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Young people have never held a very clear place in structural social class analysis.
Analysis tends to focus on their attachment to the labour market, their job status and
education inequalities as outcomes rather than causes. Sometimes their class is based on their
own occupational status and sometimes on that of their father (or mother in a lone-mother’!
household).

There are particular difficulties in identifying, studying and redressing'? inequalities in
youth. Inequalities within households (inequalities of gender and age) make it difficult to
determine individual-level poverty, especially ( a ) relation to dependants™. (i) Youth

poverty tends to become more visible when young people are no longer able to be dependent

on their parents and may become jobless, homeless, or trapped in the poverty associated with

teenage parenthood. There are therefore some problems for the analysis of inequality which

are integral to youth, namely the transition ( b ) private to public worlds, during which
young people’s social status broadly changes from ascribed™ to achieved, at first through the
medium of the family’s and peer group’s own status structures, and later through ‘achieving’
their adult social and economic status. How has this configuration changed in conditions of
late modernitys, when ascribed status has arguably become less significant and individual
biographies more reflexive"?

¢ii) Social class in quantitative research is typically based on adults, usually male ones,

and the social class of ‘dependants’ measured according to the occupation of the head of

household, the male ‘breadwinner’ (in the language of the welfare state). The most common
measure of social class for young people living in their parental homes draws on their ‘ascribed
class’ as dependants (whether or not they are}, according to their father’s occupational class.
The problems for researchers are thussimilar { ¢ ) those of policy-makers trying to tackle
youth poverty: some young people live independently of their families of origin, alone or with
others, or are homeless. Even if they do live in the parental home, this does not mean that the
standard ( d ) living is equally shared among household members, and the ascription of
social class — or of poverty / wealth — is thus likely to mislead.

() The notion of basing social class on young people’s own jobs is equally problematic

when young people are subject to unemployment {as in the 1970s) or increasingly delaying

their entry into labour market (as currently). Increasingly, young people may be in training

schemes (and other intermediate statuses) which are hard to differentiate from jobs, or in
several part-time jobs, or in the informal economy, none of which is readily amenable to™
social-class analysis. Structural explanations based on current occupational class are

problematic because jobs are insecure and changing (some of them may still constitute




stepping-store jobs to better occupational positions). Employment and unemployment

histories were better predictors { e ) current labour-market situation of outcomes in

adulthood and it seems that this is still the case.
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(1 : Gill Jones ‘YOUTH", Polity Press, 2009, pp.117-118)
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