something about Britain’s political and social past, but the question I had is, what do their children say about Britain’s future?

I approached youth clubs, schools, young people in care, pupil referral units, youth MPs, young religious groups, young volunteers and youth employability schemes. There was a danger that young people taking part in an organised activity of any kind would be more engaged than the average so I also wanted to reach young people who weren’t necessarily engaging in any kind of institution, who were just going about their daily lives. Here I sought the help of Leftfield, a brilliant independent field agency specialising in recruiting focus groups and in-depth research. They worked with me to develop a research plan and arrange focus groups in each location with eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds, deliberately excluding those who were members of a political party or active in politics or community life. I asked everyone I met the same questions about politics, their community, their aspirations, their hopes and fears, their schools, their view of welfare, class, the difference between the generations, inequality, business, the responsibilities of state and citizen. The themes I pick up in this book are where the quantitative and qualitative research tally to show a general trend.

At the same time I went out looking for examples of where young people were doing things differently, whether it was creating new business models, social movements or leadership styles. I did this in any way I could. I went to hundreds of events, debates and youth celebration awards and I spent a lot of time on social media. I found Charandeep, who I write about in Chapter 8, on a Sikh message board and contacted him through Facebook. I saw Franklyn (Chapter 1) perform at an awards ceremony. I found Natalie (Chapter 2) through her blog. The young people I met told me who they admired and I followed the chain of recommendations, discovering some amazing stories along the way. I also bring in my own experience of working with young people in Camden.

I have used the stories of some of the young people I met as case studies throughout the book, illustrating and bringing to life the themes I want to discuss. Many of these case studies are not typical but I choose them because they point to how things could be, to the green shoots of a different kind of future.

Sitting in an empty stadium

Three years ago I organised an event about Stop and Search and one of the young people I had invited stole the show. He spoke passionately about the experience of being regularly stopped on his way back from university, the frustration and powerlessness he felt. Afterwards I asked him if he had considered getting involved in politics. He told me that it wasn’t for him; he would have no idea where to start.

I seemed to be hearing the same story all the time. Young people with powerful messages didn’t see politics as the forum to express them. The debate I was hearing in the media and many policy forums about what to do about the problem of the young seemed to miss the point. The energy, optimism and ideas seemed to be with the young people I was meeting, the apathy and boredom in the political forums.

I was twenty-six when I first started working on this book and when it is published I will be twenty-eight, but I didn’t write this book from the perspective of ‘we’ because although I am a member of Gen Y I had a more political upbringing than most. I was featuring on Labour Party leaflets before I could speak; I was waving a flag on the steps outside Downing Street in 1997 and by the time I was fifteen I was travelling round the country to campaign for Labour. When I was eighteen and all
set to go up to university, my new pots and pans packed, I was offered the opportunity to spend the year as a Labour Party organiser during the 2005 election campaign. I took a train up to Oxford and begged my tutors to let me take a year off and amazingly they agreed, much to my mum’s horror. If there is a traditional political or community institution then I am probably a member of it. I am a trustee of my local community centre, governor of a school (even though I have no children), member of a trade union, cooperative party, women’s network, Fabians, Progress. I think you probably get the gist.

My friends and in fact the vast majority of my generation have done none of these things. They are highly political, creative and community-spirited, as I hope this book will demonstrate, but they are not party political and they are not working through formal political institutions.

I was brought up to believe politics is a noble endeavour led by people who want to make a difference. I still believe that. It is why I cared enough to write a book about why it needs to change. As a councillor I know politics is full of people who care deeply about their communities but who are trapped in a set of institutions that are failing to let them fulfil this promise. This is no individual’s fault but a systemic failure. I know that the young people I work with want to change the world. If politics isn’t giving them that chance then there is something wrong with politics. We need radical change and in my view listening to young people is a good place to start.

This book is not a party political pamphlet – that would not be fair for the young people I met, many of whom have rejected the whole idea of party politics. I have tried to put forward what I’ve found as dispassionately as possible and I hope that people from all political persuasions will get something out of it.

My attitude to politics has everything to do with my family. My dad was a political strategist for the Labour Party from 1986 until his death in 2011. I watched him dedicate his life to political campaigns because he wanted to make the world a better place. I saw first-hand the difficulties and trade-offs he and his colleagues faced but I never doubted that they were there because they wanted to make a difference. My dad taught me three big lessons that shaped my approach to this book. The first was his driving motto and core belief: ‘trust the people’. I know the reason he went round the country conducting focus groups was because he believed that politics should be rooted in the voices of ordinary people. In his latter years he became increasingly concerned that politics was operating in an empty stadium. I try to root the ideas in this book in the reality of young people’s views and not in what I would like them to be.

The second thing he taught me was to keep a progressive mindset – not to be scared of change but to keep up with it. He saw constant renewal as the only way to ensure that our values stayed relevant in a changing world. This means that I don’t always agree with him but he would have been disappointed if I did. He would expect the solutions to be different and shaped by the world as it is.

The third was really a lesson from both my parents, which is the importance of a life lived in the service of others. They brought a deep sense of purpose to everything they did and they asked the same of my sister and me. It was that sense of purpose that I brought to this book and to telling the stories of the young people I met.

However, my most formative political experience had nothing to do with my parents. It was being a middle-class kid at a comprehensive school. From very early on I was acutely aware of the advantages I had by virtue of the lucky chance of being born into an affluent family. Growing up I saw friends who were far smarter than me fall behind and be let down by our education system. That was what pushed me to get involved in the first place, to stand for office, to become a school governor. Politics seemed to be the natural place to fight those battles. The work I do as a councillor focuses on this wasted potential and it is really why I wrote this book. It is a book for the girls I grew up with who deserved more than they got.

It is a book that calls for politics to change but it isn’t just a book for politicians. One thing I have learnt from the experience of New Labour and working for five years as a local councillor is that political decision-making alone cannot solve the problems we face. Direction from the centre can only do so much; real solutions have to go beyond politics and empower people. If we want to stop papering over the cracks of unequal opportunity and unleash the true potential of young people then it will take the energy of every member of society.

It will need older generations to get behind young people. I did not write this book to start a war between generations— the last thing young people want is to wage war on their parents and grandparents. The challenges we face require generations to work together, to learn from each other and to find common narratives. I wrote it for my constituents who desperately want to do right by young people but don’t know where to start. But most of all I wrote it for the young people who want a say in how their communities are run and don’t know how to have their voices heard.


Chapter 1

The Myth of a Problem Generation

The reluctant role model – Franklyn Addo, 21, London

I met Franklyn Addo at a café down the road from the LSE. Fresh from the library, towing a backpack, laptop and several books about injustice, there was little to distinguish him from the hundreds of other students thronging the streets of Holborn on a Friday afternoon. But he is not just another student. Brought up on one of the toughest estates in the country, an estate in Hackney known more for its prison population than its university students, he has become a poster boy for social mobility, the power of hard work and personal responsibility. He is the archetypal ‘striver’. But he’s uncomfortable with the label. He says that while his family didn’t have much money he considers himself deeply privileged because he grew up with security, with parents who encouraged his education and an older sister who gave him a roadmap by being the first member of their family to go to university. He doesn’t want his story rammed down the throats of school children growing up on his estate, for them to be told ‘work hard, dream big and you can get to LSE or Cambridge’. He says that for too many of them this would be a lie: the barriers they face are too big to be overcome by hard work alone, and putting the responsibility in the hands of the child sets them up to fail.

He thinks society needs to look more closely at how young people end up in criminal activity rather than just branding them as thugs: ‘Take a young person born on an estate where criminality is rife, the only jobs available are telecommunications or retail that are hard to get anyway. He does all right at school initially but his mum doesn’t really know how to support him. He still tries his best but he goes to secondary school and gets discouraged, he’s got some behavioural issues and ends up getting permanently excluded. He’s left with a lot of free time, ends up hanging out on the streets. He chooses to sell drugs, eventually ends up in prison or on probation. His name is already tainted, making it even harder to get into employment. Of course, the decision to sell drugs is a choice that is wrong but it takes place in a context well beyond his control.’ Franklyn is keen to point out that despite these challenges the majority don’t follow this route; his point is that society should have more to offer young people than criminality or unemployment.

Franklyn is calling for a change of public discourse from one that is quick to condemn to one that has some empathy for the challenges of disadvantage.

‘No one rationally chooses a life of misery when there is an alternative. It’s a mixture of structural factors and individual responsibility but I come down on the side of structure. Some people don’t stand a chance from the outset; if they were born in Kensington they wouldn’t have these issues. Some get through but these are the anomalies, the majority won’t have the opportunity. Even those who escape the system are disadvantaged.’

Franklyn wasn’t always hailed as a positive role model. His story first attracted attention when he turned down a place at Cambridge, deciding that he would study straight sociology and save money in London rather than take up the joint course on
offer at Cambridge. ‘I don’t even understand why it was newsworthy,’ he says. So deeply ingrained are cultural stereotypes about young black disadvantaged men wearing hoodies and producing music that any challenge to this stereotype is news. And the reporting of this told its own story. ‘Gangster rapper turns down Cambridge’ read the Sun.1 The Daily Mail likewise led with the negative and the comments made disturbing reading: ‘No wonder they never achieve anything in life. I am sure we will be reading about his demise soon. And then moaning about how he wasn’t given opportunities in life.’2

No one had listened to his songs – a mixture of poetry, story-telling and politics, with not so much as a swear word. His reality was ignored. He fitted neatly into a stereotype and that was enough. It was at this point he began to take matters into his own hands, starting a blog called ‘thisis2020’ to give voice to his frustration.

Whatever his background, Franklyn would be worth writing about. He is a modern-day Renaissance man – poet, musician, academic, writer and philosopher, all while holding down a part-time job in John Lewis. He has set up a collective called ‘anomaly’, of artists, producers and photographers he met over social media. They come together to produce music, videos and artwork. He has just completed a new set of songs based on real-life news stories and is researching a book about young people and crime.

At the heart of everything he does is a powerful sense of purpose. He is an evangelist for his community and the young people he grew up with. He says that while there isn’t a strong sense of community in his estate – in fact, there isn’t a whole lot of communication at all – there is a common experience of poverty and disadvantage.

And giving voice to those young people drives everything he does. ‘I feel like my life is genuinely not my own. I live for these young people. If I don’t have a platform to give them a voice I’ve failed them. I could go for a Goldman Sachs internship, get a decent graduate role, live normally, but so many people are not going to get that opportunity I feel like I need to try to do something.’ He says this isn’t about charity, he is fed up of young people being seen as helpless or in need of saving. It is about working alongside them to campaign for social justice.

He is determined to challenge the structural reasons for poverty and to change the discourse from blame to empathy and a shared sense of responsibility.

He says there are days where the challenges seem too big, but if he can change the course of one person’s life then he will be a success.

Franklyn’s story shows how distorted our view of young people becomes when we accept the myth of a problem generation. If we continue to blame them for the problems they are facing rather than asking how to support them we are in danger of turning these myths into a reality.

‘Young people these days’

There is nothing new about a moral panic about the nation’s youth. Young people have always been used as a proxy for society’s fears about social change.

Part of this cyclical story is the reality of adolescent behaviour and development. We now know that the brain continues to be incredibly malleable during teenage years. While our cognitive processes expand in early adolescence, it takes much longer for the prefrontal cortex – the part of the brain that regulates risk and helps with planning, reasoning and judgement – to fully develop. And for those wondering why twenty-somethings sometimes behave like teenagers, this is a process that scientists now think only ends in the mid-twenties and thirties.3

Teenagers, therefore, have a developing brain that encourages risk taking and impulsiveness and can make it harder for them to read social cues.4 At the same time, they are trying to work out their identity and test their boundaries. This is before we have even accounted for the impact of hormones. Teenagers may start to look and sound like adults but in fact the care they receive is as important now as early in childhood.

Marcel Proust’s reflections on adolescence in the nineteenth century still ring true today: ‘One lives among monsters and gods, a stranger to peace of mind. There is scarcely a single one of our acts from that time which we would not prefer to abolish later on. But all we should lament is the loss of the spontaneity that urged them upon us. In later life, we see things with a more practical eye, one we share with the rest of society; but adolescence was the only time when we ever learnt anything.’5

This process of brain development doesn’t happen in isolation from the environment but is deeply linked to it. Emerging research shows that the stresses associated with poverty can hinder the development of a healthy brain.6 In the right circumstances adolescence can be a time of great flourishing, growth, learning and healthy experimentation. In the wrong circumstances it can be a time of chaos, violence and lack of control.

At the same time as sharing some universal features of youth, each generation is a product of a social moment. These are the economic and social forces that shape a particular generation’s worldview.

The history of the teenager

The ‘teenager’ as a consumer with unique drivers and spending habits is very much a modern social construct. In Never Had It So Good the social historian Dominic Sandbrook shows that unlike their parents and grandparents, young people reaching adolescence in the 1950s were living in a time of relative prosperity. The post-war austerity was loosening, Britain was at peace, unemployment was low and the welfare state provided security. This was a generation with money in their pockets, time on their hands and opportunity at their doorstep.

At the same time the development of mass media and growing urbanisation gave new opportunities for trends to capture young imaginations. The term ‘teenager’ came from the US, as did many of the new products appealing to the 1950s adolescent. Young people were creating their own markets in records, bikes and fashion.7

For older generations that had endured the hardships of rationing and the self-sacrifice of wartime Britain, this new aspirational consumerism seemed distasteful and sometimes threatening. Accompanying this was the first ‘folk devil’8 of the post-war period. The Teddy boys were working-class boys associated in the public consciousness with a distinctive Edwardian dress, flick knives and a proclivity for violence. They made headline news in 1954 when forty young men were held overnight after a fight at St Mary Cray train station in south-east London. In their carefully put-together Edwardian outfits they represented both the evils of consumerism and the fears of social breakdown. One letter to the local paper after the St Mary Cray fight read, ‘It is about time drastic action was taken to put a stop to these scenes of violence caused by irresponsible youths called “Edwardians”. The only remedy now is imprisonment and the birch.’9

As Sandbrook put it, ‘For many people, the teenager was simply the personification of all these concerns: a figure who represented modernity, energy, sexuality and ambition. Rather than teenage subcultures representing a genuine attempt to challenge the values of mainstream culture, what had happened was that people had projected on to the teenager their own fears about the modern world.’10

The Teddy boys were swiftly followed by the new youth problem of the early 1960s, the Mods and Rockers. These two groups represented the class divides that still cut deeply among Britain’s young: the Mods tended to be middle class, modelling themselves on the Continent, and the Rockers tended to be long-haired, leather-jacket-clad bikers taking their inspiration from the American Hell’s Angels.11 In White Heat Dominic Sandbrook shows how small-scale clashes, this time in Margate, were once again blown out of proportion by the press. The Telegraph declared them, ‘grubby hordes of louts and sluts’, the Express, ‘ill-conditioned, odious louts’, and from the magistrate who presided over the resulting court case, the most damning criticism of all: ‘These long-haired mentally unstable, petty little hoodlums, these sawdust Caesars who can only find courage like rats, in hunting in packs, came to Margate with the avowed intent of interfering with the life and property of inhabitants.’12

It was during the 1960s that the tension between young people and older generations really exploded. A post-war baby bulge suddenly hit adolescence, so they represented a bigger section of the population. Growing numbers were going on to university, so ‘students’ became a tribe of young people with their own values and worldview. The trends of the late 1950s of growing affluence and consumerism among the young accelerated and saw the birth of ‘Swinging London’ and the ‘Alternative Society’.

My dad was born in the 1950s to two teachers in a typical suburban family. He failed his eleven-plus and spent his teenage years bristling against an education system seeking to cane him into a life of metalwork. He left home at sixteen looking for an escape. He protested, he grew his hair long, he was at the edges of the big moments – the Vietnam protest, the festivals – always half observer, half participant. He took that anti-authority spirit to Sussex University, where he organised sit-ins against examinations and helped his friend run a pirate radio station. His radicalism only went so far, as he was always grounded by the everyday aspirations of his suburban upbringing.

My mum was also breaking out of the suffocation of her 1950s childhood, a social life that didn’t go beyond the synagogue and her parents’ well-meaning attempts to find her a nice Jewish husband. She didn’t know what she wanted to do but she knew it was more than the route society had mapped out for her. My mum found her political home in the women’s liberation movement and she spent the early 1970s consciousness-raising in feminist book clubs. In their different ways my parents represented the search for self-expression that accompanied rising prosperity. They were breaking free from the roles society had handed down to them and creating their own identity. My mum and women like her wanted more than their mothers’ generation.

Young people like my parents were challenging the status quo across Britain; it was a generation straining against pre-war hierarchies. There was a moment in the late 1960s when this young generation seemed to be provoking a crisis in democracy. As their contemporaries in the US and France led campaigns against the Vietnam War, the calm consensus of the post-war period seemed to be shaking under the demands of a new angry generation.

Again for critics it felt like the end of the world. When in 1964, seventy-three coachloads of mainly middle-aged women gathered in a town hall to rally against declining moral media standards and the permissiveness of the young at the first public meeting of Mary Whitehouse’s ‘Clean Up TV’, they represented an older generation afraid of a changing world. 13

There was a degree of truth to the concerns – drug taking increased throughout the 1960s and 1970s. In 1960 there were 235 cannabis convictions; by 1970 there were 7520.14 Crime had been gradually rising since the 1950s.15 While the majority of young people in the 1960s were not campaigning against Vietnam, living in communes or high on drugs, young people were becoming more liberal about sex and marriage.16 Young women were starting to demand greater rights. It was also a generation taking consumerism to new heights. While small numbers were leading collectivist actions, the majority were embracing individualism well before Thatcher came along. The new shopping centres were packed with young people wanting some of the action.

In the 1970s the playful experimentation took a harder edge as economic problems began to bite. Half of all sixteen-year-olds left school, but declining manufacturing meant that it was no longer easy to walk into a job.17 By the end of the 1970s, four out of ten under-twenty-fives were out of work.18 This hit certain areas hard as deprivation and unemployment spiralled. At the same time the post-war consensus was beginning to crack under the pressure of economic crisis.

For white working-class young men who weren’t taking up new opportunities in the service industries, these were unsettling times. They had been brought up with the expectations of a male breadwinner society but were struggling to find the jobs to realise these aspirations. Unlike the generations before who were leading the consumer boom, they had become dole-queue spectators. Out of this growing sense of dislocation came a lot of anger and many people looked for a scapegoat.

There were communities where poverty, unemployment and immigration were colliding. Young people from ethnic-minority backgrounds were facing similar problems with the added barrier of racism. Young black male school-leavers were four times less likely to find jobs than their white counterparts.19

Immigration emerged as a convenient explanation for unemployment, housing shortages and the high demand on public services like the National Health Service. The 1970s saw the rise of the National Front, embraced by sections of the skinhead youth movement. This provoked an equally violent countermovement from left-wing anti-fascist groups and the period was marked by clashes.

Rising youth unemployment was also the backdrop to the growth of Punk, dubbed dole-queue rock ’n’ roll by journalist Tony Parsons.20 These were musicians on a mission to attack everything middle England held dear – queen, country and calm. Their style was angry and loud, their message anarchic and nihilistic.21

For all the talk of the punk movement as an expression of working-class anger, many middle-class young people embraced it in an attempt to express an identity that was different from their parents’. One woman I interviewed for this book described to me her memories of being a teenager in the 1970s: ‘I left the country and all my friends were smoking dope and wearing flowing skirts. I came back a year later and they had Mohicans and safety pins in their ears.’

The fears about the punk movement were far more hysterical than the reality. Most young people were busy living their lives as they had been lived in the 1960s and 50s before them. The biggest singles of the 1970s were disco hits, not ‘God Save the Queen’ by the Sex Pistols.22 However, for an older generation scared by a changing world, the punk movement – characterised in the public consciousness by swastikas, mindless rage and violence – seemed to represent everything that had gone wrong. For others worried about immigration, groups of young black men clashing with police at the Notting Hill Carnival were emblematic of social breakdown.

Margaret Thatcher not only presented a cure for the winter of discontent and the growing power of trade unions, she was the answer to an out-of-control generation. She represented a return to law and order, family values, patriotism and respect. Like Mary Whitehouse and the coachloads of middle-aged women before her, she placed the blame for social ills on the sexual revolution and liberalism of the 1960s.

At the same time as she attacked social change, she was propelled by it. The aspirational teenagers of the 1950s and 60s now wanted to own their own homes. The young consumers didn’t want to be part of austerity Britain, the drabness and conformity of the post-war period.

The aspirations of ordinary people were always Thatcher’s powerbase. Right to Buy, where the government subsidised the sale of social housing, was incredibly popular as it talked to people’s hopes for their families. The privatisation of nationalised industries like BT weren’t marked by public outrage but by a rush to buy shares.23 People wanted a stake in the new consumer economy.

At the same time many young people were growing richer. The so-called ‘yuppies’ were making the most of a booming London economy. Suddenly wealth was something to celebrate. And there was plenty of celebrating; the drug of choice for the 1980s teenager was ecstasy, intimately connected with the rise of house music.24

However, those at the bottom of society could only watch this growing prosperity from the sidelines. The problems of youth unemployment that had grown in the 1970s worsened in the 80s, bringing with them an increase in social disorder and crime.

In Brixton, half of sixteen- to nineteen-year-olds were unemployed,25 poverty and poor housing were endemic and crime was spiralling, up by 138 per cent between 1976 and 1980.26 Toxic relationships existed between the community and the police. This was partially fuelled by the use of so-called ‘sus’ laws,27 which allowed police officers to make arrests where they suspected someone might commit a crime. There is no doubt that these powers were disproportionally used to target the black community;28 they were administered by an almost entirely white police force (286 black and Asian officers out of a force of over a hundred thousand).29 In April 1981 tensions were heightened by ‘Operation Swamp 81’ randomly stopping and searching hundreds of people, most of whom turned out to be innocent.30

On Monday 6 April 1981 the situation descended into out-and-out chaos when police were thought to have prevented the treatment of a black man suffering stab wounds. Three days of riots commenced: petrol bombs rained, hundreds of buildings and vehicles were destroyed and hundreds injured. Disorder spread across London and to pockets of deprivation around the country, most notably Toxteth in Liverpool but also Manchester, Birmingham, Derby, Cardiff and many other towns and cities.

Although the Brixton riots involved black and white young people, some commentators used the disorder to attack immigration. Others pointed to the rise of youth employment and the rise of consumerism. In Bang! A History of Britain in the 1980s, Graham Stewart quotes a report where ‘one youth was observed breaking into a sports shop and unhurriedly trying on a succession of trainers until he found a pair that suited him’.31

Tensions cooled with the changing seasons and the publication of the Scarman Report. This had been commissioned after the riots in Brixton, and acknowledged that deprivation and discrimination were significant contributing factors to the events. It also called for urgent reform within law-enforcement agencies. However, the wounds were far from healed, and in 1985 further riots erupted.

At the same time football hooliganism, the so-called ‘English disease’, was on the rise, with police struggling to control the violence. For those looking for an escape, the sudden availability of cheap heroin offered a route out, and by 1984 fifty thousand Britons were estimated to be using the drug.32

For Thatcher these events together confirmed her view that personal responsibility had been abandoned during the 1960s: ‘The fashionable theories and permissive claptrap set the scene for a society in which the old virtues of discipline and self-restraint were denigrated.’33 The majority agreed with her.

Globalisation was happening regardless of Thatcherism, and manufacturing was declining before 1979. Coal was a dying industry. It wasn’t Thatcher but James Callaghan who announced the death of the post-war consensus when he told the 1976 Labour Party Conference, ‘We used to think that you could spend your way out of a recession, and increase employment by cutting taxes and boosting Government spending. I tell you in all candour that that option no longer exists.’34

People wanted to see trade union power challenged. In 1979 80 per cent of all adults and 69 per cent of trade union members
agreed that ‘trade unions have too much power in Britain today’.35 They were fed up with poorly managed state-run industries that seemed uninterested in offering value to the taxpayer or service to the customer.

The problem was the post-war consensus fell apart and rather than build a new one, what followed was a free-for-all. There was no coherent central vision of what the state owed to its citizens and what citizens owed to each other. Labour offered nothing that spoke to ordinary people and working-class and young voters abandoned them in large numbers.

The fundamental issue was not that coal mining declined but that communities weren’t helped to take up other opportunities. The state stepped out in the hope that the market would step in, but it many places it didn’t. No breaks were put on rising inequality.

Thatcher may not have actively endorsed greed or uttered the words ‘no such thing as society’ but her time in office symbolised a put-yourself-first, sink-or-swim brand of individualism that took deep root in our national consciousness. Young people were expected to take up responsibilities but with little support.

Trade unionism wasn’t just beaten back; it was kicked a few times just to make sure it was dead. It limped on but has never regained its collective power. The fundamental way unions were diminished contributes to stagnating wages today. The baby went out with the bath water in so many areas of British life.

The problem with the sink-or-swim approach is that it didn’t work. In fact, public spending increased: the state spent nearly 13 per cent more at the end of the 1980s than it did at the end of the 70s.36 A large part of this was the burden of unemployment and the social security budget grew by a third.37 Ironically, more people became dependent on the state than ever before. Whole communities were abandoned to unemployment and the cost is still being felt today, as I explore in Chapter 5.

Right to Buy was a popular policy but there was little replenishment of the council house stock, meaning that today waiting lists spiral out of control and the government ends up subsidising landlords through housing benefits.

Tony Blair came to power trying to forge a third way between Thatcher’s individualism and Labour’s social justice. Tax credits and the implementation of the minimum wage helped protect people from blunt market forces. Efforts were made to support communities that had been left behind by Thatcherism through regeneration projects and family support programmes like Sure Start. The success of this approach can be seen in the declining number of young people engaging in crime, as we will see later in the chapter, and the increase in educational attainment.38

However, the New Labour government was tackling embedded social issues and global forces. They did a lot more than they are often given credit for to tackle inequality, but it was a struggle just to stop things getting worse.

For many teenagers, the late 1990s and 2000s were an optimistic time, at least in their personal lives. Education rates and university enrolment increased; up to the mid-2000s youth unemployment was reducing. The choice of entertainment and communication tools grew exponentially and kept growing. Hotmail began in 1996, Google in 1998, MySpace in 2003, Facebook in 2004, YouTube in 2005, Twitter in 2006, and the first iPhone was released in 2007. The internet brought with it new opportunities for connection and self-expression. It also brought new fears.

Despite a period of relative optimism, some of today’s issues were already evident. The lack of investment in house building meant that young adults were struggling to get on the property ladder and floundering in the private rented sector. The problem of the lack of affordable private housing was put off by a housing benefits policy that saw the state subsidise private landlords.

Traditional employment routes for young men have continued to decline. For ‘working-class’ young men without work this identity crisis can alienate them from mainstream society. The 2000s saw race-related riots in Oldham, Bradford, Leeds and Burnley. Nothing could be more symbolic of the changes of the last fifty years than the cities that had once been beacons of an industrial power attracting workers from around the world burning under the frustration of unemployed and hopeless young people.

Antisocial behaviour orders introduced in 1998 protected communities from crime but contributed towards the criminalisation of young people. Despite the number of young people involved in crime decreasing during the Blair years according to government statistics, the media continued to bemoan the yobs, louts, chavs and hooligans.

The 1990s saw the hoodie replace the Edwardian frock coats and leather biker jackets as the symbol of teenage delinquency.

The recession brought things to a head as the overexposure of the economy to the financial industries and service sector became suddenly very clear. As consumer demand reduced so did jobs. Youth unemployment, already increasing, spiked.

A Conservative–Liberal Democrat government came in, applying austerity policies that severely constrained public spending. Young people lost out in the national budgets and in the vast cuts to local councils.

The state of the nation’s youth once again swept headlines in August 2011 when rioting broke out in Tottenham and then in town centres across Britain, sparked by the shooting of Mark Duggan.

In an echo of the riots of 1981, these took place in a context of rising youth unemployment, concentrated poverty, anger over ‘stop and search’ and cuts in youth spending. The debate that followed mirrored the one back in 1981. Some blamed the culture of materialism, some the rise of youth unemployment, but once again many clamoured against the decline in personal responsibility.

Max Hastings of the Daily Mail summed up many on the right’s response: ‘Years of liberal dogma have spawned a generation of amoral, uneducated, welfare-dependent, brutalised youngsters.’39 He went on, ‘They are essentially wild beasts. I use that phrase advisedly, because it seems appropriate to young people bereft of the discipline that might make them employable; of the conscience that distinguishes between right and wrong. They respond only to instinctive animal impulses – to eat and drink, have sex, seize or destroy the accessible property of others.’

The riots were seen as deeply symbolic of a problem with the British young, not a group of young people but a generation. Never mind that it was a tiny minority of young people, that only 27 per cent of the rioters were under the age of seventeen and that the worst criminality came from older organised criminals.40 The reporting once again focused on consumerism. In a strange echo of the 1981 story, the Telegraph picked up on a twenty-two-year-old brazenly trying on training shoes taken from a sports shop in Tottenham, north London, as an illustration of blatant greed.41

Research from NatCen, Britain’s largest independent social research agency, who conducted interviews across five areas of the country affected by rioting, found that the degree that young people felt they had a stake in their local community and their assessment of their own life chances were key determinants of whether young people took part: ‘Hope of a better future through current education and employment or an aspiration to work was seen as the main constituent of having something to lose. Alternatively, some young people felt that their prospects were so bleak that they had little to lose by their involvement.’42

A joint study from the Guardian and the LSE found that of the rioters not in education, 59 per cent were unemployed. Further analysis by the Guardian suggests 59 per cent of rioters came from the most deprived 20 per cent of areas in the UK.43

There were some young people who were there out of genuine anger at the police, who saw the destruction as an act of politics. There were others who saw it as an opportunity.

The reality is that a society that allows young people to grow up in extreme poverty, alienated from their communities and without hope of a better future will see this kind of periodic violence. Many young people I spoke to used the riots as a reference point to sum up their sense of anger; even if they didn’t take part it made perfect sense to them that people would lash out.

The challenges facing young people

The obsession with the state of youth over the last sixty years has much more to do with social change than it does with the characteristics of young people.

Globalisation and technological change have driven profound changes in our economy. The backdrop of the welfare state gave the young people of the 1960s new opportunities that they embraced wholeheartedly. The traditional working class has declined and with it a sense of class identity.

Rising prosperity has meant that the politics of empowerment and identity have become increasingly important. The broad collectivism of the 1950s gave way to increasing individualism, which I will explore in Chapter 3.

Through all of this change, young people’s aspirations have remained remarkably consistent. In the past the quiet majority have got on with the process of living out these aspirations. Today the quiet majority are hitting a brick wall.

In Jilted Generation: How Britain has Bankrupted its Youth, Ed Howker and Shiv Malik showed how young people are doing less well than previous generations in relation to housing, jobs and inheritance, while the Conservative MP David Willetts, in The Pinch: How the Baby Boomers Took Their Children’s Future – And Why They Should Give It Back, made the case that there had been a breakdown in the social contract between generations. They were both in different ways pointing to the challenges young people face in reaching the same standard of living as their parents.

Home ownership seems a distant dream for most young people. Between 1991 and 2009/10, owner-occupation levels in the sixteen to twenty-four age group fell 61 per cent44 and the proportion of young people under thirty with a mortgage has reduced from 43 per cent in 1997 to 29 per cent in 2009.45

This means the private rented sector is becoming a long-term solution for young people: 51 per cent of eighteen- to thirty-year-olds ‘currently renting thought that they would not be able to own in the next ten years’.46 Yet the British private rented sector is relatively unregulated, offers little security and is beset by rising prices. The move from owning to sustained renting also matters for community formation. An Institute of Public Policy Research (IPPR) report found that ‘owning a home increases a person’s sense of belonging to a neighbourhood as much as simply living there without owning for fourteen years’.47

This also impedes social mobility, as more young people than ever are reliant on their parents. In 2009 it was reported that 80 per cent of first-time buyers under thirty needed help from their parents.48 The Resolution Foundation, a non-partisan think tank focusing research on low to middle earners, found that ‘In 2010, it would have taken the average low- to middle-income household thirty-one years to accumulate a deposit for the average first home if they saved 5 per cent of their income each year and had no access to the “bank of Mum and Dad”.’49 Further more, the IPPR found that ‘there are now half a million more young people (aged 20–30) living with their parents than in 1997, and three million in total’.50 This means where your parents live becomes even more important in determining your life chances. A disjointed economy means much of the employment growth, especially in the professions, is in London, yet prices are increasingly unaffordable for those who can’t stay with family. Council housing is increasingly not an option as waiting lists spiral. For the many young people who don’t have family support to fall back on their options are limited, with Citizens Advice reporting a 57 per cent increase in the number of homeless seventeen- to twenty-four-year-old clients they met between 2008/9 and 2012/13.51

Looking forward these problems look set to escalate: at current rates housing demand will outstrip supply by 750,000 by 2025.52 This is disastrous for young people, as housing represents stability; it gives young people a stake in society and a base to pursue their dreams of career and family.53

At the same time as facing a housing crisis, many young people are increasingly facing an employment one.54 Young people were hit hardest by the recession, with youth unemployment rates hitting a peak of over one million in 2011. In 2014 more than seven hundred thousand young people were still unemployed, with two hundred thousand unemployed for more than a year.55 Underpinning this is a long-term structural problem with youth unemployment. Even when the economy was booming, 7 to 9 per cent of young people were headed for long-term worklessness at the age of sixteen.56

While youth unemployment has been higher in other parts of Europe, in Britain it is young people who have been disproportionately affected. According to research published by Demos in 2011, ‘one in three unemployed people were aged fifteen to twenty-four in the UK, compared with one in four in France and the USA, and one in six in Germany.’57 In the first quarter of 2014 young people were still three and a half times more likely to be unemployed than older adults.58

Things don’t necessarily look much better for those going into work. The UK’s ‘work first’ approach to tackling youth unemployment means that those entering work are most likely to be going in to low-skilled jobs without the support or qualifications to build a sustainable career.59 Research into the characteristics of low-skilled young workers show many drift in and out of employment. Young people are more likely to be working part-time or on temporary contracts out of necessity rather than choice than older generations.60 In 2013 the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development found that those employed on zero-hour contracts are twice as likely to be under twenty-five or over fifty-five as other age groups.61

Wages have been stagnating from a combination of flexible and open labour markets and the decline in trade unionism. This has disproportionately hit younger workers: a joint report by the Resolution Foundation and the IPPR found that, ‘Younger workers face a severe risk of low pay with 76 per cent of undertwenties paid below the living wage.’62 Young people are more likely to be working for low pay than at any time in the last thirty years. At the same time many young people are struggling to find full-time hours, compounding the issue of low pay.

Things aren’t going to improve, as this is a generation with some big bills to pay in the future. They are reaching maturity in a time of declining public spending, yet they are also looking at a large, ageing population set for a long retirement. They will have to work longer to support the kind of pensions they will never see.

It is possible today for young people to work hard, do the right thing, fulfil their obligations as good citizens and still be struggling. This makes a mockery of the social contract and helps explain why many young people feel deeply frustrated.

It is time to end the myth of a problem generation

The starting point for understanding the contemporary debate about young people is to understand what our fears are as a society.

There are fears that individualism has gone too far, that the market influences every element of our lives and that we are starting to treat people like commodities. A 2012 YouGov poll commissioned by the Mental Health Foundation found that 76 per cent of people feel that others in society are more selfish and materialistic than they were ten years ago.63 Many are worried that Britain can no longer compete in a global world.64 People fear the impact the internet is having on how we relate to each other, how we work and how we live. Some are concerned about the opening up of Britain to other cultures.65 Many have a sense that our traditional notions of community are under threat and that ‘moral values’ have been forgotten. A 2007 Comres poll for the BBC found that 83 per cent of people believed that Britain was in ‘moral decline’.66 Mostly we are afraid of losing control, of things descending into chaos.

These fears find a tangible manifestation in our young, as they have for the last fifty years. Today’s commentators hark back to the ‘grit’ of the 1950s youth – the same young people that back in the 1950s another generation of commentators were busy labelling ‘louts’.

There are real debates to be had on some of these issues but young people should be active partners in these discussions rather than scapegoats.

Why does it matter? As we have seen, young people have always been deemed the problem until they grow up and start seeing the next generation as the problem.

It matters more today for three reasons. These stereotypes are pervasive and the media climate is all-consuming. They leave young people, especially those that resemble media stereotypes, feeling increasingly alienated.67 Firstly, the decline of forums where the generations meet means that outside of the family and the workplace, media fears become the lens through which people view younger generations.

Research commissioned by the organisation Women in Journalism in 2009 found that out of over eight thousand articles written about young men, half were about crime and the most commonly used words were ‘yobs’, ‘thugs’, ‘sick’ and ‘feral’.68

It has got to the point that young people feel that they can’t walk in to a shop and talk to their friends without arousing suspicion. A fourteen-year-old from Glasgow told me how it feels to be constantly viewed as a problem: ‘It’s bad classing anyone as a NED. NED actually stands for Non-educated Delinquent. It isn’t true. You’ll be sitting at shops, talking to friends, or going on a walk, or going to do something fun or going to a youth club even and you are tagged as a NED.’ He looked bemused for a second. ‘I don’t really understand it; everyone has to go to school.’

Young people like Franklyn carry the weight of people’s prejudices for doing nothing but looking like the media’s portrayal of a criminal. It isn’t just boys; different stereotypes abound about working-class girls. Vicky Pollard appears to be a harmless caricature until you read that a 2006 YouGov poll found that 70 per cent of TV industry professionals think this is an accurate reflection of white working-class girls.69

Secondly, young people are increasingly disengaged from traditional communities, institutions and politics. There is a lot to value in our institutions and the pre-war generation and baby boomers are the engine that drives them. They need to have someone to hand over to. We can’t be complacent that young people will buy into institutions that do nothing for them.

Thirdly, we need young people more than ever. The technological revolution is bringing about change
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