
Chapter 11.

YOUNG PEOPLE
in a GLOBALIZING WORLD



The ambiguous relationship between globalization
and youth is examined in this chapter. Globalization offers clear 
economic opportunities and benefits, but comes with substantial
social costs that often appear to affect young people disproportion-
ately, given their tenuous transitional status within an uncertain and
rapidly evolving global context. The chapter explores the economic
impact of globalization on young people, with specific examples pro-
vided in country-level and more localized case studies. The phe-
nomenon of cultural globalization and its connection with the youth
culture is then examined, with particular attention given to the role
of ICT and media resources and the local-global synthesis that 
has occurred in identity formation. The final section returns to the
ambiguities and contradictions that characterize this phenomenon,
providing an assessment of its different implications for various
groups, its contribution to local-global tensions, and its tendency to
simultaneously promote linkages and divisions, inclusion and exclu-
sion, and connectedness and isolation. The final conclusion is that
young people’s experience with globalization has been negative
thus far; efforts are therefore needed to ensure that they become
active and productive global citizens.

Young people are growing up in a world of globalization and inequality, taking

part in a development process that is simultaneously bringing people closer together

and widening the divisions between them. The assets of the 200 richest people on

earth are greater than the combined incomes of more than 2 billion of the poorest,

and the gap between the two groups continues to grow.1 The World Bank reports that

low-income developing countries, with a total population of approximately 3 billion,

have shifted their export focus from primary commodities to manufactured goods and

services;2 between the mid-1970s and 1998, manufactured items increased from 25

to 80 per cent of the combined export total for this group. Per capita incomes in these

countries rose by about 5 per cent annually in the 1990s, and the number of poor peo-

ple declined by a not insignificant 125 million between 1990 and 1999.

Many commentators argue that globalization is primarily an economic process,

but it is one that clearly has profound social implications. There is evidence suggest-

ing that, at least in some cases, the higher wages and employment characteristics of

globalizing countries such as China, India, Uganda and Viet Nam are closely linked to

poverty reduction. Health and education provision has improved in many developing

countries that have been more actively involved in the globalization process; in Brazil,

Egypt and Malaysia, for example, infant mortality was reduced by an average of more

than 30 per cent during the 1990s, compared with an average decline of 12 per cent

for all developing countries. However, in the least-developed countries (with a com-

bined population of 2 billion), overall economic growth has declined and poverty has

been rising, which are critical considerations in the larger context of global develop-

ment. Along with the loss of jobs and low incomes, such countries suffer from poor
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health and education provision, both of which are crucial factors in the climb out of

poverty.3 World statistics reflect the fact that globalization is a double-edged sword; it

offers substantial economic benefits, but those benefits, perhaps inevitably, are

accompanied by social costs. This chapter is concerned with the extent to which

young people are affected by both the positive and negative aspects of globalization.

What do the statistics really indicate about the globalization experience, and

how is the process directly touching young people’s lives? The relationship between

youth and globalization is inherently ambiguous; in fact, the single word “globaliza-

tion” and all it represents perhaps best sums up the uncertainty of what it means to

be a young person at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Many sociologists spe-

cializing in youth affairs have portrayed young people as being at the forefront of social

and even economic change.4 Being at the forefront does not mean that they are in any

position to control that change; nor should it be assumed that youth are necessarily

controlled by it. Christine Griffin points out that youth are “treated as a key indicator

of the state of the nation itself.” 5 Young people might well be described as a barom-

eter of social change, but this reveals little about the nature of their involvement in

the process of society’s evolution.

Globalization is a hotly debated issue within the social sciences. There is a

broad consensus in the literature that some of the old certainties of the modern world

have been undermined or invalidated, and that young people’s life experiences are

increasingly tenuous as a result.6 This chapter will reinforce Kevin McDonald’s assertion

that young people’s experience with globalization constitutes a delicately balanced

struggle for independence and success that is as much about constraints and limita-

tions as it is about freedom and opportunity.7 It is important to understand that global-

ization has a direct and powerful influence on their lives insofar as it actively extends

the kinds of social division to which young people are all too often subjected.8

It is generally agreed, notwithstanding the various differences in perspective,

that globalization is having a tremendous impact on youth; the present chapter will

seek to assess the nature of that impact.

In its broadest sense, globalization refers to the extension of a whole range of eco-

nomic, cultural and political activities across the world landscape. As Anthony

Giddens suggests, “Globalization can be defined as the intensification of worldwide

social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are

shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa.”9 In this context, the

increasing economic and cultural interdependence of societies on a world scale is of

particular interest. Because it involves interaction in so many areas and at numerous

levels, it is virtually impossible to conceive of globalization as a singular concept.

John Allen and Doreen Massey argue that there are many “globalizations” occurring

in various sectors and fields of activity, including telecommunications, finance and

culture.10 A key contributing factor in this regard has been the declining influence of

the nation-state, which is in turn intimately linked to what David Harvey refers to as

“time-space compression”—the way the world has in effect been de-territorialized by
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the acceleration and wider dissemination of capitalist practices, simultaneously creat-

ing ever-higher levels of stress.11

Young people are in the process of establishing a sense of identity in what is

essentially an insecure world, and this underlying instability may serve to magnify the

tensions and lack of control they experience on a daily basis. As Zygmunt Bauman

notes, what is interesting about globalization is that the uses of time and space are

“sharply differentiated as well as differentiating”.12 The danger is that globalization may

produce all sorts of (unintended) local consequences. Most worrying is the following:

“Being local in a globalized world is a sign of social deprivation and
degradation. The discomforts of localized existence are compounded
by the fact that with public spaces removed beyond the reaches of
localized life, localities are losing their meaning-generating and mean-
ing-negotiating capacity and are increasingly dependent on sense-giv-
ing and interpreting actions which they do not control.” 13

In this analysis globalization inevitably leads to exclusion. Globalization is

characterized by spatial segregation, in that it actively increases the disparities that

already exist between global elites and the localized majority. In the past, colonial

powers exported raw materials from their colonies in order to strengthen their own

power base while ignoring the broader implications for the industrial base of the areas

whose resources they were exploiting.14 What developed in this context was a multi-

tude of core-periphery relationships at the international level; of equal concern, how-

ever, was the effect of economic disparities on class divisions domestically. As

Christine McMurray and Roy Smith point out, geography is less important nowadays in

the formation of core-periphery relationships. Differentials in access to resources,

wealth and opportunities have the potential to produce far greater consequences in

the global context than was ever the case in the past.

In effect, globalization can intensify social divisions, and as young people are

struggling to establish themselves in a new social context—the sometimes intimidat-

ing adult world—they may be perceived as being particularly vulnerable to the threat

of segregation or exclusion. However, in any analysis of young people’s relationship

with globalization, two key points must be borne in mind. First, there is a tendency to

assume that the effects of globalization are unstoppable, and that globalization is a

process young people react to rather than actively negotiate. Stephen McBride and

John Wiseman warn of the dangers associated with this position, criticizing the failure

to move beyond theory to address the more practical aspects of globalization.15 There

is some concern that debates over globalization will remain at a conceptual rather

than a grounded level, thereby leaving the political disparities associated with this phe-

nomenon underexplored, as elaborated in the following:

“Globalization involves a range of contradictory and contested process-
es which provide new possibilities as well as threats to communities
concerned with promoting relationships of diversity, solidarity and sus-
tainability. The central challenge is to recognize the connections
between action at different levels of geographical space and political
governance and to think and act at a range of levels without losing our
grounding in the particularity of our own home place.” 16
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Second, an analogous and equally significant point is that the experiences,

meanings and concepts associated with youth are as complex and challenging as

those associated with globalization. The inherent differences in young people, togeth-

er with the wide range of interpretations regarding the significance of various aspects

of the youth experience, make it difficult to produce an objective overall assessment

of their current situation. One particular danger is that the problem-solving perspec-

tive of social science academics may actually serve to exaggerate and reinforce the 

marginalization and pathology of young people.17 It is a gross oversimplification—and

not entirely accurate—to suggest that youth are the passive recipients or vulnerable

victims of the sorts of trends that will be examined below. Young people cannot con-

trol the speed or direction of social change, but they do have a say in the effect such

change has on their lives. Facilitating their integration and involvement in the global-

ization process requires an understanding of their needs and priorities relative to those

of adults in order to address the potential social divisions referred to above. In this

context, the following may be instructive: 

“Research on youth tells us at least as much about the social, psy-
chological and political concerns of adult society, in all their diversi-
ty, as it does about the lives of young people themselves, in all their
diversity. Indeed, the two are fundamentally intertwined, and can
never be completely disentangled.” 18

The rest of this chapter will concentrate not on disentangling this relationship

but on constructing foundations upon which efforts might be undertaken to demysti-

fy the complexity of such a relationship and thereby gain a better understanding of

what needs to be done to ensure that globalization represents a positive force in

young people’s lives.

Steven Jackson and David Andrews caution against either overstating 

or understating the effects of globalization.19 Every effort will therefore be made to

present an accurate and objective assessment of developments within this context.

That said, it might be useful at this stage to outline the broad economic impact of 

globalization and, more specifically, the economic implications of globalization for

young people.

As Phillip Brown and Hugh Lauder point out, the emergence of a global econ-

omy reflects the decline of mid-century economic nationalism and increased interna-

tional competition, the greatest beneficiaries of which have been the multinational cor-

porations (MNCs).20 In the World Investment Report 1993 UNCTAD estimated that 65

million people worldwide were directly employed and 130 million indirectly employed

by multinationals.21 More recently, David Held and others estimated that 53,000 MNCs

with 450,000 foreign subsidiaries were operating worldwide in 1997, selling $9.5 tril-

lion worth of goods and services around the globe. According to some authors,

transnational production now exceeds the level of global exports and has become the

primary means of selling goods and services abroad;22 they cite estimates indicating

that multinational companies now account for about 20 per cent of world production

and 70 per cent of world trade.



As a result of these developments, the economic boundaries between coun-

tries are weakening, a trend reflected both geographically and in terms of the legisla-

tion that underpins international trade. In this economic environment nation-states are

losing their power to shape national economic competition, and international compe-

tition can create more problems than it solves—even for developed countries. As

Brown points out in an assessment relating to the United Kingdom,

“In an era of worldwide competition and low-cost global communi-
cations, no country like ours will be able to maintain its standard of
living, let alone improve it, on the basis of cheap labour and low-tech
products and services. There will be too many millions of workers
and too many willing to do that kind of work fully as well as we or
people in any other developed country could do it—and at a fraction
of the cost.” 23

Relating the experiences of specific countries provides a clearer picture of the

effects of globalization. Kang Seoghoon addresses the relationship between globaliza-

tion and income inequality in the Republic of Korea.24 The economy of this country

experienced massive growth in the second half of the twentieth century, with GDP (in

terms of local currency) increasing 9,984-fold and per capita GDP 4,253-fold. During

roughly the same period, the volume of exports rose 4,354-fold (from $33 million in

1960 to $143.7 billion in 1999). The composition of the country’s economic base

changed dramatically over a period of several decades. For example, the share of agri-

culture, forestry and fisheries in GDP declined from 27.1 per cent in 1970 to 5 per

cent in 1999, while the service industry share rose from 50.2 to 62.8 per cent. As the

Government became increasingly committed to pursuing a global economic strategy,

it moved away from a traditionally protective regime that was in danger of reducing

competition and impeding technological progress.25

The move towards a global economy has had significant implications for

employment in the Republic of Korea. Seoghoon relates that between 1980 and 1990

unemployment declined by 71 per cent among those without a high school education,

63.4 per cent among high school graduates, and 29 per cent among college gradu-

ates.26 Broadly speaking, the inequalities associated with income distribution also

decreased during this period, apparently as a result of the combined effects of rapid

economic growth, low unemployment and an increased supply of highly educated

labour. It is worth noting, however, that the country’s globalization experience is far

from typical. The Government’s investment in education can be described as excep-

tional; the proportion of the State budget allocated to education rose from 16.2 per

cent in 1965 to 23.3 per cent in 1998. Between 1980 and 2000 the number of four-

year-college entrants increased by almost threefold.27 With the tremendous improve-

ment in its national income, the Republic of Korea has been able to offset a good por-

tion of the added development expenditures; between 1970 and 2000 the country’s

deficit-to-GDP ratio rose only slightly, from 5.2 to 5.8 per cent.

As tends to occur during the process of globalization, extraordinary economic

successes have been accompanied by unexpected difficulties and hidden pitfalls. 

In particular, the Republic of Korea has had to deal with problems deriving from the
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oversupply of college graduates in the labour market. Ironically, and arguably as a

direct result of government policies aimed at easing the transition to a global econo-

my, the wages of college graduates are actually increasing at a slower rate than are

those of high-school graduates.28 Many college-educated workers have been forced to

settle for employment that, in relative terms, is poorly paid, requires a low level of

skill, offers little in the way of security and benefits, and provides no real opportunity

for professional development.

As mentioned, the Republic of Korea’s globalization experience is in many

ways atypical. It could be argued that the example is actually exceptional, insofar as

income inequalities in the country appear to have improved overall with the move

towards globalization, which is not the case in most developing countries. What it also

illustrates, however, are the pitfalls inherent in the wholehearted adoption of global

economics. In addition, it highlights the fact that young people are potentially the

group most vulnerable to the uncertainties associated with the global economy and

with policies developed by Governments seeking to adapt to rapid economic change.

An important lesson learned from this particular experience is that a well-developed

educational policy may improve income distribution, but it may ultimately exacerbate

the inequalities between young people.

China’s experience, while different in many respects from that of the Republic

of Korea, further illustrates the complex nature of globalization, its economic impact

on young people’s lives, its effect on economies more generally, and the potential pit-

falls associated with the process. Although evidence suggests that the overall level of

inequality has decreased, in practical terms inequality within China has actually

increased inasmuch as the divisions between the provinces with urban agglomera-

tions and those without are widening.29 An estimated 70 million people have left their

townships in search of non-agricultural jobs, reflecting the massive scale of social

and geographical change occurring in China as well as the quintessentially urban

character of globalization.

Large-scale movement from farms and villages to large cities has a serious

economic and social impact on a country, as it involves the reconstruction of the

urban situation while at the same time profoundly affecting rural development. Huang

Ping has assessed the impact of rural-urban migration by young people within the con-

text of globalization.30 Having conducted research covering a total of 280 rural house-

holds in eight Chinese villages, Ping argues that young people are attracted to cities

not only by job opportunities, but also by the distant appeal of urban lifestyles. In this

sense, globalization operates on at least two levels; the process of urbanization asso-

ciated with both Chinese economic reform and general world trends clearly has both

economic and cultural underpinnings. Young people migrating from remote areas of

China to southern coastal areas, in particular Guangdong, are drawn to city life even

though most have had no exposure to the urban setting other than that provided

through television.31 The culture of consumerism is an especially powerful pull factor.

It is important to remember, though—and this may apply to other countries as well—

that however well-entrenched globalization may be, it must operate within the 
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constraints set by local institutional arrangements, as must young people themselves.

Globalization by itself cannot liberate people. However involved in various aspects of

globalization some countries might be, those young people willing to take advantage

of the opportunities if offers are not always at liberty to do so.

Summarizing country experiences can take the analysis of globalization’s

impact on the lives of young people only so far. Localized examples of globalization in

action may provide a more detailed perspective. Cindi Katz assesses the impact of

globalization on young people in New York and in Howa, Sudan.32 One might assume

that there would be a world of difference in the effects of globalization on these two

areas, but definite similarities can be identified.

In her assessment, Katz indicates that one of the most important ways in which

the economic logic of modern development and of globalization has been demon-

strated is through agricultural projects. She explains how the Suki Agricultural Project

transformed the subsistence economy of Howa, a Sudanese village, into one organized

around exchange—a process that involved the complete restructuring of the area’s

economic and social systems of production. These developments had enormous impli-

cations for young people’s lives, largely as a result of the practice of keeping women

as secluded as possible. The move towards tenant farming imposed serious demands

on the workforce and hence on young people. This sparked a series of changes lead-

ing to a situation in which many goods that had once been freely available became

commodified, increasing the demand for cash and further intensifying the need for

young people to work in order to earn that money. Ultimately, what on the surface

appeared to be a positive “development” project actually created a situation in which

young people’s free time and their opportunity to attend school were diminished.

Moreover, the fact that the new system incorporated a fixed number of tenancies

meant that the same young people were unlikely to have ready access to productive

land when they came of age. In short, although this project had clear economic bene-

fits, children and young people were quite simply not acquiring the skills they would

need in the long-term.33 In other words, medium-term economic benefits came with

long-term economic and cultural costs. 

In analyzing the impact of globalization on young people in New York, Katz

points out that the decline in manufacturing industries and in stable employment more

generally has drastically reduced the availability of secure, meaningful work.

Meanwhile, the emergence of a high-tech service economy has created a labour mar-

ket of extremes in terms of pay, skills and stability. As a result of these developments,

unemployment among 16- to 19-year-olds rose from 18 to 36 per cent between 1988

and 1993.34

As the examples presented thus far show, the economic benefits of global-

ization do not necessarily trickle down to all members of society. However, Katz

warns against “dismalizing” young people. Globalization is not all-powerful, and to a

certain extent it is possible to undertake measures to limit its more damaging effects

at the local level. For instance, on a return trip to Howa two years after the initial
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assessment, Katz found the village installing standpipes. This would clearly offer

enormously positive labour-saving benefits and would also free up time for young

people, many of whom could then take advantage of the village’s next plan—the con-

struction of a girls’ school. According to Katz, this experience demonstrates how the

politics of survival can emerge when necessitated by broad socio-economic change.

Similarly, in New York, the local community worked together over a period of five

years to ensure that two neighbourhood schoolyards were transformed into useable

public spaces, thereby providing young people with a secure place to “hang out”. Katz

argues that events in Sudan and the United States are connected in a sense, in that

they represent local efforts to cope with the profound changes brought about by glob-

alization, in particular those relating to the availability and organization of work.

The attitudes of young people towards global economic change are worth considering.

Vladimir Dubsky, citing the results of surveys conducted in the early to mid-1990s,

notes that while 90 per cent of young Czechs supported the transition to a market

economy, only 22 per cent advocated rapid change, compared with 71.8 per cent who

stressed the need for prudence in order to avoid social unrest.35 Young people, stereo-

typically considered impatient or impulsive, are not necessarily in favour of fast-paced

global change; they recognize as readily as their elders that globalization, at its most

fundamental level, should be more about cementing long-standing geographical and

social divisions than about providing them with new opportunities.

The experience of global economic change in the former communist countries

is further evidence of the unpredictability of globalization and its apparent tendency

to provoke disorder not only within national economies, but also within young peo-

ple’s lives. As Ken Roberts states, “Young people’s transitions into the labour market

have been extended in the West and East, but in the East, for most young people, no

destinations towards which they might head are yet visible because the outcomes of

their societies’ transformations are still unclear.”36

As mentioned, young people’s experience with globalization appears to be

fraught with uncertainty. However, the degree of that uncertainty varies according to

cultural and social contexts. Much depends upon the extent to which individuals have

the cultural and financial resources to offset the risks associated with strengthening

patterns of inequality.37

Bearing in mind geographical and cultural variations, one might ask what

active measures, if any, should be taken to offset the uncertainty and risk engendered

in globalization. In relating the Australian experience, Peter Kelly asserts that the emer-

gence of a vocational education and training (VET) agenda in post-compulsory 

secondary schools represents an attempt to regulate youth transitions.38 This author

underlines the declining influence of class, gender and family coordinates in young

people’s lives and the fact that youth are becoming more personally responsible for

who they are and where they are going. The VET approach reflects an acknowledgment

of this trend and seeks to manage youth transitions through the construction of net-

works or “pathways”, providing young people with information about labour markets,
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arranging work placements and facilitating training in ways that are flexible enough to

account for the uncertainties in young people’s lives. VET programmes are particular-

ly aimed at addressing the more problematic experiences of disadvantaged or socially

excluded young people who inhabit what Kelly calls “wild zones”, while also ensuring

that they are “job ready”.

An important point Kelly makes is that it is not enough to understand the pre-

carious situation of “global youth”. Experts construct conceptions of youth on the

basis of multiple criteria, and it may be the case that such conceptions are far too rigid.

A more realistic balance might be achieved with a better understanding of the cultur-

al contexts that underpin young people’s experience of globalization.

In presenting the contrast between the human connectedness of those

engaged in traditional cooking practices in the Yucatán countryside and the personal

isolation (but virtual connectedness) of young people lined up around the walls of a

nearby shack to play computer games, Doreen Massey highlights the paradoxes inher-

ent in the global youth culture.39 She defines the local youth culture of the Yucatec

Maya as a product of interaction—a culture that is not entirely closed, localized or glob-

al. Global culture, from this perspective, derives from a combination of self-focused

efforts to carve up and claim some of it for one’s own benefit and more interactive

efforts that contribute to the immense interconnectedness of global space.40

Developments in education and employment are occurring in an environment

characterized by broader cultural changes. Many developing countries steeped in tra-

dition are having to reassess their relationships with the outside world, as “outside” is

not as clearly defined as it once was. A clear trend towards the global circulation of

cultural goods has been developing for decades, facilitated in great measure by the

increased access to audio-visual communications media. Hugh Mackay notes that the

number of television receivers per thousand inhabitants has increased everywhere

over the past several decades; between 1975 and 1996, the number of sets jumped

from 9,000 to 90,000 in Burkina Faso, from 1.2 million to 394 million in China, and

from 121 million to 217 million in the United States.41

Globalization is as much about culture—and how economic and cultural change

is culturally negotiated—as it is about economics. The two are inextricably linked, espe-

cially insofar as patterns of ownership of domestic communication devices exemplify

the nature of global inequality and the intensification of what Mackay describes as the

growing gulf between the “information rich” and the “information poor”.

In this context, Jan Aart Scholte argues that much of global culture is youth

culture,42 as global consumerism has linked young people around the world to the

extent that it has guided the construction of a dominant value system. Some argue that

global audio-visual media have made many young people more familiar with

Hollywood constructions of the United States than with certain aspects of their 

own countries. This point is developed in the European context by Dannie Kjeldgaard,

who looks at how young people in Denmark and Greenland use global and local 

“consumptionscapes” in the continuous, day-to-day process of identity formation.43

Kjeldgaard discounts the idea that young people are engaged with global culture in a

uniform manner. In the developed world at least, youth are obliged to partake of the



consumer culture, but they also interact with and contribute to that culture, producing

their own experiences and meanings based on their unique local circumstances. In

presenting her analysis Kjeldgaard mentions the contribution of Karen Klitgaard, who

found that for young people in Denmark the American television series Beverly Hills

90210 represented a means of providing a social focus but also supplied a canvas

upon which they could establish their own individual “style landscape”.44 In other

words, young people use global culture and consumption as a means of narrating their

own life stories. Levels of engagement may vary, of course; for those young people liv-

ing on the periphery, opportunities to become actively involved in the global culture

are limited, and their participation remains essentially “virtual” and distant. Kjeldgaard

argues—notwithstanding mitigating factors such as the personalizing influence of local

cultural inputs and variations in levels of engagement—that the power and pervasive-

ness of global culture is such that young people in Greenland are, in a sense, a minor-

ity in their own homeland.

In many respects, as Kjeldgaard’s analysis illustrates, global influences out-

weigh traditional local influences and can even be said to constitute a burden.

Western agencies produce and transmit 90 per cent of the world’s news,45 and it is

estimated that products of the American mass media account for 75 per cent of

broadcast and cable television revenues worldwide and that American books make

up 35 per cent of the world market.46 Serge Latouche argues that the global media

propagate a very American-centric vision of the world that fails to acknowledge the

existence and importance of linguistic and cultural diversity and of the multitude of

perspectives that exist worldwide.47

To further illustrate the cultural dominance of the West, which appears to be

the source of most of the images seen by the world’s young people, Latouche

describes a situation in which France provided Africa with 5,200 hours of free televi-

sion programming per year as part of a support package in the early 1990s. Citing this

as an example of the economic impact of cultural globalization, Latouche argues that

this effectively undermined the African broadcasting industry. The power dimensions

of cultural globalization are undeniable. John Street suggests that the rhetoric of glob-

al culture has been detached from the material and institutional conditions underlying

the emergence of globalization.48 In the final analysis, globalization does not represent

the intermingling of a plurality of cultures or a harmonious synthesis of a single glob-

al culture, but rather a struggle for power. In this respect, globalization is clearly a polit-

ical as well as a cultural phenomenon, and part of the political impact of globalization

relates to the issue of homogenization.

The paradoxical nature of cultural globalization is fascinating in that it both

universalizes and individualizes culture.49 The degree to which globalization actively

promotes the consumption of diverse cultures continues to intrigue sociologists.

Some theorists argue that globalization actually enhances differences between cul-

tures. James Lull examines the manner in which global commodities and resources

are “reused” by local consumers.50 Media products, for example, are reappropriated
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as young people interpret and inter-

nalize the messages in a way that

gives them meaning in the local con-

text of their own lives.51

One example of the personal

application of global concepts is pro-

vided by Jonathan Friedman, who has

examined the specific ways in which young men in the Congo who belong to a low-sta-

tus group known as the sape create high-status identities through the consumption of

global goods.52 They ostentatiously wear goods with designer names and proudly dis-

play cans of internationally known soft drinks in their cars. This process is about

asserting a sense of power and undermining dominant power structures.53

The lesson here is that it is inappropriate to make assumptions about the

impact of globalization when local identity is actually “constituted through face-to-

face relationships that occur in social contexts where there is little territorial move-

ment.”54 An important point made by Rosamund Billington and others is that global

consumers, particularly those in the developing world, are not simply “global 

villagers”. Local meanings are constructed according to environmental and personal

circumstances—and within the framework of wider political, economic and social 

disparities—that inevitably play a role in determining the context within which those

meanings can operate. It may therefore be argued that the impact of globalization

cannot be accurately assessed unless it is first understood how globalization is expe-

rienced at a local level.

Global and local “forces are constantly felt in the lives of those trying to get

from one day to the next”.55 More to the point (in the context of the present chapter),

global and local forces are playing a combined and increasingly fundamental role in

determining how young people relate to their everyday lives. It is very important to

maintain a balanced impression of how youth interact with global culture. Marwan

Kraidy explores ways in which cultural identities are being reconstructed by a group of

Lebanese youth seeking to adapt to new realities evolving from the global-local inter-

change.56 The author contends that young Maronites in Lebanon are establishing their

identities at the intersection of two competing forces constructed by the mass media,

namely, modernity and tradition. While these spheres are generally considered con-

tradictory, the young people concerned operate in both; however, they do not feel they

belong exclusively to either. They occupy a “third space” within which they simultane-

ously accept and reject Arab and Western culture; this in itself provides a simulated

culture that young people use creatively insofar as it allows them to create meaning in

a de-territorialized world. Perhaps the best way of conceptualizing the complex ways

in which young people engage with globalization is through the notion of hybridity:

“Hybridity is … construed not as an in-between zone where global/local power rela-

tions are neutralized in the fuzziness of the mélange but as a zone of symbolic ferment

where power relations are surreptitiously re-inscribed.”57

In short, global culture provides a resource young people can use in navigat-

ing their identities through the ups and downs of everyday life. Andy Bennett uses hip

hop as an example of a “global” practice that reflects how the youth culture can 
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be simultaneously homogenized and heterogenized.58 More specifically, localized

expressions of hip-hop music may not involve any major stylistic transformations, but

tend to be characterized instead by subtle variations based on local affiliations with

particular kinds of musical consumption.

Moving away from the more “individualizing” aspects, it could equally be

argued that globalization universalizes culture because it is in the interests of com-

modification to do so. Globalization is underpinned by a desire to create uniform glob-

al markets that consumers can be persuaded to respond to individually.

“Consumerism as a way of life” promises so much.59 Whether a young person is living

in the Hollywood Hills or in rural Lebanon, the global consumer culture appears to

offer something special—and above all, the chance to feel a sense of belonging. Non-

consumption, meanwhile, is experienced as a lack of control, a form of exclusion that

perpetuates poverty and withdrawal. Globalization raises consumer expectations that

often cannot be fulfilled, and the end result is alienation, frustration, relative depriva-

tion and, potentially, crime and social strife.60

The problem, especially in developing countries, is that the images of con-

sumerism are everywhere, but many have to be satisfied with the promise of what

could be, as the advertised items and lifestyles are not always accessible, particularly

to the poorer members of society.61 The global culture has become a fundamental

building block in many young people’s lives. However, their relationship with it is very

fragile because youth, more than any other group, are exposed to and have come to

rely on the global consumer culture but probably have the fewest resources and the

most to lose should global culture not provide the satisfaction they demand of it.

On a cultural level the globalization process appears to reinforce existing

divides (in contexts such as education, for example). Globalization constructs a more

clearly wealth-differentiated world and, within that world, increasingly wealth-differen-

tiated societies. In the developing countries such societies are founded on principles

unfamiliar to the societies of old.  In some of the booming economies of South-East

Asia, for instance, young people have become preoccupied with personal advance-

ment, since the onus is now on them to construct their own life courses and their own

sense of identity, rather than assuming this is automatically going to be supplied for

them by the family, the community or the State.62

The availability of resources is not as uniform as the commodity culture might

have one believe. Advertising makes it seem that anything is possible in a global con-

sumer culture. It is worth noting that Proctor and Gamble’s corporate advertising

expenditure is $5,754.6 million, or 10 times the entire education budget of Viet Nam

($579 million), whose spending in this sector is actually relatively high in comparison

with many other developing countries.63 This is a world in which multinational corpo-

rations and advertising agencies are competing with family and school to become the

most influential institutions in young people’s lives. The trouble, referred to repeated-

ly in this chapter, is that efforts to ensure the ideological dominance of consumerism

also serve to reinforce social divisions.

There is considerable truth in the suggestion that mass media and new tech-

nologies have played a key role in constructing what Richard Tinning and Lindsay

Fitzclarence describe as a postmodern youth culture.64 The impact of the global media
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on young people is perhaps a metaphor for the broader impact of globalization, inso-

far as apparently liberating technologies such as mobile phones and Internet com-

puter games actually alienate young people by creating a world of individualistic

hyperstimulation in which more mundane activities such as school simply cannot

compete.65 In this regard the effect of globalization on young people’s lives is all

about maintaining a balance.

The global media make it easier, in one sense, for young people to be the

authors of their own biographies, as they can construct their identities, define their

roles and model their attitudes and behaviour according to the menus provided for

them by global capitalism. Global capitalism, in turn, targets young people as fledgling

consumers with the production of the ephemeral. Young people want to be seduced,

and global capitalism makes it easy for them. As consumers of the global culture

young people are, by default, consumers of cultures. Their lifestyles provide an arena

within which those cultures can be actively negotiated in a process of mutual and glob-

al affirmation.66 What policy makers must concern themselves with, though, is that

however comfortable young people may be with this situation, the dominant values to

which young people ultimately acquiesce are the very values that promote global divi-

sion and ensure that the majority of youth will remain on the poor side of the divide.  

Young people’s experience with regard to globalization is very much class-

based. In the case of Kathmandu, for example, the opportunities provided by the glob-

al culture have allowed the new middle classes to build a position of localized class

dominance, and this has actively worked against the interests of the working classes,

who are being rendered increasingly powerless in both an economic and a cultural

sense.67 This point can be equally well made in the context of global music, as shown

in the following example:

“Dance or club cultures are taking root from Sao Paolo to Tel Aviv
across a wide political and cultural spectrum. Yet the spread has done
little to shift uneven power distribution; Western global cities continue
to dominate along with the five major record companies which control
distribution and abide by the stubborn distinctions of gender and
class. We cannot help but ask, ‘Is everybody equally welcome at this
global party?’” 68

It is perhaps impossible to make any valid generalizations about young people’s expe-

riences with globalization. The cultural impact of global economics will be very differ-

ent in Western Europe, Eastern Europe and Africa, and indeed within individual coun-

tries. As Goran Therborn states, “Globalization takes place in different spatial-histori-

cal contexts, providing it with very different meaning and implications in different parts

of the world.”69 The impact of globalization is still evolving and uncertain, as the trans-

formations that many countries are undergoing remain incomplete. The only certainty

is that globalization is characterized by increasing market power, and there is always

the danger that such power will be abused. Overly hasty privatization, unaccountable

CONCLUSIONS
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corporations and companies, a weakened public sector, and an imbalance between

individual private interests and collective public interests are all symptoms of global-

ization that may have a direct or indirect impact on young people’s lives.70

In this context, it is very important to recognize what Doreen Massey has

described as the “power geometry” associated with globalization. What benefits one

country may adversely affect another, and what addresses the needs of one social

group may create problems for a different sector of the population.71 The argument

presented in this chapter is that although young people are not powerless, their 

economic position is such that they are more vulnerable than any other social group

to the uncertainties and risks associated with economic and cultural globalization. 

In describing youth in Europe, K. Popple and R. Kirby point out that young people’s

globalization experience is paradoxical.72 On the one hand, there is a group of young,

educated, multilingual Europeans who are able to work and study in different coun-

tries and thus experience a diversity of cultures. On the other hand, the vast majority

of young people simply do not have such opportunities, perhaps because they are not

suitably skilled or lack the necessary qualifications or financial resources. Meanwhile,

as the market model perpetuates a situation of global economic uncertainty, the pres-

sures and disadvantages that many young people feel are intensified.

Young people are not fully integrated members of the global culture; in a mul-

titude of ways, both economically and socially, they are excluded from it. At the same

time, however, a good number of young people, especially those in the developed

world, are absolutely dependent upon it. It is this that makes young people’s relation-

ship with globalization so fragile. Precisely because of the nature of the fragilities and

delicate balances associated with globalization, it is absolutely imperative that it be

perceived as both a structural and an experiential process. Judged on those terms, the

process of understanding and addressing the impact of globalization is far from

straightforward. In one sense, young people’s experience with globalization is rhetori-

cal; it is tempting to assume that youth are at the forefront of the sort of technologi-

cal and cultural changes that might be associated with globalization, but if this chap-

ter indicates one thing, it would be that this is not necessarily the case.

Many young people have adopted a world view in which the whole globe rep-

resents the key arena for social action.73 Trans-world contacts have helped to create

lasting bonds of global youth solidarity, a prime example being global protests (espe-

cially by anti-capitalist groups).74 Young people are actively using the global media to

express themselves,75 and probably constitute the group that has contributed most to

making globalization the political issue it is today. However, as Ien Ang argues, being

active is not necessarily the same as being powerful, and this is particularly true in the

context of globalization.76 The rhetoric that might be associated with young people’s

citizenship in a global community generally does not match the reality. As noted in the

context of examining the cultural manifestations of globalization in young people’s

lives, and as suggested in the work of David Harvey, global forces permeate young

people’s lives—or at least those living in the developed world.77 Young people are in

one sense citizens of a global culture but at the same time struggle for a sense of

acceptance in the societies in which they live. For youth, this is the ultimate paradox

of globalization.
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According to J. Harvey, young people in both developed and developing coun-

tries are marginalized in terms of their lack of economic power, their judicial status,

and their day-to-day experience of economic and social inequality.78 Harvey indicates

that discourses surrounding young people need to move away from the concentration

on socialization and development and focus instead on young people as “social

actors”, a blueprint for which is already provided in the form of the United Nations

Convention on the Rights of the Child. In short, policy makers and youth practitioners

simply cannot perceive of young people as being moulded for the future. They are full-

fledged members of society, here and now, and should be treated as such.79 As Nikolai

Lesko argues, the notion of citizenship is constantly being revised in the current era

of globalization.80 As the global economy expands and discards unproductive

processes and people, young people are also being redefined. For Lesko, the outlook

is bleak. The increasing emphasis on lifelong learning, in which everyone is in the

process of “becoming”, is actually reducing the amount of attention given to young

people’s needs. In many respects the power of globalization is such that young peo-

ple’s global citizenship is unavoidably passive in nature. 

To paraphrase Claire Wallace, the global promise of citizenship is always

undermined by inequality.81 Development activities are often imposed upon young

people, who are virtually powerless to influence the process in any meaningful way.

Intervention is needed to strengthen their participation and input in the processes

determining their future. As stated in a report by the Secretary-General of the United

Nations on the global situation of youth, “Empowerment … involves young people as

active agents for change and development, instead of … passive targets of externally

initiated programmes.”82

Globalization is ultimately as complex as young people’s lives are multidi-

mensional. The combination of the two inevitably creates an explosive and heady mix.

Young people’s transitions are to varying degrees becoming increasingly open-ended,

but that open-endedness is introducing an enormous assortment of complications that

are making young people’s lives more difficult than ever. As World Bank President

James D. Wolfensohn states, “We are convinced that globalization can and does con-

tribute to development, but we cannot ignore those who are left out. Nor can we fail

to recognize how much better development progress could be.”83 Young people’s cur-

rent experience of globalization is largely and inevitably negative. Globalization does

offer opportunities, but one young person’s opportunity will inevitably be another’s

loss. The key question is whether this represents a price worth paying. In the years to

come the relative achievements of globalization will be judged, in part, by how far

young people have been successfully assimilated into the global processes of social,

economic and cultural change.� 



306

1 M. Wolf, “Globalization: the big lie about inequality” (11 February 2000), available at h.
2 World Bank, World Development Indicators 2002, available at h.
3 Ibid.
4 A. Furlong and F. Cartmel, Young People and Social Change: Individualization and Risk in Late
Modernity (Buckingham, Open University Press, 1997); and S. Miles, Youth Lifestyles in a Changing World
(Buckingham, Open University Press, 2000).
5 C. Griffin, Representations of Youth: The Study of Youth and Adolescence in Britain and America
(Oxford, Polity Press, 1993), pp. 9-10.
6 C. Griffin, “Imagining a new narrative of youth: youth research, the ‘new Europe’ and global youth cul-
ture”, Childhood, vol. 8, No. 2 (2001), pp. 147-166.
7 K. McDonald, Struggles for Subjectivity: Identity, Action and Experience (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1999).
8 S. Miles, op. cit
9 A. Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (Cambridge, Polity
Press, 1991), p. 64.
10 J. Allen and D. Massey, Geographical Worlds (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995).
11 D. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Cambridge, Blackwell, 1989).
12 Z. Bauman, Globalization: The Human Consequences (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1998), p. 12.
13 Ibid., pp. 2-3.
14 C. McMurray and R. Smith, Diseases of Globalization: Socioeconomic Transitions and Health (London,
Earthscan, 2001).
15 S. McBride and J. Wiseman, “Introduction”, in Globalization and Its Discontents, S. McBride and J.
Wiseman, eds. (Basingstoke, Macmillan, 2000), pp. 1-6.
16 Ibid., p. 6.
17 S. Miles, op. cit.; and C. Griffin, “Imagining a new narrative of youth: youth research, the ‘new Europe’
and global youth culture”…
18 C. Griffin, , “Imagining a new narrative of youth: youth research, the ‘new Europe’ and global youth 
culture”…, p. 149.
19 S.J. Jackson and D.L. Andrews, “Between and beyond the global and the local”, International Review
for the Sociology of Sport, vol. 34, No. 1 (1999), pp. 31-42.
20 P. Brown and H. Lauder, “Education, globalization and economic development”, Journal of Educational
Policy, vol. 11 (1996), pp. 1-25.
21 P. Brown, “Globalization, social exclusion and youth”, in Youth, Citizenship and Social Change in a
European Context, J. Bynner, L. Chisholm and A. Furlong, eds. (Aldershot, Ashgate, 1997), pp. 262-272.
22 D. Held and others, Global Transformations (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1999)
23 National Commission on Education, Learning to Succeed (London, Heinemann, 1993).
24 K. Seoghoon, “Globalization and income inequality in Korea: an overview”, a paper presented at the
OECD Development Centre Technical Meeting: FDI, Human Capital and Education in Developing Countries,
Paris, 13-14 December 2001. 
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
29 World Bank, World Development Indicators 2002…
30 H. Ping, “When young farmers leave the land: what will happen to rural development in China when
rural-urban migration takes place at a high pace under impact of globalization”, in Globalization and Its
Impact—On Chinese and Swedish Society, C. Lindqvist, ed. (Stockholm, Swedish Council for Planning and
Coordination of Research [FRN], 1999), pp. 56-67.
31 Ibid.
32 C. Katz, “Disintegrating developments: global economic restructuring and the eroding of ecologies of
youth”, in Cool Places: Geographies of Youth Cultures, T. Skelton and G. Valentine, eds. (London,
Routledge, 1998), pp. 130-144.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.; and Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Keeping Track of New York City’s Children
(New York, 1995).



307World YOUTH Report, 2003Young People in a Globalizing World

35 V. Dubsky, “Czech youth and social change”, in Youth in Europe, A. Cavalli and O. Galland, eds.
(London, Pinter, 1995), pp. 115-126.
36 K. Roberts, “School-to-work transitions in former communist countries”, Journal of Education and
Work, vol. 11, No. 3 (1998), p. 234.
37 A. Furlong and F. Cartmel, op. cit.; and U. Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London, 
Sage, 1992).
38 P. Kelly, “Wild and tame zones: regulating the transition of youth at risk”, Journal of Youth Studies, 
vol. 2, No. 2 (1999), pp. 193-211.
39 D. Massey, “The spatial constructions of youth cultures”, in Cool Places: Geographies of Youth
Cultures, S. Skelton and G. Valentine, eds. (London, Routledge, 1998), pp. 121-129.
40 Ibid.
41 H. Mackay, “The globalization of culture”, in A Globalizing World? Culture, Economics and Politics, 
D. Held, ed. (London, Routledge/Open University Press, 2000), pp. 47-84.
42 J.A. Scholte, Globalization: A Critical Introduction (Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2000).
43 D. Kjeldgaard, “Youth identities and globalization: central and peripheral consumer culture in Denmark
and Greenland”, a paper presented at the British Sociological Association Youth Study Group’s International
Conference on Global Youth? Young People in the Twenty-first Century, University of Plymouth, United
Kingdom, 3-5 September 2001.
44 P.K. Klitgaard, “Global teen soaps go local: Beverly Hills 90210 in Denmark”, Young, vol. 4 (1996), 
pp. 20-36.
45 P. Atkinson, “Representations of conflict in the Western media: the manufacture of a barbaric periph-
ery”, in Culture and Global Change, T. Skelton and T. Allen, eds. (London, Routledge, 1999), pp. 102-108.
46 R. Burnett, The Global Jukebox: The International Music Industry (London, Routledge, 1996).
47 S. Latouche, In the Wake of the Affluent Society: An Exploration of Post-Development (London, 
Zed Books, 1993).
48 J. Street, “Across the universe: the limits of global popular culture”, in The Limits of Globalization:
Cases and Arguments, A. Scott, ed. (London, Routledge, 1997), pp. 75-89.
49 P. Nilan, “Young people and globalizing trends in Vietnam”, Journal of Youth Studies, vol. 2, No. 3
(October 1999).
50 J. Lull, Media, Communication, Culture: A Global Approach (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1995).
51 A. Bennett, Popular Music and Youth Culture (Basingstoke, Macmillan, 2000).
52 J. Friedman, “Being in the world: globalization and localization”, Theory, Culture and Society, vol. 7,
No. 2-3 (1990), pp. 311-328.
53 Ibid.
54 R. Billington, J. Hockey and S. Strawbridge, Exploring Self and Society (Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1998),
p. 298.
55 J. Friedman, Cultural Identity and Global Process (London, Sage, 1994), p. 193.
56 M. Kraidy, “The global, the local, and the hybrid: a native ethnography of glocalization”, in Ethnographic
Research: A Reader, S. Taylor, ed. (London, Sage/Open University Press, 2002), pp. 187-210.
57 Ibid., p. 191.
58 A. Bennet, op. cit.
59 S. Miles, Consumerism as a Way of Life (London, Sage, 1998).
60 G. Ger and R.W. Belk, “I’d like to buy the world a Coke: consumptionscapes of the ‘less affluent
world’”, Journal of Consumer Policy, vol. 19, No. 3 (1996), p. 283.
61 P. Nilan, loc. cit.
62 Ibid.
63 L. Sklair, Globalization: Capitalism and Its Alternatives (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002).
64 R. Tinning and L. Fitzclarence, “Postmodern youth culture and the crisis in Australian secondary school
physical education”, Quest, vol. 44 (1992), pp. 287-303.
65 J.E. Côté and A.L. Allahar, Generation on Hold: Coming of Age in the Late Twentieth Century (London,
New York University Press, 1996).
66 S. Miles, Youth Lifestyles in a Changing World…
67 M. Liechty, “Media, markets and modernization: youth identities and the experience of modernity in
Katmandu, Nepal”, in Youth Cultures: A Cross-Cultural Perspective, V. Amit-Tali and H. Wulff , eds. (London,
Routlege, 1995), pp. 166-201.



68 H. Rietveld, “The body and soul of club culture”, in “Focus: Youth’s Sonic Forces”, The UNESCO Courier
(July/August 2000), p. 30.
69 G. Therborn, “Modernities and globalizations: an analytical framework”, in Globalization and Its
Impact—On Chinese and Swedish Society…, p. 33.
70 P. Townsend, “Ending world poverty in the 21st century”, in Tackling Inequalities: Where Are We Now
and What Can Be Done, C. Pantazis and D. Gordon, eds. (Bristol, The Policy Press, 2000), pp. 211-232.
71 D. Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1994).
72 K. Popple and R. Kirby, “Winners and losers: young people in Europe”, in Britain in Europe: 
An Introduction to Sociology, T. Spybey, ed. (London, Routledge, 1997), pp. 161-172.
73 S.J. Ball, M. Maguire and S. Macrae, Choices, Pathways and Transitions Post-16: New Youth, 
New Economies in the Global City (London, Routledge Falmer, 2000).
74 J.A. Scholte, op. cit.
75 K. Danaher and R. Burbach, eds., Globalize This! The Battle against the World Trade Organization and
Corporate Rule (Maine, Common Courage Press, 2000).
76 I. Ang, “Culture and communication: towards an ethnographic critique of media consumption in the
transnational media system”, European Journal of Communication, vol. 5 (1990), pp. 239-260.
77 D. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity…
78 J. Harvey, “Citizens of the globe and aliens at home”, a paper presented at the British Sociological
Association Youth Study Group’s International Conference on Global Youth? Young People in the Twenty-
first Century…
79 This subject is addressed in greater detail in chapter 10 of the present publication, which highlights the
participation of young people in decision-making.
80 N. Lesko, Act Your Age: A Cultural Construction of Adolescence (London, Routledge Falmer, 2001).
81 C. Wallace, “Youth, citizenship and empowerment”, in Youth, Citizenship and Empowerment, H. Helve
and C. Wallace, eds. (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2001), pp. 11-30.
82 United Nations, “Implementation of the World Programme of Action for Youth to the Year 2000 and
Beyond: report of the Secretary-General” (12 July 2001) (A/56/180), p. 3, available at
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/library/56180.pdf.
83 World Bank, World Development Indicators 2002…, p. 331.

Additional References
U. Nagel and C. Wallace, “Participation and identification in risk societies: European perspectives”, 

in Youth Citizenship and Social Change in a European Context, J. Bynner, L. Chisholm and A.
Furlong, eds. (Aldershot, Ashgate, 1997).

OECD, “Giving youth a better start”, editorial (3 May 1999), available at
http://www.worldbank.org/data/wdi2002/globallinks.htm.

J. Slowinski, “Globalization and its discontents: impact of a global system on youth and education 
in Central and Eastern Europe”, Young, vol. 7, No. 3 (1999), pp. 21-39.

A. Touraine, “Introduction: a world that has lost its future”, in Facing the Future: Young People 
and Unemployment around the World, produced for UNESCO (Paris, Orient Longman, 1991),
pp. 1-43.

UNESCO, “International flows of selected cultural goods”, Statistical Reports and Studies, No. 28
(Paris, UNESCO Division of Statistics on Culture and Communication, Office of Statistics, 1986).

308



309World YOUTH Report, 2003Young People in a Globalizing World


