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young people. Her research, with

actually forms of “time out”.

Youth is a time of energy and activity, but
it is also a life stage requiring time and
space for adjustment and contemplation.
Joan Abbott-Chapman argues that the
pace of change and the multiple uncertain-
ties of contemporary life make “time out”
more important than ever in the lives of

colleagues, also suggests that space, safe
havens or “sanctuary” are essential to many
young people trying to find a foothold in
our dynamic world. The old school-to-work
linear progression no longer holds in the
21st century, and we may even need to
acknowledge that some behaviours which
we see as destructive or risk-taking are

N THE “risk” society of the 21st

century, manufactured uncertainty

and “individualisation” are key
characteristics and individuals are
“increasingly responsible for negoti-
ating their own life patterns” (Winter &
Stone 1999, p.2). Rapid social,
economic and technological changes
are reflected in an increasingly
casualised labour market in which
overall youth unemployment levels
are high (OECD 1996; Jamrozik 1998;
ABS 1999). Increasing educational
participation, prolonged youthful
dependency, longer periods of living
in the parental home, especially for
young men (Gregory 1999, p.10), the
need to assert independence, identity
and adulthood through “getting a job”,
while still at school if possible (Yap
1991, 1998; Abbott-Chapman 1999),
are features of postmodern society in
which young people seek to make
sense of their lives.
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The pressures of economic ratio-
nalism and insatiable consumerism
(Campbell 1989) in a world dominated
by international capitalism and
cultural globalisation erode our sense
of individual human significance and
contribute to the perceived lack of
permanence in social structures. The
usual problems young people face in
making life choices are exacerbated in
such a rapidly changing world, and the
tensions between their struggle for
autonomy and control and the
constraints of overarching, frequently
unmediated, structures on their lives
often create feelings of powerlessness
and alienation (Rudd & Evans 1998). A
youthful graffiti on a wall in the centre
of Hobart announces bleakly
“Consume, Conform, Obey!”. In
addition, “the focus on individual
choices in the late modern world leads
young people to see their own crises as
individual problems or failures, rather
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Student art: Natalie Grant

than the outcomes of structural
processes” (Dwyer, Harwood & Tyler
1998, p.34).

'Ele stresses and strains of living
ith insecurity and impermanence,
and seeming loss of personal control
over life events in such a world, is not
peculiar to the young but is felt to
some degree by most people. Writers
on globalisation assert that “we need
to develop some preliminary schemes
for making sense of the world into
which we are rapidly moving at an
almost frightening pace” (Robertson &
Garrett 1991, p.xx). They also tell us
about the “time/space compression”
brought about on a global scale by
computer technologies and electronic
communication, but they examine
insufficiently what it feels like to live
daily with that “compression”. Can
our humanistic values and our social
networks keep up with our instru-
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mental technologies? Eisenstadt (1995)
and others have drawn attention to the
way in which personal links to social
groups and cultural values have been
greatly weakened in the process of
bureaucratisation and secularisation
(Eisenstadt 1995) to the detriment of
our “social capital” (Cox 1995). Youth,
with their limited life experience, are
especially vulnerable, as “casualties of
change” (Eckersley 1995). A decline in
“politico-ideological motives and a
growing apathy to them”, “spiritual
and cultural shallowness” and an
“emptiness and meaninglessness of
social relations” are associated with a
less “trusting” society and the cult of
immediacy (Eisenstadt 1995, p.84).

Youth has been robbed therefore of
the full experience of the dramatic
transition from adolescence to
adulthood and the dramatisation
of the difference between the
present and the future. Their own
changing personal future has
become dissociated from any
changes in the shape of their
societies or cultural activities and
values (Eisenstadt 1995, p.85).

nstead of progression through the

“lifecourse” over time, between
clearly distinguishable markers of
youth and adulthood and the stages of
the family cycle, young people are
confronted, especially through the
media, with uncharted pathways into
an increasingly unknowable future —
and, according to Baudrillard, “a
simulational world” — in an “aesthetic
hallucination of reality” (Featherstone
1991, p.135). The increasing segrega-
tion of the generations, which isolates
young people from family and commu-
nity stories and myths of their
grandparents for instance, denies them
access to this longer look and broader
vision of human foibles and achieve-
ments in which to locate their own.
Instead they are caught up, through
long hours watching TV and videos,
with the stories and myths (and
values) of strangers. Eckersley asserts
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that “modern Western culture fails to
provide a rich mesh of stories, beliefs
and values that hold society together”
(Eckersley 1999, p.218).

How do young people cope with all
this, make sense of their lives and
make decisions about their future? In
reviewing a number of research
projects in which I and colleagues
have been involved over the years, and
are continuing now, I have been struck
by themes emerging which relate to
young people’s reactions to the
“time/space compression” in the
longer and shorter term and the kind of
lifestyle accommodations they make. I
will summarise these themes here in

examples of young people taking “time
out” to make meaning of their lives
and life choices.

@ver 15 years ago the Tasmanian
etention Analysis followed two-
year cohorts of 14,000 Year 10 leavers to
their post-school destinations (several
years later) in education, training,
employment or unemployment. In the
context of that study, using a binary
weighted sum technique, six predomi-
nant “pathways” were identified from
the myriad variations and changes over
time. These pathways attempt to
capture the rich kaleidoscope of
individual lives within the “study/work

“Individuals have to create their
careers themselves through self-
development, self-invention and
frequent job changes in a
“protean” career model.’

the context of published work, but the
more speculative discussion is based
on the work in progress of myself and
my colleagues, to be published in due
course. These themes relate to ways in
which young people take “time out”,
often from unbearable pressures on
them to act and to make decisions
before they are ready or equipped by
life’s experience to do so. They “make
space” in their day or in their lives by
opting out until they are ready to move
on. In doing so they are engaging in a
“moratorium” on new experiences and
learning. The break in non-stop activi-
ties for the sometimes overstimulated
human organism allows the individual
to draw back, digest and make sense of
the many happenings and changes of
life — and sometimes its disappoint-
ments and griefs. Not to be able to
engage in this process of reflection is
to risk confusion, ambivalence, anger
or depression. So here are some

mosaic” (Abbott-Chapman, Hughes &
Wyld 1986). Since then other writers
(Dwyer 1993; Dwyer, Tyler & Harwood
1998; Williamson & Marsh 1999) have
also criticised the concept of
“pathways” and the “instrumental
notion of education” which it expresses,
based on a “linear, unidimensional view
of school and work” which is “out of
touch with the diversity, complexity
and fragmented nature of young
people’s experience” (Wyn 1998, p.111).

One of the early pathways or
patterns within the mosaic which we
identified in our early work was called
“time out” or “late starters” and encap-
sulated a number of variations on a
theme when a young person — faced
with a myriad of lifestyle choices,
including dropping out — took time out
before settling on one of them. So
students “sick of study” who decided
to travel or to “bum around” before
going on to post-secondary or tertiary

Youth Studies Australia Vol.19 No.1
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study were included; young people
who experienced a mixture of casual
work and unemployment and then
months later moved from a “fragmen-
tary” to a “stable” education or
employment pattern were also
included, as were young people living
at home and helping with home duties
or working unpaid for the family
business or farm who later returned to
study and/or paid work. The period of
time out and the stage at which this
occurred varied considerably
depending on personal and family
circumstances. Overall, at that time in
the mid-1980s, about 15% of Year 10
leavers came into this category. As we
still clung then to the notion of careers
and career ladders, such pathways
were regarded as against the norm.
Now, in the year 2000, they are
becoming more and more the norm,
and we can begin to understand why
when we consider changes in labour
markets, youth support policies and
future prospects.

The literature on the changing
world of work, especially from the
USA, tells us that “the career as a
series of upward moves with
increasing rewards and status, and
security, is dead” (Hall 1996, p.14).
Young people are told by educators
and politicians that they will occupy
jobs which have not yet been invented,
that jobs which now exist will disap-
pear, that they will have many
different jobs in their life interspersed
with periods of unemployment. There-
fore, argue the pundits, individuals
have to create their careers themselves
through self-development, self-inven-
tion and frequent job changes in a
“protean” career model. They are
urged to develop their own “inner
personal security” and meanings and
purposes which lie outside as well as
within the work organisation. This
may seem to offer boundless opportu-
nity to the affluent but for very many
young people it is a truly threatening
scenario, making many feel like
“losers”.

Youth Studies Australia

Self enquiry, self reflection and self
assessment have never been more
important than they are today. It is
essential to be a continuous learner
and to generate the excitement and
motivation from this process in
achieving personal values and
goals and hence “psychological
success”. The downside is that
people who lack education, basic
skills and motivation will be at a
disadvantage (Hall 1996, p.14).

ow does one achieve the neces-
y self-enquiry and self-reflection
in a world of work in which “there is
more to be done than can be done in
the time available, and of complex
tasks requiring multiple sets of eyes
and minds” (Louis 1996, p.223)? What
is needed are “individual and collec-
tive safe havens in which to reflect and
recollect”, which may take many
forms according to taste and resources,
and which offer a “place of renewal
and perspective and an antidote to the
adverse work environment” (Louis
1996, p.225). The safe havens are a
private “space” in time, a state of
mind, rather than merely a physical
place — represented in more spiritual
times by groups meeting for medita-
tion or prayer. Hodgetts and Hodgetts
(1996) suggest that forming groups of
trusted colleagues to meet for informal
discussion over a meal in a place far
from the work environment creates
“sanctuary” and support and assists in
regaining “perspective, renewal and
balance” in an atmosphere of trust and
mutual respect. These group experi-
ences of time out encourage
self-disclosure, personal “nourish-
ment”, transition to new situations,
“healing” and normalisation. They
also emphasise story telling and active
listening to others’ stories, and offer
time out and a “place apart” to those
for whom life seems to be moving too
fast, and who suffer lack of balance
between personal and organisational
needs (Hodgetts & Hodgetts 1996,
p-299).
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Current examples of “sanctuary”
creation for affluent business and
professionals are the burgeoning
health farms which offer seclusion
away from phones, faxes and emails,
with regimes which tackle physical
and mental stress. A typical advert
entices one “away from the pressures
of personal and professional conflicts,
health-oriented destinations provide
you with the environment to get a
brand new perspective on what is
really important in your life” (Pure
Magazine 1999, p.66).

What do young people, with little
or no money, do to achieve the same
objectives? Mainly, we have found in
our research, they seek the “safe
haven” of home and family in order to
mull everything over and to consult
with trusted adults. They did it in our
studies of 15 years ago, and they are
still doing it. Family supports, both
financial and emotional, continue to
be very important for most young
people (Burbidge 1998; Millward
1998, 1999), including support in
finding and keeping a job (Abbott-
Chapman 1999). Sue Kilpatrick and I
have been conducting a study of post-
school outcomes of Year 10 leavers
from Tasmanian rural schools, and
have been finding the same sorts of
pathways and mosaics mapped out in
the earlier study, but with higher rates
of unemployment and more students
in “fragmentary” than “stable” study
and employment patterns.

The influence and support of
parents are as strong as ever, despite
changing family patterns, with 88% of
respondents reporting that their
mother’s advice (and 76% their
father’s) is important in making study
and work decisions and in planning
the future. Parents interviewed are
fully aware of the limited options open
to their children in an economically
depressed region, and support them in
their trial and error approach to study
and work, and their periods of time out
— so long as they are “happy”. Most
families, especially in disadvantaged
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circumstances, cooperate to make the
most of any available opportunities, to
provide security and to maximise
perceived advantages.

Young people appear to share a
cultural ideal of home even when their
own personal circumstances differ
markedly. That ideal construct is
innately conservative and incorporates
notions of the home as a sanctuary
from life’s ups and downs, as a place of
orderliness and self-actualisation.
Margaret Robertson and I were
surprised at the extent to which
adolescents shared descriptions of the
ideal home as spacious, warm and
above all “quiet”, with a mum and a

expects of teenagers with their loud
music and video games. Of the 23%
who nominated their home, a third
made special mention of “my
bedroom”. Reasons included “home, a
place I know and trust”, “worry free”,
“my bedroom — my own place with all
my things around me”, “I can just be
myself’, “It’'s quiet and I can think”.
The theme of somewhere to take time
out was continued by the 31% who
nominated somewhere in “the bush”,
“by the sea” or “by the river”, not just
for the activities they could pursue
there with friends but the opportunity
“to be on my own” away from the
pressures and trials of life. The words

that bother them, 30% said “always”,
63% said “sometimes”, 4% were
unsure and only 3% said “never”. One
is tempted to speculate whether these
responses, combined with high
percentages admitting to being
involved in “wagging classes” and
“hanging around” with friends, repre-
sent forms of “sanctuary” from stress
at home or school.

The search for excitement and
danger through extreme sports also
seems to have a time out quality about
it, with a suggestion that the extreme
activity is so different from one’s
ordinary life that for a period “time
stands still”. There is also the attractive
link with wilderness experiences
(Denholm & Sveen 1999). Although few
respondents had tried these sports, as
many as 70% said they were interested

“The search for excitement and
danger through extreme sports
also seems to have a time out

in canyoning, caving, bunjee jumping,
parasailing and rock climbing. And this
was only a short time after the

quality about it.”

dad “both living at home”, two or three
children, and “a dog and a cat”
(Abbott-Chapman & Robertson 1999).
The importance of quietness was
greater than we anticipated, so we
have repeated the same questions in
other studies, currently being
analysed, which have come up with
similar findings. It appears that quiet-
ness, privacy and space are all key
characteristics of the ideal home —
although the reality for many respon-
dents differs in a number of respects,
not least because nearly 20% in this
study live in single-parent families,
many of low socioeconomic status,
and their living conditions reflect this.

When asked to name their favourite
place and explain why, just over half
of the Years 9 and 10 respondents
rather surprisingly nominated places
which represent quietness and seclu-
sion — the opposite of what one

24

“quiet”, “peaceful”, “relaxing” were
mentioned often in well reasoned and
well expressed prose.

nother study of an older group of

ars 11 and 12 students in which
Carey Denholm and I are investigating
risk-taking behaviours and attitudes in
the context of consumerism and the
new romantic ethic (Abbott-Chapman
& Denholm 1997), has also included
questions relating to time out and
perceptions of time in relation to
social and educational activities.
Analysis of data is still being
conducted so findings are at this stage
tentative but they do appear to confirm
the observations made above in
relation to choice of favourite places
and the need for time out to reflect.
Indeed, in response to a direct
question about whether they like to
take time out from things and people

canyoning tragedy in Switzerland in
which 22 people were killed.

The prevalence among youth of
phrases such as spaced out, chilling
out, and vegging out — often in associ-
ation with drug taking — also suggests
more destructive forms of time out.
Some young people have told us that
the time-distorting properties of some
drugs are part of their attraction —
“they make time go slower”. Binge
drinking as time out has the perceived
benefit of absolving the drinker from
responsibility for their actions as they
often cannot remember afterwards
what they did while drunk. Suicide is
permanent “time out”.

In our frantic, space/time
compressed, often uncaring world, are
we providing young people with suffi-
cient opportunities for constructive
time out, and sanctuary for reflection
and identity building — in our educa-
tion system, our work organisations and
in our communities? Is the relative lack
of such opportunities in socially
sanctioned, positive ways, which
enable young people to build up their
“personal inner security” and “psycho-

Youth Studies Australia Vol.19 No.1
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logical success”, to blame for some of
the more self-destructive means by
which they take time out and get
spaced out? Should we recognise more
often than we do, the value of learning
and healing that goes on when
“nothing” is going on?
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