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Abstract 

Theories of youth risk taking range from the realist to the sociocultural. Much of 

this theorising, particularly in the field of epidemiology, has been strongly 

influenced by the Health Belief Framework. More recently, attention has shifted 

to understanding how young people perceive risk and what makes some of them 

resilient to risk taking. In this article we develop a framework that brings together 

diverse theoretical perspectives on youth risk taking. We draw on lessons from 

across the social science disciplines to inform a conceptual framework 

incorporating the broad context and internal processes of young people’s 

decisions to take risks. Our Youth Risk Interpretation Framework (Y-RIF) has 

been developed from insights gained during an ethnographic study conducted in 

South Africa. We argue that our framework is useful, as it offers new ways of 

understanding why some young people take risks while others are more cautious. 

It could be used to inform youth behaviour surveillance research and 

interventions. However, it will need to be rigorously tested. 
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Introduction 

Growing up involves experimenting with new roles and responsibilities, and often 

involves risk taking. Young people may risk their sexual and reproductive health, they 

experiment with drugs, they risk their future by dropping out of school, and some get 

involved in violence and crime. Research focusing on risk behaviour varies according to 

the perspective taken on the concept of risk: realist (Zinn 2008), neurocognitive 

(Steinberg 2009) or political legal (McCarthy et al. 2009). The various theories make 

several basic assumptions. They assume that risk is real and can be objectively defined, 

that choices are made on an either/or basis (risky behaviour or safe behaviour) or on a 

cost: benefit basis, and that adolescents and young adults are more prone to risk taking 

than mature people. They assume that people make rational decisions about risk, based 

on their perception of the likelihood of a negative outcome (Fischhoff et al. 1993; Kirch 

2008). The Health Belief Framework (Rosenstock 1990) is perhaps the most well-known 

of the frameworks based on such assumptions. According to this framework, the means 

to reduce risky or health-compromising behaviour is education, to raise awareness of its 

outcomes. The reasoning is that if young people are better informed, they will be more 

likely to make rational decisions and less likely to take risks. Mason et al. (2013: 1237) 

note that such theorising typically argues that if young people ‘fail to choose pro-social 

behaviour’, this is due to ‘misunderstanding, underestimating risk, lack of neurocognitive 
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control, lack of experience, or ignoring the danger’. This realist and rationalist framework 

has been heavily criticised but it still informs a great deal of thinking about youth risk 

taking, and prevention and intervention studies globally are mostly based on it. 

Some theorists, however, have moved away from the realist view of risk taking 

and created a sociocultural framework (Lupton 1999; Tulloch and Lupton 2003; Tulloch 

2008). From this perspective, risk taking is seen as being shaped by social and cultural 

norms and expectations. Our definitions of risk will depend on what we perceive as a risk. 

Epidemiologists, concerned with health including sexual and reproductive health, may 

see unprotected sex, for example, as extremely risky, while the layperson may not. ‘Risk 

perception does not refer to how ‘at risk’ a person feels, but rather to the kinds of 

behaviour they perceive as constituting a risk.  Mason et al. (2013: 1237), observing that 

‘[w]hat society may view as a risk may be viewed as a safer choice in the larger 

sociocultural scheme’, consider it imperative to take into account the social context within 

which decisions about risk are made, if we are to better understand why young people 

engage in risky behaviour. From a sociocultural perspective, the goal then is to discover 

how young people define risk and what factors shape their perceptions of risk. The risks 

they face are socially and culturally embedded, and they take these risks partly as a way 

of fitting into the social and cultural context (Pilkington 2007b).  
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The sociocultural approach to understanding risk taking has been mostly 

qualitative, drawing on life histories, ethnographies and participatory methods. In our 

review most studies of youth risk taking in South Africa used either quantitative data, 

which provides information on vulnerability factors for risk taking, or qualitative data, 

which provides information about social and cultural contexts and how young people 

interpret and define risks. Not many have used both. We have therefore created a 

conceptual framework that connects the two approaches, with the aim of giving 

researchers a clear picture of the vulnerability factors for risk and at the same time an in-

depth understanding of the sociocultural factors that may shape the decision to take risks.  

Our framework helps to distinguish the aspects of life that young people perceive to be 

risky and to identify the young people who are most likely to take risks. It could be used 

to inform programmes to help young people manage or reduce risk. Although in this paper 

we refer predominantly to sexual risk, the framework could be tested to understand its 

efficacy in explaining other forms of risky behaviour. In addition, while we illustrate the 

framework with South African examples, we believe that it can be tested in other 

developing and developed country context to assess its value.. 

 



5 
 

Conceptualising the process of risk taking 

This framework, which explains the process of risk taking, the Framework for Youth Risk 

Interpretation (see Figure 1), takes into account the standard view that the process 

involves rational decision making, but also incorporates the sociocultural factors that 

influence the way young people understand risk, and the structural, external and 

environmental factors that they internalise and process during, or in response to, a 

particular circumstance or event. The framework reflects the interaction of structural 

factors, commonly dealt with in quantitative studies, with cognitive decision-making 

processes, commonly dealt with in qualitative studies. The aim was to provide an 

integrative framework that can be elaborated and tested by applying mixed 

methodologies. 

 

<INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE> 

The Youth Risk Interpretation Framework (Y-RIF)  

Past and present contexts 

This section deals with Part A in the framework (see Figure 1). The qualitative and 

participatory research and the sociocultural literature on youth risk makes clear that risk 

is embedded in social and cultural contexts (Tulloch and Lupton 2003; Tulloch 2008) and 
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that what people understand as risk, and how they evaluate and negotiate it is strongly 

shaped by these contexts. Similarly much quantitative research acknowledges the role of 

socio-economic contexts in shaping risk outcomes (Tenkorang et al., 2011). In our 

framework we identify these contexts as developmental, social, cultural, neurocognitive, 

geographical and structural, which captures a wide but not exhaustive range of contexts 

that shape risk. The literature deals with many aspects of these contexts, all of which 

interact and affect each other. Among the determinants of risk-taking behaviour that the 

literature discusses are poverty (e.g. Bruce 2007; Tenkorang et al. 2011), gender (e.g. 

Barker 2005; Bhana and Anderson 2013a; Bruce 2007; Carey et al. 2011; Khunou 2006; 

Langa 2010; O’Sullivan et al. 2006; Richter and Morrell 2006), social networks (e.g. 

Bauman et al. 2007; Borsari et al. 2007; Farmer et al. 2003; Pelser 2008), values or 

cultural norms (e.g. Bishop 2011; Swartz 2009, 2011) and personality traits (e.g. Gullone 

and Moore 2000; Lejuez et al. 2007). However, each of these, while significant, will 

always function alongside complementary, and sometimes contradictory, determinants. 

This is not always considered in research that focuses on one or the other.  

 In addition, contexts are always partly shaped by past events and processes. As 

contexts in turn partly shape people’s perceptions and actions, historical legacy must be 

acknowledged. For instance, when we consider the geographical context (one of the six 

contexts listed in the framework), we can see how people today can be affected by being 
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obliged historically to live in a particular location. In South Africa the legacy of apartheid 

continues to determine where people of different race groups grow up and thus may limit 

their access to resources and opportunities (Leibbrandt et al. 2010; Ramphele 2002); and 

in turn make them more vulnerable to risk (Anderson et al. 2007; Bray et al. 2010; Burns 

and Snow 2012; Swartz 2009). The post-apartheid present also dramatically shapes the 

lives of young people when it comes to getting an education, (Heaton et al. 2014) a job, 

(Statistics South Africa 2014) and a sense of belonging (Arnot and Swartz 2012; Swartz 

et al. 2012). Poor education, lack of employment and a feeling of alienation may all have 

an effect on a young person’s propensity to take risks. When we consider the cultural 

context, we can again see how history shapes it. For instance, the clash between the 

traditional view of gender, in which men are dominant, and today’s discourse of gender 

equity may affect young people’s decision making, including the decision to take risks 

(Bhana and Anderson 2013b; Bhana and Pattman 2009; Bowleg et al. 2011; Brown et al. 

2005; Hunter 2005; Jewkes and Morrell 2012; O’Sullivan et al. 2006). 

Acknowledging past and present contexts in this framework therefore means 

recognising the influence of the individual’s developmental, social, cultural, 

neurocognitive, geographic and structural history. Here the framework draws on life 

course theory (Elder et al. 2003), which notes the strong role that people’s experiences 
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from earliest childhood onwards, and their family and community history, play into 

shaping their perceptions and actions. 

Internalisation of context 

This section deals with Part B in the framework (see Figure 1). Young people constantly 

process and internalise the contexts described above. For instance, they are faced with a 

barrage of cultural norms and values, what their peers think and do, media coverage and 

social policies, each of which inform their thinking, values and beliefs. They do this in 

many ways; cognitive processing of information and knowledge (Casey et al. 2008; 

Galvan et al. 2007; Green and Myerson 2004; Myerson et al. 2003; Steinberg 2008), 

evaluation of values, costs and benefits (Barry 2013; Dhami and Mandel 2012; Reyna 

and Farley 2006; Reyna and Rivers 2008) and individual autonomy (Choi and Holroyd 

2007; Evans et al. 2010; Froyum 2010; Gill, 2009; Jewkes and Morrell 2012). The 

literature has many views on how risk is negotiated. Psychological perspectives are 

primarily interested in cognitive processing, economic perspectives on evaluation of costs 
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and benefits, and sociocultural perspectives in individual autonomy. Our framework 

brings these perspectives together to provide a fuller picture. 

Since the way that young people understand risk is shaped by ‘local social 

dimensions of class and gender’ (Green et al. 2000: 109), the researcher must take these 

dimensions into account when analysing risk-taking behaviour. Yet the process by which 

people internalise these dimensions to form the foundation of cognitive processes, 

including processes to do with risk taking, has received little attention in other conceptual 

models. Our framework helps to explain the process by showing that the internalisation 

of these dimensions is a lifelong process, manifested in how people perceive, interpret 

and act within their contexts; and is the foundation on which decisions to take risks are 

made. 

Events and circumstances 

This section deals with Part C in the framework (see Figure 1). Previous research has 

dealt, if only implicitly, with the way events and circumstances influence the decision to 

take risks, but our framework treats this more explicitly by conceptualising this as a 
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dynamic process. A particular event or circumstance provides a moment where the past 

and present contexts and how these have been internalised converge; and in which a 

young person must interpret the risk that they are faced with. Although the context and 

the internationalisation of risk richly shape how a risk is interpret, the event or 

circumstance also plays a role. The event of failing a school subject might change all of 

the plans an individual had to complete his schooling. Similarly, a persuasive and 

dominant romantic partner during a time of sexual contact might change all the plans 

previously made about using a condom during sexual intercourse. The above examples 

illustrate the way a young person’s decision to take a risk will spring from a combination 

of past and present circumstances and events; in technical terms, from a dynamic 

relationship between distal and proximal factors.  

Interpretation of risk (cognition, preference, agency) 

The next part of the framework (D in Figure 1) highlights the significance of how 

young people interpret risk; including aspects of cognition, preference and agency. Young 

people’s past and present contexts (A), how they have internalised these (B), and the 

events or circumstances they are faced with (C) all influence their decisions about risk; 

but ultimately how they manage risk in their daily lives will depend on how they interpret 

risk that arises from a particular event or circumstance (D). This perception will depend 
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on past and present contexts (A in Figure 1) but also on how they weigh up the cost-

benefit of taking a particular risk (preference in D in Figure 1). While peer and family 

networks play a role in shaping both perceptions of what constitutes risk and vulnerability 

to engaging in risk (Carey et al. 2011; Markham et al. 2003; Pilkington 2007a; Valle and 

Tillman 2012), individual factors, particularly related to an individual’s representation of 

self to others (agency in D in Figure 1), also shape perceptions and negotiation of risk 

(Bishop 2011; House, Bates, et al. 2010; House, Mueller, et al. 2010; Park and Peterson 

2006; Swartz 2009). Therefore, a young people’s perception of what constitutes a risk, 

and how at-risk they feel about a particular set of actions or circumstances, is as much a 

function of their past and present contexts as it is of their process of developing a unique 

identity (McCall 2003) and what they perceive to be important at a particular time in their 

lives. Decisions about what risks are ‘acceptable’ and which to avoid are thus not simply 

shaped by a risk trade-off or cognitive processing of actions and outcomes. Rather risks 

are interpreted in complex ways with cognition, preference and agency all playing a 

greater or lesser role in the eventual decision. As Mason et al. (2013: 1238) note, ‘because 

youth make daily decisions about which risks to approach and which to avoid in 

accordance with their ever-evolving self-concepts, risk-orientated decision making is just 

as much a matter of risk refusal as it is a matter of risk taking.’ Hence, engagement in 

risky behaviour, which may have negative health consequences, may also have social 
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benefits or carry social risks if avoided. The interpretation of risk (D in Figure 1) shows 

how the framework is based on the view that decision making is an exercise of agency 

that combines rational cognitive processes such as cost-benefit calculation with a non-

rational, value-driven or habitual understanding of decision making influenced by 

underlying social and cultural factors. We contend that decision making is not necessarily 

a purely rational process, as argued by Weber (1978) and Bourdieu (1990). Examples of 

this are given below. 

Action and outcomes 

This section deals with Part E in the framework (see Figure 1). Our framework captures 

the complex process of negotiation and decision making that goes on when a person 

considers whether to take a risk. Ultimately this process results in an action (or lack of 

action) that leads to an outcome (E in Figure 1). Of course, our framework cannot capture 

every aspect of the decision-making process, since many of the factors that influence a 

decision are deeply embedded in a particular individual’s life and may not consciously 

inform this process. To make a decision and act on it may take only a moment, but the 

decision is nevertheless influenced by the decider’s history and context. Taking action (or 

refraining from taking action) is thus an outcome that may be better anticipated if the 
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complexity of the process that led to it can be accurately accounted for in risk behaviour 

research. This is what our framework aims to achieve. 

It is crucial when conceptualising risk taking or risky behaviour not to assume a 

simple causal, linear relationship between taking a risk or living in a risky situation and 

a negative outcome. Just because a person engages in some form of risk does not 

necessarily mean it will have a negative outcome. The concept of resilience is used to 

explain how the trajectory from risk to a negative outcome can be altered (Ungar 2013), 

or how the influence of risk can be mitigated or delayed (Fergus and Zimmerman 2005). 

Our framework does not explicitly include this concept, but we would argue that, because 

the framework elaborates on the pathways to risk taking, it can contribute to the field of 

resilience studies and positive youth development.  

Summary of framework 

A great deal of research on risk taking focuses on structures that shape decision 

making; we acknowledge that while these play an important role, the exercise of 

individual agency through decision making plays a significant role in the negotiation and 

process of risk taking. Our framework fits more closely with the theory of structuration 

(Giddens, 1991), which, rather than prioritising agency or structure, explicitly 

incorporates interaction between agency and structure.  
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Thus we argue that, contrary to the traditional epidemiological view of youth risk 

behaviour, risk taking is not merely a trade-off between an objectively defined risk and a 

safer alternative. Firstly, risks are rarely objectively defined – while ‘experts’ might deem 

particular kinds of behaviour risky (such as having multiple partners, not using condoms, 

dropping out of school), people’s perceptions of whether such actions are risky are as 

much a function of social and cultural norms as of individual beliefs. Researchers aiming 

to measure risk and risk perception should therefore be wary of defining risk externally 

or ‘objectively’ and rather take a more youth centred and context specific view of what 

constitutes risk for young people. The views of a young person’s social group are critical 

to how risk is perceived and these views may shift from context to context. Secondly, the 

decision to take a risk is based on many kinds of influence – individuals do not make a 

discrete rational choice between a risky behaviour and a safe one. In a context of poverty 

the alternatives may be equally risky for the young person – for instance, the risk of 

having unprotected sex with a partner versus the risk of losing an income source if you 

choose not to. Rather, a complex set of cultural, social and economic factors shape what 

the person perceives to be risky and which trade-offs are acceptable at a given time. 

Taking a risk is rarely an either/or single risk factor decision; risks are taken in a 

continually changing context of society and everyday life that necessitates continual 

management of a plethora of alternatives. Risks that are perceived to be most pressing or 
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immediate (such as drinking contaminated water because it is difficult to access a source 

of filtered water) may take precedence over risks that ‘experts’ view as being of 

importance (such as not using a condom in a sexual encounter). Mason et al. (2013: 1239) 

argue that there is a ‘requirement to move away from a single risk factor analysis approach 

to understanding these behaviours as occurring within a lifestyle, and instead to aim to 

develop a more contextualized understanding of youth lives.’  

In the remaining sections of the paper we use examples from our case study 

material to illustrate the application of our framework. 

 

Application of the Youth Risk Interpretation Framework (Y-RIF) 

To demonstrate the usefulness of our framework we use the example of three participants 

from an ethnographic study conducted in Johannesburg (REMOVED FOR BLIND 

REVIEW). We first tell their stories and then use our framework to analyse their 

reasoning processes when taking or avoiding risks. 

These three young people lived in an informal settlement near Johannesburg. 

They were affected by apartheid era urban planning policies, when such townships were 

established as essentially labour reserves for nearby industrial and residential areas. 

However, post-apartheid policies have improved basic infrastructure and services such as 
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housing, sanitation, electricity and education in these areas, although inequalities in 

access to resources persist (Leibbrandt et al. 2010). 

The first participant is Teboho (pseudonym), a young African man who grew up 

with his mother, father and three siblings—what he describes as a solid family 

background. He was the eldest child and the only boy in the family. His father was 

employed. This meant that despite the extreme poverty of the area, the family had some 

income security. They were by no means wealthy and struggled from month to month but 

had some level of economic stability. All of the children benefited from free education at 

the local schools although, given apartheid era educational policies, these schools were 

under-resourced and lacked well-qualified teachers.  

In his tenth year of schooling, Teboho’s girlfriend fell pregnant with his child. She 

was also still at school at the time. They had been in what he termed a committed 

relationship and he loved her. The young woman and he decided to have the baby. 

Teboho’s family felt that it was important for him to accept his commitments as a father 

and provide for his new family. They felt that they could not take on the additional 

financial burden of a baby. Weighing his options, Teboho decided that an additional two 

years of schooling would not benefit him in the long run and he left school to find work.  
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From an outsider’s point of view, Teboho made two very risky decisions – to have 

unprotected sex with his girlfriend, and to leave school. How do we explain these 

decisions?  

Our second example is Thabo (pseudonym), a young African man, who grew up 

with his mother and brother. His mother was a domestic worker and he never knew his 

father. His mother always insisted that Thabo and his brother getting as good an education 

as they could at the local township schools and both brothers worked hard at school. Both 

matriculated with university entrance passes but neither were able to afford tertiary 

education. Thabo found employment as a factory worker. He wanted to become an 

engineer and worked closely with engineers in the factory. However, he was frustrated at 

being stuck in the same position and after five years of employment left his job. At the 

time of the study he had moved out of his mother’s home and was living independently 

in a shack in an informal settlement. He was involved in the Pentecostal church and was 

running a youth organisation on a voluntary basis in his community. He said he was a 

virgin and hoped to remain so until he met his future wife, despite many temptations from 

the local girls. He aspired to marry a young Christian woman for whom he would pay 

lobola, and to provide for her and their future children by buying a brick house in the 

township. He prided himself on being a good role framework to children in the 

community.  
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How do we explain Thabo’s resilience to risk taking, given what might be 

considered a precarious background?  

Our third case, Letty (pseudonym), is a young woman, who grew up in the rural 

areas of Limpopo with her mother, father, siblings and extended family. She described 

her family as close and supportive. She excelled at school, particularly in mathematics, 

and dreamed of becoming a social worker or a teacher. In her tenth year of schooling her 

family sent her to live with her aunt and uncle in Johannesburg to complete her schooling. 

They felt she would have a better chance of getting a good education and finding a job if 

she was based in Johannesburg. Letty described her aunt and uncle as supportive but also 

noted that they did not have the financial means to support an additional child in the 

house.  

Letty left school in her eleventh year, hoping to find work. Shortly thereafter she 

met her boyfriend, with whom she had two children. Her first son was born when Letty 

was 18 years old and the second followed three years later. At the time of the study Letty 

was living alone in a shack in the informal settlement. She had sent her two children to 

live with her mother in Limpopo. Her partner had left her. She had met someone else and 

was pregnant with his child. Letty saw herself as a counsellor and support to younger 

women in the community. She was involved in the Zionist Christian Church, where she 

was seen as a leader among the young women.  
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How do we explain Letty’s decision to have unprotected sex and to leave school 

despite what presents as a fairly stable family background?  

Applying the framework to the study subjects’ risk taking or risk avoidance 

Our framework can be applied to a range of youth risk behaviour, but here we focus on 

sexual risk. Previous studies have focused on identifying and targeting the predictive 

factors for risky sexual behaviour, such as poverty or economic stability (Choi and 

Holroyd 2007; Conroy et al. 2010; Dinkelman et al. 2008), household and family support 

(Markham et al. 2003; Ungar 2013; Valle and Tillman 2012), or individual characteristics 

such as personality (Gullone and Moore 2000; Lejuez et al. 2007). 

If we considered only economic or household predictors, we would expect 

Teboho and Letty to fare relatively well, and we would be unlikely to predict their 

engagement in risky behaviour, yet they did take risks. Thabo, on the other hand, came 

from what would be deemed a more risky background – a poor household with a single 

parent who was working and therefore absent much of the time and unable to monitor 

day-to-day behaviour. Yet he managed to avoid taking any major risks. How are we to 

interpret these contradictions?  

Our framework traces the pathways to risk, highlighting the importance of 

context, both past and present. It accounts for the fact that Teboho, because of apartheid 
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urban planning and educational policies, was enrolled in a poorly resourced school, with 

teachers who were often absent or uninterested, that was unlikely to give him the kind of 

education that would lead to tertiary education or a decent job. And his family, although 

economically stable, was poor and struggled to meet financial obligations each month. 

Where he lived, dropping out of school was not frowned upon but seen rather as an 

acceptable alternative route to employment, despite the low employment prospects for 

those without a school-leaving certificate (Statistics South Africa 2015). Culturally, 

Teboho’s background was one that celebrated virility and evidence of masculinity 

(Barker 2005; Barker and Ricardo 2005; Carey et al. 2011; Hunter 2005; Richter and 

Morrell 2006; Swartz and Bhana 2010). The family and community expectations of a 

young man with a child on the way were, above all, that he would provide for the mother 

and the child. These strong gendered views, along with Teboho’s historical, social and 

geographical context, are part of the background against which his decisions were made. 

But on their own they cannot explain his decisions.  

While research using population survey data on young people’s risk behaviour 

may be able to show that background factors such as those mentioned above predict 

young peoples’ risk behaviour, it cannot account for how those factors are internalised or 

trace the resulting pathways that influence decision making (B in Figure 1). Teboho 

internalised his contexts in various ways. For instance, he subscribed to his community’s 
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gender expectations. He wanted to be seen as this kind of man by his community, family 

and peers. In turn, the way he internalised his context shaped the way he interpreted risk 

(D in Figure 1) when faced with the event (C in Figure 1) of a sexual encounter with his 

girlfriend. Presented with the option of using a condom (agency in D in Figure 1), Teboho 

had to make a trade-off between demonstrating his virility and minimising the risk of his 

girlfriend falling pregnant. Virility being an important aspect of his masculine identity, 

he made the decision (however fleeting in the moment) not to use a condom, with the 

outcome (E in Figure 1) of a pregnancy.  

Similarly, he internalised his context when he weighed up whether he stood a 

better chance of finding employment immediately or if he completed his schooling (B in 

Figure 1). The way Teboho internalised this economic context also shaped how he 

interpreted risk (cognition in D in Figure 1) once faced with the event (C in Figure 1) of 

his girlfriend’s pregnancy. Given that the social and cultural context he had internalised 

made it important to be seen as a provider, he made the decision (D in Figure 1) to leave 

school and seek employment (outcome in E in Figure 1).  

Exploring Thabo’s story provides further insight into the applicability of the 

framework. Thabo came from the same geographic context, but was raised by a single 

parent, with far less economic stability and without the support of an extended family. He 

faced many of the same expectations of masculinity as Teboho did. However, the key 
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difference was his membership of a local church, where he was exposed to messages 

about marriage and monogamy. His past and present context was therefore somewhat 

different from Teboho’s (A in Figure 1).  

Like Teboho, Thabo internalised his context in various ways. In interviews with 

Thabo it was evident he subscribed to many of the same expectations of masculinity as 

Teboho did. He said that having multiple sexual partners was acceptable practice and he 

did not view such behaviour negatively. However, as he had also internalised the church’s 

view of masculinity (B in Figure 1) he said his personal preference was to wait until 

marriage to engage in sexual relationships. The framework allows us to account for the 

background factors as well as the internal mechanisms that are responsible for what 

people internalise. Teboho internalised the culture’s dominant discourse of masculinity, 

and so did Thabo, but he also internalised an alternative discourse (the church’s view).  

But our framework allows us to go a step further, to understand the (potentially 

risky) moment of making a decision. It shows that although background factors play a 

role, depending on how they are internalised, there is still a layer of processing that we 

need to understand. In the moment of decision making, people consciously or 

subconsciously, make a trade-off based on their assessment (however brief) of how risky 

a particular action may be (D in Figure 1). That assessment is based on how they have 

internalised their specific contextual background and what their resulting preferences are. 
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Thus, in a moment of sexual decision making, Teboho may have considered the 

implications of having unprotected sex and decided that not being able to continue with 

his education because of having to support a pregnant woman was a small risk in a context 

where a matriculation or diploma certificate would do little for his employment prospects 

anyway, whereas using a condom would be a big risk because it would undermine his 

sense of masculinity and the related expectations to demonstrate virility. Understanding 

this moment of decision making allows us to acknowledge that people’s perceptions of 

what is risky differ. To an outsider, Teboho’s decision making seems irrational – he risks 

his future for a moment of pleasure. However, based on his perception of what constitutes 

a risk in relation to his internalised context, we can begin to understand that perhaps 

Teboho does not perceive leaving school before matriculating as a risk at all. Far more 

pressing is the risk to his sense of identity as a young man. It is this perception that will 

influence any trade-offs he considers and ultimately shape the decision he makes. This in 

turn will result in a particular action which has an outcome. That outcome will feed back 

into Teboho’s context and history, shaping future decisions. If he is praised for his 

decision or if he perceives that his decision brings benefits such as his peers 

congratulating him for fathering a child, this may confirm the values of his particular 

social and cultural context and ultimately confirm the value of his preferences, which may 

influence later decisions.  
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In the case of Thabo, we see similar processes at work. Thabo revealed in an 

interview that he had been tempted many times to engage in sexual relations with various 

women who were attracted to him. He emphasised this by showing the researcher text 

messages and photos that young women had sent to him. When the researcher asked how 

he was able to avoid engaging in sexual relations with them, he said: ‘Ah, but I have 

something that makes me different.’ For Thabo, his reputation as a youth leader and 

churchgoer was too important to risk for a moment of sexual pleasure. Here we can 

analyse Thabo’s moment of decision making, in which he weighs up the benefit of sexual 

pleasure against the risk to his reputation. Thus, while the background factors and 

internalisation of context play an important role in shaping the decision, his agency within 

that moment plays a bigger role.  

Letty’s past context was one of relative stability, with a close-knit rural family 

and success at school. But her geographic context shifted when she migrated to 

Johannesburg. Migration is associated with increased risk-taking behaviour because of 

loss of social systems of support (Erulkar et al. 2006). In addition, her social and cultural 

context was one in which discourses of femininity and women’s agency are very limited, 

strongly patriarchal, and risky (Bhana and Anderson 2013a; Froyum 2010; Jewkes and 

Morrell 2012). When it comes to negotiating sexual relationships, these discourses of 

femininity prioritise male preference, and limit female agency. In addition, her economic 
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context of poverty and unemployment increased her vulnerability to risk (Choi and 

Holroyd 2007; Dinkelman et al. 2008; Tenkorang et al. 2011). How then did she 

internalise these contexts? What became evident in the researcher’s engagement with 

Letty was that being in a stable partnership had eclipsed her original professional 

aspirations. A stable partnership would afford her the means to a home, and some income 

from her partner’s meagre earnings. Her preference is not surprising given the realities of 

poverty and unemployment. It also meant that she would be seen as a ‘good wife’ – 

reflecting family, church and community values, rather than as a ‘hustler’ – a derogatory 

term for young women who engaged in multiple partnerships in the local community. 

This explains how Letty internalised her historical and more recent context and how this 

has shaped her cognitive assessment and aspirations for her future (B in Figure 1). It 

further reveals what she perceived as central preferences for economic security and for 

her reputation within the community.  

When then faced with an event or circumstance (C in Figure 1), Letty used this 

internalisation of context to interpret the potential risk. Being the ideal romantic partner, 

with its associated risks, afforded her the opportunity for economic security and a good 

reputation. She prioritised her partner’s sexual preferences, including not using a condom, 

despite knowing that he was not sexually faithful to her. Although she acknowledged that 

this was ‘the most risky thing she had done’, because she was putting herself at risk for 
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sexually transmitted infections, she nevertheless weighed this up against the risk of losing 

her partner (D in Figure 1). In addition, she did not regard unplanned or early childbearing 

as a risk to avoid; rather, she saw having a child as a way to secure her relationship with 

her partner – a benefit resulting from engaging in unprotected sex with him. 

 

Conclusion 

The framework presented in this article highlights the complexities of risk negotiation 

and the importance of finding a way to account adequately for the various drivers of 

young people’s decisions to take risks. Risk has been understood from various 

perspectives, ranging from rational to sociocultural. Each theoretical standpoint 

highlights certain aspects of risk decision making, but none singularly adequately 

accounts for the complexity and multidimensionality of the process. The rational 

perspective highlights the process of cognition and rational decision making. The 

economic perspective points to the trade-offs that people make as they decide whether to 

take a risk. The sociocultural perspective focuses on the role of cultural discourses and 

norms.  

Similarly, various fields of research have approached risk decision making 

differently and applied research methods that tackle different aspects of the process. 

Disciplines such as demography and economics that rely primarily on population surveys 
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and monitoring systems will view risk taking as a rational process, on the evidence of 

statistical frameworks. Cognate social science disciplines such as anthropology and 

cultural sociology are more likely to emphasise the cultural nuances of risk decision 

making, drawing on in-depth qualitative and ethnographic data. Rather than seeing these 

as competing perspectives, we value their complementarity. The aim of this article was 

to bring together insights from across the disciplines to develop a conceptual framework 

that captures various aspects of risk negotiation. 

This framework shows the layers that shape risk taking or risk avoidance, starting 

with the contextual factors that make young people either vulnerable or resilient to risk 

taking, including the process of internalisation and subsequent interpretation of risk and 

risk taking. Our framework demonstrates the value of considering both distal and 

proximal contexts and of emphasising the role of individual agency in interaction with 

these contexts.  

Although illustrated with South African examples and focused largely on sexual 

risk, the framework could be applied to other forms of risk taking and in other contexts, 

provided it is empirically tested. The broad applicability of the framework and its 

usefulness for assessment and intervention therefore remain to be tested, by being applied 

to existing quantitative and qualitative data and by eliciting feedback from young people 

themselves on the accuracy of the framework.  
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