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PREFACE 

This book and the research on which it is based are the 
result of a number of historical accidents that brought 
the two authors together. Although both are originally 
Albertans, Posterski has been living in Toronto for the past 
five years, working with youth and serving as a consultant 
to teenage-oriented organizations. Bibby, after a stint in 
Toronto at York University, has been teaching for the past 
decade at the University of Lethbridge where he has been 
monitoring social trends through a series of well-known 
national surveys. 

In 1982 Bibby was approached by a consortium of youth 
groups about the possibility of co-ordinating a national sur
vey of teenagers. Posterski and Bibby subsequently began 
to lay the groundwork for such a survey. When the back
ing for the proposed survey evaporated in mid-1983, the 
authors decided that their initial investment warranted 
salvaging the project. By the end of 1983, funding had 
been secured. A contract with the Secretary of State for 
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xiv The Emerging Generation 

the analysis of pertinent results ensured that the costs of 
the project could be covered. The survey of Canadian 
teenagers, "Project Teen Canada", was conducted during 
1984, with data collection covering the four months of 
May and June, September and October. 

We believe that in its breadth of subject matter and 
extent of data "Project Teen Canada" is without prece
dent. An endeavour of this magnitude has clearly only 
been possible because of the contribution of a large num
ber of people. First and foremost, we wish to extend our 
very deep appreciation to the 3,600 participating high-school 
students across Canada, along with the guidance counsel
lors and teachers who administered the survey in some 
150 schools. We also had the assistance of an exceptional 
research assistant in Michele Cote, and further benefitted 
greatly from the administrative efficiency of Margaret 
McKeen in Lethbridge and Barb Boyt in Toronto. Debby 
Gordon maintained her good humour while carrying out 
the unenviable job of entering the large body of data. 
Valued also was the work of Denise Weisgerber in the 
designing of materials. The willingness of others to listen 
patiently while we tirelessly bounced results and ideas off 
them - Beth, Gwen, and Stan, to mention three - was 
additionally important to us. Finally, the work of editor 
D.G. Bastian, in guiding the manuscript through to its 
final form, has been invaluable. To all these individuals, 
along with the high schools, the University of Lethbridge, 
and the Secretary of State, we express our thanks. We are 
delighted that our research and this book will help raise 
the profile of Canadian teenagers during 1985 - Inter
national Youth Year- and beyond. 



INTRODUCTION 

When children are children, we know how to respond to 
them. When babies are hungry and cry, we feed them. 
When they take their first step, we stand close enough to 
help them stumble successfully to the second and third. 
When children are children, we feel safe. 

When six-year-olds are six years old, we know it is time to 
send them to school. At home we sit them on our knees 
and enjoy reading Dr. Seuss books together. We kiss them 
good night and tuck them into bed. We like them just the 
way they are. 

But when twelve-year-olds turn thirteen, they are less 
predictable, and we are less sure how to interact with them. 
They are changing in so many ways: their bodies, their 
interests, the way they treat us. Sometimes they seem to 
be getting out of control. As they progress through their 
teens, they seem to be in limbo. They no longer are chil
dren but neither are they full-fledged adults. Indeed, soci
ologists and psychologists generally conceive of these years 

xv 



xvi The Emerging Generation 

as representing a period in which an individual is "lost in 
'between' being a child and an adult" .1 They are adolescents. 

This child-adult transitional period is filled with ambi
guity. We do not allow young people to vote, drink legally, 
work full time, or drive on the highways until they are 
senior teens. Yet we ask them to make educational deci
sions that affect their long-term vocational futures. Teen
agers have the physical and mental capabilities to commit 
a full range of crimes. Yet our juvenile justice system has 
been based on the premise that adolescents are not yet 
responsible for their behaviour. We recognize that physi
cally they are now sexual beings, yet we are inclined to in
sist that they harness their sexuality. We know that socially 
they are capable of impressive moments - but then there 
are those other occasions. We acknowledge that mentally 
they can handle calculus and computers. Being rational 
about weekend curfews is quite another thing. 

While our culture tends to stress that it is not easy to be 
a teenager's parent, we are taking the position in this book 
that it also is not easy to be a child-adult hybrid. Psycholo
gist David Elkind has pointed out in his recent book The 
Hurried Child that North Americans seem obsessed with 
the need to rush their children towards adulthood. Reflect
ing a culture that is in a hurry, says Elkind, we force chil
dren to "take on the physical, psychological, and social 
trappings of adulthood before they are prepared to deal 
with them".2 We expose them to education, sports, and 
miniature adult costumes when they are still preschoolers. 
The three-year-old who can read, hit the ski slopes, and 
wear brand-name running shoes receives enthusiastic 
applause. Elkind says children frequently function as sta
tus symbols, confidants, domestic workers, decision-makers, 
and as a means by which parents can live out their own 
goals; children for these adults become what he calls "surro
gate selves". 

Elkind proceeds to make the important point that with 
the coming of adolescence, marked by the onset of puberty, 
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some "parents switch parenting styles and become authori
tarian although they were once democratic."3 The neo
phyte teenager, who previously was taking dancing lessons 
and was outfitted in designer jeans, is now told that she 
cannot date, regardless of how responsibly she has behaved. 
"Many young people who have been accustomed to dress
ing and talking like adults are often frustrated as adoles
cents because the maturity imposed upon them as children 
is thwarted."4 

John Mitchell of the University of Alberta has written a 
provocative book, The Adolescent Predicament,5 in which 
he claims that despite the fact that teenagers, notably 
those in their later teens, are capable of making significant 
contributions to society, we do not allow them to do so. 
Adolescence is largely wasted, says Mitchell, because we 
demand that the adolescent remain dormant, involved in 
trivial pastimes while staying out of trouble. "The major 
predicament facing adolescents in our society," he states, 
"is that virtually no opportunity exists to do anything (legal) 
which really makes a difference." 

In keeping with such ideas, we believe that one of the 
major reasons for teenage-adult conflict is the failure of 
adults to be sensitive and responsive to the reality of teen
age emergence. Many teenagers receive little help in grow
ing up. Worse than that, many are discouraged from growing 
up. Adults cannot deny the reality of teens' physical changes 
and yet are unwilling to grant them equal status. Many 
adults simply prefer to keep teens in limbo. 

Educator Richard Barbieri contends that young people 
"need to progress from childish gullibility, through dis
illusionment and doubt, to adult discernment".6 Adoles
cents need to have room to develop in order to emerge as 
full-fledged adults; life without development is abnormal. 
An environment that forces a child to remain dependent 
denies the possibility of growth and emergence into adult
hood. Such a denial is the focus of this book. 

Our research has isolated several critical phenomena 
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directly related to the suppression of adolescent emer
gence. We have found that teenagers commonly perceive 
adults as insensitive to their problems. Teens further indi
cate that they often are not taken seriously. Some go so far 
as to say that an anti-adolescent mentality is fairly preva
lent among adults. As a result, many feel alienated from 
adults and their institutions, including the family, the school, 
and the church. The results can be damaging. Psychologist 
Derek Miller comments that "a distant uncomprehending 
relationship between parent and adolescent, home and 
school, teacher and taught, becomes menacing for the 
future of society."7 

About the Survey 

In response to our survey, "Project Teen Canada", Cana
dian young people have given us a portrait of themselves 
"from the inside". They have revealed their values, sources 
of enjoyment, and personal areas of greatest concern. They 
have unveiled what they believe about religion and sex. 
They have given us their views on Canada. They have 
told us their fears and what they expect from the future. 
We are no longer in the dark on many of these subjects. 
Canada's teens have spoken up. 

These young people, some 3,600 in number, were scien
tifically selected from across the country. They come from 
152 randomly selected schools in Canada's five regions. 
The survey was administered by guidance counsellors or 
their designates. Participation was voluntary, with students 
assured of anonymity and confidentiality. 

Our decision to focus on teenagers aged fifteen to nine
teen as opposed to teenagers as a whole was prompted by 
our interest in exploring "the emerging generation" -
teenagers on the threshold of adulthood. We are well aware, 
with observers like Mitchell, that there are profound dif
ferences between the lifestyles and needs of younger and 
older adolescents. 8 When we speak of teens in this book, 
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we specifically have in mind those who are fifteen to nine
teen years old. (Complete methodological details are avail
able in the appendix.) 

Our questionnaire was constructed to provide a com
prehensive profile of young people regarding their atti
tudes, values, beliefs, outlook, expectations, and behaviour. 
The questionnaire was fifteen pages long and contained 
more than 300 items of information. It was designed, how
ever, to be filled out with relative ease, and on the average 
appeared to require about 35 minutes to complete. Teens 
were invited to supplement the questionnaire responses 
with their own comments. Many did and their reflections 
are found throughout this book. 

The 3,600 participating students together provide a sam
ple that is sufficiently large and representative of fifteen
to nineteen-year-olds to permit highly accurate generaliza
tions to the Canadian population. Results for a sample of 
this size are accurate within approximately three percent
age points, nineteen surveys in twenty. 

Readers interested in data analysis and the testing of 
hypotheses should note three brief points about the data 
presented in this book. 

First, the findings are reported in a fairly straightfor
ward, descriptive manner. We have tried to integrate these 
basic findings with previous research, rather than carry 
out extensive analyses within the book. Such analyses will 
be conducted over the next few years and will be reported 
in appropriate professional journals. 

Second, the thesis that adolescence is a time of emer
gence from child to adult is being used as an interpretive 
framework, to "make sense" of the findings generally. No 
attempt is being made to carry out a direct empirical test of 
the thesis. That task also remains to be performed. Our 
assertion is that the thesis accounts for the facts at hand. 

Third, we do not make much of regional and intra
regional variations (e.g., by gender, social class). While some 
such analyses will be carried out in the future, we are 



xx The Emerging Generation 

assuming that considerable cultural levelling has occurred 
among those who took part in the survey. Our assumption 
is partly based, for example, on recent studies comparing 
young people in Quebec with the rest of Canada. These 
studies have found little differences in teens' sense of con
trol over their lives9 or their views on marital rolesI0 and 
point to an intense homogenization of attitudes, beliefs, 
values, and practices. I I 

Our attempt to be respectable yet parsimonious in our 
data analysis is not without ulterior motive. We want to 
disseminate the results of "Project Teen Canada" to a 
wide Canadian audience. We think teenagers have deliv
ered a message that needs to be heard. All of us have 
experienced adolescence first-hand. Virtually all of us are 
involved in some way with adolescents. Yet many of us did 
not understand clearly what we experienced during "those 
years". And we are often perplexed by what is happening 
with teenagers today. This book is written to help clear up 
some of the confusion. 
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EMER&ENCE 

The Teenage 
Years 

My mother never forgave me for reaching 
puberty. 

- a fifty-six-year-old professor 

The Teenage Situation: Mixed Reviews 

Our national survey of Canadian teenagers provides some 
good news and some bad news. The good news centres on 
the young people themselves. Teenagers give every indi
cation of collectively fulfilling our hopes for them. They 
share dominant values. They place importance on people 
and relationships. They want to play a significant role in 
national life. Says one sixteen-year-old: 

My generation has to face threats and problems that 
no other generation has had to face before and I think 
it is about time our parents and other elders knew and 
tried to understand this. 

Most young people, although they have anxiety about their 
futures, are confident about themselves. A fifteen-year
old from Quebec comments: 

3 
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I believe the best way to be happy is to be yourself and 
comfortable with who you are. Just as you might envy 
someone, so might they envy you. Not very often do 
we think of ourselves as great, but we all are. 

The bad news, somewhat surprisingly, relates to adults 
and their role in teenagers' lives. While adults have at
tempted to instil ethical and moral standards, they fre
quently have been guilty of hypocrisy. They have demanded 
more of teenagers than they have of themselves - setting, 
for example, a sexual standard for teens that is quite differ
ent from the ones they have set for themselves. They have 
called for racial equality yet exhibit a level of intolerance 
that exceeds that of young people. 

Adults have further tried to inspire dreams in their chil
dren, even though they have known all along that these 
dreams are impossible for many young people to achieve. 
Adults have set teenagers up for disenchantment and dis
appointment. Like the adults of the 1960s, the older gen
eration will have to live with the reaction. 

Perhaps most significantly, the study has underlined a 
problem we believe to be the key to understanding much 
of the conflict so characteristic of teenage-adult rela
tions. It is a problem familiar to most adults, who have 
experienced it first-hand. Yet, surprisingly, adults seldom 
talk about it, and the media scarcely acknowledge it. It is a 
problem that makes life an unhappy and sometimes very 
painful experience for all children - and an especially 
devastating one for adolescents. 

Stated simply, the problem is the failure of adults to let 
young people grow up. Expressed another way, adults sup
press emergence. The problem surfaces over and over again. 
As a sixteen-year-old from southern Alberta says: 

Many adults misunderstand teenagers. They think they 
are into drugs, sex and alcohol. Well, most of us are not. 
They also think we're irresponsible. Well, some are, 
but most are not. I hope when our generation grows up 
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and has kids we will give the teenagers a fair chance 
compared to this adult generation we have now. 

A sixteen-year-old young man from Newfoundland speaks 
on behalf of many other teens: 

I wish teenagers' opinions were taken more seriously, 
especially on political matters. Like females a hundred 
years ago, we are a minority group. Maybe in a hun
dred years' time, teens will have the vote and other 
rights. 

An eighteen-year-old from the west coast was even more 
graphic in his comments: 

I've been a teenager for five years and [this is] the first 
time I've been asked what I thought about anything 
other than drugs. 

Because the emergence problem is central to interpreting 
the survey findings, it bears closer examination. 

Two Versions of the Same Story 

The teenage years are often far from "a blessed event" for 
all concerned. For parents and other adults, these are seen 
as the "storm and stress years". Conflict and strain are 
regarded as virtually inevitable, as constituting "the costs" 
parents must absorb if they choose to have children. Many 
a parent has spoken of "dreading" these years. At their 
conclusion, battle-weary mothers and fathers gain some 
consolation from the fact that they are finally over. The 
adult interpretation of the teenage experience is well known. 
It tends to go something like this ... 

The Adult Version 

In their teenage years, sons and daughters who were a 
source of delight to their parents and other adults are 



6 The Emerging Generation 

seemingly transformed. They go from being warm and 
open to being detached and non-communicative. When 
they do speak they are often curt or evasive. It is difficult 
to get straight answers from them. They often are rude 
and insensitive to the feelings of parents and other people. 
They commonly insist on having their own privacy or 
prefer to do things with their friends rather than with the 
rest of family. Parents often wonder, "Where do they get 
those friends, anyway?" 

It is difficult to tell teens anything, the adult version 
goes, because they suddenly think they know everything. 
They want all kinds of freedom, but they don't want to 
accept responsibility. Teenagers think only about having 
fun - music, parties, and dating. They are self-centred. 
They don't take school or life seriously. And they are al
ways asking for money. Teenagers are the source of con
siderable anxiety, anguish, and pain. They occasionally get 
into trouble at school and may even have a brush with the 
police. Sometimes they are a source of embarrassment. 
Then there's the problem of alcohol and drugs and sex. 
Often teens seem to be out of control. Adults don't know 
what will become of them. At times mothers and fathers 
long for the early days when their teenagers were young 
and adorable and manageable. Sometimes they simply wish 
that they had never had children. 

But parents are told by those who have gone before them 
that they must try to be patient and understanding. The 
experts remind them that the adolescent period is the 
product of their children's "developmental status, their 
limited environment, and their changing bodies" .1 They 
are told that, for most teenagers, the transformation into 
the "terrible teens" gives way to a further transformation. 
By the time young people reach their late teens or early 
twenties, they have adjusted to their new-found adult 
status. Almost miraculously, they again become normal, 
civil, and enjoyable. They realize how much their parents 
really knew. 
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Hang on, parents are urged, for many sons and daugh
ters will eventually tell you, "Mom and Dad, I don't know 
how you ever put up with me." And mothers and fathers 
will sigh with relief, regarding the whole experience as one 
they could have nicely done without. 

Obviously this is only a crude outline of the adult ver
sion. But the basic story-line is this: for a period of years, 
many young people aren't quite human. As someone has 
put it, parents feel they are working not with a "genera
tion gap" but a "species gap". Yet parents and other adults 
are told they must see these recalcitrant teenagers through 
their difficult time. Eventually teens will "come around", 
giving the story a happy ending. 

The problem with such a "tears and cheers" account is 
that it is told strictly from the viewpoint of adults. It is 
believable because it is offered by credible people-adults 
- and seemingly accounts for the facts at hand. However, 
the perceptions of teenagers are blatantly absent from this 
version. Let us look, for a moment, at those same "facts" 
from the vantage-point of the young person ... 

The Teenage Version 

These teenage years are exciting, but they have to be the 
most difficult years, teenagers may be heard to say. The 
cards are stacked against them. Society seems to assume 
that parents are perfect, or nearly always so. Teachers, 
group leaders, employers, the police, and ministers or priests 
are also seen as always right, strictly because they're adults. 

When teenagers were younger and obviously different 
from grown-ups, adults felt safer. After all, children can be 
held and hugged, directed and disciplined; They know 
little and question much. Their lives are controlled by 
adults. How and where they spend their time is deter
mined by parents. They are told how to dress, what to say, 
and how to act. Sex is tightly locked behind adult bedroom 
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doors. Children are treated not as equals but as posses
sions. Other adults refer to them as someone's children; 
their mother and father call them my baby, my son, and 
my daughter. 

But when they begin to become adults, things change. 
Many parents and other adults seem to resent the fact that 
they are growing up and want to continue to treat them 
like children. When they question and disagree, they are 
treated as brash and rude, and even as troublemakers. 
Teenagers still want to hold and hug, but no longer in the 
role of "lovable little kids". They want to be given sugges
tions and guidelines, not ordered around like soldiers or 
treated like poodles on the end of adult leashes. 

Older people say teens can't be told anything. But part 
of the problem is that they are learning a great deal and 
would like to have a chance to share what they know, 
rather than having to be constantly educated by adults 
whose own knowledge is questionable. Socially many of 
them are becoming more adept than parents, often be
cause of their exposure to a greater diversity of lifestyles. 
Physically they are moving into "prime time", precisely 
when many parents and adults are being dismissed from it. 
Teenagers are discovering and exploring sexuality. They 
are beginning to sense their own individuality, rather than 
seeing themselves as simply belonging to other people. So 
they are led to question how they became what they are, 
and to ponder what they will yet become. 

However, many parents typically won't "let" teenagers 
grow up. Adults make it tough to be a teenager. They 
either actively resist their movement into adulthood or 
simply are unable to cope with it. They commonly want 
to play by the irrelevant rules of childhood, 

• giving orders instead of inviting discussion, 
• demanding that private thoughts and events be unveiled, 
• forcing "allegiance showdowns" over time spent with 

friends versus family, 
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• insisting on time accountability, 
• imposing the accusation of selfishness on us when 

parents' wishes are resisted. 

And then, of course, they constantly worry, 

• about how teens spend their time, and about how they 
don't spend their time, 

• about what they will become, and about what they might 
not become. 

• They worry when teens have friends, and when they 
don't have friends. 

• They worry when teens spend time with the opposite 
sex, and when they spend time with the same sex. 

The Nature of Emergence 

The teenage version points to the extreme difficulty many 
adults have in recognizing and responding to teenage emer
gence. Just what is emergence? To live is to emerge, to 
constantly become something new. A sampling of the video 
frames of a typical biography summarizes the story. A baby 
gives way to a toddler, who by the first day of school is 
transformed into a talkative, curious youngster. That bud
ding person has largely disappeared by the end of grade 
six, with the appearance and lifestyle of the replacement 
in turn scarcely recognizable on high-school graduation 
day. Emergence continues as one prepares for a career, 
becomes part of the labour force, marries, and has chil
dren. A frame of the high-school reunion, like the reading 
of an old diary, is a succinct and poignant reminder that 
the physical, social, and psychological ties between past 
and present are precarious. Former classmates look differ
ent, act different, feel different, and are different. Yet the 
video is not finished. Further frames reveal the emergence 
of a greying individual, grandchildren, retirement and, 
finally, one's imminent entry into the most mysterious of 
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all zones - death. Looking back, it is apparent that the 
primary link with the past is probably only memory.2 

Life is emergence, continuous becoming. We do not 
merely get old; we constantly are becoming something 
new. The teenage years are consequently not novel in 
representing emergence. They are, however, of deep sig
nificance because they signify the time when young peo
ple are becoming full-fledged human beings. After more 
than a decade of being treated as "premature adults" -
regarded as inferior experientially, physically, intellectually, 
socially, emotionally, and spiritually - teenagers are be
coming like the people who, until now, have claimed supe
riority and exercised control. They are experiencing a multi
dimensional transformation that signals their farewell to 
childhood. 

This movement from child to adult has not been made 
easier by the social creation of "adolescence". People fre
quently confuse "adolescence" with "puberty". While pu
berty refers to a specific period of physical growth and sexual 
maturation, adolescence is a term coined to mark the pe
riod from puberty's onset to the beginning of adulthood. 
Interestingly, such anthropologists as Margaret Mead and 
Ruth Benedict have argued that in many cultures there is 
no radical break as one moves from childhood to adult
hood. It is a smooth, "continuous" process.3 Indeed, 
children in virtually all societies used to become adults 
without going through "adolescence".4 Teens were ex
pected to get married and support themselves at an early 
age. But with the Industrial Revolution came advanced 
technology and the need for longer schooling. As a result, 
the time between biological maturity and recognition of 
adult status was lengthened; the term "adolescence" has 
been invented to describe this period of limbo in which 
young people are neither children nor adults. 

Of central importance is the fact that emergence from 
this hybrid adolescent stage, along with emergence more 
generally, involves far more than one's own initiative 
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and abilities. People do not evolve in a social vacuum. 
Others profoundly influence the process. Sometimes - as 
with parents, a marriage partner, or close friends - this 
is because they have primary roles in our lives. In other 
instances, other people's impact on our emergence is 
tied to the authority they have over us, as is the case with 
teachers, police officers, and religious leaders. 

In the Middle Ages, jesters were sometimes created by 
putting young children in boxes and force-feeding them. 
As they grew, their bones would warp in unusual (and 
entertaining) shapes.5 To varying degrees, we all have 
encountered individuals who have had both positive and 
negative influences on our emergence. We variously com
mend and indict a parent, a teacher, a husband, a minister, 
an employer, a friend. Some inspired our development; 
others retarded it. Some "helped us grow"; others "kept us 
down". Unfortunately, parents are often among the chief 
box-keeping culprits. Adults can either facilitate emergence 
or make it more difficult. 

A more detailed description of teenage emergence will 
be a part of our conclusions in Chapter Ten. In particular, 
we will outline there the suppression of emergence by 
adults and adult institutions and propose a method of 
parent-teen co-operation in the emergence process. Our 
study is not offered as a "how to" manual for parents on 
"training" teens. But we believe our conclusions will re
duce adult fear levels about adolescence and provide guid
ance for relating with teenagers. Neither is it our intent to 
lay out a blueprint for adolescents to follow during their 
teenage years. However, we hope our observations and 
recommendations will assist young people to understand 
themselves better as they move into their futures. 

First, however, we want to listen to what Canada's teen
agers themselves have to say about their values, pleasures, 
concerns, and expectations. 





VALUES: 

What Is Important 
to Teenagers 

Things have changed on the surf ace for us, but 
otherwise we are the same as our adults were 
when they were young. 

- an eighteen-year-old female 

Values and Their Sources 

Late in 1984 a group of 27 American educationists and 
scholars issued a Thanksgiving Statement expressing alarm 
over "soaring rates of teenage homicides, suicides, and 
out-of-wedlock births". These rates, they said, had risen 
more quickly than those of adults. The group attacked 
schools in the United States for being silent and timid 
about instilling good character traits. The group called for 
a correction of the situation, through steps ranging from 
more rigorous grading and better discipline to subsidies 
for competitive, private schools. 1 

The lament is not new. A major concern that seems to 
be expressed about every coming generation centres on 
values. Society seems almost paranoid about the possi
bility that the next generation will somehow reject the 

13 
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aspects of life their parents and grandparents claim to 
cherish most. Every new generation is anxiously viewed as 
more decadent and less responsible than the previous ones. 

Take, for example, such a time-honoured value as hon
esty. In a 1968 Gallup Poll, 44% of Canadians said they felt 
honesty was deteriorating in the country. Only 13 % said 
they felt it was on the upswing. In 1982 an even higher 
proportion, 66%, viewed honesty as on the decline, with 
only 11 % maintaining that it was actually increasing.2 

It is doubtful that a new generation has ever been seen 
as possessing a superior level of value endorsement by an 
earlier generational cohort. Such vindications seem to be 
the exclusive prerogative of historians. Educator Anthony 
Kerr has said, "I have a pretty fair idea of History over the 
past twenty-five centuries and cannot recall a time when 
the old were fully satisfied with the young . . . And yet the 
world has gone on, apparently getting no worse."3 Our 
findings, in the main, support Kerr's position. 

The Canadian Situation 

Social psychologist Milton Rokeach, who taught for a 
time at the University of Western Ontario, has carried out 
extensive research on values helpful to our present quest. 
He has identified two types of values: terminal values 
and instrumental values. Terminal values represent the 
end-states an individual would like to reach. Instrumental 
values represent the preferred ways of pursuing those 
end-states.4 

We asked Canadian teenagers to rate the importance of 
some of these values. Eight terminal values were drawn 
from Rokeach's work: a comfortable life, excitement, fam
ily life, freedom, friendship, acceptance by God, being 
loved, and recognition. (Rokeach's actual value for accep
tance by God is "salvation"; we found this too nebulous 
for our purposes.) We also added three values that we felt 
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might be particularly pertinent to young people: being 
popular, privacy, and success. Similarly, eight of Rokeach's 
instrumental values were used: cleanliness, forgiveness, 
honesty, imagination, intelligence, politeness, reliability, 
and hard work. 

The reader does not have to be familiar with the social 
psychologist's writings to recognize that he has isolated 
sentiments that are highly valued in our society. But to 
what extent do Canada's teenagers also view them as 
important? 

Terminal, "End-State" Values 

Friendship and Love. In keeping with the value placed 
on relationships and love in our culture generally, friend
ship and being loved are the two traits valued most by 
Canadian teenagers (see Table 2.1). Such findings point 
not to cold and callous young people who are beyond the 
emotional reach of adults who care. They rather indicate 
that behind the exteriors of adolescents who sometimes 
seem independent and emotionally indifferent are people 
who very much want companionship and a sense that 
they matter to someone. For example, a seventeen-year
old young woman from the Maritimes declares: 

I can't stand the coldness of people and their [imperson
al ways of relating]. There seems to be little warmth 
and a large lack of understanding. 

The point is forcefully stated by a grade ten teenager from 
Quebec: 

Love will make all the difference. The delinquents are 
those who rebel. That is mainly the result of a lack of 
understanding and loving. So let us love each other 
and the future will be built. 

A sixteen-year-old male from northern Ontario expresses 
the same sentiment: 
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Teenagers now should listen to their parents more so 
that you get more. By more I don't mean concrete things 
like bikes and clothes but I mean love, love between 
each other instead of misunderstanding and hatred. 

John Mitchell has pointed out that "part of our image of 
the superyouth is one who is aloof, detached, and beyond 
the petty inconveniences of deep emotion and alert sensi
tivity." He adds that "the frenzied obsession with the pres
ent ... represents, for many of them, an attempt to stave 
off the recurring impulse for intimacy relationships:' 5 Elkind 
comments: "What needs to be kept in mind is that adoles
cents still care about their parents and want to be cared 
about."6 In the words of one Ottawa-area fifteen-year-old: 

A person will go to almost any lengths to feel or be 
loved. Believe me, I know. 

The battered old cliche, "looks are deceiving," has appli
cation here. 

Freedom. The third foremost-held value, reflecting the 
reality of teenage emergence, is freedom. Teens are acutely 
aware that they need room to live and grow. 

Such a valuing of freedom to emerge should not be 
confused with a desire to irresponsibly "do anything you 
want". That interpretation of the desire for freedom by 
teenagers has for too long been popularized by adults who 
have forgotten. 

We cannot live out our own individuality if we do not 
have freedom to think our own thoughts and do what we 
want. To find that another human being insists on control
ling one's ideas and one's behaviour when one wants to 
control them for oneself is overwhelmingly painful. Few 
teenagers welcome such claustrophobia - nor djd we when 
we were in the process of becoming adults. 

Today's teenagers are indeed no different. As one sixteen
year-old Quebec male points out: 

Freedom is something every human being wants. 



Values 17 

TABLE 2.1 Terminal Values by Region: 

% Viewing as "Very Important" 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

Friendship 91 91 92 91 90 92 

Being Loved 87 83 86 87 88 89 
Freedom 84 87 83 86 81 87 

Success 78 82 76 80 75 79 
A Comfortable 

Life 75 77 70 82 68 78 

Privacy 68 68 66 69 67 70 
Family Life 65 64 66 70 59 67 

Excitement 58 62 57 66 47 60 

Acceptance by 
God 41 33 48 47 27 49 

Recognition 41 33 37 42 49 36 

Being Popular 21 21 19 24 19 23 

Young people want the freedom to emerge, room to be
come what they are capable of being. The unreasonable 
suppression of their freedom "to become" will understanda
bly be a source of discomfort and potential conflict. With 
uninhibited idealism, a grade twelve francophone female 
from a rural Quebec community comments: 

We teenagers want to be free. Let us face life on our 
own, and we'll find our own solutions. You can take 
care of us by creating more activities and jobs for us. 
We need them. But we can take care of ourselves. 

Success and Comfort. Ranking fourth and fifth, and seen 
as very important by three in four teenagers, are "success 
in what I do" and "a comfortable life". Canadian young 
people value the idea of doing well the things they con
sider to be important. They strive for excellence in the 
activities they perceive themselves as "doing". Parents are 
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often concerned that teens are not committed to quality 
performance. They are probably presupposing the activi
ties they deem appropriate for their children. True, young 
people may not be committed to getting top grades or 
helping around the house. But that is hardly to say that 
they lack motivation. Their trains are usually moving very 
well, but they are on different sets of track. The task for 
adults is not one of implanting the desire for success, but 
rather one of encouraging success on the tracks they re
gard as having primary importance. 

The comfortable life? Who does not want it? Even the 
drop-outs from society would like to have the satisfaction 
of at least being able to turn their backs on it. Still, for all 
the talk about our nation's obsession with materialism, it is 
important to keep in mind that "the good life" is not as 
commonly valued by adolescents as are good and fulfilling 
relationships. 

Privacy. In sixth place in the value rankings, endorsed by 
about 70%, is privacy. Its high ranking should come as no 
surprise. Privacy is a key component of freedom. It allows 
people to be alone with their own thoughts. This is why 
teenagers need their own physical space, and the freedom 
to treat it how they please. The eternal conflict with par
ents over "a messy room" has little to do with sanitation. 
It has everything to do with freedom and privacy. 

Paul Copus, a professor of psychiatry at the University 
of Alberta, is among those who concur. Copus told the 
1984 annual meeting of the Canadian Medical Associa
tion that teens whose bedrooms dismay their parents are 
simply staking out their territorial rights like any young 
animal. "They are demonstrating this by keeping their 
rooms as they like them, which is exactly the way parents 
don't want."7 

Beyond providing us with the privilege of being alone 
when we so choose, privacy further allows us to regulate 
which people we will associate with. This is why teenagers 
resent being told who they should befriend, or being or-
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dered to divulge all the personal details of what they have 
just done or plan to do. Such accountability is often debili
tating and humiliating for any human being. It is often 
resisted. Emerging teenagers are no exception. 

Excitement. A life characterized by excitement is highly 
valued by almost 6 in 10 young people. One seventeen
year-old female from a coastal town in British Columbia 
captures the mood: 

I think you could have had more questions about 
DRUGS, SEX, and ROCK because that's all kids think 
about. 

While excitement clearly is important to many teens, as it 
is to many adults, it is vastly overrated. It is true that young 
people want to have thrills. They want to have fun. But 
excitement takes a back seat to the less spectacular fea
tures of life, namely companionship and love. Compared 
with those values, excitement is a secondary issue. 

God and Recognition. A minority, only about 40%, view 
"acceptance by God" and recognition as very important. 
Such a finding suggests that acceptance and recognition 
by valued friends is more important for many than either 
being religious or being acknowledged by people in gen
eral. We will return to religion and recognition questions 
later. 

Popularity. Similarly, in contrast to our cultural stereo
type, only a small proportion of teens (21 % ) place great 
importance on being popular. Being accepted and respected 
by one's own "reference group" - the group whose ideas 
are decisive for us - is apparently more significant than 
leading or pleasing "the crowd". Today's teens are more 
attracted to close relationships than they are to the ac
claim of their peers. A large majority would rather experi
ence acceptance and a sense of intimacy with their friends 
than be president of the student council. This may well 
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represent a new trend among young people, in part re
flecting a waning of conventionalism and a rise of indi
vidualism. 8 

Family Life. This remaining terminal value warrants spe
cial attention. Despite the value placed on the family in 
Canadian society, only 65 % of teenagers report that it is 
"very important" to them. Given that almost 90% say that 
they highly value friendship and being loved, we would 
suggest that these findings indicate that, during these years 
at least, the family is failing to function as a source of 
happiness, compassion, and love for many Canadian young 
people. 

Some will respond, "That's to be expected. These are 
the years when they turn to their friends, and for the time 
being, downplay the importance of their families." Agreed. 
But if that is all that is happening, there is no reason why 
the valuing of friendship should be at the expense of 
valuing one's family life. Gratification from both should 
ideally be complementary, if both are significant sources 
of enjoyment. But as we will see in Chapter Three, such is 
not the case. 

Instrumental, "Preferred Means" Values 

Honesty. When it comes to values pertaining to how life 
should be lived, Canadian young people mirror conven
tional ideas. Despite the concern of adults that honesty is 
declining, it is viewed as very important by 85 % of teen
agers. Here, the danger of adult hypocrisy is readily ap
parent. Adolescents are being taught the importance of 
being honest. Yet as the two aforementioned polls probing 
the perception of honesty indicate, adults clearly are suf
ficiently dishonest in their dealings with each other to 
be well aware that honesty is precariously practised. 

Middle-Class Virtues. Teenagers also indicate that they 
strongly endorse what have come to be known as "the 
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TABLE 2.2 Instrumental Values by Region: 

% Viewing as "Very Important" 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

Honesty 85 78 87 86 83 88 

Cleanliness 79 74 72 81 81 83 

Working Hard 69 73 68 73 63 72 
Reliability 68 73 75 78 45 71 
Forgiveness 67 65 78 76 44 73 
Politeness 65 67 65 72 51 70 
Intelligence 63 64 60 66 60 67 

Imagination 41 47 37 42 43 36 

typical middle-class virtues", namely cleanliness, reliabil
ity, hard work, and intelligence (see Table 2.2). They also 
tend to place a high value on the social graces of politeness 
and forgiveness. 

Thus the ideals that historically have been seen as 
central to the Canadian social system - rationality and 
industry, ethical dealings and consideration for others, con
scientiousness and clean living - appear to be firmly en
trenched among members of the emerging generation. 

Imagination. The placement of imagination as the least 
appreciated value is alarming. Only 4 out of 10 teens as
cribe high levels of importance to being imaginative. In 
the minds of the majority of young people, being truthful 
and clean-cut is more crucial than being creative. It leads 
one to wonder what happens to the imaginative disposi
tions of toddlers and preschoolers. What have teenagers 
picked up from our culture that has caused them to dis
count imaginativeness? 

Much has been written charging our school systems 
with having stifled rather than stimulated creativity in 
young people. Television has also come in for its fair share 
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of blame. Watching TV, social critics point out, is a passive 
and non-expressive activity. Turning the channel finder or 
pressing the selector switch hardly qualifies as a creative 
act. And most of what they see is mundane. Television 
pr_ogrammers are renowned for discovering successful for
mulas that are then copied by other programmers - with 
only a few variables of place and faces changed - again 
and again. 

Also culpable may be the importance to many teens, 
and perhaps to their parents, of holding down a part-time 
job during the school year. Where an earlier generation 
perhaps had more free time for artistic and group activi
ties, more of today's teens head from the school for after
hours' jobs that hardly encourage creativity. Just to pick 
one industry, a "starter job" for many teens is working in a 
McDonald's or Harvey's or one of a host of other fast
food stores. The key to such operations is to find a formula 
that is successful and then to repeat it with exactness, all 
the while programming customers to count on consistency. 
Making a technological hamburger with a touch of imagi
nation is not only discouraged, it is unacceptable. 

One cannot help but wonder if something uniquely hu
man has somehow been lost along the way from childhood 
to the teen years. Supertramp describes the process aptly: 

When I was young, it seemed that life was so 
Wonderful, a miracle, oh it was beautiful, magical. 
And all the birds in the trees, well they'd be singing so 
Happily, joyfully, playfully, watching me. 
But then they sent me away to teach me how to be 
Sensible, logical, responsible, practical. 
And they showed me a world where I could be so 
Dependable, clinical, intellectual, cynical. 
... Won't you please, please tell me what we've leamed.9 

Assessment 

Despite the predictable anxiety on the part of adults about 
value changes, any dramatic inter-generational changes in 
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values would be surprising. The reason is simple. As Uni
versity of Waterloo sociologist Frank Fasick puts it, "Par
ents, the school, the church and the community at large 
nearly always seek to instill in young persons a commit
ment to the values, the norms and the customs that form 
the existing social order ... Value autonomy must be rare 
if social stability is to be maintained:'10 Moreover, our 
major institutions have been highly successful historically 
in transmitting dominant values and discouraging value 
dissonance. Consequently, most Canadians and Ameri
cans, for example, make fairly predictable value selections 
from fairly old value menus. 

An apparent exception, the youth of the 1960s, provides 
an interesting case study. In the U.S., Canada, and various 
Western European countries, the media portrayed young 
people as disillusioned with adult values and institutions, 
advocating a counter-culture, and preparing to carry out 
political revolution. 

Yet, as one such observer later acknowledged, "I had 
neglected to note that while their countercultural colleagues 
were making news in the streets, the great majority of 
youth were back home working, going to school, and mak
ing their grades. Usually overlooked in the news media, 
these kids were still enrolling in college courses and sweat
ing through a degree ... still worrying about getting jobs 
after graduation, still being drafted, and generally taking 
their place in the traditional nine-to-five society."11 He 
adds that a public opinion poll at the end of the 1960s 
found that American college students "most admired", in 
order, Edmund Muskie, Richard Nixon, Ted Kennedy, and 
Billy Graham! 

We do not mean to minimize the potential of youth 
minorities to have a cultural and political impact on our 
societies. However, we would underscore the fact that even 
in this period of such publicized societal disaffection on 
the part of youth, the values and related lifestyles of the 
majority of young people were largely untouched. 12 

It is also interesting to note with Canadian sociologist 
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Kenneth Westhues that the protests of students in Can
ada and elsewhere reflected "a basic demand by youth to 
be able to live out the values of creativity, independence, 
and autonomy", which, he writes and we would empha
size, "they had learned from their society:'13 Even here, 
concern was expressed not over the nature of transmitted 
values, but over the failure of their implementation. In
deed, researchers found that the parents of political radi
cals were usually political liberals themselves. 14 

In short, adult institutions have a powerful influence 
on the value formation of young people. Canada is no 
exception. 

Our survey has found that those terminal and instru
mental values deemed most important by adult Canadians 
are also held by a solid majority of young people. Analyses 
by regions of the country, as reported, along with gender 
and community size, have revealed only minor variations. 
Such a pattern of value continuity between generations is 
similar to what has been found in the U.S. by American 
researchers.15 With adult standards as criteria for judge
ment, the summation of a grade ten female from the 
Toronto area seems accurate: 

My generation is a good generation. We are not any 
wor~e or any more rebellious than our elders were at 
our age. 

Research to date supports that position. The majority of 
studies that focus on "normal" adolescents agree that most 
are not problems, not in turmoil, not deeply disturbed, not 
at the mercy of their impulses, not rebellious, and not 
resistant to parental values. 16 So far as values go, the sur
vey findings support the assertion of U.S. family experts 
Flake-Hobson, Robinson, and Skeen: "The idea that there 
was or is a wide generation gap between the majority of 
adolescents and adults in our society is simply a myth." 17 

What differences in outlook do exist, they suggest, are 
related more to factors such as social class and religion, 
rather than age. 
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The observation of Canadian legal researcher Daniel 
Baum on the heels of the explosive 60s seems applicable 
today: "It seems that all is quiet, that youth has slipped 
back into their assigned place."18 This is not the Golden 
Age for dissidents. The musical poetry of David Bowie, in 
his song, "1984", reveals the plight of the 60s rebel who in 
the 80s is without a cause: "I'm looking for the treason 
that I knew in '65."19 

But there are some problem signs. Value continuity is 
apparent, but Canadians in this age group indicate some 
reservations about family life. Somehow, the family 
appears to have difficulty complementing the freedom
mindedness of emerging teenagers, even though, ironi
cally and perhaps tragically, young people so highly value 
companionship and love. 

For adolescents, friendship and freedom are the most 
desirable dancing partners, setting up the key emergence 
battle that takes place in the home. Teenagers assert them
selves in their families by chasing after both values at the 
same time. Parents, meanwhile, often feel they have been 
shunted to the sidelines. They watch with a strong desire 
to cut in and ask for the next dance. Many parents find 
resisting the temptation to meddle in the friendship de
partment almost impossible. Many battles are fought over 
who should and who should not be a friend. Parents are 
worried about the influence of other teens on their chil
dren. Teenagers view the interference as an assault on 
their autonomy. Accusations about "not trusting me" and 
"you are treating me like a child" tum many meals into 
shouting matches. 

The cramping of teen style in the emerging process is 
taken up in the larger sphere by institutions. In dealing 
with emergence, our institutions give evidence of effec
tively carrying out the task of instilling dominant values 
necessary for "participant membership" in Canadian soci
ety. However, they also give preliminary evidence of often 
failing to explore and encourage individual potential. Youth 
therapist Ted Clark's assessment of "the typical teenager" 
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serves to warn us about the kind of person we may be 
"producing": "[He] has few opinions that are based on per
sonal experience, reflection, or scholarship. Rather, his 
opinions are what the young person believes will be ac
ceptable to authority ... Few can think, 'Like a magpie, 
the child's mind picks up bits and pieces of data .... They 
lack imagination and creativity and seem to be oriented 
toward finding out what is expected of them and doing 
that ... They lack a sense of self; they have nothing to 
say."20 

The assessment is not limited to academic circles. The 
Who have succinctly set it to music: "Any kid can chatter, 
few can inform:'21 

Among the potential tragedies of the failure to credit 
imagination and innovation adequately is the inability to 
respond creatively to social and personal problems. Twenty
five years ago, Paul Goodman, in Growing Up Absurd, noted 
that people have become so absorbed with the intricacies 
of institutional inter-relationships that they have ceased to 
be able to imagine alternatives. "We seem," he says, "to 
have lost our genius for inventing changes to satisfy crying 
needs."22 







ENJOYMENT: 

What Makes 
Teenagers Happy 

I think the most important part of your life is 
your friends. They can relate to you unlike your 
parents can. 

- a grade twelve female from Regina 

Major Sources of Happiness 

While working on this project one of the authors escaped 
for a brief Florida vacation. One afternoon while he was 
indulging in the sun and sand, two teenagers caught his 
attention. They were walking with a lot of energy and 
every now and then they included an extra dance step in 
their stride. As they came closer, the reason for their vital
ity became clear. Both had headphones on. A double patch 
cord from a Walkman was linking them together. Their 
music was giving them the same sound experience. They 
were oblivious to anything else around them. They had 
what they wanted. They were with each other and their 
music. 

These two teens on the beach were doing what the 
majority of young people enjoy most. They were close to a 
friend and tuned into their music. 

29 
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Relationships 

In keeping with the value placed on friendship, love, and 
freedom, the survey has found that teenagers across Can
ada receive their greatest amount of enjoyment from two 
areas: relationships and music. More than 7 in 10 maintain 
that they experience "a great deal" of enjoyment from 
friendships. 

Significantly, more than half of the country's adoles
cents maintain that they receive high levels of enjoyment 
from relationships involving a boy-friend or girl-friend or 
dating (see Table 3.1). Such a finding is consistent with 
other research. One study of 1,000 U.S. adolescents found 
that half of twelve- and thirteen-year-olds felt that they 
had been in love in the past two years, while two-thirds of 
sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds reported being in love 
during the past year. 1 

While we are all well aware that these trial-and-error 
relationships with the opposite sex vacillate between bring
ing ecstasy and agony, "at best", according to rock group 
Atlantic Starr, their importance to young people alienated 
from the adult world should not be taken lightly. Lone
liness and vulnerability can be countered with the strength 
of another, and "with this strength I can go on."2 

The other people who have contact with teens on a 
regular basis do not fare so well. Fewer than half of Cana
dian adolescents claim high levels of enjoyment from re
lating to their parents. Although mothers slightly edge out 
fathers in this category, the overall rating reveals that only 
about 4 in 10 teenagers get "a great deal" of personal 
enjoyment from parental relationships. As one grade twelve 
teenager notes: 

I think the family role is not as important as it should 
be. Mothers, fathers, and kids aren't as close as they 
should be. This situation takes away from the fun that 
kids have with their friends and makes [for] added 
worries. 
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A common lament among parents is that the one who 
has to be the more active in disciplining offspring is also 
more likely to be on the receiving end of their wrath. 
"Discipline," so they say, "is a thankless task." Research 
indicates that the Canadian pattern is for mothers to be 
more lenient towards boys and fathers to be more lenient 
towards girls. 3 One would logically predict that if the 
"discipline-no thanks" thesis is accurate, by the time of 
adolescence, boys would lean towards mothers, girls to
wards fathers. 

According to our survey, however, such is not the case. 
Young males are only slightly more likely to claim high 
gratification from mothers (43%) than fathers (40%), while 
females actually show a tendency to know more enjoy
ment from mothers than from fathers (49% vs. 38% ). 
Sisters and brothers, along with grandparents, fall further 
down the scale for teens as a whole. Nationally, only 1 in 4 
claim high levels of enjoyment from these extensions of 
the family circle. In part, of course, this is because some do 
not have grandparents (only 5% do not have a brother or 
sister). 

These sibling-grandparent findings are not really sur
prising. While brothers and sisters often provide compan
ionship, affection, and information, they also can be a 
source of stress. Research conducted by Walter Toman, 
for example, indicates that siblings six or more years apart 
tend to grow up like single children. When there is less 
than six years' difference between them, the children are 
often a threat to each other's power and command over 
their parents. He concludes that the closer in age they are, 
the more severe the conflict. Yet in later life, says Toman, 
those close in age are emotionally closer to each other 
than is the case with age-spaced siblings.4 Grandparents 
and adolescents frequently experience some uneasiness, 
due in part to the inclination of some grandparents to 
assume an active role in the rearing of their offspring's 
children. One commentator goes so far as to say that "it is 
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TABLE 3.1 Sources of Enjoyment: 

"How much enjoyment do you receive from the following?" 

% Reporting "A Great Deal" 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

Friendships 74 77 77 77 68 75 
Music 72 81 71 79 61 72 

Boy-friend/Girl-
friend 55 54 50 56 56 57 

Dating 50 48 49 54 44 53 

Your stereo 47 58 46 53 35 48 
Your mother 46 46 39 47 53 42 
Sports 44 44 42 46 43 41 

Your father 39 40 33 40 44 35 

Television 29 30 27 31 26 36 
Your grandparents 28 29 28 29 27 29 
Brother(s) 26 24 23 29 27 24 
Sister(s) 26 28 20 27 28 25 
Your car 22 25 25 24 18 18 
Your job 20 17 15 19 26 14 

School 15 17 11 17 15 16 
Youth groups 11 10 10 10 12 13 

Church (or 
synagogue) life 8 7 8 9 6 11 

a rare grandparent who achieves the right degree of help-
ing without interfering."5 As adolescents get older, they 
are inclined again to accept grandparents more graciously. 
Grandparents frequently reciprocate. 

Music 

The importance of music to teenagers can hardly be over-
stated. It is a major path to both happiness and freedom. 
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About 7 in 10 say that music is a central source of enjoy
ment, with one half specifically claiming high levels of 
gratification from their stereos (see Table 3.1). As an activ
ity option, music has no equal. Some 90% of teens say that 
they listen to music "very often". Only 1 % contend that 
they "seldom" or "never" come under the spell of a musi
cal experience. One seventeen-year-old teenager from 
Saskatoon acknowledges the place of music in his life: 

Music plays an important part in my life. I'm really into 
heavy metal. My parents give me a rough time. Their 
parents didn't like Elvis or rock 'n' roll when it just 
came out, but they listened to it anyways, and it didn't 
affect them. Hard rock is being put down by them now, 
but I don't think it will seriously affect us. 

It is estimated that teenagers spend an average of six hours 
a day listening to music on their radios and stereos.6 Some 
of this time or perhaps additional time is now spent watch
ing rock videos, which have been experiencing explosive 
growth. Researchers tell us that the very popularity of 
teenagers frequently depends on their familiarity with and 
use of popular music.7 

By comparison, about 60% of adults claim they listen to 
music "very often".8 But it is also seven times more likely 
that for adults the music will provide "background" for 
another activity. It more commonly is "centre stage" for 
teenagers.9 These kinds of findings reflect the Canadian 
world we know. A walk down a typical street brings our 
ears into contact with an unrestrained stereo sharing a 
bass beat with the world. A paper boy wearing headphones 
has a Walkman clipped to his belt. A group of young peo
ple talk and laugh to the sound of a ghetto blaster counting 
down the week's top 30. In the car, in the park, in the 
weight room, the story is the same. 

And then there are the rock concerts. The Jackson Broth
ers' Victory Tour of 55 concerts in 20 cities hit Montreal, 
Toronto, and Vancouver in 1984 and played to packed 
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stadiums. Tickets sold for $40 each, with the demand so 
great that sales in Montreal, for example, were limited to 
twelve per customer. Yet a tour spokesman claimed, "As 
outrageous as this may sound, this is a very inexpensive 
ticket for what the audience will get. They will hear sound 
which is crystal clear. They will see the perspiration on the 
artists' brows ... They will see the greatest entertainment 
spectacle of all time."10 He didn't appear to be exaggerat
ing. A Canadian Press account following the two Montreal 
concerts described them this way: 

... the two concerts here were exactly as touted - a 
show to remember ... Inside the cavernous stadium, 
the crowd roared its approval as Jackie, Jermaine, 
Marlon, Randy, Tito and their superstar kid brother, 
26-year-old Michael, put on the dazzling high-tech spec
tacle the tour has become famous for ... And indeed 
the concert - featuring exploding smoke bombs, col
ored laser beams that shot out across the stadium, 
robotic monsters and a seven-storey high stage - was 
spectacular. Michael remained the focal point through
out the carefully scripted concerts, dazzling the crowd 
with his extraordinarily fluid dancing and his famous 
moonwalk ... 11 

Music is unparalleled as a medium that captivates young 
people. To live in a family with teenagers is to find oneself 
wondering, How can someone who always sleeps in miracu
ously rise at 6.00 a.m. on a Saturday to stand in line for 
rock concert tickets? How can they keep watching those 
same rock videos they've seen a hundred times before? 
Why is it impossible to drive anywhere without a teenager 
reaching for the radio? Where do those tapes and posters 
keep coming from? How do they manage to memorize 
lyrics we can't even make out? And why does their music 
always have to be so loud? 

While we occasionally puzzle and wince, most of us 
know the experience well. Michael Jackson and Boy George 
may not be Elvis Presley or Pat Boone. Motley Crue, Van 
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Halen, and the Sex Pistols are definitely not The Platters, 
the Everly Brothers, or The Diamonds. But our memories 
tell a similar story of those adolescent days when we "dis
covered" popular music. 

Music's presence, popularity, and power among young 
people can, in part at least, be understood in the light of 
their emergence into adulthood. It symbolizes energy and 
release and freedom. 

For young people, music is like the engine in a Formula 
I racing car running in neutral at high RPMs. The musi
cians are the drivers who shift the gears and rev the mo
tors. Young people are the passengers along for the joy 
ride. The closer they can get to the drivers the more plea
surable the ride. The drivers experiment, going faster and 
driving wilder. There are no laws or limits. They push for 
their own excitement and the ecstasy of those along. They 
are ready to try anything to sense something higher. No 
risk is too great to experience the ultimate ride. Music is 
an energizing experience. 

Emotions are aroused. They cannot stay still. They mimic 
their heroes as they listen to their records. They project 
themselves as the drivers. They dance inside and out. They 
have a psychic encounter with themselves and their envi
ronment. They are emotionally stimulated. They are sen
sually stimulated. They feel good. Music is an experience 
of ecstatic personal release. 

Music is also an expression of freedom for young people. 
Their distinct musical world stands as a symbol of their 
independence. They own a reality that belongs to them. 
Adults are left as onlookers trying to figure out what is 
happening. Walkmans, equipped with headphones, are a 
statement of individual freedom. The quickest way to tune 
out the world and go "solo" is simply to put in a tape and 
press the play button. An eighteen-year-old from Toronto 
sums it all up: 

The records, concerts, lights, the whole atmosphere. 
It's my salvation. If things bother me, I'll go into my 
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room and lock the door, turn on my stereo, and escape 
into my own world. I can just "space". Music is a lot 
cheaper than drugs, and it's legal. 

Music, of course, is always on the move, always experi
menting with new sounds and mediums. Rock 'n' roll of 
the 60s gave way to numerous variations of hard and soft 
rock. The folk phenomenon was sandwiched in along the 
way. The disco sound was popular, but short-lived. At the 
moment, new wave is ruling the charts and spawning a 
whole new lifestyle option. Before this book can be pub
lished and read, other innovative styles may well be moving 
up the charts. 

Although new wave and its electronic rhythmic wizardry 
is sweeping the teen scene, rock is still a favourite of more 
than three-quarters of the young people surveyed. Heavy 
metal and new wave receive the applause of one in three, 
while country and western gets high-level listening from 
1 out of 5 teenagers. Classical, folk, and religious music at
tract listening time from only about 1 out of 10 adolescents. 

Music has often been the medium used by the younger 
generation to hurl dissent at adult values and norms. In 
the 1960s the folk ballad was the vehicle for anti-war proc
lamations. The Beatles and other rock groups offered young 
people their views on love and religion, drugs and sex, and 
politics. Many younger people "bought in" and took their 
heroes as models for hair length and personal lifestyles. 

A cursory examination of the lyrics of popular songs 
over the past several years leaves one with the impression 
that the emphasis has tended to be on interpersonal rela
tionships and feelings rather than on social issues. 12 There 
is some evidence, however, that protest songs may be mak
ing a come-back. One Alberta university newspaper writer, 
Zen Faulkes, has recently argued that since 1982 "more 
acts than ever before are writing, recording and releasing 
protest songs, although very few go under that name to
day."13 He writes that these songs tend to focus on war and 
nuclear issues. They include "It's a Mistake" by Men at 
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Work, "99 Luftballons" by Nena, Culture Club's "The 
War Song", "Two Tribes" by Frankie Goes to Hollywood, 
Ian Thomas's "Progress", "Look In Look Out" by Chilli
wack, Platinum Blonde's "Standing in the Dark", and 
Bruce Cockburn's "If I Had a Rocket Launcher". 

Today's most visible dissenters are probably the new 
wavers. Their roots lie in British punk rock and teenage 
culture. In their extreme form, new wavers have been 
labelled punkers. They are more than anti-establishment. 
They are anti-life. The prevailing themes of the punk sub
culture seem to revolve around the imagery of death, vio
lence, perversion, loathsomeness, chaos, victimization, and 
the like. 14 They do not have an agenda for a better tomor
row. They simply are down on today. 

Their strategy appears to be to shock the mainstream of 
society. Their hair is often spiked and dyed gaudy colours. 
Heads are partly or totally shaven. The punk dress code 
can be viewed as highly imaginative or intimidating and 
threatening. Black jeans, black army boots, and black leather 
jackets are in vogue. Metal-studded leather belts around 
the waist, steel bullets circling the wrist, and chains hung 
about the neck complete the outfits. Milder new wavers 
dress in less ostentatious ways, including pegged pants, 
pedal pushers, and bobby socks.15 Music is central to their 
milieu. They can be see,n in any of our major cities. 

Although the punk prophets and songwriters are politi
cally aware, research consultant Steve Barnett suggests 
that new wave youth can be characterized by apathy about 
social issues and a sense of political powerlessness. They 
also demonstrate a fascination with the creation of artifi
cial environments, made possible by computer technology 
and electronic forms of music and communication. The 
punkers' withdrawal into alternate worlds stands as a way 
of rebelling against a world in which they can have little 
significant involvement. Researchers Harold Levine and 
Steven Stumpf of the University of California at Los 
Angeles maintain that the appearance and themes of 
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punkers involve two major functions: first, to generate an 
aura of intimidation aimed at insulating them from the 
dominant culture; and second, to reflect, through em
bodying the theme of fear in their dress and music, their 
perception of fear in the wider culture. "In short," they 
write, "the functional role of the punk subculture is to 
exist outside the main culture, while illuminating central 
features of it:'16 

Approximately 30% of Canadian teens frequently tune 
into their new wave music idols and respond to their high 
speed, frantic beats. This is not to say, of course, that 
many of the 30% are full-fledged new wavers themselves. 
The central core of the subculture is very small. Every 
movement obviously attracts a fringe element that never 
moves beyond the outer edge: Such is the status of most 
who appreciate new wave music or dye their hair "exotic" 
colours. 

Moderate Sources of Happiness 

Sports 

About 45 % of Canadian young people maintain that sports 
is a source of "a great deal" of enjoyment. Predictably, 
sports is particularly important to males (57% vs. 32% for 
females). Six in 10 males and 3 in 10 females say they 
follow sports, while about 3 in 10 of either sex are frequent 
attenders of sports events (see Table 3.2). Further, teen
agers not only follow teams and stars. They are also active 
participants in both team and individual athletics. Some 
1 in 3 young people play team sports (males 50%, females 
29%) and participate in non-team activities (males 44%, 
females 37% ). One-third also work out regularly (males 
40%, females 35%). 

These findings underline the major role competitive 
and non-competitive athletics play in the lives of Cana
dian adolescents, female as well as male. Given the in
volvement and interest of females, one cannot help but 
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wonder why the media, out of self-interest if not in the 
interest of gender equality, have not employed more 
female sports announcers and sport writers. They may 
well be underestimating their healthy "female market". 

A number of researchers have drawn attention to the 
importance of competitive athletic participation for teen
age social esteem, especially for males.17 In a society that 
places high value on physical attributes, and in an adoles
cent sub-society that is highly conscious of the emergence 
and non-emergence of those traits, the prestige accorded 
the male athlete is highly predictable. On the other hand, 
sex role socialization does not appear to lead to such auto
matic social enhancement for the female athlete. Athletic 
prowess in the sports world is seldom accorded parallel 
acclaim for males and females. Rather it is commonly seen 
as out of keeping with culturally desirable "feminine" traits, 
depending on the sports involved. Being a tennis, swim
ming, or golf star, for example is presumably associated 
with social approval for either sex. The same probably 
cannot be said for the female involved in sports such as 
track and field or basketball. 

Television 

Researchers tell us that Canadian preschool children typi
cally watch television 20 hours a week and grade school 
children 22 hours. Sleeping, the researchers say, is the only 
activity that commands more of their time. By the age of 
eighteen, they will have spent more time in front of the 
TV set than anywhere else, including school. 18 Conse
quently, the role this medium plays in young lives has 
become a question of considerable importance. 

The place of television in the lives of teenagers is intri
guing. As a leisure activity choice, 57% of young people 
say they watch TV "very often". Yet only 29% indicate 
that they receive a "great deal" of satisfaction from their 
viewing. 
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TABLE 3.2 Leisure Activities by Gender: 

"How often do you ... ?" 

% Reporting "Very Often" 

Nationally Males Females 

Listen to music 90 89 92 

Watch television 57 61 53 

Daydream about the future 51 43 59 
Sit and think 44 35 54 

Dance 44 32 56 
Attend parties 40 40 39 

Follow sports 43 58 29 
Participate in non-team sports 40 44 37 
Play team sports 39 50 29 
Work out 37 40 35 
Attend a sports event 27 32 22 

Read the newspaper 37 41 34 
Follow the news 35 41 29 
Spend time on a hobby 34 36 34 
Read magazines 32 29 36 
Read books 29 19 39 

Participate in a youth group 17 14 19 
Go to a movie 17 15 19 
Go to a video games arcade 13 20 7 
Play video games in a home 12 17 7 

University of Chicago researchers Reed Larson and Rob
ert Kubey 19 argue that television is something of an "alien" 
medium to teenagers. Programs are conceived and pro
duced by older adults from the mainstream of society. 
Teenage characters appear only one-third as often as their 
actual numbers in the population. Furthermore, the tele
vision image of adolescents is often negative. In contrast, 
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music is created and produced by individuals closer to the 
age of the teenagers themselves. Musicians tend to live on 
the fringes of society and are often at odds with accepted 
adult norms. Many teens readily identify with those "on 
the edge". And popular music speaks to central adolescent 
concerns, ranging from heterosexual relations to rebellion 
and autonomy. Music, therefore, becomes an essential in
gredient in dating, parties, and dancing. 

Furthermore, Larson and Kubey found that when teens 
watch TV, they often do so with family members or alone, 
but rarely with friends. On the other hand, when listening 
to music, they often were alone, one-quarter of the time 
were with friends, but virtually never were with adults. For 
many young people, then, television becomes an adult 
and family-related medium, whereas music is part of the 
teenage domain. The two researchers emphasize the ex
pressive difference they found: "Music is much more suc
cessful in engaging youth in its world. When listening to 
music, adolescents reported greater emotional involvement. 
They reported higher motivation, greater excitement, and 
more openness. Watching television, in contrast, was asso
ciated with lower involvement. The adolescents reported 
feeling less motivated, more bored, and less free with this 
medium."20 

Nevertheless, as with adults, television is used by many 
teenagers as a diversion from the problems of living, in
cluding loneliness and boredom. Four out of 10 teenagers 
told us that they frequently experience both. Television at 
least provides a different visual image, momentary removal, 
and sometimes necessary relief, from immediate reality. 
And as Saga points out, there may be little danger in escap
ing in such style, putting "our minds on idle" and letting 
"others take it for awhile". 21 

Psychologist Elkind offers the reminder that escape into 
different realities has its place in a society like ours. He 
notes that much of media content in recent years has been 
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directed towards what he calls "the new realism", by which 
children and others have been made aware of the whole 
range of social ills. "Adolescents, no less than children," he 
writes, "need fantasy in order to deal with feelings and 
emotions which are not always clearly articulated."22 He 
suggests that the real need is for creative writers who can 
produce quality material that challenges the imagination 
as well as entertains. 

Thought and Reading 

It is frequently stated that the omnipresence of the TV 
set, along with the pace of modem life, does not leave 
young people any time to think. Our survey findings show 
that at least some forms of thought are still alive and well. 
"Daydreaming about the future", along with sheer "sit
ting and thinking", are the third and fourth most common 
teenage activities, behind music listening and television 
viewing (see Table 3.2). In Styx's poetry, "I like daydreams, 
I've had enough reality."23 

Considerable concern has also been expressed that tele
vision and our 70 mm visual world have created a genera
tion of non-readers. We do not have data on past patterns 
but, currently, about 1 in 3 young people are involved in 
optional reading. This compares with 1 in 2 adults. 24 When 
it comes to both reading and thinking, teenage females 
surpass males. 

York University sociologist Thelma McCormack makes 
the insightful observation that during adolescence inter
est in television and books declines while attention given 
movies, radio, records, and newspapers increases. "These," 
she says, "are media which can be enjoyed privately, which 
help to create mood, and strengthen peer group bonds ... 
better than television does:' McCormack' s prophecies about 
television, written in 1979, have been fulfilled with the 
advent of cable music channels and specials along with the 
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explosion of rock videos. She speculated that there might 
soon come a time when "multiple set ownership is wide
spread with teenagers having their own sets, and channel 
choices increased and specialized"; when "television may 
become more like present day radio with its disc jockeys 
and calculated appeals to the teenage market:'25 

That day has come. Not everyone is enthralled with its 
arrival. At the fall 1984 meeting of the Speech Communi
cation Association in Chicago, several researchers reported 
that the "booming market of television music videos is 
crammed with bursts of sex and violence that reinforce 
stereotypes of women and minorities." In an interview, 
Barry Sherman, a professor of journalism at the University 
of Georgia, said, "If you're a non-white in video, you're 
there to blow someone up or to be blown up." Jane Brown 
of the University of North Carolina commented, "What I 
found most intriguing was that men are shown in social 
interactions- talking, dancing, whatever- getting a reac
tion. The female leads, on the other hand, look at other 
people but don't get responded to. So it's a real subtle kind 
of thing where the woman doesn't have as much power in 
a social relationship:'26 

Even superstar Michael Jackson fails to get an exemp
tion from critics. Jacks~m, an active Jehovah's Witness, 
apologized to his fellow Witnesses in an 1984 interview in 
the church's magazine, Awake, acknowledging that his 
award-winning video "Thriller" had "offended a lot of 
people". 2i 

Other Sources of Happiness 

Some 1 in 3 teenagers report giving considerable time to 
hobbies, presumably involving a wide range of activities 
that are both private and social. Just under 1 in 5 say that 
they frequently attend movies. About 1 in 10 regularly 
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play video games, either at an arcade (13 % ) or at home 
(12%), with males outnumbering females by almost 3 to 1 
in both instances. Such video data attest to why video 
games and other computer hardware and software are big 
business in North America, accounting for $1.7-billion in 
U.S. sales in 1982. In that same year, one-game commer
cial machines alone brought in some $5-billion in revenue, 
with video-game machines paying for themselves in about 
six weeks. 28 

Approximately 20% of young people indicate that cars 
are an important source of enjoyment, including about 
30% of males and 15 % of females. The social and psycho
logical significance of cars is well known. The car provides 
teenagers with a path to freedom from family and commu
nity. Adolescents spend hours in cars each day, eating in 
them, watching movies, talking with their friends, and, 
yes, making love.29 

Psychologically, the car variously symbolizes power and 
excitement, masculinity and femininity, romance and sexu
ality. Advertisements, for example, imply that any male 
who drives a certain car will automatically fill it with beau
tiful females, or that any female who drives up in a certain 
car with plush upholstery will be considered glamorous 
and beautiful. Further, the car can also be a means of 
expressing hostility and anger, as a weapon to destroy, 
mutilate, and even kill. One youth culture expert writes, 
"The way adolescents use cars and the attitudes with which 
they drive are fair indications and tests of their emotional 
maturity."30 

Part-time jobs, held by about 40% of the teens surveyed, 
are an important source of revenue and a valued diversion 
from other activities (see Table 3.1 ). Of those working, 
only 29% say they get "a great deal" of enjoyment from 
their jobs. Another 38 % report "quite a bit" of enjoyment. 
These findings suggest that part-time work is psychologi
cally gratifying for some, but a relatively unenjoyable means 
to a monetary end for many. 
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Limited Sources: School, Groups, and Religion 

Of the seventeen areas and activities offered in the survey, 
the three at the bottom of the enjoyment list are school, 
youth groups, and church or synagogue life. Indeed, only 
about 1 in 5 say that they often participate in youth groups 
of any kind, while about I in 4 report that they often 
attend religious services. Only I in 10 claim to be person
ally involved in student union activities. A grade twelve 
male from a small town in southern Saskatchewan offers 
this opinion: 

Religion, hobby clubs, and other similar activities are 
not top priorities. People who are involved in one or 
more of these functions are usually considered losers. 

The survey indicates that less than 2 in 10 highly enjoy 
school life. Another 4 in 10 claim "quite a bit" of gratifica
tion. The remaining half, however, find the whole experi
ence to be less than inspiring. The church-synagogue 
predicament is even darker. Located at the very bottom of 
the gratification list at 8 % , religious institutions neverthe
less find that some 25 % of teenagers are often in the pews. 
In part this apparent discrepancy is probably the product 
of parental pressure. It could also reflect an inculcated 
sense that "I need to be there, even though I don't particu
larly enjoy it." 

It is important to keep in mind that even when teen
agers do speak of experiencing enjoyment from institu
tional participation - here school and church life - this is 
not to say that their gratification comes primarily or even 
partially from the academic or religious components of 
either. Studies show that high-school students typically 
indicate that "relationships with other students" are "the 
best thing about school". They commonly exhibit a non
chalant or negative attitude towards academic matters, 
valuing instead the social dimension of school.31 Yet even 
the best and most enthusiastic students express strong 
reservations about school. In the mid-l 970s, an interesting 
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poll of more than 22,000 students listed in Who's Who 
Among High School Students asked, "What do you think 
of the twelve years of education you have received?" Among 
the responses of these top students were the following: 

39% said the time was challenging 
50% said it was routine 

54% said school was stimulating 
37% said it was boring 

5 5 % said the teachers were good 
38% said they were just adequate32 

Perhaps even more seriously, evidence to date indicates 
that as young people move up through the grades, many 
become decreasingly interested in the academic program. 
With increasing age, enthusiasm seems to be "replaced by 
boredom and indifference, with school becoming a chore 
and a burden, punctuated by interest in sports events and 
holidays".33 Mitchell argues that the reason for such apa
thy is not surprising: schools do not try to address the 
psychological needs of students who are in late adoles
cence; rather, they provide "an environment which is essen
tially early-adolescent in its scope and emphasis".34 The 
schools, he maintains, act largely oblivious to such late
adolescent needs as self-worth and the importance of mak
ing a significant contribution. 

A major problem is that school is mandatory and yet is 
perceived as only occasionally being either interesting or 
relevant to teenage concerns. Further, the school comes to 
symbolize restraint for freedom-minded young people. 
These kinds of perceptions are not unique to North Amer
ica. A recent study of some 1,600 Australian adolescents 
found that they wanted their schools to be less authoritar
ian about rules and discipline. In addition, the students 
wanted to have more say in what they were taught. Finally, 
the Australian students felt teachers could be more friendly 
and caring.35 
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Assessment 

For Canadian teenagers, the pre-eminent values of rela
tional gratification and freedom find their primary fulfil
ment in friends and music. Parents, while a significant 
source of enjoyment for many, are less than a noteworthy 
happiness factor for a large number of young people. 

As stated earlier, there is nothing wrong with young 
people supplementing healthy family ties with peer ties. 
There is, however, something amiss when companionship 
and love are highly valued, yet are infrequently found in 
relationships with adults. 

Our findings point to the harsh possibility that for many 
a teenager friends and music are the major allies in the 
difficult transition into adulthood. Appropriately, another 
one of their own poets, The Human League, in their 
album, Dare, tells it straight: "Everyone needs two or three 
friends." 36 

Other important sources of gratification include sports, 
television, and-for those who have them -cars and jobs. 
School, youth organizations, and churches, on the other 
hand, are significant sources of enjoyment for relatively 
few. 

The results are consistent with the reality of emergence. 
The lack of appreciation of young people for the school 
environment, youth groups, church life, and, for some, 
the family, offers a strong statement. One obvious mes
sage is that teenagers are not responding positively to struc
tured settings that are often insensitive to their emergence. 
Many young people consequently quite unconsciously heed 
a sociological rule of thumb: groups insist on norms; there
fore, one increases freedom by decreasing group ties. Teen
agers accordingly abandon organized groups and churches. 
However, for most there still is school. 

Some readers at this point might well be thinking, What 
on earth did those researchers expect? Since when did 
schools and churches become "fun" for kids, anyway? I 
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never enjoyed them when I was their age. Why should 
they? We would reply that such a common response reflects 
a pro-adult, pro-institution position. For too long we have 
seen youth contact with parents, schools, churches, and 
the judicial system as inevitably negative experiences, as if 
somehow these things "are written in the stars". Some 
social scientists have even given scientific sanction to such 
a position. Kingsley Davis, an American sociologist promi
nent earlier in this century, once wrote that parent-youth 
conflict is virtually unavoidable as a result of factors includ
ing rapid social change, intergenerational conflict of norms, 
and the competition of other institutions, including the 
school and media.37 

We disagree. As educator Dale Baughman has put it 
concerning school, "Youth is entitled to some joy, plea
sure, and gaiety during school hours ... There is no justifi
cation for denying that joy."38 In taking for granted the folk 
wisdom that "school isn't fun," we forget a basic reality: 
most children are eager to begin school. 39 Yet somehow, 
somewhere along the way that enthusiasm is frequently 
lost. It need not be. 

Likewise there is no inherent reason why young people 
should have to have unpleasant experiences with churches, 
the police, and parents, providing that those institutional 
"representatives" are sensitive to and respectful of teen
age emergence. In contrast, it is our assertion that teen
agers respond favourably to adults who recognize and 
facilitate their emergence. 

Few people particularly covet conflict, or bask in bore
dom. People who morbidly think "That's just the way 
institutions are" will doom interaction before it begins. 
School personnel, curricula, and schedules in tune with 
the reality of emergence need not be inevitable recipients 
of hostility or apathy. Baughman, speaking specifically of 
schools, sums it up this way: "Secondary schools are for 
youth. Therefore, they should provide the kinds of experi
ences to help them to learn to live now and in the future as 
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adults. It means further that schools can do a better job of 
treating students as adults and citizens ... The secondary 
school must become more of an enabling institution .. :'40 

Similarly, youth and religious organizations need not 
necessarily alienate teenagers, providing that they too are 
in touch with the requirements of emergence. In the words 
of the 1980 report of the United States National Commis
sion on Youth: "Adolescents desire authoritative, but not 
authoritarian, adult relationships ... The style in which 
[adults] present their views will determine the willingness 
of youth to respond. This precludes a 'when I was your 
age' approach."41 

Dogmatic, paternalistic, and matemalistic styles - often 
associated with such organizations-are simply incompat
ible with the freec;lom young people crave to think for 
themselves, to act how they want to be and become. Indi
viduals and groups that cannot accommodate such devel
opments will simply be tolerated and, as soon as possible, 
ignored. An articulate sixteen-year-old female from Van
couver puts it this way: 

Most of the bad habits of teenagers arise from their 
wish to rebel against authority. If those in authority 
were less patronizing and more understanding, teen
agers would probably not have as many bad habits. If 
adults will make an effort to understand teenagers more, 
perhaps then we can work together. 





PERSONAL 
CONCERNS: 
What Troubles 
Teenagers 

Teens are expected to feel happy about 
themselves while en;oying their "carefree" 
years. These years I find are hard, trying, and 
painful-it's basically growing up and coming 
to terms with the fact that you 're now almost 
an adult and can't depend on anyone. 

- a sixteen-year-old female from Ontario 

The Myth of "The Trouble-Free Years" 

It is common for adults to look at the teen years as "the 
fun years", a time characterized by satisfaction and secu
rity, freedom and frivolity. The teen years, they believe, 
provide a comfortable prelude to the time when one must 
settle down, take life seriously, and assume responsibility. 
Many a parent has quipped, "Why shouldn't teenagers be 
happy? What have they got to worry about?" 

Such observations may make sense from an adult's point 
of view. But how soon we forget. The movement into 
adulthood involves far more than merely "getting older" 
and "growing up". Those things are easy. The difficulty 
lies in the complex nature of teenage emergence, each 
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facet of which carries with it considerable importance. 
Teenagers have a lot to worry about - and they do worry. 

The demands of emergence? Psychologist Robert Hav
ighurst has maintained that adolescents have eight "devel
opmental tasks" to carry out in order to function as mature 
people: 

1. Accepting one's physique and using the body effectively. 
2. Achieving new and more mature relations with age mates 

of both sexes. 
3. Achieving a masculine or feminine sex role. 
4. Achieving emotional independence from parents and 

other adults. 
5. Preparing for an economic career. 
6. Preparing for marriage and family life. 
7. Desiring and achieving socially responsible behavior. 
8. Acquiring a set of values and an ethical system as a 

guide to behavior.' 

Physically, young people are saying goodbye to child
hood. Puberty comes earlier than it did a century ago. The 
average North American girl has her firstmenstrual period 
at 12.5 years today, compared with 14.2 in 1900; boys' 
puberty, marked by sperm production, is complete at an 
average age of fourteen. 2 

Depending on the information available to them, teen
agers commonly report bewilderment and anxiety con
cerning the beginning of menstruation or the first nocturnal 
emission ("wet dream").3 The experience of this sixteen
year-old American is probably typical: "I was very fright
ened of the sexual changes that occurred in my body. The 
first change I noticed was my menstrual period. I was very 
frightened of the blood; I didn't know why it occurred. 
When I finally asked my mother, she did not really take the 
time to explain to me, so I didn't really know just why or 
how it happened!'4 Alfred Kinsey found adolescent males 
to be both confused and guilty over nocturnal emissions. 
One mother accused her son of wetting the bed, obviously 
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making him feel childish and embarrassed in the process. 5 

But the physical changes have more than immediate 
biological consequences. Young people find that a particu
lar kind of physical being is emerging, one that is critically 
graded by a highly physically conscious society that tends 
to reward the physically attractive with social, occupa
tional, and service privileges, to name just a few. On the 
other side of the coin, the unattractive find themselves in 
a disadvantaged position. 

The growing body of research on this topic has yielded 
highly consistent results. Unattractive people are seen as 
less intelligent, less popular, less happy, less likely to con
tinue their education, less likely to obtain prestigious jobs, 
more dishonest and unkind, more aggressive and anti-social. 
What is even more serious, the evidence suggests that 
people act on these stereotypes. The unattractive are liked 
less, their work is more likely to be judged inferior, and 
their problems are more likely to be blamed on their alleged 
anti-social condition.6 

While accomplishments may in time to some extent 
override such physical yardsticks, especially for men, 7 they 
are too far removed from the teen years to provide much 
immediate compensation. Not being at least reasonably 
attractive is a teenage tragedy. 

The sheer rate of change during puberty can create 
problems. Early maturers and late maturers who are "out 
of step" with their peers experience considerable strain. It 
is no blessing to be "too" tall or short, "too" big or small, 
"too" developed or underdeveloped.8 One struggles "to fit 
in", gaining little consolation from waiting for the others 
to catch up, or wondering if one will ever catch up. 

And then there is the problem of what to wear. Research
ers have documented what most of us have suspected or 
experienced. Clothing is a central component of teenage 
acceptance. Adolescents who are "sharp dressers" have 
high status.9 But in the teenage world, being a sharp dresser 
is not merely to be functionally well-attired. One has to 
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wear "the right" clothes. For some, running shoes and 
jeans have to bear just the right manufacturer's label. Jeans 
have to be faded just so. For others, their father's old 
sweater, trousers a size or two too short, and army boots 
complete the proper ensemble. Keeping in mind just what 
"fashionable" means in this context, it is interesting to 
note one American researcher's finding that teens defined 
by their peers as fashionable dressers have high status; the 
well-dressed but not fashionable students have moderate 
status; and the poorly dressed students have the lowest 
status. 10 

Given such a multitude of factors influencing physical 
appearance and its centrality to one's sense of self, it is 
hardly surprising that teenagers are commonly observed 
to be highly "self-conscious". Yet it would be extremely 
naive to equate adolescents' concern about appearance 
with self-centredness. Many teenagers are anxious and 
frightened performers on the social stage, barely "hanging 
in there" as they wait for others to tell them "what they 
look like". 

Socially, teenagers are increasingly having to learn how 
to relate to the adult world and, of course, to the opposite 
sex. This includes becoming adept verbally and behaviour
ally. In general, teens are supposed to be "maturing". Both 
adults and peers admonish them to "act their age". But 
the rules are not always the same. Adults expect them to 
act older than they are but often seem to treat them as if 
they were younger. And their peers ridicule them if they 
act either younger or older than they are. 

It is not an easy normative high wire to walk, especially 
when a person is around adults and peers at the same time. 
It can be a strain to talk to a teacher or a parent with 
friends looking on. It can also be difficult to talk to one's 
friends when an adult is in the vicinity. A teenager almost 
needs to be able to speak two dialects and have two differ
ent sets of behaviour. Sometimes it is not even socially safe 
for the one to be seen in the other's presence. 
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Intellectually, most young people find that the more 
they learn, the more complicated the world seems to get. 
Life somehow seemed so much simpler a few years before. 
Then there is the question of what life itself is all about. 
Here the immediate identity question of "Who am I?" is 
supplemented by the larger identity question of "Why am 
1?"11 Is there a purpose to life or do we have to create one? 
A grade eleven Vancouver student comments: 

It is difficult at times to decide between one thing and 
another. There are so many in-betweens in my life, so 
many questions about world events, personal events, 
life and death. I do not think these questions are unnatu
ral, indeed they are part of "growing up", and I do not 
expect them to be answered by the time I'm 30. 

According to psychologists such as Jean Piaget, the appar
ent increasing complexity of the world for teenagers is no 
accident. Mental development, they maintain, involves a 
number of stages. The adolescent years are characterized 
by the newly-found ability to think abstractly, to system
atize ideas and deal critically with them ("the formal oper
ational stage"). 12 This cognitive development makes it possi
ble for "young people to think about thinking" .13 They 
experience new levels of self-consciousness and an en
hanced ability to reason. Their increased capacity to think 
reflectively makes it possible for them to evaluate what 
they have been taught. It enables them to discern not only 
what the adult world is but also what it could be. The 
increasing ability to reflect also gives teenagers the poten
tial to become idealistic rebels. 14 

Sexually, the equipment is assembled and the curiosity 
is intense. There are lots of questions and lots of feelings. 
But adolescents find that it is often difficult to locate peo
ple to whom they can safely talk. Most parents and other 
adults do not seem to be aware of what is happening and 
would probably be upset if they found out. Even one's 
friends seem to know more, and have either "done more" 
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or "done less" - so it is not always helpful to talk to them. 
(Teenagers' feelings about physical intimacy will be exam
ined in the next chapter.) 

Psychologically, their identity or sense of who they are is 
being dramatically overhauled in the light of their physi
cal, social, intellectual, and sexual changes. Renowned psy
chologist Erik Erikson sees adolescence as perhaps the 
most pronounced period of identity crisis in anyone's life. 
He maintains that seven conflicts have to be resolved by 
young people in the course of their finding firm identities: 
developing a sense of time; self-confidence; experimenting 
with various roles; exploring vocational possibilities; gen
der identification; personal and social allegiances; com
mitment to values. According to Erikson, failure to resolve 
these conflicts by young adulthood results in the lack of a 
clear-cut identity, or what he calls role and identity "dif
fusion" .15 

Financially, emergence costs money. One's appearance, 
social life, and personal possessions do not come cheaply. 
The anxiety about money is heightened considerably by 
the fact that most teenagers are highly dependent finan
cially on their parents. These, of course, are the same 
parents who, in many instances, are not particularly sensi
tive to the problems associated with their emergence 
experience. 

Vocationally, the time is getting short. A major question 
is the future - what to be, what to do. On the surface, at 
least, our highly specialized society besieges young people 
with career choices. One observer tells us that The Dictio
nary of Occupational Titles now lists almost 50,000 differ
ent occupations.16 As if this were not confusing enough, 
there is also the pressure imposed by adults, especially 
parents. 

In sum, the teenage years represent a time of consider
able stress brought on by the multidimensional nature of 
their emergence. Life for adolescents is far more than 
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merely "fun and games". In the words of one fifteen-year
old rural Ontario male: 

I think being a teenager today is a lot tougher than it 
was for our parents. 

The Canadian Picture 

Life Beyond Graduation 

The major personal concern of Canadian young people -
characterizing almost 70% of them - is what they are 
going to do when they finish school (see Table 4.1). Such 
anxiety about the future is pervasive throughout Canada's 
five regions and is equally felt by females (71 % ) and males 
(67% ). A seventeen-year-old Albertan states the problem 
succinctly: 

Young people of today are at a cross-roads faced with 
many uncertainties. These include the future of Can
ada, the world, and they themselves. 

For some that anxiety is intensified by current economic 
conditions. The "tough economic times" of the mid- l 980s 
have left more than one million Canadians looking for 
work, with almost half of these between the ages of fifteen 
and twenty-four. A July 1984 issue of Maclean's magazine 
focused on youth unemployment, calling it "one of the 
most potentially dangerous social problems that Canada 
has had to face since the depression of the l 930s". 17 Even 
being unable to find part-time or temporary work is a source 
of anxiety for many. One grade twelve male student in a 
small northern Alberta community says: 

My major problem is what to do after I graduate. If I 
can't get a summer job, I can't go to college, and my 
plans will be ruined. I need a job and there aren't many 
jobs to be found. 
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For most, decisions concerning the years immediately 
after high school involve a variety of interacting variables. 
They include ultimate vocation, education, travel, moving 
out, moving away, and marriage. 

Finances 

Money ranks second on the concern list of teenagers. Some 
54% are troubled in a major way by money matters, exactly 
the same proportion as for adults. 18 For both teenagers 
and adults in our affluent society, dollar concerns pertain 
not so much to "staying alive" as they do to "living well". 19 

Merchandisers carefully target the youth sector in cre
ating a demand for their products. The power of youth 
peer pressure is carefully tapped by advertising firms. The 
effectiveness of such marketing and promotion is there to 
be seen. Designer jeans with the proper label on the back 
pocket can become a life and death issue. Recreational 
shoes are carefully selected from display walls featuring 60 
different variations - and only two or three "acceptable" 
manufacturers' names. 

As noted earlier, some 40% of teenagers have part-time 
jobs, but almost half of these jobs involve ten hours of 
work a week or less. Revenue from job sources, therefore, 
is frequently modest. About three-quarters of Canada's 
teens are very dependent on their parents for money. 
Indeed, about 50% receive allowances. Of these on "the 
weekly dole", 25% receive $5 or less, about 40% get $6 to 
$10, and another 25 % pocket $11 to $25. The remaining 
10% constitute "the affluent minority", getting allowances 
of more than $25 a week. 

Because of this partial to total financial dependence of 
young people on parents, money and commodities, such 
as a car, can become poignant symbols of teen-parent 
tension. Dependent sons and daughters can perceive their 
freedom and self-respect eroded drastically by adults who 
use resources as a means of controlling them. Things are 
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not made easier by the tendency of young people to think 
parents have money but are reluctant to share it. About 
90% feel that their family's income is average or above; 
only about 75% of adults share the same sentiments.20 

Here the power relationship is not dissimilar to that 
between employee and employer. One major difference 
on the positive side is that it is more durable, because 
of the family bond. A major difference on the negative 
side is that it can be more intolerable, because it is largely 
involuntary. 

Consequently there is a direct correlation between the 
amount of money teenagers control and the level of free
dom and independence they can express. In our society, 
we are not regarded as autonomous adults until we are 
completely self-supporting. Money becomes one of the 
necessary keys to unlock the door of the adult world. 

School 

Some 50% of teenagers say that they are bothered "a great 
deal" or "quite a bit" by school. As we saw in Chapter 
Three, it is not just that school is often not a source of 
enjoyment. School also produces considerable stress and 
anxiety. Students are pressured by society not only to per
form but also to excel. Many clearly are "feeling under the 
gun", some just to pass and others to meet higher expecta
tions. That superstar of the cartoon strips, Charlie Brown, 
summed it up about as well as anyone: "There's no heav
ier burden than a great potential:'21 

As a result of this pressure, students, probably no less 
and perhaps more than adults, commonly have to "bring 
their work home with them". Almost 50% say that they 
very often do homework, while a further 40% have to 
sometimes. Less than 5 % never do homework. 

We may safely say that a certain proportion of students 
are performing well and are not troubled by school, and 
that 1 in 2 are experiencing a high level of strain. The 
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TABLE4.l Personal Concerns by Region: 

"How often do these common problems bother you?" 

% Reporting "A Great Deal" or "Quite a Bit" 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

What I am going 
to do when I 
finish school 68 70 68 64 70 72 

Money 54 56 56 54 53 55 

School 50 57 49 51 47 51 

Time 48 49 45 48 51 47 
My looks 44 41 40 42 52 43 
Wondering about 

the purpose of 
life 44 41 44 40 52 44 

Boredom 43 45 43 41 43 46 
My height or 

weight 43 45 45 45 38 47 

Loneliness 35 33 33 33 40 38 

Feeling that I am 
not as good as 
others 29 36 27 28 28 26 

Sex 28 26 29 26 29 29 
My parents' 

marriage 20 21 19 20 21 22 

stereotype that many teenagers are simply taking up seats 
and putting in time should therefore receive little support. 
Students may not particularly enjoy school, but it is none
theless their ticket to peace with parents and future employ
ment. It is evident that many do not take the ticket for 
granted. 

There are, of course, other areas of strain at school beyond 
the academic sphere. As the locus for a good portion of a 
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teenager's life, the school can be unpleasant because of 
problems and conflict with teachers and peers. The end
ing of romantic relationships, interpersonal tension, intimi
dation, violence, and theft are just some areas of school 
life that can present problems for adolescents. 

Time 

Five in IO teenagers also say that they never seem to have 
enough time; more than 6 in IO adults say the same thing. 22 

Yet, interestingly, almost an equal proportion of adoles
cents say that boredom is a serious problem for them, 
including 50% of those who allegedly have insufficient 
time. 

Clearly, like the rest of us, teenagers have things to do 
that exceed the time available. But this is not to say that 
the activities are all enjoyable, purposeful, or exciting. Like 
us, many teenagers are frequently bored by the things 
they do. For a considerable number of adults, boredom is 
related to work. For many students, it is associated with 
school. 

Appearance 

As would be expected, a high proportion of Canadian 
teenagers - just under I in 2 - admit that their physical 
appearance concerns them considerably. While teens are 
well aware that dramatic physical changes are taking place, 
they also know that little can be done to influence the 
outcome - "one gets what one gets:' For a number of 
years the drama continues, keeping young people in unnerv
ing suspense. They are like children opening Christmas 
presents, knowing that the outcome of the maturing pro
cess can bring happiness or disappointment, relief or anxi
ety. Bruce Springsteen puts the pain to music: looking into 
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the mirror, many a teen concludes, "I wanna change my 
clothes, my hair, my face."23 They smile and moan pri
vately, and compare notes collectively. A young Saskatoon 
woman of seventeen states the problem bluntly: 

This is a very hard time. We have recently gone through 
puberty and are trying to find acceptance of our new 
selves. 

The extent to which teenagers will go to alter their phys
ical appearances can be seen in their consumption of an 
endless variety of cosmetics and beauty aids, as well as 
clothing that can enhance their looks. Dieting, sometimes 
to a detrimental extreme, is also common, particularly 
among females. 

One pathological extreme is anorexia nervosa, the severe 
psychological condition in which the pursuit of elusive 
thinness leads to starving oneself. The result, as in the 
highly publicized case of popular music star Karen Car
penter, can be death. Anorexia nervosa in 95 % of the 
cases involves females. It is estimated that this is a charac
teristic of between 1 in 100 and 1 in 250 adolescent girls. 24 

The most common age for the onset of anorexia nervosa is 
fourteen to fifteen. Anorexics are typically highly intelli
gent, good students, reserved, over-sensitive, conscientious, 
meticulous, and have an exaggerated sense of duty. 

Medical experts, after three centuries of study, are still 
debating the causes and proper treatment of anorexia 
nervosa. There does, however, appear to be agreement on 
its symptoms. Dr. Joseph Silverman, a professor of pediat
rics in New York, says that "any girl who has lost weight 
and has missed a number of periods should be considered 
anorexic."26 Florida researcher Felicia Romeo has argued 
in a recent article that anorexia is related to anxiety about 
sexual development. Some girls, she says, are overwhelmed 
by their bodily changes, menstruation, breast development, 
and emerging sexuality. They therefore diet and, through 
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self-starvation, alter their physical appearance to childlike 
proportions.27 

What has been described as one of the latest "dieting 
epidemics" is a slightly different condition that has been 
labelled "bulimia". Here individuals go through periods of 
binge-eating alternating with purging through self-induced 
vomiting or the use of laxatives. Estimates of its incidence 
among young people have ranged from 2 % to 13 % . 28 Cen
tral to this condition seems to be the feeling that one has 
failed to meet one's own expectations and the expecta
tions of others.29 

The problem of obesity should also not be minimized. It 
has been estimated that I 0% to 15 % of adolescents are 
obese, with the problem more common among females 
than males.30 Overweight teenagers may have a number of 
social and psychological problems. These include being 
stigmatized by peers, low self-esteem, poor adjustment to 
sexual development, over-dependency on parents, and aca
demic difficulties caused by personal problems.31 Further, 
being overweight as a teenager is not just a temporary 
phenomenon. About 80% of obese teenagers continue to 
be overweight as adults. 32 

Finally, for some teenagers, the problem is not excessive 
weight but insufficient weight. There is little joy in find
ing oneself skinny. Research reveals that, as with being 
overweight, being underweight has its social and psycho
logical costs. One study has found that even teachers are 
not exempt from stereotyping, associating skinny students 
with a lack of both physical and social skills. 33 

The Gender Factor. Although the feminist movement 
has exhorted women to find their value and identity apart 
from their appeal to men, this country's female teenagers 
- consistent with the findings on anorexia - give evi
dence of being disproportionately preoccupied with their 
physical appearance. Young females (56%) are far more 
inclined than males (31 % ) to acknowledge concern about 
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their height and weight specifically, and their looks more 
generally (52% vs. 38%). 

Perhaps we should not find this surprising. Despite the 
apparent "feminist purge" of the 1970s, including the estab
lishment of the Royal Commission on the Status of Women, 
our major institutions continue to perpetuate sexist 
stereotypes. Teenage women are frequently subjected to 
double messages. On the one hand, feminists pressing for 
equality and dignity are featured on the six o'clock news. 
Yet two hours later, the same television network slots the 
"Miss Universe" contest in prime time. Commercials may 
feature a woman with a Ph.D. carefully examining the 
oranges used in the family orange juice, but she is still 
making the breakfast.34 Situation comedies continue to 
stereotype female sex appeal as every woman's greatest 
virtue. Many rock videos send the same message. The 
results show up in our data. 

A 1978 study carried out for the Advisory Council on 
the Status of Women by Alice Courtney and Thomas Whip
ple noted that many Canadian television ads show a woman 
as: 

• begging the male announcer not to take away her bleach 
• being a hapless housewife who is flustered to learn from 

the male announcer that her peanut butter or detergent 
of ten years is inferior to the advertised brand 

• having her self-confidence shattered by spotty drinking 
glasses 

• feeling more like a woman because she is wearing the 
right bra35 

There are signs that things may be improving. Report
ing on the treatment of female characters in the 1984 
television season, the U.S. National Commission on Work
ing Women acknowledged that television is "doing bet
ter". Programs, it says, are getting away from the past 
pattern when "the prevailing picture of female TV charac-
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ters was young, white, single, beautiful women". Men, 
"instead of being locked into aggressive roles, actually care 
for their children and love their families, without being 
objects of ridicule". The commission noted that ten years 
ago, men outnumbered women in TV roles 3 to 1, but that 
in the 1984 season 67 of the 143 new TV characters were 
women. Further, 76% of adult female TV characters in 
new shows have jobs outside the home, compared with 
60 % of actual American women. 

The commission pointed out that some stereotypes 
remain. Females still tend to be young and beautiful, with 
the "female as victim" theme still prevalent. Citing the 
program Mike Hammer, it commented that "beautiful 
women get killed each week and the only continuing female 
character is the curvaceous secretary, Velda, who comes to 
work in extremely tight, low-cut dresses."36 A seventeen
year-old from northern Alberta gives this related view: 

Men and women should be treated according to how 
well they do their jobs, not [according to] their sex. 

A society like ours, which increasingly offers females and 
males a variety of sex-role possibilities, makes the resolu
tion of the adolescent sex-role identity problem more diffi
cult than in societies in which everyone knows what it 
means to be a man or a woman. Adult models may be 
providing so many different roles that adolescent choices 
are too varied for easy sex-role acceptance. While this is 
not necessarily a negative trend, having to make such 
choices increases the pressure on adolescents who already 
have many questions about sex-role identity.37 

Purpose 

It is noteworthy that in the midst of these concerns with 
immediate issues - the future, money, school, time, and 
physical appearance- more than 40% of teenagers across 
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the country say they give considerable thought to the ques
tion of the purpose of life. Concern with so-called every
day issues does not appear to negate concern for "what it 
all means". One fifteen-year-old Calgarian puts it this way: 

I often wonder what our purpose in life is because it 
seems like such a waste to me that we live for 70-80 
years and then die. 

While teenagers are not particularly enchanted with reli
gious organizations, that is not to say that their emergence 
lacks a serious spiritual component. One young Ontario 
woman seems to capture the feelings of many young peo
ple when she notes: 

I don't believe that in order to be near or "accepted" by 
God that you have to be in church. 

Only 10% may highly enjoy church life, but another 35% 
highly value acceptance by God. Beyond both of these 
categories, still another 25% are concerned about resolv
ing the question of the purpose oflife. Thus, some 70% of 
teenagers seemingly have clear religious and spiritual inter
ests. To the extent that religious groups fail to captivate 
young people, it is not because "the religious market" is 
not an appreciable one. 

Loneliness 

Anne Frank commented in her famous Diary, "In its inner
most depths, youth is lonelier than old age:'38 The national 
survey has revealed that 3 5 % of Canadian teenagers are 
deeply bothered by loneliness - an alarming finding con
sidering the value they place on relationships. Nationally, 
the figure for adults, 31 % , is slightly lower. 39 By gender, 
teenage females report a slightly higher level of loneliness 
than males. 

It would appear that, in many instances, while friend
ships provide more gratification than family life in address-
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ing the need for companionship and love, they also often 
fall short of offering fulfilment. The complex and diverse 
nature of emergence makes it difficult for any one friend 
or any one adult to provide understanding and help along 
all of its dimensions. Not infrequently, there is also the 
perception that people "don't care". A Moncton, New 
Brunswick female in grade twelve comments: 

I find being a teenager quite difficult. The hardest 
thing for me is trying to stay happy. The more I get to 
know people, the more I can't stand their coldness. 
There seems to be little warmth and a large lack of 
understanding - should be vice-versa. 

As a result, teenagers frequently feel they have to "go it 
alone", not because - as with solitude- they choose to, 
but simply because there is no alternative. 

In such moments, as in the more pleasurable ones, the 
role of music should not be underestimated. It undoubt
edly functions as an invaluable "companion" for many. 
One American study documented that teenagers frequently 
draw on music in coping with anger and hurt.40 Elton 
John, in his song "Sad Songs Say So Much", writes that 
such songs "reach into your room, just feel their gentle 
touch".41 

Self-Image 

The stereotype that teenagers are more cocky than adults 
is not borne out by the survey. Feelings of inferiority appear 
to be a major cause for concern for about 1 in 3 teens, 
compared with only 1 in 4 in the case of adults.42 Teenage 
females (3 5 % ) are somewhat more likely than males (2 3 % ) 
to admit to having such feelings. More specifically, the 
survey has found that the overwhelming majority of teens 
tend to see themselves as being as nice looking or as well 
liked as most people (see Table 4.2). As for conversational 
confidence, more than half say they are comfortable among 
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TABLE 4.2 Self-Image 

"Please indicate how accurately the following statements 
describe you." 

% Reporting "Very Well" or "Fairly Well" 

'Tm as nice looking as most people" 
"I'm as well-liked as most people" 

'Tm comfortable introducing myself 
to people I don't know" 

"I find it easy to speak out in class" 

Nationally Males Females 

88 
84 

60 
59 

89 
85 

58 
63 

87 
83 

62 
55 

strangers or in a classroom setting. Slightly more males 
than females tend to claim confidence in the classroom 
situation. 

It should be emphasized that the self-image of teen
agers who are "creatively different" as well as "destructively 
different" is under tremendous assault by adults who are 
excessively oriented towards conventional norms. Teen
agers who "march" to the proverbial "different drummer" 
are commonly either broken and applauded on the one 
hand, or rebel and are stigmatized on the other. This latter 
response to conventional adults is expressed well by the 
rock group, Quiet Riot. In their song "Metal Health", they 
sing of the young person who is told he has "no brains" by 
a mother who can't control him and that he is "one big 
pain" by a teacher who calls him out of step with the 
times. The youth protests that he is not a loser, that he is 
"frustrated, not outdated", adding, "I really wanna be 
overrated."43 

Sexuality and Family Life 

Many teenagers also express concern about sexuality and 
their parents' marriage. In the next two chapters we will 
look at these two areas in detail. 
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Assessment 

The bewildering nature of emergence makes it a difficult 
experience to handle alone. The survey results indicate 
that the majority of teenagers do receive the necessary 
understanding and help from their peers and, to a lesser 
extent, from adults. In the words of one young female 
from a small Ontario town: 

In many cases parents and adults do not understand 
kids today. I'm glad to say my parents are not like this. 

But as she indicates, a sizeable minority of teenagers are 
finding the experience difficult, in large part because such 
sensitivity, assistance, and encouragement is inadequate. 
As Def Leppard asks in its music, "Is anybody out there? 
Anybody care?"44 

This leads us to a highly related phenomenon: suicide. 
Psychologist Erikson has written that adolescents who fail 
to gain a sense of identity and adequate self-worth with
draw from reality, perhaps even from life.45 Teenage sui
cide is being viewed as a problem of increasing proportions 
in both Canada and the U.S. Precise numbers are difficult 
to determine both because of social stigma and the prob
lem of discerning when a death is through suicide. Official 
records for 1982, however, indicate that some 1,300 Cana
dian teenagers took their lives. Further, some estimates 
project between 30 and 100 attempts for every "success
ful" suicide. Toronto psychiatrist Barry Garfinkel, who 
has studied the problem extensively, says, "Teenage sui
cide and attempted suicide has escalated 300% in North 
America during the past thirty years and is continuing to 
climb, making it the fastest-increasing fatal medical prob
lem."46 University of Lethbridge sociologist Menno Boldt, 
who headed the Alberta Task Force on Suicide, writes that 
suicide is the second leading cause of death, behind acci
dents, for young people aged fifteen to twenty-four. He 
stresses that "suicide, particularly among youth, is a seri
ous social and health problem."47 
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The extensive literature on suicide has documented some 
pattems.48 Female teenagers are more likely than males to 
attempt suicide, but males - primarily because they use 
more violent means - are more likely than females to 
actually kill themselves. 

Suicidal adolescents tend to come from homes charac
terized by emotional turmoil and strain. Further, they 
commonly have a sense of isolation, both socially and emo
tionally. Indeed, psychologists Yacoubian and Lourie go so 
far as to say that "social isolation appears to be the most 
effective factor in distinguishing those who kill themselves 
from those who will not."50 Depression and stress are seen 
as the key immediate precipitating factors. 

A disturbing finding reported by Joseph Teicher is that 
40% of the adolescents he studied who attempted suicide 
had a family member or close friend who had committed 
suicide.51 This observation suggests that suicide is literally 
"a learned option" for some young people. Equally dis
turbing is the important finding of Boldt concerning 
intergenerational attitudes towards suicide. In an exami
nation of grade twelve students and their parents in Cal
gary, Boldt found young people to be more tolerant of 
suicide and less fearful of its consequences than their par
ents. Hence, he writes, "in a crisis, the act is more 'avail
able' to them than it is to the parental generation:' He 
concludes that if positive incentives to continue living are 
not provided, "these new values may predispose a society 
toward higher suicide rates:'52 

Teenagers certainly do not downplay the suicide issue. 
Asked "How serious do you think the problem of teenage 
suicide is in Canada?", more than 70% responded "very 
serious" or "fairly serious". Only 4% felt teenage suicide 
is "not a problem" at all. Young people ranked the matter 
of their friends or themselves taking their lives close to the 
threat of nuclear warfare and saw it as a more important 
issue than divorce. Significantly, more females than males 
perceived the problem to be extremely serious (47% vs. 
31 % ). One young woman from Ontario confided: 
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I was really angry at God. I blamed him for the suicide 
of a really close friend of mine in January. I was also 
angry that he wouldn't let me die when I tried suicide 
in February. I've gotten my head together since then 
and I guess there's a reason I'm still alive. 

Contrary to widely-held opinion, suicide attempts in a 
great majority of cases are considered in advance and 
weighed against available altematives.53 Boldt reports that 
biographies of suicide victims reveal pre-death events point
ing to suicide in more than 90% of cases. These pre-death 
events include threats, previous attempts, and abrupt 
changes in outlook (depression or sudden improvement). 
However, these clues typically go unnoticed or unheeded. 
He emphasizes that informed recognition and response to 
such pre-suicidal clues on the part of the public and pro
fessionals would likely reduce suicide rates. 54 

American psychiatrist Boris Zoubok is in agreement. In 
a late 1984 appearance on Good Morning America, Zoubok 
summed up the need for recognition and response this 
way: "One has to be there, one has to look, and one has to 
listen."55 

There also is a need to encourage adolescents to tum to 
available help. According to Diane Syer-Solursh of Toronto 
East General Hospital's Crisis Intervention Unit, one fac
tor in young males' taking their lives more than females is 
the culturally instilled idea that "boys are supposed to 
learn how to cope alone, to be a man and not cry."56 

Adults, along with teenage friends, are consequently 
left with the significant task of being sensitive to such 
troubled young people. If ever some teenagers did not 
need parental and teacher, medical and religious "oppo
nents", these are they. Their appearance and their words 
cannot be allowed to disguise them. Today's teenagers are 
struggling. 





SEXUALITY 
How Teenagers Peel 
About Physical 
Intimacy 

Today, sex amongst teens before marriage is an 
everyday occurrence, whether love is involved or 
not. 
-a seventeen-year-old female from Nova Scotia 

Sexual Change and Stability 

Teenagers are intrigued with sex. Their physical develop
ment, coupled with their social development, makes the 
sexual sphere biologically and socially alluring and excit
ing. Unlike adults, however, adolescents are not as preoc
cupied with the sexual quest as with the need to understand 
their emerging sexuality and to know what to do with it. 1 

Coping with this dimension of emergence is far from easy. 
After virtually centuries of being hidden in bedrooms, 

sexuality has been increasingly liberated as a topic for dis
cussion. Sex has become a common conversational item. 
In open, explicit form it has found its way into the print, 
sound, and sight media. In its wide-ranging manifestations, 
sexuality is available through magazines, books, newspa
pers, movies, records, and videos. It is no longer a stranger 
to school and church curricula. Advertising cherishes it. 

73 
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Our culture has seemingly become a little more Euro
pean. Adults on the Continent took sexuality as a normal 
part of life, not to be flaunted in front of children but not 
to be hidden either. "Much as children in Europe were 
allowed to have a little wine," says Elkind, "they were 
exposed to some facets of sexuality as a preparation for 
adulthood."2 Adults are also well aware that sex, besides 
"being out there for the taking", is now under control, 
thanks to the birth-control contributions of modern tech
nology. Such "advances", of course, have not been wel
comed by all. The availability of birth-control devices, for 
example, has had a well-known divisive effect on the Roman 
Catholic Church. In the words of one writer, "Almost as a 
symbol of the technological age, the modem-day Martin 
Luther of the Catholic Church is a birth-control pill."3 

Another technological donation, the automobile, has fur
ther offered teenagers unprecedented freedom of space 
and movement. 

Factors such as these have led many observers to assert 
that "a sexual revolution" has been taking place. The overt 
sexuality of the post-l 950s in its various heterosexual, homo
sexual, group, and promiscuous forms, the alleged increase 
in pornography, and the increase in the openness and fre
quency of abortion - taken together these seemingly con
firm the existence of the revolution for many. 

Yet, accepting the inclination of our institutions to instil 
in adolescents adult values and norms, it is difficult to 
envision that a "sexual revolution" could take place almost 
overnight. There is obviously a big difference between 
noting that groupings within the population are departing 
from widely held norms and asserting that such depar
tures characterize the population as a whole. Keeping in 
mind the penchant of the media to "dabble in deviance" 
in response to our intrigue with "forbidden difference", 
we should hardly have to be cautioned about generalizing 
from "who makes news" to the general populace. 

Now we are hearing that North Americans are "swing-
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ing back to the right", sexually and otherwise. What is not 
at all clear is whether we ever, as a population, had swung 
very far to the left. Sociologist Rodney Stark has noted 
that in the case of homosexuality, what seemingly increased 
in the 1960s and 1970s was "not its frequency but its 
visibility".4 There is good reason to believe that, apart 
from some long-term changes in a more permissive direc
tion for premarital sex and abortion, Stark's observation 
may hold for sexual attitudes and behaviour generally. 

The Canadian Teenage Sex Scene 

The importance of sex among Canadian teenagers can be 
seen in the survey findings. Four in 10 admit that they 
think about sex "very often", while about 3 in 10 acknowl
edge that it is an area that concerns them "a great deal" or 
"quite a bit". Further, 95% point out that sex is a theme 
that is "very often" (70%) or "sometimes" (25%) the sub
ject of the jokes told by the people they know. 

Sexual Relations 

We asked our sample specifically about appropriate physi
cal behaviour on dates involving people who like each 
other. Some 90% say that it is all right to hold hands on the 
first date; less than 1 % feel it wrong after a few dates (see 
Table 5.1). Kissing is seen as appropriate on the first date 
by 82%, after a few dates by another 18%. Necking is 
acceptable on the first date, say 50%, while an additional 
45 % feel it is okay after a few dates. Petting - physical 
involvement from the neck down - is viewed as all right 
on the first date by 28 % and after a few dates by a further 
56% and a total of 84%. 

Eleven percent of the teenage population endorse hav
ing sexual relations on the first date. Another 42%, for a 
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TABLE 5.1 Appropriate Behaviour on Dates by Gender and 
Religion (In % 's) 

"If two people on a date like each other, do you think it is all 
right for them to:" 

Nationally Males Females Prot. R.C. None 

Hold Hands 
Yes, first date 92 92 91 95 90 93 
Yes, after a few 

dates 8 7 9 5 10 6 
No 0 1 0 0 0 l 

Kiss 
Yes, first date 82 84 80 85 79 85 
Yes, after a few 

dates 18 16 19 15 20 15 
No 0 0 l 0 1 0 

Neck 
Yes, first date 50 59 42 50 49 55 
Yes, after a few 

dates 45 38 52 47 45 41 
No 5 3 6 3 6 4 

Pet 
Yes, first date 28 42 16 22 31 31 
Yes, after a few 

dates 56 50 63 58 57 55 
No 15 8 20 19 12 13 
Love each other 

(write-in) 1 1 

Have Sexual Relations 
Yes, first date 11 19 3 9 10 16 
Yes, after a few 

dates 42 51 33 36 43 53 
No 44 29 59 51 44 29 
Love each other 

(write-in) 3 5 4 3 2 
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total of half of Canada's teenagers, feel that intercourse is 
appropriate after a few dates. 

In short, when the couple like each other, more than 9 
in 10 Canadian teenagers view holding hands, kissing, and 
necking as acceptable within a few dates. Eight in 10 feel 
the same about petting. Five in 10 feel the same about 
sexual relations. 

Further, while the survey has found that 80% of the 
country's young people hold that premarital sex is all right 
when people love each other, more than 50% feel relations 
are also acceptable within a few dates when individuals 
like each other. 

Given the transient nature of teenage romance, the pos
sible behavioural implications of such sexual attitudes are 
somewhat staggering. And, indeed, these attitudes do not 
appear to be dissociated from behaviour. A variety of North 
American studies indicate that approximately 50% of 
fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds have premarital intercourse, 
with the range running from about 33% for fifteen-year
olds to 67% for nineteen-year-olds.5 A recent publication, 
Sexual Behaviour of Canadian Young People by Edward S. 
Herold of the family studies department, University of 
Guelph, quotes one person's evolving views on premarital 
sex. 

At age 15 I believed: "I'll never have sex until marriage:' 
At age 18 I believed: "If you are in love then sex is 
okay." 
At age 21 I believed: "If you are both in the mood, then 
why not?"6 

For their part, teenagers don't act overly surprised. One 
Alberta sixteen-year-old quips: 

This is 1984, wake up mom! Everyone has sexual 
relations. 

An Ontario student, a grade eleven female, is somewhat 
philosophical and fatalistic about it all: 
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I think that too much emphasis is put on sex for teen
agers. So what if someone goes to bed with someone 
else. It's their lives and it doesn't have to be the talk of 
the town. If adults do that, then it is no big deal, but as 
soon as teenagers "do it" it's a crime. 

The title of one of Olivia Newton-John's hit songs -
"Let's Get Physical" -seems to sum up the teenage senti
ment succinctly. Speaking for "girls", Cyndi Lauper, in 
her album She's So Unusual, tells us "girls just want to 
have fun."7 Speaking for the boys, Huey Lewis and the 
News reply that if she takes "her chances with me", then 
"she gets what she wants."8 

Regarding "necking onward" there are some interesting 
variations by gender and religious affiliation. Males and 
young people with no religious ties hold more liberal views 
on necking, petting, and sexual relations. Young Canadian 
females - attitudinally, at least - tend to associate sexual 
involvement with meaningful relationships. Some 60% do 
not approve of sexual relations in dating settings (vs. 30% 
of males), while 25% do not approve of premarital sex, 
even when the people involved love each other (vs. 17% of 
males). In Herold's words: "For most women, being in a 
love relationship is a prerequisite to engaging in pre
marital intercourse. Women have been conditioned to asso
ciate love with sex and are less willing than men to engage 
in sexual relations solely for obtaining physical pleasure."9 

During his 1984 visit to Canada, Pope John Paul re
affirmed the Roman Catholic Church's teaching on pre
marital sex. "Naive sexual liberalization," he said, is "just 
as dangerous and deadly as hallucinatory drugs."10 Despite 
the Pope's teaching, which is shared by many Protestant 
churches, more than half of the teenagers who identify 
themselves as Protestants or Catholics approve of sexual 
relations after "a few dates". Those teenagers who not 
only identify themselves as Catholics or Protestants but 
who also participate in church life regularly are more con
servative. Thirty percent of Catholics who attend and 



Sexuality 79 

approximately 21 % of Protestants who actively attend 
church approve of intercourse after "a few dates". The 
most liberal views on premarital sex are held by young 
people with no religious affiliation (see Table 5.1). 

The premarital sex mood, then, appears to be one of 
indulgence, with or without love. The rock group Kiss, in 
their hit song "Lick It Up", capture that mood with lines 
like "Don't wanna wait til you know me better." 11 

The arena of teenage sexuality, however, is not without 
its problems. Among its consequences have been venereal 
disease, unwanted pregnancies, and abortions. While ado
lescents have seemingly been more sexually active than 
their parents were as teens, a majority still are not regu
larly and responsibly using effective means of birth con
trol. Some 50% may be engaging in premarital sex, but 
only half of that group are making use of contraception.12 

It seems apparent that many adolescents are sexually active 
but sexually illiterate. In the words of one Quebec survey 
respondent: 

People think teenagers are well informed about sex, 
but this is not the case. 

Birth-Control Information 

Canadian young people are nearly unanimous (93 % ) in 
maintaining that birth-control information should be avail
able to teens who want it (see Table 5.2). Opposition to 
birth-control information constitutes a minority within vir
tually every sector of Canadian society. For example, only 
7% of Catholic teenagers are opposed to the availability of 
such information. 

The only debate seems to centre on who should do the 
educating and to what extent information should be linked 
to the availability of birth-control devices. School authori
ties' adding of sex education to the curriculum immedi
ately prompted differences of opinion between parents 
and teachers and sometimes between educators themselves. 
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University of Guelph family studies professor Sam Luker 
has observed that the root of the controversy has not been 
sex education. Rather, "the root is that we are very ner
vous about sex in this country."13 Some parents viewed the 
move as an invasion into family rights and responsibilities. 
They contended that it is impossible to educate about sex 
without also communicating moral and belief biases. Prin
cipals and teachers countered with the claim that many 
parents were silent on the subject and had abdicated giv
ing information and counsel about this crucial area oflife. 

A recent national Gallup Poll has documented such an 
argument. 14 Only about 20% of Canadian adults say that 
their parents had discussed "the facts of life" with them 
before they reached the age of twelve. More than 60% say 
that they would have liked to have had more information 
about sex when they were growing up. Research by Edward 
Herold and Marilyn Goodwin has led to the conclusion 
that parents tend to provide neither birth-control informa
tion nor legitimation, leaving those roles to the adolescent 
peer group,15 a point that is illustrated by a sixteen-year-old 
from Vancouver: 

As a child who found out "how to have a baby" when I 
was twelve years old, and not by my parents or any 
family members, but by a friend, I think that schools 
should teach us more about sex. 

Even more poignant is the revelation of an Alberta sixteen
year-old: 

I wish information about birth control would be more 
readily available. If it was I probably wouldn't have had 
to have an abortion. 

From a grade eleven Newfoundland female comes this 
observation: 

I think information on birth control should be available 
to all young people. It should be provided in school. 
Especially in high school. I think many of the unwanted 
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pregnancies would not have happened if there was 
information on birth control available to them. 

It appears that public opinion now supports the posi
tion that sex education be available in schools. The afore
mentioned Gallup Poll on sex education revealed that 83% 
of Canadians are in favour of teaching sex in the class
room. Presently, close to half of the country's school dis
tricts offer "family life education" programs, with many of 
the rest planning to implement them. Such programs are 
more common in urban {more than 80%) than rural {about 
25 % ) schools.16 

Beyond birth-control information, it is apparent that 
birth-control devices are also increasingly available. Dur
ing a special "Birth Control Week" in 1984, Toronto health 
department authorities offered to give away 10,000 sex 
kits-which included condoms-to teenagers. Their ration
ale was to draw attention to the increasing levels of preg
nancy among girls fifteen to nineteen. In 1975 the rate for 
that sector was 7.5%. By 1982 it had risen to 9.6%. Orga
nizers expressed alarm that some 70% of those pregnan
cies ended in abortions. The appeal was made to "play it 
safe". 

If raising awareness about teenagers being sexually active 
was an objective of the program, then it was successful. 
The media gave the ensuing controversy national expo
sure. If giving away condoms was the reason for the plan, 
then it failed. There apparently was little necessity. Only 
100 kits were picked up. 

Abortion 

Few social issues have generated as much controversy in 
recent years as abortion. The Supreme Court of Ontario 
acquittal in 1984 of Dr. Henry Morgentaler on abortion
related charges has only served to intensify the debate, 
with a myriad of interest groups involved in the fray. In 
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late November of 1984, Emmett Cardinal Carter, the 
Roman Catholic archbishop of Toronto, urged his congre
gation of more than 1.1-million to fight laws that "do not 
sufficiently protect the unborn". He stated, "Even where 
partial protection is afforded, the law is being flouted." 17 

However, despite the controversy over abortion, Cana
dian teenagers are nearly unanimous in maintaining that 
legal abortion should be a possibility under some circum
stances. Specifically, close to 9 in 10 young people say that 
it should be possible for a woman who has been raped to 
obtain a legal abortion (see Table 5.2). There is no differ
ence in attitudes between males and females. And, signifi
cantly, there is little difference between young Catholics 
and others. 

Some teenagers favour leaving the issue up to the 
pregnant woman, regardless of factors behind the preg
nancy. A sixteen-year-old female living in rural Manitoba 
comments: 

I am very much against the present Canadian abor
tion laws. The government should not be able to con
trol a woman's body. What happened to "freedom of 
choice"?? 

A central Alberta male in grade eleven narrows his gener
alization to teenagers: 

All girls should be entitled to abortions. If they get 
pregnant, it can destroy the fathers' and mothers' lives. 

However, many resist the idea of "abortion on demand". 
A sixteen-year-old Okanagan male argues: 

A fetus is a human and should have the same rights. 

A grade ten female from Edmonton adds: 

Abortion is wrong. When going in for an abortion, you 
are killing a baby, not a piece of tissue. 

Accordingly, teenagers are quite divided when asked if a 
legal abortion should be available to a married woman who 
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does not wish to have more children. Here 39% say "yes" 
and 61 % "no", with Roman Catholics (72 % ) more inclined 
than others to be opposed. 

Homosexuality 

The survey has found that, as a group, homosexuals are 
the number one target of teenage humour. The derision 
directed at homosexuals is evident in the common use of 
derogatory terms such as "fag", "faggot", and "lessie" in 
many parts of the country. 

Seventy-four percent of Canadian teenagers feel that 
sexual relations between people of the same gender are 
wrong (see Table 5.2). However, this is not to say that 
young people favour discrimination against homosexuals. 
On the contrary, 7 in 10 maintain that homosexuals are 
entitled to the same rights as other Canadians. Males are 
somewhat more troubled by homosexuality than females 
(79% are opposed to such relations vs. 69%) and are also 
less reluctant to accord gay people basic human rights 
(54% in favour vs. 80% in favour for females). Teenagers 
with no religious ties exhibit less opposition to homosexuals. 

Extramarital Sex 

Teenagers show even less receptivity towards extramarital 
sex than towards homosexual relations. Some 88 % feel 
such activities are not right. Indeed, 57% are strongly 
opposed to extramarital relations, compared with 48 % for 
homosexuality and 7% for premarital sex involving love. 
Females are slightly more opposed to extramarital rela
tions than are males (92% vs. 83%). The religiously unaf
filiated once more are less opposed than those with religious 
ties (76% vs. 90% ). 

Young people are saying that they still believe in tradi
tional monogamous marriage. Other data from the survey 
confirm that as they project their futures they hope and 
expect to get married. They are ready to embrace their 
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heritage and build their lives around "love and marriage" 
and the family unit. They are not in favour of new forms 
that set the family aside. 

Teenagers are making another statement in their oppo
sition to extramarital sex. Adolescents have expectations 
of adults. According to the survey they are expecting their 
parents and other married adults to honour their commit
ments. Perhaps adolescents' convictions are the result of 
experiencing the consequences of infidelity in their own 
homes, or of seeing those consequences in the homes of 
their friends. 

Teenagers vs. Parents: Revolution or Evolution? 

For all the publicity and adult anxiety over the alleged 
unprecedented movement among today's young people 
towards sexual permissiveness and sexual radicalism, it is 
clear that Canadian teenagers differ little in attitude from 
their parents and other Canadian "grown-ups" (see Table 
5.2). In the area of premarital sex, they do hold slightly 
more liberal views than older Canadians presently do. This 
is not to say, however, that even here a big change has 
taken place, for we do not know how Canadian adults felt 
about premarital sex when they were teenagers vs. when 
they became parents of teenagers. Otherwise, today's young 
people either have virtually identical attitudes (on birth
control information, abortion where pregnancy was caused 
by rape, homosexual rights) or are more conservative than 
adults (on homosexuality, extramarital sex, abortion when 
another child is not wanted-see Table 5.2). One grade ten 
student from Vancouver, a female, reflects the latter mood: 

I feel that the morals of today are very low. I find 
myself without respect for many of the people I am in 
contact with because of their moral beliefs. This in
cludes my parents. 

The alleged dramatic change in premarital sexual atti
tudes and behaviour is perhaps best understood as follows. 
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Researchers have found that by about 1965 changes were 
showing up in Gallup opinion polls and regional behavioural 
studies. 18 By the early 1970s, a major American national 
study revealed that since the sex research of Alfred Kinsey 
around the early 1940s, behaviour had changed signifi
cantly. More than 50% of men with some college educa
tion had experienced coitus by age seventeen, twice what 
Kinsey found. In the case of single women under twenty
five, 75% had had coitus, compared with only 33% in 
Kinsey's day. Among married women of ages eighteen to 
twenty-four, no less than 80% had had intercourse before 
marriage. 19 

These findings describe not today's teenagers, but their 
parents, who themselves went through their teens in the 
late 1950s and 1960s. What we appear to be seeing in the 
similarity of sexual views of Canadian teenagers and adults is 
neither an ongoing sexual revolution, nor a return to pre
revolutionary times, but, rather, the adults' transmission 
of their own sexual attitudes and practices to young people. 

It seems apparent that today's teenagers are "little adults". 
They are conforming to the norms they perceive around 
them. Rather than being like sculptors who shape and 
create new forms, adolescents are more like sponges soak
ing up the prevailing standards in their environment. 

In short, the evidence is light for the thesis that a sud
den shift in sexuality took place with the post-World-War-II 
generation, only to be replaced by a move to the right with 
the present generation. The post-war shift is being perpet
uated by the emerging generation. The pattern might bet
ter be seen as sexual evolution rather than a sexual revolution. 

Censorship 

There is also little reason to believe that Canadian teen
agers differ significantly from adults when it comes to 
their views about pornography. The nation's adults have 
been fairly consistent since at least the 1970s in favouring 
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control, rather than outright banning, of the distribution 
of pornographic materials. For example, a 1980-81 national 
survey found that 57% favoured laws forbidding the distri
bution of pornographic materials to people under the age of 
eighteen. Some 35% felt such materials should be banned, 
and the remaining 8 % favoured no restrictions at all. 20 

Young people basically seem to concur. They equally 
favour no restrictions or censorship of nudity; only about 
5% call for total banning (see Table 5.3). Explicit sexual 
acts, they maintain, should be censored (56 % ) or not 
restricted (31 % ); here only 13 % feel total banning is appro
priate. However, in the case of hard-core pornography, 
where sex involves violence, more than 5 in 10 favour total 
banning, while another 3 in 10 call for censorship controls. 
Less than 20% feel that there should be no restrictions. 

Teenagers who offer observations tend to be those at 
the "total banning" or "no restriction" extremes. On the 
"banning" side is a sixteen-year-old Newfoundland female 
who says: 

I don't think you have to have filth in order to have 
fun. 

An Alberta female in grade twelve is more specific: 

[Such materials] are partly responsible for the weirdos 
and perverts out in this world. Many get ideas from 
these and go rape girls, etc. It's sickening to know very 
vulnerable people are brainwashed. 

On the "no censorship" side is another Atlantic province 
student, a male, who comments: 

The decision should be up to the individual. Censor
ship and banning would just give the government more 
power. 

In his camp is a grade twelve female from rural Ontario 
who argues: 

By censoring we're only calling more attention to it. If 
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it's no big deal, people won't care and we'll have less 
hassle. Look at Europe and their nude beaches and 
monokinis. 

While Protestants, Catholics, and the unaffiliated vary 
little in their attitudes on the dissemination of sexual mate
rials, there are consistent, significant differences between 
males and females. Males take a far less restrictive posi
tion. They are more likely than females to favour no con
trols in the case of nudity (65% vs. 31 %), no controls 
where sexual acts are involved (46% vs. 15%), and, again, 
to oppose banning in the case of hard-core pornography 
(64% vs. 29% ). 

The somewhat subtle gender differences that first be
came noticeable in our examination of the sources of 
happiness - where males continue to show more interest 
in athletics than females - and in the issues that trouble 
teens - where females show more concern with their physi
cal appearance than males - and finally in attitudes con
cerning the appropriateness of sexual involvement - where 
males exhibited more openness to casual sex - take on 
an "uneasy explicitness" with these findings on sexual 
materials. 

The feminists may well be correct in their contention 
that sexual materials typically focus on women as imper
sonal - indeed, inanimate - objects to be exploited and 
denigrated. Certainly our respondents seem to agree. A 
fifteen-year-old female from the Edmonton area notes: 

It's usually women who are discriminated against and 
made filthy. 

Consequently, many concerned with the status of women 
in this country and elsewhere have declared war on por
nography as a war against a blatant vestige of the unequal 
position of women in modern societies. To the extent that 
the coming generation of men continues to hold the views 
we have uncovered, it seems clear that equality of the 
sexes may well be a goal still distant in Canada. 
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But perhaps we should not be surprised. The aforemen
tioned recent national survey of adults showed that 42% 
of women favoured the banning of pornographic mate
rials compared with 29% of men. A major source of sexism 
among male teenagers in the sexual sphere thus seemingly 
lies with the sexism prevalent among male adults. We would 
do well to remember that teenagers do not publish Playboy 
and Penthouse. Neither do they produce and direct the 
X-rated movies and videos. The pornography business does 
not put profits into their pockets. Adults - usually male 
adults - are in charge. Adolescents are merely a target 
audience and, tragically, along with younger children, are 
sometimes the featured attractions. 

The problems go beyond the much-publicized December 
1984 issue of Penthouse, which gave ten pages to photo
graphs of naked Japanese women, some bound by ropes 
and dangling apparently lifeless from trees. A federally 
commissioned study released in the summer of 1984 
revealed that about 540 different sexually oriented maga
zines are sold in Canada, with an estimated retail value of 
$100-million a year. That does not include the flood of 
books, films, and sex aids. 21 In a commissioned federal 
poll conducted earlier the same year, 34% of adults aged 
eighteen to twenty-nine acknowledged that they had pur
chased what they regarded as a pornographic video cas
sette. Nevertheless, only 12% of Canadian adults polled 
said that they regard pornography as a problem in their 
communities, with 59% seeing it either as a small problem 
or no problem at all. 

Assessment 

The survey reveals that, as with values, Canadian teenagers 
tend to hold essentially the same sexual views as adults. 
Once more it is clear that our major institutions have very 
effectively transmitted the dominant sexual ideas to young 
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people. One looks in vain for indications either of an ongo
ing sexual revolution or a conservative swing. Even with 
premarital sex, it seems safe to conclude that post-war 
changes in attitudes and practices have been passed on to 
the coming generation. 

The media debates over the "sexual revolution" and 
"return to the right" may consequently largely involve 
academics and others speaking to each other. Further
more, alleged rapid movements in one direction or the 
other may tell us more about the biographies of some of 
these "media stars" that they do about social reality. Time 
magazine writes that the "obsession with sex is over" and 
tells us that "many individuals are rediscovering the tradi
tional values of fidelity, obligation and marriage."22 One 
cannot help but wonder just exactly who it was who "was 
obsessed" and is now "rediscovering" conventional val
ues. Academics? Journalists? Feminists? 

Which women is Toronto Star columnist Lynda Hurst 
describing when she writes: " ... it was women, surely, 
who enabled the great change in social mores to take place. 
It was they who eagerly embraced the politics ofliberation 
... they who had swallowed whole the notion that sexual 
freedom ... was liberating and therefore good." And is 
Germaine Greer really telling the majority of North Amer
ican women anything new when she informs them that 
she has discovered that "no sex at all is better than bad 
sex"? As Joseph Katz, human development officer for State 
University of New York, points out, "There was a massive 
liberalization of attitudes going on in the seventies. Any 
turning back from that is surprising:'23 

One of the unfortunate results of adults playing up the 
"sexual revolution" rather than premarital sexual evolu
tion, and now emphasizing the alleged "turn to the right", 
is that teenagers lose either way. 

On the one hand, in emphasizing the sexual revolution, 
parents and other adults, themselves participants in the 
premarital evolution, hypocritically charge their teenagers 
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with being a part of it. Meanwhile, assisted by a zealous 
media, they not uncommonly project a myriad of sexual 
possibilities on their offspring. After all, this is supposedly 
the era of "happy hedonism" - unrestrained sex in all its 
countless varieties. Teenagers are left holding the bill. One 
grade eleven Montreal female expresses "the cost" this 
way: 

I believe that because of all the nasty things that my 
parents hear about teenagers outside the house, I am 
more and more forbidden to do anything at all now. I 
would like to know why my parents are so strict, and 
also do they have this right to treat us strictly because 
of what they hear outside? 

She is not alone. A Roman Catholic girl from Quebec City 
comments: 

I have never been able to go out with a guy and I am 17 
years old, because my parents don't want me to. 

From a small community in British Columbia comes this 
observation from another grade eleven female: 

Our minds aren't warped, or whatever. All teenagers 
shouldn't be grouped together - not all of us go out 
and get drunk every weekend or get abortions. It's just 
the adults who think that. 

Yet, on the other hand, in now claiming that there has 
been a "turn to the right", adults write for themselves the 
age-old "we've been there and now know better" script -
thereby discouraging teenagers from holding the attitudes 
and doing the things that they themselves did. 

Penitent opinion leaders are, of course, joined by the 
Roman Catholic Church and a variety of other religious 
groups in advocating premarital sexual chastity. They have 
further allies in organizations such as Teen-Aid, a U.S.-based 
organization that "advocates telling teens that falling in 
and out of love is a lot less complicated if they haven't 
gone to bed together".24 



Sexuality 93 

The new-found biological ability of teenagers to procre
ate is fuelled by a society that sanctions sex as a recrea
tional option. Our visual world has pushed the creed of 
"the more bare the better". Soap operas, TV, movies, and 
home videos have been intent on breaking the barriers of 
nudity, rape, and incest. Many of the most popular tele
vision shows seem to gain their status from the frequency 
of the sexual innuendoes in the script. Enticing, erotic ads 
send the message to "get active" sexually. As adults, we 
have offered adolescents a sex-oriented society that drives 
for immediate gratification. At the same time, many adults 
still call out for celibacy as the standard for young people. 
When what is happening inside teenagers is wrapped with 
the erotica of the daily experiences in our culture, the 
combination is potent. 

The irony is that today's adolescents don't give evidence 
of being any different in their outlook and their behaviour 
from adults around them. For better or worse, Canada's 
young people give strong evidence of being very similar to 
their grown-up role models. Yet the alienation produced 
by the hypocrisy produces a familiar pattern: sexual mat
ters can be shared with friends but have to be hidden from 
adults. Herold's Canadian research, for example, has found 
that some 75 % of teenagers feel that their parents would 
be upset if they found out that their offspring were having 
intercourse. Only about 25 % think their adolescent friends 
would give them such a response.25 In the realm of their 
sexuality, teenagers are like mirrors on the wall of their 
society. Eleventh-hour rhetoric about revolutions and new 
insight is not likely to significantly alter their sexual styles. 





FAMILY 
AND FRIENDS 
Relationships That 
Matter Most 

Mothers, fathers and kids aren't as close as they 
should be. This situation takes away from the 
fun that kids have with their friends. 

- a grade twelve female from Kitchener 

Turbulence on the Home Front 

Relating to teenagers at home can be like watching tele
vision with the volume turned off. The images are there 
transmitting some impressions about what is going on, but 
one is left guessing about the specifics in the script. The 
following scene has been repeated millions of times in 
Canadian homes. The parents are at home, waiting and 
wondering. 

11:30 P.M. 
Dad: "When is Steve supposed to be home?'' 
Mom: "His regular Friday night curfew time - 12:30, I 

guess." 

12:30 P.M. 
Dad: "Well, I'm going to bed." 

95 
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Mom: "I think I'll keep reading my book until Steve gets 
in. I'll join you soon:' 

1:20 P.M. 
Mom: "Steve, is that you? Glad you're home. You're late. 

Where have you been?" 
Steve: "Out with my friends." 
Mom: "Which ones?" 
Steve: "The regular group - you know." 
Mom: "Where did you go?" 
Steve: "We just drove around." 
Mom: "What did you do?" 
Steve: "Oh, nothin' much:' 
Mom: "For six hours? You just drove around for six 

hours?" 
Steve: "Yep, that's about it. Good night. Don't wake me 

up. Tomorrow's Saturday. I want to sleep in." 

In those moments parents would like to turn on the sound 
and turn up the volume. They would dearly like to know 
what is going on inside. As questions remain unanswered 
parents tend to link silence with distance. As they keep 
reaching out, they have a deep feeling their sons and daugh
ters are pulling away. 

From the outset of our analysis of the survey results, we 
have seen that relationships are immensely valued by Cana
dian young people. Indeed, only freedom may be valued as 
highly. Yet, as the above scene would underscore, the major 
source of the friendship and love for teenagers is, for many, 
not parents. Predictably, the adult feelings on the subject 
are often mutual. A recent national survey revealed that 
42 % of Canadian adults with teenagers were finding their 
offspring to be a cause for concern. Similar anxiety was 
expressed by 29% of the parents of young children and by 
21 % of those whose sons and daughters were now adults. 
While 94% of parents with only young children said they 
were getting "a great deal" of satisfaction from them, the 
satisfaction level dropped to 75% among parents whose 
children included teenagers. 1 
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Teenage turmoil makes many parents wish that they 
could go back to changing diapers. The trauma that emer
gence produces for teenagers spills over into their parents' 
lives. Compared with the present, the past seems serene. 
Stubbornness, rudeness, conflict, and defiance come out 
of the mouths of previously pleasant babes and children. 
Ordinary conversation can be a strain. One's best inten
tions in the form of simple comments, the giving of time, 
the buying of clothes, and the giving of money can all be 
"gobbled up", not only with ingratitude but also with hos
tile displeasure. The words are ignored. The ride is expected. 
The clothes are not right. The money is inadequate. 

There is more. At most it is difficult and at minimum it 
is annoying for adults to have to cope with the constant 
assault on their self-image. No one enjoys being treated 
as a bumbling incompetent who is out of touch with the 
world. When the implicit suggestion or explicit accusation 
comes from a budding human being, it is especially up
setting. 

It would not be so bad if parents could emotionally 
detach themselves from their offspring, but such a "black
ing out" is seldom possible. As the authors of Toughlove 
point out, "We are hooked into our children and we cry 
and laugh, mourn and rejoice with them. They can tug at 
our heartstrings, delight us, or make us anxious and dis
traught in an instant. Their power to influence us, particu
larly as adolescents in crisis, is no less than our power to 
influence them ... No one can upset parents like their 
children:'2 

Often the prevailing feeling among parents is one of 
helplessness, the prevailing sentiment one of frustration, 
the prevailing thought, "What is happening?" Parents throw 
up their hands remembering better days when kids were 
younger and life was simpler. 

As we have been emphasizing, experiencing emergence 
in a world controlled by adults is very difficult for teenagers. 
Adults are frequently insensitive to the reality of emer
gence. Young people are gradually becoming less dependent 



98 The Emerging Generation 

on adults. Accordingly, they want to be free to make an 
ever-increasing number of decisions themselves. Parental 
directives are therefore commonly received as attacks on 
teenage autonomy. Parents' authority is challenged. Tem
pers erupt. Parents talk but they do not listen. They give 
time and do favours when it suits their schedules. They 
buy clothes without consulting their daughter or son (teen
agers, just once, would like to be able to do the reverse, 
and see what happens). Parents have money for the things 
they want: eating out, films, concerts, and even tapes and 
videos. Yet they think they are building character by giv
ing adolescents not quite enough or barely enough money. 

The result is that teenage emergence is often far from 
an enjoyable experience for both young people and adults. 
The experience falls far short of the co-operative, mutu
ally sensitive ideal we are advocating. 

But teenagers and adults alike do want rewarding re
lationships. Both want companionship and love. Conse
quently, they frequently tum elsewhere. Adults look to 
other adults and younger children. Teenagers turn to other 
teenagers who are "in their world" and comprehend what 
they are going through. A sixteen-year-old female from 
rural Quebec sums it up: 

We are hard to understand, yet we do understand each 
other. 

The Supplementary Role of Friends 

Nothing is of greater importance to adolescents than friend
ship. It is highly valued by 9 in IO Canadian young people. 
Further, 3 in 4 report that they receive high levels of per
sonal gratification from their friends. In fact, as we saw in 
Chapter Three, friends are the most commonly cited source 
of enjoyment. 

During adolescence the peer group is a major source of 
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self-esteem. It provides young people with emotional secu
rity, support, information, and feedback as they build their 
own identities.3 Take information, for example. Adults are 
ignorant of many aspects of life that matter to teenagers, 
like the latest fads. Moreover, sensitive topics such as sex, 
looks, and loves are easiser to discuss with peers. The fact 
that some of the information provided might be the wild
est misinformation in no way minimizes its importance to 
the young people involved.4 

Teenagers, it is well known, typically have "friendship 
clusters". The survey shows that about half of Canada's 
teens have four or more close friends. Most of the remain
ing half report that they have two or three. Less than 5 % 
have no one they would call a close friend. Research sug
gests that this "friendless minority" commonly have 
problems, lacking self-confidence and being treated with 
indifference and cruelty by other adolescents. Isolated teen
agers are more likely to have mental problems, be delin
quent, and be under-achievers in school. 5 

To be sure, teenage friendship ties are often as precari
ous as romantic ties. Studies of the stability of friendships 
indicate an increase in friendship fluctuations at about 
thirteen and fourteen, followed by a decline in fluctua
tions to age eighteen. After eighteen, friendship fluctuations 
again increase, due primarily to geographical movement, 
jobs, or marriage. 6 

As we have been stressing, the value teenagers place on 
friendships with other teenagers would not be so discon
certing if they similarly valued their relationships with 
their families. But, for many, such is not the case. Peers 
matter more - a lot more. As previously noted, 91 % place 
friendship on the top rung of their value ladders, whereas 
only 65 % say that family life is "very important" to them. 
On the enjoyment scale, friends win again. Almost 75 % 
claim to receive high levels of enjoyment from their friends, 
in contrast to less than 45 % for their fathers and mothers. 

Of course this is not to say that the family is not highly 
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valued or enjoyed, or viewed as a major influence in young 
people's lives. But it is to say that during these early years, 
teenagers depend greatly on their friends for the happi
ness and love that they readily acknowledge to value. 

Rather than following the predominant folk wisdom and 
giving parents an exemption from responsibility in the 
existing alienation, our emergence thesis suggests a sec
ond possibility. Given that teens continue to value rela
tionships and love, they may commonly turn to their friends 
because they have little choice. They are unable to experi
ence with their parents the relationships and emotions 
that they value. Our findings consistently point to the 
major area of contention: freedom. 

Teens evolving into full-grown human beings require 
considerable growing room in the form of comprehension, 
receptivity, and compassion. A major source of conflict 
and alienation would seem to rest with the central issue 
of whether or not parents and other adults have the capac
ity and the willingness to let such emergence take place. 
Clearly, this is often not the case. Young people are forced 
to gravitate towards friends, not as a means of comple
menting the good things they experience with parents but 
as a subcultural substitute for the understanding, accep
tance, and direction not received at home. They frequently 
have a similar experience of lack of understanding with 
other adults, and feel equally alienated from institutions 
such as the school and church. As educator Baughman 
puts it, "Denied so many adult world opportunities and 
advantages, the young person sees the peer group as a 
substitute for adult status, productivity, and achievement. 
With his own age mates of similar interests and background, 
he finds opportunities to establish status and demonstrate 
what he can do."7 Sociologist Hans Sebald similarly writes 
that "the youth culture is a social reaction to the young 
individual's uncertain status in the adult world."8 

We do not mean to imply that teenagers form a rigid, 
separate world where they are cut off from adults and are 
in opposition to them.9 The survey has already documented 
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that this is not the case, that teenagers concur with domi
nant adult values and know appreciable social and emo
tional ties. Yet we disagree with the recent observation of 
the University of Waterloo's Frank Fasick that adolescent 
affection levels towards parents remain largely unchanged, 
and that peer relationships represent primarily an exten
sion rather than a supplanting of "warm ties of affection" 
with parents. Instead we agree with and would underline 
one of Fasick's own observations (which he proceeds to 
minimize): "Some attenuation in bonds with parents, how
ever, may occur in late adolescence."10 

Friend and Family Influence 

Sociologist Marlene Mackie of the University of Calgary 
points out that "the family's impact upon the child tran
scends all the other agents of socialization," and that peers 
"constitute the second most potent socialization agency". 11 

TABLE 6.1 Perceived Sources of Influence (In %'s) 

"To what extent do you think your life is influenced by:" 

A Great Quite Little 
Deal a Bit Some or None Totals 

The way you were 
brought up 55 30 11 4 100 

Your own will power 43 39 15 3 100 
Your friends 30 43 23 4 100 
Chars. you were born 

with 24 36 29 11 100 
God or some super-

natural force 16 20 31 33 100 
What people in power 

decide 12 27 38 23 100 
Your teachers 9 32 43 16 100 
The media 8 26 45 21 100 
Luck 5 16 45 34 100 
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Young people are well aware of this influence of family 
and friends. More than 50% acknowledge that their lives 
have been influenced by "the way they were brought up", 
while about 30% say the same about the current impact of 
their friends (see Table 6.1). Only about 10% view their 
teachers, or "people in power", or the media as having a 
high level of influence on their lives. In fact, approximately 
the same importance is given to "God or some other super
natural force". Few give much credence to luck. 

Along with one's upbringing and friends, the two other 
factors perceived as critical are one's own will power and 
biologically-acquired characteristics. Family, friends, and 
self, then, are viewed as the key determinants of a teen
age life. 

However, while the family is seen as having had a pro
found influence in shaping who young people are, its per
ceived impact at this point in their lives, as we have seen, 
appears to be secondary to friends. 

Such an assertion is consistent with the conclusions of a 
recent synthesis of studies dealing with the sources of 
influence among North American youth. 12 The analysis 
revealed that in 1960 teenagers were influenced primarily 
by parents. Friends were ranked number three. By 1980 
parents were number two, with friends moving up to the 
number one position. Grandparents and extended family 
members, who ranked seventh in 1960, had dropped to 
number ten by 1980. In other categories, teachers fell from 
two to four, the clergy from four to six, and youth group 
leaders from five to nine. 

These findings suggest that the individuals and institu
tions most "in tune" with teenage emergence are those 
that potentially have the greatest impact on them. Clearly 
the family still has a critical primary group influence. But 
friends, seemingly more in touch with the experience of 
teenagers, have even more. 

It is important to remember that parents and peers dif
fer in the areas of a teenage life they influence. The input 
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of parents is more likely to be taken seriously in areas such 
as values and beliefs, rather than in areas such as fashion, 
language, and social activities, where peer influence is 
strong. At the same time, because peer group members 
commonly have similar family backgrounds, peer influ
ence undoubtedly reinforces parental influence. 13 As Fasick 
puts it, precisely because the peer culture "is constructed 
primarily of nonessentials, participation in it does not imply 
rejection of adult-related values ... "14 

In probing the sources of influence, we do not mean to 
imply that teenagers are mere puppets being manipulated 
by friends, parents, and others. Quite the opposite. We 
have just seen that teenagers maintain that they them
selves have a primary place in influencing what happens 
in their lives. Only a minority say that the statement, "I 
usually do what my friends want me to do," describes 
them very well (4%) or fairly well (29% ). In fact, 2 in 3 
claim that "I sometimes feel that I am different from my 
friends." A grade eleven female from Saint John, New 
Brunswick, comments: 

If my friends want me to go somewhere with them I 
will. But if they wanted to do something I felt was 
wrong, I wouldn't participate. I'd also give them my 
opinion. I am the kind of person who can make up her 
mind and make her own decisions. 

A sixteen-year-old from the Edmonton area says: 

My friends often influence my actions, but if there is 
something I feel isn't right or shouldn't be done, I don't 
do it. 

A grade twelve student from Regina offers this insightful 
view of choosing friends with similar outlooks rather than 
merely being shaped by their outlooks: 

Usually what I want to do and what my friends want to 
do are one and the same thing. That's why they are my 
friends. They never force me or encourage me to do 
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things I don't feel are right, or to do things that will 
harm my physical being (drugs or drinking when I don't 
want to). 

Further, a grade eleven female from Ontario takes the 
position that teens are responsible for peer friend selections: 

I don't take peer pressure as an excuse for doing any
thing. If a person is strong enough and mature enough 
to make her own decisions, she should be able to decide 
not to hang around people that force her into something. 

When assessing the influence of friends, it is also impor
tant to keep in mind that teenagers, like adults, are not an 
homogenous, monolithic group. To speak of "peer influ
ence" is to speak of a variety of peer-group possibilities. 
Generally speaking, researcher's find that at least three 
subcultures exist in an average North American high 
school. 15 First, there is the fun subculture, focusing on 
extracurricular activities. Second, there is the academic 
subculture, characterized by an emphasis on getting good 
grades. (While the "bookworm" is still scorned, the bright 
student who gets Ns without studying is admired and 
envied, especially if also involved in extracurricular activi
ties.)16 Third, there is the delinquent subculture, comprised 
of those who rebel against the school, academically and 
socially. 

Clearly, however, these are just main categories or "ideal 
types". Many other variations can readily be found. For 
example, research into the trend-setting groups in one 
suburban high school in the northeast of the United States 
revealed that three dominant groups of this kind were 
present. The "jocks" were athletically minded, drank a lot, 
and almost never smoked dope. The "motorheads" were 
primarily males noted most for their cars, leather jackets, 
low grades, and different hair-styles. The "flea bags" used 
drugs regularly, usually marijuana, and spoke of getting 
"wasted" and "baked". Many other students did not fit 
into any of these three groups. 17 
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It is apparent from their complaints about adult stereo
typing that Canadian teenagers frequently find themselves 
being labelled and mistrusted because of the publicized 
deviance of some young people. As with behaviour, the 
types of friendship groupings actually vary dramatically. 

The Impact of Different Family Structures 

Divorce rates have soared in Canada since 1960. At that 
time the rate was 1. 7 per 1,000 married women; by 1980 
the rate stood at 10.5. (This annual rate of 10.5 per 1,000 
married women may seem low compared with the oft
cited statistic that 1 in 4 marriages end in divorce. This 
latter statistic, however, refers to the culmination of the 
former rate over a period of years.) The increase can be 
directly attributed to a liberalization of the Divorce Act in 
1968. Indirectly, the jump reflects a society in which divorce 
has become more socially acceptable and more feasible as 
an alternative to an unhappy marriage. 18 

Yet, family sociologist Emily Nett of the University of 
Manitoba reports the somewhat surprising census finding 
that the percentage of one-parent families has actually 
changed very little in the 70 years such census statistics 
have been gathered. This is primarily because of remar
riage. Given that the average marriage ending in divorce 
lasts only ten years, many Canadians remarry in their 
thirties. By 1979, 14% of annual brides had been pre
viously married. 19 A central question raised by lay person 
and academic alike is, What are the consequences of such a 
marriage, divorce, and remarriage pattern for the children 
involved? 

Reflecting the characteristics of the Canadian popula
tion, 82 % of the teenagers in our sample come from 
homes where their parents (including step-parents) are mar
ried. Another 8 % report that their parents are divorced, 
and 4% indicate that they are separated. The remainder 
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are from homes where one parent (5 % ) or both parents 
(under 1 % ) are not alive, or where their parents are not 
married (1 % ). 

The folk wisdom is that changes in the traditional fam
ily structure are having severe negative consequences both 
for young people and our society. Children of divorced 
parents are typically viewed with scepticism by people 
within our major institutions. Teachers have been known 
to discriminate against them, while clergy and church mem
bers have been wary both of them and their parents. In 
David Elkind's words, "Teachers and administrators ... 
frequently expect that a child from a divorced family is 
going to have problems. Likewise, any difficulty the child 
does encounter is immediately attributed to the family 
problem without any consideration of possible other prob
lems, such as, say, poor vision."20 The national survey find
ings allow us to explore some of the correlates of different 
family structures. 

Family and Friends 

Young people whose parents are divorced differ little from 
others in the value they place on love, friendship, and 
family life (see Table 6.2). Some 1 in 4 teenagers whose 
parents are divorced or separated indicate that they worry a 
great deal about their parents' situation. About 1 in 10 
teenagers whose parents are together indicate that they 
also worry a great deal about their parents' marriage. In 
the words of one family expert, "When there is upset in 
the family of the adolescent, whether the parents divorce 
or remain unhappily married, the effect is disturbing:' He 
suggests that this "is one reason why so many youths seek 
love and companionship ... with others outside their own 
family". 21 

Significantly, however, despite the differing levels of 
concern about their parents' marital problems, adolescents 
from one-parent situations do not indicate that loneliness 
is a greater problem for them than it is for others. In fact, 
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TABLE6.2 Attitudes and Reported Enjoyment, Family and 
Friends, by Marital Status of Teenagers' Parents 
(In %'s) 

Married Divorced Separ. Widowed Nationally 

Viewed as 
"Very Important" 
Being loved 88 83 85 87 87 
Friendship 91 94 84 91 91 
Family life 67 58 62 64 65 

Bothered 
"A Great Deal'' by 
My parents' marriage 9 23 27 11 
Loneliness 15 17 18 15 15 

Enjoy "A Great Deal" 
Friendships 74 72 78 74 74 
Mother 46 46 51 46 46 
Father 42 32 29 22 39 
Sister 26 23 23 30 26 
Brother 26 29 23 29 26 
Grandparents 27 30 33 27 28 

The Future 
Will marry 86 85 73 84 85 
Will have children 88 86 79 89 85 
Family will lose 

influence 56 56 61 60 56 

perhaps surprisingly, they report that they receive appre
ciable levels of enjoyment from both their father and their 
mother, even though one is not physically present. Research 
suggests that the difference in gratification that does per
sist is the result, over the long haul, of offspring becoming 
closer emotionally to the parent with whom they are liv
ing, usually the mother (she is the custodial parent of more 
than 85% of children involved in divorce).22 One cost of 
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divorce for many fathers and some mothers is the loss of 
closeness, regardless of the reasons behind the divorce.23 

While teenagers from homes involving divorce do report 
slightly higher levels of gratification from mothers than 
fathers, they do not show a tendency to compensate for 
the physical loss of one parent through greater involve
ment than other adolescents with brothers and sisters or 
grandparents. 

Teenagers who have lost a parent through death also 
differ little from others in valuing family and friends and 
in experiencing considerable enjoyment from both. Fur
ther, family structure has little bearing on the future mar
riage and child-bearing plans of these teenagers, along 
with the way in which they view the future of the family. 

The major exception to this uniformity in attitude and 
experience is the grouping of teenagers who come from 
homes where their parents are separated (see Table 6.2). 
Such a transitional status does not mean that there is any 
less tendency to value family life and being loved. How
ever, precisely because it is valued, the offspring of sepa
rated parents show a slightly greater tendency to turn to 
friends and to the parent they are living with (usually the 
mother), along with grandparents, and to be alienated from 
the parent who is gone (usually the father). In addition, 
they are slightly less hesitant to indicate that they them
selves plan eventually to marry and have children. They 
also are somewhat more sceptical about the future of the 
family generally. 

These findings suggest that teenagers from established 
settings - that is, where a family arrangement is fairly 
permanently fixed, with two adults or one adult present
differ little from each other in their outlook on the family 
and in the gratification they report receiving from family 
members. Offspring from settings involving divorce and 
death show no inclination either to overcompensate with 
other kinds of social ties or to be undercompensated by 
them. The situation that is most disruptive for relation
ships is the separated, "non-established" setting. 
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Values 

Family structure appears to make little difference to the 
inculcation of typical "middle-class" values. Teenagers from 
environments where divorce, separation, and death are 
involved differ negligibly from other Canadian young peo
ple in the importance they give to themes such as honesty, 
hard work, politeness, and cleanliness (see Table 6.3). 

Self-Image 

Further, teenagers without two married parents do not 
give evidence of feeling that they are either less socially 
competent or less physically and socially attractive than 
other youth. The survey does provide, nevertheless, an 

TABLE 6.3 Values, Self-Image, and Outlook by Marital 
Status of Teenagers' Parents (In %'s) 

Married Divorced Separ. Widowed Nationally 

Values: 
"Very Important" 
Honesty · 86 84 82 82 85 
Working hard 69 70 68 61 69 
Politeness 65 67 63 57 65 
Cleanliness 78 80 77 82 79 

Self-Image: 
Highly Positive 
Social competence* 26 31 25 21 26 
Looks and popularity** 36 36 38 33 35 
Feel inferior 28 29 34 33 29 

Outlook 
Happiness: High 27 18 15 19 26 

Low 9 16 22 18 II 

*"I find it easy to speak out in class:• 
**"I'm as 'nice looking as other people' and 'well-liked as most people'." 
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interesting finding: despite the fact that teenagers whose 
parents are not living together report both (1) similar grati
fication from relationships and (2) similar views of compe
tence as teenagers from two-parent homes, as a whole they 
are slightly less likely to see themselves as happy compared 
with other Canadian teenagers (see Table 6.3). Apparently 
"the national family structural norm" continues, at least 
in some cases, to take its social-psychological toll. Even 
when offspring seemingly vary little on gratification from 
relationships and their physical and social attributes, their 
different family structural status is sometimes not without 
some negative effects. As sociologist Nett points out, "The 
stigma may be more harmful to children than the condi
tion" of living with only one parent. 24 

Lifestyle 

It is widely recognized that conventional marriage has a 
number of conventional correlates when it comes to how 
life is viewed and lived. For example, research shows a 
high correlation between marriage and various types of 
involvement in other associations with both in turn highly 
related to traditional views of morality. 

Our survey shows that in areas such as school work and 
recreation, young people vary little by the marital status of 
their parents (see Table 6.4). The variations that do exist 
are fairly predictable in the light of our earlier findings. 
Teenagers from separated settings show a slight tendency 
to have their school work affected by their parents' marital 
problems. Adolescents whose parents are divorced are 
slightly less likely to engage in the family-centred activity 
of TV watching than others. 

However, when one turns to the group involvement and 
morality-related issues, differences by family structure are 
apparent. Teens from settings with only one parent pres
ent are less likely than others to play team sports and 
participate in youth groups. Those whose parents are 
divorced or separated are also less inclined to attend reli-
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TABLE 6.4 Select Lifestyle Characteristics by Marital 
Status of Teenagers' Parents (In %'s) 

Married Divorced Separ. Widowed Nationally 

Conventional Activities 
Read books 29 33 26 29 29 
Spend time on a hobby 35 35 35 32 34 
Sit and think 44 49 48 49 44 
Attend parties 39 43 44 40 40 
Workout 37 39 39 35 37 
Go to a video games 

arcade 13 11 16 18 13 
Watch television 58 49 58 51 57 
Enjoy school 15 17 13 16 16 
Do homework 48 43 34 52 47 

Associations 
Play team sports 41 37 33 33 39 
Participate in youth 

groups 18 13 15 11 17 
Attend religious services 25 9 16 19 23 
Student union 

involvement 10 11 2 11 10 
Other club executive 20 19 10 15 19 

Moral Issues 
Premarital sex: all right 79 91 86 85 80 
Sex all right, by few dates 51 64 58 55 52 
Homosexuals: civil 

rights 66 76 68 77 67 
Abortion: children 

unwanted 37 53 45 45 39 
Use drugs 16 24 30 18 17 
Smoke cigarettes 17 31 28 21 19 
Drink alcohol 23 26 26 27 23 

gious services. In part this would seem to reflect the reduc-
tion in a family's social network when divorce and death 
occur. The social ties are fewer. It may also be indicative of 
the fact that many organizations, consciously and uncon-
sciously, aim their programs at two-parent families. The 
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pattern may further be a commentary on the stigma young 
people feel when participating in such nuclear family
oriented activities. 

With respect to morality-related issues and activities, 
teenagers from homes with only one parent physically 
present - essentially "fatherless" homes - are somewhat 
more likely to hold more liberal sexual views and to admit 
to using drugs, including alcohol and tobacco (see Table 
6.4). These findings are consistent with a recently pub
lished study of adolescents in a large U.S. city.25 The authors 
of this study found that the absence of the father from the 
home resulted in greater use of alcohol and marijuana, as 
well as in higher levels of sexual activity, especially in the 
case of males. They maintain that their results point to the 
ongoing significance of the father as a key figure in the 
transmission of values and as a deterrent to certain be
haviour. Interestingly, they found that fathers are seldom 
turned to when young people seek direction in the areas of 
either drugs or sex. Their role would seem to be typically 
one of authority figure rather than empathetic advisor. 

Assessment 

The family continues to have a significant impact on Cana
dian young people. However, influence is one thing, enjoy
ment another. The survey reveals that many teenagers 
tend to find high levels of gratification from friends rather 
than from their mothers and fathers. They consequently 
place more value on friendships than they do on family 
life. 

We repeat our thesis: to the extent that adults are sensi
tive to the reality of teenage emergence and help to facili
tate it, much of the conflict between the generations can 
be averted. More positively, the teenage years can be 
mutually enjoyable ones. 

Our findings suggest that, as a whole, teenagers from 
homes of divorced, separated, and widowed parents differ 
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very little from other teenagers. Considering the conflict 
and pain commonly associated with divorce and death, 
the ability of young people to adjust to their altered cir
cumstances is often remarkable. Once removed from the 
limbo of separation, children of divorced parents, along 
with the widowed, hold attitudes about the future that are 
not dampened by their situations at home. Their feelings 
about getting married, having children, and family life 
generally remain undaunted. In the case of those from 
divorced situations, their feelings of gratification from the 
so-called "missing" parent are also held at a healthy level. 
It appears that in a society where two parents are the 
norm, offspring of the divorced cope well if they can feel 
secure with one parent and know that the other is not 
gone from their world. 

Family expert F. Philip Rice sums up the complex rela
tionship between family structure and its consequences 
for young people. He says the overall effect depends on 
the conditions of the divorce and on events before and 
after it. When there is little fighting between parents dur
ing and after the divorce, and when the children have free 
access to both parents and emotional support from parents, 
siblings, and friends, the uspet is kept to a minimum. In 
situations where divorces are bitterly fought and children 
are used as pawns, scapegoats, allies, and spies, a wide 
range of emotional problems result. Rice concludes that 
"other things being equal, a happy unbroken home is bet
ter for adolescents than a happy broken home, and that 
both are better than an unhappy, unbroken home, or an 
unhappy, broken home."26 

To the extent that teens from homes with one parent do 
feel less happy and confident than other young people, 
the culprit in large part seems to be society. Ironically, 
by treating such adolescents as if they are different, by 
stigmatizing them, society in some instances tragically 
"succeeds" in making them feel different from others 
their age. 





BELIEFS: 

The Place of Religion 
in Teenage Lives 

I only go to church on special occasions but I do 
strongly believe in God! 

- a seventeen-year-old female from Toronto 

The Persistence of Religion 

As recently as the 1960s, the secularization of North Amer
ica seemed obvious. Plummeting church attendance, experi
enced first by Protestants and then by Roman Catholics, 
seemed predictable in a society in which the phrase "God 
is dead" sounded appropriate. The earlier predictions of 
Sigmund Freud and others - that modem men and women 
would abandon religion in favour of rationality, "leaving 
heaven to the angels and the sparrows" - were seemingly 
being realized. Religion was giving way to reason, and 
things would never be the same. 

Now, only two decades later, it is apparent that rationality 
has not slain human intrigue with supranatural phenomena. 
Interest in "reality beyond the senses" is widespread. A 
careful analysis of the beliefs and practices of Canadian 
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adults across this century has not revealed a tendency to 
abandon interest and involvement in things supranatural 
but simply a tendency to focus on different kinds of supra
natural phenomena, in keeping with current cultural offer
ings.1 For example, older Canadians express more decisive 
beliefs in traditional Christian ideas- God, the divinity of 
Jesus, life after death- than do younger Canadian adults. 
Yet the latter, rather than abandoning the supranatural, 
are more inclined than the former to give credence to 
astrology, psychic phenomena, and communication with 
the dead. 

We have been emphasizing throughout this book that 
ideas are largely socially instilled. Our values and our atti
tudes are implanted through the socialization efforts of 
our major institutions. (Chapter Ten will discuss this pro
cess more thoroughly.) Beliefs are no different. We would 
expect that, as with values, the dominant beliefs of teen
agers would be essentially the same as adults'. The key issue 
is what beliefs the major institutions and our pluralistic 
society are offering at any point in time. For as goes the 
menu, so go the choices. 

At the same time, in keeping with our thesis, we would 
expect that any idea-instilling institution seen as suppress
ing emergence would tend to be resisted and, if possible, 
ignored. 

Supranatural Beliefs 

Despite the value placed upon science and sense-known 
reality, Canadian teenagers show little inclination to aban
don supranatural notions. Close to 9 in 10 believe both in 
the existence of God and the divinity of Jesus (see Table 
7.1). Approximately 4 in 10 further think that they have 
experienced God's presence. Nearly 8 in 10 say they believe 
in life after death, with only 5 % ruling out such a possibil
ity altogether. 

Teenagers also give considerable credibility to psychic 
phenomena. Two in 3 maintain that "some people have 
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special powers, enabling them to predict future events." 
In the words of one Ontario respondent: 

I really believe that humans have a sixth sense, or an 
extra dimension of perception, if that sounds plausi
ble. The human mind is a far more complex piece of 
machinery and I don't think we've even begun to 
develop it to its fullest potential. 

They also have a strong interest in astrology. Some one
third feel that "the stars, the planets, and the month we 
were born influence our lives." Communication with the 
dead is also seen as highly possible by I in 3 teenagers. 
Further, some 40% believe in the existence of "invisible 
forces" or "mysterious powers" that possess people or are 
found in places like houses. 

Given that the media are a major source of ideas, we 
should not be surprised at these findings. Recent popular 
movies such as Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, E.T., and 
Return of the Jedi were all brought to us in the "beyond" 
motif. Book stores have expanded their sections on the 
occult. Mystic comic book sales have soared. There is a 
growing fascination with transcendental experience. Eso
teric forms of oriental meditation are offered as extension 
courses. Books on management theory are encouraging 

TABLE 7.1 Select Beliefs in Canada: Teenagers and Adults 
(In %'s) 

Teenagers Adults" 

Existence of God 
Divinity of Jesus 
Life after death 
Communication with the dead 
Some have psychic powers 
Claims of astrology are true 

*The adult data source for Tables 7.1-7.3: Project Can80. 
**Data source: Project Canada. 

85 
85 
80 
36 
69 
37 

81 
68 
69 
38** 
58 
45 
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executives to use their intuition in decision-making. ESP 
has new respect and status. There is talk about mental con
trol over disease and ageing. Even universities are reflecting 
the intrigue with the supranatural. A number of prominent 
schools, including Stanford and Duke, have established 
institutes for psychical research. The interest of young 
people in such phenomena, therefore, is quite predictable. 

As Table 7.1 shows, despite the negative prognostica
tions of many an academic and lay person alike, the belief 
levels of Canadian teenagers, if anything, exceed those of 
adults. These findings are consistent with those for the 
U.S. where, despite a probable gradual increase in doubt, 
there is no indication that adolescence represents a time 
of widespread repudiation of traditional beliefs.2 

Combined with the aforementioned findings concern
ing the persistence of supranatural beliefs among adults 
across this century, these data make the conclusion sound: 
the supranatural is not quite yet the prerogative of only 
"angels and sparrows". 

Practices 

Canadian young people not only are no less likely than 
Canadian adults to hold supranatural beliefs. They also 
show close to the same inclination to engage in various 
practices - with one critical exception. 

Church Attendance. Approximately 1 in 3 adults with 
school-age children claim that their offspring are involved 
"regularly" in church activities.3 Yet only about 1 in 4 
Canadian teenagers say they "very often" attend religious 
services. This apparent discrepancy would seem to reflect 
the reality of the religious "drop-out" at this upper end of 
the "school-age" category. Five in 10 of the teenagers sur
veyed acknowledge that their present church involvement 
level is less than it was when they were younger. Two in 10 
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say it is now higher and 3 in 10 that it has not changed. 
Related to this, the percentage of those attending "very 
often" decreases from 25% for fifteen-year-olds to 23% 
for seventeen-year-olds to 15 % for nineteen-year-olds. 
Significantly, weekly church attendance for Canadians 
eighteen to twenty-nine stands at 15-16%.4 

On balance, then, despite the fact that as many as I in 3 
have been fairly highly involved in churches, teenagers are 
seemingly becoming less involved as they get older. By the 
time they reach their early twenties, only about 1 in 6 are 
still very active. 

As for the future, some of those who drop out by the 
end of their teens will become more active when they 
marry and have children, but others will not.5 The former 
are like a grade ten Saskatoon female who says: 

Religion is important, but not too important for me 
right now. But it's like that for most teenagers. I sup
pose I will practise my faith more when I'm older be
cause I'll probably understand it better. 

The latter, who will probably not become active, include 
those who, because they have never been active, do not 
have a religion to return to. One grade eleven male from a 
small Alberta town is an example: 

I don't see where religion plays a part with us. I have 
never been to church in my life except for funerals and 
weddings. I am doing just as good or better than any
one else who has been going to church for years. 

In either event, the current "pool" stands at only 25%, 
perhaps as much as 10% below the present proportion of 
adults attending services weekly. 

Their View of Organized Religion. Teenagers exhibit 
"a polite posture" towards formal religion. A two-thirds 
majority indicate that they have a fairly high level of con
fidence in church leaders, similar to the confidence they 
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accord educational, scientific, and judicial leaders. Such a 
level far exceeds the confidence shown government, labour, 
and media. Further, they infrequently make religion a 
target of humour. 

At the same time, they are divided on the role religious 
leaders should play in Canadian society. Half maintain 
that clergy should "stick to religion" and not "concern 
themselves with economic and political problems". The 
other half disagree, feeling that religion should address 
itself to such everyday issues. 

Religious TV Programs. As is the case with Canadian 
adults,6 young people show no tendency to substitute reli
gious TV programs for religious service attendance. The 
survey has found that a meagre 2 % of teenagers watch 
religious programs on television "very often". A further 
6% say they "sometimes" do, but the overall majority 
either "never" (70%) or "seldom" (22 % ) catch such pro
grams. Significantly, as in the case of adults, religious pro
gramming is watched primarily by the initiated: 67% of 
the small audience of teenage viewers are regular church 
attenders. Conversely, only 2 % of teens who never attend 
church, often (.4%) or sometimes (1.6%) watch such pro
grams; 91 % say they "never" do. Religious programming 
thus appears to be primarily an activity that complements 
church involvement, not one that provides a substitute for 
it. It is worth noting briefly that religious music is enjoyed 
"a great deal" by only about 3 % of teenagers, with 3 in 5 of 
these young people being regular church-goers. On the 
other hand, of those teens who frequently attend services, 
only about 10% say they highly enjoy religious music. 

Devotional Practices. Two in 10 teens say they frequently 
pray privately, with almost another 3 in 10 claiming to do 
so sometimes. The remaining half of the teenage popula
tion indicate that they either seldom (3 in 10) or never (2 in 
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TABLE 7.2 Select Practices in Canada: Teenagers and Adults 

(% "Regular" or "Very Often") 

Service attendance 
Watch religious programs 
Pray privately 
Read the Bible 
Read my horoscope 

Teenagers 

23 
2 

20 
5 

25 

Adults 

28 
6 

37 
8 

33 

10) pray. By comparison, twice as many adults-4 in IO
claim to pray frequently (see Table 7.2). Yet at the other 
extreme, virtually the same proportion of adults as teen
agers (2 in 10) say they never pray. 

Scripture reading is relatively rare among young people, 
but no more so than with adults. Only about 5 % of teen
agers say that they often read the Bible, as do 8% of adults. 
Almost 50% of teenagers acknowledge that they never 
read the Bible, just under the 5 5 % figure for adults. 

Interestingly, Canadian teenagers show no such reluc
tance to skim the newspaper to read their horoscopes. 
More than half say they read their horoscopes often or 
sometimes. Indeed, less than 20% "never" bother to scan 
their "readings". 

Teenagers can undoubtedly cite their astrology sign more 
readily than a given book in the Bible and know more 
about the basics of sign characteristics than the basics of 
Judaic-Christian history. This is more than an impression
istic deduction. Asked if they know which of Jesus' disci
ples denied him three times, and given a choice of six 
names, only 41 % could identify Peter. Another 33% admit
ted that they did not know, while the majority of the remain
ing 26% answered "Judas". Adults fare little better; only 
52% of them could cite Peter. 
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Regional and Social Variations 

An analysis of beliefs and practices by region, religious 
affiliation, and gender reveals only minor variations within 
the population. As with adults, teenagers in the Atlantic 
region are somewhat more likely and young people in B.C. 
less likely than others to hold conventional beliefs and to 
carry out related practices. Such differences, however, dis
appear when non-conventional ideas-belief in communi
cation with the dead, psychic power, astrology - are 
involved. Protestants and Catholics differ little in their 
belief and practice patterns. Minor variations include 
church attendance (Catholics 28%, Protestants 26%) and 
regular Bible reading (Protestants 11 % , Catholics 2 % ). 

Predictably, those teenagers who claim no religious affil
iation differ from others on conventional items, but not on 
unconventional ones. Females show a slight tendency to 
exceed male proportions on every belief and practice meas
ure, both conventional and otherwise. This reflects the 
adult pattern7 and opens the floodgates for a variety of 
environmental and biological explanations. 

The Search for Meaning 

Canadian young people give evidence of raising the so-called 
"ultimate questions" about life and death with more 
urgency than is characteristic of adults. Specifically, some 
3 in IO teens - compared with 2 in 10 adults8 - say that 
they often think about how the world came into being, the 
purpose of lif~, the sources of happiness, the reason for 
suffering, what happens after death, and whether or not 
there is a God or Supreme Being. Further, 20% of teen
agers say that they are bothered a great deal by the issue 
oflife's purpose. Another 25% maintain that the question 
troubles them "quite a bit". 



Beliefs 123 

On the one hand, this higher level of interest in the 
meaning of existence is to be expected among younger 
people. Adults are more inclined to say that they no longer 
raise such questions, having earlier resolved them. On the 
other hand, the interest level supports our assertion that 
there is little evidence that Canadians young or old are 
abandoning their interest in supranatural phenomena, 
perhaps in part because they continue to raise "ultimate 
questions" that in many instances require non-naturalistic 
explanations. 

The Importance Accorded Religion 

We have already seen that acceptance by God is not among 
the most widely endorsed values. Some 40% of Canadian 
teenagers view it as very important-compared, for exam
ple, with about 90% who place a high value on friendship 
and 65 % who similarly rate family life. Interestingly, almost 
40% of teenagers also maintain that their lives are influ
enced in a noteworthy way by "God or some other super
natural force", considerably below the influence accorded 
friends (73 % ) or biological factors (60% ). 

However, despite this apparently low ranking given to 
religion, it would be a mistake to minimize the importance 
conventional religion appears to have in the lives of at 
least a minority of young people, including, possibly, many 
of the 40% just noted. We asked teenagers to describe the 
nature of their religion, using an item that had previously 
been administered to adults. The results are fascinating. 
The "religious self-images" that teenagers have are virtu
ally proportionate carbon copies of the self-images of Cana
dian adults (see Table 7.3). Almost 40% view themselves as 
"committed Christians", while a small percentage are 
committed to other religions. An additional 25 % are 
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TABLE 7.3 Religious Self-Images in Canada: Teenagers 
and Adults (In % 's) 

"Which of the following comes closest to describing the nature 
of YOUR religion?" 

Teenagers Adults 

The Committed 39 43 
"I regard myself as a committed Christian" (37) (41) 
"I am deeply committed to a religion other than (2) (2) 

Christianity" 

The A-Religious 22 25 
"I have a mild interest in Christianity and other reli-

gions, but I do not see myself as deeply religious" 

The Inquisitive 4 7 
"I find myself interested in a variety of religions, but 

not committed to any particuar one" 

The Innovators 10 4 
Varied, write-in responses 

The Non-Religious 25 21 
"I am not a religious person" 

"a-religious" or "inquisitive", interested in Christianity 
and other religions but not committed. Another 10% lean 
towards no particular religion. The remaining 25 % see 
themselves as not religious. 

In terms of religious self-image, then, the emerging gen
eration differs negligibly from Canadian adults. There is 
good reason to believe that both their subjective religious 
self-images and their objective religious affiliations are 
largely being inherited, with minimal disruption or inno
vation. In addition to the findings on self-image, the 
survey has found that 87% of teenagers with Protestant 
parents claim to be Protestants. The same is true for 
91 % of teenagers from Roman Catholic homes. These are 
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almost identical to the intergenerational retention figures 
for adults (91 % in the case of Protestants, 86 % in the case 
of Catholics).9 

It should be emphasized that the extensiveness of this 
transmission of religious identity across generations in 
Canada means that it is extremely difficult for religious 
rivals to the established Protestant and Catholic groups to 
make significant inroads. Contrary to "the great cult scare" 
of the 1970s and 1980s, very few Canadians at any age level 
have been recruited by the so-called "new religions". 10 Only 
2 % of teenagers and just under 2 % of adults presently 
have a strong interest in any such groups - with these 
commonly being TM, Zen, Moonies, and Yoga-related 
movements and hence often not viewed as actual religions. 

Canada appears to be characterized by remarkable in
tergenerational stability in the areas of affiliation and 
commitment self-image. 

Assessment 

While almost every young person identifies with one reli
gious group or another, we have seen that by the time they 
leave their teens, only about 1 in 6 are regular church 
attenders. The major reason may not be very mysterious. 
As we saw earlier, religious groups are not associated with 
high levels of enjoyment for teenagers. Less than 10% say 
that they receive "a great deal" of enjoyment from church 
or synagogue life. In fact, when we focus only on those 
who are regular service attenders, even here a mere 24% 
say they are receiving a high level of gratification from 
their ties with organized religion - far below what regular 
attenders report for music (69% ), friendships (77% ), and 
sports (45%). 

This "lack of enjoyment" associated with organized reli-
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gion, which leads in many cases to dropping out and in 
many other instances to passive participation is, in our 
minds, no accident. What it may commonly signal is the 
inability of religious organizations to cope adequately with 
teenage emergence. Here, as with the family and the school, 
teens "need room to become". If the room is given, there 
is no reason to predict that disenchantment and exodus is 
inevitable. 

Historically the church has had a reputation for indoc
trination rather than for encouraging enquiry and choice. 
Institutional religion is commonly seen, in sociologist Peter 
Berger's terms, as "sanctifying the status quo",11 which for 
young people translates into sanctifying the adult world. 

For example, Christian leaders have been accused of 
re-enacting the roles of the anxious mother or the authori
tarian father in conveying morality and ethics. 12 Psycholo
gist Edward Dreyfus points out that young people are 
"not supposed to seek their own truth because others have 
found it", that the church "expects students to accept the 
dictates of the administration on faith that everything will 
work out".13 Some observers maintain that the tie between 
religion and parents is so strong that adolescents rebelling 
against parents may use religion as a means of striking out 
against them. For these young people, the rejection of 
religion is "a way of emancipating themselves from par
ents who are not giving them the freedom they seek" .14 

Related to this, parental imagery runs through Christi
anity: "Heavenly Father", "Holy Mother", "Child of God", 
"Brothers and Sisters". One result of such familial roles 
and imagery can be to make the church seem another part 
of life from which one needs to be freed in the course of 
becoming a full adult. As with real-life parents, the church 
has symbolized for many young people the repression of 
growth along a variety of the facets of emergence, notably 
the intellectual, social, sexual, and even spiritual dimen
sions. To the extent that teenagers come to use family 
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imagery in the spiritual realm, rebellion against parents 
may also be associated with the collapse of religious faith. 

Thus aligned with existing norms and institutions, organ
ized religion has not gained the reputation of being a source 
of enjoyment and an ally in emergence for teenagers. 

Understandably, then, organized religion is treated with 
a courtesy deemed appropriate for an older and irrelevant 
adult institution. However, it is increasingly abandoned as 
one crosses the bridge of adolescence and no longer is 
compelled to frequent church doors. 15 This general pat
tern of "polite detachment" yet ongoing identification 
with and consumer-like use of religious organizations mir
rors dramatically the nature of adult religion in Canada. 16 

It appears that such a style is being transmitted to the 
emerging generation with surprising thoroughness. Adults 
have shown little inclination to reject the religious affilia
tions of their parents. In keeping with their consumption 
habits in our highly specialized society, they have rather 
shown a tendency to draw very selectively from the increas
ingly diversified "religious menus" offered by their group
ings. The available items range from traditional commit
ment through nominal attendance to the occasional rite of 
passage: a wedding, a baptism, a Bar Mitzvah, a funeral. 
They also draw on belief and practice "fragments" - belief 
in God, belief in Jesus, the occasional service, and the 
occasional prayer - rather than adopting entire religious 
"systems". Fragments, after all, are much more functional 
than all-embracing religions in a society encouraging com
partmentalization and situationalism. 

Consequently, few people switch affiliations or drop out, 
because increasingly it is not necessary or advantageous to 
do so. And as it is with Canadian adults, so it appears to be 
with Canadian teenagers. One eighteen-year-old Catholic 
comments: 

I wouldn't change my religion even if I don't approve 
of everything the Church does. 
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Teenagers readily adopt their parents' affiliation and reli
gious self-image, along with some basic Judaic-Christian 
beliefs and selected practices. However, the majority neither 
profess religious commitment nor want extensive involve
ment with "their" religious groups. A grade ten female 
from rural Quebec says bluntly: 

I am Catholic, but I do not believe in what the priest 
says. 

A sixteen-year-old female from a small New Brunswick 
town comments: 

I believe there is a God and an after-life but I don't 
believe you have to go to church to be a Christian. 

To the extent that religious organizations are willing to 
accept such a situation, they assume a major service role. 
To the extent that the service role is rejected, groups find 
themselves in the somewhat peculiar situation of being 
the "identification group" of large numbers of Canadians 
who, through the power of intergenerational socialization, 
are extremely reluctant to turn elsewhere. Tennis star John 
McEnroe, in responding recently to the question "Are you 
religious?", articulated the position of this uncommitted, 
identification group: 'Tm Catholic, but I'm not religious. 
I don't go to church any more. I used to until I was 
eighteen. Now I go once a year for my Mom at Christmas. 
I think Christmas is Mom's day so you do whatever she 
wants. If she wants me to go to church for an hour, it's 
not that bad."17 







CANADA AND 
OTHER CANADIANS: 
How Teenagers 
View Their Country 

The racial discrimination in Canada is disgust
ingly high. Children learn what their parents 
teach them. Thank God, I don't listen to my 
father's prejudices. 
- a sixteen-year-old female from rural Newfoundland 

So far, the focus of our analysis has been on the "micro" 
level. We have concentrated on the emerging individual 
teenager, particularly on his and her values, happiness 
sources, personal concerns, sexuality, family and friends, 
and beliefs. In this chapter, we want to move to the "macro" 
level. We want to examine the Canadian teenager's rela
tionship to the rest of the world, namely Canada and 
beyond. 

Intergroup Relations 

Range of Social Ties 

Canadian teenagers claim to have social contact with 
people from a diversity of racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

131 
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Their contacts with cultural minority members exceed 
that of adults in all instances, except for contacts with 
Jews. Some 6 in 10 young people outside Quebec say they 
are acquainted with at least one French-speaking Cana· 
dian, while teenagers in Quebec report the same propor
tion when asked about contact with English-speaking 
Canadians. Nationally, about 6 in 10 teenagers report that 
they are closely acquainted with one or more Black per
sons. Similar levels of contact are claimed by 5 in 10 in the 
case of Orientals, 4 in 10 regarding Canadian Indians, and 
3 in 10 in the cases of East Indians-Pakistanis, and Jews. 

Obviously the population distribution of minority groups 
results in varying opportunities for teenagers to mix with 
people of different backgrounds. As one grade twelve male, 
living in a small mining town in southern British Colum
bia, points out: 

I think that teenagers don't have the opportunity to 
meet new or different people (blacks, orientals, homo
sexuals, etc.) and thus develop their own beliefs and 
prejudices. I think this is mainly the situation for peo
ple who live in small communities. 

Reflecting, in part, greater opportunities for interaction, 
contact with Blacks is somewhat higher in Ontario, while 
interaction with Orientals and East Indians-Pakistanis is 
greatest in B.C. 

Yet accessibility alone, both nationally and regionally, 
clearly does not guarantee extensive contact. For exam
ple, only 34% of Ontario teenagers claim close association 
with East Indians and Pakistanis, while just 22 % of young 
people in Quebec indicate such ties with Jews, despite the 
large East Indian-Pakistani and Jewish populations in 
Ontario and Quebec respectively. Such interaction pat
terns raise important questions about attitudes towards 
Canadian minorities. 
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Views of the Two Cornerstone Policies 

Multiculturalism and bilingualism are the two pivotal pol
icies guiding the federal government in its attempts to 
unite a Canada characterized by "the two nations", one 
anglophone the other francophone, and by ethnic diver
sity generally. In the main, the federal government's efforts 
to disseminate both policies as ideals appear to be highly 
successful. 

Multiculturalism. Some 60% of teens say that they fa
vour the "mosaic" model for Canada, in which, as the ques
tionnaire explained, "people are loyal to Canada yet keep 
many of the customs of their previous countries" (see Table 
8.1 ). In the words of one grade ten female from Edmonton: 

Canada is a land of many cultures and I feel everyone 
should be who and what they wish to be. Everyone 
should dress or practise traditions how they please or 
see fit. 

Another 20% favour the "melting pot" model, in which 
people coming from other countries "give up their cul
tural differences and become Canadians". Most of the 
remaining 20% say that they have no preference either 
way. Only in Quebec do teenagers differ from the national 
norm. There, about 40% favour the mosaic and some 
25 % the melting pot. The main difference is that most of 
the rest (3 5 % ) say they have no preference. 

Here again in Quebec, something of a "free spirit" 
towards the question of lifestyles that we have seen in our 
examination of values, sexuality, and beliefs is once more 
apparent. The Quebec teen attitude commonly seems to 
be, "Do what you yourself want:' In the present instance it 
amounts to, "If you want to assimilate, do it; if you want to 
keep your heritage, do it:' In either event, they are saying 
the people involved should be able to make the choice. 
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TABLE 8.1 Views of Multiculturalism, Bilingualism, 
and Racial Discrimination, by Region (In % 's) 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

Multiculturalism 
Favour mosaic 

ideal 57 58 63 66 41 62 
Favour melting pot 20 19 21 17 23 15 

Bilingualism: 
Favour 
Teenagers 71 57 64 66 86 79 
Adults* 55 44 36 51 83 38 

Racial 
Discrimination 
Serious 57 53 56 54 64 52 
Not serious 43 47 44 46 36 48 

* Data Source: Project Can80. 

One eighteen-year-old young woman from Montreal puts 
it this way: 

No, I don't see why these new immigrants should 
renounce their cultural differences, because there is 
nothing "duller" than the same kind of people all over. 
Why is it so interesting to visit Montreal? Because you 
see people of many nationalities and all kinds of things. 

Bilingualism. Canadian teenagers are more accepting 
of bilingualism than adult Canadians in every region of the 
country (see Table 8.1 ). Some 70% indicate that they favour 
the policy of bilingualism that Canada should have English 
and French as its two official languages. This compares, 
for example, with only 5 5 % of adults surveyed in 1980-81, 
and 49% surveyed in 1975.1 

Quebec teenagers are decisive about bilingualism. Con
trary to the posture of their provincial government, they 
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are almost unanimous (86%) in their support of Canada's 
two-language policy. Atlantic teenagers dramatically defy 
adult attitudes in their region, joining Quebec in solidly 
endorsing bilingualism. Commitment to two official lan
guages declines gradually as one travels west of Quebec. 
The support level in Ontario is below the Atlantic prov
inces but is slightly higher than in western Canada. Never
theless, Prairie teenagers depart significantly from Prairie 
adults in backing the two official languages policy. The 
lowest level of support for bilingualism is in B.C. Yet even 
there a majority (57%) endorse the policy. · 

Intergroup Attitudes 

What are teenagers' feelings on the actual realization of 
the mosaic ideal? Slightly more than half of the country's 
teenagers believe that racial discrimination is a "very seri
ous" or "fairly serious" national problem (see Table 8.1 ). 
Quebec teenagers, living in a province that historically has 
known considerable social disadvantage, are more likely 
than others to view racism as an issue. Yet, the emerging 
generation gives evidence of being more accepting and less 
prejudiced than their parents and grandparents. 

French-English Relations. One in 10 teens see French
English relations as representing a "very serious" national 
problem, compared with 2 in 10 adults in both of the two 
surveys mentioned. Further, whereas 35% of adults out
side Quebec indicated in the 1980-81 survey that French 
Canadians have "too much power" in the nation's affairs,2 
such perception is shared by 2 3 % of teenagers outside 
Quebec. Similarly, 5 5 % of Quebec adults felt that French 
Canadians have "too little power". In contrast, only 39% 
of Quebec teenagers share the same sentiments. 

Still further; slightly more than 10% of either anglo
phones or francophones report that the other group is a 
target of jokes. This compares, for example, with some 
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20% for Ukrainians, 30% for Poles, and 50% for New
foundlanders. Both language categories see the other as 
highly friendly, intelligent, and clean (see Table 8.2). This 
is not to say, however, that there are no negative percep
tion areas. Neither rates the other as highly when more 
subjective, integrity-related qualities are involved, namely, 
reliability and honesty. Here francophones are more wary 
of English Canadians than the reverse (see Table 8.2). 

In short, French-English relations are improving over 
time. But there is still a distance to go. 

Blacks. Blacks appear to be something of "a favoured 
minority". Despite making up only one-tenth of 1 % of 
Canada's population, 6 in 10 teens, as already noted, claim 
to be closely acquainted with one or more of them. Some 
40% of young people see Blacks as having inadequate 
power in the nation's affairs. They exceed "the national 
average" in being viewed as friendly, reliable, honest, intel
ligent, and clean (see Table 8.2). While 3 in 10 teenagers 
indicate that Blacks are the subject of humour, in view of 
the positive stereotyping of many Black characteristics, 
there is good reason to believe that much of this humour is 
of a good-natured variety - as it is, for example, with 
Ukrainians, Poles, and Newfoundlanders. A grade twelve 
Saskatchewan male expresses it this way: 

Many students are prejudiced. But when a minority 
[member] is present who isn't a loser, he is generally 
accepted and on occasion, affectionately mocked. 

Jews. The 1983-84 publicity given "the Keegstra affair" 
in Alberta has suggested that anti-semitism is still preva
lent in Canada. It will be recalled that a school teacher in a 
small community was accused of promoting hatred towards 
Jews in his classroom. Feeling pressure from the rest of the 
country, Alberta responded by establishing a task force to 
combat racism in the province. 

The national survey has found that 1 in 3 teenagers are 
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TABLE 8.2 Attitudes Towards Select Racial and Ethnic 
Groups* (In %'s) 

Insuf 
Power Friendly Reliable Honest Bright Clean 

Teens Adults* 

English 
Canadians 
- Francophones' 

view 15 17 72 30 32 57 54 
French 
Canadians 
- Anglophones' 

view 21 21 77 40 43 45 59 

Blacks 41 ** 81 49 49 49 53 
Jews 24 7 60 43 44 54 53 
East Inds-

Pakistanis 28 13 64 37 39 41 30 
Canadian Indians 53 46 53 30 38 33 25 

Average 30 21 70 38 41 47 46 

*Data Source: Project Can80. 
**No comparable 1980 data. 

closely acquainted with one or more Jewish persons. While 
teenagers in Canada perceive Jews as having less power 
than English and French Canadians, they do see them as 
having more power than other racial minorities. Such a 
perception seems to reflect objective reality fairly accu
rately. Close to one-quarter feel that Jews have "too little 
power" in Canadian life, while only 9% say that they have 
"too much". In sharp contrast, only 7% of adults recently 
indicated that Jews have "too little power".3 Compared 
with the national average, Jews are seen as being some
what less friendly, yet slightly more reliable, honest, intelli
gent, and clean than others (see Table 8.2). Further, Jews 
are viewed as the subject of humour by about 1 in 5 teens. 
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TABLE 8.3 Perception of Valued Traits Among Jews, 
by Region (In % 's) 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

Friendly 60 67 70 61 48 61 
Hard working 59 63 65 63 48 59 
Clean 53 59 60 57 39 54 
Intelligent 54 50 56 57 51 49 
Polite 47 58 58 47 35 53 
Honest 44 50 54 45 28 53 
Reliable 43 50 55 45 27 47 
Caring 42 53 49 41 34 47 

Our knowledge of the content of some of that humour 
leads us to suggest that Jewish jokes tend to be derogatory, 
rather than - as with Blacks and some other groups -
somewhat playful. 

Contrary to the deduction many Canadians have made 
in the light of the Keegstra incident, negative views of 
Jews are considerably less common in Western Canada 
than in Ontario, and especially in Quebec. A majority of 
young people in Quebec are highly reluctant to assign 
valued characteristics to Jews. Teenagers in Ontario and 
Quebec are consistently less inclined than their Western 
and Atlantic counterparts to associate positive characteris
tics with Jews (see Table 8.3). This is not so much the case 
with "objective traits" that are difficult to deny, such as 
intelligence, industry, and friendliness. But the generaliza
tion does hold for more "subjective" character assessments, 
relating to qualities such as honesty, reliability, and caring. 

East Indians and Pakistanis. Even though East Indians 
and Pakistanis do not have significant influence and power 
in Canadian life, in the minds of most teenagers they do 
not need more power. In other words, most teenagers 
believe no power is enough power for East Indians and 
Pakistanis in Canada. Teenagers' perceptions of sufficient 
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power for this category increase consistently as one moves 
westward, from 25% in the Atlantic region through 33% 
in Ontario to 44% in B.C. Yet, even so, young people differ 
dramatically from adults. While 28 % of teens feel East 
Indians and Pakistanis do not have enough power, this is 
double the comparable 1980-81 13% figure for adults. 

In the course of having close contact with one in three 
teenagers, East Indians and Pakistanis are commonly asso
ciated with a number of socially undesirable stereotypes. 
Like Jews, they are viewed by many as somewhat unfriendly. 
However, unlike Jews, they tend to be seen by only a 
minority as reliable, honest, intelligent, and clean (see Table 
8.2). Further, more than 30% of Canadian young people 
point out that East Indians and Pakistanis are the subjects 
of humour. As with Jews, it appears that much of this 
humour is of a very negative variety. 

Canadian Indians. Although Jews are approximately as 
numerous as native Indians ( 1. 5 % ) and typically more 
socially accessible, more than 40% of young people assert 
that they have close contact with Indians, compared with 
slightly more than 30% for Jews. The stereotypes concern
ing Indians, in part supposedly informed by that contact, 
are somewhat paradoxical. 

On the one hand, some 53 % of teenagers - compared 
with 46% of adults - feel that Canadian Indians do not 
have enough power in Canadian affairs. However, Indians 
receive the lowest assignment of valued traits of any cul
tural minority considered. Barely one-half characterize 
them as friendly, and only 1 in 3 feel that they tend to be 
reliable, honest, intelligent, or clean. At the same time, 
Canadian Indians are fairly infrequently a target of humour; 
just 7% say that native Indians are featured "when people 
[they) know tell jokes". 

It would seem that young people typically have limited 
hostility towards Indians, viewing them with negative imag
ery while at the same time believing they deserve a better 
fate in Canadian life. 
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Some Other Groups. Additional limited information was 
gathered on other cultural minorities. More than 5 in 10 
teenagers say that they have close contact with Orientals, 
a higher figure than for ties with Canadian Indians, Jews, 
and East Indians-Pakistanis, even though Orientals are 
outnumbered by all of those groups. The perception of 
the power of Orientals in Canadian life is virtually identi
cal to that of Jews and East Indians-Pakistanis (9% "too 
much", 27% "too little"). Correspondingly, Orientals are 
seen as having more power than Blacks and Canadian 
Indians. As with native Indians, they are not a major target 
of teenage humour (8 % ). Thus, Orientals, like Blacks, 
appear to be one of Canada's "favoured minorities". 

Attitudes towards some other groups were explored 
through asking the extent to which those groups are fea
tured in the jokes told by people teenagers know. About 
50% cite Newfoundlanders, 25% Poles, and 15% Ukrain
ians. As would be expected, "Newfy" jokes are most pop
ular in the Atlantic region, Ontario, and, to a lesser extent, 
Quebec. Polish-directed humour has its greatest following 
in B.C., while Ukrainian jokes are most common on the 
Prairies. 

This humour, as with much of humour focused on 
Blacks, appears to be fairly light and non-vicious, similar 
in "softness" to traditional jokes starring frugal Scotsmen. 
Nonetheless, at minimum, it does reflect power relations: 
the jokes feature less powerful economic and cultural 
minorities. The opening line of a typical regional or cul
tural joke-"How many Newfies does it take to screw in a 
light bulb?" - would get little response when rephrased, 
"How many Ontarians ... " 

Importance of National Group Background 

Survey researchers typically ask people for their parents' 
ancestry and then proceed to chum out tables analysing 
differences in attitudes and behaviour by one's "ethnicity". 
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Such observers as the late John Porter of Carleton Univer
sity have been highly critical of such procedures.4 They 
maintain that we may well be "spinning statistical fiction", 
creating ethnic identifications that in fact are largely non
existent. As a result, such "fictitious" national heritages 
typically are found by researchers to have inconsequential 
effects on thought and action. 

Aware of such a critique, we asked Canadian teenagers, 
"How important do you consider your national cultural 
group background (such as English, French, Italian, Ger
man) to be?" We found that only 25 % of teenagers regard 
their "background group" as "very important". About 5 5 % 
say that is is "somewhat important", while 20% indicate 
that it is "not very important". National background appears 
to be highly important for more than 50% of teenagers 
with Italian, Greek, Portuguese, and Oriental histories. It 
also seems to be very important for about 25 % of young 
people of English, Dutch, German, Polish, and Ukrainian 
descent. Conspicuous by their absence are teenagers of 
French ancestry; just under 20% indicate that their French 
or French Canadian background is "very important" to 
them. 

These findings invariably raise the age-old Canadian 
question: Is someone first a Canadian, or first committed 
to some other country or ethnic heritage? One of our 
teenage respondents expresses this common attitude: 

Although I support the idea of a "mosaic", I wish there 
was more of a feeling of Canadian identity among people 
of different races. I think that within the mosaic, people 
consider themselves firstly as [related to their] native 
countries and then as a Canadian. 

We did not ask teenagers to make such loyalty choices. 
However, in addition to probing the importance of their 
family histories, we did explore the issue of the value they 
place on being a Canadian. 

Specifically, we asked them how important "being a 
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Canadian" is to them. About 50% maintain that it is "very 
important". This compares with about 25% who say the 
same for their parental background. And we found that, 
contrary to popular belief, young people who most highly 
value their national heritages are far more inclined also to 
highly value being a Canadian (61 % ) than are teenagers 
who place little value on their ethnic backgrounds (3 5 % ). 

What these results suggest is that there is seldom such a 
thing as a "hyphenated Canadian". Rather there are what 
we might call "single focus" nationalists and "double focus" 
nationalists. There are Canadians who appreciate their 
country while being indifferent to their ethnic origins, 
and there are Canadians who are bonded to Canada while 
at the same time being attached to their historical roots in 
another country. Canadians who have resented "the immi
grant invasion" should take special note. In the majority 
of cases, the offspring of immigrants who retain strong 
sentiments about their previous country are among the 
most patriotic Canadians. 

Social Attitudes 

Again reflecting the socialization "success" of our major 
institutions, Canadian teenagers exhibit a strong tendency 
to endorse "the status quo". Young people - even more 
so than adults - consistently exhibit belief in the fairness 
of "the system". They are more inclined, for example, to 
maintain that hard work enables people to succeed and 
that the police treat lawbreakers fairly (see Table 8.4). Teen
agers are also just as likely as adults to oppose the legaliza
tion of marijuana. They reflect a slightly more pro-person 
attitude in being less likely to favour capital punishment 
and exhibit the same level of "social compassion" as adults 
concerning the poor having a right to medical care and at 
least a subsistence income. Also, despite the alleged impact 
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TABLE 8.4 Attitudes Towards Social Issues: Teenagers 
and Adults*(% Agreeing) 

Teens Adults 

Anyone who works hard will rise to the top 74 44 
The police treat lawbreakers equally regardless of 

age, race, or sex 51 38 
The use of marijuana should be legalized 28 28 
The death penalty should sometimes be used to 

punish criminals 73 83 
People who cannot afford it have a right to 

medical care 94 96 
People who are· poor have a right to an income 

adequate to live on 91 87 
Married women should not work if their husbands 

are capable of supporting them 17 28 
Women should take care of running their homes 

and leave running of the country up to men 12 15 
The average Canadian does not have any influence 

ori what the government does 64 52 
Clergy should stick to religion and not concern 

themselves with economic and political problems 50 41 

*Data Source: Project Can80. 

of the feminist movement, today's teenagers are only slightly 
less traditional in their views regarding women either work
ing or being involved in politics. 

However, as the next section shows, it is possible to 
isolate a scepticism about institutions; teenagers are some
what more negative than adults about the possibility of 
average people influencing government decisions. They 
are also slightly more inclined than adults to assert that 
clergy should not get embroiled in social issues. As empha
sized in Chapter-One, the emerging generation gives little 
evidence of wanting to lead the nation into revolution. 
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Attitudes Towards Major Institutions 

We asked teenagers, "How much confidence do you have 
in the people in charge ... " of a variety of institutions. 
The greatest amount of confidence is shown in the police 
(77 % )- suggesting, we maintain, the faith teenagers have 
in "the goodness and fairness" of the system (see Table 
8.5). The placement of police at the top of the confidence 
ladder is intriguing. Police forces have included a service 
role as part of their function. They visit schools regularly 
and speak on various subjects. Their cars are signed with 
slogans such as "To Serve and Protect". It appears that 
young people have decided to place their confidence in 
the police because they have computed that the police are 
out for their well-being. 

At a second level of institutional representatives receiv
ing teenagers' confidence are those in charge of schools, 
churches, the court system, and science (around 65 % each). 
The media - newspapers and television leaders specifically 
-receive a third level of teenage confidence (some 50% ). 
Government, whether federal or provincial, forms a fourth
level category of confidence (about 40% ). Labour union 
leaders register lowest on the confidence scale (3 5 % ). 

Criticisms of government are of the fairly predictable 
variety. From a Toronto grade twelve male comes this 
comment: 

I believe the government spends too much money on 
investigations and trips, instead of reinvesting it in 
Canada and creating jobs. 

A seventeen-year-old female living in a small B.C. town 
complains: 

The government shouldn't waste so much money when 
it could be used wisely. The politicians need to realize 
the need of farmers because they are the backbones of 
the country. 
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And from a small southern Ontario community comes the 
observation of a female in grade twelve: 

My hopes and dreams for the future are rapidly being 
destroyed by the lack of confidence I have in the lead
ers of the Western World (i.e., Ronald Reagan, Pierre 
Trudeau, Brian Mulroney, etc.). 

Regional variations in confidence are fairly minor. Que
bec teenagers tend to express more confidence than oth
ers in virtually all leaders, with the exception of the police 
and the churches. They also indicate more confidence in 
federal than in provincial government leaders. B.C. young 
people generally are slightly more critical than others. And 
Atlantic teenagers, reflecting their relatively higher level 
of religious commitment, are more positive about churches 
than their counterparts elsewhere. 

In a related finding, teenagers tend to see politicians, 

TABLE 8.5 Confidence in Institution Leaders, by Region 

% Indicating "A Great Deal" or "Quite a Bit" 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

The police 77 74 81 78 72 80 

The schools 68 57 68 67 74 69 
The court system 67 63 67 62 71 72 
Science 65 62 61 57 79 63 
The churches 62 50 64 62 61 73 

Television 57 53 54 50 69 54 
Newspapers 48 43 50 45 54 44 

Your provincial 
govt. 40 29 44 40 41 38 

The federal govt. 39 30 35 38 47 38 

Labour unions 35 30 30 32 44 36 
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the media, and labour unions as having "too much power" 
in the country's affairs. Reflecting the ideal of egalitarian
ism in national influence, they single out rich people, cor
porations, Americans, and, to a lesser extent, men as also 
having excessive power. As with institutional confidence, 
Quebec teenagers are not as critical as others of politi
cians, the media, labour unions, or big corporations. Atlan
tic young people are also more favourable in their responses 
about union power than other teenagers. However, they 
are more negative than other teenagers about the influ
ence of rich people and the big corporations. 

A seventeen-year-old female from a small coastline town 
in B.C. offers what we regard as an extremely insightful 
observation on different levels of power: 

The amount of power these groups have is hard to say, 
but they only have too much power if they use it for 
their own benefit and not for the benefit of all the 
people of the world. 

Perception of the Major Social Issues 

An important qualification about these perceptions must 
be made. Since few people, if any, ever personally experi
ence the scope of every potential social issue, the percep
tion of what represents a serious social problem will be 
largely the product of social sources, immediate experi
ence, and personal characteristics. 

Accordingly, Canadian young people would be expected 
to "see" as "critical social problems" those issues "popu
larized" in the culture through the activities of the various 
institutions, including the media. They would also be 
expected to "see" local conditions as constituting "national" 
problems. Finally, depending on their own features - val
ues, beliefs, and attitudes - some issues would be "seen" 
as more serious than others.5 
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The Immediate Issues 

Such patterns are readily apparent in the survey findings. 
Reflecting publicity and experience, unemployment is sin
gled out as the number one social problem in every region 
of the country (see Table 8.6). Media, immediate environ
ment, and personal values seem to be interacting in lead
ing 40-50% to view the threat of nuclear war, along with 
"individual centred issues" - child abµse, crime, drugs, 
sexual assault, alcoholism, and teenage suicide - as 
extremely serious problems. 

Each of these issues has been given extensive media 
coverage in recent times. Child abuse, physically, sexually, 
and emotionally, is currently a widely-publicized topic. Its 
profile was raised significantly during 1984 through the 
release of the report of the federal Committee on Sexual 
Offences Against Children and Youths, headed by Robin 
Badgley of the University of Toronto.6 The study suggests 
that 1 in 2 females and 1 in 3 males have been victims of 
unwanted sexual acts, ranging from fondling to intercourse. 
The finding that 4 in 5 of the incidents happened in child
hood or adolescent years makes the perception that child 
abuse is a significant problem more than a theoretical 
statement for many of the teenagers who participated in 
our survey. The attention being given the topic by profes
sionals can be seen in the response to the Fifth Interna
tional Congress on Child Abuse and Neglect, held in 
Montreal in September 1984. The three-day conference 
attracted more than 2,000 doctors, social workers, psychol
ogists, psychiatrists, and others from 42 countries.7 

The possibility of nuclear annihilation is something the 
emerging generation has never lived without. They were 
born into a world engaged in a nuclear arms race and have 
heard the disarmament debates for as long as they can 
remember. In 1984 they watched The Day After on televi
sion with the rest of the country, witnessing what many of 
them feel is a simulation of the imminent real thing. Some 
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researchers, including Patricia Blackwell and John Gessner 
of Loyola University in New Orleans, maintain that living 
in a nuclear age has significant consequences for adoles
cents. Young people who are already experiencing the trau
matic crises of adolescence also have to accept uncertainty 
about the future, thus living for the moment and not infre
quently experiencing extreme tension, anxiety, and de
pression. 8 The comments of our survey respondents 
illuminate their mood. A Nova Scotia sixteen-year-old says 
with intensity: 

We must do something about nuclear weapons and the 
threat of nuclear war. We, the young Canadians, want 
to have a future to look forward to without the threat 
of war. I can't express how important this is. 

From the interior of British Columbia comes this observa
tion from a fifteen-year-old female: 

Nuclear war is the worst problem in the world today. It 
should be the foremost object of concern! 

And a grade ten Ontario student expresses her concern 
this way: 

Well, for one thing, it's inevitable. Do you realize that 
everyone in the world could die within the next half 
hour? If there is a "World War III", I don't think we will 
live to see the end of it. 

The results of a November 1984 survey of 1,000 Metro
politan Toronto high-school students reinforce our find
ings. Some 51 % of the participating students rated nuclear 
war among their three top fears, slightly above the fear of 
unemployment. Sixty-three percent reported some feel
ings of anxiety about war, and 10% said they thought 
about it daily. However, 90% believed that nothing they 
did would be effective in preventing nuclear war.9 In 
December 1984, students at the University of Victoria were 
petitioned to hold a referendum on mass suicide in the 
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event of nuclear attack and a call for the university's health 
services centre to stock suicide pills. Not surprisingly, to
day's young people have been called "The Pessimistic 
Generation". 10 

To varying degrees, Canada's teenagers have first-hand 
experience with other realities regarded by them as very 
serious: crime, alcoholism, and suicide. But there are few 
issues that have received more public attention than drugs. 
Some 50% of Canadian adults see drug abuse as a "very 
serious" problem, while another 3 5 % view it as a "fairly 
serious" problem.11 They typically have young people in 
mind. 

Interestingly, the survey has found that about 50% of 
Canadian teenagers also think that drug use constitutes a 
"very serious" national problem - only unemployment is 
viewed as appreciably more serious. Alcoholism is seen by 
40% as a severe problem. Further, 68% are opposed to the 
legalization of the use of a popular drug such as marijuana. 
Nevertheless, about 30% admit to using drugs, with some 
5% saying they do so very often, 12% sometimes, and 
13 % seldom. This 30% national figure for drug use is at 
least partly corroborated by a 1981 study of Ontario high
school students, which found that 30% had used mari
juana in the previous year.12 

Approximately 60%, however, claim to be fairly regular 
users of alcohol. To some this might sound high, but it is 
very similar to the 56 % figure the national Canadian Health 
Survey found in 1979.13 It appears that an additional 20% 
of teenagers imbibe on certain occasions. 

Further, around 30% are regular cigarette smokers, while 
another 10% smoke once in a while. These figures also are 
similar to those found by other researchers. 14 Generally 
speaking, acknowledged illicit drug, alcohol, and tobacco 
use varies little by either region of the country or gender. 
Illegal drugs are consumed somewhat more in B.C. (40%) 
than elsewhere (some 30%), and more by males (33%) 
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than females (28 % ). However, differences by region for 
both alcohol and tobacco use among adolescents are statis-
tically insignificant. 

It appears that at least four major motives are involved 
in teenage drug use. 15 The majority try drugs out of curios-
ity, to see what they are like. A second motive is enjoy-
ment. Ronald Clavier, a psychologist with the Clarke 

TABLE 8.6 Perception of Social Problems by Region 
(In o/o's) 

% Indicating Issues Are "Very Serious" Problems 

Nationally B.C. Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic 

Unemployment 61 71 56 54 67 67 

Child abuse 50 51 48 51 50 49 

Crime 48 46 45 47 53 49 
Threat of 

nuclear war 48 49 44 49 49 49 
Drugs 46 43 41 46 48 55 
Sexual assault 46 43 45 47 46 43 
Alcoholism 41 39 37 41 40 53 
Suicide 41 36 38 38 50 42 

The economy 37 45 38 33 37 40 
Pollution 37 25 25 36 52 32 
Poverty 33 31 28 31 38 34 

Juvenile 
delinquency 29 28 24 28 34 33 

Divorce 23 16 20 24 28 19 
Racial 

discrimination 22 23 20 23 24 20 

Unequal treat. 
women 15 15 13 14 18 17 

Lack of Canadian 
unity 13 15 10 12 14 13 

French-Eng. 
relations 13 9 9 10 20 12 
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Institute of Psychiatry in Toronto, told a 1984 Addiction 
Awareness Week seminar in Ontario that "school children 
take drugs because it's fun." 16 Social pressure is a third 
factor. One Saskatchewan male respondent expresses it 
this way: 

I feel that the older generation of Canadians don't 
understand the pressure that the younger generation 
faces concerning such areas as sex, drugs, and alcohol. 
Many parents grew up in a time when drug abuse wasn't 
a problem, and they don't understand the peer pres
sure involved. 

A fourth motive is escape: trying drugs to relieve tensions, 
anxieties, and pressures. From a mountain community in 
B.C. comes this poignant observation: 

Today's teenagers have many pressures on them. Some 
handle the pressures well. Some turn to drugs to help. 
My best friend died four years ago because she thought 
she couldn't make it without drugs. 

A graduating female adds: 

I feel that today's teenagers are under much more pres
sure to grow up and attain a responsible position in 
society. These pressures overcome some, and for mo
ments they turn to alcohol or drugs. I think we are 
being forced from diapers to three-piece suits - no 
time for fun. 

The Abstract Issues 

Broader societal issues appear to be somewhat more diffi
cult for the average teenager to grasp. Thus it is that such 
apparently obvious, "objectively serious" problems as the 
economy, pollution, and poverty are not so perceived by a 
majority of young people. If media attention on a particu
lar issue is not combined with immediate experience and a 
measure of personal concern, the issue is not likely to be 
translated into a serious social problem. As a result, whether 



152 The Emerging Generation 

or not areas such as the inequality of women and the lack 
of Canadian unity are "objectively" serious or not, they 
are only perceived as urgent problems by a small minority 
of the country's youth. 

Indicative of "the levelling effect" of media and other 
forms of socialization is the remarkable consistency of prob
lem perception across the regions of the country. Varia
tions are far less striking than the overall pattern of similarity. 

Assessment 

The survey findings show that our institutions have expe
rienced considerable success in instilling ideals concern
ing the rights and characteristics of other Canadians. 
Canadian teenagers, at this stage of their lives, have more 
contact with a wider variety of the people in this country 
than do their parents. And whereas their parents and grand
parents have commonly resented the efforts of the federal 
government to introduce and formalize the twin policies 
of bilingualism and multiculturalism, young people are 
showing receptivity to both ideals. 

Even more, whereas their adult predecessors have often 
held negative and, indeed, hostile attitudes towards new 
Canadians, including non-Whites, today's teenager is exhib
iting less resistance to such minorities. In addition to the 
percentage responses to items given, comments such as 
the following are encouraging: 

I believe in judging people as individuals, not as mem
bers of ethnic groups. 

-grade twelve female, St. John's, Newfoundland 

A person's race and how he acts have no common 
denominators. You could meet a nice Indian or a rot
ten Anglo. 

- grade eleven male, Montreal 
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I think that all people, whether they are Jewish, black, 
or Oriental, etc., possess all [desirable] qualities. It is our 
duty as a society to allow these qualities to be brought 
out in individuals so that they can contribute to the 
world in which we live. 

- grade twelve female, eastern Alberta 

This is not to say that undesirable stereotypes have 
disappeared. On the contrary, they are highly prevalent, 
notably in the cases of Canadian Indians along with East 
Indians and Pakistanis. It is therefore important to take 
ongoing readings of intergroup relations and pursue means 
of alleviating problems - as the Alberta government has 
done with its 1984 Committee on Tolerance and Under
standing, provoked by the Keegstra incident. The commit
tee has suggested, for example, that teachers need to be 
better prepared to cope with children from diverse cul
tures. Committee chairman Ron Ghitter has stated that 
teachers "are ill-equipped" and that "if we're going to 
have intercultural education, the teachers have to have 
the tools." 17 

Yet, compared with Canadian adults, the attitudes of 
teenagers - if reflected in behaviour in the present and 
future - appear to offer hope for improved intergroup 
relations in this country. 

Our institutions have also "succeeded" in inculcating 
dominant adult social attitudes. Most young people endorse 
the political, economic, legal, and gender status quo. What 
criticisms they do make, as in their reservations about 
labour and government, rich people and corporations, and, 
to a lesser degree, the media, seem also to be largely learned. 
In a capitalistic democracy, government and the exces
sively rich at the one extreme, labour at the other, and the 
media as the commentators - all these are "fair game" for 
the onlooker. Such a right to dissent is an anticipated part 
of the system, rather than necessarily a reflective response 
to it. 
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Former University of Alberta sociologist Gwynn Nettler 
has observed that the two foremost concerns of the world's 
people are to stay alive and to live well. 18 These two cen
tral concerns are also apparent in the case of Canadian 
teenagers. Their major worries- nuclear war, crime, child 
abuse, sexual assault - pertain to "staying alive" issues. 
Employment further makes it possible not only to live, but 
also to "live well". Once these basic problems are over
come, it becomes possible to turn to "more extravagant" 
social issues: uniting a country, pollution, discrimination, 
poverty. 

As with values, sexual attitudes, and beliefs, the views 
teenagers have of people and the world are shaped by 
adult institutions. Emergence into adulthood produces at 
least two critical problems related to such imparted views 
of the world. The first pertains to participation. As teen
agers emerge, they increasingly want to have the oppor
tunity not only to influence their own lives, but also to 
influence what is happening in the world around them. 
Some are very vocal. A grade twelve male from a small 
Newfoundland town comments: 

For some reason, teenagers are always overlooked. Many 
of us are capable of making intelligent decisions on 
matters affecting us, but no one ever asks us. I am tired 
of taking a back seat on things that concern me. 

From a private school in B.C., a sixteen-year-old male says: 

We are willing to contribute responsibly to our society, 
but there is no avenue. 

An eighteen-year-old Montreal CEGEP (Colleges d'En
seignement General Et Professionel) student notes: 

Adults always say that the young are the future, but 
they also are the present! 

Another B.C. teenager, a grade eleven female from Van
couver, expresses exasperation with the powerlessness of 
teenagers: 
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It is frustrating at times to watch adults change our 
futures by creating bombs, changing school systems, 
fluctuating the economy, and changing diplomatic rela
tions. The bomb question has many sides, and I have 
not been able to decide anything except that I fear its 
power. The school and the economy will affect my life, 
and those I wish I could change now. 

A rural Ontario grade ten student states the problem 
succinctly: 

I think Canadian young people have more to offer this 
country than you give us credit for. Give us a chance! 

Sociologist Frank Fasick of the University of Waterloo 
has carefully examined the relationship between the bio
logical development of adolescents and minimum age 
legislation in Canada. He notes that socially defined ado
lescence "extends well beyond the point at which most 
young persons attain full sexual and intellectual powers, 
as well as the bulk of their overall physical growth". 19 

Consequently, the failure of our society as a whole to 
take the contributions of "adolescents" seriously means 
that many capable young people under the age of eighteen 
are allowed to give little significant input. For some teen
agers, such a negation of what they feel they are becom
ing is dehumanizing. For society, it appears to represent 
the loss of a potentially valuable resource. 

A second problem associated with emergence and the 
"successful" instilling of ideas pertains to disparity between 
the ideal and the real. Institutions tend to transmit what 
should be rather than what is when promoting values and 
attitudes. Humanitarianism, for example, is "in". Teach
ers, parents, journalists, TV commentators, disc jockeys, 
coaches, and preachers are among the multitude who offic
ially endorse it. The topic can be anything from the mis
treatment of Russian Jews to a telethon for muscular 
dystrophy to the local United Way campaign. Everyone 
cares. 
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In practice, of course, most of us are not quite so caring 
in dealing with ordinary people in everyday settings. The 
student who helps wrap the classroom Christmas hamper 
can be forgiven, or perhaps applauded, for quietly wonder
ing why his teacher, who is spearheading the project, does 
not seem to like him. 

As teenagers emerge, encountering the world "as it really 
is", the potential for disenchantment is obvious. How one 
subsequently responds both to that world and its institu
tions depends largely on the fate of one's hopes and expec
tations. We now proceed to an examination of those dreams 
and plans. 







HOPES AND 
EXPECTATIONS 
How Teenagers 
View the Future 

Teenagers today are scared. With 
unemployment, the economy, divorce and 
the world's peace situation - we all wonder 
what will happen. 
- a sixteen-year-old female from rural Quebec 

Living the teenage years in our society is like driving in 
heavy traffic without knowing where you want to go or 
whether you will be able to get there. In addition to many 
quandaries about themselves, teenagers are increasingly 
feeling puzzled about a world that is extremely complex. 
They are bombarded with expectations from parents, teach
ers, ministers, advertisers, the media, and their friends. As 
they stand in the midst of the traffic, they are forced not 
only to dream but to plan. With plans come hopes, and 
with hopes, expectations. 

The Canadian Dream 

While often overshadowed by the American dream of pro
gressing from "log cabin to White House", there is also a 
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pervasive Canadian Dream. It is learned in childhood and 
is the product of our central institutions: the school, the 
media, the family, the church, the government and, of 
course, the business community. Teenagers have taken in 
with mother's milk the views: "This is a land of opportunity. 
Education will open doors for you. Individual excellence 
will be rewarded. Work hard and you will be successful. 
The best, after all, eventually arrive at the top, and enjoy 
the good life." 

Lands of opportunity make promises and breed opti
mism. As noted in the previous chapter, some 70% of 
teenagers agree with the ideal that "anyone who works 
hard will rise to the top." One grade twelve female from a 
small southern Ontario town proclaims: 

At our age we can do anything and be whoever we 
want to be if we want it bad enough. 

Interestingly, many adults who have had to wrestle with 
the ideal have modified their expectations. Only 44% of 
them still concur with such an idea. Their disillusionment 
is readily apparent. 

One message society transmits to young people is that 
the good life requires an education. When asked "What 
do you plan to do after high school?" about 75 % indicated 
that they want to go on for further education (see Table 
9.1). 

Although less than 20% of the parents of the teenagers 
surveyed have university degrees themselves, the big teen 
dream is to go to university. When teenagers are fifteen 
years old, almost 65 % of them plan to experience life on 
campus (see Table 9.1). However, by the time those same 
teenagers are nineteen, less than 40% still see themselves 
as university-bound. Over a period of four years, the dream 
of a university education dissolves for more than half of 
Canadian teenagers. By the time registration lines form on 
campus, the numbers have been cut in half again. Only 
about 15% of all high-school students - under 1 in 7 -
actually attend university following graduation from high 
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TABLE 9.1 Plans After High School by Region, Gender, 
and Age (In % 's) 

"What do you plan to do after high school?" 

Try Get Go to Go to Un-
a Job Univ. Tech-Bus. Other decided Totals 

Nationally 16 54 23 3 4 100 
British Columbia 16 47 28 3 6 100 
Prairies 18 48 24 5 5 100 
Ontario 15 61 17 3 4 100 
Quebec 15 50 28 3 4 100 
Atlantic 15 58 19 5 3 100 

Males 17 51 25 4 3 100 
Females 14 57 21 3 5 100 

15 IO 63 22 2 3 100 
16 13 53 25 4 5 100 
17 17 53 21 5 4 100 
18 23 51 20 2 4 100 
19 33 37 21 l 8 100 

school. Most teenagers taste the pain of relinquishing their 
university education dream before they turn twenty. 

As the number of young people intending to go to uni
versity declines, the number planning to try to get a job 
increases. At least two factors seem to be involved. Con
trary to societal propaganda and parental hopes, a univer
sity education is still beyond the financial means of many. 
Further, given the state of the economy, university degrees 
are seen as having dubious value if the primary objective 
is to qualify for a job. 

In 1983 government sources claimed that 26% of young 
people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four were 
enrolled in post-secondary institutions in Canada. It thus 
appears that approximately one-third of those young peo
ple who hope to continue their education past high school 
actually realize their intentions. 
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Regional variations in post-high-school plans are minor. 
Teenagers in Ontario and the Atlantic region are slightly 
more likely than others to look to university rather than 
technical or business post-secondary institutions. 

Perhaps reflecting the fact that females now believe 
that a wide range of occupations is available to them, a 
slightly higher proportion of young women than young 
men indicate that they plan to go to university; relatedly, 
males are somewhat more apt to see their post-high-school 
lives involving a job or a technical or business-school train
ing (see Table 9.1). 

Life Beyond School 

The question of what young people will do after they 
finish their education has already been cited in Chapter 
Four as their most pressing personal concern. Only 1 in 10 
teenagers say they are not troubled significantly by the 
issue. This concern among teenagers is pervasive in all 
regions of Canada at all ages and characterizes males and 
females equally. The paramount question for teenagers is 
the "life-after question", not with respect to death but to 
school. 

As a means of probing teenagers' plans beyond the class
room, we asked: 

When you finish your education do you plan to: 
1 Get a job, and eventually marry 
2 Get a job, but not marry 
3 Get married, and not work outside the home 
4 Get married, but also work outside the home 

While options 1 and 4 appear to be quite similar, they were 
carefully designed to explore the respondents' emphasis. 
For those teenagers planning to combine the roles, option 
1 is weighted towards one's career, while the fourth choice 
emphasizes the marriage side. 
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About 7 in IO say they intend to get a job and eventually 
marry, while only 1 in 10 emphasize getting married but 
also working outside the home (see Table 9.2). Most of the 
remainder indicate they plan to get a job but not marry. 
And only 1 % say that they plan to get married and not 
work outside the home. 

An analysis by region reveals considerable consistency 
throughout the country, with the exception of Quebec. 
One in 4 teenagers in that province indicate that they 
intend to work but stay single, compared with only 10% in 
other regions. 

Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, only 1 % of female teen
agers say they intend to marry and not work outside the 
home. If translated into behaviour, such plans would rep
resent a major change from the current situation. Cur
rently only about 50% of all women work for pay, with 
60% of these women married, 30% single, and 10% wid
owed, separated, or divorced.2 Among them are 58% of 
the mothers of the teenagers in our survey. Regardless of 

TABLE 9.2 Plans After Education by Region, Gender, 
and Age (In % 's) 

"When you finish your education, do you plan to:" 

Get fob, Get fob, Marry, Marry, 
Event. Not Not Wk Work 
Marry Marry OutHm OutHm Totals 

Nationally 72 15 1 12 100 
British Columbia 77 10 0 13 100 
Prairies 78 10 l 11 100 
Ontario 75 11 l 13 100 
Quebec 62 26 2 10 100 
Atlantic 77 11 1 11 100 

Males 77 16 1 6 100 
Females 68 14 1 17 100 
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the values one places on such possible imminent change, 
the implications for the size of the work force and the 
problem of unemployment are somewhat staggering. 

It is also interesting to recall a relevant finding from the 
previous chapter, that 17% of teens feel that "married 
women should not work if their husbands are capable of 
supporting them:' About 20% of males are in agreement 
with this position, compared with only 5 % of females. 
And the young women who plan to work are adamant. 
Some 95 % of the females who envision having a career 
without marriage disagree with such traditionalism, as do 
95 % of the females who, personally, plan to marry. Some
thing, it would appear, is going to have to give ... 

Employment 

Until recent years, there was a Canadian assumption that 
jobs are available to those who want to work. The availabil
ity of employment was almost treated as a basic "human 
right". Recent recession, technological advances, a work 
force that includes more women, and the inability of gov
ernments individually and collectively to control the econ
omy have all forced us to surrender this assumption. 

Canadian young people have witnessed the impact of 
declining school enrolments in their everyday lives. They 
read in the newspaper that school boards are being forced 
to release an annual quota of teachers. They say goodbye 
to teachers who will not be returning in the fall. They 
sense the trauma in others, and feel the loss themselves. 
They notice that the average age of high-school teachers 
in increasing. 

Teenagers go to movies and watch robots like "R2D2" 
perform impressive feats and quickly compute that robots 
are more efficient than people for many jobs both now 
and in the future. Listening to the news before supper, 
they hear that 300 graduating lawyers and 1,350 new engi
neers face "no vacancy" signs in their respective profes-



Hopes and Expectations 165 

sions. Mentally they cross two further vocational options 
off their lists. They remember well how they wanted to 
work last summer, but only found a job that paid the mini
mum wage and lasted for just two weeks. 

Young people are worried. Society's economic promises 
are in danger of being unfulfilled. Little wonder that, in 
needing some institutional source to blame, teenagers are 
critical of government. Aware of the plight of many about 
to graduate and seeing the employment problem ahead 
for himself, an Alberta sixteen-year-old laments: 

[Teenagers] go to school for twelve years and when 
they get out of school they have to fight for work, and if 
they don't get work they get labelled as young punks or 
lazy bums. It isn't their fault they can't find work. The 
government isn't helping them any. 

Increasing economic and social strain seems inevitable. 
And this strain will only be intensified by present high 
expectations. On the one hand, teenagers recognize the 
potential employment problem. They acknowledge with 
one sixteen-year-old from the Okanagan that 

with or without education jobs are scarce because of 
the economy. 

On the other hand, while they perceive unemployment as 
a severe problem, they continue to have a remarkable 
amount of optimism about their own personal employ
ment prospects. More than 70% maintain that when they 
complete their education, they "think that [they] will be 
able to find a good job". Optimism about future employ
ment varies only slightly by region. These variations reflect 
actual employment conditions in being somewhat higher 
in Ontario, Quebec, and the Prairies, and slightly lower in 
B.C. and the Atlantic regions. There is little difference in 
employment optimism by either age or, significantly, gen
der. Female teenagers have as high employment hopes as 
males. Only a minority share the realism expressed by a 
Charlottetown grade eleven female: 
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I might have the job requirements but the jobs might 
not be there. 

Even fewer admit to the extreme pessimism of a New
foundland grade ten student: 

There won't be any jobs around. If older people who 
are more qualified can't find jobs, how can I? 

Marriage 

There has been considerable speculation in recent decades 
about the future of conventional marriage. A recent sur
vey by Family Services of America has projected that by 
the year 2000 there will be a drop in the percentage of 
North Americans who marry - to 85% from 90%. The 
Family Services report attributes such a decline to "weak
ening religious, social and legal taboos, greater sexual 
freedom promoting continued growth of cohabitation, 
single-person households, unwed single-parent families, 
and homosexual couples."3 

Our survey findings, however, do not point to such a 
decline. While at this point in time 85 % of teenagers say 
they plan to marry, it seems sound to assert that this is a 
minimum figure. Many will undoubtedly marry who, in 
their late teens, are not envisioning doing so. Whatever 
they are observing abut the present state of marriage and 
divorce in our society, most teenagers still believe that 
their desire to be loved can best be fulfilled in a marital 
relationship. We are not alone in our assertion. American 
family researchers Flake-Hobson, Robinson, and Skeen 
write, "Adolescents do not agree with the idea that 'mar
riage is out of date' and most eventually plan to marry and 
have children."4 

Their comment about children holds for Canada. More 
than 50% of the teenagers in our sample indicate that 
they would like to have two children, while 20% envision 
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having three. About 15 % would like four or more chil
dren, while the remainder want either only one child (7%) 
or none at all (8% ). 

A highly significant pattern that thus emerges concern
ing "life beyond school" is the similarity of expectations 
for females and males. The national survey reveals that 
Canadian teenage females presently differ very little from 
their male counterparts in planning to attend university 
and have a career, while also marrying and having chil
dren. This would seem to represent a very important 
change from past gender expectations. Accordingly, it is 
now precarious to assert, as did status of women advisory 
council representatives meeting in Quebec in late 1984, 
that the "women's movement has had little impact on 
adolescent girls who believe love and marriage are more 
important than education and a good job:'5 Reality notwith
standing, males and females share very similar expectations. 

Teenage Dreams 

Optimism in teenagers is a breeding ground for their 
dreams. Recognizing that adolescents are at least begin
ning to chart their adult futures in their minds, we asked 
them to share some of their hopes and expectations. They 
did so by responding to a series of "If .. :• statements. 

"If I Could be Anyone ... " A sizeable proportion, 3 in 
10, indicate that they would simply "like to be me". They 
appear to have healthy self-concepts and are approaching 
life positive about who they are. 

Another 2 in 10 teenagers say they identify with stars in 
the entertainment and sports worlds. If cloning were an 
option, many would like to be a Wayne Gretzky, a Carling 
Bassett, or a Michael Jackson. As would be expected, 
another 2 in 10 find appealing the scenario of being rich 
and successful. The prospect of "living well", complete 
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with a luxurious home, expensive cars, and an unlimited 
cash-flow captures their dreams. A further 1 in 10 have 
varied hopes and fantasies. They see themselves, for exam
ple, as heads of state, famous writers, and Nobel Prize 
wmners. 

If there is a segment to be concerned about, it is the 
remaining 2 in 10 who have no personal dreams. Many, on 
the surface at least, appear to lack imagination and per
haps optimism. Without dreams there are no goals or hopes. 
Fortunately, for them and society, they form a minority. 

"If I Could Live in Any Country ... " Teenagers in our 
society are pro-Canadian. We have already seen that more 
than 50% regard "being a Canadian" as very important. 
Another 30% say that it is "somewhat important" to them. 
Given the hypothetical opportunity of living in any coun
try, more than 60% say that they would choose Canada. In 
the words of one southern Ontario seventeen-year-old: 

I am proud to be a Canadian because our country has 
done many great things. I don't think I would ever 
want to live anywhere else. 

The influence and appeal of the U.S. is also evident. 
Approximately 15 % of Canadian teenagers would prefer 
to move south. As one fifteen-year-old male from Quebec 
puts it: 

I love Canada but the U.S.A. offers better opportuni
ties for jobs, and the cost of living is cheaper. 

The remaining 25 % would exercise various options. Aus
tralia has come to have some mystique; 5 % would like to 
live "down under". English and French cultural roots do 
not hold as much appeal. Only 3 % wish they could live in 
England or France. An equal proportion would like to 
move to Switzerland. 

If I Could Live in Any Province . .. " There is consider
able unrest among teenagers regarding their preference of 
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which province to live in. Whether the choice is to remain 
in the province where they presently live or to move to 
another part of Canada, the appeal of "Beautiful British 
Columbia" is unchallenged. Almost 80% of teens living in 
B.C. would like to remain right where they are. A slight 
majority of teenagers in Alberta, Ontario, Quebec, and 
the three Maritime provinces would prefer to remain in 
their present provinces (see Table 9.3). 

Teenagers who want to move tend to look to B.C. It is 
the first choice of mobile-minded young people in every 
province except Prince Edward Island and Quebec, in 
which cases the preference is Ontario. Generally speak
ing, Ontario and Alberta are the next two choices of teen
agers who want to leave their provinces. At the "low appeal" 
extreme, no more than 6 % in any province express a desire 
to move to live in Quebec or Nova Scotia, 4% in P.E.I., 3 % 
in Saskatchewan, and 2 % in Manitoba, Newfoundland, 
New Brunswick, or the Territories. 

TABLE9.3 Desired Province of Residence by Present 
Province of Residence (In %'s) 

PREFERRED PROVINCE 

PROVINCE OF 
Own B.C. Ontario Alberta Others* Totals RESIDENCE 

British Columbia 79 7 9 5 100 
Alberta 63 29 5 3 100 
Saskatchewan 45 33 5 15 2 100 
Manitoba 31 33 12 11 l3 100 
Ontario 69 18 5 8 100 
Quebec 64 13 16 4 3 100 
New Brunswick 55 19 12 4 10 100 
Nova Scotia 67 11 8 5 9 100 
Prince Ed. 

Island** 56 6 22 6 10 100 
Newfoundland 48 20 l3 7 12 100 

*No single other province preference exceeds 5%. 
**N = 13; while percentages unstable, reported for heuristic value. 
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If there is a crisis of provincial loyalty and affection, it is 
within the borders of Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Less 
than half of the teenagers living in those two prairie prov
inces want to stay. Saskatchewan is attractive as a perma
nent place to live for only 45%. Manitoba ranks the lowest 
in the country at 31 % . The harsh reality is that more teen
agers in Manitoba would prefer to live in British Columbia 
(3 3 % ) than in their home province! 

Some National and Institutional Expectations 

We also asked teenagers to assess the future influence of 
select countries and institutions. Specifically, we asked: 
"Do you think that by the end of this century, the follow
ing will gain more influence, lose some influence, or remain 
about the same?" If teenage impressions become actual 
social trends, there will be some clear winners and losers. 

The Winners. Young people are highly impressed with 
science. Some 85 % think science will become even more 
influential in the future (see table 9.4). Science has been 
offered to today's teenagers as the great problem solver, 
the saviour of society. They have been recipients of the 
benefits of scientific research and technological advances. 
They live in a day in which space launchings are common
place. They share first-hand in the computer's take-over of 
modern life. They feel comfortable in the high-tech age. 
The only question in most minds is not the nature of 
science's ongoing impact but rather the nature of its next 
contribution. 

Teenagers also expect that many feminist goals will be 
implemented by the year 2000. Three-quarters project that 
women will become more influential in the affairs of soci
ety. As we have noted, however, teenage theory appears to 
be preceding their practice. Although they may be as con
versant as politicians with the lingo of the "equality of the 
sexes", "the right of reproductive choice", and "equal pay 
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for equal value", young people are still thinking and acting 
traditionally. 

As a country, Canada also stands in the winners' circle. 
Half of the nation's teenagers anticipate that this country 
will carry increasing weight in the international commu
nity. Here again, young people give further evidence of 
being positive about their "home and native land". 

When it comes to the superpowers, adolescents think 
Russia and the United States will also gain in influence. 
The fact that they give the edge to the U.S. (52%) while 
acknowledging the power of the USSR (42%) may be a 
blend of realism and wishful thinking. 

The Losers. Compared with their present status in soci
ety, the traditional family, traditional morality, and religion 
are all seen as losing significant amounts of influence in 
the future. Such impressions are in keeping with the find
ings in Chapters Six and Seven concerning the place of 
family and religion in the lives of young people. Their 

TABLE9.4 Select National and Institutional Expectations 
(In %'s) 

FUTURE INFLUENCE 

Gain Same-Gain Lose Totals 

Institutions 
Science 84 95 5 100 
Religion 19 56 44 100 
Traditional family 15 44 56 100 

Men 26 77 23 100 
Women 74 94 6 100 
Traditional morality 17 51 49 100 

Countries 
Canada 51 87 13 100 
United States 52 81 19 100 
Russia 42 76 24 100 
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views concerning the future of traditional morality are not 
consistent with our intergenerational findings. Here teen
agers may be reflecting the position of the media and other 
institutions in believing that their views and lifestyles depart 
significantly from previous generations. Perhaps reflect
ing the relatively recent, accelerated industrialized and 
social change in Quebec, young people there are more 
likely than their counterparts elsewhere to see the past -
in the form of the traditional family, morality, and religion 
- as being swept away. 

The other downward shift in influence envisioned by 
Canadian young people pertains to gender relations. Cor
responding to the perception of 3 in 4 teenagers that 
women will assert more influence, 1 in 4 anticipate that 
men will experience a decrease in influence during the 
next fifteen years. 

Assessment 

Teenagers give evidence of believing in the Canadian 
Dream. They believe that individuals have the opportu
nity through hard work and education to be successful. 
They believe that, regardless of their own family experi
ences, marriage and children are major means to the hap
piness and love they have come to value. Most believe that 
their lives are best lived in Canada. 

In sum, our institutions have come through with flying 
colours. Young people value the things society indicates 
they should and are pursuing the things they should. Now 
the onus is on society to deliver on the promises made by 
its institutions. It remains to be seen whether or not soci
ety can make good on them, particularly in providing the 
opportunity for the jobs promised to teenagers since pre
school days. 

Sociologist Robert Merton pointed out some 50 years 
ago that stable societies do more than just publicize suc
cess goals and thereby inspire dreams. 6 They also provide 
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legitimate means by which their members can achieve 
those goals. If such means are not available, one possibility 
is that people will scale down their dreams, lower their 
expectations, and thereby ensure ongoing social stability. 
That is clearly one option many have felt obliged to choose. 
Merton points out, however, that other options for those 
who retain the dreams and are therefore frustrated by 
inaccessible means include crime, alcoholism and drug 
addiction, mental illness, dropping out, and the ultimate 
"drop-out", suicide. For others who decided to "fight the 
system", Merton envisions rebellion and even revolution. 

This famous typology succinctly lays out the possibili
ties for a Canadian society that promises much but is in 
increasing danger of delivering little. For many, where there 
is hope, there is life. Hope makes the present more enjoya
ble for some, and at least tolerable for others. It is critically 
important that we as a society not default on the promised 
opportunities that have given birth to those hopes and 
dreams. A Toronto male in grade twelve precisely sums up 
our sentiments: 

Hopefully teenagers will not stop dreaming and hoping 
for a better future because if they do there will be even 
more problems because there won't be anything left to 
grow up to. 

The apparent calmness and contentment of Canadian 
young people should not be taken by adults to mean that 
they will remain positive and subdued if it becomes over
whelmingly apparent to them that their society has failed 
them. The poetry of Journey serves as a warning: in walk
ing through desert sand, there is need for caution as we 
tread, for "Underfoot are the visions lost,/ Sleeping not 
yet dead."7 





RESPONDING TD 
EMERGENCE 
Towards a Resolution 
of the Problem 

Perhaps there would be less problems with the 
relationship between teenagers and adults if 
they were encouraged to grow to understand 
each other and to work and play together. 
- a seventeen-year-old female from Vancouver 

Past and Present 

This is Canada's emerging generation. It is coming of age 
at a period in history of unequalled scientific and techno
logical progress, a period Orwell and Huxley envisioned 
would be characterized by revolutionary changes in val
ues, relationships, and family structure. 

Canadian young people sense the uniqueness of the 
times. From Brampton, Ontario, comes this comment from 
a female who is in grade ten: 

My generation has to face threats and problems that 
no other generation has had to face before. 

A rural Quebec sixteen-year-old makes the observation: 

It's tough growing up in the world. I'm sure it was for 
you too, only it's getting worse. 

175 



176 The Emerging Generation 

At the same time, teenagers feel that generally they are 
coping fairly well. A Vancouver grade ten female states: 

I think teenagers today are much more adaptable than 
teenagers 20 years ago. I guess it is because we grew up 
with the technology. 

But however unique this time in history may be, our 
study has nevertheless revealed not a revolution but, rather, 
dramatic continuity between past and present. Traditional 
values regarding friendship, love, and freedom, along with 
honesty, hard work, and consideration, continue to be of 
paramount importance in this high-tech age. Relationships 
remain the primary source of happiness. The foremost 
source of concern continues to be the immediate future. 
Sexual attitudes and practices differ little from the genera
tion of the 1950s and 1960s. Belief in the supranatural and 
religious affiliation are still clearly alive. Respect for other 
Canadians and their rights exceeds that of previous genera
ations. Social issues, while changing in content with chang
ing times, nevertheless still pertain primarily to "staying 
alive" and "living well". Dreams, plans, and expectations 
continue to focus on economic stability and marriage and 
family. 

But before we adults smile, sigh with relief, and drink a 
toast to the future, we would do well to ponder the impli
cations of the survey's findings. 

Grading Our Progress 

A recent experience around a banquet table with several 
other adults was a revelation. Before we could get to the 
appetizer, a mother with young children started complain
ing about her teenage babysitter. As she talked her dismay 
edged into anger. Money was at the centre of the problem. 
Several weeks prior to the banquet night, the mother, who 
was in her mid-thirties, had arranged for her regular sitter 
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to care for her children. Just a few days before the ban
quet, however, her babysitter called to say her regular rates 
had increased - in fact, they had doubled. The young 
mother expressed her appreciation for the warning and 
said she would find another sitter. 

Several phone calls later she concluded that the teen
agers had banded together at school and formed a baby
sitters' union. Everyone's rate was the same. By this point 
in her story, the woman was livid. She proceeded with a 
standard adult lamentation, "What has become of this 
younger generation?" 

She could just as well have been proud of the teenagers 
for doing so well what adults do: taking care of number 
one, demanding rights, politicizing every area of life. In 
this minor case, as in so many others, teenagers are show
ing they are learning the adult rules of life, taking their 
cues from those who have preceded them. 

If we wish to evaluate ourselves on the basis of our 
success at socialization, we probably deserve an "N'. Ado
lescents are close to being miniature models of present
day adults. Teenagers have learned just about everything 
well. Parents, teachers, government leaders, clergy, and 
other adults can be proud of their achievement. 

If, on the other hand, we add the criterion of encourag
ing the development of that imagination we saw in our 
children's early stories and drawings, games and songs, we 
may have to be dropped to an overall "B". There is some
thing unnerving about being introduced to our clone. And 
there is disturbingly little difference between us and the 
coming generation. We may pay a heavy price for cultivat
ing imitation rather than imagination, conformity rather 
than innovation. 

If we also add the criterion of facilitating emergence, 
sensitively allowing teenagers necessary room to grow, the 
grade may dip to a low "C". The study findings have 
consistently suggested that many young people are being 
"kept in their place" by parents, teachers, and other adults. 
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Such teenagers will get over being stymied but will pay an 
ongoing mental, emotional, and social price. 

What about our grade for personal integrity? This would 
be evidenced by our making the ethical and moral demands 
of ourselves that we have demanded of teens. Further, it 
would be shown by our ensuring that the opportunities we 
say exist do, in fact, exist. Adding this criterion, we are 
probably going to have to settle for an overall grade of 
"D". 

With the findings of this study now firmly in hand, it is 
time to look more closely at the problem of teenage emer
gence. In particular, we will focus on teen-parent co
operation, or lack of co-operation, in the process of moving 
through the stormy waters that often lie between child
hood and adulthood. The picture at first is bleak, showing 
parental and institutional suppression of emergence. Things 
turn brighter, however, as we consider how adults and 
teenagers can work together to take the sting out of 
adolescence. 

The Suppression of Teenage Emergence 

The Parent Problem 

We are not allowed to criticize our parents. "Right or 
wrong," says the cultural folklore, "they are still our par
ents." We are expected to honour them when we are chil
dren and respect them in adulthood. If they are deceased, 
they are usually beyond the pale of criticism. 

Yet one of the most common casualties of parental rev
erence has been the teenager. Not uncommonly teenagers 
find themselves with parents who are either unable or 
unwilling to cope positively with their emergence. How
ever, armed with the adult version of the teenage experi
ence, described at the outset of Chapter One, parents 
typically give themselves an exemption from blame when 



Responding to Emergence 179 

conflict arises. The fault is said to lie with the teenager. 
After all, it is not parents who have changed. 

Many adults tend to look at teenagers in keeping with 
Mark Twain's maxim: "When I was sixteen, I thought my 
father was a damn fool. When I became twenty-one I was 
amazed to find how much he had learned in five years." 
Twain's famous statement is a clever compliment to adults 
but it is also a subtle put-down of teenagers. It implies that 
in those turbulent teenage years, adults are wise and ado
lescents are fools. Parents are elevated as superior human 
beings while young people are projected as an inferior 
species. 

If adults relate to teenagers with the assumption that 
they are just passing through a stage that needs to be 
endured, they will be inclined to treat young people as 
sub-humans. If they harbour negative biases towards teen
agers, their ability to understand and affirm them will be 
minimized. If adults think they are always the stable refer
ence point in their relationships with adolescents, their 
superhuman posture will preclude healthful interaction. 

So it is that parents commonly frustrate their sons and 
daughters through their insensitivity and unco-operative
ness towards emergence. Yet this action is seldom if ever 
noticed or condemned by society. 

What is particularly intriguing is the way in which teen
agers, once they finally become adults, typically become 
equally blind to their parents' suppression of their own 
emergence. Ironically, as we grow older we adopt the adult 
version of the teenage years, despite what we have experi
enced. It is not unlike the process whereby the poor who 
become rich forget what it was like to be poor. When we 
assume adult roles, we feel like adults and we think like 
adults, complete with the adult myth about teenagers. We 
consequently tend to reinterpret our teenage experience 
through that framework. We frequently find ourselves tak
ing the blame for how we related to our parents (e.g., "I 
was really a rotten kid"). In doing so, we tend to remember 
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what was good about them and minimize what was bad. In 
the process, we absolve them of any responsibility. More 
seriously, we proceed to use the same interpretation on 
our own teenagers. The oppressed become the oppres
sors. The result is that the adult resistance to emergence is 
passed down from generation to generation, and accorded 
the status of a virtue. 

Obviously there are parents who respond in good faith 
to teenage emergence but who are simply bewildered by it 
all. They are not unlike one of the authors' dogs who 
recently brought her first pup into the world. Ignoring 
instinctual dogma, she deserted her noisy new arrival and 
fled to the most remote corner of the house. Unfortu
nately, precisely at the time when adolescents need them 
most, parents are often having their own physical, 
emotional, and career crises. 1 As one writer puts it, 
"Adolescence arrives at a rather unhandy time . . . when 
middle-aged parents are asking: Who am I, what have I 
accomplished, where am I now, and what does the future 
hold for me?"2 

Beyond innocent bewilderment are a number of per
sonal attributes that can contribute to literally "smother
ing" emerging teenagers. We would briefly suggest four. 

Excessive Control. A major criterion of responsible par
ental care of teenagers is control. We socially sanction the 
"disciplining" of children, which the common dictionary 
defines in terms of training. The applause for discipline 
shows no signs of diminishing. A 1980 Gallup Poll re
vealed that 80% of adults felt "discipline in most homes" 
is not strict enough; only 1 % felt it is too strict. These 
figures represent little change over time. In 1955, com
parable results were 75 % and 2 % respectively.3 

However, disciplining, if not motivated by love, can 
become a means of insensitive control. Parental discipline, 
in its severe forms, has had less than an impressive track 
record. The origin of rigid discipline, suggests sociologist 
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Gerald Leslie, lies in pre-modem times, when "parents 
were supposed to be strict disciplinarians whose duty it 
was to break the will of the child" and render him or her 
submissive.4 The potential for the abuse of discipline is 
apparent. 

Beyond its "institutional assignment", control is a trait 
that is highly valued in our society. It is therefore some
thing that can be sorely abused by adults in institutional 
settings. For example, a father or a mother who has little 
social power is nevertheless in a position to exercise almost 
total control over a child. When such control is challenged 
by the emerging child, one typical response is punish
ment. A young woman told us that her first severe beating 
by her father took place when she was two years old; it was 
accompanied by his vow that he "would break her spirit". 
Here an individual tragedy is bizarrely made possible by a 
"sacred" and private institution, in the name of a societal 
virtue. 

The threat to adult control obviously becomes greatly 
magnified when young people reach their teenage years. 
One youth expert comments, "Adolescents have to fight 
for freedom, and sometimes the ensuing battle of wills is 
heated:'5 Psychologist E.J. Anthony writes, "With every arti
fice at their command, certain parents will attempt to 
close the doors and raise the drawbridges and dig deep 
moats to keep their burgeoning offspring in, for they can
not bring themselves to realize that the loss entailed is 
almost as inevitable as death and almost as irreversible."6 

Problems and conflict with parents, teachers, and other 
authority figures are inevitable if these adults insist on 
"keeping teenagers in their place" - that is, as subordi
nate and inferior human beings. Parents who punish their 
adolescents excessively "to make a point", or teachers who 
try to humiliate them "to set an example" are only reject
ing productivity, stymying emergence, and inviting resent
ment. Research indicates that the usual effect of excessive 
control is to produce a combination of dependency and 
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rebellion. Meeker adolescents are intimidated; stronger 
ones are rebellious.7 

Tragedies sometimes occur when parents are guilty of 
over-protection and excessive control. When teenagers are 
denied pathways to emergence, they often over-react. The 
drive for independence is powerful. When it is blocked, 
irrational forces can take over. In extreme cases, young 
women denied dating privileges assert their independence 
by getting pregnant. Teenagers who live in over-zealous 
religious homes announce they "no longer believe in God" 
and refuse to go to church. Young people whose parents 
rule family life like military generals are caught for shop
lifting. Pushed too hard to make the honour roll, adoles
cents with high IQs bring home report cards with failing 
grades. 

In less extreme cases, teens grow up with unpleasant 
memories of the bickering that went on in their homes 
during the teenage years. Love and respect between par
ents and children as the latter leave and start their own 
families proves difficult to maintain, if the effort is made 
at all. 

Clearly, control must gradually be yielded in accordance 
with the ability of emerging teenagers to assume the same 
level of responsibility as other "full-fledged people". Con
trol for control's sake is a pointless sham. 

Vicarious Dreams. It is widely recognized that the hopes 
and plans of teenagers are frequently inspired by their 
parents and other adults. The typical scenario stresses how a 
mother or a father, a teacher or a coach "gave me a dream, 
and helped me to achieve it". 

In the midst of such heart-warming testimonials, it is 
easy to overlook a related pattern that is probably far more 
common to counsellors and psychiatrists, as well as to 
most of the rest of us. That scenario reveals how mothers 
and fathers not only provided their offspring with dreams, 
but also provided them with tremendous pressure to ensure 
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that parental dreams for their children were realized. Social, 
educational, and occupational goals are laid out for a child. 
Approval or disapproval depends on the child's willingness 
to adopt such a parental game-plan. It stands in sharp 
contrast to the sensitive exploration of the child's interests 
and abilities, with a respect for individuality. 

Parents often come precariously close to trying to "cre
ate children in their own images", with these images tak
ing both real and idealized forms. The doctor may expect 
the same level of education for his son; the clerk may 
expect a graduate degree for her daughter. Familiar phrases 
such as, "We want you to amount to something," "I don't 
want you to go through what I did," "You'd make your 
father so happy," and "We had such great hopes for you," 
tell the story of vicarious dreams. 

Using sports as an example, Elkind goes so far as to say 
that he thinks that there may be a strong tie between a 
father's job dissatisfaction and a disproportionate concern 
with an offspring's success: "Children thus become the 
symbols or carriers of their parents' frustrated competi
tiveness in the work place. The parents can take pride in 
the child's success or blame the coach for his or her fail
ure. In any case, the parent soon vicariously invests more 
of a commitment in the child's athletic life than in his or 
her own work life:'8 

Envy. The "flipside" of vicarious dreaming is the tend
ency for parents and other adults to be jealous of young 
people. A father, at a time when he himself knows his goals 
are beyond his grasp, may watch with pain as his son 
embarks on an exciting career. A mother may realize that 
her daughter exceeds her own attractiveness and social 
agility. One such mother admitted to a researcher, "I find 
myself competitive and jealous of my teenage daughter. 
She grows more luscious, and I feel like I am drying up."9 

Similarly, a teacher may find that a student exeeds his own 
creativity. A minister perhaps notes that the sheer freedom 



184 The Emerging Generation 

of young people greatly contrasts with his expectation
ridden existence. Each in his or her own way may often be 
murmuring, "Oh, to be young again:' As they look at teen
agers, adults can and often do envy their looks, their abili
ties, their energy, their freedom, their opportunities, their 
accomplishments and, of course, their youth. Psychologist 
Edward Dreyfus sums up parental envy as follows: 

Parents are afraid and envious; they would like to be as 
free as youth seems to be ... They would like to quit a 
dull job, get out of a boring marriage, change their 
lives, but are afraid to lose the security. When they see 
young people violating all of the taboos they them
selves have been wanting to violate, they become defen
sive and angry, stating in effect, if I cannot have it, 
neither will you - why should you do something I 
cannot- or would not dare. I suspect that underneath 
the most irate adult there is considerable envy. 10 

Sometimes adults readily acknowledge such envy, thereby 
largely defusing its destructive influence. Commonly, how
ever, the envy goes unrecognized or denied. In these 
instances, teenagers pay a price. Envy contaminates inter
action. Much of the energy of the adult is given to trying 
to establish false superiority. In the process, the worth of 
the teenager is falsely devalued. Motives for control, when 
exercised, subsequently become polluted. 

In other words, Cinderella is not the only attractive young 
person who has had her looks downplayed by her mother, 
and princes have also been known to be devalued by envi
ous kings. Mozart to his death had his talents downplayed 
by his teacher. Many a talented young person has had 
abilities treated as disabilities and been told to mask the 
marvellous and master the mundane. 

Envied characteristics bring forth an array of curious 
responses. Pluses are treated as minuses: "You've got to 
have more than good looks." School tasks become more 
important than creative non-conformity: "Sure, it's good, 
but it's not what I asked for:' And when all else fails, one 
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can always pull rank: "It's not bad. In time, with work, who 
knows ... ?" These responses are particularly dangerous 
when coming from adults with power over young people. 
Albert Einstein, no less, offers this powerful reminder: 
"Great spirits have always encountered violent opposition 
from mediocre minds." 

Perennial Parenthood. For many fathers and mothers, 
the power and authority inherent in the parental role are 
viewed by them as never-ending. They are permanent quali
ties given to them, almost as a gift "from the gods". 

The practical result is that they see themselves as being 
in unchallenged control of their sons and daghters when 
they are small children, when they are teenagers, and when 
they are adults. Such a posture is obviously incompatible 
with the fact of emergence. Parents who see "their reign" 
as infinite insist on the retention of a superior adult status 
to their emerging teenagers. In addition, they frequently 
see themselves - by self-ascription rather than by actual 
achievement - as having a superior grasp of life. 

The result? Their offspring go through successive stages 
of obeying them as children, resisting them as teenagers, 
and ignoring them as adults. When one is a child, subordi
nation seems appropriate. When one is an adolescent, it is 
stifling. When one is an adult, it is unacceptable. 

The major problem here is that these kinds of parents 
assume "a fixed status" that is simply incongruent with 
the changing status of their sons and daughters. They are 
exemplified by the father who still treats his son as a little 
boy, by the mother who still tells her daughter how to keep 
the house, and by the in-law who offers unsolicited advice. 
One study of more than 5,000 Americans married from 
periods ranging from a few weeks to more than 40 years 
found that 75 % had one or more in-law problems.11 Life 
with such parents is not always easy; not surprisingly, the 
perennial parenthood phenomenon lies behind the tend
ency of most North Americans - 90% in the U.S. - to 
feel that parents should not live with their adult children.12 
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While we tend to be fatalistic ("That's just the way Mom 
is") or make light of such realities (e.g., through mother-in
law jokes), it is time we were honest. When children fail to 
develop properly, we say that they're experiencing "arrested 
development". We "medicalize" their "differentness" and 
see it as a problem. Why, then, do we continue to take 
lightly the fact that parents very commonly "fail to develop" 
with their children, instead imposing outdated behaviour 
that is no longer appropriate? In the case of a six-year-old 
who wants to act like a baby, we show concern. In the case 
of a sixty-year-old who wants to act like a father with small 
children, we show tolerance. But there is nothing healthy, 
edifying, or humorous about a fifty-year-old mother telling 
her daughter how to arrange her house and raise her chil
dren. The same is true of mothers or fathers who insist on 
treating their children as infants or their teenagers as little 
children. 

In the face of reverence shown parents, it seems almost 
sacrilegious to say it, but it needs to be said: such parents 
suffer from arrested development. Put less politely, they 
are "relationally handicapped". 

Sadly, in reality, perennial parents are shown no favours. 
They ultimately pay for their inability to develop. Not 
being able to let their offspring emerge as full and equal 
human beings, not being able to learn from them, not 
ceasing to relinquish control, they are eventually treated 
as largely irrelevant. They are subsidized by our silence 
and pacified by our politeness. They are not taken seri
ously. The irony is that, because these fathers and mothers 
do not treat their children as complete people, they them
selves end up suffering the same fate. 

The Institutional Problem 

Other major institutions besides the family - the school, 
the media, the workplace, the church or synagogue - also 
both contribute to teenage emergence as well as inhibit it. 
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What any of us become at any point in our lifelong experi
ence of emergence is hardly left up to chance. Through its 
institutions, societies such as ours instil appropriate behavi
our and attitudes. This "socialization" process through 
which we learn how to become "participant members of 
society" spans our lifetimes. 

Since the goal of socialization is to impart the cultural 
resources that will enable new members "to play the soci
etal game", a heavy emphasis is placed on mastering exist
ing material. That body of information includes everything 
from the alphabet through how to dress and eat to what to 
value, believe, and practise. Such learning understandably 
maximizes memorizing and the unreflective compilation 
of cultural information. 

A heavy emphasis is also placed on learning to follow 
the proper rules or norms. We say what we are supposed to 
say. We do the things expected of us. We don't make waves. 
To the extent that individuals stick to their role prescrip
tions, they literally come to be designated as "good". Norm 
conformity is what we usually have in mind when we label 
an individual as a "good" boy or a "good" girl, a "good" 
student or a "good" employee, a "good" parent or a "good" 
citizen, and, in eulogy form, a "good" man or a "good" 
woman. They follow the rules. People described thus are 
not obnoxious or eccentric, weird or mentally ill, obscene 
or immoral, delinquent or criminal, rebellious or revolu
tionary. Further, a "good" parent is one who has "good" 
children. Conversely, having a "bad" teenager, for exam
ple, calls into question both the character and the compe
tence of a mother or father. 

Institutions, however, can seriously suppress emergence 
in at least two major ways. 

Excessive Normality. While socialization is essential to 
group life, the importance placed on learning "the right" 
ideas and "the right" behaviour can clearly go beyond 
simply teaching human birds how to fly. If emphasized at 
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the expense of individual reflection and the exploration of 
individual creativity, the process can be oppressive. Emerg
ing young people who want to question life can find the 
process stifling. Socialization can become like that medi
eval box used to make children grow into distorted shapes. 

Mitchell makes the important point that staying out of 
trouble at school, not breaking the law, and avoiding fam
ily conflict may be indicative of a young person's being 
"well-adjusted". However, he says, avoiding trouble "is 
not the mark of a healthy adolescent if it is achieved at the 
expense of sapping initiative, stifling creativity, dampening 
youthful spontaneity, or fostering acquiescence as a life
style" .13 When in an environment out of keeping with one's 
needs, he suggests, the healthy young person will resist, 
renounce, and rebel. 

If not committed to a respect for individuality and criti
cal reflection, in addition to the mastery of existing mate
rial, our major institutions will function as socialization 
assembly lines. In the words of one writer, schools in par
ticular will simply see young people as "empty bottles on 
an assembly line of grades- each grade [filling] the bottle 
up a little more, the bottle representing the child's mem
ory" .14 Teenagers and others will hold "the right ideas" 
and follow "the right" rules, yet largely be void of indivi
duality. 

Tragically, the creed of conformity has the possibility 
of designating difference as a liability, regardless of its 
relationship, positive or negative, to the life of a society. 
Creative people - artists, writers, scientists, leaders - are 
typically different from the norm. It is no accident that 
we speak of "the mad scientist", the "eccentric inventor", 
or "the absent-minded professor". Michelangelo, Martin 
Luther, Albert Einstein, Thomas Edison, Winston Chur
chill, and our own Mackenzie King were all regarded as 
"different". Note the following two profiles: 

Boy not a good all-around student ... has no friends ... 
teachers find him a problem ... spoke late ... father 
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ashamed of son's lack of athletic ability ... poor adjust
ment to school. ... Parents regard him as "different:' 

Boy, aged six, head large at birth ... mother does not 
agree with relatives and neighbors that child is prob-
ably abnormal. Child sent to school, diagnosed as men
tally ill by teacher. Mother is angry. Withdraws child 
from school, says she will teach him herself. 15 

The students described? The first, Albert Einstein, the 
second, Thomas Edison. 

Society has to be flexible enough to give creatively dif
ferent people room to breathe. Otherwise the emerging 
inventor and visionary, the artist and national leader, will 
all be thrown out with the classroom garbage. 

Misuse of Power. Further, because of their power and 
freedom, institutions are in a position to seriously sup
press the emergence of teenagers and others. Along with 
parents, our teachers, lawyers, the police, judges, business 
executives, doctors, politicians, and media representatives 
tend to enjoy a rather exalted status. It does not take a 
social scientist to recognize that the relationships of parent
child, teacher-student, policeman-citizen, lawyer-client, 
priest-parishioner, and doctor-patient do not involve equal 
status. The institutional "representative" is clearly in charge, 
while the other is the subordinate. 

Institutions have a great amount of freedom. Individ
uals of all ages who of necessity are exposed to them are 
placed in highly vulnerable positions against which society 
provides few safeguards. For example, only when it becomes 
known that a parent or a teacher has acted in an extremely 
unacceptable manner does society even consider inter
vening to protect individuals being "serviced" by families 
and schools. The same can be said of the surveillance of 
policing practices, religious activities, court decisions, or 
hospital and nursing home care. 

To the extent that teenagers and others have difficulty 
when interacting with institutions, the problems are typi-
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cally seen as resting with the person, and not with the 
institution. This is particularly a problem when the indi
vidual involved is under age. A child who is seen to "dis
obey" her parent is viewed as "a bad girl", regardless of the 
unreasonableness of the demand placed upon her. A school
boy who is in conflict with a teacher is typically labelled, 
significantly, as "insubordinate", despite the fact that his 
reaction may have been unnecessarily provoked by the 
teacher. A teenager with long hair driving an older model 
car is seen as deserving the speeding ticket, even though 
he probably was "selectively stopped" in the first place. 

Like parents, these institutions and their adult repre
sentatives are frequently not sensitive to the reality of 
emergence. Rather, they are so preoccupied with "keep
ing people in their place" -with control as an end in itself 
- that they often suffocate teenagers and others, psycho
logically and emotionally. Understandably, they are com
monly viewed by teenagers with antagonism. 

Thus it is that a grade one teacher, who poorly disguises 
her animosity towards a six-year-old, is allowed to tell a 
beleaguered parent, "I feel like I have to compete with 
your son for the leadership of the class:' Her control threat
ened by a first-grader with exceptional skills, she responds 
not with an effort to channel or co-opt his abilities, but 
with hostility and detentions. This sort of behaviour led 
an education editor of Saturday Review to say, "Behind 
prisons and the military, the schools are the third most 
authoritarian institutions in America."16 Inflexible schools, 
churches, and other institutions are on a collision course 
with emerging young people. 

The Price Paid for the Problem 

The suppression of teenage emergence by parents and insti
tutions is tragic not simply because it creates conflict. That 
conflict is merely symptomatic of the more serious prob
lem. A human life is trying to emerge. But it is. being 
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denied the room to grow by the adults who have been given 
charge over it. The pain will eventually disappear. The 
conflict will pass. The struggle will cease. And the life will 
emerge. Depending on the space it was given, that life will 
sometimes be normal. Other times, however, it will be dis
torted and deformed. One psychologist puts it succinctly: 
"Few young people survive youth without emotional and 
psychic damage." 17 

Towards Co-operative Emergence 

A positive response to the problems surrounding teenage 
emergence does not lie in taking either a "pro-adult" or 
"pro-teenager" position. Books written from the viewpoint 
of adults, such as Toughlove, can readily be countered by 
works such as The Oppression of Youth, which comes from 
the teenage corner of the ring. While such writings can 
help sensitize us to the problems of both combatants and 
while undoubtedly both apply to extreme teenage and adult 
cases, they have an adversarial, single-actor emphasis that, 
we feel, is neither particularly accurate nor constructive. 

In the early 1970s, an American educational expert, Rob
ert Barr, wrote: "Many of our youth are deeply troubled, 
and they believe that they have few allies providing them 
support. Our exisitng institutions - the family, the school, 
the church, and the courts -have often seemed to deepen 
their alienation rather than to alleviate the problems."18 

There is no need for such erosion to take place. 
If we value optimum living within the family, within 

institutions, and within our society as a whole, then it is 
hoped we will be receptive to the consideration of modi
fications that can make life happier for all of us. Accord
ingly, we believe that positive responses to problems sur
rounding teenage emergence need to be made and can be 
made on the part of parents, institutions, and young 
people themselves. 
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The Response of Adults 

If adults are to play a positive role in facilitating teenage 
emergence, they must start by being clearly aware of the 
reality of emergence. Parents, teachers, youth leaders, 
coaches, ministers, friends, and others need to grasp ex
plicitly the idea that an adult is literally being born. That 
person needs understanding, encouragement, and help. 
Above all, he or she needs room to grow. 

But this is not to say that child-adult hybrids simply 
need to have the way cleared in order to develop naturally 
and autonomously. We are not for a moment advocating 
some kind of laissez-faire approach. Obviously children 
require the direction and the help of adults if they are to 
become human in any meaningful social and moral sense. 

However, the delicate balance lies in adults' providing 
sufficient direction while at the same time knowing when 
it can be relinquished. This, of course, means there has to 
be a willingness on the part of adults to "let go". 

Psychologist Elkind describes this process with clarity. 
In early childhood, children want to take liberties for which 
they may not be ready. A child may want to lift a glass, and 
the parent must be able to assess accurately the child's 
competence. As long as children understand that they will 
have more chances later, he says, withholding freedoms 
after some exploratory failures can help them come to 
grips with their own limits. As children grow, parents and 
other adults need to allow them to take progressive responsi
bility for their behaviour. 19 

Ideally, adults will sensitively monitor the young per
son's level of intellectual, social, and emotional develop
ment in order to provide the appropriate freedom and 
opportunity for responsibility. When this is not done, con
tinues Elkind, significant interpersonal damage can occur. 
He concludes that, in the case of the family, "when there 
is a reasonably close match between parental expectations 
and child performance and between child expectations 
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and parental performance, there is relatively little stress in 
family interactions."20 

In short, if parents and other adults can maintain that 
balance between providing direction and relinquishing it, 
"storm and stress" is not inevitable. The accuracy of our 
observation that such a balance is needed can be tested 
using the data of our own biographies. With few excep
tions, if our parents literally "allowed us to grow up", relin
quishing ground as we became able to assume it, we had a 
fairly tranquil adolescence. If one parent could let us grow 
up and the other could not, we have little difficulty isolat
ing the parent with whom we were able to feel more com
fortable. If neither one gave us room to become an adult, 
we undoubtedly felt alienated from both of them. Accord
ingly, some of us enjoyed home life during those years. 
Others ran away or moved away early. 

The same pattern characterized our relations with other 
adults. Invariably the teacher, leader, or .coach we liked 
best was the person who treated us as "a full person;' -
who did not make us feel as if we had to suppress pa~t of 
ourselves when in their company. We felt accepted. Con
versely, memories of adults we did not like are commonly 
associated with people who dominated us, who did not 
take an interest in us, who did not make us feel like whole 
people. 

What we are emphasizing, then, is the importance for 
adults of becoming sensitized to the reality of teenage 
emergence and, further, of responding positively to it both 
by providing resources and by withdrawing them as they 
no longer are required. · 

The Response of Institutions 

Obviously the institutional and adult responses are only 
analytically distinct, since adults control major institutions. 
Nevertheless, there are some features unique to specific 
institutions that need to be considered when reflecting 
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on how teenage emergence might be more happily accom
plished. 

The Family. There are a number of basic ways in which 
parents deal with their adolescents. 21 One method is to be 
autocratic, making all decisions by themselves. This usu
ally produces a combination of rebellion on the one hand 
and dependency on the other. A second route is the per
missive one, whereby parents allow the adolescent more 
influence than themselves in making decisions. Research 
suggests that such teenagers have a number of subsequent 
problems in relating to others, often being domineering, 
self-centred, and impatient, as well as indecisive and inse
cure. A third possibility is a democratic style. Here deci
sions are made jointly by parents and teenagers. This 
approach is seen as having the most positive effect on 
adolescents. Parents continue to provide guidance, yet 
encourage young people to show responsibility, initiative, 
and autonomy. In the words of F. Philip Rice, "As a result 
the home atmosphere is likely to be one of respect, appre
ciation, warmth, and acceptance:'22 Finally, in homes where 
parental styles are erratic and inconsistent, confusion pre
dictably results. 

Given the reality of emergence, its complexity and diffi
culty, it is hardly surprising that teenagers want a blend of 
security and autonomy from their parents. Young people 
want to be given the opportunity to make choices, to exert 
their own independence, to negotiate with adults and 
assume responsibility. But few want complete freedom, 
for now. 

Rice maintains that a compilation of extensive research 
findings indicate that adolescents want and need parents 
who: 

"Are interested in us and available to help us when needed:' 

"Listen to us and try to understand us." 

"Talk with us, not at us:' 
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"Love and accept us as we are, faults and all." 

"Trust us and expect the best of us:' 

"Discipline us fairly." 

" ... admit when they have made a mistake."23 

The School. Ernest Boyer refers to the school as "the 
one institution where it is all right to be young". 24 Profes
sor Elkind, in contrast, charges that the "scandal of our 
schools is their failure to provide a protected place for 
teenagers to struggle with the difficult task of growing up 
... a protected place in which they can get on with the 
task of building an identity".25 Volumes have been written 
and continue to be written on the school and its shortcom
ings, and on the steps necessary to remedy its problems. 
Few institutions are more frequently assailed. 

It is not our purpose to attempt a major critique of the 
schools. We would, however, reiterate how important it is 
for school personnel, notably teachers, to comprehend the 
nature of emergence and attempt to be responsive to it. 
Since, as Mitchell puts it, the school "is the dominant fact 
of youth existence",26 the role of school personnel is criti
cal to the successful and enjoyable movement of young 
people into adulthood. 

This means treating students as persons who matter, 
attempting to empathize with their struggles and, to the 
extent that it is humanly possible, responding to them as 
individuals. Concern for material mastery and order should 
not be allowed to become obsessive so that it obliterates 
imagination and reflection, along with creative difference. 
This is what makes teaching, in the words of educator 
Baughman, "a dangerous profession". "The philosophies, 
strategies, and objectives" - and, we would add, interper
sonal relations - "may either stunt or nourish emotions 
and intellect:'27 

So far as curriculum is concerned, being responsive to 
emergence means continuing the never-ending search for 
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ways of making the time spent in school a time that is in 
tune with the interests and the needs of young people, as 
well as "the world out there". As educators know well, if 
not seen as a place for meaningful learning opportunities, 
the school is destined to have primarily a custodial func
tion for young people, complete with complaints that school 
is boring and irrelevant. 

The Church. In addition to taking seriously the impor
tance of recognizing the reality of emergence, religious 
organizations that wish to be effective in retaining teen
agers and appealing to those who are unchurched seem to 
face three major hurdles. The first is how to be authorita
tive without being authoritarian, thereby offering direction 
without negating the freedom that is integral to emer
gence. A central task of religious groups is not just to 
indoctrinate but also to help young people think through 
religious ideas in order to develop a faith that has meaning 
for them.28 One Catholic scholar, for example, suggests 
that such a position is consistent with Vatican Il's empha
sis on faith being an open and free response to God.29 

The second hurdle involves finding ways to provide sup
port without creating a subculture - an environment that 
can be responsive to the desire for friendship and caring 
without alienating teenagers from the youth milieu of which 
they are a part. 

The third is how to focus on transcendence without triv
ializing life, relating simultaneously to the 50% who want 
religion to deal with spiritual matters and to the other 
50%, who expect religion to address everyday concerns. 
The task that these three issues present is formidable but, 
in our opinion, not insurmountable. 

Historically, the Christian church has travelled on the 
main thoroughfares in Canadian society. In the past 25 
years, however, the church has been pushed aside by other 
traffic and been forced to travel on secondary highways. 
The inclination of adults who have chosen to live without 
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the church is to impose their choices on the next genera
tion, an inclination clearly not in the interests of co-opera
tive emergence. Elkind offers good counsel and a word of 
caution: "Religion speaks to a deep and abiding need in all 
of us, or it could not have survived. Religion provides a 
perspective beyond ourselves and our world that helps us 
to manage the existential problem of realizing our signifi
cance and place in the universe. If we do not have a reli
gious faith ourselves, we should not deny it or denigrate it 
to our offspring:' 

Government. Young people are sending two clear mes
sages to the governments of this country. First, they want 
an opportunity for more input into society. They feel they 
have a contribution to make, and want the chance to make 
it. Second, they want jobs. Rightly or wrongly, they are 
going to expect the leaders of the country, namely govern
ments, to come through. The failure for such expectations 
to be realized will result in disenchantment of enormous 
proportions. 

The University of Alberta's John Mitchell is among the 
most vocal among those decrying "the adolescent predica
ment" of having much to provide but few avenues for mean
ingful contribution. He writes that we "are wasting the 
energy, ambition, and talent of our youth" and that "most 
youth who idle away their hours are themselves seeking 
something important to do."31 

He would like to see the energy and ability of youth 
integrated with the needs of society, "such that both par
ties benefit". Mitchell proposes a number of ways in which 
students, through their schools, might contribute to their 
communities and thereby not only "learn about their soci
ety" but also address their personal needs for "positive 
contribution and worthwhile work".32 

Governments at various levels have been forced to 
respond to the present and impending employment crises 
involving young people. But as noted earlier, the problems 
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are far from solved. In her November 14, 1984, speech to 
the House of Commons, Canada's Youth Minister, Andree 
Champagne, acknowledged that the nation's young peo
ple "will not understand any delay. They are demanding 
action, and rightly so." She indicated that forthcoming 
programs will be aimed at solving youth unemployment, 
discarding short-term solutions in favour of attacking "the 
roots of the problem facing us and not just its effects". 

Champagne also indicated that she wanted to hear from 
teenagers: "I want to listen to young people," she said, 
"to learn more about their problems and their achieve
ments .. :• 

She promised that in 1985, the United Nations' Inter
national Youth Year, she would introduce a policy and 
proposals that would "contribute to increasing youth par
ticipation in all sectors of our society".33 The nature and 
impact of such government promises remain to be seen. 

The Response of Teenagers 

If emergence into adulthood is to be a positive experience 
for all concerned, teenagers also have a pivotal role to play 
in the social process. They, as well as adults, need to develop 
an awareness of their "hybrid" status and the problems it 
raises for everyone involved. Teenagers need to be given 
assistance in comprehending what emergence involves for 
them and also what it involves for parents and other adults. 
Presumably, adults should be the ones who at least initiate 
the exposition of the nature of emergence. 

For example, one of the authors made a point of taking 
his three sons aside, one by one, as they entered their early 
adolescence years, and explaining the problem he was up 
against. He conveyed the dilemma that parents face when 
they are trying to relate to offspring who are "half-child 
and half-adult". In each instance, those early discussions 
provided a reference-point for subsequent discussions per
taining to the fine line between control and freedom. 
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Beyond developing an awareness of the nature of emer
gence and the problems it raises for adults and teenagers, 
adolescents should also realize that "parents are people, 
too." As the authors of Toughlove put it, beyond being 
obsessed with young people and their needs, everyone 
needs to recognize that adults also need to be loved. "Par
ents," they write, "have feelings and needs that require 
attention from their children:'34 Teenagers who want to 
be taken seriously as people have to reciprocate when 
dealing with adults. 

Further, if emergence is to be successful and positive, 
adolescents must be prepared to emerge. Some are not. A 
number of observers have drawn attention to the fact that 
some young people do not want to grow up. They are like 
chicks who prefer to stay in the safety of the shell. Such 
individuals prolong adolescence as a social role, which they 
retain well into their twenties and even beyond. They 
remain dependent on their parents; they do not "grow 

" up. 
Relatedly, adolescents who are emerging into adulthood 

have obligations to their family and society. In Mitchell's 
words, "Adolescence is not a time zone in which the per
son acquires immunity from social responsibility, nor is it 
a time when one is exempt from helping others or contri
buting to the general welfare:'35 The old adage "If you 
want your freedom, be willing to accept responsibility" 
applies to teenagers. 

We believe that if adults and teenagers can reach such a 
point where both are aware of the nature of emergence 
and both are prepared to see it through together, treating 
each other with the respect due not to parents or teen
agers but to human beings, adolescence can be a positive 
and enjoyable experience. 

Elkind warns about the danger of treating life stages as 
stepping stones to better things. "If we really value human 
life," he suggests, "we will value each period equally and 
give unto each stage of life what is appropriate to that 
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stage:'36 The positive aspects of our own adolescent years, 
we repeat, were no accident. They were invariably tied to 
encountering people who allowed us to become what we 
were becoming. The teenage years can be good years if 
young people and adults, in the interest of enjoyable liv
ing, will work towards co-operative emergence. 

Such a possibility would be welcomed by many teen
agers who are finding adolescence tough. Among them is 
a fifteen-year-old from a small Manitoba community who 
comments: 

I would like to say that adults should talk to teenagers 
more often. I wish I could talk to adults more often, but 
they never seem to have time. They only have time to 
catch us doing something wrong. 

A grade eleven female from rural Alberta offers a similar 
view: 

Why don't you send one of your surveys to the parents, 
because some families don't get along and it's not always 
the teenagers, it's also the parents. Maybe then some 
kids could understand their parents more. 

The challenge facing Canadian adults can be summed up 
in the succinct line on a plaque hanging in a school princi
pal' s office: 

We give our children roots - and wings. 



APPENDIX 

The Teen Canada 
Survey 

The national survey entitled "Project Teen Canada" was con
ducted during the four months of May, June, September, and 
October of 1984. The survey was carried out from the Univer
sity of Lethbridge, with Bibby serving as project director and 
Posterski as associate director. 

Sample Size. A sample of 3,600 teenagers was pursued, a figure 
that, if representatively selected, makes it possible to generalize 
to the overall adolescent population (2. 3 million) with a high 
level of accuracy (within about three percentage points, either 
way, 19 times in 20). A sample of that size also increases the 
accuracy of analyses within the aggregate - such as breakdowns 
by gender, region, and community size -over that, for example, 
of a typical Gallup survey with a Canadian national sample size 
of about 1,100 cases. 

The Sampling Frame. In attempting to probe the emerging 
generation, that segment of young people on the verge of be
coming adults, the decision was made to restrict the sample to 
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Canadians fifteen to nineteen years old. Ideally, a national sam
ple of these teenagers would involve a random selection of all 
teenagers in this age group in the country. From a methodologi
cal point of view, however, such a task is a formidable one. 
Problems include the establishment of an adequate sampling 
frame, accessibility, and, for some, parental consent. 

Consequently, the sampling frame was limited to teenagers 
aged fifteen to nineteen in grades ten to twelve across Canada. 
(This included CEGEPs in Quebec.) These three grades encom
pass some two-thirds of those in this age group. Moreover, some 
65% of the remaining one-third not in high school were there 
for one year or more. We therefore maintain that to get a read
ing of secondary students is to get a highly comprehensive snap
shot of the emerging generation as it passes through high school. 

Sampling Procedures. In pursuing the sample size goal of 3,600 
high-school students, the decision was made to randomly select 
individual high-school classrooms rather than individual students, 
because of the significant administrative advantages and mini
mal negative consequences for a random sample. The design in
volved choosing one classroom in each school selected. Based 
on an average class size of perhaps 25 students, this meant that 
some 150 schools needed to participate (N = 3 750). On the basis 
of a projected response rate of about 75%, approximately 200 
schools were selected to comprise the sample. 

The schools were chosen using multi-stage stratified and clus
ter sampling procedures. The country was first stratified accord
ing to the five major regions, with each region then stratified 
according to community size (100,000 and over, 99,000 to 10,000, 
less than 10,000). Each community size category was in turn 
stratified according to school system (public, separate, private). 

Specific communities within each size stratum were then 
randomly selected, with the number of communities drawn from 
each province in the Prairie and Atlantic regions based on popu
lation. Finally, one school in each of these communities was 
chosen randomly. The number of schools selected in cities with 
a population above 100,000 was proportional to their popula
tion in their region. The specific grade of the classroom involved 
was also randomly designated. 
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TABLE Al School Participation in the Survey by Region 
(Actual Numbers) 

Required Pursued In Refusals Non-Res. Rate 

British Columbia 15 20 l4 5 l 70% 
Prairies 27 43 33 6 4 77% 
Ontario 52 64 46 12 6 72% 
Quebec 41 49 39 2 8 80% 
Atlantic 15 24 20 2 2 83% 

Totals 150 200 152 27 21 76% 

The Administration of the Survey. Guidance counsellors at 
each school were contacted, and asked to (i) choose a classroom 
which they viewed as representative of the requested grade, and 
(ii) personally administer the questionnaire. They were instructed 
to stress that participation was voluntary and that anonymity 
and confidentiality would be honoured. The counsellors were 
asked to place completed questionnaires in the pre-paid postal 
envelope provided "in full view of the students", and to seal the 
envelope in their presence. 

The Response. Questionnaires were returned from 152 of the 
200 designated classrooms-a return rate of 76% (see Table Al). 
The remaining 48 schools either declined to participate (27) or 
did not respond to requests to do so (21 ). 

A total of 3,664 questionnaires were received, with 134 of 
these discarded because they had been filled out by students 
younger than fifteen or older than nineteen. The number of 
useable questionnaires thus totalled 3,530. 

Representativeness. As Table A2 shows, the sample in its raw, 
unweighted form is fairly representative of the Canadian popu
lation of fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds. It has, however, been 
weighted for region and community size on a regional basis 
(fifteen weight factors). In its final, weighted form, the sample is 
highly representative of Canadians in this age group. The minor 
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TABLEA2 Characteristics of the Teenage (15-19) 

Teen Unwtd. Weighted 
Pop.* Sample Sample 

Nationally 
Survey size 3,600 3,530 3,599 

Region 
British Columbia 10 9 10 
Prairies 18 24 18 
Ontario 35 30 35 
Quebec 27 23 27 
Atlantic 10 14 10 

Community Size 
100,000 & over 49 37 50 
99,000-10,000 15 16 14 
Under 10,000 36 47 36 

Gender 
Male 51 48 49 
Female 49 52 51 

School System 
Public 85 84 85 
Separate 10 11 10 
Private 5 5 5 

variations that do exist seem to reflect methodology rather than 
differences between the population and the sample. Marital 
status for thirty-five to fifty-nine-year-old adults is only a crude 
estimate of the marital status of the parents of teenagers, con
taining more single people. Population religious affiliation for 
teenagers has often been given to the census takers by adults. It 
seems that some adolescents with parents who claim "residual" 
United Church affiliation (often being inactive yet saying they 
are United) show a tendency to see themselves as "Nones" rather 
than United Church when speaking for themselves. 
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Population and Teen Canada Sample (In % 's) 

Parental Marital Status** 
Married 
Divorced 
Widowed 
Never married 

Religion 
Roman Catholic 
Protestant 

Anglican 
Baptist 
Lutheran 
Pentecostal 
Presbyterian 
United Church 
Other Protestant 

Jew 
Other 
None 

Teen Unwtd. Weighted 
Pop.* Sample Sample 

85 86 86 
5 8 8 
3 5 5 
7 1 1 

51 50 51 
40 36 35 

9 8 8 
3 3 3 
3 2 2 
2 2 2 
3 2 2 

15 11 10 
5 8 7 
l l l 
l 2 2 
7 11 12 

*Sources: Statistics Canada, 1981 census publications. Regional populations 
and gender, 92-901, Table 2; community size, 92-901, Table 6; school systems, 
81-210, Table I; marital status 92-901, Table 4; religion, 92-912, Table 3. 
**Population data: marital status of adults ages 35-59. 

The sample, then, is both sufficiently large and representative 
of Canadian teenagers fifteen to nineteen to permit generaliza
tions to the population with a very high level of accuracy. On 
most items in the questionnaire, the national results should 
come within about three percentage points of the results of 
other surveys probing the teenage population, 19 times in 20. 
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hat do teenagers today really think about their 
parents, their friends, about growing up, job 
prospects, relationships and sex, nuclear war, 
music, happiness . . . and hopes for the future? 

To find out, Reginald Bibby and Donald Posterski 
surveyed over 3,000 young people across Canada. Their 
surprising findings are reprinted here-and should be 
must reading for any Canadian over the age of 15. 

"I've been a teenager for five years and this is the 
first time I've been asked what I thought about 
anything other than drugs.'' 

" There are so many inbetweens in my life, so many 
questions about world events, personal events, life 
and death.'' 

''My major problem is what to do after I graduate. 
If I can't get a summer joh, I can't go to college 
and my plans will be ruined. I need a job and there 
aren't many jobs to be found." 

"Our minds aren't warped. All teenagers shouldn't 
be grouped together-not all of us go out and get 
drunk every weekend or get abortions. It's just the 
adults who think that.'' 

"We must do something about nuclear weapons and 
the threat of nuclear war. We want to have a future 
to look forward to.'' 

''For some reason, teenagers are always overlooked. 
Many of us are capable of making intelligent deci
sions on matters affecting us, but no one ever asks 
us.'' 
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