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Turning Points and Turning 

Point Processes
A three year follow up project of young people from the YAR project in Borlänge

Summary
Background
The municipality of Borlänge suffers considerably from different types of youth problems, including criminal activity and substance abuse. To a certain extent, these problems are due to the structural changes which have taken place since the boom years of the 60s. The apparently high level of criminal activity relative to the size of population is closely linked to segregated residential areas and established criminal networks. The knowledge base we have today recommends broad solutions which do not just tackle the symptoms but also develop and change conditions over a longer term. Borlänge still has a high level of criminal activity but, since 2000, it has introduced successful initiatives in the local community which have considerably reduced youth crime as a whole. These have been powerful measures which have involved many social actors and they are marked by the fact that they strengthen the positive forces around groups of young people at risk. 

In 2001-2002, the Social Welfare Service in Borlänge started a YAR (Youth at Risk) project, making it the first town in the country to do so. The programme is what is know as a ‘home solution’ which is tailor made for local needs and based on team work and the mobilisation of many actors in the local community. These include not only municipal groups but also voluntary groups, businesses, associations and parish groups. The aim is to create conditions that enable young people at risk to change their lives voluntarily before their lifestyles become too problematic. The results have been good as two-thirds of the young people changed their life situation for the better after the programme.
 Two years later, in the autumn of 2003, the second YAR programme started. 

This report aims, over a three-year period, to carry out and document a longitudinal investigation of turning point processes in eighteen young people who started the one year YAR programme in the autumn of 2003. Before the programme they had varying types of problematic life situations and were considered to be at risk of becoming more deeply established in their problematic lifestyles. The aim is not to evaluate the YAR project, even if the significance of the programme is the greatest area of inquiry and the central theme in the report. The aim is to follow the young people during the programme period and during the following two years, to give subtle distinction to the change processes over the longer term. It is important to have a broad knowledge base of factors which are significant and effective to be able to place individual programmes such as the YAR programme into a dynamic holistic context. A broad knowledge base on long term changes is also important, both for society and for the individual, in order to adapt and develop initiatives in the best way possible. The goal was, therefore, to shed light generally on the phenomena of turning points and on the contribution an activity makes to positive change processes. The report draws conclusions on how things went and what was of significance and it provides well informed descriptions of paths out of problematic life situations.
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The methods used were continuous, structured, qualitative process interviews with the young people over the three years, self evaluation materials/YAR questionnaires and a study of records. The twenty four young people who were eligible for YAR in 2003, but did not start the programme, were used as a control group.

The knowledge base on the effects of social initiatives is sparse with large gaps. It is difficult to compare different activities because they, generally, have different conditions, target groups and content. In general, the results are disheartening, especially for young people with behavioural problems. The more radical the initiative, the worse the results. Institutional care has the worst results while open care is slightly better. In some comparable, longitudinal studies of initiatives similar to YAR, only one in four is without known problems five years after the initiative. In this light both the previous study of YAR and this report show considerably better results even if the comparisons are not quite exact. It is difficult to know for sure when things have gone well and what significance the initiatives have had in this process. The most successful models for open care programmes are based on reducing risk factors and promoting protective factors and on the fact that the programme is tailor made for the task. Central catchwords are timing, implementation and commitment. They must either take place within evidence based model forms or be flexible, profiled and anchored in the local community.

There are big differences between the problems experienced by boys and girls. Our culture and our role expectations mean that boys are more extroverted with more instances of criminal activity and violence, while girls’ problems more often show relationship orientated, self destructive and depressive tendencies. Based on gender differences in needs, background and life experiences, it is reasonable to assume that girls and boys respond differently to initiatives and treatment. On the other hand it is necessary to be cautious when believing that everything is due to stereotypical gender aspects.

Social organisations are constantly trying to be more effective by developing and improving methods. It is, however, narrow minded to stare blindly just at the design of the method. There is strong evidence to suggest that factors which are more difficult to measure such as expectations, relationships and the commitment of personnel are significant and that factors outside the activity play the greatest role in the change process over the long term. Short term treatment initiatives are difficult to interpret and often of a temporary nature. Over a longer perspective of change the young people are actors who, with the help of those around them, use their own and other people’s resources in the best way possible. How they manage their lives after the initiatives determines whether the initiatives have really been successful. 

The report’s content and procedure is based on dynamic, long term thinking about change processes. Thought processes, ideas, areas of inquiry and areas of expertise concerning turning point processes have developed gradually as a reference framework. My simple reflection on the knowledge path originates from a desire to really understand the reality that vulnerable young people face, which means that it is necessary to listen carefully to what they say and what they mean. The report’s main concept, turning point processes, gave the young people (and me) the opportunity to give a pedagogical description of positive change processes and to give them structure. Ask someone about turning points and turning point processes and you will automatically get personally based descriptions about what has been important and significant in searching for paths away from problems and problematic life situations. 

Results

The young people’s background experiences, risk and protective factors -2003

The nine boys, who were between fifteen and sixteen years old, came from very problematic and broken family backgrounds. Only two of them lived with their biological parents. Several had fathers, relatives or siblings who had serious problems relating to substance abuse and criminal activity. Three of the fathers were dead. There were serious health problems and extreme mortality, among the mothers as well. Very few of them had limits set at home relating to time, homework and rules. Many had long term, permanent social links with other boys in similar life situations which were very important to them. There was rivalry and there were arguments between different residential areas. There were problems at school although many still perceived themselves as popular and liked by their peers. The level of criminal activity, violence, use of weapons, alcohol and use of certain drugs varied among them.

The nine girls were the same age but came from more varied home environments. Some of the girls had already left home. Many felt that they were invisible, unjustly treated or abused at home. Practically all of them had suffered eating disorders, depression and had self harmed. Many spoke about bullying, harassment, rape and abortions. They felt highly alienated by their peers and by other girls in particular. School was described as a problematic and charged environment. Some girls were rebellious, extroverted, argumentative, used drugs, ran away and played truant while others were quiet, uncommunicative, brooding loners who did not use drugs. All the girls considered themselves to be inadequate, were very dissatisfied with their appearance and had serious problems with self esteem. 

All the young people came from various types of problematic life situation.

Experience of the programme period – 2004

All the boys considered that they had matured and improved their self esteem during the programme period. Their social life was considerably better and all the boys admitted to major progress, even those who criticised the programme. They were most satisfied with the course week and with their coaches. The course week was a radical, revolutionary experience. They were ‘brainwashed’ challenged, had fun and made new friends. Many took serious decisions to give up drugs, criminal activity and to change their lives. A number of boys did not think that the remainder of the programme, the everyday grind with weekly meetings and monthly meetings was in the same class and they reverted to living ‘almost’ as they did before the programme. There was a great deal of rivalry and hiding behind masks, cock-fighting and spreading of rumours between the boys. Two of them often missed the meetings. Five boys were not involved in criminal activity and did not take drugs during the programme period while three lived, in principle, as before. Three boys were, in principle, drug-free throughout the programme. The views of the various elements were mixed but all of them still perceived that the programme, the other young people and the meetings had been valuable to their development. For many of them the coaches were especially important as they were volunteers and did not come from the social services. Because of this the young people felt special and noticed. Small everyday elements such as homework, conversations, walks and driving practice were important for their self image. During the autumn, at the end of the programme obvious progress could be seen as all the boys
 were attending various college courses with good attendance and less conflict. 

The girls were more satisfied than the boys over the YAR year as a whole. The younger girls, those with family problems and those who considered themselves lonely and depressed were the most satisfied. These girls spoke warmly about newly made friends and the openness of the meetings. It was, above all, at a personal level that the girls felt that they had developed. YAR was a free zone with opportunities to reflect on, to compare and to develop self confidence and a more positive self image. The course week started and influenced this development in a radical way. As with the boys, the coaches were of central importance. By the end of the programme nearly all of the girls had radically changed their attitude to drugs and school. There were two major exceptions. One of the girls, with poor attendance at the programme, was still misusing drugs and another was in a treatment home for a considerable part of the programme. With the exception of these two girls, by the autumn, at the end of the programme, all of the others were tackling school and their lives in a very motivated and energetic way. All the girls apart from one felt that they had become more mature and had gained greater self confidence during the YAR year. 

Has YAR been successful?

A comparison was made between the 18 young people who underwent YAR and the 24 young people who did not join the programme. This was based on files and interviews with personnel. The groups had similar social backgrounds and, two years later, showed both similarities and interesting differences in the way problems developed and were settled.

As very few of the girls had documented substance abuse and criminal activity they were more difficult to monitor via file materials. Few of the girls in both groups had been the subject of extensive initiatives. The severity of the problems shown by both groups of girls in the YAR questionnaire/self evaluation material leads to the conclusion that it is difficult to evaluate initiatives through this type of material. Girls’ problems and difficulties are not visible. The fact that the YAR girls generally had greater contact with social services for various types of help than the control group is therefore difficult to analyse. Contact with social services for help does not mean ‘failure’ or a sign of continued problems. A lack of notes in a social worker’s files does not mean that problems have been solved.

With the boys there were more obvious differences. Six out of nine of the YAR boys had no documented criminal activity or substance abuse one year after the programme which was better than the control group’s four out of eleven. There was a larger group with fewer social problems within the YAR group and there were fewer boys who still had serious problems with substance abuse and criminal activity. Initiatives with the YAR boys were also less severe than with the control group. In terms of criminal activity and substance abuse there was an obvious positive shift in problems and initiatives among the boys who had undergone YAR. When compared with similar follow up of intermediate care the YAR programme showed better results in terms of social adjustment, criminal activity and substance abuse. 

Two years after the programme - 2005

With reference to the difficulties and backgrounds the young people had at the start, nearly all of them had made great progress by the time they were nearly twenty. Eleven of the eighteen were living relatively normal lives without elements of criminal activity, substance abuse or ill health. Four still had some difficulties but had made great progress while three young people were living in obviously problematic life situations and were in various treatment institutions. 

Twelve out of eighteen had no substance abuse problems or had not used drugs after YAR. Four had used drugs regularly. Two of these four (one of whom had been drug free for a year), said that they did not have drug abuse problems.

Fifteen out of eighteen had found everyday occupations, either work or study. Interest in, and motivation for studies and work training was high within this group. Many of these had also improved their relationships with their parents but, above all, had found positive partner relationships or other friendship groups. Many of the girls had moved from the area while the boys remained and had developed avoidance strategies so as not to be subjected to negative group pressure. The boys particularly had much weaker family networks. 

The few who had mental problems still had difficulties, while the bulk of the group who described initial substance abuse, depression, alienation, eating disorders and self harming tendencies had clearly and obviously changed their situation.

YAR’s strength is that it changes attitudes, reinforces health factors and compensates for shortcomings in the young people’s friendship and home circles. There is a high number of volunteers and a major element of ‘ordinary teenage problems’ which gives a significant, non marked, fortifying openness. The young people receive help to build up self insight, self confidence and motivation. The course week has the nature of  a turning point and becomes the ‘kick off’ to change, while the social relationships with the coaches and with other personnel and peers maintain the change process. The contacts after YAR are significant for a number of the young people.

Turning point processes

The theoretical conclusions are concerned with turning point processes and change points in the young people who successfully changed their lives. The process out of problematic life situations can be described from the young people’s accounts as follows: 

1. A break in thinking patterns and feeling traps. The course week challenged their own self images and gave an insight into the way others felt and thought. It shaped the group.

2. Seeking and testing alternative paths. The follow up phase (the YAR year) increased the feeling and identity of being a young person with problems that can be changed. The social support and the practical content gave opportunities for them to reflect, practise and test.

3. Turning points. The influence of significant situations, events and people is used to structure personal turning points as a support for the changes that a person wants to establish.

4. Identity markers. The role changes are manifested by a person marking the change externally and internally. Changed values, group attachment and life goals are expressed. The point of this is that it gives structure and stability to the changed profile and lifestyle.

The girls were somewhat more successful than the boys. Girls generally exhibit problems of a relationship nature and find it easier to make use of support and help. The boys found it harder to handle the group pressure and the performance thinking that they brought with them from old problematic networks. There is a danger in bringing boys with similar life experiences together in a group as they spark each other off. Even if in this study there were gender typical problem images and gender typical ways of reacting to initiatives it is important not to fall into the trap of believing that this is always the case. There is great variation within both the boy and the girl groups.

In conclusion the results from YAR’s activities over the long term are very good. Three years after the course week a surprising number of young people seem to have created considerably better life situations.

� Turunen 2003.


� Apart from one who moved abroad and could not be interviewed.
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