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Abstract 

There is limited research on how community organizations conceptualize and respond to 

youth risk. This thesis addresses how organizations conceive the problem of youth risk, 

how they work with youth, and what bureaucratic challenges are encountered in doing so. 

Interviews and focus groups were conducted with employees of several youth serving 

organizations in a Canadian city. Initial findings indicate that organizations are cautious 

of ‘at-risk’ labels, only applying them in specific circumstances. The findings also 

suggest that community organizations often experience pressure by way of neoliberal 

arrangements; however, they develop unique expressions of resistance. The implications 

that organizational resistance of ‘at-risk’ labels and neoliberal policies have on youth and 

youth programming are considered. 
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Introduction 

“Life for many young people in contemporary society is both challenging and uncertain” 

(Kemshall, Boeck, and Fleming, 2009, pg. 48). This statement captures the lived realities 

of many youth, often a central topic in societal discourse. Debates about youth are not 

new, but have evolved over time. Moving away from Stanley Hall’s construction of 

youth as instinct-driven and irrational, contemporary debates are focused on risk (Foster 

and Spencer, 2011). According to Kelly (2000), “…the crisis of youth-at-risk is a key 

marker in debates about youth among intellectuals, social commentators, politicians, 

bureaucrats and experts in various domains of expertise” (pg. 463). These debates tend to 

centre on supposedly jeopardized futures and the unfulfilled adolescence of unproductive 

adult citizens. There is a persisting assumption, however, that youth are incapable of 

making rational decisions for themselves. Consequently, youth continue to be a point of 

concern (Sutton, 2007). Arguments have been made that today’s youth are “less engaged, 

less motivated, and more likely to get into trouble” (McLaughlin, 2000, pg. 5). This is 

concerning for experts and the public alike because youth are described as “adults-in-the-

making”, and it is therefore seen as essential to direct them in decision-making processes 

(Foster & Spencer, 2011, pg. 127). This concern for irrationality is, nevertheless, folded 

within wider considerations of risk. Experts fear, for instance, that if youth are left to 

their own devices they will diminish their futures by participating in risky behaviours 

(Kelly, 2000). Risky activities, according to these experts, have health and social 

consequences for youth, as well as economic costs for society. These consequences are, 

as implied above, heavily tied to the language of risk.  
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 Kelly (2000) refers to this as risk discourse. Risk discourse is concerned with 

future actions, which are presumably negative and preventable (Foster & Spencer, 2011). 

Accordingly, the language of risk  

…usually rest[s] on an a priori understanding of good and bad outcomes, and 

desirable and undesirable futures, which neglects the freedom and ability 

(albeit limited in important ways) of people no matter what age to establish and 

seek their own desired outcomes (Foster & Spencer, 2011, pg. 128). 

In other words, there are preconceived notions of what is socially acceptable behaviour. 

Youth are taken up in this discourse when risk labels are attached to them for any number 

of reasons (Foster & Spencer, 2011). With greater recognition by experts that youth are 

at-risk as they transition into adulthood (Kemshall, Boeck & Fleming, 2009), all youth 

get captured in risk discourse at some point (Kelly, 2000). As a result, prevention 

programs are initiated. Programs have been varied and wide reaching, including 

increased electronic surveillance of youth, implementation of laws and bylaws that limit 

youth agency, more educational programs, and an increased number of community 

workers that aim to regulate youth behaviour (Kelly, 2000; Marx & Steeves, 2010; 

Steeves & Regan, 2014). 

 Community organizations get drawn in to the discourse in various ways, primarily 

through governments, officials, funders, and the public. In an attempt to offset their 

responsibility while maintaining an element of control, governments hold community 

agencies liable for addressing social concerns such as at-risk youth – a move that has 

neoliberal foundations. According to Kelly and Caputo (2011), “neoliberalism is both a 

philosophy and political approach” that protects the rights of individuals and commercial 
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entities by limiting state intervention (pg. 2). It also emphasizes responsibilization, which 

holds individuals accountable for their own outcomes (Kelly, 2000). Ideas of 

responsibilization are important for understanding how organizations at once address the 

needs and causes of social problems while at the same time encouraging individuals to 

modify their own behaviour. Utilizing a social constructionist framework, this thesis 

explores how youth serving agencies respond to youth risk by examining the following 

questions: (1) How do staff of the community organizations in Alberta construct youth in 

relation to risk; (2) How are these constructions influenced by interactions with other 

audience members and stakeholders; (3) What practices do staff of these community 

organizations implement in response to youth risk, and; (4) In what ways do these 

community organizations conform to or resist neoliberal arrangements placed on them by 

funders? These questions address the interpretive processes involved in the construction 

of at-risk youth, how agencies respond, and the ways in which constraints effect program 

implementation. 

 In chapter one, I review the literature, exploring how youth come to be viewed in 

terms of risk, often within the framework of neoliberalism and governmentality. The first 

section primarily focuses on how scholars have problematized globalization including 

lack of jobs and increased educational demands for young people (Bersaglio, Enns, & 

Kepe, 2015). These concerns become enmeshed within broader fears of risk taking 

behaviour (Kelly, 2000). The sections following explicate the ways in which media 

representations of youth reinforce public fears of risk by exaggerating youth social 

problems for entertainment or political purposes (Altheide, 2002). Viewing these images 

and stories influences public demand for action from politicians and governments. The 
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literature then demonstrates how youth are constructed within the realm of politics. 

However, strategies are required to produce productive citizens (Kelly, 2000). Therefore, 

and in relation to neoliberalism and governmentality, community organizations are 

allocated the responsibility of addressing youth risk (Kelly & Caputo, 2011). In doing so, 

they must work within the constraints placed on them by governments and funders. 

 In chapter two I introduce social constructionism as a theoretical framework. 

Social constructionism explores how social problems are constructed, reconstructed and 

maintained through interactions between claimsmakers and their audience (Best, 2008; 

Loseke, 2003). The literature on social problems work, a branch of social 

constructionism, examines how these interactions generate shared meanings among social 

problems workers (i.e. those who work for organizations geared to addressing social 

problems) in relation to their roles, the clients, and others (Miller & Holstein, 1997). I 

draw on examples such as Loseke’s (1992) The Battered Woman and Shelters to 

demonstrate how social problems are produced and reproduced in social services, 

resulting in the construction of acceptable clients and responses. I also draw on social 

construction and social problems work literature to illustrate the ways in which labels and 

constructions, such as ‘victim’, ‘victimizer’, and ‘at-risk’ can be contested by clients, and 

to a certain extent, agency employees (Miller & Holstein, 1997). 

 The third chapter describes the qualitative methods used to gather data for this 

research. A total of 19 interviews and focus groups were completed with four youth 

serving agencies in a large Canadian city. Interviewees held positions as frontline staff, 

supervisors, and managers. The agencies provided service in the areas of youth 

homelessness, sexual exploitation, crime, radicalization, and mental health. Participants 
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were asked questions that would uncover their meanings of at-risk youth, their roles 

within the agency, and how funding effected the implementation of programs.  

 Chapter four starts by outlining client demographics and how agencies 

incorporate them into discourse about acceptable clients. I then move on to the main roles 

and practices as described by agency staff, including working with youth and their 

families, advocacy, and building rapport. Finally, the chapter has a substantive focus on 

how staff attempt to resist risk labels and broader neoliberal arrangements. Using a social 

construction perspective, I explore how risk discourse is believed to devalue the 

relationship between staff and their clients while simultaneously reinforcing culturally 

embedded views of youth. Alternatively, by resisting labels and developing unique forms 

of resistance to requirements put in place by funders, staff feel they are taking a moral 

stance against the injustices experienced by youth. I also discuss the role of technology, 

which is on the one hand viewed as a tool of resistance, while on the other hand it may 

further reinforce established neoliberal views of responsibilization and control.  

 Drawing from a social problems work perspective, the final chapter shifts the 

emphasis to highlight the tensions experienced by agencies. Chapter five demonstrates 

the difficulties agencies face in remaining relevant and obtaining funding. Specifically, I 

explore how agencies must demonstrate a need for funding by constructing youth in 

terms of risk, while concurrently proving they are minimizing the social problem. The 

chapter further explores how funding constraints influence the way programs are 

implemented and how staff use these constraints to justify the specific use of risk 

discourse in relation to youth. 
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Chapter One: Literature Review 

 

The Youth Problem 

Recent statistics reveal that nearly half of the world’s population is youth (Bersaglio, 

Enns, & Kepe, 2015). Generally, there is consensus that ‘youth’ refers to individuals 

between 15 and 25 years of age, although this has been contested by some who argue 

youth includes individuals up to 35 years of age (Pajaziti, 2015). Beyond age, however, 

there is no agreed upon definition of youth. According to Bersaglio, Enns, and Kepe 

(2015), youth is a socially constructed group frequently subject to reconstruction 

depending on who is adopting the definition. Therefore, the ways in which youth are 

taken up in discourse differs based on the purpose of the conversation, particularly in 

relation to youth social problems (Liebenber, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015).  

 For example, research indicates youth are one of the fastest growing 

demographics globally (Bersaglio, Enns, & Kepe, 2015). Scholars argue that 

globalization and a growing youth population is resulting in social issues related to 

unemployment. Specifically, they are observing a shortage of employment opportunities 

for youth. Consequently, youth are taking jobs in unstable markets that rely on part-time, 

flexible, or informal employment that offers little to no job security (Heinz, 2009; Mills 

& Blossfeld, 2005). Thus, there are uncertain prospects for long-term careers or financial 

stability. Along with inconsistent job prospects, employers are seeking higher qualified 

candidates, requiring extended periods of education (Wilson, 2011). During this time 

youth tend to remain dependent on their families or welfare services. According to 

Bersaglio, Enns and Kepe (2015), adulthood is marked by independence and maturity, 
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which, for the reasons listed above has been significantly protracted. Despite these 

circumstances many societies still rely on outdated age-norms as a guideline for when 

youth should finish their education, move into the job market, and begin their lives as 

adults (Heinz, 2009).  

 According to Schissel (1997), due to high unemployment rates youth frequent 

public places more often. Although they generally avoid ‘trouble’, people believe youth 

pose a risk of being involved in delinquency and criminal activity. Increasing visibility 

of youth in public spaces may also invoke fears about them skipping school or dropping 

out altogether (Wishart, Taylor & Shultz, 2006). This is despite the fact that high school 

graduation rates across Canada have significantly increased in recent decades (Wishart, 

Taylor & Shultz, 2006). As Kelly (2001) suggests, however, fears among sectors of 

society center on a broad range of risks associated with youth, which are often 

exaggerated or false. The so-called ‘checklist’ of risks includes using drugs and/or 

alcohol, engaging in risky sexual activity (Kelly, 2000; Wilson, 2011), homelessness 

(Hagan & McCarthy, 1997), and gang involvement or other criminal activity (Eisler, 

2010) to name a few. For instance, mirroring international studies, Hagan and 

McCarthy’s (1997) research determined that homelessness among Canadian youth is a 

social problem because youth are less likely to finish school, minimizing employment 

opportunities and extending their transition into adulthood. The book, Youth 

Homelessness in Canada: Implications for Policy and Practice by Gaetz, O’Grady, and 

Buccieri (2013) provides further insight into youth homelessness across Canada. 

Throughout the book, the authors detail how youth homelessness is different from adult 

homelessness, and access to, and the type of resources varies by province and 
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community. Their research findings indicate that many cities across Canada have 

strategies to end homelessness, but preventing and solving youth homelessness tends to 

be excluded, or is minimally addressed. Gaetz, O’Grady, and Buccieri (2013) state,  

There are complex reasons for this, including an historical emphasis on 

community-based services rather than an integrated systems approach, and the 

beliefs of politicians (and arguably, much of the general public) that the 

fragmented web of street youth services takes care of the problem. (Pg. 25) 

The assumption that community programs are capable of resolving youth homelessness, 

the authors argue, has resulted in a slow and disorganized response to youth 

homelessness (Gaetz, O’Grady, & Buccieri, 2013). Unlike other countries, such as 

Australia that have implemented system-wide youth homelessness programs, Canada 

continues to rely on an ‘emergency services’ model of response (pg. 25).  

 The Canadian province of Alberta offers a unique case for youth homelessness. 

Research out of Calgary, Alberta by Worthington and MacLaurin (2013) for example, 

determined that the boom and busts of the Albertan economy significantly impact youth. 

Describing the economic boom of 2000, the authors detail how an influx of people 

moving to Calgary pressured the housing and rental markets. Adding to the situation, 

Calgary had been reluctant to implement affordable housing policy (Goodbrand, 2016). 

As a result, the authors noted a significant increase in youth homelessness in Calgary 

between 2004 and 2006. Due to the cyclical nature of the Alberta economy, Worthington 

and MacLaurin (2013) suggest that youth homelessness will likely undergo similar 

patterns in the future. The recent economic downturn in Alberta may be exacerbating the 

problem of youth homelessness currently. 
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 Looking more specifically at youth transitions out of homelessness in Canada, 

and within Alberta, Karabanow and Naylor’s (2013) interviews with youth uncovered a 

number of reasons they choose to access community supports. They found that youth 

tended to reach a point of fatigue that motivated them to get off the streets. Specifically, 

they found that searching for food, shelter, or money, and criminal victimization began to 

wear the youth down, encouraging them to seek help. Similarly, Worthington and 

MacLaurin (2013) interviewed homeless youth in Calgary, asking them about their views 

on community services. Of the positive attributes, youth noted program flexibility, 

employee attitudes (e.g. willingness to help, non-judgment, and being trustworthy), being 

given direction and guidance when they were struggling, and the safety of some agencies. 

Alternatively, the youth felt that the location of agencies was difficult to access, and 

some had strict rules and regulations in place. The authors point out, interestingly, that 

Calgary youth were aware of the limited resources some agencies had. Many of the youth 

knew about funding challenges, and in several cases had discouraged friends and peers 

from seeking services at some agencies. Several youth also noted the challenges of 

accessing programs due to requirements to have a particular status, including risk statuses 

applied by Child and Family Services, or having to be free from drugs and/or alcohol for 

up to three months before they could be accepted.   

 Fears about these risks are often amplified by media reports, which sensationalize 

and exaggerate the problem (Altheide, 2002; Schissel, 2006). The perception that youth 

are at-risk or a risk does not come about randomly. Rather, youth are depicted in this 

manner purposefully, often towards a political end (Schissel, 2006). Given this, I turn 
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next to media representations of at-risk youth in Canada and its potential influence on 

public opinions. 

 

Media Representations of Youth at Risk and Influence on Public Opinions 

This section provides a brief overview of media representations of youth. The analysis 

serves to contextualize conversations with my research participants, explicated in the 

chapters that follow, suggesting that media influences their interaction with members of 

the public. The contributions of social constructionist scholarship are highlighted for the 

directions they suggest for my own research. 

 Sociologists have long demonstrated that media is influential in shaping public 

opinion (Altheide, 2002; Gamson and Modigliani, 1989; McCombs, 2013), with 

consumption of crime related news often linked with heightened levels of fear of crime 

(see following chapter; (Carrabine, 2008; Potter and Kappeler, 2006; Spencer, 2011). 

Regardless of the format, media tends to be entertainment driven and based on consumer 

demand rather than reality. Examining Canadian media discourses of youth crime, 

Schissel (1997) asserts that even news outlets, which often adhere to journalistic 

standards of objectivity, “teeters on the edge between fact and fiction, [and] is highly 

sensational…” (pg. 167). The sensational nature and sheer volume of media within 

Western societies influences how the public views certain issues.1 

 Researchers argue that the media has particularly negative implications for youth 

(Altheide, 2002; Schissel, 1997). The media generally constructs youth in binary terms 

as either a victim or a victimizer (Altheide, 2002). As a result, children and youth are 

viewed as “one of our most dangerous threats” (Schissel, 1997, pg. 166), because they 
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are either in danger of being harmed or are the cause of harm (Altheide, 2002). In either 

case, children and youth are presented as something to fear for or fear, necessitating 

protection or punishment respectively. According to Altheide, “…popular culture has 

been the key element in promoting the discourse of fear” (pg. 177). This fear becomes 

especially pronounced when media discourse narrows in on youth crime and 

delinquency. 

 Scholars such as Hough and Roberts (2004) and Schissel (1997) make the 

argument that the media disproportionately reports on youth crime, creating fear about the 

degree and seriousness of it. Additionally, media reports generally fail to recognize 

structural factors that influence youth crime. Therefore, the public’s understanding of 

youth crime is largely skewed. Schissel (1997) asserts, 

…I wish to suggest that the primary effect of media and official accounts of 

youth crime is to decontextualize the act for public consumption, allowing 

those with direct access to discourse to direct and control public perception. 

The portraits of youth criminals that public crime accounts paint are largely 

portraits of nihilistic, pathological criminals who act alone or as members of 

gangs, criminals who are devoid of ethical ballast. (pg. 167) 

The portrayal of youth as pathological criminals or gang members discussed here 

embodies the ‘youth as victimizer’ theme that Altheide (2002) and Hough and Roberts 

(2004) indicate is prominent in current reporting styles. The ways in which youth are 

constructed or misrepresented by the media is rarely viewed through a critical lens (Hough 

& Roberts, 2004). Therefore, the portrait of youth Schissel discusses becomes an 
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engrained image, a type of shorthand understanding of youth as criminals that requires no 

elaboration (te Riele, 2006). 

Social constructionist scholars, however, argue that media representations are 

often more complex than previous research identifies (e.g. media depictions engendering 

a ‘moral panic’ among the public in response to youth violence and crime; cf. Cohen, 

2002 [1973]; Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 2009; Schissel, 2006) (please see the following 

chapter for a detailed discussion of social constructionism in relation to examinations of 

youth and risk). For example, Jack Spencer’s (1996, 2005, 2011) work examining public 

discourse about youth homelessness and violence in the United States offers an 

alternative reading to many sociological examinations highlighting how media 

decontextualize violent scenes involving youth, which may trigger moral panics. Spencer 

(2011, pg. 18) found media discourse to be much more ambiguous, depicting youth 

violence as a “complex phenomena attributable to multiple causes and solutions (where) 

…the condition of youth violence was constructed as a paradox in which the malevolence 

of the violence was juxtaposed against the youthful status of those committing it.” 

Violent youth are cast, often simultaneously and within the same news depictions as 

“both victims and victimizers” (Spencer, 2011, pg. 19). Spencer (2005: 63; 2011: 21) 

concludes that 

simplicity and clarity may have become the rule of thumb in constructionist 

analyses of social problems, in part, because that is what we look for. We might 

advance constructionist social problems theory by looking for the complex and 

ambiguous instead. 
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In Canada, Adorjan (2011), similarly examining Canadian media depictions of youth 

crime in the Alberta Report, Calgary Herald and the Globe and Mail, determined that 

although there is evidence of media sensationalization, some sources contextualized the 

story within environmental factors that influenced the youth’s participation. According to 

Adorjan (2011), 

All three newspapers provide evidence of sensationalistic details and 

emotional pleas that act to render young offenders as victimizers. However, 

these representations are frequently offset within the Calgary Herald and the 

Globe and Mail through appeals to contextualizing factors that strain youth 

towards deviance, and perhaps more significantly, a rejection of emotional 

reactions to youth crime. (pg. 180) 

In this example, there is space for alternative interpretations of victim and victimizer. By 

not eliciting emotional reactions among media consumers and contextualizing the event, 

‘youth as victim’ becomes a possible theme, even in the context of youth crime. These 

authors demonstrate the distinct ways in which the media contextualizes or 

decontextualizes youth crime and what implications that has for how youth are perceived 

by consumers of mass media. 

While the participants in this study actively grappled with the best approach in 

dealing with youth at risk and those youth in conflict with the law, they also pointed to 

fear among members of the public and the challenges of engaging in outreach work given 

media-influenced perceptions (Altheide, 2002). Consequently, some members of the 

public may call on politicians and governments to take action. However, as Deschenes, 

McLaughlin, and Newman (2008) point out, the majority of public demand for action is 
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concentrated in urban centres where adults generally have minimal interactions with 

youth. In some instances media may be their only ‘interaction’ with youth. Similarly, 

research on youth homelessness by Harter, Berquist, Titsworth, Novak, and Brovak 

(2005), determined that, due to NIMBY (not in my back yard) syndrome, homeless youth 

are often displaced into parts of the city that are less frequented by those claiming there is 

a social problem. As stated by the authors, “…NIMBY discourses about community space 

function as control strategies for containment, and in doing so reduce the public visibility 

of these youth and their likely interactions with other citizens” (pg. 316). When these 

groups demand political action against youth crime and delinquency it is usually in the 

form of ‘tough on crime’ policies rather than additional youth services (Deschenes, 

McLaughlin, & Newman, 2008). In response, governments and politicians tend to focus 

on the social and economic costs of the social problem while disregarding the welfare of 

youth (Kelly, 2006). 

Negative public perceptions of at risk youth are seen by the youth workers 

interviewed in this research as a challenge in their everyday dealings with youth through 

their organizations. These are, after all, community organizations, who expressed tensions 

in relation to demands some felt to be unwarranted emerging from the same communities 

the organizations were to serve. However this is only one part of the story. The wider 

framework within which these community organizations operate is one of risk – regarding 

both the risks facing the youth they serve, and also the wider political context including 

organizational competition. The following section outlines these issues in further detail. 
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Neoliberalism, Governmentality, and Community Organizations 

Responses to youth at risk, especially by community organizations are often examined in 

relation to risk, neoliberalism and governmentality (e.g. Curran, 2010; Kelly, 2000; 

Worthington and MacLaurin, 2013). This section provides an overview of this approach, 

which remains very much salient in the Canadian context and lends consideration to the 

ways in which politics influence responses to youth risk and the experience of youth 

workers. 

 In his work examining advanced industrial countries, Rose (1996), demonstrates a 

shift away from the welfare state towards neoliberalism. The welfare state was 

distinguished by an emphasis on action for the greater good, and social service programs, 

such as pension plans or public education (Rose, 1996; Springer, 2010). Alternatively, 

neoliberalism can be generally defined as “…a new political, economic, and social 

arrangement emphasizing market relations, minimal states, and individual 

responsibility…” (Springer, 2010, pg. 1025). Common features of neoliberalism include 

privatization, decreased social and welfare programming, competitiveness marked by 

limited government interference in business, and an emphasis on low-wage labour 

markets. Though these aspects are commonly associated with neoliberalism, several 

theorists have argued neoliberalism is not a ‘monolithic’, all encompassing regime (Ong, 

2006; Li, 2007; Brenner, Peck, & Theodore, 2010; Springer, 2010). Rather, neoliberalism 

is, as Brenner, Peck, and Theodore (2010) refer to it, variegated and uneven. They state, 

Crucially, …across all contexts in which they have been mobilized, 

neoliberalization processes have facilitated marketization and commodification 

while simultaneously intensifying the uneven development of regulatory forms 
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across places, territories and scales. Therefore, an emphasis on the variegated 

character of neoliberalization processes stands in sharp contrast to their 

prevalent equation with a worldwide homogenization or convergence of 

regulatory systems. (Original emphasis, Pg. 184) 

In other words, the location in which neoliberalization takes place results in 

configurations specific to the local circumstances. 

 Applied to the Canadian context, Curran (2010) suggests Canada takes a middle-

ground approach to politics and neoliberalism. Drawing on Esping-Anderson’s (1990) 

‘worlds of welfare capitalism’, Curran (2010) asserts that Canada has preserved certain 

elements of social democracy, while concurrently adopting more neoliberal logics (pg. 

13). For example, Canada has retained social programming, such as health and public 

education. Furthermore, variegation applies inter-provincially across Canada. Highlighted 

in the research on youth homelessness by Worthington and MacLaurin (2013), the 

Canadian province of Alberta has implemented stricter versions of neoliberalism. 

Emphasis on the economy, driven predominantly by oil, has resulted in a more 

decentralized government, marked by fewer social programs, including affordable 

housing, and a reactive approach to youth homelessness. 

 Neoliberal logics and regimes also affect the way people are governed. 

Governmentality scholars argue that the way governance occurs similarly transformed as 

we transitioned from the welfare to neoliberal state (Rose, 1996; Brenner, Peck, & 

Theodore, 2010). The population under the welfare state was governed as one integrated 

entity (Rose, 1996). However, with the advent of free markets, competition, and limited 

government interference, governance no longer operates in the same manner. Rather, 
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people are now governed at a distance and through multiple actors, including those tasked 

with addressing youth risk. Governance, succinctly summarized by Rose (2000), is 

managing the ‘the conduct of conduct’ (pg. 322). Here ‘government’ not only refers to 

centralized state authorities, but also other governing bodies, such as the police, 

organizations, and communities, to name a few (Rose, 1996). Governmentality scholars 

draw attention to the ‘rationalities’ and ‘technologies’ states and governments use to 

manage the actions of a population. Where rationalities refer to the ideas and 

justifications governments provide for intervention, technologies denote the programs 

governments use to control people’s conduct (Lippert & Stenson, 2010, pg. 477). For 

instance, technologies can be used to manage the behaviour of youth, including increased 

surveillance in areas frequented by youth, tracking of young offenders, or increased 

educational programs focused on transforming the behaviour of at-risk youth (Kelly, 

2000).  

 Under neoliberal governments, and the logic of governing-at-a-distance, risk is 

disconnected from the state (Rose, 1996; Kelly, 2000; Curran, 2010; Kelly & Caputo, 

2011). In an attempt to offset responsibility as a response, the state ‘downloads’ 

accountability of risk on to the individual in a process scholars refer to as 

responsibilization (Rose, 1996; Kelly, 2000; Curran, 2010; Kelly & Caputo, 2011). 

Individuals are therefore expected to learn about risk as well as strategies to actively 

avoid it. According to Kelly (2000), youth experience the process of responsibilization 

distinctively from their adult counter-parts because of their transitional state. He argues 

that although youth have limited rights and are largely excluded from the realm of 



	   18	  

adulthood, they are still expected to make the same rational (implied correct) decisions as 

adults. Where possible, these decisions are often directed by adults. 

 Kelly and Caputo (2011) bridge the concepts of neoliberalism, governmentality 

and risk in their research on community organizations in Canada. According to Kelly and 

Caputo (2011), the state not only downloads responsibility onto individuals, but also the 

community, including organizations, to address social problems and risks such as mental 

health, access to housing, and youth risk. By governing at a distance, the state shifts some 

of their power onto the agency while still maintaining an element of control through 

enforcement of funding regulations and promoting inter-agency competition. Kelly and 

Caputo (2011) argue,  

These strategies are, in part, mechanisms that allow the state to set the 

direction, steer activities, and control the process through which public funds 

are distributed. While the state is steering, however, the community is 

supposed to row – that is, the community is supposed to do the work that is 

required to meet local needs. In this context, the ability of communities to 

pursue their own interests or agendas, or influence what happens on the 

ground, is considerably diminished. (Pg. 42)  

According to Curran (2010), because the agendas of youth agencies are driven by the 

state they are pressured to compete amongst each other while advancing neoliberal 

technologies of responsibilization. Saewyc, Drozda, Rivers, MacKay, and Peled (2013) 

provide an example this on their research of youth sexual exploitation in Canada. In 

1999, the government of Alberta introduced a law referred to as the Protection of 

Sexually Exploited Children (PSECA), in which a child or youth suspected of sexual 
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exploitation or victimization can be involuntarily placed in a safe house for up to 42 days. 

Authorities and community organizations that have mandates to provide services to 

PSECA clients can actively seek out suspected victims. According to Saewyc et al. 

(2013), critics of the law argue that suspected victimization is not a reasonable 

justification to hold someone; moreover, girls are disproportionately targeted, the causes 

of sexual exploitation are not addressed, and victims often view it as “a form of detention 

without actually being charged with or convicted of a crime” (pg. 157). From the critics’ 

perspective, the law may connect youth to needed services, but can also be used to justify 

seeking out potential clients and compelling them to attend programming while 

reinforcing attitudes that youth are responsible for their outcomes. 

 Governmentality literature emphasizes how individuals are ‘formatted’ through 

practices of governance, thus deemphasizing individual agency (Rose, 1996). However, 

Li (2007) argues that governmentality research fails to empirically study these ‘bottom-

up’ forms of resistance. Therefore, organizations, and to a certain extent their clients, 

have the ability to resist some of the constraints placed on them by the state. She sets out 

four overarching limitations and recommendations for governmentality: (1) empirical 

questions need to be asked about power because people maintain the ability to act; (2) 

government interventions can only influence so many outcomes. For the plans the 

government is unable to influence, researchers need to examine its particularities; (3) 

researchers cannot consider government interventions without examining the effects they 

have on how they work in practice, and; (4) consideration should be given to resistance 

and political challenges of government intervention. To address these limitations, Li 

(2007) suggests employing an ethnographic approach. While this thesis attends to her 
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advice of incorporating a more micro-level, bottom-up approach, I frame my findings 

within the social constructionist analysis of social problems (Spector and Kitsuse, 1977; 

see the following chapter for a detailed discussion). Indeed, Lippert and Stenson (2010) 

suggest that social constructionism can make up for the shortfalls of governmentality. 

Specifically, they argue that social constructionism gives more weight to bottom-up 

processes involved in the construction of social problems. Therefore, social 

constructionism lends itself to exploring the experiences of youth workers employed at 

community organizations, and in relation to different audiences. I expand upon their 

arguments in the following chapter. 

 

Community Organizations and Youth at Risk: Partnerships, Funders, Risk 

Discourse and Technology 

Community organizations generally provide programs based on the perceived needs of the 

community (Kelly & Caputo, 2011). However, this can be challenging for organizations 

because, 

Modern societies are characterized by high levels of pluralism and 

differentiation of classes, milieus, subcultures and minority cultures, and 

other groups. For this reason, one cannot simply assume that all agents 

involved in a certain social problem have the same understanding of it in 

terms of definition, conditions, remedies and so forth…Depending on who 

observes the problem, their moralities, interests and many other factors, the 

answer will look different. (Michailakis & Schirmer, 2014, pg. 432) 
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In order to be successful agencies must consider the opinions of several actors. And, the 

model envisioned by the public, funders, and governments for youth agencies may not 

necessarily match that of the agencies (Deschenes, McLaughlin, & Newman, 2008). For 

example, within neoliberal states it is deemed that the government should have minimal 

involvement in agency activities, including funding, because it interferes with market 

relations and competition (Kelly & Caputo, 2010). Among organizations, especially non-

profits struggling to keep programs operational, this can be a contentious idea 

(Deschenes, McLaughlin, & Newman, 2008). Since governments offer limited funding 

support, the agencies must find alternative ways to supplement their funding. Regardless 

of whether the funding is provided by the government or non-government sources, 

however, funding is rarely free of conditions (Nolas, 2014). More and more, funders are 

requiring organizations to prove their programs are effective by completing assessments 

and evaluations. This is not to say organizations are necessarily against these actions. 

According to Sundar, Kasprzak, Halsall, and Woltman (2011), “increasingly, agencies 

are recognizing the value of program evaluation as a mechanism for leveraging 

additional funding as well as strengthening programs and services” (pg. 93). 

Although the purpose of evaluations is to ensure that what limited funding is 

available is being used efficiently, assessments and evaluations can be problematic 

(Nolas, 2014). For instance, the results can be distorted to prove or disprove a particular 

problems’ existence (Adorjan, 2011). Depending on the context, this can either work for 

or against the agency (Nolas, 2014). On the one hand, assessments may demonstrate a 

need for increased resources in the agency’s area of focus, which would encourage 

funders to invest (Preston, George, & Silver, 2014). Alternatively, the assessment may 
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show that a program is not effectively minimizing the problem and other agencies are 

better suited to use the resources. Therefore, agencies are cautious about how they 

present their assessments to the funding body, because inter-agency competition is high 

and assessments that are not perceived to be valuable in the eyes of the funders could 

result in funding withdrawals (Nolas, 2014).  

 According to Deschenes, McLaughlin, and Newman (2008) one way agencies 

work around competition and limited resources is to form partnerships. In their research 

on youth organizations in San Francisco, they found that organizations were able to use 

their local knowledge to develop collaborations that were mutually beneficial and 

provided a protective barrier against competition. Through their partnerships they were 

able to garner the support of funders and local leaders by convincing them that their 

programs were relevant and important for dealing with local youth issues. Similarly, 

research on agencies from the United Kingdom found that organizations with the largest 

and most diverse collaborations tended to receive more funding and resources than 

organizations with minimal or no collaborations (Dudau & McAllister, 2010). The authors 

state, “in an increasingly diverse society, it is crucial for organizations to accommodate as 

many groups as possible in order to be able to speak for and to different stakeholders with 

a degree of legitimacy” (pg. 388). Further, Kelly and Caputo (2011) provide an example of 

a successful community partnership in a western Canadian city. One particular 

neighbourhood within the city was labelled “high risk” due to disproportionately high 

levels of crime, poverty, and unemployment. In collaboration with residents of the 

community, 24 different agencies came together to develop an integrative plan for 

improving the neighbourhood, including increased services and recreation for children and 
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youth. By collaborating among one another, resources and funding were shared and 

distributed for projects deemed most important to the residents. Despite the initial 

challenges of establishing a plan that would work among all the partners, the residents 

reported a significant improvement in the problems formally afflicting the neighbourhood, 

and the agencies noted a substantial increase in the number of people accessing services 

that previously would not have. Therefore, partnerships are seen as an asset for obtaining 

funding because agencies are able to appeal to a variety of stakeholders.  

 Conflict between partners often occurs, however (Dudau & McAllister, 2010). 

Organizations are increasingly adapting to requests for more holistic programs based on 

expert opinions that suggested targeting one aspect of a social problem is ineffective. 

Thus, some argue that collaborations should include a diverse group of people and 

agencies. Dudau and McAllister (2010) conclude that tensions between collaborative 

partners are “…rooted in fundamental differences between these professionals in issues 

such as professional training, preferred working patterns and gender composition” (pg. 

387). As a result, agencies need to be selective about who they partner with to avoid 

operational breakdowns. Adding to the discussion, Liebenber, Ungar, and Ikeda (2015) 

describe how community agencies and their staff focus is on the well-being of clients, 

rather than profit and competition. However, there is still a reliance on external funding 

sources. Therefore, agencies need to balance the demands of funders with that of their 

clients. 

 Specific to social services, Preston, George, and Silver (2014), suggest there are 

tensions surrounding the implementation of social work models. According to the 

authors, regardless of whether agencies are forming partnerships, many social workers 
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believe there should be a consistent model of service and are pushing to move away from 

the neoliberal influences that have largely directed service delivery over the past decades. 

They contend that agencies continuing to cave to neoliberal pressures “…appear to be 

practicing in a haze, disconnected from institutional discourses that construct social work 

as devoid of power and social relations and reinforce notions of expertise and 

individualized need within a prescribed and static interventionist approach” (Preston, 

George, & Silver, 2014, pg. 62). The authors describe how, as of 2005, the definition of 

social work was altered by the International Federation of Social work to reflect this 

changing attitude. Instead, social workers are advocating to become agents of social 

change that “…[recognize] the threats inherent in mainstream social values and practice, 

and the need for solidarity in resistance to such threats…” (Preston, George, & Silver, 

2014, pg. 59). In doing so, social work is undergoing a transformation that moves away 

from an ecological, casework perspective, to radical community work perspectives. 

Likewise, education is experiencing a similar shift, according to Wishart, Taylor, and 

Shultz (2006), though they use the language of social control and social justice to 

illustrate the two positions. They provide an example of an inner-city alternative high 

school in Edmonton, Canada, where early high school leavers are given the opportunity 

to obtain their high school diploma. The program is considered radical in the sense that it 

focuses on transferable labour skills and aims to keep youth off the street. The program 

also addresses systemic causes of early school leaving and the failure of the public 

education system to accommodate disadvantaged youth. Indicative of a shift away from 

neoliberal governance, the authors argue that the alternative school is flexible and allows 

for adjustments based on the individual student’s needs, whereas the public education 
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system does not. Rather, the education system is rigidly structured and emphasizes 

personal responsibility and success based on merit.  

 Frontline staff, or what Lipsky (1980) refers to as street-level bureaucrats, 

including social workers, experience the greatest amount of pressure when balancing 

demands (Liebenber, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015). On one hand, frontline staff are in direct 

contact with clients, making them aware of what their needs are. They invest time and 

energy into their clients by working long hours with minimal compensation or training for 

the benefit of their clients (Konsy & Eakin, 2008). Their mental health and wellness often 

suffers as a result. Employees are also exposed to distressing stories about their clients’ 

experiences, which occasionally leads to burnout or cynicism about their job, particularly 

for younger, inexperienced employees that hold different expectations of the job (Barford 

& Whelton, 2010). Konsy and Eakin (2008) argue this is a form of workplace risk that is 

often downplayed or defined as part of the job. However, frontline staff are also awarded 

some discrepancy in how to manage the needs of their clients (Lipsky, 1980), which 

offsets some of the stress (Liebenber, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015). On the other hand, 

supervisors and managers expect frontline staff to meet ambiguous agency goals, such as 

‘cutting crime’ (Dudau & McAllister, 2010), while simultaneously encouraging clients to 

self-regulate (Liebenberg, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015). Often, the goals of the agency are in 

opposition to the needs of the client, placing frontline staff in the middle of two competing 

forces. According to Liebenberg, Ungar, and Ikeda (2015),  

For frontline workers, this potentially results in a tension where clients’ 

needs for support and intervention are balanced against the structure of a 

system that requires individuals to self-regulate and self-manage. This 
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tension extends to front line staff themselves who are positioned between the 

demands for efficacy and the needs of their clients. (Pg. 1008) 

Therefore, frontline staff are expected to balance the demands of funders, agency 

management, and clients. For funders and agency management, staff have to prove their 

handling of client cases is minimizing the social problem, and if not, demonstrate that it is 

the fault of the client rather than the program. They also have to provide necessary client 

support. 

 Related to the responsibilization of clients, in their study of Canadian youth 

institutions and agencies, Liebenberg, Ungar, and Ikeda (2015) examined files and case 

notes prepared by employees. The files and case notes demonstrated how the youth were 

characterized based on their ability to take responsibility for program progression. Lack of 

progression was deemed to be the youth’s fault for not complying with program demands. 

As stated by Liebenber, Ungar, and Ikeda (2015),  

…Clients that fail to improve may be dismissed as having been a poor fit for 

treatment in the first place. Responsibility for the failed intervention is 

unlikely to be attributed to the model of practice itself and its lack of 

contextual specificity and relevance. (Pg. 1007) 

The authors go on to suggest that agencies are taking steps to personalize their programs 

(Liebenber, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015), but neoliberal approaches continue to direct how 

programs are run because responsibilization “requires the denial of structural causes” 

(Curran, 2010, pg. 56). Drawing again on the example of the inner-city alternative high 

school explicated above, Wishart, Taylor, and Shultz (2006) found that although the 

school was considered radical for its consideration of structural causes of early school 
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leavers in Edmonton, Canada, teachers did not necessarily buy in to the reasoning. Rather, 

many of the teachers believed, in line with notions of self-responsibilization, that because 

the school provided the necessary tools, it was the students’ actions that would determine 

their success or failure in the program. According to Kelly and Caputo (2011), shifting 

responsibility on to the clients is a way for organizations to reduce pressures placed on 

them by their funders and the broader community. 

 While these tensions appear on higher, operational levels, tensions also occur in 

more nuanced ways. Tensions are also evident in how language is used. Foster and 

Spencer’s (2011) research briefly outlines the history of discourse related to youth. They 

argue that rhetoric has significantly shifted from G. Stanley Hall’s work that depicts 

“…young people as instinct driven, primitive, prone to extreme behavior and at times 

psychotic due to the ‘storm and stress’ of adolescent life…” (pg. 125). Now, youth are 

discussed in terms of ‘risk’ and ‘resilience’, which they argue, “…carries with it much of 

the same normative connotations as the old notions of delinquent and problem youth” 

(Foster & Spencer, 2011, pg. 128). Kelly (2000) makes similar statements contending at-

risk discourse is harmful to youth. Therefore, like the participants of Deschenes, 

McLaughlin and Newman’ (2008) research, these authors suggest that some groups are 

more aware of the consequences associated with language, gradually progressing in how 

youth are discussed, but more work needs to be done.  However, according to Deschenes, 

McLaughlin, and Newman (2008), risk is big business, and therefore, risk discourse is 

crucial for agencies to obtain resources and support. Agencies, therefore, appeal to 

funders by using risk discourse when identifying social problems, such as youth 

homelessness, sexual exploitation, crime and radicalization. For example, in their 
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research on youth organizations in San Francisco, Deschenes, McLaughlin, and Newman 

(2008) determined, 

Our focal organizations generally prevailed in managing the rhetoric 

surrounding youth issues in their communities, largely because they did so in 

language and terms meaningful to local politicians, voters, and officials. 

Negative outcomes, our focal advocacy organizations argued, would follow 

not from the youth development stance they advanced but instead from 

existing get-tough policies… (Pg. 15) 

Interestingly, the organizations identified themselves as advocates for youth, yet relied on 

what they viewed as harmful language when speaking to those who were in positions of 

power and authority. Tensions were experienced by staff that felt morally obligated to 

advocate for the youth, but due to the political environment were unable to. The 

organizations were conscious of the fact they could use their position in the community to 

become educators about youth and the services that would benefit them. However, they 

did not feel that discourse had advanced enough for the public or officials to buy into it. 

 The discussion thus far has highlighted how organizations make attempts at 

resisting neoliberal governance, but experience challenges, and in some instances are 

unable to do so, because of interactions with funders, inter-agency competition, and risk 

discourses. In the interviews with participants of this thesis, technology was talked about 

in relation to these challenges. The following discussion illustrates how, in recent years, 

agencies have began incorporating technology in to their practices.  

	   Many agencies have turned to using social media and online platforms to 

advertise and create an image that appeals to funders and the public. According to 
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Bekkers, Edwards and de Kool’s (2013) research, social media platforms or websites are 

being used by agencies to advertise, allowing them to construct their goals and services in 

a way that would appeal to the public and funders. These platforms also permit public 

feedback, informing the agency about what they could improve, or new areas of interest. 

Both were seen to advance the quality of service and support from the public. 

Additionally, Hilsen and Helvik (2014) found that face-to-face consultations are often 

expensive and youth are moving towards online interactions as their preferred method of 

communication. Therefore, agencies are increasingly turning to technology, such as 

texting or email counseling, to supplement face-to-face youth services. For instance, in 

British Columbia, Canada, provincial health services are experimenting with online 

testing, education, and counseling services to encourage youth to get tested for sexually 

transmitted infections (STI’s) (Shoveller, Knight, Davis, Gilbert, & Ogilvie, 2012). 

According to the authors, the province is concerned with rising rates of STI’s, which 

disproportionately affect youth between the ages of 15 and 25. Through interviews with 

in the youth in Vancouver, the researchers determined that youth had positive perceptions 

of the online services. Specifically, the youth viewed STI testing as a stigmatized 

behaviour that deterred them from seeking services. Being offered online options, 

however, gave them a sense of privacy while providing them the information and services 

needed. According to Sundar, Kasprzak, Halsall, and Woltman (2011), although this type 

of technology is not effective on its own, it does depart from traditional one-size-fits-all 

programming, offering promising, cost effective solutions for funders and stakeholders. 

Further, based on their research in New Zealand, Gibson and Cartwright (2014) suggest 

youth are enthusiastic about technology as a service supplement. Their research 
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highlighted three main arguments from the youths’ perspective. First, youth are able to 

form strong relationships with their counselors, and in many instances, are willing to 

speak openly about important or embarrassing issues they are experiencing because they 

feel a sense of anonymity that is afforded by texting or emailing. These exchanges have 

the potential to open up the conversation upon meeting face-to-face. Second, texting 

evens the playing field, so to speak, by minimizing the power dynamics that generally 

exist between youth and their counselor or caseworker. In face-to-face interactions, body 

language can be perceived as judgment, whereas that is not an issue over text message. 

And lastly, the youth in Gibson and Cartwright’s (2014) research believed that texting or 

emailing their counselors would minimize the risk of unsolicited adult interventions by 

creating a physical divide. 

 Despite the promising implications of technology, Bekkers, Edwards and de Kool 

(2013) caution there may be some ethical issues that have not been examined in-depth. 

They provide examples of organizations monitoring supposedly private communications 

in order to gather information they would not otherwise be able to obtain, such as how 

clients represented the program in discussions with others or with agency staff. This raises 

questions about who is monitoring the communication and for what purpose. As Gershon 

(2014) asserts, regardless of where something is posted in the virtual world, neoliberal 

logics “…require a subjectivity that disciplines one into evaluating all acts in terms of risk, 

reward, and responsibility, including Speech acts” (pg. 71). She goes on to argue that 

under this logic one cannot assume anything online is private even when it is expected to 

be. In the event of private communication becoming public, the sender is viewed as the 

responsible party while “other actors are absolved – the designers of the technologies, the 
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corporations distributing the technologies, and the people forwarding the message over 

and over again” (Gershon, 2014, pg. 73). Breaches of privacy can occur when agencies 

monitor communications. But, they can also occur when systems are hacked, or when an 

email is simply addressed to the wrong person (Carvalho & Cohen, 2007). For social 

workers that have a professional obligation to protect their clients’ confidentiality 

technology can be challenging to navigate for these reasons. Anything in the virtual world 

puts that confidentiality at risk (Bekkers, Edwards, & de Kool, 2013; Gambrill, 2007).  

 The consequences of technology extend to youth in specific ways as well. 

Arguments have been made that although agencies are willing to implement technology 

into their practice, they do not want to be liable for the potential consequences youth may 

experience (Sundar, Kasprzak, Halsall, & Woltman, 2011). The risks associated with 

technology use are then placed directly onto the youth (Gershon, 2014). Whether it is with 

their counselors or others, youth are expected to regulate their own interactions, ensuring 

they are appropriate. Girls and women are particularly encouraged to regulate their 

technology use (Bailey & Steeves, 2015). Gershon (2014) indicates there is a belief that 

youth are always a misstep away from posting or sending something they do not want 

made public because they are oblivious to risk. Simply put, agencies expect clients to take 

responsibility for any negative outcomes related to technology use. While the discussion 

on technology provides important insights, the vast majority of the literature on 

technology use within youth services has been done in Scandinavian countries. Therefore, 

there is limited research in the Canadian context, suggesting that further research is 

needed. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter underscores a number of tensions related to perceptions of youth and the 

experiences of youth workers. As explicated above, youth are frequently represented in 

binary terms. On the one hand, they are viewed as immature, unable to make rational 

decisions, and victims. Alternatively, they are discussed in terms of ‘adults-in-the-

making’ and victimizers (Kelly, 2000). These tensions are also enmeshed within youth 

serving agencies, and particularly, in the ways agency staff must balance the needs of 

funders and their clients while broadly operating under neoliberal forms of governance. 

The implementation of stricter forms of neoliberalism in Western Canada, and 

particularly in Alberta, may hinder, or make resistance by community organizations, 

more challenging.  

 The following chapters explore the experiences of staff working in youth agencies 

within a city in Alberta, Canada, explicating how they resist constraints placed on them 

by funders, while also seemingly conforming to the expectations placed on them. The 

theoretical chapter to follow also highlights the shift away from a governmentality 

framework towards social constructionism. Drawing on the work of Lippert and Stenson 

(2010), the chapter addresses the view by some that governmentality is constructionist in 

a broader sense. Recognizing there are a number of similarities, Lippert and Stenson 

(2010) argue that constructionism is its own theoretical framework, and can account for 

some of the shortfalls of governmentality.  
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ENDNOTES 

 

1 - As a side note, social media today also contributes to perceptions of youth, though it 

is proactively used by youth as well. However, this is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

explore. 
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Chapter Two: Social Constructionism 

Early examinations of at-risk youth aligned with broader criminology perspectives that 

took a positivist stance focused on quantifying crime and deviance by controlling for 

different variables and factors (See Merton, 1938; Sampson & Groves, 1989; Murphy & 

Robinson, 2008). For instance, Sampson and Groves (1989) posited that neighbourhood 

factors such as socio-economic status, heterogeneity, and social mobility directly 

correlated to rates of crime and deviance. Recent scholarship of at-risk youth, however, 

has gravitated towards studying the behaviours that place youth at risk of being involved 

in crime or delinquency (See Garland, 1997; Curran, 2010), such as dropping out of 

school, engaging in risky sexual activity, or becoming homeless (Kelly, 2000). This shift 

towards examining behaviours is enmeshed within a larger focus on neoliberal 

governance. 

 As discussed above, neoliberalism significantly transformed the way people, and 

youth, are governed (Rose, 1996; Curran, 2010). Rather than governing a collective, the 

emphasis shifted to community actors and individuals. Implicit in neoliberal logics, and 

in the context of youth, is the ideology of self-responsibilization that encourages youth to 

make rational choices and avoid risky behaviours (Kelly, 2000; Curran, 2010). At the 

same time, it is assumed that youth are incapable of doing so without the direction of 

adults. According to governmentality theorists, this leads to the implementation of 

technologies, which Lippert and Stenson (2010) assert are specific programs and tools 

used by governments (e.g. surveys, accounting formulas and architectural forms), to 

modify and control the behaviour of youth (Curran, 2010; Haggerty, 2006, pg. 40). 

Accompanying this are associated ‘rationalities’ involving conscious reflections on the 
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aims of governance (i.e. how governance is understood from the position of governing 

agencies (see Haggerty, 2006, pg. 40). However, using a constructionist approach, this 

thesis concentrates on the experiences of youth workers tasked with implementing these 

technologies and programs, and less on the governance or modification of youth 

behaviour per se. 

 Here we can begin to tease apart governmentality from social constructionism; the 

latter referring to the emergence in the United States of a distinctly constructionist 

analysis of social problems. As explicated in the previous chapter, some view 

governmentality as social constructionist in a broader sense (Lippert & Stenson, 2010). 

Viewing these perspectives as equivalents, however, has theoretical and methodological 

implications for this thesis as they address different concerns. This will be considered in 

further detail below. However, a clear delineation and differentiation between 

governmentality and social constructionism is necessary. To address this, I set forth the 

similarities discussed by Lippert and Stenson (2010), followed by an explanation for why 

they are different, and how social constructionism is used to advance our understanding 

of the experiences of youth workers. 

 According to Lippert and Stenson (2010), governmentality shares several similar 

features with social constructionism. First, both perspectives consider the ways in which 

moral discourse is incorporated into social problem construction. Further, many agents 

“…help construct and react to moralized and criminal conduct” and as a result, 

“…constructionist and governmentality programmes equally assume the plurality and 

temporality of subject matters” (Lippert & Stenson, 2010, pg. 479). In other words, 

because many actors are involved, the ways in which the construction and reaction to 
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social problems is taken up depends on who is making the claim and for what reason. 

Second, both recognize that problems do not simply exist; rather, claims have to be put 

forth that render a condition problematic. Both perspectives examine these ‘emergent 

problematic conducts’ (Lippert & Stenson, 2010, pg. 479). Lastly, both theories outline a 

multi-step process that starts with a condition being deemed problematic, followed by a 

response. Succeeding the response, there is a point at which the condition is no longer 

viewed as morally intolerable, resulting in it being constructed differently moving 

forward. In other words, conditions do not remain morally problematic indefinitely. 

Summarizing the similarities between governmentality and social constructionism, 

Lippert and Stenson (2010) state, “both elicit similar themes and assumptions about the 

character of their subject matters. Thus, to advance governmentality studies we suggest 

recognizing rationalities necessarily entail claims-making activity (and claims-making 

activity tends to display the qualities specific rationalities)” (pg. 480). Therefore, the 

authors argue, governmentality scholars can learn from those drawing from social 

constructionism. 

 Although governmentality and social constructionism have some commonalities, 

they are different theoretical perspectives (Lippert & Stenson, 2010). For instance, 

Lippert and Stenson (2010) argue that although governmentality suggests that resistance 

or opposition to governance changes over time, it does not give enough weight to how 

this occurs. Drawing on the work of Spector and Kitsuse (1977), Lippert and Stenson 

(2010) argue that social constructionism takes better account for contestations of 

governance through processes of claims-making. Social constructionists point to changes 

in governance which happen as a result of claims-making activities, demonstrating the 
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fluidity of governance. In doing so, social constructionism addresses one of the criticisms 

of governmentality, which is that it is a ‘top-down’ approach (Li, 2007; Lippert & 

Stenson, 2010). For instance, Li (2007), states that Rose theorizes about micro 

interactions in his work, but never completes empirical research because he rejects the 

methodology to do so (i.e. ethnography). Similarly, Lippert and Stenson (2010) assert 

that social constructionist approaches give consideration to ‘bottom-up’ approaches. They 

suggest that governmentality studies rely too heavily on  

policy, archival and other textual data sources”, arguing for “middle range” approaches 

and “specific case studies” that are empirically situated, including the examination of 

“oral discourses” (pg. 476, 488). Specific to this thesis, where social constructionism 

accounts for the limitations of governmentality is in its ability to consider the lived 

experiences of youth workers as it relates to their interactions with different audience 

members in their everyday work. 

 

The Social Constructionist Examination of Social Problems 

Social constructionism emerged in the 1970s, gaining popularity as scholars searched for 

alternative approaches to understanding social problems (Best, 2002). According to Best 

(2002), Berger and Luckmann had already made social constructionism popular. 

However, it was Spector and Kitsuse’s (1977) book, Constructing Social Problems that 

advanced the sociology of social problems. They distinguished social construction from 

labeling by addressing epistemological issues (Ibarra & Adorjan, Forthcoming). Kitsuse 

argued that labeling maintained an element of objectivity, specifically with Becker’s 

‘secret’ and ‘falsely accused’ deviant categorizations. These labels were problematic, 
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according to Kitsuse, because they allowed the analyst to make determinations about the 

behaviour rather than focusing on societal reactions. Spector and Kitsuse are also credited 

with asking why some things are deemed social problems while others are not, and how 

perceptions of a social problem change over time (Best, 2002). These were questions 

other scholars had previously failed to address. Spector and Kitsuse (1977) also created a 

clear demarcation between social conditions and social problems. They suggested 

sociologists should only concern themselves with analyzing social problems (Best, 2002), 

because it is not the role of constructionists to verify social conditions, but rather, how 

conditions come to be viewed as a problematic (Nissan, 2015). According to Holstein and 

Miller (1990), “in essence, the constructionist approach asks us to stop taking claims 

about reality for granted and start looking closely at how the “facts” of social reality are 

“argued,” “asserted,” and “resisted” – in general, how they are interpretively constructed 

in the course of everyday life” (pg.xiii). Therefore, claims-makers and claimsmaking are 

an important aspect in the construction of social problems (Best, 2002). 

 Social problems are constructed when a claims-maker observes what they view as 

a morally intolerable condition (Best, 2008; Loseke, 2003). Claims-makers can include a 

variety of people, including governments, authorities, researchers, organizations or 

individuals (Best, 2008). Once the condition has been observed, the claims-maker seeks 

out an audience they believe will be receptive to the problem (Loseke, 1999; Loseke, 

2003). However, audiences do not necessarily accept claims as presented. The claims-

maker has to be reasonably certain the audience will find the problem as morally 

intolerable as they do, otherwise the audience is unlikely to respond. The relationship 

between the claims-maker and the audience is therefore reciprocal and the audience can 
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either choose to accept or reject a claim. Thus, it is important that the claims-maker puts 

forth a claim that the target audience will accept as true. However, not everyone has the 

ability to make claims (Loseke, 2003). Children and youth for example cannot make 

claims of their own, and “social problems involving children are always constructed by 

adults (typically professionals and scientists) speaking on behalf of children” (Loseke, 

2003, pg. 36). As discussed in previous chapters, a variety of actors are involved in 

constructing child and youth social problems, including media, the public, governments 

and officials, as well as organizations. Children and youth have not been given the 

platform to make claims of their own. 

Claims-makers get involved in claimsmaking for several reasons (Loseke (1999). 

First, they consider the condition morally intolerable and want to improve or resolve it. 

Alternatively, they may have “personal objective interests” for their involvement 

(Loseke, 1999, pg. 32, original emphasis). Loseke (1999) offers the social problems 

industry as an example, where claims of a social problem creates and maintains jobs. 

Lastly, people get involved in claimsmaking simply to be part of something, including 

their community. In all three instances motives are being referred to (Loseke, 2003). It is 

irrelevant, however, if the claims-maker is being honest about their motives for making a 

claim, or the social problem for that matter. All that matters is that the audience believes 

the claim and is willing to act on it. 

 Regardless of the motive for making a claim, how a social problem is framed is 

equally as important as the claim itself (Loseke, 1999). Problem frames provide context 

to the audience about the type of problem being examined and the possible causes. Both 

the type and cause of the problem affect the solution. The solution can be targeted toward 
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individuals. Individual approaches encourage the person to change their own problematic 

condition or behaviour and are related to responsibilization. Conversely, solutions can 

occur at an institutional level through policies or interventions (Loseke, 1999). For 

instance, the Ontario Works program, which was designed to eliminate youth poverty and 

homelessness in Ontario, Canada by providing monthly social assistance cheques, can be 

viewed as both an individual and institutional solution (Dolson, 2015). In order for youth 

to receive their assistance cheque they had to prove they were actively searching for 

employment and participating in skill-building workshops that were approved by Ontario 

Works. The youth were expected to take any job opening, regardless of pay or other 

circumstances. If they turned down a job offer, their assistance cheques were withheld or 

cancelled. They were also required to keep a caseworker informed of their whereabouts 

or living situation, and provide any paperwork that was requested by the program in order 

to receive their cheques. For employees of Ontario Works, exiting poverty and 

homelessness was seen as an individual responsibility that could be achieved by attaining 

employment and skills. On a broader scale, however, the program was presented as a 

means to eradicate youth homelessness or poverty, minimize dependency on government 

welfare, and promote employment and educational opportunities. However, the ways in 

which youth homelessness was presented differed based on the audience and the 

perspective of the claims-maker (Loseke, 1992). Social problems resolutions are 

contingent upon who makes the claims, the proposed cause, and who should be held 

responsible. Within social problems work, social problems workers are often tasked with 

addressing the cause and solutions of a social problem. The following section will 
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examine the interpretive processes that occur among social problems workers in the 

construction of social problems, acceptable clients, and agency sponsored solutions.  

 

Social Problems Work 

According to Miller and Holstein (1997), we see and experience social problems in our 

everyday lives. Often we are oblivious to them. When we do recognize a social problem 

and view it as something to be addressed we are committing social problems work. Miller 

and Holstein (1997) state, social problems work is an “interpretive activity” that we do 

when “…we call attention to some aspect of our everyday affairs as an instance of a 

social problem- as a concrete, troublesome social situation about which something should 

be done” (pg. ix). Anyone can engage in social problems work; however, in more formal 

institutions, social problems workers involve people such as social workers or police 

officers. It is the formalized social problems workers I will focus on in this thesis, 

including social workers, caseworkers, supervisors, and managers. In these institutions, 

social problems workers are tasked with addressing social problems within the 

constraints of the agency they are employed by (Miller & Holstein, 1997; Loseke, 1992). 

 Understanding the specifics of the social problem being targeted by the agency is 

essential for social problems workers (Loseke, 1992). They must be cognizant of how the 

agency defines the social problem, who is a worthy client, and what solutions are 

permitted. Therefore, social problems workers become a kind of gatekeeper to the agency 

by making decisions about who should be given access. Cultural representations are 

drawn upon to determine what a typical or acceptable client looks like. For example, 
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what are the characteristics of a homeless youth, or a youth involved in crime? As Miller 

and Holstein (1997) argue,  

We not only need the idea of a social problem but we need to attach it to its 

everyday embodiments. The process of constructing a social problem thus 

involves the interpretive activity that goes into assigning concrete actions and 

individuals to social problems categories. (Pg. xiii). 

Social problems workers must determine which actions and people are attached to a social 

problem. There are several challenges for social problems workers in attempting to do so. 

To begin, justifying assistance necessitates a victim. However, “labeling the victim 

requires simultaneously designating a cause and perpetrator or “victimizer”” (Holstein & 

Miller, 1990, pg. 107). Designations of victim and victimizer are often contested and 

dependent on the perspective they are being presented from. For instance, studying victim 

contests related to debates about the Young Offenders Act, Adorjan (2011) demonstrates 

how on one side youth are constructed as victims of social and environmental 

circumstance, while opponents construct them as victimizers set on intentionally causing 

harm. Agencies and social problems workers must weigh in on these types of debates to 

formulate their own conception of victimization. A clear delineation of whom the victim is 

impacts the type of service the agency provides. According to Holstein and Miller (1990), 

“troubles are typically described for the purpose of doing something about them. 

Designating victims not only contributes to the specification of trouble, but it is also 

central to the formulation of responses and remedies” (pg. 110). In other words, the 

response can only be determined once there are clearly designated victims.  
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 Defining a social problem and the victim/victimizer is not the end of the process, 

however. Agencies must continually find new cases that are representative of the social 

problem they address in order to remain relevant (Loseke, 1992). In some cases, the 

agency may also modify definitions of the social problem to changing conditions as a way 

to remain relevant. This is referred to as the social reproduction of social problems. In 

reproducing the social problem agencies must be selective of their clients, which goes 

beyond defining a victim. The client must fit within the mandate and goals set out by the 

agency. Consequently, unique client experiences are disregarded in favour of homogenized 

representations of the social problem. Determining whether a person is really an 

appropriate client in the context of the agency becomes simplified (Miller and Holstein, 

1997). In Holstein and Miller’s (1997) terms, a person who is ‘really’ an appropriate client 

differentiates him or herself from an individual who may view him or herself as a victim of 

a particular social problem, but not in a way that is deemed worthy of help by the agency. 

For example, in Loseke’s (1992) research on women’s shelters, a legitimate client may be 

a woman escaping a violent or abusive relationship as opposed to a woman who wants 

time away from her partner. In the latter case, the woman may feel trapped and unhappy in 

her relationship but is not considered an acceptable client as defined by the agency’s 

classification of a “battered woman”. A case such as this can result in what Loseke (1999) 

refers to as “reality definition contests, where workers and clients do not agree on how 

trouble should be categorized or responded to. In these instances, the general tendency is 

that workers’ constructions are more powerful than constructions offered by clients” 

(original emphasis, pg. 162). In Curran’s (2010) research on youth serving agencies for 

example, employees categorized youth in terms of being ‘at-risk’, or ‘a’ risk of criminal 
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involvement. The youth were resistant to these labels, offering alternative definitions 

instead. Although staff agreed to the youth’s terms in practice they continued to label their 

clients ‘at-risk’ in other interactions within the agency or with funders. Despite requesting 

different language be used to identify them, the youth did not have the same power as the 

staff in relation to how they were constructed. As stated by Miller and Holstein (1995), 

“staff members commanded more ‘power’ by virtue of their organizational standing, but 

their power also had to be enacted through the effective use of available resources”, even if 

it was rhetorical, such as reminding the client why they were brought to the attention of the 

agency in the first place (pg. 44). This does not necessarily mean client concerns are not 

addressed, as in the case of youth requesting not to be labelled ‘at-risk’, but staff often 

experience challenges addressing client concerns because they are constrained by agency 

or funder rules and regulations (Curran, 2010). Therefore, it is necessary for staff to 

categorize clients within the context of agency mandates, even if they or their clients do 

not agree. Aside from meeting the designation of a typical client, clients also have to be 

willing to accept help and the demands of the agency (Loseke, 1992). Social problems 

workers have a great deal of power in this area as well because they have the ability to 

reward and punish clients. Through no fault of the agency, if the client fails to meet the 

demands, they can be asked to leave.  

 Despite the challenges of balancing agency constraints and the demands of 

clients, staff invest a significant amount of energy into their clients as part of an “ethos 

for helping” that is central to social services (Konsy & Eakin, 2008, pg. 153). For 

example, during a social movement for hate crime legislation in the United States, 

organizations invested energy into constructing their clients, including racial minorities, 
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women, and members of the gay and lesbian community as victims of more serious forms 

of crime based on their minority status (Jenness, 1999). As a result, hate crime was 

determined to be different from other types of crime and hate crime legislation was 

developed throughout much of the United States. In another instance, employees of a 

women’s shelter in the United States evaluated clients to determine if they met the 

agencies definition of a domestic abuse victim (Loseke, 1992). “Battered women” were 

given access to the shelter where they would be encouraged to exit the cycle of domestic 

violence.  

 Investments into clients and the tasks attached to it are generally framed as 

practices (Loseke, 1992). However, as Loseke (1992) points out, they are also 

experiences. In some cases, experiences occur as staff anticipate they will. In the case of 

domestic abuse, some clients were easy to work with, quickly learning their place within 

the agency, adhering to the demands of staff, and creating a new life for themselves. 

Other times staff are confronted with challenges and disappointment. Again, drawing on 

Loseke’s (1992) battered woman research, disappointment arose when staff had to deal 

with trivial incidents between clients in order to maintain an environment conducive to 

communal living. The workers had not envisioned these mundane tasks as part of their 

practice. Further, staff experienced challenges when clients rejected labels as “battered 

women” because it meant excluding women from the program and justifying it as an 

unfortunate aspect in the cycle of violence. From the perspective of the shelter staff, their 

services could not support clients that were unwilling to acknowledge their victimization. 

In his research on radical youth social work, Skott-Myhre (2008) argues these 

experiences often influence workers worldviews, which in turn effects how they 
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understand and define youth. For instance, youth-staff interactions may be different for 

those employed at agencies operating within a framework that relies on expertise and 

social control than those working in agencies that advocate for youth equality and 

engagement. How agencies come to operate in these ways is often influenced by cultural 

interpretations. As Skott-Myhre (2008) states, 

The role of the youth worker is constituted at the intersection of a number of 

cultural discourses. Many of these have to do with the marginalization, 

categorization, normalizing, pathologizing and de-politicizing of youth. Others 

have to do with the construction of ‘truth regimes’ and ‘disciplines’ displayed 

in discourses about professionalization, maturation, progress, rationality, 

science, medicine, expertise, and social control. The identity of the youth 

worker is comprised of these intersecting discourses that affect their 

descriptions of themselves, their roles, and how they come to understand their 

relationship to the youth they serve. (Pg. 125) 

 The following chapters draw on the experiences of staff from youth serving agencies by 

considering their daily practices and how they impact constructions of youth. They also 

reflect on how other factors, such as funders and external controls, influence those 

practices and experiences.	  
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

 

Reflexivity and Positionality 

As qualitative researchers one of the most important aspects of the process is a reflexive 

consideration of our position (Hamdan, 2009). Reflexivity, as defined by Hamdan (2009), 

“…entails the researcher paying close attention to his or her involvement in all aspects of 

the process and being prepared to assess the impact of that involvement on the research” 

(pg. 379). Often, this is difficult and uncomfortable for the researcher, as it requires them 

to critically assess how their background influences their research, participant 

involvement, and the subsequent interpretation of findings. As informed by Hamdan 

(2009), researchers tend to refer (sometimes in passing) to their class, gender, and 

ethnicity in their reflexive analysis, but many fail to consider how their personal stories 

also influence their research. Upon reflecting on my own personal experiences I came to 

recognize they impacted my research more than I initially anticipated. I grew up in a 

middle-class family and in a small city where I had access to community resources and 

organizations. Outside of education, the majority of my time was spent in after-school or 

recreational type programs. Through a series of events, however, I transitioned to similar 

‘at-risk’ programs I discuss in this thesis. My initial association with agencies, therefore, 

was as a member of the group in which youth agencies aim to serve. The interactions I 

had with staff were generally positive, with any contention being related to factors 

external to the programs. Though I would have described it differently at the time, I now 

realize my contention was with the systems and institutions that seemingly reject 
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victimization in favour of self-responsibilizing behaviour and acceptance, while allowing 

victimizers to continue with their lives as normal.  

 As I progressed through the programs I eventually became a youth leader and 

mentor. It was at this point I began to realize I had been relatively insulated from some of 

the challenges and politics around non-profits. But, more recent experience working and 

volunteering for non-profits, both locally and internationally, resulted in a new level of 

awareness and raised many questions for me. Many of my professional experiences, 

notably as an international volunteer, left me feeling defeated and frustrated. On several 

occasions I questioned whether I was helping or hurting those whose lives I was 

supposed to be improving. Further, drawing on my experience as a client, agency staff 

assisted me in addressing my frustrations, reassuring me that I was not alone in those 

feelings. Disclosing their own incidents of victimization (in whatever form they 

occurred), some of the staff members described their inspiration for becoming youth 

workers, and how they often felt discouraged by their perceived lack of power to make a 

difference. It was a combination of these personal experiences that initiated my interest in 

researching youth workers.  

 According to Merton (1972) and Hamdan (2009), I fall in to a category of 

researcher referred to as an insider-outsider. Hamdan (2009) asserts, an insider-outsider 

“…involves a researcher occupying double positions, meaning that he or she is both a 

member of the researched group and an outsider relative to that group” (pg. 380). I am an 

insider in the sense that I have worked and volunteered with non-profits and youth 

organizations, affording me knowledge about the subject of my research. I have also been 

on the other side, receiving services from youth organizations, reinforcing my status as an 
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insider. I am an outsider, though, because I am external to the community in which I have 

experience with youth organizations. It was at this point that I had to critically assess how 

my previous involvement as a both a client and staff member of youth organizations, as 

well as my experiences as a recipient of their services, could influence my assumptions 

about the participants and their experiences. This has implications not only for the 

methodological approach but also theoretically and conceptually, affecting the outcomes 

of the study itself. When I began my interviews I had to consciously remind myself to 

remain open to the plurality of experiences and the contexts in which they occur. 

However, as Hamnett, Porter, Singh, and Kumar (1984) assert, insider-outsiders have a 

unique advantage because insiders’ prior knowledge gives them context and the ability to 

address specific aspects that outsiders may not know about. Alternatively, outsiders are 

able to remain somewhat detached, preventing them from interjecting bias. My insider 

knowledge allowed me to more readily inquire about and pinpoint specific challenges 

encountered by participants during their daily work. On the other hand, as a partial 

outsider with no former attachment to the organizations, I was able to recognize that the 

participants’ experiences with youth and other audience members was unique to my own. 

 My gender and education level may have also influenced my relationship to the 

participants. As a university educated female, recruitment and access to the organizations 

was likely less complicated as many of my participants had similar backgrounds. The 

majority of my participants were females (n=14), and most had comparable education to 

myself. In many ways I believe this helped build rapport with my participants. On two 

occasions, however, I completed one-on-one interviews with males, both of which held 

management positions. Initially, I was apprehensive about those interviews because of 
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my preconceived assumptions about power differentials. Prior to those interviews I did 

find myself making specific attempts at finding common ground with the participants. All 

participants were asked to choose a meeting place of comfort, with most choosing a space 

within their organizations; however, both male participants chose coffee shops. This may 

also indicate a level of discomfort on their part about meeting with a female researcher in 

relatively private spaces. Their choice and location of the café produced a frame of 

reference that could be drawn on to find common interests, such as coffee, or something 

in the surrounding community. I was surprised to find that the interviews were similar to 

the others in which I was made to feel like an equal (see below for further discussion of 

potential power dynamics in focus groups with management and staff both present). 

During our initial conversations and during the interviews, both participants engaged in a 

reciprocal conversation, showing genuine interest in my questions, responses and 

opinions. From my perspective, there was mutual understanding and respect between the 

participant and myself. 

 

Recruitment and Sample 

Several community organizations that offered youth programming were contacted by 

email or telephone to participate in interviews or focus groups based on a web search for 

youth programs in a large Canadian city in Alberta. Once an organization agreed to 

participate one of three things occurred: (1) on two occasions the initial contact invited 

me to attend a staff meeting to recruit potentially interested participants; (2) the initial 

contact requested to participate in an interview, or set up and participate in a focus group, 

or; (3) the initial contact referred a third party to participate in an interview or focus 
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group. One of the staff meetings involved several different organizations at a table. All 

showed interest in participating, but after some discussion only one organization 

volunteered to participate. Upon completion of the focus groups and interviews I learned 

that these organizations had significant partnerships and collaborations with each other. 

Therefore, it was likely they felt that one organization’s participation was sufficient 

representation. 

 Two organizations approached did not respond to a request for participation. 

Another two agencies responded, but chose not participate. In one of those instances, the 

organization agreed to participate, but the person with whom I was corresponding took a 

leave of absence before the interviews occurred and requested I contact a colleague to 

make arrangements. The alternative contact did not respond, however. In the second 

instance, I had approached an organization targeting religious radicalism to participate.  

After some conversation, they chose not to participate because they were concerned it 

would be perceived as a political move. At the time I approached the agency, youth 

radicalization was central in election debates, advanced by Prime Minister Stephen 

Harper and the Conservative Party of Canada. Therefore, the agency wanted to remain 

neutral and focus on their work, declining to be interviewed. These may be interpreted as 

study limitations in that it reduced the variety of organizations interviewed. However, a 

number of the risks these organizations targeted are represented by the agencies that did 

agree to participate, including an organization focused on youth radicalization in multiple 

forms (i.e., environmental, religious, political, etc.). 

 Individual interviews and focus groups were used to collect the desired data. Both 

were included for several reasons. First, individuals were hesitant to represent their 
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organization alone, especially if they occupied a position with less authority. As Berg and 

Lune (2012) suggest, when individuals feel uncomfortable in one-on-one interviews they 

tend to divert the conversation or avoid answering questions honestly. Focus groups help 

address this problem. Second, the organizations that agreed to participate had limited 

time and resources, making it difficult to schedule interviews with everybody who was 

interested in participating. Scheduling a focus group allowed people to participate while 

limiting the effect on their work tasks. Lastly, the focus groups gave me an opportunity to 

examine the dynamics between people who work closely on a daily basis, including how 

they conceptualize their experiences serving youth in the community. As stated by Berg 

and Lune (2012), “meaning and answers arising during focus group interviews are 

socially constructed rather than individually created. Situations such as focus group 

interviews provide access to both actual and existentially meaningful or relevant 

interactional experiences” (pg. 173). Therefore, the participants’ detailed responses gave 

me greater insight into the organization as a whole, from their own situated lived 

experiences. One-on-one interviews, on the other hand, were useful for participants that 

worked more independently, or were more comfortable sharing their individual 

experiences outside of a group discussion. Therefore, the focus groups and individual 

interviews complemented one another by giving participants the opportunity to 

participate in the environment they felt most comfortable in. 

 In total, 19 staff members participated. There were three one-on-one interviews, 

and three focus groups. Staff from four agencies participated; however, two agencies had 

staff from more than one program participate, resulting in participants from six programs 

completing interviews or focus groups. Fourteen of the participants were females, and 
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five were male. Within the organizations the participants held positions as frontline staff 

(i.e., social workers, practitioners), supervisors (i.e., caseload managers, program 

supervisors), and managers (i.e., coordinators). Some had only been in the organization 

or social service field for a few months, while others had been involved for up to 15 

years. In a number of the focus groups managers were in attendance, leading to the 

possibility that lower-level staff censored their answers. My interpretation, however, is 

that the presence of managers had no effect on the way staff responded. I did not find any 

difference between how managers and frontline employees responded to questions, 

leading me to believe that they felt similarly on most issues discussed. I also found no 

difference in how managers responded in one-on-one interviews versus focus groups. 

Even if staff were simply adhering to their manager’s standpoints in these instances, 

frontline staff expressed the same viewpoints in both focus groups and one-on-one 

interviews. 

 The organizations ranged in size. Some were small, with fewer youth clients, 

while others were large and served a significant youth population. The smallest agency 

served approximately 50 to 75 youth per year, while the largest agency served well over 

1000 children, youth and families a year. The participants discussed at great length what 

the age range of youth was (5n, 11r (reporting NVivo results – see below)). The general 

consensus was that youth were between the ages of 15 and 24 years of age, although 

some organizations were serving youth as young as ten, and as old as 25 years of age. 

Overall, the agencies focused on youth homelessness, mental health, sexual exploitation, 

crime, and radicalization. The organizations offered a broad array of programs such as 

homework help, music lessons, sports or other recreation, cooking classes, employment 
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preparation and internships, mental health prevention and interventions, housing, and 

outreach. The majority of the organizations offered more than one type of youth program.  

 

Interviews and Focus Groups 

The interviews occurred between June 2015 and October 2015 at the participating 

organization or another agreed upon location. Each session was approximately one hour 

in length. Prior to starting the interviews or focus groups, participants were given consent 

forms and verbally briefed on what the interview or focus group would entail, including 

confidentiality and anonymity. The consent forms also included a section where 

participants agreed to be audio-recorded for the purposes of accurate transcribing. 

Participants of the focus groups were asked to sign an additional section informing them 

of confidentiality not only in relation to themselves, but to other participants in the group 

as well (i.e. that confidentiality applies not just between myself and participants but 

amongst the group itself). Interestingly, a number of participants and agencies had shown 

interest in being identified in the research. However, given their requirement to obtain 

permission from agency management, stakeholders, and funders, it was agreed that all 

participants and agencies would not be identified in this research. For this reason, I only 

broadly refer to the services offered without providing specifics about the programs or 

using any participants’ name. Further, a number of agencies referenced formal statuses 

their clients needed to have in order to be considered eligible for services. The statuses 

were pertinent for some analysis. Therefore, I refer to them only as ‘statuses’, despite 

losing some context. The restrictions placed on the agencies and its staff, including how 

the agency can be represented and by whom, speaks to the challenges and tensions 
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experienced by staff in the social service industry. Despite crucial ethical challenges such 

as the importance of maintaining confidentiality, the project objectives as outlined in the 

introduction, and project findings explicated in the chapters that follow, still reveal 

important insights into the social worlds of youth workers in Alberta.   

 The interview and focus group questions concentrated on how the organizations 

conceptualized youth risk, what issues youth programming addressed, and the benefits or 

challenges the organizations experienced. I chose semistandardized interviews because 

the structure ensured the questions were consistent across every interview and focus 

group while permitting the flexibility of asking follow up questions. For example, 

questions such as “how do you define at-risk youth?” and, “are there any criteria the 

organization is required to meet to receive funding?” were asked across all the interviews. 

The ability to digress from the interview schedule based on their answers allowed me to 

make distinctions about the specific and often nuanced operations both within the agency, 

and across agencies. I was also able to establish similarities between the agencies, which 

were relevant to a number of the themes that emerged.  

 At the end of every interview or focus group, I debriefed the participants by 

repeating the purpose of the study. I also provided them the opportunity to ask questions 

or have a conversation. Before departing I reminded the participants where to find 

important contact information on their copy of the consent form in the event they needed 

to contact my supervisor or myself. 

 Although I was able to capture individual views of the organizations generally, it 

may be the case that during focus groups the answers from frontline workers may have 

been censored in the presence of managers. To account for this, I observed nonverbal 
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cues for signs of discomfort or power dynamics. Berg (2004) refers to this as social 

interpretations, which  

Are defined as the affected messages transferred from one acting individual to 

another through nonverbal channels. These nonverbal channels include body 

gestures, facial grimaces, signs, symbols, and even some phonemic sounds 

such as tongue clicks, grunts, sighs, and similar visible indicators of 

communication (e.g., physical proximity between participant actors, their 

blocking, and so forth)” (pg. 101). 

In my observations, the participants sat in close proximity to one another despite having 

the space to spread out. The participants also appeared engaged in each other’s 

conversations, often nodding their heads in agreement. On a number of occasions 

participants did speak up if their practices or beliefs were different from the rest of the 

group, indicating they were comfortable disagreeing. Managers appeared supportive 

when they responded with statements such as, “that’s fair, and these are the discussions 

we like to have. It’s all a matter of what you think is best for your client”. Finally, despite 

having several strong personalities in the focus groups, each participant made a 

significant contribution to the discussion. Recognizing that there may have been tensions 

or group dynamics which were left undetected, my own social interpretations of the 

group interactions suggests such tensions did not bear on my findings in any salient way. 

 

Data Analysis 

Each of the interviews or focus groups was transcribed shortly after they were completed 

so they would still be vivid. The interview and focus group transcriptions were then 



	   57	  

analyzed for overall themes, both within the interviews and focus groups, and between 

them. This allowed me to establish any similarities or differences between interviewees 

or organizations. 

 Themes from the interviews were developed using axial coding (Forman & 

Damschroder, 2008). The process of axial coding involves developing labels for any 

themes arising from the data, then creating “child nodes” (Forman & Damschroder, 2008, 

pg. 53), or subthemes. Coding was done by hand at first to get a general sense of 

emerging themes. Further in-depth analysis of the data was then completed using NVivo 

software to generate more nuanced themes and subthemes. In total, 12 major themes were 

established in NVivo, including overall demographics, funders, employee roles, 

technology, and perceptions of youth, to name a few. Each theme had several child nodes 

within it. Berg (2004) defines this as data reduction, stating “qualitative data need to be 

reduced and transformed in order to make them more readily accessible, understandable, 

and to draw out various themes” (pg. 39). By reducing the data I was better able to 

understand the extensive amount of data produced through the interviews and focus 

group. 

 The codes were established using inductive analysis. According to Forman and 

Damschroder (2008), “inductive codes come from the data itself: analytical insights that 

emerge during immersion in the data…” (pg. 48). Inductive analysis was chosen because 

it guided the research based on how the organizations constructed the youth problem. 

Amidst my analysis of the interviews and focus groups, clear themes emerged that 

directed my empirical research, theoretical framework, and chapter themes. To report 

NVivo findings, sources and references are specified (n, r), respectively. Sources inform 
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the reader of how many interviews and focus groups used the node or theme. References 

inform the reader of the number of times that node or theme was used in total. 

 

Significance of Methodological Approach 

Although the landscape of youth risk research in Canada is expanding, there is still little 

coverage compared to the United States (Eisler, 2010). Further research in Canada is 

needed, especially with the organizations that work with youth in their communities. 

Moreover, much of the research on youth risk focuses on youth in particular, producing a 

typography of risky or criminal activity youth are involved in (see work by Bramadat and 

Wortley, 2008; Hagan and McCarthy, 1997, and; Kloess, Beech and Harkins, 2014). This 

type of research generally employs strain or social disorganization theories, and relies on 

quantitative data. These theories and methods are useful for capturing information about 

what factors influence youth risk and provide statistical data about the rate and extent of a 

problem. Statistics, however, can also be a source of contention because they can be used 

in strategic ways to further the agenda of interested parties, and are themselves a social 

construction (Adorjan, 2011; Best, 2004).  

 With the research emphasis on youth behaviour it may be assumed there is a 

shortage of studies addressing organizational responses. There are some exceptions 

however, including Kelly and Caputo (2011), Curran (2010), Deschenes, McLaughlin, 

and Newman (2008), and Bersaglio, Enns, and Kepe (2015) that examine how youth 

serving agencies function and respond to youth risk within neoliberal societies. Much of 

the research on organizational response in social services has come from the field of 

social work and utilizes a critical framework (see work by Preston, George, & Silver, 
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2014; Michailakis and Schirmer, 2014, and; Liebenber, Ungar and Ikeda, 2015). To add 

to the literature from a sociological lens this study uses qualitative methods and a social 

constructionist framework to examine how organizations construct youth risk in a major 

Canadian city in Alberta. Moreover, a branch of social constructionism referred to as 

social problems work (see chapter three; see also Best, 2008; Miller and Holstein, 1990; 

and Loseke, 1992) helps to examine the particular ways in which organizations construct 

social problems, as well as how they are employed to solve social problems involving 

youth. According to Miller and Holstein (1990), 

…a sociology of social problems work focuses on interaction, conversational 

practice, and interpretive resources in the diverse settings where instances of 

social problems might be identified. Such practices and resources orient the way 

individuals and groups organize their interpretations, including the ways that they 

attach meaning to behavior (pg. 154).  

In the chapters to follow I examine how staff attach meaning to their roles and practices 

within youth serving agencies and in relation to one another. I also explore the ways in 

which youth are interpreted as ‘at-risk’ or ‘a’ risk, both within and outside of the agency, 

and how these constructions play into broader tensions between staff, their clients, and 

funders.	  
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Chapter Four: Resisting Risk and Neoliberalism 

“And the amount of strengths we find in these young people far outweigh their vulnerable 

situations. They’re incredibly strong. They give us lots to work with” (focus group 

participant). 

 

This chapter starts by considering the practices of staff at youth serving agencies. As 

stated by the participants during the interviews, their main roles and practices included 

working with youth and their families, advocacy, and building trust and rapport with their 

clients. Specifically related to working with youth and their families, a number of the 

agencies had attempted to incorporate other ‘stakeholders’ into client plans aside from 

parents. In doing so, they reported several challenges redefining and approaching relevant 

stakeholders in the lives of youth. As part of their practice, staff also made large 

emotional investments into their clients, which were framed as part of job. This chapter 

explores those investments and how they affect staff experiences. 

 The second part of the chapter focuses on how, from the perspective of 

employees, constructions of ‘at-risk youth’ or youth ‘as a risk’ have become 

commonplace in social services. As the above quote indicates, staff viewed their clients 

in more complex and positive ways. Therefore, the participants made a conscious effort 

to resist risk discourse in their practice and within the agency. Challenges were 

experienced, however, due to constraints placed on the agency by members of the public 

and funders. This chapter explores the interactional processes that occur in the 

construction of youth, including debates about the use of language and the effect it has on 

youth. 
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 Finally, the chapter discusses broader agency attempts at resisting neoliberal 

arrangements that constrain service provisions. Specifically, consideration is given to 

agency attempts at creating a space for youth ‘voice’ by allowing them to make 

contributions towards program plans and outcomes. Involving youth was seen as an act of 

resistance against dominant views which identify youth workers as experts that produce 

desired changes in youth (Skott-Myhre, 2008). Discussions about technology are also 

incorporated, often framed as a tool of resistance, and a form of control, which may serve 

to reinforce neoliberal philosophies and practices in youth serving agencies.  

    

Client Demographics  

According to the organizations interviewed, their clients range in age from 15 to 24 years, 

although some offer youth services to individuals as young as ten, and as old as 25 years 

of age. Research indicates this is in line with the majority of youth serving organizations 

internationally (Pajaziti, 2015). In terms of gender demographics, the organizations 

suggested they had a relatively equal number of male and female clients, though the 

numbers fluctuated occasionally. The agencies serve a diverse group of clients with 

respect to socio-economic status and ethnicity. 

 A commonly raised concern among the organizations in relation to age was the 

societal perception that adulthood begins at the age of 18. This was problematic for the 

agencies because, as Pajaziti (2015) states, youth are generally considered to be between 

the ages of 15 and 25 years, and in some cases, up to 35 years of age. Societal norms, 

however, imply that by the age of 18 individuals should be capable of caring for 

themselves. Therefore, the agencies had to grapple with an appropriate age range for 
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service provisions. The purpose of providing services well beyond the socially 

constructed age of adulthood was because the organizations discovered that clients were 

not fully transitioned by the age of 18. In their experience two circumstances tended to 

impede youth’s transition to adulthood. On one hand, clients had likely been involved in 

the system, such as foster care or juvenile detention centres, for an extended period of 

time. During that time they were living in structured environments that limited their 

agency and ability to make choices for themselves. By the age of 18, however, they were 

worked out of the system and expected to get by on their own. Alternatively, clients may 

not have been involved in the system but for any number of reasons did not learn the 

skills necessary for independent living. As a result, clients required services and support 

while they maneuvered through the transitional phase into adulthood. A major concern 

for the agencies during this time was keeping the youth out of the justice system because 

of the harsher punishments handed down to adults, regardless of their circumstances.  

 When asked more specifically about gender demographics, the participants said 

the major difference in gender demographics was among youth seeking housing 

assistance. According to one agency specializing in homeless youth programs, males 

tended to avoid assistance for as long as possible, frequently choosing to remain on the 

streets. Females, on the other hand, preferred to leave the streets, even if it meant being in 

unsafe situations, such as staying with strangers. When the agencies did reach out to 

females, they were more likely to accept help. Although the participants felt it was 

somewhat stereotypical to make these comments, they believed that girls were easier to 

work with than boys. In general, they found girls listened better and were willing to learn, 
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whereas the boys tended to be more aggressive. They argued that this resulted in different 

living situations for boys and girls. One caseworker suggested,  

I think… not to gender stereotype- but I think overall, girls are more 

internalizing, right? So they can be managed easier in foster care. Whereas if 

your punching holes in the wall and telling your foster mom you’re going to 

kill her, then you go to group care. That’s my experience anyway. 

As a result there were more group homes for males than there were for girls. Though the 

participants did not elaborate, this may create a self-fulfilling prophecy where aggressive 

male behaviour can be used to justify the need for group homes. Further research might 

investigate the specific characteristics used to determine how youth are streamed into 

either group homes or foster care and if that influences access to resources. 

 Finally, the participants noted general misconceptions about the background of 

their clients, including beliefs they were impoverished, came from single-parent 

households headed by women, were an ethnic minority, or an immigrant to Canada. Of 

the agencies dealing with youth crime, they argued this was inaccurate because they had 

a wide variety of clients, including high-income, Canadian born youth. For agencies 

working with homeless or sexually exploited youth, this was somewhat more complex. In 

relation to homelessness, some fit the stereotype. A number of the youth had come from 

low-income, single-parent families, and/or had experienced family dysfunction. As for 

sexually exploited youth, the majority were females, which is to be expected given the 

nature of sexual victimization. However, as one participant stated, “I always had an 

image of the type of person who is being exploited, but it’s not that at all. It’s the people I 

never would think of, and I think that’s because the Internet makes it so easy.” Several 
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participants noted that sexual exploitation victims were becoming younger, many were 

from stable families, and a significant proportion had high academic achievement and 

involvement. Therefore, aside from being mostly females, the victims of sexual 

exploitation generally did not fit the stereotypes. It appears as though the Internet has 

opened up new and different ways for exploitation to occur, broadening the landscape of 

victimization. 

 

Practices in Youth Services 

During the interviews and focus groups, participants were asked to describe their main 

roles and practices within the agency. Working with clients and their families was 

brought up on several occasions (4n, 11r). When the participants referred to working with 

clients and their families, it was far more complex than simply providing services, 

however. Agencies generally recognize the ways in which family, friends, and peers 

influence their clients’ worldviews (Furman, Jackson, Downey, & Shears, 2003). 

Therefore, successful programs take this into account and incorporate these groups into 

client interventions. Due to the precariousness their clients often experience at home, it 

also forces organizations to redefine what family means. Of the organizations I spoke 

with, most had adopted ways of incorporating flexible constructions of family into their 

client plans. This meant including friends, peers, and others as ‘stakeholders’ in program 

outcomes. According to one participant,  

They all have stakes in this young person’s success, be they a neighbour, a 

teacher, a parent, or like a mental health worker, the probation officer, who 
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also have access to their systems to contribute, right. So we are responsible to 

those stakeholders in the frontline capacity as well. 

By including family members and ‘stakeholders’, whether biological or not, members felt 

it allowed youth to recognize the investment of others in their success. The agencies saw 

this as a way to build, or rebuild relationships that could support youth outside the 

agency. For the agencies involved in youth homelessness, they also hoped that fostering 

these relationships would help youth stay off the street, and in some cases, return to their 

family home. 

 Importantly, the agencies had to overcome challenges in approaching and 

redefining significant stakeholders. On a broader level, several agencies had sought out 

advice from salient community members, who may have a vested interest in the client, or 

could simply provide insight about a particular issue the agency was attempting to deal 

with. For example, as part of a professional development program, youth chose a 

profession of interest. The agency would then approach a community member in the field 

that would meet with the youth to assist them in developing a plan to eventually find 

employment in their field of choice. In cases like this, it was fairly easy for the agency to 

reach out to community members. Many of the agencies, however, were dealing with 

sensitive and confidential information. Therefore, they had to find ways of approaching 

community members without sharing confidential information, and in some instances, 

without identifying the youth. One agency provided an in-depth explanation of how they 

planned to work around this by creating a community panel. As the participant stated, 

One of the challenges we had when developing [the program] is that we want 

the community to be involved, but we have some challenges in exactly ‘what 
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can we share with the community?’. So, we as an organization we have access 

to certain confidential information that’s relevant to our case file, but we can’t 

just share it randomly with a community member. Yet they still hold critical 

feedback and resources. So the way we are going to bridge that gap is to have a 

community advisory committee. The role of the community advisory 

committee is to, number one be reflective of the community at large. So, not 

one specific community within [the city] or one specific demographic within 

community, but reflective of all. We want people to join the committee who 

have some experience already working within the community, and potentially 

able to leverage some resources within the community themselves, and to work 

with us. And potentially, if the need arises, assist the case planning team in 

understanding a specific facet of a problem. 

Interestingly, the participant addresses questions raised by Kelly and Caputo (2011) as to 

what is meant by ‘community’. Here, community embodies a diverse range of people, 

rather than defined groups or people situated in specific geographical locations. The panel 

is never provided specific information, but rather, general statements about a problem. 

The panel then serves as a middleman which approaches relevant community members to 

work through the issue, garner resources, and report back to the agency. The agencies 

viewed this tactic not only in terms of client benefits, but also as a way to incorporate 

other stakeholders, both real and redefined. 

 On a smaller scale, several of the agencies wanted to incorporate extended family, 

friends, peers, and any other person the youth felt was salient to their success in the 

program. Since the idea was to give youth a choice in their support network, youth were 
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expected to approach the people of their choosing with the support of their caseworker. 

On the one hand, the purpose of redefining the stakeholders in the program was “…to 

give youth voice and choice to empower them in their outcome” (Participant). On the 

other hand, it was about getting youth to take responsibility for their success in the 

program, which to participants’ dismay, some clients were resistant to. As Liebenber, 

Ungar, and Ikeda (2015) state, the idea of an empowered client often results in 

“…efficient instruction where clients are informed of actions to take without 

consideration for the relevance or, more importantly, the feasibility of those actions” (pg. 

1009). In the event of client resistance to the support network, the agency needs to 

develop an alternative program plan. The same is true if the ‘stakeholder’ does not want 

to participate. Therefore, agencies are constantly negotiating the desire to include friends, 

family, and the community in their programs, with the challenges of doing so. 

 The demands of supporting clients and their support networks often took an 

emotional toll on the staff. In their research on non-profits in Ontario, Canada, Konsy and 

Eakin (2008) found that social service employees make large emotional investments in 

their clients, including working long hours at the expense of their mental health and well-

being. This was true of the organizations in Alberta that I interviewed. As the participants 

stated, interactions with clients were emotionally charged for many reasons, including the 

hardships they had experienced, challenges with support networks, and in some instances, 

the potential for clients to act aggressively. Further, agency staff often heard stories about 

clients experiencing abuse, violence, or neglect, which weighed heavily on them. Konsy 

and Eakin (2008) argue this is a form of workplace risk that is often downplayed or 

accepted as part of the job. This is especially true for non-profit agencies that work 
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around the needs of their clients and adhere to an “ethos of helping” (Konsy & Eakin, 

2008, pg. 153). Pursuant to the ethos of helping, one participant discussed how 

employees take on several roles outside their formal job titles. According to the 

participant,  

If we don’t have people like [youth] workers who are willing to be at the 

ground level engaging with the kids and their daily challenges- like they put 

on so many different hats. One day they might be an addictions counselor, 

and the next day they’re a chauffer to appointments, and the next day they’re 

helping them move. Like there’s so many hats these people are missing in 

their lives just as a consequence of being in the system… 

This exemplifies the concrete ways in which employees make emotional investments into 

their clients regardless of their job requirements. Confirming Loseke’s (1992) assertions, 

in an attempt to help youth, staff often experienced disappointment. This participant was 

disappointed with systems that foster negative outcomes and the lack of resources to 

respond. As a result, staff adopted several roles. In doing so, they built relationships with 

the youth that often went far deeper than simply providing services. Rather, they came to 

know their clients on a personal level. 

 Getting to know their clients, however, was a slow process involving the building 

of trust and rapport. This was a difficult task for many of the participants because the 

youth were apprehensive about the role of the staff member. The language encapsulated 

in their job titles and descriptions often implied positions of authority and control, at least 

in the eyes of the youth. As a result, it took a great deal of time and energy to build 

meaningful relationships, requiring staff members to clearly outline their role as a support 
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system for the youth. This also required a reflexive understanding of their position within 

the agency. For example, one participant was a social worker by trade, specializing in 

addictions counseling. She was given a different title within the organization, however, 

because clients were unwilling to make appointments with her, often disputing the fact 

they were dealing with issues related to addiction. However, the creation of a new title 

meant working through what her job actually entailed, including what issues she was 

going to focus on and how to encourage client participation. Moreover, she had to do so 

without crossing the boundaries into the responsibilities of a caseworker. As Martinez, 

Laird, Martin, and Ferris (2008) state, job titles are a social construction either explicitly 

or implicitly negotiated, and which “…symbolize shared meanings regarding (1) work 

roles and (2) the relevant attributes of those who assume them” (pg. 20). As such, job 

titles contain a significant range of responsibilities which can have tangible consequences 

for the person in the position, as well as the organization. Organizations generally 

recognize this and create job titles that will have a positive effect, such as increasing 

individual identification towards their position, enhancing agency reputation, and adding 

value to their services- referred to as job title inflation (Martinez, Laird, Martin & Ferris, 

2008). Although the participant noted above continued to do similar work, the change in 

title accounted for the added complexity of her position and shifted the perception held 

by youth. As she asserted,  

We don’t use my actual title because it’s really technical and everyone has 

preconceived ideas, especially youth…So at least [the new title] kind of gets 

their foot in the door or their ear to listen to what it is versus already deciding 

they don’t need it.  
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Consequently, something as simple as a job title and the staff members understanding of 

it affected their ability to provide the appropriate services, and therefore build trust with 

the youth. 

 Another important practice among agencies in relation to building trust and 

rapport was the rejection of ‘at-risk’ labels. The participants indicated that maintaining 

trust and rapport with the youth meant they had to view the situation from the youth’s 

perspective. The majority of the organizations I spoke with encouraged staff to listen to 

their clients’ stories from a non-judgmental perspective, contextualizing their experiences 

within the hardships they had likely faced. Non-judgment also meant resisting labels 

typically associated with youth. Aside from one organization, the agencies were making a 

conscious effort to depart from risk discourse and other stigmatizing language that has 

been ascribed to youth. They felt that other organizations, and particularly government 

services, had failed to do this. As a result, terms such as ‘at-risk’ had become, and 

continue to be, institutionalized and commonplace in social services. In line with Best’s 

(2008) arguments, the use of risk discourse by claimsmakers reinforces to the audience 

that youth are either at-risk or are a risk. It is important to note that the relevant audience 

also includes funders. Consequently, the agencies had to balance their resistance to at-risk 

labels with the need to appease funders. Tensions created by this reality will be discussed 

at length in the following chapter. However, when messages about risk are repeatedly 

shared they become ingrained. From the participants’ point of view, the indiscriminate 

use of ‘at-risk’ has had two major implications. First, it resulted in a vague understanding 

of what risk actually meant, especially in relation to at-risk youth. As one participant put 

it,  
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…At risk of what? It doesn’t really define anything. At risk of stubbing their 

toe as they walk out the door? At risk of homelessness? At risk of drug 

abuse? What is the rest of it? By itself it doesn’t really mean much. 

As the participant argues, risk fails to contextualize the problem within the youth’s 

experience. According to Loseke (1992), the construction of a social problem can itself 

be problematic because it homogenizes individual experiences into clear categories that 

can be easily understood by others, and yet over-simplifies the problem. She goes on to 

argue, “…labels for public problems…are most typically used as if such conditions are 

obvious, and as if such conditions are readily and easily recognizable in lived experience” 

(pg. 153, original emphasis). Similarly, labeling youth at-risk homogenizes the social 

problem, removing the particularities of individual cases. In agreement with Loseke 

(1992), the participants asserted that conditions are not always obvious or easily 

recognizable, and risk is a blanket term for far more complex issues.  

 The second implication of risk discourse is related to youth stigmatization. Foster 

and Spencer (2011) contend that in recent decades researchers have shifted their language 

of youth away from the negative constructions generated by Stanley Hall and other early 

scholars in their research on youth delinquency. Instead, language now revolves around 

risk and resiliency, which they argue has the same consequences despite the assumption 

of more politically correct language. The participants generally agreed, with one 

caseworker stating,  

I think its kind of, when you say at risk youth, it’s like saying it’s a red flag, 

danger, stay away from these individuals, they’re dangerous…So you’ve 
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really got to watch how you say things and are you prepared to back it up, 

hope that everybody in the public understands? 

In this quote risk is framed as being synonymous with danger, insinuating people should 

be fearful of youth that are experiencing challenges. The staff, however, did not believe 

this was an accurate depiction of their clients. They spent a great deal of time attempting 

to educate others about the harm of inaccurate portrayals. This can be viewed as a form 

of claimsmaking, in which risk is a morally intolerable reference to youth that should be 

ratified (Best, 2008; Loseke, 2003). Therefore, ensuring youth know they are being 

advocated for is essential according to the agencies. One participant informed me that 

advocacy was a daily task, which was important because it was “…educating the public 

and letting the youth see that you’re in their corner”. For instance, one of the 

organizations that focused on youth radicalization prevention noticed a significant 

fluctuation in referrals following media reports about youth involved in extremist 

activities in Alberta, nationally, or in some cases internationally. How the problem was 

framed often led referees to associate the crimes with particular groups of youth, usually 

based on religion or ethnicity. As a result, the agency had to develop educational tools to 

inform the public about the perils of making those links, including the possibility of 

youth getting caught in the system when it was unnecessary. In their explanation of 

radicalization, the participant stated, 

…the real important thing to remember is that radicalization isn’t about 

Islam, and it’s not about Muslims, and that’s probably one of our biggest 

concerns…And the reason is, that every time the word radicalization comes 

up anywhere in popular media you get shown pictures of ISIS and the Middle 
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East, so people are thinking radicalization is ISIS…but radicalization is many 

different categories of extremism…we’ve built a program that can deal with 

religio-political based ideologies, it can deal with far-right ideologies, and it 

can deal with single issue ideologies like environmentalism, or animal rights 

activists, or anti-abortion. 

In this discussion, the participant is redefining public interpretations of radicalization, 

shifting it away from the mainstream images depicted in the media. They hoped that by 

challenging public perceptions and racial stereotypes youth would feel confident in the 

agency’s ability to advocate for them. The participant added, “…being radical is okay. 

That’s fine. Because radicals essentially seek to change, make political or social change, 

to the minutest of detail. But they do it within liberal, lawful, democratic principles”, 

further challenging the definition of radicalization as viewed by the public in relation to 

the agencies definition. 

 It is also important to clarify at this point that the programs included in the study 

were voluntary, even if the youth had been formally referred. Therefore, youth could 

leave the program at any point. Staff were concerned that youth could leave the program 

if they did not feel they were being advocated for. In Loseke’s (1992) research, she found 

that social service employees presumed that for clients to successfully transition out of a 

program they must build a new identity, which usually meant avoiding the people and 

places that helped produce their problematic situation to begin with. Therefore, a 

perceived lack of trust and support could encourage youth to leave the program, leading 

them to “reconfirm old identities” (Loseke, 1992, pg. 153), undoing the progress made by 

the staff. 
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 Rather, the agencies opted to explore new language that would invoke trust with 

their clients and transmit more positive messages to outsiders of the agency. According to 

one supervisor,  

We have kind of developed within the program language that suits our needs 

from a very strength based perspective. So some of the labels that you might 

find in like case conferencing and these kinds of things, we tend to steer away 

from. 

Examples of the program language discussed by several agencies included: vulnerable, 

complex, “our youth”, or trauma. While this was not raised in the discussion, the use of 

possessive pronouns, such as “our” youth, may be critically viewed as a controlling or 

parental type relationship, rather than an equal and professional exchange. Although the 

participants were making concerted efforts to find alternative language to risk, the 

difficulties in arriving at a consensus were apparent. They had candid conversations 

about the semantics of language, agreeing that at-risk labels were harmful and generally 

inaccurate, but also arguing that simply shifting the language would not necessarily 

resolve the issue. Using ‘vulnerable’ as an example of a critiqued discourse, one 

participant suggested “[it] makes them sound so weak when they are the strongest people 

in our society”, to which another person responded, “however, when you look at [name], 

she says vulnerability is about courage. So we could go that way too”. Here, we can see 

negotiations being played out among claimsmakers in regards to how the youth should be 

referenced (Best, 2008). The first respondent’s argument is in line with Kelly’s (2000), 

where different language may consist of the same negative connotations, albeit in a 

different form. Whereas the second respondent had an alternate view, claiming that 
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‘vulnerable’ can be associated with strength. For most of the agencies negotiations were a 

work in progress they felt would gradually evolve over time. 

 

Giving Youth “Voice and Choice”: Resisting Neoliberal Arrangements 

Allowing youth to have a say in programming details was something most of the agencies 

strived for. Giving youth the opportunity for input was complicated, though, mostly due 

to arrangements that were outside the control of staff, particularly those in frontline 

positions. In the following chapter I discuss how agencies are often limited in the choices 

they can make because of external controls and funding requirements placed on them by 

more authoritative institutions. These constraints invariably affect the type of services 

offered to youth. However, Kelly and Caputo (2011) contend,  

While the state is not controlling what happens at the local level, from the 

perspective of community-based groups and organizations its actions have 

had profound impact on how they work, what they work on, and what work 

gets done. But when the state attempts to set the agenda for communities, it 

faces challenges related to power dynamics that limit its success. (Pg. 106) 

Although it is unlikely that one organization has the power to challenge the status quo of 

the state and its influences, the majority of the organizations I interviewed had developed 

processes of resisting neoliberal arrangements, no matter how trivial they seemed. 

Further, these organizations had broad networks throughout the city, often creating 

communities of their own.  

 As discussed earlier, several of the organizations were incorporating different 

family models and natural supports into client plans. The organizations defined natural 
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supports as anyone whom the client trusted and could approach outside of a professional 

relationship. For many of the clients natural supports included friends or peers. This 

departs from the notion of responsibilization in which the client is responsible for his or 

her own success with the help of an expert or professional. Involving natural supports, for 

staff, was not as much about preventing failure as it was about giving the youth a sense of 

control and the feeling that their friends or family were in their corner regardless of the 

outcome. Though top-down approaches such as governmentality may view this as a form 

of governance, the participants experienced this as more of a grassroots, bottom-up 

movement, focused on strengthening the youth’s relationship to their networks and 

community. This speaks to the potential for social constructionism to give a voice to the 

participants. As Preston, George, and Silver (2014) assert, many agencies manage to find 

ways to resist “the neoliberal stronghold” despite the challenges in doing so (pg. 62). 

Furthermore, several agencies gave youth choice in regards to which natural supports 

they would like involved in the process. The agencies I interviewed made it clear that 

many of the youth’s parents were not involved, either due to safety concerns, or because 

they had completely disengaged from the process for whatever reason. Therefore, the 

agencies wanting to incorporate natural supports aside from the parents and had to invest 

significant energy into approaching the client’s support of choice and planning their 

specific involvement. The time and energy invested was understood to be part of the job 

and for the benefit of their clients (Konsy & Eakin, 2008). Applying this type of 

alternative, or what Preston, George, and Silver (2014) refer to as a community works 

perspective, did result in funding complications for the agencies. Each agency was forced 
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to seek out funders that were open to the idea, or develop their own source of internal, 

sustainable funding.   

 At least one agency I interviewed also resisted constraints by encouraging youth 

to speak up about the issues salient to them. As Loseke (2003) states, youth are not given 

a platform to make claims about their own social problems. In an attempt at to amend this 

the agencies were creating a space that would allow youth to contribute to their own 

social problem construction. The youth were then asked to brainstorm ideas about how to 

approach and resolve the problem at hand. In return, the agency would follow through 

with their ideas where possible. As one caseworker indicated, it is really about giving 

youth “voice and choice” despite the potential for them to make a mistake. It was also 

about empowering youth to become independent in thinking and voicing their concerns.  

 Throughout my interviews two interesting cases of youth “voice and choice” 

arose that exemplified the unique ways in which organizations resist neoliberal 

arrangements. The first case involved an agency where funding was contingent on 

providing culturally specific programming for a set number of Indigenous youth. It is 

important to note that the agency had already implemented the same program for the 

general youth population, though not the culturally specific aspect. Several issues 

developed over the first few weeks of program implementation. First, there were not 

enough funded spaces for Indigenous youth. As a result, the agency was facing the 

possibility of having to determine which youth were acceptable clients for the limited 

number of spaces. Staff found this problematic and potentially dangerous because it 

raised questions such as, how do you establish which client is appropriate? And, how do 

you determine if the youth identifies as Indigenous without making assumptions? This 
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led to the second concern: not all Indigenous youth were interested in participating in 

culturally specific programming. In the agency’s experience, not all youth “want[ed] 

access to their culture” because they had either grown up removed from it, or were trying 

to distance themselves due to societal stigmatization and discrimination. Furthermore, the 

youth encountered alienation by being excluded from general programming despite 

having similar experiences to other youth. When the youth approached the agency about 

their concerns, the agency decided the best course of action would be to amalgamate the 

programs. In this case, any youth attending the program would be given the option 

between culturally specific programming and general programming regardless of their 

background. Although providing the option for culturally specific programming was 

important for youth wanting to explore their identities, the funder also introduced 

potentially harmful requirements, albeit unintentionally, by limiting the agency of the 

youth. Questions can also be raised regarding agency requirements to offer culturally 

specific program provisions. It may be the case that some agencies are not equipped to 

implement such programming effectively while accounting for colonizing factors. This is 

an area that requires further research. Nonetheless, the organization found a way to work 

around the demands of the funder for the betterment of their clients.  

 The second example includes the use of technology. Each of the agencies relied 

on technology to some degree in connecting with youth. However, several of the agencies 

had recently integrated or were in the process of integrating email and text counseling at 

the request of youth, which is a rapidly emerging area. Technology, and texting in 

particular, has become the communication of choice among youth (Gibson & Cartwright, 

2014). Their insistence on using technology as a forum for services suggests a shift away 
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from neoliberal programs that tend to rely on a top-down approach. From the youths’ 

viewpoint there was a power shift that resulted in a somewhat more egalitarian 

relationship between themselves and their counselor despite having an element of 

expertise when counselors respond to the messages (Gibson & Cartwright, 2014). 

Conversely, youth were informed they would have to accept the consequences of misused 

technology. These ideas of self-responsibilization are an integral aspect of neoliberal 

governance. This was particularly true for youth attending the sexual exploitation 

program. As one participant informed me, “I think they monitor their clients accounts to 

see if there’s anything that’s concerning on it. But it’s just up to the client to give the 

worker permission to do that in some way”. By monitoring client social media accounts it 

held them responsible for any actions that could be perceived as risky or inappropriate 

from their caseworkers point of view. From the agencies perspective, technology was 

simultaneously viewed as a form of neoliberal resistance and a tool for self-

responsibilization (Gershon, 2014). Though the purpose of technology implementation 

was to appease the clients, reliance on self-responsibilization strategies may have been 

thwarting their efforts to resist neoliberal arrangements. 

 This is not to say the use of technology within organizations is new because that 

is not the case. However, it is taking on new forms, especially with social media and text 

communication growing in popularity (Hilsen & Helvik, 2014). However, as the 

participants pointed out, technology has altered the relationship between clients, staff, 

and the agency. Because the agencies I interviewed specialized in youth programming, 

technology was a far more salient issue than it was for organizations dealing other 

populations. Demand to incorporate technology into several aspects of programming was 
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growing and the agencies felt the need to adapt in order to remain relevant to their client 

base. In relation to the challenges of technology, one participant pointed out, “it’s an area 

that’s still, I think there’s a lot of questions around it still because it’s still fairly 

new…we’re getting there, and we’re trying and we’re learning, and it brings up all 

different kinds of issues”. Although the agencies I spoke with did not indicate how their 

incorporation of technology affected their funding, they did insinuate that some agencies 

were doing a much better job of innovatively implementing it, giving them the 

competitive edge. Therefore, the agencies were developing and testing new ways to 

integrate technology into their practice. 

 For the frontline staff I interviewed, technology had several benefits. First, it 

made contacting their clients simpler. Though the caseworkers continued to meet with the 

youth face-to-face on a regular basis, outside of those interactions youth preferred to 

communicate via text. Using this method allowed caseworkers to send and receive 

messages relatively quickly and through a variety of texting applications. In 

correspondence, a caseworker indicated, 

In terms of communicating with us, I guess it’s positive in that we can have 

quicker access and they can text us, right. If there’s a concern, they can do 

that. After hours, that type of thing…So, that’s been helpful because it opens 

up some doors.  

Youth also frequently texted their caseworkers to inform them of their whereabouts and 

that they were safe. Being able to communicate through various applications was 

important because, as the participants stated, the youth generally could not afford 

cellphone plans and relied on free applications to communicate. Therefore, technology 
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made communication accessible for many youths that would otherwise experience 

challenges contacting their caseworker or the agency. That also meant increased 

productivity for the staff because, more often than not, their clients would send a quick 

message informing them if they would be late or had to cancel the appointment. The staff 

could then continue with other tasks rather than waiting around. 

 Second, staff believed that technology resulted in better communication with their 

clients. If a youth was experiencing an embarrassing or sensitive situation, they often 

reached out to their caseworker by text. According to Gibson and Cartwright (2014), text 

communication provides a sense of anonymity, whether real or not, that reduces stress 

when discussing difficult topics. Upon meeting face-to-face, the foundation had already 

been set for a more in-depth conversation about the problem the youth was dealing with. 

Similarly, the staff found that their clients were relatively open when something went 

awry on social media, including youth accidentally sending explicit pictures, or 

experiencing bullying. As one caseworker stated,  

Like, we had incidences when I worked in the group home where, like, death 

threats, or a picture that I sent to my – I though I sent to my girlfriend – of my 

private area and now it’s on Facebook or whatever. But again, you have a 

relationship with the youth and they come to you and go, ‘here’s this and 

what do we do?’, right?   

Therefore, technology was, at the same time, a way to develop better communication and 

a source of conversation between staff and their clients. Again, however, the expectation 

that youth would approach their caseworker in these events goes back to persistent self-

responsibilization approaches, highlighting the unintended consequences.  
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 Finally, and in line with Kelly’s (2000) arguments, technology was viewed as a 

monitoring tool and form of governance. Staff of several agencies indicated Facebook 

could be used to survey whom their clients were friends with. At least one agency was 

strictly against this form of monitoring. However for those that did participate, the 

intention was to identify other youth at-risk. According to one supervisor, “they get a lot 

of information through Facebook – the caseworkers. So figuring out who’s friends with 

who, and who is at risk of stuff”. Determining which friends were at-risk necessitated the 

use of ‘homogenized categorizations’ that would distinguish other youth in need of 

services (Loseke, 1992). It was unclear to me what the staff and/or agency did with the 

information gathered on Facebook and if the information was ever used to approach 

youth outside the agency, or whether it was viewed as more of an intelligence gathering 

tool. Perhaps gathering the information was a rationalization that, as one participant put 

it, resulted in the net being cast “really long and wide”. The participants also used social 

media sites, such as Facebook, to figure out the location of a client. Tracking their clients 

did not occur on a regular basis according to the staff, but was an option when they could 

not reach their clients or were concerned about their safety. In a conversation between 

two participants, one youth worker stated,  

One good thing about social media is that if we have someone who’s missing 

or somebody we’re concerned about we can just go on there and either send 

them a message or creep them to see- hopefully their page is secure… 

The second added, “well not if we want to creep on them. Then we need it to be 

unsecure, right?” In their interaction tensions emerged between wanting their clients to be 

safe in the sense that only friends could see their page, while at the same time being able 
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to monitor and track them. It was also clear that there were questions around ethical 

boundaries. How technology and social media is used by agencies to monitor clients has 

not received coverage and is an important area for further research. 

 This brings us to the disadvantages of technology use as perceived by the 

employees. A number of the agencies I interviewed stated that formal social media and 

technology policies had not been developed or put in place. Therefore, ethical boundaries 

were ambiguous or non-existent. Adding to the confusion, some staff members belonged 

to professional associations that had strict regulations their members had to adhere to 

when using social media, regardless of their place of employment. As one social worker 

explained, 

I don’t think we have a hardcore policy, like at [agency name], but I know as 

a social worker I’ve got a code of ethics that includes all of these steps. So, 

like I can’t be friends with clients on Facebook for x number of years until 

I’m done. Like, when I had a youth once who was a former client, and then 

she called me and told me she was going to kill herself and then hung up the 

phone. Anyway, the only way I could get ahold of her was to find her on 

Facebook, so I phoned my governing social work body up in [city] and said 

like ‘can I message this girl, blah, blah, blah’ and got special permission. 

Because, like it’s simple and it has its great things about it, but professionally 

and with boundaries it gets really complicated. 

This participant struggled to manage the lack of technology-related policies within the 

agency with the strict regulations placed on her by the professional association she 

belonged to. The agency would have allowed her to contact the former client, but she was 
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constrained by an external association that required her to go through formal processes 

before being allowed to make contact. When agency rules and the rules of external 

influences do not align, challenges arise for the frontline staff forced to interpret the 

appropriate action to take. The discussion also underlines the tensions created by privacy. 

Ironically, to protect youth deemed at-risk the agencies were breaching online and client 

privacy. 

 On the other side, boundaries were crossed by youth when contacting their 

caseworkers. Rarely, but occasionally staff received alarming messages, such as suicide 

texts, when they were off-duty. For obvious reasons, messages of that nature had to be 

addressed immediately. For the staff, this resulted in high levels of stress and fear both in 

and out of the workplace. However, there was a level of expectation that staff would 

address their clients’ needs at any hour of the day; an example of workplace risk (Konsy 

& Eakin, 2008). Staff were thus engaging in extended amounts of work without being 

compensated, and in some instances, without support of the agency. The majority of the 

participants I spoke with indicated this was a problem that occurred in other agencies, but 

these problems had generally been addressed by their current agency. That included using 

professional cellphones, which were left at the office during off-hours, and setting up 

afterhours emergency lines and on-call staff in the event a client needed immediate 

assistance.     

 On a larger scale, the participants also argued that technology was driving many 

youth social problems underground. Therefore, the agencies had to actively search for 

cases because certain social problems were becoming difficult to uncover in other ways. 

Using sexual exploitation as an illustration, one caseworker stated, “…it’s even harder to 
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find them, right. So even the way they are getting exploited. Nothing is on paper, 

everything’s done with fake names on websites”. A manager, which had been a 

caseworker fifteen years prior, also shared stories of how she used to walk the streets 

looking for youth involved in prostitution, which is no longer possible because the 

“venue for exploitation has changed”. These agencies are attempting to keep pace with 

new and increasingly difficult ways to detect sexual exploitation, which remains a 

challenge. The agencies did not provide specific detail in regards to how youth or 

‘underground’ risks are identified. Further, seeking youth in subaltern forms may ensure 

the agencies have a consistent level of clientele, but it may also unintentionally capture 

youth by casting the net too wide. This raises the question: does the agencies ability to 

respond become overwhelmed? Further research might examine this question. Another 

concern raised by a different agency was the process for recruiting youth into criminal 

organizations. The capabilities of social media apps had resulted in increased, and 

glamourized, criminal propaganda, which was attracting youth to the lifestyle. According 

to one participant in relation to extremism and radicalization, 

You’ve got a group of people who understand media, they understand 

propaganda, they understand how to get into the heads of young people. You 

have a generation that is more socially, technology connected than any 

generation before, and potentially – not to hit on youth – you have a 

generation that isn’t quite as questioning about facts or the source of where 

the information is. So now you’ve got these glitzy videos, or these little video 

clips that, now, the extremists can put into the living room and bedrooms of 

people… 
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This participant was also concerned about the implications of social problems being 

pushed underground. According to him, and drawing on typical perceptions of young 

people, not only were criminals recruiting youth that were easily influenced, non-

questioning and illogical, but they were also doing it in the “corners of the dark web” 

where detection was nearly impossible. This was creating what he believed was the 

perfect storm for criminal indoctrination. These were all challenges the agencies were 

grappling with, attempting to balance the benefits of technology in practice, with the 

concerns and constraints that came with it.  

 However, the agencies were also learning how to use social media to their 

advantage. According to Hilsen and Helvik (2014), social media platforms such as 

Facebook can be used in the construction of self, both individually and on a broader 

level. The agencies I interviewed had largely turned to social media and websites as a 

form of organizational promotion. They had, or were in the process of, developing a 

particular brand and identity that was publically available. In regards to advertising, a 

supervisor pointed to the benefits, proposing,  

…If you check out the website, you’ll really see, and maybe spend some time 

on that website as well, and really see the complexities of it. And you can see 

that there’s all these programs and what they do and how they are connected, 

and all these things. And whether we’re blogging, or whether we’re 

advertising some events we’re at, whether we’re doing all kinds of things. 

What is interesting about this approach, and evident in this participant’s statement, is that 

agencies were bridging the tension they experienced between funders and clients by 

attempting to appeal to both. For the funders, the agencies included information about the 
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particular programs they were providing, statistics in regards to their success, access to 

newsletters, and so forth. One participant even mentioned the ‘donation’ button on their 

website, which gave viewers the option to easily make a financial contribution to the 

organization. For the clients, the agencies tended to include links to resources and 

schedules for upcoming events that youth might find interesting or advantageous.  

  

Chapter Summary 

Based on the interviews with staff of youth serving agencies, a number of practices were 

uncovered. The first was working with youth and their families, which as explicated 

above, was quite complex. Recognizing the variety of influential people in a young 

person’s life, the agencies attempted to adopt flexible definitions of family and 

‘stakeholder’ (Furman, Jackson, Downey, & Shears, 2003). They were faced with 

challenges, however, in redefining and approaching alternative stakeholders in their 

attempts to incorporate them. The data advances constructionist insights by examining 

the interpretive processes that occur during redefinition, as well as the concrete 

approaches used by the agencies in its implementation. 

 The second practice was making emotional investments and coping with the 

disappointments attached to them (Loseke, 1992). Many of the staff members had 

different expectations going into the job. Instead, they found themselves trying to reverse 

the effects of systems they believed further marginalized and disadvantaged youth, 

including foster care and juvenile detention. Due to limited resources, staff occupied 

several roles while working extended hours, which was framed in terms of an “ethos for 

helping” (Konsy & Eakin, 2008). Even seemingly trivial aspects such as their job title 
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affected their ability to work effectively. As a result, building connections with the youth 

was complicated and often resulted in feelings of disappointment. 

 On both an individual and agency level there was a mutual understanding that risk 

labels were harmful. Associating youth with risk reinforced cultural constructions of 

youth as dangerous, something to fear, and a group that compels intervention (Altheide, 

2002; Kelly, 2000; Schissel, 1997). Therefore, all but one agency was consciously 

resisting risk labels in exchange for what they viewed as more positive language. What 

differentiated the organization not concerned about risk labels, or at least its participants, 

from the other agencies was their adherence to a ‘tough on crime’ philosophy that was 

contingent upon risk. In resisting risk labels, the agencies were advancing claims that 

constructions of youth as ‘at-risk’ are morally intolerable and should be changed (Best, 

2008; Loseke, 2003). Resistance, however, only occurred in certain spaces largely due to 

funding constraints and pressure from the public. The tension created between 

oppositional practices and motives will be discussed in greater detail in the following 

chapter. 

 Interestingly, each of the agencies framed their programs as radical or innovative 

for the industry. They promoted a form of social work that fostered youth development 

and social inclusion (Preston, George, & Silver, 2014). Adding to this, they demonstrated 

instances of resistance to larger neoliberal arrangements. They did so in two ways. First, 

by incorporating and holding ‘stakeholders’ accountable, too, for the success of youth, 

which reduced the degree of responsibility youth were expected to bear; in addition, by 

incorporating technology into practice in order to align with the services requested by 

youth. Importantly, the agency likely continued to bear the responsibility if alternative 
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stakeholders failed to meet expectations, which is evidenced by the participants’ 

recognition that their plan was not always successful and an back-up was occasionally 

necessary. Tensions arise again, however, when these cases are considered within the 

context of neoliberalism. As discussed, the agencies wanted to incorporate technology, 

but also maintained expectations that youth would take responsibility for their actions 

while using it. Responsibilization was also extended to other aspects of services, which 

faulted youth for negative outcomes or lack of success. 

 Technology also presented several unique benefits and disadvantages as described 

by the staff. It altered client-staff interactions, often in positive ways, though several 

agencies employed technology to track and monitor their clients. As an emerging tool, 

staff also discussed how ethical boundaries had not been agreed upon, leaving them open 

to interpretation. It is evident that technology in practice is fairly new to these 

organizations; and, although the research on technology is expanding, particularly in 

relation to e-social work, little has focused on how it affects client-staff experiences. The 

interviews suggest technology is significantly changing these interactions. Viewing the 

incorporation of technology into service provisions from a social constructionist 

perspective allows us to understand how technology is changing the way clients, staff, 

and agencies interact with one another. 
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Chapter Five: Conforming to Risk Discourse and Funder Demands 

The preceding chapter demonstrated how agencies resist risk discourse and neoliberal 

arrangements that constrain service provisions. Further, it provided a detailed account of 

the practices undertaken by staff on a daily basis and some of the disappointments or 

challenges that result. This chapter presents opposing views and practices, highlighting 

fundamental tensions experienced by service providers. The chapter begins by 

emphasizing the centrality of risk and responsibility to obtaining the resources and 

funding necessary to operate. Due to funding constraints, agencies must position 

themselves as experts in their area. Through research, evaluations, and assessments, 

youth are framed in terms of risk and prevention – language that appeals to funders. From 

this discourse, constructions of an acceptable client are produced, determining which 

youth are worthy of help. 

 This chapter also discusses negative public perceptions of youth and how these 

views are produced and reproduced through the media. Although the agencies were not 

directly impacted by public perceptions of youth, the agencies did operate within the 

community. This chapter explores how interactions with community members resembled 

that of funders through the use of risk discourse.  

 

Risk Discourse, Funders and Partnerships 

Despite many of the participants resisting or, in some cases wanting to reject at-risk 

labels, they felt it had become an accepted part of the profession. As Kemshall, Boeck 

and Fleming (2009) have argued, risk discourse is a fundamental feature of 

organizational business models, especially when they are operating within neoliberal 
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societies (Kelly & Caputo, 2011). Without risk, there is no organization. Therefore, youth 

organizations must express a concern about a perceived risk that is effecting youth and 

seek an audience that will help them intervene (Best, 2008). The audience that risk 

discourse is directed at frequently includes external stakeholders and funders, which have 

the ability to provide resources for specialized programs, particularly in the form of 

financial support or partnerships. For example, when asked how the programs were 

started, the participants specified that their organizations had seen a need for youth 

programming in the community and reached out to funders, other organizations, and 

community members to support them in getting the programs off the ground. According 

to the organizations, their outcomes were specifically meant to minimize risky youth 

behaviour that resulted in homelessness, sexual exploitation, breakdowns in mental 

health, and involvement in crime, while placing themselves as experts in the community 

on particular issues. The construction of the youth shifts, then, from ‘at-risk’ to ‘no 

longer at-risk’ with the help of their services. Once the social problem was established, 

however, the organizations had to continue looking for new cases that fit their mandate 

and goals in order to maintain relevance with their audience (Loseke, 1999). This is 

referred to as the social reproduction of problems. With so many agencies competing 

with one another over social problems claims, it is easy for the audience to shift their 

focus elsewhere (Best, 2008). In order to stay on top of new and emerging areas of youth 

risk and programming, entire departments have been dedicated to researching these areas 

by some of the organizations I interviewed. The purpose is to keep the organization 

informed so that the organization can adapt accordingly and meet the standards of their 

funders. This also accounts for why the agencies are increasingly searching for at-risk 
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youth online, despite resistance to neoliberalism. The challenge, according to one agency, 

is the consistently changing landscape of the industry, whether it relates to the type of 

social problems, or the way programs are being supported and funded. 

As some of the organizations pointed out, there were ebbs and flows with funding, 

especially when provincial and federal governments provided a large portion of it. Each 

of the organizations relied on at least some government funding. For instance, certain 

programs had previously lost their funding by the Alberta Conservative Government 

because they were deemed unnecessary, only to be reinstated when the New Democratic 

Party was elected. There is always the possibility funding will be retracted, even for 

agencies receiving funding from non-governmental sources. Therefore, the organizations 

are acutely aware of the need to prove they are diminishing risk among youth while using 

their funds efficiently. According to one participant,  

…We’re lucky to have the foundation, we’re lucky to have a research facility, 

and no doubt we’re lucky. Having said that, it helps us with capacity and 

expanding and looking at best practices. You know our foundation is fantastic 

at reaching out to the corporate donor, to the individual, to anybody in the 

community. 

For this particular agency, their foundation and research facility was producing research 

on best practices that was then used to approach funders and donors. Interviews with 

another agency also revealed the importance of presenting the findings to funders as both 

a success and a need; a need in the sense that additional supports would allow the agency 

to invest more energy into a specific problem. In these circumstances, agencies tend to 
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rely on language that is meaningful and relatable to the funders (Deschenes, McLaughlin, 

& Newman, 2008). 

 Not surprisingly, the agencies asserted that funding was essential to the provision 

of services. In three interviews (3n, 3r) funding and resources were directly linked to the 

success of a program. According to one caseworker, their program was “…quite well 

funded. In the scheme of not-for-profit provisions, we are well funded. And that’s part of 

why, I think, we are able to get success with young people”. Alternatively, another 

organization was in the process of finding sustainable funding because it would “…make 

the difference between a good program and the Cadillac service”. However, funding was 

difficult to acquire at times, and many agencies were competing with one another. It was 

especially difficult for one program to acquire funding because as an agency the 

municipal and provincial government funded them. Therefore, they had restrictions on 

alternative and program specific funding sources that required a lengthy approval 

process. To deal with competition, the organizations I spoke to had formed partnerships, 

both formal and informal, with other agencies or community members. This speaks to the 

tensions experienced by organizations as a result of neoliberal logics that encourage 

market competition and limited intervention (Springer, 2010). Not-for-profits are forced 

to develop partnerships to survive and make up for the challenges of obtaining 

government funds. These partnerships allowed the agencies to share resources and 

services. This was seen as a leg up, so to speak, compared to other organizations in the 

city that had no partnerships or weak partnerships. For example, a manager explained,  

I think because we are in a collaboration with three agencies that all get 

funding from [funder], and because we practice collaboration within the 
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youth and families that we’re working with, we also practice at a level of 

professionalism. And we collaborate really well. Like a hard working 

operations group that collaborates. So we aren’t competing, we’re just, we 

work together to improve our practice, which is very different from a lot of 

agencies that we often do compete against. 

Of the agencies I interviewed, all were engaged in some form of partnership. Not all 

partnerships were equal, however. One agency was smaller with mostly informal 

partnerships that were inconsistent and random. Alternatively, other organizations had 

developed large, formal partnerships that consisted of several different members locally, 

provincially, and occasionally nationally. For these agencies, developing partnerships 

minimized competition and also provided extra resources for the delivery of quality 

services. One participant pointed out, however, that partnerships needed to be selective. 

According to Best (2008), employees may attempt to limit the amount of interference by 

outsiders of the organization because they do not share the same understanding of 

internal operations. Therefore, employees prefer to work with people who are supportive 

of their initiatives. Likewise, the organizations I interviewed preferred to develop 

partnerships with agencies and community members that viewed youth social problems 

from the same lens. Thus, partners had to agree on what the social problem was, who was 

an acceptable client, and how to respond (Miller & Vitus, 2009). As one participant so 

aptly summarized it,  

It’s dependent on the program, right. So you’re not going to go, like 

Employment Services is not going to go to Alberta Health and seek a 
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partnership. So it’s very, it’s trying to connect with the funding that supports 

what you’re trying to build.  

It was important for their partners to construct the problem in the same way because it 

influenced the success of the program and whether they would be able to preserve their 

funders. The interpretive processes that occur between agencies and their partners 

advances the social construction literature by exploring how partnerships are formed, the 

influence partnerships have on the success of an organization, and the ways in which 

shared meanings about the social problem and its clients are constructed between 

agencies that often have different focuses. 

 According to Nolas (2014), due in part to neoliberal influences, funders are 

placing more pressure on organizations to demonstrate success within their programs, 

with the goal of generating productive youth citizens using cost effective measures 

(Kelly, 2000). This has several implications, including the need for organizations to 

ensure clients are a good fit. Agencies feel pressured to accept clients that will 

acknowledge what the problem is and cooperate with staff demands (Loseke, 1999). In 

her research on women’s shelters, Loseke (1999) found that staff established client 

acceptability through constructions of a typical battered woman. Women that conformed 

to these constructions were deemed worthy of help by the shelter staff. Similar to the 

women’s shelters, the participating organizations determined eligibility of youth clients 

through referral and intake processes. All of the organizations I completed interviews 

with had formal processes in which client files, including in-depth evaluations of risk and 

client needs, were assessed to determine program eligibility. Clients were then triaged 

based on the severity of their case and what placements were available within the 
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organization. In one instance, the organization provided an online risk checklist as the 

first step in the referral process. According to the participant,  

A lot of our referrals come through on the [agency] website, you can see the 

referrals, and the form is there, so you can just go in and it’s fill in the blanks. 

There’s lots of check boxes, and it has a whole page of risk factors – primary, 

secondary, tertiary risk factors – that we’re looking for. You can also write in 

there based on the youth and personalize it. We’re usually looking for two or 

three primary factors within that list, and then some other secondary factors 

as well. Once it gets submitted, it goes through the email for [program], 

which comes to me, and it gets inputted into our database, and that’s when 

they go through and prioritize. 

Here, the participant is providing a brief explanation of how potential clients are screened 

to establish suitability for the program, which is based on pre-determined criteria and 

explicit risk factors. Screening processes occurred before the staff ever met the client. 

Therefore, agency staff heavily relied on social constructions of a typical client (Miller & 

Holstein, 2007), and what risk factors the organization was going to focus on. From a 

social constructionist perspective and given the process, in the above example it seems 

inconsistent to consider personalized comments about the youth since the agency was 

looking for specific risk indicators from the checklist.  

In certain cases, the use of risk-factor analysis or concepts of what constitutes 

typical clients led to some youth being unnecessarily captured in the system. According 

to one participant, their program had been criticized for “casting [the] net really long and 

wide, but knowing that somewhere in there we might capture a few people that were 
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never going down that road”. On the one hand this was seen as problematic, while on the 

other it was justifiable because	   “from our perspective it’s difficult to see how you can 

criticize someone for trying to help somebody in the long run”. According to Kelly 

(2000), this situation is not uncommon because risk is so loosely defined that all youth 

get taken up in risk discourse at some point. It is then up to the agency to determine if it is 

in their best interest to accept the client. Although each organization undertook similar 

processes to determine client eligibility, not all of them were as formal. Some of the 

agencies accepted referrals from other organizations, professionals, family members, or 

even self-referrals. In these instances, individuals who knew the youth, or the youth 

themselves, applied commonly understood images of risk to justify the need for 

assistance (Loseke, 1999). According to the agencies, youth were not oblivious to how 

they were publicly constructed in relation to risk. Therefore, they understood that certain 

behaviours were perceived as problematic and were willing to ask for help. 

 Problems arise, however, when the client is unable or unwilling to conform to the 

constructions of an acceptable client (Loseke, 1999). For example, when participants 

simply do not meet the criteria instated by funders, including being deemed low or at no 

risk, they may be excluded from the program. Speaking about funding, one participant 

referred to this when she indicated, 

The only unfortunate piece with that is that we aren’t able to take youth and 

families without [name of status]. That kind of closes the door to other 

families and youth who need, and could really benefit from this [program]. 

The participant found this problematic because youth and families were potentially 

falling through the cracks when they were ineligible to obtain a particular status. If the 
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youth or their families did not qualify for the status, they could not receive services from 

the agency. Therefore, being recognized as a risk factor was actually beneficial in this 

case because it increased access to services. Alternatively, when clients were unwilling to 

change, or when they rejected the idea that they were at-risk or a risk, the problem was 

attributed to the client rather than failures of the program (Miller & Holstein, 1990). For 

instance, a caseworker noted, “we walk a fine line between knowing every young person 

has the potential to succeed, and meet their dreams and hopes, and that not all of them 

will.” According to Phoenix and Kelly (2013), agencies often operate within the realm of 

responsibilization, in which individual clients are expected to adhere to agency demands. 

When clients reject these regulations negative outcomes are blamed on them for not 

improving themselves. For instance, when asked about the effects of the program on 

youth, a participant answered, “for the most part, the bulk of our caseload has been 

positive. But obviously there’s some that aren’t going to change… It’s not a program 

thing, it’s just the population” (added emphasis). As exemplified by the statement, the 

client is at fault for their perceived lack of success, while the culpability of the agency for 

mitigating client success is neutralized. Loseke (1999) argues that clients such as these 

are generally labeled ‘too high risk’ or ‘troubled’ to be helped, thereby shifting the fault 

of program failures away from the agency and onto the individual. Similarly, another 

participant stated, “we like to think that [the program] will work for every young person, 

but we also respect that not every young person wants this to work for them” (added 

emphasis). 
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Funding Evaluations and Assessments 

Related to the success and failures of clients, the agencies discussed the pressures placed 

on them by funders to prove their programs were effective. Maintaining funding was 

directly tied to assessments and evaluations that demonstrated program success. Preston, 

George, and Silver (2014) argue the concept of assessments and evaluations has 

neoliberal foundations, with the purpose of streamlining programs and ensuring efficient 

use of funds. As one organization put it, “funders always have their own outcome 

measures. So we have to make sure we are cognizant of those and that we meet those 

goals as well”. Therefore, the agencies have to ensure their programs will meet funder 

demands or risk losing their funding. 

 The assessments generally consisted of quantitative measures. At an 

organizational level the agencies had to demonstrate positive outcomes, such lower 

recidivism rates for clients compared to youth that had been in custody but had not 

attended a program, or increased numbers of youth moving into housing and off the 

streets. On a smaller scale, funders were interested in aspects specifically related to the 

clients. One supervisor stated, “they want some quantitative, like ‘how much did you 

spend on this person?’, or ‘how much did you spend on this subject?’, or whatever”. 

Consequently, the agencies were held accountable for providing a significant amount of 

data about the agency, its programs, and clients. 

 As Adorjan (2011) and Best (2001) argue, however, organizations can use 

statistics to construct realities that endorse their agendas. For example, organizations may 

choose small numbers to disprove a problem, or big numbers that support the existence of 

a problem, depending on what is favourable. Likewise, Altheide (2010) states that 
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“measurable results…are also built on official information bases that have been 

constructed by agencies with rather narrow agendas, much of which are self-serving and 

reflective of their own institutional narratives about efficiency, reliability, and validity” 

(pg. 153). Therefore, agencies aim to construct outcomes in a way that aligns with their 

organizational goals. For example, one manager asserted,  

Well our stakeholder does have its criteria around it. They have to have the 

required status. And really, we state what the criteria is for what will work 

with what we say is complex youth and families. Because we know that they 

have multi-systems and all sorts of complex issues. So I would say that is the 

partnership based on what they want and what we want, and they allow for us 

to really use the model because they know the model works. 

Here, the agency had convinced their major funding source their program model was 

effective. In doing so they were able to reclaim a certain amount of control, proclaiming 

they were going to run the program as they saw fit. It was interesting to observe how 

confident this particular agency was that they had implemented a model in which the 

efficacy could not be questioned. 

 Alternatively, and as discussed in the previous chapter, funding requirements 

often constrained service provisions. It limited the ways staff were able to respond to 

client needs. When speaking about the challenges of balancing funding requirements with 

client needs, one participant explained, 

Being a caseworker what you say is ‘okay everyone is doing that’, like 

‘jimmy, what do you say the plan is? We’ll try to do that the best we can’, 
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because we are somewhat restricted by different organizations or 

stakeholders. 

Although the participants I interviewed wanted to include their clients in case planning 

they were often constrained in what they could do. They had to work within the reality set 

out by the funders. Here, we can see the tension created by the need to appease funders 

on the one hand, and the desire to provide quality support to their clients on the other. 

These concerns were brought up multiple times throughout the interviews and in different 

contexts. Although the majority of the tensions were in relation to funding, the agencies 

also experienced strain when dealing with the public. These organizations operate within 

the broader community in which, they argue, members already have preconceived ideas 

of youth in relation to risk. Active communication with these publics, and considering 

their perceptions of at-risk youth, is essential. 

 

Public Perceptions of Youth 

According to scholars such as Hall and Jefferson (1975) youth are often viewed as a 

subculture. In much of the Western world, including Britain, Canada, and the United 

States, youth subcultures have generally been synonymous with deviance and troubled 

individuals. Canadian research by Tanner (2010) indicates that the public generally 

endorses these views of youth. When asked about public perceptions of youth, the 

participants agreed that people in Canada largely held negative views of youth. This was 

the most discussed topic in the interviews (5n, 19r). As discussed in the previous chapter, 

agencies use these perceptions to create a digital brand that demonstrates their ability to 

effectively manage risky youth. They argued that people perceive youth as lazy, entitled, 
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and unwilling to participate in society by holding down jobs and taking on other 

responsibilities. For youth receiving services, however, they suggested negative views 

were much worse. For participants, the public frequently invoke stereotypes about the 

kinds of backgrounds ‘at-risk’ youth are from, including troubled homes, or homes 

headed by single mothers. There were also discussions about youth mental health and 

involvement in crime. It was the construction of youth as something to fear, however, that 

the organizations deemed dangerous. According to interviewees, some community 

members associated youth at risk with vandalism, destruction to their property or 

increased crime in their neighbourhood. Others assumed that interactions between at-risk 

youth would result in a snowball effect, whereby virtue of association, other youth would 

be influenced into risky behaviours. As one participant stated, there is a belief among the 

public “that [youth will] negatively impact anyone they meet…when people say there’s a 

contagion effect, that you put a youth into somewhere and they are going to automatically 

have a contagious effect on other youth.” Therefore, youth are not only seen as at-risk to 

themselves, but also of causing physical or emotional damage to (implied ‘innocent’) 

people they come into contact with. 

When asked to speculate on where the negative perceptions of youth came from, 

especially in relation to risk, the participants suspected the media was primarily culpable. 

Likewise, Altheide (2010) posits,  

…risk communication is but another mass mediated message and its 

character, structure, and effectiveness hinges on the media- and its logic- 

through which the content is shaped, constrained, and disseminated. Risk 

communication involves claimsmakers asserting that knowledge (e.g. facts, 
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scientific expertise, etc.) about a selected topic (e.g., crime, terrorism, toxic 

water), which can produce known negative consequences/effects. (pg. 146)  

The participants argued that the media tends to present youth undesirably while 

glamourizing the problems they are experiencing. Further, they felt youth only receive 

news coverage when the story is ‘bad’, accompanied by an overreliance on stereotypes, 

profiling, and negative statistics in the construction of youth in the stories. Alternatively, 

problems such as drug use and sexual exploitation are felt to glamourize and exploit for 

entertainment value while disregarding the distress these problems cause clients. For 

example, one participant remarked,  

Sexual exploitation, specifically, is very glamourized. Some of the youth are 

drawn to the glamour of it, and some people see the glamour of it, which 

makes it more of a media story, which then creates more shame and blame. 

There’s a huge cycle around that kind of stuff.  

These representations are believed to influence public attitudes toward youth and the 

degree to which they are involved in risky behaviours. Altheide (2010) argues media 

images become so commonplace they are often accepted without critical thought. As a 

result, interventions are justified for those included in the risk discourse. 

 Based on these ideas, organization members also felt that the public held narrow 

views about the type of youth the organizations were working with. They believed the 

youth were at risk, bad kids, and too challenging to help. The participants stated that they 

frequently received comments about how difficult it must be working with at risk youth. 

As the participants ascertained, their identity as social workers, caseworkers, and so on, 

were tied up in public conceptions, and often misconceptions, about what type of youth 
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they worked with. For example, when speaking about the public, friends, and family not 

involved in the field, a participant stated,  

…it’s just immediate judgment because they don’t have any experience in the 

field, right. They do completely different jobs, and they just look at it as a bad 

person. They don’t understand what’s been going on in that person’s life, 

whether they have disabilities, or diagnoses, or have been moved in and out of 

forty different placements. 

The participant alluded to what Spencer (2014) refers to as compounded victimization, in 

which youth often experience traumatic events within the family, only to be further 

victimized by society and its institutions. The participant underlines the challenges 

experienced by youth and how others seem to be misunderstanding of their plights, which 

was then exacerbated by negative judgments that identified youth as somehow 

problematic. 

Taking the discussion into account up to this point, a clear irony is brought to the 

surface here. As elaborated above, youth that fail to succeed in the program are viewed 

by the agency as individually problematic and incapable of taking responsibility for their 

outcomes. In these statements, however, the agencies are deriding those that supposedly 

cannot see the ‘the bigger picture’ in terms of what the youth have experienced and how 

that has affected their life outcomes. The agencies did not provide an explanation for their 

conflicting statements, and from my observations were unaware they are making them. 

However, it can be assumed that program funding and limitations are at the core of the 

tension. 
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Misconceptions of youth as bad people often result in the staff experiencing 

uncomfortable situations while working with their clients. On one occasion a caseworker 

was accompanying a client to the store when the store manager approached. The manager 

had noticed the youth’s black eye and broken nose and was concerned about the welfare 

of the caseworker, offering to call the police if needed. The manager was unaware, 

however, that the youth had been attacked a few days prior and was of no harm. This led 

to the caseworker having to explain their relationship to the youth, further perpetuating 

ideas about the type of ‘risky’ youth receiving services. Upon hearing this story, told 

during a focus group, the other focus group members raised a question about why the 

manager did not check on the welfare of the visibly injured youth. There could have been 

several alternative causes for the youth’s injuries, but the manager drew upon negative 

perceptions of youth as an explanation. In another instance, a caseworker speculated that 

racial stereotypes played a role in an uncomfortable encounter he faced while taking his 

client to an appointment. The caseworker was checking in an Aboriginal youth with a 

Mohawk haircut when the receptionist pointed at the youth and asked if they were going 

to have a problem with him. Fortunately, the client was listening to music and didn’t hear 

the comment, but the caseworker was understandably upset, explaining that the youth 

was one of the nicest kids around. The participants pointed out that most of their clients 

were misunderstood and excluded from societal interactions in many different ways, but 

minority youth tended to have more extreme experiences.  

 With that being said, several participants explained how they continued to use 

terms such as ‘at-risk’ to describe specific situations. They were acutely aware of how 

that might further promote misconceptions about their youth clients, but suggested it was 
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the easiest way to communicate with the public. Again, this plays to broader themes of 

tensions and acceptance to funding agreements, or in this case, cultural understanding of 

at-risk youth. As one participant put it, “…it’s also your audience. Sometimes you have 

to fall back on the words that the rest of your audience uses and knows because that’s 

just, if that’s the situation”. Another caseworker described how their agency was working 

to use the term in a meaningful manner. That included defining an immediate situation or 

need of the clients. She provided the example of homelessness, in which the client would 

be deemed at-risk if they had been evicted from their home and had nowhere else to go. 

The participants declared that they used risk discourse in this manner as part of their jobs, 

and in explaining their jobs to others outside the field. It was my observation that the staff 

of the agencies had not internalized (i.e. acquiesced to) risk discourse, but they were 

struggling to find ways to accurately represent their clients, as well as their identities 

within their field of work through different language. This also applied to their 

interactions with funders and partners. 

 

Chapter Summary 

The agencies involved in this research heavily relied on funders to support their cause. To 

remain relevant and maintain a competitive edge, agencies have to make claims about a 

social problem and then continually reconstruct the problem by looking for new cases. 

Agencies attempt to minimize competition and extend their access to resources by 

developing partnerships with other agencies or community members they feel would 

advance their cause. Partnerships, however, require a clear and shared understanding of 
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who an acceptable client is. Clients that fail to meet expectations are blamed for their 

own lack of success.  

 A significant factor in how agency programs are run is the strict criteria created 

by funders. Each agency is required to provide quantitative proof to varying degrees that 

their programs are effective. From the agencies perspectives, funders often place more 

emphasis on efficiency than client welfare. Frontline staff are forced to address the needs 

of their clients while appealing to funders. Tensions are created for staff who feel morally 

obligated to provide services that would advance youth development and social inclusion, 

but are constrained by funding demands. 

 These tensions also play out between agencies and the public. From the 

perspective of youth workers, the public often hold negative views of youth that, as 

highlighted in the previous chapter, agencies are attempting to correct. Instead, the 

agencies resort to ‘falling back on the language the audience knows’ while 

simultaneously criticizing the public for not understanding circumstances that influence 

youth social problems. Again, these tensions are associated with funding constraints. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis set out to explore how community organizations respond to youth risk. In 

doing so, I demonstrated the interpretive processes that occur in the construction of 

‘youth at-risk’ broadly and in relation to community organizations addressing youth 

social problems. Because youth are often the focal point of debates among governments, 

politicians, officials, experts, and the public, research has been geared towards risk-factor 

analysis that makes statistical determinations about the likelihood youth are going to be 

subjected to, or become the subject of risky behaviour (Kelly, 2000). But, there is limited 

research on the organizations tasked with addressing evaluations of risk, especially from 

a sociological perspective, and even less so within the constructionist framework. 

Therefore, the following questions were posed: (1) How do staff of the community 

organizations in Alberta construct youth in relation to risk; (2) How are these 

constructions influenced by interactions with other audience members and stakeholders; 

(3) What practices do staff of these community organizations implement in response to 

youth risk, and; (4) In what ways do these community organizations conform to or resist 

neoliberal arrangements placed on them by funders? I will systematically analyze these 

questions in the discussion below.  

 The data revealed that youth were constructed in two opposing ways. Within the 

agencies staff recognized the strengths and complex experiences of their clients. They 

were also conscious of how they referenced youth. Specifically, they made moral claims 

about the use of harmful language, such as ‘at-risk’, which negatively impacted their 

relationship with the youth and reinforced negative cultural representations. The majority 

of the agencies had developed language perceived to be more in line with their own 
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progressive views of youth. However, possessive language, such as “our youth”, may be 

critically viewed as an authoritative relationship rather than the equal relationship 

employees envisioned. As constructionists argue, shared meanings are the product of 

interpretive processes and interactions with others (Miller & Holstein, 1997). To show 

this, I provided examples of exchanges between staff members as they negotiated 

alternative language, such as vulnerable. Within the public, youth were also constructed 

in binary terms. The staff and agencies identified themselves as advocates and educators 

that challenged the stereotypes associated with youth. They were especially critical of the 

media, which influenced misconceptions about youth. For example, in the discussion 

about extremism, the participant redefined radicalization and the risk factors associated 

with it, demonstrating how agency definitions of risk do not always align with that of the 

public or media. However, staff also ‘fell back’ on the language and perceptions of youth 

typically drawn on by the public, particularly when describing their roles. Opposing and 

contradictory statements exemplified how staff were critical of those who could not see 

the ‘bigger picture’ about youth and their experiences, while at the same time engaging in 

discourse that minimized those experiences to risk and other single-factor explanations. 

Lastly, agencies were reliant on funders for resources and monetary support. Therefore, 

agencies appealed to funders using language and experience that was meaningful to them. 

They actively engaged in constructions of youth as ‘at-risk’ or ‘a risk’ despite efforts to 

resist labels.  

 The agencies adopted several practices in response to youth risk. One such 

practice was developing systems of eligibility, including the construction of acceptable 

and typical clients. For example, the checklist of primary, secondary, and tertiary risks 
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one agency used when accepting and triaging youth clients into the program. 

Acceptability was based on determinations of who is ‘really’ deserving of services and 

capable of meeting the demands of the agency and staff (Miller & Holstein, 1997). As 

explicated above, there was an understanding among one agency working with homeless 

youth that girls were generally streamed into foster care, while boys were sent to group 

homes. The participants did not elaborate, however, on what criteria influences this 

decision and how it affects their access to resources. Further research should consider 

how youth are streamed into housing. Other practices included taking on multiple roles to 

account for limited resources and perceived deficits in the client’s life. As explained by 

the staff, that meant assuming multiple roles such as counselor, chauffer, and mentor. In 

taking on these roles, staff made significant emotional investments, and often managed 

everyday, trivial tasks, both within and outside their official job positions.  

 Some of the practices implemented by staff actively resisted neoliberal 

arrangements by giving youth “voice and choice”. Three examples were discussed. The 

first example was redefining youth support systems, including relevant stakeholders, such 

as extended family, friends, and other people that had frequent contact. Incorporating 

alternative stakeholders and natural supports was meant to give youth a sense of control 

and reinforce feelings of support. According to the participants, integrating supports was 

a grassroots movement to strengthen the youth’s network by granting greater agency to 

youth voices from ‘below’. The second example was one agency amalgamating culturally 

specific and general programming upon client request to prevent feelings of alienation. 

Again, this may raise questions about the competencies of agencies to provide cultural 

programming when mandated by a funding body. Lastly, the third example involved 
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incorporating technology into practice as the youth’s preferred form of communication. 

Other practices, however, reinforced neoliberal arrangements. Specifically, instituting 

ways of holding youth responsible for their lack of success or other negative outcomes in 

their programs.  

 In terms of technology, the agencies experienced several tensions in practice. As 

demonstrated, the agencies used technology as a form of neoliberal resistance. However, 

their reliance on self-responsibilization strategies appeared to hinder their efforts at 

resistance. The staff also experienced tensions around privacy, which resulted in an ironic 

breach of online privacy in order to protect youth deemed at-risk. Specifically, the 

agencies were using surveillance over youth to assess riskiness through their online 

friendship networks.   

 Finally, and at the core of the thesis, the challenges and constraints experienced 

by the staff and their agencies were explored. Staff asserted they took the position in the 

social service industry because they wanted to help youth. Each agency framed their 

services in terms of radical or developmental social work, which advocated for youth 

involvement in decisions about the program, their outcomes, and broader youth social 

issues (Preston, George, & Silver, 2014). However, the staff and agencies were 

significantly constrained by funder requirements. In order to secure their funding, each 

agency submitted to requests for evaluations and assessments of their programs. The 

agencies had to strike a fine balance between showing there is a large enough problem to 

warrant funding, while at the same time proving they are eliminating the social problem. 

Therefore, agencies relied on negative constructions of youth as ‘at-risk’ or ‘a risk’. 

Accordingly, two constructionist’s insights are supported. First, claims-makers participate 
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in claimsmaking for several reasons, including personal objective reasons, which for the 

agencies included securing funding and their jobs (Loseke, 1999). Second, youth social 

problems and resolutions continue to be constructed by adults and experts. By 

conforming to funder demands the agencies surrendered at least part of their control over 

how programs could operate, forcing them to align more closely with ecological models 

of social work that regulate youth behaviour by instilling normative practices (Preston, 

George, & Silver, 2014). These two opposing views resulted in fundamental tensions 

between wanting to provide innovative and beneficial services to their clients, but being 

limited in their ability to do so as a result of funding constraints and limited resources. 

This study advances constructionist insights by detailing the tensions that arise in the 

construction and response to youth social problems.  

 

The Significance of Using a Social Constructionist Perspective 

As explicated in earlier chapters, the majority of research on youth is centered on the type 

of risk, deviance, or crime youth are involved in, often in relation to neoliberalism and 

governance. However, less attention has been paid to how these are constructed as social 

problems, or what responses are implemented. This thesis explores how youth are 

constructed through interpretive processes by the media, public, government, experts, and 

community organizations, and how these organizations are tasked with addressing youth 

social problems. 

 Within the field of sociology, we know little about the inner workings of youth 

serving agencies, especially from a staff perspective. By taking a social constructionist 

perspective and remaining agnostic, we learn how others construct their experiences 
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(Loseke, 1999), including the practices and challenges experienced by staff of youth 

serving agencies. In doing so, I discovered tensions that occur in several contexts. 

Advancing Best’s (2008) and Loseke’s (1999) discourse on claims-making, this thesis 

demonstrates how claims shift in significant ways depending on the audience and 

purpose. Tensions are highlighted, emphasizing negotiations and justifications by staff 

regarding their motives for making claims and the moral implications of doing so, 

particularly when it means presenting youth in terms of risk.  

 Loseke’s (1992) research provides a valuable example of social problems work, 

illustrating how claimsmaking, constructions of “battered women” as a social problem, 

and responses to client and agency demands occur within the context of women’s 

shelters. This thesis makes theoretical advances to social problems work by examining 

the experiences of social problems workers in the context of youth work, and in a variety 

of agencies with different focuses. It also incorporates agency interactions and challenges 

with funders. Within these interactions, a common thread appeared in the form of tension 

and resistance, specifically related to neoliberal arrangements. This further advances our 

understanding of social problems constructions, and contributes to the literature on social 

problems work. 

 Lastly, much of the research on youth agencies is from a critical social work 

perspective with a key emphasis on social change through advocacy for social inclusion 

of youth in their development and other institutional settings. As Loseke (1999) and 

Holstein and Miller (2003) assert, however, social constructionism can be used as a 

means of understanding the processes of social change that occur through claims-making 

and interactions between agents of social change. The discussion with the participants 
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highlights the challenges and constraints that limit their ability to make desired changes. 

Thus, understanding the experiences of social workers has important implications for 

influencing change. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research and Limitations 

This study explores the experiences of employees at youth serving agencies. Their 

detailed accounts advance our understanding of how youth are constructed in terms of 

risk, the practices staff and agencies adopt in response, and the challenges experienced by 

the agencies. Future research should consider the interactional experiences of clients and 

staff from the perspective of youth. Because adults construct youth social problems, 

youth perceptions have largely been excluded from discourse. Therefore, future research 

should address their experience receiving social services and if tensions arise between 

their image of service and that of the staff. 

 Finally, the discussion above highlights new and emerging challenges and 

tensions with technology in practice. Related to agency efforts to discover ‘underground’ 

forms of risk online, Ibarra (2009) argues that social constructionism has been slow to 

account for problems that are “tricky” to understand, or have yet to be constructed as a 

social problem. This raises questions about how agencies are seeking subaltern forms of 

risk and how they construct these risks as social problems. Generally, claimsmakers are 

confident about their claims. That does not apply, however, when they are uncertain 

about how people will respond. Further, there is an element of power, because certain 

people have more authority and legitimacy to make claims than others (Miller, 2003). 

Therefore, the social problems of marginalized or invisible groups are not recognized, 
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leading these groups to make claims through what is viewed as illegitimate channels, 

such as rap music or other means. Drawing on this literature, further research should 

consider how subaltern forms of youth risk are discovered online, and the interpretive 

processes that occur in the construction of the social problem.  

 Because research in the area of youth risk has generally resulted in typographies 

of youth social problems, or risk-factor analysis, there is limited research on youth 

organization responses. Of the research done in this area, most has been in the field of 

social work using a critical framework. Therefore, one of the limitations of this study is 

its exploratory nature due to the limited research that can be applied. Although this study 

bridges some gaps in the literature, more research in this area is needed.  

 Overall, this thesis contributes to the body of knowledge in the area of social 

constructionism and social problems work by applying theoretical conceptualizations of 

claimsmaking and interpretive processes between social problems workers in real world 

application. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

 
Demographics 

• How old are you? 
 
Organization 

• What does your organization do? 
o How did you get involved with the organization? 

§ What made you want to work for the organization? 
o What is your role in the organization? 
o How long have you been working for the organization? 
o Does the organization operate in any other Canadian city? 
o Does the organization have partnerships with any other organization(s)? 

§ If yes: what is the nature of that partnership? 
 
Youth 

• How does the organization define ‘youth’? 
• Are there different types of risks your organization addresses more particular to 

other parts of the country? 
• What are some public perceptions of youth at risk? 

o Do public attitudes matter in terms of the programs you offer and how 
your organization positions itself in the community? 

• What youth programming does the organization offer? 
• How does the organization determine who is eligible for youth programs? 

o Does the organization target any specific youth populations? 
• What do you think the effects of the program are on youth clients? 

o Have you experienced any challenges related the program? 
• How do you measure program success? Are there ‘best practices’ in place? 

o Are there key stakeholders consulted? 
o What is the methodology used to track program effectiveness? 
o Do youth provide any input on program development? 

§ If yes: How so? 
• What are your experiences with technology and youth? 

o Do youth experience particular cyber risks? 
 
Funding 

• What are the main sources of funding for the organization? 
o Does the organization experience any challenges getting funding? 
o Does the organization experience strain with other organizations when 

applying for funding? 
• Does funding effect the type of programming the organization can offer? 

o How so? 
o Do funders have certain expectations for how funding can be used? 

• Do you think the new Liberal government will have any impacts on the 
organizations programs, good or bad? 
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• Anything else relevant based on your experience that these questions have not 
addressed? 
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Appendix 2: Individual Interview Consent Form 

	  
Name of Researcher, Faculty, Department, Telephone & Email:
Kendra Leavitt, Faculty of Arts, Department of Sociology, 403-999-6688, kleavitt@ucalgary.ca 
Supervisor:  
Dr. Michael Adorjan, Faculty of Arts, Department of Sociology, (403) 220-5982, 
madorjan@ucalgary.ca  
Title of Project: 
Youth Risk in Calgary: A Community Perspective
  
	  
	  
This	  consent	  form,	  a	  copy	  of	  which	  has	  been	  given	  to	  you,	  is	  only	  part	  of	  the	  process	  of	  informed	  
consent.	  If	  you	  want	  more	  details	  about	  something	  mentioned	  here,	  or	  information	  not	  included	  
here,	  you	  should	  feel	  free	  to	  ask.	  Please	  take	  the	  time	  to	  read	  this	  carefully	  and	  to	  understand	  any	  
accompanying	  information.	  
	  
The	  University	  of	  Calgary	  Conjoint	  Faculties	  Research	  Ethics	  Board	  has	  approved	  this	  research	  
study.	  
	  

Purpose of the Study

This is an exploratory study to examine the various challenges facing youth-at-risk in Calgary, as well as 
the ways that community organizations are responding to the challenges of working with groups of at-
risk youth. 
 

What Will I Be Asked To Do?

This interview will entail the following: 
 

• An explanation of the study 
• You will be asked if you understand your role in this interview and agree to participate 
• You will be asked questions regarding your status (age, ethnicity, and gender) 
• You will be asked questions regarding your experiences working with youth-at-risk, as well as 

any related occupational and organizational challenges 
• You are encouraged to ask any questions and give any comments you have on the study  

 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may 
refuse to participate altogether or refuse to participate in parts of the study by declining any and all 
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questions. You may also withdraw from the study at any point without any detriment to yourself. 
 
In withdrawing, there will be no risk of identification related to the interview provided, and any data 
containing your involvement will be destroyed (i.e. interview file, interview transcript). 
 

What Type of Personal Information Will Be Collected?

 Should you agree to participate, you will be asked permission to provide your gender, ethnicity and age. 
This demographic information will help identify patterns and themes relevant to final, anonymized 
research findings. 
	  
With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded. However, only the principle investigator 
(Kendra Leavitt) will have access to the recorded file. If permission is not granted, notes will be taken 
during the interview. 
 
I grant permission to be audio taped: Yes: ___ No: ___ 
 

Are there Risks or Benefits if I Participate?

While it is unlikely that you may experience psychological and emotional discomfort from discussing 
experiences working with at-risk youth, every possible effort will be made to minimize these as you are 
free not to answer any questions you are uncomfortable with or withdraw from the study at any time. 
 
You may or not directly benefit from participating in this study. In participating in this interview and 
sharing your insights, you will have an opportunity to share experiences that may have been personally 
meaningful. The insights you provide will also inform knowledge of at-risk youth, highlighting issues 
salient in Calgary as well as Canada more generally, and may also impact related policies.  
 

What Happens to the Information I Provide?

Anonymized quotations from your interview may be used in my thesis. Your information will remain 
confidential. Should you participate, your name will be changed to a pseudonym, along with the names 
of any other people or places you may mention during the course of your interview, or any other features 
that could potentially identify you (e.g. related to your work place). Your interview audio data 
 
All personal identifying information will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. Audio recorded interviews 
will be transcribed by the researcher and the original audio destroyed as soon as the transcriptions are 
completed. Your interview data (i.e. audio and transcripts) will be kept in a password protected 
computer or external hard-drive for five years, after which it will be deleted. Only the researcher will 
have access to this anonymous information. At no point in time will your interview be shared with 
anybody else. 
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In the event that you choose to withdraw from the study, all information relating to your participation 
will be destroyed/deleted. 

 
Signatures  

Your	  signature	  on	  this	  form	  indicates	  that	  1)	  you	  understand	  to	  your	  satisfaction	  the	  information	  
provided	  to	  you	  about	  your	  participation	  in	  this	  research	  project,	  and	  2)	  you	  agree	  to	  participate	  
in	  the	  research	  project.	  

In	  no	  way	  does	  this	  waive	  your	  legal	  rights	  nor	  release	  the	  investigators,	  sponsors,	  or	  involved	  
institutions	  from	  their	  legal	  and	  professional	  responsibilities.	  You	  are	  free	  to	  withdraw	  from	  this	  
research	  project	  at	  any	  time.	  You	  should	  feel	  free	  to	  ask	  for	  clarification	  or	  new	  information	  
throughout	  your	  participation.	  	  

Participant’s	  Name:	  (please	  print)	  _____________________________________________	  

Participant’s	  Signature:	  __________________________________________	  	  Date:	  ______________	  

Researcher’s	  Name:	  (please	  print)	  ________________________________________________	  

Researcher’s	  Signature:	  	  ________________________________________	  	  Date:	  _______________

	  
Questions/Concerns 

If	  you	  have	  any	  further	  questions	  or	  want	  clarification	  regarding	  this	  research	  and/or	  your	  
participation,	  please	  contact:	  

Miss Kendra Leavitt,  
Department of Sociology, Faculty of Arts, University of Calgary 

Telephone: 403-999-6688   Email: kleavitt@ucalgary.ca  
Supervisor: Dr. Michael Adorjan, Department of Sociology. Email: madorjan@ucalgary.ca 

	  
	  

If	  you	  have	  any	  concerns	  about	  the	  way	  you’ve	  been	  treated	  as	  a	  participant,	  please	  contact	  the	  
Research	  Ethics	  Analyst,	  Research	  Services	  Office,	  University	  of	  Calgary	  at	  (403)	  210-‐9863;	  email	  
cfreb@ucalgary.ca.	  	  

A	  copy	  of	  this	  consent	  form	  has	  been	  given	  to	  you	  to	  keep	  for	  your	  records	  and	  reference.	  The	  
investigator	  has	  kept	  a	  copy	  of	  the	  consent	  form
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Consent Form 

	  
Name of Researcher, Faculty, Department, Telephone & Email:
Kendra Leavitt, Faculty of Arts, Department of Sociology, 403-999-6688, kleavitt@ucalgary.ca 
Supervisor:  
Dr. Michael Adorjan, Faculty of Arts, Department of Sociology, (403) 220-5982, 
madorjan@ucalgary.ca  
Title of Project: 
Youth Risk in Calgary: A Community Perspective
  
	  
	  
This	  consent	  form,	  a	  copy	  of	  which	  has	  been	  given	  to	  you,	  is	  only	  part	  of	  the	  process	  of	  informed	  
consent.	  If	  you	  want	  more	  details	  about	  something	  mentioned	  here,	  or	  information	  not	  included	  
here,	  you	  should	  feel	  free	  to	  ask.	  Please	  take	  the	  time	  to	  read	  this	  carefully	  and	  to	  understand	  any	  
accompanying	  information.	  
	  
The	  University	  of	  Calgary	  Conjoint	  Faculties	  Research	  Ethics	  Board	  has	  approved	  this	  research	  
study.	  
	  

Purpose of the Study

This is an exploratory study to examine the various challenges facing youth-at-risk in Calgary, as well as 
the ways that community organizations are responding to the challenges of working with groups of at-
risk youth. 
 

What Will I Be Asked To Do?

This interview or focus group will entail the following: 
 

• An explanation of the study 
• You will be asked if you understand your role in this interview or focus group and agree to 

participate 
• You will be asked questions regarding your status (age, ethnicity, and gender) 
• You will be asked questions regarding your experiences working with youth-at-risk, as well as 

any related occupational and organizational challenges 
• You are encouraged to ask any questions and give any comments you have on the study  

 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may 
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refuse to participate altogether or refuse to participate in parts of the study by declining any and all 
questions. You may also withdraw from the study at any point without any detriment to yourself. 
 
For one-on-one interview withdrawal, there will be no risk of identification related to the interview 
provided, and any data containing your involvement will be destroyed (i.e. interview file, interview 
transcript). 
 
For focus groups, all focus group audio recordings will be deleted as quickly as possible following the 
production of anonymized interview transcripts. Once transcripts of group discussions have been 
finalized, group members will be anonymized. At this point withdrawal is still possible, though it may 
not be possible to identify your statements within the group discussion transcripts. 
 
Given the nature of focus group sessions, since a number of participants are involved at once, it is also 
important for all participants to respect the privacy and confidentiality of all others involved in the group 
discussion. Your confidentiality agreement thus includes space for you to acknowledge your willingness 
to participate in research as well as agree not to reveal what is disclosed amongst group members and 
researchers to anyone outside of the focus group. 
 

What Type of Personal Information Will Be Collected?

 Should you agree to participate, you will be asked permission to provide your gender, ethnicity and age. 
This demographic information will help identify patterns and themes relevant to final, anonymized 
research findings. 
	  
With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded. However, only the principle investigator 
(Kendra Leavitt) will have access to the recorded file. If permission is not granted, notes will be taken 
during the interview. 
 
I grant permission to be audio taped: Yes: ___ No: ___ 
 

Are there Risks or Benefits if I Participate?

While it is unlikely that you may experience psychological and emotional discomfort from discussing 
experiences working with at-risk youth, every possible effort will be made to minimize these as you are 
free not to answer any questions you are uncomfortable with or withdraw from the study at any time. 
 
You may or not directly benefit from participating in this study. In participating in this interview or 
focus group and sharing your insights, you will have an opportunity to share experiences that may have 
been personally meaningful. The insights you provide will also inform knowledge of at-risk youth, 
highlighting issues salient in Calgary as well as Canada more generally, and may also impact related 
policies.  
 

What Happens to the Information I Provide?
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Anonymized quotations from your interview may be used in my thesis. Your information will remain 
confidential. Should you participate, your name will be changed to a pseudonym, along with the names 
of any other people or places you may mention during the course of your interview, or any other features 
that could potentially identify you (e.g. related to your work place).  
 
All personal identifying information will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. Audio recorded interviews 
will be transcribed by the researcher and the original audio destroyed as soon as the transcriptions are 
completed. Your interview data (i.e. audio and transcripts) will be kept in a password protected 
computer or external hard-drive for five years, after which it will be deleted. Only the researcher will 
have access to this anonymous information. At no point in time will your interview be shared with 
anybody else. 
 
In the event that you choose to withdraw from the study, all information relating to your participation 
will be destroyed/deleted. 

 
Signatures  

Your	  signature	  on	  this	  form	  indicates	  that	  1)	  you	  understand	  to	  your	  satisfaction	  the	  information	  
provided	  to	  you	  about	  your	  participation	  in	  this	  research	  project,	  2)	  you	  agree	  to	  participate	  in	  the	  
research	  project,	  and	  3)	  given	  the	  nature	  of	  focus	  group	  sessions,	  since	  a	  number	  of	  participants	  
are	  involved	  at	  once,	  it	  is	  also	  important	  for	  all	  participants	  to	  respect	  the	  privacy	  and	  
confidentiality	  of	  all	  others	  involved	  in	  the	  group	  discussion.	  Therefore,	  I	  seek	  your	  assent	  
acknowledging	  your	  agreement	  not	  to	  reveal	  what	  is	  disclosed	  amongst	  group	  members	  and	  
researchers	  to	  anyone	  outside	  of	  the	  focus	  group	  after	  it	  is	  completed.	  	  

In	  no	  way	  does	  this	  waive	  your	  legal	  rights	  nor	  release	  the	  investigators,	  sponsors,	  or	  involved	  
institutions	  from	  their	  legal	  and	  professional	  responsibilities.	  You	  are	  free	  to	  withdraw	  from	  this	  
research	  project	  at	  any	  time.	  You	  should	  feel	  free	  to	  ask	  for	  clarification	  or	  new	  information	  
throughout	  your	  participation.	  	  

Participant’s	  Name:	  (please	  print)	  _____________________________________________	  

Participant’s	  Signature:	  __________________________________________	  	  Date:	  ______________	  

Researcher’s	  Name:	  (please	  print)	  ________________________________________________	  

Researcher’s	  Signature:	  	  ________________________________________	  	  Date:	  _______________

	  
Questions/Concerns 

If	  you	  have	  any	  further	  questions	  or	  want	  clarification	  regarding	  this	  research	  and/or	  your	  
participation,	  please	  contact:	  
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Miss Kendra Leavitt,  
Department of Sociology, Faculty of Arts, University of Calgary 

Telephone: 403-999-6688   Email: kleavitt@ucalgary.ca  
Supervisor: Dr. Michael Adorjan, Department of Sociology. Email: 

madorjan@ucalgary.ca 
 
 

If	  you	  have	  any	  concerns	  about	  the	  way	  you’ve	  been	  treated	  as	  a	  participant,	  please	  
contact	  the	  Research	  Ethics	  Analyst,	  Research	  Services	  Office,	  University	  of	  Calgary	  
at	  (403)	  210-‐9863;	  email	  cfreb@ucalgary.ca.	  	  

A	  copy	  of	  this	  consent	  form	  has	  been	  given	  to	  you	  to	  keep	  for	  your	  records	  and	  
reference.	  The	  investigator	  has	  kept	  a	  copy	  of	  the	  consent	  form.	  

	  


