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• Increasing popularity and use of empowerment in a wide 

range of literatures and areas of practice. 
 
• Empowerment often advocated as a ‘good thing’. 
 
• Notions of empowerment drawn upon amidst concerns 

about young people’s health and ‘risky’ health-related 
behaviours. 

 
• Current uses of empowerment are rarely based upon 

theoretically informed and consistent definitions and often 
ignore related concepts of power. 

 



• Polysemic term – range of definitions across different 
disciplines 
 

• Gibson (1991: 359) defines empowerment as 
 
“a social process of recognising, promoting and enhancing 
people’s abilities to meet their own needs, solve their own 
problems and mobilise the necessary resources in order to feel 
in control of their lives”. 
 
• Thompson (2007: 21) defines empowerment as 

 
“helping people gain greater control over their lives and 
circumstances”. 
 

 



 
• Individual empowerment – draws upon Bandura’s Social Learning 

Theory (1977, 1982) & Rotter’s Locus of Control (1966). 
• Emphasises the development of individual’s self-efficacy, self-

esteem and perceptions of control (Tones, 1998). 
 
• Community empowerment – based upon Paulo Freire’s process of 

Critical Consciousness Raising (CCR).   
• Active participation of communities in setting their own agendas for 

action. 
 
• Empowerment as a continuum. 
 
• Process and/or outcome. 

 



 
• Power to…  the capacity or agency to act [in one’s 

own interests] (e.g. agency perspectives). 

 
• Power over… domination and control over individuals 

by others, social structures and institutions (e.g. Structuralist 
perspectives). 

 
• Power through… shapes and defines dominant ideas, 

norms and values (e.g. Ideological and Foucauldian perspectives). 

 



• Empowerment and health? 
• Unintended consequences of empowerment? 

• Possibility for negative health outcomes and the reproduction of dominant 
power relations and social structure. 

• Varying (and competing) perspectives – who decides? 
• Raising expectations – reinforcing feelings of 

powerlessness? 

• Can we ever empower others? 
• Antithetical to concept’s theoretical underpinnings 
• Part of the very discourse sustaining the conditions for disempowerment?  



• Close-focused ‘ethnographic’ enquiry on empowerment and 
young people’s health (Spencer 2013). 

 
• Young people aged 15-16 years old (n=55):   

• Purposive sample based on age, gender and social position (based on 
school cohort system). 

 
• Data collected through focus groups, in-depth interviews and 

participant observation over a period of 6 months. 
 

• Field work sites included the school and surrounding community 
settings – local parks, town centre, music and sports events, roller disco, school 
prom. 

 



 

• Being happy and having fun:  Empowerment, or 
risk? 

 

• Not feeling well:  Being judged and misunderstood. 

 

• Effecting social change: The importance of listening, 
choice and respect.   
 



 
• Being happy 

• Knowing I can do something 
• Looking good 
• Talking to new people 
 
 

 “It’s being like well like really happy inside with how you’re doing and 
stuff”  (Gold group, aged 15, focus group). 

 
 “The feeling you get when you’ve achieved something…you’ve got 

happy from achieving something”  (Gold group, aged 16, focus 
group). 

 
  



• Having fun 
• It’s just having a laugh 
• Laughing at others 
• Fun with friends 

 
•Contrast with professional perspectives:  
having fun = risk. 

 



 
 Dan: 
 I feel judged, as teenagers we’re judged by everyone, they 

stereotype us, they’re a teenager, they’re doing summat 
wrong… 

 (Young man, aged 15, Individual interview, Gold group). 

 
 

• Young and dumb 
• It’s the way you look 
• Being bad 

 



 

 

Josh:   

 They think we’re too young, they all think you’re thick.  
I think ‘cos we’re young they think we’re we don’t know 
stuff… 

 (Individual interview, aged 15, Bronze group). 

 



Lucy:   

 I don’t think that adults realise that when they put this 
image of teenagers all being yobs that they’re 
actually affecting the teenagers.  I know that we just 
live with it as a way of life, the fact that people 
expect us to be bad and horrible.  We shouldn’t have 
to feel like that…It makes you unhappy, it makes you 
feel worthless, you’re like why should I bother, if all 
they think of me is that.  It does make you feel bad... 

 (Individual interview, aged 15, Gold group). 

 



 

• ‘Having a voice’ 
• Failure to listen to young people 

 
• ‘Having a choice’ 

• Denied choice because ‘too young’ 

 
• ‘Treat us with respect’ 

• Widespread lack of respect for young people 
 



• Charlotte:  Because we’re young, they won’t 
listen to us. 

• Lucy:  It’s because they have this bad 
perception of us.  I just think that they feel that 
we’re not worth bothering with and that our 
ideas aren’t like valid... 

  (Focus group, Gold group). 



Nathan:   
I’d just like to see an older person, like see an advert on 
the news and then walk past us and not feel intimidated, 
not feel like they’re gunna get beaten up.  That would 
make me feel good, they just make it all sound as if 
we’re just having unprotected sex, getting wasted, 
getting in fights, smoking weed, taking drugs.  We’re not 
all bad and they all think that we just get drunk, shag 
the first thing that comes along, do drugs…It would be 
nice to know that they’re not actually thinking of us like 
that… 
 (Individual interview, aged 16, Silver group). 

 



• Young people’s discussions point to a more positive discourse on 
health. 
• Different understandings of health may inform different ways 

of understanding empowerment. 
 
• Young people’s priorities for health promotion and public 

health: 
• Approaching health positively 
• Valuing young people’s contributions 
• Moving beyond official health priorities  
• Starting from where young people are 
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