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ABSTRACT 

The study sought to give voice to the subjective experiences of NEETs (youth not in 

employment, education or training), often viewed as risk taking, apathetic and a strain on the 

economy and to think about their identities differently. The aim was also to provide ways to 

forge new versions of themselves in the future, allowing the participants an opportunity to 

‘read the world’ differently and to think about new possibilities, through recollecting the past 

and exploring their present place in the world. This study utilised participatory action 

research and narrative inquiry to explore the experiences of a group of NEETs in a township 

in South Africa, and together with the researcher were involved in active engagement with 

their social worlds, through photographic documentation and in-depth interviews. 

 

The data were analysed using thematic and narrative analysis. The focus of the narrative 

analysis was to understand the meaning that the participants made of their own experiences, 

and the thematic and visual analysis focussed on understanding their context, their interaction 

with place and people in forming their identities, and the opportunities and versions of 

identities that they thought were possible in the future.  

 

The significance of these findings points to the past and the effects of South Africa’s history 

on youth identity. However, despite the structural constraints that impact on youth growing 

up in disadvantaged townships, and the impact that these constraints have on their identities, 

these youth have found ways to challenge the stereotypes that define their lives, and in 

different ways offer glimmers of hope for their futures. Their identities, though impacted by 

their interaction with their environment and the people in their context, are remarkably 

complex and encouraging. Furthermore, this study provided insight into the issues facing ‘at 

risk’ youth, and allows for new possibilities for their issues and concerns to be addressed.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

It is only be the grace of God that this study was completed and I am forever grateful for the 

undeserving privilege of education. To know more, is to have more and to have more is a 

great privilege. 

I would not even have been able to consider starting this research project, let alone finishing 

it without the constant, unconditional, selfless love and support of my husband, Jonathan. 

Thank you, thank you, thank you! Although I will submit the research report, this is an 

accomplishment for both of us. Your sacrifices will never be forgotten. 

A very BIG thank you to my supervisor, Professor Jill Bradbury, for allowing me to take on 

this big task, for being patient with me, for supporting, encouraging and guiding me 

throughout the research process, but mostly for helping me to see the power of storytelling, 

and the possibilities that research offers to effect change. 

To Organisation for Youth (OFY), thank you for allowing me to use your space, for being 

supportive throughout the research process, but mostly for supporting the young men that 

participated in the study, and the other youth in your community that you work with. Keep up 

the good work. 

To all my family and friends, who helped in big and small ways to get this research report 

completed, thank you. 

This work is dedicated to the young men who participated in my study. Thank you for 

sharing your stories with me, and allowing me into your personal experiences and aspirations. 

I have learnt so much from all of you. 

 

 



DEDICATION 

To the young men who graciously shared their stories   



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1. Context and Rationale………………………………………………………  1 

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review………………………….....  16 

2.1.1 Adolescent Identity Development in a South African context……..............  16 

2.1.2 Youth at risk and the masculine roles embedded in poor communities…….  17 

2.1.3 Fatherhood…………………………………………………………………..  17 

2.1.4  A sense of belonging………………………………………………………..  22 

2.2 Place and Social Others in the Construction of Identity…………………… . 23 

2.3 Narratives, Hope and possibilities for agency……………………………… . 27 

3. Methods……………………………………………………………………....  33 

3.1 Methodological approach: Action Research and Narrative Inquiry……  33 

3.2 Participants…………………………………………………………….....  37 

3.3 Data Collection…………………………………………………………  41 

3.4 Ethics……………………………………………………………………  45 

3.5 Reflexivity ……………………………………………………………… 46 

3.6 Data Analysis……………………………………………………………  48 

3.6.1 Narrative analysis ………………………………………………. 48 

3.6.2 Thematic Analysis of photographs…………………………………. 51 

3.6.3 Thematic Analysis of verbal data……………………………………… 51 

4. Narrative Analysis – life events and trajectory …………………………… .. 54 

4.1 Dylan’s PIN – I don’t care anymore ……………………………………. 54  

4.2 Alan’s PIN – I wasn’t a robber …………………………………………… 59 

5. Place, relationality and (non) belonging …………………….......................  68 

5.1 Interactions with place ……………………………………………………  69 

5.1.1 Place Identity ……………………………………………………. 69 



5.1.2 An environment of barrenness …………………………………... 71 

5.1.3 Policing and Corruption ………………………………………… 74 

5.1.4 Drug abuse ………………………………………………………. 76 

5.1.5 A place of violence and aggression ……………………………   78 

5.1.6 Schooling Histories ……………………………………………… 79 

5.1.7 Stereotypical forms of masculinity in a townships ……………… 84 

5.2 Interaction with People ………………………………………………..  90 

5.2.1 The breakdown of family and a lack of love ……………………… 90 

5.2.2 Lack of fathers and the importance of social fathers ……………. 95 

5.2.3 The importance of positive role models ……………………….. 101 

5.2.4 True friends are like family ……………………………………..  104 

5.2.5 Gangsterism as a way of belonging ……………………………. 108 

6. Versions of future selves ……………………………………………………… 113 

6.1 Alternative versions of masculinity ……………………………………… 114 

6.2 Caring for others ………………………………………………………..  113 

6.3 Efforts to earn an honest living …………………………………………  120 

6.4 Providing for the family …………………………………………………. 123 

6.5 Dreams or goals – hindered by the past ………………………………….  126 

7. Conclusion…………………………………………………………………….        131 

Limitations of the study  ……………………………………………………… 138 

Recommendations for further research……………………………………….. 137 

8. References ………………………………………………………………….  139  



LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Profile of participants….………………………………………………….  40 

FIGURES 

Figure 1: The other side of Willows (Dylan)...………………………………………  70 

Figure 2: Nothingness (Deon)……………..…………………………………………  71 

Figure 3: An empty space (Deon)……………………………………………………  72 

Figure 4: Upgrading is needed (Kevin)………………………………………………  73 

Figure 5: Police absence (Alan)………...……………………………………………  74 

Figure 6: Preparing the drugs (Alan)…...……………………………………………   76 

Figure 7: A house and a car (Dylan)…………………………………………………  85 

Figure 8: A girl I dated (Alan)…..………………………………………………...…  87 

Figure 9: A famous cricket player (Dylan)…………………………………………..  88 

Figure 10: A symbol of success (Alan)………………………………………………  89 

Figure 11: No love (Dylan)……………………………………………………….…   91 

Figure 12: Walking home (Dylan)….………………………………………………..  92 

Figure 13: A very nice uncle (Michael)…….………………………………………..  96 

Figure 14: Big hands (Alan)…………..……………………………………………..   96 

Figure 15: My laerskool (primary school)kit (Wade)….……..……………………..   103 

Figure 16: Friends chilling (Alan)…….……………………………………………..   104 

Figure 17: Going to get high (Alan)……………………..…………………………..   106 

Figure 18: Pretending to be gangsters (Dylan)..……………………………………..   108 

Figure 19: Washing my cap (Michael)……..………………………………………..   113 

Figure 20: Shining my shoes (Michael)…..………………..………………………..   113 

Figure 21: House proud (Alan)……………..……………...………………………..   115 

Figure 22: The view of the tree (Alan)……………...……..………………………..   115 



Figure 23: Respect, dignity and peace (Kevin)…..………………………………..   115 

Figure 24: A clean world (Deon)………………………………………………….  118 

Figure 25: A tough life (Alan)……………………………………………………  118 

Figure 26: These Boys that I love so much (Michael)…………………………..  119 

Figure 27: An engine I am working on (Kevin) …………………………………  120 

Figure28: Weekend Djay (Michael)………………………………………………..  121 

Figure 29: Business is operating (Wade) …………………………………………..  120 

Figure 30: Barber shop (Wade) ……………………………………………………   121 

Figure 31: Art work for a tattoo (Wade) …………………………………………..  122 

Figure 32: The finished product (Wade) ……………………………………………  122 

Figure 33: Building the house (Michael) ………………………………………….  124 

Figure 34: Materials to build (Michael) ……………………………………………   124 

Figure 35: Looking for a job (Michael) …………………………………………..  126 

Figure 36: The goal of finishing school (Dylan) …………………………………  127 

 

APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: Consent form to participate in interview…………………………... … 147 

APPENDIX B: Research procedure – Schedule of sessions………………………..  ….. 148 

APPENDIX C: Picture of Focus group Discussions …………………………………….  150 

APPENDIX D: Invitation to Participate in a Research project……………………..  …    152 

APPENDIX E: Consent form to be audio recorded……………………………….. ….. 154 

APPENDIX F: Letter  to OFY Management……………………………………………. 156 

 


