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Close family bonds and community distrust. The complex
emotional experience of a young generation from southern
Italy
Agostino Carbone a, Immacolata Di Napoli b, Fortuna Procentese b and
Caterina Arcidiacono b

aDepartment of Social and Developmental Psychology, Sapienza University of Rome, Italy; bDivision of
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ABSTRACT
For decades, scientific literature has highlighted the discomfort
and delay of the transition to adulthood of the young
generations of southern Italy. This article examines the
experience of the current young generation, strongly
disadvantaged by structural factors of their environment, like
crime and unemployment, and by a familistic culture. This study
involved 160 young people (age range = 18-34; sd = 4.242) living
in the metropolitan area of Naples. They were asked to describe
their emotional relations with their community of belonging,
their family bonds and their aspirations for the future. Data were
collected qualitatively and analyzed through a psychological
textual analysis (Emotional Textual Analysis) aimed at capturing
the emotionality through which these youths attribute meaning
to their reality and make decisions. Results show a generation
left alone with its goals; in fact, the presence of crime inhibits
the ability to plan the future, while the family of origin is mostly
focused on keeping the younger generations inside to defend
themselves against the instability of the outside world. In these
circumstances, relations with peers and higher education
function exclusively as a condition of pervasive presentification,
in which to continue living within the role of eternal young
people and students.
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Introduction

Recent studies have highlighted an innovative reorganization of the forms of coexistence
and the expectations of young people that go beyond the traditional concepts of youth
development marked by the achievement of evolutionary stages and significant mile-
stones (Leccardi, Cuzzocrea, and Bello 2018; Paniccia et al. 2019; Recksiedler and Setter-
sten 2020; Sanderson 2020). In this conception, the age of youth is not considered as a
transitory, albeit jagged, moment that precludes adulthood.
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Rather, our interest focuses on the search for cultures that, in different ways, today’s
young people have developed in relation to the multiple and complex space–time con-
ditions that characterize living in postmodernity (Harvey 2001).

This study aims to reinterpret the framework of youth research by analyzing the
characteristics of youth in a metropolitan area of southern Italy (Naples), focusing specifi-
cally on the role of belonging to this specific context in orienting how young Neapolitans
experience social relationships, make decisions in relation to their own self-realization,
participate in the social life of the community, imagine their future in relation to family
ties, and build their work and sentimental aspirations, as they intend to pursue economic
independence and entry into a tight labor market.

Discovering that the classically desirable stages for Western youth no longer guide the
reorganization of the life goals of people considered ‘young’ has two important impli-
cations. The first is that the models that until now have looked at youth as an emancipa-
tory process need to be reviewed using theoretical and epistemological approaches that
take into account the evidence produced by the very recent scientific literature that
deconstructs the universal concept of youth (Wyn and White 1996). The second, which
acts as a corollary, is that the same theoretical models that have described the linearity
of the evolutionary paths of young people in the ‘70s,’ 80s, and ‘90s in Western societies
(Leccardi 2005; Cavalli and Leccardi 2013) are to be contextualized and to be considered
themselves as ‘grounded’ in that specific historical, social and political period, permeated
by the idea of unlimited progress and growth in the industrial and civil rights fields.

At this point, it is necessary to recover local aspects that inform the new cultures of
young people in order to better understand the way in which the latter give meaning to
the profound changes in our societies and the way in which they organize the present
relationship to future expectations that the context allows them to imagine (Leccardi 2005).

Theoretical framework

Recently, within youth studies, the need to recover the relationship between the various
forms of belonging to local contexts that young people experience in their daily routine
has emerged (Habib and Ward 2019a; 2019b). This effort is aimed at bridging a gap in the
literature in order to deepen some youth realities (Wyn, Cuervo, and Cook 2018) that differ
from national or international dimensions studied, as in our case (Bello and Cuzzocrea
2018), for example through the concept of globalization. We consider youth as a socially
situated social process where young people embody emotional relationships with their
groups, people and environments (Leccardi, Cuzzocrea, and Bello 2018; Habib and
Ward 2019a)

Even not assuming youth as a life stage, some scholars focus on the concept of tran-
sition into adulthood, considering it as a contextualized process, characterized by more
fragmentation and de-standardization than in the past (EGRIS 2001; Cops, Pleysier, and
Put 2012; Nico 2014). Becoming an adult is, in fact, increasingly difficult (Arnett, Žukaus-
kienė, and Sugimura 2014; Mary 2014) and more individualistic than in the past (Schwartz,
Côté, and Arnett 2005), especially now that institutional and collective support is lacking
and there is an absence of external guidance (Côté and Bynner 2008).

Moreover, scholars have thoroughly investigated the personal expectations of young
people with respect to the future in a social and economic context characterized by
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uncertainty (Leccardi 2008; 2012; 2005; Heggli, Haukanes, and Tjomsland 2013; Cairns,
Growiec, and de Almeida Alves 2014; Bryant and Ellard 2015; Cuzzocrea and Mandich
2016; Howie and Campbell 2016; Sica et al. 2016; Schoon and Mortimer 2017). According
to Kintrea, St Clair, and Houston (2015), personal aspirations toward the future and atti-
tudes towards personal development and one’s own work are influenced by territorial
contexts. Recently, Leccardi (2020; 2017), analyzing the profound transformation of
youth culture in the Mediterranean area, highlighted that the feeling of uncertainty char-
acterizing many young people today is the result of the ‘difficulty of establishing a posi-
tive relationship with the future’ (Leccardi 2020, 171). The lack of trust in the living
context, and the perception of poor social and community support, induce individuals
to fall back on their own individual resources for their personal planning (Montella
et al. 2019; Di Napoli, Dolce, and Arcidiacono 2019a, b). Moreover, the lack of contextual
opportunities induces a sense of disengagement towards community participation and,
consequently, feelings of isolation, lack of interest and distrust (Di Blasi et al. 2016; Di
Napoli, Procentese, and Arcidiacono 2019c).

Conversely, the opportunities to participate in collective actions lead to the most posi-
tive development and individual growth, particularly in the adulthood emergence phase
(Tyrell and Yates 2018).

Recent literature specifically highlights the importance of the spaces and territorial con-
texts in which people live (Shildrick, Blackman, andMacDonald 2009; Cuervo andWyn 2014;
Farrugia 2019), stressing the role of the geographical dimension in youth transition into
adulthood and conceptualizing the factors influencing youth agency (Cairns 2014).

Individual, organizational and cultural factors should be considered in studying youth
cultures (Di Martino et al. 2018; Galli et al. 2019; Giardiello 2020), as well as taking into
account the sense of belonging and attachment to local places (Hernandez et al. 2007;
Bernardo and Palma-Oliveira 2012; Cook and Woodman 2020) and their emotional
bonds (Anton and Lawrence 2014). In this vein, several studies by this research team
have specifically examined the role of community distrust and emotional place bonds,
investigating these specific youth cultures (Arcidiacono, Procentese, and Di Napoli
2007; Di Napoli et al. 2019b; Ravn and Demant 2017).

Some case studies make what has been said so far emblematic. The local cultures of
young people are in a continuous and fast evolution all over the globe, taking on more
and more characteristics that lead to failure in terms of the traditional goals of the youth.
In Europe, for instance, a recent study has highlighted the feeling of frustration of young
Serbs in imagining their future and how the perception of the scarce resources in their
life context have induced them to review their future aspirations (Anđić 2020). In Southern
societies like Spain, Portugal, Greece and Mexico, new patterns have been experienced due
to a complexity of factors related to access to decent work opportunities, (Feixa et al. 2012;
Serracant 2012; Cairns, Growiec, and de Almeida Alves 2014; Saraví 2014; Cairns et al. 2016).

The Italian context

Some characteristics of the research context, described below, will help with an under-
standing of the factors involved in the definition of the characteristic youth culture
taken into consideration.

In Italy, the debate on youth studies focuses specifically on two points.
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1) The delay in the transition to adulthood compared to the European average and other
European countries due to structural factors (i.e. high levels of job insecurity, unem-
ployment, weak youth policies) (Molgat 2007; Andres and Adamuti-Trache 2008). Lec-
cardi (2006) has highlighted that young Italians have greatly changed their way of
experiencing time, thus leading to a sense of living in an ‘extended present’.

2) The role of the family of origin in relation to the autonomy of their offspring. On this
last point, different points of view and interpretations of the phenomenon coexist,
sometimes in conflict. In some cases, the family is attributed a role in which the
young can find comfort and protection (León and Migliavacca 2013; Alfieri et al.
2014; Crocetti and Meeus 2014; Piumatti et al. 2014; Sica et al. 2016). In other cases,
the bond between parents and children is considered too close and sometimes indis-
soluble, also contributing to the perpetuation of ‘patriarchal’ and sexist ideologies
(Fasanelli et al. 2020).

More specifically, the research focuses on Southern Italy, in the Campania Region, pre-
cisely the Province of Naples, considering 91 municipalities that since 2015 have merged
with Naples into the Metropolitan City of Naples.

Campania is the ‘youngest’ Italian region and is also the national region with the
second largest number of young unemployed people. EUROSTAT (2018) indicates that
its youth unemployment rate reached 54.7 per cent in 2017, positioning it at seventh
place among the European regions with the highest rate of youth unemployment. In
general, the whole of southern Italy has a decidedly alarming 51.6 per cent average
rate of unemployment, especially when compared to the national (32.6%) and EU-28
(15.2%) average rates. Furthermore, the situation in this region is also aggravated by
the increase in the poverty rate, rising from 19.5 per cent in 2016–24.4 in 2017, and the
alarmingly low rate of tertiary educational attainment (26.9%) – the lowest in Europe.
Leone and Rubin (2019) in the Toniolo Report, specifically highlighted that in the Campa-
nia region more than 70% of youths are still cohabiting with their parents, have difficulties
in their relational lives, and are mostly unemployed or with non-formalized jobs (four time
more than in the rest of the country) (ISTAT 2019; Rosina 2019). Indeed (SVIMEZ 2019), in
this regional context, young people, more so than the other young Italians, leave their
parents’ home much later compared to the average in other European countries.

In addition, The Metropolitan City of Naples is the area with a higher incidence of
violent crime in Italy (EUROSTAT 2018; ISTAT 2019) and a high rate of dissolution of
local administrations due to mafia infiltrations. Moreover, people engaged in non-profit
organizations and volunteering are under the national average. In addition, in describing
this context one must consider low women’s employment rate, and high level of distrust
in institutions, expressed also by a reduced level of people who regularly cast their votes.

The current study

The general aim of this study is to describe the youth culture of the Metropolitan City of
Naples, collecting the emotional connotations through which the local young people
attribute a symbolic meaning (Salvatore and Freda 2011) to their context of belonging,
and considering how this affects their development. In particular we are oriented to
deepen understanding of how the young people negotiate with their surroundings
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and shape their lives and the quality of connection with their worlds (Habib and Ward
2019c). The specific objectives of the study were: a) to explore the family relationships
between young people and their parents and how this affects their permanence in the
home of origin and the desire to form their own family; b) investigate how a high level
of unemployment influences young people’s career and training choices; c) study how
the effects of community distrust and the decay of the local environment influences col-
lective participation, the feeling of agency and engagement in prosocial actions of these
young people.

Methods

Participants

Participants were young inhabitants of the Province of Naples (n=160) aged 18–34
(M=23). They are up to 35 years according to the most widely used definition of youth
(Buzzi, Cavalli, and de Lillo 2007; Rosina 2019). Respondents were homogeneously
recruited by gender, area of residence and age range (young people 18-23; young-
adults 24-34) and belonged to the Millennial and Z generations. Recruitment covered
eight of the nine metropolitan areas, excluding Naples city and the main tourist desti-
nations presenting a significantly lower unemployment rate. For each of the eight (8) sub-
urban areas, twenty (n=20) participants were recruited and at least one inhabitant for
each municipality was involved. From each area, ten (10) women and ten (10) men
were selected, comprising emergent adults, as well as youths experiencing delayed tran-
sition into adulthood. Regarding their educational level, most had obtained a high school
diploma (74%), 7 per cent were university graduates, and a few had only obtained the
primary school diploma (3%) or middle school diploma (16%), and there were no signifi-
cant differences between males and females. Regarding their employment status, 49 per
cent were full-time students, 25 per cent unemployed or casual workers, 7 per cent
employees or independent professionals, 5 per cent housewives, 4 per cent students
with part-time jobs and 8% were NEETs (of which 5% were housewives). 21% were
married and the others, almost all, coexisted in the family; a higher percentage of
females was found among full time students (60%) and casual workers (65%). All respon-
dents were white Italian citizens. As a limitation of this research, participants from min-
ority groups were not selected, nor were political orientation or social engagement
taken into consideration.

Procedures

Interviews were conducted by the 15 locally trained junior researchers who recruited par-
ticipants in their neighborhood through a snowball sampling strategy. Data were col-
lected between October 2017 and May 2018. The interviewers were trained to interact
with the respondents, profiling the interview according to the participants’ responses:
questions were sufficiently general to cover a wide range of experiences and narrow
enough to elicit and explore the participants’ own experience. The interviews, conducted
in private settings, lasted an hour on average. The research proposal and the related pro-
cedure were presented for approved by the departmental ethics commission.
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Instrument for data gathering

Data were collected through qualitative open interviews that collected participants’ free
narratives focused on: a) Representation and perception of living context; b) Emotional and
professional connections: c) Personal projecting; e) Community projecting; and g) Magic
Wand: ideal wishes and desires for the territorial community for the next 10 years. Ques-
tions were deliberately formulated at a very general level and phrased in an open-ended
format. It was an open interview (Schütze 2014), but at the same time the discursive inter-
actions were finalized to detect information focused on specific areas previously agreed
upon among the researchers. A quantity of data equivalent to 940,816.00 characters
(160,863.00 words) was collected. The interviews were audio recorded, then transcribed
verbatim and unified into a single corpus (not including the interviewers’ words) and
then analyzed (see below). Each interview was assigned illustrative variables (see
Table 1) which summarize the personal characteristics of the interviewee deemed
salient by the research group in relation to the research questions.

Data analysis

Emotional Textual Analysis (ETA) (Carli and Paniccia 2002; Carli et al. 2016; Paniccia et al.
2019; Bucci and Vanheule 2020) is a mixed method aimed at tracing the emerging
emotional meanings produced through language by a person, a group, or in a text.
From a theoretical-epistemological viewpoint, ETA rests on the idea that language
reflects a double level of meaning, a cognitive one and an emotional one. In language
there are words with little emotional value and others with a great emotional connota-
tion. The latter are defined dense words. For example, words such as ‘to go away’,
‘hatred’, ‘failure’, or ‘ambition’ are characterized by a maximum of emotional density. In
contrast, words like ‘to go’, ‘to think’, ‘to do’, like modal, auxiliary and widely used
verbs, or many adverbs, have a low emotional profile and do not indicate emotions
except, at times, within a sentence (Carli et al. 2016). These are considered non-dense.
A word may acquire particular emotional relevance depending on the context, and
thus, the dense words’ selection is guided by knowledge of the local research context.

ETA is based on the detection of dense words in a large amount of textual material, and
a group of dense words constitute complex emotional configurations (clusters of dense
words). Identifying the emotionality of respondents as a unit of analysis allows us to
know the implicit premise that prepares subsequent interpretative activities and inter-
actions within a context: that is, their ways of interpreting events, evaluating and
making decisions (Salvatore and Freda 2011). In other words, the ETA allows us to
grasp the predictive aspects conveyed by emotions or particular emotional structures
towards the future. In accordance with Salvatore and Freda (2011) we propose a semiotic

Table 1. Description of socio-demographic variables and possible values (modalities) associated to
clusters.

Variables

Gender Neighborhood size Education Origins Age range

Modalities male big degree native young (18-24)
female small/medium high school diploma transferred young-adult (24-34)
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model of the mind (semiotic unconscious). By semiotic we mean a model of the mind as
an ongoing process of meaning-making that mediates our relation to the world and takes
places by means of semiotic devices (such as language), the effectiveness of which
depends on social exchange. In this perspective, human beings build reality only
through the emotions with which we symbolize reality itself. Therefore, not the events
that evoke emotions, as much as the emotions that build events.

Operative procedures

ETA uses a specific procedure combining quantitative and qualitative data analysis. The
qualitative part consists in selecting the dense words and in the interpretation of their
co-occurrence in each cluster and of relationships between them (factors). On the
other side, the quantitative part is carried out by textual analysis software, usually
Alceste or T-Lab (Lancia 2012), which carries out a multi-dimensional statistical analysis
of the textual corpus. More specifically, the statistical procedures underlying the multidi-
mensional analysis used are: a) cluster analysis -which enables us to study how the dense
words co-occur within the text, forming stable and significant repertoires based on the
chi-square value (χ2) of words (see table 2); b) factorial correspondence analysis– which
measures the relationship between clusters expressed by cosines (Table 3) onto factorial
axes in a multi-dimensional Euclidean space (see fig. 1). Each factor is defined by clusters
that diverge most from each other (polarities of factors). For example, in a social context
where young people commonly leave their home early, it could be assumed that two
opposite clusters of a factor could be professional fulfilment on the one hand and
family ties on the other.

The conclusive phase of ETA comprises a qualitative interpretation of the clusters and
the polarities of factors (Carli and Paniccia 2002). The researcher’s taskwas to givemeaning
to this new order of text organized by the logic of the co-occurrence of dense words in the
text. Starting from the dense words with the greatest chi-square value in each cluster, the
interpretation consisted mainly in identifying the emotional meaning of language and
studying the etymology to retrieve their symbolic meaning beyond the literal sense
(Carli and Paniccia 2002). An example is the word ‘street’, which we find in cluster 1 (see
below) of this research, followed by the words ‘mentality’ and ‘crime’. From an etymologi-
cal point of view ‘street’ means a meeting place where young people talk about the
difficulty of meeting their needs with a context governed by a criminal system.

The analysis was performed by researcher trained in ETA using the T-Lab software
(Lancia 2012). At the end of the study, several consultations were devoted to discussing
the results with the research team and the interviewed youths.

Results

Overall, of a total of 4,851 ECUs (Elementary Contest Units), 3,978 units (82%) were
classified in a stable way in the clustering process, which indicates a very good fit
between model and data. The statistical analysis produced a factorial space with five
factors and six clusters of dense words (Fig. 1)

For each cluster, words with the highest chi-square value were selected (Table 2). Clus-
ters are shown in descending order of relevance (ECs %). The factorial correspondence
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analysis produced a factorial space (Fig. 2) with five factors on which the clusters are posi-
tioned assuming the characteristics of opposite poles (Table 3). Each factor accumulates a
certain amount of textual data (measured in terms of eigenvalue) (Table 4); their order is
established by the greater amount of data it collects. The first factor corresponded to the
horizontal axis (X), cluster 4 (cos. 0.8683) and cluster 6 (cos. −0.6658) are opposed. The
second factor, identified with the vertical axis (Y), is represented by the opposition
between cluster 3 (cos. 0.5550) and cluster 6 (cos. −0.5553). Furthermore, for the third
factor, the perpendicular axis (Z) - only representable in a three-dimensional space -,
cluster 1 (cos. 0.6903) and cluster 3 (cos. −0.4374) are opponent. The remaining factors
have small dimensions (see Table 4) and their interpretation has limited relevance for
the general understanding of the phenomenon.

Cluster 1 – needs to change and complains

Illustrative variables: moved, low education level, graduated
This cluster emphasizes the sense of frustration that the interviewees express considering
the relationship between the condition of youth and the context of belonging. The most

Table 3. Relationship between clusters and factors expressed by cosines.
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5

CL_01 0.4814 0.3177 0.6903 0.2812 0.0579
CL_02 −0.2716 0.0223 0.3876 −0.8326 −0.3056
CL_03 −0.2749 0.5550 −0.4374 0.0548 0.0127
CL_04 0.8683 0.3887 −0.4103 −0.0834 −0.0430
CL_05 −0.5220 0.4544 0.0886 −0.0437 0.6739
CL_06 −0.6658 −0.5553 0.0553 0.4728 −0.5386

Figure 1. Disposition of clusters in factorial space (2D)

JOURNAL OF YOUTH STUDIES 9



pronounced word is the verb to change, the need to modify the current environment in
relation to the issue of perceived safety. Following the words ideal and problem, an ideal
condition, another reality is evoked in contrast to the high challenges perceived in the
community. Three verbs are mentioned immediately after, to look for, to improve, to
create, and all three express and emphasize actions aimed at a hypothetical transform-
ation in order to reverse the adversities of the current context and to make it more suc-
cessful for the youth.

Soon after, a feeling of degradation emerges: the dirty streets should be cleaned up.
A general sense of environmental deterioration is also evoked by talking about pol-
lution. Furthermore, another painful note is the presence of a difficult mentality, an
expression which alludes to the limitation and closure of the local culture shared by
common sense (person, people). Conclusively, the presence of crime is mentioned as
an additional element of local socio-cultural depredation. The illustrative variables indi-
cate that the sense of dissatisfaction becomes more exasperated in those who are not
native to the place and, through the whole youth population without distinction,
amongst those who have a degree or a diploma. This cluster is the expression of
the most fragile and poor families who have moved to the suburbs due to economic
problems.

Table 4. Eigenvalues, percentage and cumulative percentage of each factor.
Factors Eigenvalues Percentage Cumul. Percentage

1 0.3029 33.1758 33.1758
2 0.1903 20.8436 54.0194
3 0.1863 20.4079 74.4273
5 0.1246 13.6489 88.0762
6 0.1089 11.9238 100.0000

Figure 2. Grafic presentation of factorial space (3D Scatter) showing the disposition of clusters the
factors X, Y and Z.
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Cluster 2 – Leaving the place of origin, a difficult task

Illustrative variables: big neighborhood; young (18-23)
In this cluster, young people discuss their housing and family contexts in relation to their
needs. They talk about them in an ambiguous way. In the first part words like pleasure,
tranquility and beauty emerge, which connote the homes of the young people inter-
viewed. Immediately afterwards, however, a sense of limitation emerges in relation to
the people with whom they live, whether they are family members or inhabitants.
These relational spaces are considered ‘small’ related to the limited social opportunities
they offer. Immediately after there is the verb to leave, parents coming to mind first,
and a separation emerges in connection with the aspirations to move, to reside elsewhere.
Leaving the family and place of origin is considered tiring ( fatigue), which implies a violent
break, to quarrelwith the parents, without finding any mutual understanding (Cook 2020).
The illustrative variables associated indicate, included among young people under 23, ‘the
age of possibility’ (Arnett 2000), for those who most probably plan to move elsewhere in
the future (Arcidiacono, Procentese, and Di Napoli 2007). This culture, represented by
young people under 23, is also associated with residents of medium-large municipalities,
where relational constraints and place attachment are not sufficient to cope with the lack
of opportunities in the area and where anomie is greater.

Cluster 3 – relational opportunities: entertainment and university

Illustrative variables: big neighborhood; young (18-23)
This cluster describes the life of young people in relation to the proposals offered by large
urban centres. The most common word is Naples, the most developed urban centre in the
area, as well as in southern Italy. It is the place to build new friendships (friends), on both
informal occasions (party), as well as at university. Studying and going out together in
evening activities are the ways in which young people spend their time with peers and
that make them feel different from when, for example, they are at home or with their
family. Speaking of empowering relationships, young people also positively report that
the local communities manifest aggregative-identifying power, such as sacred feasts
around the fire, processions dedicated to patron saints and Our Lady. This culture is
specific to young university students (18-23 years old).

Cluster 4 – hopes and future projects

Illustrative variables: male; young-adult (24-34); small-medium neighborhood
This cluster summarizes how young people symbolize their future and the planning
process that will make them adults. The most common word is hope, as the youth
expect to find their own way by building and realizing projects with which a future realiz-
ation is associated. The interviewees think of being able to start from the position of being
young to propose initiatives, hoping to be heard. By whom? By local administrations, and
local politicians (town council, the municipality). This generation asks to be taken into
consideration by discharging its availability to put itself at the service of territorial devel-
opment, adhering to local volunteer initiatives that are headed by the Mayor. It should be
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noted that this culture is mostly the expression of the male group of young adults, mainly
residents in small residential centers, places where favoritism is most present.

Cluster 5 –Growth in informal and extended family contexts

Illustrative variables: female, native, high school diploma
This cluster represents the development process in which young people register their
growth towards adulthood. The key word of this repertoire of words is growth, becoming
adults. Here too, as in cluster 4, the future is at stake. This cluster, in contrast to the pre-
vious one, is an expression of female culture, and in particular of those who did not con-
tinue with university studies and who are originally from the place. Becoming adults is
associated with a bond of friendship with relatives and family, those of one’s origin,
but also in terms of building one’s own family. Kinship is central. The relation with
those closest is based on the role played in the family. Two verbs follow, to begin some-
thing, which alludes to forming one’s own family seen as a form of social institution, and to
share similar experience with other members of the family, such as brothers or cousinswho
have also left their family of origin or become parents (mothers).

Cluster 6 – anchoring to the past

Illustrative variables: female, native, high school diploma
The last cluster gathers the experiences and relationships lived in the past as the basis of
the process of building youth identity. Considering their present, young people attribute
great importance to memories and their ability to bond and link to different experiences;
at school (Saraví, Bayón, and Azaola 2020) and the childhood home are the places where
respondents learned to play and had their first relationships with peers as well as with
cousins. In reflecting on their youthful condition, respondents are reminded of other
earlier stages of development, such as childhood and adolescence, which are viewed
with nostalgia (Cañón Rodríguez, Marín, and Fasanelli 2018; Cuervo and Cook 2019).
Like the previous cluster, this one is also the predominant expression of native female
young people.

Summary of the factors

First factor – past and future
Cluster 4 vs cluster 6. This factor expresses the construction of identity for young Neapo-
litan people across their life span. They mostly express a conflict between the life spent so
far and their challenges for the future. School friends, relatives and the places they played
with friends played an important role in their social identity (Giardiello 2017), but none of
them are mentioned in relation to their own future. These relationships are kept alive only
through their memories. The future, instead, is related to the need to earn money and
then the hope of getting a job in a reality dominated by youth unemployment. The oppo-
sition between these two clusters highlights the fact that the context is able to meet the
educational and relational needs of children/adolescents, but not to provide their auton-
omy in the following developmental stages. The opposition between these two clusters
also highlights a large gender gap. Young men consider the realization of projects and
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work expectations as goals towards adulthood, while the young girls, on the other hand,
consider taking care of family relationships and cherishing the past as adult goals.

Second factor – chosen relationships vs constricting relationships
Cluster 3 vs cluster 6. The experiences with family members, childhood friends and rela-
tives contrast with university and recreational ones. Their contrast highlights a difference
in the functions that these two types of relationships provide, the former being linked to
an exploration of relationships between peers, in which there is a greater sense of
freedom and novelty, while the latter, instead, are more functional in terms of a desire
for attachment and reassurance within solid and secure bonds. Synthetically, for the
young interviewees, human tradition and social innovations are strongly experienced
in discontinuity.

Third factor – sense of isolation and sociability
Cluster 1 vs cluster 3. This factor expresses the presence of two emotional states. On one
hand, young Neapolitans demonstrate a pervasive sense of powerlessness in relation to
the degrading macro-contextual conditions. Faced with these problems, one feels
alone and abandoned. Otherwise, young people feel they can experiment and be prota-
gonists in other areas, such as in relation to their peers, with whom they share experiences
of studying together and participating in city life. The ties with peers are experienced with
a vital feeling of trust and sharing.

Discussion

This study revealed how young Neapolitans between the ages of 18 and 34 experience
social relationships and imagine their future, in a deprived context in southern Italy.

It is a local culture that mostly gathers the experience of Millennials and a first tranche
of Generation Z in a disadvantaged context in Southern Europe in the period of the post-
economic crisis and we will further outline it in this section.

The interpretative categories that emerge from a bottom-up analysis through the
Emotional Textual Analysis present us with the complexity of the affective experiences
that these young people face daily and the difficulty of making choices in a situation of
increasing instability and unsustainability in terms of their particular context, and this is
in line with the study of Spanò and Domecka (2020).

The idea of personal development expressed by these young people, as emerges from
our data, is of great relevance. Although they talk about the future (see cluster 4), a careful
reading reveals how their commitment is characterized only by desires and a strong hope
for social change, but not any active involvement. The perception of not being able in any
way to affect the local reality that is not oriented towards the development and satisfac-
tion of its citizens, and the awareness of living in a system of family coexistence rules,
leads to the limiting of all expectations for the future in the dimensions that depend
on the characteristics of a stagnant context and the reluctant development of the
resources that inhabit it. In the last 30 years, this feeling of perceiving oneself to be
without power in relation to the public dimension, of being able to provide a direction
without destiny, has taken root, and spread, a serious feeling of learned helplessness
(Maier and Seligman 1976) in the population, especially in the weakest groups, such as
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young people, that is, adults who feel frustrated by the impossibility of finding a job or
entering a meritocratic professional environment during the period of life (25-34 years),
after having dedicated the first part of their youth to university studies or to practicing.

It appears to us as a profoundly problematic element of the youth culture that needs to
be taken into consideration to build and share alliances of power with the groups that
administrate and control the territory. Affiliation to systems of power seems to be
more reassuring than finding oneself alone, building one’s own path, or future, in a
hostile context.

Now we will provide some features of the youth group aged 18–24 (Generation Z).
Usually, this period is the time when young people, after graduation, approach the
world of work through seasonal jobs, professional internships etc., or undertake a
degree program at one of the local universities. It is surprising in terms of the latter
that instead of considering the academy as a place of professional development
through which to learn from the experience of professors and their relationships in the
world of work, they consider that the only academic contexts in which resources can
be considered true and genuine are those where they have relationships with their
peers (see cluster 3). Surprisingly, the process of studying at university is not related to
the possibility of finding a job with a higher education level. Thinking about your
future, especially if you plan to attain a job position related to the degree obtained,
brings out the probability of having to move elsewhere. It is a doubt that remains and
finds space, even if moving does not take place due to lack of trust and social support.
Undoubtedly, considering mobility underlies a conflictual relationship between the
present and the future (Cuzzocrea and Mandich 2016), which in this case is represented
as a very distressed moment, which should imply a separation with the whole relational
context, too often too painful to carry out. It is evident that the bond with the local com-
munity has an identarian role even if it is only a place of regret and constraints. While the
feeling of agency is mortified, the exaltation of the sense of belonging to places and to the
family of origin takes shape, often becoming a relationship of unbreakable attachment
that is necessary to survive in a context of oppression.

Another issue related to the latter concerns the sense of isolation and helplessness
involved in living in one’s neighborhood. It is evident that living in a deprived and unpre-
dictable geographical area induces pervasive frustrating effects (see cluster 1). Further-
more, dissatisfaction with and anger towards the degraded context, as well as living in
a district with a mistrust towards emerging people and a tendency to isolate the
weakest sections of the population, keeps young people trapped in a sense of segre-
gation and socio-cultural poverty. This leads to a feeling of presentification (Leccardi
2006) and individualism that inhibits all forms of prosociality and participation in the com-
munity and the development of social empowerment. It seems interesting to note that as
an antidote to the sense of isolation and helplessness, the presence of security is invoked
in defense of a generalized enemy, towards which one can pour one’s helpless anger, a
slogan often used by some factions from the far-right and those which are nationalist-
inspired.

Finally, we would like to address the issue of the family and the role that it plays for
young people (Wyn, Lantz, and Harris 2012). The family context is the only space that
escapes the clientelist and prevalence system described in relation to the culture that suc-
cumbs to the labor market and the administration of public policies. Let us remember, the
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family is a private context, therefore it does not necessarily share the same rules of urban
and community culture. Here it is useful to underline the function that young people attri-
bute to the family in their relationship with the outside world, that is, in that place where
they can find their own fulfilment. The family of origin is experienced as a source of
support on which it is possible to rely. This guarantees a system of relationships within
it that ensures a sense of protection, care and emotional sharing. At the same time, the
family home and the relationship with those who frequent it (close relatives, other
members of the extended family, or family friends) are the bonds of belonging to the ter-
ritory. Providing comfort and mutual assistance within kinship systems seems to be the
way to cope with a power that governs the city and from which one feels excluded.
However, limitations of this resource are understood. If this care function seemed
effective during childhood and adolescence, during the period of youth it becomes a
bond. It is difficult for young people to share with previous generations, especially
their parents, the tightening of the labor market and social anomie. Often the parents,
also helpless in a hostile context, do not support the transfer of one of their adult children
elsewhere to look for a decent job. Instead they offer to support adult life and the poten-
tial new family of the young person, who barters their independence to be able to acquire
a sense of mastery and more linear development in relation to the phases of life, such as
passing from being children to becoming parents. Therefore, in our contexts we appreci-
ated the supportive role of familiar cohesion, but we verify that it is not accompanied by
civic attitudes of the respondents and their involvement in youth mutualism projects
(Cuzzocrea and Collins 2015) or in a regeneration of the political landscape (Pickard
and Bessant 2018). In fact, connections with the place emphasize memories and family
roots but these do not give strength to autonomous projects (cluster 6).

A particular consideration concerns the role of young women living in the metropoli-
tan area of Naples. The situation appears particularly alarming and disheartening. Once
again, the woman emerges as the one who abdicates relations with the outside world
to deal with relations between family members and extended kinship. She takes care
of the growth of the offspring, the relationship with the neighborhood and maintains
contacts with school, church, family and friends. The data analysis associated the variable
‘young woman’ with the clusters of words concerning the themes of family management
and being the custodian of memory and traditions (cluster 5 and cluster 6) exclusive to
young female culture. Another gender issue concerns the hope of finding a job (cluster
4), and this theme is exclusively characterized as a target of young males. Due to the
difficulty of entering a labor market full of obstacles and with limited access, young
women tend more easily to give up the pursuit of satisfaction in the professional
sphere and to occupy a more traditional role, as a wife or mother, even after having
obtained a degree.

Conclusion

The research has shown that the youth culture of the Province of Naples is characterized
by a sense of powerlessness in relation to the development of one’s own planning. The
lack of job opportunities, and environmental degradation, as well as the presence of
the underworld, push young people to having a great sense of distrust towards the com-
munity. The only glimmers of hope are the family of origin and the social relationships
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experienced in informal and higher educational contexts. However, on the one hand, the
family culture does not seem to be able to understand and cope with the changes and
work difficulties of the new generations compared to the generation of baby boomers
(parents of hateful young people) who easily found employment during the economic
boom in Italy that occurred in the 70s. On the other hand, relationships with peers are
more aimed at sharing experiences that are emotionally strong in the present rather
than organizing themselves into groups dedicated to proactivity and the incubation of
ideas and projects. Particularly alarming is the condition of young women, for whom
the world of work is perceived as one they are precluded from entering, just as establish-
ing distance from the ties of origin and family is considered a source of anomie.

In conclusion, we consider it relevant that the future direction of youth research will
have to investigate the corrosive effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, its restrictions and
lockdowns, on an already precarious labour market, socialization processes and the
future aspirations of the current youth generation.
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