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1. Introduction
This document is the academic report of a doctoral research study in
sociology focused on voluntary risk
taking behaviours of late adolescents
and emerging adults, in contexts of
leisure and recreation, using a qualitative approach to conduct a case study
in the city of Cali, Colombia. The
project started in October 2001, began its fieldworkstage in April 2003
and is presented here as a written document in April 2005. Full funding was
obtained by the Faculty of Legal, Social and Educational Studies of the
Queens University of Belfast and academic support and supervision was
provided by the School of Sociology
and Social Policy of the same institution.
The main findings can be summarized along the two lines of theoretical questioning which structured the
study: (1)The nature, elements and
currency of riskin the life of youth in
contrast with the notion of fatalism,
and (2)the possibility of understanding risk taking as a positive tool for
socialising and entering adult life in
light of specific social contexts.
Through the first theoretical line, this
study will argue that riskis conceived
in everyday terms based on different
constitutive components: (a)a causal
process with elements of rationalism,
ranking of priorities, decision making,
and both abstract and concrete calculation of risks;(b)an assessment of the
time factor with an approach particu-

lar to youth;(c)the major negative
view that current western societies
have a risk, with specificities on the
nature and role of fear and danger;and
(d)the role of personal/social- internal/external control in risk management. However, the study will also
stress the complexity of these views
by identifying and analysing the interweaving of riskwith current elements
of fatalism of diverse kinds. The second line develops three central ideas.
(1)That besides the general association to negative outcomes, youth also
perceive benefits in voluntary risktaking associated with (a)self-improvement, (b)emotional engagement, (c)
construction of family and socio-cultural identity, and (d)gaining group
approval and a sense of belonging in
the process of growing up;(2)That risk
plays a social-class and gender mediated role in the shortening or elongation of the moratorium, the period of
transition between youth and adulthood, and that this process is directly
related to the level of social integration of youth;and (3)that the motivations, meanings and positive and negative consequences of risktaking have
to be dimensioned in the social context in which they take place.
2. The research problem
and its theoreticalbackdrop
The theoretical frameworkof this
proposal finds its roots in the workof
Beck (1992, 1998) and Giddens
(1991)regarding the risksociety and
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individualization processes in late
modernity;in the considerations of
Douglas (1992)and Luhmann (1991)
on the anthropological and sociological aspects of the notion of risk, and in
the extensive and current research on
the topic developed by Lupton (1999),
and Lupton and Tulloch (2001, 2002a,
2002b, 2003). A growing body of research has also been analysing risktaking in youth regarding processes of
transitions, identity construction, and
social inclusion and exclusion (Plant
and Plant, 1992;Furlong and Cartmel,
1997;Foreman et al., 2000;W illiams,
2003;M itchell, et. al., 2004). In sociological terms, the research problem
has been formulated using two lines
of discussion: Fatalism against the idea
of risk, and positive risktaking.
FatalityversusRisk
According to Green et al. (2002:
110), current society “is less likely to
perceive ‘risks’in terms of fate, chance
or random acts and more likely to recognize ‘risks’as a result of human action or intervention within nature and
tradition”. This study aims to explore
if this conception is valid in the case
of the youth population in a middle
size, urban city in Latin America. In
this sense, the first objective is to understand if engaging in certain behaviours labelled as “risky”, is conceived
by the (risk)takers under the broad
notions of (a)fatality or (b)risk.
This shift from fatalism to riskhas
been explained by Luhmann (1991)as
a process where the latter takes the
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place formerly assigned to witchcraft,
magic and religion in terms of misfortune and the inevitable. From a fatalistic perspective, the outcomes of engaging in certain behaviours are not
under the control of the individual, nor
a result of his or her actions. In contrast, a conception of risk will allow
the individual to thinkthat his or her
decisions and actions have a direct influence on the consequences. As stated by Douglas (1992)the notion of risk
has become central as an organising
concept in contemporary societies.
W hen addressing actions and attitudes
in terms of risks, the individual is situated in a process of calculating the future, since the notion of riskis deeply
entrenched in the notion of time and
future (Luhman, 1991: IX).Regarding
this issue, Beck has also stated that
given that our current risk society is
marked by the end of both tradition and
nature, the individual shifts from the
fear of what nature (the unknown, the
inevitable)can do to us, to the awareness of what we can do to nature and
the consequent outcomes. Since individuals see themselves as victims of
their own acts, there is a tendency to
colonize the future, to assure some
certainty of what will come (Beck,
1998: 11).Therefore, the notion of the
calculation of riskappears as a useful
reaction of individuals facing uncertainty. Thinking about the future (or the
consequences that follow one’
s actions)
in terms of fatality can also be seen as a
more passive position than that which
is assumed in terms of risktaking.
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Regarding the tradition of risk
studies, this research ascribes to what
Lupton (1999: 35)has described as a
constructivist approach, one that conceives of risk as “a hazard, threat or
danger that is inevitably mediated
through social and cultural processes
and can never be known in isolation
from these processes”. Therefore, the
analysis of riskand risktaking should
include the exploration of the contexts
in which these processes take place and
the individual and social meanings attributed to such risks. Using Lupton
and Tulloch’s (2002a)design, this
study assumes the idea of social risks
as a constructed notion;therefore, the
taskis to explore the characteristics of
this construct, e.g. the definitions and
meanings of risk, and the individual
and social factors that need to be considered in its construction. Another
example of this model is that used by
Vanegas (1998)in his research on
youth and violence in Cali. His ethnography of urban violence was based
on a qualitative exploration of the
meanings that people give to their reality, getting closer to real life settings
where uses and habits take place.
Alongside a critical analysis of Cali’s
recent socio-economic history, the author places an emphasis in the description and understanding of the social
contexts and real actors where violence, as a complex phenomenon,
takes place. To explain his view on the
topic, Vanegas states that:
“Violence [risk]is not an abstraction, it identifies faces and voices. So-

cial actors show their humanity –skin
and bone-, their dreams, their hopes,
their loves, and their wishes –like everyone” (1998: 31)
Lupton and Tulloch, and to a lesser extent other authors, tested the theoretical ideas of Beck(1992)and Giddens (1991), in the field. As can be
seen in the literature (e.g. Lupton and
Tulloch, 2002a, 2002b;Furlong and
Cartmel, 1997;Foreman et. al., 2000;
Johnston et al., 2000, W illiams, 2003)
findings from these studies have shown
that ideas such as the effects of globalisation on the processes of individualization are supported by field research, whereas others are contradicted by it, such as the notion of social
categories having little effect in the
shaping of opportunities for the young
population and their engagement in
risk activities. The present study is
framed along the same guidelines, in
order to explore the extent to which
the notions of risksociety and individualization in late modernity are coherent with the perceptions of youth towards risktaking.
It is important to note, however,
that a significant body of research has
focused on risktaking in youth from a
contrasting approach, the realist perspective (Lupton, 1999), with maj
or
contributions from health related disciplines and developmental and cognitive psychology. The focus of these
studies differs from the constructivist
approach. The realist perspective seeks
to understand risk taking as part of
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developmental procedures and conceives, in a certain way, that there is
one normal, socially accepted way in
which people should behave and react. This has been strongly influenced
by idealistic models of health that assume that there is a normal state of
things. Accordingly, this position tends
to consider that risktaking is a failure
of the process that connects information about the negative effects of engaging in such activities and the ability to not engage on them (e.g. Greene
et al., 2000). In this regard, this study
has taken on board critical analysis to
this tradition, like that of Duff in the
case of youth drug use, which can be
applicable broadly to our design:
This science of riskfails to examine the lived experience of drug use,
and th range of decisions that individuals make about their drug use behaviour. It fails to explore the range of
putative benefits that users typically
draw from this practice, instead focusing solely on the risks or the costs (… )
any practical assessment of risks involves some measure of cost-benefit
analysis whereby an individual comes
to make a judgement about whether a
particular risk is worth taking when
measured against a potential benefit.
Thus it is not that drug users are indifferent to risk, or necessarily ignorant
of the range of risks associated with
their drug use, although clearly many
are, rather it is to point to the array of
factors that inform a person’
s decisions
about the use of illicit substances. Divorcing the analysis of the risks or
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costs associated with the consumption
of such substances from any understanding of the context of their use only
ensures that researchers miss this vital
point (2003: 289-290)
Theideaofpositiverisktaking
Duff’
s perspective provides a cue
for the second question of study. According to Douglas “a riskis not only
the probability of an event but also the
probable magnitude of its outcome and
everything depends on the value that
is set on the outcome” (1992:31). In
consequence, the analysis of riskcalculations should focus on the meanings that such behaviours may have for
the people that engage in them, and
also on the individual and social value
given to what could be potentially lost,
affected or transformed. M ost of the
literature on riskreviews how this concept has moved from its original, neutral use, meaning a positive or negative outcome, to the contemporary
notion of risk referring to negative
outcomes, “the word has been preempted to mean bad risks” (Douglas,
1992: 24). This idea has two direct
effects upon this specific research. On
the one hand, the conception of riskas
being a negative situation with regard
to the activities young people engage
in, suggests that –as a second objective- this study was to explore the extent to which activities and scenarios
are perceived by the young population
as risky, and the explanation for these
perceptions. On the other hand, it also
points out a need to explore the idea
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of “positive” risk taking (regarding
outcomes). Lupton and Tulloch have
noted that while riskavoidance tends
to be taken as a rational behaviour, the
engagement in risky behaviours is seen
as irrational or as a consequence of
lackof knowledge or faulty perception
(2002b: 114).Their work, and the research done by Lyng (1990)on what
he calls edgework, as well as some
findings from current research on
youth risk identities (Foreman et al,
2000, M itchell, et. al, 2004)support
the idea of perceived positive outcomes from engaging in risky activities. Hence, people actually can engage
in risky behaviours through a rational
process that involves the seeking of
what they rate (or in some cases even
what society rates)as positive outcomes. This study focuses on this situation, trying to identify the characteristics of positive perceptions of risks
and the values and meanings that support them, exploring the potential impact of traditional social markers such
as gender and social class.
3. The setting and the
population ofstudy
The research was conducted as a
case study in Cali, Colombia’s third
largest city. In Cali, and in Colombia
in general, there is growing concern
about the increasing level of mortality
due to external causes in the young
population (aged 15-24).According to
the national office for statistics, in
Colombia in 1997, 61% of those who

died as a result of traffic accidents,
homicides and suicides were between
5 and 34 years of age, and 30% were
between 15 and 24 (DANE, 2001).
Specific figures on Cali’s youth mortality (which will be detailed in the
following chapter)indicate that externally-caused deaths have young people not only as the main victims but
also as perpetrators. However, these
figures can only show a small part of
the situation regarding risk activities
in the young population. The nature
and purpose of the information collected by statistics is related to mortality
(and in some cases to accidents and
morbidity (a focus which is different
to that selected for this study)and not
to risk taking. Due to the different
aims, information collected by the institutions in charge of such research is
not detailed enough to be considered
sufficient as a base for a study like the
one proposed here. There is much absent from statistics that takes place day
to day in the regular contexts of life
and culture.
Youth as a target population remains a very interesting part of the
society to be analysed, since it can not
be denied that activities regarded as
risky tend to have a higher rate of occurrence within this age band (Arnett,
2001). In a summary of her extensive
workon the topic, Griffin (2001: 149)
gives another important reason to continue studying this part of the population:
‘Youth is treated as a key indicator
of the state of the nation itself (… )
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young people are assumed to hold the
key to the nation’
s future, and the treatment and management of ‘youth’is
expected to provide the solution to a
nation’s ‘problems’(… )Research on
youth tells us at least as much about
the social, psychological and political
concerns of adult societies, in all their
diversity, as it does about the lives of
young people themselves (… )the two
are fundamentally intertwined’.

The taskof researching youth implies facing the challenge of assuming
a notion of youth, a categorisation of
it, which means establishing limits and
subscribing to defined models of what
one understands as youth. On this issue, M uñoz(1999: 17-20)recalls current discussions of the need to use
more than age to define youth. According to this perspective the notion of
youth should be constructed a posteriori, once the different historical, culFrom another perspective, Galin- tural and political circumstances that
do (1989:37)explains the duality that give meaning to age and to youth in
is the relationship between society and each society have been analysed. Howits youth and why studying it is a nec- ever, this same trend is aware that bioessary taskthat at the same time car- logical age is still the only visible and
ries the hope of a revelatory self-as- empirical information that one has to
sessment:
begin when approaching the young
“The young person is a promise; population in any society. Consequenthe (sic)is still not a reality. For cur- ly, age is also in this case the first, main,
rent society the most important prom- element of categorisation of the target
ise to continue being as it is. Only those population: Cali’s youth.
who say no, those who resist themW hen conducting research on
selves, those that run away, can estab- youth, it is likely that most of the inlish a new order. Society protects it- formation one gathers through statisself very well from youth’
s energy and tics and other legal and social docutries to shape it according to its own ments includes all people between 15
will. For those who wait for a change and 24 years of age. However, recent
in youth’s behaviours, those who wait workdeveloped both from the psychofor a different future as a consequence logical and the social sciences tend to
of the action of new generations, young differentiate between what is called
individuals rather than being a prom- late adolescents (15-18)and emerging
ise are a deception. W hile the young adults (19-25)(Arnett, 2001;Furlong
individual taking shape, acquires the and Cartmel, 1997). Age differences
face of the adult world, a very conser- represent diverse social dynamics
vative world that organises its new within each group, especially in relaactors in the same old logic”. (M y tion to educational status, socialization
translation)
patterns, economic and occupational
characteristics and relationships with
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parents, family and other social institutions. This study follows this line of
distinction to focus on both late adolescents and emerging adults in order
to identify contrasts on the age segments
that could provide elements for the analysis of the time factor and changing
process of the self in risktaking.
There was, however, a need for a
practical consideration regarding late
adolescents. According to legislation
in Colombia2 as well as international
agreements that the Country subscribes
to3 , the population under 18is regarded as minors and, specifically, those
under 16face different regulations than
those over that age limit. Consequently, the study decided to exclude those
under 16, despite the importance of
their situation in relation to scenarios
such as pregnancy and involvement in
minor illegal activities.
Thetargetscenarios
This research grounded the idea of
risktaking in the exploration of behaviours, activities, and situations within
2

3

typical leisure and recreational contexts among youth in Cali. The decision to focus on such activities
stemmed from the desire to workwith
“ordinary” populations and their social
worlds. W hile involvement in activities linked to organised and structural
criminality, which could lead to events
such as homicide and enrolment in
social/political/economic organisations (including armed militias, paramilitary groups or right- or left-wing
guerrillas, drug-trafficking gangs and
mafias, among others),is a significant
concern for the city, they still remain
“extra-ordinary” situations. This was
arguably less central to this research
since it belongs to a different behavioural complexthat does not affect the
majority of the youth population (although of course having some dynamic connections with the topic of study).
The closest example of this approach
was given by M uñozin her research
into current patterns of socialization,
ideas and perspectives of Cali’
s youth,
where she clearly explains that her tar-

In Colombia, all people under 18are covered by the “Código del M enor” (law for
under aged), established by the law 127 – 37 of the 27th of November, 1989 and
ruling after 1999. This law has special considerations for people over 16, which
allows them, among other things, to get married or have a driving license with special permission from the parents or legal minders, to workfull time, and to purchase
alcohol and cigarettes (but not go into pubs and clubs, which is restricted to those
over 18). On the other hand, there are also special considerations for law breakers
over 16 and under 18 years of age, such as special reclusion institutions and law
procedures, which work in close agreement with the National Institution for the
W elfare Children and Family (ICBF).
Colombia subscribes to the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child,
and ratified its participation in January 1991. It also subscribes to the two optional
protocols on armed conflict and on child prostitution in September 2000.
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get was “anonymous, ordinary kids
that were not organised in any specific way nor belonged to a micro society that served as a linkto engage them
in the project (… )eventual belonging
to certain groups was not central, nor
inclusive, nor exclusive” (1999: 99).
Another pragmatic reason for excluding participants in organized crime was
the inherent difficulty and riskof this
type of research. The focus selected
leads to a more coherent research design. Consequently, the situations and
activities explored were framed in the
following categories:
- Sexual activities
- The use of psychoactive substances (alcohol, tobacco and other related substances)in contexts not
connected with organized criminal
activities
- Traffic-related culture (including
drinking and driving)
- “M inor” illegal activities (shoplifting, joyriding, use of fake Ids,
etc)
- Extreme sports
A casestudy
(1)As mentioned, the research took
place in Cali in the form of a case
study. The descriptive characteristics
of the city as a case are:
- A middle sized urban city with an
important process of development
on the demographic, social, urban,
and economic levels.
- A Latin American city that combines (1)the difficulties of belonging to a developing country (re-
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garding urban distribution, economy, migration and social conflicts),
(2)the potentialities of the native
social, ecological, cultural and historical resources, and (3)the opportunities of receiving influence
and aid of a diverse nature from
developed countries.
A city highly impacted by national
social conflicts such as violence
and drug production and trafficking, whose consequences are seen
in the social, economic and cultural structures.

(2)A third of Cali’s population is
between 10 and 29years of age. The
condition of a young city that faces
violence as a main threat for its youth
and, as well, that offers diverse and
complex ways of living, makes it a
suitable site for studying the topic of
riskand youth. Cali’
s background of
migration and its dynamic of social
inclusion and exclusion offer an opportunity to approach this situation.
Using Vanegas’words, Cali is a city
that holds different cities (1998).Previous studies show that the city has a
global social, economic and cultural
logic that breaks down into contrasting different logics within the localities that co-exist. Studying Cali’
s youth
offered the advantage of exploring this
multiplicity in order to identify the
ways in which variables such as gender, occupation and social conditions
determine in different ways the meanings, uses and habits related to risktaking.

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“LUCK DOESNOT EXIST”- YOUTH, RISK AND LEISURE IN CALI, COLOMBIA

(3)In a broader sense, the study
also offered a possibility of establishing connections and comparisons with
(i)other contexts and (ii)other, previously explored aspects of risktaking
in other age spans.
(4)As part of strategies of national and local governments to tackle (i)
the impact of social conflicts related
to violence and the drug industry;(ii)
the uneven social and economic distribution (inclusion/exclusion);and
(iii)specific social problems such as
unplanned teenage pregnancy, the use
of alcohol and drugs, and issues concerning traffic culture, among others,
Cali is currently taking part in different research and intervention proj
ects.
Cali’
s current Plan of Development has
the young population as the main target of all these strategies;this situation offers a good opportunity to develop projects such the present one as
it fits within the guidelines of the government with respect to public policies
in education and health.
Conducting the study was also j
ustified by findings of other recent research in the city: (1)Vanegas described the duality faced by young
males between engaging in acts of violence that imply a high riskof un-lethal and lethal injuries, or being apprehended by the police. On the one
hand, they state a will and wish to live
their lives at a “slower rhythm”, but,
at the same time, they explain how violence, aggression and physical

strength are highly valued in their local contexts in relation to individual
and collective identity construction
(1998: 153). (2)According to Urrea
and Quintín (2000: 150), drinking
large amounts of alcohol in parties and
public places is related to young men’s
need of proving to their peers the
strength of their bodies and the capability of resistance. This latter idea is
found across all their research on male
identity construction in excluded areas of the city. (3)One of the more
complexfindings in this field relates
to female sexuality and socio-economic conditions. W hile pregnancy proves
to be a “pass” into adulthood, an improvement of familial and social status, an assurance of womanhood for
girls in a context where study and work
opportunities are very limited, girls
from middle and upper estratos face a
continuous struggle to demonstrate
that they can be full women without
the necessity of a direct experience of
maternity and that sexuality includes
both reproductive and erotic dimensions that should both be equally valued morally and socially (Vanegas,
1998: 139;Rosero and Saldarriaga,
1999: 10). These findings show that
specific scenarios of “risktaking” cannot be seen from a black and white
perspective, and that the social and
economic conditions of the local contexts are strong determinants of such
actions.
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research is interested in exploring the
situational logics of risktaking instead
of individual patterns of behaviour.
On theoretical grounds regarding
The research tools included severthe tradition of risk studies, the re- al months of participant observation,
search can be framed under the con- the execution of four focus groups and
structivist approach, however, its epis- fifty individual semi-structured intertemological perspective is supported views with an emphasis on life stories.
by a broader position known as criti- Sampling and contacting strategies incal realism.As will be explained in cluded quotas (by age, gender and sodetail further on, this conception ac- cial status),targeting of specific cases
knowledges that underneath the moti- and key informants, and snowballing.
vations and meanings assigned to risk Participants were between 16and 25
taking in the complexity of social sit- years of age from both genders and
uations, there are also biological, me- more from a background outside of
chanical and other non-humanly institutions rather than within them.
charged factors that should also be Verbal informant consent was always
considered. This means that regardless acquired and information was collectof the values and meanings assigned ed via tape recording and fieldwork
to their outcomes, sexually transmit- j
ournal notes. Analysis was supported
ted diseases, pregnancies, car crashes by ETHNOGRAPH V.5.0., a computcaused by weakened driving skills and er based programme that allowed
resulting in bodily traumas, among oth- structuring the information through
ers, are an unavoidable reality that has categories or families of codes, expeto be recorded and taken on board. In dited the coding and was also helpful
this regard, quantitative tools are help- in synchronising the theory with the
ful to record such events as plots, or fieldworkresults.
fabricofactions (tramas);however,
these events are also surrounded by
Structureofthedocument
plots or fabrics of motivations, meanThe document is presented in five
ings and interest that result from the chapters. Regularly, reports like this
human-social nature are more suscep- would follow the “IM RD” scheme,
tible to be understood and interpreted Introduction, M ethods, Results and
by qualitative means (Ricoeur, 1983; Discussion, however, the characterisSevilla-Casas and Sevilla, 2005).The tics of the findings which will be prestudy explores narratives of motiva- sented in a detailed narrative, demand
tions, meanings and perceptions with the consideration of a more balanced
detail into the routines and social con- structure. Accordingly, the reader will
texts they tookplace in. At the same find in Chapter One, “Being a young
time, it is important noting that this Caleño at the beginning of this centu4. A qualitative approach:
Aspects ofm ethodology
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ry” an initial section with the description of the setting and the population
of study with the use of some current
figures on demography and other central characteristics. A second section
describes the process of growing up
and the patterns of socialization of
young caleños, and the following five
sections give full account of the main
findings in relation to their experiences on the target areas of study (use of
psychoactive substances, sexuality,
traffic culture, extreme sports, and
minor illegal activities).
To provide a bridge between the
ethnographic narrative and the theoretical discussion, Chapter Two will
present the “Research M ethods and
M ethodology”. This chapter presents
in detail the process of conception,
design and the manner in which the
present study was conducted in regards
to methodology. A first section describes the epistemological and theoretical position that supports the use
of a qualitative and interpretative approach to the study of youth risktaking in a frameworkthat will be called
situational logic. A second section
gives an account of the research plan
and presents aspects of sampling, access and contact of the participants and
selection criteria. The characteristics
of the participants and the technical
aspects of the final sample of study will
be discussed in section three, and the
concrete strategies and tools for gathering the information will be presented in section four. Section five discusses the process of analysis and interpre-

tation of the material, section sixwill
discuss ethical issues of the research,
and a final section on reflexivity will
analyse the study as a personal experience.
Chapter Three is divided into two
main parts. The first part presents the
literature review considering the notion of risk, the origin of the concept
and the main empirical and theoretical perspectives. The latter includes a
description of the tradition of riskstudies in the health sciences, the analysis
of the work of three central authors
(M ary Douglas, Ulrich Beckand Anthony Giddens)and the description of
the current stream of youth risktaking
analysis. The second part draws on the
findings of the study for the first time
to describe the constitutive elements
of risk taking through the lenses of
youth;following Lupton and Tulloch’
s
model (2003), the next section analyses youth’
s personal definitions of risk;
and a final section develops the idea
of control and its role in the process
of risktaking.
The analysis and discussion of the
findings will be developed in Chapter
Four, where two sections address the
theoretical questions of study. The first
part will analyse the characteristics of
youth risktaking, and present the elements of fatalism traced in the narratives of study. The second part will
consider the function of risktaking, the
notion of positive risktaking -with the
development of the ideas of moratorium and social integration- and, finally, the question of the social construc-
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tion of riskwith a critical analysis of
the notion of vulnerability.
A final chapter will summarize the
main conclusions and proposed contributions to the academic debate and,
potentially, to the fields of public
health and social policy that have
youth as a central concern. Future scenarios of study and cues for developing ideas identified or initially analysed in the research will also be
sketched.
The reader will find that the description of the findings and part of the
analysis makes a strong use of direct
quotes from the participants of this
study. Selecting this style of writing
was based on a personal decision to
keep the study closely connected to the
field, and to make full use of the richness, depth and complexity of the information collected. As the study was
conducted in a Spanish speaking country, the quotes had to be translated to
English by the researcher, which introduces a filter that should be acknowledged, as the original structure
and word setting could be altered in
this process;however, a complete
record of the original quotes can be
found in Appendix 1, should anyone
be interested to have a direct read.
Itis the hope of the researcher that
this workcontributes to the social, academic and political debate on risk
taking but, above all, that it reinforces
the construction of a bridge that connects the abstract, adult-centred vision
of the world to that of youth, acknowledging their perspectives and tuning
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our frequencies accurately enough to
listen and to understand their narratives and every day experiences of life.
5. Conclusions and Perspectives
This final section summarizes the
central empirical and theoretical findings presented and developed throughout this document, with an emphasis
on the convergences and divergences
with the current debate on riskresearch
in the local and global academic milieu.
5.1. M ethodological and
epistem ologicalaspects
The study was conducted in Cali,
Colombia, and used a qualitative approach for the study of risk-taking in
the youth population. This was mostly
done by conducting participant observation and undertaking four focus
groups and fifty interviews with males
and females aged sixteen to twenty
five, from different socio-economic
backgrounds in the city.
The epistemological design has
been orientated by the idea of describing and interpreting reality as a stratified complexity of tramas or fabrics
of objective events, meanings and interests.The first layer is composed of
all human and non human actions and
processes, including biological, mechanical, physical and environmental
factors. At this first level, objective
events have to be recorded and described, as they represent the prime
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material of social contexts and human
situations. In this line of thought, both
qualitative and quantitative tools of
research are useful to keep account of
these elements. A second layer of tramas would be made of individual and
collective meanings that these actions
have in each context, and, as a third
level, the interests that motivate and
play out the interaction of the other two
levels. It should be noted that, as in a
thickcrafted weave, these levels interrelate with each other to produce a
complexsocial situation. In terms of
social research, the two latter levels
and the complete interweaving of the
diverse elements are not only to be
described but to be interpreted and
understood. As a consequence, the
methodological approach to these levels should be of a hermeneutical nature, which is usually provided by
qualitative strategies and methods of
analysis. It should also be noted that
the main focus of this project was not
the exploration of individual conceptions and behaviours but the analysis
of situational logics ofrisk which include personal as well as collective,
social and contextual processes.
By acknowledging the existence of
tramas of objective events, meanings
and interests, this study has also supported the ideas of critical realism
which believes that underneath the
motivations and meanings assigned to
risk taking in complex social situations, there are also biological, mechanical and other non-humanly
charged factors that should also be

considered. In terms of the theoretical
tradition of risk studies this research
followed the lines of the constructivist approach, one that conceives of risk
as “a hazard, threat or danger that is
inevitably mediated through social and
cultural processes and can never be
known in isolation from these processes”. Therefore, in addition to the level
of tramas of obj
ective events, the analysis of risk and risk taking included
the exploration of the contexts in which
these processes take place and the individual and social meanings attributed to such risks. The most highly contrasting approach to this is the realist
perspective with major contributions
from health related disciplines and
developmental and cognitive psychology, where the focus differs from the
constructivist approach as it seeks to
understand risk taking as part of developmental procedures and assumes,
in a certain way, that there is a normal
way in which people should behave
and react. This has been strongly influenced by ‘ideal’models of health
which assume that there is a normal
state of things. Accordingly, this position tends to consider risktaking as a
failure of the process that connects information about the negative effects of
engaging in such activities and the ability to not engage on them.
5.2. M ain Findings
This research was orientated by
two aims: (1)to analyse the notion of
riskand its constitutive elements with-
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in everyday conceptions and behaviours of young people, in reference to
their perception of fatalism, and (2)to
describe the role of risk in terms of
functions and perceived associated
benefits in the life of youth, in order
to explore the idea of positive risk taking in relation to social contexts.
5.2.1. Youth,risk and fatalism
Regarding the first line of research,
it was found that riskis central to the
regular discourses and conceptions of
everyday life of youth, and that it has
four major constitutive elements.
(1)The notion of a causal process.
Consistent with the literature, narratives showed a conception of riskas a
chain of causation, which underlines
the awareness that certain actions lead
to other actions or situations. This element is critical in the theoretical debate between constructivist and realist approaches, as the latter tends to
associate risktaking with irrationality. However, the accuracy of the constructivist approach in this regard is
confirmed here by evidence showing
that, not only elements of rationality
are present in a risktaking situation,
but also that it involves complexprocesses of decision making where pri
oritising between differentsetsof
valuesand potentialnegative and
positiveoutcomesisa regularpattern. This situation of riskcalculation
appeared in both abstract and practical levels, as young people develop
skills to calculate riskin terms of com-
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panion (risk–whom with),places (risk
–where)and moments (risk–when).
Following the idea of situational logics of risks, narratives showed that
engagement in risk- taking activities
was conceived and highly valued as
“thickmoments” or complexsituations
and not only as a particular behaviour;
for example, attending piques (illegal
car races)offered more than the possibility of racing a car (which many did
not actually do),it offered integration
to exclusive networks and the opportunity to meet people. Stating that these
calculations are made through the development of specific skills underlines
that riskmanagement is a constructed
– learnt process where family, peers
and same-gender-companions play a
critical role. In this particular case,
gender was identified as a structural
differentiating marker, as females
showed a strong peer/self-monitoring
process in terms of their gender identity, their narratives described that besides the regular concerns regarding
personal safety, health and relationship
with peers (common to both girls and
boys), for them, reputation and respectability seemed to be constantly at
stake.
(2)A second element was the assessment of the time factor as part of
the process of risktaking. In relation
to the idea of a causal chain, time, in
the notion of future, is central to the
concept of risk;this characteristic can
be noted better when exploring elements of fatalism where the absence
of a notion of future and the idea of

“LA SUERTE NO EXISTE” -“LUCK DOESNOT EXIST”- YOUTH, RISK AND LEISURE IN CALI, COLOMBIA

living the present moment are clearly
identified. An important feature of time
is its plasticity, the probability of living multiple scenarios, of changing
from one pattern of life to the other
with little difficulty, as an element of
being young. Narratives showed that
time provides the possibility of creating potential scenarios, of experimentation –a central taskfor youth - and
of resuming the tracks of life that
would be expected from adult-centred
society. This opportunity, initially, appears to be clearer for upper-middle/
integrated classes than for lower-excluded populations, due to the structure of the social agents that support
them through these processes, such as
family and networks for study and
work. Finally, it should also be mentioned that narratives express that time
and life are lived in a very intense way,
which allows the exploration of multiple scenarios and patterns of behaviours in short slots of time.
(3)A central characteristic of risk
in current times is that it is negatively
charged in terms of its outcomes;this
means that, regularly, riskis conceived
as bad risk. This feature was also
present in youth’s narratives and it was
usually represented through discourses of f
ear.As it will be developed further, fear (as other features of risk)can
be associated with potential outcomes,
and plays a role in processes of selfimprovement;however, it is presented here as the particular shape that the
notion of risk, as a negative situation,
takes in youth experiences. Maj
or fears

associated with potential outcomes of
riskare: (a)losing control of oneself,
that is, a fear of breaking personal limits and undermining personal principles and values (usually as a result of
regular or occasional use of psychoactive substances);(b)failure (related
to reputation and image, especially
affecting parents, peers and significant
others);(c)physical pain (in many
occasions as part of a poor, self-damaged health);(d)death. In the case of
females, losing self control would usually put them in a vulnerable and clear
position as victims of all kinds of aggression, whereas males would perceive themselves as more likely to become aggressors. It should also be
noted that fear was perceived as a tool
to keep oneself grounded and centred,
acting as an inner restraint. In cases
such as the regular practice of extreme
sports, for instance, fear was seen as
the difference between failure and success as it would maintain an awareness
of the personal limits and skills, meaning that it is helpful in the process of
riskcalculation.
(4)Consistent with hints given by
previous research for broader age
spans and other categories, control was
noted to be an element recurrent in
youth’s reflections on the process of
risktaking. Central associated notions
included: (a)Irresponsibility, as risk
taking was eventually seen as a failure
in the fulfilment of personal, familiar
and social responsibilities or roles assumed. In this case, lackof control and
self restraint was conceived as a trig-
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ger for avoiding or failing to take responsibilities. Once more, it is important noting that despite the proposed
idea that risk taking is experienced
through processes of rationalisation
and calculation of diverse positive and
negative potential outcomes, this
choosing may sometimes produce inner conflicts with regards to the set of
values and guides of action that are
highly influenced by adult-centred
structures and internalised by the individual during long periods of social
and family education. However, as
noted by literature on socialisation,
youth is characterised by the confrontation and personalisation of these
schemes.
(b)“External risks /internal choices”, an idea which stresses the role of
self-control and personal will, in the
process of riskmanagement. Resources to deal with such situations are believed to be acquired at home and with
peers during the stages of socialisation.
(c)Narratives also stressed that
personal risks were easier to manage
and calculate than global/external
risks. An important emphasis was
made in the general awareness of risks
related to the country’
s socio-economic stability and testimonies included
experiences or personal reflections
regarding political violence (such as
kidnappings and bombings), social
violence and instability (robbery),and
interpersonal violence (different levels of aggression).
(d)On occasions, control was associated with the presence of others in
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situations of riskmanagement or calculation, in two broad senses. Firstly,
being in the company of others (usually friends)would assure a safety networkthat helps the individuals to stay
grounded and in contact with their personal values;that is, friends would
serve as a “pole to the earth” in situations of potential loss of control. M ain
gender differences were observed as
females would stress strong peer and
gender monitoring, whereas males
would refer to friends more in terms
of support and companionship rather
than in terms of guards. In a second
sense, being with others would usually keep individuals aware of the way
in which their actions could affect their
companions. Gender differences
showed that females perceive themselves as an influential factor causing
males to maintain self control, such as
when they are the main companion of
a drunkdriver, whereas males describe
themselves as active control takers or
power holders;narratives describe
male reflections about the potential
harm they could cause to others and
how, once this possibility is eliminated, they would be more relaxed about
weakening their self control.
(e)Finally, narratives would stress
their conception of “older and wiser”,
as perceptions regarding self control
often described it as a consequence of
growing up and becoming mature.
Reflections described how the effect
of time would allow individuals to
know their bodies, values, personal
limits and characteristics of their
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friends and, consequently, become
more skilful with regard to staying in
control and calculating risk. The latter
does not mean that risktaking disappears with age, but that individuals do
tend to be more consistent in their values and beliefs and strengthen their self
control as they experience life.
An additional consideration to the
sociological analysis of risk was the
potential contribution of elements usually explored by the psychological
field such as sensation seeking, the
notion of a personal fable, and the optimistic bias. Traditionally, these elements are seen as biological –developmental factors that characterise
young populations and have an impact
on their mental structure, which leads
them to underestimate the potential
outcomes of (risky)actions and believe
that they are less likely to be affected
by negative situations than other people. The study explored the social (and
not the neurological)basis and characteristics of these factors to understand the complexity of risk taking.
Narratives described in detail how the
personal fable is a constitutive element
of risktaking as in many occasions a
feeling of control and uniqueness tends
to overcome the assessment of other
factors. This is not to say that young
people undertake their actions without
having at least a basic awareness of the
consequences;it is just that they genuinely believe that they have the capability of mastering the situation. Consistent with current literature, the role
of peers and social networks was found

to be crucial for the engagement of
youth in riskbehaviours, where males
underline their role as companion and
support, and females stress their contribution in self and gender monitoring. A recurrent figure in this category
was the idea of living a heroic life, a
situation identified as a tool for confronting reality and engaging in processes of self-actualisation. Narratives
described how breaking the rules or
testing one’s values and skills was critical to show self control and reinforce
elements of masculinity, femininity or
youth. However, responses also
stressed that, as much as the idea of
being heroic provides positive effects
for processes of self and social construction of the self, it is also recognised as a potentially harmful element
that stands on the edge of what is acceptable or unacceptable within an individual’s patterns of behaviours.
Underlining the notion of tramas
of objective events, meanings and interests, the study found that, despite
the fact of riskbeing a central element
to youth’s conception of the world, it
was regularly interwoven with aspects
of fatalism, though these appear on a
lesser extent. The most outstanding
shapes that this concept takes in youth
narratives are: (1)A failure to take responsibility for one’s actions and placing it either in others or in external circumstances. As a general pattern, individuals assumed passive roles of victims, which can be traced in practices
such as the use of psychoactive substances or unsafe sexual practices. An
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interesting point of discussion in this
situation is that justification for risk
taking is placed, for instance, in the
physical effects of the substances used,
but little self-assessment is done over
the use of substances itself and, when
it happens to be mentioned, it is usually done to blame others for the situation. A contrast that highlights this
position was perceived with non-fatalistic cases where individuals acknowledged the effects that these substances have in them and tookmeasures to
control them. (2)An absolute, direct
association between risktaking and the
social context, which leads to the belief that any scenario, opportunity, action or behaviour is completely and
only predetermined by socio-economic conditions, and that “breaking’
’this
scheme is only possible via risk taking. An example of this position is the
engagement in illegal activities to access leisure, recreation and other symbolic goods. (3)An avoidance of the
notion of future and planning which is
usually supported by the idea of being
young and living the moment without
worrying about the future. On many
occasions the idea of “youth spirit”
appeared in narratives as a justification or an umbrella to avoid taking responsibility, supported by the idea that
risktaking behaviours should be something to be expected and accepted from
youth. This element could be explained
by the traditional influence of realist
models (especially from areas of health
and developmental psychology)which
have promoted a certain notion that
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youth risk taking is the result of the
failure of processes of rationality that
are still under development. (4)The
belief in fate, god or a higher power
that controls and rules one’s life and
that, in some occasions, has already
predetermined what will happen to
each and every one. (5)A disdainful
position towards life, which can be
described as loss of interest and a lack
of motivation for actions and behaviours. This position would perceive life
as a temporary episode that has a beginning and an end, thus, behaviours
sometimes would challenge death or
simply would not fear it. As a consequence, some narratives would state
that as death is an imminent reality to
all, they may as well encounter it while
having fun. (6)The idea that people
are born with elements of risktaking
in their character which they develop
through life but which cannot be modified. As a consequence, it was believed by some that they had a dangerseeking or deviant nature and that it
was not possible for them or anyone
to modify its basics.
5.2.3. Positive Risk-Taking
The second line of discussion developed the idea of positive risk-taking in youth. Discourses identified
perceived benefits in risktaking, which
are precisely those taken under consideration during processes of riskcalculation. Consequently, narratives note
that risk (through its potential benefits)can be perceived as having diverse
functions in the life of youth: (1)Con-
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sistent with current literature, risk is
perceived to promote self improvement and actualisation at physical,
emotional or social levels during and
after taking part in such activities. Discourses continuously mentioned risk
taking as the opportunity to test the
self, to reinforce their youth spirit and
to build their personal identity. (2)On
occasions, risktaking allowed an emotional engagement which promoted the
self to extend beyond the adult-centred structures of culture and society.
In this regard, it was noted that the
process of rationalisation and assessment of personal priorities in relation
to risks place important value on emotional reasons and experiences. (3)In
the particular settings of leisure and
recreation, risktaking proved to have
an important role in the construction
of familiar and cultural identity and,
at the same time, in gaining (4)peergroup approval and a sense of belonging. In both cases, narratives were consistent with previous studies that
stressed the role of risktaking in these
behaviours as rites de passage, substantially supported and promoted by
peer and adult networks. (5)In the
particular case of youth, risktaking has
been deeply connected to issues of
personal and social image, in terms of
peer groups as well as in terms of gender identity.
Based on recent local research, the
study used the notion of modern social integration (or exclusion)to describe youth that has (or lacks)economic, social and symbolic resources

for personal development and, in regards to these classifications, the role
that risk plays to expedite or extend
their entrance to adult society. The
period where this process takes place
usually begins with late adolescence
and emerging adulthood until the formal enrolment in society as an adult in
terms of work, housing and family/
marital status;it is known in the current literature as moratorium and risk
is central to its structure.
In the case of excluded populations, the study used the example of
early pregnancies, usually perceived as
a social and health riskactivity, to explore the role that riskplays as a tool
to shortening the moratorium and,
therefore, to accelerate the integration
into adult networks. For females, early pregnancies represent benefits such
as (1)Improvement of social status
within the household, (2)Securing a
partner, (3)Leaving home and starting one’s own family, (4)Accessing
social benefits from governmental and
non governmental institutions, (5)Increasing personal safety, and (6)Exercising womanhood. For males, benefits tookthe shape of (1)Reinforcing
and demonstrating masculinity, (2)A
passage into adulthood, (3)Assuring
the prolongation of their lineage, and
(4)The possibility of settling down,
consolidating a family and entering the
legal –stable labour market. Generally, both males and females tend to perceive riskas an opportunity for transformation of their pathways and as alternative channels for integration.

CUADERNOS DE ADM INISTRACIÓN/UNIVERSIDAD DEL VALLE/Nº33/JUNIO DE 2005

125

In contrast with excluded populations, risk among already integrated
populations was perceived as a tool for
elongating moratorium and slowing
the entrance to adulthood. This study
found in these social environments an
association between risktaking and the
avoidance of two central markers of
adult life: commitment and long-term
planning;this is usually done by exploring scenarios such as regular attendance at raves and after parties, the
use of psychoactive substances –especially “hard drugs”-, engagement in
illegal activities and even elongating
stages of training and education. As
part of their conditions as integrated
youth, narratives showed that family,
peers and society in general provides
them with the resources and opportunities to easily resume the expected
pathways, and that their experiences
as risktakers end up being considered
a constitutive path of their youth.
These findings can be summarized
in two main theoretical ideas: (1)Consistent with previous local research, it
was noted that lowersocio-economic
stratatendstohaveshorterperiods
ofmoratorium;thus,insertioninto
adultlifeintermsofwork,economicproduction and consolidation of
ownfamiliesisdonefasterandearl
i
erthan i
n upperclasses. This can
be explained by the economic constraints that force young people to become economically active as quickly
as possible in order to help their families and to cover their own expenses.
This transformation is usually associ-
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ated with the insertion into the labour
market. (2)Initially, it could be understood from the findings that fatalism
is stronger in lower socio-economic
populations than in middle-upper
classes. This is true only to a certain
extent. On the one hand, it is noted that
poor economic conditions lower the
possibilities of action and potential
future scenarios for youth;to use a statistical term, it can be said that excl
uded,“poor”segmentsofthepopulationhaveless“degreesoffreedom”
than people from integrated,
weal
thi
erenvi
ronments,topl
anand
develop theirlife. Thus, apparentl
y
in the“lower”extremeofthescale
thereisastrongermanifestationof
fatalism;however,itshouldbeconsidered thatas in these environmentssocialandeconomicresourcesaremorel
i
mi
ted, consequently, so
are the potential outcomes that can be
achieved through them. On the other
hand, it has to be stressed that narratives from these populations still
present the constitutive elements of
risk taking. This is, that despi
tethe
l
ower,l
i
mi
tedcondi
ti
onsordegrees
offreedom,thel
ogi
cofri
ski
nterms
ofplanning,the conception ofa
causalprocess,and the weigh of
potentialoutcomesisstillapplied.
This means that engagement in the
studied behaviours does not happen
“automatically” but that, in different
levels of complexity, it is considered
as an option and their potential outcomes are weighted and prioritised.
Accordingly, instead offatalism,
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young people adopta calculative
real
i
sm. Limited conditions force people to be strategic in their conception
of life, which, in the case of youth, can
be described in terms of logics of risk
calculation. Itshould also be noted that
as this tensionbetweenfatalism and
risk ismediated bysocio-economic
conditions, the actions undertaken to
expedite or avoid moratorium are consistent with the resources and conditions individuals have at hand. This
means that people do what they can
with what they have at both extremes
of the scale. Thus, an important consequence is that behaviours contrast
dramatically, as it is not the same to
elongate moratorium by taking a year
off studies to party and use drugs, than
to shorten it by having a child. A Colombian expression describes accurately this situation, “hacer de tripas
corazon”, that is, in excluded strata
people make a heart out of their bowels.
The traditional idea of social constructivism was explored through the
analysis of the role of females in Colombia’s male-centred traffic culture,
specifically as the companion of a
drunkdriver. The use of this particular example was also intended to confront the idea of gender vulnerability
in order to explore the current ways in
which it has been transformed into an
active agency where individuals are
concrete actors -and not victims- of
their social environments, and to identify the role of risk within this complexity. Thus, the study stressed that

risk,asacentralelementofcurrent
socialscenarios,isnotimposedbut
constructedasanopti
ontodealwi
th
reality(that, yes, can be uneven and
segregated),weighing and prioritising
all the elements at stake. Among these
priorities and potential scenarios and
motivations, the study found that, in
the case of the female driving companion, reasons for engaging in this particular “risky” scenario included elements closely related to the construction of personal, social and gender
identity. Analysis of these elements
was supported by theory regarding
gender differences in moral reasoning,
which suggests that while males tend
to be justice orientated, females are
more likely to be responsibility orientated. Consequently, it is noted that
women have been taught to care for
other people and expect others to care
for them;in addition, while men think
in terms of rules and justice, women
are more inclined to thinkin terms of
caring and relationships. This pattern
was clear in the reviewed narratives
and allows the inference that, even
whenpri
ori
ti
si
ngtheotheroverthe
self,female risk servesa personal
interestin theconstruction oftheir
feminine role.In this regard, it is
worth questioning the vulnerability of
females in this situation and understanding that their use of their own self
(bodies, companions and role as females)can be transformed from a passive-victim position to one of active
agency.
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5.3. Putting risk in per- rium (very current in the local-Latin
spective: concluding com - American analysis of youth)and the
m ents
rol
eofri
ski
ndi
fferentandcompl
ex
socio-economiccontexts.
This study has aimed to respond
In relation to the Latin American
to current literature’
s cues to explore milieu, the study has built upon recent
the notion of risk within specific so- innovative efforts to analyse youth and
cial contexts with an emphasis on the its interaction with elements of the
process of prioritising potential nega- complexsocial reality (violence, crimtive and positive outcomes. Ithas also inality, relationship with the body and
intended to bridge the alleged gap be- projects of the self, and processes of
tween reason and risktaking through use and creation of cultural products,
the exploration of youth narratives, among others)from a qualitative apdisclosing situational logics of riskand proach which tries to describe these
tramas of objective events, meanings situations from the inside;that is, unand interest, where social agents such derlining the point of view of the huas family and peers, and social mark- man actors and describing the tramas
ers like gender and social background, that produce their interaction. Thus,
have proved to be critical.
this study has proposed the use of ri
sk
In terms of a general debate, most- asa key conceptfor interpreting
ly developed in Anglophone and west- youth culture, behaviours and conern literature, the study takes place in ceptions, something hinted at but not
a very active period of research into fully used before in local academic lityouth risktaking, which has been pro- erature. In addition, the effort to conducing a series of reports from diverse struct this analysis has been focused
perspectives, very useful in the con- on partial segments of this population
struction of this particular analysis, as a cross sectional exploration of class
especially in understanding risk in and gender that builds upon previous
terms of gendered and locally lived research that in order to go further to a
experiences. This study aims to con- more integrated perspective.
tribute to this debate through the analAs for Cali and Colombia, the
ysis of risk-taking in a developing study provides a broad sociological
country, a perspective that, according analysis of the critical socio-economto recent literature, is lacking. We sug- ic situation of youth, which is constantgest a particular emphasis on thecon- ly being pointed out as a major social
nectionbetweentheideaofmorato- and political concern4 .
4
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On this practical level, recent events in Cali leading to the widespread awareness of
youth’s involvement in several of the illegal activities recorded in this study require
a general sociological analysis of the role of riskin this segment of the population,
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Finally, as a tribute to the boys and
girls that tookpart in this research and
to those that have been working with
them on a daily basis, it should be said
that this study has tried to put riskinto
perspective, to critically analyse the
current negative aura that surrounds it,
especially from the adult-centred perspective, to understand it in the complexity of the day to day life: when a
cigarette is lit to “catch a breath” and
relax;when the lost and found lover
has acceded for a romantic night and
the condoms ran out, when the class
mates j
ump into the car with a sixpack
of beers just to kill some time,... when
life, ordinary life, happens. As the Panamanian singer Ruben Blades puts it,
life is constantly being crafted through
decisions of all sizes, where small victories follow small defeats and where
big losses could become big wins, all
to the beat of day to day life:
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