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1. Introduction

Thisdocument isthe academic re-
port of a doctoral research study in
sociology focused on voluntary risk
taking behaviours of |ate adolescents
and emerging adults, in contexts of
leisureand recreation, using aqualita-
tive approach to conduct a case study
in the city of Cali, Colombia. The
project started in October 2001, be-
gan itsfieldwork stage in April 2003
and ispresented hereasawritten doc-
ument inApril 2005. Full funding was
obtained by the Faculty of Legal, So-
cial and Educational Studies of the
QueensUniversity of Belfast and aca-
demic support and supervision was
provided by the School of Sociology
and Socia Policy of the same institu-
tion.

The main findings can be summa-
rized along the two lines of theoreti-
cal questioning which structured the
study: (1) The nature, elements and
currency of risk inthelife of youthin
contrast with the notion of fatalism,
and (2) the possibility of understand-
ing risk taking as a positive tool for
socialising and entering adult life in
light of specific social contexts.
Through the first theoretical line, this
study will arguethat risk is conceived
in everyday terms based on different
constitutive components: (a) a causal
process with elements of rationalism,
ranking of priorities, decision making,
and both abstract and concrete cal cu-
lation of risks; (b) an assessment of the
time factor with an approach particu-

lar to youth; (c) the major negative
view that current western societies
have a risk, with specificities on the
nature and role of fear and danger; and
(d) the role of personal/social- inter-
nal/externa control in risk manage-
ment. However, the study will also
stress the complexity of these views
by identifying and analysing theinter-
weaving of risk with current elements
of fatalism of diverse kinds. The sec-
ond line develops three central ideas.
(1) That besides the general associa-
tion to negative outcomes, youth also
perceive benefitsin voluntary risk tak-
ing associated with (&) self-improve-
ment, (b) emotional engagement, (c)
construction of family and socio-cul-
tural identity, and (d) gaining group
approval and a sense of belonging in
the processof growing up; (2) That risk
plays a social-class and gender medi-
ated role in the shortening or elonga-
tion of the moratorium, the period of
transition between youth and adult-
hood, and that this processis directly
related to the level of social integra-
tion of youth; and (3) that the motiva-
tions, meanings and positive and neg-
ative consequences of risk taking have
to be dimensioned in the social con-
text in which they take place.

2. The research problem
and its theoretical backdrop

The theoretical framework of this
proposal findsitsrootsin the work of
Beck (1992, 1998) and Giddens
(1991) regarding the risk society and
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individualization processes in late
modernity; in the considerations of
Douglas (1992) and Luhmann (1991)
on the anthropological and sociologi-
cal aspectsof thenotion of risk, andin
the extensive and current research on
thetopic devel oped by Lupton (1999),
and Lupton and Tulloch (2001, 20023,
2002b, 2003). A growing body of re-
search hasalso been analysing risk tak-
ing in youth regarding processes of
transitions, identity construction, and
socia inclusion and exclusion (Plant
and Plant, 1992; Furlong and Cartmel,
1997; Foreman et al ., 2000; Williams,
2003; Mitchell, et. a., 2004). In so-
ciological terms, the research problem
has been formulated using two lines
of discussion: Fatalism against theidea
of risk, and positiverisk taking.

Fatality versus Risk

According to Green et al. (2002
110), current society “islesslikely to
perceive‘risks intermsof fate, chance
or random actsand morelikely to rec-
ognize‘risks asaresult of human ac-
tion or intervention within nature and
tradition”. This study aimsto explore
if this conception isvalid in the case
of the youth population in a middie
size, urban city in Latin America. In
this sense, the first objectiveisto un-
derstand if engaging in certain behav-
iourslabelled as“risky”, isconceived
by the (risk) takers under the broad
notions of (a) fatality or (b) risk.

Thisshift fromfatalismto risk has
been explained by Luhmann (1991) as
a process where the latter takes the

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“ LUCK DOESNOT EXIST” -

placeformerly assigned to witchcraft,
magic and religion interms of misfor-
tune and the inevitable. From afatal-
istic perspective, the outcomes of en-
gaging in certain behaviours are not
under the control of theindividual, nor
aresult of his or her actions. In con-
trast, a conception of risk will allow
the individual to think that his or her
decisionsand actionshave adirect in-
fluence on the consequences. As stat-
ed by Douglas (1992) the notion of risk
has become central as an organising
concept in contemporary societies.
When addressing actions and attitudes
intermsof risks, theindividual issitu-
atedin aprocess of calculating the fu-
ture, since the notion of risk is deeply
entrenched in the notion of time and
future (Luhman, 1991.: | X). Regarding
this issue, Beck has aso stated that
given that our current risk society is
marked by theend of both tradition and
nature, the individual shifts from the
fear of what nature (the unknown, the
inevitable) can do to us, to the aware-
ness of what we can do to nature and
the consequent outcomes. Sinceindi-
viduals see themselves as victims of
their own acts, there is a tendency to
colonize the future, to assure some
certainty of what will come (Beck,
1998: 11). Therefore, the notion of the
calculation of risk appears as a useful
reaction of individuals facing uncer-
tainty. Thinking about thefuture (or the
consequencesthat follow one' sactions)
intermsof fatality canasobeseenasa
more passive position than that which
isassumed in terms of risk taking.

YouTH, Risk AnD LEISURE IN CaLl, CoLomBIA



Regarding the tradition of risk
studies, this research ascribesto what
Lupton (1999: 35) has described as a
constructivist approach, onethat con-
ceives of risk as “a hazard, threat or
danger that is inevitably mediated
through social and cultural processes
and can never be known in isolation
from these processes’. Therefore, the
analysisof risk and risk taking should
includethe exploration of the contexts
inwhichthese processestake placeand
theindividual and social meanings at-
tributed to such risks. Using Lupton
and Tulloch’s (2002a) design, this
study assumes the idea of social risks
asaconstructed notion; therefore, the
task isto explorethe characteristics of
this construct, e.g. the definitions and
meanings of risk, and the individual
and social factorsthat need to be con-
sidered in its construction. Another
example of thismodel isthat used by
Vanegas (1998) in his research on
youth and violence in Cali. His eth-
nography of urban violence was based
on a qualitative exploration of the
meanings that people giveto their re-
ality, getting closer to redl life settings
where uses and habits take place.
Alongside acritical analysisof Cali’s
recent socio-economic history, the au-
thor places an emphasisin the descrip-
tion and understanding of the social
contexts and real actors where vio-
lence, as a complex phenomenon,
takesplace. To explain hisview onthe
topic, Vanegas states that:

“Violence[risk] isnot an abstrac-
tion, it identifiesfacesand voices. So-

cial actors show their humanity —skin
and bone-, their dreams, their hopes,
their loves, and their wishes—like ev-
eryone” (1998: 31)

Lupton and Tulloch, and to aless-
er extent other authors, tested the the-
oretical ideasof Beck (1992) and Gid-
dens (1991), in the field. As can be
seen in the literature (e.g. Lupton and
Tulloch, 2002a, 2002b; Furlong and
Cartmel, 1997; Foreman et. & ., 2000;
Johnston et a., 2000, Williams, 2003)
findingsfrom these studieshave shown
that ideas such as the effects of glo-
balisation on the processes of individ-
ualization are supported by field re-
search, whereas others are contradict-
ed by it, such as the notion of social
categories having little effect in the
shaping of opportunitiesfor theyoung
population and their engagement in
risk activities. The present study is
framed along the same guidelines, in
order to explore the extent to which
thenotionsof risk society and individ-
ualization in late modernity are coher-
ent with the perceptions of youth to-
wards risk taking.

It is important to note, however,
that asignificant body of research has
focused onrisk taking inyouth froma
contrasting approach, the realist per-
spective (Lupton, 1999), with major
contributions from health related dis-
ciplines and developmental and cog-
nitive psychology. The focus of these
studies differs from the constructivist
approach. Therealist perspective seeks
to understand risk taking as part of
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developmental procedures and con-
celves, in a certain way, that there is
one normal, socially accepted way in
which people should behave and re-
act. Thishasbeen strongly influenced
by idealistic models of health that as-
sume that there is a normal state of
things. Accordingly, thisposition tends
to consider that risk taking isafailure
of the process that connects informa-
tion about the negative effects of en-
gaging in such activitiesand the abili-
ty to not engage on them (e.g. Greene
et al., 2000). In thisregard, this study
has taken on board critical analysisto
this tradition, like that of Duff in the
case of youth drug use, which can be
applicable broadly to our design:
This science of risk failsto exam-
ine the lived experience of drug use,
and th range of decisionsthat individ-
uals make about their drug use behav-
iour. It fails to explore the range of
putative benefits that users typically
draw from this practice, instead focus-
ing solely ontherisksor the costs(...)
any practical assessment of risks in-
volves some measure of cost-benefit
analysiswhereby anindividual comes
to make ajudgement about whether a
particular risk is worth taking when
measured against a potential benefit.
Thusitisnot that drug usersareindif-
ferent to risk, or necessarily ignorant
of the range of risks associated with
their drug use, although clearly many
are, rather it isto point to the array of
factorsthat inform aperson’sdecisions
about the use of illicit substances. Di-
vorcing the analysis of the risks or

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“ LUCK DOESNOT EXIST” -

costs associated with the consumption
of such substances from any under-
standing of the context of their useonly
ensuresthat researchers missthisvital
point (2003: 289-290)

Theidea of positiverisk taking

Duff’s perspective provides a cue
for the second question of study. Ac-
cording to Douglas “arisk isnot only
the probability of an event but also the
probable magnitude of itsoutcomeand
everything depends on the value that
is set on the outcome” (1992:31). In
conseguence, the analysis of risk cal-
culations should focus on the mean-
ingsthat such behavioursmay havefor
the people that engage in them, and
alsoontheindividual and socia value
giventowhat could be potentially lost,
affected or transformed. Most of the
literature on risk reviewshow this con-
cept hasmoved fromitsoriginal, neu-
tral use, meaning a positive or nega-
tive outcome, to the contemporary
notion of risk referring to negative
outcomes, “the word has been pre-
empted to mean bad risks’ (Douglas,
1992: 24). This idea has two direct
effectsupon this specific research. On
the one hand, the conception of risk as
being anegative situation with regard
to the activities young people engage
in, suggests that —as a second objec-
tive- this study wasto explore the ex-
tent to which activities and scenarios
are perceived by the young population
asrisky, and the explanation for these
perceptions. On the other hand, it also
points out a need to explore the idea
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of “positive” risk taking (regarding
outcomes). Lupton and Tulloch have
noted that while risk avoidance tends
to betaken asarational behaviour, the
engagement in risky behavioursisseen
as irrational or as a conseguence of
lack of knowledge or faulty perception
(2002b: 114). Their work, and the re-
search done by Lyng (1990) on what
he calls edgework, as well as some
findings from current research on
youth risk identities (Foreman et al,
2000, Mitchell, et. al, 2004) support
the idea of perceived positive out-
comes from engaging in risky activi-
ties. Hence, people actually can engage
inrisky behaviours through arational
process that involves the seeking of
what they rate (or in some cases even
what society rates) as positive out-
comes. This study focuses on this sit-
uation, trying to identify the charac-
teristics of positive perceptions of risks
and the values and meaningsthat sup-
port them, exploring the potential im-
pact of traditional social markerssuch
as gender and socia class.

3. The setting and the
population of study

The research was conducted as a
case study in Cali, Colombia's third
largest city. In Cali, and in Colombia
in general, there is growing concern
about theincreasing level of mortality
due to external causes in the young
population (aged 15-24). According to
the national office for statistics, in
Colombiain 1997, 61% of those who

died as a result of traffic accidents,
homicides and suicides were between
5 and 34 years of age, and 30% were
between 15 and 24 (DANE, 2001).
Specific figures on Cali’s youth mor-
tality (which will be detailed in the
following chapter) indicate that exter-
nally-caused deaths have young peo-
ple not only as the main victims but
also as perpetrators. However, these
figures can only show a small part of
the situation regarding risk activities
in the young population. The nature
and purpose of theinformation collect-
ed by statisticsis related to mortality
(and in some cases to accidents and
morbidity (a focus which is different
to that selected for this study) and not
to risk taking. Due to the different
aims, information collected by thein-
stitutionsin charge of such researchis
not detailed enough to be considered
sufficient asabasefor astudy likethe
one proposed here. Thereis much ab-
sent from statisticsthat takes place day
to day in the regular contexts of life
and culture.

Youth as a target population re-
mains a very interesting part of the
society to beanalysed, sinceit can not
be denied that activities regarded as
risky tend to have a higher rate of oc-
currencewithin thisage band (Arnett,
2001). In asummary of her extensive
work onthetopic, Griffin (2001: 149)
givesanother important reason to con-
tinue studying this part of the popul a-
tion:

‘Youthistreated asakey indicator
of the state of the nation itself (...)
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young people are assumed to hold the
key tothenation’sfuture, and thetreat-
ment and management of ‘youth’ is
expected to provide the solution to a
nation’s ‘problems’ (...) Research on
youth tells us at least as much about
the social, psychological and political
concernsof adult societies, inall their
diversity, asit does about the lives of
young peoplethemselves(...) thetwo
arefundamentally intertwined'.

From another perspective, Galin-
do (1989:37) explainsthe duality that
istherel ationship between society and
itsyouth and why studying itisanec-
essary task that at the same time car-
ries the hope of a revelatory self-as-
sessment:

“The young person is a promise;
he (sic) is till not a reality. For cur-
rent society the most important prom-
iseto continuebeing asitis. Only those
who say no, those who resist them-
selves, those that run away, can estab-
lish a new order. Society protects it-
self very well from youth’senergy and
tries to shape it according to its own
will. For those who wait for a change
inyouth’sbehaviours, those who wait
for adifferent future asaconsequence
of theaction of new generations, young
individuals rather than being a prom-
ise are a deception. While the young
individual taking shape, acquires the
face of the adult world, avery conser-
vative world that organises its new
actors in the same old logic”. (My
tranglation)

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“ LUCK DOESNOT EXIST” -

Thetask of researching youth im-
pliesfacing the challenge of assuming
anotion of youth, a categorisation of
it, which means establishing limitsand
subscribing to defined models of what
one understands as youth. On thisis-
sue, Mufioz (1999: 17-20) recallscur-
rent discussions of the need to use
morethan ageto defineyouth. Accord-
ing to this perspective the notion of
youth should be constructed a poste-
riori, oncethedifferent historical, cul-
tural and political circumstances that
give meaning to age and to youth in
each society have been analysed. How-
ever, thissametrend isawarethat bio-
logical ageisstill theonly visibleand
empirical information that one has to
begin when approaching the young
populationin any society. Consequent-
ly, ageisasointhiscasethefirst, main,
element of categorisation of thetarget
population: Cali’syouth.

When conducting research on
youth, it islikely that most of the in-
formation one gathers through statis-
tics and other legal and social docu-
mentsincludes all people between 15
and 24 years of age. However, recent
work developed both from the psycho-
logical and the social sciencestend to
differentiate between what is called
| ate adolescents (15-18) and emerging
adults (19-25) (Arnett, 2001; Furlong
and Cartmel, 1997). Age differences
represent diverse social dynamics
within each group, especially in rela-
tionto educational status, socialization
patterns, economic and occupational
characteristics and relationships with
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parents, family and other social insti-
tutions. Thisstudy followsthisline of
distinction to focus on both late ado-
lescents and emerging adults in order
toidentify contrastson the age segments
that could provide elementsfor theanal-
ysis of the time factor and changing
process of the self in risk taking.

There was, however, a need for a
practical consideration regarding late
adolescents. According to legislation
in Colombia? aswell as international
agreementsthat the Country subscribes
to?, the population under 18 isregard-
ed as minors and, specifically, those
under 16 facedifferent regulationsthan
those over that age limit. Consequent-
ly, the study decided to exclude those
under 16, despite the importance of
their situation in relation to scenarios
such aspregnancy and involvementin
minor illegal activities.

Thetarget scenarios

Thisresearch grounded theideaof
risk taking inthe exploration of behav-
iours, activities, and situations within

typical leisure and recreational con-
texts among youth in Cali. The deci-
sion to focus on such activities
stemmed from the desire to work with
“ordinary” populationsand their social
worlds. While involvement in activi-
tieslinked to organised and structural
criminality, which could lead to events
such as homicide and enrolment in
social/political/economic organisa-
tions (including armed miilitias, para-
military groups or right- or left-wing
guerrillas, drug-trafficking gangs and
mafias, among others), isasignificant
concern for the city, they still remain
“extra-ordinary” situations. This was
arguably less central to this research
since it belongs to a different behav-
ioural complex that does not affect the
majority of the youth population (al-
though of course having some dynam-
ic connectionswith thetopic of study).
The closest example of this approach
was given by Mufioz in her research
into current patterns of socialization,
ideas and perspectives of Cali’syouth,
where sheclearly explainsthat her tar-

2 |n Colombia, al people under 18 are covered by the “Codigo del Menor” (law for
under aged), established by the law 127 — 37 of the 27" of November, 1989 and
ruling after 1999. This law has specia considerations for people over 16, which
alows them, among other things, to get married or have adriving license with spe-
cial permission from the parents or legal minders, to work full time, and to purchase
acohol and cigarettes (but not go into pubs and clubs, which is restricted to those
over 18). On the other hand, there are also special considerations for law breakers
over 16 and under 18 years of age, such as specia reclusion institutions and law
procedures, which work in close agreement with the Nationa Institution for the

Welfare Children and Family (ICBF).

8 Colombia subscribes to the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child,
and ratified its participation in January 1991. It also subscribes to the two optional
protocols on armed conflict and on child prostitution in September 2000.
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get was “anonymous, ordinary kids
that were not organised in any specif-
ic way nor belonged to a micro soci-
ety that served asalink to engage them
intheproject (...) eventual belonging
to certain groups was not central, nor
inclusive, nor exclusive” (1999: 99).
Another pragmatic reason for exclud-
ing participantsin organized crimewas
the inherent difficulty and risk of this
type of research. The focus selected
leads to a more coherent research de-
sign. Consequently, the situationsand
activitiesexplored were framed in the
following categories:

- Sexua activities

- Theuseof psychoactive substanc-
es (acohoal, tobacco and other re-
lated substances) in contexts not
connected with organized criminal
activities

- Traffic-related culture (including
drinking and driving)

- “Minor” illegal activities (shop-
lifting, joyriding, use of fake Ids,
etc)

- Extreme sports

A casestudy

(1) Asmentioned, theresearch took
place in Cali in the form of a case
study. The descriptive characteristics
of thecity asacase are:

- A middle sized urban city with an
important process of devel opment
on the demographic, social, urban,
and economic levels.

- A Latin American city that com-
bines (1) thedifficulties of belong-
ing to a developing country (re-

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“ LUCK DOESNOT EXIST” -

garding urban distribution, econo-
my, migration and socia conflicts),
(2) the potentialities of the native
social, ecological, cultural and his-
torical resources, and (3) the op-
portunities of receiving influence
and aid of a diverse nature from
developed countries.

- Acity highly impacted by national
social conflicts such as violence
and drug production and traffick-
ing, whose consequences are seen
inthesocial, economic and cultur-
al structures.

(2) A third of Cali’s population is
between 10 and 29 years of age. The
condition of a young city that faces
violence asamain threat for itsyouth
and, as well, that offers diverse and
complex ways of living, makes it a
suitable site for studying the topic of
risk and youth. Cali’'s background of
migration and its dynamic of social
inclusion and exclusion offer an op-
portunity to approach this situation.
Using Vanegas' words, Cali is a city
that holds different cities (1998). Pre-
vious studies show that the city has a
global socia, economic and cultural
logic that breaks down into contrast-
ing different logics within the locali-
tiesthat co-exist. Sudying Cali’syouth
offered the advantage of exploring this
multiplicity in order to identify the
ways in which variables such as gen-
der, occupation and social conditions
determinein different waysthe mean-
ings, usesand habitsrelated to risk tak-

ing.
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(3) In a broader sense, the study
also offered apossibility of establish-
ing connections and comparisonswith
(i) other contextsand (ii) other, previ-
ously explored aspects of risk taking
in other age spans.

(4) As part of strategies of nation-
a and local governmentsto tackle (i)
the impact of social conflicts related
to violence and the drug industry; (ii)
the uneven social and economic dis-
tribution (inclusion/exclusion); and
(ii1) specific social problems such as
unplanned teenage pregnancy, the use
of alcohol and drugs, and issues con-
cerning traffic culture, among others,
Cali is currently taking part in differ-
ent research and intervention projects.
Cali’scurrent Plan of Development has
the young popul ation as the main tar-
get of all these strategies; this situa-
tion offers a good opportunity to de-
velop projects such the present one as
it fitswithin the guidelines of the gov-
ernment with respect to public policies
in education and health.

Conducting the study wasasojus-
tified by findings of other recent re-
search in the city: (1) Vanegas de-
scribed the duality faced by young
mal es between engaging in acts of vi-
olencethat imply ahigh risk of un-le-
thal and lethal injuries, or being ap-
prehended by the police. On the one
hand, they stateawill and wishtolive
their lives at a “slower rhythm”, but,
at the sametime, they explain how vi-
olence, aggression and physical

strength are highly valued in their lo-
cal contexts in relation to individual
and collective identity construction
(1998: 153). (2) According to Urrea
and Quintin (2000: 150), drinking
large amountsof alcohol in partiesand
public placesisrelated to young men’s
need of proving to their peers the
strength of their bodies and the capa-
bility of resistance. Thislatter ideais
found acrossall their research onmale
identity construction in excluded ar-
eas of the city. (3) One of the more
complex findings in this field relates
to femal e sexuality and socio-econom-
ic conditions. While pregnancy proves
to bea“pass’ into adulthood, an im-
provement of familial and social sta-
tus, an assurance of womanhood for
girlsinacontext where study and work
opportunities are very limited, girls
from middle and upper estratosfacea
continuous struggle to demonstrate
that they can be full women without
the necessity of adirect experience of
maternity and that sexuality includes
both reproductive and erotic dimen-
sionsthat should both be equally val-
ued morally and socialy (Vanegas,
1998: 139; Rosero and Saldarriaga,
1999: 10). These findings show that
specific scenarios of “risk taking” can-
not be seen from a black and white
perspective, and that the social and
economic conditions of thelocal con-
texts are strong determinants of such
actions.
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4. A qualitative approach:
Aspects of methodology

On theoretical grounds regarding
the tradition of risk studies, the re-
search can be framed under the con-
structivist approach, however, itsepis-
temological perspective is supported
by a broader position known as criti-
cal realism. As will be explained in
detail further on, this conception ac-
knowledgesthat underneath the moti-
vations and meanings assigned to risk
taking in the complexity of social sit-
uations, there are also biological, me-
chanical and other non-humanly
charged factors that should also be
considered. Thismeansthat regardless
of the values and meanings assigned
to their outcomes, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, pregnancies, car crashes
caused by weakened driving skillsand
resulting in bodily traumas, among oth-
ers, arean unavoidablereality that has
to be recorded and taken on board. In
thisregard, quantitativetoolsare help-
ful to record such events as plots, or
fabric of actions (tramas); however,
these events are also surrounded by
plots or fabrics of motivations, mean-
ings and interest that result from the
human-social nature are more suscep-
tible to be understood and interpreted
by qualitative means (Ricoeur, 1983;
Sevilla-Casas and Sevilla, 2005). The
study explores narratives of motiva-
tions, meanings and perceptions with
detail into theroutinesand social con-
texts they took place in. At the same
time, it is important noting that this

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“ LUCK DOESNOT EXIST”

research isinterested in exploring the
situational logicsof risk taking instead
of individual patterns of behaviour.

Theresearch toolsincluded sever-
al months of participant observation,
the execution of four focus groups and
fifty individual semi-structured inter-
viewswith anemphasisonlifestories.
Sampling and contacting strategiesin-
cluded quotas (by age, gender and so-
cial status), targeting of specific cases
and key informants, and snowballing.
Participants were between 16 and 25
years of age from both genders and
more from a background outside of
institutions rather than within them.
Verbal informant consent was always
acquired and information was collect-
ed via tape recording and fieldwork
journal notes. Analysiswas supported
by ETHNOGRAPH V.5.0., acomput-
er based programme that allowed
structuring the information through
categories or families of codes, expe-
dited the coding and was also hel pful
in synchronising the theory with the
fieldwork results.

Structure of the document

The document is presented in five
chapters. Regularly, reports like this
would follow the “IMRD” scheme,
Introduction, Methods, Results and
Discussion, however, the characteris-
tics of the findings which will be pre-
sented in adetailed narrative, demand
the consideration of a more balanced
structure. Accordingly, the reader will
find in Chapter One, “Being a young
Calefio at the beginning of this centu-
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ry” aninitial section with the descrip-
tion of the setting and the population
of study with the use of some current
figures on demography and other cen-
tral characteristics. A second section
describes the process of growing up
and the patterns of socialization of
young calefios, and the following five
sections give full account of the main
findingsin relation to their experienc-
es on the target areas of study (use of
psychoactive substances, sexuality,
traffic culture, extreme sports, and
minor illegal activities).

To provide a bridge between the
ethnographic narrative and the theo-
retical discussion, Chapter Two will
present the “Research Methods and
Methodology”. This chapter presents
in detail the process of conception,
design and the manner in which the
present study was conducted inregards
to methodology. A first section de-
scribes the epistemological and theo-
retical position that supports the use
of aqualitative and interpretative ap-
proach to the study of youth risk tak-
ing in aframework that will be called
situational logic. A second section
gives an account of the research plan
and presents aspects of sampling, ac-
cessand contact of the participantsand
selection criteria. The characteristics
of the participants and the technical
aspectsof thefinal sampleof study will
be discussed in section three, and the
concrete strategies and tools for gath-
ering theinformation will be present-
ed in section four. Section fivediscuss-
esthe process of analysisand interpre-

tation of the material, section six will
discuss ethical issues of the research,
and afinal section on reflexivity will
analyse the study as a personal expe-
rience.

Chapter Threeis divided into two
main parts. The first part presents the
literature review considering the no-
tion of risk, the origin of the concept
and the main empirical and theoreti-
cal perspectives. The latter includes a
description of thetradition of risk stud-
iesin the health sciences, the analysis
of the work of three central authors
(Mary Douglas, Ulrich Beck and An-
thony Giddens) and the description of
the current stream of youth risk taking
analysis. The second part drawsonthe
findings of the study for thefirst time
to describe the constitutive elements
of risk taking through the lenses of
youth; following Lupton and Tulloch’s
model (2003), the next section analy-
sesyouth’s personal definitionsof risk;
and a final section develops the idea
of control and its role in the process
of risk taking.

The analysisand discussion of the
findingswill be developed in Chapter
Four, where two sections address the
theoretical questionsof study. Thefirst
part will analyse the characteristics of
youth risk taking, and present the ele-
ments of fatalism traced in the narra-
tives of study. The second part will
consider thefunction of risk taking, the
notion of positiverisk taking -with the
development of theideas of moratori-
um and social integration- and, final-
ly, the question of the social construc-
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tion of risk with acritical analysis of
the notion of vulnerability.

A final chapter will summarizethe
main conclusions and proposed con-
tributionsto the academic debate and,
potentially, to the fields of public
health and social policy that have
youth asacentral concern. Future sce-
narios of study and cues for develop-
ing ideas identified or initialy analy-
sed in the research will also be
sketched.

The reader will find that the de-
scription of thefindingsand part of the
analysis makes a strong use of direct
quotes from the participants of this
study. Selecting this style of writing
was based on a personal decision to
keep the study closely connected to the
field, and to make full use of therich-
ness, depth and complexity of thein-
formation collected. Asthe study was
conducted in a Spani sh speaking coun-
try, the quotes had to be trandlated to
English by the researcher, which in-
troduces a filter that should be ac-
knowledged, as the original structure
and word setting could be altered in
this process; however, a complete
record of the original quotes can be
found in Appendix 1, should anyone
be interested to have a direct read.

It isthe hope of the researcher that
thiswork contributesto the social, ac-
ademic and political debate on risk
taking but, aboveall, that it reinforces
the construction of a bridge that con-
nectstheabstract, adult-centred vision
of theworld to that of youth, acknowl-
edging their perspectives and tuning

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“ LUCK DOESNOT EXIST” -

our frequencies accurately enough to
listen and to understand their narra-
tivesand every day experiencesof life.

5. Conclusions and Per-
spectives

Thisfinal section summarizes the
central empirical and theoretical find-
ings presented and devel oped through-
out this document, with an emphasis
on the convergences and divergences
with the current debate on risk research
inthelocal and global academic milieu.

5.1. Methodological and
epistemological aspects

The study was conducted in Cali,
Colombia, and used a qualitative ap-
proach for the study of risk-taking in
the youth population. Thiswasmostly
done by conducting participant obser-
vation and undertaking four focus
groupsand fifty interviewswith males
and females aged sixteen to twenty
five, from different socio-economic
backgroundsin the city.

The epistemological design has
been orientated by theideaof describ-
ing and interpreting reality as a strati-
fied complexity of tramas or fabrics
of objective events, meanings and in-
terests. Thefirst layer is composed of
al human and non human actionsand
processes, including biological, me-
chanical, physical and environmental
factors. At this first level, objective
events have to be recorded and de-
scribed, as they represent the prime
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material of social contextsand human
situations. Inthisline of thought, both
qualitative and quantitative tools of
research are useful to keep account of
these elements. A second layer of tra-
mas would be made of individual and
collective meaningsthat these actions
have in each context, and, as a third
level, the interests that motivate and
play out theinteraction of the other two
levels. It should be noted that, asin a
thick crafted weave, theselevelsinter-
relate with each other to produce a
complex social situation. In terms of
social research, the two latter levels
and the complete interweaving of the
diverse elements are not only to be
described but to be interpreted and
understood. As a consequence, the
methodol ogical approach to theselev-
els should be of a hermeneutical na-
ture, which is usually provided by
qualitative strategies and methods of
analysis. It should also be noted that
the main focus of this project was not
the exploration of individual concep-
tions and behaviours but the analysis
of situational logics of risk which in-
clude personal as well as collective,
social and contextual processes.

By acknowledging the existence of
tramas of objective events, meanings
and interests, this study has also sup-
ported the ideas of critical realism
which believes that underneath the
motivations and meaningsassigned to
risk taking in complex social situa-
tions, there are also hiological, me-
chanical and other non-humanly
charged factors that should also be

considered. Intermsof thetheoretical
tradition of risk studies this research
followed the lines of the constructiv-
ist approach, onethat conceivesof risk
as “a hazard, threat or danger that is
inevitably mediated through social and
cultural processes and can never be
known inisolation from these process-
es’. Therefore, in addition to thelevel
of tramasof objective events, theanal-
ysis of risk and risk taking included
the exploration of the contextsinwhich
these processes take place and thein-
dividual and social meanings attribut-
ed to such risks. Themost highly con-
trasting approach to thisisthe realist
per spective with major contributions
from health related disciplines and
developmental and cognitive psychol-
ogy, where the focus differs from the
constructivist approach as it seeks to
understand risk taking as part of de-
velopmental procedures and assumes,
inacertain way, that thereisanormal
way in which people should behave
and react. This has been strongly in-
fluenced by ‘ideal’ models of health
which assume that there is a normal
state of things. Accordingly, this posi-
tion tends to consider risk taking as a
failure of the processthat connectsin-
formation about the negative effects of
engaging in such activitiesand the abil-
ity to not engage on them.

5.2. Main Findings
This research was orientated by

two aims: (1) to analyse the notion of
risk and its constitutive el ementswith-
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in everyday conceptions and behav-
iours of young people, in referenceto
their perception of fatalism, and (2) to
describe the role of risk in terms of
functions and perceived associated
benefits in the life of youth, in order
to exploretheideaof positiverisk tak-
ing inrelation to social contexts.

5.2.1. Youth, risk and fa-
talism

Regarding thefirst line of research,
it was found that risk is central to the
regular discourses and conceptions of
everyday life of youth, and that it has
four major constitutive elements.

(1) Thenotion of acausal process.
Consistent with the literature, narra-
tives showed a conception of risk asa
chain of causation, which underlines
the awarenessthat certain actionslead
to other actions or situations. Thisel-
ement is critical in the theoretical de-
bate between constructivist and real-
ist approaches, as the latter tends to
associate risk taking with irrationali-
ty. However, the accuracy of the con-
structivist approach in this regard is
confirmed here by evidence showing
that, not only elements of rationality
are present in a risk taking situation,
but also that it involves complex pro-
cesses of decision making where pri-
oritising between different sets of
values and potential negative and
positive outcomes is a regular pat-
tern. Thissituation of risk calculation
appeared in both abstract and practi-
cal levels, as young people develop
skillsto calculaterisk intermsof com-
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panion (risk —whomwith), places (risk
—where) and moments (risk —when).
Following the idea of situational log-
ics of risks, narratives showed that
engagement in risk- taking activities
was conceived and highly valued as
“thick moments’ or complex situations
and not only asaparticular behaviour;
for example, attending piques (illegal
car races) offered more than the pos-
sibility of racing acar (which many did
not actually do), it offered integration
to exclusive networks and the oppor-
tunity to meet people. Stating that these
calculations are made through the de-
velopment of specific skillsunderlines
that risk management is a constructed
— learnt process where family, peers
and same-gender-companions play a
critical role. In this particular case,
gender was identified as a structural
differentiating marker, as females
showed a strong peer/self-monitoring
process in terms of their gender iden-
tity, their narratives described that be-
sides the regular concerns regarding
persona safety, health and relationship
with peers (common to both girls and
boys), for them, reputation and re-
spectability seemed to be constantly at
stake.

(2) A second element was the as-
sessment of the time factor as part of
the process of risk taking. In relation
to the idea of a causal chain, time, in
the notion of future, is centra to the
concept of risk; thischaracteristic can
be noted better when exploring ele-
ments of fatalism where the absence
of a notion of future and the idea of
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living the present moment are clearly
identified. Animportant feature of time
isits plasticity, the probability of liv-
ing multiple scenarios, of changing
from one pattern of life to the other
with little difficulty, as an element of
being young. Narratives showed that
time provides the possihility of creat-
ing potential scenarios, of experimen-
tation — a central task for youth - and
of resuming the tracks of life that
would be expected from adult-centred
society. Thisopportunity, initially, ap-
pears to be clearer for upper-middie/
integrated classes than for lower-ex-
cluded populations, due to the struc-
ture of the social agents that support
them through these processes, such as
family and networks for study and
work. Finaly, it should also be men-
tioned that narratives expressthat time
andlifearelivedinavery intense way,
which allowsthe exploration of multi-
ple scenarios and patterns of behav-
ioursin short slots of time.

(3) A central characteristic of risk
incurrent timesisthat it is negatively
charged in terms of its outcomes; this
meansthat, regularly, risk isconceived
as bad risk. This feature was also
present inyouth’snarrativesand it was
usually represented through discours-
esof fear. Asit will be developed fur-
ther, fear (asother features of risk) can
be associated with potential outcomes,
and plays arole in processes of self-
improvement; however, it is present-
ed here asthe particular shapethat the
notion of risk, as anegative situation,
takesinyouth experiences. Mgor fears

associated with potential outcomes of
risk are: (a) losing control of oneself,
that is, afear of breaking personal lim-
its and undermining personal princi-
ples and values (usually as aresult of
regular or occasiona use of psycho-
active substances); (b) failure (related
to reputation and image, especially
affecting parents, peersand significant
others); (c) physical pain (in many
occasions as part of a poor, self-dam-
aged health); (d) death. In the case of
females, osing self control would usu-
aly puttheminavulnerableand clear
position as victims of all kinds of ag-
gression, whereas males would per-
ceivethemselvesasmorelikely to be-
come aggressors. It should also be
noted that fear was perceived asatool
to keep oneself grounded and centred,
acting as an inner restraint. In cases
such astheregular practice of extreme
sports, for instance, fear was seen as
the difference between failure and suc-
cessasit would maintain an awareness
of the personal limitsand skills, mean-
ing that it is helpful in the process of
risk calculation.

(4) Consistent with hints given by
previous research for broader age
spansand other categories, control was
noted to be an element recurrent in
youth’s reflections on the process of
risk taking. Central associated notions
included: (@) Irresponsibility, as risk
taking waseventually seen asafailure
in the fulfilment of personal, familiar
and social responsibilitiesor roles as-
sumed. Inthiscase, lack of control and
self restraint was conceived as atrig-
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ger for avoiding or failing to take re-
sponsibilities. Once more, it isimpor-
tant noting that despite the proposed
idea that risk taking is experienced
through processes of rationalisation
and calculation of diverse positiveand
negative potential outcomes, this
choosing may sometimes producein-
ner conflicts with regardsto the set of
values and guides of action that are
highly influenced by adult-centred
structures and internalised by the in-
dividual during long periods of social
and family education. However, as
noted by literature on socialisation,
youth is characterised by the confron-
tation and personalisation of these
schemes.

(b) “External risks/ internal choic-
es’, an ideawhich stressestherole of
self-control and persona will, in the
process of risk management. Resourc-
esto deal with such situations are be-
lieved to be acquired at home and with
peersduring the stages of socialisation.

(c) Narratives also stressed that
personal risks were easier to manage
and calculate than global/external
risks. An important emphasis was
madein the general awareness of risks
related to the country’ s socio-econom-
ic stability and testimonies included
experiences or personal reflections
regarding political violence (such as
kidnappings and bombings), social
violenceand instability (robbery), and
interpersonal violence (different lev-
els of aggression).

(d) On occasions, control was as-
sociated with the presence of othersin
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situations of risk management or cal-
culation, in two broad senses. Firstly,
being in the company of others (usu-
ally friends) would assure asafety net-
work that helpstheindividualsto stay
grounded and in contact with their per-
sonal values; that is, friends would
serve asa‘“poleto the earth” in situa-
tions of potential loss of control. Main
gender differences were observed as
females would stress strong peer and
gender monitoring, whereas males
would refer to friends more in terms
of support and companionship rather
than in terms of guards. In a second
sense, being with others would usual-
ly keep individuals aware of the way
inwhich their actions could affect their
companions. Gender differences
showed that females perceive them-
selves as an influential factor causing
malesto maintain self control, such as
when they are the main companion of
adrunk driver, whereasmalesdescribe
themselves as active control takers or
power holders; narratives describe
male reflections about the potential
harm they could cause to others and
how, once this possibility is eliminat-
ed, they would be more relaxed about
weakening their self control.

(e) Finaly, narrativeswould stress
their conception of “ older and wiser”,
as perceptions regarding self control
often described it as a consequence of
growing up and becoming mature.
Reflections described how the effect
of time would allow individuals to
know their bodies, values, personal
limits and characteristics of their
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friends and, consequently, become
more skilful with regard to staying in
control and calculating risk. Thelatter
does not mean that risk taking disap-
pearswith age, but that individualsdo
tend to bemore consistent in their val-
uesand beliefsand strengthen their self
control asthey experience life.

An additional consideration to the
sociological analysis of risk was the
potential contribution of elementsusu-
ally explored by the psychological
field such as sensation seeking, the
notion of apersonal fable, and the op-
timistic bias. Traditionally, these ele-
ments are seen as hiological — devel-
opmental factors that characterise
young populations and have an impact
on their mental structure, which leads
them to underestimate the potential
outcomesof (risky) actionsand believe
that they are less likely to be affected
by negative situations than other peo-
ple. Thestudy explored the social (and
not the neurological) basis and char-
acteristics of these factors to under-
stand the complexity of risk taking.
Narratives described in detail how the
persond fableisaconstitutive element
of risk taking as in many occasions a
feeling of control and uniquenesstends
to overcome the assessment of other
factors. Thisis not to say that young
people undertaketheir actionswithout
having at |east abasic awareness of the
conseguences; it isjust that they gen-
uinely believethat they havethe capa-
bility of mastering the situation. Con-
sistent with current literature, therole
of peersand social networkswasfound

to be crucial for the engagement of
youthinrisk behaviours, where males
underlinetheir role as companion and
support, and females stress their con-
tribution in self and gender monitor-
ing. A recurrent figurein this category
was the idea of living a heroic life, a
situation identified as a tool for con-
fronting reality and engaging in pro-
cesses of self-actualisation. Narratives
described how breaking the rules or
testing one’ svaluesand skillswascrit-
ical to show self control and reinforce
elements of masculinity, femininity or
youth. However, responses also
stressed that, as much as the idea of
being heroic provides positive effects
for processes of self and socia con-
struction of the self, it is also recogn-
ised as a potentially harmful element
that stands on the edge of what is ac-
ceptable or unacceptablewithinanin-
dividual’s patterns of behaviours.
Underlining the notion of tramas
of objective events, meanings and in-
terests, the study found that, despite
thefact of risk being acentral element
to youth’s conception of the world, it
wasregularly interwoven with aspects
of fatalism, though these appear on a
lesser extent. The most outstanding
shapesthat this concept takesin youth
narrativesare: (1) A failureto takere-
sponsibility for one’sactionsand plac-
ing it either in othersor in externa cir-
cumstances. As a general pattern, in-
dividualsassumed passiverolesof vic-
tims, which can be traced in practices
such as the use of psychoactive sub-
stances or unsafe sexual practices. An
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interesting point of discussion in this
situation is that justification for risk
taking is placed, for instance, in the
physical effectsof the substances used,
but little self-assessment is done over
the use of substancesitself and, when
it happens to be mentioned, it is usu-
ally doneto blame othersfor the situ-
ation. A contrast that highlights this
position was perceived with non-fatal-
istic caseswhereindividual sacknowl-
edged the effects that these substanc-
es have in them and took measures to
control them. (2) An absolute, direct
associ ation between risk taking and the
social context, which leads to the be-
lief that any scenario, opportunity, ac-
tion or behaviour is completely and
only predetermined by socio-econom-
ic conditions, and that “ breaking’’ this
scheme is only possible via risk tak-
ing. An example of thispositionisthe
engagement inillegal activitiesto ac-
cessleisure, recreation and other sym-
bolic goods. (3) An avoidance of the
notion of futureand planningwhichis
usually supported by theideaof being
young and living the moment without
worrying about the future. On many
occasions the idea of “youth spirit”
appeared in narratives as a justifica-
tion or an umbrellato avoid taking re-
sponsibility, supported by theideathat
risk taking behaviours should be some-
thing to be expected and accepted from
youth. Thiselement could be explained
by the traditional influence of realist
models (especially from areas of health
and developmental psychology) which
have promoted a certain notion that
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youth risk taking is the result of the
failure of processes of rationality that
are still under development. (4) The
belief in fate, god or a higher power
that controls and rules one's life and
that, in some occasions, has aready
predetermined what will happen to
each and every one. (5) A disdainful
position towards life, which can be
described asloss of interest and alack
of motivation for actions and behav-
iours. Thispositionwould perceivelife
as atemporary episode that has a be-
ginning and an end, thus, behaviours
sometimes would challenge death or
simply would not fear it. As a conse-
guence, some narratives would state
that as death isan imminent reality to
all, they may aswell encounter it while
having fun. (6) The idea that people
are born with elements of risk taking
in their character which they develop
through life but which cannot be mod-
ified. As a consequence, it was be-
lieved by somethat they had adanger-
seeking or deviant nature and that it
was not possible for them or anyone
to modify its basics.

5.2.3. Positive Risk-Taking

The second line of discussion de-
veloped the idea of positive risk-tak-
ing in youth. Discourses identified
perceived benefitsin risk taking, which
are precisely those taken under con-
sideration during processes of risk cal-
culation. Consequently, narratives note
that risk (through its potential bene-
fits) can be perceived ashaving diverse
functionsinthelife of youth: (1) Con-
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sistent with current literature, risk is
perceived to promote self improve-
ment and actualisation at physical,
emotional or social levels during and
after taking partin such activities. Dis-
courses continuously mentioned risk
taking as the opportunity to test the
self, to reinforce their youth spirit and
to build their personal identity. (2) On
occasions, risk taking allowed an emo-
tional engagement which promoted the
self to extend beyond the adult-cen-
tred structures of culture and society.
In this regard, it was noted that the
process of rationalisation and assess-
ment of personal prioritiesin relation
to risks placeimportant value on emo-
tional reasons and experiences. (3) In
the particular settings of leisure and
recreation, risk taking proved to have
an important role in the construction
of familiar and cultural identity and,
at the sametime, in gaining (4) peer-
group approval and asense of belong-
ing. Inboth cases, narrativeswere con-
sistent with previous studies that
stressed therole of risk taking in these
behaviours as rites de passage, sub-
stantially supported and promoted by
peer and adult networks. (5) In the
particular case of youth, risk taking has
been deeply connected to issues of
personal and social image, in terms of
peer groupsaswell asinterms of gen-
der identity.

Based on recent local research, the
study used the notion of modern so-
cial integration (or exclusion) to de-
scribe youth that has (or lacks) eco-
nomic, socia and symbolic resources

for personal development and, in re-
gardsto these classifications, therole
that risk plays to expedite or extend
their entrance to adult society. The
period where this process takes place
usually begins with late adolescence
and emerging adulthood until the for-
mal enrolment in society asan adultin
terms of work, housing and family/
marital status; it is known in the cur-
rent literature as moratorium and risk
iscentral to its structure.

In the case of excluded popula-
tions, the study used the example of
early pregnancies, usualy perceived as
asocial and health risk activity, to ex-
plore the role that risk plays as a tool
to shortening the moratorium and,
therefore, to accelerate theintegration
into adult networks. For females, ear-
ly pregnancies represent benefits such
as (1) Improvement of social status
within the household, (2) Securing a
partner, (3) Leaving home and start-
ing one's own family, (4) Accessing
socia benefitsfrom governmental and
non governmental institutions, (5) In-
creasing personal safety, and (6) Ex-
ercising womanhood. For males, ben-
efitstook the shape of (1) Reinforcing
and demonstrating masculinity, (2) A
passage into adulthood, (3) Assuring
the prolongation of their lineage, and
(4) The possibility of settling down,
consolidating afamily and entering the
legal —stable labour market. General-
ly, both malesand femal estend to per-
celverisk as an opportunity for trans-
formation of their pathwaysand asal-
ternative channelsfor integration.
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In contrast with excluded popula-
tions, risk among already integrated
popul ationswas perceived asatool for
elongating moratorium and slowing
the entrance to adulthood. This study
foundin these social environmentsan
associ ation betweenrisk taking and the
avoidance of two central markers of
adult life: commitment and long-term
planning; thisis usually done by ex-
ploring scenarios such as regular at-
tendance at raves and after parties, the
use of psychoactive substances—espe-
cialy “hard drugs’-, engagement in
illegal activities and even elongating
stages of training and education. As
part of their conditions as integrated
youth, narratives showed that family,
peers and society in general provides
them with the resources and opportu-
nities to easily resume the expected
pathways, and that their experiences
asrisk takersend up being considered
aconsgtitutive path of their youth.

Thesefindings can be summarized
intwo main theoretical ideas. (1) Con-
sistent with previouslocal research, it
was hoted that lower socio-economic
stratatendsto haveshorter periods
of moratorium; thus, insertion into
adult lifein termsof work, econom-
ic production and consolidation of
own familiesisdone faster and ear-
lier than in upper classes. This can
be explained by the economic con-
straints that force young peopleto be-
come economically active as quickly
aspossiblein order to help their fam-
iliesand to cover their own expenses.
Thistransformation is usually associ-
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ated with the insertion into the labour
market. (2) Initially, it could be under-
stood from the findings that fatalism
is stronger in lower socio-economic
populations than in middle-upper
classes. Thisistrue only to a certain
extent. Ontheonehand, itisnoted that
poor economic conditions lower the
possibilities of action and potential
future scenariosfor youth; to useasta-
tistical term, it can be said that exclud-
ed, “poor” segments of the popula-
tion have less* degrees of freedom”
than people from integrated,
wealthier environments, to plan and
develop their life. Thus, apparently
in the“lower” extreme of the scale
thereisa stronger manifestation of
fatalism; however, it should be con-
sidered that as in these environ-
mentssocial and economic resour c-
esaremorelimited, consequently, so
arethe potential outcomesthat can be
achieved through them. On the other
hand, it has to be stressed that narra-
tives from these populations still
present the constitutive elements of
risk taking. This is, that despite the
lower, limited conditionsor degrees
of freedom, thelogicof risk interms
of planning, the conception of a
causal process, and the weigh of
potential outcomes is still applied.
This means that engagement in the
studied behaviours does not happen
“automatically” but that, in different
levels of complexity, it is considered
as an option and their potential out-
comes are weighted and prioritised.
Accordingly, instead of fatalism,
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young people adopt a calculative
realism. Limited conditionsforce peo-
ple to be strategic in their conception
of life, which, inthe case of youth, can
be described in terms of logics of risk
calculation. It should also be noted that
asthistension between fatalism and
risk is mediated by socio-economic
conditions, the actions undertaken to
expedite or avoid moratoriumare con-
sistent with the resources and condi-
tions individuals have at hand. This
means that people do what they can
with what they have at both extremes
of the scale. Thus, an important con-
sequence is that behaviours contrast
dramatically, asit is not the same to
elongate moratorium by taking ayear
off studiesto party and usedrugs, than
to shorten it by having a child. A Co-
lombian expression describes accu-
rately this situation, “hacer de tripas
corazon”, that is, in excluded strata
people make a heart out of their bow-
els.

Thetraditional idea of social con-
structivism was explored through the
analysis of the role of femalesin Co-
lombia s male-centred traffic culture,
specifically as the companion of a
drunk driver. The use of this particu-
lar example was al so intended to con-
front the idea of gender vulnerability
inorder to explorethe current waysin
which it has been transformed into an
active agency where individuals are
concrete actors -and not victims- of
their socia environments, and toiden-
tify the role of risk within this com-
plexity. Thus, the study stressed that

risk, asacentral element of current
social scenarios, isnot imposed but
constructed asan option todeal with
reality (that, yes, can be uneven and
segregated), weighing and prioritising
all the elementsat stake. Among these
priorities and potential scenarios and
motivations, the study found that, in
the case of the femal e driving compan-
ion, reasons for engaging in this par-
ticular “risky” scenario included ele-
ments closely related to the construc-
tion of personal, social and gender
identity. Analysis of these elements
was supported by theory regarding
gender differencesin moral reasoning,
which suggests that while males tend
to be justice orientated, females are
more likely to beresponsibility orien-
tated. Consequently, it is noted that
women have been taught to care for
other people and expect othersto care
for them; in addition, while men think
in terms of rules and justice, women
are more inclined to think in terms of
caring and relationships. This pattern
was clear in the reviewed narratives
and allows the inference that, even
when prioritising theother over the
self, female risk serves a personal
interest in the construction of their
feminine role. In this regard, it is
worth questioning the vulnerability of
females in this situation and under-
standing that their use of their own self
(bodies, companions and role as fe-
males) can betransformed from apas-
sive-victim position to one of active

agency.
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5.3. Putting risk in per-
spective: concluding com-
ments

This study has aimed to respond
to current literature’s cues to explore
the notion of risk within specific so-
cial contexts with an emphasis on the
process of prioritising potential nega-
tiveand positive outcomes. It hasalso
intended to bridge the alleged gap be-
tween reason and risk taking through
the exploration of youth narratives,
disclosing situational logicsof risk and
tramas of objective events, meanings
and interest, where social agents such
as family and peers, and social mark-
erslike gender and social background,
have proved to be critical.

Intermsof ageneral debate, most-
ly developed in Anglophone and west-
ern literature, the study takes placein
a very active period of research into
youth risk taking, which has been pro-
ducing aseriesof reportsfromdiverse
perspectives, very useful in the con-
struction of this particular analysis,
especialy in understanding risk in
terms of gendered and locally lived
experiences. This study aims to con-
tributeto this debate through the anal -
ysis of risk-taking in a developing
country, a perspective that, according
torecent literature, islacking. We sug-
gest aparticular emphasisonthe con-
nection between theidea of morato-

rium (very current in the local-Latin
American analysis of youth) and the
roleof risk in different and complex
S0Ci0-economic contexts.

In relation to the Latin American
milieu, the study has built upon recent
innovative effortsto analyse youth and
its interaction with elements of the
complex socid redlity (violence, crim-
inality, relationship with the body and
projects of the self, and processes of
use and creation of cultural products,
among others) from a qualitative ap-
proach which tries to describe these
situations from the inside; that is, un-
derlining the point of view of the hu-
man actors and describing the tramas
that produce their interaction. Thus,
thisstudy has proposed the use of risk
as a key concept for interpreting
youth culture, behaviours and con-
ceptions, something hinted at but not
fully used beforein local academic lit-
erature. In addition, the effort to con-
struct this analysis has been focused
on partial segments of this population
asacross sectiona exploration of class
and gender that builds upon previous
research that in order to go further toa
more integrated perspective.

As for Cali and Colombia, the
study provides a broad sociological
analysis of the critical socio-econom-
ic situation of youth, whichisconstant-
ly being pointed out as a major social
and political concern®.

4 Onthispractical level, recent eventsin Cali leading to the widespread awareness of
youth’sinvolvement in several of theillegal activities recorded in this study require
ageneral sociological analysis of the role of risk in this segment of the population,
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Finally, asatributeto the boysand
girlsthat took part inthisresearch and
to those that have been working with
themonadaily basis, it should be said
that thisstudy hastried to put risk into
perspective, to critically analyse the
current negative aurathat surroundsit,
especially from the adult-centred per-
spective, to understand it in the com-
plexity of the day to day life: when a
cigaretteislit to “ catch a breath” and
relax; when the lost and found lover
has acceded for a romantic night and
the condoms ran out, when the class
matesjump into the car with asix pack
of beersjust tokill sometime,... when
life, ordinary life, happens. Asthe Pan-
amanian singer Ruben Blades putsit,
lifeisconstantly being crafted through
decisionsof al sizes, wheresmall vic-
toriesfollow small defeats and where
big losses could become big wins, all
to the beat of day to day life:

“Decisiones, todo cuesta, vengan
y hagan sus apuestas, cada dia

Decisiones, todo cuesta, alguien
pierde, alguien gana, Ave Maria’

[Decisions, everything has its
price, come and make your bets, ev-
ery day

Decisions, everything hasitsprice,
someone wins, someone |oses]
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