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Abstract for free paper and poster presentation.

Negotiating smoking lifestyles: ‘hang about’, ‘sparking up’ and ‘giving two’s’.

Research continues to confirm the prevalence and risk factors associated with commencing and maintaining smoking lifestyles in groups of young people. The research presented here develops an ethnographic position to explore how smoking lifestyles are narrated in the everyday lives of the young people involved in this project. Three descriptive terms, ‘hang about’, ‘sparking up’ and ‘giving twos’ are highlighted from the young peoples narratives and used to illustrate the complex negotiations that take place in the everyday lives of the young people interviewed here. This analysis reveals a series of moral dialogues where the use of local space and features of smoking cigarettes are narrated in association with strategies to manage relationships in a friendship group or network. The use of local spaces conducive to smoking provides strategies to manage friendship groups and networks. Negotiations of trust, reciprocity and responsibility are involved in the confirmation of close friendships and are related to the strategies used to manage a smoking lifestyle. Therefore it is argued that such multifaceted negotiations need to be accounted for in any explanation of risk behaviours and corresponding lifestyle patterns. The paper ends by encouraging the participation of young people in all forums, which seek to target or understand the risky lifestyle patterns of some groups of young people. 

The research style is employing narratives and looking at in depth narratives regarding young people’s life styles and how smoking impinges on these narratives and life styles.

There are three areas from this analysis that I want to draw forward today. The title is actually drawn out of the young peoples narratives to illustrate the particular areas where smoking takes place and is a very normal activity. The first ‘hang about’ is meeting friends, using public places; the second ‘sparking up’ is the decision to light up; and then giving twos’ is the sharing and experiences that go on in the smoking lifestyles.

I used my own teenage children to access some of the young people’s life styles. They did identify me as a ‘mum’ and this gave me credence. They did not want to know about my qualifications and accreditation as a researcher but were interested in hearing about my being a mother of young people who had smoked at an early age – 13 onwards. And also being an ex smoker myself and I felt that this accreditation was much more reassuring than any reference to my official position.
What they did need during the survey was a constant reassurance that my view of them would not be changed by what I heard from them during the interviews as Annie in one of the groups said ‘I don’t mind the questions its what you believe in me’  They wanted to maintain their position as valuable young people but also be able to tell me the reality of their lives and many said that they had found it extremely beneficial to be able to speak honestly and frankly about their everyday lives to another person.

The first group was four girls who agreed to be involved and they identified four other girls who formed a very close social unit. They lived on an estate in Oxford.

The second group were mainly boys and they also had other close friends in their friendship group.

The third group was a group of young people who did not know of me at all or know my children. 

The groups identified themselves by sharing the same outdoor ‘meeting space’ which might be the local shops or the ‘rec’ They identified these areas where they ‘hung out’ together as more significant than the place where they lived.  They also identified by having known each other a long time.

Part of the interview process was to get them all to record a typical week and a typical day.  They would meet at the steps, at the field see who is at the shops and meet at the back door. As time went on and they identified the spaces where they met it became clear that these were actually smoking spaces for these groups. They were free flights away from adult intervention.
Some of he girls chose to doodle and they would draw the ‘rec’ which was a very important space for meeting friends and for smoking.  One group of girls wanted to introduce a camera and they took photographs of their spaces. 

The groups identified small groups and parts of the larger group – A quote “Like Saturday night everyone turns up and then we cant do it cos theres too many people – say we go round to Georges or something and have a barbecue and then another five people come and then we cant say go away so we end up staying with them lot and we end up going to the shops or something.”
The reason why these negotiations are very important are all to do with trusting particular friends. “I do spend a lot of time with them most of the time we don’t don’t go and see other friends and places – its better if we stay friends with the friends we have seen for a along time because we stay out of trouble and things like that – we have known each other for so long we don’t think about nicking cars and stuff like that – if you are with your proper mates and he said lets go and nick that car and you said no – he would listen to you – but if you was with someone else like you knew them but you didn’t know them so well they wouldn’t listen to you – they would just do it”
In this way the groups of friendship location would actually position themselves in relation with the other groups of young people. Many position themselves in the middle  - their narratives describe those who are good – the boring ones and those that do well at school; and then those ones that in actual fact don’t care – the ones that get a bad name and get into trouble – and one thing was important in the social space context was that they had to negotiate those boundaries in those larger networks
This is where the smoking comes into the picture. Because that deciding where you fit in is also related to that image of smoking. “I hate it when people use smoking to portray something – they assume that if you smoke you are trouble” I asked why she saw it that way and she said because it is a rebellious thing and when asked if she saw her group as a rebel group and she said not at all – not like in drugs and vandalism – just rebelling against the teachers a bit – ‘but that’s soft stuff’

Other quotes describe how some of the groups saw themselves as sensible and smoking ;behind closed doors’ to not cause trouble.
So this analysis of narrative brought out clear areas of responsibility of trust, of belonging and this was illustrating the complex series of negotiations which these young people were making. 

The next narratives were also drawing relationships with friends and how they actually did the smoking. A very powerful way of negotiating within the group was ‘sorting’ each other and that related to cigarettes. You would sort people out when they did not have cigarettes and then they would sort you out.  ‘You sort them out cos you know you’ll get it back’  If you don’t have enough to sort out you would share twos – give twos and share the cigarettes between them.

One girl spoke of a girl who took up smoking after being influenced by them. She says that ‘She was always dead against smoking but now the only reason she rings you up is to come over and have a fag. She wont do it in her own home because of her parents. What I find annoying is that she asks you to look after her cigarettes for her cos of her mum and then she says she wants to tell her mum – I don’t understand’
This brought forward another interesting layer of narration with regard to responsibility we have had the negotiation of close friends, of friends you can rely on and trust to give you your cigarettes back and now we have the matter of friends who are smoking but whom they felt did not constitute a real smoker.   A real smoker is someone who can take responsibility for their habit. And someone who could take responsibility for their habit was someone who could buy them, raise the money for them ,  keep them on their person and not ask someone else to look after them or deal with what their mum would think about it, and cope with the family impressions and feelings about them smoking.

In summary – this is a very complex social interaction. They define public places to smoke but another quote  ‘I hate smoking in the street passing old people and children and having people think how horrible you are we are still the same kind people but people look at you and think yuk smoking again – they probably done it …’

This project highlights that not only the participation in understanding the real lives of the people who we have identified as smokers and continue to be smokers but to also try to involve them in their own understanding of how they are smoking on that daily basis.
