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Youth are usually not (yet) decision- makers in politics or in business corpora-
tions, but the sustainability of Arctic settlements depends on whether or not 
youth envision such places as offering opportunities for a good future. This is 
the first multidisciplinary volume presenting original research on Arctic 
youth.

This edited book presents the results of two research projects on youth 
wellbeing and senses of place in the Arctic region. The contributions are 
united by their focus on agency. Rather than seeing youth as vulnerable and 
possible victims of decisions by others, they illustrate the diverse avenues that 
youth pursue to achieve a good life in the Arctic. The contributions also show 
which social, economic, political and legal conditions provide the best frame 
for youth agency in Arctic settlements.

Rather than portraying the Arctic as a resource frontier, a hotspot for cli-
mate change and a place where biodiversity and traditional Indigenous cul-
tures are under threat, the book introduces the Arctic as a place for 
opportunities, the realization of life trajectories and young people’s images 
of home. Rooted in anthropology, the chapters also feature contributions 
from the fields of sociology, geography, sustainability science, legal studies 
and political science.

This book is intended for an audience interested in anthropology, political 
science, Arctic urban studies, youth studies, Arctic social sciences and human-
ities in general. It would attract those working on Arctic sustainability, well-
being in the Arctic, Arctic demography and overall wellbeing of youth.
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Introduction
The quest for a good life: Contributions from 
the Arctic towards a theory of wellbeing

Florian Stammler and Reetta Toivanen

Integrating different theoretical approaches to wellbeing

Anthropological research on wellbeing as a concept has highlighted that 
studies claiming to be about wellbeing largely fail to identify what it actually 
means (Thin 2008, p. 36). Ethnographic research from around the world has 
since started filling this gap (Mathews and Izquierdo (eds) 2008). Jiménez 
(2008, p. 3) emphasizes the importance of ethnography for informing our 
understanding of wellbeing, especially now that the concept has gained more 
political attention in a globalizing world. However, so far there is a lack of 
research focusing on wellbeing in the Arctic, and this is where this volume 
seeks to close a research gap.

Ortner (2016) suggested in a seminal article on dark anthropology that in 
order to understand the foundations of a good life, we need to study more 
than the absence of harm and hardship. In this volume, we want to provide 
empirical evidence on how good life in the Arctic looks from the point of 
view of its young residents. In that vein, this introduction is an attempt to 
conceptualize such evidence in theoretical terms. As Robbins (2013) has 
shown, an anthropology of the good life provides positive definitions of the 
parameters ‘of what is good’ but without overlooking the dark side of life. 
This should contribute to clarifying more generally how we can better define 
wellbeing in the social sciences.

In this respect, the anthropology of a good life aligns with recent trends in 
human security studies, for which wellbeing became a concept that invited 
scholars to define what is called “positive security” (Hoogensen et al. 2009; 
Hoogensen Gjørv 2012). In that field, a good life is first and foremost associ-
ated with the absence of harm and threat. Even in critical security studies 
where the focus is on security to (to satisfy one’s needs, to live one’s routine) 
and not security from (from threats, violence or harm), researchers assume 
that a good life is one that enables people to cope with risks and danger and 
satisfies their needs against all odds (see overview in Hoogensen Gjørv 2012, 
pp. 835–843; Stammler et al. 2020). What is called positive security in human 
security studies (Hoogensen Gjørv 2012, pp. 835, 843–846) comes closest to 
what anthropologists have highlighted as relevant in the study of wellbeing 
(Jiménez 2008).
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Both fields (anthropology of wellbeing and positive human security stud-
ies) point to the importance of considering contexts, values, justice, equality 
and trust for the understanding of wellbeing and human security. At the 
same time, they both highlight the need to comprehend practices and pro-
cesses of achieving these qualities among people. Also, both anthropologists 
and human security scholars highlight the difficulties of defining these positive 
qualities. One does not need to be a profound philosopher to realize that it is 
harder to define what is good without knowing what is bad, or to outline a 
clear research programme without the background of a gap analysis. This 
comprises the rather simple underpinning of the arguments by Robbins (2013) 
and Thin (2008) when they start outlining what studies of the good life are 
missing. Hoogensen Gjørv (2012, p. 843) takes an “epistemology of enabling” 
as a starting point to define what good may mean in her field of positive secu-
rity studies: “Through positive security, people in specific contexts are recog-
nized as potentially having some significant resources to tackle challenges and 
risks” (Hoogensen Gjørv 2012, p. 844). From this quote, the reader again gets 
the impression that the focus is on coping strategies, enabling the overcoming 
of problems, harm, risk and threat, and achieving freedom from these negative 
things through trust, justice and equality. This approach does not yet tell us 
what the positive parameters of wellbeing actually are, other than the capacity 
to overcome problems.

Equality and justice are fundamental for Jiménez (2008, p. 4) in the intro-
duction to his volume that studies the place of wellbeing in contemporary 
theories of political morality. Jiménez reminds us of Sen’s influential idea of 
wellbeing as an attempt for a more affirmative definition. It goes beyond the 
satisfaction of basic needs and rights to encompass substantive freedoms and 
basic capabilities, and incorporates both the opportunities that people have 
to change their lives and the processes that they undertake to harness such 
opportunities (Sen 1999, quoted in Jiménez 2008, p. 8). However, this still 
leaves us with a number of questions: What actually is it that people should 
have the freedom to achieve? What are the dreams that people should have 
the opportunity to pursue? The research in this volume shows that there is 
more to wellbeing than variables of the Human Development Index, which 
Sen helped to develop, and that especially young people in remote places such 
as the Arctic may not feel represented by such a broad and all- encompassing 
notion of wellbeing as Sen’s (1999, quoted in Jiménez 2008, p. 8), which 
focuses on political freedom, economic facilities, social opportunities, trans-
parency guarantees and protective securities. Thin’s (2008) scholarly quest 
that wellbeing studies should define the positive parameters of a good life 
thus remains largely unanswered by the earlier literature.

In their volume on youth wellbeing from the point of view of the educa-
tional sciences, Wright and McLeod (2015) observed that in the attempt to 
define wellbeing, international rankings usually focus on what they call 
“objective measures” such as GDP, expenditures for health, education and 
the like. On the other hand, they state that national policies see wellbeing 
more in terms of social and emotional dimensions, particularly psychological 
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notions and mental health (p. 2). The chapters in this volume do not fall so 
easily into the simplistic separation of “objective” and “subjective” indicators 
of wellbeing that Wright and McLeod (2015, p. 2) categorized. Our approach 
to youth wellbeing is that thick ethnographic descriptions can best show what 
is important for young people’s good life in the Arctic, as well as what the 
factors are that may influence their decisions to pursue their dreams and 
opportunities in the Arctic or elsewhere. Wyn et al. (2015) have argued that 
wellbeing is often defined as an imperative by society. Hence, they argue that 
the parameters of wellbeing or the scales to measure it are not made by young 
people and are beyond their control. Through our research we have sought to 
correct this. We have placed the young people in the centre of our inquiries 
and worked together with Arctic young people in order to be able to contrib-
ute in- depth and multi- year fieldwork- based empirical evidence on how 
young people in the Arctic see a good life.

A significant body of literature on the concept of wellbeing comes from 
the area of mental health studies and psychology (Ryan and Deci 2001; 
Usborne and Taylor 2010), where the focus is on the individual rather than 
the group as determining people’s sense of a good life. Since the present vol-
ume places the focus more on groups than individuals, we do not attempt to 
exhaustively engage this literature. Nonetheless, it is important to link it to 
our discussion, because psychological aspects figure prominently in the liter-
ature on Arctic wellbeing, which is strongly oriented towards Indigenous 
mental health and psychological aspects (Kral et al. 2011; Rasmus et al. 2014; 
Ulturgasheva et al. 2014; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014; Petrasek et al. 2015; 
Hatala et al. 2017; see also Gartler et al., this volume).

In psychology, there is a strand of research called “wellbeing science” 
(Oades et al. 2021). While Oades et al. claim that their approach is highly 
interdisciplinary, they place crucial importance on the individual alone. They 
write: “Wellbeing is highly individual and the freedom and choice to decide 
what wellbeing means to them, is essential to wellbeing itself” (Oades et al. 
2021, pp. 719–720). They further develop Sen’s (1999, cited in Jiménez 2008) 
idea of capability and subjective freedom, emphasizing that the individual’s 
capacity to choose their own parameters of wellbeing is crucial. For the 
authors, there are critical universal building blocks for the capability to thrive, 
based on what a person needs to be free from and free to do for a lived experi-
ence of wellbeing. Accordingly, individual wellbeing is based on freedom 
from poverty and instability, disease, alienation and isolation, violence and 
corruption, and freedom to choose one’s own life trajectory. According to 
Oades, that freedom to is less universal than the freedom from, which is why 
we can uncover the diversity of that freedom to, the positive definition of 
wellbeing best understood by analysing different narratives and what he calls 
“differentiated life- stories” (Oades 2018, see video at 36:58). Building on 
these ideas, our contribution in this volume is an in- depth study of some of 
the factors that influence such life trajectories, not only on the individual level 
but also on the group level, necessitated by structural factors such as age 
(hence our focus on youth) and regional specifics (here the Arctic). This is 



4 Florian Stammler and Reetta Toivanen

especially relevant, as neither anthropology nor geography inform Oades’ 
interdisciplinary approach to wellbeing, which he calls thriveability theory 
(Oades 2018, see video at 11:30; Oades et al. 2021).

Wellbeing as an applied category for measuring quality of life

Different from the theoretical political, philosophical and psychological litera-
ture discussed above, a sizeable part of wellbeing studies is applied and appears 
as white papers or reports targeted at policymakers. For the Arctic, such stud-
ies include, for example, Lundgren and Cuadrado (2020) on skills in the North. 
Different from the fieldwork- based guide recently published by some of the 
authors of this volume (Adams et al. 2020), Lundgren and Cuadrado (2020) 
take well- known wellbeing indices as their point of departure and analyse the 
good life in the European North using statistics of life expectancy and socio- 
economic factors, of which they single out education, gender equality and men-
tal health. They also cite a high level of social trust as characteristic of a 
specifically northern European parameter of wellbeing, which echoes 
Hoogensen Gjørv’s (2012) emphasis on trust for positive human security. Quite 
differently, the study by Ingemann and Larsen (2018) has a strong focus on 
what we could call “deficit analysis”, analysing the literature to establish where 
and why the Arctic region loses out in comparison to other places in terms of 
conditions for providing a good life for young people. Hence, in such reports the 
concept of wellbeing serves to inform policies and correct deficits. We start 
from the other side: our research has demonstrated that young people in the 
circumpolar North do not necessarily see themselves as deficient, underprivi-
leged, marginalized or disempowered. Rather, there are positive conditions and 
parameters for their wellbeing that they find in their northern home places.

The chapters in this book show what these conditions and parameters for 
wellbeing are and how they are vary between various regions in the Arctic. 
We take wellbeing as an analytical category down to the level of the everyday 
life of young people in remote places, and investigate how they imagine a 
good life and what their place of living could offer to them to facilitate 
achieving their dreams. The wellbeing of some may be influenced by seem-
ingly trivial things, such as having more shopping malls in one’s vicinity, or 
places to hang out with friends in a relaxed and safe atmosphere, or access to a 
beautiful and clean natural environment, which for some serves as inspiration 
and recreation in their daily life. Allemann’s research (Adams et al., this volume) 
has summarized some of these aspects as a quest among young people in the 
Arctic for more hedonistic opportunities rather than eudaemonic wellbeing. 
We suggest that such parameters of wellbeing be included more in future 
analysis of what makes young people in the Arctic feel good. Of course, this 
goes hand in hand with other crucial parameters of wellbeing, which figure 
as prominently in our research results as in those of international quality of 
life metrics, such as housing, employment and education, as shown in Table 
0. What unites these factors is that they provide a more down- to- earth opera-
tionalization of what a good life may mean in everyday life.
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We believe in the usefulness of this type of more down- to- earth approach, 
as some very relevant literature on wellbeing remains on abstract levels of 
political philosophy or complex social theory. What do we really gain from 
such equivalencies as ‘positive’ equals ‘good’ or ‘just’(Hoogensen Gjørv 2012, 
p. 845), defining “wellbeing as simply living well” (Oades et al. 2017, p. 99), or 
understanding wellbeing as a complex interplay between proportionalities 
and limits (Jiménez 2008)?

The findings in the chapters of this volume gain more relevance against the 
backdrop of notions of wellbeing that have arisen out of different applied 
wellbeing indicators. Among numerous such efforts, we found the OECD’s 
better life index to be particularly interesting. This initiative combines mea-
surable variables and perceptions in an online tool by inviting people to rate 
the parameters of wellbeing according to their own importance. We fully 
subscribe to the starting point and first sentence on the OECD homepage 
(OECD Better Life Index n.d.): “There is more to life than the cold numbers 
of GDP and economic statistics.” Many of the variables for wellbeing that 

Table 0.1  Parameters of wellbeing operationalized for field research with Arctic 
youth in Eurasia, compared to the parameters of the OECD Better Life 
Index

Parameters of wellbeing used for guiding 
field work with youth in the Arctic (2018–2020)

 1. nature, climate and environment;
 2. transport and mobility, distance to big 

centres and convenience of small cities;
 3. quality of life due to housing, medicine 

and a healthy environment;
 4. economic perspectives: labour market, 

career opportunities;
 5. social fabric of the community, networks 

and openness of civil society for youth;
 6. locally appropriate education plus 

opportunities for education in metropolitan 
centres;

 7. availability and diversity of services and 
opportunities for finding one’s own niche 
as part of society;

 8. degree to which legislation corresponds 
to actual needs and desires expressed by 
youth;

 9. quality and diversity of spending free time 
(e.g. culture, education, nature, sports);

 10. safety/security in the city for young people, 
including young families;

 11. pride in “northernness” or similar local 
loyalties.

Parameters of wellbeing in the 
OECD Better Life Index

 1. housing;
 2. income;
 3. jobs;
 4. community;
 5. education;
 6. environment;
 7. civic engagement;
 8. health;
 9. life satisfaction;
 10. safety;
 11. work- life balance.
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website visitors are invited to assess mirror our own research results, pre-
sented in this volume. The OECD tool combines the votes of the participants 
into country averages of wellbeing on a 1–10 scale, with all the Arctic coun-
tries (except Russia) appearing above the OECD average. Rather than con-
firming or challenging such quantitative results, in this volume we focus on 
qualitative thick descriptions of how the parameters of wellbeing unfold 
among our research partners in various places in the Arctic. The parameters 
that informed a significant amount of the fieldwork conducted for the chap-
ters in this volume at first glance look very similar to those used by the OECD, 
as Table 0.1 indicates.

The similarity of the two lists indicates that as humans grow up to become 
adults, there are some universal parameters that will influence their quality of 
life, regardless of the region, country, political system and culture in which 
they grow up. While the two lists show that it is not so much the parameters 
of wellbeing that are specific to the Arctic, we argue that some of them 
acquire a different meaning in the region, particularly due to the influence of 
two principal factors: climate/environment and transportation/mobility.

Why the Arctic?

We would like to stress climate and the environment of Arctic settlements as 
two overarching factors that influence all other parameters of human wellbe-
ing in the region. Thus, they cannot be left outside of considerations on the 
attractiveness of the North as a place for young people to pursue their plans 
and dreams in life. Different from more temperate regions, everybody in the 
Arctic agrees on the strong influence of the environment and climate on qual-
ity of life.

In more temperate climates, the difference between the seasons allows for a 
life independent of the environment. In the Arctic, most people’s day starts 
with taking a look at the temperature, precipitation and daylight, which are 
more diverse throughout the year than anywhere else on the planet. Long peri-
ods of snow and darkness in the winter and 24/7 daylight in the summer can 
be a source of depression or inspiration, but either way they are influential and 
impossible to ignore, compared to the case of a temperate metropolitan area. 
This gives the parameter of the environment a specific meaning in the Arctic.

Moreover, the fact that the Arctic is remote from the various countries’ 
capital and metropolitan areas is a parameter that is constantly mentioned, 
even more so by young people. Connected to this is the parameter of trans-
portation, the ability to explore the surrounding nature and connect with 
friends using different vehicles in the Arctic, or experiencing the distance to 
big centres as detrimental to the sense of quality of life. Arctic settlements are 
small and far away from the hustle and bustle of busy life. Some consider this 
an asset, enabling calm and peace of mind, while for others it is experienced 
as a deficit of opportunities.

These two overarching factors decisively influence the rest of the parameters 
on the list. For example, in smaller Arctic settlements many mention the 
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density of social networks and the support of family, friends and neighbours as 
different from the anonymity of life in a big city. That can also be considered a 
function of spatial distance to populous centres, as well as a harsh environment 
where support by neighbours used to be a matter of survival, with services 
being less institutionalized than in large cities. Likewise, the factors mentioned 
above figure prominently as parameters of local identity, which may support 
young people’s decisions to either pursue their life in the North, return back 
after education in southern areas (Adams et al., this volume), or serve as a 
sense of belonging even among those who have left (Toivanen, this volume).

Given the focus mentioned above in wellbeing studies on Indigenous 
peoples, psychology and mental health in North America (Kral et al. 2011; 
Rasmus et al. 2014; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014), with our regional focus on the 
Eurasian Arctic in this volume we complement the existing literature, with-
out leaving out North America (see Gartler et al., this volume). Additionally, 
we specifically do not categorize our research participants according to eth-
nic principles.

Why youth?

Youth obviously has a long history as a defining category for social science 
research, at both the individual level (psychology) and the collective level 
(sociology and anthropology). The classical study by Mead (1928) and its 
later reception have been formative for our understanding of the cultural 
specifics of youth as an age- class, as well as the importance of context in 
region and culture. This work and its reception have also influenced for a long 
time the way in which anthropologists have related to youth, mainly as the 
age category before initiation into adulthood, along with sexual practices and 
youngster male/female relationships (Bucholtz 2002). Obviously, youth as an 
age group is more than adolescence.

It does not come as a surprise that the more that studies become detailed 
and in- depth, the more we can uncover the diversity within this age group. 
Teenagers have different priorities for their wellbeing than young adults, 
school pupils, young professionals and just- married couples, to name just a 
few different phases of youth. The cultural practices of these differ not only 
from adults but also within youth. Bucholtz (2002, p. 525) observes that, 
more recently, research on youth has become wider and produces more stud-
ies on youth cultural practices. We find this orientation particularly impor-
tant, because understanding these cultural practices tells a great deal about 
the future of Arctic societies and settlements. In this volume, we seek to inte-
grate fields of Arctic social sciences that often separate between Indigenous, 
incomer, nomadic, settled, rural and urban communities. Focusing on youth 
allows us to bridge this divide.

Wright and McLeod (2015, p. 4) have highlighted that youth is a volatile 
category of the human population. Understanding variation and influences 
on this volatility is even more important, as it is the young generation that 
shapes the future and viability of human presence in the Arctic at a time 



8 Florian Stammler and Reetta Toivanen

when the region is going through substantial changes, such as global warm-
ing and extractive industrial development. From the perspective of both the 
public and natural science, this has made the Arctic into a natural laboratory 
where many planetary developments can be observed at a faster pace and are 
more clearly expressed than in more temperate regions. With this volume, we 
argue that if  the future of the Arctic is of interest for the whole world, we 
must understand the motivations, agency and cultural practices of the gen-
eration of inhabitants that will shape the future of that region from within.

Mobility, agency and regulating paths to independence: a road map for 
the volume

We will now outline the main findings of the chapters in this volume and high-
light several overarching topics that run through them. The volume has benefit-
ted from all the writers being involved in reading, commenting and 
cross- referencing each other’s contributions. During this process we observed 
that mobility and emplacement, youth agency, regulative practices of youth life 
and paths to independence figure particularly prominently in many chapters. 
Correspondingly, this volume is divided into sections with these headings.

Mobility and emplacement concern both physical and social mobility, 
within the Arctic and between the Arctic and more southern regions. Many 
Arctic settlements, particularly in Russia but also in Finland, are losing their 
populations. This is the background situation on which the chapters by 
Simakova et al., Bolotova, Komu and Adams, and to some extent also 
Oglezneva et al. and Toivanen, develop their discussions. Though having dif-
ferent theoretical interests and disciplinary orientations, all of them find that 
for young people in Finland’s and Russia’s Arctic, the default situation is one 
where a young person moves away from the North after leaving the parents’ 
household. In Chapter 1, Simakova, Pitukhina and Ivanova highlight the 
importance of understanding youth’s idea of wellbeing in relation to their 
migration intentions out of Arctic single- industry towns in Russia. They dis-
tinguish between the economic, social and emotional building blocks of well-
being, based on a sociological survey that they conducted. With this trifold 
division, they combine what Wright and McLeod (2015, p. 2) have observed 
as being separate, namely, that many wellbeing metrics rely on numerical val-
ues, while wellbeing policies are based on psychological and emotional vari-
ables. Simakova et al. conclude that “migration sentiments” influence young 
people’s decisions to leave or stay in Arctic single- industry towns.

On the Finnish side, in Chapter 2 Komu and Adams rightly remind that 
youth outmigration is part of a trend towards urbanization which is not only 
characteristic for the Arctic but for rural areas in general. They highlight, in 
particular, that moving out is the default situation for young people, while 
staying behind is less prestigious and feels like “being stuck”. Therefore, 
based on their case study of the small post- industrial town of Kolari in 
Finnish Lapland, they develop their main idea of a “culture of migration”, 
where mobility in everyday life and the freedom to move out are important 
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for young people’s notion of wellbeing. In Chapter 3, Bolotova speaks to 
exactly the same ideas, but based on long- term fieldwork in single- industry 
towns in Russian Lapland. She observes that there is much less research on 
“stayers” than on “away- movers”. Her work with stayers shows that there is 
more to remaining in Arctic towns than what she calls “involuntary immobil-
ity” and that staying is not a one- time act but a process with diverse facets 
and nuances. In her ethnography of staying, Bolotova therefore highlights 
the agency not only of migrants but also those young people who choose to 
stay in the Arctic, thus contributing to a more positive notion of a good life.

(Im)mobility and agency are also the two key terms around which Toivanen 
builds her argument in Chapter 4. Rather than focusing on stayers, however, 
she identifies a strong sense of belonging in the North among those Indigenous 
youth that moved out of the Arctic to more southerly areas, such as the 
Finnish capital of Helsinki. This shows, in particular, young people’s agency 
to stay connected to culturally significant places and livelihoods even in cases 
when they are physically distant from them as a result of outmigration.

In Chapter 5, Joona and Keskitalo focus on those young people who prac-
tice a specific livelihood that continues to exist in the Finnish and Swedish 
Arctic: reindeer herding. Their findings allow the question of rural outmigra-
tion and involuntary immobility to appear in a different light than the previ-
ous chapters, portraying on the one hand a bleak picture of villages and 
towns emptying out, a lack of employment options, the low qualification of 
the stayers, marginalization, dissatisfaction, violence and abuse. On the other 
hand, they emphasize their young interlocutors’ strong connection to the 
Arctic environment through reindeer herding and their agency and decisive-
ness to continue their livelihood. The authors can also be especially lauded 
for highlighting the gender dimensions of such choices: boys are more likely 
to take on reindeer herding as their primary profession. Joona and Keskitalo 
end with the hopeful finding that girls are increasingly considering reindeer 
herding, at least as a part- time profession.

Many reindeer herders consider themselves Indigenous, and Indigenous 
youth is also the topic of Chapter 6, in which Gartler, together with Melacon 
and Peter, focus on the Yukon in Canada. While reindeer herding as a liveli-
hood is not an option there, what is called “living off  the land” clearly emerges 
as a source of wellbeing for Indigenous youth, even though the region is 
nowadays dominated not only by extractive industries but also extractivism 
as an approach to life. Gartler shows that income from mining enhances the 
possibilities of Indigenous youth to spend time on the land by enabling the 
purchase of expensive equipment, which is needed nowadays to access remote 
places in the Arctic. This is particularly important, as being on the land for 
these young people also means maintaining relations with like- minded 
human and non- human persons in the environment. Thus, Gartler argues, 
the impacts of extractive industries for Indigenous youth cannot be seen as 
solely negative or positive.

As Wyn et al. (2015) have argued, the parameters of  wellbeing as impera-
tive by society are not made by youth themselves. This is best exemplified 
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in regulative settings and youth policy, in which young people’s participa-
tion is minor. Such rules and laws often have direct effects on the key con-
dition of  youth wellbeing, as identified by many authors (Jiménez 2008; 
Oades et al. 2021).

In Chapter 7, on Russian youth law and politics in the Arctic, Oglezneva, 
Ivanova and Stammler give examples of youth agency in the determination of 
their wellbeing in the Arctic (for example, through youth parliaments, youth 
policy programmes and civil society initiatives). Their findings show the diver-
sity of approaches and situations in the largest Arctic country, which is also 
due to the absence of a Russian federal law on youth and on the Arctic. Using 
research evidence from fieldwork in three northern industry towns, the authors 
reveal how certain regions and municipalities have a significant ability to 
implement their own policy in order to make themselves attractive to youth, 
even though for outside observers Russia may seem as a centrally adminis-
tered country where decisions are mainly made in Moscow. They show that 
this local and regional power is also strongly facilitated by the youth social 
policies of big industrial companies that are key economic actors in Russian 
Arctic cities. This argument reminds us that governance has long moved 
beyond the state being the only actor, and youth policy in the Arctic is in line 
with the recent trend towards multi- actor, multi- level governance, for which 
the Arctic Council has become famous (Hoogensen Gjørv 2012, p. 865).

After all, youth policy should enable young people’s paths to independence 
and the shaping of their own future, as well as that of the region. Those 
young people who have lived in institutional care have special challenges in 
seeking independent adulthood. Chapter 8 by Lähde and Mölkänen explores 
narratives of the independence of young adults who have been clients of 
youth welfare services in Finland. They discuss three predominant common 
themes (insecurities in social relations, illness or struggles with psychosocial 
wellbeing, and moving) that manifested in young adults’ narratives, and con-
sider how these contribute to the needs and possible spaces for support based 
on young adults’ experiences. With a similar research orientation but set in 
Russian northern alternative care, in Chapter 9 Kulmala and Fomina explore 
the expectations of young people who transition from different forms of 
alternative care into their independent adult life. Their empirical analysis is 
structured by two modes of future orientation by the young adults in the 
study: those who plan and dream ahead and those who show little future 
orientation or a refusal to plan.

In Chapter 10, the final chapter of this volume, Adams, Allemann and 
Tynkkynen make a Finnish–Russian northern comparison: their two case 
towns, Pyhäjoki and Polyarnye Zory, are united by a crucial corporate agent, 
the Russian state’s nuclear company Rosatom, which runs one plant in 
Russian Lapland and has partnered with a Finnish company to build another 
one in Pyhäjoki in northern Finland. The authors highlight the importance 
of corporate agency for youth wellbeing, particularly in relation to evidence 
from a single- industry town in Russia, with influence still being much less on 
the Finnish side.
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Conclusion

This introductory chapter has highlighted the potential of in- depth, empiri-
cally grounded research with young people in the Arctic to contribute to 
theoretical and applied notions of wellbeing in the social sciences. We have 
shown some ways in which literature from such different disciplines as 
anthropology, psychology, human security studies and educational science 
can become relevant for an integrated understanding of youth wellbeing, 
using evidence from the Arctic. Building on the dominant theoretical ideas of 
capability and the freedom to act for one’s future, this introduction and the 
chapters of this volume flesh out what the crucial empirical parameters for a 
good life in the Arctic are for young people—in other words, what Arctic 
youth are capable of doing to achieve the kind of wellbeing that would make 
them like their life in connection to their homeland.

We have shown that some of these parameters seem similar to those in the 
dominant global wellbeing indicators, such as the OECD Better Life Index. 
However, the crucial factors of the Arctic climate/environment, the specifics 
of its geography and the connected questions of mobility cause these param-
eters to play out in ways that make the Arctic different from other places on 
our planet. Highlighting the agency of youth with examples from the Arctic, 
this volume shows that it is not enough for youth to wait until their seniors 
create more favourable conditions.

Arctic youth must be confident in their economic and social potential and 
take an active position, creating their own future and that of their children. 
The chapters in this book give a strong positive signal that young people have 
all the capacity and abilities needed to actively take part in shaping their own 
lives. There are manifold governmental and economically motivated plans to 
‘develop’ the Arctic, which render the Arctic inhabitants invisible and irrele-
vant (see Toivanen 2019), but the empirical and ethnographic chapters in this 
book significantly challenge these century- long narratives of the Arctic as a 
peripheral resource frontier. Arctic youth do not need to make the same 
choices as earlier generations, because due to technology the places of work 
and education and the places of family can be connected. Thus, the Arctic 
has a lot to offer to young people searching for a good life, if  they wish to 
locate themselves in the region.
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1 Motives for migrating among youth in 
Russian Arctic industrial cities

Anna Simakova, Maria Pitukhina and  
Aytalina Ivanova

Introduction: youth in the urban Russian Arctic

The Russian Arctic is strategically important for the country’s development, 
as most of the natural resources that fuel the economy are located there. 
However, despite its strategic status, the Russian Arctic is characterized by a 
sharp asymmetry in social and economic development: the region encom-
passes some of the country’s economically most advanced territories as well 
as some of its most depressed.

The share of youth is lower in the Russian Arctic (13.4%) than the Russian 
average (19%). The Russian government has recently agreed on an ambitious 
strategy with development goals for the Russian Arctic (Russian Federation, 
President 2020). According to the document, the achievement of the strategic 
goals will require both the retention of young people in the Arctic and attract-
ing others from elsewhere in the country. The demographic indicators in 
Arctic regions show a steady downward trend in the population for the period 
until 2035 due to a decrease in fertility, an increase in childbearing age and a 
decrease in the number of marriages. This situation is further aggravated by 
youth outmigration. According to the strategy, 200,000 new jobs will be cre-
ated in the Russian Arctic by 2035, particularly in the Yamal- Nenets 
Autonomous District, Krasnoyarsk Territory, and the Murmansk and 
Arkhangelsk Regions (Russian Federation, President 2020). The youth in the 
Arctic represent an important potential source of labour in implementing the 
planned large- scale investment projects.

The population of the Russian Arctic zone is largely urban: 89 per cent of 
the population live in cities, but the proportion of youth in the population is 
6 per cent lower than the national average (Statistics Russia 2018). In this 
chapter we discuss the problems arising from a lack of young people in 
Arctic industrial cities. Most of  the cities are of  the single- industry type 
(“monocities”), meaning that they were built during the Soviet Union to 
host the workforce needed to extract or process the natural resources of  the 
Arctic. Today, a significant proportion of the cities have the status of  “being 
in the most difficult social and economic situation” or “facing risks of  a 
worsening of  the social and economic situation” (Government of  the Russian 
Federation 2014a). What is more, only 22.3 per cent of  all Russian 
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monocities demonstrate sustainable development, defined in this research as 
“a shifting process in which resource exploitation, redistribution of invest-
ments and technological development go in harmony with social wellbeing 
and environmental balance, providing added value to both current and future 
potential” (Statistics Russia 2018).

As noted by Mart’ianov (2013, p. 125), in Russia “almost all northern 
Arctic settlements are artificially created monocities, which makes them vul-
nerable in the open economy”. The single- industry style of urban develop-
ment makes it difficult to diversify the range of citizens’ activities and to 
increase options for developing labour markets, education and leisure. The 
variety of leisure activities for young people in such communities is limited 
compared to that found in large cities and regional centres (Monogoroda 
Arkticheskoi zony RF 2016). This may be one of the main reasons for the 
outflow of the population from monocities and, in particular, offer a compel-
ling reason of why young adults leave them. Studies of Arctic monocities 
reveal that they “predominantly show a regression in demographic indica-
tors: there is a negative population dynamic, the migration outflow is increas-
ing and only a quarter of the cities have recorded a natural population 
growth” (Statistics Russia 2018).

The statistical indicators characterizing the youth as a social group in the 
regional communities offer insights into the problem. According to the 
Russian government, young people in Russia are defined as those aged 
between 14 and 30 years (Government of the Russian Federation 2014b). 
Their proportion in terms of the total population of the Russian Arctic is 
13.8 per cent on average, compared with 19.3 per cent in the Russian 
Federation as a whole (Figure 1.1). It is only in the Arctic zone of the 
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Krasnoyarsk Territory and Arkhangelsk 
Region that as much as one in five residents is a young person. In Murmansk 
Region and the Yamal- Nenets and Chukotka Autonomous Districts, the 

Figure 1.1     Proportion of young people between the ages of 14 and 30 years in the 
total population of the Russian Arctic regions.
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proportion of young people is significantly lower than in the country as a 
whole. These regions face a declining birth rate as well as an outflow of youth 
in pursuit of increased educational opportunities.

The Russian Arctic exhibits a number of specific features, such as harsh 
climatic conditions, their remoteness from federal or regional centres and a 
high degree of dependence on single branches of industry (primarily the 
extractive industries). These may contribute to a high likelihood that young 
people will leave the regions, given their relatively high levels of mobility. The 
Russian Arctic experiences intensive migration flows, in terms of both arrival 
and departure of the population from the region (Fauzer 2016). On the other 
hand, regardless of their location, youth are the most mobile part of the 
country’s population anywhere, ready to pursue ambitious goals in life. 
Timothy Heleniak claims, in his paper “Migration in the Arctic”, that due to 
the small size of the population and settlements, migration plays a significant 
impact on the overall population in the Arctic (Heleniak 2014). The follow-
ing discussion on broad migration flows is a disaggregation of those flows in 
terms of the key factors of age, gender and level of education.

Ulrich Beck, the pioneer of the concept of the risk society, noted that soci-
ety is moving toward a new stage of modernity that produces risks. In his 
words, a risk is defined as a “systematic way of dealing with hazards and 
insecurities induced and introduced by modernization itself” (Beck 1992,  
p. 21). According to Beck, some people are more affected than others by the 
distribution and growth of social risks. Our research draws on the concept of 
the risk society to investigate the phenomenon of social risk, which occurs 
when individuals (young adults) cannot rely on help from state institutions 
but draw on their own resources and take personal responsibility for risk. 
Beck’s ideas are still widely discussed and criticized. For example, one argu-
ment is that Beck’s definition of risk is predicated on inconsistent “realism” 
and “constructivism” (Leiss 1994). It has also been asserted that Beck exag-
gerates the importance of modern risk, since we now live in safer times 
(Lupton 1999, p. 184). Yet such critical statements do not diminish the impor-
tance of Beck’s ideas, since his point of view is original and reflexive; it is 
expressed in terms of the ability to respond to the acute problems of our time.

According to Zubok, youth generally belong to the most risk- prone groups. 
Innovations are sometimes risky, and youth is a transitional state in the 
human life cycle. As Zubok notes,

active interaction (of youth) with new social mediators, its inclusion in 
the global world, ability to feel, learn and master new emerging social 
patterns (economic, political, cultural) give it not only dynamism, but 
also make them the most important driving force for innovative 
development.

(Zubok et al. 2016, p. 35)

Their innovative potential is in high demand, especially during periods when 
social and economic systems are developing. When planning the social and 
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economic development of strategic territories, it is particularly important to 
take into account the position of young people as a special social group that 
will occupy the leading role in driving this development.

Analysis of regional migration flows in Russia’s Arctic has shown a 
decrease in the population of young people in the majority of regions, with 
the exceptions being Krasnoyarsk Territory, Yamal- Nenets Autonomous 
District and Murmansk Region. Most people leave for another region of the 
Russian Federation, whereby this can be considered mainly an interregional 
flow (Table 1.1). One in three people leaving the Arctic and one in three enter-
ing it is a young person between the ages of 14 and 30. Many young people 
are leaving their native Arctic towns; on the other hand, however, many are 
also coming to the Arctic. These flows partially compensate each other in 
quantitative terms but do not have a significant effect on the resident popula-
tion in the region, since migration is also high among the elder population.

According to Mkrtychian, most people migrate between the ages of 17 and 
19 years graduating from upper secondary school. The main reason for youth 
migration at this age is the search for educational opportunities and profes-
sional self- realization (Mkrtychian 2015).

This introduction to the issues may be summarized in the following 
observations:

 • the Arctic is experiencing a decline in population;
 • the Arctic has the most mobile population in Russia;
 • youth are underrepresented in the population of the Russian Arctic; and
 • youth are the most mobile part of the Arctic population.

These points suggest that measures should be developed for retaining youth 
in Arctic industrial cities. Indeed, the future development of the Arctic 
regions depends largely on the young generation’s perception of their own 
prospects and their choice about whether or not to leave these regions. 
However, research to date has largely overlooked these perceptions and 
choices, which are the most important considerations for the future of the 
Russian Arctic

Methods and materials

To answer the question, “Would you prefer to live and work here in the North 
or to leave?”, we conducted a sociological survey as part of a larger research 
effort studying youth wellbeing in Arctic industrial cities; the study used both 
qualitative and quantitative approaches. The main goal of the research was 
to assess perceptions of wellbeing and prospects for the future among young 
people living in Arctic monocities. The survey sought to identify the general 
motivation, attitudes and values of youth regarding life, training and work. 
We invited youth to participate in the survey only in Arctic monocities. Our 
sample sites were:
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Table 1.1     Youth mobility by region in the Russian Arctic, 2018

Region Youth migration 
surplus in all 
migration types 
(intraregional, 
interregional and 
international)

Youth migration 
surplus in 
 interregional 
migration

Share of 
 interregional 
migration in total 
youth outflow for 
all types of 
migration (%)

Share of youth of 
total number of 
those migrated 
interregionally 
(those who left) 
(%)

Share of youth of 
total number of 
those migrated 
interregionally 
(arrivals) (%)

Republic of Karelia* −141 −135 46.7 40.2 37.6
Komi Republic* −642 −557 85.7 27.4 30.9
Krasnoyarsk Territory* 594 301 72.7 32.1 37.6
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia)* −147 −26 28.9 32.0 34.6
Arkhangelsk Region* −409 −1401 45.1 33.1 36.6
Nenets Autonomous District −114 −124 47.9 36.3 32.2
Murmansk Region 624 275 63.1 31.7 38.4
Yamalo- Nenets Autonomous 

District 253 292 65.6 31.7 35.2
Chukotka Autonomous 

District −126 −116 78.3 29.0 31.1
Total, Russian Arctic / 

Average, Russian Arctic −108 −1491 61.6 32.6 34.9

* For regions whose territory belongs to the Arctic in part, data are indicated only for the Arctic territories of these regions.
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 • Novy Urengoy, Yamal- Nenets Autonomous District, “the gas capital of 
Russia”, which stands out from other Russian cities by virtue of its sus-
tained economic growth and economic prosperity (Stammler and 
Eilmsteiner- Saxinger 2010; Men’shikov 2015);

 • Neryungri, Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), one of the monocities classi-
fied by the government as “undergoing risks of a worsening of the social 
and economic situation” (Government of the Russian Federation 2014a); 
and

 • Kirovsk, Murmansk Region, characterized as a municipality “having the 
most difficult social and economic situation” (ibid.).

As the list indicates, Neryungri and Kirovsk are on the negative end of the 
scale compared to Novy Urengoy in terms of social and economic indicators 
(see also Ivanova et al., this volume, for a comparison of youth policy imple-
mentation in these same cities).

All respondents to the survey were between 14 and 30 years of  age, thus 
falling within the definition of  “youth” in Russian law (Government of  the 
Russian Federation 2014b; Kekkonen et al. 2017). Since young people as a 
social group are heterogeneous, it was necessary to include both studying 
and working young people, reflecting their particular situation at different 
stages of  growing up and becoming an individual socially and profession-
ally. The lower age limit of  14 years is characterized by the emergence of 
physical maturity and of  rights and social responsibilities. The upper limit 
of  30 years corresponds to economic independence and professional and 
personal stability (Kozhurova 2012). The diversity of  views and percep-
tions among young people as an age group has been confirmed in qualita-
tive research carried out by colleagues in the same project Their findings 
indicate that the same variable can function as an incentive to leave a city 
among school- age youth, but contribute to its attractiveness as a place to 
realize one’s aims in life for young adults having or wanting to establish a 
family.

The sample for the survey drew on a stratified random selection, with gen-
der in addition to age employed as principal segmentation factors. A total of 
436 people took part in the survey. To understand the full picture of the sur-
vey, we present below the age distribution of the youth of the focal towns 
who took part in the study (Figure 1.2).

Of the total number of respondents, 45.4% were residents of Novy 
Urengoy, 42% residents of Neryungri, and 12.6 % residents of Kirovsk; that 
is, the sample is distributed approximately equally between the “crisis” towns 
and the prosperous town. The reasons for the different classifications are set 
out at the federal level (Government of the Russian Federation, 2014a).

In addition to the quantitative survey, our results reflect insights from 
detailed in- depth interviews, focus group discussions and participant obser-
vation with young people in all three case cities. The data were complemented 
by conversations with experts in the municipalities and industrial companies 
responsible for youth, staff  development and social responsibility.
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Discussion of results

Young people’s feelings about migration in the Arctic industrial towns

The results of our survey suggest that the basic values among youth in our 
Arctic monocities are material security (90.9% of respondents), a strong fam-
ily and the opportunity to unlock one’s personal potential (87.3% of respon-
dents for each). These figures suggest that the extent to which young people 
see these cities as environments supporting these values will influence any 
consideration they give to migrating. However, decision- making often hap-
pens on a far finer- grained level. In this section we present some findings 
reflecting that level, our purpose being to develop a clearer understanding of 
what constitutes wellbeing for youth in an Arctic industrial city. Young peo-
ple’s interest in migrating most often relates to their educational opportuni-
ties and professional self- realization. This decision directly affects the life of 
a young person and the spatial distribution of human capital in general 
(Kashnickii et al. 2016). Correspondingly, an individual young person’s feel-
ings regarding migration will differ depending on the stages of his or her 
social development.

Most of the youth in the Arctic industrial towns have considered leaving 
their hometown: 68.5% would like to leave; another 13.5% would like to 
leave, but thus far have had no opportunity; and only just under one- fifth 
(18%) plan to stay. If  we consider the current situation with reference to the 
age groups of young people, interest in migration is strongest between the 
ages of 14 and 21 (Figure 1.3) and most often relates to educational opportu-
nities. According to Mkrtychian, the ages between 15 and 19 represent a peak 
in migration activity (Mkrtychian 2017, p. 225).

Where education as a reason to leave is concerned, the difference between 
cities can also be explained by the fact that there is one educational organiza-
tion in Kirovsk offering secondary vocational education programmes, while 
Novy Urengoy and Neryungri both have three such organizations. Neryungri 
has a branch of North Eastern Federal University in Yakutsk where students 

Figure 1.2     Respondents’ age distribution in the three case towns (per cent).
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can obtain a higher education, for the most part in technical fields. In Novy 
Urengoy, branches of universities were closed due to their poor quality and the 
poor reputation of the qualifications they award. In Kirovsk, youth do not have 
to move to get a higher education, as the neighbouring town Apatity, within half  
an hour by bus, has two branches of universities in Murmansk, as well as the 
Kola Science Centre of the Russian Academy of Sciences. Apatity has a more 
vibrant student life than Kirovsk, and some students want to move there; how-
ever, this does not qualify as a significant instance of outmigration, as both 
towns are geographically and economically related to each other. Many of the 
youth organizations operate in both cities, and young people move back and 
forth frequently, sometimes several times a day (see also Bolotova, this volume).

Another salient consideration is that the number of people of reproductive 
age is shrinking. This poses a threat to the reproduction of human capital in 
Arctic (post- )industrial towns when educational migrants do not return to 
their native region after graduation (Andreenkova 2010). We call this the 
uncompensated aspect of educational migration. For young people in the 
(post- )industrial Arctic towns, large metropolitan areas and even foreign 
countries are more attractive than home: such larger communities are mag-
nets in providing extensive educational services as well as a higher standard 
of living, even though some respondents were aware that housing and other 
services are more expensive there (Figure 1.4).

By the time most young people already have a professional education 
(between the ages of 22 and 25), the proportion of those who focus on other 
regions of Russia increases, or inclinations to migrate turn into “conscious” 
desires, such as “I want to move, but I don’t have an opportunity to do so.” 
In the age range of 26 to 30 years, the share of those who do not want to leave 
increases sharply, to approximately one in four respondents.

Figure 1.3     Youth attitudes toward migration in Arctic monocities, per cent by monoc-
ity, per cent by age group.
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Every second young adult notes that in another region there is an opportu-
nity to find an interesting job (49.7%), get a higher salary than in their native 
region (40.7%), continue their studies and professional development (40.7%) 
or just to see the world (44.7%).

In light of the qualitative research, some of the differences between the 
case cities become more easily understood. For example, almost all of our 
survey respondents in Kirovsk have had contact with foreigners at some 
point in their life and also travel frequently to Moscow and St. Petersburg. 
The city positions itself  as a tourist centre in addition to being a mining 
town, and receives both Russian and foreign tourists during the winter sea-
son. Moreover, the nearby Kola Science Centre has long had extensive inter-
national contacts and visitors, as has the local research station maintained in 
the mountains near Kirovsk by Moscow State University. Contact with out-
siders is something normal and part of everyday life and work. In compari-
son to Neryungri and Novy Urengoy, Kirovsk also has a much longer history, 
one starting in the 1920s rather than the 1970s. We hypothesize that the rea-
sons why fewer people want to leave Kirovsk include its less isolated geogra-
phy and its better- embedded local patriotism. Among those who intend to 
leave, Moscow and St. Petersburg are the most logical destinations, being 
only a 90- minute flight or a day’s drive away.

Perhaps more frequent travel to Finland and more first- hand experience 
abroad as individual travellers without tourist or education programmes has 
also contributed to the youth in Kirovsk being more realistic about the pros-
pects of life in another country. Only 8% of the respondents from Kirovsk 
aspired to live in another country; the figure for Neryungri was double this, 
and for Novy Urengoy almost triple.

Figure 1.4     Youth attitudes toward migration in Arctic monocities, per cent by monoc-
ity, per cent by age group.
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In Murmansk Region in general, and in Kirovsk in particular, travel 
abroad is often not for leisure, but related to work or income: many people 
travel to Finland to work picking berries in summer and do seasonal work in 
the tourism industry in winter. Moreover, they travel to Finland to shop dur-
ing sales and buy quality goods at cheaper prices than in Russia. By contrast, 
travel abroad in Novy Urengoy is often related to leisure or personal develop-
ment. With their higher salaries from the local gas industry, inhabitants of 
this city are often able to afford expensive holidays already at a rather young 
age. They travel abroad in a more luxurious manner and live, eat and enter-
tain themselves more expensively. Indeed, before the crisis of 2014, in the 
northern Finnish ski resorts one could often hear the phrase “Gazprom is 
coming”, meaning a great deal of revenue was to be had from rich Russian 
tourists during the winter holiday season. In somewhat of a simplification, 
one could say that inhabitants of Kirovsk travel to northern Finland to serve 
inhabitants of Novy Urengoy spending their holidays there at the ski resorts.

In addition, Novy Urengoy has numerous gas company- sponsored part-
nerships with German cities, especially its twin city, Kassel. There are fre-
quent school exchanges at the secondary level, as well as regular video 
conferences linking students in Novy Urengoy and Germany. For the most 
part these are extremely well- organized programmes giving Russian children 
the opportunity to travel to Germany. In this light, it may be easier to under-
stand why more youth from Novy Urengoy than from Kirovsk might wish to 
live abroad, since the latter have encountered fewer affluent foreigners at 
home or abroad.

On balance, we can interpret the survey results as indicating that the 
leisure- oriented travel abroad of Novy Urengoy inhabitants, along with the 
schoolchildren’s travel and interaction with elite schools sponsored by the gas 
company, creates an image of living abroad as being easier, more comfortable 
and more luxurious than in Russia. In comparison, for inhabitants of 
Kirovsk, living abroad is associated more with hard work and therefore may 
not be a particularly desirable dream for youth to pursue.

Factors affecting an inclination to migrate and wellbeing among youth

Intentions that young people may have to migrate are formed under the influ-
ence of both external and internal factors. In this section, we argue that 
migratory moods, or intentions, also tell us about young people’s senses of 
wellbeing when living in a northern industrial city: the greater one’s sense of 
wellbeing in one’s current residence, the less impetus exists for making the 
effort to migrate. Young people represent a social group which, due to its high 
mobility and ambition, may not yet have put down roots in a specific place, 
making the decision to move easier for them. Aliev considers migration flows 
the most visible and easily identifiable manifestation of the general level of 
wellbeing of a town or a region (Aliev 2012, p. 54). Flows go consistently 
from less prosperous territories to more prosperous ones. According to 
Russian studies, the main reasons for the outflow of young people from small 
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towns are low incomes, narrow, sector- specific labour markets and other 
social and economic problems intrinsic to the periphery. However, these dis-
advantages are tempered by the particular circumstances in the Arctic indus-
trial cities, where the level of income is much higher than in other small cities 
of the country. Employees in industrial companies can often anticipate 
receiving a higher salary in the Arctic than they would get for similar work in 
St. Petersburg or Moscow. This shows that money may not be the main driv-
ing force for migration in these cases.

More so than money, life satisfaction is one of the integral and complex 
indicators for assessing wellbeing. It may include satisfaction with one’s posi-
tion in society, financial situation and other achievements (Andreenkova 
2010). In general, much social science research has considered life satisfac-
tion as almost synonymous with wellbeing.

We proceeded to carry out a factor analysis to assess the young people’s 
migration plans. The sociological significance of  applying factor analysis is 
to compress the data set into a matrix that reflects the same information, 
but with fewer variables. This analysis is based on the premise that vari-
ables are indirect manifestations of  a small number of  latent factors 
(Nivorozhkina 2008).

Three dimensions of wellbeing: towards defining criteria

We acknowledge that from a qualitative point of view, more in- depth infor-
mation uncovers the deeper meanings of each of these factors for the youth 
in our case cities. Most importantly, “satisfaction with wellbeing” is such a 
broad concept that a limited set of factors cannot possibly grasp the diversity 
of worldviews and approaches subsumed under it. Cultural research on well-
being has demonstrated this diversity and identified the lack of clarity of 
wellbeing as an analytical concept (cf. Stammler and Toivanen, this volume).

Our list of factors is an attempt to categorize some of the indicators that 
would be related to broader notions of wellbeing in general, including social 
and economic considerations.

We suggest subsuming youth’s satisfaction with their personal economic 
situation under the larger heading of “financial considerations”, which 
includes the following indicators: income level, living conditions, guarantee of 
obtaining one’s desired job and, as a result, confidence in a prosperous future 
(Table 1.2). Young people’s interest in high salaries and maximum realization 
of their professional competencies is obvious, since salaries are the main 
source of income for a modern person, providing most of his or her daily 
needs: “[Salary] is a measure of society’s assessment of the significance, value 
and prestige of labour” (Konstantinovskii et al. 2013). However, we do not 
claim that personal finances are the only, or always the principal, factor deter-
mining a young person’s decision to live in or leave northern industrial cities.

The second group of indicators relates to the social sphere, under which we 
subsume “satisfaction with leisure and rest”, “health”, “quality of health 
care” and “environmental situation”. Moreover, “satisfaction with one’s 
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social surroundings”, meaning relatives, neighbours, co- dwellers in the city, 
peers in school and at work, has an important impact on senses of wellbeing. 
We argue that a high value for this factor shows young people’s confidence in 
their social wellbeing and sense of security.

We assign the last indicator “emotional satisfaction and level of happiness 
with one’s life” to the mental sphere, on the most personal level.

For young people in Arctic monocities, wellbeing comprises financial, 
social and mental determinants. Together, these contribute to a sense of secu-
rity and stability that may encourage an adult to stay in the North. In the 
present case, a look at the current situation in the three cities shows that 
young people rely on their own feelings of wellbeing. Clearly, wellbeing in 
Arctic monocities is also influenced by policy at both the federal and regional 
levels, the existing and potential conditions for social and economic develop-
ment of the towns, the attitude of the local authorities, the business climate 
and the community. However, it is necessary to have a clearer understanding 
of those individuals on whose wellbeing we are focusing. When young people 
see their Arctic towns as providing opportunities to meet needs associated 
with their basic values (satisfaction with income level, certainty about the 
future, satisfaction with leisure), they may be less inclined to leave.

In light of the above, we suggest that place- based dimensions of wellbeing 
should be considered in analysing the feelings of youth in Arctic industrial 
cities regarding migration. Factors influencing such sentiments should serve 
as the basis for developing recommendations on improving youth policy at 
the national and regional levels, with the aim being to “keep” young people 
in the Arctic and thus ensure viable development of the region.

Table 1.2     Understanding wellbeing: from indicators to dimensions

Factors 1 2 3 4

Satisfaction with one’s life in 
general 0.355 0.104 0.766 0.035

Satisfaction with income 0.824 0.197 0.035 −0.091
Satisfaction with standard of 

living 0.719 0.312 0.153 0.079
Employability\ guarantee of 

employment 0.86 0.232 −0.0006 −0.127
Certainty in the future 0.728 0.39 0.174 −0.001
Satisfaction with leisure activities 0.173 0.799 0.227 −0.061
Satisfaction with wellbeing 0.261 0.788 0.108 0.124
Satisfaction with the medical care 

system 0.345 0.708 −0.101 0.017
Satisfaction with ecology 0.259 0.751 0.035 −0.229
Level of happiness −0.079 0.066 0.873 −0.057
Gender −0.076 −0.054 −0.029 0.975

Note: Value for Kaiser- Mayer- Olkin sample adequacy after the final selection of observations: 
0.858 (more than 0.5)
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Conclusion

This chapter has outlined a relation between dimensions of wellbeing and 
intentions to migrate among young people in Russian Arctic industrial towns. 
The conditions in such industrial cities are often considered less favourable 
than in other places in the country. We have argued that the combination of 
five structural factors that influence the development of such cities and are 
characteristic of young people in general may increase youth outmigration 
from such cities: the Arctic is experiencing a decline in population, although 
its strategic importance has increased and industry is still developing there. 
There are fewer young people in the Arctic than elsewhere, a situation exac-
erbated by the fact that the Arctic has the most mobile population in Russia, 
and youth are the most mobile part of the population in general. On the 
other hand, youth are the most innovative part of the population and are 
more willing to take risks than other age groups. In this light, given the need 
for development in the Arctic, there is a corresponding need to keep youth in 
Arctic industrial cities. We have argued here that if  the views of young people 
on their own wellbeing (satisfaction with income level, certainty about the 
future, satisfaction with leisure) are not taken into consideration in strategic 
planning in such cities, in many cases an inclination on their part to migrate 
may translate into outmigration.

We conducted a survey on youth wellbeing in three Arctic monocities – 
Kirovsk, Novy Urengoy and Neryungri. Qualitative fieldwork in the cities 
then validated the observations made on this basis as well as their context- 
sensitive interpretation.

Our research results show that youth in Arctic industrial towns express an 
interest in migrating. Yet respondents’ narratives, as well as survey data, sug-
gest that young people do not necessarily act on their intentions to migrate, 
especially when they perceive the conditions in their hometown for their 
social, financial and mental wellbeing as being favourable. Given the strategic 
importance of Arctic industry for the Russian economy, the issue of preserv-
ing or increasing the population in Arctic cities is particularly relevant. We 
argue that some of these cities may have a future, even when they run out of 
the mineral resources they were built to extract, if  youth see them as enabling 
the dimensions of wellbeing better than other locations. Some of the cities, 
such as Kirovsk, have already started to diversify their economy. Relevant 
reforms which need active young people for their implementation are being 
carried out.

A policy of keeping youth in a particular community should be based on 
the development of existing and the creation of new economic and social 
incentives geared to enhancing the factors that promote youth wellbeing. If  
the social environment of the Arctic region continues to become more satis-
fying and people- centred, Arctic industrial cities can compete favourably 
with other cities for the best, most innovative and most creative people, who 
will be crucial in driving development.
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 2 Not wanting to be “Stuck”
Exploring the role of mobility for young 
people’s wellbeing in Northern Finland

Teresa Komu and Ria- Maria Adams

Introduction

It is common for young people in rural Finland leave their place of birth. 
Like all the Nordic countries, Finland is experiencing population growth in 
its larger, urban settlements, and population decline in its smaller, rural ones 
(Jungsberg et al. 2019, p. 23). Among the Nordic countries, Finland has the 
largest number of rural regions with declining youth populations, and 
Lapland is one of the most seriously impacted regions (Karlsdóttir et al. 
2020). The trend towards urbanization is largely driven by young people, who 
account for a significant proportion of Finland’s internal migration, and it is 
peripheral, rural areas, in particular, that are losing young people (Aro 2018; 
Valtion nuorisoneuvosto 2019). Far from being solely a Finnish phenome-
non, the outmigration of rural youth is a global trend affecting the entire 
Arctic and the developed countries in general (Carson et al. 2016; Farrugia 
2016; Corbett and Forsey 2017). Indeed, it has been suggested that as part of 
growing up in rural places, young people have to “learn to leave” them 
(Corbett 2007; Kiilakoski 2016, pp. 47–49).

Many researchers have referred to a “mobility imperative” when discussing 
the outmigration of rural youth: young people are being driven out by struc-
tural inequality whereby cultural and economic capital becomes concentrated 
in cities, leaving rural living symbolically portrayed as inferior to urban life 
(Armila 2016; Farrugia 2016; Tuuva- Hongisto et al. 2016). Such a view not 
only casts migration in a predominantly negative light but also risks over-
looking young people’s own views and agency. Furthermore, research on 
youth migration has shown that a desire to migrate is not tied to local condi-
tions and that youth outmigration is not a specifically rural phenomenon 
(Tuhkunen 2007, pp. 10, 145–146). Young people in general are highly mobile 
and tend to leave rural areas, whether or not these are in decline (Seyfrit et al. 
2010; Carson et al. 2016, p. 382).

We suggest that one might approach rural youth outmigration in northern 
Finland as a manifestation of a “culture of migration” (see Massey et al. 
1993; Horváth 2008). In addition, we wish to focus on young people’s own 
understandings of wellbeing and on the kind of role mobility plays in these. 
We understand migration as an act of individual agency,1 one driven by 
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future aspirations that are facilitated and constrained by material, social and 
cultural conditions (Carling and Collins 2018). We further the discussion 
started by recent anthropological research on the relations between place and 
wellbeing (see Ferraro and Barletti 2016), in particular the article by Neil 
Thin (2016) dealing with the interplay between wellbeing, place and mobility. 
Thin argues that research and policymaking often assume that wellbeing is 
rooted in being in a particular place and that certain place characteristics, as 
well as place attachment, determine a person’s wellbeing. Instead, he calls for 
an understanding of wellbeing as the result of people’s dynamic interactions 
with places, in which purposeful relocations may play an important role in 
the pursuit of wellbeing (Thin 2016, pp. 6–11).

In the following, we argue that mobility, in the form of both everyday 
mobility and long- term migration to another place, is necessary for the well-
being of  young people in rural areas, whose lives are characterized by long 
distances. Further, we suggest that outmigration has come to represent a key 
transitional phase in young rural Finns’ pursuit of  individual life paths and 
self- actualization—components of  the “good life” in modern Western soci-
eties. To date there has been little discussion between the fields of  youth 
migration and the “anthropology of  the good” in the context of  the Global 
North. By combining these perspectives, our research aims to fill gaps in the 
present knowledge. Next, we discuss how the relations between mobility and 
wellbeing appear in our case study of  young people living in, leaving and 
returning to their place of  birth, Kolari, a municipality in the northern 
“periphery” of  Finland.

Northern culture of migration

Around the world, especially in remote areas, “cultures of migration” have 
arisen in which youth migration is normalized, valued and expected (Easthope 
and Gabriel 2008). The current generation of young people is increasingly 
mobile (Robertson et al. 2018) and is arguably affected by discourses that 
normalize mobility (Jamieson 2000; Kiilakoski 2016; Rönnlund 2019). 
According to several prominent authors, Western societies have experienced 
a fundamental shift in values over the last century and have begun to encour-
age and value individualization and mobility over social stability (Taylor 
1989; Giddens 1991; Bauman 2001). No longer bound to kinship relations 
and place, people have gone from “living for others” and from prioritizing 
local communities to pursuing self- actualization and a “life of one’s own” 
(Beck and Beck- Gernsheim 2002, p. 54). Instead of following in their parents’ 
footsteps, people in modern societies are encouraged to pursue individual life 
paths. Migration may offer a means to realize one’s individualistic pursuit of 
the good life (Tuhkunen 2007, p. 12, 159).

When mobility is the cultural norm, people who stay rooted in their home 
places become regarded as anomalies. Especially in the rural context “stayers” 
often find themselves negatively stereotyped as being “left behind” and disad-
vantaged (Jamieson 2000; Stockdale and Haartsen 2018). According to Timo 
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Aro (2007a, 2007b), migration from rural and peripheral areas has a long- 
standing history in Finland. Migration trends in the country have flowed in 
the same directions since the nineteenth century: from rural areas to urban 
growth centres, from north to south and from east to west. In the 2000s, a 
major proportion of those migrating internally consist of young people and 
students (Aro 2007a, 2007b, p. 375). Outmigration has been a part of life in 
the remote rural areas of northern and eastern Finland for several genera-
tions and has reportedly become a social norm for young people. For them, 
moving is a way to “realize one’s potential”, while staying is a sign of being 
“stuck” (Ollila 2008; Hartikainen 2016). In fact, some scholars have argued 
that, especially in rural areas, leaving one’s birthplace has become part of 
adolescence (Tuhkunen 2007, p. 159; Robertson et al. 2018).

Throughout the twenty- first century, young people in Finland have 
expressed a high readiness to migrate to search for employment.2 A willing-
ness to migrate seems to be highest in rural and peripheral areas, and it is not 
uncommon for municipalities there to lose 40 to 60 per cent of their young 
population (Penttinen 2016, p. 149; Karlsdóttir et al. 2020, p. 36). However, 
“movers” are also the dominant group in urban areas (Tuhkunen 2007, pp. 
10, 145–146). A birth cohort study that followed all Finnish children born in 
1987 indicates that by the age of 28 only 4 per cent had never moved and 
more than half  (52 per cent) had moved on between four and nine occasions 
(Moisio et al. 2016, pp. 34–35).3 When examined by municipal borders, 90 per 
cent of the area of Finland experiences outmigration (Heleniak 2020, p. 46). 
Young Finnish people, and Nordic youth in general, also tend to leave their 
childhood homes 10 to 12 years earlier than youth living in southern Europe 
(Karlsdóttir et al. 2020, p. 34).4

Nevertheless, attitudes towards youth migration are twofold, and young 
people are both encouraged and criticized for following their individual 
aspirations (Corbett and Forsey 2017, p. 430). It seems that especially in 
rural areas youth outmigration causes a conflict between the individual 
pursuit of  wellbeing (young people) and the promotion of  collective well-
being (local communities). Current policy discourses tend to encourage 
youth mobility and educational aspirations (Robertson et al. 2018). 
Modern societies need flexible, mobile labour, and young people are 
encouraged to become educated and to be willing to move to search for 
work. At the same time, young people are urged to be loyal and to stay to 
rebuild their local communities, whose viability and social cohesion are 
seen as threatened by modern individualism and mobility (Beck and Beck- 
Gernsheim 2002, p. 3; Corbett and Forsey 2017, p. 430). In peripheral and 
rural areas, educational mobility and youth outmigration prompt con-
cerns, such as “brain drain” (Pitkänen et al. 2017, p. 95), demographic and 
economic decline (Carson et al. 2016, p. 382) and the concomitant increase 
in the median age of  the population (Hamilton 2010, p. 7). Young people 
are left with a conundrum: they should leave for their own good and, at the 
same time, stay for the good of  their communities (Corbett and Forsey 
2017, p. 440).
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Attitudes towards migration and mobility reveal implicit assumptions 
about their relation to wellbeing and “good” or normative ways to live. 
Migration has been seen both as beneficial and harmful for the wellbeing of 
individuals and societies. According to Liisa Malkki (2012), research and 
common sense generally posit stability and attachment as natural states of 
being, and mobility and migration as pathologies that demand explanation. 
In Western thinking, place attachment and being “rooted” has historically 
been given a positive value, whereas mobility and displacement have been 
considered sources of ill- being and forms of chaos (Tuhkunen 2007, p. 18; 
Malkki 2012, pp. 30–41). A prominent cause of the criticism directed at 
“mobile modernity” has been the assumption that displacements pose a 
threat to wellbeing (Thin 2016, p. 11). As noted by Aro, in agrarian Finland 
migration and urbanization were perceived as harmful and problematic, and 
people who migrated as morally dubious. Historically, migration has been 
encouraged, but it has also been restricted through various governmental 
actions (Aro 2007a, 2007b).

In various cultures, ritual displacements and deliberate dis- attachment are, 
in fact, considered essential for both individual and collective wellbeing (Thin 
2016, p. 11).5 We suggest that the normalization of rural youth outmigration 
and its positive associations implies that in modern Finnish culture it serves 
as a necessary transition in a young person’s quest for “self- actualization” 
and pursuit of the good life. The sacrifice that comes with leaving one’s birth-
place and social network is necessary if  a young person is to be able to fulfil 
the modern demand of individualism and of realizing his or her “potential”. 
In turn, those who never leave their birthplace “fail” to meet these expecta-
tions, which could explain why stayers are disparaged even if  their decision 
might benefit the community. In sum, in a culture of migration, the wellbeing 
and self- fulfillment of an individual require mobility.

Methodology

This research is based on ethnographic fieldwork in the municipality of 
Kolari in Finnish Lapland. All data were collected during multiple fieldwork 
periods between February 2019 and August 2020. The definition of “youth” 
varies from culture to culture (Clark 2011). Here, we apply the national, legal 
definitions of the Finnish government. The 2017 Finnish Youth Act defines 
persons up to and including the age of 29 years as youths. Our research par-
ticipants are between 16 and 29 years of age. Participants were informed 
throughout the research process that our aim was to examine different aspects 
of wellbeing from the young people’s own perspective and consider how they 
figure in their decisions to either stay or leave Kolari.

Our main research methods were participant observation (Bernard 2006; 
Robben and Sluka 2012) and unstructured interviews; the latter were con-
ducted in the form of conversations in which interaction between the partici-
pants was encouraged. (Sardan 2015). Participant observation included 
involvement in local family sports events, the local circus’s spring show, 
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penkkarit—a traditional Finnish event on upper secondary school students’ 
last day of school before starting their studying break—and several visits to 
the local upper secondary school and youth centre. Furthermore, time was 
spent at the “hot spots” of the region’s winter tourism centres, where young 
people work and spend their leisure time. In addition, all the shops, “hang-
outs” and restaurants favoured by local youth were visited. During times of 
physical absence, social media accounts, such as Instagram and Facebook, 
were used to “stay connected to the field”.

Most of the research material consists of unstructured interviews with 
young people. The interviews adhered to specific, prepared questions and were 
conducted while participating in everyday activities of the youth. These con-
versations lasted from a few minutes to two- hour in- depth conversations that 
included biographical stories. In addition, two focus group interviews were 
conducted in two different settings with between three and six participants. 
Such an arrangement offers a forum in which young people are stimulated by 
each other´s comments, which has advantages for understanding peer- to- peer 
influences and shared understandings (Clark 2011, p. 72). Furthermore, one 
in- depth interview was conducted in the neighbouring municipality of 
Rovaniemi, with an informant who had recently left Kolari for educational 
reasons and to experience living in a larger city. Fieldnotes were recorded on 
the participant observation as well as the unstructured interviews.

We received additional information from institutional youth workers and 
teachers who, by virtue of their profession, provided valuable insights. They 
served as key persons in initiating contacts with the local youth and made it 
possible for the research to take place in a setting that was familiar to our 
informants. During data analysis, the fieldnotes were transcribed, coded and 
categorized and then analysed in the light of existing research. The quota-
tions that we use in our analysis are taken from the fieldwork notes and the 
interview transcriptions. Because we are dealing with a small community, all 
of the names in the quotations are pseudonyms, and we have chosen not to 
use specific information regarding the names of particular places or the exact 
ages of our informants.

The municipality of Kolari and the Finnish “periphery”

Finland is one of the Nordic welfare states, whose policies support individual 
pursuits of self- actualization and wellbeing. Such welfare countries are char-
acterized by comprehensive social security, free education and a high level of 
social trust. Nordic countries score well in the international rankings of 
human development, wellbeing, quality of life and happiness (Lundgren and 
Cuadrado 2020, pp. 130, 138).6 Finland is a sparsely populated country, most 
of whose area is classified as “predominantly rural”; it is characterized by 
strong centralization of the population in southern growth centres (Nilsson 
and Jokinen 2020, p. 17). Around 5 per cent of the population in Finland 
lives in remote rural areas, which make up 70 per cent of the country’s surface 
area. By contrast, over 70 per cent of the population lives in urban areas 
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(Helminen et al. 2020). Generally speaking, rural areas in Finland are experi-
encing a decline in services, a decreasing and ageing population and outmi-
gration (Sireni et al. 2017, pp. 46, 14–15).

The lives of young rural people are often affected by a lack of transporta-
tion, educational opportunities and leisure activities (Wrede- Jäntti 2020, pp. 
7, 13), and this is also true of Kolari. Long distances and their effect on 
everyday life in remote, sparsely populated areas is well recognized in previ-
ous research on rural youth (see, for example, Armila et al. 2016). In the case 
of Kolari, long distances influenced various aspects of the young people’s 
lives from education to shopping, leisure and medical care. Many of the 
young people whom we interviewed lived either quite long distances from the 
municipal centre or school or had to commute long distances to see their 
friends or relatives.

Educational and regional policy decisions have contributed to the outmi-
gration of rural youth. Peripheral areas are losing educational institutions as 
public services and leisure activities are being concentrated in growth centres 
(Kivijärvi and Peltola 2016, pp. 5–6). On the other hand, favourable support 
structures and educational support policies, such as study grants and youth 
housing, allow young people to become financially independent from their 
families quickly, supporting them in leaving the parental home (Karlsdóttir  
et al. 2020, p. 34). Thus, in Finland, while there are young people who wish to 
move but lack the resources to do so, finances are not as critical a consider-
ation as, for example, in the Russian context (see Bolotova, this volume). This 
is an example of how welfare politics can encourage and support certain ways 
of living and how welfare is one way of ensuring the creation of educated, 
self- managing citizens needed by modern societies (Gulløv 2011, p. 31).

Our case municipality, Kolari, is located in northern Finland close to the 
Swedish–Finnish border and approximately 120 kilometres north of the 
Arctic Circle. It is one of Finland’s sparsely populated, northern rural munici-
palities characterized by a narrow economic structure, low intensity of land 
use, a harsh climate, long distances and remoteness from shopping centres, 
health care services and urban settlements (Helminen et al. 2014; Borges 2020, 
p. 73). Kolari is a relatively small municipality; its population of 3,834 and 
population density of only 1.5 inhabitants per square kilometre (Kuntaliitto 
2019a) are characteristic of northern rural towns. In 2018, only 7.2 per cent of 
the population in the municipality were aged between 15 and 24 (Kuntaliitto 
2019b). At the time the fieldwork was conducted, Kolari had 40 upper second-
ary students, a number reflecting the population dynamics of many northern 
municipalities, which tend to have many pensioners and few young families 
and many of whose young people have already left to pursue an education.

Tourism is the most important and a growing livelihood in Kolari,7 which 
boasts the ski resort Hiihtokeskus IsoYlläs8 on Yllästunturi Fell and the 
popular Pallas- Yllästunturi National Park9, as well as the thriving tourism 
village of Äkäslompolo. During the high season in the winter months, thou-
sands of international and national tourists visit the fell villages without ever 
passing through or visiting the actual centre of Kolari, where the schools, 
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town hall, library, and youth centre are located. The tourist- oriented villages 
have their own shops as well as a variety of restaurants and bars, which are 
busy during the tourism season. Many temporary workers arrive from south-
ern parts of Finland during the winter season, but once the season is over, the 
villages become silent.

While the municipality’s tourism villages have a growing number of inhab-
itants, the overall population and economy in Kolari is declining (Similä and 
Jokinen 2018, p. 155). Employment and youth outmigration continue to pres-
ent challenges to the municipality, which is seeking new ways to employ 
people year- round. For example, since 2006 two different mining companies 
have been making plans to re- open the old open- pit Hannukainen mine. 
Although the local tourism industry has protested against it, the mine is 
expected to bring new job opportunities, boost the regional and local econ-
omy and breathe new life into the municipality (Similä and Jokinen 2018; 
Komu 2019).

Leaving to pursue one’s dreams

The pursuit of individual happiness is highly valued in Western cultures 
(Thin 2009, pp. 30, 35) and this is reflected in our young informants’ reasons 
for moving away from Kolari, where they were born. It is well established in 
the literature that a significant driver of rural youth outmigration is a desire 
to find employment and education opportunities (see, for example, Tuuva- 
Hongisto et al. 2016). However, in the case of Kolari it is not a lack of job 
opportunities per se that has been driving young people to leave. In fact, 
young people indicated that they knew there was work available in Kolari in 
certain sectors, such as tourism or elderly care. The nearby Swedish border 
makes commuting across national borders an attractive career opportunity, 
providing higher salaries in some sectors, for example health care. The key 
motivator for young people, however, was to have the opportunity to do work 
that would be worthwhile and meaningful from their perspective, as the fol-
lowing excerpt shows:

I am interested in interior design or economic studies and not in elderly 
care. I know I could get a job immediately in the caregiving sector, but  
I just don’t want that.10

(young female)

The participants in our case study area are not primarily seeking temporary 
employment (kausityöntekijä), readily available in the tourism sector. 
Needless to say, they take jobs to earn some money by cleaning cottages or 
working at a local enterprise, but in the long run they generally dream of 
having work that corresponds to their education and aptitudes and is more 
permanent. Often, young people from southern Finland come to work dur-
ing the winter tourism season and, once the work is done, they return to their 
homes. To be sure, some of the local youth dream of being part of the 
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growing local tourism business, in which they see enormous potential for 
finding future employment.

While the planned mining project could offer future work opportunities 
and breathe new life into the municipality, young people remained ambiva-
lent toward it. The positive effects of an active mine are visible in the neigh-
bouring town, Pajala, on the Swedish side of the border. A better infrastructure 
and range of local services—direct benefits of the mine—are shaping the 
community into a more attractive place to live. On the other hand, the young 
people in Kolari are unsure if  and when exactly the Hannukainen mine would 
open and what specific jobs it would provide for them. Even though the ten-
sions around the mining project overall are high in the municipality, it did not 
seem like a relevant issue for many of the young people. As one noted:

I don’t really care about the mining project. Who knows if  it really even 
ever opens? I don’t really have an opinion. There is so much for and 
against the mine. I just stay out of the discussion.

(young female)

Overall, the mining project did not seem like a big attraction compelling 
young people to stay in Kolari. Again, the types of  jobs it could provide was 
a more important factor than its overall ability to provide jobs. Our prelimi-
nary findings are in line with previous research, which has demonstrated that 
even though large- scale industrial projects may create new job opportunities 
locally, they do little to stop young people from moving away from rural com-
munities (Seyfrit et al. 2010).

An important aspect of the good life and wellbeing for young people in 
Kolari is being able to work in a job that they consider both meaningful and 
sustaining (see also, Myllyniemi 2016, p. 27). What makes life meaningful is 
understood in different ways at the individual level, but it is also conditioned 
culturally. A cross- cultural study by Gordon Mathews on Hong Kong, Japan 
and the United States found that in all three societies family and work were 
the most common answers participants gave when asked: “What makes life 
worth living?” (Mathews 2009, pp. 176–177, 180). While the opinions on 
what kind of work was considered meaningful varied individually in our case 
study, most young people shared a view of work as something that should 
bring meaningfulness to one’s life and provide an outlet for self- fulfillment.

The selectiveness regarding job aspirations observed in our case study 
seems to be an expression of the previously discussed modern outlook that 
encourages the pursuit of individual life paths and dreams. An important 
difference between the Finnish migration of the past and the present is that 
while migration has perhaps always been sparked by the pursuit of a “better” 
life, today it is motivated more by personal ambitions and visions of wellbe-
ing than by a compelling need to make a living (Aro 2007a, 2007b, p. 371). 
This is largely a reflection of the conditions of life in the current welfare state. 
For example, for the generation born in the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, who experienced war and the rebuilding of the country, chasing a 
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personal “dream job” was probably not a priority amidst the struggles of 
everyday life (Häkkinen and Salasuo 2016, p. 185).

In pursuing one’s dreams, the choice of the right education path becomes 
an important factor. Lack of secondary education is statistically the stron-
gest indicator for future marginalization and ill- being for young people 
(Armila 2016, p. 11; Ristikari et al. 2016, p. 97). As in many peripheral 
municipalities, only upper secondary education is possible in Kolari. For any-
thing else—vocational schools, universities or universities of applied sci-
ences—young people need to move elsewhere. The municipality tries to 
actively strengthen different educational paths that would not require young 
people to move away by offering local apprenticeships and distance learning 
opportunities. Yet after upper secondary school there are only a few options 
in distance learning classes, causing young people to leave the community to 
pursue their desired education. Some of the youth already leave after gradu-
ating from comprehensive school to attend vocational school or an upper 
secondary school with special emphasis (e.g., languages, music or art). As the 
excerpt below indicates, many wished to continue to visit their hometown 
even after moving away to maintain their relations with family and friends:

I don’t want to leave Kolari except for my education I have to go to 
Kittilä during school weeks. Whenever it is possible, I return back home.

(young female)

While adolescents (youth under 18 years) tend to still be in the process of 
deciding whether or not to stay or leave, some of our older informants had 
already undergone the process of leaving and returning. As noted by 
Stockdale and Haartsen (2018, p. 2), leaving or staying is indeed not a one- 
off  decision, but one made multiple times over the course of a person’s life. 
The reasons for these decisions vary individually, but they often have to do 
with returning to “one’s roots”. Given that remote regions, such as Kolari, 
are often unable to provide a variety of educational options and services, it 
has been suggested that the outmigration of young people could be perceived 
as beneficial, rather than harmful, in supporting their viability in the long 
run. Instead of trying to stop young people from migrating when leaving is 
the “social norm”, these regions could concentrate on encouraging them to 
return after they have acquired qualifications that could be much needed in 
the region (Borges 2020, p. 74).

The perks and perils of “everyone knows everyone”

Anthropological studies on the “good life” generally emphasize the impor-
tance of the social dimension for wellbeing (Mathews and Izquierdo 2009). 
Social relations, instead of place, can act as a grounding and defining factor in 
one’s decision to either leave or stay (Kivijärvi and Peltola 2016, p. 7). While 
social interaction is a source of wellbeing, individual wellbeing may also be 
constrained by the dynamics of social life. Kolari is a small community where, 
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as the young people describe it, “everyone knows everyone”. Depending on 
who was being asked, this close connection with peers could be perceived as 
either a positive or a negative factor.

For some young people, close connections and knowing each other well 
were connected to feelings of security and familiarity. In some cases, the 
desire to find a partner in their own community or another “northern” com-
munity was an important criterion, as only people from the North would 
understand their “northern way of life”. The importance of maintaining 
close social relations and their connection to this particular place was the 
most important factor of the “good life” for some youth, as the following 
excerpt shows:

I moved to Tornio during my secondary education, but I returned almost 
every weekend to see my friends and to hang out at home. I could not 
find work matching my training, so I decided to retrain for another job 
so I could stay here and wouldn´t have to move far away. For me it is 
important to be able to stay where my friends and family are.

(young male)

In order to sustain close relations and friendships, young people in Kolari 
long for more public meeting places and hangouts. They often meet in private 
locations, such as their homes or cottages, because there is a lack of suitable 
places in town to gather without being supervised. Being just across the 
Swedish border, young people regularly visit Pajala for shopping and other 
activities. However, young people understand that from an economic stand-
point it does not make sense to run meeting places in a small town. For ado-
lescents, the municipality has organized a meeting place in the form of a 
youth centre called “Laguuni”, which is very popular especially among ado-
lescents. Professional guidance is provided by social and youth workers, who 
have a warm- hearted relationship with the local youth. Young people come 
there to talk about issues that concern them, play billiards, have a coffee or 
some snacks, play in the newly added “gaming room” on computers (that 
some of them would not have access to in their homes) or use it as a space for 
personal regeneration and leisure. These youth centres are essential institu-
tions in enhancing young people’s wellbeing in remote towns and are highly 
valued among younger local youth.

Mobility and, on the other hand, immobility affected social relations in 
various ways. Living in a culture of migration shapes the way young people 
learn to conceive the nature of relationships and their temporary nature 
(Kiilakoski 2016, pp. 37–45). Many of the young people still currently living 
in Kolari mentioned family, friends and work colleagues who had left to work 
and live elsewhere. The absence of important people is a recurrent theme in 
the conversations, and “missing friends and family” was mentioned as a 
negative aspect of living in a remote place. Yet people who had already 
migrated could serve as an anchoring factor in prospective migrants’ decision 
to leave. Young people wanted to move to cities where they already “know 
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someone”, wanting and needing a contact person (often a relative or a friend) 
whom they could trust and spend time with.

When it comes to local mobility, the story of one young female participant 
exemplifies the lived reality of local youth regarding the role of transporta-
tion and the importance of the ability to be mobile for upkeeping social 
relations:

The only means of transport that I can use on my own is the school bus. 
I live around 25 km from the centre of Kolari and if  I want to hang out 
with a friend, I have to pre- arrange everything and stay over for the night 
if  my parents are not willing to pick me up. Also, if  a friend wants to visit 
me, she or he has to join me on the school bus, which the friend would 
have to pay for, which makes things more complicated. Also, I have 
friends who live on the other side of Kolari and I need to travel 50 km one 
way if  I want to visit them. If  I want to do any free- time activities I have 
to stay here after school and arrange for someone to pick me up 
afterwards.

(young female)

Social relations often played a role if  one decided to return to Kolari after 
moving away. Starting a family on their own certainly brings some young 
people “back to their roots”, where the social network of  a family plays a 
vital role. While youth migration flows from rural areas to growth centres, 
migration of  parents with children generally flows from cities to rural and 
semi- urban areas (Moisio et al. 2016, p. 29). Finnish people in general per-
ceive rural areas with ready access to nature as good places to live and raise 
children (Sireni et al. 2017, p. 45). Leaving may enable a young person to 
“self- actualize”, to get an education and possibly start a family, after which 
they are “ready” to move back. The proximity to a partner or to family 
plays an essential role in staying, leaving and returning, as this excerpt 
demonstrates:

I left when I was young and stayed many years in southern Finnish cities. 
But once I got children of my own, I started missing the network of my 
family. I married someone who is also from here and after a while we 
decided to move back. Now we both have jobs here and are happy that 
our kids can grow up here as well. I had a great relationship with my 
grandparents, and I want the same for my kids.

(young female)

Then again, for some, the narrow social circles of their home area were a 
reason to leave. Some young people have an urge to experience “something 
new” and to get to know new people, which, in a peripheral place, where new 
people only arrive occasionally, is rather impossible. Moreover, as our infor-
mants noted, finding a suitable partner is not always easy if  “everyone knows 
everyone” and options are limited.
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The importance of having “something to do”

In the participants’ perception, having access to a variety of  free- time activ-
ities, especially winter sports and other outdoor activities, is an important 
factor for wellbeing in Kolari. On a general level, the informants were satis-
fied with the leisure activities on offer. The positive examples mentioned 
include various sport possibilities, which range from downhill skiing to 
skidoo- driving, and from active soccer, hunting and ice- hockey clubs to the 
possibility to perform circus art. In addition, there are possibilities to attend 
a variety of  music classes. Some young people also actively engaged in 
sports activities outside of  their municipality borders. For example, some 
dance classes were provided in the neighbouring municipality of  Kittilä, 
while the circus activities and soccer attracted the youth in Kolari. However, 
the main consideration was whether transportation could be organized 
enabling the young people to take advantage of  these options as one par-
ticipant said:

This is the only place we have been living at so far, so we can’t really miss 
something that we have never had. I am satisfied with what we have, and 
we have plenty of activities to choose from. The question is how we can 
organize transportation to and from the places.

As the above excerpt shows, the issue of transportation came up often when 
the young people described their everyday activities. If  young people want to 
go to the movies, for example, they need to drive about two hours to 
Rovaniemi. Interestingly, young people do not regard the distances as such as 
an issue if  there is a way get where they want to go. There is a clear distinction 
between those who are dependent on other people to drive them and those 
who own a vehicle. The young people who have access to a vehicle did not 
regard the distances as a problem, while those without access to a vehicle 
more often had feelings of “being stuck”. The issues of insufficient public 
transportation were raised throughout conversations and interviews as a 
decisive element of living in a rural area. Young people value independence 
and want to be able to move between places on their own. Having to rely on 
a what is a scanty public transportation system creates the negative feeling of 
being “dependent” on other people.

According to the Finnish Driving License Act (Ajokorttilaki 286/2011) 
(Finlex 2021) young people can get a driver’s license as early as the age of 17 
under “special circumstances”, which include living in rural places. This law 
has been well received by local youth and it is applicable to almost every 
young person living in the Kolari area. However, getting a driver’s license is 
also a financial consideration and not everyone can afford to get a license and 
a car. For some, the current transportation, which is inadequate, hampers 
their lives to the extent that they want to move to a bigger city, as explained 
by a young man who had moved to Rovaniemi:
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I used to live quite far outside of Kolari’s city centre, literally in the mid-
dle of nowhere. Of course, there were outdoor activities but otherwise 
it was so boring. All my friends lived far away, and it was hard to get 
to their place. My parents or a friend’s parents needed to drive us kids, 
which was not too easy. Sometimes we travelled with the school buses, 
stayed overnight at the friend’s place and went back to school together 
on the next day. But it was not an easy way to get around.

What sets living close to a tourist destination apart from other rural places is 
the variety of restaurants and bars the tourism area offers. However, these 
are often expensive locations that young people do not find particularly 
attractive or affordable. During the winter season, several famous musicians 
and artists come to the tourism villages, but for the local youth the issues of 
cost and transport are still an overriding factor. The tourist area is located 
around 35 km from the centre of Kolari, with no public transportation allow-
ing young people to travel back and forth between their homes and the tour-
ism hotspots.

“Something to do” was often the answer when we asked young people what 
they want to have in their municipality. Even though they expressed satisfac-
tion overall with the free- time activities offered, they said that some addi-
tional sports activities, such as dance classes, a swimming hall or a frisbee 
golf  course, would add to their happiness. In their narratives young people 
noted wistfully that there had previously been more shops and places to hang 
out in town, such as a kiosk and a pizzeria, but that these had closed because 
of financial difficulties. Then again, young people understand why it is uneco-
nomical to run a business in Kolari given the small population, especially the 
number of young residents.

A “dead place” and a place of “beloved nature”

While some young people view Kolari as “a dead place with only little to do”, 
others view it as a safe environment with “great access to nature activities”. 
According to Anne Ollila (2008), young people’s migration tendencies in 
Finland are shaped by discourses that associate rural areas with impending 
marginalization and urban settlements with success. But “peripheries” have a 
number of meanings. For example, Finnish rural areas are associated with 
closeness to nature and safety, but also with conservatism and stagnation. 
Urban areas are associated with individuality and endless possibilities, but 
also with loneliness and insecurity (for the full list, see Tuhkunen 2007, p. 
155). These perceptions were shared by our informants.

Studies have shown that rural youth may have strong bonds to their home 
places and often enjoy their rural lives, especially the close connection to 
nature, regardless of their decision to move away (Armila et al. 2016; Farrugia 
2016; Kiilakoski 2016; Penttinen 2016; Tuuva- Hongisto, Pöysä and Armila 
2016; Rönnlund 2019, p. 2). A connection to nature plays a big role in the 
youth’s personal wellbeing in our study area and young people described how 
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important it was to just have access to nature, even if  they did not always 
actively make use of it. For some people, access to the specific kind of nature 
found in the North was the reason to return to Kolari. During the fieldwork 
we heard extensive descriptions of the surrounding nature: the calming aspect 
of nature, the beauty, magic, roughness and harsh weather conditions. Nature 
was described as an energizing and nurturing place. It was the connection to 
nature that young people missed if  they had lived elsewhere. They described 
how the forests in the southern parts of the country were different and how 
the feeling of space was lacking when compared to their rural home area, as 
this young man pointed out:

The forest is different in the south. I don’t know how to explain it but 
it just feels very different than here. The trees are different and so is the 
sense of space.

Nevertheless, researchers have pointed out that young people do not leave 
their home regions only because they are forced to do so, but also because of 
dissatisfaction with their current rural lives and their longing for city life 
(Pedersen and Gram 2018, p. 630). Some of our research participants said 
that their longing for “something different” is so strong that as soon as they 
could, they would move away. One young man said:

Mainly I wanted to get away because there was not much to do … it’s a 
dead place. Did you see the centre? There used to be a few more shops 
but everything is closed now, except for the two grocery stores and one 
burger grill.

Urban lifestyle itself  can be perceived as something worth pursuing, espe-
cially by young people (Penttinen 2016, pp. 149–150). David Farrugia has 
argued that with their opportunities for consumption and leisure experiences, 
cities may attract young people by being symbols of modern life and youth 
culture. Compared to the perceived possibilities offered by cities, rural places 
may come to be seen as places where “nothing happens” (Farrugia 2016). The 
experience of the good life is also to some degree relative and results from a 
comparison between what one has and what others have. Research on stress, 
for example, has shown that feeling that one does not have enough or as much 
as others is as a major psycho- social stressor (Sapolsky 2004, pp. 372–374). In 
our case study, dissatisfaction with rural life seems, at times, to have arisen 
from comparing one’s life to what life was imagined to be like elsewhere.

If  one’s hometown is perceived as a “dead place”, moving away is essential 
to ensure a future for oneself. Migration may offer a way to escape marginal 
conditions and to actively better one’s life. The young people in our case 
study had clear visions or a direction for their life goals, informing their deci-
sion to either stay or leave. In this respect, youth outmigration is an expres-
sion of the ability to dream of a better future (Fischer 2014) as well as of the 
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feeling of being able to control the direction of one’s life, both of which are 
important aspects of one’s sense of wellbeing (Jankowiak 2009).

Conclusions

In this chapter we have been exploring the role of mobility in young people’s 
wellbeing in northern Finland. Our results suggest that the ability to be 
mobile is necessary for the wellbeing of young people in rural areas, whose 
lives are characterized by long distances. The importance of mobility is high-
lighted also when its counterpart, the inability or refusal to move, results in 
feelings and accusations of being “stuck”. It was common that to access the 
things they perceived to be most important for their wellbeing—social rela-
tions, meaningful activities and work—the young people interviewed needed 
to be mobile either within or between localities. It is important to point out 
that for our informants it was not long distances per se that were perceived as 
a problem, but access to the transportation needed to travel those distances. 
While previous research on rural youth has discussed the role of long dis-
tances in young people’s everyday lives, this research is the first attempt to 
spell out how mobility is connected to young people’s wellbeing in sparsely 
populated rural areas.

In light of our findings, we would also argue that the phenomenon of 
Finnish rural youth outmigration can be understood as an example of a pre-
vailing culture of migration. In this context, a young person “needs” to leave 
his or her birthplace to be able to fully pursue the good life in modern Western 
society, which values individualism and mobility. Discussions of rural youth 
outmigration often deal with the clash between individual pursuit of wellbe-
ing and the viability and wellbeing of the rural communities affected. Our 
decision to focus on young people’s viewpoints has shown that while rural 
youth outmigration may have negative impacts on the community level, on 
the individual level it may be a way for a young person to better his or her life. 
Migration may offer the means for a young person to pursue his or her 
dreams or to escape marginal conditions. At the same time, it is important to 
note that some of the young people interviewed in the present study dreamed 
of being able to stay in their home region. For them too, mobility could offer 
the means to realize this dream by leaving their birthplace temporarily to get 
qualifications that would allow them to come back. While the young people 
under 18 years often wanted to leave, returning seemed to be the most attrac-
tive option for young families and the “older” youth who had already acquired 
an education.

Account of our study, we have seen that the same considerations can serve 
as push and pull factors, with no straightforward causation between place 
characteristics and wellbeing. Our findings support the argument of Thin 
(2016) that wellbeing should be understood as the result of people’s dynamic 
interactions with places rather than of people having access to certain place 
characteristics. We extend the argument to the context of rural youth outmi-
gration and demonstrate the key role that various mobilities play in the lives 



Not wanting to be “Stuck” 47

of young people in rural areas. With this chapter we hope to have done justice 
to young people’s multivocal views on wellbeing and the importance of 
mobility in northern Finland.
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Notes

 1 Our definition reflects the highly individualistic culture in Finland. In some other 
cultural and geographical settings, migration is understood more as a collective 
decision, as discussed by Alla Bolotova in her chapter on Russia in this volume.

 2 In 2016, more than three of four respondents on a survey were prepared to move 
to get a job, while nearly half  would be fully ready to do so (Valtion nuorisoneu-
vosto 2016). That same year, among the EU countries Finland had the third high-
est number of young working- aged people to move within the country for a job 
(Palen and Lien 2018). Another survey reported that at the time the research was 
done, 81 per cent of the respondents, young Finnish people, were planning to 
move to another region (Tuhkunen 2007, pp. 10, 145–146).

 3 Migration was most frequent between the ages of 15 and 21 (Moisio et al. 2016, 
pp. 34–35).

 4 Currently, the average age at which children leave the parental home in Finland is 
22 years (Karlsdóttir, Heleniak and Kull, 2020, p. 34).

 5 As examples Thin mentions long- term ascetic withdrawals and the Indian custom 
whereby newlywed women are ritually assisted to leave their old homes and to 
embrace their new ones (2016, p. 11).

 6 These rankings are based on measurements such as life expectancy at birth, edu-
cation and gross national income per capita.

 7 Forty- eight per cent of the municipality’s economy and 40 per cent of employment 
came from tourism in 2011 (Matkailun tutkimus-  ja koulutusinstituutti 2013).

 8 It has the fourth- largest annual revenue of all the ski resorts in Finland (Jänkälä 
2019).

 9 The park, which recorded 561,200 visitors in 2019, is the most popular national 
park in Finland (Metsähallitus 2019).

 10 The excerpts have been translated by the authors from Finnish.
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3 Leaving or staying?
Youth agency and the liveability of 
industrial towns in the Russian Arctic

Alla Bolotova

All that surrounds us is the mining enterprise.
[Всё, что нас окружает – это ГОК].

(female, 32, Revda)

Introduction

All my friends have a similar opinion: we should get out of here. However, 
the opportunity to leave is a different thing. The desire to leave is one 
thing, and the possibility to leave is another thing.

(male, 29, Kirovsk)

These words were said to me by a young miner in a single- industry town in 
the Russian Arctic. In northern industrial communities, most young people 
ponder how to leave their hometowns (Vakhtin and Dudeck 2020). The idea 
that youth must migrate to big cities for a successful life is not confined to the 
Arctic, however. In many areas around the world, the massive outmigration 
of young people from peripheral communities has become commonplace 
and normalized (e.g., Corbett 2007; Leibert 2016; Farrugia 2014). Across the 
Arctic, the large- scale outmigration of youth is a reality not just in Russia, but 
across all circumpolar countries. In the industrialized Russian Arctic, the 
expectation that young people will move away after finishing school is wide-
spread even in towns with economically profitable and stable working enter-
prises. This outmigration of local youth is widely supported by all generations, 
it is simply in the air: parents, relatives, schoolteachers, older friends all repeat 
the narrative.1 This widespread orientation to outmigration is connected to 
the history of Soviet industrial towns in the North that were settled and popu-
lated by work migrants from all over the Soviet Union. Consequently, a “cul-
ture of migration” endures in the public discourse that urges young people to 
move away (Ali 2007; Horváth 2008, see Komu and Adams, this volume).

There are two main reasons usually cited with regard to youth outmigra-
tion: the lack of job opportunities and limited possibilities for education 
(Stockdale 2002). These factors are also important in northern mono- 
industrial towns, though the main problem in these towns is not a shortage of 
jobs, but, rather, a small variety of available choices. Nevertheless, as was 
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expressed by the mining worker cited at the beginning of this chapter, not all 
young people who want to leave have an opportunity to do so, and even some 
of those who have left might return to their hometowns later, after living 
elsewhere for a period of time. Every young “stayer” has wrestled with the 
decision to stay or to leave their northern hometown multiple times over their 
life course and are adept at dealing with the complexities of leaving/staying 
within the local “culture of migration”. While the amount of research on 
outmigration and migrants is rather large, the staying process and agency of 
“stayers” are still understudied (Schewel 2020). In the migration discourse, 
staying is often portrayed negatively, being associated with passivity, tradi-
tional values and expectations (Stockdale and Haartsen 2018).

The aim of this chapter is to analyze the migratory decisions, life choices 
and agency of stayers and returners, exploring them in the contexts of spe-
cific circumstances, structural constraints and opportunities in single- 
industry towns in the Russian Arctic. The chapter asks the following question: 
what are the historical roots and current reasons for the “orientation toward 
leaving” common among the young generation in the urbanized Russian 
Arctic? What kind of choices do stayers make when they decide to stay or to 
return to their hometowns, and how do processes at the town’s main enter-
prises (town- forming companies, see Adams et al., this volume) influence 
these decisions? The contribution focuses, in particular, on the agency of 
stayers and explores staying as a process, showing it through a series of eth-
nographic vignettes on the following issues: gendered work in mining; self- 
employed entrepreneurship; and urban activism.

This chapter is based on two months of ethnographic fieldwork that I con-
ducted for the WOLLIE research project in several mono- industrial towns in 
the Murmansk Region,2 as well as on my previous long- term fieldworks in 
the region.3 These towns are all connected to stable mining industries and 
situated next to deposits of different mineral resources: iron, apatite, and rare 
earth minerals. The population in these towns varies from 7,900 people in 
Revda to 26,206 people in Kirovsk (Rosstat 2020), and all the cities studied 
have experienced a high level of outmigration in recent decades (Monogoroda 
Arkticheskoi zony RF 2016). The corpus of interviews (n = 85) consists of 
unstructured in- depth interviews with young people aged between 18 and 
35,4 supplemented by interviews with representatives of local administra-
tions, the town- forming companies and other important community institu-
tions. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. In order to protect the 
privacy of interviewees I changed the names of most of the participants, with 
the exception of two urban activists who allowed me to mention their names 
in publications (Nastya and Valera, who appear in the section “Activism and 
liveability in single- industry towns”).

Peripheralization and agency of youth in declining communities

Massive outmigration of youth from the shrinking industrial towns in the 
Russian Arctic is linked with the global phenomenon of peripheralization, 
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which is especially strong in circumpolar contexts (Heleniak and 
Bogoyavlensky 2015; Heleniak 1999; Bjarnason and Thorlindsson 2006; 
Rasmussen 2007; Martin 2009). Uneven spatial development is one of the 
most urgent contemporary global challenges (Smith 1984; Brenner 2004, 
2019). Due to peripheralization and economic polarization, the number of 
spatially disadvantaged localities continues to increase (Kühn 2015; Haase  
et al. 2014; Martinez- Fernandez et al. 2012; Weaver et al. 2016). Declining 
industrial communities exist in various places in Russia and former Soviet 
republics (e.g., see Pelkmans 2013), as well as in other countries around the 
world (e.g., Lansbury and Breakspear 1995; Robertson 2006). Declining cit-
ies not only lose their population, but also experience a decrease in invest-
ments and state support and service cutbacks, which can cause a cycle of 
decay. The social development of cities in decline is characterized by acceler-
ated ageing and the loss of the working- age and better- educated population; 
the so- called “brain drain” (Haase et al. 2014). Public infrastructure, such as 
schools, health services, or public transport, is often reduced so as to cut the 
costs of maintenance. Moreover, urban shrinkage causes material conse-
quences (e.g., abandonment and vacancy, deteriorated buildings, spatial mar-
ginalization) that diminish community liveability and foster a sense of 
resignation and powerlessness (Ringel 2018; Mah 2012).

Declining peripheral cities have a rather negative image in public discourse 
(Kinder 2016; Béal et al. 2017). In the media, shrinking cities are usually 
portrayed as “problematic” sites with a high level of deprivation that, in 
extreme cases, leads to a stigma of “dying cities”: places without resources 
inhabited by deprived people or the “losers of society” who cannot escape 
(Bernt and Rink 2010). This stigmatization influences the self- perception and 
self- respect of these localities.5 In short, material losses in such communities 
are almost always accompanied by a loss of dignity and self- worth.

As result, in declining towns, many residents of different ages view the pos-
sibility to move out positively. As noted above, employment deficits and lack 
of education are the most powerful driving forces pulling youth away. 
However, it is important to look beyond these structural constraints and 
address questions of youth agency in making migratory choices. Kerilyn 
Schewel emphasizes a mobility bias in research, arguing that migration theo-
ries neglect the countervailing structural and personal forces that restrict or 
resist “drivers” of migration and lead to different immobility outcomes 
(Schewel, 2020). There is an increasing trend in migration research to focus 
on non- migrants, or these who stay put (Gray 2011; Fernandez- Carro and 
Evandrou 2014; Hjalm 2014; Mata- Codesal 2015; Preece 2018). These 
researchers are aiming to rethink immobility and see staying as an active 
process, in which stayers are considered not as passive observers of their 
fates, but as active participants (Stockdale and Haartsen 2018).

The process of staying is as nuanced and diverse as the process of migrat-
ing and the decision to stay is made multiple times over an individual’s life 
course (Hjalm 2014; Stockdale and Haartsen 2018). This decision is made 
under a particular combination of structural influences on the agency of 
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actors who may respond to the same forces in different ways. The processes, 
experiences and perceptions of staying depend largely on the degree of (in)
voluntariness. Immobility can be experienced either as a burden or as an 
achievement (Mata- Codesal 2015). Therefore, researchers make a distinction 
between immobility as a nuanced choice (“stillness”) versus a product of 
constraints (“stuckness”) (Cresswell 2012). An involuntary immobile is a per-
son who would like to move but lacks the ability and means to do so, and 
therefore feels stuck or left behind (Carling 2002; Stockdale and Haartsen 
2018). Desired immobility is a consequence of conscious decisions of indi-
viduals to attach themselves to places. This choice is based on a complex 
combination of social, emotional and material factors (Hjalm 2014; Mata- 
Codesal 2015).6 However, agency still exists in involuntary immobility. Saba 
Mahmood defines agency as a capacity for action that is created and enabled 
by relations of subordination (Mahmood 2001). Here I explore the agency of 
stayers in the multiple ways in which young people make choices about life, 
choosing different paths and shaping their life course trajectories in particu-
lar contexts. Institutional regulations, structural opportunities and con-
straints, individual (and family) agency, and emotions are related and 
intertwined, influencing the way young adults take control of their lives 
(Evans 2002, 2007).

Despite a large number of involuntary immobile young people in declining 
peripheral communities, there are also young people who make a conscious 
choice to stay and who have become activists in the urban life of their cities. 
These active young citizens are involved in various projects intended to create 
new initiatives to improve the city’s liveability. In general, in each marginalized 
peripheral city, there are some people actively struggling with abandonment, the 
loss of local services and facilities and trying to create various local initiatives to 
make the cities more viable (Corcoran 2002). Such bottom- up initiatives can 
create jobs, albeit usually in small numbers, improve physical space, stabilize the 
sense of community, and bring spirit and hope to the communities.

In studies of urban liveability, emphasis is often put on the economic aspects, 
examining urban life within the narrow framework of the city’s physical dimen-
sions, particularly infrastructure, urban services and economic growth, but 
paying less attention to local cultures, community bonds and the associational 
life of communities (Ho and Douglass 2008; Kong 2009). Studying urban ini-
tiatives of youth in declining northern cities, I follow researchers who argue 
that liveability should not be reduced solely to the material or economic wealth 
of cities (Ho and Douglass 2008) and that more attention should be paid to the 
social relations, community life and human agency needed to make a city live-
able for different social groups, including youth.

Soviet single-industry towns in the Arctic and their post-Soviet 
transformations

How did a local “culture of migration” (see Komu and Adams, this volume) 
form in northern industrial towns? Research shows that individual migration 
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decisions are always deeply rooted in local contexts and practices. To under-
stand the historical roots of the “orientation toward leaving” common for 
young people, I briefly explore how the towns were built from scratch during 
the Soviet period and how they have changed over time.

Before the Soviet period, the Russian Arctic was scarcely populated. Today, 
it boasts the most industrialized and urbanized polar territory in the world, 
containing 72% of the circumpolar Arctic population (Rasmussen 2011). 
During Soviet industrialization, numerous new mining towns were built from 
the ground up near rich deposits of valuable mineral resources. In the 
Murmansk Region, where this study was conducted, the first new industrial 
cities were founded in the 1930s and, to a large extent, they were built by 
forced workers: Gulag prisoners and exiled peasants (Shashkov 2004; 
Bolotova and Stammler 2010; Bolotova 2014). After the death of Stalin and 
the dissolution of the Gulag system, even more new cities were built; how-
ever, they were populated by voluntary migrants from all over the Soviet 
Union, attracted to the North by material benefits.

During the second (voluntary) wave of industrialization, northern single- 
industry towns became prosperous multi- ethnic communities of work 
migrants in which the town- forming company was the “owner” of the city 
and structured practically all community institutions, controlling not only 
industrial production but all other spheres of life. Even housing, health care, 
sport, and culture functioned as provisions of the enterprise. In other words, 
work constituted the whole life of individuals and also took the central social 
position in urban life of the communities.

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, all northern mining com-
munities went through drastic changes caused by the radical social and eco-
nomic transformations occurring across Russia. At this time, the state 
subsidies to northern single- industry towns were reduced significantly. All 
communities faced the radical modernization of their local industrial enter-
prises and the large- scale restructuring of their economic and social spheres 
(Pilyasov 2013, p. 3). In the Murmansk Region, most town- forming compa-
nies were privatized and came under the control of large corporations. In 
some cases, the owners of the main enterprise have changed on several occa-
sions. This radical change from prosperity and stability to post- Soviet uncer-
tainty and crisis in many northern industrial towns caused large- scale 
outmigration and downsizing, including the case study cities in the Murmansk 
Region. Between 1989 and 2019, for example, the population of Kirovsk 
decreased by 39.8%; Revda by 42.5%; and Kovdor by 46%.7

Today the town- forming mining companies are mostly managed from the 
outside: the top managers who make decisions usually reside in other places 
and visit these towns only occasionally; consequently, they do not have per-
sonal connections to the localities. In contrast to the initial Soviet- era devel-
opment of company towns in which social and cultural life was integrated 
with economic development, the post- Soviet enterprises have become less 
active in the local community life. The large companies that succeeded the 
former state enterprises routinely try to minimize their social burdens and 
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avoid additional expenses. There have been several stages of restructuring 
and neoliberal reorganization of local enterprises aimed at increasing pro-
ductivity and reducing operational costs through the implementation of out-
sourcing and subcontracting strategies. This has led to a decrease in social 
benefits and lower salaries for workers (Suutarinen, 2015). The restructuring 
has also entailed a radical reduction in the numbers of workers since now the 
efficient operation of mines needs less workforce than before, because of the 
automation of various processes and changes in mining technologies. For 
example, in Kirovsk the Apatit company fired more than 2,000 employees in 
2013 and 3,000 more in 2014. The fired workers were either moved out of the 
company into subcontracting companies, retired or migrated to other places. 
As a result, the total number of the company’s employees dropped from 
11,600 in 2012 to 7,100 by the beginning of 2015 (Didyk 2015, p. 4). This 
continuous restructuring has led to further degradation in the employment 
conditions of mining workers. Workforce reduction tendencies influence 
most the weakest groups in the local communities. Young people are espe-
cially vulnerable to the changes, because of their lower qualifications at the 
start of their working life. Working pensioners and young women are also 
especially in danger under these conditions of ongoing neoliberal “optimiza-
tions and restructuring”, due to the age and pregnancy discrimination prac-
ticed by employers.

Despite the successful internationalization of the mining enterprises, these 
single- industry towns built during the Soviet period are still very much rooted 
in the Soviet past. This rooting continues to shape the lives of contemporary 
youth and influences their migration decisions and life choices.

Staying or leaving?

Young people living in northern industrial cities routinely face the question 
of whether to stay or leave many times throughout their lives, especially at 
major turning points of their biographies, e.g., finishing schools, getting mar-
ried, becoming parents. At these life points, people frequently and ubiqui-
tously discuss ideas and plans to move out—from casual conversations in the 
streets and bars to more serious conversations with friends and family. Those 
who have no plan to leave at least have to wrestle with the idea of moving 
elsewhere in the future. This is exacerbated because many of the young peo-
ple in northern industrial cities grow up in highly mobile families of former 
work migrants who regularly travel outside their home regions since people 
working in the North have rather long vacations.8 As a result, many northern 
residents develop attachment and connections to both their northern homes 
and their regions of origin (Liarskaia et al. 2020; Bolotova et al. 2017). In 
other words, most young people who grow up in the North are used to travel 
and are mobile from early childhood. Furthermore, it is common for north-
ern youth to encounter many people from older cohorts who have left but 
return to visit. Consequently, their aspirations for the future are formed in an 
environment in which outmigration and mobility constitute important parts 
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of their life worlds. A high level of spatial mobility from an early age and 
exposure to a “culture of migration” prepares young people in the northern 
towns for outmigration.

However, outmigration is rarely an individual choice. Rather, it is a shared 
decision, formed in the local social worlds of young people, where moving 
out is largely supported by older generations. In many cases, the future out-
migration of a young person is planned and prepared in advance by older 
members of the family. Such a paternalistic approach to youth is relatively 
common in Russia, and this decision is not primarily an economic choice for 
securing the parents’ future in old age, but more a result of strong family ties. 
Parents of school- aged children typically already try to buy apartments for 
kids in their future places of education, planning their relocation in advance.

There is a massive purchase of apartments for children here. Everyone 
wants to go somewhere, mostly to St. Petersburg. [...] I have many acquain-
tances, whose children are only ten years old, but they already bought an 
apartment in St. Petersburg. One of my friends has two kids, the first is six 
years old, the second just turned one, and she already bought an apart-
ment in St. Petersburg, and they are already saving money for the second 
apartment.

(female, 35, Kovdor)

After finishing school, young people in northern industrial cities are faced by 
a lack of post- school educational opportunities in their hometowns. The 
existing options of post- secondary education in northern towns provide a 
very narrow choice of professions, the majority of which are related to min-
ing. In fact, the orientation to mining starts even in primary school educa-
tion, because many town- forming mining companies actively support 
mining- oriented education in the towns where they operate. For example, in 
Kirovsk and Apatity the town- forming company Apatit (belongs to the 
PhosAgro chemical holding company) sponsors specialized education and 
training through their so- called PhosAgro classes, which provide privileged 
educational conditions for children who choose to study in these classes. 
Employing a variety of benefits, the company stimulates children to study 
mining- related subjects, such as chemistry, math, physics and computer sci-
ence, and pushes them to enter technical universities to obtain professions 
that are in demand at the company. Such narrow specialization is not inter-
esting for many of today’s young people, so youth with interests other than 
mining often seek opportunities in other places.

The spectrum of jobs available in northern cities is also very limited and 
often restricted to mining. Young women have especially limited job chances 
since mining in Russia is traditionally a male- dominated industry with a mas-
culine occupational culture. Job opportunities for young women are available 
mostly in traditionally female- dominated sectors, such as different types of 
services, healthcare, administration or education. Gender differences in the 
labour market significantly influence the life trajectories of young women 
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who leave in larger numbers than men. “There are no big prospects in our 
city. All the girls either go to work in shops or kindergartens. All other spheres 
are occupied” (female, 16, Revda).

Despite the general importance of the economic drivers of outmigration, 
there are also other factors beyond economic rationalities that influence 
young people’s life choices. Youth living in northern industrial towns often 
complain about a lack of recreational opportunities in hometowns, bore-
dom,9 and the Soviet appearance of urban space in their localities: “Of 
course all my friends are going to leave! It is too boring here. And there are 
no good cafes and museums as in St. Petersburg” (female, 17, Kovdor). In 
some localities, the material decay of the infrastructure and the urban envi-
ronment contributes to the negative image of their home localities in the eyes 
of young people. They are lured by big cities and are sensitive to the stigma 
of declining cities common in the public discourse. “All that we want is to go 
to St. Petersburg. We want to try something new, and if  we do not succeed, 
we will return here” (female, 15, Kirovsk). In short, the future is largely per-
ceived to be elsewhere, not in the hometown.

The majority of young northerners have a definite answer on the question 
of whether they will leave or stay after they graduate from schools: “we 
should get out of here”. In addition to the lack of jobs and educational 
opportunities, other factors also have a significant influence on young people, 
e.g., the attraction of big cities, the negative images of declining cities, a “cul-
ture of migration” and their parents’ opinions. This begs the question of why 
some young people, who are also embedded in the northern “culture of 
migration”, do not migrate in this age of pervasive migration or put off  their 
relocation to the distant future? Staying also requires agency and this is a 
complicated decision made many times in the life course of individuals. 
Below I explore empirically the varying lived experiences of immobility, con-
sidering a variety of situations and paths of stayers, from involuntary immo-
bility (Carling 2002), or “stuckness” (Cresswell 2012), to conscious decisions 
that the North will be their place of residence and local activism.

Stuckness: “Nothing can save this place!”

Involuntary immobility is the situation in which an individual wants to move, 
but lacks the ability and/or means to accomplish this relocation. In marginal-
ized and disadvantaged communities, many young people express a desire to 
leave; however, many of them cannot organize the move and are kept put by 
various structural constraints. The story of Sergej from Revda (21) is a good 
example of a person who got “stuck” in his hometown. He works at the local 
prison as a dog handler. Sergej does not like his job, which he describes as 
emotionally difficult and physically hard due to the long shifts. For a long 
time, Sergej has been dreaming of moving out of Revda:

I do not like it here because there is nothing to do in Revda. There are 
two things: nothing to do in Revda and I am not happy with the job. If  
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Revda would suit me, then I would work there, okay. But these two fac-
tors! And in the end, it is very sad here, ideally, I want to leave […].

At the same time, Sergej is very attracted by the local natural environments, 
often spending time in the nearest mountains, but this does not reconcile him 
with his situation:

Nature is very beautiful here, I like it a lot. I do not cease to admire the 
landscapes of Revda and the Murmansk Region in general. There are 
very few such settlements where you could leave your house and see two 
mountains right in front of you. This, of course, is beautiful, and the air 
here is excellent, but it only makes up for a bit that there is nothing to 
do at all.

Most of Sergej’s close friends have already left, either to Murmansk (the 
region’s major city) or to St. Petersburg: “Literally all my peers are gone now, 
only a few stayed here. You enter into such a situation that you make good 
friends with the current 11th- grade school graduates, but very soon they will 
also leave.” Sergej tries to plan his future move; however, he does not have any 
professional education because he started to work immediately after he 
served his mandatory term in the army. This lack of education limits his work 
opportunities:

I do not want to work at our mining enterprise. There you can work either 
on the surface or in the underground mine, but in the underground, you 
can die. Once every couple of years, an incident occurs that someone was 
crushed there or the stone plate fell, or gas exploded, so it is really very 
dangerous there. And if  you work on the surface, the salary is very low. 
The compromise is to work at the grocery store, where salaries are a bit 
higher. And that’s all, I don’t know where else I could go here without 
education.

In addition, Sergej’s parents would find it difficult to support his further edu-
cation and relocation, and his salary is insufficient to cover anything other 
than basic living costs. He feels “left behind” and stuck in his hometown 
because of the high level of youth outmigration. Despite all these difficulties, 
Sergej still hopes to leave one day. He is thinking about how to get a profes-
sional education in the future. He fosters active connections with his old 
friends who have already moved, exploring different options and opportuni-
ties for relocation, and thereby trying to increase his chances to migrate.

Working in mining as a life choice

An orientation toward mining is very common in mining towns, especially 
among the male population. Many young people simply follow the familiar 
life strategies of their parents; while others use the numerous mining- related 
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educational and career opportunities provided by town- forming companies. 
Some people might still consider outmigration as a possible choice for the 
future but chose to stay for their current life stage. “Frankly speaking, I 
would actually go to St. Petersburg, if  I had something there: some kind of 
‘airbag’, like an apartment, or for example, good work with a high salary. To 
go there having nothing is not for me. Here I have a good job, a salary, an 
apartment. To throw away all of this and leave for somewhere else—no, of 
course not” (mining worker, 24, Kirovsk/Apatity). Working in mining and 
staying in hometowns provides young people with a kind of stability and 
standard of living that they would be unable to maintain in big cities.

However, this kind of immobility can also be viewed as temporary. For 
example, changes in the town- forming companies might significantly influ-
ence the life plans of young people and push them towards outmigration. In 
this case, moving is a direct reaction to reorganization processes at the com-
pany: “The policy of the [town- forming] company has become quite inade-
quate. [...] Highly qualified people are leaving, I don’t know where, they are 
just leaving. Some of them go to work at subcontracting companies, others 
just leave the city” (male, mining worker, 29, Kirovsk). This growing precar-
ity, instability and insecurity at the workplace influences young people when 
they make decisions to leave or to stay.

Women’s paths in mining cities

Mining in Russia is still a very male- dominated industry, which causes par-
ticular difficulties for young women seeking employment in cities dominated 
by extractive industries. Many young women experience gender discrimina-
tion, such as when hiring managers in mining companies give preference to 
male candidates, even if  the female applicants have higher qualifications. 
The emphasis on mining at schools also stimulates young girls with other 
interests to relocate to receive a broader education and subsequently more 
possibilities.

I plan to go to St. Petersburg to study there and I will stay there if  it will 
be possible thereafter. I think there are not many opportunities in our 
town. All opportunities are connected to working in mining, associated 
with mining professions. I do not know yet what I want to do, but I defi-
nitely do not want to work in the mine.

(female, 15, Kirovsk)

Because life circumstances change, it is common for girls who go away after 
school to later return to their hometowns. Some come back to take care of 
sick parents, others because of a relationship with somebody from the home-
town, or because it proved too difficult to survive in a big city. Upon return-
ing, they often they face the problem of finding a job in the mining city. For 
example, Maria (35) from Kovdor went to study law in the regional center 
Murmansk, but later got married and returned to Kovdor to live with her 
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husband. She finished her study through remote education, got a lawyer’s 
diploma and gave birth to her first child. After maternity leave, she started to 
search for a job.

And then I went through all the troubles and ordeals that were ever 
possible in a small mining town for a female lawyer. It was impossible.  
I experienced so many problems, I cried so much! You should under-
stand, it was simply unreal. But I was fighting and knocking at all doors.

The first job she was able to get after she received her law degree was the job 
as a cleaner at the local court. She was told that the cleaning would not take 
much time and after she finished these main tasks, she could help the judge 
and other court personnel with their duties to get some practical experience 
in jurisprudence. Maria agreed and this was indeed her first practical step in 
becoming a professional lawyer. Later, she succeeded in getting several other 
jobs as a lawyer in local companies; however, she was also demoted on several 
occasions:

I really liked the work of a lawyer, and I was very good in it. At my 
last workplace, everything was wonderful with the job, and I was happy 
working there, also the salary was OK. But then, at some point our main 
mining enterprise began to dictate conditions again, making a series of 
workforce reductions and reorganizations. This time they cut half  the 
engineers and other qualified personnel, so again, I was laid off  and lost 
the job. All in all, I had just four years of normal calm work at one enter-
prise and two years at another enterprise. Laid off  here, laid off  there, in 
the end, it put me at a low ebb. For me, it was a real blow.

This example demonstrates the particular vulnerability of women in mining 
cities with limited opportunities for other jobs than mining.

“Forced” entrepreneurship

In the conditions of growing precarity caused by short- term contracting and 
job reductions at town- forming mining companies, some young people have 
switched to self- employment, opening up new small businesses. In this way, 
declining job opportunities and limited alternatives in hometowns push 
young people toward entrepreneurship and self- employment. Many of them 
have no prior experience of entrepreneurship and had never dreamt about 
owning a business. Yet they were “forced” to try a new strategy by a combina-
tion of life circumstances and structural constraints (Oakley 2014). Below  
I consider several examples of how young entrepreneurs exercise their agency 
and how they make choices in the conditions of single- industry towns.

At one point the lawyer Maria from Kovdor, whose job search was 
recounted in the previous section, decided that she cannot continue searching 
for wage work in her city:
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Once I told myself: “Damn, that’s enough, I can’t stand it all anymore. 
It’s humiliating for me to go looking for a job here”. At that time,  
I already understood that I am a pretty good specialist, I already had a lot 
of experience in the legal sphere. But I knew I had to change something. 
Then I began to think about what to change, what would I do if  I worked 
for myself. In one month, I decided that I would completely change pro-
fessions. I planned to open a business, but I did not want to get involved 
in jurisprudence. I just started looking for what I would be very much 
interested in doing. And I was always interested in girls’ things.

Maria decided to open up a small- scale spa and beauty salon, where she could 
carry oit various beauty treatments for women. Her main idea was “to create 
a space for women where they could rest”. Maria went to Moscow to get a 
professional education in cosmetics and, with the financial help of her hus-
band, succeeded in starting up a spa. For several years, she combined working 
at her spa with a part- time salary job as a lawyer at one of the subcontracting 
mining companies. Later, she decided to quit the law job in order to focus 
entirely on her spa. The spa became relatively successful, even though Maria 
thinks there is no potential for further growth in Kovdor because in a mining 
city not many women are interested in this kind of treatment and relaxation.

Another case of “forced” entrepreneurship can be observed in the example 
of the married couple Sasha and Lena (both 29) from Kirovsk. They grew up 
in workers’ families in which the men were working in the mine while their 
wives worked at various service jobs, such as cleaning, house painting and 
mail delivery. Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Sasha’s mother 
started her own business and became quite successful. Now she owns a small 
sewing company producing jackets. Sasha and Lena met when they were 
studying pedagogy at the university in Apatity. Later, despite having a higher 
pedagogical education, Sasha worked at a wide variety of jobs. This included 
a post with the town- forming company Apatit, which he later lost due to cuts 
after a company reorganization. Sasha then decided to start his own business, 
though his wife did not support this decision:

She had an idea that I have to work at the mine. You know, her parents 
were there: her father worked as a shaftman, her mother was cleaning 
and working with wood there. In other words, she did not believe at all 
in entrepreneurship. She was crying. But I said, no, I want to try and will 
get it working, everything will be fine.

According to Sasha, his main example was his mother, who became an entre-
preneur in the difficult 1990s while his father continued working in the mine 
and earned much less. Sasha had always liked his mother’s lifestyle and 
wanted to follow her. After he got cut from the Apatit company, he registered 
at the job centre as a job seeker. Because he was unemployed, Sasha was able 
to get a state subsidy to open up a new private business. After two years of 
operating a fairly successful photo- printing company, Sasha received an 
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invitation to return to the Apatit mining company. At this point he decided 
to close his small business and accept the offer because he was missing the 
stability of salaried work. His wife Lena, who at that time was on the mater-
nity leave, decided to continue his photo- printing business and registered the 
individual entrepreneurship in her name. By that time, she had become con-
vinced that being an entrepreneur had advantages compared with work in 
mining. Subsequently, Sasha quit the mining job and now the couple owns 
two small private businesses: one printing photos and one organizing events 
and activities for children. They are thinking about moving out of Kirovsk in 
the distant future, but are afraid to lose the social connections, support and 
networks that they have developed in Kirovsk. Consequently, they have not 
yet taken any concrete steps toward moving.

These ethnographic vignettes reveal that young adults living in mining cit-
ies choose self- employment and entrepreneurship not as a first choice, but as 
a response to the growing insecurity of wage work at the mining enterprises. 
While many young residents of mining towns chose outmigration as an alter-
native to labour market insecurity, some of those who stay become self- 
employed through what can be termed “forced” entrepreneurship. This kind 
of shift requires a great degree of agency from a young person because of the 
numerous structural constraints and the scarcity of opportunities and state 
support available for young entrepreneurs in Russia.

Activism and liveability in single-industry towns

How do young people who chose to stay in their hometowns participate in 
the development of the urban environment and contribute to the improve-
ment of the liveability of northern cities? In general, urban civic activism is 
not particularly common in peripheral towns in Russia. Furthermore, inhab-
itants of single- industry towns are often portrayed as especially passive and 
lacking in civic engagement, expecting the state and the town- forming com-
panies to solve all local problems. Below I explore youth civic activism using 
the example of one of my case study localities to focus on how young active 
“stayers” try to make their cities more liveable.

Kirovsk is a very popular destination for skiing tourism as it is situated 
next to the Khibiny Mountains. During the last decade, Apatit, the company 
which operates the town- forming mining operations, made large investments 
in the development of a ski resort in Kirovsk. Still, local youth often continue 
to complain about a lack of leisure opportunities in the city as the new ski 
facilities are mostly oriented towards tourists and visitors. Recently, loosely 
organized groups of young urban activists have become more visible in the 
public sphere of Kirovsk. They have initiated new projects to contribute to 
the development of the urban environment of Kirovsk according to their 
own needs. These initiatives are mostly apolitical in an institutional or state- 
centred sense, aimed at small improvements in living conditions at the local 
level, but they provide important alternatives to the mining industry and out-
dated Soviet- style activities. They also bring more diversity to the urban 
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environment and public space. Some young people create new tourism and 
leisure opportunities oriented to both local residents and tourists. Others 
organize citizen groups and bottom- up events that improve the liveability of 
the city, such as volunteer networks to help elderly or poor people, informal 
civic groups to promote recycling, artistic groups to initiate music festivals, 
and sports competitions and adventure races. Below I consider two of these 
civic bottom- up initiatives in particular, namely the organization of a recy-
cling initiative and the creation of a new open space for youth. In my analysis, 
I focus on the intentions and life choices of the individuals who initiated the 
projects rather than on the actual development of the initiatives, in order to 
demonstrate how a young person who grew up in a mining city may become 
an urban activist.

Recycling

Environmental issues are among the most topical for youth across the globe, 
including the Russian Arctic. Young residents of Kirovsk are significantly 
more environmentally concerned than older generations, though interaction 
with the environment during leisure time is very important for the majority 
of northern residents (Bolotova 2012). Two major factors contribute to the 
rising popularity of “green values” among the northern youth: the active use 
of the internet, which increases their awareness of global environmental con-
cerns; and the high level of spatial mobility. Currently, one of the most press-
ing environmental issues in Russia is the problem of waste management. The 
current system of waste management is mainly oriented to landfill disposal 
of waste, with a low level of waste processing. There is almost no recycling 
infrastructure across Russia and many of the existing landfills are reaching 
their capacity limits. Young people concerned about environmental problems 
are increasingly dissatisfied with this situation. In different places in Russia, 
young environmental activists have organized grassroots groups to popular-
ize recycling and selective collection of waste, as well as to pressure the 
authorities to establish recycling infrastructure. Recently, one such group was 
formed in Kirovsk.

The group was initiated by Nastya (28), who is a self- employed entrepre-
neur producing handmade polymer clay jewelry and accessories. Nastya was 
born in Kirovsk and lived there for most of her life, only travelling beyond 
the city for summer vacations. She never wanted to relocate from her home-
town because she does not like big cities and hot weather and feels very com-
fortable in the North. She studied economics at the university in Apatity and 
then received some work experience as an accountant at the city administra-
tion. Then she shortly worked at the town- forming company Apatit, but quit 
because she did not like the stressful work conditions there. She established a 
small business developing her hobby and became rather successful, selling 
her handmade jewelry over the internet. About five years ago, Nastya became 
very environmentally concerned when she started to read a lot of information 
on the internet about environmental problems:
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When I became interested in environmental issues, recycling, and the 
current condition of the world, I first became very depressed. I realized 
that while there are maybe enough resources for me, already my children 
will not have enough, and my great- grandchildren will live on a landfill.

After some time, she decided to do everything that she could in her private 
life to reduce the amount of waste she created. She discovered several small 
companies in the Kirovsk- Apatity agglomeration that were interested in 
obtaining separated waste: metal, plastic and paper. With her father she 
started to collect and transport the separated waste produced by their family 
to these companies. Later Nastya invited her friends to join the initiative, 
proposing a free transportation service organized by her father. In just one 
year, there were already 12 families collecting separated waste along with 
Nastya’s family.

I want to do at least something that is in my power to improve life in this 
city because I live here, I communicate with these people. I think it is 
comfortable and pleasant to live in a nice cozy place, and not at a landfill. 
I try to participate as much as possible in everything.

After several months, a loosely organized group of volunteers formed around 
Nastya and her family. They started to organize regular street events open to 
the public to collect separated waste from the residents of the Kirovsk- 
Apatity agglomeration. Announcements of these public events are published 
on the local social media where volunteers are also recruited for each particu-
lar event. For Nastya, this activity became a priority in her life and she is 
going to continue this work: “Now I have changed my priorities, I decided to 
do what is vitally important for me and leave aside everything else. Weddings, 
birthdays, other things can wait, nature is more important for me.” Nastya 
has a feeling of personal responsibility for the processes that are going on in 
her community and she tries to do everything that she can at the local level to 
solve the problem she is worried about. Together with other volunteers, she 
has also initiated negotiations with the local administration in Kirovsk, hop-
ing to create institutionalized structural opportunities for selective collection 
of waste, but the negotiations are still ongoing.

Open space for youth as “third place”

One of the most common complaints of young people in northern industrial 
cities is the lack of modern leisure facilities. The outdated urban environment 
of these cities is indeed still very much rooted in the Soviet past and lacks 
places for informal public life. Recently, in a range of different northern cit-
ies, active young people have started to create new types of youth clubs simi-
lar to what Oldenburg has called “third place[s]” (Oldenburg 1989). Third 
places are informal, open to everybody and participants themselves organize 
the events they find interesting. Such grassroots initiatives have appeared in 
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northern industrial cities because local youth need public gathering 
places which are free from the strict control and formal rules of  official 
institutions.

In Kirovsk, a new open youth club was created by Valera (25), supported 
by a partner and a group of friends. Valera was born in Apatity, but moved 
to Kirovsk with his family when he was a child. After school, he studied at a 
vocational training institution and started to work as a truck driver at the 
mining company Apatit. Despite earning a lot of money in his young years, 
he soon realized that he does not like this job: “It was very difficult for me to 
work there. This was the Central mine and the conditions of work were the 
most dangerous there: this mine is high up in the mountains, there is always 
snow and it was always dark. And there were the most sophisticated trans-
port vehicles in the area, it was hard to work on them.” Valera quit this job, 
and, following a period of unemployment, found a new job as a truck driver 
at a subcontracting company while also starting to participate actively in 
community life.

My friend inspired me to become active in the community life and I 
got involved in volunteer work. We were helping at different events, we 
watched and learned how to organize them. Then we started to propose 
different projects and applications and in the end, my activist’s life sup-
planted the main job: I travelled to various youth forums and had to ask 
for additional unpaid vacations, so after one year I got laid off  at work.

With his friend, Valera started to initiate commercial projects in the field of 
creative industries because he did not want to continue working for the min-
ing industries. They bought a franchise and started to organize cinema quiz-
zes in the region, which soon became very popular. They also continued to 
participate in large national youth forums and various programs for youth, 
acquiring the skills needed for activism, such as grant writing, project man-
agement, team building, etc. In parallel, Valera met an entrepreneur who 
owned a hotel in Kirovsk and who had an empty basement space at the hotel 
where he wanted to establish a new public space for tourists and local resi-
dents. Valera agreed to renovate the space and to create an open space there. 
Presently, in this small basement space, there is a combination of social and 
commercial activities, providing both free and paid events, such as film 
screenings, small concerts and festivals. Over time, a core group of young 
people have started to hold regular gatherings at this place, but there are 
always new people coming for activities of interest. For one public festival, 
Valera tried to get support from the Apatit company and the local adminis-
tration because he needed prizes for the winners of the competition. However, 
he did not succeed: “There is a youth organization at the Apatit company and 
they are open for communication, however, they only want to support work-
ers of the company.” Support of the town- forming company is usually cru-
cial for the existence of new social initiatives in industrial cities, but this 

https://context.reverso.net
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project has continued to thrive without it, cooperating instead with other 
businesses and individuals interested in the development of the local 
community.

These cases of civic urban activism of young people demonstrate how 
active young people can become engaged in community development in 
northern industrial cities. Despite the widespread passivity in these commu-
nities, some young activists are able to organize new initiatives and projects 
that solve local problems and also attempt to make their industrial towns 
more liveable for youth.

Conclusion: staying as agency?

In the Russian Arctic, even the successful economic transformations of town- 
forming companies in mining towns have not been followed by correspond-
ingly successful social transformations. The cross- generational perceptions 
of the localities vary considerably due to their different experiences. The 
older generation contributed to the rise of the towns and was actively engaged 
in city construction and development; through this process, they developed 
strong social ties and connections to the localities. In contrast, among the 
modern youth a feeling of decay and uncertainty pervades, even in towns 
with economically stable mines. The majority of young northerners dream of 
moving to big cities; still, many of them cannot leave due to a complex com-
bination of social, emotional and material factors. Embedded as such in the 
home region and their localities, young people have to deal with the com-
plexities of leaving/staying: first, during their transition to adulthood, and 
then multiple times over their life course. Often staying put in a declining 
industrial city is perceived as a failure, as being “stuck” in place as the world 
moves on (see Komu and Adams, this volume).

In the social sciences, attention is mostly paid to youth outmigration from 
the North and its drivers, while immobility and the agency of those who stay 
put are rarely investigated. This chapter contributes to the understanding of 
how young adults who stay in the North find their ways, experience control in 
their life and exercise personal agency in the particular structural conditions 
of northern single- industry towns. In the end, staying also requires agency, 
though the perception of this situation can vary significantly depending on 
the degree of (in)voluntariness. To better understand youth agency in the 
formation their futures, it is important to explore “how youth construct for 
themselves their actions, resistance, and imaginaries in relation to both their 
present situations and desired futures that are historically, socially, and cul-
turally embedded” (DeJaeghere et al. 2016, p. 20). In this sense, this chapter 
is an attempt to focus on staying as an active process, through which young 
northerners make their own migration decisions and life choices responding 
to structural forces. This in- depth qualitative perspective on young people 
staying in northern industrial cities enriches the current research dominated 
by scholarship on outmigration from the North.
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Notes

 1 Similarly, in many rural areas the outmigration of  youth is an expected step in 
the life course of  a young person (Easthope and Gabriel 2008; Abbott- Chapman 
et al. 2014; Nugin 2014).

 2 These towns were: Revda; Kovdor; and Kirovsk.
 3 This publication was supported by the WOLLIE project, funded by the Academy 

of Finland, decision number 314471. It is also partially based on results gained in 
the framework of the earlier project “Children of 1990s”, funded by the Russian 
Science Foundation under grant no. 14- 18- 02136 (2014–2016).

 4 I use a broad age range for defining youth, with 35 as the upper limit to follow 
current tendencies in Russian legislation. Recently, the State Duma of the Russian 
Federation adopted the first reading of the law "On youth policy in the Russian 
Federation" in which the upper age limit of youth is 35 (https://rg.ru/2020/11/11/
gosduma- odobrila- proekt- o- povyshenii- vozrasta- molodezhi- do- 35- let.html, 
accessed 21.12.2020).

 5 E.g., see Pilkington 2012 on relationships between discursive production of place 
and its perception by young people in an arctic city Vorkuta.

 6 For an analysis of staying as an expression of agency in the context of the north-
ern regions see, Khlinovskaya Rockhill 2010.

 7 Calculated by the author based on Rosstat 2020; Vsesoiuznaia perepis’ naseleniia 
1989.

 8 Compared with the more temperate regions of Russia where a standard vacation 
period is 28 days, the minimal duration of vacation in northern regions is 52 days 
and employers are obliged to pay for travel expenses for their employees once 
every two years. The tradition to bring children for vacations to more southern 
regions appeared in Soviet times when northerners regularly travelled either to the 
Black Sea or to visit relatives in other regions.

 9 Similar complaints are common in northern Finland, see Komu and Adams (in 
this volume).
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4 Towards a sustainable future of the 
Indigenous youth
Arctic negotiations on (im)mobility

Reetta Toivanen

Introduction: extractivist imaginaries of the Barents Sea region 
and the local peoples

Sustainable wellbeing in this chapter means that health, a sufficient standard 
of living, functioning human relationships, possibilities for self- realization, 
and the availability of meaningful activities are shared on a relatively equal 
basis among human beings now and in the future (SYKE 2020). Sustainable 
wellbeing is also linked to human rights, because without the universal out-
reach of human rights nothing is sustainable – human rights are at the core 
in the Sustainability Goals of the United Nations Agenda 2030 (see Toivanen 
and Cambou forthcoming). Sustainable wellbeing can be theorized through 
the concept of lived citizenship, as has been proposed by Isin (2009, 2012). 
According to Isin (ibid.), citizenship includes official status and membership 
in a society, and participation through the existing socio- political structures 
and practices, but also everyday being and acting in a democratic society. The 
idea of lived citizenship allows us to analyse the societal actions of Indigenous 
young people in the Arctic in a more encompassing frame than just as mem-
bers of one specific society, since experienced and implemented actions exist 
not only in a given political system, but as everyday actions with peers and 
family and other social relationships (Kallio et al. 2020).

The question that I wish to tackle in this chapter is whether the decline of 
young, working- aged people in the Sámi homelands has a detrimental effect 
on Sámi languages and cultures? Furthermore, I consider a separate ques-
tion: what is the connection between mobility and sustainable wellbeing? 
There is a strong assumption that young people living in the circumpolar 
region, Indigenous or not, need to choose between staying or leaving, and 
there is no alternative discourse on what (im)mobility might entail. This 
dilemma is supported by dominant contradictory narratives on the Arctic 
and its inhabitants.

On the one hand, sustainable development discourses often construct 
Indigenous peoples as part of nature, fragile and thus in need of support and 
protection. Consequently, Arctic peoples are imagined as people without 
their own agency or plans for the future (Toivanen 2019). On the other hand, 
businesses and state stakeholders portray the Arctic area as a periphery, 
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empty of (relevant) peoples and as a place of immense treasures to be 
exploited and extracted (ibid.). Steinberg et al. (2015) argue that the political 
tendency to imagine the circumpolar North as empty has been especially pro-
nounced when there has been a strong interest in the local natural resources. In 
this narrative, the people living in the Arctic region play no role in the future of 
the area because they are rendered irrelevant. This is visible in the political 
strategies on the development of the Arctic that often ignore the fact that there 
are real people living in that area. As an example, Finland is one of the coun-
tries that has devised a national strategy to implement UN Agenda 2030, yet it 
is revealing that the Government Report on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development—Sustainable Development in Finland (Prime Minister’s Office 
2017) makes no mention of the Sámi Indigenous peoples living in the country. 
Neither does the document Opportunities for Finland (a joint outlook of the 
Permanent Secretaries of the ministries on the key questions for the upcoming 
2019–2023 government term) (Finnish Government 2019; see also Toivanen 
and Cambou forthcoming). At the same time, there are again a growing num-
ber of plans on how to exploit the Arctic environment for the purposes of 
national and even global wellbeing (e.g. the building of windmills in Sámi 
areas, building a railway line through the Sámi homelands; ibid.).

The local populations and Indigenous peoples are not part of the majori-
tarian narratives on the Arctic region (Ryall et al. 2010; Toivanen 2019). 
There are signs of politics changing in this regard and the Sámi cannot be 
totally ignored in development plans. Still, Indigenous ecological knowledge 
is too seldom included in decision- making in the Arctic (Mustonen and 
Feodoroff 2018; see also Casi et al. forthcoming).

Many of those who move south to go to secondary school, universities 
and applied educational institutes stay away permanently and build new lives 
in the urban centres. They do not, however, as assumed in much of the litera-
ture on minorities and language and culture loss, necessarily abandon Sámi 
culture, languages and lands (Paksuniemi and Keskitalo 2019). Indeed, con-
trary to the fears of  the older generation and expectation of the general 
narrative, they also remain closely connected to their Sámi lands, their fami-
lies, cultures and languages (Toivanen and Fabritius 2020). The young Sámi 
find creative ways to challenge the dominant societal discourses that have for 
decades predicted the end of Sámi cultures and languages, as will be shown 
later in this chapter.

This chapter is based on observation and interview materials from the 
years 2011–20201 in three Arctic municipalities in Norway, Finland and 
Russia.2 The interviews were conducted with young people, families and dif-
ferent local stakeholders, such as teachers, local politicians and municipal 
workers. The interviews and extracts of field notes have been analysed with 
the Atlas.ti qualitative data analysis and research software program in order 
to identify the common themes and topics of interest through a discourse 
analytical lens (Wodak 2015). Using critical discourse analysis, the aim has 
been to understand how the interviewees construct their being in the world 
and their views on how societies work (Fairclough 2003, p. 203).
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The research material has been used for several other scientific articles 
that have focused on wellbeing, solidarity and sustainability. For this chap-
ter, a new approach was taken on the material and what it tells about youth 
in the Arctic area. I have chosen here to concentrate on the research carried 
out in Finland, but there are similarities in ways of  being young across the 
Sámi home areas in all of  the Sámi homeland, Sápmi. The identified dis-
courses are analysed within the framework of  wellbeing, defined as sustain-
able wellbeing (Kjell 2011), which is enacted through lived citizenship (Isin 
2012). Moreover, (im)mobility theories are applied in order to consider what 
the dichotomy “leaving versus staying” actually tells about youth mobility in 
the Arctic region.

The European Arctic and its peoples

The reason for the loss of inhabitants in the area is that the young and 
people in employment age move away and population concentrates in 
cities.

(Tennberg et al. 2017, 143)

The Barents region is the most populated area in the Arctic. Also in terms of 
infrastructure, including roads, electricity and internet networks, the area is 
well developed. However, during the last two decades, population growth in 
the Arctic has occurred in Alaska, Iceland, the Canadian Arctic and West 
Siberia, whilst the Barents region has mostly been experiencing population 
decline (Emelyanova and Rautio 2016). By January 2015, approximately 5.1 
million people permanently resided in the area, a fifth lower than was 
recorded about two decades ago (6.5 million in 1990; Emelyanova and Rautio 
2016, p. 5; Tennberg et al. 2017). The losses were particularly noticeable in the 
north- west corner of the Russian Federation, whereas in Finnish Lapland, 
for example, the population had declined only moderately. The northern 
Norwegian population remained roughly at the same level (Emelyanova and 
Rautio 2016). In the 1990s, most of the northern regions of Norway, Sweden 
and Finland—and also throughout the 2000s the Russian North—had slower 
population growth or faster decline than the rest of their respective countries 
(Emelyanova and Rautio 2016, p. 5).

One of the peoples traditionally living in the Barents region in the Arctic 
are the Sámi Indigenous people. The number of Sámi is smaller than that of 
the majority populations in most of the northern municipalities, and thus 
they share living space with other local peoples (different minorities and 
other people who have lived in the territories for several generations)3 and 
newcomers. According to some estimates, there are approximately 75,000 to 
90,000 Sámi people: ca. 40,000 in Norway, 25,000 in Sweden, 11,000 in 
Finland, and 2,000 in Russia on the Kola peninsula. The Sámi share closely 
related languages and many cultural features (Kulonen et al. 2005; Pietikäinen 
2010). Politically, they have worked together since 1956 in the Sámirádd̵i̵ 
(Sámi Council, earlier Nordic Sámi Council) to strengthen their voices 
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vis- à- vis the majority states of Norway, Sweden, Finland (see Toivanen 2003) 
and, in recent decades, also Russia after a long period of denying the Sámi 
cultural rights and languages (see Kotljarchuk 2019). Certain occupations 
have been defined as traditional Sámi livelihoods, such as reindeer herding, 
fishing, and hunting and gathering (Tennberg et al. 2017, p. 50). Alongside 
these more traditional professions, there are many new occupations in the 
fields of tourism and education. Some jobs actually pose a danger for Sámi 
futures because they negatively impact the environment, such as working in 
the mining or forest industries.

The fact that the number of people living in the northernmost municipali-
ties of the four countries is declining is a worrisome phenomenon (see also 
Simakova et al. and Ivanova et al., both in this volume). Because no ethnic 
statistics are available, the effects of this on Sámi people requires more 
research (AMAP 2017; see also Tennberg et al. 2017). To explain this trend in 
terms of Finland, the reasons for young people to leave are rather obvious. 
First, there is a lack of educational opportunities. There are only three upper 
secondary schools in the home area of Sámi peoples where it is possible to 
continue education after comprehensive education. There are five vocational 
and two higher (one university) educational institutions in Finnish Lapland, 
but none in the Sámi homeland area. The Sámi Education Institute (SAKK) 
is the only vocational college in the Sámi home area and its educational 
opportunities are limited to a few professions. Second, there is a lack of 
employment opportunities. Thus, finding work is one reason to leave. The 
unemployment rate can be over 19% in some municipalities in Lapland, com-
pared to the Finnish average of 7.6% (Statistics Finland 2020)4. There is a 
strong narrative that if  there were better opportunities for education and 
employment, young people would not need to leave (see e.g., Tennberg et al. 
2017) and they would stay instead. But is there necessarily an either/or here, 
with only two alternatives to choose from? I will argue that being (im)mobile 
and seeking sustainable wellbeing go hand in hand, leaving space for a multi-
tude of other alternatives then the two opposites.

Based on the current statistics, it is probable that the number of  Sámi 
Indigenous peoples living outside Sápmi—namely, their home territories 
in all of  the four countries in which they reside—continues to increase 
(Nyseth and Pedersen 2014; Heikkilä et al. 2019). This means that in the 
whole area of  Sápmi, the population is aging rapidly. According to 
Tennberg et al. (2017, p. 50), this development could be reversed if  the 
young and educated Sámi population were to find employment that 
matches their education. To achieve this, they emphasize, there is a need to 
ensure that the traditional livelihoods remain a viable option. The fact that 
Sámi peoples are moving away from their home territory is not a just a 
simple act of  mobility. Instead, it leads to a negative impact on the general 
availability of  Sámi language instruction in the schools and services in 
Sámi languages; the less language users, the less language services (Laakso 
et al. 2016). Furthermore, it also weakens the general right to practice 
these livelihoods. The rights to practice a traditional livelihood, such as 
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reindeer herding, fishing and hunting with traditional traps, are tied to the 
place of  residence (Tennberg et al. 2017, p. 50). This means that when the 
young people move away from the homelands, they lose their rights to 
many traditional livelihoods.

Which professions do the young people fill? In Finland in 2020, there were 
still 4,300 registered reindeer herders, among whom around 900 are under 
25.5 The high number can partly be explained by the fact that in Sámi fami-
lies, also children receive their first own reindeer and may appear in the statis-
tics, even though they may not practice herding as a profession.6 When 
looking at the statistics in Finland more closely, however, we can note that 
despite a decrease in the number of reindeer herders, it is still the profession 
that has the biggest number of Sámi speakers: 13% of Sámi speakers worked 
in a domestic situation involving animal husbandry—almost all with rein-
deer.7 In addition to reindeer herding, there only a few people involved in 
other livelihoods that are considered traditional Sámi professions. Only a few 
Sámi fishers are working full- time and none of them are young, according to 
Statistics Finland. Nor are there professional full- time Sámi hunters or hand-
icraft makers found in Statistics Finland in year 2016.8

Agriculture, forestry and fishing today employ 50% less people than in 
1987. In particular, the number of  people employed in reindeer herding has 
diminished significantly. At the same time, the number of  people working in 
social and health services has increased in the last 30 years by over 80%. 
Also, the number of  people working in the field of  education and who use 
Sámi as their mother tongue has increased by 60% and in the field of  public 
administration by 45%.9 One explanation is the Sámi language law 
(1086/2003), which both encouraged and enabled the learning of  Sámi lan-
guages (i.e. in- service training) and provided opportunities to use Sámi 
languages.

If  we still look at the Finnish area of Sápmi, people with a university edu-
cation make up 23.8% of the population in Inari, 23.9% in Sodankylä, 21.3% 
in Enontekiö and 26.8% in Utsjoki (Statistics Finland, 2020). This must be 
compared with the Finnish average of 41%, and the Organisation for 
Economic Co- operation and Development (OECD) average of 44%.10 The 
difference is significant and tells about the problems of highly educated peo-
ple to find work in Finnish Lapland. Those who are highly educated take 
positions in schools, kindergartens, administration and media.

Sustainable wellbeing and (im)mobilities

The youth in the study from the rural regions in the Nordic Arctic will 
during the next 10–15 years be engaged in getting an education or estab-
lishing as part of the labour market. These young people expect to be 
mobile and move from their place of origin in order to achieve future 
dreams. Only a small portion of the participating young people expect to 
be living in their place of upbringing during the next ten years.

(Karlsdóttir and Jungsberg 2015, 12)
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Above is a citation from a publication that was produced as part of the proj-
ect Foresight Analysis for Sustainable Regional Development in the Nordic 
Arctic, commissioned by the Nordic Working Group for Sustainable Regional 
Development in the Nordic Arctic (see also Karlsdóttir et al. 2017). In a way, 
it represents a rather hegemonic narrative of Arctic youth who move away 
from the home territories, voluntarily or not. The emphasis is on youth leav-
ing, and the question of what to do about it dominates the discourse in the 
existing policy papers and reports.

Quite to the contrary of the citation above, my research material does not 
support a discourse that presupposes that achieving “future dreams” means 
necessarily moving and staying away from homelands. The dominant dis-
course furthermore suggests that remaining in a certain space and place—
Indigenous homelands—would be the prerequisite for the healthy and 
sustainable wellbeing of Indigenous youth. To the contrary, young people in 
my research seemed to view mobility and wellbeing as going well hand in 
hand. Being mobile, or changing place, does not in their view mean the aban-
doning of their Sámi home. For them, the Sámi home is not only a specific 
area of land but more of a relationship (Keskitalo 2019; see also Virtanen 
2012 on Amazonian Indigenous youth).

The term (im)mobility refers to something potentially in between being 
mobile and not being mobile (Zickgraf 2019). It takes into account the fact 
that some people may wish to be mobile and move, whereas others with the 
same sentiments will need to stay because of the multifarious constraints 
they face. Such constraints include a lack of resources, legal hindrances to 
obtain visas to other countries, or even personal reasons for not being able to 
go (Suliman et al. 2019). It also takes into account that some may not be 
willing to move but are left without any option, for example, due to natural 
catastrophes that force their movement to a new place (Carling and Schewel 
2018). Finally, there are obviously also people who want to stay—and do in 
fact stay. Thus, (im)mobility is used in this chapter as a term to describe the 
multifarious aspects of moving or not moving and all the negotiations that 
may involve.

When it comes to Indigenous youth in the Arctic, there is a strong narra-
tive suggesting that the youth either want to leave or have no option to stay 
(see Komu and Adams in this volume on their research on Northern culture 
surrounding migration). As noted above, this is supported by statistical infor-
mation showing how, over recent decades, the northern municipalities have 
experienced declines in population. Whereas the demographic information 
needs to be taken as a given, the question is still whether the decrease of 
young working- aged people from the Sámi homelands has a detrimental 
effect on Sámi languages and cultures. What is the connection between mobil-
ity and sustainable wellbeing? By definition, sustainable wellbeing is a com-
prehensive and all- encompassing concept, which requires that the person’s 
whole identity is respected and allowed to be and that it can develop in cir-
cumstances that are safe and supporting. Moving or living outside of one’s 
safe “home” would seem to endanger this integrity.
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I try to answer these questions with quotations from my interview material 
from Finland. Therefore, it is worthwhile mentioning that in Finland there 
are three language groups of Sámi: Inari, Skolt and Northern Sámi. They 
have different languages and cultural traditions, but also quite differing expe-
riences of forced assimilation. The situations in Norway and Russia vary in 
many ways, for example, in respect to educational alternatives and other pos-
sible life paths in the Sámi traditional homelands. In Norway, the state 
attracts university students back to the North with financial support (see 
Marjomaa 2012). In Russia, there is a lack of workforce and no problem of 
unemployment (see Stammler and Khlinovskaya 2011 on the Russian Arctic). 
At the same time, these areas share many similarities, such as the fact that the 
majority of Sámi live outside the traditional territory and no longer speak a 
Sámi language.

The following extract from an interview shows how a Sámi who grew up 
far away from the homeland connects with their Sámi identity.

INTERVIEWER (I): Have you ever thought that you have at some point in your 
life been, like, that you have not so much thought about being Sámi? 
Or am I wrong? Or have you always known very strongly that you are a 
Sámi?

RESPONDENT (R): No. I did not understand it.
I: When did you, so to say, wake up to it or…?
R: Hmm, it was my cousin who at some point asked me to join the City Sámi 

Association’s activities. It was then. But, of course, I had always had 
that contact to the culture. I have grown up as a child of a Sámi in the 
capital city region and our culture has travelled with us there. Many of 
our relatives have moved there, cousin’s families and stuff. We kept a lot 
of contact and Sáminess was also there when we went for holidays to the 
North. In the North, in Utsjoki and Inari, there we have relatives and 
so forth. But it was a certain kind of identity awakening when I started 
being myself  active in the City Sámi.

(Interview 041)

This person has grown up in the city. So have many of her relatives, and they 
have kept in contact with each other in the city. They have also travelled to the 
North to visit other relatives during holidays. She feels that the Sámi culture 
has been there all the time, despite the distance to the homeland. At the same 
time, only after she enacted her Sámi identity through participation in a Sámi 
association did it really become her conscious identity. As Isin (2009) points 
out, enacting and participation—the experience of being—bring true belong-
ing. The distance and being mobile did not take away the experience of 
belonging. But it was, in particular, participation in the City Sámi activities 
that brought conscious identification as Sámi.

The following extract from another interview shows that young people 
have no need for an anachronistic understanding of Indigenous culture as 
something that does not change.
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INTERVIEWER (I): But there is a real outcry that over 70% of Sámi children 
are born outside of Sámi home territory.

RESPONDENT (R): But is it true?
I: It is just […]
R: Official?
I: Yes, there is study by the Ombud’s Office on Minorities, and the Sámi 

Parliament has a study on it, too.
R: They most probably come. They are estimates […]
I: […] over 60% of Sámi Parliament’s voters live outside [the Sámi home ter-

ritory] […] and then one thinks that a child who was born in the eastern 
part of Helsinki and whose mother might have spoken Sámi to her and 
maybe she received two hours a week of mother- tongue instruction in 
the school, could that person have a rather eastern Helsinki kind of rela-
tionship to reindeer?

R: It may be that way. Exactly that also being Sámi is also changing. It must. 
Because most probably a person who grew up in Helsinki thinks in a 
different way than a person who grew up in Angeli village. There is a 
difference. But there must be a reason that people who grow up in cities 
do what they have until now done, those who identify with Sámi identity, 
that they come here [to the home territory] for a while and some even 
stay forever. Somehow they want to come and the relationship to family 
is so strong that even though they would live in eastern Helsinki, their 
grandparents and other relatives are still in their lives.

(Interview 045)

For this person, the question is not where one is born or where one grows up, 
because it is the relationship with the family that makes that person. Identity 
is always relational, as Anna Tsing (2007) points out. As the young people 
tell, it is in these webs of  relationships where the Sámi identity is maintained, 
regardless of  place (Casi et al. forthcoming). Living in a city and maintain-
ing a relationship with relatives creates another way of  being Sámi. It does 
not undermine the identity or make it in any way weaker, because that rela-
tionship ties the person to the Sámi space. Many of  the young people whom  
I talked to spoke about moving away and coming back and then perhaps 
moving again (on (im)mobilities that continue, see Zickgraf  2019). For 
instance, it was for school that one had to move in the first place, since the 
schools are in village centres or cities. It was quite natural to move and, for 
many young people, often even a freeing experience to live outside the sight 
of  their parents and relatives. At the same time, the places—the Sámi 
lands—do not go anywhere. There is no need to fear that they could not 
return one day if  they wanted to. The sustainable wellbeing of  the inter-
viewed youth reflects that moving does not entail an interruption of  being, 
but that being mobile always includes the real option of  immobility and 
staying (Zickgraf  2019).

When considering the future of Indigenous cultures and the viability of 
languages and cultural features, the youth seemed even more optimistic than 
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the older generation. Some of the older people were worried that the Sámi 
who left and went to study and work in the cities would become incapable of 
continuing the Sámi traditions. Some young people shared these worries as 
well. Their fears were not only connected to the question of youth mobility, 
but much more about the larger societal questions of climate change and 
extractivism in Sámi areas. The following extract serves to illustrate the 
nature of these fears.

INTERVIEWER: How is this from the Sámi culture point of view? How do 
you see the connection to reindeer herding? […] Does the extracting of 
natural resource threaten the Sámi culture?

RESPONDENT: Yes, it threatens because the reindeer is the cornerstone of 
Sámi culture. It carries with it from generation to generation knowledge, 
language that as such contains its own valuable knowledge. And the rein-
deer has so many dimensions, such as food and handicraft, and then it is 
such as nature. That I will definitely say, that reindeer herders have a very 
specific relationship to nature, so different to, for example, some Sámi 
teacher. And I find it worrisome that our youth can no longer move in 
the forest. They cannot read the signs of nature. They cannot catch fish. 
They don’t know where reindeer go. That reindeer herding is our last link 
to nature and how to utilize it in a sustainable manner.

(Interview 008)

Another young person was much more optimistic about the youth’s capabili-
ties to maintain and develop Sámi cultures. This following extract illustrates 
a certain kind of new wave, a pluralistic attitude among some young people, 
especially those who are involved in the arts.

INTERVIEWER: What do you think, how do different age groups think about 
the future of Sámi culture?

RESPONDENT: Hmm, it has really been a strong revival in the youth culture. 
For example, there are new artists that have come up and even on the 
radio there has been a show for young audiences. It is really great that in 
this Sámi youth culture the ethos is that all three Sámi languages spoken 
in Finland and all the three groups are given visibility, and for example 
on this radio programme all Sámi languages are spoken. It is like, I hope 
that a certain kind of multicultural Sáminess would become the norm 
here, that we can and we must even speak all Sámi languages.

(Interview 024)

This person sees Sámi culture as a rich vessel from which new ideas, music 
and arts grow and that all Sámi groups together can make a real difference 
in strengthening the culture for the future, regardless of  place. For example, 
the radio is accessible anywhere and it brings all the different Sámi lan-
guage groups together (on revitalization and radio and social media, see 
Edygarova 2016).
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Another young person underlined that, whereas there is so much talk 
about the Sámi cultures disappearing and declining when young people 
move to cities, he can only see that even very endangered peoples, such as 
Skolt Sámi, are experiencing a renaissance. This reflects a common feeling 
throughout the Arctic that young people are optimistic about the future of 
Sámi cultures and languages, and they see that the new types of  social media 
have come to support the languages’ vitality in meaningful ways, such that 
even people who had earlier abandoned their Sámi identity were eagerly 
coming back.

INTERVIEWER: How do young people relate—we can now think that you 
represent that generation—how do young people relate to cultural 
continuity?

RESPONDENT: In my view, youth think quite positively about it. It has now 
so much been coming, you know… Skolt Sámi culture has reached such 
popularity among young people that even people who never ever admit-
ted that they are Skolt Sámi, now they so much want to be Skolt. And 
the traditional costumes of Skolt Sámi, even those are popular again. 
Soon everyone wears them, even though there was the time that nobody 
put them on. And so it is with the Skolt language question, that terribly 
many language courses have been organized and people are so interested. 
I don’t know why they are, but it is for sure a positive thing that they are.

(Interview 010)

When asked whether the positive attitude of the young is catching on with 
the older generations, one Sámi woman answered:

Old people are joining and it’s kind of the most wonderful of all when 
you witness that, old people, the elderly, who have seen all this that has 
happened for decades… Then when you see the children, grandchildren, 
grand- grandchildren suddenly start to speak Sámi […] you can’t be any-
thing else than pleased.

(Interview 015).11

This ongoing urbanization is something that Indigenous locals argue is a 
cause for concern, and the reason for this worrying development involves the 
economic and infrastructural changes of modern society. One interviewee 
stated: “Well, of course, they leave. They have to leave when aiming for higher 
education, and when they get new jobs there in that place, well, then they stay 
there” (Interview 039). In this way, leaving is portrayed as forced by the 
circumstances.

Another interviewee expressed similar concerns when arguing that youth 
who are active in cultural maintenance are needed, but that even though 
“many of them would like to stay here in their region of birth” […] “the 
young will leave, they leave for daily bread, they have to!” (Interview 006). In 
this way, Sámi culture is constructed as intrinsically bound up with the Sámi 
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homelands, with youth leaving as forced and a threat to Sámi culture being 
sustained.

Whereas young people do not consider leaving as an act that separates 
them from Sámi culture, the concept of land is very strong for many 
Indigenous youth. This relationship does not seem to become weakened, 
even for those who have chosen or felt forced to move from their place of 
birth in the North. One young Sámi woman explained in an explicit way what 
was witnessed during the fieldwork:

But like, for me it’s really important, I have moved an insane amount of 
times. And still I know that when I go to [my home village] and I put my 
hand on the land, then I know that this is it, there my home is. It’s really 
important for me to have that place, where I know that there they have 
watched the landscapes a hundred years ago, there they watched them 
two hundred years ago, there they watched the landscapes a thousand 
years ago. It is really important. Like, I define Sáminess through, like the 
same what it means to be Indigenous. It is the same as being Sámi. It is 
what is important to me, what I hold valuable, what my values are, what 
my worldview is. Through that my Sáminess is built. It’s not built from 
anything else. And from that I know where the roots are from which  
I have been raised.

(Interview 040)

This person was born and raised in her early years in Sápmi, and the connec-
tion remains very strong despite the fact that she has moved so many times—
and even though she may not end up living her life in the village and on the 
land that she connects with so strongly. Feeling a strong connection to the 
homeland, she does not experience leaving as a definitive abandonment of 
Sámi culture.

Many envision themselves as still living in their place of  birth but simulta-
neously commuting to work in some urban area, or living in an urban area 
but frequently visiting their homeland and maintaining ties through social 
media, as well as a strong place identity connected to the traditional land. 
Social media, distant learning, easy travelling and different cultural festivals 
in the various countries are supporting young people’s connection to Sámi 
languages and the formation of  shared Indigenous identities. In scholarly 
attempts to decolonize notions of  place, similar observations have been 
made among Indigenous urban youth in other places as well (see Virtanen 
2012 on Amazonian youth and Greenop 2009 on Indigenous youth in 
Queensland, Australia). Relationships replace the concrete concept of  land 
as the basis for identity.

Conclusions: (im)mobility allowing for sustainable futures

I began this chapter by stating that there is a strong narrative that if  the 
young people living in the Indigenous Sápmi territories were to have better 
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opportunities for education and employment, they would not need to leave. 
The other strong narrative is that when they leave, they endanger the sustain-
ability of Sámi languages and culture (and livelihoods). I asked whether the 
mobility of young people leads to erosion of Sámi languages and culture and 
if  there is necessarily an either/or of two alternatives to choose from? I anal-
ysed my research materials and arrived at another conclusion, that being (im)
mobile and seeking sustainable wellbeing can go hand in hand. There is 
enough space in young peoples’ lives for a multitude of other alternatives 
then the two opposites. Thus, binary thinking—which, according to Siraj and 
Bal (2017, 398), “counterpoises mobility and immobility as two antagonistic 
concepts”—does not seem to apply to young Sámi. Instead, I argue that 
mobility and immobility are intrinsically related and their relationship is 
asymmetrical.

Recent research has shown that young people find new, creative ways of 
voicing and experiencing Sámi identity (Mathisen et al. 2017; Toivanen 
and Fabritius 2020; Joona and Keskitalo, this volume). They are fluent in 
expanding its discursive and geographical reach, thereby transcending the 
restrictive dichotomies of  nature and culture, tradition and modernity, 
and centre and periphery.

I believe that it is important, as Wiegel et al. (2019) argue, to develop a 
grounded understanding of the diverse ways in which people cope with 
migration pressures (as well as educational pressures, desires for employ-
ment, or environmental change). This means that in addition to people’s 
capacities for (im)mobilities, we also need to study their desires to engage in 
particular (im)mobility practices. What I mean here is that (im)mobility prac-
tices, real or imagined, involve young people, especially young women, mov-
ing from Lapland to southern cities, so that the Sámi culture and languages 
get lost. According to Nyseth and Pedersen (2014), it is precisely the moving 
to urban areas that has been a symbol of assimilation, cultural loss and los-
ing one’s roots. My study indicates that the young people of today’s genera-
tion do not want to engage in (im)mobility practices that would cut their 
roots and souls from their Indigenous identities. They locate Sáminess in the 
relational webs around them, independent of the place where they reside.

Notes

 1 This chapter was mainly funded by the Academy of Finland; see the acknowl-
edgements section.

 2 The interviews (ca. 260) are all transliterated, coded and anonymized. The inter-
viewed were mostly carried out in the majority languages of the respective 
countries.

 3 The question of who is Sámi is full of political tensions in Finland but not in 
other countries. See Heinämäki et al. 2017.

 4 This contrasts with the Russian Arctic, where there is a shortage of labor, and yet 
people still leave, see Ivanova et al. and Bolotova, both in this volume.

 5 https://paliskunnat.fi/poro/poronhoito/poromiehen- ammatti/poronuoret/
 6 https://paliskunnat.fi/py/materiaalit/tilastot/poronomistajat and https://paliskun-

nat.fi/poro/poronhoito/poromiehen- ammatti/poronuoret/.

https://paliskunnat.fi
https://paliskunnat.fi
https://paliskunnat.fi
https://paliskunnat.fi
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 7 In Finland, the reindeer counts as a domestic animal—even though in the Sámi 
home area it mostly lives in freedom.

 8 c, https://www.tilastokeskus.fi/tietotrendit/blogit/2019/hyvaa- saamelaisten- 
 kansallispaivaa/).

 9 Ibid, fn. 7.
 10 Valtioneuvosto  2019,  https://valtioneuvosto.fi/-//1410845/oecd- vertailu-  

suomessa- kilpailu- korkeakoulupaikoista- on- kovaa.
 11 There are also many older people who rejected their own Sámi identity due to the 

strong assimilation policies and practices and who cannot understand why their 
children or grandchildren would voluntarily subscribe to a minority identity (see, 
e.g., Toivanen and Fabritius 2020; Sarivaara 2016; Grenoble and Whaley 1998).
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5 Youths’ and their guardians’ prospects 
of reindeer husbandry in Finland

Tanja Joona and Pigga Keskitalo1

Introduction

This chapter investigates what young reindeer herders think about their liveli-
hood and future prospects to continue in this profession in Finnish reindeer 
herding districts. In addition, their guardians are interviewed so that the 
overall family perspective is available. Reindeer herding is a traditional liveli-
hood practised across the Arctic and Subarctic regions, areas that have 
become the intense focus of development and policy interests. The Arctic 
area is predicted to experience dramatic climate shifts over the coming 
decades as a result of climate change. Young reindeer herders today face an 
uncertain future. Reindeer herders’ pastures are being lost, and the full range 
of the consequences and impact of climate change is unclear. The conditions 
under which they practise herding today may be very different by the time 
they reach middle age. It is crucial for the future of reindeer husbandry that 
the youth adopt positive thinking, know how to assess opportunities and 
reach out to the future. The youths’ choices are important when it comes to 
the future of reindeer herding—whether or not they decide to become rein-
deer herders.

The study cases are in the following selected areas of  reindeer herding 
cooperatives: Palojärvi in the town of Ylitornio (South- West of  Lapland), 
Kaldooaivi in the municipality of  Utsjoki (North of Lapland) and Näkkälä 
in the municipality of  Enontekiö (North of Lapland) (see Reindeer Herders’ 
Association 2020a, p. 11). According to previous studies, reindeer herding is 
being affected by the pressure of  competing land use (Pogodaev and Oskal 
2015), climate change impact (Vuojala- Magga et al. 2011; Box et al. 2019) 
and fear of  an unstable future (Kaiser 2011; Omma et al. 2011; Kaiser et al. 
2013, 2010). Mirroring a great deal of  external stressors (Arctic Council 
Sustainable Development Working Group [SDWG] 2015), it is imperative to 
understand the rapid changes in the Arctic and ways to improve adaptation 
practices, what kind of views the youth hold and what kind of ideas they 
have with regard to the future of the reindeer herding and whether young 
people are willing to continue the livelihood. This chapter increases the 
knowledge on the future prospects of  young reindeer herders in Finland. 
The knowledge can be used when developing the conditions of young 



94 Tanja Joona and Pigga Keskitalo

herders as well as the northern communities as a whole. Instead of following 
the global trend of immigration to cities, Indigenous communities can stay 
viable with strong cultural ties to traditional lands and natural resources 
(United Nations 2009, p. 93).

Reindeer herding as it exists today began in the late Middle Ages. The Sámi 
started herding reindeer and migrated nomadically with their herds according 
to the rhythm of the seasons. The Finnish population also adopted reindeer 
herding early on and developed it further for their own needs. Reindeer hus-
bandry considers the characteristics of each area, such as the terrain, settle-
ments and natural conditions (Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020a, p. 17).

Finnish Lapland covers about a third (100,369 km2) of Finland’s total 
area. It is sparsely populated, the density being just two inhabitants per 
square kilometre, and the total population is 179,000 inhabitants. The area is 
known for its peculiar landscape, wilderness and traditional livelihoods, 
especially reindeer herding, which is an important part of the local economy. 
Due to the increase in the global prices of energy and raw materials, espe-
cially minerals, a rapidly expanding invasion of industrial land use and 
exploitation of natural resources is occurring in Lapland. Reindeer and 
people have a connection that is thousands of years old, first through deer 
hunting, then through reindeer domestication and herding. The profession 
of a reindeer herder is based on information and traditions that have been 
passed down through generations. In their work, nature and the eight sea-
sons of the year are always present. Pure nature is very important for the 
continuity of herding work and reindeer herding culture. Both women and 
men can be reindeer herders (Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020b). 
However, the position of women reindeer herders can be paradoxical because 
of changes in society, for example desire to get education and demands of 
traditional society (Kaiser et al. 2015).

Many of the older generations of reindeer herders remember the days 
when there were expansive grazing lands (Vuojala- Magga and Turunen 
2015), the predator stock was kept under reasonable control (Wennstedt 
2002; Tveraa et al. 2013), the reindeer herd was dense and the whole village 
gathered at the fences—both reindeer and the rest of the village and nearby 
villages (Heikkinen 2006). However, there are very viable communities still 
today (Pekkarinen 2006; Sarkki et al. 2016; Lépy et al. 2018). It is clear that 
the standard of living in Finland has increased over the generations. Finland 
has progressed from one of the poorest corners of Europe in the late nine-
teenth century to a highly advanced and innovative industrial country ranked 
by assorted international indices as the happiest, most stable, safest and best- 
governed country in the world (Reiter and Lutz 2019, p. 2; Statistics Finland 
2019; Voutilainen 2016). According to Kokkinen (2012), considerable input 
into education has had a significant relation with the dramatically changed 
economic performance in Finland. The Finnish economy has experienced 
remarkable growth over the last 150 years, as far as statistics are available. 
According to Ojala et al. (2006), Finland was a fully agrarian economy that 
was heavily regulated and reliant on foreign trade. Even as late as the 
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outbreak of the Second World War, the majority of the Finnish population 
was still employed in agriculture. It was only during the latter part of the 
twentieth century that Finland became a highly versatile economy, with both 
industries and services blossoming simultaneously. This progress was accom-
panied by the development of an extensive welfare state, high levels of invest-
ment in education and a considerable population shift from the countryside 
to the growing cities of southern Finland (Ojala et al. 2006; Reiter and Lutz 
2019, p. 4). These societal and economic changes have also affected reindeer 
husbandry. In spite of  Finland being one of the wealthiest countries in the 
world, Indigenous peoples’ rights to lands and waters are still not recog-
nized, which complicates land usage issues related to reindeer husbandry. 
Getting stuck in the past means paralysis in reindeer herding if  only the past 
is seen as positive (Reinert et al. 2009). If  instead of looking for opportuni-
ties and the positive impact of  today’s reindeer herding and future prospects 
we become paralysed by the fear of  change, the world begins to look hope-
less, and the future runs its course negatively affecting children and young 
people. When the world begins to look hopeless, young people often tend to 
seek something else. Reindeer husbandry—if nothing else—provides an 
excellent starting point for those willing to work as an entrepreneur and pro-
fessional reindeer herder. The work is independent, close to the traditional 
living style of  the local culture and conducted outside with animals. However, 
there are also many challenges—the profession is prone to accidents and 
vulnerable to the disadvantages of  other forms of land use. Fortunately, the 
reindeer herder entrepreneurship field has been able to build on positive 
premises rather than negative—the share of reindeer owners under the age 
of 25 is higher than the share of retired people. Of course, traditionally, 
people of  all ages play a valuable role in the practical work of reindeer herd-
ing. Children grow up to care for reindeer from their infancy, and the elderly 
participate in the work for as long as their health allows. The work is done 
together, taking turns caring for the others. Reindeer husbandry bridges gen-
erational gaps (Ollila 2019, 2014).

In Finland, there are around 900 reindeer owners under the age of 25, 
located in every part of the broad reindeer husbandry area from north 
Finland to the southern areas of the reindeer herding region (see Figure 5.1), 
and they are actively involved in reindeer herding. There are girls and boys of 
every age from the north, centre and south of the reindeer herding district 
(Jernsletten and Klokov 2002; Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020c). The 
willingness of young reindeer herders to continue herding is obviously the 
principal element for continuity. The good news is that there are young peo-
ple interested in becoming reindeer herders. Only the southern reindeer hus-
bandry area is experiencing problems with this, mainly due to long- term 
problems with large carnivores (Reindeer Herders’ Association 2020c).

Many youngsters make a very important decision for the future of reindeer 
herding—they decide to become reindeer herders. Every year, several dozen 
youths decide to take a reindeer husbandry entrepreneurship education at the 
Sámi Education Institute in Inari, Finland, to qualify for start- up aid in the 
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profession (Sámi Education Institute 2020). The institute not only teaches 
how to become a professional reindeer herder; it also teaches how to utilize 
reindeer meat and skin, how to make handicrafts and clothes from reindeer 
horns and leather, for example. It is expected that to be able to work as a 
professional reindeer herder with economical support, one needs education 
in the reindeer herding entrepreneur profession and needs to have a minimum 
requirement of 80 living reindeer. In Finland, reindeer herding can be studied 
as a vocational education at the Sámi Education Institute Toivoniemi cam-
pus in Kaamanen, a village 30 kilometres north of Inari within the precincts 
of suitable buildings and structures. There are three kinds of study options. 
The first is a full basic study programme that consists of two to three years of 
study conducted on the campus and reindeer herding farms. The second pro-
gramme is learning to work as part of an apprenticeship training and is con-
ducted mainly at their own family reindeer herd or related places. Students go 
to campus to study and meet the teachers, and then they do their skills dem-
onstration. The third option is open vocational education training that gives 
study credits (Frangou and Keskitalo 2020; Keskitalo et al. 2020).

Figure 5.1       Reindeer Herding Districts in Finland and the numbers of reindeer. 

(Source: Reindeer Herders’ Association 2015)
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The lives of young reindeer herders are governed differently than in the 
days before the societal changes, changes in profession, technical develop-
ment and aspects affecting the profession (Reindeer Herders’ Association 
2020b). Times change, and life changes with it. Livelihoods and cultures, 
including reindeer husbandry, are also changing, and reindeer herders adapt 
with the changes (Rasmus et al. 2016).

We consider people under 29 years of age young reindeer herders, accord-
ing to Finland’s Youth Act, which defines youth to be those under 29 
(Nuorisolaki 1285/2016). In the opinion of young people, the definition in 
the Youth Act is too broad. According to the young people themselves, youth 
begins at around the age of 10 and ends around 20 (Merikivi, Myllyniemi 
and Salasuo 2016).

The interviews aim to answer the overall research question of the youth’s 
connectedness to reindeer herding. The sub- questions are as follows:

 1. What are the first memories of reindeer herding in the youths’ lives?
 2. How is the family occupied in the reindeer herding livelihood?
 3. What prospects do the youths perceive in future reindeer herding?

The aim of the research question is to discover the overall ideas that the 
youth have about reindeer herding through their narratives and their pros-
pects in the future to open their minds to future ideas about their career 
choices. We have asked questions to illuminate the youth’s connectedness to 
reindeer herding.2 The thematic interview contained background questions 
concerning the ages and genders of  the interviewees (N = 12). The inter-
views were semi- structured, and a data- driven content analysis was per-
formed (Anderson 2004).

Studies about Indigenous youths’ prospects in the Artic context

This chapter is interested in processing the ideas of young reindeer herders and 
their guardians about the entrepreneur in the Arctic context in Finland. In the 
literature review, we looked at what other researchers have stated about rein-
deer herding as a profession and, more specifically, what the youth think 
according to previous studies about the profession to explain future prospects.

Most remote communities in the Arctic share their fate with Europe’s 
northern periphery in that demographic development is characterized by a 
population decline that has been going on for decades (Karlsdottìr and 
Jungsberg 2015). According to recent and former studies (e.g. Heleniak 2020; 
Nymand Larsen et al. 2010), it is often difficult to get skilled young people 
that have moved away because of studies, work and other reasons to come 
back to their home regions to help create growth and optimism. One explana-
tion for this problem is that there is no variety of jobs or education possibili-
ties (Keskitalo 2019). In many cases, there is also a lack of women because of 
limited job opportunities and because they consider the opportunities for 
personal expression and recognition insufficient. Many young people across 
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the Arctic region imagine themselves holding secure, well- paid jobs in the 
future, and they see education as one way to achieve this. Some young stu-
dents from the Faroese Islands argue that future education will be even more 
ambitious than it is today if  they are to catch up with technological develop-
ments in the next 20 years or so. Students are even ready to do extracurricular 
activities for this reason. The idea that future young people have to learn 
much more than today indicates that learning is seen as a means of societal 
development (Karlsdottìr and Jungsberg 2015). Reindeer husbandry, how-
ever, kept villages populated, so it had a strong regional impact (Luke 2016).

When looking at the mobility of young people, living in the countryside 
can be seen as a choice in terms of the development of urbanization—and for 
a growing number of people, a wider lifestyle choice. The questions are: who 
stays, and who leaves? For those families who have stayed, the adults had to 
make a choice. Young people choose what to do after primary school, where 
to go to study their vocational education and then what to do after. The 
people living in the countryside do not necessarily expect urban services, but 
the place of residence is chosen according to what is considered important in 
life. The constant striving for material gain has been questioned. The signifi-
cance of leisure time, human relationships and physical exercise in contribut-
ing to people’s happiness addresses questions of the extent to which the 
countryside has a kind of ‘wellbeing surplus’ in the minds of the young 
(Nieminen- Sundell 2011). The findings are blended. Youth are at a stage in 
their lives where they want to travel, and many of them will not settle as 
established grown- ups for 10 to 15 years. In many ways, the youth period in 
life has become extended with increased formal requirements on training and 
education until one enters life as a fully acknowledged adult citizen (Evans, 
2018). This state of transience is in many ways liberating, but it can also feel 
troubling. Looking at the youth from the Arctic regions, they are attracted to 
more urban settlements in the short term, whereas in the 20–25- year perspec-
tive, it could be interesting to live in the area of their upbringing. One domi-
nating trend is how the youth’s lifestyle is, to a large extent, connected to an 
urban settlement. Therefore, it is difficult for the youth to ‘realize’ themselves 
as young people staying in a rural area in the short term. This is also reflected 
in their ambitions of being mobile to pursue education and work (Jones 2002; 
Hoolachan et al. 2017). Similarities can be found all over the Arctic.

According to Kaiser et al. (2013), the experience of the young reindeer 
herders was that being a reindeer herder is a privileged position which also 
implies many impossibilities and unjust adversities they have no control over 
and that there is nothing they can do but ‘bite the bullet’ or be a failure. The 
Eallin—the reindeer- herding youth project conducted by the Arctic Council 
SDWG (2015)—gives good examples of how the future of reindeer herding is 
seen by Sámi youth from Fennoscandia, Nenets and Khanty in the Yamal-
Nenets Autonomous Okrug; Dolgan, Chukchi, Yukagir, Even and Evenki in 
the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia; Evenki from China; and the herding 
youth from Mongolia. To sum up, the Eallin project showed that the youth are 
greatly concerned about the loss of grazing land. The loss and disturbance of 



Youths, guardians and reindeer husbandry 99

reindeer pastures are primarily related to mining, windmill extraction and 
infrastructure development. Predators and protected areas are also major 
concerns. Encroachments have had a large impact on reindeer husbandry in 
many places; thus, the reindeer- herding youth are worried that this could be a 
considerable threat to their future (International Centre of Reindeer Herding 
2015; Uboni et al. 2016). Gradual encroachment combined with climate 
change is challenging the traditional livelihood of herders. Reindeer herders 
wish to be heard at an earlier stage in the planning processes of industry as 
well as contribute knowledge with regard to changes that will impact their 
livelihoods (International Centre of Reindeer Herding 2015).

One of the consequences of climate change, globalization and changes in 
lifestyle is the emergence of a situation where more females consider migrat-
ing permanently away from their home community and region, and, indeed, 
increasing numbers of young women actually do so. Of course, gender- based 
differences in migration choice are nothing new in the Arctic. In connection 
with large- scale resource development projects, young and middle- aged males 
in search of employment and income opportunities have chosen to become 
migrant workers, leaving their communities for either a shorter or a longer 
period of time in the process. Seldom have they left the community perma-
nently. Only if  the job turned out to be more permanent in character and 
generated substantial income have they done so. In such cases, they often 
arrange with their families to follow them and settle in the new town or vil-
lage. Females, however, seem to migrate more permanently. Moreover, such 
choices have significant implications for the communities they leave, for 
instance, decreasing opportunities for marriage and the maintenance of fam-
ily life and family structures as well as fundamentally influencing other cul-
tural activities (Rasmussen 2009). The gender- related perception of 
customary male activities related to resource exploitation seems to be ‘sticky’ 
in the sense that males have difficulty in moving on from what once were key 
activities but now constitute only a small percentage of the available jobs. 
Females, however, seem less limited by specific job characteristics, determined 
by what may be considered ‘traditional’ and ‘acceptable’ activities.

Another interesting study on Nordic Arctic youth and their future perspec-
tives in connection with the project Foresight Analysis for Sustainable Regional 
Development in the Nordic Arctic was commissioned by the Nordic Working 
Group for Sustainable Regional Development in the Arctic (Karlsdottir 
2015; Karlsdottìr and Jungsberg 2015). The study investigates social sustain-
ability involving questions about attracting and/or keeping young people, 
especially women, in peripheral communities. This is a fundamental issue in 
keeping these communities viable, inhabited and attractive for everybody. 
The study involved several topics in which we are especially interested— 
culture and Indigenous traditions as well as the impact of social media on 
youth. The study shows how social media platforms can be used for empow-
erment purposes in policy issues concerning land use. Social media also pro-
vides connections to non- Sámi youth who are supporting the work of 
ensuring Sámi people acquire rights and recognition. This also indicates how 



100 Tanja Joona and Pigga Keskitalo

young Sámi today are a mixed group where cooperation is less about ethnic-
ity and instead based on shared values and future visions (Karlsdottir 2015; 
Karlsdottìr and Jungsberg 2015; Laitala and Puuronen 2015; Öhman 2015).

Some general guidelines mark the future of their traditional livelihood, 
reindeer herding. One study suggests that youth should be taken into entre-
preneurship in the early stages (Fleming et al. 2015). Other studies also indi-
cate the importance of state- supported training and resourcing for Indigenous 
needs (Chantrill 1998; Miller 2005; Barber and Jackson 2017). Individuals 
need motivation and support from their family, friends and community to 
adapt to the work culture and successfully get and keep a job (Haley and 
Fisher 2014). Their early memories partly explain the connectedness and 
family expectations and roles. According to studies, the family has an impor-
tant role in the background of the youth’s expressions in addition to personal 
motivation, gender, friends and family background affecting the career 
choices of the youth (Super et al. 1996; Chen 1997; Bandura et al. 2001; Ferry 
2006). For example, youth coming from agricultural backgrounds most prob-
ably also choose to work in agriculture (Fizer 2013). The place, cultural back-
ground and time shape youths’ identities and career choices (Arbona 2000).

Moreover, the kinds of measures taken towards the youth in rural and 
Indigenous communities are of utmost importance (Indigenous Peoples 
Forum at IFAD 2017). The sense of cultural and social belonging seems to be 
explained by means of working with traditional livelihoods, which has a fur-
ther impact on the employment of young people in remote, sparsely popu-
lated Arctic regions (Veijola and Strauss- Mazzullo 2018). According to the 
research, youths have identified and reported a shared problem of trying to 
be successful in the face of the sometimes contradictory demands of their 
Indigenous culture and those of the dominant one (Mbunda 1983; United 
Nations 2009; Gillan et al. 2017). For example, many young people feel con-
fronted with a hard choice between continuing school or staying in their com-
munity if  there are no further education possibilities after primary school 
(West et al. 2010). Research has shown that this implicates a cluster of prob-
lems, including lack of jobs in their local communities, outmigration to find 
employment, the unavailability of local housing, high living costs in remote 
rural villages and leaving their families as well as abandoning their aspira-
tions (Ulturgasheva 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2015; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014).

The vulnerable situation of reindeer herders and the impact of climate 
change may have serious consequences for trade and herders’ overall way of 
life (Furberg et al. 2011). Reinert et al. (2009) claimed that the key to han-
dling permanent changes successfully is that the herders themselves have suf-
ficient degrees of freedom to act. Further, research shows that the most 
important strategy of reindeer herders is constant adaptation to changing 
conditions (Reinert et al. 2009).

According to statistics, the number of reindeer herders in Finland has 
shrunk over the last 20 years; the number of men decreased from 6,000 to 
3,000 between 1990 and 2018, whereas the number of women has remained 
roughly unchanged (Figure 5.3). Reindeer herding can be different 
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depending on the area in which one lives. Youths tend to participate in family 
reindeer herding work from childhood. Most youths get their reindeer mark3 
when they are small, and they own reindeer in addition to everyone in their 
family. The living style of reindeer herding is learnt through participating in 
the workings of a herding and experiencing its fluctuations over time. 

Figure 5.3       The numbers of men and women in reindeer herding, 1990–2018. 

(Source: Reindeer Herders’ Association 2019)

Figure 5.2       Youths during a break from summer reindeer calf  marking. 

(Photo: Tanja Joona)
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Reindeer are semi- wild animals and require care for part of the year by a 
reindeer herder. In the northern part of Finland’s reindeer herding area, rein-
deer graze more freely, and they require constant herding by reindeer herders. 
During the winter, many reindeer herders feed them even if  the reindeer are 
not in fences because the pastures are becoming smaller depending on the 
area. In summer or autumn, there are reindeer markings. Some reindeer 
herders make hay for reindeer. Reindeer herders repair fences and maintain 
equipment. In autumn, there are reindeer round- ups and all the work involved 
both before and after that. Further, the work is carried out in various kinds 
of weather conditions (Joona 2018; Pirttilä 2020).

According to Rehtonen (2019), there are two sides to the development of 
the age structure of reindeer owners. There are increasingly more young people 
working as reindeer herders—especially young women. Until 2014, the upper 
age limit for individual aid was 65 years. However, under EU law, the restric-
tion was considered age discrimination. As a result of the abolition of the age 
limit, the share of retired people, mainly men, in reindeer herders has increased 
by 150 since 2014. The Reindeer Herders’ Association is concerned about this 
development since younger people cannot continue working if their parents 
do not give up the work. Those leaving the sector have been predominantly 
male, while the proportion of women has remained broadly the same through-
out. Currently, there are people of all ages among reindeer owners, but this has 
not always been the case. The most significant change has been the entry of 
young women into the sector. As late as 1995–1996, reindeer owner statistics 
did not show any women under the age of 17, but as early as 2005–2006, there 
were almost as many women as men. Today, the phenomenon is reflected, for 
example, in the number of applicants for start- up aid for reindeer husbandry. 
The change is significant. It can be seen that the situation has levelled off both 
between generations and between the genders (Rehtonen 2019).

According to Oinas (2018), competence and management in reindeer hus-
bandry work include tacit knowledge that has been acquired since childhood. 
Reindeer husbandry has several different means of survival that carry reindeer 
herders and their families through challenging situations. The attachment of 
the lifestyle identity and the historicity make reindeer herding binding on most 
generations and binding on itself and the community. From a community per-
spective, the lifestyle is in many ways a transition to weakened economic profit-
ability and the consequent reduction in number of employees. Changes in the 
economic and social aspects of reindeer husbandry have had an impact on the 
relationships between reindeer herders in various ways in different herds. At 
one extreme, the spaces may have tightened and escalated, while those left at 
the other extreme have condensed further cooperation, and the importance 
and contribution of everyone involved is highlighted. The decisive factor for 
the future of an individual group is whether the situation of the group is such 
that, according to new, young generations of reindeer herders, entry into rein-
deer husbandry work is still sensible and possible (Oinas 2018).

According to Daerga et al. (2008), men and women from reindeer- herding 
families need partly different conditions to enjoy a high quality of life. From 
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their results, it might be predicted that poor somatic and psychosocial health, 
increased intrusion from exploiters on the grazing land and declining profit in 
reindeer husbandry constitute important threats to a good quality of life 
among members of reindeer- herding families (Daerga et al. 2008). According 
to Buchanan et al. (2016), rural communities that rely on natural resources 
around the world demonstrate a highly gendered division of labour, and pasto-
ralists such as reindeer- herding communities appear to be no exception. Young 
and older female and male reindeer herders reported that there are different 
expectations for men and women in households regarding who should support 
reindeer husbandry and how this should be done. Boys are frequently social-
ized into the profession differently than girls (Buchanan et al. 2016).

The voices and views of the young herders and their guardians

Connectedness and memories about reindeer herding

The connectedness of reindeer herding tells about sociological processes of 
an Indigenous traditional living style (Balto 1997). The first memories related 
to reindeer herding are gained in early childhood. The socialization process 
into the livelihood is done through the family and the living style of the fam-
ily. All the interviewees have had reindeer in their families. We were interview-
ing those actively occupied in the profession.

The first memories are when I was three or four years old from calf  
marking.

(young male)

All the interviewees are from families who have been reindeer herders for 
generations, and the living style has been passed down from generation to 
generation, from grandparents to sons and their children or near kin.

When asked who is the most active in the reindeer- herding family, the 
answers varied. Often youths answer that it is the family’s father. It seems that 
most of the active reindeer herders are men, according to the interviews, so 
the profession is often gender- tight.

Most active reindeer herder in my nuclear family is my father.
(young female)

Or sometimes the extended family:

My uncles and cousins have an active reindeer herding activity.
(young male)

Still, there are also women in the livelihood. According to Joks (2005), 
women serve an invisible but important part of  reindeer herding, doing a lot 
of  things that are not so obvious, for example, taking care of  things at home 
when the men are herding in the forest or mountains. Mothers or female 
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relatives also look after the young children during the actual reindeer herd-
ing works, such as calf  marking in the summer or separation and slaughter-
ing in the fall.

The home means a lot for reindeer- herding youth. An interviewee claims 
that there is a willingness to come back after studies, meaning that one must 
often move away from home to study. The youths’ ideas about studying else-
where consist of traveling and getting new insights into life:

I want to live in the same place in a home village in the future. Before 
that, I’m going to study elsewhere, I still don’t know where. Possibly,  
I will also travel during these years.

(young female)

The youths consider their connectedness to their livelihood as part of their 
everyday life. Herding and its related activities are part of the annual rhythm 
still practised strongly in rural Lappish areas. It can be considered that rein-
deer herding is the centre of life and that all other things happen on its terms. 
If  there are schooldays in the middle of the slaughtering season, kids usually 
stay at home and participate in the reindeer separation.

Nowadays, reindeer herding is a blend of  traditional and modern life and 
technology. Reindeer herding is most often passed down in a family, but 
there are different ways to become a reindeer herder, such as through kin, as 
a family heritage or through learning the tradition in other ways. All youths 
need to receive an education to become professional reindeer herders and so 
they can raise grants. Of course, it is possible to be a reindeer herder without 
becoming a professional and instead engage it as a second occupation. It 
seems as though reindeer husbandry is a gender- tight and male- oriented 
occupation. Still, there are now increasing numbers of  women and young 
girls who wish to become reindeer herders. They can practise differently 
according to the principles of  the surroundings, sometimes taking part more 
actively in the work that men do or by doing different kinds of  tasks in their 
home yards if  there are children around. It is still a fact that reindeer herd-
ing is physically demanding work and prone to accidents because of  the 
demanding context in working with animals and the demands from the 
natural surroundings. The youths explain that the living style with different 
kinds of  seasonal work and living with reindeer herding in their home vil-
lage is motivating. They are ready to see the profession as a part of  their 
future life, either as a main profession or second occupation.

Ideas about reindeer herding

The youth think that reindeer herding is an important vocational branch, 
although there are things that might harm the living style, such as climate 
change. Reindeer husbandry is considered an industry that is vulnerable to 
the negative effects of  climate change. Changing weather and snow condi-
tions especially impact the reindeers’ ability to find food (Kumpula 2012). 
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Fortunately, reindeer herders have access to technologies and treatments 
that have already helped the reindeer herding livelihood adapt to the chang-
ing conditions. Reindeer husbandry does, however, still have several chal-
lenges to overcome in the process of  adapting to climate change, but it is also 
a livelihood with a relatively high adaptation potential to the changes 
(Rasmus et al. 2020).

Climate change is a nasty thing. It is likely to affect the food intake of 
reindeer as we have already been able to realize.

(young male)

The social nature of reindeer herding is, in many ways, the driving force for 
young people. Summertime with calf  markings is a learning time for young 
people. The different parts of a round- up enclosure become familiar for kids. 
Reindeer are handled in the churn (kirnu (Fin.) girdno (North Sámi)) when it 
is slaughter time.

Youths participate in different kinds of tasks during the reindeer- herding 
year. The high season of reindeer herding is the most interesting period 
according to one youth:

Reindeer calf  marking and reindeer round- up are the most fun events 
during the reindeer year.

(young female)

After all, it is fun for the youth when they get to spend the nights in a gang.

From learning to like, it goes into the blood. Besides, they really help a lot.
(parent of an interviewee)

The youths share a realistic picture of  reindeer herding because they are 
socialized into it from childhood and participate in different kinds of  tasks. 
They learn that the work is physically demanding, but many still want to 
wander with the herdsmen tens of  kilometres during the day when the rein-
deer are gathered for separation and slaughtering in the fall. In the sum-
mer, the work takes place normally at night- time. For example, one 
16- year- old male interviewee said he started at the age of  14 and walked 25 
kilometres during his first night in the forest. The youth also find the differ-
ent kinds of  tasks interesting, and the high season of  reindeer herding is a 
much- appreciated occasion. The youths’ participation in entrepreneurial 
work is a natural part of  family life. Everyone has their own role, depend-
ing on the age and task. Everything happens often with the support of  the 
guardians.

Future prospects

There are many kinds of ideas about the future among the youth. A young 
primary school- aged girl claims that she is about to study another profession, 
but also wants to work in reindeer husbandry:
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I am planning to study a profession but also probably continue reindeer 
husbandry. I will go to high school after elementary school, after which 
I plan to study more. I don’t know yet what profession I’m studying for. 
I plan to continue caring for reindeer alongside the work. I’m not going 
to start to work as a full- time reindeer herder.

(young female)

It seems that the girls are more willing to find a second occupation besides rein-
deer herding, which is natural as reindeer herding is a physical profession and is 
also male- oriented (Buchanan et al. 2016). It is also interesting that young 
females find reindeer herding very attractive and that they want to be involved 
with the profession in one way or another.Some youths think that the future of 
reindeer herding might be in crisis as they believe that the number of reindeer 
herders will be reduced further. The youths see that if reindeer husbandry is an 
ongoing profession in a family, the traditional living style is in good hands and 
also has a chance to be delivered to future generations (see also Oinas 2018).

The practice of reindeer husbandry will decrease in the future. I’m not 
sure. Depends on future generations. In our family, reindeer husbandry 
is likely to continue as there are so many of the family involved in a pro-
fession and living style.

(young male)

Many parents encourage children to continue in the reindeer- herding busi-
ness, but they also highlight the importance of studying. This can be contra-
dictory and requires balancing. It also reflects the intergenerational thinking 
and way of life.

After elementary school, I’m going to go to high school and after that 
maybe apply for a reindeer husbandry line in Inari. Currently, the enthu-
siasm for reindeer herding is fierce, but let’s see then.

(young female)

I am kind of unsure yet. I am planning what to do. I have to go to the 
army first and decide then. I, in a way, want to study in Inari, but I am 
unsure if  I need to study something else.

(young male)

The youths share contradictory ideas about reindeer herding. Youth is a 
period of  insecurity and making choices. They are not quite sure what will 
happen in the future. Some of the interviewees are more dedicated to rein-
deer herding, while others are unsure and are planning to study something 
else. What is still certain is that everyone is willing to continue reindeer herd-
ing in some way, either as a main livelihood or as a second occupation paired 
with other earnings. What is also evident is that that each youth shares posi-
tive ideas about reindeer herding and that there is willingness to continue the 
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livelihood. Alternatively, the modern way of  life keeps the youths under 
pressure with obligations to the family and history and temptations typical 
for this age.

Reindeer-herding identity

Reindeer herders have a strong identity connected to practical work with 
reindeers. Identity forms at the early stages of childhood by learning from 
and imitating adults.

I believe reindeer husbandry will generate income for me in the future.  
I have my own reindeer mark and my own reindeer. I think reindeer hus-
bandry is a nice job and kind of a nice hobby or living style if  not a main 
profession. I can recommend it to others.

(young male)

Young people can already see the cultural connection with reindeer herding. 
It is not just a profession—it is a way of life.

Reindeer herding can also be really different depending on which area of 
Lapland you live in. Everyone has their own challenges and goals, and 
that’s why there’s as many ways to herd reindeer as there are reindeer 
herders. Overall, reindeer herding is more than just a profession. It’s a 
lifestyle. I am lucky to have grown up in this community and way of life, 
as it will always be a part of me in one way or another.

(young female)

Figure 5.4       People of all ages play a valuable role in the practical work of reindeer 
herding. 

(Photo: Tanja Joona)

https://www.ourlapland.fi
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Figure 5.5       Children learn by imitating, but possess also a strong curiosity by nature. 

(Photo: Tanja Joona)

Figure 5.6       Young reindeer herder. 

(Photo: Pekka Keskitalo)
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Reindeer herding has been traditionally seen as a very male- oriented occu-
pation. This is the case in many Arctic countries. In Russia, Indigenous 
women and men often express their concern about an imbalanced gender 
relation. The increasing absence of  women in the taiga and tundra is consid-
ered one of  the principal reasons for the crisis in the hunting and reindeer 
economies (Schindler, 1997; Ssorin- Chaikov, 2003). In addition, Indigenous 
men, particularly in reindeer encampments, complain about the loneliness 
of  the single life and the lack of  women to share household duties 
(Povoroznyuk et al. 2010).

Currently in Finland, there are reindeer owners of all ages, but this has not 
always been the case. The most significant change has been the entry of young 
women into the sector. As late as 1995–1996, reindeer owner statistics did not 
show any women under the age of 17, but by 2005–2006, there were almost as 
many women as men. Today, the phenomenon is reflected, for example, in the 
number of applicants for start- up aid for reindeer husbandry. According to 
the parents interviewed, the change is significant:

This is a big thing that has hardly been able to outline before. It can be 
seen that the situation has levelled off, both between generations and 
between the genders.

(parent of an interviewee)

It is clear that some kind of cultural change took place among reindeer herd-
ers in the early 2000s as an increasing number of girls were listed as reindeer 
owners. It appears that the profession has a high status, and, even for women, 
it is possible to study and become reindeer herders. The profession allows free-
dom in nature, and one can spend a lot of time outside and with animals, so 
the field is appealing. Reindeer herders are quite independent, and they can 
determine a lot by themselves and combine it with other income. Since one can 
study reindeer herding in a vocational education school, the profession can be 
seen as a real and potential profession for the youth. Still, many think that you 
must have some kind of connection to reindeer herding before it makes sense.

The change of ownership of reindeer is mainly between families. Maybe 
the mind- set has changed. One would think that the social change in gen-
der roles is also reflected here—reindeer husbandry is not separate from the 
rest of the world. The debate related to gender equality has reached here as 
well, and it no longer matters whether the successor is a girl or a boy.

(parent of an interviewee)

The parents/guardians have a strong background position. One guardian 
stated that the parents support the youths in different ways but let them 
finally decide.

Of course, we hope that many children in a family will choose to stay in 
a livelihood. We try to add them to the yearly and seasonal work but they 
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can decide by themselves whether they want to be more active or not. But 
we try to motivate them and give them a chance. I think it would be nice 
if  youth could stay in a livelihood. But, finally, they have to choose by 
themselves. I think both girls and boys could be reindeer herders but I 
can understand as reindeer herding is a very physical profession that girls 
tend to educate themselves and then combine reindeer herding to the 
other professions or entrepreneurs. Of course, I am afraid if  the youth 
will cope as the livelihood is quite tough. You have to have good talent 
and motivation to cope in a branch and you have to have a good starting 
point from the family, basically since childhood. I am happy to see that 
youth are interested in a livelihood—even in a combined form. It gives a 
lot of hope for the future of survival of the livelihood. I think reindeer 
herding has a good status nowadays and it can give a quite stable income 
if  you work hard and plan your economy well.

(parent of an interviewee)

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to construct reindeer- herding youths’ views 
about the livelihood and the future. This scholarly chapter is based on an 
analysis of quotes from young herders and their guardians. The picture of 
youth is filled with insecurity about the future, what to study and what to 
become later in life. In that sense, young reindeer- herding family members 
share a general picture of youth. Still, some are more committed to reindeer 
herding and secure than others. Finally, there is a shared feeling of excite-
ment, courage and will, the base for the continuation of reindeer herding, as 
well as the other similar activities, including fishing, hunting and making 
handicrafts. The youths seem to not yet share the challenges in Finland as the 
male reindeer herders in Sweden (Kaiser et al. 2013). There are differences in 
legislation in the two countries, which pressure the reindeer herders differ-
ently. The views remain heterogeneous. In general, the views are optimistic 
while the different choices for life remain open. Still, all the youths saw rein-
deer herding as a richness and respected the contents and aspects of it.

While resource exploitation is still viewed as the main economic basis for 
communities in the North, the reality is that the third sector—the service 
sector with wage work in administration, education, social services, etc.—has 
become the main income source for most families. With limited job opportu-
nities for well- educated women, however, the prospect of staying remains 
highly unattractive, resulting in the continuing outmigration as the only 
option available to them.

For many men, however, limited options exist in respect to leaving their 
current occupations. In the small villages of the north in particular, the situ-
ation is often desperate. Without proper qualifications, unskilled jobs become 
the only option, and as these are also now disappearing, the prognosis for 
unskilled male employment is becoming bleaker. Their incomes from tradi-
tional activities are not enough to enable them to profitably continue to work 
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as these limited incomes do not enable them to re- invest in new equipment to 
expand their activities.

They also have difficulty finding young girls who are interested in staying 
in the villages, thereby severely limiting the option of generating double 
incomes, which are needed to maintain a life entailing traditional activities. 
Without skills and money, it is not possible to move to larger places to find 
work. This state of affairs then sees many in desperate situations accompa-
nied by violence and abuse, which only adds to the female flight to pursue a 
better future and to avoid the negative consequences of the process of decline.

The villages are the first to be abandoned, though the smaller towns are 
now also suffering from female flight. Only the towns with higher education 
opportunities and a broader supply of  qualified job opportunities seem to 
be able to maintain an environment attractive enough for younger women 
to enjoy. This is something very alarming and requires attention from 
decision- makers.

However, it is considered that the youth already in the early stages have 
ideas of choosing to be a professional reindeer herder, and this seems to be a 
gender- specific issue (Povoroznyuk et al. 2010; Vitebsky 2010). Males have 
stronger opinions about staying in the vocational branch of their families or 
kin. Even if  girls decide not to have reindeer husbandry as their main profes-
sion, they still see the value of working and staying in reindeer herding—
meaning to have another career but also work with reindeer. Reindeer herding 
has strong economic and regional value as families stay in the villages because 
of reindeer herding. Girls are becoming more aware that they can become 
reindeer herders, even as a second occupation. This tension explains the 
change in the roles of women: young reindeer herding women stand out in a 
positive way. It looks like the times have changed, and women have started to 
see the possibilities of living in traditional livelihoods to a wider extent. After 
the Second World War, more people, and, in particular, women, migrated from 
Finland to Sweden and to bigger cities from northern villages although there 
were and are still women who wish to stay in the livelihood and villages.

It seems that it is possible to continue living in a traditional way. Reindeer 
have always been and remain the foundation of reindeer- herding peoples’ 
lives. Reindeer provide people with shelter, food, clothing and security and 
are at the centre of herding peoples’ universe, the foundation of their cultures, 
languages, worldviews and ways of knowing. Reindeer are also the founda-
tion of the reindeer- herders’ economy (Lindqvist 2009; Reinert et al. 2009).

The reindeer herders themselves are the ones caring for the future of 
their culture, and society should create the conditions for this. Youths are 
the future of  reindeer- herding peoples everywhere. The option to be social-
ized into reindeer herding needs to be a valued thing in the primary- school- 
aged youth in reindeer herding districts. School authorities and curricula 
need to consider reindeer- herding values and the youths in reindeer- herding 
families. Ideally, the local curriculum would give youths every kind of 
knowledge so that they can cope whether they choose to leave or stay. Local 
and more general knowledge is needed. More debate is needed in society 
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regarding northern village life and policies to support people to live their 
chosen way.
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Notes

 1 The first author is a researcher with decades of experience in researching 
Indigenous and human rights contexts. The second author similarly has decades 
of experience in multicultural contexts and extensive experience with educational 
and intercultural research. Both authors have a strong connection to reindeer hus-
bandry as both authors are integrated in reindeer herding and are also mothers to 
four children.

 2 See the interview questions at the end of this chapter.
 3 Each reindeer owner has one’s own earmark. According to the Reindeer Herders’ 

Association (2020a), there are 21 different markings known as ‘deeds’ and around 
12,000 earmarks currently in use.
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Appendix

Interview Questions
Age:
Gender:
Education:
What is your first memory related to reindeer herding?
Is reindeer herding practised in your family? Who is the most active 
member?
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Do you know how long reindeer herding has been practised in your family?
How do you participate in reindeer herding and related work?
What is the most interesting (the most fun) thing when you’re involved in 
reindeer herding?
What are your future plans (after completing school)?
Do you want to study more?
Would you like to continue in reindeer herding? How? Would it be possible to 
combine different occupations?
Do you want to continue living where you live right now, or do you want to 
explore the world a little bit? Study/work somewhere else?
What do you think about the future of reindeer herding?
What do you think about climate change? Do you think it will affect reindeer 
herding?
What do you think about reindeer herding in general? Do you think that 
reindeer herding will bring you income in the future?

Interview questions for guardians:
What do you think of the future of reindeer herding related to your 
children?
Can you describe the different kinds of tasks that the family does?
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6 Indigenous youth perspectives on 
extractivism and living in a good way  
in the Yukon
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Setting the stage

The Yukon (see Figure 6.1) is a part of Canada’s Arctic boreal forest, often 
portrayed as “a biological treasure, Indigenous homeland, and extractivist 
frontier” (Willow 2016, p. 1). This ‘frontier’ exists because of the Tintina gold 
belt, stretching from Alaska to the Yukon: a geological region rich in not 
only gold and silver, but also copper, lead, zinc, tungsten, and uranium 
(Goldfarb et al., 2000). Mineral production quickly became industrialized 
after the gold and silver rushes of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century (Coates & Morrison 2005). During this history of gold and galena 
extraction, settlers and the Indigenous population became “irrevocably inter-
twined” (Winton & Hogan 2015, p.93). The present case study asks how 
problems Indigenous youth in the Yukon are confronted with are intricately 
tied to extractivism (Klein 2011; Acosta 2013; Petras and Veltmeyer 2014)—a 
defining characteristic of the Canadian settler state (Bélanger 2018). 
Extractivism, as we employ it here, is the continuation of environmentally 
and socially disruptive coloniality (Willow 2016). By focusing on a resilience 
approach (Roe et al. 2012), this chapter sketches ideas and solutions pro-
posed by the study participants for ‘living in a good way.’ Living in a good 
way in a Yukon First Nation context means following ethical and cultural 
protocols and contributing to the wellbeing of oneself  and one’s community 
(Demientieff  2017).

Indigenous peoples of the Yukon have lived on their traditional territories 
since ‘time immemorial.’ After contact with fur traders and prospectors in 
the late nineteenth century, Yukon First Nations gradually became part of 
the cash economy, while continuing to live off  the land (Coates and Morrison 
2005). Today, through land claims and self- government agreements, Yukon 
First Nations retain ownership to parts of their traditional homelands.1 
Referring to the large and still unremediated mine sites near Mayo, called 
Elsa and Keno Hills, Winton and Hogan (2015) find that

Knit together in a complex pattern of mutual involvement and unequal 
impacts, the story of the Na- Cho Nyäk Dun and the Keno Hill mine is 
illustrative of how Aboriginal people across Northern Canada have been 
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both affected by and involved in one of the most destructive forms of 
industrial development in their traditional lands.

(Winton and Hogan, 2015, p. 93)

The repercussions of this accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2003) can 
still be felt today, including the slow violence (Nixon 2011; Sandlos and 
Keeling 2016) of environmental contamination. While mining operations 
today benefit the local population primarily by providing job opportunities, 
this chapter shows that First Nation youth, and young women in particular, 

Figure 6.1   Traditional Territories of Yukon First Nations, and Settlement Areas of 
Inuvialuit & Tetlit Gwich’in. 

(Source: Government of Yukon)
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are confronted with the consequences of an extractivist, colonial, and mascu-
linist mindset at the work place and in their everyday lives.

Not many studies focus specifically on the interplay between the extractive 
industry and Indigenous youth wellbeing in the Arctic and Subarctic. However, 
a range of related topics are being discussed, which, amongst others, form the 
basis of Indigenous wellbeing, such as environmental repossession (Big- Canoe 
and Richmond 2014), sharing practices (Rasmus et al. 2014), positive relation-
ships (Kral 2012; Kral et al. 2014), community- led cultural revitalization 
(Barker et al. 2017), Indigenous youth resilience (Ulturgasheva et al. 2014; 
Ulturgasheva et al. 2015), safer- sex efficacy (Logie et al. 2019), suicide preven-
tion (Rasmus et al. 2014; Talaga 2020), and Indigenous - state relations (Dhillon 
2017). This chapter contributes to this body of literature by highlighting a selec-
tion of Indigenous youth concerns that are connected to the mining industry 
and a colonial past.

This chapter is divided into two sub- sections: ‘There needs to be balance’ 
describes problems connected to the labour market, such as worker satisfac-
tion, gendered biases in the workplace and (coping with) drug abuse and 
addictions, as well as protecting the environment and revitalization of on- 
the- land skills in the face of  climate change. ‘Northern Tutchone Strong’ 
discusses fostering intergenerational understanding and lateral kindness 
through youth initiatives as well as the use of  technology and parenting 
skills. This section emphasizes the role of  education and schooling as well as 
Indigenous languages and culture and strengthening connections through 
ceremony, art, and play. The chapter shows how these, at first glance seem-
ingly unrelated, phenomena are structurally tied to each other through 
extractivism.

Living in a good way and extractivism

Generally speaking, living in a good way means following ethical and cultural 
protocols and codes of conduct in Yukon First Nations contexts (Demientieff  
2017). Living in a good way from the perspective of young people living in the 
Yukon also means doing good things, in the right way. A 27- year- old entrepre-
neur and youth advocate—who self- identifies as Ojibwe, Northern Tutchone 
and Kaska Dene—explains: “You always hear that in Indigenous culture 
everywhere, that we need to live in a good way. You do good things; good 
things will come.” A concrete example would also be the Ojibwe/ Anishinaabe 
concept of Pimaa- tisiwin, which “does not simply imply an accumulation of 
‘good’ things for the self, but also an ethic of goodness” (Kulchyski 2005,  
p. 113). Living in a good way and Indigenous wellbeing is intricately tied to 
connection to ancestral land (Bhattacharyya et al. 2013; Petrasek MacDonald  
et al. 2015).

Extractivism—also coined “extractive imperialism” by Petras and 
Veltmeyer (2014)—disrupts Indigenous connection to land, and is based on 
the export of primary commodities (Acosta 2013), associated with high pov-
erty levels, uneven wealth distribution and imperialist systems (Willow 2016). 
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Defined “as an environmentally and socially destructive extension of an endur-
ing colonial societal structure” (Willow 2016, p. 1), Klein (2011) notes how 
extractivism is bound up with the idea of a limitless nature. Sehlin MacNeil 
(2017) develops the concept of extractive violence in relation to Indigenous 
peoples’ “as violence against people and/or animals and nature caused by 
extractivism, which predominantly impacts peoples closely connected to land” 
(ibid., 2). Extractivism “reproduces the resource colonialism of old” (Willow 
2016:13), benefiting those most who are already empowered—while locals 
bear the most of the environmental and social risks (Burke 2012).

Methods and methodology

Following Indigenous methodologies of reflexivity and accountability (Chilisa 
2012; Russell- Mundine 2012; Smith 2012; Rasmus 2014), I will briefly present 
my own background: Born in Austria to an Austrian father and a Czech mother, 
I studied Social and Cultural Anthropology at the University of Vienna, where 
I am currently enrolled in a doctoral programme. My previous engagement 
with subsistence, land use and Indigenous self- determination (Gartler 2018) 
engendered my interest in the Arctic and Subarctic. Researchers working in the 
Yukon are required to obtain a research license and ethics approval prior to 
commencing their work and First Nations’ permission to conduct fieldwork. 
Collaboration with First Nations is strongly encouraged, enabling co- design of 
research aims and methodologies. Between 2014 and 2019, I was co- investigator 
of the community- based participatory project2 “LACE—Labour Mobility and 
Community Participation in the Extractive Industry Case Study in the Yukon 
Territory (2014–2019)” (Saxinger 2018) and worked with the Heritage 
Department of the First Nation of Nacho Nyäk Dun (FN NND) on a variety 
of themes, including oral history, language revitalization, preservation of heri-
tage sites, and the planning of a cultural centre.3

This chapter is based on participant observation at a variety of Indigenous 
youth and cultural events and informal conversations conducted throughout 
2014 to 2019. It is also based on semi- structured anonymous interviews con-
ducted within the framework of LACE with six Indigenous mine workers. 
Moreover, two First Nation of Nacho Nyäk Dun youth councillors4, one 
young member of the Heritage Department and a FN NND community edu-
cation liaison coordinator (now former positions), as well as an Indigenous 
youth advocate participated. Data collection also included co- creation of 
knowledge through research- topic and collaborative yarning (Bessarab and 
Ng’Andu 2010) with two young FN NND citizens (one male, one female), 
and one semi- structured interview with a non- Indigenous female, as part of 
the project Arctic Youth and Sustainable Futures.5 All participants were 
asked to review an earlier version of this chapter and whether they wanted to 
be co- authors. Two of them, Taiya Melancon and Eileen Peter (both FN 
NND citizens), accepted the invitation.

At the time of the interviews all participants were under the age of 30. The 
research sampling of participants between the ages of 18 and 30 corresponds 
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to local definitions of youth (see e.g., Council of Yukon First Nations 2020). 
However, First Nation definitions are more complex, as this participant 
explains:

As I have always been taught, you are a young person until you find out 
what your gifts are. When we find those gifts, our job is to give things 
away—and then we find our journey. And when we find our journey, we 
become an adult. These are the steps in life that we take.

These thoughts resonate with Indigenous scholar Marcus (2016, p. 359) who 
explains that being aware of your gifts and talents entails a sense of being in 
place, socially, and physically: “By being mindful of the gifts of our lives within 
our own talents and abilities, we become more attuned to our place within our 
community and the environment.” Most interviews took place on the tradi-
tional territory of the First Nation of Nacho Nyäk Dun, and on the tradi-
tional territory of the Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an Kwäch’än 
Council. We wholeheartedly subscribe to the call to challenge the “deficit 
framing of the Aboriginal situation” (Parlee and Marlowe 2002): This chapter 
thus addresses not only problems Indigenous youth and young adults in the 
Yukon face but also discusses how to resolve these problems—thus employ-
ing a resilience and asset approach (Roe et al. 2012).

“There needs to be balance”: protecting nature and climate, jobs and 
the work environment

The two main drivers of the Arctic economy today are subsistence harvesting 
and the extraction of renewable and non- renewable natural resources (Holen 
et al. 2015; Larsen and Huskey 2020), which are mostly sold to regions far 
South of the subarctic boreal forests. Resource revenues from mineral extrac-
tion are difficult to estimate, but research has shown that local financial ben-
efits have been limited in the past (Huskey and Southcott 2016). Prices are 
generally higher in remote northern communities, and housing can become 
scarce due to the industry’s demands. However, mining brings benefits too, 
such as employment, scholarships and royalties (especially if  the mine is 
operating on Category A land).

General opinions around mining usually revolve around two issues in the 
Yukon: Jobs and the Environment. This young miner echoes the opinion of 
many, including First Nation of Nacho Nyäk Dun Elders (FN NND Elders 
et al. 2019): “Mining isn’t a good or a bad thing really. Because you are 
destroying lots of stuff  and you are polluting the water. At the same time, it 
has given people jobs and employment.” In contrast, this youth advocate 
shares his relational view:

My teachings, they say that anything that disturbs the land, unless you 
give back, isn’t good. Everything underneath the earth is connected. So, 
when you disconnect what is underneath, you mess up the eco system 
and the relationship between you and the land.
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Yukon Indigenous peoples traditionally consider themselves part of the land 
and part of the water (McClellan et al. 1987). He adds that “the least you can 
do is reclaiming the land: Make sure you return the land to how it was when 
you got there—considering you are going to do it either way.” Balance is a 
concept that often comes up in connection to a reciprocal relationship with 
land (see e.g., Trinidad 2012) and mining, as this youth councillor says:

My personal opinion is that it needs to be balanced. It brings a lot of 
opportunities to youth, and a lot of economic development, it generates 
income for families. But the mines also need to respect our opinion, work 
with us, talk with us and negotiate based on mutual respect.

Attitudes towards working in the industry differ from person to person: some 
perceive the working conditions of rotational shift work as overpowering; 
others adjust to it more easily (Saxinger and Gartler 2017). Experienced min-
ers recount that on- the- job, step- by- step learning and mentoring—as well as 
being able to adjust to the boom and bust cycles of mining—is essential 
(Saxinger and Gartler 2017). However, Indigenous women and men are often 
employed in low- paying, entry- level jobs; higher- ranking positions are often 
filled by experienced workers from outside the Yukon. Even fewer young 
Indigenous female—or 2SLGBTQQIA—persons are currently in leadership 
positions in the industry. Some Indigenous young people enjoy shift- work, are 
able to take advantage of the opportunity to work for high wages, and build 
their professional careers over time, whether through direct employment or by 
building their own companies. Two young members of the FN NND offer a 
differential view on the effects of the mining industry on the job market. When 
asked about work opportunities—at a time when a large gold mine had already 
started operating in the vicinity of her hometown—one answers promptly: 
“There’s tons of jobs. If you want to work, you can.” Her friend, however, 
remarks: “Yeah, but the jobs are only in the mining industry. It’s where you get 
the most jobs with the highest pay.” Reflecting on the very specific social and 
spatial setting of mine camps with strict rules and regulations (see Saxinger  
et al. 2016) he adds: “It’s like going to prison.” Other youth, however, do not 
see routines at camp and personal freedom as contradictory, suggesting that 
satisfaction with this type of work is dependent on individual preference—as 
well as family background. One participant, whose male family members have 
worked in mining for generations, responds by affirming that good camp food 
and good wages contribute significantly to worker satisfaction: “Yeah, but you 
get paid a lot. And the food is really good!”

Having access to locally hunted and harvested foods is an important part 
of  living in a good way in the Yukon. However, large- scale mining opera-
tions often not only go hand in hand with accumulation by dispossession 
(Holden et al. 2011) but also with “the suppression of alternative (Indigenous) 
forms of production and consumption” (Harvey 2006, p. 153). Good wages 
often allow workers to buy hunting, fishing and trapping equipment and 
long periods at home often allow for enough time for these activities 
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(Saxinger and Gartler 2017). At the same time, rotational shift work can 
present significant barriers to: (1) being on the land, by taking away time for 
hunting trips (Nelson et al. 2005); (2) participating meaningfully in commu-
nity life; as well as (3) meeting childcare obligations (NIIMMIWG 2020,  
p. 593). A young worker explains: “When I come home from my shift I want 
to be with my family, go trapping and hunting, do my sewing and beading, all 
those things I don’t have time for when I’m away.”

Combining rotational shift work with being on the land, community, and 
family life is essential for living in a good way for Indigenous (and many 
non- Indigenous) workers. Through warming weather and other local 
impacts of  climate change, however, it becomes harder to navigate safely on 
the land and to correctly assess indicators of  risky conditions (Laidler et al. 
2009, p. 388). In addition, several study participants noted that as on- the- 
land skills are being pushed to the margin by today’s consumer society, skills 
such as navigating without instruments, dressing appropriately, and knowl-
edge of  the right equipment are increasingly lost. Thus, local impacts of 
climate change and the legacy of  an extractivist system, which systemati-
cally devalued Indigenous ways of  knowing, makes moving on the land and 
water increasingly difficult and unpredictable (see e.g., IRC 2016). Capitalo- 
genic global warming, caused by excessive extraction, misappropriation and 
irresponsible use of  resources (Harvey 2007; Malm and Hornborg 2014; 
Moore 2015; Bartolovich 2019) is also raised by a young man, who recently 
participated in Tracking Change, a program that brought him to the UN 
Climate Conference COP24 in Poland. He asserts what has become com-
mon knowledge in the past years: “Climate change is happening in the 
Arctic and Subarctic, and it’s three times faster here than in most places” 
(see also Bush and Lemmen 2019).

Learning how to adapt to a changing environment by spending more time 
on the land is a major concern for youth living in the Canadian Arctic. The 
Indigenous Youth Podium Discussion at the Adäka Festival in Whitehorse in 
2016 addressed how to incorporate more Indigenous ways of being into their 
lives while being integrated in the modern world. One participant explains: 
“Our elders are saying now that what we have done to the world, we cannot 
take back. We now have to live with what we have done, but we have to be 
positive as young people.” In response to these issues, in late 2020, the Council 
of Yukon First Nations, the Assembly of First Nations and the Yukon 
Region and Youth Climate Lab launched a call for 12 Youth Yukon First 
Nation Climate Action Fellowships.

Addictions, sexism, and workplace harassment

Extractivism has not only had profoundly negative impacts on the environ-
ment, mining colonialism has also gone hand in hand with assimilationist 
policies, the repercussions of which pose significant barriers for Indigenous 
youth to become resilient and strong leaders. Substance abuse, bullying, lat-
eral violence and intergenerational blame which are linked to the Canadian 
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Residential School system (Bombay et al. 2014), can be regarded as part of 
an extractivist past and present too. Two young adults agree that their gen-
eration wants to break out of  the cycle: “We see it all around us, but we 
don’t want to be like that.” Some youth are speaking on social media about 
how abuse of  drugs is affecting their families and communities. One partici-
pant explains why addiction matters to her—a problem commonly associ-
ated with communities near mines (see, e.g., Gibson and Klinck 2005): 
“Drugs and the problems associated with that are real, maybe that is why  
I talk like that, why I am so angry.” However, for some, selling drugs is a way 
to ensure an income in an environment where not many opportunities pres-
ent themselves, as well as during recessions or mining busts. A young 
employee at a mine admits:

A few years ago, during the world economic crises, I got involved with 
a gang and sold a lot of drugs. They are worth way more in the North, 
so I moved here. But then I got a job really quickly, and slowly fell away 
from that. So, work has been really positive in my life, helping me with 
my problems.

Other young mine employees share that being in camp for two weeks helps 
them get away from their everyday problems and (bad) habits. Another par-
ticipant, who himself  went through alcohol abuse and was able to heal him-
self, shares that ways of helping peers are numerous, such as creating your 
own organization, or simply talking to people, making sure they have some-
one to confide in.

Trust and confidence are important elements of workplace safety. In 
Canada, female employment in mining makes up 14% of the workforce 
(Natural Resources Canada 2019). Not all experiences of young women—
whether Indigenous or non- Indigenous—are good though, and sexist behav-
iours and assumptions still prevail in an “often hypermasculine and 
hypersexualized” (NIIMMIWG 2020, p. 593) work environment, at both the 
blue-  and white- collar levels. A 27- year- old non- Indigenous Canadian pro-
fessional working closely with industry proponents, explains:

Drillers and other trades people do a lot of ‘boys talk’. It’s very direct, 
as a woman you have to adapt to the male environment. The business 
man coming from the South will be subtler, carrying sexist assumptions, 
thinking you are there to take notes, or ignoring you. It’s like a ‘boys 
can talk to the boys’ club. Men in the (mining) industry still have a hard 
time acknowledging that—especially young—women can be in leader-
ship roles.

A young Indigenous housekeeper at a mine camp notes that harassment can 
be rather subtle too: “I have an admirer out here he just likes to stare at me. 
It’s really annoying. If  he doesn’t stop soon, I’ll have to say something.” 
However, harassment is not confined to camps and happens in communities 
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too. The connection between violence, colonialism, land rights, mining, 
female bodies, and youth was observed a very long time ago by Indigenous 
activists, as Clark (2016, p. 49) notes:

[…] early Indigenous activists such as Zitkala- Sa and Winnemucca 
(1883) were central to fighting the issues of violence on the land and on 
the body as they witnessed it at the turn of the century. […] Zitkala- Sa 
and other Indigenous feminists remind us again and again in their writ-
ing that violence has always been gendered, aged, and linked to access 
to land.

The connections between resource extraction, substance abuse, and violence 
against Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA6 people has been 
pointed out in the Report of the National Inquiry Into Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls (NIIMMIWG 2020). Linking extractivism and 
the (failure of) recognition of Indigenous rights to violence against 
2SLGBTQQIA people, Indigenous women, and girls, the report calls upon 
the extractive industry and its workers to address “situations in which violence 
is [perpetrated,] ignored and normalized as part of the work environment” 
(NIIMMIWG 2020, p. 593)—among many other recommendations. 
Companies in the Yukon are required to have strict policies to deal with per-
petrators, who are—ideally but not always—terminated and sent home 
immediately if  an incident occurs. Other coping mechanisms include enlist-
ing allies, support circles, using media to speak up, and informing the public 
or management of the company if  any transgressions occur.

A youth advocate stresses the need for strong future leaders to implement 
necessary changes for environmental protection and a safer work and home 
environment for all: “We need to make the younger people stronger, so that 
we will have future leaders that are going to uphold the protection of our 
people, the land, water and the air.” Big- Canoe and Richmond (2014) call for 
‘environmental repossession’ as a response to disconnection from and dispos-
session of land. In response to the court case surrounding the Peel Water 
Shed, the FN NND has organized several “Youth of the Peel”7 canoe trips in 
recent years, to promote strong ties to land, culture and community (Petrasek 
MacDonald et al. 2015), and to promote knowledge transfer between Elders 
and youth. They also sent some youth to the Supreme Court in Ottawa for 
the final decision in the case. In the words of a youth councillor, this was

to show young people why we do what we do and why are we protecting 
this area from mining and exploration. You got to show them one on 
one, also how far we will go to protect something we believe in.

She explains,

Being Northern Tutchone in my own view means knowing the land, 
respecting it and treating everyone with respect. We say we are the 
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protectors of the land and the water. That’s what being Northern 
Tutchone means to me.

Positions such as the youth councillor within a First Nation government are 
designed to build confidence and leadership skills. On- the- land initiatives 
such as Youth of the Peel and cultural camps include the transmission of 
traditional laws—such as respecting Elders and living in a good way, accord-
ing to Doo’Lí laws (Natcher and Davis 2007) and the Northern Tutchone 
Code of Ethics—and knowing how to hunt, trap, fish and gather, and process 
plants and medicine. At the same time, young Indigenous adults take matters 
into their own hands as this story, shared by the young heritage and culture 
worker, shows:

We formed a group, it’s called Yukon First Nation Emerging Leaders8 
and that was made by young people for young people. And we orga-
nized the first ever Yukon First Nation Youth Conference that brought 
together youth from the whole Yukon. It was a three- day camping trip; 
we made sure it was on the land and it was amazing.

A variety of youth- initiated and First Nation programs and activities foster 
healthy living, intergenerational understanding and lateral kindness, including 
‘Youth for Lateral Kindness’ founded by two members of the Kwanlin Dun 
First Nation in 2016 (CBC News 2017). Many other initiatives foster leader-
ship, such as First Nation Youth Gatherings, the Yukon Youth Healthcare 
Summit (which won the Arctic Inspiration Price in February 2020), Yukon 
Youth organizations such as BYTE (see yukonyouth.com), sports events like 
the Yukon Native Hockey Tournament, education and career support projects 
like Northern Compass, and the Arctic Indigenous Youth Leaders’ Summit, 
taking place in 2019. The next section deals with some barriers to effective 
leadership, such as grief, lateral violence, and intergenerational blame, and 
how they affect young Indigenous people’s lives—while suggesting ways to 
overcome these structurally embedded effects of extractivism.

“Northern Tutchone Strong”: language revitalization, education, 
ceremony, art and play

Knowledge we regain, culture is my life
Smudgin’ on the sage, that’s my right
Are we on the same page, culture take flight
Sitting in class, no end in sight
Just want to be outside, out where them trouts dive
Me and my homie Jeremiah gonna fly
We can tell our kids we didn’t let our culture die
Strive to survive, keep our language alive
(Song text by Driven to Change 2018)9
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Community-  and youth- led cultural revitalization is generally acknowledged 
as crucial to enhance Indigenous youth resilience and wellbeing (e.g., Big- 
Canoe and Richmond 2014; Ulturgasheva et al. 2014; Hatala et al. 2017), 
and also in relation to a pandemic of another kind: youth suicide (Barker  
et al. 2017). Suicide disproportionately affects Indigenous boys and young 
men but also girls and young women in Canada (Kral 2012, 2013). An abrupt 
death and a lack of coping mechanisms within the family and social group 
can put enormous pressure on young people. A youth councillor summarizes 
preventive measures:

We are putting a lot of effort into wellness, but sometimes there are 
unfortunate events that trigger a downward spiral. We are such a small 
community, sometimes there is nothing to do and that’s where it all 
starts. People need opportunities to work, to have access to housing and 
to take part in land- based initiatives: these are the three things to keep 
our people healthy. And a good, low- threshold, easy- to- access support 
system, with councillors who live in town.

In the case of Mayo, these challenges are taken on by the community as a 
whole, but they require a very sensitive and open engagement with the colo-
nial past and present, which is unfortunately not always the case. Opinions 
amongst some non- indigenous Yukoners, such as that First Nation’s people 
should ‘finally get over it’, still exist. However, this kind of opinion does not 
acknowledge the communal effort it takes to reconcile with a violent past: If  
the inflicted violence is rooted in collectively held opinions and acts, only 
combinations of individual and collective approaches to healing can afford 
results (see, e.g., Lavallee and Poole 2010).

Language revitalization is an integral part of Indigenous resurgence. 
Language, as a means of expressing cultural knowledge (Marcus 2016), is 
“one of the biggest things that we are trying to revitalize everywhere”, in the 
words of a youth advocate. Northern Tutchone is being taught at the local 
school in Mayo, but participants in the study stress the room for improve-
ment. First Nations languages are key to re- indigenizing life in the North and 
should be taught at all levels starting at the day- care, a young FN NND citi-
zen declares. His friend adds that “it’s harder for us to revitalize our language 
and culture, when we don’t really know how. But we know that there are 
things like language nests and immersion programmes, which work really 
well in other places.” The two reflect on how revitalizing language and culture 
is much harder in a place so heavily affected by mining, however: “This town 
is definitely more colonized than any other place, because this place was built 
around a mining community.” Other communities which don’t have mines 
“definitely have more First Nations who know what they’re talking about and 
who know what they’re doing. So, it’s kind of difficult for us. Because we’re 
so … adapted.” The short pause she adds before the word ‘adapted’ points to 
a salient issue: Adaptation and flexibility are attributes commonly associated 
with First Nation, Inuit and Métis peoples (see e.g., Gartler et al. 2019). 
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However, if  Indigenous peoples across Canada would have been able to adapt 
on their own terms to settler society—instead of being forcibly assimilated—
the ‘Settler problem’ (Taiaiake Alfred in Regan 2010, p. x) would have been 
much less aggravated than it is today.

Mining provides the resources to build ‘brand- new trucks’ (a very popular 
commodity in the Yukon, also among Youth), ATV’s, skidoos, other outdoor 
equipment as well as the electronic gadgets the younger generations are so 
fond of and accustomed to. While younger children play outside, it is often 
hard to pry teenagers and young adults away from their electronic devices. 
The excessive use of technology is frequently called out as a problem by 
youth and young adults themselves, although there are not just negative 
aspects to technology: snowmobiles and GPS, for example, enable young 
hunters to pursue subsistence activities without the years of experience 
needed to deploy a dog team or navigate using traditional methods (Laidler 
et al. 2009, p. 389). Moreover, youth agree that taking advantage of informa-
tion technology to bring back cultural understandings and learning First 
Nation languages is very useful.

Whether through individual or collective action, face- to- face interaction 
or using the technological possibilities now available, Indigenous youth iden-
tify revitalizing culture and language as an integral part of the path towards 
healing and achieving community wellbeing. Part of Indigenous resurgence 
is an active stance against the negative effects of the Canadian Residential 
School system and the acknowledgment that it did not all happen in the dis-
tant past. A youth councillor explains:

Fighting the effects of residential schools is a slow process. Lots of peo-
ple think it was a long time ago, but it’s not, it’s our parents’ generation 
too. And we are just still fighting all the things that came from it.

Another major problem associated with the Canadian Residential School 
system, which is identified by both a FN NND youth councillor and a long- 
term youth advocate, is parenting skills. In response to this problem, a 
Parenting Support Group was founded by a youth advocate and two other 
individuals in Mayo to give support to young parents and single mothers.

A youth councillor explains:

First Nation people are slowly building themselves back and getting 
back to how we were before colonialism. This includes having things that 
grounded us, like to get our language and culture back, that will create 
a better future for our people. And we try to build up healthy young 
aboriginal people, what we call ‘Northern Tutchone Strong’—having 
strong individuals, that can fight for our people in the future. And not 
only our people, but First Nations in general.

When asked how the younger generation envision their future, the member of 
the FN NND Heritage and Culture department explains:
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Less talking—more action. In the office here you get caught up with 
paper work so much and talking about things, instead of just doing it. 
I think youth are more action based. They brought so much energy and 
ideas to the Yukon First Nation Youth Conference I was part of this year.

Her statement mirrors the grievance that Yukon First Nations had when 
building government structures in accordance with the colonial system in 
order to be legitimate for the Canadian state and enter treaty negotiations, 
thereby ironically undermining long- standing principles of Indigenous gov-
ernance (Nadasdy 2017). Moreover, as gold and other mineral prices sky-
rocket during economic crises (such as after 2008 and again in 2020), First 
Nation self- governments can become inundated with requests from mining 
proponents to claim stakes and conduct exploration on their traditional ter-
ritories. A youth advocates expresses this as follows: “We are using the system 
now that was designed to destroy us. That is so misguided.” Governance 
structures thus need to be revitalized alongside language and all other aspects 
of Yukon First Nation cultures, such as education.

Indigenous education and schooling have a long and difficult history in 
Canada, and exemplify the destructive effects of a colonial, extractivist his-
tory and its effects on Indigenous identity. Recent detection of mass burials 
near former residential schools sparked renewed debate around Canada’s 
attempted genocide of First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples and brought 
the issue to the attention of international audiences (Assembly of First 
Nations 2021). Schooling today has been identified both as a resource for 
youth wellbeing as well as a source of challenges in the Arctic (Ulturgasheva 
et al. 2014, p. 739). “I think the school system is challenging” observes one 
youth, and adds that “teachers should be trained on the history of aboriginal 
people and what comes along with that”. Her friend concurs and remarks 
upon missing qualifications of teachers as well as the lack of Indigenous 
teachers. The young woman explains that she wants her grades to reflect her 
actual skills, and that she feels she would be getting a better grade “learning 
about my history and First Nations. That’s where it’s easy to connect to for 
me.” Learning about place and their traditional territories is part of the pro-
cesses of reinhabitation and indigenization within the Critical Indigenous 
Pedagogy of Place approach (Trinidad 2012). An important aspect of this 
approach, and the traditional style of education among Yukon First Nations, 
is to learn by listening, watching, and doing on the land. Although First 
Nation content is actively integrated into the school curriculum through a 
FN NND Community Education Liaison Coordinator in Mayo, he notes 
that how much happens depends on teachers and how open they are to the 
First Nation curriculum:

I like to bring in Elders and organize a lot of events here at the school. 
Recently, we had drum making, we have trapping, hunting, and fishing 
programs, and culture camps. But I believe that it’s never enough, while 
at the same time a lot of these classes are trying really hard.
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Marcus (2016, p. 356) explains that “[f]or traditional Indigenous communi-
ties, ceremony is a way of life.” Indigenous ceremonial and spiritual practices 
such as smudging or offering tobacco, and arts like painting, weaving, story-
telling, carving, beading and sewing, singing, dancing, and playing instru-
ments, alone or in groups such as the women’s drum group in Mayo called 
‘Rammi Elin’, the Dakwäkäda Dancers or the Selkirk Spirit Dancers—
including ceremonial components embedded in these practices—are increas-
ingly popular and inspire youth from the early ages onward. After decades of 
repression, the tide might be turning again; the young member of the FN 
NND Heritage and Culture Department explains:

The new generation, the young kids, they are so hungry and interested 
in those types of things. At culture camps, all the kids are trying to bead 
and cut the fish and tan the hides. They are right in there.

Young adults also actively reclaim the way their ancestors lived: “I still go 
hunting. Last time, to honor my grandma, I did it the traditional way, by 
walking.” The First Nation of Nacho Nyäk Dun encourages youth and 
young adults to participate in activities and many actively seek to learn tradi-
tional practices, in their homes, during culture weeks and camps, and as part 
of the First Nation school curriculum. Other traditions are being actively 
promoted too, such as the ‘First Hunt’, which initiates a young man (or 
woman nowadays) into adulthood, according to a FN NND Community 
Education Liaison Coordinator. Rasmus et al. (2014) emphasize the impor-
tance of support groups and sharing practices over market relations for youth 
wellbeing in Arctic communities (see also Ulturgasheva et al. 2015, p. 752). If  
the First Hunt is successful, the caribou or moose meat is then shared with 
the wider community and especially Elders.

Being on the land and cultural practices foster what Marcus (2016, p. 359) 
calls the guiding principles of relationship, respect, responsibility, and reciproc-
ity, which are “understood through Indigenous ceremony”. Many young artists 
combine their artistic practice with a critique of the status quo and a focus on 
indigenizing, self- determination, exploring Indigenous forms of self- 
governance, as well as re- connecting to spiritual and ceremonial practices and 
beliefs (see also the quote at the beginning of this section of a rap song by 
Driven to Change 2018; and interviews with young artists in Gignac 2019; Liu 
2019). On a scale from cultural embeddedness to disconnection ‘the Yukon is 
coming back’, a youth advocate rejoices. When young Indigenous adults speak 
of cultural embeddedness and connection the above- mentioned principles of 
relationship, respect, responsibility, and reciprocity come to mind. During tra-
ditional hand games, for example, youth and young adults come together to 
have fun and to celebrate such collectively held values (see Figure 6.2). One of 
the organizers explains: “It’s more than just about winning the tournament, it’s 
about the community and the environment. That’s what our people represent 
as a community: we come and work together and help each other.” A youth 
advocate confirms the overall spirit that can be felt during everyday life, and at 
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cultural events in the Yukon: “We are re- claiming who we were. We are trying 
to figure out who we are, where we are coming from—and we’re revitalizing a 
lot of things. We are in a really beautiful state right now.”

Discussion and conclusion

An extensive study on diamond mine development with Tłic̨hǫ youth in 
Behchoko ̨̀, Northwest Territories, highlights various—not only negative—
impacts of the extractive industry, such as increased population transience, 
tensions between work and education, mines as community resource, includ-
ing a positive effect on future outlook, inequities, and particular views of 
schooling (Davison and Hawe 2012, p. 218). The authors explain that 
“Contradictory findings from previous studies suggest that the impact of mining 
is neither easy to predict nor simple to reveal” (Davison and Hawe 2012,  
p. 223). From existing literature, they note several negative impacts of mining 
on youth in Canada such as changes in social ties and health, more sexually 
transmitted diseases, impacts on language and culture, and interference with 
traditional food sources. Increased income and economic prosperity are often 
cited as positive effects, but can lead to an increase in alcohol and drug con-
sumption as well as gambling. Moreover, while educational attainment may 
decrease during a boom, addictions can increase and housing often becomes 
a problem—all of which are concerns in part confirmed by the present study.

The present case study shows that in the Yukon, mining can provide an 
opportunity to grow careers for young adults, to make good money and to get 

Figure 6.2   Hand games held at the Kwanlin Dun Cultural Center in Whitehorse in 
2016 during the Adäka Festival. 

(Photo: Susanna Gartler)
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away from problems associated with living in small towns—such as feelings of 
intense social proximity, closeness to problems of other community members 
or isolation, and a lack of access to land and sense of belonging. Moreover, 
high wages allow workers to buy equipment and can thus facilitate subsistence 
living (Saxinger and Gartler 2017). However, racism, sexism, violence and age-
ism as well as intersectional challenges prevail, in an environment which often 
perpetuates toxic masculinities (see also NIIMMIWG 2020). Young women in 
higher positions might not be perceived as being in leadership roles, and young 
Indigenous women and men will often still be employed in entry- level, low- 
paying jobs. From the perspective of reciprocity, mining will always remain 
problematic, because it ‘does not give back’ to the land. Moreover, recent 
examples of infrastructure failure show that no amount of good planning can 
prevent environmental disasters from happening (Sandlos and Keeling 2016; 
Herz 2020), and “slow violence” (Nixon 2011) will remain a problem.

Repression of culture and language, intergenerational blame, and lateral 
violence caused by residential schools and dispossession of land are felt 
acutely by young adults who want to break the cycle of abuse. Reviving 
Indigenous languages is seen as one of the pivotal factors to re- indigenize life 
in the North, but doing so can be difficult in places heavily impacted by 
extractive colonialism. Language itself  can be seen as ritual: Just as with cer-
emony, it repeats its elements and varies them only according to rules defined 
by its grammar. Han (2019) proposes that rituals and ceremony are diametri-
cally opposed to the industrial production logic. Following this argument, 
colonial extractivism could be seen as why it is First Nations languages and 
ceremonies which are most endangered in communities impacted heavily by 
the extractive industry, such as Mayo. Responsibility, reciprocity, and humil-
ity are important Indigenous values, and strengthened by ceremony, art, and 
play. Indigenous youth are motivated by festivals, community activities, 
dance groups, hand games, and outdoor/cultural camps, which enable con-
nectivity and relationship- building—essential aspects of environmental 
repossession (Big- Canoe and Richmond 2014) and reinhabitation (Trinidad 
2012)—building up strong future leaders and resilient peoples.

In the Yukon, the extracted minerals lie beneath a vast landscape of hills, 
mountains and forests, interlaced by many rivers and lakes: home to many 
bears, moose, caribou, a variety of  birds and insects, fish and other mam-
mals. Respecting and recognizing these other- than- human persons as ances-
tors, friends and teachers is one of the central aspects of  a cosmology that 
values other- than- human beings including bodies of  water and mountains 
not just as resources but as sentient relations (Ingold 2000; Cruikshank 2005, 
2012). Maintaining a positive connection to ‘all their [Indigenous] relations’ 
(LaDuke 1999; Talaga 2020) is repeatedly emphasized as crucial by the 
young adults who participated in this study. Diverse opinions on many issues 
were expressed, but most participants stress that mining needs to be done 
respectfully—in a good way—by proper involvement of the local and First 
Nation population, values and protocols, including care for the environment 
and remediation upon mine closure. The systemic issues caused by mining 
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colonialism or extractive imperialism/violence (Petras and Veltmeyer 2014; 
Sehlin MacNeil 2017) also need to be addressed—from individual behaviour 
modification to a change in mining companies’ (speech) culture, to institu-
tional change within authorities such as the police and social services. 
Systemic inequalities, rooted deeply within governance, health care and edu-
cational institutions, call for more than just reform; they also call for de- 
colonizing state structures and indigenizing community life—and for 
respecting rights and working towards justice on a multitude of scales. The 
young adults who participated in this study have shown much passion for 
change, an acute capacity to identify problems, and offered fresh views and 
solutions. The findings of this study confirm that the impacts of mining are 
highly differential, cumulative (both additive and synergistic), contradictory, 
and sometimes hidden. They suggest that the long- term as well as the short- 
term impacts are neither solely positive nor negative, and that a wide range of 
phenomena are structurally related to each other when seen through the lens 
of extractivism. Finally, it is especially Indigenous youth who continue to 
carry many of the burdens associated with a colonial, extractivist past and 
present—the same people who continue to ‘strive to survive and keep their 
culture and language alive.’
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Notes

 1 The FN NND traditional territory is 162,456 km2 large and expands into the 
Northwest Territories. Approximately 3% are designated ‘Settlement Land’ 
(Category A and B). The FNNND has ownership of surface and subsurface 
rights on Category A lands. The town of Mayo where about half  of FN NND 
citizens live today, was established in 1903 following the finding of rich silver or 
more precisely galena ore veins in the region (FN NND Elders et al. 2019). Ninety 
years after the establishment of Mayo, in 1993, the FN NND signed their self- 
government agreement (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada 1993). Today, min-
ing proponents are required to abide by the processes put in place by Yukon First 
Nations (see for example FN NND 2008a, 2008b, 2008c) and the Yukon state. 
Among the requirements are Impact Benefit Agreements, which often include 
provisions for local employment and supporting youth education—as well as 
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assessment by the Yukon Environmental and Socio- economic Assessment Board 
(YESAB 2020).

 2 A community- based participatory research approach, including a focus living in 
a good way counters deficit framing—such as a focus on Indigenous Peoples 
being ‘at risk’ or particularly vulnerable, and victimry (Roe et al. 2012; Tsinnajinnie 
et al. 2019)—and fosters a critical “eye opening” experience for both the researcher 
and participants (Cahill et al. 2008). Lindroth and Sinevaara- Niskanen (2018) 
emphasize if  Indigenous Peoples are particularly vulnerable, this vulnerability 
stems from historic and contemporary forms of oppression and structural 
challenges.

 3 During 18 months of Yo- Yo fieldwork (Wulff  2002), I co- developed science com-
munication products such as the ‘Mobile Workers Guide—Fly- In/Fly- Out & 
Rotational Shift Work in Mining, Yukon Experiences’ (Saxinger and Gartler 
2017), the film “Mining on First Nation Land—The First Nation of Na- Cho 
Nyäk Dun in Mayo/Yukon Territory” (Saxinger and Gartler 2017), and ‘Dän 
Hùnày—Our People’s Story. First Nation of Nacho Nyäk Dun Elders’ Memories 
and Opinions on Mining (FN NND Elders with Gartler et al. 2019).

 4 A Youth Councillor’s job is to voice Youth’s concerns to Chief and Council, to 
bring opportunities to Youth within the First Nation, to build leadership skills 
and create so- called Northern Tutchone champions. (Interview with a Youth 
Councillor, 6 March 2017)

 5 These participants were chosen due to: (1) their willingness to participate in the 
study; (2) their active leadership positions in respect to youth wellbeing; and (3) 
the relationship with the researcher (for the benefits of close relationships between 
researchers and participants see Ulturgasheva et al. 2015).

 6 Two- Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex and 
asexual (see NIIMMIWG 2020, p. 40).

 7 For more information see the Websites http://protectpeel.ca/ and https://www.
facebook.com/youthofthepeel/.

 8 Since the interview the groups’ name has changed to “Our Voices”.
 9 Part of the rap song lyrics of ‘War Cry for Culture’ by Driven to Change (2018), 

a song that expresses the thoughts of Yukon Indigenous Youth on the education 
system and colonialism (transcript by Susanna Gartler).
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Introduction

There is a high demand for youth in the Russian Arctic as the territories 
making up the region should be strategic drivers of  development in the 
country at large (Fondahl et al. 2020, pp. 195–196). Yet the region is losing 
population and suffers from a lack of  qualified labour. In this chapter our 
starting point is that a low working- age population remains the most signifi-
cant problem where development of  the Russian Arctic is concerned. Post- 
Soviet state policy has not yet solved this problem. Retaining young people 
who were born in the region is particularly important for decreasing outmi-
gration (Volgin et al. 2018, pp. 44–45). In this respect, the Russian Arctic 
has a combination of  material and moral incentives for attracting and 
retaining youth. These include a fairly well- developed system of  cities and 
large urban settlements which have survived from the Soviet period of 
northern development (Zamiatina 2020). On the other hand, the Soviet 
industrial heritage is not enough to keep young qualified people living in 
Arctic cities (see Bolotova, this volume).

This chapter first outlines the regulatory framework for Russian youth 
policy in the Arctic in light of the current demographic, economic and social 
challenges facing the region. We adhere to the administrative and legal struc-
ture of the Russian Federation, looking first at federal and then at regional 
laws and policies. An analytical section on implementation then draws on 
case studies in the cities of Neryungri (Yakutia), Novy Urengoy (Yamal), and 
Kirovsk/Apatity (Murmansk Region). Based on document analysis and on- 
site fieldwork visits, we analyse the local implementation of particular poli-
cies and programmes and their acceptance among local young people.

Public debates and discussions about policy and regulation reveal that 
there are two main tendencies when it comes to assessing human capital 
in  the Arctic: one group in the debate maintains that Russian Arctic 
cities  are overpopulated as a legacy of  Soviet settlement policies (Hill 
and Gaddy 2003); the other, whose argument we support, contends that 
one cannot develop the Arctic without people and that incentives should 
be created for people to  stay or come to the North (Parente et al. 2012 
and  in this volume: Adams  et al.; Bolotova; Komu and Adams;  
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Simakova et al.). Since the end of the Soviet Union, the Russian Arctic has 
experienced a significant outflow of population, although this has not 
occurred evenly across all parts of the region (Heleniak 2009). For example, 
over the past 20 years the population in the 13 Arctic municipalities of the 
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) has decreased by more than half, from 148,000 
to 68,000 persons. In comparison, the decline in the permanent population of 
the Russian Arctic at large has been less drastic, with a decrease from 2,400,000 
to 2,371,000 recorded for 2014 and 2017 (Mikhailovskaia 2018a).

Many regions in the Russian Arctic require a larger labour force. The need 
for young trained specialists in the North annually is 25,000 people (Volgin  
et al. 2018, p. 46). The outflow of graduates, the region’s limited educational 
opportunities and the need to train young specialists to meet the require-
ments of the companies working in the Arctic are acute concerns. Accordingly, 
there is an urgent need to create a set of measures to attract and retain spe-
cialists from other regions of Russia. In recent years, this question has 
received a great deal of attention among various stakeholders in Russia, 
which can be seen from an increase in the range of conferences organized on 
this topic. Participants in these forums have come up with important sugges-
tions and avenues for development, several of which are illustrated below.

One recent conference resolution stated:

[in order] to provide the Arctic with young professional personnel and to 
retain the population of the northern regions, it is currently important to 
determine the life strategies of modern youth in the Arctic and to create 
suitable conditions for their professional and social self- realization.

(Assotsiatsiia Poliarnikov 2018, p. 5)

Many activists and decision- makers at the nationwide meeting agreed that 
the first and main condition for the consolidation of youth in the Arctic is to 
improve infrastructure, transport and further cultural and social develop-
ment. One idea was to launch a broad information campaign on the benefits 
of living in the North.

Another recent Arctic meeting in Russia featured a special “day of youth” 
(Assotsiatsiia Poliarnikov 2019), a forum where young people from the Arctic 
shared their experiences of participating in various Russia- wide youth com-
petitions. This form of collective action is popular throughout the country 
and provides people with avenues for realizing their dreams and plans. The 
occasions offer young people the opportunity to make new contacts, as well 
as inspiration in the form of new ideas for solving problems of their home, 
which many call “malaya rodina” (“small homeland”, meaning one’s specific 
place of birth or living, as distinct from Russia as a whole). According to the 
Russian Ministry for Far Eastern and Arctic Development, business in the 
Arctic must be stimulated by preferential credit rates for the import of goods 
as a means to offset the increased expenses of delivering supplies to the 
North. The new law on business support for the Arctic embodies this 
approach (Russian Federation 2020; Trutnev and Kozlov 2020).
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At yet another meeting in March 2017 (Dolgova et al. 2017), young profes-
sionals came up with their own proposals for Arctic development. They con-
sidered that the key goal of the Arctic Development Strategy should be to 
ensure human wellbeing in a stable and safe Arctic. Furthermore, they 
emphasized that any youth strategy for the Arctic should prioritize a balance 
between intensive innovative socio- economic development and sustainable 
development.

Notwithstanding such numerous meetings and an increased interest in the 
Arctic, we are of the view that Russian youth policy does not yet take into 
account the specifics of the northern territories and that the relevant laws in 
the field of youth policy are still insufficiently integrated (Federative Council 
2009, p. 3).

To promote the interests of young people, a national Youth Chamber was 
established in 2001 under the State Duma, later, in 2011, becoming the 
Russian Youth Parliament (Mikhailovskaia 2018b). Thereafter, Arctic 
regions duplicated this system, establishing regional youth parliaments of 
their own. For example, in our case regions, the youth chambers became 
youth parliaments in 2016 in Yamal (Zakonodatel’noe Sobranie YNAO 
2016), in 2017 in Murmansk Region (Severpost 2017) and in 2019 in Yakutia 
(Press- sluzhba Il Tumena 2019). Such forums have started working within 
the last ten years in almost all Arctic regions. The main goal of the new plat-
form is to improve dialogue between the Arctic regions of the Russian 
Federation, promote regulation of the rights and legitimate interests of 
young people in those regions, develop projects aimed at stopping the out-
flow of young people and from the Arctic and create a positive image of 
Russia’s activities there (Mikhailovskaia 2018b). Other aims include system-
atic work to highlight the possibilities of a decent life, work and self- realization 
for students in the harsh conditions of the North, for which young people 
need to be made aware of opportunities for professional growth and develop-
ment. This mechanism makes it is possible to develop a new strategy, differ-
ent from that practiced in Soviet times, to attract young people to live and 
work in the Arctic.

Russia’s Arctic youth policy

In the absence of a Youth Act, youth in Russia are covered by a system of 
social obligations and guarantees that applies across the entire country. These 
are outlined in the Russian youth policy programme (Government of the 
Russian Federation 2014), as well as different government- funded pro-
grammes, for example the one focusing on housing for young families 
(Government of the Russian Federation 2016). However, as these pro-
grammes do not consider the particular conditions in the North, another set 
of privileges has been established for all Russian citizens and even foreigners 
with the right to work and reside in the Arctic (Konsul’tantPlius 2017). This 
is the so- called “regional coefficient”, a bonus added to wages that are paid 
in areas officially belonging to the Far North of Russia. Such salary top- ups 
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for people working in the North were first introduced during the Soviet 
Union after Stalin. The system is based on the principle that the harsher the 
climatic conditions of the area are for work, the higher the top- up should be 
(State archive Murmansk 2012). It continues to play an important role for 
the demography of the Russian North as a whole.

Russia is organized as a federal state that is divided into different regional 
administrative entities (known as subekty), which have the right to pass their 
own legislation in areas of regional relevance provided this does not conflict 
with federal law. Given this competence, seven Arctic units of the Russian 
Federation have passed legislation entitling all young employees of state 
institutions who are under 30 years of age to receive the full salary bonus 
from the first day of work. The regions are the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), 
the Republic of Komi, the Krasnoyarsk Territory, the Arkhangelsk and 
Murmansk Regions and the Yamal- Nenets and Chukotka Autonomous 
Districts. Youth law in general is a field where Russian regions have seen fit to 
exercise their legal competence: even though there is no such law at the fed-
eral level, all of the nine Arctic regions of the Russian Federation have 
enacted their own youth legislation regulating social relations in the field of 
youth policy, albeit with varying degrees of detail and effectiveness. These 
regions are the Republics of Karelia, Sakha (Yakutia), and Komi, the 
Krasnoyarsk Territory, the Arkhangelsk and Murmansk Regions and the 
Yamal- Nenets, Nenets and Chukotka Autonomous Districts. Seven of the 
Arctic regions (the exceptions being Murmansk and Chukotka) have enacted 
laws on youth and youth policy, some of which are described in detail below. 
These laws determine the general objectives and principles of youth policy in 
the respective regions. The stated goals include the following:

 • establishment of methods of informational, scientific, methodological 
and personnel support in the field of youth policy;

 • organizational and legal support of the main directions of youth policy;
 • organization of youth policy management; development of mechanisms 

strengthening legal regulation and the uniformity of youth policy at the 
regional and municipal levels;

 • youth policy financing;
 • measures to support youth in the field of education;
 • vocational guidance;
 • labour and employment assistance;
 • support of entrepreneurship; and
 • support with housing for young families.

Several specific examples from the regions will serve to show the orientation 
of such youth laws.

In the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) (Il Tumen 2018), organizations creat-
ing additional youth jobs may be granted tax benefits. Employers owned fully 
or partially by the regional authorities are required to create jobs for young 
professionals permanently residing in the republic, specifically persons up to 
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30 years of age with secondary vocational or higher education. Companies 
with fewer than 100 employees need to provide at least 1 per cent (meaning a 
minimum one job) of such jobs. Moreover, at the birth of their first child (or 
adoption of a child under the age of three months), young parents in the 
republic have the right to receive a one- time allowance for the purchase of the 
child’s first needs and food (today RUB 7048) (Ob okhrane sem’i, materin-
stva, ottsovstva i detstva 2008).

In the Yamal- Nenets Autonomous District (hereafter YNAO) (O molo-
dezhnoi politike v Iamalo- Nenetskom avtonomnom okruge 2009), young 
specialists whose first principal place of employment falls under an employ-
ment contract in state and municipal institutions related to youth are pro-
vided with a one- time payment, as well as a monthly allowance paid for the 
first three years from the day of employment, while they are under the age of 
31 years.

In all Russian regions, housing is considered a key area in which youth 
need state support. This being the case, in addition to the above- mentioned 
federal programme, regional governments develop and implement measures 
for subsidizing interest rates on housing loans, which attracts young citizens 
to work in the public sector in state and municipal institutions.

While this shows a significant “niche of agency” (Fondahl et al. 2019) for 
regions in the absence of applicable federal law, the main problem related to 
implementation is the lack of funding for the measures adopted. Furthermore, 
the conditions in the Arctic impose specific financial burdens on the regions 
stemming from the climatic and transport conditions, such as the difficulty of 
delivering fuel and food to remote areas within what is a very narrow sea-
sonal window. In short, the public sector is more expensive to maintain in the 
Arctic region, whereby the degree to which Arctic territories can be devel-
oped depends greatly on budgetary security and on financial assistance from 
the federal treasury.

Article 41 of the Russian Labour Code gives businesses the right to take on 
increased financial obligations, for example in a collective agreement. Taking 
into account its financial and economic situation, a company can, for example, 
pay benefits to employees, create more favourable working conditions or make 
agreements offering terms going beyond the minimum established by law.

One such example is the Russian State Railway Company (RZD), which, 
in 2018, introduced amendments to the corporate salary system allowing the 
managers of the different regional railway divisions to switch over to a more 
favourable system of allocating salary top- ups to youth in the North 
(Truntseva 2018). The Northern and the East Siberian Division of RZD have 
opted for this system so far. The Northern Division considers the abolition of 
seniority as a prerequisite for obtaining the northern salary top- ups to be 
good motivation for young professionals. For example, a young person work-
ing in the Arkhangelsk subdivision of the northern railways will receive a 
bonus of 50 per cent on top of the base salary, just as his or her senior col-
leagues do. In the Yamal- Nenets Autonomous District, this figure is 80 per 
cent. In other words, a railway worker there is paid 80 per cent more for the 
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same work than his or her colleague working in a region without northern 
salary top- ups. The introduction of such regulations has increased the com-
petitiveness of railroad workers’ wages in regional labour markets. This can 
stimulate an influx of young workers and specialists to the Russian Arctic. 
However, since the regulation is recent (2018), its effectiveness cannot yet be 
demonstrated in numerical terms.

Such measures show that not only regional authorities in Russia but also 
large corporate actors have opportunities to influence youth policy and regu-
lation in the Arctic to their own advantage, creating incentives for youth. This 
indicates, as we have argued elsewhere (Stammler and Ivanova 2016; Fondahl 
et al. 2019), that there is more agency in Russia’s Arctic regions than the 
image of a strong centralised federal state with a strong president might 
suggest.

Implementation of youth policy in Russian Arctic single-
industry towns

In this section we show that opportunities to influence conditions of wellbeing 
for youth do not stop at the regional level in the Russian Arctic; cities and 
municipalities also have certain legal competences at their disposal. According 
to federal law, municipalities are responsible for working with children and 
youth (Russian Federation 2019). For the local governments of single- industry 
towns, this means an additional budgetary burden if  they are to retain and 
attract youth. In our research project, we studied how four cities in this cate-
gory used their competences: Neryungri (Republic of Sakha (Yakutia)), Novy 
Urengoy (Yamal- Nenets Autonomous District), Apatity and Kirovsk 
(Murmansk Region), thus adding to the ethnographic depth of other chapters 
in this volume focusing on the same cities (Bolotova, Simakova et al.).

Neryungri—“You decide what your city looks like”

The municipality of Neryungri adopted a five- year programme for implement-
ing youth policy (2017–2021) (Administratsiia Neriungrinskogo Raiona 2016), 
the main aim of which is to improve conditions and guarantees for the economic 
and social wellbeing of young people. Neryungri’s population, like that of many 
other single- industry towns in the northern and Arctic territories, is still decreas-
ing slightly each year. In the first ten years of its existence, the city grew very 
rapidly, reaching 100,000 inhabitants in 1985. After the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, about half the population of the city left, but recently the decrease has 
slowed: between 2010 and 2019, the population of the city decreased from 
61,747 people to 56,888 people. However, the proportion of young people in 
town is quite large (as much as 30 per cent), making the youth policy programme 
significant. The programme comprises the following measures:

 • “Support for youth initiatives and the provision of socio- psychological 
support”;
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 • “Patriotic education of youth”; and
 • “Support for socially oriented non- profit organizations”.

Another municipal five- year programme focuses on providing housing to 
young families, defined as those in which the spouses are under 35 years 
old. This is co- financed by all three levels of  the Russian state (federal, 
regional, municipal) as well as non- state sources. At the beginning of  2016, 
25 young families were registered for getting support from the programme. 
The five- year funding for this programme would provide the equivalent 
of  approximately twelve apartments in Neryungri (Administratsiia 
Neriungrinskogo Raiona 2018a). If  the funds are used for financing a 
mortgage or bank loan, more families can improve their housing situation 
with that money. An additional support measure has been in effect in the 
Neryungri district for pupils and students from low- income families 
(including large families) that pays compensation to cover the cost of  trav-
elling to a place of  study within the district (Administratsiia Neriungrinskogo 
Raiona 2018c, 2018b).

Since Neryungri is a single- industry town, the main company in the city 
can also significantly influence the attractiveness of the city for its young 
inhabitants. Especially where municipal budgets are small, various forms of 
public–private co- financing are one way of increasing the effectiveness of 
youth programmes. The main coal mining company in Neryungri, Yakutugol, 
participates in the Yakutia- wide programme “Local personnel in the indus-
try”. Close cooperation has been established with the governments and 
employment centres of the rural municipalities. At career counselling meet-
ings, company employees can inform local residents about working condi-
tions, requirements for applicants, the level of salaries, as well as social 
guarantees and opportunities for professional self- realization.

In practice, while these measures have not stopped outmigration, we can 
still state, based on our fieldwork, that they have contributed to slowing the 
downward development in the city and the atmosphere of decay that Bolotova 
(this volume) identified in shrinking cities. Several examples will serve to 
demonstrate this: While Neryungri remains a single- industry town, its eco-
nomic profile has been diversified and additional work opportunities for 
young people have been created. One would think that building housing is 
not a priority in a town where the population has shrunk by more than 30,000 
people from its peak. However, fieldwork conversations show that the old 
Soviet housing is not attractive enough for young people, with some houses 
being dilapidated wooden barracks and others ill- maintained 1970s Soviet- 
style apartments. In our focus group discussion with young employees of 
both major coal mining companies, housing was among the most important 
topics mentioned in connection with their sense of a good life. In 2017, 400 
new apartments were built by the municipality; during our fieldwork, we wit-
nessed young people moving into these buildings (Figure 7.1).

Higher and other post- secondary educational opportunities are another 
important “plus” for this northern town, without which the outmigration 
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might have been higher. These include the programmes at a technical institute 
which is a branch of Yakutsk North Eastern Federal University and educates 
specialists in high demand in town. According to Director Pavlov (2018), all 
graduates in the mining- related professions can find a job in town if  they 
want. The institute also offers degrees in philology and economics. On a more 
vocationally oriented level, South Yakutian college educates technical spe-
cialists, who are also in high demand in the town. Retaining young educated 
people in town also creates a demand for more facilities to promote social 
wellbeing. The city tries to meet this need with various initiatives increasing a 
positive atmosphere, one being a citizen participation contest geared to 
upgrading public spaces such as parks, walkways and bus stops, with the 
slogan “you decide how your city looks like”.

In civil society, churches are important actors, offering as they do activities 
for young families. One opportunity of note in Neryungri is the youth activity 
of the evangelical church, which has a very active youth pastor, Alexandr 
Proshchalgin. In his “laboratory of applied social technologies”, as he calls it, 
he organizes a variety of youth activities. These include extreme sports activi-
ties, outdoor bonding between fathers and sons, motorsport activities, coun-
selling for young families, as well as drug and alcohol prevention measures 
such as life orientation through lectures and activities. He counted that more 
than 1500 young people between the ages of 16 and 20 have already taken part 
in such measures, and is proud to announce that some have gone from being 
on the verge of a life of crime to becoming millionaires (Proshchalgin 2018).

Figure 7.1    Young family moving in one of the new apartments in Neryungri, 
Churapchinskaia Street. 

(Photo: F. Stammler, 2018)
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Novy Urengoy—how much rootedness can gas money buy?

The city of Novy Urengoy has different starting conditions than most other 
Russian industrial towns. It advertises itself  as the “gas capital of Russia”, as 
the discovery of two of Gazprom’s biggest deposits in the vicinity were the 
reason for its establishment. The population has increased slightly in the last 
ten years, from 104,000 to 118,000 inhabitants (Rosstat 2020). In this single- 
industry town reliant on gas revenues, making money has been an important 
goal among many inhabitants since Soviet times (Stammler 2010). An analysis 
of the situation of the town’s youth shows that despite increased non- monetary 
incentives to make life there attractive in recent years, young people’s tendency 
to focus solely on increased material wellbeing has remained unchanged since 
Soviet times: the idea is to make enough money while living in Novy Urengoy 
and then relocate to a more comfortable place. Thus, even decades after the 
end of the Soviet Union, the city retains the image of a transient residence and 
this cannot be ascribed solely to its Soviet heritage. As previous research has 
shown, even though “The City Became the Homeland for its Inhabitants, (...) 
Nobody is Planning to die here” (Stammler 2010, p. 33).

The municipal programme “Children and Youth. Development of Civil 
Society 2014–2020” aims at creating legal, economic and organizational con-
ditions for young people’s personal development and support for public 
youth associations in order to increase their social wellbeing (Administratsiia 
goroda Novyi Urengoi 2017). The programme is divided into two sections, 
“Social and personal development of youth and children’s travelling for rec-
reation during the holidays” and “Support of socially oriented non- profit 
organizations”, with the latter able to get staff  salaries from programme 
funds. The programme is administered by the Department for Youth and 
Public Affairs of the Administration of the City of Novy Urengoy. Several 
institutions targeting different groups of youth are financed from the depart-
ment’s budget. For example, the youth centre “Nord” has a focus on motors-
ports (go- karts, motocross bikes and snowmobiles) and organizes survival 
training outdoors, partially combined with what the organizers call “military 
patriotic education”. While participants learn how to survive outdoors, they 
also learn how to assemble a Kalashnikov automatic rifle, get to test military 
gear and learn about the Russian army. It is worth noting that girls also 
actively take part in what is usually a male- dominated sphere. Some make it 
to regional or Russia- wide competitions, for example, in motocross or snow-
mobile racing. The city finances the building used by the centre, the salaries 
of the staff  and some basic equipment. Members of “Nord” contribute by 
buying their own equipment, which they bring to the centre. In the work-
shops young people also learn to fix their motorbikes, go- karts and snowmo-
biles with instruction from trainers paid by the city. The centre has more than 
200 active members, but many of the young people come with their parents 
(Vorobiev 2019) (Figure 7.2).

Another youth centre, “Optimist”, is more oriented towards indoor activi-
ties with youth. It provides space for youth to organize, engage in intellectual 
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games and role- play games, invent their own programmes, develop business 
ideas or just hang out. The municipality also finances the building and basic 
staff, while the activities are often directed by volunteers. Ideas seen at the 
centre were born out of practice, some being public service publications such 
as “How to walk your dog in a clean way in town” or “How to live a healthy 
lifestyle”, one other a project titled “Veterans live next door”, in which the 
participants went to record the life histories of war veterans. In addition, 
Novy Urengoy has two state- of- the- art sports centres that are as well- 
equipped and well- staffed as one may find in Moscow, New York or Paris. 
Co- financed by Gazprom and the municipality, any sports training for youth 
is free there, and possibilities to develop one’s sports ambitions are plentiful. 
The most talented and ambitious youth may end up as professionals either in 
the Gazprom- owned sports clubs or elsewhere, although the orientation of 
the centre is towards promoting sport among the population at large (Reimer 
2019). Thus, local youth have more to choose from in comparison to many 
other cities, yet this has not changed the spirit of transience that the city 
inherited from its Soviet past.

Kirovsk—the North is for living

Our field site in Murmansk Region was the phosphate mining city of Kirovsk, 
which is on the list of Russian single- industry towns “with the most difficult 
socio- economic situation”. The population decreased from 43,526 to 26,206 
between 1989 and 2019 (Rosstat 2020). In its programme, the municipality 

Figure 7.2    Novyi Urengoy youth leaving for motocross behind the workshop of the 
municipal club “Nord”. 

(Photo: F. Stammler, 2019)



Youth law, policies and their implementation 157

groups youth policy together with education, culture and sports. In the most 
recent programme, the desired social and economic results include the improve-
ment of social services as a whole in Kirovsk, which should translate into an 
increased level of satisfaction among the residents with municipal social ser-
vices. Another stated aim is improving conditions for the self- realization and 
adaptation of young people in society. However, of the total budget of the pro-
gramme, some RUB 968,000,000 (EUR 11,000,000), only RUB 674,000 (EUR 
7500) was allocated directly for the implementation of youth policy, in particu-
lar youth initiatives and projects for the first three years. During meetings in 
Kirovsk, we found that young people do not participate much in the implemen-
tation of urban projects financed through the programme. The lack of youth 
centres, places of leisure, support for young entrepreneurship and attractive 
employment other than with the principal mining company may make young 
people think quite seriously of moving to bigger cities. On the other hand, 
youth in Kirovsk are active in areas not connected with any municipal or com-
pany programmes. There are several youth centres or associations established 
by young people themselves, examples being the alternative cinema club “Art 
powder”, a number of self- organized groups for extreme winter sports and sur-
vival training in the forest, as well as a recycling initiative, some of which are 
described in more detail in Bolotova’s chapter (Bolotova, this volume).

Another particular feature of Kirovsk is geographical: of all the cities in 
our research, Kirovsk is the one which is best connected to Moscow and St. 
Petersburg, and another big city, Murmansk, is only 200 km away, a three- 
hour drive. Moreover, several other industrial cities are within an hour’s 
drive, such as Monchegorsk, Olenegorsk, Polyarnye Zory and Kandalaksha. 
Perhaps most importantly, Kirovsk has a younger and bigger twin city, 
Apatity, just half  an hour’s drive away; Apatity has twice the population of 
Kirovsk and more youth- related activities as well. Apatity also has a youth 
centre funded by the municipality and that employs seventeen people. A 
municipal programme called “Involving youth in social practice” aims at 
improving the socio- economic and organizational conditions for the success-
ful integration of youth into society. The focus is on involving youth more in 
social activities, promoting career guidance and career aspirations of youth 
and providing assistance for developing their creative potential. Among the 
measures contributing to this last goal are bonuses and financial incentives 
for especially talented children.

Some of the more active youth commute between Kirovsk and Apatity. 
There is a volunteer association which has 311 registered young people as 
members. A lot of the volunteers’ activities take place in both Kirovsk and 
Apatity, with these including volunteer “cleaning- up Saturdays” (subbotniki), 
a video festival of extreme sports and youth cinema. During fieldwork in 
2019 we learned that some of these activities are co- funded by the mining 
company, while others are crowd- funded. On balance, the impression from 
talking to youth active in the cities is that there are many more opportunities 
where young people can test themselves and realize themselves than merely 
looking at municipal programmes might suggest.
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The principal enterprise of Kirovsk and Apatity is Apatit, part of the 
PhosAgro company, one of the world’s largest producers of phosphate for 
mineral fertilizers. The company is of crucial importance to both cities. The 
social orientation of the company has a strong focus on its young employees. 
For example, the company’s youth council takes part in improving the life of 
young people and has 350 members. In addition to supporting its own 
employees, the company has financed or co- financed the repair of infrastruc-
ture of importance to young people, such as the Kirovsk swimming pool, the 
palace of culture, sports centres and the downhill skiing resort “BigWood”.

Kirovsk is a focal point in the regional identity- making programme, which 
features the slogan “na severe—zhit” (“the North is for living”). The young 
governor of the Murmansk Region is said to have coined the slogan himself  
(Novosti Murmanska 2020), effectively focusing attention on people’s well-
being as a principal goal of regional policies. The Kirovsk ski resort and the 
snow art attraction snezhnaya derevnya (“snow village”) have adopted the 
slogan to promote the city as a tourist destination . In the season 2019/2020, 
the slogan appeared on souvenirs such as t- shirts, on ice art and on posters at 
the ski resort (Figure 7.3).

On the one hand, this advertising could be seen as a cheap PR campaign to 
direct attention away from real problems, as suggested in the analysis of the 
oppositional newspaper Novaya Gazeta (Britskaia 2019). On the other hand, 
during fieldwork in the spring 2020 we noticed among young people in 

Figure 7.3    “The North is for living”—slogan for northern wellbeing by the Murmansk 
Governor, adopted in the ice art of the Kirovsk snow village. 

(Photo: F. Stammler, 2019)
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Kirovsk a certain sense of pride in and identification with this slogan. Indeed, 
it is by far not only tourists from outside the region who buy the t- shirts with 
the slogan; locals wear them too. In an article on place identity in mining 
towns in Mexico, Harner (2001, p. 660) underlines that “place identity arises 
when the shared beliefs about place meaning for the majority match the ideo-
logical beliefs of those in power”. Young people in Kirovsk endorsing the 
governor’s slogan about a place identity attached to the North may be such 
an example.

The involvement of industry in educating qualified youth for 
industrial cities

As we have shown in the beginning, the Russian Arctic needs qualified per-
sonnel for furthering development. In this sphere, big enterprises working in 
the region play an important role in educating students for future work in the 
single- industry towns. In contemporary Russia, that is, after the end of the 
Soviet Union, positive effects have been noted in those cities where corporate 
involvement in education is practiced as part of companies’ social policies 
and corporate social responsibility (Romanenko 2019 see also Adams et al., 
this volume). Companies can play an important role in better tailoring edu-
cation to the needs of the labour market, by both materially equipping edu-
cational institutions and by arranging practice- oriented training for youth by 
company employees. In our three case cities, the personnel managers of all 
the companies have mentioned the advantages of educating local people, as 
they do not require additional adaptation to the harsh Arctic climate and 
working conditions. We argue that the extent to which company–public part-
nerships in educating youth are successful has an important influence on the 
attractiveness of Arctic single- industry towns as places to live for young 
people. Several examples from our three case sites show how companies 
engage in education; we witnessed this engagement during field visits to the 
respective companies and educational institutions.

Kirovsk and Murmansk Regions have paid attention to the seamless inte-
gration of the education offered by schools, colleges and industry. The main 
company in town, PhosAgro Apatit, sponsors a specialized mining orienta-
tion already in secondary school to raise interest in local children for the 
mining sector (for more details see Bolotova, this volume). Murmansk Arctic 
State University (MASU) now includes a Kola branch office in Apatity, pre-
viously part of Petrozavodsk State University. Moreover, the Khibiny 
Technical College in Kirovsk, previously affiliated with the National Mineral 
Resources University, has also become part of MASU. In the aforementioned 
college, PhosAgro Apatit participates both intellectually and materially in 
the education process: the mining classes are equipped with simulators and 
technical stations that are almost identical to those used in the company. 
Students learn the entire process of extraction and enrichment of Apatit 
phosphate. Some of the teachers are employees of PhosAgro Apatit and give 
students the benefit of their own work experience. Most of the mandatory 
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work practice undertaken by the students takes place at the company prem-
ises in Kirovsk, and most of those who want to work at PhosAgro after grad-
uation find employment there. At a focus group discussion with students of 
the college, female pupils especially valued the fact that there are now more 
subjects to choose from than mining. Since 2018, the college has offered hos-
pitality as a profession in a four- year education programme. During a visit to 
the college the students suggested demonstrating to us in a role play how they 
learn to work with tourists in the hospitality business: they set up a hotel 
reception area, arranged a coffee service and provided advice on excursions 
and help with other questions typically asked by tourists. Bolotova (this vol-
ume) shows the importance of such diversification in the education sector.

This degree of partnership is absent in Novy Urengoy. Gazprom estab-
lished its own technical educational institution, called Gazprom Tekhnikum 
Novy Urengoy. However, the option of becoming affiliated with a university 
was ruled out, as the entire YNAO does not have a single university on its 
territory, and earlier branch offices of larger universities were closed due to 
poor quality. Gazprom Tekhnikum is part of the personnel division of 
Gazprom Moscow and educates specialists in seven areas, with a total of 
1000 students being trained at the institution. Economics was discontinued 
as a major subject, so that today all of the education is gas- oriented. It starts 
already in the tenth grade and continues for another three years. Once a stu-
dent enters the Gazprom system, the company can follow his or her profes-
sional path anywhere in the country and employment options open up 
throughout all of Gazprom’s divisions. Around 90 per cent of the graduates 
of the Tekhnikum later become Gazprom employees. The two principal 
Gazprom divisions in Novy Urengoy, Gazprom dobycha Urengoy and 
Gazprom dobycha Yamburg, contribute most to the budget of the institu-
tion, providing the programmes with the latest technology. Parents pay one- 
third of the tuition fee, Gazprom the rest. Much as in Kirovsk, students can 
learn the entire process of gas extraction in practice- oriented classes and 
laboratories, and they spend approximately one year on Gazprom’s produc-
tion site as interns, during which they receive a salary (fieldwork conversation 
with Director Sergei Yalov, Gazprom Tekhnikum, 23 May 2019).

During our focus group meeting, students presented a balanced view of 
the city as a place for young people. On the “plus” side were statements such 
as “in Gazprom there are a lot of different directions for work. That’s cool. 
And we have no trouble getting a job where we spent our internships.” “The 
city develops here well; there is a lot to do here, fun.” “It’s cool to participate 
in mind sports (intellektual’nye igry), and there are many on offer. And we 
have a lot of sports facilities here, which is great.” On the other hand, the 
“minuses” sounded like this: “the winter, the darkness, the mosquitoes, the 
high rate of chronic diseases and heart diseases here”. “We need more cul-
tural events, arts, creative arts, youth entertainment. In winter we all sit at 
home. We should have covered spaces where we can meet.” “The new shop-
ping centre is not the best place to hang out: there are drug addicts there, and 
violence.” On the other hand, in a focus group discussion, secondary school 
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graduates highlighted that the city is attractive after school only for those 
with an interest in the gas industry (focus group discussions in the Tekhnikum, 
23 May 2019, and in a secondary school, 22 May 2019).

In Neryungri, Yakutugol’ has a centre where they train students in almost 
200 professions that are in demand at industrial enterprises. For many years 
the company has also accepted students from the South Yakutian College of 
Technology as well as from the Training Centre of the city of Neryungri as 
interns. Many of them later become employees of the company. Thus, the 
company helps implement what is called a dual training model, where stu-
dents get training in college as well as in the company. Both parties try to 
bring training programmes in the colleges as close as possible to real produc-
tion conditions. In some professions, students get as much as 50 to 70 per 
cent of their training at the enterprise, with the acquisition of practical skills 
directly in workplaces through mentoring.

Since 2004, Kolmar, another coal mining company, has managed to com-
pete with the main coal mining company Yakutugol’ and to offer a viable 
alternative as an employer. During fieldwork, both companies competed for 
the best young specialists. Kolmar had put up posters in the city advertising 
themselves as an employer, even offering a financial reward for young people 
who recommend their friends as potential young specialists. Companies com-
peting for the best youth in town is a good sign of city development. Clearly, 
demand for qualified labour in Neryungri exceeds supply. Companies try to 
position themselves as attractive employers and offer a variety of benefits in 
addition to municipal support. For example, Kolmar is investing in a new 
suburb for the company’s workers that aims to host 2100 young families, with 
“young” being “under the age of 25” (Meeting with company chief of staff  
department, 30 July 2018). A specially built school, kindergarten, play-
grounds, and healthcare centre show their focus on young workers’ social 
wellbeing (MK Yakutia 2020). Both coal companies, Yakutugol’ and Kolmar, 
are also involved in higher education in Neryungri’s technical institute. They 
contribute to training engineers, help equip laboratories and try to make con-
tacts with the best students through work practice even before their gradua-
tion in order to recruit them as employees later.

In the focus group meeting with young staff at Kolmar, the young chief of 
staff explained why they compete for the best young locals: “For the com-
pany, young people are a good deal because they are cheap, and you can teach 
them what is needed.” As in Novy Urengoy, the young people themselves had 
mixed feelings about life in the city. One statement by a very young mother 
summarized it philosophically: “We always think it’s great where we are not. 
You just have to want it, then you can do many things here.” Her colleague left 
Neryungri immediately after school and came back recently: “Until you finish 
school it’s great here. But 10 years ago it was much worse than now; there is 
lots to do if  you have money.” Her colleague specifies what that means:

I want to become a mother here; it’s safe and everything here is avail-
able close- by: schools, kindergartens, social services. And we have a long 
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holiday: every two years our company pays for our holiday travel in full. 
Also, children can go to camps at company expense; in 2018, 90 children 
over the age of fourteen were financed. And, our big plus is nature; that 
is great in summer. But summer lasts only two months. There is energy in 
this vastness. During winter, it’s running home and to work.

This shows that in our case cities there is strong involvement of industry in 
education and companies engage extensively in measures, making the place 
attractive for young people to pursue a career in the fields that the companies 
represent. Fieldwork conversations with young people from within the 
industry- dominated system reveal the positive sides of this company engage-
ment. The other side of the coin is that apart from industry there is not much 
else in the way of a career path for a young person in our case cities—the 
focus of Bolotova’s chapter in this volume.

Discussion

Analysing the implementation of youth policy in mining cities of the Russian 
Arctic may lead to the conclusion that at the end of the day it is money that 
matters: the city of Novy Urengoy has the richest industrial company in town 
and invests a billion rubles in a youth programme, and it is the only town in 
our comparison with an increase in population. However, it is not yet possi-
ble to evaluate the effectiveness of such investments in the long term. 
Especially in Novy Urengoy, the youngest of the Russian cities in our study, 
the psychology of transience still creates an image of the city as a place to live 
in while one works, but not necessarily a place to put down roots. In our 
fieldwork, it became clear that even in the gas industry, students may plan to 
“work for a couple years in town, and then leave to the south” (student at 
Gazprom Tekhnikum, 21 May 2019). This shows that establishing a feeling 
of a place being “a small homeland” is a difficult task for the future.

In Kirovsk, with its longer history, more young people perceive their city as 
their permanent home: they may or may not choose to leave it later in life, but 
not because the place offers a work- only environment. Especially with the 
city and the company investing in the downhill skiing resort, Kirovsk is 
slowly starting to develop into a tourist destination, which can become an 
important factor for economic diversification. Already now this has made the 
place attractive for entrepreneurs offering low- priced hotel and hostel accom-
modation, and the ski resort figures prominently in the Russian social media 
as a hype destination for free- riding (off- piste downhill skiing). A diversified 
economy may also mean a wider range of options for young people in the 
community. Establishing hospitality as a field of post- secondary education in 
Kirovsk in 2018 might contribute to diversification beyond mining.

This observation compares interestingly with observations made by Komu 
and Adams (this volume) in their case study of the Finnish town of Kolari, 
where tourism brings more diversity to the town and is a source of employ-
ment, while mining is what Haikola and Anshelm (2017) have called a 
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“horizon of expectation”. However, in Kolari much of the work in tourism is 
seasonal and done by workers from the south, who leave once the downhill 
skiing season is over. Komu and Adams show that such employment is not 
exactly a dream career for young people. Nonetheless, tourism has the poten-
tial to attract youth, because of successful locally run tourism businesses. In 
this respect, Kirovsk presents a very different case, because the principal 
investor in tourism is the mining company (see Bolotova, this volume), which 
also sponsors tourism education. In Kolari, the mining company has made 
no investment at all in tourism. Rather, Komu (2019) shows that tourism 
benefits from the infrastructure that was built earlier for the mining industry. 
Nonetheless, in current discussions about mining and tourism as prospective 
work, many in Kolari perceive mining as a threat to tourism rather than an 
opportunity, while in Kirovsk it is the mining company that is the driving 
force behind the tourism. Thus, the role of the company is clearly more 
important in Russia than in Finland. We speculate that this may be due to the 
prominent role of the state in the Finnish system, whereby it provides much 
more for its citizens’ basic and extended needs, their wellbeing and their wel-
fare than in Russia. This being the case, in Russia there is greater need and 
more space for corporate responsibility. On the other hand, Panapanaan  
et al. (2003, p. 143) have argued that in Finland companies have revived CSR, 
and education is a key element in their efforts.

The literature (Dushkova and Krasovskaya 2018 and Bolotova, this vol-
ume) and first fieldwork experiences suggest that, in addition to big corpo-
rate actors, the young civil society in Kirovsk, one independent of  the 
company and the municipal administration, is the most developed of our 
three case sites.

Across all cities, young adults achieving economic independence from par-
ents and relatives is an important basic condition of wellbeing. For this to 
happen, the connection between getting a good education, a decently paid 
profession and opportunities for subsequent employment is crucial, as is 
access to comfortable housing for young families.

Due to budgetary constraints and the way the Russian tax system is built, 
the municipalities often have little room for manoeuvre due to insufficient 
financial resources. Therefore, various forms of public–private co- financing, 
such as those outlined above, are crucial for creating the conditions that make 
single- industry towns attractive to youth for planning their future there. In 
the same vein, the principal industrial companies in the cities operate assis-
tance programmes for young employees to qualify for bank loans or 
mortgages.

One could argue that company involvement in youth issues compensates at 
least partially for the lack of state funding. However, unlike in the Soviet 
Union, companies withdraw their social involvement and argue that their 
main social task is paying taxes (fieldwork conversation, Yakutugol’, 
Neryungri 1 August 2018). This is similar in international practice, as for 
example our fieldwork in Tysfjord (Norway) has shown. There, Heidelberg 
Cement argues that the Norwegian state takes care of social issues 
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sufficiently, with the company doing its part in the form of taxes and, occa-
sionally, in- kind contributions (fieldwork Ivanova and Stammler, 21 May 
2016, interview with Norcem plant manager). The difference is, however, that 
Western welfare states provide social services to their populations on a high 
level, whereas in the Russian context in many cases the services only satisfy 
basic needs, and industries are the only institutions that can augment these. 
The level of such needs is formulated in Finland, for example, by the Youth 
Act. Among other things, we have shown in this chapter that the lack of such 
a cohesive legal instrument leads to stark differences in services, programmes 
and infrastructure for youth in different Russian Arctic regions.

However, our fieldwork shows that young people will not be satisfied with 
mere financial benefits. They want to have not only interesting and well- paid 
jobs, but also a range of other affordances: comfortable living in extreme 
climatic conditions, suitable housing; a decent standard of education, health-
care, communications and the Internet; functioning transport infrastructure; 
cultural facilities; and opportunities for realizing their life plans, having a 
rewarding social life and raising their children. Based on our analysis of 
diverse legal acts and programmes which are not connected under a general 
umbrella, we suggest that better coordination of legislation concerning the 
Arctic and youth could facilitate development towards providing the oppor-
tunities enumerated above. Correspondingly, legal norms governing how to 
attract youth to and encourage them to stay in the Russian Arctic, which are 
today scattered in diverse regulatory legal acts, should become an integral 
part of a unified state youth strategy.

In an effort to this end, the youth chambers established under the parlia-
ments of the Arctic regions of the Russian Federation have set out to con-
vince lawmakers to create conditions for the widest possible inclusion of 
young people in the development of Arctic education, design, innovation and 
production. This is most urgent in the case of projects related to the infra-
structural development of the North and the Arctic.

Conclusion

This chapter on youth in the Russian Arctic has outlined the interface 
between Russia’s federal policy and legislation in the sphere of  Arctic youth 
issues and the local outcome of their operation in three case regions. With 
the strategic importance of the Arctic for Russia’s economy, the starting 
point was the demand for labour in the Russian Arctic extractive industries, 
juxtaposed with the tendency of young people to migrate from the single- 
industry towns studied. Current Russian federal law in the case of  both 
Arctic issues and youth lacks coordination and is fragmented across numer-
ous legislative documents. As such, it does not tackle the problem of youth 
outmigration from Arctic cities and the demand for qualified youth there in 
a satisfactory way. Our fieldwork in all three cities with students and educa-
tional institutions has shown that training youth to meet such demand is 
now, to a considerable extent, in the hands of corporate actors instead of 
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being regulated by state legislation. In the absence of federal laws on the 
Arctic and youth, the Arctic regions can make use of  their legislative compe-
tences and implement their own policies. We have shown through fieldwork 
evidence that people and decision- makers in the Russian Arctic have more 
agency than the image of a strong centralised federal state with a strong 
president may suggest. Moreover, implementation of current federal youth 
law in the regions is sometimes fragmentary because of a lack of funding. 
Some of the laws on the books can therefore be seen as little more than 
declarations of noble aims.

Our analyses have shown a focus of youth legislation on qualifying person-
nel for working in extractive industries. Considering UN Sustainable 
Development Goal 11 on cities as an inclusive, safe. resilient and sustainable 
space for life, this is too narrow a view. If  one wants the Arctic to be a home 
instead of a place to work, more has to be done to increasing the wellbeing 
of youth beyond the workplace.

We have analysed how youth policy actors on the city level have approached 
this topic. In Neryungri, the competition for the best young workers in the 
two coal mining companies creates an atmosphere of development in town 
that has the potential to pull along both youth and the municipality. Civil 
society initiatives and citizen participation in shaping their hometown com-
plement that atmosphere. However, young people still lack choices for their 
life trajectories in town other than working for industry. In Novy Urengoy 
the situation is similar, but more so than in Neryungri youth grow up with the 
feeling of their hometown as being a place to leave, even after starting a 
career in the gas industry. The municipal programme on developing civil soci-
ety with money from gas industry taxes aims to overcome that transience, but 
it may well be that money cannot buy sense of place. The example of Kirovsk 
has shown that more youth initiative was observable with much less money, 
but a longer history (also see Bolotova, this volume). Additionally, the prom-
ising local identity slogan launched by regional authorities, “the North is for 
living”, might have been embraced by young people to the extent that it 
strengthens their wish to build a future in Kirovsk.

In all of our case sites we have identified promising initiatives to strengthen 
civil society and collective agency among young people, agency that creates 
conditions allowing them to shape their hometowns into the kind of sustain-
able city communities that they would like to live in. Young people have 
expressed views on what should change in their cities for the better, and they 
have opportunities to influence this with their own grassroots initiatives, as 
our analysis and other chapters in this book show. Their involvement in legal 
initiatives through youth parliaments can contribute to these developments 
being backed up by state policies, possibly leading towards better, consoli-
dated youth legislation. However, in the current conditions, marked by rather 
fragmented state involvement in the Arctic of Russia, it is crucial that indus-
try lives up to its social responsibility and contributes financially not only to 
educating its future employees, but also to making the cities comfortable 
spaces in which to thrive.
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8 The quest for independent living in 
Finland
Youth shelter as a critical moment in 
young adults’ life courses

Miia Lähde and Jenni Mölkänen

Introduction

In Finland, as in most countries of the Global North, turning 18 signposts 
juridical adulthood which is accompanied by changes in citizen rights and 
responsibilities. It also marks a new kind of adult status, one associated with 
cultural expectations regarding education, commitment to work life, intimate 
relationships, and independent living.1 During the first decades of the 21st 
century, youth policy efforts aimed to prevent social exclusion and promote 
the participation of young people have contributed to the measures devel-
oped from a societal perspective emphasizing rapid transitions and activa-
tion, which some young people perceive as oppressive control and therefore 
unsuited to their actual situations (e.g. Brunila and Lundahl 2020; Mertanen 
2020), Alongside these emphases, the perspectives and needs of young people 
as they forge their independent lives in the phase of ‘emerging adulthood’ 
(Arnett 2000; Juvonen 2015, p. 194), and the particularities of this life stage 
as framed by current political–economic structures and societal transforma-
tions (e.g. Miles 2000, pp. 35–48; Aapola and Ketokivi 2005; MacDonald 
and Shildrick 2018), have remained largely unrecognized in public debate and 
services.

This chapter addresses the challenges young people face in pursuing inde-
pendent living, and their views on using the support offered to achieve this 
independence. It focuses on young people in Finland who have experienced 
difficulties in their transition to adulthood. We analyze the significance of a 
third sector service provider, the Finnish Red Cross Youth Shelters, in sup-
porting young people in their quest to achieving an independent adult life. In 
theoretical terms, the chapter provides a discussion on ‘critical moments’ 
(discussed later) by analyzing how affiliation to a particular service or form 
of support can be critical to young people’s wellbeing and further their pos-
sibilities of independent living. In practical terms, it contemplates the neces-
sity of services sensitive to the diverse needs prevalent during the emerging 
adulthood phase.

The conceptualizations, timing and institutional support of youth inde-
pendence vary historically and culturally. Finnish youth move away from 
their childhood homes at an earlier age than youth in most other European 
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countries (Eurostat 2019). Becoming independent, also viewed in Finnish 
society as a culturally defined ideal, is one of the main reasons for moving out 
from one’s childhood home (Myllyniemi 2017, p. 22; Myllyniemi and Suurpää 
2009). Nordic societies and their rearing cultures value early independence, 
which is reflected in the support provided by the state to enable young people 
to live separately from their parents after a certain age.2 The Finnish state 
supports the process of young people’s independence by providing welfare 
services, including economic subsidies such as study allowances, housing 
support and unemployment insurance (Myllyniemi and Kiilakoski 2018, 
pp. 16–17).

Youth services in Finland are based on the Nordic welfare model, empha-
sizing wide and equal access to the services. They include, for instance, edu-
cational, social work, employment, primary and specialized health care 
services as well as multi- professional counselling and support services (Gissler 
et al. 2018). Third sector, consisting of non- governmental and non- profit 
organizations that work alongside the public and private sectors, comple-
ments the system of welfare service production (Hiilamo and Saari 2010; 
Pirkkalainen et al. 2018). It has been argued that despite the state support 
and a relatively well- covered service system, young people who leave their 
childhood home early are especially prone to facing economic risks 
(Berngruber 2016, pp. 194–195; Myllyniemi 2017, pp. 22–23, p. 60). Moreover, 
inflexible and bureaucratic services, growing dependency on the system and 
the lack of genuine social encounters have driven exclusion instead of improv-
ing youths’ inclusion into the welfare regime (Närhi et al. 2013).

Our study is based on a research collaboration between the ALL- YOUTH 
Research Project and a third sector service provider, the Finnish Red Cross 
Youth Shelters3 (Honkatukia et al. 2020). The Youth Shelters operate in the 
Helsinki metropolitan area (namely the cities of Helsinki, Espoo and Vantaa) 
and two other big cities in southern Finland (Tampere and Turku). They aug-
ment the municipal youth services, which are versatile but also in high 
demand in these areas compared to many other parts of the country. The 
shelters are intended to support young people (up to 25 years of age) during 
times of crisis, such as when they face problems related to family, other social 
relationships, school and housing, or have unresolved issues about indepen-
dent living. This aid is designed to be temporary and encompasses a broad 
range of voluntary and free of charge services, including short- term accom-
modation, personal and family meetings (Punainen Risti 2017).4 One of these 
services under the Kotipolku Project helps young adults aged between 18 and 
24 years in the capital metropolitan area to find a home and support their 
independent living (Kotipolku 2020).5 Henceforth, we refer to these services 
by the abbreviation ‘YS’ (Youth Shelters).

In this chapter, we examine, based on qualitative life course interviews, 
young people’s reasons for seeking support from the YS as well as the kinds 
of support they found helpful. Our analysis is inspired by a biographical per-
spective and the concept of a ‘critical moment’ as a way to compare narra-
tives of transition and capture the importance of life events in trajectories of 
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young people (Thomson et al. 2002, 2004; Thomson 2007; Thomson and 
Holland 2015) (see the section titled ‘Conceptual framework’). By focusing 
on young persons’ affiliation to YS as a ‘critical moment’ we want to: (1) draw 
attention to the formation of young people’s support needs and the signifi-
cance of their service experiences in biographical context; and (2) consider 
how these experiences can inform respective practice with young people. 
Rather than viewing young people only as vulnerable and marginalized 
(Brunila et al. 2019, p. 113), such an approach helps one understand them as 
agents who actively negotiate and manage their lives and identities, and in so 
doing, participate in and contribute to society in a variety of ways (Honkatukia 
et al. 2020, pp. 25–28; Thomson et al. 2004, p. 221).

First, we lay out the conceptual framework based on a biographical per-
spective of the life course transitions of these youth. Then, we present our 
data and methods, focusing on young people’s affiliations to the third sector 
service YS. Using these ‘critical moments’ in these young adults’ life stories, 
we explore experiences and events that have produced twists and turns in 
their transitions and heightened their need for support, and we address how 
these services can provide the needed assistance. To begin with, we discuss 
three common underlying themes that manifested in the young adults’ narra-
tives, namely insecurities in close relationships, illness or struggle with 
psycho- social wellbeing and moving residence, which influenced their contact 
with the YS, and second, we consider the young people’s need for support 
and their experiences of receiving it. We conclude by discussing our results 
and their possible implications to future studies and the development of ser-
vices promoting youth independence and wellbeing in Finland.

Conceptual framework

The independency of Finnish youth is typically perceived as increasing emo-
tional, social and economic independence from parents or the familial con-
text of growing up in the transition to independent living. The normative 
expectation of adultness is primarily marked by autonomy from one’s child-
hood family (Hoikkala 1993, pp. 82–85). This process, which lies at the heart 
of the youth period (Arnett 2001, p. 134; Miles 2000), is guided by a stan-
dardized path, and deviations from it are easily considered as a matter of 
concern (Furlong 2013). In this chapter, we approach the process(es) of inde-
pendence as a series of personally negotiated stages and movements over 
time (Jones 2009, pp. 140–141; Montgomery 2007, p. 283), taking place 
through interrelated institutionalized transitions associated with the cultural 
ideals of adulthood and the expected timings of the life course.

There is a consensus that transitions to adulthood have typically become 
longer and more complex (Furlong and Cartmel 2007), and youths’ biogra-
phies are increasingly affected by both institutional structuring and freedom 
of choice. It is, therefore, recognized that the shapes and timings of transition 
processes vary considerably by social and materially based inequalities 
(Thomson and Holland 2015, p. 724). For example, young adults leaving care 
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are somewhat ‘forced’ to transition to independent living quickly or at once, 
with no option to return (Kulmala and Fomina, this volume). The ongoing 
transformations in the global economy and labour market also mean that the 
notion of achieving adulthood, which is the objective of the transitions, has 
become ambiguous (e.g. Blatterer 2007; Thomson and Holland 2015; 
Woodman and Wyn 2015; Cameron et al. 2018). It is argued that the associ-
ated instability and insecurity are likely to be the most sharply felt by young 
disadvantaged people (MacDonald and Shildrick 2013, 2018).

Traditionally, a stable position in working life is highly valued in Finland 
(Brunila et al. 2013; Aapola- Kari and Wrede- Jäntti 2017), and education is 
considered a requirement for entering the working life (Aaltonen et al. 2018, 
p. 5). While research and policy interests have mainly focused on transitions 
in the context of education and work, research on youth in the 21st century 
has increasingly touched upon how these transitions intersect with other 
domains in young people’s lives over time, creating the overall form and char-
acter of their transitions to adulthood (MacDonald and Shildrick 2018). 
Developing the ideas laid down in theories of late modernity (e.g. Beck 1992; 
Giddens 1991), such studies have aimed to document and understand how 
young people may be experiencing and negotiating themselves and their lives 
in new social conditions (cf. Du Bois- Reymond 1998).

Our approach to processes of independence is inspired by the biographical 
perspective and the idea of ‘critical moments’ developed by the researchers in 
the longitudinal ‘Inventing Adulthoods’ study (Henderson et al. 2007). 
Instead of devising a narrow individual focus or concentrating on policy- 
related categories, it provides a way to appreciate young people’s lives holisti-
cally and of seeing also “the limited character of their ‘choices’ and the 
critical role of timing in their biographies” (Thomson et al. 2004, p. 237). It 
emphasizes young people’s subjective understandings, feelings and compe-
tencies. Adapting this perspective, we join the critique of the normative 
model, expecting sovereign individuals who are able, in every situation, to 
evaluate, choose and act (Juvonen 2015, p. 164), and we place at the centre of 
inquiry individuals who have different, socially and materially based resources 
and skills with which they orient towards the future (Skeggs 2014, p. 11, pp. 
57–59).

According to Thomson (2007, pp. 103–104), the biographical approach 
encourages one to pay attention to interrelated domains of an individual’s 
life as well as young people’s agency and responses to their life events and 
circumstances. The perspective draws upon the life course theory which iden-
tifies four central factors that together have explanatory value in determining 
unfolding life chances: historical time and place, the timing of lives, linked or 
interdependent lives and human agency (Elder Jr. 1994; Thomson and 
Holland 2015, p. 724). It recognizes, as Woodman and Leccardi (2015, p. 711) 
note, that engagement in one area of life, demands ‘an investment of time 
and energy that is likely to put pressure on the time and energy that is avail-
able to invest in other biographical fields at play in a young person’s particu-
lar social location’. A ‘critical moment’ can be understood as events or 
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experiences in a person’s life which are consequential to their biography; that 
is, they are defined by their roles in providing biographical momentum and 
structure (Thomson et al. 2002).6 The power of the critical moments can be 
felt at the time, but their significance is often recognized only in retrospect in 
the narration of the life course (MacDonald and Shildrick 2013, p. 155).

As part of the ALL- YOUTH Project, our study focuses on young adults’ 
constructions of their pasts in one- off  interviews and the manner in which 
these constructions intertwined with their sense of their current lives and 
related future prospects (Kulmala and Fomina, this volume; Wilson et al. 
2007). We take a critical realist stand to the relationship between the ‘life as 
lived’ and ‘life as told’ (Thomson 2007, p. 77), as we are interested in the 
social circumstances related to life events and young people’s experiences of 
them, even while accepting that knowledge (young people’s accounts of 
themselves as well as our interpretations) is defined by the interactional set-
ting in which they are produced (e.g. the interview schedule and interview 
style) and, as such, a discursively bound and changing social construction 
(Lewis- Beck et al. 2004).

Our use of the notion of ‘critical moment’ is twofold. On the one hand, we 
utilize it as a tool in data gathering, asking the interviewees to identify events 
or experiences they themselves found particularly meaningful for their respec-
tive life course. On the other hand, our analysis focuses on the affiliation of 
this research’s participants to the YS as ‘critical moments’, to consider their 
biographical salience to these young people’s transitions to independent 
living.

Data and methods

We draw upon 17 thematic life course interviews with 18- to- 24- year- old 
young adults in two major urban areas in Finland. The participants were 
recruited through the YS in collaboration with its staff. They shared one 
aspect; they all had faced challenges in transition to independence and sought 
help from the YS. Otherwise, they were a heterogeneous group in terms of life 
situations, gender (12 females, 3 males and 2 transgenders),7 ethnicity, family 
background and social class (ranging from seemingly middle class to socio- 
economically disadvantaged). Many talked about difficult family circum-
stances, and some had been in foster care. Some had moved to Finland as 
children or young persons, and two had a refugee background (Honkatukia 
et al. 2020).8 Some had grown up in their current place of residence; however, 
as is typical for youth transitions in Finland, many had moved towards the 
urban centres of southern Finland after leaving their childhood homes. Four 
researchers, including the authors of this chapter, conducted the interviews 
between March and June 2019. All the interviews were conducted in a place 
chosen by the interviewee, most often at the YS and sometimes in a café. 
Pseudonyms are used for the young people, and none of the places, with the 
exception of the capital (Helsinki) metropolitan area, are named throughout 
the reporting.9
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The collaboration with the YS allowed us to interview ‘difficult- to- reach’ 
young adults who often decline to participate in such studies. Those who 
voluntarily participated in the study spoke vividly about their experiences, 
providing qualitative material rich in descriptions of their social relation-
ships, their educational, work and housing paths and institutional encoun-
ters. While the data are not representative of either the youth population in 
Finland or those who seek assistance from the YS,10 they provide a multifac-
eted view of the obstacles to independent living faced by young people in 
Finnish society and their experiences as users of welfare services. It is also 
possible that the recruitment process may have led to a positive bias in our 
data, emphasizing young persons who are predominantly satisfied with YS or 
confident enough to verbally communicate their life stories.

To encourage the young people to share their stories and reflections of 
their life courses, we combined a voluntary task- based activity, called the 
‘lifeline’, and thematic life story interviews. As our approach was strongly 
informed by research ethics and sensitivity to the issues arising in the context 
of the YS,11 we assumed that a visual tool could help to facilitate the discus-
sion and allow the interviewees to signal what kinds of things they were ready 
to expose and talk about with the interviewers (cf. Wilson et al. 2007). We 
asked each interviewee to draw a lifeline (or ‘any visual representation’) and 
jot down on a sheet of paper events or experiences (both positive and nega-
tive) that they found particularly meaningful in their life histories. These life-
lines provided some structure to the interview conversations, as we invited the 
participants to elaborate upon their notes of particular moments and then 
adapted our interview themes to their accounts. The interview schedule 
included themes of social relationships (family and friends), school, work 
(other institutional encounters), leisure time, future orientation and Finnish 
society. We aimed to keep the interviews flexible, allowing the interviewee to 
control the pace and direction of the conversation. One major advantage of 
the lifeline was that our interviewees used it to raise sensitive issues (such as 
illness, substance abuse and their relationships as clients of the social and 
health services) without us having to ask about them (ibid.).

In the ALL- YOUTH Study, we wanted to take account of young people’s 
feelings in the formation of citizenship experiences and paid attention to the 
meanings young people gave to their situations and experiences, and to the 
relationships between different fields of life. We analyzed the interview tran-
scripts by referring to central research themes12 and timing of life events in 
terms of ‘critical moments’ (Honkatukia et al. 2020, p. 11, pp. 21–23)13. Our 
analytic focus in this chapter rests on the interviewees’ affiliations with the YS 
and their consequences on their biographies. Using this information, we 
identified thematic parallels between these young adults’ life situations and 
need for support, and we considered the role of voluntary non- governmental 
services in supporting their wellbeing during their transitions to adulthood.

While only 4 interviewees out of 17 marked the YS on their lifelines (Anni, 
22 years; Pinja, 20 years; Linnea, 20 years and Nikki, 19 years), most of the 
interviewees emphasized its positive impacts on their respective situations in 
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their accounts. We observed a slight gender difference in the discourse, in that 
males placed less emphasis on the importance of mental support and the 
overall significance of the YS in their lives. All the interviewees were never-
theless willing to discuss the services and support they received, which justi-
fies including all the interviews in this analysis.

Accounts of entering YS

The reasons and avenues for becoming involved with the YS were varied, 
such as needing support to maintain a daily rhythm (to go to school, for 
instance), solving the practical issues associated with navigating the service 
system, managing to live alone, having a safe space to sleep or discussing 
one’s life situation. The interviewees’ contact with the Kotipolku Project in 
the capital metropolitan area was typically related to resolving housing issues, 
such as finding one’s own home or waiting to move into it and requesting 
support for independent living in one’s own home. Some interviewees had 
found the service by themselves, while others came upon it with assistance 
from their family members or a professional in another service (social worker, 
counselling psychologist or youth worker, for instance).

Looking at the interviewees’ lives ‘backwards’ (starting with their presence 
at the shelter) revealed three key biographical themes that commonly inter-
sected these young people’s life stories, informing us about their previous 
struggles and need for support in pursuit of independent adulthood: fragile 
social relationships, illness/issues with mental health and moving residence. 
These themes illustrate how young people’s paths to adulthood and their ori-
entations to the future are constrained by biographical factors which impact 
their investments and sense of competence and direct their access to material, 
social and emotional resources that can help them to build independent adult 
lives (Thomson et al. 2004; Thomson 2007). They also provide insights on 
how young people relate to the events and experiences in their immediate 
relationships and social environments. Even though these themes do not 
include all the biographical factors associated with the struggle for indepen-
dence in our research material, many of the events that interviewees them-
selves identified as ‘critical moments’ in their lifelines intertwined with one or 
more of these themes.

Fragile family and intimate relationships

Most of the life stories were marked by fragile family relationships and lack 
of care, security and support. Unpredictable events and discontinuities in 
social relations, such as illness or death of a parent or friend, were common 
and had resulted in unforeseeable consequences for young people’s transi-
tions (MacDonald and Shildrick 2013). Due to the insecurities in their social 
lives, sometimes persistent since childhood, many interviewees reported trust 
building issues. Moreover, difficult family situations caused many of them to 
leave their childhood homes early in comparison to their peers.



The quest for independent living in Finland 177

We observed different dynamics in social relations, ranging from loud 
arguments and conflicts to remaining quiet and feeling of emotional distance 
or of being left alone. Emilia (aged 20) used to quarrel with her mother. She 
narrated:

It was a Friday evening in 2015. I was 16. We had a really miserable rela-
tionship with my mother. We did not get along and she threw me out of 
the house that Friday evening. I had a mobile phone, and I drove with my 
motorbike to the woods and thought there what to do. Finally, I found 
this place [YS] on the web, and finally, I stayed there.

Emilia remembered that relations between herself  and her mother had 
become strained after she started seventh grade. She was the oldest of the 
siblings and felt that her mother was always reprimanding her. According to 
Emilia, it was actually her mother who had told her to move out during their 
arguments. Her father lived abroad, and she did not know her grandparents. 
Furthermore, their family had lived abroad because of her father’s work and 
she had not built enduring relationships in Finland. At the time of crisis, she 
did not know where to go or who to turn to. ‘There were no safe adults or 
anyone like that in my life at that time’, she related. Emilia’s observations and 
experiences reveal that in order to feel secure, it is necessary to know people 
one could rely on and ask for support. Moving from one place or country to 
another can leave a young person without the much- needed social network 
required for such a transition.

Sara (21 years) also reported having arguments with her mother.

I was 18 at the time. My boyfriend at the time also lived at our place. We 
had a somewhat unbalanced situation at home because my mother had 
just taken her ex back. I did not get along with my mother’s ex and (...) 
[f]inally, the ex, who had not even moved back to our place, kicked my 
boyfriend out of the house (...) We fought all the time with my mother 
and I was also concerned about my sisters. Mum was working 24/7. I 
went to the web and clicked on a button and got a call from here [YS]. 
I came to the crises section and as my boyfriend had been thrown out, I 
had decided that I will move out also.

Sara’s account highlighted her tensions with her mother and her mother’s 
spouse. Sara felt that her mother was working all the time, and she was wor-
ried about her younger sisters’ wellbeing and physical integrity.

These accounts contradict the normative life course narrative, which typi-
cally includes the presence of a childhood family, usually with one’s biologi-
cal parents, and thereby securing one’s material, social and emotional being 
(cf. Jones 2009, p. 163). Instead of the satisfactory support required during 
their growing- up years, the young adults highlighted instability in family rela-
tions due to separation, death and problems with money or intoxicants, for 
instance. Sometimes, lack of parenting resulted from a parent falling short of 
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resources because of his/her own problems or difficulties with other family 
members. Nikki (19 years) related how she had not learnt social skills at 
home.

Well, I think that my past is a very relevant matter in relation to my 
independence. See, I come from a bit of  a bad family. There were prob-
lems with alcohol, I was not allowed to go out and nobody could come 
to our place … as if  I was not allowed to be visible and heard. I did 
not learn those normal skills required for independence, let alone social 
skills, at all.

These feelings of ‘invisibility’, loneliness and not getting recognized were also 
present in the other interviewees’ accounts. For example, after the sudden 
death of her father, Veera (aged 20) felt that she had mainly become a baby-
sitter for her younger siblings in a reconstituted family.

In addition to family relations, peers and romantic relationships played a 
significant role in young adults’ lives. Many had struggled for years with self- 
esteem and trust issues because of the bullying they had experienced at 
school. Valtteri (24 years) contacted the YS because he had become homeless 
after breaking up with his short- term girlfriend with whom he had shared an 
apartment. He did not maintain contact with his mother, and his father had 
died when he was 6 years old. His grandmother was dead too. He himself  had 
a little daughter whom he had not seen. When Valtteri and his mother moved 
to a new town, he did not stay there long. He left alone to return to the place 
he had moved from because his friends lived there. Eventually, he was enrolled 
in child care services at the age of 16. Like Emilia, Valtteri did not have close 
relationships with his childhood family, and all his brothers and sisters had 
been moved to foster homes.

Fragile family relationships and tensions or the experience of being ignored 
at home sometimes resulted in accelerated steps toward independence and 
leaving of the childhood home, highlighting the need to find meaning and 
support from other social relationships. In most cases, the young adults’ 
reflection on their frail relations, wellbeing and resources with regard to initi-
ating independent living were related and emphasized their need for support. 
A few interview accounts nevertheless depicted family relations as unprob-
lematic and unrelated with support needs such as requiring help with life 
management or acquiring an apartment. Moreover, despite some history of 
family problems, a few interviewees narrated that their parents had supported 
their process of independence by helping with living arrangements, for 
instance. Some had come to the YS with a parent or due to the parent’s 
advice.

Illness and psycho-social wellbeing issues

While health concerns as such were not a reason for these young people to 
contact the YS, they overlapped intricately with their life stories and current 
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challenges. In addition to their own health problems, many had encountered 
illness and bereavement in their immediate social relationships, which were 
often conveyed in the interviews in a mundane manner although they struck 
us, the interviewers, as out of the ordinary and distressing (MacDonald and 
Shildrick 2013). The most common type of ill- health issue recounted by the 
youngsters themselves was depression, which was often associated with anxi-
ety or other mental health problems.

Viivi (24 years) had entered the Kotipolku Project via access to outreach 
youth work14 in the midst of her move from one house to another; she was 
not able to find a new home as quickly as she had hoped. She had been simul-
taneously seeking a place for a work experiment or rehabilitation. Viivi 
related her difficulties with her health issues which were also intertwined with 
her social relations.

I had been diagnosed with Asperger later in my life, and I feel that it is 
the reason why I have had all kinds of problems. When I was 16, I looked 
for psychiatric help for the first time. I think there were multiple issues, 
such as little sisters and a new living place after moving to a new town. 
After moving I realized that I was unwell in some way. I was stuck. I had 
no means of going forward and I did not know what was wrong.

Anni (22 years) told us about her rheumatism.

I went to study to become a waitress although its [rheumatism’s] symp-
toms were apparent. I never had to stay away from school because of 
rheumatism although we had almost one year of work practice. Of 
course, there were periods during my leisure time when I was more sick 
and more tired than usual and I had occasional pains.

Her rheumatism had required attention throughout her life. She had tried 
many different medications, because some of them had resulted in side- 
effects. In addition to rheumatism, she was diagnosed with depression in sec-
ondary school.

I had anxiety and depression, and I used to cut myself. Well, my mother 
noticed and contacted the school nurse who guided me to a city youth 
psychiatric centre. I went a lot to therapy; however, I was able to go to 
school. My workload at school was reduced by 20% and I was allowed 
to come to the school later so that I could sleep enough. I used to stay up 
and cry, so of course, I was tired in the morning.

The manner in which people categorize and experience certain events depends 
on their social environments (Thomson et al. 2002, p. 342). Viivi’s narrative 
indicates that she remained confused and was unable to solve issues and ‘go 
forward’. She felt that one reason for her problems was the developmental 
disorder, which affected nonverbal communication and caused difficulties in 
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social interaction since school age. At home, she did not want to burden 
already tired parents with her own problems; instead, she suffered quietly and 
retreated into herself.

The youngsters we interviewed puzzled about how they would manage in 
their work lives because of their struggles with disorders, depression and 
other mental health problems, illnesses, medication requirements and hospi-
tal visits, all of which could disrupt their attention at school. For example, 
Anni’s narrative demonstrated how helping someone with an illness to 
recover requires the attention of not just the person undergoing that illness, 
but also his/her family, friends and institutions.

In addition to illnesses and disorders, some of the young adults confessed 
to problems with substance use. For example, Valtteri had been partaking 
alcohol and other intoxicants from secondary school onwards. After com-
pleting basic education, he had attended school only irregularly because of 
his alcohol use and the requirement to travel between the town the school was 
located in and the town in which his friends resided. He used to drink alcohol 
with his friends and consequently skipped school. Interviewed at the age of 
24, he was studying in vocational education and training. He regretted ‘miss-
ing’ so many years of his early adulthood because of a reckless lifestyle 
resulting from his early freedom that independent living resulted in after his 
leaving care. ‘But then, it can’t be changed. Forward, forward’, he said.

Aleksi (aged 21), who received his own home via the Kotipolku Project, 
explained the following:

Well, I am in a messed up situation. All kinds of things have happened 
recently. Last summer, I left the army. Then I worked for a while ... I do 
not know ... I was distressed about everything and I lost interest in life. 
Well then I started to use drugs. I had to go to the rehabilitation but I did 
not stay there. It was too short a visit.

Aleksi had quit military service after a short while, disappointing his father, 
who had told Aleksi that he should not come home and instead live else-
where. He had then moved in with his sibling, and his mother had helped him 
to contact the YS Project in order to find a place of his own. Aleksi’s drug use 
seemed to be related to his feeling of not knowing what to do. He was unable 
to agree to long- term commitments required for the military, a working life 
and rehabilitation.

Overcoming an illness requires specific attention and care, and, as in the 
case of substance use, these efforts take time away from school, which is a 
crucial institutional marker of life transitions. The interview accounts also 
show how young adults negotiated their everyday life in poor health condi-
tions, which arose from their difficult transition experiences and complicated 
their social activities and their relations with the welfare service system. On 
the other hand, substance use appeared to offer some form of sociability, 
which the young people found more appealing in their life situations, particu-
larly when their institutional duties were stressful or difficult to deal with.
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Moving residence

The third unifying theme in the young interviewees’ narratives of seeking 
support at the YS involved physically moving from one town or neighbour-
hood to another or out of their childhood homes. These young people moved 
for different reasons, and sometimes, the moving was dictated—even forced—
by external factors. Notably, moving to one’s own home was configured as a 
turning point in the process of independence for the interviewees, who 
reported experiencing mixed feelings and practical challenges. Jerome, who 
stayed at the YS for some time while waiting to get his own apartment after 
having moved to town, felt that having a place to call his own had been a 
starting point for his new life and helped to solve some of his troubles. For 
Nora, moving into her own home made life easier as she escaped from the 
violent atmosphere of her childhood home.

The moving went well. I lived in this town and went to school in another. 
Sometimes, it took as much as two hours to travel to the school. The 
moving helped the travel- related stress and I did not have that feeling 
of responsibility that I had experienced in my [childhood] family. I was 
allowed to be independent. I only had to take care of the apartment.

Although Nora experienced struggles at the beginning of her independent 
living phase (we will explore these later in this chapter), she felt that living 
alone helped her to concentrate on her studies and her life in general.

The young adults reported struggles with the support system, as they were 
unaware about how to navigate it. These issues resulted in problems with 
money and paying rent. Some expected that their moving to live alone meant 
that they would decide every aspect of their lives as they pleased and would 
live exactly as they wished. However, they found their daily routines in disar-
ray and resorted to binge- watching movies and programmes online, much 
like the practice in their childhood homes.

Young people who immigrate to Finland alone when under- aged experi-
ence mixed feelings of hope and despair as well as opportunities, uncertain-
ties and responsibilities (Honkasalo et al. 2017, p. 7). Moreover, some have 
had to move several times within Finland and adapt to changing locations 
and social relationships on each such occasion. Jusuf (21 years), for example, 
had moved four times during the four years he had stayed in Finland.

I came to Finland in 2015 and I lived in a town in eastern Finland. Then 
I moved to a different town to study the Finnish language, but I did not 
have many friends there. Then my social workers told me that I had too 
long a way to travel to school and so I moved to a new town in eastern 
Finland. It was better in that town because it contained people from the 
same country I had belonged to.

His narrative revealed that in the beginning of his stay in Finland, his life was 
structured and conditioned by Finnish laws and institutions. In accordance 
with observations from studies focusing on young asylum seekers, Jusuf’s 
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movements from one centre to another or to a school housing were suggested 
by his social workers (Piitulainen 2016, pp. 17–18), and he felt that he had 
made more friends after moving to a bigger town, where he was able to play 
football with them in his free time (Maiche 2017, p. 22). These accounts also 
suggest that institutions and official networks may not always work in the 
best interests of the young person or fail to provide adequate support, espe-
cially to children or young adults who are trying to plan their future without 
recourse to trusted intimate relationships.

Aada moved away from her childhood home at the age of 16 to escape an 
extreme situation; she was fleeing from a personal threat. This was the first 
time she had moved homes after having lived for some periods in a hospital 
ward. Once she was alone in her student flat in the new town, she was shocked 
by the lack of friends and loneliness and became depressed because she had 
no one to turn to. After relocation, she maintained contact with the outreach 
youth workers and the adolescent psychiatric clinic that had directed her to 
the YS. She needed support mainly because of the intimidation which contin-
ued despite her changing homes, which made her feel afraid to move out 
alone. She was sometimes escorted to the YS from her home by car. The start 
of her independent life included a difficult study year with many absences 
from school, which was partly exacerbated by sleep problems confusing her 
daily rhythm.

An exploration of the various reasons for entering the YS revealed that 
obstacles to independent living, such as homelessness, often result from 
diverse dynamics and accumulated troubles associated with social relations, 
health issues and/or encounters with institutional structures, such as the ser-
vice system. For most of our interviewees, these experiences and dealing with 
them had created delays and twists and turns in transitions in education and 
from school to work. They recognized that these issues affected their possi-
bilities to make choices and long- term plans in different areas of life and 
made them dependent on external support, often against their will, increas-
ing uncertainty about their own abilities and future prospects. For some of 
the interviewees, moving to the big cities of southern Finland had temporar-
ily added to challenges of managing personal life but also had helped to find 
a combination of services where one’s support needs were met.

Enabling spaces and possibilities for support

The focus on the YS as a critical moment in the youngsters’ biographies high-
lights the kinds of help the young adults needed and found useful in their 
quest to live independently. It draws attention to the role of professionals and 
different aspects of the service system as part of young people’s life stories 
and thus contribute to improved understanding of more opportunities for 
providing support (Thomson 2007, p. 73, 104).

As pointed out earlier, the Finnish support system is diverse and includes 
public, private and third sector services. The interviewees, who had been 
involved in several services with different sectors, had accumulated both 
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positive and negative experiences of service encounters. They pointed out 
aspects that had not worked well for them, such as situations when there was 
confusion about service provision or when there was a break in provision 
(Munford and Sanders 2016). In this section, based on the young adults’ nar-
ratives, we highlight the assistance they found helpful in their life situations 
and in relation to their future plans.

One of the recognized problems within the Finnish support system involves 
its fragmentation (Perälä et al. 2012). Viivi had become aware of this frag-
mentation when she had moved from one place to another.

The worst experience in mental health care was when I moved [to a dif-
ferent town]. I was on a sick leave at the time. They wrote me an admis-
sion note stating that my sick leave should be continued. I came to the 
new place and started the therapy. My papers had not arrived at that 
time. Then, my papers arrived and the therapist told me that you do not 
belong here, go away, we are not a bank, go to work. That was the most 
negative experience that I have ever had and nobody helped. I was like, 
well, where do I go?

Viivi remembered this experience as ‘the worst one’. She had moved to a 
new place and was abandoned without support. She had just lost her apart-
ment in the town she previously lived in. Eventually, she lived with her previ-
ous roommate for half  a year, and in her own words, ‘twiddled [her] thumbs 
and just wondered what I am going to do now. Everything collapsed and 
I stayed out’.

The fragmentation and overlapping of services over different sectors or 
municipalities weakens their influence due to problems with information 
transfer and the provision of the services by only one sector (Pekkarinen and 
Myllyniemi 2012, pp. 26–27; Perälä et al. 2012). These oversights lead to situ-
ations in which only the symptoms are treated, while the actual problems 
persist. In addition, some cases do not receive any assistance at all, as in 
Viivi’s example. Her words describe how the existing everyday structures and 
practices ‘collapsed’, a word often used in situations when people’s experi-
ences change (Lawler 2010). Viivi felt excluded, was not able to do much and 
was forced to stay ‘outside’. This kind of support structure excludes certain 
people, and also maintains inequalities and divisions between those inside 
and the others outside it (Saari 2019, p. 24). Finally, in geographical terms 
too, the support system is uneven. For example, when Viivi relocated to the 
urban capital area, she felt that the doctors there possessed the professional 
experience to help her.

In general, the young adults described that the YS had supported them and 
their everyday coping concretely by providing temporary accommodation, 
helping them to fill the different forms required by the bureaucratic system or 
advising them on carefully managing their salary, study allowance or living 
expenses. The young adults also mentioned that they had been able to discuss 
their life situations, possibilities and future hopes honestly at the YS.



184 Miia Lähde and Jenni Mölkänen

The young people’s reflections, however, showed that they lacked concrete 
knowledge of the workings of the support system, the kinds of support avail-
able to them and their rights (see also Kulmala and Fomina, this volume). 
Nora explained that she was quite lost as to how things in her life should work.

Clearly, I was not able to handle all that is required when one is inde-
pendent; money for rent, water and electricity bills, telephone, food and 
clothes … everything. I wanted someone who had gone through the same 
things to advise me on what to do.

The importance of concrete and practical support was also highlighted by 
Emilia.

I got help from here [YS] with money issues, like with an alimony, and do 
I have any possibility to apply for some monetary support … I did not 
know anything about those things ...We filled in applications for KELA15 
and copied them together (...) And everybody were really friendly here 
and I got all the stamps and envelopes.

Researchers have pointed out that the institutional system itself  can margin-
alize young people: understanding the service system requires multiple skills, 
time management, flexibility and the patience to wait one’s turn (Aaltonen et 
al. 2015; Brunila et al. 2018). In addition, people with difficulties are often 
quiet and have been silenced (Aaltonen and Kivijärvi 2017, p. 17; Atkinson et 
al. 2003, pp. 71–72). Indeed, the young adults highlighted situations where 
they had remained quiet although they were unsure about whether their 
affairs had been handled well by the experts. Anni explained how her visits to 
the rheumatism clinic were not always pleasant.

I did not get what I wanted or what belonged to me at the doctor’s. I 
always felt that we disagreed with the doctor, and because I was a young 
girl, I always left with the feeling that everything is not well, and I called 
crying to my mum that I don’t know what I will do.

The service system is built on the assumption that individuals who seek assis-
tance are able and willing to talk and describe their situations. For example, 
Aada reported that she was only able to talk about her issues with the psy-
chiatrist after seeing them over a longer time period: ‘When I did not know 
how to talk, there was no point of going there.’ Valtteri stated that, ‘One gets 
help when one asks’, emphasizing the importance of asking for the required 
service and support, and sometimes, even knowing what to ask.

In spite of their negative experiences, the young adults themselves offered 
ideas for relevant support. A very concrete and practical suggestion came 
from Nora, who suggested that civic skills should be taught in elementary 
school: ‘They should teach very practical civics in comprehensive school. 
Like how to fill in KELA forms.’
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In addition to the practical help, the YS supported the young adults by 
their very presence, discussing their lives, thoughts, fears, hopes and plans. As 
Emilia put it,

… and the most important thing was that when I said something, the 
people [at the YS] did not just agree with me; they were able to argue 
against me and discuss the issue from different perspectives ... It was 
important that they listened but did not pet one’s head. And when I 
called here, it did not have to be for some really devastating event and I 
was still allowed to come here. That was important.

These reflections show that the young people appreciated the concrete and 
holistic support that the official sector- based service system of the welfare 
state may not always be able to provide. The young adults appreciated talk-
ing, listening and being offered diverse and realistic perspectives. These per-
spectives were not only related to their work or educational plans, but also 
concerned their identities, competencies, social relations, the kinds of lives 
they wanted to live and the possibilities.

Simply being aware that a safe alternative such as the YS existed for young 
adults to contact at any time improved their feelings of security. Pinja, who 
had been provided child protection under social services and later moved 
from the hospital to live by herself, described the following:

It was important that the support was not tied to the office hours. In 
addition, it was not always about problem solving but just hanging 
around, being quiet or chatting about everyday matters. It was important 
to know that there was a place that one could contact and go, even if  one 
was living by himself/herself.

In addition to knowing that the support was not restricted to office hours, the 
fact that the YS provided a relaxing atmosphere that allowed socializing and 
did not necessarily include problem solving was considered to be very reliev-
ing. When needed, the YS served as a temporary, safe and drug- free accom-
modation between 5 p.m. and 10 a.m. daily, and many of the interviewees 
had made use of these facilities. Unlike the Russian care leavers interviewed 
by Kulmala and Fomina (this volume), who experienced their targeted ser-
vices as stigmatizing, the participants in our study did not discuss social 
stigma in association with the YS, which are open and accessible to anyone.

The narratives of the young adults also inform us that the safe and reliable 
workers they found at the YS strengthened their ability to cope during diffi-
cult life situations, supported their life choices and increased their sense of 
safety. The employees of the YS were significant adults who could provide 
the young people with alternative perspectives of difficult situations and life 
in general, helping them to recognize new aspects of themselves and believe 
in their dreams and the possibility of building their own lives (see also 
Kulmala and Fomina, this volume). At the same time and according to the 
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YS ethos, many young people felt they had been able to re- connect and build 
a more positive rapport with their parents. The positive accounts of getting 
help from the YS thus point to the young adults’ subjective experiences of 
being recognized as people with their own personalities, special needs and life 
situations, and not only in terms of their problems.

Our data also show how young adults became familiar with fragmented 
services and project- like working lives through their contacts with the sup-
port system (cf., e.g., Puuronen 2014a, p. 30). Viivi noted,

I would like to complain about project work because most of the help 
that I get at the moment from The Girls House and outreach youth work 
is paid as projects. I have been talking with these workers, and in both 
cases, the relationships with them ended because their project funding 
had ended.

The young adults felt that it was tiring to establish new relationships with 
new people. As Anni described: ‘I am tired of explaining my situation over 
and over again and getting to know new people as people [in the services and 
support system] change ... it is just so f****** tiring’.

The young adults’ reflections show that they appreciated long- term rela-
tions with support personnel (Gissler et al. 2018). It was important for them 
that one or more adults know about their situations. However, not all the 
workers and young people got along. Jerome indicated that he told the YS 
volunteers ‘I do not like you’ upon recognizing that he did not get along with 
them. Jerome was able to express his boundaries despite the challenges he 
had confronted as he had come to Finland alone as a young teenager. Such a 
comment and the underlying need to draw boundaries informs us about 
agency that tends to be restricted and controlled in the institutional service 
context (Foucault 2005; Goffman 1969; Honkatukia et al. 2020, pp. 54–55; 
Kallio 2019, p. 169). It demonstrates the importance for young people to be 
allowed to express themselves and to be heard and thus maintain their auton-
omy in navigating the services and managing themselves.

Conclusions

Researchers in youth studies have called for more nuanced accounts of the 
manner in which young people’s experiences in different spheres of life, and 
in relation to services, interact (Aapola and Ketokivi 2005; MacDonald and 
Shildrick 2007; Thomson 2007; Suurpää 2009; Aaltonen and Kivijärvi 2017). 
In this chapter, we focused on biographical interviews that captured the 
dynamic processes of independence and experiences of young people on the 
threshold of adulthood who are typically targets of policy interventions and 
whose voices are not so well heard in the society (cf. MacDonald and Shildrick 
2018). As in the case of the youth population in general, the study partici-
pants were a diverse group of people from different social backgrounds, some 
more committed to society than others. Their struggles of independence are 
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not unique to Finland; they run parallel with the lives of the youths in other 
Nordic countries (e.g. Ekman 2020, p. 2; Paulsen et al. 2018; Jørgensen et al. 
2019). Thus, despite the local data analysis and framework setting, the study 
contributes to a wider debate and policy emphases on young people’s wellbe-
ing and opportunities for meaningful citizen engagement in the context of 
social sustainability. Our observations also resonate with those of Kulmala 
and Fomina in this book, addressing, in a different cultural context, how 
young adult’s agency is informed by social circumstances and negotiated at 
the junction of the past, present and future.

The biographical perspective illustrates how the social conditions of grow-
ing up shape young people’s wellbeing and how unpredicted life events or inse-
cure social relationships may impact on their chances of building independent 
lives. At the same time, it helps to identify the characteristics that shape con-
temporary transitions to adulthood more generally. We focused on the signifi-
cance of the YS as a ‘moment’ in each of our interviewees’ life courses, which 
is ‘critical’ given its consequences on their lives and identities as well as its 
revelations of the needs topical in the life stage of emerging independence and 
the kinds of support the young adults found appropriate. Our analysis of the 
YS as a ‘critical moment’ also highlights the importance of safe adult relation-
ships and sound emotional support on the way to independent living and 
points to the possibility of providing an emotional social safety net.

The young interviewees’ motivations to seek help at the YS and their sup-
port needs varied depending on the specific issues affecting them, such as 
finding a residence, searching for more long- term support with everyday life 
management or seeking psycho- social wellbeing (e.g. self- confidence or a 
sense of security). In addition to family background and other immediate 
relationships, their challenges were influenced by health issues and the 
changes associated with moving from one location to another.16 As these 
various issues were often intertwined and had been accumulating over the 
years, their challenging life situations could not be set right with short- term 
solutions and a narrow approach to defining problems. It seems, nevertheless, 
that the youths’ sense of autonomy and competence benefited from the sup-
port and nurturing provided by the YS, which granted them time to resolve 
their issues and a low threshold for seeking aid. In doing so, the system rec-
ognized a person in his/her specific social circumstances.

One of the most prominent features in our data concerned the fragility of 
social relationships defining the transition to adulthood. Many of the inter-
viewees had suffered from bullying at school or had taken responsibility for 
themselves, and sometimes even their younger siblings, at an early age. 
Tellingly, most of them acknowledged the significance of reliable adults and 
impartial space at the YS, where they could think about their identities and 
take steps towards independent living. Despite their familiarity with the other 
welfare services, they noted that the kind of practical and emotional support 
provided by the YS was essential to their wellbeing. As per many interview-
ees’ life narratives, their affiliations to the YS signified positive change and 
personal growth.
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According to our findings, health concerns and health- related behaviours, 
which have not been studied as key strands influencing youth transitions 
(MacDonald and Shildrick 2013), require particular attention as part of the 
current day processes of independence in terms of how the personal struggle 
and social disadvantage related to health problems interact with social struc-
tures and the uncertainties in youths’ lives (Brunila et al. 2020; Brunila and 
Lundahl 2020). Mental health problems, which are sometimes associated with 
other illnesses or addiction, were prominent in our data. They required active 
attention from the young people, influencing both their investments and sense 
of agency in different spheres of life, and reducing their possibilities for smooth 
transitions from education to work and independent living. Depression, for 
example, which is increasingly diagnosed among the youth (Filatova et al. 
2019), both reflects and adds to anxieties about the work life and is therefore 
related to social expectations and pressures targeting young people.

According to our data, the subjective sense of managing by oneself  lies at 
the core of achieving independence for young people (Honkatukia et al. 
2020). However, becoming independent is not a transition towards being self- 
sufficient; instead, it involves the reshaping of the social relationships and 
mutual dependencies between people (Cameron et al. 2018). Our findings 
show that the YS workers had an important role in helping the young people 
to strengthen social ties in their lives. Moreover, the young adults’ apprecia-
tion of the holistic encounters at the YS suggests that to support wellbeing 
and independent coping, a third sector service based on voluntary engage-
ment may be able to provide a sense of personal recognition and timely sup-
port in a way that the fragmented, often burdened government services 
cannot necessarily offer. Importantly, these service encounters had allowed 
the young people to regard themselves as socially included and competent 
adults who have resources and capabilities for coping (see also Thomson 
et al. 2004; Juvonen 2015; Munford and Sanders 2016; Gissler et al. 2018).

Altogether, our study highlights the need for more flexible and holistic 
forms of services for Finnish youth transitioning to independent living com-
pared to the simple focus on quick moves through education to working life. 
Improved biographical understanding based on the views and experiences of 
the young adults themselves and their accounts of the diverse paths towards 
adulthood could provide insights into developing practices to support young 
adults in their quest for independence.
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Notes

 1 A crucial change for a small proportion of youth involves the end of the statutory 
right to alternative care. This change permits after- care with a personal service 
plan, the age limit of which was recently changed from 21 to 25 years by the 
amendment to the Finnish Child Welfare Act (Sosiaali-  ja terveysministeriö, 
2020).

 2 In Finland, child benefit ends when a person turns 17, while the German model, 
for example, allows parents, under certain terms, to continue applying for the 
child benefit until the child turns 25 (Bundeskindergeldgesetz 2009).

 3 https://www.redcross.fi/help- and- support/support- emergency- youth- shelter
 4 In 2018, the Youth Shelters supported 1,054 young adults and 1,791 parents. They 

served 5,370 individual, parent, or network negotiations (Nuorten turvatalon 
vuosi 2018: 5).

 5 The Kotipolku Project was launched in 2018 as a response to an increasingly dif-
ficult housing situation for young adults under 25 years in the capital metropoli-
tan area (Kotipolku 2020).

 6 Julie Cruikshank (1998) coined the term ‘epitomizing event’ in the context of oral 
history studies in anthropology. She also worked with biographical narratives as a 
research method.

 7 We made our own assumptions based on the interviewees’ names and self- 
presentations. We did not ask them about their gender identification preferences 
unless the issue was brought up by the interviewee.

 8 The young adults were contacted by a worker of the YS, who presented the initial 
interview request. Only persons aged over 18 years were contacted.

 9 We are ethically committed to protect the privacy of the interviewees and avoid 
any harm to them. Thus, locations other than the capital metropolitan area 
(Helsinki, Espoo and Vantaa) are unspecified, and instead, we refer to ‘big city’ or 
larger areas (e.g. ‘eastern Finland’).

 10 Almost two- thirds of the research participants were women even though about 
half  of those who reach out to the YS are male. Despite the staff’s efforts to 
motivate young men to participate, many rejected the opportunity.

 11 These concerns were reflected throughout our recruitment and research process. 
We ensured that the interviewees were aware of their rights, as well as the avail-
ability of the YS staff  to discuss any aspect of the interview that might upset 
them. Ethical approval was obtained from the Tampere University Research 
Ethics Committee. Informed consent was given by the participants after all the 
steps of the procedure were explained to them.

 12 These central research themes were participation in society, relationship with soci-
etal institutions, social relations and the importance of (one’s own) home.

 13 As our definition of critical moments (or the turning points in each account) 
encompasses both events and experiences emphasized by the young people them-
selves and what we as researchers identified as critical, it is important to note that 
these two may differ (Thomson and Holland, 2015: 727).

 14 Outreach youth work in Finland takes place under regional state administrative 
agencies and expands on youth work by reaching youth under 29 years old in their 
own surroundings. It is a ‘detective form’ of youth work, which seeks to identify 
needs for services and supports their delivery with a youth- centred ethos 
(Puuronen 2014b).

 15 KELA refers to the Social Insurance Institution of Finland.

https://www.redcross.fi
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 16 There were also other social or socio- structural factors, which influenced some of 
these young people’s challenges of independence such as discrimination based on 
ethnicity and racialized identity.
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9 Planning for the future
Future orientation, agency and  
self-efficacy of young adults leaving care 
in the Russian Arctic

Meri Kulmala and Anna Fomina

Introduction

What goals and expectations do young adults leaving alternative care1 have 
for the future in the Russian Arctic? Do they plan? If  so, how far does their 
thinking extend? How do they see their chances to influence their future? 
What are the major factors in the social context that influence future plan-
ning? This chapter explores the expectations of young people who transition 
from different forms of alternative care into independent adult life (see also 
Lähde and Mölkänen in this volume).

According to Nurmi (1991, p. 1), thinking and planning for the future are 
particularly important for young people for several reasons. Firstly, young 
adults are faced with a number of normative age- specific tasks, most of which 
concern expected life span development and which require thinking about 
the future. Secondly, young adults’ future- oriented decisions, such as those 
related to career, lifestyle, and family, have a crucial influence on their later 
adult life. Thirdly, how young adults see their future plays an important part 
in their identity formation. Moreover, if  young people have experienced chal-
lenges and hardships in their life, this also affects how they see their future 
(also Lähde and Mölkänen, this volume).

As Massey et al. (2008, pp. 424–442; 445–445) write in their review article, 
a number of studies shows that family context has a great influence on ado-
lescents’ future- oriented planning. It does so in terms of parents and children 
having similar life goals and aspirations, for instance, on education. Maternal 
support is shown to be related to educational expectations and self- efficacy. 
Findings concerning the influence of parental socio- economic status or the 
ethnicity or gender of an adolescent seem to be ambiguous (see Massey et al. 
2008, pp. 424–442). One can yet assume that (the lack of a stable) family 
context has a particular influence on the planning of young adults who have 
lived in alternative care and whose journey to adulthood, thus, is undertaken 
against a backdrop of difficult life experiences and sometimes amidst unsup-
portive family relationships (Hiles et al. 2014, p. 1). Research has indicated 
that among the young adults who have had such severe adverse experiences 
as alternative care placement or maltreatment in their lives ‘future orienta-
tion’ and ‘planning’ promote ability to cope with hardships (Appleton 2019, 
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p. 4). Thus, imagining one’s future with a sense of control over one’s life can 
be considered as a resource its own right: developing such a mastery over 
one’s life provides one with resilience (Hitlin and Kirkpatrick Johnson 2015).

We examined the plans and aspirations of 43 care leavers in two regions of 
North- West Russia where we, together with young peer- researchers, con-
ducted biographical interviews from December 2018 to October 2019.2 We 
analyse how these young adults orientate themselves to the future and their 
perceptions of how far they control their own future. Our main concept is 
“subjective agency” involving: (a) perceived capacities; and (b) perceived 
expectations of what life holds in store. We understand agency as the ability 
to plan and make related decisions, while a sense of agentic ability refers to 
young adults’ own perception of their ability to master their lives (i.e. self- 
efficacy). Agency is embedded, on the one hand, in the past; on the other, it 
is orientated towards the future and the present (Emirbayer and Mische 
1998). Building on this conceptual framework, our central question lies in the 
self- understanding of a young person about her/his ability at a given moment 
to influence their future. This present self- perception is obviously informed 
by past life experience, as also Lähde and Mölkänen show in their chapter in 
this volume.

In addition to our investigation on (future) orientation and agentic ability, 
we ask what factors the observed orientations interconnect. Through our 
investigation, we aim to understand the conditions that could facilitate the 
development of self- efficacy which could contribute further to the resilience 
of these young adults to cope with various challenges. In our understanding, 
young adults who make plans exercise their agency and they do this within 
both enabling and constraining structures and in relationship to other people 
and in the context of their personal histories (cf. Viuhko 2020, pp. 45–46; also 
Lähde and Mölkänen, this volume).

In this chapter, we first shortly introduce how support systems for young 
adults leaving care work in the Russian context. Then we present our theo-
retical framework and methodology. The empirical analysis that follows is 
structured by two modes of future orientation found in our study: those who 
plan and dream ahead and those who show little future orientation or refuse 
to plan. The analysis is connected to different modes of agency and is fol-
lowed by a discussion of the external factors that affect these modes of 
agency.

Russian care leavers and aftercare support

Russia is undergoing massive child welfare reform in line with global trends 
to dismantle residential care and develop community- based services for 
families and children and alternative care in foster families. The reform 
stems from the common understanding that residential care leads to weak 
social adaptation and social exclusion. One of  the priorities of  the reform is 
to develop aftercare support services for young people who transition into 
their independent life. In Russia, young adults are eligible for such support 
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until the age of  23. A critical moment was in 2014, when the Decree #481 
(Decree #481 2014) came into force and transformed the residential chil-
dren’s homes into family support centres that were assigned with new tasks, 
including preventive and support services for birth and foster families and 
aftercare services for care leavers. Care in an institutional setting can be 
provided only as a last resort and on a short and temporary basis. (Kulmala 
et al. 2021b)

Care reform changed drastically in terms of where children deprived of 
parental care could be placed. Between 2005 and 2019, the number of resi-
dential care institutions decreased by two- thirds (Tarasenko, 2021, p. 102). 
Instead, children are increasingly placed in foster families: if  in 2000 only 1% 
were placed in foster families, by 2017 the share had risen to 28%. Meanwhile, 
the share of residential care dropped from 27% to 8% (Biryukova and 
Makarentseva 2021, p. 32). Additionally, there are a number of children vil-
lages in which several foster families often live together (Kulmala et al. 
2021b). Thus, the family context—or alternative care placement—might have 
a significant influence on the future orientation of a young person. In our 
analysis, we view individual context as a micro- level external factor.

According to Decree #481 each family support centre has to have a specific 
department working with care leavers. This work ideally includes providing 
informational, legal, psychological services and personal support. Yet, in 
reality the centres are often able to provide only minimal support and NGOs 
provide many kinds of significant supplementary and complementary sup-
port (Kulmala et al. 2021d; also Lähde and Mölkänen, this volume, for the 
Finnish context). NGOs are often forerunners in terms of developing new 
working practices and approaches as well as services (Kulmala et al. 2021d). 
For instance, NGOs do valuable work in terms of different aftercare pro-
grammes from the so- called ‘youth houses’ (dom molodezhi) to practice inde-
pendent living to psychological and juridical counselling. NGO- run (and 
often state- funded) programmes with volunteers act as individual mentors 
for young people in alternative care and are also currently spread widely 
throughout the country. There are, however, vast regional differences in 
Russia in how the public aftercare services function in practice and how 
developed the non- state provision of services is. Some regions are, for 
instance, more open to NGOs than others (Skokova et al. 2018; Tarasenko 
2021). In our analysis the regional infrastructure we considered to be a meso 
level external factor.

Care leavers in Russia are supported in many ways by the federal- level 
social policy, which we view as a macro- level external factor. Generally, the 
benefits that young people leaving care receive from the state include one- off  
and monthly payments, as well as subsidies for housing and communal ser-
vices. In case a care leaver inherited no real estate from their birth parents, (s)
he has the right to get a state- sponsored apartment, which, in five years, 
becomes her/his own property. The apartment is usually located in the munic-
ipality where the care leaver officially resides (registration). This is sometimes 
problematic if  a care leaver has built her/his independent adult life in one 
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place, due to studies for instance, but is registered in another place, for 
instance due to the place of residence of her/his birth. There are some regions 
where these state- sponsored apartments are all located in certain residential 
districts, or even in certain buildings, where all the care leavers are then settled 
(Abramov et al. 2016).

In the sphere of education, care leavers have the right to obtain two sec-
ondary vocational degrees and one university degree free- of- charge before 
they turn 23 years old. While they study, young care leavers receive financial 
and material support (such as a bursary, money for public transportation and 
personal hygiene products and clothes) and a place in a dormitory. State 
policy heavily encourages care leavers to study. Consequently, most of them 
choose to study but the regional educational infrastructure, societal stigma 
and lack of individual counselling largely shape this choice. Too often these 
young adults are “sent” to study in certain less distinguished schools, learn-
ing skills related to certain low- paid professions due to a sense that they are 
unable to do anything better. (Kulmala et al. 2021a). In some regions of 
Russia there are quotas in certain educational institutions for care leavers 
(Abramov et al. 2016). After their graduation and up to the age of 23 years, 
care leavers have the right for six months to receive a targeted unemployment 
benefit equal to the average salary in the given region, which is higher than 
ordinary unemployment benefits. At the same time, there is very little support 
for finding work.

Despite generous state benefits, care leavers face a wide range of problems, 
many of which are structural in their nature, as discussed in this chapter. One 
serious obstacle in their life is that children left without parental care carry 
pretty strong societal stigma in Russian society. As Iarskaia- Smirnova et al. 
(2021) showed, care leavers are regularly presented in the Russian press as 
“hopeless criminals” with addictions and unable to adjust to “normal” adult 
life (see also Khlinovskaya- Rockhill 2010). They are often depicted as “bad 
learners” and because of that recommended to go “less demanding” schools 
and professions (Kulmala et al. 2021a) and as viewed as “scroungers” upon 
the above- described state benefits (Abramov et al. 2016).

Theoretical framework: agency, projectivity, and self-efficacy

In this chapter, we focus on the future orientation and plans of the young 
adults leaving care to see how they perceive their own ability to make choices 
and have control over their future. We conceptualize this as subjective agency. 
What matters to us in our empirical investigation is to what extent and under 
what conditions young adults exercise their agency when making their future 
plans and what circumstances enable or restrict this ability. Each individual 
exercise agency to a certain extent (cf. Hitlin and Elder Jr 2007, p. 185), but 
some people have more, some less (individual) capabilities or (structural) pos-
sibilities to (not to) act or exercise power (Viuhko 2020, p. 44; Hitlin and 
Kirkpatrick Johnson 2015). Vulnerability somewhat limits agency, but “even 
those without power have the ability to make decisions though they face 
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severe consequences for those choices” (Hitlin and Elder Jr 2007, p. 185). 
This ability may vary in different spheres of life.

Even if  planning for the future might be an issue of individual decision, as 
Lähde and Mölkänen also show clearly in this volume, it is structured by 
state policies and other societal context and individual life histories, which all 
contribute to a set of repertoires of possible choices. Importantly, planning is 
structured by social norms: young adults’ transition to independent life is 
heavily directed by normative expectations of a certain kind of path, devia-
tions from which are often seen as somewhat alarming (Furlong 2012; also 
Lähde and Mölkänen, this volume). Agency is also exercised in relation to 
other social actors (Viuhko 2020, p. 46): it is a dialogical process by and 
through which actors immersed in temporal passage engage with others 
within collectively organized contexts of action (Emirbayer and Mische 1998, 
pp. 973–974).

In our analysis special attention is paid to care leavers’ own perceptions of 
their agentic ability. Our central concept is self- efficacy: the sense of control 
over one’s life and the ability to see the causal influence of one’s own deci-
sions and choices. Developing such a mastery connects with resilience and 
wellbeing (Hitlin and Kirkpatrick Johnson 2015; Massey et al. 2008, p. 422). 
With the explicit focus on the future orientation of young adults, relevant to 
us is what Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische (1998, p. 970) conceptualized 
as “projectivity”, which involved the ability to imagine alternative future tra-
jectories of action, in which received structures of thought and action may be 
creatively reconfigured in relation to actors. To understand this creative 
reconstructive dimension of agency, we must focus upon how agentic pro-
cesses give shape and direction to future possibilities (Emirbayer and Mische 
1998, p. 984). Yet all forms of agency have a simultaneous internal orienta-
tion towards the past, present and future, and thus are temporally embedded 
in the flow of time. The ways in which people understand their own relation-
ship to the flow of time make a difference to their actions (Emirbayer and 
Mische 1998, p. 973). In this way, we might expect that the past hardships 
that young adults leaving care have experienced in the process of losing their 
parents, inform their future orientations and the sense of their own ability to 
control their lives. Tied together, they might have important life- course 
consequences.

We build on our previous analysis of the educational choice of young 
adults leaving care for which we applied (through some modifications) the 
conceptualization of agency by Hitlin and Elder Jr 2007; see Kulmala et al. 
2021a). Two dominant strategies of among young adults in our research to 
orientate themselves to their future career were found: (1) “long- term plan-
ning” connected with “life course agency”; and (2) “not- to- plan” connected 
with “pragmatic agency” and associated temporally proximate decisions. The 
life course mode was combined with a sense of control over one’s life and the 
ability to see the causal influence of one’s own decisions and choices, while 
those young adults engaged with the pragmatic mode saw little chance 
of  influencing their educational trajectory. The authors concluded that 
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providing support and care that would promote the development of such an 
agency is highly important since strong control feelings accumulate in many 
spheres of life and thereby contribute to overall wellbeing. Yet, as in research 
by Appleton (2019), Barratt et al. (2019) and Hung and Appleton (2016) on 
young adults transitioning from alternative care, several young adults in our 
study expressed their intentions not to plan for the future from the career 
perspective. In this chapter, we focus more widely than education, turning to 
expectations and aspirations for the future. We also add one more case study 
region and re- conceptualize the above- mentioned two strategies as two differ-
ent orientation categories.

Orientation to the future in accordance with certain expectations, aspira-
tions and goals is what Hitlin and Kirkpatrick Johnson (2015) labelled as the 
“power of looking ahead”. Following the authors, we assume that believing 
in one’s ability to influence one’s life is crucial in building a long- term life 
strategy. Similarly, as for Lähde and Mölkänen in the Finnish context in this 
volume, one goal of our work is to understand what types of support are 
most significant and in demand by young people themselves in their transi-
tion to adulthood and might carry a positive impact on the formation of the 
sense of agentic ability. Additionally, we try to think further about not plan-
ning as an actual type of planning strategy. As Peter Appleton (2019, p. 2) 
noted, young adults may or may not wish to plan in an explicit goal- oriented 
manner. First, emerging adulthood is regarded as an experimental period of 
life, characterized by exploration and instability (Arnett 2014). Second, for 
young people leaving care, multiple barriers may frustrate attempts to “get a 
life” (Pryce et al. 2017). Third, there is preliminary evidence that at least some 
young adults who are leaving care may be sceptical about future- oriented 
planning (Hung and Appleton 2016; Barratt et al. 2019). In comparison to 
other young adults—especially to those transitioning from ordinary family 
life—research has pointed out that the transition to adulthood of young 
adults transitioning from the care system is faster and more straightforward 
(Stein, 2006, p. 274). If  more generally the literature on youth–adult transi-
tions now speaks about yo- yo transitions, meaning that these transitions have 
become less linear, more complex and also reversible (Biggart and Walther 
2006), these young adults usually need to transition to their independent life 
more rapidly and often with no place to return (Hiles et al. 2014, p. 1; also 
Lähde and Mölkänen 2021), i.e. with fewer chances to “make mistakes” in 
making decisions and choices concerning their later life (Kulmala et al. 
2021a, p. 198).

Data and analysis

Our empirical data set consists of 43 biographical interviews with young care 
leavers, aged 17 to 31 (21.7 years on average) and either transitioning or hav-
ing transitioned to independent living, in two regions of the Russian 
Federation of whom 26 are females and 17 males; respectively 26 live in our 
case study Region 1 and 17 in Region 2, as Table 9.1 illustrates.
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Both regions are located in the North- Western Federal District and they 
are of similar size in terms of population (500,000–1,000,000) and territory 
with around 80 per cent of urban population. In both regions around half  of 
the people live in the capital. Young adults whom we interviewed in our study 
live in different places, including the capitals, small towns or villages. Both 
regions are industrial; at the same time, however, they are different in eco-
nomic terms: Region 1 has significant natural resources and is significantly 
more developed than Region 2. According to the Rosstat data, Region 1 
belongs to the first quarter of all Russian regions in terms of gross regional 
product per capita, while Region 2 is in the middle of the ranking. The aver-
age salary in Region 1 is 1.5 times higher than in Region 2.

All the interviewed young adults had lived in one or more forms of alterna-
tive care (children’s home, foster family, children’s village or a combination of 
these). Of our group, 15 grew up in an NGO- run children’s village (detskaya 
derevnya), in which several foster families often live together with many chil-
dren; 15 in residential institutions; and the rest had first been in residential 
institutions before being relocated to foster and guardianship families. Some 
of them had also been returned from foster family placements to residential 
institutions. For the sake of sensitivity, we do not name the studied Russian 
regions here, since in each of the studied regions, there is, for instance, only 
one children village per region. Moreover, all the people and organizations 
referred to and cited in this chapter have been anonymized.

We partly implemented our research through participatory research meth-
ods. Our academic research team interviewed 15 care leavers who were found 
through our collaboration with local child welfare NGOs.3 Altogether six of 
the interviewed young care leavers, three in both case study regions, were 
recruited through consultation with the NGOs with whom we collaborated 
to peer- interview their fellows. These co- researchers conducted 28 interviews 
with their peers whom they contacted independently by themselves. These 
peer- interviewed young adults thus remained anonymous to us; as did their 
selection mechanisms. All interviews were conducted between December 
2018 and October 2019 and they were recorded and transcribed. Additionally, 
after the peer- interviewing process, we arranged a study excursion to Finnish 
youth services for our co- researchers from Region 1, during which time we 
held a focus group discussion with them on their experiences in our project 
and what they learned most from the process and interviews they conducted. 
They were also welcomed to share their recommendations for the service 
system in question and decision- makers. We were in the middle of the 

Table 9.1 Studied care leavers, according to gender and region

Region 1 Region 2 Total

Female 16 10 26
Male 10 7 17
Total 26 17 43
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arrangement of a similar excursion and focus group discussion to our co- 
researchers in Region 2, but unfortunately this was interrupted by the global 
COVID- 19 crisis.

Since the topic is very sensitive and the interviewees and interviewers 
involved have most likely experienced severe hardships in their lives, we con-
sidered it of the utmost importance that the young people—both interview-
ers and interviewees—had a local focal point that they trusted and with which 
we have a confidential relationship. The local coordinator, employed by an 
NGO in both of the regions, assisted the interviewers. Her contact informa-
tion was delivered to each of the interviewed persons, indicating that infor-
mants can turn to her with any issues or feelings related to the interviews. 
Any research with children or young adults involves ethical issues that need 
to be addressed, including concerns about possible exploitation, child protec-
tion, informed consent and gatekeeper issues (Törrönen et al. 2018). We have 
tried to be sensitive and reflective to any issues raised by the young adults 
involved in the process and spent time going through our research design and 
providing, alongside the needed research skills, training on numerous ethical 
issues, such as principles of confidentiality, anonymity and voluntary partici-
pation. These principles needed to be shared with everyone they interviewed 
and verbal consent was recorded at the beginning of the interview.

As our research focused on young people’s agency, we found it impossible 
to carry out the research without the involvement of young people in the 
research process. As is usual with participatory research methods (e.g. 
Kilpatrick et al. 2007; Bradbury- Jones and Taylor 2015), we wanted to 
involve young people as active agents in our knowledge production and 
hopefully thus support their sense of agency. Our purpose has been to high-
light young people as experts in their own life and the alternative care system 
in question through their personal experience, while providing some tools 
that can be useful in their work and study life: we, for instance, trained peer 
interviewers in qualitative interview and interaction skills at various points of 
the process4 and gave certificates for their participation (Kulmala and Fomina 
2019). We wanted to give young people a voice in understanding the forms of 
support that have been useful to them during and when leaving alternative 
care. Ultimately, we hope our research will bring improvements to these 
forms of support, which is why we emphasize the importance of collabora-
tion with practitioners.

However, as self- reflected elsewhere (Kulmala and Fomina 2019), overall, 
our research design remained highly adult- led and could have obviously been 
more involving and participatory at the very first and final stages of the pro-
cess. In other words, these young adults were not involved in designing our 
research questions, yet the used interview guide was elaborated with them. 
They have not been either involved in the empirical analysis, for instance, of 
this particular article. In the above- discussed focus group discussion, these 
young adults reported many kinds of benefits and learning processes they 
had gained during the process (Bradbury- Jones and Taylor 2015, pp. 163–
165; Kilpatrick et al. 2007, pp. 367–368).
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We have sought to overcome the asymmetric power relationships between 
the researchers and the researched (Kilpatrick et al. 2007; Bradbury- Jones 
and Taylor 2015). Anyone can recognize multilayered asymmetries in the 
situation where we, middle- class (and partly middle- aged) academically edu-
cated women, interview 20- year- old young people who have experienced situ-
ations leading to alternative care replacements. Through peer- to- peer talk, 
we have hoped to also open new perspectives on the studied issues. For exam-
ple, similar experiences bring mutual understanding and language to inter-
views that perhaps allow for better communication and a more accurate 
reflection of young people’s own thinking in our research materials (Törrönen 
et al. 2018; Kulmala and Fomina 2019).

Both groups of interviewers used the same interview guide. The interview 
questions followed a life- cyclic logic, including topics of birth family, place-
ment in alternative, school and studies, work, housing, leisure time, close 
relationships, satisfaction with one’s life and future plans. At all stages of life, 
we have tried to understand the involvement of the young person in the 
decision- making over their life and the kinds of support they have received 
around this (see Lähde and Mölkänen in this volume for a similar approach). 
Similarly, as Lähde and Mölkänen (this volume), we take a stance on what 
the authors call critical realism: we do understand that life is different as 
“lived” and “told” with which we acknowledge that “told” is a subjective 
interpretation by both, us and the interviewed young adults.

Analysis of  the interviews was theory- led. Based on previous research on 
the planning strategies (long- term planning and not- to- plan) and modes of 
agency (life course and pragmatic agency) in the field of  education (Kulmala 
et al. 2021a), we divided all the interviewed young adults into two (future) 
orientations (combined with information on gender, age, place of  residence 
and experienced forms of  alternative care) and then engaged in in- depth 
analysis of  the factors interconnected with the orientations. Conceptually, 
this stage of  the analysis was informed by the various theorizations on 
agency, while explanations concerning the observed orientations built on 
the analysis of  the external contextual factors at the micro, meso and macro 
levels. The macro- level structural conditions include systems of  social sup-
port, while the meso scale refers to local and regional infrastructures, 
including the availability of  different forms of  alternative care and support 
services. The micro level is more connected to individual life histories and 
relationships.

Planners, dreamers, copers, cynical “non-believers”: future 
orientations among the studied young adults

We roughly divided all the interviewed young adults into two different domi-
nant orientations to the future. In the first group, there are those oriented 
towards the future, those who planned and dreamed ahead, while the young 
adults in the second group did show no or little future orientation or even 
refused to plan.
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Seventeen (five male, twelve female) of the 43 young adults belonged to the 
first group. Six grew up in a children’s village, six in a residential children’s 
home and five in a foster family. Nine lived in Region 1 and eight in Region 
2. For the second group, we identified twenty (eleven male, nine female) 
young adults. Seven lived in a children’s village, six grew up in a foster family 
and seven most of the time in a children’s home. Fifteen of them lived in 
Region 1 and five in Region 2. With six young adults (five females, one male) 
it was difficult to name the dominant orientation but they somehow com-
bined both two and are thus left out from the mentioned categories. Four of 
them grew up in foster families, the other two in children’s homes; two lived 
in Region 1, while the rest four in Region 2. (See Tables 9.2 and 9.3.)

In both of the groups we identified four different—but obviously overlap-
ping—subcategories: “long- term planning with strong self- efficacy”, 
“dreaming- like planning”, “unfeasible dreams”, “planning with obstacles” in 
the first group. Under the second group there are: “no plans but current life 
satisfaction”, “planning is not worth it”, “no plans with survivalist self- 
reliance” and “no big plans but damn ordinary life”.

Mostly planning took place around four main spheres, including educa-
tion, work and family life and place of residence (cf. Massey et al. 2008). 
Almost all of the young people studied at the time of the interviews and 
accordingly made short- term plans for the graduation and postgraduation 
life, including taking advantage of the above- described right of the second 
free- of- charge educational programmes and unemployment benefit guaran-
teed for care leavers by the law. As the system heavily directs care leavers to 
study (also Kulmala et al. 2021a), it is no surprise that only two young men 
had decided not to continue in education: one of them had never liked school, 
while the other one had a life situation that required him to find a job instead 
of a school. Almost all of them thought that studying would help them find 
a job, but six interviewed young adults did not quite know what job that 

Table 9.2 Studied care leavers, according to 
orientation group (OG) and region

OG 1 OG 2 N/A

Region 1 9 15 2
Region 2 8 5 4
Total 17 20 6

Table 9.3 Studied care leavers, according to 
orientation group (OG) and gender

OG 1 OG 2 N/A

Male 5 11 1
Female 12 9 5
Total 17 20 6
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would be and how to find it. Three young adults saw it as important to finish 
their studies in order to have education, but at the same time they did not 
necessarily believe that it would help them in finding a good job; two thought 
that the skills they are learning will not be useful in the future. At the same 
time, 13 could name the sphere where they would like to work. The rest were 
not only able to envisage their future job but had also concrete and detailed 
plans on how to get there. In regards to longer- term plans, five young adults 
wanted to have a well- paid job in the future, while others connected wellbeing 
with “finding a good place” more generally in their lives.

One of the key topics was family making. Two of the young women, who 
had a relatively long and stable partnership, were planning to get married in 
the nearest future. 24 planned children (12 female, 12 male), 14 (5 female, 9 
male) of them in a more distant future, when they have become independent 
and had stable life (in terms of job and income). Most of the young women 
clearly postponed the decision about having a child by explaining the deci-
sion—not only as a rational planning related to the stability and career—but 
also as an aspiration to focus on oneself  to find and better understand their 
partners. In Region 1, three women had a child at the moment of interview 
and one young man was expecting one with his partner. In Region 2, four 
women had children and none of the male participants had children.

Our interview guide specifically included a question about how the inter-
viewees see their life within the next five to ten years. Most imagined their life 
positively: having a well- paid job with family and friends. Besides, they talked 
about some individual plans, such as starting to do sports, and learning lan-
guages. Several wanted to move to another city, usually St Petersburg or 
Moscow, or even abroad, mainly to Scandinavia or the USA. Moving to 
other parts of Russia was connected to better possibilities in the labour mar-
ket, while emigrating to Finland and Norway was associated with societal 
security. Next, we turn to a more detailed analysis of these two categories to 
understand what kinds of other elements they interconnect with.

Young adults with future orientation

Long-term planning with strong self-efficacy

We identified eight young adults (seven female, one male) who engaged in 
strong future orientation, including long- term, life- course- type planning 
with strong beliefs on one’s own ability to influence one’s life course (self- 
efficacy). This mode was typically related to the fact that these young adults 
had someone who believed in them, with whom they could talk about their 
plans and who supported their choices. In other words, they had a trusted 
adult with whom they could discuss choices, as one young woman described 
the process with her foster mom concerning her education:

Let’s say I wanted to become a designer. Mom would tell me: "In XXX 
[the name of the town], you’d better become a cook". I would say to her: 
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“Mom, here [the town] every third person is a cook, there is no develop-
ment in that field”. She says: "Well, right, yes, good. Go to XXX [the 
capital city of the region], only you need to be careful” […] Let’s say I 
want to get higher education. I say: "Mom, I want to be a social worker 
to work with youngsters ... She would say: "Well, yes, social work with 
the youth is your [field], it definitely suits you." She offers some ideas of 
hers, but she is receptive to mine as well.

(F, 21, #18, R1)

Or, as a young man explained his high- level trust to close people if  things 
would not go as planned: “If  I really did bad, I could turn to my friends, I 
could turn to my [foster] parents, I could turn to my godmother or someone 
else. I always have had people I could turn to ...” (M, 21, #4, R1). In terms of 
agency, such future orientation combined with the ability to plan ahead can 
obviously be connected to life course agency, but it can be also conceptual-
ized as “shared agency” with acting and making decisions jointly together 
and getting support for one’s choices.

Often such life course agency is connected with strong identity construc-
tion in terms of future profession. These young adults often knew well what 
they want to be and made logical educational and related decisions, as in 
Kulmala et al. (2021a). One young woman (F, 22, #39, R1) had considered all 
the options in a branching plan “development of my life” that she had drawn; 
another (F, 21, #23, R1) had a foster mother who had supported her educa-
tion since her early childhood and, as a result, ended up making several stra-
tegic choices in order to become a social worker.

As above, identity agency—a more or less conscious act to make use of 
one’s identity in compliance to social norms typically related to this iden-
tity—can be positive in that one has a clear image of what (s)he wants to be 
as a ‘grown up’. Yet, this mode more than once was connected with what we 
label as ‘negative identity agency’: that which a young adult does not want to 
become, as described by a young woman concerning upbringing children:

I don’t say I don’t want children, I just want them not to have the kind of 
childhood I had … if  my child asks me: “Mom, I want an iPhone 6, for 
25,000 thousand”. I don’t want to answer: “Sorry, we don’t have money, 
we can only eat buckwheat”. Instead [I want that] I'll go and buy that 
phone. Well, I want to stand on my own feet, I want to have of stability 
in my job, not just any job, but a prestigious job, or I want to start my 
own business...

(F, 21, #24, R1)

Negative identity agency is usually connected with dysfunctional behaviour 
on the part of birth parents (e.g. alcohol/drug abuse) and/or a constant lack 
of material things (see also Shpakovskaya and Chernova, 2021). In both 
ways, identity agency can serve for a certain degree of strategic resistance (cf. 
Lister 2004, pp. 140–141) and thus as a resource to build plans.
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Dreaming-like planning

Other respondents were future- oriented but without identifying concrete 
plans, let alone efforts to make them happen. These young adults engaged in 
planning in a more dream- like manner. They had in common a positive tone 
when talking about the present and future and showed more or less self- 
confidence in terms of having an impact over their own life, but it remained 
unclear for us what has been or is to be done to make those dreams come 
through. One young man who had succeeded in many of his aspirations 
thought his plans to move might become real:

Listen, we want to get the hell out of here. Shit, to somewhere. Well Anya 
[the name of his wife changed] wants to go to the USA. I don’t know 
how to get there, of course, but we simply have a goal to move away from 
here. Simply to get away. In any case, we just need to move somewhere 
from here ... Hell. I think that a chance will open quite soon. I mean 
some kind of a purpose [of life]. Because, with shit like this, one can’t 
continue ... to do things that don’t please you. I want [to live] maximally. 
To do what one wants to do … I don’t know. I don’t have any strateg[y] 
… I am not any [strategic] planner. It is Anya who plans.

(M, 29, #43, R1)

Or as expressed in the words of one young woman, who showed neither stra-
tegic planning nor a strong sense of agentic ability but who, alongside her 
expectation for many positive things “to happen”, seemed to have much trust 
in the future when she dreamed about her future family:

[I will live] with a baby doll, a little baby doll who has a dark blue baby 
carriage made from organic leather with a price of 30,000 [Roubles; 
equivalent to 385 euro] which I really want! The baby’s dad works will 
have a permanent job.“ (...) I will work with my daughter! My workplace 
is maternity leave. I will give birth to another baby girl. (...) We will live, 
I hope, in our own apartment, well, in a new one.

(F, 25, #5, R2)

Similarly, as future orientation and planning contribute to resilience (Hitlin 
and Kirkpatrick Johnson 2015; Appleton 2019), we assume that a positive 
life attitude combined with daydreaming is a resource to a certain extent, 
especially when compared to the young adults discussed below, who regarded 
their future with cynicism. .

Unfeasible dreams

We also witnessed dreams that, in the context of the rest of the talk, had no 
realistic prospect of coming true. For example, in one interview a young 
mother spoke of her plans to move with her new boyfriend to St Petersburg, 
or even the USA:
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I met my boyfriend quite recently … He will come to take up me and the 
baby to St Petersburg. (...) I will move to live in St Petersburg. I will most 
likely study there. I haven’t chosen my profession yet but I would really 
like to [study]. I don’t know [why St Petersburg], I like the city. Or another 
big city ... Well, I have a dream, simply a dream to study in the US. (...) 
In five to ten years, we will be on vacation in the US. My child is already 
grown- up. Well, we will live in St Petersburg, everything is fine with us.

(F, 19, #22, R1)

There were many inconsistencies in her talk about the present and the future. 
As in her case, this type of dreaming seemed typically to be connected to a 
rather low level of overall life management and self- regulation. As in her case, 
she had hardly finalized anything she had started. “Unfeasible plans” is obvi-
ously our interpretation; the young adults did not use such terms. Our interpre-
tation of unfeasibility is based on the overall context of their narratives and 
intonations and how they spoke about their future and plans (sometimes even 
with irony and cynicism, as below). In this orientation subcategory, their narra-
tions were typically characterized with inconsistencies (e.g. a new- born baby 
soon grows up, as above) and obviously unrelated issues turned out to be related 
in these narratives. Moreover, these young adults narrated little ability to con-
sciously control the circumstances on which their future depends. As we discuss 
below, such orientation is not considered as any individual failure, but it 
logically interconnects with many past experiences and structural constraints.

Planning with constant obstacles

We identified several young adults who made plans and engaged with efforts 
to make those plans happen, yet the external circumstances repeatedly 
thwarted those plans. One young man (M, 21, #17, R2) wanted to enrol in 
higher education as a computer programmer, but “likely, nothing will work 
out because of the [required] high scores and paid education”, which is why he 
decided to go to a college in a small town instead of the capital of the region 
where he really wanted to go: “I didn’t have a good enough diploma so I had to 
go to X [name of the small town].” Yet, again, he wanted to have an apart-
ment in the capital; but due to state policy, however, he will receive one in 
another small town. Yet, he kept planning. Another example was that of a 
young woman (F, 21, #21, R1) who wanted to become an animal attendant, 
but could not do so as there were no such schools in her region. She changed 
her plan, now aiming to become a car mechanic, but could not do that either 
because girls were not accepted onto that programme.

Such situations are ideal- typical cases of restricted, or constrained agency. 
These young adults are by no means passive objects without agency, but they 
cannot act freely either (cf. Viuhko 2020, 45): they are constrained by the 
external circumstances within which they act. Some people are more resilient 
and stay optimistic enough to make another plan, while others quite logically 
lose their faith in any planning.
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Young care leavers with no or little future orientation

As in other studies (Hung and Appleton 2016; Appleton 2019; Barratt et al. 
2019), a number of the care leavers in our study, twenty out of 43 (nine 
female, eleven male), expressed strong intentions not to plan for the future.

No plans but current life satisfaction

Unwillingness to plan was sometimes connected to more or less satisfied and 
optimistic attitude over one’s life: “Everything will be fine” (M, 21, #8, R1), as 
one young man saw his future life. What these young adults shared in com-
mon was low future orientation; at the same time, however, they engaged with 
a somewhat optimistic mode of life. They often saw that one cannot plan too 
much for the future, but that anyhow things tend to go well in the end. They 
did not express strong self- efficacy in terms of being able to have an impact 
on their life course but since they were pretty satisfied with their current life, 
they had no reason to think that something will go wrong. Similarly, as above, 
such an optimistic attitude can be a sign of a certain level of resourcefulness 
and resilience.

Planning is not worth it

However, more typically unwillingness to plan was expressed through a rejec-
tion of future planning due to a disbelief  in having control over one’s life. 
There is no sense in planning because everything can just change, as several 
young adults stated: “Who knows how life will turn out?” (F, 22 #20, R1); “I 
don’t know about my plans so I don’t start guessing for the future” (F, 25, #6, 
R2); “I don’t plan that much ahead, I can’t respond to this question [concern-
ing the future plans]” (F, 21, #33, R1).

These people share in common is a weak sense of mastery over things in 
their lives. As the above- discussed “unfeasible plans”, this orientation was 
often connected with little life management and self- regulation more gener-
ally, as the quotation from one young woman illustrates well:

I went to a grocery store to buy toilet paper. I came out with a full shop-
ping bag with (a price of) 1,500 [Roubles, equivalent to 20€) ... I came 
home and unpacked the bag. No food. I was like an autopilot. And I 
thought, this is exactly what life will [continue to] be.

(F, 25, #12, R2)

The rejection of planning was sometimes tightly connected with irony or 
cynicism to talk about the future, as one male care leaver said:

[I would like to be able to do] programming, speak ten languages, uh, to 
be able to fly, construct computer networks … Within five years, excel-
lent. This is the plan ... Let’s say in, uh, I will live somewhere ... close to 
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the equator ... Somewhere in Madagascar. There. Friends, family, there. 
A child ... [laughs]

(M, 22, #9, R2)

Cynicism can be interpreted though as an expression of everyday resistance 
(Lister 2004, 144): it again shows agency; instead of passivity, it is an active 
act of the rejection of planning, which is perhaps a more logical act if  one has 
not experienced any positive worth of planning. It is thus more about one 
doing what one has most reason to do (cf. Appleton 2019, pp. 7–8).

No plans with survivalist self-reliance

In line with the findings of Appleton (2019) and Pryce et al. (2017), we wit-
nessed “survivalist self- reliance” among those who refused to plan. These 
people felt responsible for their own development and safety and expressed 
mistrust towards others as potential sources of support (Pryce et al. 2017). 
Such a lack of trust in anyone’s help and one being on his own is well illus-
trated by a young man describing his experience of being in a children’s 
home: “I understood it all at once … if  you don’t do anything by yourself, 
nobody will give you anything” (M, 31, #2, R2). As Hung and Appleton 
found (2016, p. 43), these young adults see life being a day- to- day survival in 
which self- reliance was essential. As in Pryce et al. (2017, p. 318), this pairs 
with negative associations of the help from the “system” and obviously con-
nects with earlier experiences of untrustworthy parents. With early unmet 
needs for help, ambivalence about asking for help is a logical choice.

No big plans but “damn, ordinary life”

Several young adults refused to plan but ‘just’ wanted some stability. We 
could sense fatigue in the face of many kinds of challenges that they had 
encountered. They did not ask much, they did not plan big; they just wanted 
a quiet, ordinary life. As one male put it: “Well, probably regular work where 
I will go every day ... My own apartment. Well, damn it, ordinary life” (M, 
21, #1, R2). In contrast to those with optimism that life will go well whatever 
happens, what is common to this subgroup is a somewhat pessimistic atti-
tude: they wanted “just a normal life” without faith that it will come. These 
people, are not completely lacking agency. This kind of coping, at a very 
minimum, is “an active process of juggling, piecing together and going with-
out” (Lister 2004, p. 133).

The future orientation of the young adults in our research varied from the 
complete refusal to plan to systematic planning and judgement of the differ-
ent options. The observed stances varied from no trust in one’s own agentic 
ability to a strong sense of mastery. As David McCrone (1994, pp. 70–80) 
emphasized, the distinction between “non- planners” who “get by” on a day- 
to- day basis and “planners” who “make out” through the deployment of 
longer- term strategies is a very thin line. Also getting by might require lots of 



212 Meri Kulmala and Anna Fomina

competence to run through daily routines, which might be so burdening that 
it makes it difficult to think or act strategically (cf. Chamberlayne and Rustin 
1999). As concluded by Kulmala et al. (2021a), the (in)ability to make long- 
term plans is not a “success” or “failure” of the young adult themselves, as 
there are external factors that affect the modes and orientation.

Facilitations and constraints of future-oriented agency at the 
macro, meso and micro levels

There are various levels of constraints that challenge the transition to adult-
hood for this particular group of young people (also Pryce et al. 2017). Next, 
we aim to understand the factors at the macro- , meso-  and micro- levels that 
either facilitate or constrain the future- orientated agency.

The macro level

Russian state policy supports this specific group of young adults with a wide 
spectrum of benefits, which shape their plans. Of these measures, the right of 
secondary vocational and university degrees up to the age of 23 is the most 
significant. As a result of this policy, most care leavers choose to study 
(Kulmala et al. 2021a). Our analysis here also shows that this right deter-
mines the direction of the short- term plans of the care leavers in our research, 
who apparently and understandably want to take the advantage of the ben-
efits provided by the state:

I want to study because up to 23 years old I can enter [school] free- of- 
charge. I have such a chance. I don’t want to waste it. Why would one go 
studying later and have to pay? If  there is such opportunity, I don’t 
understand why would someone who is 21 years old want to sit in the 
office somewhere, I don’t know, to work (...)

(F, 21, #18, R1)

Generally, the opportunity to study and the fact that most care leavers study, 
which is not anything obvious in the international comparison, can be con-
sidered as an enabling macro- level factor. As shown by Kulmala et al. (2021a), 
however, there are also many constraints. One cannot speak about free choice, 
but societal norms (e.g. stigma), regional- local infrastructure (labour market, 
availability of educational institutions) and the lack of information and indi-
vidual counselling and support might heavily limit this choice (also Lähde 
and Mölkänen, this volume). Young adults also tend to take the advantage of 
the earlier- discussed unemployment benefit. It seems that there is much less 
support and guidance to navigate the job market to find a place to study (also 
Kulmala et al. 2021a).

State housing policy offering a free apartment of one’s own is generous 
and quite unusual in international comparison. Yet there are many shortages 
and regional differences in implementing this right. It can be viewed as 
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significant material capital, but also as shaping long- term plans. For example, 
having an apartment in a certain town and region, it is more difficult (to plan) 
to move somewhere else to study or work even if  one wished so. The huge 
differences in income and prices across Russia do not always allow young 
people to sell apartments profitably in their home region in order to move to 
another one: for instance, given the price of an apartment in a Karelian 
municipality one can hardly buy any place to live in Saint Petersburg. 
Additionally, according to the law, care leavers can sell the apartment only 
after five years of its receipt. Anyhow, many plan or dream about moving to 
bigger cities or even abroad. Due to the location of North- West Russia, 
young adults were familiar with the Scandinavian countries and some showed 
willingness to move there: “Someday perhaps I will move somewhere … Well, 
to Norway, Finland ... Scandinavia ... According to the statistics, the happiest 
people live there ...” (F, 21, #18, R1). These plans were, however, as discussed 
above, often somewhat presented as unfeasible or accompanied by cynicism.

As Ruth Lister (2004, p. 10) aptly argued, cultural meanings and societal 
norms create the context within which people exercise their agency. This 
becomes especially significant when we speak about people in vulnerable situ-
ations (cf. Hitlin and Elder Jr 2007, p. 177). As discussed earlier, children 
deprived of parental care bear strong stigma in Russian society (Khlinovskaya- 
Rockhill 2010; Iarskaia- Smirnova et al. 2021) which can be considered as a 
macro- level constraint: for instance, the stereotypical image of these children 
as bad students obviously affects their educational choice - and advice (cf. 
Kulmala et al. 2021a). Yet, as we showed in this chapter, sometimes negative 
identity agency is exercised to resist the stereotypes and expectations of bad 
outcomes. In a similar way, also stereotypical understanding of gender differ-
ences can be viewed as a structural constraint (Kulmala et al. 2021a).

It is important to note that all the benefits are dependent on the status of 
being “deprived of parental care”. Еven if  much- needed, the benefits—and 
especially their implementation—might be based on certain stereotypes and 
thereby reinforce them (Lister 2004, pp. 101–102). Many of the young adults 
indeed appreciated the benefits but found them stigmatizing at the same time, 
as well illustrated by a quotation from the focus group discussion conducted 
by us:

ASYA:  I never took any of the social benefits that are offered. I’m so embar-
rassed to take them. For instance, in college they gave bed sheets … 
Yes, Olya, what did they give? Olya brought them to me.

OLYA: Yes.
ASYA:  Basically, we were not friends then but I said to her: “Jesus, Olya, I 

won’t go there, I won’t carry that sack throughout college.” And I 
didn’t pick them up for myself, of all thоse huge bags I only took one 
blanket. (...)

ANYA (INTERVIEWER): Why?
ASYA:  I don’t know, it sucks to take help. I never ate in the college cafeteria 

for free, I always bought food with my own money.
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The public image of being a marginalized and stigmatized group limits 
opportunities generally while also affecting the subjective perception of one’s 
own available opportunities and more widely of mastery over one’s own life 
(cf. Hitlin and Kirkpatrick Johnson 2015). As Lister (2004) argued, some 
identities are more collectively mobilizable than others: for instance, other 
people might easily find a common case, while poor people, stigmatized in 
many contexts, do not. Yet, as our study shows, active resistance to stigma 
can serve as a resource.

The meso level

Even if  the massive child welfare reform uniformed in principle the public 
alternative care system throughout the country, in practice Russian regions, 
which are in charge of implementing the child welfare policy (Kulmala et al., 
2021c), are obviously very different when it comes to resources (Kainu et al. 
2017). The regions vary, for instance, when it comes to the labour and hous-
ing market or educational sphere. The available options obviously impact the 
future plans of young people. We would argue the most significant meso- level 
factor is the availability and use of different forms of alternative care also 
outside the public sector in the region in question.

Both of the studied regions have a long history of transnational collabora-
tion with NGOs, including in the sphere of child welfare. Yet Region 1 is 
clearly more resourced and developed in terms of family forms of alternative 
care. There is one NGO, in particular, established after transnational collabo-
ration in the early 1990s, which provides family- based alternative care in a 
children’s village and has exceptionally developed aftercare services for the 
care leavers. There is also another NGO with a well- resourced programme of 
individual mentors to care leavers. Many of the care leavers in our research 
had benefited from these. Through cross- sectoral collaboration, such devel-
oped expertise on family- based care arrangements and importance of after-
care support also transfers into now developing public services. Also, in 
Region 2 there are developed child welfare NGOs, but their work has been 
more focused on material assistance of children in residential care instead of 
the wider reconstruction of the care system itself. The care leavers in our 
research from this region reported occasional connections with the NGOs. 
Especially in this region, it seems that both public and third sector support 
for care leavers remains unsystematic and even random depending on “lucky 
circumstances” and “good people”. Yet, as the services in Region 1 are mostly 
provided on a project and grant basis by NGOs, their coverage is limited and 
their continuity uncertain.

In a study on the educational choice by Kulmala et al. (2021a), it became 
clear that that young adults who live in residential institutions are less 
informed about their options, while NGO- run children’s villages, in particu-
lar, did better through their emphasis on individual support, counselling and 
encouragement—which brings us to the importance of the micro- level 
environment.
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The micro level

The micro level, the level of everyday interactions, proved to the most signifi-
cant factor for the development of the future- orientated self- efficacy among 
the young adults in our research. We found that from those eight who were 
included in the category of “long term planning with strong self- efficacy”, 
four grew up in children’s villages, two in foster families, and only two in 
children’s homes but, essentially, with the support of significant adults, either 
someone from a children home and/or a birth parent. Seven out of eight care 
leavers talked about the important influence of their foster parents, or some 
other significant adults, in the significant choices they made in their life. Thus, 
they have had someone who has listened to their needs and wishes and in the 
end believed in them. In other words, they have had a trusted one to negotiate 
and practice shared agency. This person does not have to be a family member; 
the important point is that a young person trusts someone to discuss their 
future plans (Pinkerton and Rooney 2014). This significant finding is very 
much the same as Lähde and Mölkänen reported in this volume based on 
their study concerning young adults who have sought support from certain 
NGO- based services in the Finnish context. This strongly emphasizes the 
importance to guarantee that also the young people deprived of parental care 
would have long- standing, robust relationships with adults.

On the other side of  the coin, those young adults who refuse to plan 
come with various backgrounds in alternative care. Many have lived in resi-
dential institutions, but some of  them also have grown up in foster families 
or villages. Each of  them, obviously, has faced severe hardships with their 
birth families and even later with foster families. Their social relationships 
have been disrupted. As Appleton (2019) pointed out, young people with a 
history of  maltreatment and alternative care usually have experienced flout-
ing and violation of  rational and planning norms by significant others—a 
birth parent, sometimes a foster parent, and sometimes a public service 
provider (also Pryce et al. 2017). Life has most likely brought up endless 
occasions that one had not planned or even wanted to happen. Perhaps 
inconsistency is the only stable element. Based on this, rejecting planning 
and self- reliance can be considered as a consistent, logical continuum striv-
ing from the past life history (see also Lähde and Mölkänen, this volume). 
One has perhaps ended up “doing what (s)he has most reason to do” 
(Appleton 2019, p. 7).

Based on our analysis (also Lähde and Mölkänen, this volume), it is evi-
dent that future- oriented agency combined with present understanding of 
one’s own agentic abilities builds on past experiences. Having a trusted some-
one listening and believing in you most likely positively contributes to self- 
esteem and positive identity construction and further to self- efficacy. As 
illustrated, also identity agency matters: the more clearly one knows who (s)
he wants—or does not want—to be or become, the better abilities one has in 
life course planning and enjoying an overall sense of control over one’s life 
(cf. Côté 2016, p. 31).
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Conclusion

Our investigation shows that agency, self- efficacy and projectivity are obvi-
ously interconnected. Given the fact that these all contribute to resilience to 
cope with challenges, it is indeed important to reveal the conditions that pro-
mote the development of these abilities among this particular group of young 
adults who have faced severe hardships in their life. We conclude that the 
agency of young adults in our study is restricted in many ways by external 
factors. On the other hand, our study shows that future- oriented agency 
could be supported by individual support by a significant adult (whomever 
this is).

In Russia, the macro- level social policy substantially supports the children 
deprived of parental care. At the same time, these policy measures might 
stigmatize their targets and limit their future choices. It is important indeed 
that state policy directs these young adults to study, but, for instance, by sup-
porting certain career paths, for instance vocational education for certain 
professions, which narrows the choice and agency of these young people 
(Chernova and Shpakovskaia 2020; Kulmala et al. 2021a). Similarly, the 
(generous) housing policy leads to certain residential pathways. Even if  the 
Russian system can be considered good and generous in terms of material 
support, it simultaneously fails to provide much- needed individual (emo-
tional) support to young adults, as our study clearly points out (also Kulmala 
et al. 2021a). As the study by Lähde and Mölkänen (this volume) shows, this 
can also be the case in other contexts.

Not a surprising but highly important finding of our study (as with Lähde 
and Mölkänen, this volume) is that micro- level supportive and trustworthy 
relationships essentially matter to the development of the sense of control 
and ability to influence one’s life course and future orientation. As shown, the 
young adults in our study were almost equally divided into two orientations 
of planning (n = 17) and not- planning (n = 20) at various extents, but those 
who engaged in life course planning with strong self- efficacy reported longer- 
lasting relationships with a significant, trustworthy adult, be it a foster or 
birth parent, individual mentor or pedagogue. Moreover, most of them grew 
up in a foster family in a children’s village with many kinds of support pro-
grammes and services. This allows us to conclude that a family- like environ-
ment with systematic approach to aftercare support is something to be 
developed further. Ongoing reforms in Russia have taken many steps in the 
right direction, but with many pitfalls that hamper the formation of individ-
ual support. As has been argued elsewhere (Jappinen and Kulmala 2021), the 
good intentions of these reforms result in many unintended consequences. In 
the current political environment, quantitative measurements to show good 
results in numbers become more important than changes in the quality of 
care, which, in turn, leads to situations when some other rights—for instance 
those of foster parents—override the rights of children.

Our study suggests that without strong individual support at the micro 
level, the majority of the care leavers in our study fail to plan and build their 
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desired future. One can, of course, argue that the “desired future” is heavily 
directed by expectations of a normative path of becoming a ‘proper’ citizen, 
who is integrated to study and work life (Furlong 2012). On the other hand, 
research has shown that setting and pursuing goals is particularly pertinent 
during adolescence when establishing identity is of fundamental importance. 
Planning and goal pursuit serves not only as a self- directing and self- defining 
process, but is also affiliated—when successful—with positive affect and well-
being (Massey et al. 2008, p. 422). This is also the case with the sense of 
mastery connected to resilience (Hitlin and Kirkpatrick Johnson 2015). This 
is why we view the ability to plan and the sense of mastery as important 
resources for care leavers, who often transition to their independent living in 
a more vulnerable situation than other young people. In our study, we found 
that the ability to plan goes hand in hand with identity agency and suggest, 
similarly as Pryce et al. (2017, p. 318), that  future research on care leavers 
should focus on  identity and self- concept as central issues to understand 
resilience in adulthood. Future research on care leavers should focus on iden-
tity and self- concept as central issues to understand resilience in adulthood. 
Moreover, in our study the vast majority of young adults with strong future 
orientation and self- efficacy were women. Obviously, in the future more focus 
is needed on this gender difference.

Even if  our study concerned the Russian Arctic, its most important argu-
ment concerning the importance of individual support by a significant adult 
is obviously global in scope. As Lähde and Mölkänen showed in their chap-
ter in this volume, this is the case also in Finland and we can assume that it is 
the case everywhere, regardless of geographical location. We also expect that 
many other findings are similar in other parts of Russia. Young care leavers 
in all the Russian regions are supported by similar state social policies, but 
still may face shortages in individual and emotional support. Nonetheless, 
some regions are more equipped, for instance, with NGOs, which might have 
a significant role for the development of more individually oriented alterna-
tive and aftercare services for young care leavers.

Notes

 1 By alternative care we refer to all forms of out- of- home care for children deprived 
of parental care such as residential children’s homes and different types of foster 
families (see e.g. Kulmala et al., 2021c)

 2 These interviews are a part of the larger data set collected in two separate but 
interrelated research projects. One was led by Meri Kulmala on ‘A Child’s Right 
to a Family: Deinstitutionalization of Child Welfare in Putin’s Russia’ (2016–
2020), funded by the Academy of Finland (No. 295554), University of Helsinki 
(ref. 412/51/2015) and Kone Foundation (cd276a and df3277). The other focused 
on youth wellbeing in the Arctic: ‘Live, Work or Leave? Youth—wellbeing and the 
viability of (post) extractive Arctic industrial cities in Finland and Russia (2018–
2020)’, funded by the Academy of Finland and Russian Academy of Science 
(AKA No. 314471, RFBR No. 1859–11001).
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 3 We conducted 43 interviews with representatives of Russian child welfare NGOs 
in the project led by Dr. Kulmala (see endnote 1). Additionally, we participated in 
and arranged five research- practice seminars with mainly Russian child welfare 
street- level practitioners, including NGOs, during which we engaged in close dia-
logue with these practitioners. (See more e.g. Kulmala et al. 2021d). First inter-
views in Region 1 were conducted by Zhanna Chernova, Meri Kulmala and Anna 
Tarasenko, while Anna Fomina took all the non- peer- interviews in Region 2. As 
the interviews in Region 1 were biased with a particular form of alternative care 
(Kulmala et al. 2021a), Fomina returned there to conduct a few more interviews 
with care leavers having background in residential care.

 4 We trained them face- to- face before and online after the pilot peer- interviews as 
well as in the middle of the interviewing process. These methodological issues 
were also raised in the focus group discussions at the end of the data collection 
process.
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10 Youth wellbeing in “Atomic Towns”
The cases of Polyarnye Zori and Pyhäjoki

Ria- Maria Adams, Lukas Allemann and  
Veli- Pekka Tynkkynen

Introduction

In this chapter we present and analyse two case studies of how young people 
living in the “atomic towns” of Pyhäjoki (Finland) and Polyarnye Zori 
(Russia) perceive wellbeing. We look at the two cases through the lens of 
ethnographic methods and policy analysis to provide insights into how local 
youth are connected to the energy companies operating nuclear power plants 
in their hometowns. The two sites differ greatly in their socio- economic, cul-
tural and political setting, as well as in the development stage of the respec-
tive power plants. Despite obvious differences, we have found striking 
similarities in young people’s perceptions of what the “good life” means to 
them in these prospective/current nuclear towns.

Pyhäjoki and Polyarnye Zori may seem like an unusual pair for compari-
son, ostensibly sharing little beyond the fact that the former is, and the latter 
will likely become, dominated by the nuclear power industry. The common 
yet different connection of these towns to Rosatom offers insights into the 
relations between the local youth and a major industrial player in places that 
lack economic diversity. In Polyarnye Zori, Rosatom is a pervasive actor: it 
produces electricity—its core product—provides municipal housing mainte-
nance and transportation and sees to the catering at large events. This kind of 
“town- forming company” (gradoobrazuiushchee predpriiatie) is a common 
phenomenon in Russian single- industry towns (see also other chapters in this 
volume: Bolotova; Ivanova et al.; Simakova et al.). At present, the power 
company in Pyhäjoki does not have a comparably dominant role, but the 
community is on track to become an “atomic town” as well. In reviewing and 
analysing our data from these contrasting field sites, we bring to light the 
similarities as well as the differences in the factors young people regard as 
important to their personal wellbeing.

We start by providing insights into our two field sites. Next, we outline our 
methods and embed our case studies in the relevant policy settings, these 
being energy politics and geopolitics. Then we compare and describe the 
studies, which are informed by and grounded in anthropological theories of 
wellbeing. In our analysis, we contribute to the understudied area of compar-
ing towns reliant on the nuclear energy industry in disparate cultural and 
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policy settings in the Arctic. Petrov et al. (2017, p. 56) urge that research 
efforts should increasingly focus on

understudied issue areas with global- national- regional- local linkages, in 
order to better understand outlooks and pathways for Arctic sustainable 
development as well as the Arctic’s role in global processes and sustain-
able development challenges.

Finally, we discuss how the policy analysis and the ethnographic findings can 
help to understand young people’s decisions about their future in the two 
regions studied.

Polyarnye Zori and Pyhäjoki: two contrasting field sites?

Pyhäjoki is a municipality located in North Ostrobothnia, some one hun-
dred kilometres south of  Oulu, the most populous city in northern Finland. 
Pyhäjoki, the central town in the municipality, is currently entering a new 
stage of  development: the nuclear power plant will be built in an existing 
community and the population is expected to grow in the upcoming years 
as the power plant project progresses. The town has 3,146 inhabitants at the 
time of  writing, with this population currently declining at a rate of  1.3 per 
cent annually (Statistics Finland 2019). The unemployment rate in 2019 
was 10.1 per cent, which was slightly lower than Finland’s general average 
of  11.3 per cent (Statistics Finland 2019). The municipal council of 
Pyhäjoki has developed an operational plan for creating new employment 
and business opportunities by promoting the area to newcomers and exist-
ing businesses alike (Pyhäjoki Municipality 2020). Despite ongoing con-
struction work at the power plant site, the municipality has not succeeded 
in growing the number of  inhabitants. In fact, in the year 2019, the number 
of  inhabitants decreased by 2.2 per cent due to outmigration (Statistics 
Finland 2019). The planning of  Fennovoima’s “Hanhikivi 1” project 
started back in 2007 and Fennovoima continues to wait for the final per-
mits to build the nuclear power plant by Rosatom. Various factors, either 
within or outside the company, have slowed the progress of  the construc-
tion work, these mainly relating to building permits and meeting the safety 
requirements of  the Finnish Radiation and Nuclear Safety Authority 
(Fennovoima 2020).

Polyarnye Zori is a town in Murmansk Region, North- West Russia, about 
two hundred kilometres south of Murmansk, the largest city in the world 
above the Arctic Circle. According to the most recent census, Polyarnye Zori 
had a population of 14,389 (Rosstat 2019). With a population decline of 6.3 
per cent over the past decade (Rosstat 2009; Rosstat 2019), the outmigration 
rate has been lower than in most other towns of Murmansk Region. The cur-
rent rate of registered unemployment is also low at 3.2 per cent (PZ City 
2020). The single most important employment sector in the town is the nuclear 
power plant (owned by Rosenergoatom (Rosatom’s civilian subsidiary)) and 
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its subcontractors. The main subcontractor for maintenance is 
Kolatomenergoremont (owned by Rosenergoatom), but there are also private 
subcontractors. The town was built in the early 1970s, at the same time as the 
power plant, meaning that the creation of the town was tied to the creation of 
the power plant. This dependence is still pervasive but since the end of the 
Soviet Union private small-  and medium- scale entrepreneurship have formed 
a secondary socio- economic pillar, as in any other Russian single- industry 
town. Rosatom’s structures dominate not only large parts of the residents’ 
professional lives but also much of their leisure time. To cite but a few instances 
of Rosatom’s omnipresence, the town park, the stadium and the sports centre 
are sponsored by the company; apartment block maintenance is provided by 
one of its subsidiaries; and the town’s favourite pirozhki (stuffed buns) come 
from the power plant’s bakery.

For the people of Pyhäjoki, the coming of the power plant entails multiple 
ramifications, one being the hope that the resulting growth in population will 
add a variety of services. The municipality, as Strauss- Mazzullo (2020, p. 38) 
notes, has become a place on the map beyond the national borders of Finland. 
Polyarnye Zori has gone through the anticipated stages of development a 
long time ago and is now in the phase where the effects of a running power 
plant are visible in daily life. The area of North Ostrobothnia is known for 
having many adherents of the Lutheran religious movement known as 
Conservative Laestadianism (vanhoillislestadiolaisuus); members are particu-
larly known for their active engagement in entrepreneurship, especially in the 
construction industry (Linjakumpu 2018). This might be part of the reason 
why the municipality voiced a strong interest in obtaining the nuclear mega-
project and thus ensuring prospective employment and continuous revenue 
for the community members (Linjakumpu 2018; Strauss- Mazzullo 2020, p. 
28). While this article does not deal with the effects of religious movements, 
it is important to mention this specific characteristic since it influences 
employment in the area and helps to understand why such a megaproject is 
being constructed in this particular place.

If  one visits Pyhäjoki, Fennovoima (and thus indirectly Rosatom) is visible 
as a single, small, inconspicuous office in the centre of the municipality; 
Rosatom’s visual presence in Polyarnye Zori is ubiquitous. This visibility in 
Polyarnye Zori has its historical roots in the practice of establishing single- 
industrial towns, one dating from the Soviet policies of economic specializa-
tion. With the nuclear power plant traditionally being essentially the only 
industrial employer in the atomic towns, city and regional governments have 
imposed extensive economic and social responsibilities on the operators (cf. 
Collier 2011).

By describing these two contrasting field sites, and by embedding policy 
analysis in our study, we demonstrate the structural differences between the 
communities in size, stage of company development, and political and cul-
tural context. These distinctions are important in order to understand the 
outcome of our comparative ethnographic analysis of the local youth’s per-
ceptions, wishes and aspirations in both locations.
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Methodological considerations and research ethics

Although doing research in two strongly differing towns, we have used the 
same qualitative methods to gain insights. Anthropological fieldwork lies at 
the core of our methodological approach, which featured open- ended indi-
vidual interviews, focus group interviews and media analysis (Clark 2011; 
Silverman 2013, 2014; Olivier de Sardan 2015). The holistic approach of 
anthropology is valuable as it takes all different aspects of human living into 
account and considers both actions and verbal accounts equally (Eriksen 
2010; Crate 2011). In the context of our research, we sought to listen to young 
people and to let their views be heard.

Participatory approaches to youth research are often described in “all or 
nothing” terms, meaning that young people participate either as active 
researchers or as passive research objects (Heath and Walker 2011, p. 8). In 
our research we aimed at finding a middle ground where we actively engaged 
in youth activities. Through several fieldwork visits by Adams (Pyhäjoki) and 
Allemann (Polyarnye Zori) between August 2018 and August 2020, we 
engaged with young people in a way which did not render them passive 
research objects but rather invited their insights on various topics of their 
hometowns. While doing research among young people, we tried to be sensi-
ble about the issue of the unequal power relations between us as researchers 
and the youth as the focus of our work. Young research participants may lack 
the resources, social networks and knowledge of those conducting the 
research and thus be in a potentially vulnerable position (Cieslik 2003, p. 2). 
We were aware that we were dealing with sensitive topics, and throughout the 
research process we were open with our informants about how we would 
process and store the data. The identities of the young people sharing their 
life stories, ideas and thoughts with us were anonymized in order to protect 
them from any possible exposure. At the same time, our analysis enables us to 
exemplify how young people are connected to their nuclear towns, how they 
perceive the industries in their hometowns, what wishes and aspirations they 
have and what opportunities they see in their future.

We were guided by the conviction that the task of finding out about what 
hedonic wellbeing means for young people could only be fulfilled successfully 
by working with them. In such co- productive research, we see the interviewee 
as on a par with the scholar (cf. Denzin 2009, pp. 277–305; Allemann and 
Dudeck 2019). Our interlocutors are not just sources of raw data that we tap 
into and then interpret. Rather, it is primarily the interlocutors who actively 
reflect on their own lives while talking to us (Bornat 2010). Our task as 
researchers is to connect these reflections with each other and with our field 
observations on political and corporate actors. Thus, we see the interviews 
not as factual data but as first- stage interpretations, on which we build our 
second- stage scholarly interpretations and recommendations.

The Finnish Youth Act (Ministry of Education of Finland, 2017) defines 
persons up to the age of 29 years as youths, while in Russia at the time of the 
research the age range was between 14 and 30 years (Government of the 
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Russian Federation 2014, see discussion of the age- range in Ivanova et al., 
this volume). The selection of research participants was guided by these 
respective definitions.

Young people’s experiences can offer exceptional insights into the opera-
tion and the character of institutions. Roberts (2003) argues that changes in 
and links and mismatches between institutions become apparent through 
youth research by giving voice to young people’s experiences, which then lays 
a basis for broader academic debates (Roberts 2003, p. 15). Our research 
results suggest that young people’s views on how a “good life” is constructed 
in a nuclear town is marginally connected to the industry itself  but relies on 
other considerations, such as educational opportunities, getting work in one’s 
own specialization, having places to “hang out”, having access to a function-
ing infrastructure, being connected to services (such as leisure activities and 
health services), being connected to nature, having a feeling of safety and 
being close to social networks of family and friends.

Geopolitics, the nuclear sector and corporate social responsibility

Both Russia and Finland are nuclear power- friendly states in that nuclear 
power plays a central role in national energy policies: in Russia 18 per cent, 
and in Finland 25 per cent of electricity is produced by nuclear power plants 
(International Energy Agency 2018). Moreover, people’s attitude toward 
nuclear energy is relatively positive (Wang and Kim 2018). What is more, the 
nuclear sector is also a central element in Finnish- Russian trade relations and 
foreign policy. In Finland, nearly half  of all energy consumed is of Russian 
origin, two- thirds of all energy imported comes from Russia, and nearly all 
of Finland’s fossil (around 80 per cent) and nuclear (varies from year to year 
between 40 to 70 per cent) fuel comes from Russia (Statistics Finland 2017). 
Thus, when it comes to energy, the relationship between Finland and Russia 
is tight, yet at the same time very asymmetric: Finland accounts for a small 
percentage of Russia’s energy exports while energy imported from Russia 
makes up a large share of total energy imports in Finland. The dependency 
of Finland’s energy sector on Russian hydrocarbons, as well as on its nuclear 
power technology and nuclear fuel exports, gives Russia political leverage 
vis- à- vis Finland. The fear of losing the economic benefits gained from con-
suming, refining and further selling energy of Russian origin have an impact 
on Finland’s policy considerations (Tynkkynen 2016; Jääskeläinen et al. 
2018). Thus, the Pyhäjoki project between the Russian state- owned nuclear 
corporation Rosatom and the Finnish private enterprise Fennovoima includes 
a foreign policy dimension, not least as the project is symbolically and eco-
nomically important for Russia. On balance, the social programmes pro-
moted as part of nuclear projects should be understood as intertwined with 
other (energy and foreign) policy issues.

The main institutional actor in this context is Rosatom, Russia’s state- owned 
corporation which controls the civilian and military use of nuclear energy in 
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both the internal and the export markets. Rosatom’s position is unique, as the 
company does not have to produce a profit. Accordingly, it is better positioned 
to promote a wide range of policy objectives set by the state both domestically 
and internationally. In Russia, nuclear power is prioritized in relation to other 
energy sectors, and internationally Rosatom has the possibility to increase 
Russian influence through very attractive deals for constructing nuclear power 
plants and supplying uranium (Tynkkynen 2016). In the Finnish context, the 
role of Rosatom is exceptional, as the company will be the exclusive provider 
of uranium fuel to the Pyhäjoki plant for the first ten years. As long as the 
project progresses smoothly, the Pyhäjoki power plant, as cooperation in the 
area of nuclear power, officially stands to make a key contribution to enhanc-
ing good relations between Finland and Russia (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Finland 2016; Putin and Niinistö 2017). If problems should occur during 
the project, they will reflect badly on relations between the countries.

How does this wider political context then affect social policies and the 
youth in atomic towns? The political context has very much to do with the 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices of Rosatom in Russia, and 
especially in Finland. CSR is a soft- power tool used by state actors, in addi-
tion to all other means, to further their objectives. Rosatom’s CSR in Finland 
is important precisely for geopolitical and geo- economic reasons, and the 
community’s youth are an important target of CSR efforts.

CSR is the instrument by which companies approach the issue of wellbe-
ing. Following a global trend, but also replicating many practices from the 
Soviet era, CSR is an integral part of social policy among Russian energy 
giants like Rosatom (comp. Saxinger et al. 2016; Wilson and Istomin 2019). 
Rosatom promotes social policy under the heading of sustainability. CSR is 
implemented based on general objectives of the corporation addressing tra-
ditional social and work- related issues of the workers, but also promoting the 
wellbeing of workers’ families and, in particular, their children. The youth 
are explicitly chosen as a focus group within Rosatom’s CSR. Work on sus-
tainability is operationalized through two special programmes “Rosatom 
School” and “Rosatom’s Territory of Culture”, which promote school chil-
dren’s skills in the natural sciences and nuclear physics, in particular, but also 
offer youth possibilities to engage in and enjoy music, arts and sports 
(Rosatom 2020a).

The role of Finland and Fennovoima’s nuclear power plant as an impor-
tant reference for Rosatom is also visible in the company’s CSR activities. 
The webpage of Rosatom (2020b) bills the success of “Rosatom School” in 
the following terms:

Since 2016, about 1,000 kids from 25 countries have taken part in nine 
International Smart Holidays with the ”ROSATOM School” in Russia, 
Indonesia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Finland, Thailand and Turkey. […] For 
example, in 2017–2018 schoolchildren from Russia and Finland imple-
mented the international project “Educational Tourism”. In this project 
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10 schoolchildren from Sarov visited Pyhäjoki and schoolchildren from 
Pyhäjoki visited Sarov.

Providing amenities under the heading of CSR by a powerful industrial actor 
may enhance the wellbeing (basic needs) of people in general and the youth 
in particular. However, at the same time CSR consolidates the company’s 
political and economic power, potentially diminishing people’s choices as to 
how to live a good life (extended and broader needs). Especially in a single- 
industry town there is a risk that decisions on which youth activities to 
develop or sponsor are guided by the dominating company’s own interests. In 
a small town, this both broadens and limits people’s choices: on the one hand, 
a powerful sponsor may make it possible to provide the youth opportunities 
that would otherwise be impossible, such as the sports school in Polyarnye 
Zori, which offers a wide variety of different sports. On the other hand, activ-
ities that do not coincide with the larger sphere of interests of the dominant 
sponsor may be dismissed despite a demand from the youth. In Polyarnye 
Zori, where the Rosatom company is already an established player, this is 
reflected in an ambivalent attitude towards the opportunities that the com-
pany offers (Allemann and Dudeck 2019).

Youth wellbeing: Eudaimonic and hedonic perceptions

What does “a good life” mean for young people living in very different coun-
tries and circumstances and what are their visions of wellbeing? Fischer 
(2014) and numerous other theorists on wellbeing (see discussion in Stammler 
and Toivanen, this volume) argue that wellbeing, across cultures, cannot be 
reduced to material conditions alone, which is in line with our findings in 
Pyhäjoki and Polyarnye Zori. Perceptions of wellbeing from the young peo-
ple’s point of view in the two atomic towns entail more than having access to 
work or a stable income. Young people long for functioning social networks, 
mobility and a choice of educational opportunities.

Lambek (2008) addresses the importance of wellbeing in human sciences, 
while simultaneously acknowledging that it is a ‘problematic’ topic in terms 
of “measuring or bringing about other people’s wellbeing” (Lambek 2008, p. 
115). He argues that “measuring from the outside someone else’s quality of 
life” (p. 116) might seem inconceivable, whereas through their ethnographic 
research anthropologists can acquire more perspectives “from inside” and 
thus make valuable contributions to theorizing wellbeing, as the introduction 
to this volume shows (Stammler and Toivanen, this volume). Moreover, 
Lambek points out that ethnography must suffice as the basis for more gen-
eral claims concerning an anthropological perspective on wellbeing by elabo-
rating how wellbeing is constituted:

Well- being does not occur in the abstract. As human life is culturally 
constituted, so well- being only makes sense with respect to the contours 
of a particular way of life; particular structures of persons, relations, 
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feeling, place, cosmos, work and leisure. Another way of saying this is 
that quality of life cannot be simply open freedom of choice. Well- being 
must include guides and orientations in the making of choice or the exer-
cise of judgement, ones that affirm people’s intuitions.

(Lambek 2008, p. 125)

Our analysis shows that wellbeing has different meanings for young people. 
While some proportion of the youth perceived their hometown as a place 
that lacks activities, others described exactly the opposite, as for them their 
hometowns provide everything that they need.

A range of scholars focusing on wellbeing distinguish between hedonic 
happiness and eudaimonic happiness (Ryan and Deci 2001; Mathews and 
Izquierdo 2009; Fischer 2014; Edwards et al. 2016; Johnson et al. 2018). 
Hedonic happiness refers to everyday, short- term contentment, such as buy-
ing a long- desired item or satisfying “a man’s own desire to play instead of 
working” (Hobsbawm 1968, p. 85). Eudaimonic happiness denotes a broader, 
overall life satisfaction. While hedonic happiness is more ephemeral, eudai-
monic happiness as well is far from being a static condition or a final goal. As 
Fischer notes, “good life is not a state to be obtained but an ongoing aspira-
tion for something better that gives meaning to life’s pursuits” (2014, p. 2). 
Eudaimonic happiness consists of many trade- offs, often at the cost of 
hedonic happiness. The pair “can well be at odds with each other, a tension 
familiar to most from daily life” (Fischer 2014, p. 2).

In this research we combine these two notions of happiness as key con-
cepts for a holistic understanding of wellbeing. People pursue their individual 
visions of a good life, but the concept of wellbeing is morally laden with ideas 
about value, worth, virtue and what is good or bad, right or wrong (Fischer 
2014, pp. 4–5). Adding to this observation, Fischer argues that “adequate 
material resources, physical health and safety, and family and social relations 
are all core and necessary elements of wellbeing” (p. 5). This means that aspi-
rations are limited by the capacity to aspire. Such constraints on aspiration 
and agency may be social norms, legal regulations or the labour market. The 
individual’s will is important, but there also has to be a way (Appadurai 2013, 
pp. 179–195; Fischer 2014, p. 6).

In our analysis, we sought to achieve a cross- cultural comparison that 
informs us about the ways in which “beliefs, practices and institutions 
impinge on happiness” (Thin 2008, p. 135). Thin argues that ethnographic 
methods and analytical approaches enable researchers “to observe and dis-
cuss the quality of human experiences, the ways people feel about their lives 
in general and about specific institutions and practices in particular” (p. 135). 
There is a rather limited corpus of anthropological literature developing a 
systematic interest in the subjective, experiential aspects of wellbeing (see 
Ortner 2016, and the introduction, this volume for an overview). The topic is 
mostly associated with and dominated by psychological or economic per-
spectives (see Johnson et al. 2018 for a recent overview). Brown (2013) 
attempts a comparison between the “atomic cities” of Ozersk (Russia) and 
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Richland (United States) and the impact of families. However, our aim is not 
merely to compare our case towns, but rather to demonstrate young people’s 
views on a good life in their respective hometowns.

Based on these considerations, we ask: What are the important factors 
prompting young people to live in, stay in or return to Pyhäjoki and Polyarnye 
Zori? What does wellbeing mean to them? Our results suggest that wellbeing 
from the youth’s perspective strongly emanates from aspects of focusing on 
the self, the present moment and consuming what a young person wants or 
needs. This, essentially, is a hedonic perception of wellbeing.

The meaning of good life for young people in nuclear towns

The majority of our informants addressed the need and desire to have places 
where young people can “hang out” together. In Pyhäjoki the municipality 
runs a youth centre which is open on weekend nights for youth to informally 
spend time together in a safe space supervised by a youth worker. A billiard 
table, game consoles, board games, TV, a stereo, sofas and a kitchenette for 
drinks and snacks are central elements of the centre, which is used primarily 
by youths under 18 years. In addition, the local church has a supervised youth 
space once a week, which attracts many young people (under 18). One col-
laborative project between the church and the municipality is a small work-
shop (moottoripaja), where young people can come and fix their motorbikes 
once a week under the supervision of volunteers (usually older local men). 
Another, easily accessible place in the centre of the municipality is an old 
youth association house (nuorisoseuratalo), which local young people and 
activists have turned into an indoor skating rink. According to our infor-
mants, the facility has a long history of attracting young people from outside 
Pyhäjoki for events and parties but is now rather run down; young people can 
hang out there or skate at their own risk. However, many parents do not 
allow their teenagers to go to the indoor rink, because it is not supervised. 
Nevertheless, younger youth value the rink, precisely because they are not 
supervised there, which gives them the feeling of freedom to do what they 
want. Other places offering possibilities to meet socially are private cottages 
or homes, where groups of friends are likely to spend their free time. In addi-
tion, the local upper secondary school offers its students space to hang out 
on the school premises. The newly re- opened and only local pub (Dado) has 
been well received, especially among youth aged over 18, who for some years 
had no place to gather evenings and weekends. In sum, sufficient availability 
of places where they can spend leisure time is an important factor of wellbe-
ing for young people in Pyhäjoki, as this female teenager indicated:

If  I could wish something for our town it would be a burger restaurant. 
On the main road, just beside the shop would be a good place. We could 
go there, get some food or drinks and just hang out with our friends. It 
would be nice to have clothing stores as well, but I know that it is not a 
realistic wish because of the size of our town.
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Having access to a variety of  free- time activities is essential for keeping 
youth in their hometown. Pyhäjoki offers a range of  activities and facilities: 
ice hockey, tennis, hunting, motocross tracks, swimming, floor hockey, soc-
cer, frisbee golf, cross- country skiing tracks, a gym and running tracks, to 
name the most common ones. However, if  young people want more special-
ized facilities like an indoor pool or horseback riding, they have to travel to 
the neighbouring towns. In Pyhäjoki different organizations and sport 
clubs can apply for financial support from Fennovoima; according to infor-
mants, however, the money granted is usually not decisive for keeping the 
organizations running. In Finland leisure activities (harrastustoiminta) are 
considered a core element of  youth wellbeing, and therefore access to vari-
ous activities is guaranteed by the Youth Act (Ministry of  Education of 
Finland, 2017). Youth services, which in Finland include professional youth 
workers, are provided mainly by the state, not by private actors (European 
Commission 2017).

In Polyarnye Zori, the municipality offers young people a wide range of 
organized leisure activities, not least thanks to the presence of  Rosatom as 
a powerful sponsor. There is a sports school, an arts and music school and 
a wealth of  creative activities at the House of  Creativity and the House of 
Cultures, examples being dance classes, theatre groups or scale- model 
building. All of  these activities are free of  charge, but they require regular 
attendance and thus a certain level of  commitment. Another option is the 
Club of  Interesting Things (Klub interesnykh del, KID), also funded by the 
municipality and free of  charge, but less structured. There is only one adult 
supervisor present and the idea is that kids and teenagers teach each other 
useful and fun things, such as playing the guitar, playing ping- pong or writ-
ing a convincing speech. What all these places have in common is that they 
require a young person to be active. If  someone wants just a place to “hang 
out”, there are only commercial venues—shopping centres, restaurants and 
coffee shops—or socially marginalized options—the railway station or an 
abandoned construction site. The first category is essentially a limited range 
of  cafés. For teenagers specifically, there is what is known as a “time café” 
(Lemonade), where youngsters pay for the time spent there but do not need 
to buy anything. It fulfils the function of  a private youth centre; teenagers 
socialize, play games or just relax in a cosy atmosphere, supervised by the 
owner, a young man who maintains an easy- going relationship with his 
returning customers. In atmosphere the place comes closest to a Finnish 
youth centre, but with the big difference that it is not free of  charge. This 
automatically excludes the young people from less wealthy families, but 
also those who (or whose parents) prefer to spend their money on some-
thing other than paying for the time spent in a place. The café- goers largely 
reflect the prevailing societal rift in the town created by the big gap in 
income between the “powerplanters” (stantsionniki) and the “non- 
powerplanters” (nestantsionniki), a difference sometimes described by the 
latter, less privileged group, as creating two “castes”. A young female illus-
trates the situation:
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Some parents simply cannot afford that [time café] or they don’t allow 
[their children] to go there. […] For instance, some friends may say ‘let’s 
hang out there’ and others say ‘I don’t have the money’, and so in the end 
we all end up at the railway station or the petrol station.

Thus, for many youngsters the only relatively attractive alternative is free 
“hanging out” in non- supervised public spaces. In summer, such places are 
the nearby woods and the backyard of the cinema; in winter, it is mainly the 
waiting room of the local railway station. Asked in a group discussion why 
they like to hang out at the railway station, a female teenager answered: 
“They don’t chase us away from there. They don’t ask for money; you can just 
sit there with your smartphone, and it’s warm. That makes me happy.”

Our comparison shows that in both Polyarnye Zori and Pyhäjoki young 
people would like to have more places where they could meet up in their 
hometown:

This skating place is like a second home for me. I come here almost every 
day after school. I hang out here with my friends because there is no 
other place where we can go and just be. Sometimes we skate, sometimes 
we just sit around and talk. Nothing special. Sometimes we go to the 
shop to get snacks and drinks and then we return.

(young male, Pyhäjoki)

In Pyhäjoki young people are generally content with what has been provided, 
given the size of the municipality and the relative proximity of the bigger 
municipalities of Raahe, Kalajoki and Oulu. The nature surrounding the 
community has been mentioned in particular in many conversations as an 
important and empowering place of regeneration. Decision- makers in the 
municipality cite the possibility of carrying out young people’s wishes once 
actual construction on the nuclear power plant starts and the town grows. In 
the meantime, local youth keep using the available services and continue to 
visit nearby towns on a frequent basis to meet their needs. The same applies 
in Polyarnye Zori. Both the surrounding nature and other urban centres, such 
as nearby Kandalaksha and even more distant Murmansk, offer opportuni-
ties to get away and enjoy a change. In both Pyhäjoki and Polyarnye Zori 
young people say they would like a place offered by the municipality where 
they could just “hang out” without necessarily having to pursue goal- 
oriented, constructive activities.

In both of our case sites, access to education becomes an issue after the 
level of basic school. In Pyhäjoki, the municipality offers upper secondary 
education (lukio) with a focus on entrepreneurship, which is a popular choice 
among local youth and also attracts youth from the neighbouring towns. 
However, after graduation, at the latest, young people need to move else-
where if  they wish to continue their studies. For any vocational training 
young people have to leave town and they will either have to put up with 
commuting long distances to school, inconvenienced by the inadequate 
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public transportation, or face having to move from home to another town at 
a relatively young age (around 15 or 16 years). Decisions on what to study 
tend to be taken on a very individual level of interest and these choices are 
rarely linked to the arrival of an industry in town. At the time of our research 
there were no specific industry programmes in place designed to train young 
people for professions in the power plant, yet educating local youth to work 
in the plant can be understood as a facet of CSR. However, the vocational 
schools in the region (Koulutuskeskus Brahe 2020) provide a variety of edu-
cational opportunities, which include qualifications in technical fields and 
construction.

Polyarnye Zori has one educational institution at the post- secondary level: 
a vocational school with several degree programmes to choose from. 
Originally, the school was conceived as a supplier of an educated workforce 
for the nuclear power plant. Today, as a result of the regional budgeting 
based on competition between educational institutions, the school is trying to 
diversify its educational offerings and also to attract students from outside of 
Polyarnye Zori. About half  of the students come from other cities. However, 
attracting them is not easy and the school expends considerable effort in 
doing so. About half  of the curricula are designed especially for the energy 
sector. Two- thirds of the students are male, one- third female, usually starting 
their training around the age of 15. Recently, the school introduced a new 
curriculum serving the hotel trade, diversifying its offerings to perhaps attract 
more female students and thus reduce the gender imbalance in the student 
body. The school has limited co- operation with the nuclear power plant. This 
centres on obtaining internships for students and does not include any 
employment programmes. The situation differs therefore considerably from 
that of other Russian Arctic single- industry towns, such as neighbouring 
Kirovsk and Apatity, Neryungri and Novyi Urengoy, where the dominant 
industry in town is heavily involved in educating specialists on the post- 
secondary level and offers employment for many graduates (see Simakova et 
al., this volume).

As a result, the employment situation for young people in Polyarnye Zori 
is not an easy one. Information gathered in interviews with the vocational 
school headmaster, pupils and power plant employees clearly indicates that 
the school produces far too many specialists for the nuclear sector. Students 
consistently report that it is very difficult to find a good job in Polyarnye Zori 
despite Rosatom being widely perceived as one of the most stable and well- 
paying employers in the entire region. According to the headmaster, only 
about 10 per cent of the young people graduating with a vocational educa-
tion get a job at Rosatom. Local family ties play a significant role when it 
comes to getting a job with no more than a vocational- level education, with 
dynasties of power plant workers being a common phenomenon.

The nuclear energy sector also has an above- average need for specialists 
with a higher education, mostly in engineering. Indeed, about 40 per cent of 
the vocational school’s graduates leave Polyarnye Zori to go on to complete a 
higher education. However, informants have repeatedly claimed that the 
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proportion of locals among the power plant’s recruited employees with a 
higher education is low. Thus, according to several informants, among 
employees with a higher education an overwhelming majority are not from 
Polyarnye Zori. There seem to be informal loyalty ties (Ledeneva 1998, 2006) 
between several cities in the Urals and Siberia, which have specialized univer-
sities and from where some of the management come. A young male power 
plant employee described the situation as follows:

Yes, unfortunately it’s like that. There are loads of those who come from 
those few universities. It’s as if  they deliver them here in buses. As a local 
I feel frustrated about this. […] But if  Mum and Dad work there then 
yes, chances are higher that you get in. Because they will trust you more.

On the other hand, there are plenty of job openings in medicine and in the 
school that cannot be filled because there are not enough specialists who 
want to move to Polyarnye Zori. The problem stems from the low salaries 
and lack of support programmes. For most of the local youth, what remains 
are less attractive jobs, such as being a salesperson or waiter, or moving away. 
A few become small entrepreneurs (see also Bolotova, this volume, on “forced 
entrepreneurship”, pp. 53–76).

In Pyhäjoki finding suitable work is also a major concern for young people, 
as one male participant noted:

There are certain sectors where you could get a job immediately if  you 
wanted, like taking care of elderly people or working in some construction 
company. But that’s not what I am interested in. If you want something 
else, you either have to commute or come up with creative solutions, like 
starting your own business. But sometimes you have no choice other than 
to move away if  you want to find something matching your education.

Once young people have chosen an educational path and have graduated, it is 
important for them to find work that satisfies their expectations. This being 
the case, they tend to move elsewhere to pursue their career dreams and aspi-
rations if  they cannot find a suitable place in their municipality. However, 
there is a group of young people, especially young males, who express hope in 
being able to find a job in construction associated with the nuclear power 
plant. Not unlike their counterparts in Polyarnye Zori, many of our infor-
mants in Pyhäjoki assume that local labour will not be needed as much as 
external expertise and therefore hopes of getting employed by the power 
plant are not too high.

Interestingly, our analysis shows that environmental concerns in times of 
climate change do not seem to be relevant in the view of the northern youths 
in the two countries. It seems that young people are more concerned with the 
lack of  services and infrastructure rather than with what the presence of  a 
nuclear power plant will do to their environment. The nuclear power plant 
in  Pyhäjoki is being marketed as “green energy”, but this discourse 
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understandably does not include local environmental issues related to 
nuclear power, such as the risk of  accidents, nuclear waste management and 
so on. The green in this setting is the potential of  nuclear power to cut 
national and global greenhouse gas emissions if  it is to replace energy pro-
duced from fossil fuels. In Polyarnye Zori, where the city’s identity is strongly 
linked to Rosatom, nuclear energy has a special presence in school tuition, 
and for most of  the local youth ecological concerns about nuclear energy are 
not an issue. This uncritical attitude towards potential ecological hazards 
does not mean that Rosatom dominates young peoples’ perspectives on their 
lives and aspirations. The opposite is true for many members of  the older 
generations in Polyarnye Zori, who actively participated in the place’s 
 coming of  age as a city.

In this section, we have focused on comparing four major aspects of well-
being that local youth in both places identify as vital from their own perspec-
tives: hangouts, leisure activities, educational possibilities and future work 
opportunities. These four elements open up a wide field of issues. Young 
people in both places have emphasized the importance of functioning rela-
tionships and family ties as key components of their wellbeing. Besides work 
and education, these are important factors that determine youth wellbeing 
and thus the motives for staying in or leaving a place. Through our ethno-
graphic examples, we have demonstrated how a “good life” is constructed 
from the perspective of young people. The connection to nature and a desire 
for purposeful activities through “eudaimonic” leisure opportunities play an 
important role in the perceptions of wellbeing, but even more striking is the 
importance of friends and rather “hedonic” pastimes that is reflected in the 
wish for more places where one can simply “hang out”. While the “eudai-
monic” components are valued by our participants and promoted by the 
industries, we conclude that “hedonic” components of wellbeing should be 
given more attention when creating viable towns for young people.

Conclusion: wellbeing rewired

With this chapter we contribute to the discussion of wellbeing that is embed-
ded in specific, national policy frameworks. According to Larsen and Petrov 
(2020, p. 80), the Arctic region faces significant challenges related to regional 
and local economic development, industrial production and large- scale 
resource extraction. The role of nuclear power in the Russian Arctic region 
has been important traditionally.

Young people in both Polyarnye Zori and Pyhäjoki tend not to associate 
their futures with the (potentially) strong presence of Rosatom/Fennovoima. 
The reason is perhaps that the employment opportunities for locals are per-
ceived as rather scanty, or as not coinciding with their perception of a “dream 
job”, despite the fact that in both countries the nuclear sector is seen as a 
stable employer. Working in the atomic sector is perceived as applying to a 
very specific occupational group and there are many other professions that 
appeal to young people. Income does contribute to achieving a satisfactory 
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level of subjective wellbeing but, as Fischer suggests, it is not everything: 
“Increases in happiness level off  dramatically after people reach a relatively 
low income threshold” (Fischer 2014, p. 8). Even if  the salaries at the power 
plant in Polyarnye Zori are satisfactory, working there is not an attractive 
option for many young people because of the burdensome hierarchies and 
rigid workflows, similar to what Bolotova (this volume) found in Kirovsk. In 
Pyhäjoki, the final phase of building the actual power plant seems remote to 
for young people, as the process of obtaining permits and building has been 
going on for years with no concrete completion date in sight.

Our research confirms that income alone from possible employment in the 
local nuclear power plant is not enough reason or motivation for young peo-
ple to stay in the towns of Pyhäjoki and Polyarnye Zori. Rather, there are 
various other factors, such as family ties and friends, as well as educational 
and employment paths, that lead to an individual decision to either stay, leave 
or return. Our research also shows that policy analysis is relevant for the 
overall outcome, as it highlights the structural frameworks in which the com-
panies operate and provides answers, for example, to the question of why 
significant investments are being directed to social programmes and the youth 
in this exceptional sector.

We have shown needs common to the youth of both Polyarnye Zori and 
Pyhäjoki, such as places to hang out. A place for “purposeless” hanging out 
clearly is what the young people in Polyarnye Zori miss most. By contrast, the 
presence of a wide range of “educationally valuable” options to organize 
one’s leisure time is seen as something provincial. Many informants look at 
the bigger cities, which offer more opportunities for freer and idler pastimes. 
For instance, some informants mentioned the municipal “Centre for youth 
initiatives” (Tsentr molodezhnykh initsiativ 2020) in the large city of Belgorod 
(southern Russia) as an example worth emulating. Similar to Finnish youth 
centres, this place offers a free and supervised space for spending time in ways 
that are not structured from above.

We suggest that hedonic happiness be taken more seriously as a factor for 
youth wellbeing. “Good life” scholars like Fischer (2014) tend to consider 
hedonic happiness as the less gratifying form of happiness because it is not 
long- lasting. However, they are presenting their arguments from the vantage 
point of a mature, adult person. In this perspective, wellbeing is framed in 
terms of permanent and stable levels, and these levels can only be achieved 
through eudaimonic happiness (purposeful activities). Implicitly, the same 
attitude can be identified among many administrators who organize teenag-
ers’ leisure time (an insight based mainly on observations from Polyarnye 
Zori). However, for young people, opportunities to fulfil one’s needs for 
hedonic happiness seem to be a relevant factor for wellbeing and thus for 
staying in a single- industry town. Taking these wishes seriously implies creat-
ing more opportunities for short- term gratification, which is interesting to 
young people but which administrators and educators often dismiss as use-
less or even harmful. Such “hedonic”, “useless” activities may include places 
to play computer games or to just “hang around” with peers. Based on direct 
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interaction and interviews with youth, we argue that having enough opportu-
nities to experience positive emotions from “hedonic” activities is very impor-
tant for young people (especially teenagers), while ideas about “higher” goals, 
purposes and achievements have lower priority before one’s personality is 
fully developed, that is, around the age of 20 (Johnson et al. 2018, p. 8). 
Therefore, it is important to differentiate between the wishes of younger 
youth (approximately those under the age of 20) and older youth, who may 
have already returned or are considering returning because they value the 
peace, safety, nature, family- friendliness and relatives around them. Taking 
these different needs seriously has the potential to make small towns more 
liveable for their young population, especially in encouraging youth to return 
once they have finished their education.

Furthermore, we have argued in this chapter that finding suitable work in 
our case towns is not always easy for young people. Either the required social 
networks are missing or the jobs available do not match the education and 
aspirations of young people. However, we also met a substantial number of 
young people who were satisfied and had found work in their fields of interest. 
In both Polyarnye Zori and Pyhäjoki these were mostly “older” youth (over 20 
years), who had already been elsewhere and then returned to start a family or 
be close to their family and relatives. It is understandable and unavoidable that 
people may have educational aspirations that they cannot fulfil in their home-
town and therefore move away. It is also unavoidable that a large proportion of 
these people will not come back. The factors that motivate an eventual return 
to one’s hometown are ultimately determined by a wellbeing surplus compared 
to the life in a big city. Coming to appreciate this surplus has much to do with 
one’s biographical path: experiencing the difficulties or drawbacks of life in the 
“big city” and mirroring them against experiences of happiness in the place of 
origin. By showing that wellbeing is constructed of many different layers that 
are embedded in a particular policy framework, we have sought to contribute 
to wellbeing theories in anthropology and beyond. Our research suggests that 
the municipalities of Arctic atomic towns, such as the ones we have analysed 
here, would do well to offer activities, facilities and opportunities, which fulfil 
the youth’s needs for both, eudaimonic and hedonic happiness.
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