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Chapter 6
Conclusion: Developing Forms of Capital 
in Youth Transitions

Increased demand for academic credentials and the growing risk and insecurity in 
the employment market over the past few decades have had a profound effect on 
young people. The majority of scholars in the field share the observation that these 
neoliberal trends lead to prolonged and more complex youth transitions (Bradley 
and Devadason 2008; du Bois-Reymond 2009; Furlong 2009; Heinz 2009). Yet, 
their opinions diverge regarding the implications of the changing nature of transi-
tions. One camp argues that these conditions lead to more individualized transi-
tions, lessening the impact of structures and compelling young people to “navigate” 
their own pathways and assert agency (Beck 1992, 2007; Giddens 1991). In the 
other camp are scholars, such as Côté (2014a, b), who argue that youth have 
become even more vulnerable and forced to depend more heavily on social and 
institutional structures. Many other researchers position themselves somewhere 
between these camps, pointing to both the persisting roles of structures and 
increasing individual creativity in navigating transitions (Evans and Furlong 1996; 
du Bois-Reymond 2009; Furlong 2009). Barely accounted for in this discussion, 
however, is the experiences of immigrants’ descendants. This is a blatant omis-
sion, considering that ethnic minority youth, as they are often called, comprise 
one of the largest groups in today’s diverse cities and are statistically recognized 
as among the most vulnerable. While ethnic and migration studies and social strat-
ification research focus on how this group integrate within the education system 
and labour market, neither research paradigm has yet explored how immigrants’ 
descendants experience the process of youth transition. As this book has demon-
strated, transition experiences presage the future of these groups in society and, 
considering how large the group is, this will have broader social implications. This 
study was inspired by seminal debates in youth sociology concerning new forms 
of transitions. It is my aim to contribute to this debate by exploring the case of 
native-born descendants of Turkish immigrants—now one of the largest ethnic 
minority youth groups—in Western European cities. The findings of the study, 
which analyzes the role of social structures—social class, gender and 
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ethnicity—in shaping youth transition processes across different institutional set-
tings in Amsterdam and Strasbourg, has relevance for both camps of scholarship.

My detailed look at this group’s social trajectories from a young age revealed 
that not all native-born descendants of Turkish immigrants experience prolonged 
and complex transitions. Their ability to successfully prolong their transitions 
and combine various activities depends on institutional structures, the forms of 
capital available to them through their families and the resources they develop 
over time in their social trajectories. This finding highlights the role of social 
class, placing it firmly at an intersection with ethnicity and gender. It also brings the 
varying conditions of different localities into sharp relief. Prolonged youth transi-
tions are therefore not something that can be taken for granted.

This book also offers some crucial theoretical contributions to youth studies and 
ethnic and migration studies by studying social class through the lens of different 
forms of capital. The analysis of the role of social class, through observing the 
forms of capital that are utilized in youth transitions is innovative and, more impor-
tantly, constructive in different ways. Following on from Savage et al. (2005) this 
study has looked at the forms of capital that migrant parents can provide, which has 
yielded a more nuanced analysis of social class at the micro-level, uncovering 
those parental resources that can really make a difference to their children’s transi-
tions. My qualitative interviews revealed that some respondents’ parents had 
developed relevant cultural capital, such as practical information about how the 
education system in the host countries works. Also significantly impacting the 
young people’s trajectories was their parents’ ability to provide them with financial 
support and social capital, which might, for example, be generated by running their 
own business and developing networks and contacts along the way. Clearly these 
forms of capital are not identical to that of the middle-class within the comparison 
group, yet they bred distinction among migrant parents. The variance of such 
parental resources—based on their generation, origin and/or employment experi-
ence—shows that significant intra-group differences are to be found within ethnic 
minorities (Erel 2010).

That said, tapping resources requires determining whether the forms of capital 
are valid resources within the institutional settings in the first place. This is in line 
with Bourdieu’s theory which states that forms of capital only make sense in fields 
wherein value is bestowed on the related resources. As shown in Chap. 1 of this 
book, parental cultural capital and students’ aspirations had more influence on 
tracking decisions in Strasbourg than in Amsterdam, where they were more often 
strictly dependent on grades and teacher recommendations. This finding shows that 
similar resources may not yield the same advantages in different institutional set-
tings. Members of the “same ethnic group”, even if they possess similar resources, 
can thus have distinct experiences unique to the institutional structures in which 
they find themselves.

The study also identified forms of capital that were specific to the group in relation 
to social class, gender and ethnicity pointing to that fact that researchers should 
remain open to the different forms of capital that are generated according to social 
class and gender within the ethnic community and not limit themselves to studying 
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dominant middle-class forms of capital, as Bourdieu initially proposed. This echoes 
the critics of Bourdieu, including some feminist scholars (Skeggs 2004a, b; Reay 
2004) and researchers of social mobility (Friedman 2016), who argue that forms of 
capital are a useful analytic tool, but that the study of non-middle-class groups 
requires a much more flexible understanding of different forms of capital. For exam-
ple; the existence of a construction sector niche among the Turkish community in 
Strasbourg supplied social capital and employment for the young males in the com-
munity. This social capital was also utilized by female respondents who married first-
generation Turks (“import grooms”) needing jobs that required no  French- language 
proficiency. This example is not one of “ethnic capital” per se (Zhou 2005), though it 
did emerge from networks within the ethnic group. In Amsterdam, this resource was 
not available to the same extent, due to the city’s economic structure and the lack of 
existing niches in any sector. In addition, the altruism of migrant mothers to provide 
emotional and physical resources can only be understood in relation to gendered 
norms in the community, in which women are expected to care for the household. To 
enable the younger generation of women to work and study, non-working mothers 
and mothers-in-law often took over these tasks. This finding illustrates the impor-
tance of familial assistance in coping with increasing individualization, risk and inse-
curity during youth transitions (Jones 2009). The kind of assistance apparent in my 
study was very much informed by the intersections of gender, social class and ethnic-
ity, as opposed to more middle-class specific resources.

6.1  Developing Forms of Capital Throughout the Transition 
Process

Perhaps the most novel contribution made by this book lies in its examination of how 
immigrants’ descendants develop forms of capital in their social trajectories, 
and how these resources influence their transitions. Previous studies have highlighted 
the forms of capital available to migrants and have noted how they vary within groups 
according to their social class, gender and the resources imported from origin coun-
tries (Erel 2010; Ryan et al. 2015). I developed this line of thinking, choosing not to 
limit the study to social capital or forms of capital provided by migrant parents. 
Treating transitions as a process that begins early in education and continues later 
into the labour market and/or other events, such as matrimony, I studied how descen-
dants of Turkish immigrants themselves managed (or not) to develop forms of capital 
to help them through their transitions. This approach, first and foremost, treats 
descendants of Turkish immigrants as agents of their own transitions and that transi-
tion outcomes are not solely determined by parental background or structures. 
However, this generation of capital also needed contextualizing, both in the light of 
the institutional structures in which the respondents found themselves from early 
education onwards, and in terms of the resources they could access considering their 
social class, gender and ethnicity. This enabled me to show how the social and insti-
tutional structures in their social trajectories both enabled and constrained 
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descendants of Turkish migrants in augmenting their resources. When proposing the 
concept of social trajectory, Bourdieu (1984) recognized the possibility for develop-
ing forms of capital, though he emphasized that the slope of development would be 
bound by a trajectory’s starting point—in other words, that young people are likely 
to reproduce their parents’ initial capital. While I observed many respondents repro-
duce initial disadvantages, I also uncovered others who were able to overcome this 
and achieve upward mobility. The assumption that the reproduction of disadvantaged 
status is inevitable impedes a clearheaded evaluation of the institutional structures 
that might also help young people to overcome their parents’ initial disadvantage.

How did they overcome reproduction of disadvantage and achieve upward mobil-
ity? There the institutional opportunity structures play a crucial role. For example, 
access to internships and relevant part-time jobs can allow young people to hone their 
occupational skills and amass cultural and social capital that will ease their (future) 
transition into the labour market. This was particularly crucial for higher- education 
students who lacked access to social networks via their parents or wider family. 
Internship and job options were more accessible in Amsterdam than Strasbourg. 
Although the research did not initially intend to explore the benefits and drawbacks 
of combining work and school, I observed a remarkable difference between the two 
settings. Amsterdam’s greater array of student jobs and more flexible schooling 
arrangements resulted in greater participation in work-study combinations and helped 
young people to develop financial and social capital. Most respondents in my sample 
came from low-income families, and being more financially independent meant that 
they were less reliant on their parents when it came to their transition decisions.

One of the significant findings of this study centred on the educational trajecto-
ries young people were following, or had followed and the possibility to explore 
whether these trajectories helped them to develop relevant forms of capital. Key 
findings here included whether their institutional structures provided applicable 
work and study combinations and the extent to which developing social and finan-
cial capital helped keep them in school. In this framework, Amsterdam provided 
more favourable conditions than Strasbourg: descendants of immigrants in the 
Dutch capital benefitted from better labour market opportunities, both during and 
after their school-to-work transition, and various other structures prepared them bet-
ter for the tough labour market conditions awaiting them.

6.2  The Intersections of Social Class, Gender and Ethnicity 
in Youth Transitions

The intersections of social class, gender and ethnicity shaped the transition pro-
cesses of my respondents in a variety of ways. This book shows how youth transi-
tions involve differently gendered motivations and pathways. Traditional gender 
norms prevailed in the Turkish ethnic community, more so in Strasbourg than 
Amsterdam. Most male respondents felt pressured to have an income from a young 
age, especially if they did not feel that education offered them better prospects or if 
their families could not support them in continuing their education. Bynner (2001) 
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found that young men from lower-class families in the UK faced similar conditions, 
completing minimum education and entering the labour market much earlier than 
their middle-class peers. Social class background and gender thus interact to limit 
these young men’s options. In my study, the ethnic community’s clearly gendered 
values intersected with financial resources and social class. Migrant parents with 
successful businesses can be more supportive of both their sons and daughters pro-
longing their studies. Yet, institutional structures also mattered. Amsterdam’s flexi-
ble student jobs market enabled young men from low-income families to work while 
studying, making them less financially dependent on their families and more able to 
make autonomous decisions. Their counterparts in Strasbourg felt much more pres-
sure when they sought to combine work with studying, which often led them to drop 
out of education and take a full-time job in the low-skilled labour market.

Previous studies have shown that marriage remains, by far, the most acceptable 
form of union formation within the Turkish ethnic community (Huschek 2011). My 
study shows that matrimony is also a valid transition pathway, especially for women 
with few educational or labour market prospects. Premarital cohabitation is not 
socially or culturally acceptable within the Turkish diaspora and most young women 
married partners from a similar background or from their parents’ hometowns in 
Turkey, which enabled them to leave their parental home and transition to adulthood 
roles. In addition to their household tasks, many of these married young women also 
had to go out to work to supplement the income of their migrant husbands, most of 
whom had low-skilled jobs. As discussed in Chap. 4 of this book, the decision to 
marry early should be evaluated in the light of other transition experiences in 
education and the labour market. Rather than marriage being a stumbling block 
to further education or labour market progression, it was perceived as a way out—a 
door that could open up many other options. That said, other respondents who suc-
cessfully prolonged their studies and found steady employment, postponed their 
decision to marry. Those who could rely on their families for forms of social or 
emotional capital were able to navigate complex transition pathways combining 
education, work and marriage. What does this finding imply for youth transitions 
field? The perception of matrimony as a gateway to adulthood or as the most con-
ventional relationship status has undergone major transformations in Western 
Europe, and marriage is no longer taken as a sign of adulthood (Willoughby et al. 
2015). Marriage is a ripe topic for future studies, which could examine this transi-
tion pathway’s diminishing prominence in youth transitions. Scholars, including 
Wallace (1987) and Bynner (2001), have argued that for less-educated women, mar-
riage and getting pregnant are valid transitions to adulthood, offering ways to gain 
respect and adulthood status. Yet youth transition studies have generally ignored the 
conditions affecting young people from lower-class or different cultural back-
grounds, instead leaving much of the work on life-course research to demographers. 
Decisions about marriage and union formation should be included in studies of 
youth transition pathways: as this book has demonstrated, since they are crucial in 
shaping the motivations, decisions and opportunities of young people, particularly 
those from different ethnic and social class backgrounds.

Many of my respondents, both at school or in the labour market, were faced with 
the realities of discrimination and exclusionary practices. These negative experi-
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ences and fears of being excluded definitely shaped their transition motivations, as 
a result of which, the majority of my respondents sought stable, traditional 
 transitions, rather than transitions that involved risk-taking or being adventurous in 
their educational or labour market ambitions. This observation is inextricably linked 
to the fact that these young people have had experiences that have made them under-
stand the very real threat of ethnic penalties in the labour market.

6.3  Comparative Research Design: Amsterdam 
and Strasbourg

As the theoretical discussion of my findings has illustrated, the study’s comparative 
approach highlighted the impact of institutional structures and city differences on 
young people’s trajectories. Chapter 2 showed that while modern youth transitions 
are often described as “prolonged”, extending education to delay transition can be 
less straightforward in some settings than in others. Early stratification within an 
educational system conditions how long transitions can be extended. Students on 
academic and vocational tracks have very different possibilities to pursue higher 
education, and this also depends on whether they are in Amsterdam or Strasbourg. 
In addition, there are differences between the academic tracks in the two countries: 
academic stream students in the Netherlands generally expressed a clear apprecia-
tion of the returns of higher education and made smooth transitions, while in France, 
there were more doubts as to whether higher education was worth pursuing. The 
comparative design, therefore, problematized the concept of ‘prolonged transitions’ 
not just influenced by social structure, but also by institutions. It confirmed and 
illustrated how institutional settings allow, and constrain, the possibility of a pro-
longed transition (Côté 2014a, b).

Previous studies have illustrated a distinction between institutionally designed 
traditional transitions and shifting or alternative biographies in which young people 
follow unconventional pathways (Plug and du Bois-Reymond 2006). Both in 
Amsterdam and Strasbourg majority of my respondents wanted to pursue stable 
(‘traditional’) transition pathways. Yet comparing two cities exposed how smooth 
transitions and traditional trajectories are uniquely shaped by settings. In Amsterdam, 
young people expected to, and experienced, stable careers at earlier ages, while their 
Strasbourg counterparts took longer to find stability in their careers. This was true 
for both the descendants of Turkish immigrants and the comparison groups. While 
majority of my respondents followed—or at least aspired to follow—stable, tradi-
tional pathways, for those who did not, their transition pathways did not always 
stem from their own orientations or preferences. Unlike previous studies; they were 
relatively unlikely to describe their shifting transitions as motivated by any desire to 
follow an alternative pathway. Most of their actions were not defined in the ‘moment 
of transition’, but earlier on, during their educational tracking or while combining 
work and school, depending on whether they could develop forms of capital before 
entering the labour market. As such, my study calls for greater attention to how 
social and institutional structures set—if not altogether skew—the conditions of 
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youth transitions. Both stable and alternative youth transitions should be scrutinized 
in relation to social class, gender and ethnicity.

While the bulk of transition studies emphasize the delay in transitioning to adult-
hood (Arnett and Tanner 2006), my research shows how the age of transition varies 
according to social and institutional structures. Social class, gender and ethnicity 
intersect to pressure the descendants of Turkish immigrants to achieve stability at an 
earlier age than their peers. Education and labour market conditions also affect the 
age at which these young people can achieve stability in their transition.

6.4  Possible Future Avenues of Research and Policy 
Implications

We need a change of perspective, in the domains of both research and policy, if we 
are to understand the youth transitions of descendants of migrants. The detailed study 
of parental resources reveals that future studies need to pay more attention to social 
class, especially on a micro-level, in order to understand how it affects young peo-
ple’s lives both in the field of ethnic and migration studies and in youth transitions 
research. While at first glance, many migrant parents seem to be capable of providing 
only limited resources due to their lower social class background, they can influence 
their children’s trajectories by developing or possessing certain forms of capital. This 
could just as easily be true of working-class parents from a native background. Future 
ethnographies should focus on migrant parents and/or families and explore the 
impact of social class by examining the forms of capital generated at the nexus of 
social class, gender and ethnicity. In doing so, future studies should go beyond 
Bourdieu’s theoretical framework and remain open to the possibility of uncovering 
forms of capital that may be specific to groups, localities and experiences.

Furthermore, studying the social trajectories of the second generation in detail 
revealed that young people are not bound by their parents’ forms of capital and are 
able to develop resources which are crucial for their transitions. This theoretical 
contribution is key to understanding social reproduction and/or social mobility pro-
cesses without either ignoring or over-emphasizing agency. It shifts the focus from 
the “agentic” aspect to the resources that agents are able to acquire within the given 
structural conditions. Their potential to develop forms of capital should there-
fore be studied comparatively, across institutional settings and with a sensitiv-
ity to variations in social structures. This approach would allow us to determine 
whether—and how well—countries of residence are fulfilling their obligation 
towards these groups to provide equal opportunities and whether certain support 
mechanisms—either financial or informational—are available. When discussing the 
attendance of young people from ethnic minorities or lower social classes at higher 
education institutions, we have to pay equal attention to funding mechanisms and 
access to student grants. We must question whether it is possible for young people 
to extend their transitions into tertiary education and what kinds of financial 
 pressures they are faced with when doing so. This study made it very clear that 
financial concerns formed a major obstacle for young people who wanted to con-
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tinue their studies. In Strasbourg, they were faced with an inadequate student grants 
system, while in Amsterdam they afraid of having to repay their student loan, 
thereby incurring a huge debt, if they failed to graduate.

However, the comparative design showed how, despite their relatively disadvan-
taged backgrounds, members of the Turkish second generation are able to achieve 
successful transitions when provided with the right resources and guidance. 
Internships and work/study combinations emerged as significant experiences, which 
merit further scrutiny in both disciplines. It appears that having a student job is not 
just a factor that might jeopardize educational performance, but one that can also 
help students to develop resources for their future transitions. The implications for 
policy are that promoting internship programmes and dual training opportunities 
may not only help young people to gain early financial independence, easing the 
pressure on them to earn an income, but may also facilitate the development of 
social capital that is useful for their future transitions. In Strasbourg, the lack of suf-
ficient dual training opportunities and the fierce competition to win a place on a dual 
study programme (BTS and Alternance) was revealed as a widespread concern for 
young people who had to combine work with studying due to financial constraints.

In Vassaf’s (1983), study, the descendants of migrants from Turkey complained 
about “not getting their voices heard”. Back then they were complaining about the 
lack of opportunities, resources and exclusionary practices. After almost 40 years of 
research on ethnic minorities, this study also highlights that societies and policy 
makers could still be doing more to respond to their needs and demands. This is an 
urgent necessity considering the future of the European diverse societies that are 
home to these ethnic minority youth.
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