THE ILLUSION OF THE PROLONGATION OF YOUTH






AURELIE MARY

The lllusion of the Pro|on30kion of Youth

Transition to Adulthood
among Finnish and French Female University Students

TAMPERE
" UNIVERSITY
PRESS



Nuorisotutkimusverkosto/Nuorisotutkimusseura, julkaisuja 130

FINNISH YOUTH RESEARCH SOCIETY ‘
FINNISH YOUTH RESEARCH NETWORK )

Copyright ©2012 Tampere University Press ja tekiji

Sales

Bookstore TAJU

Street address: Kalevantie 5
PO. Box 617

33014 University of Tampere
tel. 040 190 9800

fax (03) 3551 7685
taju@uta.fi

www.uta.fi/taju
hetp://granum.uta.fi

Layout/Page design
Maaret Kihlakaski

Cover design
Mikko Reinikka

Cover drawing: “Societal Maze”
Aurélie Mary

ISBN 978-951-44-8926-6 (print)

Acta Electronica Universitatis Tamperensis 1242
ISBN 978-951-44-8927-3 (pdf)

ISSN 1456-954X

http://acta.uta.fi

Tampereen Yliopistopaino Oy — Juvenes Print
Tampere 2012



In memory of David Gandrille
Forever young ...
Thanks for believing in me.






Contents

List 0f Tables ..o
List of Figures and Synopses .........ccocuevreeveenervcienenniineinenns
List of Abbreviations .......ccccocoeuveeeeiinniienieinienieeceecereenes
Finnish Summary ..o,
French Summary ..o
Preface oo

I. THE NEW PATTERNS OF TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD:
A THEORETICAL INTRODUCTION ..o

1.1 Birth of a New Transitional Stage? .....ccccccovovvviirerncnnnes
1.2 Premises for New Theoretical Perspectives —................

2. COMPARING FINLAND AND FRANCE:
METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS ...

2.1 Research Strategies .........cococereeneeremneeeeenneiseirenennns
2.2 Into the Field: Conducting Interviews
and Data Description ........cccccoceveiniineincieeninencirenens

3 .IN THE CENTRE AND AT THE PERIPHERY ......cceviiiiiiieennn.
3.1 An Overview of Social Structures ........ccoceeceveeeveeeeeenn.

3.2 Patterns of Youth Transition ...cccecceeveeveevevveeeeeeeeeeeeenens
3.3 National Contexts Still Matter ......ocooveeveeoeveeeeeeee.



4. STUDYING AT UNIVERSITY IN FINLAND AND FRANCE ........

4.1 Education Systems and Student Support .........cc........
4.2 Motives for Studying at University .......cccccocoveeererrennee
4.3 Evaluating the University System  ......ccccocviviciccincnnee

4.4 Different Historical Ideologies,
Different Higher-Education Systems ......c.cccovceveunience.

5. ENTERING WORKING LIFE  ...ccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiiiceceeeeeee

5.1 More Than Work: Self-Fulfilment ........ccccocoveverienenee.
5.2 Young Women in the Labour Market .......cccoceuvcuienes
5.3 The Finnish and French Labour Markets:
Restructuring and Integration Policies .........ccccccueeee.
5.4 Two Different Paths to Integration .......cccccoovvicivcuncenes

6. BECOMING INDEPENDENT  ....cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniieceicccnee e

6.1 Independence or Semi-Independence? ........ccceuveunnes
6.2 Perspectives on the Family ..o,
6.3 Patterns of Leaving Home in Finland and France ......
6.4 Leaving Home in Finland and France: Convergences ..

7. NEW CRITERIA FOR ADULTHOOD  ....covviiiieiieeeeeeeeeeeeaes
7.1 Transitions in AWaI€NESS ......ccoovveeeeveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeesnens
7.2 Assessing the Post-War Markers of Adulthood  ...........
7.3 Emphasis on Responsibility and Maturity —......ccccoce....
7.4 ‘Feeling’ Rather Than ‘Being’ Adult ..o

8. CONTEMPORARY TRANSITIONS TO ADULTHOOD ..............



9. EXPLORING THE NEW DIMENSIONS OF TRANSITION .......... 318

9.1 Alternative Models of Transition ........ccccccocvivicciccnnanes 318
9.2 No Prolongation of Youth,

Only Changing Patterns of Transition .......ccceveunennee. 333
Bibliography ..o 339
Appendix 1 — Cities and their Universities ........cccccccoeveunnee. 363
Appendix 2 — Information on the Interview Process Provided

to the Informants .......coocoeevniieinicennes 365
Appendix 3 — Interview QUESHIONS  ....coucuieieerceciiriceenenns 369
Appendix 4 — The Finnish and French education systems ... 387

Appendix 5 — Family support in Finland and France, 2010 ... 397



List of Tables

Table 2.1. Finnish and French informants according to age,
study level, parents’ occupational background, living
arrangements and working situation, 2008 .............c....... 68-69

Table 3.1. Age requirements for different legal rights in Finland
and France in the first decades of the 2000s..........cccceeeuveeennn. 81

Table 3.2. Young people’s living arrangements according to gender
and age in Finland (2007) and France (2005)......c.cccovreemenee. 83

Table 3.3. Main reasons for living in the parental home for longer
among young people aged 15-30 in Finland, France
and the EU 27, 2007 ...cuviiiiiiieieeeeeeeeeee e 85

Table 3.4. Occupied housing stock by tenure (percentages)
in Finland and France, 2002........ccccoouveininneinnnerccnenen 86

Table 3.5. Indicators of family formation in Finland, France
and the EU 27, 1980—2008.........coooeuieieieieeeieeeeeeeeeeee e 90

Table 3.6. Share of young people (percentages), among 15-29-year
-olds, living in a consensual union, with or without legal
basis, by gender, in Finland, France and the EU 27, 2006 .... 91

Table 3.7. 16-29-year-olds’ attitudes towards the family in Finland
and France, 2007 ........ccccoeiiiininiiiniiiics 93

Table 4.1. Graduation ages in tertiary education in Finland
and France, academic year 2003-2004 .........ccoeerrerinnennnn 109

Table 4.2. Students’ participation and enrolment in tertiary education
by age and gender (as percentages of the corresponding age
group) in Finland, France and the EU 27, 2007 ................ 109

Table 4.3. Share of the population that has attained at least
upper-secondary education, and at least tertiary
education (percentages), by age and gender,
in Finland and France, 2001 .....ccccccvveeineninineincenieennenen 123

10 - Aurélie Mary



Table 4.4. Unemployment rates (percentages) among 25-64-year-olds
by type of higher education and gender, in Finland
and France, 2005 . ....uii i 148

Table 5.1. Part-time employment rates (as percentages of total employ-
ment) by gender and age in Finland and France, 2008........ 183

Table 5.2. Temporary employment rates (as percentage of the total
number of employees) by gender and age in Finland
and France, 2008..........cccociiiiiiiiiiiicccee s 183

Table 5.3. Satisfaction with the state of the country among 20-34-year
-olds by gender in Finland and France, 2006...................... 195

Table 5.4. Attitudes towards the future and life opportunities among
16-29-year-olds in Finland and France, 2007..........ccoc....... 196

Table 5.5. Higher-education rates (2007) and employment and
unemployment rates (2008) by gender among 20-24- and
25-29-year-olds in Finland and France........ccoeveueuininnnenee 205

Table 5.6. Studying and working arrangements of young people
aged 24 and 29 in Finland and France, 2007 ...................... 206

Table 6.1. Students’ living arrangements in Finland and France, 2005.. 248

Table 6.2. Sources of students’ income (shares in percentages) for
students living with their parents and students maintaining
their own household in Finland and France, 2005.............. 252

Table 6.3. Financial sources (average amount per month in euros) for
students living with their parents and students maintaining

their own household in Finland and France, 2005.............. 253

Table 7.1. 18-29-year-olds” opinions regarding markers of adulthood
in Finland and France, 2000.....c.ccccceceevviniiineincincennene 279

Table 9.1. Legal age of majority, marriage, and marriage
without parents’ consent in Finland and France.................. 326

The lllusion of the Prolongation of Youth — | |



List of Figures and Synopses

Figure 4.1. The higher-education systems in Finland

and France, 2009.........cccviiiiiiiiiiiiie 102-103

Figure 8.1. Post-war transition model...........ccccoovvininiinnnnnnnnncne. 300

Figure 8.2. Extended transition model...........cccccooviiiiiniiiiiiiinniicins 301
Figure 8.3. Female university students’ patterns of transition

in Finland and France in the late 2000s. .....c.cccoeveririnrnnneee. 316

Synopsis 4.1. The major foundations of the educational system ........... 111

Synopsis 5.1. Financial support apparatuses for young people............... 200

Synopsis 6.1. Students’ autonomy in Finland and France ......c.ccccce... 255

12 - Aurélie Mary



ALF
ALS

APL
ARE

BA
BEP

BTS
CAE

CAF
CAP

CAPES
CEREQ

CES
CIVIS

List of Abbreviations

Allocation de Logement a Caractere Familial (Housing Allowance
for Families)

Allocation au Logement & Caractere Social (Social Housing Allowan-
ce)

Aide Personalisée au Logement (Personalised Housing Assistance)
Allocation d’Aide au Retour 2 'Emploi (Employment Reintegration
Assistance)

Bachelor of Arts

Brevet d’Etudes professionnelles (Vocational Qualification Dip-
loma)

Brevet de Technicien Supérieur (Higher-Level Technician
Diploma)

Contrat d’Accompagnement dans 'Emploi (Employment Assistance
Contract)

Caisse d’Allocations Familiales (Family Allowance Fund)
Certificat d’Aptitude Professionnelle (Vocational Training
Certificate)

Certificat d’Aptitude au Professorat de 'Enseignement Secondaire
(Secondary Schoolteaching Qualification)

Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches sur les Qualifications

Contrat Emploi Solidarité (Employment Solidarity Contract)
Contrat d’Insertion dans la Vie Sociale (Social Life Integration
Contract)

CNOUS Centre National des (Euvres Universitaires et Scolaires (National

CROUS

DAEU

DUT

EEC
EHEA
ESA
ESS
EU

Centre for University and School Implementations)

Centre Régional des (Euvres Universitaires et Scolaires (Regional
Centre for University and School Implementations)

Diplome d’Acces aux Etudes Universitaires (Secondary-School
Equivalence Diploma)

Dipléme Universitaire de Technologie (Technological University
Diploma)

European Economic Community

European Higher-Education Area

European Sociological Association

European Social Survey

European Union

The lllusion of the Prolongation of Youth — 13



EU15

EU25

EU27

FIPJ
INSEE

ILO
IUFM

IUP
IUT
KELA
NGO
OECD
PACS
PAIO
STS

TOAS

European Union member states at the end of 1995 (Austria,
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy,
Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden
and the United Kingdom)

European Union member states at the end of 2004 (Austria, Belgium,
Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom)

European Union member states at the end of 2007 (Austria, Belgium,
Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland,
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania,
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom)
Fonds pour I'Insertion Professionnelle des Jeunes (Funds for Youth
Professional Integration)

Institut National de la Statistique et des Etudes Economiques
(French National Institute for Statistics and Economic Studies)
International Labour Organisation

Institut Universitaire de Formation des Maitres (Training Institute
for Schoolteachers)

Institut Universitaire Professionnalisé (Professional University Ins-
titute)

Institut Universitaire de Technologie (Technological University
Institute)

Kansanelikelaitos (The Social Insurance Institution of Finland)
Master of Arts

Non-Governmental Organisation

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

Pacte Civil de Solidarité (Civil Union Pact)

Permanence d’Accueil, d’Information et d’Orientation (Information
and Orientation Service-Provider Agency)

Section de Techniciens Supérieurs (Higher-Level Technicians’
Section)

Tampereen seudun opiskelija-asuntosiitié (Tampere Student
Housing Foundation)

14 — Aurélie Mary



Finnish Summary

aikuistumistaan? Nyky-yhteiskunnan muutokset vaikuttavat nuorten
tapoihin siirtyd nuoruudesta aikuisuuteen, mutta ovatko vaikutukset
samanlaiset kaikille nuorille?

Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan nuorten naispuolisten yliopisto-
opiskelijoiden siirtymii aikuisuuteen ja heidin sosio-taloudellista
integraatiotaan yhteiskuntaan. Tutkimuskohteena ovat opiskelijat
Suomesta ja Ranskasta. Niilld eurooppalaisilla mailla on tietyiltd osin
erilainen yhteiskunnan rakenne, poliittinen kulttuuri ja historia.

Keskeiset tutkimuskysymykset ovat: Milli tavoin suomalaisten ja
ranskalaisten naisopiskelijoiden siirtymi aikuisuuteen eroaa? Mitkid
ovat heidin integroitumisensa strategiat? Seuraavatko he vanhempi-
ansa tissd suhteessa? Millaisia uusia ratkaisuja he tekevit?

Tutkimuksessa analysoidaan aikuistumista kiinnitcimailld eri-
tyistd huomiota korkeakoulujirjestelmiin, tyomarkkinoihin ja per-
heeseen. Tutkimuksen kohde ei siten ole ranskalaiset tai suomalaiset
naisopiskelijat, vaan yhteiskunnallisten instituutioiden toiminnan
tarkastelu yhteen ryhmiin kuuluvien yksilsiden nikokulmasta. Ver-
tailtavuuden varmistamiseksi tutkitut opiskelijat ovat suunnilleen
samanlaisia sukupuolen, iin, koulutustason, oppialan (yhteiskunta-
tieteellinen ja humanistinen) ja sosiaalisen taustan osalta.

Aineisto koostuu 22:sta 21-30-vuotiaiden naispuolisten yli-
opisto-opiskelijoiden teemahaastatteluista Ranskasta ja Suomesta
vuonna 2008. 11 haastattelua tehtiin Lyonissa, ja 11 Tampereella. Ha-
astateltavat olivat lopettelemassa opintojaan ja siirtymissi tydelimiin.
Haastatteluaineistoa tuetaan erilaisilla tilastoaineistoilla.

Aineiston analyysi tuottaa uutta tietoa nuorten naisten uu-
denlaisesta yhteiskuntaan integroitumisesta. Teemahaastatteluista
selvidi, nuoret suomalaisnaiset ovat tyytyviisii yliopistojirjestelmiin
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ja mahdollisuuksiinsa sijoittua tydmarkkinoille valmistumisen jilkeen.
Ranskalaiset ajattelevat, ettd jirjestelmi on aikansa elinyt, eiki se
anna tarpeellisia tyokaluja sijoittumista varten. Molempien maiden
haastateltavat odottavat tydltd ammatillista tyydytystd. He eivit suun-
nittele tyduraansa rahan ansaitsemiseksi. He korostavat my®s sitd,
miten tyd sopii yhteen heidin intressiensi ja arvojensa kanssa. He
ovat tietoisia vaikeuksistaan tydelimiin siirtymisessi — ranskalaiset
nuoret naiset ovat huolissaan ja melko pessimistisid. He kokevat
kahtalaisen haasteen: perheen perustaminen ja tydelimin yhteen
sovittaminen on vaikeaa. Lihelld lasten hankkimisen ikii olevien
naisten syrjintd tydmarkkinoilla askarruttaa heitd. Suomalaisille
opiskelijoille kotoa muuttaminen ja itsendistyminen ovat helpom-
paa. Tdmi johtuu paremmin toteutetusta opintotuesta ja mahdol-
lisuudesta tyoskennelld osa-aikaisesti opiskelun ohessa. Ranskalaiset
nuoret tukeutuvat taloudellisesti suomalaisia enemmin vanhempiinsa.
Ranskassa opiskelijan tulot muodostuvat vanhempien avustuksesta
ja palkasta, kun taas Suomessa opiskelijan tulot koostuvat opinto-
tuesta ja palkasta. Tutkimus osoittaa, etteivit nuoret naiset kiirehdi
lasten hankkimista. He haluavat kokea elimii ensin. He lykkidvit
tietoisesti ja tarkoituksellisesti ditiyttiin, jotta olisivat kypsii sithen.
Kokonaisuudessaan tutkimus osoittaa, ettei aikuisuus ole enii sa-
malla tavalla merkkipaaluihin sidottu. Sen pohjana ovat yhi enem-
min psykologiset tekijit, kuten kokemukset omasta kypsyydesti ja
vastuullisuudesta. Nykynuoret eivit venytid nuoruuttaan, he pyrkivit
entistd enemmin 18ytimiin uusia tapoja yhteiskuntaan astumiseksi.
Aikuiseksi kasvamisen prosessi vaatii siten tutkimukselta uudenlaista
ajattelua, uusia kisitteitd ja lihestymistapoja. Muutoksessa saattaa
olla aikuisuus nuoruuden sijaan.
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French Summary

La prolongation de la jeunesse est-elle un phénomene réel ? Lentrée
dans I'age adulte est-elle différée ? Le contexte socio-structurel des
sociétés occidentales a subi de grands bouleversements ces dernieres
années. Cela a simultanément provoqué des perturbations dans le
processus de passage a 'dge adulte. Cependant, tous les jeunes ont-ils
été touchés de la méme maniere par ces changements ?

Le but de cette recherche comparative est I'analyse de la transi-
tion a I'age adulte et du processus d’insertion sociale et économique
qui en découle, au travers de I'exemple de jeunes femmes qui étu-
dient dans des universités frangaises et finlandaises. Malgré des si-
militudes infrastructurelles et une appartenance commune a I'Union
Européenne, la France et la Finlande se différencient notablement
sur le plan de 'organisation socio-structurelle et politique ainsi qu’en
termes d’histoire.

Létude s'est basée sur les questions suivantes : Quelles sont les
différences et similarités dans le passage a I'Age adulte des jeunes
étudiantes en France et en Finlande ? Quelles sont leurs stratégies
d’insertion ? Suivent-elles un chemin menant a 'age adulte qui differe
de celui emprunté par leurs parents ? Si oui, quel nouveau modele
de transition adoptent-elles ?

Le processus actuel de transition a I'dge adulte est analysé au
travers de certaines institutions : le systtme d'enseignement supérieur,
le marché du travail, et les politiques familiales. Cette étude observe
néanmoins les divergences entre les institutions des deux pays du point
de vue d’un groupe d’individus, plutét que d’examiner les différences
entre plusieurs sous-groupes de jeunes. Les personnes interrogées ont
donc été sélectionnées sur la base de leurs caractéristiques communes,
tels que leur sexe, 4ge, niveau d’éducation, discipline d’étude (sciences
humaines et sciences sociales), et origines sociales.
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J’ai donc conduit des entretiens avec des jeunes femmes agées
de 21 230 ans, en fin de cursus universitaire et bientot prétes a inté-
grer le marché du travail. Vingt-deux entretiens approfondis ont été
menés en 2008, dont onze en France a Lyon, et onze en Finlande &
Tampere. Une analyse quantitative basée sur des statistiques vient
compléter les données fournies par les entretiens.

Les entretiens approfondis ont permis d’apporter de nouvelles
informations pertinentes concernant les stratégies d’intégration sociale
et économique des jeunes femmes. Premi¢rement, les jeunes Finlan-
daises sont plutédt satisfaites du syst¢me universitaire finlandais et des
possibilités d’insertion sur le marché du travail aprés 'obtention de
leur dipléme. Les jeunes Francaises considerent le systeme frangais
comme désuet et lui reprochent de ne pas les préparer a une insertion
équitable sur le marché de I'emploi.

Deuxi¢mement, les jeunes femmes des deux pays souhaitent
obtenir un emploi qui leur procure de la satisfaction. Elles ne désirent
pas avoir un travail simplement pour gagner un salaire ; cet emploi
doit répondre a leurs valeurs et centres d’intéréts personnels. Toute-
fois, elles sont conscientes des difficultés pour entrer sur le marché du
travail, surtout les jeunes Francaises, qui expriment leur inquiétude et
leur pessimisme a ce sujet. Toutes les participantes ont néanmoins fait
part des contraintes sociales, économiques et individuelles partagées
par les femmes qui souhaitent travailler et fonder une famille. Les
femmes sont en effet victimes de discrimination lors de la recherche
d’emploi, par rapport aux possibilités de maternité.

Troisietmement, le départ de chez les parents et le processus
d’indépendance semblent s'effectuer plus facilement en Finlande
quen France grice aux aides financieres équivalentes attribuées aux
étudiants, et les meilleures circonstances pour associer travail et études.
Alors qu’en France la plupart des étudiants assurent leurs revenus
avec l'aide de leurs parents et d’'un emploi, en Finlande, le marché du
travail et I'état sont leurs sources principales de revenus. Concernant
la fondation d’une famille, les jeunes femmes interrogées ne désiraient
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pas avoir d’enfants dans 'immédiat. La plupart souhaite devenir mere,
mais seulement quand elles se sentiront prétes et assez matures.

Enfin, concernant le passage a 'dge adulte, elles insistent sur
le fait quétre adulte de nos jours ne se limite plus & acquérir des
reperes sociaux, mais c'est avant tout posséder certaines caractéris-
tiques psychologiques, notamment étre mature et responsable. Les
jeunes d’aujourd’hui ne prolongent pas leur jeunesse mais tracent
de nouvelles routes d’insertion dans la sphere sociale. De nouvelles
recherches plus approfondies sont nécessaires pour comprendre les
changements au niveau du passage 4 I'4ge adulte et du concept de
Iage adulte. En effet, ce qui en train de changer n’est pas autant la
jeunesse que I'age adulte lui-méme.
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PREFACE

The structural climate in which the majority of young people ex-
perienced their youth in the 1990s sounds very gloomy. Twenty-six
per cent unemployment among 15-24-year-olds in France; constant
threats of an economic downturn; a breakdown in family struc-
ture, with a continuously rising divorce rate; the demand for more
educational credentials, but no guarantee of being able to join the
labour market, even with advanced diplomas; and the feeling of a
bleak future. Today, the term Génération Précaire (Precarious Gen-
eration) is often used by French experts, and even by young people
themselves, to refer to the situation of youth. Young people’s socio-
economic conditions have not changed much since 1995; indeed in
some respects they have worsened. While I was growing up, I really
wondered how this situation could be possible, what the roots of
these predicaments were, and what the solution to socio-economic
stability could be. Many sleepless nights and years later, the call to
explore young people’s situation in depth was stronger than ever. I
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analysed the contemporary phenomenon of the prolongation of youth
for my Masters thesis, and decided to carry the investigation further
into doctoral research comparing Finland and France. To narrow the
scope of the study, I decided to concentrate my analysis on young
academic women studying at university.

Young people are at the heart of many debates today. Discourses
from policymaking to youth research focus on the current process of
the transition to adulthood and the prolongation of youth. However,
it often seems that young people themselves are not directly involved
in the discussions. Debates about youth do not always refer to young
people’s own perspectives on the situation, and therefore might fail
to distinguish the key issues. Young people express their views by
participating in demonstrations or in dialogue on Internet forums,
but rarely seem to be in direct contact with experts in the field.

As a member of the Génération Précaire, 1 felt called to explore
the reality behind the discourses: in particular, what young people
genuinely thought and felt, and how they perceived their transition
to adulthood. When I started this research on youth transition, it
felt logical to include some young people in the study, and to base
my work on their experience. I wanted to investigate whether the
process of transition was being prolonged; whether young people
were deliberately rejecting adulthood, and if so, why; and whether
they were affected by the ‘Peter Pan Syndrome’.

On a practical level this theme was difficult to tackle. It was
necessary to break the abstract topic down into a more accessible and
tangible design. I decided to analyse and compare the extent of the
phenomenon in two European countries, Finland and France. The
present European Union setting, alongside standardising European
policies that apply to member states, increasingly encourages cross-
national examination. I conducted 22 in-depth qualitative interviews
with female university students from the humanities and social sci-
ences who were about to experience the transition to working life
in the two countries. This dissertation is based on the analysis of
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interview material, and simultaneously refers to wider cross-national
perspectives. The scope of the study therefore covers young women’s
situations and attitudes, but also extends to the larger societal context
experienced by young people in Finland and France.

The highlight of the study was when I met and interviewed the
young women. Getting into the field provided access to the young
people’s reality, world and vision. This palpable aspect of the research
also emphasised the purpose and importance of my work. It became
a study about young people, through some young people’s eyes, and
for young people as well as youth experts. Being in touch with the
young people, and becoming immersed in their societal reality, em-
phasised my duty as a social researcher. This study offers up-to-date
knowledge and understanding of young people today.

This dissertation traces the new patterns of transition followed
by the young, highly educated women I interviewed, and contextu-
alises them in the wider societal frameworks of Finland and France.
Micro- and macro-level aspects and factors constantly overlap with
and influence each other. This dissertation highlights how the wider
environment shapes young people’s process of transition, with a focus
on young academic women. It also examines how many of them react
to the fluctuating socio-economic structure, what coping strategies
they use, and how those strategies in turn help to reshape the current
process of transition.

This study has been conducted within a cross-national frame-
work. Chapter 1 introduces the theoretical perspectives on young peo-
ple’s transitions to adulthood that were used as research background.
Chapter 2 offers a detailed overview of the research questions, the
research design, the decision to conduct a cross-national analysis,
and the methods used to explore the processes of youth transition in
Finland and France. This chapter also gives an insight into the field-
work and conduct of interviews. Chapter 3 gives a general overview
of the two countries” historical and societal backgrounds, as well as
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an account in figures of the process of youth transition, referring to
the main markers of adulthood. The four subsequent chapters focus
on empirical findings. Chapter 4 explores young women’s perceptions
of their respective university systems. It also provides an overview of
the educational systems in Finland and France, and the welfare sup-
port offered to students. Chapter 5 concentrates on young women’s
expectations of working life, their strategies of integration into the
labour market, and the assessment of the dilemmas faced by female
workers. Chapter 6 explores patterns of independence and semi-inde-
pendence across the two societies. It focuses on young women'’s living
arrangements, their strategies to become financially autonomous,
and their plans to start a family. The final empirical chapter, Chapter
7, assesses young women’s perceptions of their own transition, the
prolongation of their youth, and their conceptions of adulthood.
The discussion concentrates on the subjective and mental aspects of
adulthood. Chapter 8 summarises the process of transition to adult-
hood among Finnish and French female students, and proposes new
patterns of transition that increasingly apply to many young adults
today. Finally, Chapter 9 offers a vibrant discussion of the emergence
of new models of transition, and suggests a reconceptualisation of
the notion of adulthood. Structural factors, concepts and models
are malleable, and are both a response to and an instigator of wider
socio-historical transformations. As such, wider forces such as the
globalisation of the economy affect current societal structures. When
the societal equilibrium alters, the internal organisation is likely to
be shaken. As a consequence, old archetypes, such as the transition
to adulthood experienced by the previous generation, is strongly li-
able to modifications. This study offers a fresh insight into current
developments in the process of transition, and the confusion around
the phenomenon of the prolongation of youth. It might indeed be
sensible to ask whether the transition is really being prolonged, or
is simply evolving.
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THE NEW PATTERNS OF TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD:
A THEORETICAL INTRODUCTION

1 think being an adult is (...) being responsible for
yourself, (...) admitting your own mistakes, and
being responsible for your actions.

Piia (24, Finland)

What is being an ‘adult’ today? ‘Eighteen years old’: this age symbolises
the first concrete step into the status of adulthood in many countries.
Turning 18 is the first of several legal and social qualifications for
adulthood. More than a mere rite of passage, reaching this age offi-
cially entitles young people to civil rights and additional opportunities
and responsibilities, from voting to getting married, but also brings
new socio-cultural expectations, such as entering work or starting a
family, or being accountable for inconsiderate behaviour.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2011), an adult
is a) a grown up being, having reached the age of maturity, and b)
a person characteristically mature in attitude, outlook, etc. From a
contemporary socio-cultural perspective, a fully fledged adult is a per-
son who has completed his or her studies, has left the parental home,
has attained residential and financial independence, has obtained a
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permanent job, is married or in an intimate relationship, and has a
family and children (e.g. Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Jones 1995).

However, do all young people turning 18 feel adult? Do they
think that the accepted qualifications for adulthood really make
them eligible for adult status? Age and normative social prescriptions
play a great role in defining and determining social categories such
as adulthood. However, a growing number of young adults aged
18 and over do not meet the norms attached to their social status.
Indeed, many of them still live at home, study, depend financially on
their parents, are single, and experience great difficulties in entering
the labour market and finding a stable job. Reaching 18 is the first
indicator in the change of status, yet young people aged 13 to 19 are
categorised as teenagers. Thus in terms of age, the status of young
adults begins with an overlapping contradiction. Socially constructed
classifications, young people’s life conditions and opportunities, and
socio-politico-cultural expectations overlap, diverge and contradict
each other. One might wonder how the young people manage to
cope with such a tangle.

These statements lead to a famous question that many youth
experts have pondered during recent decades: “When do young people
become adult, then?” (e.g. Shanahan et al. 2005). This question was
one of the starting points of the present study. The debates around
young people focus on the phenomenon of the extension of youth
and the lengthening transitional path to adulthood. Several experts
claim that young people delay their entry into adulthood and even
reject the status. They prolong their youth well into their 20s or some-
times early 30s. Nonetheless, if this is the case, it might be sensible to
readdress the question. Rather than wondering when young people
become adults, asking why young people ‘choose’ to become adult
later seems more appropriate, assuming that they do ‘want’ to access
the next stage of their life later. Finally, the issues attached to young
people are generally considered by adult experts who experienced
youth and the transition to adulthood in a different socio-historical
context. Their view of young people’s situation might no longer be
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accurate or relevant. However, the present societal apparatus offers
young people limited space to defend their viewpoints. Thus it will
be pertinent to interrogate the concept of adulthood itself, to exam-
ine what constitutes an adult these days, and to explore how young
people perceive their own processes of transition.

I.I Birth of a New Transitional Stage!?

The life course starting from infanthood, continuing into child-
hood, adolescence, adulthood and then to old age (including the
gerontological categories of the third age, or active independent life
after retirement, and the fourth age, when elderly people become
increasingly at risk of physical and psychological dysfunction and
increasingly dependent upon others), represents the standard lifespan
in advanced societies (Giddens 1997: 40; Pilcher 1995: 89). People
simply go through these specific stages during their existence. These
concepts are taken for granted, and rarely questioned. Yet they have
not always existed.

Ambiguous social status

According to Philippe Aries (1962), the first recognition of and
interest in childhood emerged in the 16th century, resulting from
alterations in the perception of children among higher social classes.
The status of childhood was socially constructed alongside the de-
velopment of the modern world and new theories propelled by the
Enlightenment. Similarly, John Gillis (1981: 98) explains that ado-
lescence as a segment of life for people aged 14-18 developed at the
end of the 19th century. The industrialisation process led to profound
socio-economic transformations, mainly the shift from agriculture to
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manufacturing, upon which the economy became dependent. These
changes led to further deep socio-cultural changes. One of these was
the extension of childhood and the simultaneous ‘invention’ of the
adolescent (Stevens-Long and Cobb 1983: 36). The new legislation
around compulsory schooling contributed to these developments and
the recognition of the new life stage of adolescence.

The statuses of childhood and adolescence are now deeply an-
chored in the foundations of society. Youth as a concept developed
later, reaching a peak in the 1950s and 1960s. The societal frame-
work at that time engendered new socio-cultural transformations
such as the women’s and environmental movements, and also youth
emancipation and changes in the importance given to the status of
youth. New sectors developed around the status of youth in terms
of socio-politics, industry, consumption, education and popular
culture (Galland 1990). However, unlike adolescence, youth is a
social concept which lacks a physiological base. It covers a broader
period, from the teenage years to the mid-20s, but the physiological
and social processes of maturation overlap with and contradict each
other (Furlong and Cartmel 1997: 42).

Following these arguments, several authors (e.g. Arnett 2004;
Heath and Cleaver 2003) suggest that a new transitional stage is
emerging, located between adolescence and adulthood. Such state-
ments are at the heart of current debates. The acknowledgement of a
new phase of development implies further socio-political changes and
adaptations around the new status. Current legislation and societal
arrangements are not designed for such a transformation. A growing
number of young people are in an ambiguous position, being neither
adolescents nor adults, because they do not meet the appropriate
markers associated with any of the available statuses. Their social
identity is filled with ambiguity: their age entitles them to be adults,
but like adolescents they might still be financially dependent on their
parents, study, live at home and be single. Many young people are
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located in an undetermined social category. It seems, in fact, that the
process of transition to adulthood itself is undergoing a transition.

Arnold van Gennep distinguished three phases during rites of
passage: separation, margin (or limen), and reaggregation (cit. Turner
1992: 48). The first stage separates social beings from their initial
status, the second involves a period of liminality, when they belong to
neither status, and the third confers them with the new status. One
might argue that many young people in advanced societies today are
caught in an extended period of liminality, experiencing a prolonged
period of void, belonging to the sphere of neither adolescence nor
adulthood.

Several youth experts have acknowledged young people’s increas-
ingly delayed transition to adulthood. This claim generates the idea
that young people are hedonistic individuals who prefer to enjoy
the state of youth and reject adult responsibilities. The boundaries
between youth and adulthood are blurred: youth seems to extend into
the early adult years, although young people legally become adults in
their late teenage years. According to some studies, an ‘in-between’
period, or separate stage, is taking shape within the life course, be-
tween the stages of adolescence and adulthood — for instance, ‘youth-
hood’ (Heath and Cleaver 2003) or ‘emerging adulthood” (Arnett
2004). The transition to adulthood has lengthened and become more
complex, and follows unpredictable patterns. Rather than being syn-
chronised into consecutive sequences, many young people’s routes
deviate from the post-war pattern. Their transition is unconventional,
fragmented, unsteady, and might follow a reversal of circumstances
(see Bradley and van Hoof 2005; Jones 1995; Walther et al. 2000).
They no longer follow the sequence of markers of adulthood that was
typical of the last decades of the 20th century, i.e. leaving school, get-
ting a permanent job, becoming financially independent, leaving the
parental home, settling down, getting married and starting a family.
Compared to previous generations, they become autonomous later,
study for longer, and postpone marriage and family formation. They
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fulfil all the characteristics of adulthood eventually, but in a deferred
and/or unconventional order. For instance, some work and live as
a single-person household, and some start a family while studying
at the same time (see Bradley and van Hoof 2005; Holdsworth and
Morgan 2005; Miles 2000).

Contemporary context of transition

Young adults’ life courses are entangled in a web of external structural
forces. The post-industrial transformations that advanced societies
have undergone at the social, political, economic, educational and
cultural levels since the 1960s have generated new situations that chal-
lenge young individuals’ life prospects. Recent economic restructuring
and fluctuations no longer guarantee young people’s stable position
on the labour market. Ulrich Beck (1992) depicts the present societal
framework as ‘risk society’, resulting from modernisation, postmod-
ern changes and global forces. In earlier times, life trajectories were
foreseeable because they were anchored in a stable and constant
societal framework. Today the future has become unpredictable,
outcomes hazardous and life insecure, which has engendered the
notion of risk.

The cyclical patterns of the life course, in which consecutive
cohorts used to follow each other through the same predictable and
familiar routes, can no longer be viewed as the only model (Roberts
1996: 232). The ‘normative’” patterns of transition, when people
find a job, leave home and get married, were actually created during
the 1950s and 1960s, when economic prosperity provided a secure
framework and encouraged independent lifestyles (Jones 1995). Dif-
ferent generations have different needs and priorities, depending on
their position within the social structure (Mannheim 1952). Whereas
the 1960s generation rebelled against a variety of socio-cultural and
political structures that were no longer suitable to their requirements,
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today’s youths seem trapped in the framework instituted by their
elders. Individuals from the previous generation — who are also the
parents of today’s young people — are referred to as the baby boomers.
In Finland, baby boomers generally correspond to the cohort born just
after the Second World War, during the spike in birth rates that took
place in 1945-1950. In France, the baby boomer generation refers to
individuals born between the end of the Second World War and the
mid-1960s (Daguet 1996). In Finland too the birth rate remained
fairly high until the mid-1960s; after 1965 it started to decline, and
it stabilised from 1975 onwards at a much lower level than in the
1950s or early 1960s (Karisto 2005: 18). The same general pattern
occurred in France, although less rapidly than in Finland (Koskinen
et al. 2007: 87). For this reason, in the present study baby boomers
refer to the generation born between 1945 and the mid-1960s.

As a generation, baby boomers grew up in a radically different
political and socio-economic context. They completed their transi-
tion to adulthood at a time when advanced societies were experienc-
ing exceptional economic prosperity and provided secure economic
conditions, full-time employment and significant opportunities for
upward professional and social mobility. In parallel with the economic
boom, important social, political and cultural transformations took
place, such as the implementation of strong welfare systems, new
social values, women’s rights, the spread of higher education, and the
development of youth culture (Chauvel 2002). The baby boomers
were nonetheless the children of a ‘sacrificed’ generation that had suf-
fered a variety of socio-economic upheavals related to the two World
Wars, national restructuring, and the economic recession between the
wars. The generation born between the wars and the baby boomers
were thus brought up in a society where deprivation was common
at first but then came to be replaced by abundance (Chauvel 2002:
201; Hikkinen et al. 2005).
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By contrast, the baby boomers’ children — in other words, today’s
young people — were born into abundance, an established welfare
state that provided for citizens’ needs, and the idea that they would
attain a social position equal to or higher than their parents’. How-
ever, today’s youth are caught in economic upheaval and industrial
restructuring, and their independence is being compromised by the
fixed-term contracts, low-paid and part-time work generated by the
service-based economy. They are trapped by the consequences of
ongoing economic stagnation, and have great difficulties entering
the labour market or attaining stable social positions. The present
generation is experiencing the discrepancy between the ideologies
generated during “The 30 Glorious Years™ after the Second World
War and the current structural climate resulting from the economic
downturn of recent decades (Chauvel 2002; 2006: 44).

The labour market has become increasingly demanding in terms
of competencies. Sue Heath and Elizabeth Cleaver (2003) acknowl-
edge that the spread of the single lifestyle is a response to the incon-
sistent market, which requires young people to be geographically
mobile, flexible and temporarily available workers. Employment
opportunities increasingly dictate young people’s living arrangements
and residential independence. As such, many young professionals
prioritise their career and delay starting a family, even though liv-
ing as a couple and founding a family are their ultimate goals in life
(Bynner et al. 1997; Heath and Cleaver 2003).

A growing polarisation among the young population in terms
of prospects and success on the labour market has been observed
by several authors (e.g. Bradley 2005: 99-113; Bynner et al. 1997:
119-128). The gap between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ has widened. A
significant proportion of young people manage to acquire a high
level of education and social and cultural capital, whereas others,
mainly those from disadvantaged social backgrounds, often attain
inadequate educational qualifications and skills, live on very low
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income, and are at risk of poverty and social exclusion. Nonetheless,
intermediate economic groups of young people take shape between
‘losers’ and ‘winners’, for some apparent winners also face problems of
insecurity and low income. The gap between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ on
the labour market extends to the sphere of consumption, as a stable
and well-paid job provides the financial resources necessary to access
the consumer lifestyle. Therefore, disadvantaged young people are
deprived not only of socio-economic integration, but also of access
to cultural capital and cultural participation (Bradley 2005).

Since the 1960s, the number of students has considerably ex-
panded in advanced societies, resulting in the phenomenon of mass
education and the multiplication of the number of young people
obtaining higher-education qualifications. Simultaneously, this proc-
ess has initiated the development of student culture (Galland 1996).
Patterns of education have been prolonged into young people’s late
20s, even early 30s. Student status is increasingly an indicator of
transition, often marking young people’s first departure from the
parental home. It is increasingly coming to represent a normalised
stage between adolescence and working life (Heath and Cleaver 2003:
71). A large number of young people thus do not leave home because
they can afford financial independence or are getting married, but
in order to study. However, students often rely on their parents for
financial support and therefore remain in a ‘semi-dependent’ position
(Galland 1996; Van de Velde 2008).

Steven Miles (2000: 60) argues that the staying-on rate in higher
education and training has been increasing as an alternative to unem-
ployment in the labour market. Many young adults choose to invest
in the academic path both as an attempt to enhance their chances
of entering their preferred profession and as a shelter from labour
uncertainty (Furlong and Cartmel 1997: 27). At the same time,
continuing higher education is being promoted and facilitated by
education policies in many European countries (Reiter and Craig
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2005). Nevertheless, access to higher education varies in each coun-
try, depending on tuition fees, entrance exams and the availability
of study grants (Vossensteyn 2004).

With regards to living arrangements, for Heath and Cleaver’s
(2003) respondents in the United Kingdom, the single lifestyle was
associated with independence and commitment to a particular way
of life, rather than merely being an intermediary stage of life. Shared
accommodation among young single adults is now widespread in
several advanced societies. The authors add that prolonged depend-
ency and changes in domestic and housing transition patterns are also
closely linked to the rise in housing costs, labour market upheavals
and cuts in welfare expenditures. In many European countries, hous-
ing costs have risen as a result of both inflation and privatisation.
Having a place to live and a job are not enough. Steady employment
and housing are preconditions for young adults’ independence and
ability to start a family (Jones 1995).

Different welfare systems operate across advanced societies, ac-
cording to the historical and socio-cultural background on which
those societies are founded. Gesta Esping-Andersen (1990) distin-
guishes three main types of welfare regime: liberal, conservative-cor-
poratist and social-democratic. Young people receive different types
of support and benefits according to the regime operating in their
country. This consequently helps to shape their life trajectories and
processes of transition (Anxo et al. 2010).

Multiple transitions

A variety of structural factors influences young people’s patterns of
transition and life trajectories, from socio-economic restructuring
to welfare regimes. However, more inherent characteristics, such as
social class, gender, ethnicity, religious background or geographical
locality, also impact on their life direction, and might exacerbate the
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dilemmas perpetuated by wider structural dynamics. Hence both
micro- and macro-level structural factors affect transition processes
(Miiller and Gangl 2003: 6-7). These are also sources of inequalities
within the youth population. Pathways to adulthood are thus multiple
and heterogeneous rather than uniform (Miles 2000: 11).

There is a strong association between social status and the degree
to which people’s lives follow either their parents’ transition type or
a ‘de-standardised’ transition (see Bynner et al. 1997; Heath and
Cleaver 2003). Harriet Bradley (2005) claims that working-class
young people are ‘losing” on the market, both in the workplace and
in respect of the quality of their jobs. Mainstream middle-class men
tend to be the ‘winners’ in the ‘new economy’. Deprivations inherited
from childhood continue to exercise a powerful effect on individual
chances and occupational outcomes in adulthood, as well as further
participation and inclusion in wider society. The impact of social class
varies across societies, depending on the societal structure and welfare
systems. Class structure also exerts an influence in terms of ideologies,
for instance in relation to parental support (Holdsworth and Morgan
2005). Depending on social class origins, young people receive more
or less assistance from their family. Parental support varies according
to the level of welfare support and the type of family structure (e.g.
single-parent vs. two-parent families). The considerable variations
regarding the way family resources are conceptualised and provided
deserves closer observation, for it plays a major role in young people’s
processes of transition and life prospects.

Although the trend of apparently postponed transition applies
to both males and females, the age of leaving home differs by gender.
While young men live in the parental home for a longer time than
young women do, women are more dependent upon their partners
than upon their parents. Both young men and women, however,
tend to leave home for the first time to study or work rather than
to engage in a relationship (Holdsworth and Morgan 2005). Young

women tend to lose out on the labour market, being more often in
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non-permanent and part-time jobs than men, and also more at risk of
unemployment. Both sexes hold similar values regarding work, related
to their specific social backgrounds. However, the growing number of
women entering the labour force is increasing the competition faced
by young men (Bradley 1996; 2005). The major dilemma for young
women lies in the conflict between work and family life. Their dual
identity as mothers and members of the labour force is difficult to
combine in the face of increasingly demanding requirements from the
labour market. Popular culture exacerbates the problem by promoting
contradictory messages concerning women’s success with regards to
their occupational status and their responsibilities as mothers. Young
women thus experience internal conflict over whether to commit their
energies to a career or a family. Those who wish to have children are
also constrained by the biological issue of age (Arnett 2004).

Furthermore, the predicaments arising from differences in young
people’s ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds remain an impor-
tant feature that needs attention. Young people from ethnic minorities
often lose out on the labour market in comparison to the mainstream
population (Bradley 1996; Craig et al. 2005). The combination of
young people’s cultural origins with their social class origins and
geographical location is often likely to worsen their disadvantaged
position and engender social exclusion. Social background can also
compromise educational attainment, for instance in countries with
significant tuition fees (Arnett 2004; Vossensteyn 2004). Finally,
cultural background influences parental support, values, attitudes,
and ultimately pathways to adulthood.
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|.2 Premises for New Theoretical Perspectives

The process of youth transition has apparently been scrutinised exten-
sively. Yet it seems that some aspects of this context have been omit-
ted, misunderstood and neglected. The awareness of this theoretical
flaw was another starting point for the present study. This subchapter
offers an overview of the divergences between the generation born
after the Second World War and today’s youth. It also introduces the
routes into adulthood taken by a growing number of young people,
leading to new models of transition.

Generations and generational divergences

The present study is linked to the issue of generation, since it dis-
cusses young people and their common experiences of socio-historical
circumstances such as socio-economic restructuring. According to
Mannheim (1952), a generation comes into shape when individu-
als of the same age and belonging to the same cohort participate in
an intense shared historical experience, such as war, when they are
young. In such cases they also share a common trajectory. However,
the concept of generation in such a specific sense is difficult to apply
at the population level. For instance, baby boomers are widely recog-
nised as a generation that experienced tremendous historical changes
and participated in building a new societal structure. Nevertheless,
according to Matti Alestalo (2007: 153), not every individual sup-
posed to belong to the baby boomer generation took equal part in that
socio-historical reconstruction. Some had different goals and identi-
fied with different ideologies. Indeed, the baby boomer generation
includes several subgroups that benefited from or were affected by
those events in different ways. In reality, only a small group of baby
boomers participated in the social movements of the 1960s and can
be identified as the ‘1960s generation’ (Purhonen 2008). Similarly,
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not all young people today are equally affected by socio-economic
fluctuations. Many struggle to enter the labour market, but some
have adapted quickly to the new situation and benefited from the
changes, such as some young entrepreneurs.

Antti Karisto (2005: 25) argues that the term ‘generation’ is
mainly sociological rather than genealogical in meaning. A sociologi-
cal generation is a social concept which only potentially represents a
generation per se. The concept of generation in terms of cohort and
common experience therefore remains difficult to apply. It might seem
that an entire generation is involved in the major events of its socio-
historical context, when in fact only some groups of individuals are
really being affected by those events. As a consequence, the concept
of generation in Mannheim’s terms is not applicable to my study. I
refer to the concept of generation from a broader perspective, and I
assume that most young people are concerned with wider structural
transformations. Nonetheless, I cannot presume that the latter equally
affect all young people. Different groups of young people react dif-
ferently to the same events, and draw on different resources to deal
with their circumstances.

The baby boomers nevertheless experienced their transition
to adulthood in a radically different socio-economic context than
their children. They benefited from advanced societies’ exceptional
structural affluence and secure conditions. By contrast, young peo-
ple today are enduring the consequences of economic restructuring.
The outstanding development of several advanced societies after
the Second World War gave the impression that full employment,
economic prosperity, generous welfare systems and an abundance of
natural resources were standard conditions that would last long into
the future. In reality this phase was specific to a particular epoch,
and available only to the generation born after the Second World
War. However, the exceptional trajectory of this generation became a
normalised cultural model that still predominates today, even though
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it is increasingly irrelevant to many young people’s opportunities for
achievement (Chauvel 2002).

Experts’ discourses generally portray the prolongation of youth
as a threat to the established order, as young people are expected to
take responsibility for sustaining and continuing the present system.
However, their difficulties in the labour market, and further in society
itself, compromise their ability to maintain such a system. Young
people are therefore considered more as a social burden than as active
citizens. They are also depicted as a rather ‘passive’ generation with
hedonistic characteristics who prefer living in the present to actively
preparing for the future. Yet planning is impossible for many young
people, because of economic fluctuations and upheavals. Conse-
quently, in order to avoid hazardous outcomes, they prefer to wait for
events to come to them, rather than engaging in risky decision-making
(Hutson and Jenkins 1989: 106). Young people also appear passive
and indifferent because of their lack of engagement in the political
sphere. As a matter of fact they do participate, but they direct their
involvement to different sectors, such as environmental activism, street
demonstrations, or grassroots movements (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim
2002: 157-159). Today’s youth’s apparent lack of interest in politics
and weak social commitment is regarded and analysed according to
the values and situation of the previous generation. However, young
people’s apparent socio-political withdrawal might be a strategy to
demonstrate the inadequacy of the present societal model with regards
to their needs and expectations. Indeed, the present establishment
was built to respond not to their requirements, but to those of their
parents. Their ‘active’ elders rejected the previous generation’s societal
framework and thoroughly participated in the construction of a new
one according to their own needs. The present system now fails to
offer suitable solutions to improve young people’s situation, as it is
not adapted to current socio-economic dilemmas. Nor can it provide
them with a clear sense of social identity, and this results in feelings
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of alienation (Edmunds and Turner 2002). The generations following
the baby boomers have been made destitute by the comparative lack
of structural opportunities. Today’s young people grew up in a sphere
of socio-economic instability, uncertainty and intensive competitive-
ness on the job market. Ironically, cultural heritage perpetuates the
ideology of achieving higher socio-professional positions than one’s
own parents. The system does not always match today’s young people’s
potential for accomplishment (Bourdieu 1980; Chauvel 2002). The
present structural context hence compels them to follow new routes
to integration into society.

Emergence of distinctive pathways to adulthood

Olivier Galland (1990: 56) points out that youth was already ex-
tending into the early adult years as early as the 1980s, and that this
period of life was increasingly becoming a time of experimentation.
For a growing number of young people, early adulthood is now an
intermediary status in which they prolong their studies, experience
precarious employment for an indeterminate period, still live in the
parental home, delay partnership and parenthood, and invest in the
exploration of identity and personal experimentation (Arnett 2004).
In doing so they are setting the pace for a new process of transition,
establishing new qualifications for adulthood, and engendering a need
to redefine the concept of adulthood itself (Blatterer 2007a; 2007b;
2010). Concepts and patterns of transition tend to be considered
fixed features. Today’s authorities, policymakers, youth experts and
socio-cultural ideologies are still shaped around the definition and
the markers of adulthood that took shape mainly in the 1950s and
1960s. However, the recent structural transformations, as well as
the construction of childhood and adolescence prior to and during
the industrial revolution, prove that neither societal apparatuses nor
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social concepts are permanent edifices. They are malleable, and can
change alongside wider transformations.

The transition process too might simply be taking a new turn,
rather than being extended. Young people adapt and react to their
structural environment, rather than intentionally choosing to disrupt
their own entry into adulthood. They find ways to cope which then
divert their life trajectories onto unexpected paths. Youth experts
consider this problematic. One might nonetheless question whether
it really constitutes a problem if patterns of transition diverge from
those set by the previous generation. In any case, are young people
actually prolonging their youth? It might be wise to explore their vi-
sion of adulthood and their positions in the current societal context.
Adulthood is defined by the attainment of socio-cultural landmarks.
However, where do the moral, psychological and subjective aspects
of adulthood fit in this definition? It may be sensible to investigate
whether young people view themselves as immature because they do
not qualify for their parents’ social definition of adulthood (Blatterer
2007a; 2007b; 2010; Westberg 2004).

Exploring innovative models of transition

The most influential studies on contemporary patterns of transition
to adulthood and of the prolongation of youth come from the United
Kingdom (e.g. Bynner et al. 1997; Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Jones
1995) and North America (e.g. Arnett 2004; Booth et al. 1999;
Coté 2000; Kiley 1983; Settersten et al. 2005; Shanahan 2000). The
extended transitional model occurring in these countries is generally
presumed to be young people’s pathway to adulthood in other ad-
vanced societies too. The global impact of socio-economic, political
and cultural changes on young people’s lives encourages a belief in
the standardisation of youth transition across all advanced countries.
But is the period of youth transition to adulthood prolonged in other
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societies too? Assuming this is valid, are the same factors causing the
phenomenon? Seen from a distance, all industrialised societies have
a somewhat shared structural apparatus and living standard. Nev-
ertheless, each national structure presents specific societal variations
that greatly influence young people’s patterns of integration into the
wider establishment. In parallel with a focus on the recent enlarge-
ment of the European Union, the implementation of increasingly
uniform policies directed at individual European countries tends to
overlook member states” structural divergences. For such reasons, a
social phenomenon, such as the prolongation of youth, that appears
to be common to all advanced societies deserves deeper investigation
within individual societal structures, in order to elucidate its actual-
ity, source and extent.

A variety of national and comparative studies have discerned
different patterns of transition to adulthood across advanced so-
cieties and between European countries (e.g. Heath and Cleaver
2003; Holdsworth and Morgan 2005; Oinonen 2004). The differ-
ent politico-cultural ideologies prevailing in each country continue
to regulate young people’s lives. For instance, social origins have a
stronger impact on life prospects in the United Kingdom, while in
Scandinavia the universal distribution of welfare counterbalances
their effects. Likewise, entering the Finnish higher-education system
entitles each student to financial benefits, whereas in France financial
support is means-tested and based on parents’ rather than students’
income (see Vossensteyn 2004). In-depth comparative examinations
of different societies is likely to yield surprising insights concerning
patterns of transition.

New European policy directives related to young people in-
creasingly aim to standardise their life trajectories. For instance, the
purpose of the Bologna Process (2007-2010) is to found a standard-
ised European Higher-Education Area (EHEA) in order to simplify
international student and staff cooperation and academic mobility.
However, such a procedure implies that individual member states’
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wider structural backgrounds are sufficiently flexible to adopt the
new directives. It also suggests that young people’s patterns of transi-
tion and living conditions are homogeneous across Europe. Yet clear
distinctions between European countries are visible at the social,
political, economic and cultural levels. These affect young people’s
living arrangements, their integration into the wider system, and
indeed their pathways to adulthood. For instance, labour regulations,
training schemes and programmes to encourage educational participa-
tion vary across European societies (Miiller and Gangl 2003). This
indicates the necessity to examine how individual countries’ societal
backgrounds and structural factors affect young people’s transition
and integration.

The present study concentrates on two European countries,
Finland and France. The purpose is to identify how structural factors
specific to each country influence patterns of youth transition. The
research focuses more precisely on female university students’ proc-
esses of socio-economic integration in these societies. It simultane-
ously investigates the differences and similarities in young women’s
transitions, living arrangements and strategies of integration, and their
own assessment of their current and future socio-economic situation
and opportunities. Twenty-two young women provided insightful
accounts during qualitative in-depth interviews conducted in the
two countries. The study is framed around the post-war markers of
adulthood. Young women therefore evaluated their country’s higher-
education system, their chances of entering the labour market, their
plans to become independent and start a family, and their processes
of transition to and perceptions of adulthood. This research is the
outcome of their invaluable contributions.
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2.

COMPARING FINLAND AND FRANCE:
METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

This chapter offers an account of the methods used in this study to
examine the process of youth transition in Finland and France. This
research is thus based on cross-national comparison. I also combine
qualitative and quantitative empirical strategies, and in-depth inter-
viewing. The chapter further provides an insight into the fieldwork
and the practical aspects of conducting research with informants in
two countries.

2.1 Research Strategies
Research results tend to be regarded as the main part of social re-

search. However, the other part of a research project’s output, which
involves methods of analysis, is no less significant. Research findings
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arise from the choice of appropriate methodological approaches for
a given study, such as qualitative or quantitative strategies or cross-
country comparison.

Research design

This dissertation focuses on young academic women experiencing
the transition to adulthood in two European countries, Finland and
France. The goal of this study is to add to our knowledge and un-
derstanding of the transition to adulthood, from a group of young
people’s own point of view. The research investigates four distinct
questions: 1) What are the differences and similarities between female
students’ transitions to adulthood in Finland and France? 2) What
are their strategies for social integration? 3) Do they follow different
transitional routes to adulthood than their parents? 4) If yes, what
new model of transition do they adopt?

One of the roles of sociology is to challenge ‘common-sense’
assumptions, to break myths, and to either construct new theoreti-
cal ideas or build upon existing ones (Cartmel 2003: 99-100). This
study discusses whether the prolongation of youth is predominant
outside the Anglo-American and English-speaking countries where
the most influential studies on current patterns of transition have
been done. Comparative research is an appropriate way to investigate
this issue, and particularly so within the European Union, in light
of the latter’s current plans to increase the standardisation of policy
across member states. Charles Ragin (1987: 3—-5) discusses case-ori-
ented comparative research and its use of macrosocial units in his
explanatory statements on comparative social science’s goal to both
explain and interpret macrosocial variations. Case-oriented methods
generally stimulate the development of new substantive theories on
the basis of an analysis of why different cases or units experience

similar outcomes (Ragin 1987: 45). John Stuart Mill established
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several methods related to empirical social research in the 19th cen-
tury. One of these was the ‘method of difference’. This method can
be used to compare social or political systems that share a number of
common structural features, in order to neutralise some differences
while highlighting others. The cases share particular characteristics,
but vary with respect to the presence or absence of some key explana-
tory factors. The ‘method of difference’ is used in four different types
of comparative research: comparisons over time, over areas, within
nations, and in counterfactuals. One kind of application sets up a
certain number of contextual variables by selecting states or policies
that are relatively similar with respect to key variables, such as wealth,
regime type, religion or culture (Allardt 1976: 79-86; Eskola 1966:
125-135; Moses and Knutsen 2007: 98-99).

This cross-societal study investigates the patterns of youth transi-
tion in two non-English speaking European countries, Finland and
France. Mill’s ‘method of difference’ is suitable to the study of these
two countries. Although France is considered to be at the centre of
Europe and Finland at the periphery, they present sufficiently similar
background structures in terms of general features such as economic
system, governmental form or infrastructure. They also display subtle
yet distinctive structural variations that are not immediately discern-
ible from a distance, but which have a significant impact on patterns
of youth transition (see Chapter 3 for a more detailed account of
Finland’s and France’s structural and institutional developments).

In order to answer the questions outlined above and to examine
current pathways to adulthood, the following institutions have been
used as the basis of analysis: the higher-education system, the labour
market, and the family structure (including state support for families).
The main goal of this study is to examine one group of individuals’
perceptions of these institutions. The purpose is to observe the dif-
ferences not between individuals, but between the different societal
institutions in Finland and France. When one is looking at the effects
of institutional structures, it is preferable to have only the smallest
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variation in individual characteristics in order to avoid losing the
initial focus. Analysing individuals presenting similar characteristics
in two different countries enables us to reflect upon the different
institutions in these societies. It mainly highlights the differences in
the institutions” functioning and how those differences impact upon
individuals. Examining cases in context is therefore crucial. It helps
to uncover illusory differences and commonalities, and to determine
how different combinations of conditions can have an equivalent
causal significance and/or how apparently similar causal factors can
pull in opposite directions (Ragin 1987: 46—49). In other words, it
is necessary to examine the contextual background in which young
people experience transition, in order to evaluate more accurately
their pathways to adulthood and the similarities and differences in
that process. The combination of qualitative and quantitative analysis
is a suitable approach to evaluate institutional variation and how this
influences individuals’ attitudes.

This further involves an ‘individualising comparison’, where the
specific occurrence of a given phenomenon — in this case the prolon-
gation of the transition to adulthood — is compared and contrasted
in order to identify the peculiarities of each case. The technique of
looking for variations also applies within the scope of comparative
analysis. It consists of distinguishing variation within a given phe-
nomenon by exploring differences in the contexts within which the
phenomenon occurs (Tilly 1984: 81-82). For instance, examining
the types of assistance offered to young people entering the labour
market in Finland and France might reveal variations. The researcher
can then interpret how each country’s particular variation impacts
upon patterns of youth transition. In cross-national research, the
countries examined can represent the objects of study, the contexts
of the study or the units of analysis (Cartmel 2003: 86). In this study,
Finland and France represent both the objects and the contexts of
the study. The transition to adulthood is examined within the cases’
societal frameworks. Simultaneously, structural aspects are scrutinised
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and become objects of comparison, thereby establishing patterns of
similarities and differences between the two countries and providing
a framework for patterns of youth transition.

The research informants were selected according to shared charac-
teristics, so as to obtain comparable data. Most came from a lower- or
higher-middle-class background, and they were all of the same gender
(young women), belonged to the same age group (20-30-year-olds),
lived in large provincial cities (Tampere in Finland and Lyon in
France), and were academic young women studying at university
(see Table 2.1). They were from the fields of the social sciences and
humanities, had reached the end of their courses (either Bachelors
or Masters programmes), and were about to enter working life or (in
the cases of those who were just completing their Bachelors) further
study. The research participants needed to be consistent between
the two countries so that the comparison of institutions would be
systematic. I am nevertheless aware that the choice of the informants
has influenced the results of this study. Analysing another group of
individuals, for instance upper-class young men, lower-educated
young women or simply students from another discipline, would
have produced different conclusions. Indeed, according to Pekka
Risinen and Terhi-Anna Wilska (2007), it is not only gender or age
that impact on young people’s perceptions of specific phenomena
or issues. Those authors analysed university students’ attitudes to-
wards commercialised sex. They noticed that gender influenced the
variations in attitude, but that fields of study did so too. The same
occurs with individuals from different socio-economic backgrounds.
They display divergent attitudes, for instance towards work, and also
follow different routes to adulthood (e.g. Jones 2002). This leads
to a reflection on Pierre Bourdieu’s (1979; 1984) work on cultural
distinction. The outcomes of his study might have been different
if it had been based on a different sample. The selected individuals
mostly belonged to the upper and middle classes. Individuals from
poorer socio-economic backgrounds were underrepresented, and
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farm workers were excluded from the investigation. Therefore the
sample did not represent or describe the entire French population,
but provided a picture of two different social classes (Bourdieu 1984:
505). However, in order to maintain consistency in his examination
of the institution of class, Bourdieu had to select a specific sample.

Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches

Case-oriented comparison encourages a research design that includes
the use of different methods of data collection, or mixed methods.
The gathering and analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data
allows a better interpretation of the existence and diversity of a specific
phenomenon. Furthermore, qualitative and quantitative approaches
complement each other in producing in-depth knowledge of a specific
issue. The quantitative approach to measurement is strongly context-
oriented, whereas qualitative research produces in-depth knowledge;
it is case-centred, and anchored in empirical measurement and evi-
dence. Qualitative empirical research thus allows us to pay attention
to details within the cases observed, and to make interpretations based
on measurement (Ragin 2008: 78-81). In short, the quantitative
approach reveals what is occurring, and the qualitative approach
investigates why and how. In that respect, sampling and examining
a small-scale population helps us to understand what other kinds
of data, such as statistics and larger surveys, disclose. In the present
study, cross-national comparison and sources of pre-existing data and
statistics on youth transitional patterns provide a macro-dimensional
overview of young people’s situation. The empirical dimension of
the research, generated by interviews conducted with a small-scale
population, offers a micro approach to the phenomenon, with a focus
on young academic women.

The study utilises international and standardised socio-demo-

graphic statistics produced by Eurostat, the OECD, the ILO and
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the United Nations, and cross-national comparable surveys such as
Eurobarometers (Melich 1997: Young Europeans; Christensen 2001:
Europeans Opinion Research Group) and the ESS (European Social
Survey) Round 3 —2006. Engaging in cross-national research implies
an equivalence of research design between the countries regarding
measurement, sampling and dissemination (Cartmel 2003: 92).
National statistics from Finland and France, produced by Statistic
Finland and INSEE respectively, helped me to analyse national events
within those countries that international data sets did not cover. Ex-
isting sources of data and literature provided contextual information
regarding the socio-economic situation of young people in Finland
and France. This allowed me to examine the main differences and
similarities related to the characteristics of youth transition across the
countries, and provided the basis for the questions to be addressed
during the empirical process of interviewing. It is necessary, however,
to be aware of the appropriateness of a particular method for particular
issues (see Bryman 1988). In this research, interviewing was a means
to investigate the issues raised by the literature on youth transition
and the various data sets. Interviewing was also a means to give a
voice to one particular ‘object’ of contemporary policy debates, that
is, highly educated young women.

Giving a voice to youth

I chose to conduct qualitative in-depth interviews in order to give
space and freedom to the informants to express their points of view.
This technique is flexible in terms of the questions asked and the
length and depth of reflection. It also produces rich, insightful and
detailed answers. The interviews were semi-structured, and I prepared
lists of questions to guide the respondents. Semi-structured inter-
viewing helps to obtain in-depth responses and uncover respondents’
attitudes, behaviour or perceptions (see Bryman 2001: 313-314;
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Gillham 2000: 9-11). Many new questions emerged during the inter-
view process as I reflected upon informants’ statements. Transcribing
the data is a tedious and time-consuming task, as is data coding and
interpretation. However, the richness and distinctiveness of the data
is worth the effort.

The primary data in my research comes from 22 qualitative in-
depth interviews carried out with young female university students
in their 20s who were at the end of their studies and approaching
the transition to work. Eleven interviews were conducted in France
in spring 2008 (in French), and 11 in Finland in autumn 2008 (in
English), in two comparable medium-sized cities, Lyon in France
and Tampere in Finland (see Appendix 1). The selected cities were
both provincial cities, similar in size and accessible in terms of the
practical matters of time, cost and location. Social research tends to
be conducted in capital cities; the choice of provincial cities thus
also allowed a change of focus from capitals. The interview questions
(see Appendixes 2 and 3) followed the new theoretical approaches
discussed in Chapter 1. They were organised around four themes:
1) Young women’s evaluation of the education system; 2) Views on
their integration in the labour market; 3) Becoming independent and
plans for starting a family; 4) Entering adulthood, and their percep-
tion of the concept of adulthood. The questions asked were divided
into three stages. First, the informants were asked to evaluate their
present and near-future socio-economic situation in relation to the
aforementioned themes. They were then encouraged to assess their
peers’ current socio-economic situations. Finally they were asked to
evaluate, according to their own perceptions, their parents’ socio-
economic situations and transitions to adulthood at the same age.

This research is comparative across two countries. It was not
possible within the scope of this study to analyse institutions in
two countries and different groups of individuals, such as men and
women belonging to different socio-economic backgrounds or even
to different study disciplines. Analysing both men and women would

The lllusion of the Prolongation of Youth — 53



have entailed a cross-gender comparison too. The presentation of
results would have had to cover a large range of issues in a superficial
and unwieldy manner. The focus on one gender and one group of
young women only — in this case, academic young women — allowed
me to deepen my examination with regard to the effect of structural
institutions on their pathways to adulthood. In addition, a more
complex set of comparisons would have been unrealistic in terms of
time, material and cost. It was necessary to narrow down the popu-
lation I was going to investigate to one gender. I therefore chose to
interview young women.

This choice of gender focus was based on changes in women’s
lives since the Second World War, mainly women’s entry into the
labour force, their attainment of emancipation and new rights, their
access to higher education, and their access to a more independent
social status. The current socio-economic restructuring nevertheless
concerns both men and women. Advanced societies still essentially
function with the idea that economic fluctuations cause more dam-
age to men because they are the family breadwinners. A family with
an unemployed husband or father is in danger of poverty and social
exclusion. However, in many cases nowadays women’s position is as
important as that of men concerning family provision (see Bradley
and van Hoof 2005; Miiller and Gangl 2003). This study focuses
on young women’s opinions regarding women’s role on the labour
market, motherhood, societal attitudes to gender-role attribution,
and their own integration into the labour market.

The focus on university students became sensible and pertinent
when I started to investigate the debate around the prolongation of
schooling and the transition to working life. In addition, the number
of higher-education students is constantly rising. Degrees are losing
their significance on the market, since a growing number of young
people possess tertiary credentials, and competition between graduates
for professional positions is increasing (see Chapter 4). The common
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belief is that the higher the educational level, the easier the integration
on the labour market. However, this is not true for all graduates.
Twenty-two in-depth interviews might seem limited in terms of
the size of the studied population, but this is justified by the amount
of information obtained, as well as by the time needed to find the
informants, conduct the interviews, transcribe them and analyse the
results. The interviews lasted for one to two hours (on average, an
hour and a half). The quality of the information provided by the
respondents itself justifies the size of the sample chosen. Indeed, there
is no absolute rule that dictates the number of interviewees necessary
for any given study. The appropriate size depends on the nature of
the population, the nature of the behaviour to be analysed, and the
time and funds available (Armer 1973: 58—62; Chadwick et al. 1984:
69). The goal of the research is not to generalise findings across the
whole youth population, young women or students, as variations
do exist across genders, social backgrounds, and educational levels,
or even among academic women. The interviews offered significant
perspectives on Finnish and French societal institutions, and evidence
of contemporary young highly educated women’s social behaviour.

Practical issues and challenges

Conducting qualitative in-depth interviews entails a number of ethi-
cal issues. Interviewing includes informants’ agreement or consent
to be interviewed. It is crucial to explicitly explain the purpose of
the interview, and how, where and when the data will be used (see
Denscombe 1998: 109, 126). Respondents must be notified that
the data will be appropriately processed exclusively for scientific and
academic applications. Before each interview, I therefore gave a sheet
to the participants with information on the interview process, data
protection, privacy, anonymity and confidentiality (see Appendix 2).

Preface
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Preservation of the data involves meticulous protection, in particular
regarding privacy and confidentiality. The transcripts of the Finnish
interviews have been stored in the Finnish Social Science Data Archive
for further scientific use after completion of this study and after any
private information has been removed and the informants have given
their permission. The French interviews will be archived there too in
the near future, after editing. I recorded the interviews digitally. This
required the respondents’ consent too, for ethical reasons. I asked
permission to record the discussion from each participant before
interviewing them. I also explained the reasons why I had chosen
that method. They all agreed, and none made any objection to it.
Recording the interviews allowed me to concentrate entirely on the
discussion and the research participants’ comments and statements.
Taking notes misses much valuable information, and can lead one to
omit the most important accounts and to misinterpret the data. Tech-
nology allowed me to obtain an acute transcription of the data.

I carried out the interviews in two different countries, and in two
different languages. In France, I conducted them in French, which is
also my native language. There was therefore no ambiguity concern-
ing language issues for the respondents. However, since my Finnish
language skills were not as developed as my English, I decided to
condcut the interviews in Finland in English. Most highly educated
young people in Finland are very articulate in English, so I was not
worried about potential informants ability and willingness to discuss
in this language. Nevertheless, I chose to carry out the interviews with
help from a Finnish research assistant who was a female university
student at the time. She was present during the interview process,
and ready to help the interviewees in case of language difficulties.
This meant that the interviewees felt comfortable and knew that
they could use their native language when they could not remember
English terminology or expressions. While in France I was alone with
the interviewees in face-to-face meetings, in Finland there were three
of us in the interviews, the researcher, the research assistant and the
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informant. At first I was afraid that the presence of two researchers
would put pressure on the informants and make them feel uncom-
fortable. However, since we were also young women, students, and
about the same age, they did not feel intimidated, and they let the
discussion flow. They even felt reassured, since they could use Finnish
vocabulary and specific terminology when needed.

Although the interviews generally went smoothly in the two
countries, I am conscious that the Finnish young women were put
at a slight disadvantage, since they could not express themselves in
their native language, unlike their French counterparts. The French
respondents had more liberty to use national jargon and expres-
sions, for example. In addition, even when a non-native speaker is
an expert in a foreign language, they may still be influenced by their
own language in respect of ways of thinking and expressing them-
selves. Similarly, two languages might use the same word to refer to
a specific issue, but the term might bear different connotations in
each language. The interpretation of vocabulary, depending on the
meaning associated with the words, can vary across societies and even
across subcultural groups within a single country (Grimshaw 1973:
27). Informants using a different language, such as the young women
speaking English rather than Finnish, might use the borrowed lan-
guage in accordance with native language connotations and culture
(see Armer 1973: 51). For instance, the term ‘family’ has a different
conceptual definition in Finland than in Spain. In Finland it refers
to the nuclear family (parents and their children) living in the same
household, while in Spain it might refer to a larger group of relatives
not necessarily living under the same roof (Oinonen 2004: 49).

Bearing these issues in mind, I had first of all to carefully formu-
late the interview questions. In order to avoid biases, it is necessary,
for instance, to translate questionnaires or interview questions into
equivalent cultural and conceptual terminology. It is not enough
to focus on the wording (Cartmel 2003: 92; Temple and Edwards
20006). Since my research was to be conducted and written in Eng-
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lish, I wrote the questions in this language. I translated them into
French rather easily, knowing the cultural conceptual equivalences.
The research assistant also translated the questions into Finnish, in
case we might need them when carrying out the interviews in Finland
(all the interview questions are included in Appendix 3). The same
process occurred when I translated quotes from the French inter-
views (included in Chapters 4-7). It was not sufficient to translate
expressions and vocabulary. Interpreting and translating the meaning
of what the informants said, the conceptual ideas and the feelings
they expressed, was just as crucial. The interviews would otherwise
lose their value and provide rather shallow evidence. At first glance,
language might appear to be a secondary characteristic, but it is a
central aspect of cross-national research. Conducting interviews with
non-native English speakers, and being myself a non-native speaker,
could be a disadvantage in some circumstances. However, the goal of
the interviews was to engage not in discourse analysis, but in content
analysis. Forms of expression, vocabulary used, time taken to answer
the questions, hesitations and so on were not the focus of this study.
The research concentrates essentially on what the young women had
to say and what they thought of the issues discussed. The emphasis
remained on the informants’ messages, rather than on particular
ways of transferring the information. Although the young Finnish
women could not express themselves as native speakers, they had
enough skills in English to convey their attitudes and communicate
their opinions.

Being an outsider-insider
I was aware that the researcher’s identity has a considerable impact
on the interview process. The age, gender, status and ethnicity of the

researcher matter (Denscombe 1995: 116). Researchers who are close
in age and able to participate in their subjects’ milieu are advantaged,
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as they can better understand the participants’ behaviour and atti-
tudes by virtue of belonging to the same age group (Roberts 2003:
24). In this study, the interviewees were roughly the same age as or
a little younger than myself. They were aged between 21 and 30 at
the time of interview, and I was 29-30. Several times they implied
that they felt I could understand their situation, thanks to the age
factor, my experience of the same socio-economic context, and my
being a young woman from the university milieu. My belonging to
the academic world and therefore sharing the same status than them,
albeit at a higher stage (that of a doctoral student), also facilitated my
interaction with the research participants. As for ethnicity, I was a
French woman among French informants in France, and a European
citizen who had lived several years in Finland. The Finnish inter-
viewees knew that I was not a newcomer to Finland, which I believe
had an unconscious impact on their trust in me. Finally, gender can
have an impact on the information respondents may reveal. Gender
similarity can encourage informants to express their views, whereas
the opposite might prevent them from disclosing information. Several
studies have proven that same-sex interviewer-interviewee relation-
ships ease the interview process. In some cases, female researchers
have found it easier to interview women, with whom the reciprocity
in interaction was higher thanks to a sense of having a more equal
relationship. The same goes for male researchers interviewing men.
The impact of gender nonetheless depends on the research subject
and whether it touches ethical and sensitive issues (Alasuutari 1995:
87-89; Song and Parker 1995).

Finally, in some cases it is challenging to gain access and obtain
adequate cooperation from individuals in ‘host societies’ (Armer 1973:
58). However, this study was based in Finland, the ‘host’ country
with which I was comparing France, my country of origin. It was thus
easier to negotiate access with research participants in both cases: being
French on the one hand, and living in Finland, my ‘host’ country, on
the other. This facilitated my access to knowledge of Finnish societal
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structure, culture and language. It accelerated the process of approach-
ing informants and conducting the interviews. Neither country was
foreign to me. In neither of them was I an outsider, but at the same
time I was not a full insider either, as a French citizen living in Fin-
land. In addition, I lived and studied in Great Britain for four years.
I studied for my Bachelors and Masters degrees there, before moving
to Finland to pursue my doctoral studies. This position gave me the
advantage of distance from both Finland and France, and also from
Great Britain. Living outside one’s own society provides a perspective
on the societal peculiarities of one’s own country. The same occurs
when a foreigner lives in a new socio-cultural framework. Indirectly,
by merely living in Finland while belonging to France, I became a
participant-observer in both societies. The method of participant
observation is primarily used in ethnographic research. It mainly
consists in analysing and discovering the meanings of existence in
a given country or ethnic group as from an insider’s position (see
Jorgensen 1989). Moreover, the experience of young people within
a single societal context makes it difficult to generalise conclusions.
However, cross-societal analysis gives space to a wider approach and
broader perspectives (Cartmel 2003: 87-88). This study design gave
priority to neither the ethnographic approach nor the technique of
participant observation. Nonetheless, indirectly, this position gave
me access to societal knowledge, and at the same time sufficient
detachment to identify particular issues that local researchers might
not immediately distinguish.
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2.2 Into the Field:
Conducting Interviews and Data Description

Building the research design, choosing methods of analysis and em-
pirical strategies are but one important part of investigating a phe-
nomenon. The practical sides of empirical work are no less central.
However, they remain too often hidden in the shadow of the research
results. Findings represent the essential part and goal of a study. Yet
without preliminary empirical enquiry, results would not materialise.
This subchapter highlights the concrete steps of conducting research
in the field, carrying out interviews and interpreting the material.

Field intervention

Before starting interviews, one must take two important steps: formu-
lating clear, unambiguous and explicit questions, and finding research
participants. Outwardly, these stages appear to be logical and simple.
However, when engaging in empirical qualitative interviewing, every
step of the process is equally crucial. The conduct of a successful in-
terview starts with thinking about the background theoretical issues,
producing suitable questions, finding the informants, and remaining
alert throughout the process. It depends on the researcher’s abilities
and, as I explained previously, his or her age, gender and ethnic
origins, as well as on the interview topic. This is all part and parcel
of qualitative data collection: the process is bound to remain rather
unpredictable, since it relies exclusively upon interactions between
individuals. Before going into the field, I thoroughly considered the
interview questions, and tested how they were understood among my
circle of colleagues and acquaintances at university. I also did a pilot
interview in order to test the questions, the length of time needed
to conduct the interview, and the respondent’s reaction, as well as
merely to practise interviewing.
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I went to Lyon in France in April-May 2008 in order to find
young women to participate in my study and become part of my
wider comparative analysis. The young women I met were studying
at different universities or technological university institutes in Lyon.
To recruit the first participant, I visited one of the universities and
randomly asked a young woman if she would be interested in answer-
ing a few questions, explaining my position and the purpose of my
research. She agreed, and we met later to carry out the interview. I met
the other young French women through interviewees’ acquaintances
and the students I encountered in Lyon. I decided to use the snowball
technique to find random informants within a short period. Relying
on social contacts between individuals is a good way to find additional
respondents (see Bryman 2001: 323). I also contacted young female
students who were members of the hospitality exchange and social
network CouchSurfing. Several of them responded positively to my
request. People who subscribe in the CouchSurfing network tend
to be open to other people and cultures, and usually travel a lot. It
might sound biased to select informants from a hospitality exchange
network; however, I expected to have more chance of finding respond-
ents willing to contribute to my study that way than to keep asking
random students in the university courtyard and obtaining negative
answers. | was in Lyon for a limited time period, and therefore had to
collect the data as fast as possible. Using different techniques to recruit
respondents was highly efficient; in a few weeks, I had completed
the interviews in France. I transcribed the interviews after my return
from France, as I had neither the time nor the adequate software to
proceed there. Transcribing was not difficult per se, but it is a slow,
long and tedious process, demanding a high level of concentration.
It took me the best part of the summer.

In autumn 2008, I started working with a research assistant.
She assisted me during the interviewing process, mainly for language
reasons. Immediately we became a good team. I consider this aspect
one of the main reasons why the interviews were successful. It was a
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pleasure to work together, and share ideas, impressions and insights
when reflecting upon the interview material. The Finnish interviews
took place in October—November 2008 in Tampere. I recruited the
informants by a similar method to that used in France. A sampling
equivalence across the two countries was necessary to provide an
equal level of information (see Armer 1973: 62). However, this time
I could also access student email lists. I did not use this system in
Lyon because I was not a member of any university. Several young
women found in this way agreed to participate in the study; indeed,
these consituted most of the interviewees. I found a few informants
by using the snowball technique and sending messages through
CouchSurfing too, but this was less successful than in France. The
research assistant transcribed the Finnish interviews and translated
the fragments of Finnish speech into English.

After each interview, I wrote a diary entry with memos on the
interview process and my impressions, and noted the key aspects
that stood out. Writing fieldnotes helped me to pick up on relevant
information that the mp3 recorder could not, such as the interview
venue, the atmosphere, non-verbal communication, the general
context, and other clues (see Denscombe 1998: 120).

Breaking the ice

In France I conducted most of the interviews in the informants’
homes. I completed some of them in the place I was renting in Lyon,
and two in a café. The café setting did not disturb the interview
process, as the informants were very relaxed. However, on one oc-
casion the atmosphere was rather noisy. The interview transcription
was tedious, because some parts were difficult to hear, and a few
fragments of speech were inaudible. In Finland too I carried out a
few interviews in the informants’ homes. Most were conducted in
my office at the university. The informants felt comfortable coming
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there, since they were on campus during the daytime. I thought the
choice of venue was a little austere at first, so I added decorations and
altered the room’s layout prior to the interviews. The participants felt
comfortable in such an informal-looking and friendly atmosphere. It
turned out to be pleasant to conduct the interviews there. In Lyon
I had decided to offer the research participants fresh pastries before
starting the interviews. In Tampere I maintained that little ‘traditior’,
and offered pastries, biscuits and sweets. I wanted to thank the young
women for helping me with my study, but it also became a very good
icebreaking technique. We would have tea or coffee, a piece of cake,
and a little chat before proceeding. The informants became more
relaxed, as did I. The atmosphere became friendly, comfortable and
very pleasant. The interview process generally went smoothly, like
a conversation.

The informants who replied to my request showed considerable
willingness to contribute to the research. Most of them provided
fruitful information. However, it seemed a little more difficult in
Finland than in France to recruit participants. It took me only three
weeks to find interviewees in France, and about the same time to
interview them. In Finland it took over two months. The fact that
the interviews were conducted in English certainly dampened some
of their motivation to get involved in the study. However, background
culture can play a role too. People are generally more introverted in
Finland. While most French informants eagerly divulged their opin-
ions and sometimes tried to change the interview subject, it felt that
some Finnish interviewees were afraid of revealing too much. Some
young women were shy and seemed to prefer to merely answer my
questions, without elaborating too deeply. I had to delve, by using
probes and asking additional questions, to encourage them to make
more insightful observations. Nonetheless, in general the interviews
proceed very well. The young women were happy to provide their
help, and revealed their ideas freely. The young French women seemed
especially happy to share their perceptions, mainly of the topics that
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they contested. They seemed to derive satisfaction from divulging
their critical opinions to an official social researcher. Some were also
willing to help me with my study in other ways, mainly by finding
new informants. They provided me with contact details of potential
interviewees or acquaintances, who in turn helped me to meet fur-
ther participants. Their initiative surprised me. I have never studied
in a French university and hence felt a little apprehensive about
entering the field there at first. Overall meeting the informants and
conducting the interviews was a very fruitful, successful and enrich-
ing experience. In both countries, I continued to meet some of the
young women after completing the interviews, and have stayed in
touch with them.

Opening the treasure chest

After the period in the field, it was time to start examining the data.
Conducting and transcribing interviews is but one fragment of the
process. Coding and interpreting the data is the largest part of the
task. I proceeded with the necessary systematic analytic coding,
breaking the data down into units and categorising the fragments.
Coding differs from the analysis process; it consists in breaking the
data down and generating an index of terms and concepts, which
helps one to reflect upon and interpret the material, before engaging
in thorough content analysis and theory building (see Bryman 2001:
398-399; Denscombe 1998: 210-211). However, I soon realised that
technique alone is not sufficient in the process of data scrutiny and
theory construction. It takes practice, extreme concentration, and
almost a meditative state of mind to let the hidden meaning of the
data emerge. Once the coding steps were achieved, I felt suddenly
overwhelmed by the data; it seemed that I could not reach the true
essence of the interviews. I therefore started to take some distance
from the huge amount of information I now possessed and tried to

The lllusion of the Prolongation of Youth — 65



understand the process that was going on. The interviews were like a
large chest with a treasure locked inside. The fragments of interviews
were simply a riddle, a mysterious puzzle, and their meaning was
the real ‘treasure’. In order to open the chest, I needed to answer a
variety of riddles. I needed to be able to see through the words as if
they were transparent, so as to get the necessary keys and tools that
would allow me to access the ‘treasure’, that is, the true meaning of
what I was searching for when I started this study. Coding gave me the
keys and tools that helped me solve the riddles and open the treasure
chest. The next step consisted in organising the ‘treasure’, in other
words, categorising and classifying all the segments and units under
new concepts. The last stage was the selection of quotes to include
in this dissertation (in the empirical Chapters 4-7). I translated the
French quotes into English. The process was tedious, as I had to
translate not just the words used, but also the expressions, feelings
and conceptual ideas, so that the message would be equivalent to the
original statement (see Armer 1973: 51-52).

Going into the field consisted in meeting ‘real’ people and being
in contact with some of the young people I was examining for the
purpose of my research. My work became more substantial when it
became connected to the reality portrayed by surveys and literature.
Interviewing is based on social exchange and sharing. Immersing
myself in this process proved that I was truly involved in social
research.

Presenting the informants

This study is constructed upon the information the research partici-
pants, all female university students, offered. Throughout this dis-
sertation, especially in the chapters based on empirical data analysis
(Chapters 4-7), I present theories built from informants’ statements.
I include illustrative quotes that reveal the young women’s opinions.
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In order to give a better picture of who the respondents are, Table 2.1
provides general information about them. All the names used in this
study are fictitious, for reasons of ethics and confidentiality. Table 2.1
includes the interviewees ages, educational levels, living arrangements
and marital information, their parents” occupational background, as
well as their working situation at the time of the interviews.

The Finnish informants were a lit