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ABSTRACT

For years, a storm and stress view presided over
academics’ understanding of adolescence. Some recent academic
literature, however, has challenged this hypothesis. The
public and the media, on the other hand, still buy into this
view of adolescents. This thesis explores an interactive
method of studying adolescents and compares its findings with
those of traditional survey methods used by other researchers.
The methodology involved: (1) conducting informal interviews
with some youth and developing a survey based on questions
suggested by them, (2) distributing the survey to the group,
and (3) analyzing the findings and sharing them with the
participants for their feedback.

The main finding of the present survey is that, when
compared to the other Canadian sociological surveys, the
overall impression of adolescents from this study is more
positive. The adolescents surveyed seemed to be happy,
healthy and hopeful of the future. The differences between
this survey and others might result, in part, from the fact
that the questions asked in the present study were known to be
important to the participants (because they chose them) and
because the participants were given the chance to explain
their answers (i.e. questions were open-ended). These
findings reinforce the idea that representatives of the group
to be surveyed should be involved in the design process and
that the respondents’ own words might provide more insight
than statistics alone.

In the future, the survey instrument could be used either
alone or with other methods combining both participant and
researcher concerns for greater insight into adolescents’
lives. Repeating the interview stage periodically would serve

as a feedback loop. Whatever the method or methods chosen,

ii



generalizations about a group of people based on age alone (or
any single criterion) must be made very carefully. It is
recommended, therefore, that policy and program development,
academic research and media studies should involve input from
some teens at every stage of research in order to ensure that

adolescents are given a voice.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
For years, a storm and stress view presided over

T Storm and stress

academics’ understanding of adolescence.
is characterized by contradictions, wide swings in mood and
emotion, oscillating thoughts, feelings and actions,
turbulence and conflict (Santrock 1987:14). Recent academic
literature, however, has challenged this hypothesis. The
public and the media, on the other hand, still buy into it.
This thesis explores an interactive method of studying
adolescents that has the aim of allowing adolescents to direct
the research in a way such that more accurate portrayals of
adolescent life may emerge. Such research might help to
change the stereotyped impressions of youth.?

Yankelovich indicates that many of the stereotypes about
youth are inaccurate and that widespread generalizations about
adolescents have developed based on information about a
limited group of adolescents (1974 in Santrock 1990:23).
Similarly, Offer and his colleagues (1988:2) do not support
the storm and stress view but believe that a majority of

adolescents are competent human beings without deep emotional

turmoil (1988 in Santrock 1990:23). Montemayor and Flannery

'Adolescence is defined as "the period of transition between
childhood and adulthood" (Santrock 1990:28); "a psycho-social-
biological stage of development that corresponds to changes in many
areas which accompany [this] transition" (Offer et al. 1988:1);
"the period of physical and psychological development from the
onset of puberty to maturity" (The Houghton Mifflin Canadian
Dictionary, 1980).

’For purposes of stylistic relief, the terms adolescent,
youth, teen, teenager and the young will be used interchangeably.
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(1990:294) indicate that "the data now available suggest that
many differences between children and adolescents emerge
gradually rather than suddenly. In most cases, change begins
in childhood and continues throughout adolescence". Such an
observation further disputes the portrayal of adolescence as
a period of storm and stress or tumultuous change. According
to Manning (1983:823),

some of our most <cherished ©beliefs about

adolescence are myths. Explanations of the

behaviour of youth, the origin of adolescence, and

the extent of the generation gap are often based on

assumptions rather than on a critical examination

of historical literature and contemporary research.

Decisions based on such assumptions have far-

reaching effects on adolescents as a result of

their influence on educational practices,
interpersonal relationships and counselling
programs.

Critiquing the storm and stress hypothesis, most
academics have emerged with more positive evaluations of
adolescents’ relationships, adjustments and functioning.
Unfortunately, the media, by and large the general public
(probably influenced by the media) as well as some researchers
continue to hold this negative view of adolescence.

A report by the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (1981:312), indicating that the
capacities of a majority of young people remain unused and
that self-marginalization is an inevitable consequence of
present-day urban existence, does not help to change the image

of adolescents (and may have a more far-reaching audience than

most academic research). Textbook authors Conger and Petersen
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(1984:607) characterize adolescence in terms of a new
alienation, increased feelings of loneliness, feelings of
rootlessness and a decreased sense of purpose and direction in
life (which cited on its own as it is here may evoke negative
behavioral expectations). Meanwhile, the media continue to be
selective in their descriptions of adolescence, generally
reporting on large-scale survey findings. A recent article on
Bibby and Posterski’s latest book (ie. 1992, third since 1985)
stated: "What Posterski and Bibby found is by no means all
bad but frequently disturbing all the same" (Times Colonist
Nov.30, 1992). (In fact, as I will show later, the
interpretations were more disturbing than the findings.)

As researchers, we cannot control the media. However, if
we ensure that respondents in our surveys are given the
opportunity to be involved in the development of the survey
questionnaire and in the interpretation of findings, ie. from
beginning to end, we can at least make sure that what is
presented reflects who is being represented. Thus, this
thesis uses such a method to determine what differences and
similarities in findings and impressions concerning youth
result from their more active involvement in the research
process.

This first effort at such an approach restricts itself
mainly to consideration and comparison with Canadian,
sociological surveys. The sample is small and neither

representative nor random, but is not intended for
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generalization; instead, the goal of the research is to
provide a descriptive account of the method and its findings
in order to determine its value for future examinations of
adolescents. Before describing the method, the present
chapter surveys historical, theoretical and empirical
literature on adolescence 1in order to delineate the

conventional wisdom.

1.1 Concept of Adolescence

The concept of adolescence was formally introduced and
labelled at the turn of this century (see G.Stanley Hall,
1904), marking the beginning of its scientific study. This
followed from a change in perception in the Victorian era of
the role of adolescence. Whereas the Middle Ages defined the
main objective of this 1life stage as one of building
character, the Victoria era began to view the developmental
task of adolescence as focusing more on identity choice.
Adolescence was perceived for the first time as constituting
a distinct 1life stage. Adolescents were viewed as being
conforming, vulnerable, passive, awkward and indecisive about
certain issues (Baumeister 1986:98). The acknowledgement of
this separate stage (i.e. neither child nor adult) changed the
social and economic status of adolescents toward greater
dependence on adults, toward less responsibility, toward less
commitment to future (adult) identities, and toward having

more options for choosing adult identities. The smooth, well-
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defined transition to adulthood as characterized in the Middle
Ages is reported to have changed forever to an uncertain and
problematic one.?3

The "roaring twenties" introduced the expression "flaming
youth" (Rice 1984:13) to describe adolescents. Reports of
increases in radical protest groups critical of the government
are used to characterize the youth of the 1930s. The Great
Depression, followed by World War II, brought with it serious
economic and political concerns which replaced the hedonistic
adolescent values of the 1920s (Santrock 1990:19). The
economic developments of the years after 1945, including new
technologies, new modes of consumption, and a different labour
force, produced new family structures and redefined
communities, once again changing the portrayal of adolescents
(Holmes and Silverman 1992:4). This prosperity which
continued into the fifties enabled youth to develop their own
collective identity.

Klein (1990) summarizes the social development of
adolescence up to this point as follows:

Basically, industrialization occurring during the

later 1800s created the need for a stage of
adolescence; the Depression created the legitimized
opportunity for adolescence to become differen-

tiated from childhood and adulthood; and the mass
media influence/blitz of the 1950s crystallized

3 There is likely a middle-class bias in this description, as
adolescents are categorized into a single group. The Victorian
Era, characterized by industrialization, urbanization and public
education, is reported to have provided many adolescents with more
freedom and less direction, <changing both the social and
psychological nature of the youth experience (Baumeister 1986:103).



this life stage by giving it a reality all its own
(1990:456).

The present conception of ‘the teenager’ is said to have
resulted from the market discovery in the 50s and 60s of this
newly defined affluent and expanding consumer group of young
people (Willis 1990:17).

However, the 1960s terminated this era of "adolescence as
tranquillity" (Gillis 1974:185). According to the literature,
this decade served to restore the social and political
independence of youth depicted in the 1920s.* Youth were
portrayed as angry, assertive and idealistic. During the
1970s, "teenagers were stereotyped as apathetic, conservative,
and self-serving. The 1980s yielded descriptions of
adolescents fearful about the state of the planet while
indulging in expensive personal gratification" (Holmes and
Silverman 1992:4). Bibby and Posterski (1992:95) use the
phrase "frightened generation" in their description of
Canadian teenagers in the 90s as well as the ‘"crisis
generation" (1992:73-74, 87). They interpret their findings
throughout their latest text as "many indicators of an
increasing emphasis on the individual over the group in

Canadian society" (1992: 10, 164).

4 This "independence" may actually be overstated. 1920s’
youth appealed to business to Jjustify their behaviour and the
hippies counterculture of the 60s was based on traditional values
of parents and the times (Baumeister 1986:118). Hence, 1if
adolescents were examined within the context of society, their
behaviours may no longer seem in opposition (from interviews).
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From this delineation of the history of the concept of
adolescence, we are led to assume that since the Victorian
era, when teenagers were given more options, this life stage
has become problematic for its occupants and adults around
them. Generally youth have always been portrayed as
hedonistic and self-serving, yet the media and the public
continue to be shocked and surprised about "teenagers today".
The present study affords youth an opportunity to comment on
these characterizations of them and contribute to their

written history.

1.2 Theories of Adolescence

Traditional theories of adolescence often emphasized
discontinuity. Santrock (1987:24-5) defines discontinuity as
an abruptness of change from one stage of development to the
next, including changes in expectations, life experiences,
life tasks and biological changes. This may reinforce the
negative impressions of adolescence and its members. Parents
and teachers are told to anticipate conflict; these attitudes
in turn may influence their interactions with and
characterizations of teenagers. Therefore, these types of
theories perpetuate stereotypes.

If the inclusion of theoretical positions in general
textbooks is an indication of theories’ acceptance, this
review contends that (1) few recent sociological theories are

considered in the study of adolescence and (2) many of those
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that are cited emphasize discontinuity. For example, the
writing of social psychologist Kurt Lewin (1939) is still
included in recent texts on youth. According to Fuhrmann
(1986), Lewin was interested in the effects of the environment
and its expectations on behaviour. He believed that dramatic
changes in adolescents and the environment cause stress for
adolescents. Fuhrmann describes Lewin’s "marginal man" as the
adolescent accepted as neither a child nor an adult.
Discrepancies in expectations along with rapid physical and
emotional changes are said to lead to tremendous conflict for
teenagers (Fuhrmann 1986:19-20).

As suggested, adolescents are not always blamed for this
conflict and stress. Still, sociologist Allison Davis'’ (1944)
description of how the social environment leads to problems
for youth implies that this life stage is viewed as a time to
get through as quickly as possible. In her work on
socialization, she argued that one important control on
adolescent behaviour is "socialized anxiety". Haviland and
Scarborough (1981:111) explain Davis’ theory as follows:
socialized anxiety becomes an internal guide to behaviour and
determines to a considerable extent what norms and values the
adolescent will seek and support. The culture defines for the
adolescent which values and norms will lead to a reduction in
anxiety. The amount of turmoil experienced in adolescence is
related to the degree to which adolescents are made to conform

to social norms. Middle class adolescents experience a
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maximum amount of stress because they are the group most
expected to conform to the norms of our society [causing them
to experience discontinuity].

Kingsley Davis (1940) is another prominent name included
in theoretical discussions of youth. He argues that
generational conflict is inevitable as parents forget what it
was like to be teenagers or cannot keep up with the rapidly
changing times. Adams and Gullotta (1989:37) interpret the
work of Kingsley Davis as indicating that because modern
society changes very rapidly, each new generation is reared in
a social milieu different from that of the previous
generation. Parents find it difficult to gquide the new
generation and clashes are inevitable. Davis (1940 as
reported by Adams and Gullotta 1989:38) provides four reasons
for conflict: (1) Parents cannot keep up with teenagers
physically. In response, social systems limit competition to
avoid feelings of jealousy but, in the process, a wide variety
of opportunities for youth diminish leading to heightened
frustration and ensuing conflict with parents. (2) Youths
dream of utopian ideals, while parents have become pragmatic.
Different perspectives on 1life lead to —conflicting
communication between the generations. (3) Parental authority
seems less meaningful since it was moulded in a different
social milieu. Conflict easily arises. (4) Many parents find
it hard to let the adolescent go. They continue to provide

direction when often it is neither desired nor necessarily
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appropriate.

Adams and Gullotta (1989:7) also mention the more recent
work of Hans Sebald. 1In his writing, Sebald (1977:4-5) says
that "adolescence in the sociological sense refers to the
experience of passing through the unstructured and ill-defined
phase that lies between childhood and adulthood. In other
words, adolescence refers to the crisis of discontinuity of
statuses, which creates a social environment with uncertain
and diffuse guidelines". He views adolescence as comprising
a period of confusing changes and ambigquous role expectations.
According to Sebald, the reactions of teenagers to certain
characteristics of Western culture develop into behaviour
patterns that are defined as typically adolescent. These
emotional reactions include embarrassment, anxiety,
resentment, withdrawal, uncertainty, confusion, ambiguity and
disorientation (1977:107).

The notion of discontuity is often presented by the media
as a problem; this 1is sometimes strengthened by the
characteristics researchers use to define this concept. With
effort, though, some of the concepts derived from more general
theories emphasizing continuity might be applied to studies of
adolescence. For example, Ritzer (1988:90-1) indicates, in
his discussion of structural functionalism, that Talcott
Parsons (1951) saw socialization as a lifelong process.
According to Sebald (1977:13), structural functionalists grant

that adolescents may be confronted with role conflict but that
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these do not necessarily constitute problems per se. of
symbolic interactionist George Herbert Mead’s (1934) work,
Ritzer (1988:179) says: "To acquire a more coherent sense of
self, children must move [from the play stage] on to the game
stage, in which they develop the ability to take a more
generalized view of the situation and of the self. 1In Mead’'s
terms, adolescents learn to take the role of the ‘generalized
other’" [leading to a harmonious sense of self]. These
understandings would lead to very different research
approaches which in turn might 1lead to very different
impressions of teens.

As researchers we must question ourselves regarding the
beliefs we hold, the questions we ask as a result and the
influence we have on the findings. An alternative, as
proposed by this thesis, is to put aside the theories and
instead let the adolescent subjects direct the substance of

the research.

1.3 Previous Methods

A wide range of techniques has been used in sociological
studies of young people. For example, Bibby and Posterski
(1985,1988, 1992) administered questionnaires to large numbers
of Canadian adolescents, Becker (1953) studied marijuana users
by conducting structured interviews, Whyte (1955) participated
in the life of an Italian slum, Baron (1989) used field work

to study street youth in Victoria and Jankowski (1986) used a
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combination of methods in his investigation of the political
attitudes of Chicano youth. Every method holds advantages and
disadvantages in terms of answering certain types of questions
and providing certain types of data.

Surveys have probably been used most often in the area of
adolescence. These predominantly quantitative methods are
used in order to allow generalization and prediction. The
survey method can be used to study a large number of subjects,
on a variety of topics, with often prearranged codification of
responses (Newman and Newman 1986:394-5).

Surveys often use rating scales to describe and
categorize persons, characteristics and other variables. In
Canada, Bibby and Posterski (1985, 1988, 1992) have used their
survey data based on closed-ended questions and scales to
generalize about youths’ values, concerns, enjoyments, beliefs

and expectations.’

However, many such surveys have used
undergraduate students for their samples, or youths aged 15-24
years (Posterski and Bibby 1988; Lanphier and Perez 1983; Kuhn
and McPartland 1954). This can lead to questions of validity
when their findings are generalized to adolescents. Survey
methods often allow for rigorous sampling techniques and

linear, causal analyses. Still, they generally use limited

numbers of adult-derived closed-ended categories, which do not

*Bibby and Posterski’s latest study does include some quotes
from teens. Maybe they are starting to ask for qualitative
explanations and for this they should be congratulated; however,
they appear to still be generating the questions and response
categories themselves.
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always reflect adolescents’ concerns (eg. the questions) or
responses (eg. the categories). The lack of opportunity for
the youths to explain their answers encourages researcher
interpretation, which may lead to misunderstanding (as will be
demonstrated in chapter three). For all of these reasons, the
traditional survey method (whereby researchers make up the
questions and interpret the results) may be inadequate as the
sole method of investigation.

Other methods, including fieldwork and informal or open-
ended interviews allow more input from participants. For
example, Glaser and Strauss (1967) advocate the use of the
constant comparative method in order to analyze large
quantities of qualitative data and observations. They say
that

theory based on data can usually not be completely

refuted by more data or replaced by another theory.

Since it is too intimately linked to data, it is

destined to last despite its inevitable

modification and reformation (1967:4).

They call this grounded theory. According to Kirby and
McKenna (1989:81), this method allows observations to be
compared in order to demonstrate relationships between
observations. Lofland (1971:7), also recognized as part of
the grounded theory tradition, states: "In order to capture
the participants in their own terms, one must learn their
analytic ordering of the world, their categories for rendering

explicable and coherent the flux of raw reality." Connell et

al. "stress the need for research to be ‘organized in a



14
fundamentally different way - by and with the people it is
ultimately supposed to benefit’" (1982:216 as cited by Kirby
and McKenna 1989:26). Kirby and McKenna (1989:28) refer to
this as "research from the margins" (i.e. the margins of the
production of knowledge).® They are concerned with how
research skills can enable people to create knowledge
(1989:17).

The above viewpoint advocates authentic dialogue between
researchers and participants in which all participants are
respected as equally knowing subjects. Becker’s (1953)
"Becoming a Marijuana User" is also said to strive for this
authentic or ‘grounded’ approach (from Wallace and Wolf
1986:218). His data were obtained through personal
intervievs. His sampling technique consists of including
additional interviewees until the researcher decides that the
sample is of adequate size (see also Rose 1982 for notes on
Becker). Denfeld (1974: Preface), working within a similar
framework, advocates first person accounts for their possible
contribution to the development of theories.

Field studies with young people have also been effective

in uncovering everyday life experiences. Researchers enter

®sandra Kirby hosted multiple sessions at the CSAA Meetings at
the Learneds (May 1992) which were well attended. Kirby and
McKenna's (1989) text is used in the graduate methods course
offered by the UVic sociology department. The method used in this
thesis, which was inspired in part from their writing, has been
supported in conversations with individuals from the fields of
Sociology, Anthropology, Child and Youth Studies and Women’s
Studies as well as parents and teens.
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natural settings and obtain information through conversations
but also through the observation of behaviour. Whyte (1955)
spent four years living and interacting with the participants

in Street Corner Society. Cohen went to his subjects and

spoke with them and observed them in everyday situations in

order to reach his conclusions in Delinquent Boys (1955).

Baron (1989) met his participants on the street and
interviewed them in their surroundings. (See also Brake 1985;
Coffield et al. 1986; Schwartz 1987; Klaczynski 1990).

These qualitative studies are usually more descriptive
than inferential. They usually do not attempt random sampling
techniques and therefore do not often lend themselves to
statistical generalization to all adolescents.’ They are also
often very time consuming. With all this in mind, they do,
however, provide new insights. New understandings of both
frequently studied groups and of groups not normally
encountered by academics may be achieved if researchers are
receptive to participant input. Experiments, biographies or
diaries may also be employed to provide an even more well-
rounded picture of the individuals/group under consideration.
Experiments would allow us "to more precisely determine
whether something is causing an adolescent to act, feel, or

think in a particular way" (Santrock 1987:72; 1990:75).

"Qualitative studies of adolescents have generally
concentrated on specific segments of this population - such as the
working class of Britain and Australia or slum areas in the United
States, and to a lesser extent in Canada (eg. Blanshard Court,
Victoria).
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According to Newman and Newman (1986:396), experiments provide
conclusions about causal relationships but "we cannot be
certain that the laboratory situation is applicable to the
‘real world’". Field experiments, on the other hand, give us
confidence about the authenticity of the behaviour observed
but they are more difficult to control (1986:398). Written
text, such as diaries, autobiographies, letters and newspaper
stories provide data for the 1life history method, its
usefulness depending on the completeness of obtainable records
(Kirby and McKenna 1989:81).

The various methods outlined above can be combined in a
multimethod approach. As the various methods have weaknesses
that are different, their combined findings may be accepted
with far greater confidence (Brewer and Hunter 1989:17).
Therefore, surveys can supplement more informal techniques.
Similarly, open-ended interviews, participant observation and

field studies can add a new dimension to structured

questionnaires. For example, Jankowski (1986) used
questionnaires, in-depth interviews and participant
observation in his three phase study. (See Denzin 1970 on
triangulation).

Another attempt at combining quantitative and qualitative
methodologies involved Falchikov’s (1989) Q-technique in her
study of adolescent self-perception. Her subjects were asked
to sort a collection of items on a continuum ranging from

"most like me" to "least like me". The result was a model of
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each person’s subjective view of her or himself. However, the
model places limited emphasis on social influences and some of
the phrases were derived and grouped by the researcher.

Kuhn and McPartland (1954, 1960) also undertook to
develop a qualitative survey. A single open-ended question:
"Who am I?" directs the study. The responses are categorized
dichotomously either as consensual (or socially-agreed upon)
or as subconsensual, meaning requiring further explanation.
For example, the characteristics boy, son, brother, or other
physical descriptors are consensual responses whereas
adjectives such as vegetarian, peace-loving or thoughtful are
more reflective or subconsensual. (See Kuhn and McPartland
1954; Kuhn 1960; Zurcher 1977 for further explanation and
analysis.) The purpose is to determine whether individuals
will state socially recognized self-definitions first, which
would measure the extent of influence of others on an
individual’s identity. (This method was considered difficult
and ineffective by the initial participants in the present
study.)

The Canadian survey by Holmes and Silverman (1992:3)
attempts to "hear the voices, thoughts and opinions of young
[people] themselves." They included in their survey six open-
ended questions covering whom the adolescents in their sample
(1603 females, 1604 males) would select to invite to their
school; what the most important concerns, problems or fears

are at the present time "for you and people your age"; topics
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of interest for which the respondents can easily get
information; topics about which they would like information;
and what questions they would ask other young people. Holmes
and Silverman say that the commentaries breathe life into the
survey (1992:6). However, the questions were derived from
"literature on adolescence, concerns of members of the
Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women, and the
authors’ own experience with young women and with the women’s
movement in Canada" (1992:94). Also, much of the analysis
excludes the data on the boys in the sample, so that
comparisons across gender are absent, and they did not follow
up on the questions the youths posed which may, in the youths’
minds, be the questions we should be asking in order to fully
understand them and what is important to them.

Finally, in Decima Research’s (Toronto, April 1991)
Canadian study, they attempt to "tackle some of the most
pervasive and negative myths about teens", to "listen to teens
and learn from them". These researchers used extensive
questioning and large numbers of categories. Although
quantitative, Decima Research’s questionnaire tries to
accommodate variations in perception and experience.
Unfortunately, as the survey was undertaken as a market
research project, I was unable to get further information on
the study.

All of the these previous methods have provided

additional insight into particular areas of adolescence.
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Open-ended interviews and field work have allowed in-depth
examinations of select groups. Surveys have provided general
understandings of large groups of people. The present study
suggests that the advantages of a number of different methods
can be gained through a combination of methods together with
greater involvement of participants in all phases of the

research.

1.4 Previous Studies’ Impressions of Youth
When one 1looks up Sociology of Adolescence at the

University of Victoria library, books such as Vangquards &

Followers; The Underground Revolution; Teen-age Tyranny; The

Doom of Youth; Growing Up Forgotten; The Postponed Generation;

and The Stormy Decade catch one’s eye. Fortunately, recent

literature appears to provide more positive descriptions than
those offered by these 1960s and 70s titles. Reported
findings on adolescents in the last decade are improving but
as long as the media continue to report on the "disturbing"
findings of (academic) researchers such as Bibby and
Posterski, innovative methods must continue to be explored to
better represent teens.

What directed this thesis, in terms of findings, were the

overall impressions or interpretations that have been reported
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with regard to adolescents.® Two types of studies of
adolescence seem to prevail in sociology. A large branch of
the discipline appears to only deal with social problems and
therefore researchers in this group concentrate on issues of
unemployment, sex, drugs, crime or poverty from the outset
(see Becker 1953; Whyte 1955; Snedeker 1982; Jenkins 1983).
They react to a reality and try to explain it. This work has
been insightful. We have been able to learn about groups we
would not ordinarily confront eg. drug users, prostitutes,
those living in housing developments. However, these studies
do not tell us about youth in general. Still, emphasis on
individual aspects of youth or on deviant groups frighten
people or influence them into thinking that these findings are
more serious and more representative than they sometimes are.
As Grinder (1973:31) says:

The narrations of adolescent tribulations and
deviance command rapt attention on television and
in the popular press, greatly augmenting
advertising revenues, which lead in turn to greater
emphasis on adolescent escapades. The tradition of
using improprieties of youth to formulate a
viewpoint on adolescent development is a long one.
Another group of social scientists, such as Freneete
(1985), Decima Reseach (1991), Holmes and Silverman (1992) and
Bibby and Posterski (1992), have attempted to let the data

speak for themselves in determining whether problems exist or

8These comments refer mainly to Canadian, sociological
research. Many in the field of psychology appear to be more
willing to question the storm and stress view (eg. Montemayor,
Adams and Gullotta (1990).
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not. These data are encouraging. However, whether by the
questions asked or the interpretations that follow, the
results of a large number of sociological surveys are defined
as "disturbing". For example, Rogers and Ginzberg’s (1992:1)

Adolescents at Risk begins: "Too many of our teenagers are

not becoming responsible adults." The book contains chapters
on adolescent sexuality, alcohol and other drug use and abuse,
AIDS, and violence. There are no chapters on family,
education, religion, values or self-concept, topics that might
point out the positive attributes of youth. A majority of
large surveys do 1include the above headings in their
evaluations of youth. In fact, as will be seen in chapter
three, the present study shares many of the general themes.
It is not the broad areas of study, however, that are suspect
but the way in which the questions and answers are treated.
Snedeker (1982:vii) indicates:

"Libraries are filled with empirical studies of

family environment, educational achievement, and

the transition of youth from school to work. There

are ample statistics to prove a researcher’s biases

and to dress them up as objective analyses. Even

in this conservative era, the output of youth

reports continues; yet answers and solutions remain

elusive."

Maybe solutions remain elusive because there are no easy
solutions; nonetheless, I suggest that an alternative approach
might point to a different understanding of adolescence. The
focus of the present study is its method; the purpose is to

involve the youth I am trying to understand in that method.

We must get to know youth better in order to address real
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problems - if they exist - or to prevent problems by listening
to adolescents’' needs.

Specific examples of previous findings will be included
in chapter three in order to compare them with the findings of
the current study and to examine differences in conclusions in
terms of the questions asked, the methods used and the
interpretations rendered.

The next chapter provides a step by step description of
the methodology used in this study, which included an informal
interview stage, the generation of a questionnaire, and the
distribution of this questionnaire. The chapter also
discusses the problems encountered and the actions taken for

their resolutions.
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY
This research is on adolescents, for adolescents and with
them. It considers a variety of themes, many of which are
introduced by the participants. The methodology initially
involved informal interviews with fifteen adolescents in order
to provide in-depth qualitative profiles. As part of these
interviews, the participants were also asked to develop
questions they would like to see asked of other adolescents.
These were combined in the form of a questionnaire and were
distributed to the same youth (plus five additional ones) to
be filled out in private. The results were analyzed. Then
the findings were brought back to eleven of the original
participants for feedback. This method of asking youth what
questions should be asked in order to understand their life
experiences provides an interactive approach to studying
adolescence. It may add new insight into the world of teens;
at the same time it is meant to challenge some of the
assumptions held by many survey methodologists concerning the

construction of questions and the interpretation of findings.

2.1 Procedures

I began my research with a literature review focusing on
sociological studies and later concentrating mainly on
Canadian surveys. I knew I wanted to do research on
adolescence but I had not selected a topic yet. It seemed to

me that, over and over, findings from these studies were
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generalized carelessly and were often unreasonably negative.
Although more recent empirical work seemed more positive in
their evaluations of young people, I started questioning the
questions that propelled the old as well as some of the more
recent research - where they came from and who made them up.
In most of the surveys, it appeared that the researchers
designed them independently of their respondents. I decided
to let some youth come up with questions for a study in order
to see if their questions would be different and if the
findings would differ from recent national sociological
studies based on the phrasing of the questions. A few other
surveys, such as the ones done by Decima Research (1991) and
Holmes and Silverman (1992), concluded their surveys by asking
their respondents what questions they would ask young people.
This effort supported the notion and value of more youth
involvement in research development. I wondered if, given a
chance, adolescents would focus on the same subjects and reach
the same conclusions as those reported by the media with
reference to some Canadian surveys.

It seemed obvious that the first part of the method
should involve unstructured, open-ended interviews with some
teenagers. I believed that from these conversations the main

concerns and issues of these youth would emerge.’ I

'considerable effort was expended to ensure that the
interviews remained consistent with the goal of allowing the youth
to direct the discussions. I admit, though, that the more
information I gathered, the more difficult it was, as I wanted to
ask the others what they thought of previously discussed topics.
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interviewed fifteen 14-15 year old youths. They were obtained
through contacts, through introductions by their peers, and by
word of mouth. The first two to be interviewed were a
fourteen year old daughter and fifteen year old son of two
female friends. These teenagers vaguely knew of each other
(or at least each others’ mothers) and went to the same
school. However, they were in different grades (9 and 10,
respectively) and had different peer groups. As I had been
introduced previously to these first two teenagers, they
already had agreed to talk with me by the time I set up the
interviews. All of the other appointments were arranged by
telephone, at which time I was able to introduce myself (as I
did not know any of the participants aside from the first two)
and to explain my research goals and purposes. In all but
three of the instances I met the participants in their homes
but three preferred to meet me at my house.

The first female introduced me to a female friend and was
present at her interview. I gave all of the participants the
choice to be interviewed on their own (which was viewed as
preferable) or with their friend (which proved useful in terms
of group dynamics and so that they could carry the
conversation and I could sit back and listen). I also gave
the participants the choice of topics. Specifically, I went
to the interviews with no outline except a consent form, as

required by the University of Victoria (see Appendix A).
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The initial boy also gave me a name and phone number of
a friend of his. Making this contact and arranging the
eventual interview that followed was more difficult. First,
when I called, this boy had never heard of me or the study.
He did agree to be interviewed, but the conversation did not
run very smoothly at first. I had to do more prodding and ask
more questions (in other words, talk more) than in the
previous interviews. The boys in general were not as vocal,
especially with regard to themselves. They seemed to feel
more comfortable answering concrete questions. It would be a
shame, though, not to put in the effort to get their input.
All of them had an opinion on what adults thought of them and
what they wanted to tell adults, and they came up with some
interesting questions. When interviewing this second boy, I
asked very general questions regarding what and who were
important to him, what he thought of himself and who
influenced this opinion. These topics had already been
outlined in the consent form and they were advanced only as
starting points from which to develop a dialogue. In the end,
the meeting was successful as he shared with me his concerns
regarding what happens to a person when they die. He said he
spent a lot of time thinking about life, religion, fantasy...
He was curious to know his peers’ thoughts on these issues,
but said that he never talked about these things with them.
The second participant from the first contact (the second

girl; see Figure I) urged two of her friends, one boy and one
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girl, to call me and I was able to interview both of them in
their homes. The girl contacted yet another female friend who
chose to meet me at my house, thus providing me with five
interviews (and many questions) from the one contact.

The chain from the other initial contact (recall two
boys) stopped after the second interview as the second boy did
not feel his friends would participate "unless you pay them".
I left it at that as by this time, I had made a few more
contacts through adult friends, not to mention the fact that
I did not have the funds to pay them.

Two other sets of two females were interviewed. The
first two were interviewed separately in their homes. With
the second two, the initial contact was interviewed alone at
my house, then the next week the three of us reconvened in my
living room.

Finally, I met a brother and sister and interviewed the
girl alone and at that time set up an appointment with the
boy. He promised to ask two of his friends to participate as
well and, as it turned out, he brought them with him to the
interview. It resembled a roundtable discussion. I sat back
as much as possible and let the three of them direct the
conversation, but occasionally I attempted to get beyond the
topics of girls, music and cars. However, as these topics
were the ones they wanted to discuss I mainly just tried to
get them to articulate their feelings about the different

topics and to identify any related issues.
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I took notes during the interviews, which seemed more
casual than a tape recorder. In fact, I did use a tape
recorder, alongside my notetaking, when interviewing the three
boys together but the sound was of poor quality and they
directed some of their comments more to the machine than to

myself or to each other.

FIGURE I

PARTICIPANT CONTACTS

F M F F F -- M

| | | | |
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| | I

Fl"‘ !lo‘*** FI‘***

|

F

KEY

M Male

P Female

* Interviewed with initial respondent present

* & Interviewed three together, initial contact with two
friends

*** Participated in survey only

o Participated in interview only

Figure I demonstrates the order in which the participants
were obtained. The first 1line represents the initial
contacts, and the chains run vertically. Therefore, from six
contacts, the last two being acquired through one connection,
I was able to talk with 15 youths (9 girls, 6 boys), including
both individual and group sessions. The search for new
participants ended when saturation was reached, i.e. when

responses were becoming repetitive. As Kirby and McKenna
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(1989:138) indicate,

"saturation occurs when added information does not

reveal new understanding about —relations or

abstractions. When categories are saturated, there

is enough information to make statements with a

comfortable degree of certainty."

This also follows Becker’s (1953) technique of continuing to
include additional interviewees until the researcher decides
that the sample is of adequate size (as reported by Rose
1982:9).

For the purposes of this thesis, I felt that more data at
this point would have invited superficial interpretations and
taken the focus away from the methodology and from the
participants. The goal of the study was to derive and pretest
a new approach to the understanding of adolescence. The focus
was the development of the questions for the questionnaire.
It was very important at this stage to establish and maintain
relationships with some teens. I wanted to stay focused on
the people, not get bogged down by data. At fifteen, a
natural ending point was realized. I wanted a range of
responses in order to test the methodology, but at this point
I was not aiming for statistical significance. I stopped
interviewing when no new information or questions were

advanced. I had also achieved a range of participants across

the variables: age, gender, ethnicity, religion and parents’
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marital status.?

Two specific questions were asked to each participant at
the end of the interviews. These were: (1) If you were the
interviewer and wanted to know about people your own age
better, what would you ask them? and (2) What are you
interested in knowing about people your own age? The answers
to these questions became the basis for the next stage of the
project - the questionnaire.

The adolescents that were interviewed proposed twenty-
nine questions (see section 3.2). These were used to generate
the questionnaire in Appendix B. My only input was the
ordering and rewording of a few of the questions in order that
they read impartially. The first part of the study, then,
involved conversations in person, sometimes with more than one
youth at a time, during which questions were derived by the
youth. The survey stage combined these questions into a
written questionnaire which was answered by the respondents in
private. The use of multiple methods (i.e. interviews and
questionnaires) permits cross-validation of research

procedures and findings (Webb et al. 1966; Denzin 1978; Brewer

and Hunter 1989:13).% It was believed that this combination

°As acknowledged in Chapter 1, a sample of 15 non-random
participants cannot be statistically compared to surveys of
thousands of teens. However, if questions and emphases
(conclusions) are different, the completeness or accuracy of other
methods may be in question.

3Likewise, components of this method might be combined with
other methods for a multi-method approach.
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of procedures might lead to the development of a method suited
to the goals of both quantitative and qualitative researchers,
a survey method that might accomplish the same aims as

unstructured methodologies if the right guestions are asked.

The questionnaire was distributed to twenty youth, the
fifteen who were interviewed and five new ones in order to
verify that it could be completed independently by individuals
with no previous introduction to the material. Only two of
the additional five were returned. Fortunately, the responses
were not significantly different from those of the youth that
participated in the interviews and questions development.
Thirteen of the fifteen original participants filled in their
questionnaire; one girl handed in a blank one and another
participant lost his. It took twice as long to distribute and
collect them (i.e. 4 months) than it took to find and
interview the fifteen participants (i.e. 2 months, averaging
2 per week). Even then, the collection involved multiple
phone calls and, in some cases, numerous pick-up attempts.“
In all, ten females and five males answered the questionnaire.

The questions and data from the interviews and
questionnaires were then compiled, and are presented in

chapter 3. The results were brought back to interested

“In future, I might suggest gathering the participants

together to complete the questionnaire. 1In the present study, I
was comparing the technique of allowing the teens to fill out the
survey in private with the interview method. It should be

explained to the participants for whom and for what purpose they
are taking part in the study and initially some teenagers should
help to develop the questions (and response categories, if used).
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participants for comment. Based on their feedback, the
methods were re-evaluated. Recommendations for future studies

conclude the thesis.
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CHAPTER 3: FINDINGS

Chapter 3 presents the findings of the interviews and the
questionnaires. Part 1 recounts the interviews in terms of
the various themes that manifested themselves. These
conversations highlighted important concerns in the teenagers’
lives, which they then translated into questions. Part 2
lists the participants’ questions and compares them with those
which have been used in previous studies. Part 3 examines the
findings from the survey, and includes frequencies and
crosstabulations for some of the responses.

The findings represent the views of the participants.
Their own words are used to explain concepts and ideas,
hopefully leading us to an enhanced understanding of these
teenagers. If the method fosters new and different findings,
its future use with more youth could lead to careful
generalization and theory building or it could be used along
with other methods. Comparing the findings of the present
study with those reported in other research is one way of

evaluating the method.’

'The comparisons are limited mainly to other Canadian
sociological surveys realizing, as stated in chapter 1, that they
only represent a portion of the work being done on adolescence.
However, as these types of surveys continue to be conducted and
their findings reported by the media, their methods should be
continually reexamined. Furthermore, this thesis suggests that all
survey researchers might consider involving youth more in design
and evaluation.



34

3.1 Interview Findings
When I began doing the research, it was my belief that in
order to understand the participants, it would be useful to
know who was important to them; what they thought adults think
of them and of teenagers, in general; what was important to
them; and who they believed themselves to be and what they
thought of themselves. I brought these 1ideas to the
interviews but strived to allow the youth to direct the
discussions and their words to illustrate the various points.
The conversations are discussed under general areas which
presented themselves. As many of the topics represent
recurring themes in previous literature, previous findings are

introduced and compared.

3.1.1 Significant People

In the interviews we spoke about a lot of different
people, whoever the participants chose to speak about. I
tried very hard not to ask specific questions about parents or
peers (significant others reported in previous studies) but
let them decide who was important. Still, friends and parents
were mentioned most frequently as significant others. As one
teenager indicated, there are certain things you talk to peers
about and certain things you talk to parents about.

"There are some things you don’t talk to parents

about, not because you can’t generally, but more

because they are not interested."

So much was said about peers and parents, in fact, that each
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group merits its own section in this discussion.

3.1.1.a) Friends

The participants told me that good friends can talk to
each other about anything, they help each other through
things. They are "something to be sure of, that’s always
there".

%1 can tell [best friend] anything, she
understands."

This "anything" that friends talk about includes guys, sex,
homework, goals, the environment, friends, family, etc. As
one girl put it:
"Our topics of conversation range from talking
about a spot of cream on the table to world
politics."
There are different categories of friends. One
respondent explained it as follows.
"FRIENDS (capital letters) are those you can tell
anything to, do anything with; Friends (capital F)
are those you have a good time with; and friends
(small f) are those you have classes with."
Similarity is one basis for this categorization. A few
participants mentioned feeling closer to friends going through
the same things. Their friends are often, but not always, the
same age as them and they share the same interests and goals.
Although the participants want to be like their friends, they

generally said they do not feel pressure from them. One girl

indicated:
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"My friends influence me; at the same time I don't

think peer pressure exists. They introduce me to
people I wouldn’t ordinarily meet. They don’t make
me do anything I don’t want to... I think if my

family was closer, they’d have a greater impact; my
friends are more my family."

Bibby and Posterski (1992:10) interpreted their finding
of a drop from 91% to 84% between 1984 and 1992 in the
proportion of teens who view friendship as "very important" as
indicative of society’s increased emphasis on the individual.
In general, however, previous research cites the importance of
friendship (Bibby and Posterski 1985; Coleman and Hendry 1990;
Brake 1980; Decima Research 1991). The present study went
further than some other research efforts by allowing the
participants to explain in their own words the meaning of
these relationships and their feelings about same aged peers.

For instance, the participants wanted to make it clear
that they are all wunique individuals. Still, a few
participants informed me that some schools can be defined by
the "types" of teens who attend them - a "group" orietation.
Students at "preppy" schools judge other students based on
looks; other schools were characterized as snobbier, attended
by "rich bitches"; and still another school was viewed as
having a wider mix of students with fewer stereotypes.

In many interviews, talking about peer pressure and
similarities and differences among students led to
conversations about popularity. Not one of the participants
put him/herself in the popular group. In characterizing

himself, a boy claimed that 90% of teens are really popular
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and that 10% are different and ended by stating that he was
definitely not popular (meaning that he is in the minority
group). Another boy affirmed that he, too, was not popular
but that his friend could fit into any group and that everyone
likes his friend. This argument was repeated over and over
throughout the interviews.

It may not be “"popular", though, to admit one’s
popularity.

"People always think ‘others’ are in the popular

group. Then there are those with inflated egos who

think they’re popular but they’re not."
A few participants questioned whether the need for popularity
is not insecurity. Regarding a friend who often flirts, a
girl said that this friend has different personalities for
different people and that when no one important is around, she
tries less to prove herself.

Others simply "don’t care" about popularity, they say.
One girl thought popular people are just phoney. A number of
participants indicated that being in the social scene is not
important, but fitting in with those who are considered
significant is desired. One girl believed that the need to be
accepted by whichever group one wants to belong to proves that
everyone wants approval and works towards being "popular".

Finally, according to at least a few of the participants,
popular people do not necessarily constitute an honourable

group to be associated with.
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"Pecple [adults] misjudge a lot. 1It’s the popular

group who get drunk, steal from their parents ...
They’re just popular because they’re rich."

3.1.1.b) Parents

Relationships with parents were generally viewed by the
participants as very positive. Parents may care too much, may
"drive you crazy", but they try to be there for you, although
"they’'re often busy" in some cases.

Some participants indicated that their relationship with
their parents at the moment is mainly based on material needs.
As one girl said:

"I told my mom I'd be my own mother now - until she
mentioned driving me everywhere."

Most have close relationships with their parents although some
remarked that it is getting more difficult to talk to them.
A number of participants said that their parents criticize
teenagers’ music and worry about drugs and alcohol. One felt
that her father did not trust teens, in general, but that he
did trust her friends. Another said that her father was in
fact less protective than her mother and, she thought, than
other teens’ parents. This girl added, though, that getting
along better with her father than her mother does not mean
that she loves him more.

One participant appeared to have the ideal relationship
with her parents.

"I have a lot of freedom but they still know what’s
going on with me - a lot of trust."
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Many explained that there comes a time when teenagers must
take what they have learned from their parents and make their
own decisions.

"Parents influence you a lot when you’re young;

only thing to go by. When you get older, you start

seeing what’s around you, start making decisions -

may blatantly contradict what they have told you.

Still, they influence values, what you think is

ok/not ok. A lot of values come from how you grew

up. An example is prejudice. A kid at school puts

down those not like him. That view comes from how

his parents are. It has to do with age, listening

to parents’ views, being very conscious of what

people think of you - he might not have reached the

stage yet where you start to question things."

All in all, parents and family appear to be very
important to the participants.

"I care about what my family thinks; small problems

would be more difficult if I couldn’t talk to my

family."

Research by Leonard (1984), Bibby and Posterski (1985;
1988) and Decima Research (1991) report similar findings;
still, Bibby and Posterski (1985:69) say that family members
do not provide much understanding and help, nor necessarily
bring enjoyment. More recently, Bibby and Posterski (1992:10)
report an even further decline, between 1984 and 1992, in the
percentage of teens who indicate receiving high levels of
enjoyment from their mothers and fathers - another indicator
they believe of an increasing emphasis on the individual.
Explanations provided by the participants indicate that there
are different ways of interpreting findings. This study

suggests that the youths’ own words might provide more insight

than statistics alone.
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3.1.1.c) Self, Independence and Age

Most of the participants appear to like themselves and
feel comfortable with their own opinions. Occasional feelings
of self-consciousness or anger directed towards themselves is
not denied but they generally indicated having healthy
opinions of and thinking positively about themselves. A few
added that 1liking themselves 1is a prerequisite to good
relationships with others.

A majority of the participants said that they influence
themselves the most. They explained that if they did not
value their own opinions, no one else would.

"I quess it’s most important how I think of myself,
but others are important to me too."

In general, it appears that others’ opinions are considered in
decision-making but that the participants’ own opinions remain
central.

"If I could go either way, then I’'ll go with

others. If I definitely want to do something, then

generally it comes down to me."

Most also feel comfortable being their age (14-15). They
indicated that 1life 1is neither easy nor hard right now
(similar to Lipsitz, 1977). At the same time, most look
forward to being a little older. Older (16-17 yrs) means more
independence, more freedom, "being able to drive" and to go
where they want.

On independence, the message from these teens is that

they want it. They want the support of family but want to be

able to make their own choices. This includes where they go,
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when they come home, what religious orientation they follow,
and how hard they try at school. A majority believe in rules
but think there are too many of them.
"I'm self-motivated, aware, conscientious, able to
make more decisions than people would think, adults
don’‘t realize how independent I am (can be); I
probably have it a 1lot better than others.

Teenagers my age are probably independent, but
parents don’t let them."

Others feel that it is not the number of rules, but the rules
themselves that are the problem.
"For a time we [participant and her mother] were
more like sisters, then she redefined our roles,
took control. I think I'm responsible enough to get
out of a place I don’t want to be. Not too many

rules, but rules that are there are ridiculous - I
ended up sleeping at a friend’s."

Most want more freedom than they have. 1In order to gain
this freedom, some said they strive to show that they can be
trusted. Parents’ trust makes them feel independent. (See
survey findings for more on trust.)

Although dreams about the future include independence and
moving away from home, most are not ready to give up the
security of family quite yet.

"It is important that I have a fair say in family

matters, in what I'm allowed to do. But it is also

important that I'm comfortable, not worrying about
little problems. Family offers security so you
don‘t have to worry about little things."

These self descriptions do not necessarily support
Melucci’s (1989:50-1) depiction of an uncommitted youth

population who enjoy a position of affluent marginality; they

simply want to be recognized as independent individuals. 1In
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fact, given the chance, many of the participants spoke at
length about the problems of the world and felt a
responsibility in solving them. This is also more encouraging
than Conger and Petersen’s (1984:607) report of a "diffuse
sense of self". Lanphier and Perez’ (1983:1) finding that
British Columbia’s high (the highest in Canada) rate of single
parent families results in a loss in feelings of security and
self-esteem for youth is not supported in the interviews.
Some Canadian national cross-sectional (i.e. one time) surveys
which have based these conclusions on closed-ended questions
and percentage comparisons may not have obtained the whole
picture (Bibby and Posterski 1985, 1988, 1992; Lanphier and

Perez 1983).

3.1.2 Significant Issues

The participants also had many issues or "things" they
wanted to discuss. Where prodding was necessary, I asked them
what was important to them, what they do. The topics of
school, the future, religion and the environment are similar
to those of conventional studies; however, differences were

found in the responses and interpretations.

3.1.2.a) School
Opinions of school ranged from very important to not
important "although it probably should be". Some felt that

teachers teach things the participants do not need to know.
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Still, most spoke of university - some indicated that they
planned courses with the future in mind, but many consider
post-secondary education to be a long way off and they have
not thought that far ahead.

School serves two functions according to the
participants. It is a place to meet friends, and therefore
the social scene at school is important.

"School is hell. 1It’s important. I don’t know if

what they teach you is so important, but the social

interaction is important."

Secondly, school and education are seen as necessary to get

jobs.

"University is inevitable. I’'m afraid to get into
Dairy Queen, the labour force, and be stuck there."

There are mixed feelings about school. Although most of
the participants agree that it is necessary, that maybe it
should be more important, many said that "something is
missing". They want the material to be relevant to their
lives and to the events happening in the world around them.
Others, not knowing how school can be changed to be more
meaningful, just want to get through it.

Posterski and Bibby (1988:26) also report on teenagers’
awareness of the necessity of school. However, they say that
for one-third of Canadian youth school is a "problem area";
the reasons are not explained by them (1988:22). Holmes and
Silverman (1992:42) report that school is important to most
girls and boys, but that this does not mean that they all like

it, especially boys (1992:48). The participants explained in
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the interviews why school can at the same time be important

but disliked or a problem.

3.1.2.b) The Future

Some of the participants in the present study indicated
dreaming about the future but, generally, they spoke of living
for today.

"I think about right now. I don’t know about the

future, don’t know what I'm going to do with my

life, the world. I want to know things, I should
start reading again, keep up with things around me.

I live for today, my friends. I don’t know enough

about the present to think about the future - it

bothers me, you can’t have an opinion if you don’t

know enough."

Although this quotation expresses the feelings of many of
the participants about the present, the future carries
different meaning for the various teens interviewed. For
example, the fourteen year old participants were the most
likely to look forward to the future. One girl, who professed
not to have many friends but to feel peer pressure,
anticipated the freedom that the future would bring. Most of
the fifteen year olds, not knowing what they wanted to do with
their lives, although not worried, were not in a rush to
become adults. The predominant attitude was: "The future will
come when it comes". Thus, Klein'’s (1990:461) determination
that enough years are not allocated for the successful
resolution of the developmental tasks of adolescence may be

overstated. Likewise, Holmes and Silverman’s (1992:24)

closed-ended question which asked the respondents whether they
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planned their school subjects with the future in mind may not
translate into their conclusion that youths’ emphasis is
predominantly on the future. Most conventional survey
questions do not allow participants to explain that both the
present and the future are important and that this attitude is

not necessarily incongruous.

3.1.2.c) Religion

Although religion was not determined to be important to
a majority of the participants, many of those interviewed
expressed opinions on the topic. The main problem with
organized religion appears to be that there are too many
boundaries and rules. Those who do take part felt that it
should be their choice and those who do not follow any faith
agreed. Everyone should decide for themselves.

"Personally, it would be a waste of time and energy

but I think that for some it is a way out of nasty

situations. One must not be judged for his or her

beliefs."

For a few, religion is an important component in their
lives. One even said his life revolves around religion. Some
read literature and go to church activities and services.
However, others believe religions get mixed up and move away
from their purpose. One participant regarded reality,
philosophy, religion, life as a state of mind. She added that
her parents think her disinterest in religion is a form of

rebellion and she does not deny that this might be true.

The words of the participants help explain Conger and
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Petersen’s (1984:581) statement that religion becomes more
abstract and less literal during adolescence (see also Conger
1991:486). Bibby and Posterski’s (1992:50) impression that
"organized religion is in serious trouble with young people"
appears to gain more support than their finding that "80% of
teenagers continue to identify with Canada’s religious
groups". When these phrases are reported without the youths’
words to explain them, though, they are 1left open to
interpretation. As well, they are often translated beyond

their intention (e.g. into other areas of youths’ lives).

3.1.2.d) Environment

The participants were interested in what other teens
thought about environmental issues. Many said that they used
to think the world would be destroyed i.e. by nuclear war or
by our mismanagement of the environment, but that they do not
think so as much anymore. They recognize their role in its
recovery, whether or not they are ready to take on the
responsibility or know what they can do.

"I used to watch the news but I got depressed.
Nothing I can do."

They get their information from the television, in magazines
and at school. Most use blue boxes and recycle, but some felt
guilty for not doing enough.

Environmental issues were mentioned by almost every one
of the teens interviewed as important concerns, similar to

previous studies. Many provided examples to explain their
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viewpoints. One participant extolled the benefits of
composting. Another said that in her daydreams about the
future, she 1is riding her bike 1in order to save the
environment. Another had attended an ecology camp. Some are
upset with companies that pollute. One girl said she did not
eat at McDonald’s for a year and a half "and now they have
changed from plastic to paper". One maintained that we must
be aware of every choice we make and make conscientious
choices.

"If you're aware, that’s half the battle."
However, one professed: "Litter is my sin.", and a few others
said they were more concerned when they were younger and
wondered if people are overreacting. Comparisons with other

studies are made in section 3.3.

3.1.2.e) Gender Issues

Gender issues were not of great importance to the
participants except with regard to terminology and attitudes
on equality. The participants wanted to be called "girls and
boys" (as opposed to women and men) or "you guys". It is not
the terms, though, but connotations that sometimes cause
problems.

"Sometimes when an adult says girl you think of
someone under ten."

They said that ‘girl’ and ‘boy’ sometimes sounded too young
but they were acceptable. Likewise, the terms ‘female’ and

‘male’ were all right but they were said to sound academic.
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With regard to equality, all agreed that anyone should be
able to do anything. This referred both to employment and
personal orientations. Based on the participants’ own
convictions and what they said regarding the attitudes of
other teens, 14-15 year olds appear to generally support
equality for all. However, some of the participants noted
exceptions. For example, a fifteen year old girl indicated:

"Anyone can do anything; still, some males are

threatened by homosexuality. We should just assume

everyone is equal. It would be nice if we could

get that across to everyone."

On the topics of sexism and feminism, the respondents
contended that inequality was not an issue, especially in
school where teachers are supportive and "other students don’t
let you get away with it". Still, interestingly (or
unfortunately), a few of the girls interviewed explicitly
mentioned anticipating discrimination in the future,
especially in the workplace.

"It has improved since 50 years ago; still, women

don’'t get paid the same [as men]. Women have to do

twice as much to be equal to half a man. A lot of
women think better, though. I rate myself equal,

well maybe above men, and some women, too (laugh)."

A few others supported this outlook when asked. This is
inconsistent with Holmes and Silverman’s (1992:90) finding
that most young women are unaware of the effects of gender-
based inequality of opportunity. It also questions the notion
that girls are less confident than boys (Posterski and Bibby
1988:15; Holmes and Silverman 1992:11) or, on the other hand,

that girls in fact evaluate themselves more positively than
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boys, as was found by Lackovic-Grgin and Dekovic (1990:839).
The interview findings of the present study may not be enough
to convince us that girls and boys are equally confident but
they reinforce the importance of the participants’ explanation
in understanding statistics. In other words, statistics alone
as offered by traditional surveys may not be enough to
convince us that there are gender differences in this area,
and may leave the findings open to researcher interpretation.
In Bibby and Posterski’s latest study (1992:84), these
authors interpret their finding that 51% of females and 28% of
the males between 15-19 years old viewed gender inequality as
a "very serious" problem as alarmingly high, more than in 1984
and above the level for adults. They do not mention, though,
that this still represents a minority. Bibby and Posterski
(1992:104) say that "more than one in two teenagers maintain
that women do not have enough power" and that "roughly the
same proportion say that women continue to experience
discrimination". These numbers turn out to be 53% (just
barely a majority) and 41% ("very roughly" the same
percentage). They comment: "What 1is more than a shade
disconcerting is the widespread hope of most young women that
they can put the two roles of parenthood and career together,
and still end up winning occupationally, financially,
maritally and emotionally" (1992:150). I do not see why this
is disconcerting and thought that this hopefulness that they

could change the situation of today would be encouraging and
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encouraged.

3.1.3 Message to Adults

There are mixed opinions about what adults think of the
participants, and teens in general. Most of the participants
thought that opinions depend on adults’ experience with teens.
The participants thought that those who know teenagers like
them while strangers either give them the benefit of the doubt
or stereotype them right away. A few agreed that,

"if you’'re out with your friends, they think you’re

a jerk; if you’re by yourself, they think you’re a

sweet kid".

Some of the teens feel they are stereotyped as only
thinking about drugs, alcohol, loud music "they just call it
noise, as in turn down that noise", dating, getting in
trouble, and sex "oh yah, don’t forget sex", but adults are
wrong according to those interviewed. It appears to these
teens that people in their age group only get publicity when
they do something wrong. Adults hearing about teens from the
media, the participants argued, are getting a
misrepresentation of youth as a whole. Opinions range from
the people who think "teenagers all the way!" to those who
think they are obnoxious, beer drinking... False opinions
form from one bad encounter with a teen. According to many of

the participants, adults only seem to be interested in

scandalous things.
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"Adults think we’'re lazy, we want everyone to do
everything for us, we live in another world of TV
and video games. Crime has gone up - hear it on
the media, TV, adult books. I know it’s not me or
those I'm close to; it’s annoying. We're not all
the same, especially; we’re all different. Most of
us are pretty focused, we’ll be o.k... Some are
getting involved with some wrong things and it’s
going to hurt later, but not all of us. My dad is
opinionated, knows we’'re not 1like them, but he
generalizes. Teachers seem to think we’'re o.k. but
that’s why they’re teaching."

One participant believed that there are different
categories of adults. Teachers take adolescents for who they
are and will work with them. Others think "oh, high school
kids" and do not give them a chance. She concluded that
adults’ opinions depended on teenagers’ images as a lot of
adults judge teenagers on how they look. She wanted to give
adults the following message:

"We are not all the same, we have varied opinions,
we think over things more than adults would assume.
We don’t tell them everything about us so they
can’'t think they know everything about us. They
should definitely get to know us before they pass
judgement; we know more than they would like to
give us credit for."

Perhaps the reason why adults form stereotypes about
adolescents is because they are scared of them. This was
suggested in the interviews.

"It's not so much what they say as what they do; so
many elderly people are scared of us, avoid
contact. Teenagers do vandalize, rob, kill, but
not all teens. Adults are scared how liberal and
informed teens are, want us to be like they were,
but then the world won’t last. It comes from
uncertainty, teens always had the rep of being bad
guys. Times haven’t changed that much; most adults
who think we’re rebellious were also, expect us to
be, haven’t forgotten, scared of us and how they
once were."
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Many of the teens provided messages for adults. One
adolescent interviewed asked that adults put aside conceptions
of them, "put down their guns" and get to know some teenagers
before passing judgement. Another wanted to tell adults that
it is important to have space, to be able to do more things.
This participant, together with others, does not want to be
treated as a child nor considered an adult but wants trust and
independence. Finally, one of the boys believed that any
adult could find a friend among teenagers if he/she wanted to
as friendship, in his opinion, is or should be based on common
interests and not on age.
To compare, Posterski and Bibby (1988) believe there is
a cause for concern in the way young people perceive how
adults relate to them. According to adolescents, they say,
adults give the impression that they like teens, a majority of
adults treat them courteously but, at the same time,
demonstrate a lack of confidence in young people, do not
respect their opinions and are failing to understand them
(1988:45). This 1is consistent with the findings of the
present study, albeit, generalized. According to an earlier
study, Bibby and Posterski (1985:7-8) indicate that the teen
version of their situation runs as follows: the years are
exciting but difficult; adults always believe themselves to be
right and are seen as wanting to treat youth as children
whereas youth want to be given suggestions and guidelines

instead of orders; and they are beginning to sense their own
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individuality and are therefore led to question how they
became what they are and to ponder what they will yet become.
The basic demand by adolescents is to be able to live out the
values of creativity, independence, and autonomy which they
have learned from their society (1985:24). I do not have
difficulty with their general findings. The participants
would probably add that they are not all the same and that
they are not that much different than adults. Although it is
not indicated how Bibby and Posterski obtained their
information, it is recommended that if a qualitative account
of "what to tell adults" is included, open-ended questions be
asked so that it is truly the youths’ version of adolescence.

The next section discusses the questions which made up
the questionnaire and compares them with those which have

directed previous studies.

3.2 The Questions

At the end of the interviews, the participants were asked
to come up with questions for a questionnaire. The topics
were established in response to the two questions: (1) If you
were the interviewer and wanted to know about people your own
age better, what would you ask them? and (2) What are you
interested in knowing about people your own age? This section
lists the questions that were provided by the participants and
compares them to the topic areas and design of previous

surveys.
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Twenty-nine questions?

were posed by the participants.
The first two girls came up with fourteen questions between
them, most of the other participants offered two to four
questions each, and three of the youth did not propose any
specific topics for enquiry but said that they were interested
in others’ opinions on the subjects discussed in the
interviews.

One topic was mentioned by four of the participants for

inclusion in the questionnaire. The question reads:

(1) How would you rate yourself/ other teens in awareness
with regard to: global issues, politics, school?

The following questions were asked specifically by three of
the interviewees:

(2) What do you do, what are your interests? What do you do
in your life, average day? In your spare time?

(3) What do adults/parents think of you?

(4) How can you tell adults that teens are not what is shown
in the paper? How would you explain?

A few areas of inquiry were shared by two participants.

(5) What do you think other people think of you? How do you
react to those people?

(6) If you could have anything in the world, what would you
wish for?

(7) What are you worried about? (clothes, hair)

(8) When you look at yourself in the mirror, do you look
ugly, feel ugly? Do you like yourself?

2Specifically, twenty-nine question areas were addressed.
Participants’ questions were combined into single expressions where
this was possible without distorting the meaning.



55

(9) What do you think of different issues? (school, teachers,
environment, money, peace)

(10) Do you think about today or the future; others or
yourself?

(11) Have you had sex?

The majority of questions were individual concerns emerging

out of the conversations. These read as follows:

(12) What’s the point of putting people down? Why do you
think some people put other people down?

(13) Music preferences tell a lot about a person. What type
of music do you like? Why? What does this say about
you?

(14) What do you think of other people? (teenagers, grown-ups,
kids)

(15) Do guys talk about girls as much as girls talk about
guys, assuming girls talk about guys a lot?

(16) How environmentally friendly are you? 1 -> 10 Explain.

(17) Do you think your parents are cool, old? Do you love
your parents? Do you like your parents?

(18) If you have brothers and sisters, do you get along with
them, love them?

(19) Do your parents embarrass you, tell people things that
aren’'t appropriate?

(20) What do you feel is the best part of your body?
(21) Who controls what you do, your opinions?

(22) Are the 5% who break law during their teen years the same
5% who become adult criminals?

(23) Do your parents trust you? Would it be easy to lose that
trust?

(24) If you have a problem, who do you talk to?

(25) Are you happy with your 1life? What are your
alternatives?
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(26) Why do you think that so many adults are interested in
the economy, putting money before the world?

(27) Do you feel peer pressﬁre? Why?

(28) Do you create, follow or ignore fads?

(29) If you died tomorrow, what would you see?

The questions were combined into the survey format presented
in Appendix B. The survey was given to the initial girl for
inspection. Then, the questionnaire was given to each of the
participants to complete in privacy. Findings are discussed
in section 3.3.

Personal concerns of teens, or concerns of groups of them
for that matter, are rarely asked for and therefore we can
never be sure we are representing them fully - especially the
reports that begin: "The adolescents indicated being most
concerned about...", in response to a closed-ended question.

Open-ended questions distinguish this survey from many
other recent Canadian sociological surveys. The differences
in findings between the current study and those from previous
research may be due to the content of the questions (what
specifically is asked about the topics) as well as the way
questions are asked (open or closed-ended). These differences
in approach result in different understandings of youth. For
example, while open-ended questions on various people and
things and on the importance of the participant’s own opinion
in decision-making are included here, some researchers appear
to have assumed that they know the range of the teens’

questions and responses. Using a closed-ended approach, I may
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not have discovered, for instance, the importance placed on
university by the participants as most closed-ended questions
allow yes/no response categories or provide a limited range of
responses from which to choose. This information was revealed
in an open-ended question regarding attitudes toward school.
It was unanticipated and unsolicited from the participants.
I also may not have learned that they talk to different people
for different problems. Previous surveys, in questioning who
youth speak with when they have a problem, have supplied
categories of problems and categories of people in order to
develop crosstabulations of responses. An open-ended question
may result in less (or different) types of concerns being
discussed but can provide more detail on the youths’ opinions.
Here, I followed the advice of Jackson (1988:86), which
indicates:

"where a pilot study is conducted, and where the

research team is uncertain about the appropriate

response categories, it is a good idea to pose the
question in an open-ended form, analyze the
results, and then base the categories to be used in

the final study on the categories suggested in the

pilot study)".

Some questions, discussed by other researchers, were not
included as important by the participants. Specific questions
on values, employment prospects, attitudes towards sex and on
sources of enjoyment as identified by Posterski and Bibby
(1988) and questions on attitudes towards current events,

teens’ buying habits and their TV watching practices, as used

by Decima Research (1991), were not derived by the adolescents



58
in the present study. Bibby and Posterski’s 1992 survey also
asked the teens about premarital sex, abortion, television
viewing, Canadian culture, valued means, enjoyment, gangs and
racial relations, all issues not addressed by the
participants. We should be careful, therefore, in our
interpretations of how widespread concerns about these issues
are among adolescents. On the other hand, the inclusion of
more participants may have resulted in these topics being
covered.

Many of the questions that arose from the interviews in
the present study reflect topics similar to those posed by
some youth in response to the final question in Holmes and
Silverman’s (1992) Canadian study. They asked their
respondents to indicate the questions they would want to ask
their peers. Some of the most noted topic areas included
relationships, life, self, school, sex and discrimination.
Examples provided include: Are you ready for sex?; why do
people discriminate?; is school where you can learn, or is
firsthand experience better? (1992:80-1). This part of their
study comes close to what I am attempting here but they do not
cite many examples of the exact questions nor do they go any
further with them. Their survey ends where the present one
begins.

Finally, many of the questions posed by the adolescents
in the present study are not very different from the questions

(or question areas) included in previous surveys. The



59
differences in findings in fact are subtle. However, the
explanations given can put the image of adolescents in a
different light. Therefore, this study asks researchers to at
least consider, in developing their methods, the inclusion of
pretests, feedback loops or, better yet, some members of the
group being studied in the development of questions and in

deciding on the response categories.

3.3 Survey Findings

The questionnaire was divided into nine sections (see
Appendix B). As with the interviews, the topics can be
organized under the broad headings: Significant People and
Significant Issues. An SPSSx computer program was used to
perform frequency and crosstabulation analyses on some of the
data. The results are based on the fifteen returned surveys
and, similar to the interview findings, the youths’ own words

are included wherever possible to illustrate the points.3

3.3.1 Significant People
In the survey, the participants included a question on
what adolescents think of different groups of people,

specifically adults*, teens, parents, younger "kids" [their

SLess information was received on the questionnaires than in
the interviews as the amount of data was limited by the questions.

“Adults in this question were first given the title “grown-
ups" but the first participant from the interviews, who previewed
the survey, thought this word had negative connotations.
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word] and best friends (see Appendix B - Part A). According
to the findings, the participants do not hold universal
opinions regarding all adults, teens or young children,
although the appraisals of these groups by the female
respondents and the fourteen year olds appear more positive.
As one respondent put it (in all 3 cases):

"I don’t have a general opinion on [adults/ teens/
younger kids]. It depends on the individual."

Approximately half of the respondents gave positive ratings to
their parents, and a strong majority, 13/15, hold positive

opinions about their best friends. (See Table I).

TABLE I
OPINIONS ON VARIOUS GROUPS OF PEOPLE
Group Opinion

Negative Depends Positive
Adults 26.7 (4) 60.0 (9) - 13.3 (2)
Teens 20.0 (3) 66.7 (10) 13.3 (2)
Kids 13.3 (2) 66.7 (10) 20.0 (3)
Parents 20.0 (3) 33.3 (5) 46.7 (7)
Best friend 6.7 (1) 6.7 (1) 86.7 (13)

Other open-ended questions on significant others allowed
the participants to describe important people in their lives,
their relationship to the respondent, their opinions of the
respondent and how important these opinions are perceived to
be. Over half of the ratings by others of the teens were
perceived to be positive (56.7%) and 23.3% of the time the
opinion was said to "depend", was somewhat positive, or was

variable. The participants try to live up to perceived
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positive images of them. As one girl replied:

"Dance teacher - friend, teacher - she thinks I'm

responsible, ambitious, caring, dedicated. - It is

very important. I try to live up to it."
A boy stated:

"Dad - all positive. He wouldn’'t trade me for

anything. - Very important. If he thinks highly of

me it makes me want to do better."
Although these positive opinions offered by significant
persons are generally viewed as important (two-thirds of the
time), exceptions apply. For example, family members may be
significant but their opinions may not matter or may only be
"somewhat" important. A girl indicated that she takes her
mother’s opinion into account but decides for herself, a boy
that his brother’s opinion does not change the way he thinks.

Most significant people in the participants’ lives are
admired. They are counted on to provide support and
encouragement and their opinions are usually valued. They are
often people the respondents try to impress.

In the interview discussions on significant people and as
reinforced by the survey answers, friends and parents are
considered the most important people in the participants’

lives. This first section of findings is discussed under the

headings: Friends; Parents; and Self-Image.

3.3.1.a) Friends
According to Table 1, best friends get the most positive

ratings. This conclusion is drawn from the participants’
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responses to the open-ended questions in Part A of the survey
with regard to what they think of other people (see Appendix
B). Best friends are nice and understanding. They are
inspirers, idea givers, and shoulders to cry on. Friends
range from "cool dudes just like me" to people very different
from the respondents. Friends often share the same interests
and sense of humour. Perhaps most importantly, according to
the participants, with friends one can talk freely and be
oneself.

In the open-ended question asking participants to state
important people and their impressions of the participants,
friends were named 50% of the time. One participant said that
her life-long friend (kindred spirit) would describe her as,

"slightly insane but no more insane than she

herself is. 1I'm someone she can trust and someone

she can talk to about anything. 1It’s gotten to the

point where we don’t think about each other any

more, we just are for each other. But again, her
friendship tells me that at least one person thinks

I'm worthwhile."

And of a good friend, a boy responded:

"We help each other with not-so-strong areas, we

laugh together. 1It’s great to know that I have a

friend that I can count on."

A topic that arises in most discussions on youth is peer
pressure. Although at least a few of the participants thought
to include a question on it in the survey, 12/15 of the
respondents indicated that they do not feel peer pressure.

(Recall that the same sentiments were expressed in the

interviews.)
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"Friends don’t care who I talk to, that’s why I
love my friends; I don’t care who they talk to, I
trust their judgement of people."
Many of the participants thought of peer pressure in the
broader context of all adolescents. Therefore, in their
opinions wanting to be like their friends and acknowledging
that friends can influence you are not equivalent to peer
pressure. Friends are said to introduce the participants to
new people and experiences without making them do anything
they do not want to. The result of this atmosphere of support

without pressure that friends provide leads some of the

participants to want to be like their friends, even to impress

them.
"I often think they [friends] get sick of me but
they say they don’t. I'm self-conscious; I’'m
trying to improve my social skills. I try to be

like my friends."

On the other hand, teens do not necessarily want to be like
other teens. This is reflected in that ten of the fifteen
questionnaire respondents indicated that they ignore fads.
Friends often "happen to" 1like wearing the same kind of
clothes (recall friendship based on similarity); fitting into
the whole "social scene" is not their motivation.

These findings correspond with Bibby and Posterski’s
(1985:69) conclusion that friends provide the necessary help
and understanding as well as Decima Research’s (1991)
discovery that youth are more likely to rely on friends when
they have a problem than on any other individual. In the

present study, the youth were given the opportunity to explain
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their answers and their feelings.

3.3.1.b) Parents

With regard to relationships with family members, Table
IT indicates that 14 of 15 respondents say they love their
parents and twelve and thirteen indicated liking their mother
and father, respectively. These findings are similar to but
perhaps more positive than comparable studies.

On trust, the survey indicated that 11/15 participants
feel that their parents trust them, and the other four added
the category "sometimes" to reflect their opinion (see Table
ITI). The survey revealed, though, that approximately half of
the participants feel it would be easy to lose that trust.

There was a pretty even split on the issue of whether the
participants feel their parents are "cool", whereas a majority
(60%) said that their parents were not old. A small majority
(53.3% or 8/15) indicated that their parents do not embarrass

them (see Table II).
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TABLE II
RELATIONSHIPS WITH FAMILY MEMBERS
Relationship Agreement
Yes Sometimes No Not
Applicable
Love mother 93.3 (14) 6.7 (1) 0.0
Love father 93.3 (14) 6.7 (1) 0.0
Like mother* 80.0 (12) 6.7 (1) 6.7 (1)
Like father* 86.7 (13) 6.7 (1) 0.0
Parents 33.3 (5) 26.7 (4) 33.3 (5)
cool*
Parents old 20.0 (3) 20.0 (3) 60.0 (9)
Parents 73.3 (11) 26.7 (4) 0.0
trust you
Easy to lose 46.7 (7) 6.7 {1) 46.7 (7)
trust
Parents 33.3 (5) 133 (2) 53.3 (8)
embarrass
you
Have 80.0 (12) 20.0 (3)
siblings
Like 33.3 (5) 26.7 (4) 20.0 (3) 20.0 (3)
siblings
Love 66.7 (10) 13.3 (2) 0.0 20.0 (3)
siblings

* Missing data - one respondent

Six of the participants’ parents were married ie. live
together, while nine respondents’ parents were not living
together. Parents’ marital status seems to influence teens’
opinions of adults, those whose parents are married holding
slightly more positive opinions whereas the majority of the
others indicated that it depends on the adult. On the other
hand, the respondents whose parents were not together were

more positive in their ratings of parents as "cool" versus
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llold” s

3.3.1.c) Self-Image

Most of them like themselves and feel comfortable with
their own opinions. Six of fifteen answered that they like
themselves while 8/15 responded that they usually do, and one
said she does not like herself. (This last respondent was not
interviewed.) Reasons for 1liking self included achieving
goals, making oneself laugh, being sensitive, being good
company, living up to one’s standards, and having no reason
not to like oneself. As one respondent stated:

"Because I am who I am and that’s the way I come so
that’s the way I like myself."

Nonetheless, the participants, even though usually liking
themselves, sometimes do not feel good enough for themselves,
think of themselves as "lame, useless and stupid", get mad at
themselves - but still generally they like who they are.

This self-esteem is reflected in a question on decision-
making presented by one of the participants who wanted to know
how important other teenagers felt they themselves were when
making a decision. The qualitative responses demonstrate that
personal opinions are very (6/13) or most important (7/13),
according to the participants.

"It is what makes the decision."

Still, others’ input might be acknowledged.
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"My opinion is the most important in the making of

any decision. I appreciate input from others

sometimes. But ultimately I try to do what I

believe to be best for myself."

A few explained that for a small decision their own opinion
may not matter as much and they sometimes allow others to take
over but for bigger decisions, the respondents have the final
say - while still listening to others.

Another question asked the respondents how they feel and
whether they like what they see when they look in a mirror.
On a seven point scale, ranging from ugly to great, all of the
youths judged themselves as average or better (i.e. two 4’s,
five 5's, six 6’'s, and one 7 - the seven from the girl who
indicated not liking herself; problems associated with self-
administered questionnaires will be discussed in Chapter 4.)
Therefore, generally the participants like or accept what they
look like, what they see in the mirror.

There were no significant differences in self images
across age or gender, as all of the participants provided
fairly positive self evaluations (based on their qualitative
responses). This does not compare with earlier findings, as
were discussed in the interviews (see 3.1.2.e). This survey
can only question whether the conclusions were affected by the

respondents’ explanations, or lack thereof, 1in earlier

studies.
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3.3.2 Significant Issues
Various issues of concern to the participants and how
much they worry about different things are represented in
Parts B and C of the questionnaire (see Appendix B). The
participants indicated worrying especially about the
environment, school, relationships and world peace. Hair,
clothes and looks are of little or some concern. Six of
fifteen respondents do not worry about sex at all (5/10 girls
and 1/5 boys). More participants worry about money than do
not, 3/5 boys and 1/10 girls a lot and 5/10 girls some. Self-
interest and money appear to be more important to the boys,
less important to the fourteen year olds, and of somewhat
greater concern to those participants whose parents are
married. (See Tables III and IV and Appendix C.) These
results are consistent with Posterski and Bibby’s (1988:15)
finding that males are more concerned about sex and money.
Their most recent survey found that looks are very important
to 51% of females and 53% of males and that 40% of adolescents
think about sex very often and 45% sometimes (Bibby and
Posterski 1992:93). On sex, Conger and Petersen (1984:279)
say that adolescents demonstrate "greater openness about sex
and greater tendencies to base decisions about appropriate
sexual behaviour more on personal values and judgement, and
less on conformity to institutionalized social codes" (see
Conger 1991:242). This comment may better represent society

today than specifically adolescents. Care must be taken to
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explicate data fully (preferably allowing teens to explain

them) and to place results in context.

TABLE III
AMOUNT RESPONDENTS WORRY ABOUT VARIOUS ISSUES

Issue Amount Worry

None A little Some A lot

Clothes 6.7 (1) 33.3 (5) 46.7 (7) 13.3 (2)
Hair 6.7 (1) 46.7 (7) 33.3 (5) 13:3 {2)
Looks 6.7 (1) 26.7 (4) 53.3 (8) 13:.3 (2)
School 0.0 26.7 (4) 33.3 (5) 40.0 (6)
Environment 6.7 (1) 20.0 (3) 26.7 (4) 46.7 (7)
Sex 40.0 (6) 20.0 (3) 40.0 (6) 0.0
Money 13.3 (2) 20.0 (3) 40.0 (6) 26.7 (4)
Relations 0.0 13.3 (2) 46.7 (7) 40.0 (6)
Politics 26.7 (4) 33.3 (5) 26.7 (4) 13.3 (2)
Peace 0.0 26.7 (4) 20.0 (3) 53.3 (8)
Hunger 13.3 {2) 40.0 (6) 20,0 (3) 26.7 (4)

The participants worry about world peace. Worries about
politics and world hunger are fairly evenly spread amongst all
of the respondents. Controlling for gender indicated that the
girls worry more about these 1issues. World hunger,
specifically, appears to be of greater concern to those whose
parents are married and to the younger teens (14 compared to

16 year olds).
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TABLE IV
OPINIONS ABOUT DIFFERENT ISSUES
Issue Opinion

Negative "Depends" Positive
School 53.3 (8) 26.7 (4) 20.0 (3)
Environment 26.7 (4) 20.0 (3) 53.3 (8)
Religion* 33.3 (5) 40.0 (6) 20.0 (3)
Future 26.7 (4) 60.0 (9) 13.3 (2)

* Missing data - one respondent

Many issues in the participants’ lives are considered
significant. Emphasis in the survey questions was placed on
the topics: school, the future, religion, the environment (see
Table I in response to Part B of survey). These issues are
comparable to those discussed in the interviews and to some of
the most prevalent themes reported in previous literature
(although the specific aspects covered often vary).

Bibby and Posterski (1992:76) indicate that the most
significant issues for teens are AIDS, the environment, child
abuse, drugs, and teenage suicide. They continue that 50-60%
of teenagers view racial discrimination, violence against
women and the economy, "three fairly explicit ‘staying alive,
living well’ issues" as very serious (1992:79). These authors
identified four dominant personal concerns of adolescents:
pressure to do well at school; never having enough time; lack
of money; and wondering what they will do when they graduate
(1992:88). These findings were based on ratings of "% viewing
as very important" and not on asking youth to rank order these

items; however, they are discussed as though this was the
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case. Holmes and Silverman (1992:72) indicate that the top
five reported concerns for female adolescents are drugs,
relationships, school, self and the environment. For boys,
drugs is at the top of the list as well, but this is followed
by school, then relationships, the environment and alcohol.
It seems surprising, given these results, that drugs did not
come up in my conversations with fifteen youth. There may be
any number of explanations for this including that they might
not have felt comfortable discussing it with me; another
explanation might be that teens do not, in fact, spend much
time worrying about drugs (as well as some of the other issues
researchers include). Only teenagers can answer this

question.

3.3.2.a) School

Similar to previous studies, the respondents expressed
contradictory views about school, saying at the same time that
school is necessary but not necessarily well liked. School
was judged negatively or as unimportant by over half (8/15) of
the respondents, though four of the ten girls said their
opinion depends on other factors (see Table Iv).
Additionally, more of the females worry about school a lot
(5/10 compared to 1/5 males). The fifteen year olds provided
the most positive evaluations while those whose parents are

not married rated school more negatively.
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Complaints refer to pressures - both peer and academic;

"School to me sometimes seems like a big fashion

show. The people I am with usually aren’t this way

but there is still pressure to get good grades,

etc..."
or complaints refer to the system.

"In my opinion, the school system doesn’t really

work. I’'m not quite sure what the purpose of it is

really, to prepare you for life and working? I

don’t think so."

Others defined school more positively, from "a place of
learning, a place to find yourself," to "a place I have to go
to so I might as well try and get something out of it". The
present study let the participants openly explore their views

about school and discuss the aspects that they viewed as

important.

3.3.2.b) Future

The majority (9/15 or 60%) of the survey respondents
expressed mixed feelings about the future (see Table 1IV).
Five of ten (4 of 6 girls and 1 of 4 boys) said they live for
both today and the future. 1In their answers, some explained
that although they live day to day, they think about the
future, or realize that their actions now will affect them
later.

Their thoughts about the future cover both the future of
the world and their future position. Many participants
reflected on environmental concerns in which case "the future

looks rather bleak unless changes are made".
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"It is hard for me to have an optimistic view of

the future with things the way they are. We are an

incredibly self-destructive group of people. I

can’'t see us lasting much longer without a complete

change of system and revolution of ideas."
A 15 year old girl wondered whether current technological
advances can be reconciled with environmental issues.

Therefore, some of the participants are a little scared
about the future, believing it to hold a lot of problems - but
perhaps a lot of solutions as well. One participant hopes it
will be better than her present thoughts about the future,
another hopes the world continues to be an "o.k." place and a
third holds onto the thought that "anything can happen".
Finally, one participant responded: "Personally, I can’t
wait!"

Emphasis on the future was seen less among the sixteen
year old respondents than the fourteen year olds. Still, this
is ﬁot consistent with Melucci’s (1989) report of an
uncommitted youth population. These adolescents are aware of
environmental and world issues, and although some are not
prepared to do anything about them, others indicated not
knowing what they could do. Likewise, the extreme feelings of
anxiety and marginalization over the array of opportunities
available to youth as reported in previous literature may be
overstated. I do not think the participants would agree with
Hugh Klein’s (1990:461) comment that "the requisite number of

years are not allocated for the successful resolution of the

developmental tasks of adolescence.
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The findings are also not consistent with many
researchers’ emphasis on the future. For instance, Lanphier
and Perez say the "youth place more emphasis on orientation
toward human interpersonal relationships and especially to
events in the future rather than in the present or in the
past". Holmes and Silverman (1992:24) report that teens plan
school courses with the future in mind and interpret this to
imply that therefore youth live for the future. In these
studies, though, findings confirming youth’s emphasis on the
future and their worrying about the future are based on
closed-ended either/or type response categories. Recall that
half of the adolescents in the present study explained that
they live for both today and the future. Often, this response
category is not offered, youth are not given a chance to
explain or, more often, this conclusion is reached through
researchers’ indirect interpretations of a question or series

of questions.

3.3.2.c) Religion

Eight of fifteen respondents indicated that they do not
follow any religion. Of the others, three are Protestant,
three Mormon, and one girl practises Wicca. Therefore, it is
probably not surprising that 5/14 respondents expressed
negative views of religion (especially those whose parents are
not living together) and 6/14 provided qualified answers

(implied "it depends") (see Table IV). A negative view read:
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"I personally do not belong to or believe in any

organized religion. I think people should have

beliefs although I tend to view religious people as

being somewhat ignorant and with many prejudices

and I feel religion is used as a security blanket

of sorts, something to explain the unexplained, to

give people reason, hope and understanding where

otherwise there would be none."
As suggested in the interviews, even participants who are
affiliated with a religious organization thought that there
were too many rules and regulations. Posterski and Bibby
(1988:126) refer to religion as "sanctifying the status quo".

On the question concerning what happens after death (see
Appendix B), three of the respondents shared a belief in
reincarnation, three spoke of an afterlife (be it heaven or a
spirit world) and eight of fourteen who answered indicated not
knowing what to expect, although some of these believe there
must be something after this life. One participant explained:

"I really hope there is something after you die. I

would hate to believe that you just rot into the

ground. Sometimes I think I would like to die to

see what it’s like and to see if dead relatives

could really still watch over me."
This unknowing does not appear to cause fear, though. Two
participants remarked specifically that although they did not
know what would happen, they were not afraid of death. Bibby
and Posterski (1992:54) report that two-thirds of their
respondents believe in life after death and one-third think
they will be reincarnated.

Posterski and Bibby’s 1988 study indicated that " a

majority of teens identify with religious groups but do not

necessarily practice their doctrines, as they do not receive
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enjoyment from them (1988:126). This identification was not
found in the present study for the reasons explained above.
Conger (1991:486) says that "religious beliefs are likely to
become more abstract and less literal between the ages of 12
and 18." This hopefully is not meant to imply that youth are
not thoughtful about their beliefs, as this would not be

consistent with the present data.

3.3.2.d) Environment

Eight of fifteen participants expressed positive feelings
about the environment whereas others felt unsure or
pessimistic about where the world 1is going. All of the
participants believe the environment to be a significant
issue, as suggested by previous research.

"It is what we live in and we have to learn to
respect it or how can we expect to survive."

Many of the participants spoke of the need for people to "stop
preaching and saying what we’ve already done when they should
be working together to do something for the future."

No one wants the environment destroyed. Although one
indicated "it’s just a fad", seven of fifteen are very worried
about the environment and another four are worried "some".
Two-thirds of the participants are somewhat environmentally
friendly, and 3718 judged themselves to be very
environmentally friendly. "Somewhat" includes recycling and
putting trash in its place to not buying aerosol cans to

understanding the consequences of environmental damage to not
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driving a car and composting. Those who answered "a little"
gave similar responses but did not feel they always put in
enough effort. Those who  judged themselves very
environmentally friendly write letters and protest clear-
cutting or "scream at people who litter". Most of the
participants try to 1live by the motto "Reduce, Reuse,
Recycle". These findings are consistent with Holmes and
Silverman’s study (1992:72) in which environmental concerns
were ranked fourth and fifth by their male and female
respondents. The participants appear to be more aware of
happenings around them than is suggested in other earlier
reports (see Brake 1980; compare with Decima Research 1991).
Perhaps the differences in interpretations result from the
different questions and response categories (or open-ended
format) used. In response to Posterski and Bibby'’s (1988:36)
indication that youth are more oriented towards personal goals
and are shown to demonstrate the attitude of "let the other
person do it [deal with collective problems]", at least with
regards to the environment, the participants explained that it
is not necessarily that they do not want to help but that they
do not know what to do.

By expressing some of my results in statistical form, I
was able to compare them with other research findings. The
open-ended question format allowed the youth to explain their
answers and I was confident that the questions covered

important topics for the participants. I tried not to



78
interpret the findings but allow the youths’ words to explain
them. I did not try to fit the findings into a prearranged
agenda and at this point it was not my intention to rewrite
the story of adolescents. The goal of the study was simply to
test what has been done in the past by doing things a bit
differently. Similar findings take on different meanings
according to the way in which the questions are asked, the
response categories, the explanations given and the context
against which they are discussed. For example, on the
question of who adolescents go to when they have problems, the
open-ended response category allowed the respondents to
explain that they confide in different people for different
issues as well as explain the issues. As important as letting
respondents explain themselves is to put the findings in
context, questions on school, religion and the future
providing good examples. (Comparisons of findings have been
made throughout this chapter and will be further discussed in
chapter 4.) Therefore, what I found was that we cannot
understand a whole situation or group, no matter how good our
questions are, without letting those involved explain what is
happening and why. We can come closer to this goal by
allowing some representatives of a group participate in
developing questions and response categories, by using open-
ended responses and/or by requesting feedback. The more
involved adolescents are, the more accurate our findings

become. This discussion suggests that the participants’



79
words, and not statistics or researcher’s purposes or
interpretations, should direct the findings chapter in any
study.

In chapter 4, feedback from the participants is
provided. The questions and the methodology are reexamined

and their future applications are discussed.
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION
An aim of this research was to let the data speak for
themselves, to let the participating teenagers tell their
story. It seemed appropriate to begin this chapter by
reviewing the feedback received from the youth on the
findings. The methodology is then reexamined. The thesis

ends with a look at possible future applications of this work.

4.1 Participant Feedback

As Singleton et al. (1988:296) suggest, I tried to "see
the world from the subject’s own frame of reference." It was
my goal, as Dorothy Smith (1987:126) says, to "explicate
rather than explain the actual ongoing concerting of human
activity" of adolescents. The final stage of the research was
to bring the findings back to interested participants, eleven
of them, to determine whether (or to what extent) I met this
goal. I brought Chapter 3 back to one of them and she
provided comments on various points. For instance, on the
statistics for those whose parents are married and those whose
parents are not (recall the numbers were 6 and 9
respectively), I was worried about unrepresentativeness. She
was not. She said she knew more teenagers whose parents are
not married. (At this point, the results are not meant for
generalization but I was hoping to represent a variety of
youth.) On the importance of school, she added that "maybe it

depends on if you’re smart". She was surprised about what



81
1980’'s studies said about youth, particularly their emphasis
on the distinctiveness of this age group. She responded:
"Well, we’'re brought up in society, how different can we be."
Overall, she complimented me on the questionnaire (and I
complimented her back, for it was the participants who made up
the questions), and she remarked that now some of the survey
questions could be quantified, with categories based on their
answers.

Another participant who saw the entire document insisted
on reading it through while I sat with her, pen in hand, ready
for her spontaneous comments. In reading the survey results,
she expected more people to indicate that impressions of
parents would "depend" and not be as positive as they were.
(Although academics know that adolescents are positive about
their parents, we do not often feed these results back to
them.) She viewed a quote from another participant about
sometimes feeling out of place with friends as "interesting"
but then said it made sense, that people are constantly trying
to fit in. On siblings, she added the opinion that feelings
depend on whether they live with you. She also commented that
she hated the phrase "significant other". On popularity, she
indicated that there is not only one popular group and that
people who are popular do not notice their popularity but
"others sure do". There 1is no alternative to school,
according to this girl, "not if you want to get into

university". As well, in response to someone’s statement that
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teenagers "know more than they [adults] would like to give us
credit for", this participant not only agreed but added that
this is because of adults’ "fear that we might undermine their
power" and that adults think that by ignoring what youth have
to say "it will go away". At the end of her questionnaire,
this participant wrote: "Great survey. Asks lots of really
good THOUGHTFUL questions. Thanks for including me!"

After these two reinterviews, I decided it was probably
not necessary to have all of the participants read the whole
document or all of the findings chapter. Instead, I presented
them with a summary of Chapter 3 (see Appendix D)'. I
delivered nine summaries to participants’ homes and phoned
them over the next week for comments. My main concern was the
accuracy of the results: whether the participants agreed with
the findings and whether the findings represented them. The
study received positive evaluations overall. One girl
wrote notes on the summary and discussed them over the phone.
She was surprised that other teens also went to their mothers
for help and expected more people to say they went to their
friends. She agreed with the survey finding that who teens go
to with their problems depends on the issue. (This finding is
consistent with other studies. The feedback loop provided the
youth with the message that they are normal.) She said that

her mother was interested in what she does and thinks and that

'This Summary of Findings was later viewed as a mistake, as
criticized in section 4.2.



83
she was therefore not represented by the generalization
indicating the reverse. She also does not want to be older
(does not want to drive), considers her parents more than just
useful but as bearers of life and caregivers, and does not
agree that moving out defines adulthood but instead believes
that growing up involves accepting responsibilities, paying
bills and being in control of your own life. University is
not a long way off although this participant does not dwell on
it (similar to a majority of the teens). She added that being
aware "comes from everywhere" and that there are good things
on TV as well as the negative aspects addressed by a few of
the participants. With regard to the finding on following
fads, she commented that people do not want to admit it
(including her) but everyone is influenced - "even if you
decided to wear a fig leaf, it came from somewhere." She
concluded that the summary does represent her but that it is
generalized, "it represents students in general", that "some
things are not [her] but a lot is".

Another girl offered similar reflections (and
objections). She did not feel that much of the summary
pertained to her and was worried about some of the statements
not reflecting the opinions of a majority of teens.
Specifically, she indicated that in opposition to the reported
findings, her parents are interested in anything she has to
say, that the topics of life after death and fantasy are two

significant areas of discussion amongst her and her friends,
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that it scares her to think that other teens are only a bit
worried about the future of our planet, that she does not look
forward to moving out, that her parents are much more than
just useful and that their trust would be very difficult to
lose. She concluded by saying that researchers must look at
individual people, not generalize just based on age, but she
thought the present method came closer to the truth than
closed-ended surveys and she requested to see the entire
document.

Others’ remarks were more succinct. One boy simply said
that he generally agreed with the summary but that some parts
of it were a little generalized (on these points I revealed
some examples presented in the thesis, and we agreed that this
is one problem with summarizing data). His specific concern
was that the groupings at the end did not include him for
which I explained that the identified groups were not assumed
to be exhaustive; these self-characterizations were merely
provided by some of the participants and contributed
additional information.

Another girl was very kind in her appraisal. She did not
disagree with any of the reported findings but interpreted
them to mean that a lot of teenagers think alike (i.e. as she
does) . She commented that the format that I used to
summarize the findings was more effective than if I had merely
provided summary statistics of the responses. Her words:

"You actually talked to us and it was reflected in the
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summary." Other comments included: "In general, it’s me. I
wouldn’t be upset with that description." Another said that
it describes her and "a whole bunch of other people". On a
few points this participant thought, "Oh, that’s interesting"
but she was not disappointed. Another merely stated: "It
about wraps it up."

The participants’ comments support the argument that a
feedback loop is highly desirable in order to check their
information and the accuracy of researchers’ interpretations
(and that the adolescents’ views cannot be as easily
summarized as attempted in Appendix D). In retrospect, I
should have given all of them the opportunity to view the
whole product. I ended up referring to the thesis for
clarification of the summary and explaining how, as opposed to
the summary, the thesis used their words to explain their
"different" positions. 1In short, I made the very error that
I had wanted to avoid; I over-simplified the lives, opinions
and issues of these adolescents. Even if it is necessary to
simplify the data, we have gone too far if we no longer

represent those we are trying