
 

 

Young people, risk and trust:  prudential risk taker, gambler or navigator?  
 
Young people engage with others through a variety of associations forming many 
different types of networks and sometimes each of them have their unique set of 
norms, trust and reciprocity. Within this, social networks are not only important in 
terms of emotional support  (Whiting & Harper, 2003) but also crucial in giving 
young people more opportunities, choice and power. Research shows that for young 
people and particularly disadvantaged and excluded young people the ability to 
control their life chances can be seriously limited (Furlong and Cartmel 1997). 
Marginalised and socially excluded groups are increasingly seen as either ‘at risk’ or 
as the source of risk for others (O'Malley, 1992; Simon, 1998). Two major paradigms 
seem to underpin the debate: The Prudential Human, who will make rational and 
correct choices and the Gambling Human, balancing the benefits of positive risk-
taking against our risk aversion to the costs that may follow (Adams 1995; Kemshall 
2003). 
 
The paper will use current empirical work from ‘Young People, Social Capital and the 
Negotiation of Risk’ carried out under the ‘Pathways into and out of Crime for Young 
People’ network funded by the ESRC. 
 
Our preliminary findings highlight that certain types of social capital with inward 
looking networks and a ‘protective’ trust (prevalent within our sample of young 
offenders) ultimately diminish self and group efficacy (to act/be different). This might 
constrain horizons and lead to a pathway of restricted choice, restricted power to do 
otherwise, and restricted opportunity. In our paper we will introduce the notion of 
‘risk navigator’. Within this we explore different types trust (as related to social 
capital) which help or hinder young people to ‘navigate’ and therefore have ultimately 
the resources to cope, manage and make informed choices and act upon them.  
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